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CHAPTER ONE


“I’m going to eat way too much,” Nanna said. “I hope.”

She sat next to my boyfriend Stone at the judges’ table for the annual Barbecue and Blues Festival in Memphis.

Stone had won a raffle, a chance to sit at the judges’ table and sample the entrees from all the competitors. Nanna, of course, became his plus one. Because she was Nanna.

Two of the judges joined them, plates of competition beef placed in front of them. A third plate was dropped before an empty seat, the third judge running late. Nanna and Stone had loaded up their own plates.

“I’m usually a fan of saucy St. Louis ribs,” Stone said. “But these brisket are excellent.”

“What do you guys think?” Nanna faced the judge closest to her, legendary local bluesman Shaky Carter.

The other judge, renowned barbecue pit master Chick Thompson, sat closer to Stone. He spoke before Shaky could.

“What on earth would a musician know about it?”

Chick took a chug from a red plastic cup of beer and glared at Shaky.

The bluesman drank his own beer. Then he held up a finger. A puzzled expression crossed his face. “What did you do, Chick?”

He froze for a split second and then collapsed face-first into a plate of pulled pork.

Nanna gasped.

My friend Rosie had been in one of the event’s stalls, exploring the place. She came out; froze in place. “Tiff?”

Stone stood slowly, but before he could move to the fallen man, a gagging sound made him face the other way.

“Shaky! You’re killing me!” Chick’s eyes rolled back in his head. With a thump, he joined Shaky in a food dive.

Neither man moved. I could not see the rise and fall of their respiration.

Stone made it to Shaky. Nanna walked over to Chick.

Both of them were checking for pulses. Both of them soon looked up at me and shook their heads.

The two judges had just dropped dead in front of the onlooking crowd.

[image: ]


We’d arrived at Memphis International early that morning. Real early, since we were on Arizona time.

I’d had a hectic time during my last few months in Las Vegas.

I’d tracked down a big money laundering syndicate, gotten shot in the lung for my troubles, and spent a whole long time recuperating.

In the end, doctors advised me to have a change of scenery to improve my recuperation. Around that time, Nanna and her husband Wes moved to a small town in Arizona called Mariposas. Our friends Stone and Jan found work in a larger town close to Mariposas, and Rosie floated the idea that maybe we could join them.

It sounded like a good plan to me. We found ourselves a nice cottage in Mariposas, and then we found a place to turn into a bakery café. While we were settling into our new life, Charles Locandro contacted us.

Charles was a businessman who often asked us to go on work-cations for him, scoping out potential investment locations. This time, he wanted us to attend the Memphis Barbecue and Blues Festival, and he set us up in a local hotel within walking distance of the outdoor venue.

It was a three-day weekend, and we were sardined on the redeye. Our carry-ons were confiscated at the boarding gate, which meant a longer wait at the carousel. Rosie found her bag first. It was purple with dinosaur shapes. Not hard to spot. Thankfully, the rest of us found our own bags soon afterward.

“Do you want to relax and unpack?” Rosie asked as we rode up in the elevator at our hotel.

“No. I want to eat some barbecue. Sooner the better.”

“You should learn to sleep on an airplane,” Nanna said. “You’re all grumpy when you don’t sleep.”

“I’m not grumpy. I’m hungry.”

Stone, the love of my life, gave me one raised eyebrow. I knew exactly what he was trying to say. You always look so beautiful, Tiffany, but are you being serious right now?

I frowned. “Okay. Call it hangry.”

Just as soon as we dumped our luggage, I led the way back to the ground floor, and across the street to a big park. Banners everywhere announced the event as much as the smoky aroma adrift on the breeze.

My stomach made an embarrassing noise.

The size of the line waiting for the event to open surprised me. Barriers were set up to snake the queue around a few times. Smoke rose from the other side of tents that provided a surrounding wall.

“Barbecue for breakfast is kinda weird,” Rosie said.

“It’s already lunch time here,” I pointed out. “Guess we have to count a package of cookies and airplane coffee as breakfast. You think they have coffee here?”

“Who cares?” Nanna said. “Gimme some of that juicy meat, that rendered fat. Hopefully, they’ve got a variety of species on the cookers.”

Nanna was crazy about eating different species. Including endangered ones, although she refrained from that. Mostly because she couldn’t get any.

Stone, a regular health nut, seemed out of place here. I squeezed his arm. “You think you’ll find something to eat at a barbecue festival, babe?”

“Mm,” he nodded. I supposed they grilled things other than meat. Why, I wasn’t sure. But then again, this was a barbecue competition, not a deep-frying competition. Although if there was such a thing, sign me up.

While Stone and Nanna paid their own way, Mr. Locandro was interested in their opinions. He provided passes to the competition. Probably because Stone was a healthy eater, and Nanna a bizarre one. Throw me in, a fan of junky cuisine, and Rosie, who was probably the most normal of us as far as food went, and you had a full spectrum.

Besides, Nanna wasn’t about to be left out of a trip to Memphis. She was tagging along one way or the other. As a big Elvis Presley fan, she was going to Graceland and no one was going to stop her.

“Looks like everyone in town is going to this thing.” Rosie stared at the throng.

“This is America. Eating events will always draw a crowd,” I said.

Feedback echoed. I remembered there was a music aspect to this thing. Something to draw your attention while you binge-ate a couple pounds of pork. I heard the strings of a guitar plucked one at a time.

Somewhere ahead, I heard people shouting a countdown. Then we all snaked past the barriers, entering the fort made of tents hiding behind clouds of smoke. Centrally, a group of grills that looked like airstream trailers, except longer and lower, smoldered away, crews of people working the doors and fireboxes. Overhead was a banner for Pit Diggers, a sponsor of the event and no doubt the providers of the barbecue pits so prominently featured.

“Samples!” Nanna cried, moving in a circle. “Samples everywhere!”

“Who says there’s no such thing as a free lunch!” a barker cried, moving through the separating crowd. “Five bucks for a chance to eat at the judges’ table this afternoon. Pick your own! Make your choice! Five bucks!”

“I’ll take one of those,” Nanna said. The guy hurried over. He wore the event uniform of a baseball cap, cargo pant cutoffs and ratty sneakers.

“Two for eight,” he said hopefully.

“Fine.” Nanna rolled her eyes.

The guy took her money and wandered away, hawking his raffle tickets.

“With all the free samples, why did you buy raffle tickets?” Rosie asked.

“Because I want some of that,” Nanna pointed at the central barbecue pits. “Those guys are in the competition. Professionals. Regional barbecue masters. Don’t you?”

Looking around, I didn’t see the point. Aromas and displays drew me, the prospect of professionals not swaying me. After all, the booths were from local barbecue joints as well as some that had traveled here. As far as I was concerned, that was professional enough. And speaking of, I headed to one with little paper boats sailing across the front counter. Each had a meat passenger. But more importantly, I saw obsidian treasure globes—better known as coffee pots.

“Non-stop eating for four days,” Rosie said. “Hard to call it work.”

“They close at night,” I said. “And if we get too tired of smoked meat, I’m sure there are a lot of great restaurants around.”

“Hi there, welcome to A Pig in Mud. What we have for you is melt-in-your-mouth pork belly sliders and carrot-rutabaga slaw.” A bright-faced forty-ish woman with glowing cheeks greeted us.

“Actually, I will pay you hard cash money for the biggest cup of coffee you can give me,” I said. “Although the sliders do look delicious.”

“Oh, uh, the coffee is for the staff,” she said.

“Cash. Money. Name your price.”

“Easy, Boss,” Rosie whispered.

“I’ll just give you a cup of coffee, darling angel. It’s after noon,” the woman smiled.

Rosie grabbed a slider. Her brows rose when she bit in. “Mm!”

The woman handed me a cup with the restaurant logo.

My shoulders sank with relief. “You are my hero.”

She handed me a card. “Stop on by, if you’re not too tired of barbecue. We’re very well known for our fried chicken and pie specials.”

Although the coffee was scalding, I drank it anyway. I had a caffeine headache to forestall. “We’ll be there,” I said. “Any chance you do huevos rancheros for breakfast?”

“You betcha,” she said. “I’m Marla, the owner. Looking forward to seeing you at my place.”

“I’ll bring this back in a little while,” I said.

She waved my words away. “It’s good advertising. Hold it high.”

Speaking of advertising, there were dozens of barbecue joints in the booths. Some were local to Memphis. Most were not. I saw one from Tupelo, Mississippi—King of Kooking—honoring the birthplace of Elvis with a pork belly, peanut butter and banana sandwich. Which sounded great if you left out the bananas and peanut butter.

“Do they have T-shirts?” Rosie asked. “Better tell Nanna if they do.”

I peeked around, seeing Nanna arm and arm with Stone. They were probably checking out a booth that served wild boar or something. On stage, a delta blues band finished their set.

“Just a brief announcement,” a woman said, gaining the stage as the musicians broke down. “There’s only an hour left before the first raffle drawing. If you want to get a taste of the competitors’ food, you need to buy a ticket. Thank you.”

“Guess it’s a thing,” Rosie said.

We were still checking out the row of booths close to the entrance. There was so much barbecue, I knew we’d pay a visit or two to restaurants that served seafood or Italian.

There was a crowd circling the barbecue pits in the middle of the festival. Rosie and I wandered over to see what the excitement was all about. Another band took the stage, more a rhythm and blues outfit.

People from cable cooking shows caught some quick interviews before the band could get started. I saw local cable access and public television reporters as well.

“Maybe this isn’t the world series of barbecue, but the winner here will go on to compete in even bigger contests,” a young woman shooting with a go pro said. “I’m rooting for Pepper. He’s sort of a local up-and-comer slash underdog. But he didn’t get to this level without some skills.”

The woman wore a hat and T-shirt reading Magnolia Sanders with smaller print indicating she ran a YouTube channel.

She seemed to have stopped recording and smiled over at Rosie and me.

“Which one is he?” Rosie aside.

“Chubby kid with freckles. Looks like he’s about to undergo a cardiac arrest.” Magnolia moved closer. “They’re getting to the end of the time challenge. The cooks have had from two a.m. last night to one p.m. today to smoke the perfect brisket. Eleven hours is cutting it close. You gotta pick the right size brisket, leave the right amount of fat cap. This competition ain’t for sissies. Memo to myself, remember that for the voice over.”

There really wasn’t much for the competitors to do other than look at the gauges on their smokers and pray to the barbecue gods. Magnolia started recording again and talked a little more about the competitors, the judges.

I saw the woman who had made the announcement on stage pacing back and forth, looking at a stopwatch.

“Ten minutes to get your brisket plated,” she said.

Magnolia took some footage. “That’s Cola Henderson. She runs this event.”

A couple of the cooks removed foil-covered pans from their smokers, hurrying to the table.

Pepper, the YouTuber’s favorite, stood by, foot tapping, arms folded.

Another guy eyed him, maybe trying to stare him down. He wore a baseball T-shirt with three-quarter sleeves and blue Crocks. “You’d better give that brisket some time to rest before you cut it, son,” he said.

“Resting meat is a myth, Ralph,” Pepper said. “Besides, I killed the fire in my smoker fifteen minutes ago. I’m good.”

Ralph swore and grabbed out his briskets with big pink oven mitts. He hustled them over to the cutting boards on his workstation.

“Nice fake out, kid,” another pit master removed his pan from the smoke. “But you still gotta get that cut and your side ready.”

“Big Hunk Wilkins is favored to win this,” Magnolia nodded at him.

In a moment, the cooks were all furiously working at their stations. I had to admit, this was more exciting than I thought. I’d figured this was going to be all subjective judging, no timed events. But as the competitors swiped sweat from their faces and chopped and spooned, I felt my stomach tighten in anticipation.

“Three minutes,” the woman, called Cola of all things, said. “Tommy. Have them draw the raffle winner.”

The kid ran off. Officials stood behind the cooks as they worked. I saw three plates that looked like the kind of trays used for a vegetable platter set out. Cola counted the last seconds down. “Time’s up. No more cooking. You are allowed to choose which servings you want to be judged.”

“If I could have your attention, please,” an announcer said from the bandstand. “The winning ticket for lunch with the judges is… three-seven-two.”

I heard a loud “Hot diggity!” and knew that Nanna had won the raffle.

She and Stone crossed the open space toward the pits. Cooks conferred with officials, getting a slice of brisket and a side, most of them a potato dish, carefully set in the pie slices of the judging plates.

“Stone won the raffle!” Nanna said as she neared.

I eyed Stone. He shrugged. Nanna had talked him into it, I figured. He handed the ticket over to an official.

“Help yourself to anything,” the man said, handing them plates. “Go ahead and load up.”

The kid, Tommy, balanced three judging plates and carried them over to the judges’ table. Stone and Nanna loaded up. I noticed Stone piled on more vegetable sides than meat.

“Don’t wait on me,” Cola said to the judges, hurrying away.

“You know, I could use some chicken. And lobster,” Nanna said. She wandered over to the booths, carefully carrying her full plate.

Rosie eyed me. “Lobster?”

Stone sat down as well as two guys giving each other dirty looks. Tommy set one of the competition plates down in front of an empty chair.

“This ain’t no Texas bee-bee-cue, Chick,” the leathery guy said to the other judge. He swigged beer from a red party cup.

Chick rolled his eyes in response. “What’s a musician know about food anyway, Shaky?”

“I know what’s good. And it ain’t from Texas, Carter.”

Chick drank more beer with a sigh. “Shut yer hole, Thompson.”

The two men stared at each other, angrily forking food into their mouths.

Nanna sat down. “I’m going to eat way too much. I hope.”


CHAPTER TWO


“Stone, Nanna.” I jerked my head to the side. “Get away from that table.”

Looking from one dead guy to the other, they got up and walked over to where Rosie and I watched.

“You think it was something they ate?” Nanna asked.

Rosie raised her brows at Nanna.

My heart froze. I grabbed Stone’s hand. “Are you feeling okay?”

Stone nodded. “Fine.”

“Maybe we should Heimlich these guys,” Nanna said.

But neither of them had moved since face planting into their barbecue.

“I don’t want you two to get dragged into this. C’mon, let’s go,” I said.

“Cops are going to want a statement,” Stone said.

“They can get it later.” I dragged them away from the scene as others pressed in. “Can’t we have a work-cation where we’re only working one job?”

“I didn’t finish my lobster,” Nanna protested.

I headed for the entrance, not looking back.

We had nothing to do with this. The raffle was just a random thing. We didn’t know the dead guys. Had no ties to the event. I still had the Pig in Mud mug in my hand.

As we headed out, uniformed police headed in. I gave them plenty of space to pass. “Let’s get back to the hotel,” I started. But stopped—we were one person short. “Where’s Nanna?”

Rosie pointed. “Looks like she’s getting more barbecued lobster.”

We gathered her and headed back in the right direction.

“Do you think they’ll close the event?” Rosie asked.

We crossed the street and entered the lobby.

Nanna said, “They might have to. The closing act every night was that old judge, Shaky Carter.”

I didn’t comment on the description. Shaky Carter was probably twenty years younger than Nanna, even if he did look a little weathered.

The crowd in the lobby was loud, wondering what the heck was going on. Ignoring all of them, I hit the elevator lobby.

We headed up to our rooms but gathered in the one Stone and I shared. I sat at the little table. Put my head in my hands. After arriving a few hours ago, I was already completely exhausted.

“You know what’s really weird?” Rosie said.

“That the two judges who died seemed really angry at each other?” Nanna said.

“Yeah. They couldn’t even sit down at a table together. But they both volunteered to be judges? Why would they do that?” Rosie asked.

“You’re not suggesting they had something to do with each other’s deaths,” Stone said.

“We don’t know how they died,” I said.

Nanna made a face. “But they both accused each other of something.”

“Well it would be bizarre if they dropped dead at the same time from natural causes,” Rosie said.

Stone shrugged with one shoulder. “Not likely.”

“Maybe they hated each other to death,” Nanna said. “An actual case of looks that could kill.”

Whatever that meant. I stopped paying attention to the conversation. I didn’t want to think about it. It was sad that they died, and sure, it looked awfully suspicious, but it wasn’t my job. It was the cops’.

“Well, Mr. Locandro likes you two to check out fun stuff to do. Here’s a humdinger—and it’s cheap,” Nanna said, looking up from her old person phone. “A tour—on camels—to view the pyramids and Saqqara. Sixteen bucks!”

Rosie looked at her own phone. “I didn’t see anything like that.”

“I think you’re looking at the wrong Memphis, Nanna,” I said.

“There’s another one?”

“In Egypt.”

“Oh… Well, that makes sense. We didn’t see any pyramids when we flew in,” she said. “But there’s Graceland, don’t forget. Or we could rent a car and drive to Tupelo. See the birthplace of the King. Even better than a pharaoh, right?” Nanna said.

I’d had my share of Elvis in Vegas, where there were far too many Elvis impersonators, including one whose murder we’d investigated. But Nanna was still a huge fan.

“We’re supposed to check out the Barbecue and Blues thing,” Rosie said. “But if they cancel it, I'm down for an Elvis tour. Mr. Locandro didn’t include his usual itinerary of local attractions to visit.”

“Okay, riverboat tour of the city. This city, this river, the Mississippi, not the Nile. They pick you up at your hotel in an air-conditioned vehicle,” Nanna said.

“Do you think the Mississippi down here is different than it is by Illinois?” Rosie said.

Nanna’s face fell. “Oh. Right. You guys already did a riverboard. Overnight, even.”

“Sorry you didn’t go along on that one,” Rosie said.

I stifled a sigh. There’d been a murder on that riverboat.

“My fault. I mean, who wants to go to Illinois, but not Chicago? I thought it would be boring,” Nanna said. “Isn’t that where the fish ate you?”

Rosie sighed. “Yeah…”

“Man. You can’t judge a book by its cover, I guess. I miss all the good stuff,” Nanna said.

“Well, we can visit Beale Street, home of the blues. They have music clubs including B.B. King’s place, a Hard Rock Café,” Rosie shrugged. “Or, hey, we can take a tour of Sun Studios. The birthplace of rock and roll, it says. Wow, look who recorded there. Elvis, Roy Orbison, Jerry Lee Lewis, Johnny Cash, Carl Perkins—”

“I’m down. I loves me some old time rock ‘n’ roll,” Nanna smiled. “And that would be one Elvis landmark down.”

“Speaking of music,” Rosie said. “Shaky Carter, one of the dead judges, was having some kind of feud with another musician. Someone called Dee Dee. One of the vendors said he really liked Dee Dee’s music, but somehow Shaky keeps her out of most of the bigger local venues.”

“Oh, yeah?” Nanna said. “I overheard some rumors about Old Chicory Thompson having some bad blood with that pit master Ralph.”

“Stop,” I raised a hand. “If you’re trying to work up theories about the two guys dropping dead, I’m not interested. I don’t want to get involved.”

“Who said we were doing that?” Nanna asked.

Rosie took a moment to study the ceiling.

“We’re tourists in Memphis, so let’s act like it,” I said. “Let’s order an Uber and go to Sun Studios. Have some fun. Who doesn’t like old time rock ‘n’ roll?”

Rosie pulled out her phone. “This says the studio is only a mile from the river. We could walk there.”

“Bite your tongue,” I said. “We’re on vacation. No unnecessary exercise.”

In the time it took to order a ride, wait for it, and get to the studio, we could’ve walked there. But why would we do that?

We got lucky. The tours were first-come, first-served, but the big barbecue event had drawn a crowd.

From the outside, it looked like a commercial building offering retail. There was a big window and glass door. Another part of the structure was long and narrow.

Inside, there was a crowd of old timey music fans of all ages. Huge photos hung on the walls, including one of Elvis and a group of musicians.

“You’re standing in the same spot where Elvis recorded his first single,” a tour guide smiled at Nanna.

“Well, that’s all right, mama!” Nanna sang, very off key.

But that was okay. Lots of people were singing old hit songs as they checked out the studio. We learned that even today, people recorded here. Tours during the day, sessions at night, and all a big part of music history.

Usually, I didn’t particularly enjoy doing tourist stuff. But I was caught up in the enthusiasm of the visitors, the music playing over the speakers, the smiles and quiet singing. For a skinny building, there was a lot of fun inside.

Nanna bought herself a T-shirt and a pair of socks. Also a small T-shirt for Angel, my cousin Amber’s little girl. Then Stone convinced me to walk back to the hotel.

After my lung injury, I wasn’t meant to do strenuous exercise. But apparently walking was good for me.

“Gotta work off some of those barbecue calories,” Stone said. “I’ll have to double up on my run in the morning.”

“Maybe you two could get a tandem bike,” Rosie suggested. I glared at her.

“We could look around the town on a bike,” Stone said, only slightly hopeful. He knew me well. “You wouldn’t need to pedal much, and it’s light enough exercise that it would be good for you.”

“I’ll pass,” I said. “This walk back to the hotel is exercise enough. And you know what happens when I go out with you for morning cardio. Every single time, too.”

That was a bit of an exaggeration. But in Alaska and on an island in Lake Huron, we had stumbled across dead bodies when I was talked or tricked into running with Stone before sunup. I thought that was a good enough excuse to give up morning cardio altogether.

We headed down to the river, walking on the bank above broad, slow-moving water. Other than fountains and the slowly shriveling Lake Mead, there hadn’t been a lot of water features back in Las Vegas. The size of the Mississippi was amazing. As we walked, a riverboat moved upstream.

As we neared the hotel, I could make out a crowd moving in and out of the event area. A lot of police cars parked, blocking the street. Walking now seemed like a good idea.

“Well, looks like there aren’t nearly as many people at the barbecue festival,” Rosie said.

“Guess the news got out about the judges kicking the bucket,” Nanna mused.

Which, despite the somewhat insensitive statement, would be enough to keep me away. If we weren’t tasked with reviewing the event. Since Mr. Locandro hadn’t included his usual list of local attractions, I figured the Barbecue and Blues Festival must be important to him.

“What now?” Nanna asked when we got into our room.

“I’m not sure what they’re going to do about the food service and samples,” Rosie said, “But we can catch a blues act at the festival. Barbecue is only half the fun.”

Her words didn’t sound enthusiastic.

“Well, Mr. Locandro sent us here for a reason. So you’re right. We need to check out the music acts,” I said.

“But the guy billed to close the event every night is Bobby “Shaky” Carter,” Nanna reminded us. “And that is definitely not going to happen.”

“They may hold off on the music, to honor the man. They may hold off on the competition, because of the deaths. We’d better soak up what we can for our report to Charles Locandro. I don’t know, I guess seeing how the festival handles catastrophes is worth knowing.”

“You really aren’t curious about how those two died?” Rosie said.

“Curious, yes. Interested in investigating—no.” Did I need to go into it? “There are two men dead. That’s tragic. But it’s also complicated. Were they killed by two people? For different reasons? Did one or both have health issues? There’s a lot to take into account. A whole lot of work to be done. And it would be better done by a force of police officers than us.”

“I totally get it,” Rosie said. “It seems every case we’ve tackled is convoluted. This one probably even more than most.”

“So what now?” Nanna asked. “Find out if we’re having barbecue samples for dinner?”

“That’s about the size of it. We can’t plan until we know the state of the festival. We should go find out,” I said.

Nanna went into her room to stash the souvenirs. Then we headed downstairs and across the street.

There was still something of a crowd, but not as bustling as it had been earlier, not even this close to dinnertime. Among the visitors were uniformed police officers, standing out now that the throng had thinned.

In the center of the event, I saw Cola standing near the barbecue pits with the contestants. They all wore long faces.

No smoke rose from their equipment. I looked around, and saw that a bunch of the vendors had closed their booths.

We made our way over.

“I just don’t know what to do,” Cola said. “The cops won’t give me a straight answer. I have two judges gone, death by barbecue, and no closing act. If we aren’t gonna get closed down, we may have to close it ourselves.”

“Sorry, Nicola. This has been a shock to us all,” a broad-shouldered man tried to comfort her. The YouTuber, Magnolia, said he was favored to win—Big Hunk Wilkins.

“When will we know?” the chubby kid, Pepper, asked. “We were up all night getting ready for the first round. Do we get to do that again? Or maybe we shouldn’t bother.”

“I gotta get at least six hours on my ribs,” the other contestant said. I thought Pepper had called him Ralph. Nanna had mentioned him having a beef.

“Is this even a competition anymore?” Big Hunk asked. “Betty Sue said she quit. Rachel Hemmingway said she was throwing in the towel as well. That leaves just the three of us.”

“But maybe the best three,” Pepper said.

Cola frowned. “Don’t know if three pitmasters will be enough of a draw. Plus, we don’t have Shaky’s band.”

Her dilemma was understandable. At the same time, I was sure hundreds if not thousands of people had bought tickets and expected the festival to go on, not to mention all the vendors passing out samples to try and lure folks into their restaurants. From the sheer number of them, and all the free food being passed out, you could tell that there was serious competition in the barbecue business in Memphis.

“I wish I knew what to tell you,” Cola said. But then she focused across the festival area to the entrance.

I followed her eyes, and saw a uniformed cop and a guy in a suit heading our way. From the polyester and the good shoes, I figured the plain clothes man for a detective.

It looked like Cola was going to get the news she dreaded, or hoped for.

“This him?” the detective looked at Stone.

Cola nodded silently. So did Big Hunk.

“If you’ll come with us, we have some questions for you, sir,” the plain clothes guy said.

“Questions about what?” Stone eyed the man.

The uniformed cop, a sergeant by the three chevrons on his sleeves, took a step closer. “About murder.”


CHAPTER THREE


“It’s standard procedure,” the plain clothes guy said.

“Am I being detained?” Stone asked.

Uniform shook his head. “This is voluntary.”

Stone frowned at that. We all knew that bringing someone in for questioning was rarely a voluntary deal.

“We’d prefer to talk away from the venue,” Plain Clothes said.

“I’ve got nothing to say,” Stone said. “All I did was win a raffle, and eat food cooked by the competitors.”

“You may be a witness without knowing it,” Uniform said.

Plain Clothes shrugged, “Or a victim in waiting.”

My heart started beating faster.

“What are you saying? Were those men poisoned?” I asked.

“Still to be determined,” Plain Clothes said.

“But a pretty good guess,” Uniform said.

“It’s suspicious that two guys you were sitting with died,” Plain Clothes said. “And equally so that you didn’t.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Nanna take a half step behind Rosie.

“You have to do something,” I said, grabbing Stone’s hand. “Get him tested. Right away.”

“We’ve got a doctor on standby at the ER. All ready to go. We would’ve done this earlier, but it took a while to track you down.”

“How did you?” Stone asked.

“Credit card for the raffle ticket. Out of state address. Calls to the hotels around the festival. We were already at your hotel room, but you weren’t there,” Uniform said.

Stone frowned thoughtfully and nodded. “Not bad police work.”

“Thank you,” Plain Clothes said. “Now, I’m sure you’re interested in finding out if you’re going to drop dead. We can get you over to the hospital right quick. Code three.”

“Lights and sirens,” Stone said.

“Yes sir,” Plain Clothes nodded.

“What about the festival?” Cola asked.

Uniform and Stone headed for the entrance.

“Health department ran its tests. They didn’t find anything indicating a risk to the public. Although I doubt you’ll be dragging them in, Cola.” The cop shrugged. “I better get going.”

He jogged to catch up with Uniform and Stone heading out. I bit my lower lip. Stone was fine. I knew he was. He had to be.

“Goodness me,” Cola said. “What should I do? People have seen the cops. I’m sure they heard the news.”

“The health department gave the all clear,” Big Hunk said.

“Even if we don’t pull in the crowds we did earlier today, I’d like to keep going,” Pepper said.

“Yeah, but how do we let people know it’s still going on? That it’s safe?” Cola said.

“Magnolia Sanders,” Rosie said. “Her YouTube channel. That would get the word out.”

Pepper’s eyebrows went up. “Oh, yeah, huh? This event is all over her channel. It gets loads of views. People in Memphis want to know about it.”

“You mean you’re all over her channel,” Ralph scowled. “She’s already picked a winner for this competition.”

Pepper’s freckles vanished when he blushed. “I’ve been a follower of hers since the beginning.”

Cola frowned. “She’s interviewed me for her channel, but I don’t know how to get a hold of her. I’ll think of something else.”

“Well, they don’t do direct messaging on YouTube anymore,” Rosie said, “But she should have a business inquiry e-mail.”

“I don’t trust e-mail,” Cola said.

“I’ll do it,” Pepper said, fiddling with his cell phone.

Did we have a business inquiry e-mail? Rosie and I did a travel vlog as a side gig, but I let her handle the technical stuff. And right now, the only thing on my mind was Stone. But then… I looked at Nanna.

Rosie moved to help as I took Nanna aside.

“Are you feeling okay, Nanna?” I asked.

“Good as gold,” she said. “No poison in this girl. Although I should probably be looking into some fiber after all the barbecue.”

I let out a sigh. “We should get you to the emergency room anyway.”

“Nah,” she waved her hand. “Let’s see what they find out from Stone. If he tests positive, then we can start worrying about me. I just didn’t want to get hauled in for questioning. That can get pretty darned boring.”

I wasn’t about to ask how she knew.

Cola scowled at Pepper while Rosie turned to the contestants.

“What can you tell me about Chick and Shaky?” she asked.

“All I can say is that I’m not sad Chick is dead.” Big Hunk folded his arms.

“Why?”

“That’s all I can say,” he said. “Guy was a nasty piece of work. Just ask his daughter.”

“Daughter?” Rosie frowned. “Was his daughter Dee Dee?”

Big Hunk nodded. “Dee Dee Thompson.”

Rosie looked at him thoughtfully. “The daughter of Elvin “Old Chicory” Thompson. I heard something about a feud.”

“That’s between Dee Dee and Shaky,” Ralph said.

“No, it’s between all of them,” Big Hunk said. “I saw Shaky and Chick nearly having a fist fight just before the event started. They hate each other, and they use Dee Dee to take it out on each other.”

“How so?” Rosie asked.

But Big Hunk just shook his head. “None of my business.”

“Well it’s no secret why Chick and Shaky hated each other,” Cola said. “It was all about authenticity. Chick comes from Texas, where they do a different kind of barbecue. Although he’s lived around here for decades. Shaky was a musician. Chick always said, what did Shaky know about cooking? You know, and that went for everything they might have had an opinion about. Memphis was the home of the blues as far as Shaky was concerned, and Texas didn’t play into it. But Chick would talk about ZZ Top and Stevie Ray Vaughn and Johnny Winter, and Shaky would say—”

“That ain’t the blues, that’s rock n roll, son,” Ralph, Pepper and Big Hunk said in a chorus.

Pepper lit up. “Magnolia! She responded! She’s posting that the festival is still going on. But… dang.”

“What is it?” Big Hunk asked.

“She wants to know who’s performing tonight,” Pepper looked up.

Cola’s face fell. “How am I going to fill that slot tonight? There’s no time to rehearse, barely any time to find someone.”

Pepper’s phone dinged again. He stared for a moment.

“What is it?” Rosie asked.

“Funny. She’s recommending I get in contact with Dee Dee Thompson.”

Cola looked at the barbecue men. “I don’t know anything about her. Is she any good?”

Big Hunk nodded. “She’s real good. I’ve heard her a time or two.”

“Why doesn’t she play in Memphis? I’m sure I’ve never seen any advertising for her. Or is she in a band?” Cola asked.

“She doesn’t play in town,” Pepper said. “Not sure why. But if Magnolia says she’s good, you can believe her.”

“How do you know about all this, Big Hunk?” Rosie asked. “Are you involved in their feuding?”

The man shrugged and turned away. “I’m just here for the barbecuing.”

“Guess we should prep our pits for tomorrow,” Pepper said.

“No. Don’t,” Cola said. “I need to move the judging back in case I can’t find someone. You can come in when we open at eleven. Start then. That should give you enough time to be ready by dinner, right?”

“Seven hours?” Ralph said. “That’s cutting it close.”

“We do have a time limit in this competition, remember?” Cola frowned. “Lunch, dinner, what’s the difference? I just don’t feel it's safe, ya’ll staying out here after dark. Two men were killed. I don’t know how or why, but I do know I don’t want another death on my head. Understood?”

While the contestants murmured and mumbled ascent, I took Rosie aside.

“What are you doing?”

“Getting a jump start on the investigation,” she said, eyebrows coming together.

“Rosie, this isn’t our case,” I said.

“Yeah, but those two cops hauled Stone in for questioning. You don’t think we should figure this out? Spring him if necessary?”

“They didn’t arrest him,” I said. “We’ll see him back here tonight. I’m sure of it.”

Rosie frowned and stared at the ground. “Just wanted to help.”

“If I wanted to touch this case with a ten-foot pole, then I’d say you were doing a great job. But since I don’t…”

Just then, I saw a guy lingering close to the lined-up barbecue pits. Even if he was pretending not to, I could tell he was listening in to our conversation.

“Who’s that creep?” Nanna said, noticing as well.

Rosie turned. Shook her head. “I’m not sure. I think he’s one of the competitor’s helpers, but I don’t know which one.”

I hadn’t gotten that close to the competition. But now the guy was studying the afternoon clouds. He was working so hard to look like he wasn’t spying on us, I half expected him to start whistling tunelessly.

He wore round spectacles that made his eyes goggle like a fish’s, a chef’s apron the same green color as Ralph’s, cutoff cargo pants, white socks pulled too high and sandals. His sandy hair retreated from his forehead, making it more like a five-head or a six-head.

With unpracticed nonchalance, he wandered off, but not before throwing a look at us over his shoulder.

“Guess we have the night off then,” I heard Ralph say. “Gotta say, I don’t mind getting some sleep.”

Pepper looked over at a nearby tent. It wasn’t in a row like the vendors’, and I saw the sneaky guy who was spying on us duck inside. “I haven’t seen any cops or health department guys in the prep tent for a while. I think I’m going to do some clean up, if we aren’t cooking until tomorrow morning.”

The other two barbecuers shrugged and followed suit. They dragged a few cooking implements into the tent. We hadn’t been around to witness the investigation, so I didn’t know if they were clear to do that. Again, it wasn’t any of my business.

Cola wandered around, half paying attention to her phone. “Where is that Tommy when I need him? Sakes, how am I supposed to rearrange this whole event by myself? I hate texts and e-mails and all that stuff!”

I took the phone out of my pocket and sent Stone a text. Would they know if he was poisoned by now? Given that he hadn’t dropped dead when the other two did was probably a good indication that he was okay. Except after a few minutes, I didn’t receive a response.

“You sure you’re feeling okay, Nanna?” I asked again.

“Right as rain. And we can probably cross that fat kid off our list of suspects,” she said.

I wanted to say that we had no list of suspects, but curiosity got the better of me. “Why would that be?”

“Well, I don’t know about you, but I don’t trust a skinny cook. I figure if you’re good at it, you probably eat a lot of your own food. So when they let us choose, he’s the cook I went with,” she said. “Him and the chicken booth, the lobster booth.”

Huh. “What about Stone?”

“I don’t know. I think he might have followed my lead. He’s not good at selecting food that isn’t healthy. Sometimes you need a pro. You should’ve been there, Tiff.”

“I would’ve been, but somebody horned in on me.”

Nanna gave me a goofy smile. “Sometimes I get carried away.”

How well I knew that.

“Dinner then?” Rosie asked. “It’s about time.”

I checked my phone again. Still no Stone. “I’m not very hungry.”

“We’re walking in a smoky cloud of goodness. How can you not be hungry?”

“I highly recommend the barbecued lobster,” Nanna said.

It was probably good that I was too worried about Stone to eat. At some point, the vendors had done away with samples. Now all the wares on display were for sale. Which meant I was not going for the lobster.

“Aw, man, if I knew they were going to start charging, I would’ve gorged myself more,” Nanna said.

Looking around the picnic tables standing just outside the booths, I saw a few people enjoying their food.

My phone buzzed. A text message. When I took it out, my worry grew. It was from Stone.

No poison.




But I may be awhile.





CHAPTER FOUR


“You think the cops are holding him?”

“Stone knows to call a lawyer. And his lawyer is kind of a big gun. Even if the guy is in Las Vegas, he’d get someone to bail Stone out within minutes,” I said. Maybe mostly to myself. I was trying not to worry.

“Maybe we should look into this a little?” Rosie said. “Just in case?”

Nobody was paying us to investigate. Still, she might be right about Stone. He was in proximity when the men died. So was Nanna, but somehow she had escaped their dragnet. Nobody suspected a little old lady…

Which was never a good plan.

“Well, they’ve still got him. So I guess so. Maybe find something to spring him immediately,” I said.

“Oh!” Nanna said. “We should find that kid, that helper. The one who brought the dead guys their judging plates.”

I gave her an impressed nod. “That’s a great idea, Nanna.”

“Except I remember his name being Tommy,” Nanna said. “That Cola woman is looking for him, too. And since she runs this operation, she’d probably have a better idea than us where to find him.”

Right. Cola needed his help.

“Let’s talk to her,” I said.

“Now we’re cooking,” Rosie said.

We caught up to Cola near the bandstand. There was no band setting up, but there were a few musicians sitting around. Cola herself walked back and forth, talking on her cell. I waited patiently but gave her the eye.

“Well, Pepper got in touch with Magnolia. She’s looking for Dee Dee. I hope she finds her in time to let the public know who’s playing tonight.” Cola sighed. “What a nightmare this is turning into.”

“Did you find Tommy?” I asked.

She shook her head, but her expression folded into suspicion. “No. Why?”

“Well, the cops took my guy in for questioning. I’d like to know if Tommy saw anything, or knows anything,” I said.

Suspicion dropped into sympathy. “Sorry to rat him out, but the cops were on me all day long to find out who he was. Heck, as far as I was concerned, he was just a visitor who’d won the first raffle prize. And it wasn’t much of one, was it? Goodness knows why the police would want to talk to him.”

I knew very well why. It was because they didn’t have any suspects. They were reaching.

“This hasn’t been a good day for anyone,” I said. “Looks like your business is down.”

She frowned and shook her head. “Magnolia can get the word out. We got a clean bill from the health department. We’re going on with the show—provided we can find a performer. I still have a thousand things to do, so if you find Tommy, tell him I need help. Like yesterday.”

“What can you tell us about Shaky and Chick?” I asked.

“No time. Those two were always trouble. Taking things that weren’t theirs. Leaving things that were their responsibility.” Her phone rang.

Cola turned, continuing her pacing, talking in urgent tones.

“Don’t think we’re going to get much out of her,” Rosie said. “Not until things calm down.”

“What do you think she meant by that?” Nanna asked.

“No idea. We’ll have to hit her up again.”

“So… food then?” Nanna said. “I think I saw some buffalo barbecue earlier.”

Rosie smirked and rolled her eyes. Of course, Nanna would find the more off-beat offerings. At least it wasn’t leopard seal or greater kudu or something.

“Aw, darn it!” she said, walking toward the row of booths. “Closed!”

“Maybe we can find some regular barbecue that’s just as good,” Rosie said.

“Fat chance,” Nanna frowned.

She settled for the meat of an animal more familiar to the American diet and ordered some. Rosie did likewise. I found a booth with baked goods and bought a cinnamon roll. There was a lot of meat around here. I needed to pace myself.

“There’s some of Big Hunk’s guys cleaning his pit,” Rosie pointed, speaking around a mouthful of pulled pork sandwich.

“Maybe they’ll talk to us,” I said.

Rosie scowled at the bun in my hand. “We’re in the middle of a barbecue festival and you get a cinnamon roll?”

I shrugged. “What can I say? I’m a rebel.”

She pursed her lips. “Can I have a bite?”

“Can I have one, too?” Nanna said.

My dinner was almost shared away by the time I walked the few yards to the competition grill pit. Rosie dabbed red sauce and white frosting with a tissue from her purse. Nanna wore it like a champ.

“You guys work with Big Hunk, right?” I asked as we neared.

The two men in question looked at each other. “Yeah. Who wants to know?”

“I’m Tiffany. This is Rosie. Nanna.” Like that meant anything. “We’re kinda mixed up in this thing. Guess you guys are, too. Did the cops question you?”

“You better believe it,” one of them said. “Like we were criminals. We’re just out here doing some prep and cleaning up. You know, working.”

It sounded like the meant someone else was the criminal. “There’s an actual criminal?”

“We don’t have to talk to them, Mel,” the other guy said.

“Well, since the cops said not to talk about it, I’m inclined to. Bunch of jerks.”

“Since they dragged my boyfriend in for questioning, and he was just sitting at a table with the guys who died, I’m with you. Bunch of jerks. Jerks without a clue,” I said. “But who’s this criminal? Shaky? Chick?”

“Not to talk out of school, but Ralph did some time,” the first guy said.

“Bank robbery,” the other added.

Bank robbery? How did that fit in with anything? “But the cops left him alone? Arrested my man, who is just visiting by the way. What a bunch of clueless losers.”

“Dang straight! They kept pushing. ‘Who plated the food?’ ‘Did you see anyone add something to the dishes?’ Like that’s any of our job. The pitmasters do all that. We just throw logs in the box and wash some dishes real quick. Like we’re criminal masterminds or something.”

“They were kinda pushy. Heck, I just did this ’cause it’s better than washing dishes at Big Hunk’s joint. Get out in the sunshine, in the fresh air,” the other guy shrugged.

“Oh, so you work at Big Hunk’s restaurant?” I said. “Maybe you know something about his feud with Chick?”

Mel rolled his eyes. “Oh my God, the sauce story.”

“Every day for weeks now,” the other agreed.

“Sauce story?”

“You tell it better, Clive.”

Clive shrugged. “There was supposed to be some sauce deal. Hank had it set up with some manufacturing company. He’s got a secret barbecue sauce like every other joint in town. Probably the whole state. The company was one of the bigger ones. National-like. And the deal got stolen.”

“How do you steal a sauce deal?” Rosie asked.

“Beats me,” Clive said.

“But the company went with Chick’s secret sauce,” Mel said. “He swooped in on the deal somehow. The company went with Chick instead.”

“Was Chick’s sauce better?” I asked.

The two shrugged at each other. “Better? No. Just different. But I guess Wilkins lost a big chunk of change from the way he acted.”

“Said he was gonna get Chick for it,” Mel agreed.

“How big a chunk?” I asked.

The two exchanged looks again.

“No idea. You’d have to ask Hank. It’s not like he won’t tell anyone within earshot about it,” Mel said.

I had the idea that he might want to keep it to himself, now that Chick was dead and likely murdered. It didn’t seem to dawn on Mel and Clive that this broken deal was motive.

“We’ll let you get back to work. Thanks for your time,” I said. Then remembered. “Oh, have you seen Tommy anywhere?”

They shook their heads.

“Not since the judging,” Mel said. “Don’t know where he went after that. Say, where’d you get that cinnamon roll?”

We headed off. “Is that what Cola was talking about?” Rosie asked.

“Could be. Do you see her anywhere? We still need to talk to her.” I scanned the rows of mostly closed booths, the bandstand and chairs. She was nowhere I could see. “You know what this event needs? Fair food. Cotton candy. Corn dog. Something sticky on a stick.”

“How about hitting Big Hunk up about the sauce deal going south?” Rosie said. “He’s probably still in the prep tent. I’ll bet he clams about it, now that Chick’s dead.”

“Only if he has half a brain,” I said. We turned toward the center of the event again.

But when we reached the tent, all we saw were a few refrigerators, stands holding pans, tanks for water, a rack with dishwashing liquid, steel wool pads and cleaning stuff. The cooks had cleared out. Poking my head out of the tent, I saw Mel and Clive heading for the exit.

“So much for that,” I said. “We’ll hit him up first thing tomorrow.”

“If it was for big bucks, that would make him a suspect,” Rosie said.

“I don’t know anything about the barbecue sauce business,” I said. “But it seems to me any company could copy a restaurant’s sauce pretty accurately. Why would they make deals with the owners?”

“Must be something to it,” Rosie said. “Old family recipes or the like. Super-secret ingredients.”

“Cloves,” Nanna said.

I looked a question at her.

“Cloves are a great super-secret ingredient. I think Coca-Cola has cloves in it.”

“I heard nutmeg,” Rosie said, “Which would make it a fall beverage like pumpkin spice lattes.”

“Well, if Coke was one of your secret ingredients, then you’d have secret-secret ingredients,” Nanna said. “Not even you would know.”

As the inane conversation continued, I checked my phone again. Still no Stone. I blew a raspberry in frustration.

Where to now? There were still folks at the picnic tables. Only a few booths remained open. Maybe hoping a crowd would come for the closing act of the night. There weren’t a lot of people in the seats watching a trio of stand-up bass, acoustic guitar and bongos play some twelve-bar songs. They had a mellow sound, I thought, but not very energetic. Maybe Cola had asked them to stretch out their set while she found Dee Dee or some other replacement.

The sky grew dark. My feet grew tired. We sat at a picnic table with the stage in view.

“I’m thinking another cinnamon roll,” Rosie said.

She trotted over to the baked goods booth, the only one lit up in the line of closed vendors. But when she got near the bright window, she stopped short. Turned around. Squinted. Then she waved us over.

“What’s she need us for? To help carry a cinnamon roll?” Nanna asked. “My dogs are barking.”

But Rosie wouldn’t look so urgent for no reason. I got up and hurried over to her.

“Do you hear that?” she asked.

I listened. Holding my breath. Why did I do this? But it worked. A low groan issued… from somewhere.

Continuing on to the only open booth, I asked the bored-looking proprietors, “Could you tell me how you get back there?”

“And one cinnamon roll, please,” Rosie said.

In order to get into the line of booths, you had to go around all of them to the back. Then each one had a flap to part. Then a brace to climb over. If you weren’t loading from the front, I thought the whole thing would be a huge pain in the butt.

“I don’t hear it anymore.” Rosie took out her phone, using the flashlight app, the cinnamon roll in her other hand. We checked the booths one by one.

“Not seeing anything,” I said. We were nearly to the baked goods booth. There were two after that. Still nothing.

It wasn’t until we got to the very last one. I pulled the flap back. Rosie shoved the roll in her mouth and flashed her light.

A shoe.

Two shoes. And socks. Ankles. Very pale skinny legs poked out of camouflage shorts.

“Aw, no, not another one!” Rosie said around her roll. Her light moved farther up, revealing a body stretched out across the ground beneath the tent.

I clambered in, using my own phone. Looked at the face.

“Is it—?”

“Yep. Tommy,” I said.


CHAPTER FIVE


We crouched over his body. “Tommy? Can you hear me?”

“Can you feel me near you?” Rosie said.

I gave her a look.

She shrugged. “I’ve been getting into ‘60s music. Oldies station.”

“Call 911.”

“I can’t. My fingers are all sticky from the cinnamon bun.”

When I pressed Tommy’s neck, his skin was warm. I felt a steady pulse beneath my fingers. Leaning closer, I didn't detect the smell of alcohol. Because beer seemed at least as popular as barbecue and blues at this event. But he wasn’t drunk.

I patted his cheek. “Tommy? Hey. Wake up.”

His eyelids fluttered. The beams of our cellphone lights made him wince, either in pain or fear. Slowly, he pulled himself into a fetal position.

“Sick…”

Rosie shared a look with me. Then she rabidly swiped her hand against her shorts. Dialed 911. Frowned when she put the phone to her ear. Frosting, I figured.

“What’s wrong? Is it your stomach?”

“Everything… hurts…”

I wasn’t wearing a jacket. The day had been hot, the night still warm. Nothing to put over him. Looking up, I saw a flap of canvas. But I didn’t see a way to pull it free.

“Hang in there. We’re calling an ambulance.”

His eyes popped open. “Ambulance?” With a groan, he rolled to his hands and knees. “I can’t afford that.”

Rosie watched him with wide eyes. Tommy crawled for a moment. Looked around. “Where am I?”

“In a booth at the barbecue festival.”

“Aw, jeez.” He groaned and crawled some more.

“I don’t know if you should be moving,” I said.

“Ambulance is on the way,” Rosie said. She frowned at her phone screen and wiped it against her shorts.

“Aw, man!” Tommy said. “My mom’s gonna kill me.”

“Probably better than dying here in the festival grounds.” I looked at the knee-high brace that held the row of tent booths together. It would be tough for him to crawl over it. When I moved to help him, against my better judgment, he crawled under.

Before he reached the flap, he dropped to his stomach. His hands slapped at his body. “I got bugs on me! Get them off!”

Moving my light closer, I saw no ants or anything. “No bugs, Tommy. Maybe you should just lay down until the medics—”

“I can feel them crawling all over me!”

Rosie put her phone away. She angled her head at Tommy. “Let’s get him outside. The EMTs will find him easier.”

We grabbed his arms. When I did, I felt him shaking, convulsing. Lifting the flap with my other hand, we dragged him out of the booth. It was slightly cooler in the evening air, but Tommy broke out in a sweat.

I didn’t think we were going to get much out of him. Rosie gave me a nod and ran off to greet the ambulance. Distantly, I could hear the siren.

“Tommy, you were the one who brought the trays to the judges this afternoon. Chick and Shaky. Was there anything you noticed?”

Stone and Nanna got to select their own meat and sides from the contestants, but each cook plated a space in the bigger trays. Tommy brought them to the table. It stood to reason that whatever killed the judges had to do with the big, sectioned trays.

“No…” He moaned. “I’m only making minimum wage.”

Whatever that meant.

“After the cooks plated the food, was it left unattended?” I asked.

“Probably. I went to get them when Cola called. Then I put them on the table. Like I was supposed to.” He shut his eyes tightly. A shudder ran through him.

“The third plate was for Cola,” I recalled. But she was too busy at the moment to sit down with Stone, Nanna and the judges. Lots to do when you ran a big event like this. I wondered what happened to it.

Flares of light came from the far end of the booths. The tail of an ambulance backed into view. Two EMTs ran toward us. After a moment, Rosie and Cola breathlessly followed.

I stepped back, letting the man and woman from the ambulance do their work.

Cola held a hand up to her mouth, staring in horror.

“He’s just a kid,” she said, voice squeaking.

The female EMT stood up and ran back to the ambulance.

“Is he going to be okay?” Cola called after her. Facing back, she asked the other EMT the same thing.

I asked maybe a more pertinent question. “Do you think he was poisoned?”

“Poisoned?” Cola gasped.

The other medic raced back pushing a gurney in front of her. Between the two of them, they broke down the legs, lowering the bed to the ground. On three, they loaded Tommy. Cranking it back up, they rushed to the ambulance.

“We’ll advise the doctors,” the EMT guy said. Then Tommy was loaded into the back of the bus. Doors thunked shut. Sirens rose again as the vehicle sped away.

“You said poison,” Cola faced me. “Why poison?”

“Shaky and Chick ate the same food. Then died. Now Tommy looks sicker than a dog. The guy who brought the victims their platters. It follows,” I said.

“But here?”

“He brought you a judge’s platter as well, Cola. What happened to it?”

“I… I have no idea. There was so much to arrange, I never got to sitting down and tasting. The boys were both… they were… by then…”

Both dead, I didn’t finish for her. And right after, I pulled Stone and Nanna away as chaos ensued. People ran around shouting, some running away, a dozen people called emergency services, the contestants and a bunch of onlookers gathered in a circle around the men with heads in their plates.

Not wanting to get in the way, or get involved, I didn’t pay much attention at the time. Was the third sectioned tray just left on the table?

“The police must have taken it,” Rosie said. “For evidence.”

I nodded. That made sense.

Nanna tottered around the side of the booths. She eyed us with a frown. “What are you doing fooling around back here?”

“We found Tommy,” I said. “He’s very sick. You’re still feeling alright?”

“Well, except my feet. If I knew how much walking we were going to do, I’d have worn my orthopedic shoes and support hose,” she said.

Were sore feet a symptom of whatever Tommy had been dosed with? If so, I might have been poisoned myself. I hadn’t been anywhere near the judges’ fare.

Cola’s cell phone played an Elvis tune. She answered it, pacing away.

“Three people potentially poisoned,” Rosie said. “I think this barbecue festival is about to go down in flames. Charcoal flames.”

Even though I was pretty sure that the poisoner had a specific target in mind, I was a little leery myself. If a poisoner was running loose, who knew where he or she would strike next? She, specifically, because poisoning was supposed to be a woman’s MO. That might be more of a fictional conceit, but it still sounded right.

“It sounds like the Memphis Police Department know what they’re doing,” I said. “Look how quick they found Stone?”

Speaking of, I checked my phone. No messages.

“No! No texts. No e-mail. Call me!” Cola put her phone in her apron pocket and walked back. “I don’t know what to do. That was Dee Dee Thompson’s manager. She’s on her way to close the first night. But should I even keep the event open? People are dying.”

I pursed my lips, thinking. What a tough call.

“Well, if the cops didn’t close you down, and the health department didn’t find anything wrong, I say go for it,” Nanna said. “If you need to sue somebody later, you’ve got grounds if they gave you the go-ahead.”

Cola’s brows wrinkled. “I don’t want to sue no one. But I really don’t want more deaths on my conscience. It’s just lucky that nobody knows we’ve replaced the closing act. At least we won’t draw a huge crowd tonight after all that’s happened. And I seriously doubt any vendors or visitors will come tomorrow once this hits the news.”

“Are you kidding?” Nanna said. “You’re giving away food. I mean, with the price of admission. I had free barbecue lobster. Twice. You think I’m not coming back?”

Rosie nodded. “She’s got a point there. And we’ve found a dozen barbecue joints we want to visit before we go home. And a bakery. It’s such a great promotional opportunity.”

“Plus you’ll have looky-loos,” I said. “There are always people a little too interested in tragedy and death. Dark tourists. Not that you’re catering to that kind of thing.”

“That’s morbid!” Cola gave me a horrified look. But then her mouth twisted in acceptance. “But I guess you’re right. Traffic accidents. Disaster sites. Murder scenes. I guess there’s a fascination. It would be easy to take advantage of it.”

“It’s not like you have to think about it right now. You said the band is on the way. Sounds like a done deal. You can sleep on it, and figure out what to do in the morning,” Rosie said.

“But I can’t. Do you know how much work goes into this festival? All the vendors, employees, volunteers, musicians need to be informed if we close. The clean up crew will need to come early. The companies that rent the booths, the tents, the barbecue pits, the stage, the lights, all these things will need to pack it up,” Cola said. “Setting up and breaking down this little barbecue town is a major undertaking if things go right. I can’t imagine how it will go if we close due to an emergency. Sheer chaos. Probably theft and looting. I’m going to lose my shirt regardless, but I don’t need companies coming after me for breach of contract or stolen gear.”

Cola took a breath.

“You don’t have a board of directors or something?” Rosie said. “Maybe this is a decision you don’t want to make on your own.”

“Well, one of them was killed by this event,” she frowned. “The others know the situation. We’ll hold an emergency meeting tomorrow. But that’s tomorrow. I’m worried about what to do right now.”

Her phone played a different Elvis tune. Maybe “Jailhouse Rock.”

Cola scowled and answered.

We gave her some space to talk. After a moment, she disconnected and gave us a surprised look.

“Gracious. That Magnolia already posted about Dee Dee’s band playing a special tribute. There are already thousands of views, hundreds of comments.”

“Dee Dee’s that popular?” I asked.

Cola shrugged. “I’d say so, but I’ve never heard of her.”

“Maybe because her father was a popular musician,” I said.

“I don’t think that’s the reason,” Cola muttered, but didn’t elaborate.

“Guess you’ll have to go with the flow,” Nanna said. “Once everyone leaves and you close down, you can decide if you want people to come back.”

Cola put her phone away. “I think you’re right. This thing is already rolling along. Once it stops for the night, we can better figure out what to do. Better than letting the whole thing roll over me. I’d better go meet this replacement band. Show them where to load in.”

We moved to the business side of the row of booths. A line now formed in front of the bakery booth. More people were arriving, though fewer vendors were open. Maybe because of Magnolia’s YouTube announcement.

Reclaiming our picnic table, I watched the trio with bongos breaking down. Clouds of bugs flew around the stage lights, turning them to solid beams. Other lines formed at the few vendors still open. Those people were probably making an unexpected profit.

“Hamburgers,” Nanna read a sign. “That sounds like a good way to cap off the evening.” She wandered over.

“You hungry?” Rosie asked me.

“My stomach is too nervous. Or maybe just defending itself.”

“I figured you’d be under the impression that the poisoning was murder. With designated targets. Not some crazy rando acting out at a big event. Although with the world today…” she let it go with a shrug.

“Two guys who didn’t like each other,” I started working it out aloud. “Sit down at a table. Both die. Now, maybe both men were targets, and this was the only occasion where you might see them together.”

“Or,” Rosie said, “The target never got close to the poison.”

I squinted at her. “Nicola Henderson?”

“Just look at this event. All the vendors, music acts, the competition, the crowds. This festival makes bank. It could be that someone is jealous. Or they came up with a plot to murder her and take her money,” Rosie said.

“Wouldn’t you want to do that after the festival?” I said. “When she was counting the money?”

“Hmm.” Rosie thought it over. “You might be right about that. But this is an annual event. She’s probably got something put away.”

“Either that or this thing makes her go broke.” Nanna was next in line, I saw. “It seems successful on the surface. But it might be more a money pit than a barbecue pit.”

My cellphone bleeped.

“Good thing your phone went off or I’d have to comment on that terrible joke,” Rosie said.

I stood up. “That was Stone.”


CHAPTER SIX


We grabbed Nanna on our way to the entrance. Balancing her plate, she trotted along after us. A black-and-white police SUV parked just outside the gate. No one paid attention. It was a pretty common sight on this day. The plain clothes guy got out of the passenger seat. He let Stone out the back passenger door.

He looked none the worse for wear, but I ran up to him and thew my arms around him.

“Wow. If I knew the reception I’d get, I’d have the cops bring me in all the time,” he said before kissing me.

“Did they give you the third degree, Stone?” Nanna walked over. “Work you over with the rubber hose? Here, I got you some sweet potato fries. That’s healthy, right?”

“Why did they keep you long?” Rosie asked. “They can’t think you had anything to do with the murders.”

“Murders,” Stone frowned. “Well, they’ve proven that much at least. Both men were poisoned. Blood tests verified that. By the same substance. That points to one killer.”

“And they think that one killer is you?” Rosie asked.

“No. They don’t. What they are doing is playing the outsider card,” he said.

“As in: we don’t take to strangers in this town?” I asked.

“Yep.”

“Even though this festival brings people in from all over?” Nanna asked. “Not a smart move.”

Stone took a sweet potato fry. Scowled at the powdered sugar coating. “That’s not exactly how they’re playing it.”

Which sparked worry in me. “How then?”

Although Stone played it low-key, he was well known in security circles. He’d had international experience and was well known as an expert. Even if he didn’t talk about it much. The security business he’d built up and sold allowed him to take these little vacation jaunts with Rosie and me. He still acted as a consultant. And while he never spoke of it much, he’d been in plenty of dangerous situations which he either resolved or escaped.

So, his next words made my heart sink.

“They looked into my background,” Stone said. “As much as they could.”

“Well, if they shared a brain between them, the two cops who dragged you in should probably ask for your help, not accuse you,” Nanna said.

Which they had; I already knew from the look on his face.

“When they looked at my background, the sergeant recognized me. I served with his brother. Events like this make money for the city. A lot of cops, a lot of poison talk, would be bad publicity. They asked if I could maybe poke around on their behalf.”

“What did you say?” Nanna asked.

Rosie made a face.

“Poke around?” I said.

“I think he means investigate,” Nanna said.

Stone frowned. “I’m good at what I do. But a thing I don’t do is investigate homicides. Not often, anyway. That’s your bailiwick, babe.”

“Well, if you offered your services, then you offered mine. We’re a team.”

“Thank you.”

“I figured it was something like them wanting you to help out. Especially since they didn’t arrest Ralph.”

Stone looked a question at me.

“Did time for bank robbery.”

“Not the same as murder,” he said.

It felt good that Stone thought I might be better than him at murder investigations. I was retired from all that now. A bullet through the lung had made me reconsider my life choices, and I chose to move away from Vegas and all that investigation stuff.

We were all starting a new life in Mariposas. A life that came with small-town charm and a bakery-café operated by Rosie and me. I frowned, remembering that we hadn’t hired a baker yet. All in good time, I told myself. For now, I’d focus on where we were.

“Did they feed you?” Nanna offered the fries again. “The old baloney sandwich? You must be famished.”

Stone nodded. We walked onto the grounds. After the craziness of the day, options were limited. We headed to one that wasn’t a bakery or a hamburger stand. After waiting in line, Stone returned with a reasonable meal: slaw, fruit salad and chicken breast. There was a dearth of sauce.

We sat at a picnic table. They were starting to fill up in front of the stage. Stone ate for a few moments.

“Why employ an outsider?” I asked.

“Politics,” Stone said.

Of course. “Both Chick and Shaky are muckety-mucks?”

He nodded. “Chick owns a restaurant in town. It’s not well known that he also owns some chain franchises. At least one club on Beale Street. He employs a large number of people around here. Union workers.”

“Which means he also wields some influence,” I mused. “Money, power, the usual combination. Same for Shaky?”

“He’s a fixture in the music scene. Has been for decades. He’s also a recording artist, a session player. Money again. Shaky’s on the board of the local music union. What he says goes in this town if you’re a player,” Stone said.

“So power again.”

He nodded.

“These two guys were the heads of the larger cultural concerns around Memphis—barbecue and music,” Rosie said. “Funny that someone would want them both dead.”

“We don’t know if that’s the case,” I said. “Either one of them could be the real target.”

Rosie nodded. “Or Nicola, like you said.”

“A fact we need to uncover.”

As we talked, roadies loaded gear onto the stage. Amps and drums. Guitar cases. Microphones were set up and tested. A rack of stage lights went on, then off again.

“It’s important to the cops, all the cops, not just the detective and the sergeant, that they keep their hands as clean as possible,” Stone said.

“They want us to do their dirty work,” I said. “Ask the uncomfortable questions. Of popular people. Make the accusations.”

Stone nodded.

“Not that different than the usual case,” Rosie shrugged.

Except no one was telling us that if we interfered in an investigation, we’d get tossed in the pokey. I found as I advanced in my career, my successes mounting, that I got that message less often these days. There was no shortage of underfunded police departments in this country.

“Usually, two guys don’t buy the farm at the same time,” Nanna said. “Plus, that kid looked like he was in bad shape.”

Stone questioned me with his expression.

“Tommy. The guy helping with the contest. I’m speculating that he got a dose of poison, too.”

“Little close to home,” Stone said.

Way too close. Three out of the six people having anything to do with the judging table were dead or ill. Two out of five were people I cared for. I didn’t know how close to the line Stone and Nanna had walked. I took Stone’s hand in mine. I would’ve taken Nanna’s, too, but she was sitting on the other side of the picnic table.

If nothing else, I was a lot more inspired to solve this case. Even if we weren’t getting paid. Not having Stone in a cell for half this work-cation was worth it. Although I wasn’t motivated to make the local police force look good.

We were caught flat-footed. There were no suspects yet or motives. It was going to take some energy to get this case on track, and I hadn’t had any sleep the night before. I figured all the protein of barbecue and the sugar of sauce would get me up to speed.

Musicians got on stage, strapping on instruments. The drummer played a roll and the crowd went "Woo."

In the center, on guitar, was a tall, shapely woman in sparkly spandex bellbottoms, a vest with fringe, and sunglasses despite the dark. After pulling the guitar strap over her shoulder, she donned a hat with a huge round brim. All of it was in red, white and blue.

“I could rock that outfit,” Nanna nodded her appreciation.

“Ladies and gentlemen.” I saw Cola step up to the microphone. “As most of you already know, we’ve had a change in the closing act for the festival tonight.”

More woo, a couple whistles.

“Please welcome, for the first time at Barbecue and Blues, Dive Bar Dee Dee and the Dead Barflies!” Cola made a broad gesture with both hands. Quickly, she got out of the way. I saw her head down the stage stairs and vanish in the dark.

The guitarist, Dee Dee, did a wheedly-wheedly-wheedly thing from the very highest notes of the neck to the very lowest. The drummer hit a flam and kicked off a fast shuffle.

“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, thank you for being here. I don’t get many chances to play here in my hometown, so thank you very much,” Dee Dee called out over the music with a whiskey voice. The crowd responded with cheers. More energy than I would have expected after this long hot day filled with heavy meats and sauces.

“In celebration of playing at this esteemed venue, we’re playing this song for you, Memphis, Tennessee!”

A little bigger reaction, but not nearly as wild as when she started singing.

“Long distance information, give me Memphis Tennessee…”

Her vocals and most of the music was drowned out by the now overenthusiastic crowd. Nothing like a song about your hometown to kick off a show, I supposed. By the time she got to the end of the second verse, the crowd jumped up and down, singing along, “Just a half a mile from the Mississippi Bridge!” and let out a holler at their own singing.

“Dang,” Nanna shouted to me. “That girl’s good!”

“Little on the nose,” Rosie shouted back as Dee Dee played the sliding solo part.

The band chugged along through the song, the crowd singing all the way through to the twist end, then going crazy again as they played the outro, but twice as long.

“Lot livelier than anything we heard today,” Nanna said. “Who doesn’t like a good toe-tapper?”

They finished to lots of hoots and applause, not letting it die down before launching into a slower, bluesier tune. Apparently, this was recognized, as the crowd volume climbed again. I didn’t know it.

Stone leaned closer. “What do you think our first move should be?”

“Something concrete. You said Chick owned restaurants in town?”

He nodded.

“We should pay a visit to one tomorrow. Maybe we’ll have an informative lunch.”

“And maybe find the places he didn’t publicly take credit for,” Stone said.

I nodded. If he owned a bunch of businesses in secret, it was important to know where they were, what they were, and why he’d want to hide the fact they belonged to him.”

“We can visit the musicians’ union, too. See what Bobby “Shaky” Carter was into,” Stone said.

“Are we actually putting a plan together?” I smiled.

“There was something about a feud involving Dee Dee,” Rosie pointed to the stage. “Maybe we can talk to her about it after the gig.”

We sat through the show, although I started nodding off at the end. It’s really tough to nod off when you’re sitting at a picnic table.

“Well, this is much better than listening to Shaky’s old blues shouting,” someone in the audience said.

“Lot more fun,” another person agreed. “You hear him once, you’ve heard him enough. And he closed the festival every night.”

Interesting, I thought. But relevant?

The Dead Barflies finished their last number. Stage lights turned down just enough to let the players and roadies pack up and load out.

“C’mon, let’s hit up Dee Dee,” I said, stretching.

When we reached the stage, only three band members remained. Dee Dee and her guitar were gone. I called up to them. “Where did Dee Dee go?”

The drummer shoved drums into cases. “Said she had to be somewhere. Took off.”

Agreeing with a shrug, the bass player switched off his amp. “No idea where she’s going this late.”

We missed her. For now. “When is your next gig?” I asked.

“Tomorrow night. It’s a holiday,” the bassist said. “Barlowe’s in West Memphis.”

“West Memphis?” I asked.

“Arkansas. Just a half a mile from the Mississippi Bridge,” he said.


CHAPTER SEVEN


We had nothing to do the next morning. No itinerary for Mr. Locandro. No festival until noon. Rosie had the laptop out, editing what video footage and photos we’d taken, which wasn’t much.

“I did find Chick’s place. The one with his name on it,” Rosie looked up. “Not that I want to get barbecue for breakfast.”

Looking over her shoulder, I saw Chick’s 24-Hour Smokepit. “Where’s Germantown?”

Rosie, on top of it, pulled up a map. “East of Memphis. Not too far. Maybe we should rent a car. That way we can drive to Tupelo, and Graceland.”

“Graceland?” Nanna came through the door. “When?”

“Not until after the festival, at least,” I said. And probably not until we solved the case. Nanna, I knew, would go with or without me. She was a fan from way back when Elvis was still alive.

“First, we need to do some investigating. Hit up the people working in Chick’s restaurant. But do we really want to eat any more barbecue?” I said.

Nanna squinted at the monitor. “It’s a twenty-four-hour joint. They’ll have breakfast foods. I’m hungry. Why not just go?”

“Let’s find a car rental place,” I said. “We can go from there. I wasn’t expecting to do a lot of driving since the festival was on the top of our list.” And practically the only thing on our list. We were in a touristy enough area to grab public transportation to the local attractions.

Since we were investigating, we needed wheels. Thankfully car wheels. Not so long ago, we were on an island where you got around on foot, horseback, or bicycle. I wasn’t going back. At the front desk, I found a shuttle to take us to the airport. Good enough; the airport was on the way, and we could grab a rental there.

With Stone behind the wheel of our rented SUV, we headed east for Germantown. We took 420 to 72 until it turned into Poplar. The place was just past a hospital, doctors and nurses either going on or coming off shift inside. It smelled of hickory and pecan smoke, bacon and coffee.

We were seated near the kitchen because it was crowded and I needed coffee. Now. Once I had a cup in front of me, I took the place in. Huddled in groups, I saw waitresses with strained faces. Talking about the death of the owner, I figured.

After downing my first cup like a whiskey shot, I caught our server’s eye. She broke away from her group and grabbed a pot from the counter in front of the kitchen. “You could just leave that,” I suggested.

She laughed it off. “Don’t worry, darling, I can keep up with the thirstiest coffee drinkers.”

I nudged Rosie under the table.

“We heard Chick Thompson died,” she said, a little late for her cue. “Do you know what’s going to happen with this place?”

She shook her head. “Such a shame. And I was just talking to the girls. We’re all concerned. It’s been a crazy day so far. Lots of people coming by with condolences.”

“I imagine,” I said. “Quite a shock.”

“More than a shock. More like a panic. Oh, excuse me.” She took the coffee pot away to another table.

“Panic?” Nanna said.

I eyed an empty stool in front of the counter. It stood near a window into the kitchen. “Be right back,” I said.

Taking the opportunity, I grabbed the empty seat before someone else could. Elbows on the counter, I leaned forward from the stool. On the other side of the window, a cook in a paper hat went to town. Probably on a griddle. Behind him, I saw the brick structure of a barbecue area. Right now, it was all about the bacon and eggs.

“Excuse me!” I called. It took a little time before he looked up at me.

“Little busy.”

“We were there when Chick died. Sorry for your loss. But the waitstaff seems to be in a panic. What’s going on? Are you going to close down? Didn’t Chick have a will?”

He worked at something before looking up again. “I don’t know nothing. I’m just a cook. What I really don’t know is how we’re going to serve lunch. Chick’s special barbecue sauce was some secret recipe. Nobody but him knew it. Sorry, I gotta get back to it.”

“I heard that Chick owns other restaurants. Is that true?”

The cook didn’t look up from his work. “Nah. Went through a bad patch a few years ago. He let them all go.”

“What about—”

He glared at me, but just for a second. “I gotta cook.”

I returned to our table. Related what I’d heard.

“Wow. I guess that would be a big deal at a barbecue joint,” Rosie said. “You’d think there’d be a batch preprepared. We heard something about a sauce deal. Maybe whatever company bought it could share the recipe. Or, hey, this place could just buy sauce from the sauce company, right?”

“He’s got a daughter,” Nanna said. “Why couldn’t Dee Dee run this place? Or sell it?”

“We don’t have enough information, either about the sauce deal, or the relationship between Chick and Dee Dee. I’d like to talk to the manager, but I didn’t think it would be so busy.”

“Maybe that’s part of the problem. Chick was the owner. He might also have been the manager,” Stone said.

That would throw the place into chaos, I thought. Especially if it was always as busy as it was this morning. I held up my cup again. The waitress should seriously consider leaving the pot on the table. I was going to wear out her shoes.

“Is it possible to talk to the manager?” I asked when she refilled my cup. “I can see that you’re busy. Maybe if we hung out for a while?”

“Reba’s the assistant manager. I’ll ask her, but it might be a while. Are you ready to order, or do you need a minute?”

Barbecue snuck its way into the breakfast entrees, I noticed, even if you just ordered bacon and eggs. They smoked their own bacon here. But that sounded like a thing to try. I figured I’d skip the huevos rancheros. It wasn’t on the menu, anyway.

Stone was not about to play along. He ordered his usual smoothie. Also not on the menu. The waitress gave him a smile that was a little extra and said it would be no problem. I told myself I didn’t mind the way she looked at him. Stone didn’t seem to notice her extra flirty smile.

We waited for our food. Most of the hospital workers got up and either went to work or home. Since we had to rent a car, it was a little late for breakfast. But that was perfect. At the same time my bacon and eggs arrived, so did the assistant manager.

“Can you sit?” I asked.

“No. There’s too much to do. A lot to figure out. I’m not sure how we’re going to go forward,” she said. Reba had tall, dark brown hair and dressed like the rest of the waitresses. Cat eye specs hung on a chain in front of her. How she got a net over that big poof of hair I had no idea.

“Do you know anything about Chick’s deal with a manufacturer? His secret sauce?” I asked.

She harrumphed. “What a nightmare that whole business was. Only Mr. Thompson knows the secret ingredients, but he needed gallons of the stuff. He’d run around the kitchen, adding stuff to pots, then ordering the staff back in to stir. Crazy. He does the same with his co-bottler, I hear.”

“We heard that Hank Wilkins had a deal first?” I asked.

Reba sighed. “Big Hunk? Yeah, he did. That’s what gave Chick the idea to horn in. This is a better-known place than Big Hunk’s. A regular institution. I think that’s how Chick talked them into dropping Big Hunk and picking up our sauce. It is pretty good.”

“Do you know if Big Hunk’s sauce is better?” Rosie asked.

Making a face, Reba shook her head. “I prefer my barbecue without any sauce. I’m not one to ask. But I don’t think the deal had much to do with the sauce itself. But Chick had a huge personality. He drew people in. Made everyone his friend. It was his character as much as anything that made this joint successful. Which makes me worry that it won’t do nearly as good without him.”

“What do you know about Chick’s daughter? Does she have anything to do with the business?”

“Darla? Nah, I don’t think she’s even been in here more than a time or two,” Reba said. “She had no use for her daddy. I think she’s a musician or something?”

Darla. Not Dee Dee. Maybe using a slightly different stage name gave her some separation from her father. “Why the bad blood?”

“Oh, family dynamics. Who knows. I’m guessing that Darla has issues with her father, it has something to do with her mother. That’s how these things usually go,” Reba said. “Excuse me a minute.”

She hurried off to where a server flagged her down.

“I don’t know about you, but if we’re talking about barbecue sauce, I’d prefer one with more flavor than one with more personality,” Nanna said.

“You might want the one with the more familiar name,” Rosie said.

“Like I’d ever hear of a barbecue joint in Memphis,” Nanna said. “We live in Arizona. Even if it said ‘Chick’s famous sauce,’ how would I know him?”

And there had been plenty of barbecue in Vegas. Maybe it wasn’t the home of a particular style of grilling, but Vegas had everything, and you could get it twenty-four hours a day.

Our server earned her tip, refilling my coffee again. “Do you know Dee Dee—or rather Darla—Thompson? The owner’s daughter?” I asked her.

“Think I might have served her once. She doesn’t stay in Memphis, I hear. Doesn’t come here much,” she said.

“That’s strange for a blues musician, don’t you think?”

“Very. But what do I know about blue musicians? Would you like your check?”

I nodded. “Yes, please.”

She gave Stone that extra smile again. “Anything else for you, sugar?”

He shook his head. Didn’t smile back. He better not if he knew what was good for him.

“Friendly people here,” he said.

“Tell me about it.”

“I don’t know how big a deal this sauce thing is,” Rosie said. “Do you think it’s enough for motive? We don’t have much else.”

Nanna raised her index finger. “And Big Hunk was one of the competitors.”

“Opportunity. Maybe motive, depending. Did he have access? He did to the victims, but how about the poison? That’s the kind of thing that takes some research if you want to do it right. Maybe some maths. He doesn’t strike me as the research and maths type.”

“Nope,” Rosie said. “More like a baseball-hat-wearing, football-on-Sunday, I-could-be-an-MMA-fighter kind of typical all-American dude.”

My impression exactly.

Reba made her way back to the table. “Sorry about that. We’re having a time of it. I’m not sure what we’ll do once we run out of sauce. It goes in everything, including the production of our meats.”

She took a bottle off the table that I hadn’t paid any attention to. It had a small photo of Chick Thompson smiling a big smile and sticking one thumb up. Chick’s Smokepit Sweet Red, I saw on the label. To me the contents looked more the color of Thousand Island or Russian dressing than red. “Is this the sauce in question?”

“It is, yes. Not the one he wanted to market nationwide. Just the local stuff that we use and sell right here in the restaurant,” Reba said.

“What was the deal if he could already sell the stuff?” I asked.

“He produces this with a co-packer. Same way he mothers over it here at the restaurant. They manufacture it for him in bulk. Since we use it by the gallon, and people do like to take some home, it makes sense. But that’s not what the big deal is. The big deal is Comfort Foods & Quality, an international distributor and manufacturer. They would still be co-manufacturing, but they’ve got the FDA covered, and they don’t need to worry about the cottage foods regs for every place they sell.

“If the product caught on, it would mean some big money—and more business in this joint. They first approached Big Hunk, like you said, but he’s not a fast and smooth talker. When Chick sniffed out an opportunity, he went for it. Poor Hank Wilkins didn’t stand a chance,” Reba said.

“Big money,” I mused. “How big?”

“It’s funny,” the manager frowned. “For all Chick’s talk about landing this deal and stealing it from under Big Hunk’s nose, and getting his sauce sold all over the country, and Canada, and parts of Mexico, he never did talk figures.”

“I’ll bet Big Hunk has a pretty good idea,” Nanna said.

Reba clucked her tongue. “I’d be careful asking him about it. I’m sure Hank is still pretty sore over the whole thing.”

“Do you have contact information for Comfort Foods & Quality?” I asked her.


CHAPTER EIGHT


“Big Hunk Wilkins next on our list?” Rosie and Nanna sat in the back seat, chatting. I sat up front with Stone. Rosie went on. “He’s probably going to be too busy to talk, what with getting his next entry ready for dinnertime.”

“I think you’re right about that. How about we hit up the local entertainment venues? See what they have to say about Shaky Carter. They won’t be busy at this hour—if they’re even open. Can you look up and see where he was scheduled to play, Rosie?”

Stone found Beale Street. It was an unimpressive street with office buildings, apartments and various businesses. We headed toward the river.

“Um, next week he’s at McGoo’s Off Beale,” Rosie said. “Guess they haven’t heard the news.”

A couple miles later, the street changed dramatically. On a big, light-up banner over the street, the announcement Home of the Blues stood out. Almost as much as a neon marquis on one of the buildings. “That’s the police department?” They sure knew how to advertise it.

Stone looked and stuck out his lower lip. “Not the one I was taken to.”

Now the street was packed with restaurants, bars, including a Coyote Ugly joint, shops, theaters and clubs, a lot of them music venues.

“How far off Beale is McGoo’s Off Beale?” I asked Rosie.

“Couple blocks,” Rosie said. “You want to make the next right, Stone.”

The area reminded me of Las Vegas a little, and I felt nostalgic for my former hometown.

This part of town was not for use during the day. Fairly unobtrusive brick façades looked bleak in the sunlight. By night, judging by a plethora of neon, the street would blaze with life. Of course, this was only for a few blocks. The Strip went on for miles.

Not as much blues in Vegas, though.

And so different to Mariposas, where we’d just moved. Of course, Mariposas was lovely in its own way.

With many of the businesses not yet open, parking was no problem. Stone found a spot outside the front doors of what looked like an old drugstore or market. I noticed that while the architecture on Beale Street proper was older, a block away in either direction revealed modern buildings and loads of parking structures.

Nice that they kept some heritage here. Strangely, that made me think of Las Vegas again. I was surprised that the downtown casinos and Fremont Street hadn’t been imploded decades ago to make way for more mega-resorts.

Lights were on inside McGoo’s, although chairs were legs-up on tables and no one worked behind the bar. It didn’t strike me as a day-drinking establishment. There was a long space truncated by a stage with velvet curtains, racks of lights and the towering speakers of a sound system. In the back corner, a booth housed a mixing board. Between the front and back of the house were rows of beaten-up theater seats.

A guy popped up from beneath the sound board, scaring us all. Maybe not Stone.

“We’re closed.” He was a black man with gray hair cropped so close it looked like he had just stepped in from a snowstorm. He dropped spectacles over his eyes and blinked in severe magnification. “You with the union?”

“Us? No, no, we’re looking into a death. You probably knew the man.”

“Bobby Carter,” the man sighed.

I nodded. “Shaky.”

“Yeah, I heard. Dang shame.”

“Was he a friend of yours?” I asked.

“Friend of no one, that Shaky. Man just liked to throw his weight around. Sic the union on us when musicians showed up without a card. Shut down shows.” He shook his head.

“Are you the owner? Mr. McGoo?”

“Mr. McGoo is a cartoon character. Before your time I reckon. I’m Andrew ‘McGoo’ Madison. And this is my place. McGoo’s Rhythm and Blues Revue, Off Beale.”

“You said he liked to throw his weight around?” I asked.

Madison gave a slow nod. “He was on the board of the musician’s local. For a long time. Now, the union don’t mean much these days. Not unless you want to make a living in a music city. Nashville, New York, LA, or here in Memphis. If you want to survive as a musician, you got to carry a union card. Now, if you’re some upstart rock n roller, it don’t matter much. I’m sure if Elvis came up today, he wouldn’t be a union man. Couldn’t benefit enough.

“But if you’re a horn player like me, want to play the big jazz clubs, or a big Texas blues revue, or maybe have a chair on the city orchestra, you pay your dues, man,” he said. “There’s a capacity clause in the local’s charter. Venues that hold over three hundred people are union places. And only union musicians can play there.”

I looked around. “Like here?”

He nodded. “Like here. Sure, I get some big-name blues acts in here. But the thing the kids want is rap. Or hip hop. Whatever it is. Now, you don’t even need to be a musician to do the rap thing. So none of those fellas hold a card. So even if they wanted to do shows here, they can’t. Cuts into a man’s living.”

“You’re not a fan of the union?” I asked.

“Heck yes, I am. I got my health insurance. I get paid for gigs I play. The local’s been good to me. But the business has changed, and the union hasn’t changed with it. As a player, it’s great. As a venue owner, not so much,” Madison said.

“Did he throw his weight around anyone in particular?” I asked.

“You mean like someone who would hold a grudge. Nah. He was just cantankerous, a stickler. The only one I know with a grudge against him is…”

“Chick Thompson?” I filled in.

“Chick? Nah, I was gonna say Dee Dee. Not a lot of people know that Dee Dee is Chick’s little girl. But I guess that Dee Dee got the horns from Shaky because he was always on the outs with Chick, yeah. Don’t know how that feud started. I used to play on the road a lot. Don’t know a lot of local history. All I know is that Darla—that’s Dee Dee’s real name—can’t get a union card. And even though her band is good, she can’t book a big show in town. Can’t do studio work. Not even at a jingle house. And with his clout, she couldn’t get one in Nashville, either. She’s on Shaky’s blacklist.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s an unofficial list, supposedly from the union. I figure it’s all Shaky’s doing. Mostly, it was people he didn’t like who were on it. If a union club hired a person on the blacklist, there were repercussions.”

“Like what?”

“Nothing you could point to. But maybe some of the bigger acts take a pass on your place. You’d get that treatment for a while. Or maybe an increase in surprise inspections from the fire department, the health department,” Madison said. “It could be written off as a coincidence. Like that. You couldn’t take a complaint to the union about the fire department.”

“So Shaky has connections. More than just the union,” I said.

“Sounds passive aggressive,” Nanna said.

“Both Shaky and Chick knew lots of people, lots of movers and shakers. Politicians, city officials, Chick knows restaurant people, Shaky knows musicians, and in this town, those two groups collide, if you see what I’m saying.”

I nodded. “Who else is on this blacklist? Anybody who might resent it enough to… do something about it?”

“That’s the thing. I’ve never seen the blacklist. I don’t know any club owners who say they have. You just get a message that so-and-so isn’t a person to hire. So-and-so is on the list. Sometimes, it’s a whole group, but usually it’s just one person,” he said.

“Dee Dee being one of them.”

“That’s just a known fact. She’s got no card. So, she mostly plays outside of town, or across the river. But places off Beale Street don’t have the prestige. They probably don’t pay as much, either,” Madison said.

“Across the river?” I remembered the band from last night. “Barlowe’s?”

“Mm-hmm. Barlowe’s. The Steel Works. Them joints take Memphis leftovers. I hear they do well over there,” he said.

“What about on this side of the river. Outside of town?” I asked.

“Mostly dive bars. Where her band gets the name, since that seems to be her bread and butter. Biker joints. Black Bill’s. The Grotto. The Pound. Some private MC clubs,” he said.

“We heard Dive Bar Dee Dee and the Dead Barflies last night. I thought they were pretty good. Have you heard them?” I asked.

“Yep. And I agree. They are good. Tight.”

“Would you have them play here?”

“In a heartbeat,” he smiled. “That is, if they were in the local.”

Thanking Andrew Madison, we hit the streets. Rosie was already on her phone, looking up the clubs Madison had mentioned. “The Pound looks like it’s the only one open at this hour. It’s near an animal shelter north of the city.”

We piled in the SUV. Stone put the address for the Pound in the dashboard GPS. From Beale Street, we drove north catching I-40 to Jackson Avenue. At the woodsy edge of a residential neighborhood, we found the Pound.

The parking lot was mostly empty. I noted a bunch of spaces for motorcycles closest to the building, though none were in sight. It was a bar and grill, just getting wound up for the lunch crowd. When we entered, I saw the stage in the back. It wasn’t even a quarter the size of McGoo’s Off Beale. I supposed you could cram some fans around the bar.

“Four for lunch?” An older woman with a dyed red beehive hairdo smiled from the hostess stand.

“Actually, we were wondering if anybody here knows Dee Dee Thompson,” I said.

The hostess shook her head, shoulders up. “Who’s that, hon?’

“She’s a musician. We heard she plays here sometimes,” Rosie said. She held out her phone, a music video playing. The hostess peered closely.

“I only work days, darlin'. Give me one sec.” She vanished, leaving us standing in the waiting area. No other people piled in behind us. But a glance at the specials, written in dayglow ink on a board above the hostess stand, made me think this place would soon be packed. My stomach rumbled a little. Deluxe mac and cheese, fried chicken, and some kind of watermelon dish were reasonably priced.

I told my stomach to relax. We’d be back at the barbecue festival before too long. The hostess returned.

“My manager says she plays here about once a month. But he said she’s mostly booked at Black Bill’s. That’s about five miles from here, in Woodstock. They don’t open for a couple hours, but Bill’s got an apartment above the place. He’ll probably talk to you.”

Back in the car, we headed west. Stone put in the destination, and we followed the GPS voice. We drove along, woods on the right, farms, orchards and cemeteries on the left.

“Probably talk to us,” Rosie said.

“If he doesn’t, there are other places. We’ll just have to hit them up later in the day.”

Woodstock turned out to be more of an intersection than a place, but the GPS led us from a two-lane highway into an industrial area. We passed yards of chain link fence and parking lots before arriving at a two-story shack of corrugated steel floating in a gravel lot.

“Here?” Rosie asked dubiously. “This is quite a step down from Beale Street.”

Ours was the only vehicle in the lot, so Stone parked close to the doors. When we exited the vehicle, we were hit with the smell of oil, chemicals, and vehicle exhaust from the nearby companies.

“What do you want?” an old man demanded, stepping out the front door.


CHAPTER NINE


“She’s a fine-looking woman. And she’s got the pipes. Warm, whiskey-sounding voice.” Bill Black stood behind the bar while we took up seats. I’d have to guess living in this area might inspire him to seek out company—even nosey company. He seemed eager to talk about Dee Dee Thompson.

“When the Dead Barflies play here, we always get a crowd. I book her as often as she’ll play. But the girl should be playing in the big leagues, not my crappy blue-collar joint.”

The establishment was based on drinking rather than dining, with popcorn and a few snacks for drinkers. The kind that made you thirsty. They did have a sandwich menu for lunch. A stage with unattractive soundproofing took up the back corner. It was sizeable, even if the space for the audience was not so much.

“You know about her union issues?” I asked.

“Generally, I got no kick with unions. And if you ask my customers, most of who work right around here, they’re all for ‘em. But why she can’t get a card is beyond me,” Bill said. “Guess you can ask her if you stick around a while.”

I shared a frown with my companions. “She works here?”

“Mm-hmm. Waitressing. But for lunch, she’ll do a quick solo set. Otherwise I wouldn’t bother with sandwiches. Guys working like to hear her sing on their lunch break. Some like to drink, but, you know, they have to do it on the down-low.”

As he spoke, a woman came on stage from a back door. This wasn’t the spangly performer we’d seen the previous night. She wore a pink waitress outfit and sensible shoes. Her long brown hair was pinned up in a bun. Putting a guitar case on the floor, she pulled out an instrument.

“Excuse me,” Bill said. He walked in front of the bar, grabbed a stool, and walked it across the room to the stage. Dee Dee pulled a microphone stand from the back room where she came in. The two of them set up a makeshift stage in just a few minutes. Bill returned as she tuned up. “You want some panini?”

“No, we’ve got a barbecue festival to attend,” I said. “How often does Dee Dee do this?”

“Few times a week. She was here yesterday, but we didn’t get many customers. Barbecue festival, like you said. Today’s Saturday, on a three-day weekend, so I’d be surprised if very many people are working,” he said.

Which sounded like an alibi. Whatever Dee Dee’s relationship with her father, and the guy holding back her career, she wasn’t anywhere near the festival when the men died.

“Do you think she’d mind talking to us?”

“All you can do is ask.”

We walked over to the stage. Dee Dee played a chord. Turned one of the machine heads and strummed again. She nodded in satisfaction.

“We saw you last night at the barbecue festival,” I said.

“You were great!” Rosie said.

She gave us a suspicious look. “Um. Thanks.”

“I really dug your outfit,” Nanna said. “Where’d you get it? I could totally do spandex bell bottoms.”

“Actually,” I stepped in, “We wanted to talk to you about your father.”

“Good riddance, I say.” Dee Dee frowned. “And so long to that SOB, Shaky Carter.”

“We’ve heard about you not having a union card,” I said. “Why did he refuse to give you one?”

“Who knows? Shaky and Chick always hated each other. I figured it must have been over a woman. Chick was the marrying kind. But not the staying married kind. He abandoned me and my mamma when I was three. So, I gotta say, I’m not sad the man died.”

“Well, he didn’t just die,” I said. “He was murdered. Shaky too.”

“Murdered? Well, it wasn’t me. Unfortunately.”

“You might want to talk to his lawyer. Chick had successful restaurants in Memphis, and maybe more.”

“Who cares? I got no interest in the food biz. I’m in show biz. And maybe I can finally start making a name for myself. Shaky and his blacklist are gone now. I can get my card, here or in Nashville, and play the biggest clubs around. Make an album, maybe.”

“You don’t care that he had money? Seems like that would go a long way to recording music,” Rosie said.

“Don’t want nothing to do with him. Never did. Not too long ago, he wanted to make amends. Invited me to his barbecue shrine. Wanted to show it off, I figure. I refused that invitation. If he wanted some connection with me, it should’ve started with support payments. Me and Mamma never saw a dime from Mr. Successful.”

“Do you know if he put you in his will?” I asked.

“Like I said: Don’t know, don’t care. I’m not sad the man is dead. I’m downright happy that he took Shaky with him. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a set to play,” she said.

I faced the bar. No one had come in.

There was no reason to talk to her. She had an alibi. “Black” Bill Black had given it to us without our asking. And with barbecue calling our name, I wasn’t interested in a sandwich. Unless it was pulled port. Or brisket. Or chopped pork shoulder topped with slaw.

Dee Dee started playing the guitar, a couple chords with a riff between. Then she sang in her smoky, syrupy voice. An original tune, I thought.

But we had things to do and moved off to the side.

“We can cross her off the suspect list,” Rosie said. “Not that we ever put her on it.”

“There might be something in what she said. That Chick and Shaky had this long-time feud over a woman. Maybe that woman is involved. Or some other guy Chick might have stolen a woman from. Or Shaky. We’ll have to ask around.”

“Seems like a long shot,” Nanna said.

I nodded. It sure did. I was speculating my rear end off. Chick liked women. Chick didn’t like responsibility or commitment. What did Shaky like? Shaky liked power, even in his limited scope. He liked to hold grudges.

None of that was pointing me toward a suspect. “We still don’t have much.”

“She also said she was glad Chick took Shaky down with him. What do you think that means?” Rosie said.

“No idea. Be good if we found someone in town. Someone who’s been here long enough, and is nosy enough, to know what their feud is all about. Otherwise…”

“There’s the thing with Big Hunk,” Rosie said. “We could follow up on that.”

“We have a barbecue festival to check out for Mr. Locandro. It’s about to open for the day.”

“Well, there’s no reason we have to be there when it opens,” Rosie said. “There’s not going to be a contest winner until this evening. I’m betting most of the vendors are the same as from yesterday. If they even come back.”

“That lobster place better come back,” Nanna said.

“It’s Saturday. A three-day weekend. I the place will be open,” I said.

“We can still give it a shot. If there isn’t anyone to talk to, we’ll go back on Tuesday. I just think it would be nice to get some traction,” Rosie said.

She was right. We barely had anything. Nothing to build on, that was for sure. “Okay, fine. Let’s do that. If we do find someone to talk to, we might have some leverage when we brace Big Hunk.”

“That’s the spirit,” Nanna said. “Get something to hang over him, and give him the third degree.”

We jumped in the car, but before we could drive off, “Black” Bill Black hurried out waving his hands.

I buzzed down the window. “Did we forget something?”

“No, but something you said… Listen, I feel for Dee Dee. She should be doing a lot better than she is. I know gigs in this dive aren’t helping her much. But with Shaky out of the picture—”

“What do you know about that?” I asked.

“I know he had a lot of pull with the local. Even if this is no union venue. There was something to do with him and Chick, Dee Dee’s daddy. I don’t know what it was, but I know someone who might,” Bill said. “Just don’t tell Dee Dee I put you onto her.”

Her? That might be a step in the right direction, if Chick Thompson’s womanizing thing had anything to do with this case. “Who?”

“Dee Dee’s mamma. Elinore Stewart. She still lives in Memphis. I think she and Dee Dee are close. But don’t call her Dee Dee in front of Elinore. Her birth name is Darla. From what I hear, Elinore hates that nickname,” Bill said. “She’s kind of an old-fashioned gal. Take it easy on her.”

“No problem,” I said.

He leaned in, giving the address to Stone who put it in the GPS thingamajig.

“Thanks, Bill.”

“Don’t mention it. But you might want to see Dee Dee and the full band playing here. It’s worth the trip out to this industrial wasteland,” he smiled.

“We might just do that,” I said.
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Elinore Stewart lived in a nice neighborhood with space between the houses and lots of mature trees.

The house was between the botanic gardens and the University of Memphis. A fence set it back from the street, but the gate to the driveways was open. I looked for a “Beware of the Dog” sign, with all the distant barking, but I didn’t see one.

“Let me go by myself. I don’t want to scare her off if we all come walking up to the house,” I said.

“Take Nanna,” Rosie said. “Everybody likes her. She’ll put Elinore at ease.”

“That’s a nice thing to say, Rosie,” Nanna said.

Rosie was just being honest. Nanna was awesome. I wished I told her that more often.

If Dee Dee was around my age, then Elinore would be around as old as my mother. Maybe having an older person along would make it easier to talk to her. “Let’s do it, Nanna.”

When we headed up the driveway, we saw a woman on the front porch. She had coal black hair, poofed out and tall, and waved until the skin under her arm wagged. “Well, hello, there. Can I help you?”

“I’m Tiffany, and this is my Nanna. We wanted to ask you some questions about—”

“Chick.” Her friendly face fell. “Are you reporters?”

“No. We’re, um, working with the police.” Not technically accurate, but they did seem to want intel from us. “You have some history with him, I’m told.”

“Well, it’s a good thing I just made a pitcher of sweet tea. C’mon up and take a load off. There isn’t a whole lot I can tell you,” she said.

As I figured, she was about Mom’s age, but completely opposite my mother in style. She wore a blouse with an almost psychedelic print, collar pulled up, pearls and gold necklaces revealed. Her sandals were strappy and gold, her capri pants revealing the tops of support hose. Luckily, the stockings were the toeless kind, so they didn’t impact the sandals. Elinor had put some thought into her outfit.

More than I had with my yoga pants and knit shirt.

I could see where Dee Dee got her looks. Even at her age, Elinore looked pretty with very limited makeup. She poured Nanna and me tall glasses of sweet tea.

“You were married to Chick Thompson?” I asked.

“I was. Not long enough to change my driver’s license, but long enough to get knocked up,” she said, smirking. “That man was planning to leave the moment he put a ring on it.”

“Not much of a father to—” I almost said Dee Dee “—Darla then?”

“None at all. Even when she was a baby, he was out running around. Making deals. Chasing tail. I suppose his ambition, his can-do attitude attracted me to him. But that went out the window when he stopped spending time with me. With us.”

“Can you tell me what his feud with Shaky Carter was about?” I asked. “I don’t know if you know this, but Carter’s involvement with the local musician’s union—”

“I know all about that.” Elinor’s expression went cold.

“Do you know the reason—”

“No.”

I blinked. “Do you know if Chick—"

“They hated each other. That’s all I know.” Her hand gripped her tall glass turning the ends of her fingers white. “You know, I just remembered a doctor’s appointment. I apologize. You’ll have to excuse me.”

With that, she stood up and walked inside letting the screen door slam behind her. I sat in surprise for a moment.

“Not what I was expecting. She seemed so nice.”

“I think you pushed a button.” Nanna got up. “She’s not going to say anymore.”

“No?” I drank a few swallows of sweet tea (it was good) and followed her down the porch steps and the driveway.

"From that turnaround, I’d say there can only be one reason,” Nanna said.

We got back in the car. “What reason is that?”

“That was short,” Rosie eyed us.

“She knows the reason for the feud. And she doesn’t like to talk about it. Because it’s not proper,” Nanna said.

“How do you know this?”

“I know you think I’m an old lady, Tiff. But I’ve been around the block a time or two. Elinore won’t talk about the feud between Shaky and Chick.”

“Because…?”

“They were fighting over her affection back in the day?” Stone guessed.

“Close. But I think it’s more than that. Maybe affection returned, and not without consequence,” Nanna said.

“The baby,” Stone caught on. The nickel didn’t drop for me.

Nanna nodded. “Darla. She’s pretty like her mother. But she’s got a lot of musical talent. I’d have to guess that would come from her father.”

From Chick? I hadn’t heard of Chick being musical. No. Not from Chick.

“Wait—you think her father—”

“Is Shaky Carter. Right.”


CHAPTER TEN


Ilet that news sink in as Stone drove us toward our next destination, the manufacturing facility of Comfort Foods & Quality not too far from Black Bill’s.

“That makes no sense,” I said.

“No?” Nanna eyed me from the back seat.

“No. You’d think Shaky would do all he could for his own daughter in the music business,” I said.

“Yeah, he would. But maybe he didn’t know,” Nanna said.

I thought it over. “So you’re thinking Elinore got pregnant out of wedlock. She believed Chick was the baby’s father. And she married him. But it was really Shaky?”

“Yup,” Nanna said. “And I’m guessing Shaky was in love with Elinore. That Chick took her away from him by knocking her up. Even though he didn’t. Then divorced her. And Shaky’s been out to get Chick ever since. Which is around three decades now, I’d guess.”

“Wow. I guess that’s possible. But does it have any bearing on our case?”

“No idea. But at least we have a handle on the feud,” Rosie said. “I think it fits.”

“I’m guessing Chick had a clue. He somehow figured the baby wasn’t really his. So, he didn’t want anything to do with her. Raising another man’s child. That whole thing,” Nanna said. “If you’re talking about affairs of the heart, about passion, then I can see Elinore going for the bad boy musician. If you’re talking about raising a family and stability, she might just talk herself into going with the successful businessman. Not as exciting, but you don’t want a whole lot of excitement where babies are concerned. You want security.”

Nanna spelled out the scenario succinctly, yet without the gory details. An affair with two men. The wrong one chosen. And the person who suffered was the one who had nothing to do with it all—Dee Dee. I guessed she had been around the block. I wouldn’t have come up with this.

But still—if you weren’t Darla, did it matter?

I couldn’t come up with a situation where Shaky learning that Dee Dee was his daughter would make him lash out at Chick. More likely, he would kick himself up and down the block for the way he’d treated Darla. Likewise, I couldn’t see Chick getting angry so much as feeling that he’d been in the right all along.

There were still eighteen years of child support he was responsible for, if the state attorney general ever found out. But that was another story.

Comfort Foods & Quality consisted of three huge brick buildings with steam rising from chimneys, a broad parking lot with a dearth of cars, a loading dock, and a smaller outbuilding that was a little nicer looking than the rest. It had a view of the trees across the street. Probably the offices. We headed there.

The facility, for sure, was closed, but a security guard sat in the lobby when we peeked through the glass doors. I knocked, fairly certain he’d wave us away. Instead, he approached. Probably bored out of his mind.

“The factory is closed for the holiday. If you have resumes to drop off—”

“We’re looking into a double homicide,” I said quickly.

“For the police,” Rosie added. Stone did not roll his eyes.

“It may have something to do with a barbecue sauce deal,” I went on. “A deal between this company and Chick Thompson. We heard he weaseled his way in when he heard about Big Hunk Wilkin’s deal.” I took a breath. Looked at the guard. He showed no emotion.

“Double homicide?” He said. “Chick, yeah, I remember Chick. Quite a character. But I didn’t put it together when I saw it on the news. You’re in luck, though. Our recruitment and procurement manager is actually in today. Catching up on some work. If you could take a seat.”

He waved us to a bank of faux leather chairs to the side of the security desk. The guard went behind and picked up the telephone. When he set it down, he leaned forward. “Mr. Menard will be right down.”

He would? I sat back with an impressed frown.

In two minutes, the elevator doors dinged and a man in a rugby shirt and faded jeans hurried toward us. He had his glasses on the top of his head, docksiders without socks on his feet. Why did people do that? Every time I wore sneakers without socks I had to throw them away soon after. The insole got all weird.

“Ray Menard, nice to meet you. You say you’re with the police?”

Stone got up and shook his hand. “They’ve asked us to investigate a certain aspect of this case, as we’re insiders.” Which—okay, sure, sort of.

“Terrible news about Chick Thompson. He’s a well-respected figure around here. Let’s go into the conference room.”

Inside was a long table, walls decorated with glamor shots of various food products, most of them in bottles, dominated. Brands produced by the company, I figured.

“You had a deal to sell Chick’s sauce nationwide,” I said.

“We… had is the operative word here.”

“You don’t have a deal with Chick?”

“No. We couldn’t make it work. Chick is… protective of his sauce recipe. Too much so. I understand that the co-packer he currently works with allows him to keep certain ingredients of his recipe secret. But at the volumes we produce, it wouldn’t be practical to have Chick part of the manufacturing process.

“And it’s not like we hadn’t ascertained nearly every ingredient in the sauce. We had it tested beforehand to make certain there wasn’t something unpalatable in it.”

“Nearly every ingredient?” Nanna asked.

“There were a few compounds we couldn’t decipher,” he admitted.

“It’s Coke,” Nanna said. “The secret-secret ingredient. Not even Chick knew it.”

To my surprise, Manard gave that some serious consideration. “Hmm…”

“Back to the deal, no deal part,” I said.

“Yes. We couldn’t have him as part of the process. The manufacturing, the bottling, all had to take place on our end. We have the FDA to deal with. You think they’d let someone put ingredients in a mass-produced sauce that we couldn’t vet?”

“Good to know they wouldn’t,” I said.

“Think of it this way. Heinz produces one point eight million bottles of tomato ketchup per day. We aren’t talking even a fraction of that number. But imagine how many we would produce when the final ingredients were provided by a single individual—working in secret.”

“Guess that would slow it down a lot.”

“Exactly. So although we had all the papers signed and the world was ready to embrace Chick’s Smokepit BBQ Sauce—”

“He wouldn’t cough up the recipe,” Nanna said.

“Exactly again. Initially, our thought was to reach out to a successful restaurant in Memphis specifically, for that authentic Memphis barbecue flavor. Sure, we could’ve come up with it ourselves, but it’s much better PR to put a face on the label—the inventor of the sauce, as it were. Maybe include the person in ad campaigns—or hire a better-looking actor to play the part.” Menard smiled. “Still, people would know that this restaurant existed, a place where they could visit, the home of this particular sauce. Similar campaigns have worked out remarkably well.”

“Initially, didn’t you offer this deal to Big Hunk Wilkins?” I asked.

I thought I’d put Ray off balance, but he didn’t even flinch. “The deal with Mr. Wilkins is still in the works. When Mr. Thompson came to my office, offering his own sauce, well, I had to take it. Even if the two sauces weren’t that much different, Chick’s has a history, a story behind it. And Chick—well, if you knew Chick, you’d know what kind of guy he was. Inclusive, warm, magnanimous, the gift of gab. That was more important than the ingredients in this case. We’re selling a way of life, not just a tomato-based meat grilling accouterment. Memphis. Home of the blues. Home of barbecue. Even you in your backyard can bring that flavor, enjoy that lifestyle. It’s all about marketing.”

Wow. This guy could sure talk up sauce. “So you’re still going with Big Hunk?”

“We always have been. Although now, with Mr. Thompson out of the picture, we’ll probably promote Big Hunk’s product more nationally. He doesn’t quite have the je ne sais quois that Chick had. But he’s still a big guy, you know, barbecuing for the family, for a neighborhood gathering, for the boys who came over to watch sports. Plus, he’s a legit restaurateur in Memphis. So it still works. Just on a different level.”

I almost shook my head. “You’re saying you’re going with Hank Wilkins. That you have been all along. Does he know this?”

“Well, when Chick made an offer, we did push his project to the back burner. The back-back burner, to be honest. It’s been a while since we’ve been in contact.”

“What’s a while?”

“Six months.” Menard shrugged. “We produce over three hundred brands at Comfort Food & Quality.”

“Sure,” I said. “You get busy.”

But if Big Hunk didn’t know they were still going with his sauce, that they decided to drop the guy who cut in line in front of him, would that push Hank to murder Chick?

“What kind of money are we talking?” I asked.

“That’s not information we give out,” Menard said.

“Goes to motive,” Stone said. “You can tell us, or you can publicly announce it in a court of law. Up to you.”

“Can you guarantee that it won’t go beyond this room?” he asked.

“None of us will speak of it,” I said. Which didn’t mean the cops wouldn’t get it out of him if they needed to.

“Mid to high six figures. More if we opted to use him in advertising.”

Okay. That sounded like motive.

“It’s hard to believe Chick would rather protect his secret family recipe than grab a huge payday,” Rosie said.

“There are secret recipes in the world. KFC, Coca-Cola, Huy Fong Sriracha sauce. None of them is protected from detailed chemical analysis, although the process may contribute. In reality, secret recipes don’t exist. We explained to Chick that we knew what was in his sauce. We wouldn’t reveal it to anyone—that was part of our agreement. Yet he still wouldn’t let it go.” Menard shrugged. “You never know what’s important to people.”

“Why was the secret so important to him?” I asked.

“Funny, but Chick got a little weird when we pressed him about the recipe. I always figured it was handed down through the family. You know, from his meemaw, great-meemaw. But he never said anything like that. Just that it had to remain secret. He’d even get a little over the top when we explained things to him. Shouting. Pushing. Saying that we were just trying to steal it from him. Even with all the legal agreements in place.”

“Weird,” Nanna said.

“Wonder why he thought that.” It didn’t make sense. If he wanted to replace Big Hunk in the sauce game, why not commit? Was it just out of a sense of competition? My sauce is better, my restaurant is more popular, nyah nyah nn-nyah nyah. It was too late to ask Chick.

But maybe we could get something out of Big Hunk Wilkins.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


Iwas glad to see a crowd at the festival. While it wasn’t nearly the size of the opening day throng, there were lines at the vendors’ booths and a circle standing around the competitors’ pits, an audience for the blues band on stage.

“Are they doing samples?” Nanna asked. “I’m starving.”

I looked at the nearest booths, but I didn’t see any Try Me! signs. It looked like vendors were selling, not handing out freebies. But that was fine. Everyone needed to make a living. The few booths we visited for samples were ones I wanted to go back to. A successful advertising strategy, I thought.

That brought me back to Comfort Foods & Quality, Chick Thompson, and the sweaty man adding wood to his smoker, Hank “Big Hunk” Wilkins. Since he was yelling at his helpers about pecan, whatever that meant, I figured now wasn’t the time to question him. It was a good time to eat.

“Looks like we need to pay,” I said. “Maybe stay away from lobster today, Nanna.”

“No way. I’m hooked. I’ve got a lobster on my back.” She trotted toward the booth that served it. I headed to Pig in Mud for pulled pork sliders. Rosie did some browsing. Stone headed for a booth with vegetables decorating their sign.

We ate at the same picnic table we had last night. The band was another guitar-based blues outfit, a quartet with rhythm guitar, bass, drums and the lead player shouting out his observations of the world.

“My woman ran off…” he sang. “With the gas station man…”

Now that was enough to make you blue. He repeated the line, and then sang the line into the turnaround: “When I find that four-flushing pump boy… I’m gonna kick him in the can…”

Noice. There was something to be said for good old-fashioned blues tunes.

Finishing our meal, we walked around, looking for the next vendor to hit up. I considered another cinnamon roll. Was there ice cream anywhere?

Stone came around the side of a booth, barbecued peaches in a paper container. Not quite what I was looking for. He shared one with me. Very yummy. Still, I was in pursuit of ice cream or chocolate, a combination of both would be nice. I checked out the signs above the booth. It was late for lunch, so I figured the longest lines might be waiting for dessert.

Finally, I found one. Rosie and Nanna joined me. As we got closer to the server, I started having doubts. Grilled pineapple, grilled peach, barbecue sauce flavored ice cream and grilled watermelon sorbet populated the menu. Could barbecue be taken too far?

“I’m thinking a sundae,” Nanna said. “Get your sweet and savory together. Should be awesome.”

Not as sure, I watched the customers who had purchased ice cream. It looked no different from regular ice cream. I’d give it a try.

“What do we want?” I asked Rosie and Nanna when it was our turn. Nanna’s sundae decision was no threat. She received a boat-shaped paper holder with three scoops topped with deep red sauce. Rosie had the peach. I opted for a grilled pineapple cone.

We ate quickly. It was a warm day.

“Let me get a shot of that,” Rosie said, aiming her cell phone at Nanna’s sundae and my cone. “Our vlog fans like when we post stuff about food.”

She took a few more shots, the crowd, the band, and put her phone away. We had a professional DSLR, but since we were out and about, Roise left it in our room. The phone took pictures nearly as good.

“Doesn’t look like Big Hunk is doing much,” Rosie gestured with her ice cream. “Might be a good time to brace him.”

I finished my cone and dropped the napkin in a trash can before crossing to the contestant area. Nanna was still working on hers. Rosie took photos of the pitmasters at work. Or at rest, in this case, sweaty and red-faced.

“Do you have a minute?” I asked as we approached Big Hunk.

“Just waiting for the ribs to smoke. I won’t throw them on the grill til about half an hour before judging starts.” He showed his palms. “Got some time to talk. I get the feeling you aren’t looking for recipes.”

We weren’t. “Actually, I’d like to ask you about Chick Thompson.”

“Yeah, sorry he’s dead. Don’t know what happened to him.”

“Poison,” I said.

He paused, staring at me, not speaking.

“Same with Shaky Carter,” Rosie added.

“I was standing right here when it happened,” he said. “I got nothing to do with it. Why would I want the judges dead?”

“Well, we’re thinking maybe you have motive. We know Chick stole the sauce deal you had with Comfort Foods & Quality. And that it was a big chunk of change,” I said.

“Guy’s a loudmouth, a smooth talker, thinks he’s a big shot. Or he did,” Big Hunk said. “Chick just couldn’t stand the fact that a restaurant other than his might get some recognition. Soon as he found out about my deal, he walked into the same place and blah-blah-blah, I’ve got the best restaurant, blah-blah-blah I already sell bottled sauce around here, blah blah blah my place has history in Memphis.”

“That must’ve made you angry,” I said.

Rosie added, “Plus the money.”

Big Hunk eyed us. Then shut his mouth. He realized he was talking himself into a strong motive.

Stone walked around the periphery of the contest observers, eyes on the workers. He was something of a backyard pit master himself. When he had time. He liked to help my dad. I’d never seen a busier semi-retired person in my life. He stopped behind another competitor. Ralph and his worker.

“I’m not saying anything else,” Hank said, staring at the smoke rising from the barbecue pit chimney.

“What if I told you, you were still in the running?” I said.

He narrowed his eyes at me.

“That Comfort Food & Quality are still working on your deal.”

“I haven’t heard from them in months.”

“That’s what Ray Menard told us,” I said.

“Ray said that?” Some of the hostility fell from his expression. “Huh.”

“And not just because Chick is dead,” I said. Would he react to that? If he’d killed Chick over the sauce deal, I’d see something on his face. Unless he was a sociopath. I didn’t see anything.

“Probably because my sauce tastes better. It sure looks more appetizing than that orange crap,” Big Hunk said. “Who wants orange barbecue sauce?”

That earned a sharp glance from Ralph, but he quickly went back to working on his food. What was up with that? Stone gave me a subtle nod. I wasn’t getting it.

“Do you have any idea why Chick demanded that he keep his sauce recipe so secret?” I asked. “To the point where he lost out on the deal?”

“Is that what convinced them to let Chick go? Because he’s a control freak?” Big Hunk shrugged. “It’s never come up, the secret of his sauce. I don’t know what the big deal is. Personally, it wasn’t a favorite of mine. He does pull in the customers, though.”

Pepper overheard our conversation and walked over from his pit. He swiped sweat off his face with a paper towel. “You know, I never knew what the big deal with Chick’s sauce was, either. It was different, that’s for sure.”

“Yeah, but back in the day, the sauce in his joint was red, not orange. He must have made changes to it over time. I’ve been too involved in my own joint to visit Chick’s. Who knows what he was doing there,” Big Hunk said.

“I would’ve liked to know his secret for putting butts in chairs at the Smokepit,” Pepper said. “When I open my own joint, I hope I do half as well.”

“Just keep your food honest, Pep,” Big Hunk said. “Keep it simple. That’s the way to draw customers. People want flavors, not just of sauce, but of the meat, the spices cooked into it, the smoke added over time.”

“Yeah, that’s how I’m doing it,” Pepper smiled.

“Hey, Pepper, we got a fire here,” one of his helpers called. Pepper ducked away, checking his setup.

Stone remained where he’d been standing. He silently eyed me. What was he up to over there? Moving away from Big Hunk’s pit, I circled over to where Stone stood.

He motioned to Ralph’s pit with his chin.

Right now, the lid was down. I couldn’t see anything. But then I understood what Stone had noticed. Not on the grill, but on the prep table. A canning jar was filled with sauce, and a big stainless steel bowl.

It was orange. Just like Chick’s.

As I looked on, one of Ralph’s helpers grabbed the jar. He opened the lid of the barbecue with a swirl of smoke. Then he mopped the orange sauce onto the ribs on the grill.

When he turned, returning the jar to the prep table, I recognized him. Big forehead, round glasses, socks with sandals. He’d been eavesdropping on us the other night. Now I knew who he worked for.

But not why he was listening in on us. I noted that he consciously looked away from me. What was going on with the guy?

“Lenny, why are there racks of ribs on the grill? Did you take them out of the smoker?” Ralph asked.

Lenny. The guy’s name was Lenny.

“No, I left those there. Don’t we need wet ribs?” Lenny asked.

“We do, but not until the meat is fully smoked. The grill just adds a crisp. And sauce goes on at the last minute. You know that,” Ralph sighed.

“Maybe I just got bored. Smoking meat in the hot sun is not my idea of fun. I just wanted to try something out,” Lenny said.

“Speaking of smoke.” Ralph grabbed a chunk of wood from the pile behind his pit. When he moved to throw it in the firebox, his three-quarter sleeve rose past his elbow. There was a flash of ink, a spider web, I thought, before the sleeve fell back in place.

It happened quick. I thought I might have imagined it. But Stone was staring as well. Is that why he was wearing sleeves like that instead of a tank top in this warm weather? Did he have a lot of ink? And a spider web on the elbow—that was a typical prison tattoo, verifying the rumors.

And given the similar color of Ralph’s barbecue sauce to Chick’s, theft leaped to mind. Had they stolen Chick’s sauce? Maybe just reverse-engineered it? I found it odd that they’d go with the orange sauce. Or was that just a style I hadn’t encountered before?

“Did you know Chick, Ralph?” I asked.

“Yup. Worked with him back in the day. I wanted to learn some of his secrets. Open my own place.”

“Including the sauce?” I asked.

“I didn’t copy his sauce,” Ralph said. His eyes went dark when he said it. “This is a recipe I come up with all on my own.”

It seemed like he wasn’t going to elaborate. I changed tack.

“How about Shaky? Did you know him?” I asked.

Ralph continued staring at me. “Nope. Just to see around. But Lenny knew him. Ain’t that right, Len?”

“Yeah…” Lenny checked his ribs. Flipped them over with tongs. “I don’t like talking about it.”

“You used to play in his band.” Ralph finally dropped my eyes.

“Yeah, but not no more,” Lenny said, shutting the grill lid.

“Personally, I think Shaky got what he deserved. This is a music town. He was an obstacle for lots of musicians. Including Lenny,” Ralph said. “He’s had it in for Chick’s girl for as long as she could play. And Lenny can’t get a gig no more.”

“Maybe we could just shut up about that,” Lenny said.

“I’m just saying—”

“Well stop saying.” Lenny gave Ralph heated eyes.

Ralph held up his hands in surrender. “You’re right. Sorry to bring it up. Just cheeses me off, is all. You’re a heck of a bassist.”

“Ralph!” Lenny snapped. “How about we talk about how Shaky took up your best girl?”

“He did the same to you,” Ralph said. “With that Lacey gal.”

“Yeah, I don’t need to be reminded. But it wasn’t last week,” Lenny said.

Ralph made an angry noise. A kind of strangled swear word.

Yikes. Motives were piling up for these two. I wanted to hear more, but the both of them clammed up.


CHAPTER TWELVE


“Well, now, that sounds like motive,” Rosie said. “For both of them.”

“Right? Maybe even more than Big Hunk. But it’s hard to imagine how Shaky stole their girlfriends. He’s a lot older than those two.”

“Yeah, but Shaky’s a musician. A singer and guitarist. For some girls, that’s a real draw. The sensitive type, a creative guy, someone who takes center stage—it’s attractive. Look at every rock star… ever.”

“I’m totally hot for musicians,” Nanna said. “Something sexy about a man who makes music.”

“Does Wes make music?” I asked, thinking about her quiet husband.

Nanna nodded. “Sometimes. He’s my rock star.”

“Aw! What a sweet thing to say,” Rosie said.

“At least now we have something to sink our teeth into. Let’s start asking around about Ralph and Lenny. Maybe about Chick’s barbecue sauce, and Ralph’s. And Big Hunk’s, for that matter.” Glancing around, I saw Nicola Henderson talking to a group of people in festival T-shirts. Staffers or volunteers, I thought. They dispersed, running off to complete tasks just as I walked up.

"Festival seems busy enough," I said.

"We’re only pulling half the numbers we usually do,” she frowned. “Better than being closed down, I reckon.”

“I’ve been hearing rumors. Shaky Carter, was he a womanizer?” I asked.

She shook her head. “That man’s been married more times than I can count. Probably more than he can count. Could count. Y’know, I’m not sure if anyone informed his new bride, Janey Lee.”

One of the staffers overheard and trotted back. “Oh. They’re divorced,” she said.

“Already? That’s just crazy.”

“Would you happen to know if Janey Lee used to be with Ralph?” I asked.

“Ralph Schnitzel? The barbecue contestant?” the helper asked. “You know, I’m pretty sure they were a couple, now that I think about it. And they were a lot closer in age than Shaky was.”

“Why are you asking?” Cola said. Then she lowered her voice to a whisper. “Because of the murders?”

“Just looking at clues, running things down. You say Shaky and this Janey Lee are divorced? Is there a way to get ahold of her?” I asked.

“She lives in the trailer park, the one at the very end of the loop. It’s not far from here, maybe half a mile off the main road, on the right,” Cola said. Then she made a face. “I never should’ve hired Chick and Shaky as judges. I thought their names would bring in more people. But they’ve been nothing but trouble. Chick was so arrogant; he wanted a separate space to do his judging. Shaky tried to push me into making this venue union only. As far as the musicians went. But why would I limit the bands that people want to hear? Who I want to hear?”

“Who did you replace them with?” I asked.

“Same judges I had last year. The food critic from the paper and the gal who runs the bakery I go to. We’ll see if things go smoothly tonight. It can’t be any less smooth, right?”

“Have you heard from Tommy?” I asked.

“Yes, he’s fine. Released from the hospital. He was exposed to something toxic. They’re still doing tests, but he’s home with his mamma taking care of him. He’ll be back for the closing night Monday,” Cola said.

“Well, that’s good news at least. He wasn’t looking good the last time we saw him.”

Rosie jumped in. “Was it the same stuff that killed Shaky and Chick?”

“I don’t know. Maybe that’s why they’re still doing tests,” Cola said.

“You have to wonder where he came in contact with it. He got sick, Chick and Shaky died, but Stone and Nanna didn’t get even a little sick. Neither did the other pit masters,” Rosie said.

“Yes. You have to wonder. I need to get back to work.” Cola turned on her heel and walked away.

Sort of an abrupt departure.

“We’ve got time before the judging. Should we look for Janey Lee in the meanwhile?” Rosie said. “If she was married to Shaky, she might have some inside dope.”

“Might as well,” Stone said. “Ralph and Lenny understand how many times they stuffed their feet in their mouths. They won’t say anymore.”

He was right. They were done. For now. I figured they both had emotional reactions when speaking of the two murder victims. With that in mind, I could separate them, prod more out of them. Just not right now.

We left the festival, crossed the street to the parking garage below the hotel. Following the main street, it was easy to spot the trailers sitting on their loop. Some of them looked like manufactured homes. Flower boxes, nice trim, a few architectural features, foundations closed off with latticed wood. Others were just single-wides up on blocks.

The last trailer at the end of the loop was a double-wide sitting on blocks with a cinder block staircase leading to the front door. Near the driveway, the mailbox read Carter. Maybe Janey Lee hadn’t changed her name back yet.

There was a beat-up little Mazda truck in the driveway. The orange paint was flat and flaking, but it looked drivable. Curtains moved in the front window when we approached, although I didn’t spot the woman.

I topped the wobbly steps and knocked on the front door. “Janey Lee?”

After a moment, she opened the door as far as the chain would let her. “Do I know you?”

“Nope. I’m Tiffany,” I introduced the others and told her we were looking into the deaths of Shaky and Chick.

“Yeah, I heard he passed,” she said.

She didn’t look shaken up. “The two of you were married.”

“Well, I never was lucky in love. Guess I jinxed it when I put his name on the mailbox. Never even had time to change my legal name before we were divorced,” she shrugged.

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Don’t be. I was just stupid. I probably should’ve stayed with my boyfriend. But we were out on the town, and this lean, leathery man was singing on stage, like he was singing right to me! I was a little swept off my feet. And intoxicated. But before I knew it, we were flying across the country to Las Vegas. Got hitched the day we arrived. A week later we flew back. And Bobby said it was over. Sent me over the papers to sign. He said the prenup I signed made the divorce compulsory. I had no way to contest it.”

“Prenup?”

“Bobby—Shaky you call him—had a stack of them in his car. I signed one on the way to the airport. Probably should’ve been a dead giveaway.”

Indeed.

“The boyfriend you mentioned, was that Ralph Schnitzel?”

Janey Lee leaned out, looking up and down the trailer park loop. “Maybe ya’ll should come on inside.”

We trooped in. I was pleasantly surprised at how homey the inside of the trailer was. Furniture was comfortable and overstuffed. There were fresh flowers in vases. A big TV on an arm was pointed at the kitchen, showing a cooking show.

“Are we interrupting your dinner?” Nanna asked.

“Nah, I just saw this YouTube video about cherry pie. I wanted to try one. I’ve got passes to the barbecue festival. I’ll head over in a couple hours,” Janey Lee said.

“Tell us about Ralph,” I said.

“Oh, Ralph’s a sweetie pie. He knows how to treat a girl right. A lot better than Shaky. Man, did I make a mistake. But I’m just impulsive sometimes. Even though he did some time, he’s still a lot nicer than Bobby. I mean, Shaky.”

“Did some time?” Someone to finally confirm it.

“Yeah, in the federal pen. He never let on why, just that he’d served out his sentence and he wanted to move onto a better life. I found that attractive. Just not as much as that skinny man playing blues guitar all for me…”

She took a breath and shook herself.

“What about Lenny? He’s working for Ralph in the contest.”

“Nope. Don’t know Lenny. I think Ralph mentioned that he used to date a woman I know. Lacey Dugan. But that’s all I know about him.”

“Wait. Lacey. Did Lacey Dugan take up with Shaky, too?” Rosie asked.

“Could be. Shaky likes to get married. He don’t like to stay married. I think she still works at Chick’s Smokepit. You might be able to find her there. Surprised Chick hasn’t married her yet.”

What was up with the guys around here?

“Are you angry at Shaky for marrying you and dumping you all in the same month?” I had to ask.

“I was at first. I mean, why would he do me like that? But then I realized I was just mad at myself. I should’ve known better than to believe the promises of a blues man. I’m just glad I didn’t buy a dress and throw a reception. Because that would’ve been so embarrassing. I could never show my face in town again. Everyone would know what a fool I was. So, Vegas wedding in an Elvis chapel, and a divorce by mail. And we’re done with that jackass.” She swept her palms against each other.

“Would you consider getting back with Ralph?”

“Nah. He knows what a moron I was. I could’ve had a nice relationship. Been happy. Got a dog or had babies. Instead, it was just a whirlwind of fun, and then whatever the opposite of fun is,” she said. “It would be tough to face Ralph again. Hopefully, I won’t see him at the festival.”

“You say you don’t know Lenny. Do you think that’s because the two of them became friends after you got married and… everything?”

“Might could be. You’re talking about that funny-looking guy, hair receding like low tide, big owl-eyeglasses, socks with sandals?”

“That’s Lenny,” Nanna said.

“Nah, I’ve seen him around Ralph since. Don’t remember him from before. But then, I’m trying to avoid Ralph. So I can’t tell you anything about Lenny.”

She had nothing to say about Chick Thompson. Other than Lacey Dugan maybe working at his barbecue joint. But Ralph admitted he’d worked with Chick. Was that long before he met Janey Lee? Just how much time had Ralph done?

“We should get back to the festival,” I said. Try to learn more about Ralph and Lenny. “Maybe we’ll see you there.”

“Okay. Well, nice to meet you.”

“If you think of anything you remember about Ralph and Shakey, or Ralph and Chick, give me a call.” I grabbed a card from my purse. “Thanks.”

We headed out to the SUV.

“We can look up Ralph’s rap sheet,” Rosie said. “I should do it on the laptop so it goes faster. Maybe Lenny, too?”

“They’re in cahoots as far as the contest goes,” Stone said. “Maybe they were into something less legal.”

“Okay, you do some research, we’ll see who we can find to talk to at the festival,” I said.

Stone beeped open the doors. But stopped. He took out his cell phone.

“What is it?” I rarely saw Stone on his cellphone.

“The local cops want to see me,” he said.

“Oh, no,” I said.

“Let me drop you three off. Hopefully, they won’t keep me long.” He got behind the wheel.

We made the short drive back to the festival. I gave Stone a peck on the cheek before getting out. “Good luck, boo.”

“It’ll be fine.”

We watched him drive off. My worry worked up a notch. “What do you think they found?”

“Nothing,” Rosie said. “They just need Stone’s advice. Let me find out what Ralph did wrong. What’s Lenny’s last name?”

Nanna and I looked at each other. I didn’t think we knew it.

“Don’t worry. We’ll find out,” Nanna said. “Let’s go. Barbecue is calling.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


When we entered, I noticed a few things had changed. First, the judging table had been moved to a place in front of the stage. I guess judging was a thing to be viewed and there were seats and picnic tables there. Still, no one sold raffle tickets. Cola taking no chances, maybe. But if that was the case, she should’ve closed the event. Maybe with only three pitmasters in competition, it wasn’t as exciting. What did I know?

Ralph, Big Hunk and Pepper now worked furiously with the dinner hour approaching. Their helpers got yelled at, and tossed wood into fireboxes, chopped ingredients, mixed bowls of something, sauces or dressings probably.

A crowd had gathered around, sensing the tension. Most of them seemed to root for Pepper. If Ralph and Big Hunk were irritated by this, you couldn’t tell. Their faces were already red from the heat and activity.

With only the three of them still in the contest, did that make things less stressful, or more? Nanna wandered off as I got closer to the pits. I couldn’t hear anyone egging the cooks on, just sort of laying back, quietly discussing potential faux pas with the techniques. There was a guy cheering on Pepper. I noted he looked a lot like the cook. His brother, maybe.

“What did you learn?” Nanna snuck up on me, a paper container of barbecued lobster in her hands.

“You’re going to go broke buying lobster,” I said. “We aren’t anywhere near New England.”

“There must be something addictive in the sauce. Now, wouldn’t that be something? It would be one heck of a marketing ploy.”

I saw Rosie come through the gate. With Nanna in tow, I walked to intercept her.

“Got the background checks grinding away,” she said. “Did you learn Lenny’s last name?”

“Not yet,” I said. Looking around, I didn’t see anyone we knew. But Rosie pointed.

“There’s Magnolia. I’ll bet she knows.”

Magnolia was taking videos of the grillers in action. She moved around, looking through the lens, getting different angles. Talking to herself.

“Are you narrating?” I asked when we caught up to her.

She looked at me through her GoPro. “Just notes to myself. I’ll do a voice over when I edit the footage. It’s too noisy in here with the band playing and the cooks swearing.” She put down the little camera and smiled. “Don’t want to get de-monetized.”

O, the fickle overlords of YouTube. How well I know thee, I thought.

“You’re in tight with the contest, right? You know all the players?”

“Yep. Been different this year. The two women I’m closest to begged off after the judges died. I don’t blame them. But I’m friends with Pepper. He follows my channel. And most people around here know Hank. Big Hunk’s BBQ Pit is a popular joint in Memphis.”

“What about the assistants?”

“Oh, well Pepper has Clive Bates and his cousin Mel, Big Hunk Hank has Jose and Miguel Sanchez, and Ralph has ‘Three Fingers’ Malone. He could’ve had one more, but I guess he declined.”

“Did you say ‘Three Fingers?’ Is that Lenny?”

“Yeah. Industrial accident when he was a kid. Lost two fingers on his right hand.”

“Doesn’t that make it hard to play the bass?”

“Guess not,” Magnolia said. “He fingers the fretboard with his left. Plucks with his right. He used to be really good, but now he sells insurance.”

“He stopped playing?”

Rosie put the name in her phone, gave me the nod, and hurried back to the hotel.

“He’s like Dive Bar Dee Dee. No union membership.”

“Because of Shaky Carter?”

Magnolia shrugged. “Most likely. He doesn’t talk about it much. Not that I’ve heard. I do interviews for my vlog with the blues musicians around here, but he never took part.”

“He must like barbecue,” I said.

“Loves it. I think all the competitors do. Pepper’s going to open his own place. Big Hunk already does of course. Maybe Ralph, too? He’s worked in the business, so maybe.”

“He did?” I knew he’d worked at Chick’s place, but I wanted it confirmed.

“Yep, at Mongolian Mike’s, which is really good if you like Mongolian barbecue, Action Forward, and Chick’s joint.”

“What’s Action Forward?”

“Oh, that was an event planning business. They set up parties, did catering, held events. I attended one of the things they did during the last mayoral campaign. It was quite a blowout. Champagne and chocolate fountains.”

“Not in business any longer?” I asked.

“Nope. It went under. Probably because they always put on a big blowout party. No holds barred. Probably more expensive than they could really afford. Kinda stupid. Loads of fun though. And, back then, lots of businesses tanked around that time.”

Everyone remembered it well. “And Ralph worked there? What did he do?”

“In charge of the food,” Magnolia shrugged. Then looked over my shoulder. “Oops. Looks like I need to get some money shots.”

She hurried back to the pits, aiming her camera. Now that I thought about it, I should probably get some pics for our own vlog. Taking out my cellphone, lining up the horizon. I took photos as the food was revealed in tornadoes of smoke.

It would probably work better as video. My phone was too old to take more than a few minutes of footage. I gave it a shot. Rosie could edit it and make it look good.

“Ralph sounds like a pro,” Nanna said. “Wonder if he worked the kitchen when he was in prison?”

“I’ve never had Mongolian barbecue,” I said.

“Oh, you’re missing out,” Nanna said. “It’s kinda like a Japanese steak house. You pick your meats, veggies and sauce. The grill is round, so you get at least two cooks working.”

“Do they toss food in your mouth?” I asked. I’d been to a Japanese steak house.

“Not that I recall.”

Probably for the best. I wasn’t that good at catching things.

This time, there were no large, sectioned trays. Instead, each participant got three regular plates to fill. Women in festival aprons hovered around, waiting for the cooks to plate the food. This time, I saw rims of the dishes wiped, presentation more important now that each cook was allowed a separate presentation.

The dish was ribs, wet ribs in sauce. Steam and smoke rose from the glistening meat. Sides looked equally delicious—mac and cheese, skillet cornbread, loaded baked potato salad, dark green things that looked less palatable. To me, anyway.

Staff workers took the completed plates and put them on big waitress trays. Three of them made their way across the grounds to the judging table. This time, three women sat. Cola I knew, but not the other two. One was a food critic, the other a baker, from what I’d been told. From my vantage, they both looked like middle-aged women who might’ve been sisters. Sandwiched between the two, Cola looked whip-thin, a piece of ham between two fluffy buns.

Magnolia crept up on them, filming them tasting the food. Cola gave her a dirty look. Some people didn’t like their picture taken. Remembering the vlog, I took a couple photos. Usually, I counted on Rosie for the visuals. She’d been obsessed with photography for a while. All I knew was to line up the horizon, so it was flat.

Watching the judges tasting was kind of anticlimactic after the rush for the cooks to get food plated.

“Isn’t this exciting?” Nanna asked.

No. It wasn’t.

“I’m still rooting for the chubby kid,” she said. “Go, Pepper!”

Her shout roused a few cheers from the crowd. I looked over my shoulder to see the cooks waiting by their stations. Judges ate, wrote notes, ate some more.

Rosie came back before they announced the winners. “Everything’s running. Should only be a little while. Especially Ralph, since we got a few of his past jobs and a criminal record.”

“They’re about to announce the winner, I think.”

“Oh, right. Contest,” Rosie said. She had our fancy camera with her and lined up a shot.

After speaking with the other judges for a time, Cola stood up. Scattered applause followed her up to the stage.

“Thank you, everybody, for attending this second day of the Barbecue and Blues Festival. I’d like to thank my judges, Sarah Winslowe, food critic for the paper—”

Sarah said something I couldn’t hear.

“Right, and her YouTube channel, called Sarah Winslowe. And also Carrie Cartwright from Cartwright Bakery. Thanks so much, both of you, for your time.”

More clapping, like at a golf game.

“Now, for the second-round winner, I give you Ralph Schnitzel! Come on up here, Ralph!”

Ralph strutted across the grass from the barbecue pits. He walked up the stage stairs and took his place next to Cola. It didn’t look like he had a speech prepared. He looked a little stunned, gazing out at the crowd.

“I call a mistrial!” someone called.

“This isn’t a trial,” Sara Winslowe said.

“Yeah, but you got judges.”

Cola frowned at him. I saw a little old man in a dark blue porkpie hat, a short-sleeved plaid shirt and tan Docker pants with neat creases. “You know me. Know where I work.”

I didn’t. I looked at Rosie. She didn’t. Then I saw Magnolia and sidled over to her.

“Jerry French. He’s the head cook at Chick’s Smokepit,” she said without looking up.

“Speak your piece, Jerry,” Cola frowned.

“Just wanted to say, that while observing the techniques of the barbecue competitors, I noted an anomaly. A serious breach of etiquette. It should disqualify the man,” Jerry nodded at Ralph.

“What’s that, Jerry?” Ralph’s tone was unfriendly.

“Why, it’s obvious. You’re using the sauce from my restaurant. Chick’s Smokepit. That’s not allowed,” Jerry said. “The rules plainly state that you need to concoct a sauce of your own.”

“That is my own sauce,” Ralph said. His eyes darkened, but that didn’t hide the fury behind them. It was a murderous look.

“Peculiar how orange it is. That’s an interesting hue. May I taste it?” Jerry said.

“Oh, c’mon, Jerry—” Cola started.

“No, let him taste it,” someone called from the crowd.

“We don’t like people cheating at barbecue!” someone else piped up.

“I ain’t no cheat!” Ralph said into the mic, making it feedback. “That’s my own sauce. I invented the recipe. It used to be my grand-pappy’s, and I’ve made some modifications for a modern pallet. Spice and all. But it’s mine! I have witnesses. Larry! You saw me mix the sauce?”

“Well, he don’t count as a witness,” Jerry said. “You pay him.”

“Yeah, I seen you make the sauce,” Lenny said.

“Hey, Pepper, Hank, you saw me, too,” Ralph called.

The two grillers looked at each other. Neither looked convinced. “I guess so!” Pepper called back.

“I say let Jerry taste it!”

“He’s the expert.”

“Knows what his sauce tastes like!”

Disparaging voices continued from the crowd.

“Give some to Jerry!”

“Don’t want no cheats here!”

The contest just got a little more interesting.

“How can we trust Jerry? He’s just going to say I stole the sauce because he thinks his barbecue joint is the best,” Ralph said. “If anyone’s gonna taste it, they have to be impartial.”

I saw a familiar figure stand up. Reba, assistant manager of Chick’s place. “Well, I guess I could tell you. I’ve worked there long enough.”

“Me, too,” the woman sitting next to her stood. Her I didn’t know. “Been working there for years.”

“No way,” an anonymous voice cried. “You used to be Lenny’s gal. You’re biased.”

“Well, Chick Tompson was my boss. So I’m biased both ways,” she said. Then I knew who she was. Light brown hair tumbled from a loose bun, tall and thin, and around Lenny’s age, I guessed. Lacey Dugan.

With a look back at the pits, I confirmed it. Lenny stood there, clutching a pair of tongs, the color gone from his face save two blotches on his cheeks and one standing out on his forehead. He looked daggers at Lacey.

“Let the hot chicks try it!” A creaky voice said.

“Yeah, let the women taste that sauce.”

“They’ll know.”

“Hiya, Reba!”

Ralph looked down at them. Folded his arms. “Fine. Taste away. My sauce is better than Chick’s ever could be. Just because it’s orange don’t mean nothing.”

The audience turned in their chairs and picnic tables as the two women walked toward the pit station. Lenny backed up, still giving Lacey the evil eye. They futzed around with the stuff on the prep table.

“This bowl?” Reba called, holding up a stainless-steel container.

“That’s it,” Ralph confirmed.

“Should I just use my finger?” she asked.

“No, use a spoon,” Ralph cried. Under his breath, he said, “You uncouth clod.” But the microphone picked it up anyway.

Both women from the Smokepit found spoons. They tasted the sauce. Then did it again.

“I don’t know. It’s sweet and tangy. But all good barbecue sauce is,” Reba said.

Lacey frowned, licking the spoon. “I don’t think it’s the same.”

“It’s better!” Ralph said.

“Now you just hold your horses, Ralph—” Jerry started.

Lacey shrugged. “Different.”

“I say you couldn’t tell the difference,” Reba said.

“Anybody else want to weigh in on a barbecue sauce that tastes like barbecue sauce?” Cola said, pushing up to the microphone.

Nobody spoke up.

“Okay, then. Ralph, you won this round. We got another round on Sunday, and the big finale on Monday. Since it’s a holiday, I expect to see ya’ll here.” Cola stomped away, down the stage steps, and around the nearest booths.

“I still demand to taste that sauce!” Jerry said.

“You can’t compete, old man,” Ralph said. “If you could, you’d be at a pit like the rest of the professionals in this town. So mind your manners and go manage your kitchen.”

“Oo,” the crowd said, liking the challenge.

“I’ll put my grilling up against yours any day, jailbird!” Jerry said.

“You’re all talk, old man. You had a chance to compete, but you just can’t stand the heat. You’d better get ready to close your doors. The new joints in this town are gonna make that old dive you work in look pitiful by comparison. A pitiful Smokepit. So you should shut your pie hole.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


“Well, that turned out to have a surprise ending,” Nanna said.

“People care a lot about barbecue sauce around here. Maybe way too much,” Rosie said.

“We are in the heat of battle between the guys who say they’re the best,” I said. “And from what I’ve seen, it looks like most of the attendees are in the same professional circles. I’m sure people in Memphis love barbecue, but this bunch is on a different level.”

“Did you get that on camera?” Magnolia flounced over to us, looking excited. “Wasn’t that showdown the GOAT?”

“No. It was pork, wasn’t it?” Nanna said. “If someone was cooking goat, I’d want to know. Hard to get good goat in this country.”

“No, G-O-A-T,” Rosie said. “Greatest Of All Time.”

“Oh!” Nanna nodded. Then frowned. “I don’t get it.”

When I looked toward the pit stations, I didn’t see Reba or Lacey. “I’d like to talk to Lacey. She knows something about Three Fingers Malone. And maybe about Ralph, too.”

Speaking of Ralph, he walked down from the stage. Some of the crowd called out accolades, some doubts about the authenticity of his victory. Shrugging it off with a smirk, he went to clean up his station.

My phone made a noise—a call from Stone. I answered it quickly. “Hey, you okay, babe?”

“Fine. The cops said they wanted a handwriting analysis.”

“Can you talk about it?” I asked.

“Let me drive back. We can talk about it then.” He disconnected.

“Stone’s free?” Rosie asked.

I nodded. “On his way.”

“Oh, I just remembered,” Magnolia said. “If you want to talk to Lacey, she’s probably going to be at Spencer’s.”

“A restaurant?”

“No, a club on the outskirts of town. Her boyfriend plays in a band, Barometric Pressure. Mostly a rock and blues combo.” Magnolia made a seesaw out of her hand. “They’re okay. Oh, hey, Captain Harp and the Blues Buccaneers!”

Magnolia followed her camera to the stage. A band was setting up.

Rosie checked on her phone. We had time before the club opened. So, we hit up some other barbecue booths. I felt drawn by the aroma of one. They featured homemade sausage. It was presented on a bun with cheese, tomatoes, slaw, and special sauce. This one was more pink than orange. I could avoid controversy.

Rosie found a booth specializing in fish.

“I have no idea how to barbecue fish,” I said.

“Think it involves foil,” Rosie said. She stuffed some in her mouth and smiled, eyes rolling. “Very smoky.”

I saw Nanna across the festival grounds, no doubt seeking the lobster she was now addicted to. What she found instead was Stone. He waved, linking arms with her, and the two walked over.

“You escaped,” I said.

“The cops are reaching,” he said.

“Do tell,” Rosie said. She offered her plate. “Fish?”

“No, thanks, I’ll get something,” Stone said. “The cops wanted my take on some handwriting. Specifically, block printing. I explained to them that block printing wasn’t something you could compare, and probably wouldn’t be admissible. They were planning on sending some notes to the feds.”

“Did they tell you what the notes were about?”

“They were threatening notes. Most likely to Chick Thompson.”

“How did you figure that out?” I asked.

“Let’s see, burn your restaurant to the ground, um, I should’ve used the mind palace. Texas phony, sorry excuse for barbecue. Like that,” he said.

The mind palace was a memory trick Stone could do, remembering long conversations, sometimes between three or more people, verbatim. At least for a short time. He had to write the words down before he forgot them again.

He tried to show it to me. But furniture in rooms related to items to memorize didn’t click for me. Or maybe I hadn’t paid attention when he explained it.

“We heard Chick is from Texas,” I nodded, shoving more delicious, greasy sandwich into my mouth. It was juicy enough to need napkins. “Kinda seals it. I don’t suppose they showed you the notes.”

“Yeah, but we heard that from Shaky, right?” Rosie said. “If he was sending threats, it doesn’t matter anymore.”

He shook his head. “When I asked how long Chick had been receiving them, they clammed.”

We told him about the barbecue controversy while he searched for something he wanted to eat. Also about tracking Lacey down at the gig later on. The new band took the stage and tuned up. The Blues Buccaneers. They dressed like pirates. That was kinda fun.

Apparently, they were well known, as the seats in front of the stage filled up. This group was led by Captain Harp, a harmonica player, rather than a singer or guitarist. Something different at least.

Eventually, Stone settled on fish and went with Rosie to the booth that sold it. I tagged along. Nanna scurried back across the grounds, probably hoping the lobster line was short with people gathering in front of the stage.

“Him and Lenny are still our prime guys,” I said. “But just barely. They both had girlfriends stolen by Shaky. Plus, it looks like Shaky kicked Lenny out of the music business.”

“What about Chick?” Rosie asked. “Was he just caught in the line of fire?”

“Maybe. Because Tommy got a dose of whatever it was. Not enough to kill him. But that makes it seem sloppy. So sloppy that we can’t say for sure if it was just Shaky, or Shaky and Chick, or Shaky Chick and Tommy who were the targets.”

“Or Cola,” Stone added.

“Don’t forget, Ralph worked for Chick. There could be bad blood there. You know, boss and employee stuff. Ralph really got heated when Jerry suggested his sauce was stolen.” Rosie hiked her shoulders.

I remembered the look on his face. “That’s not enough to tie them together.”

“He’s still the one I like for it,” Rosie said.

Nanna trotted back, looking disappointed. She had no lobster.

“Sold out?” Rosie asked.

“Yeah…”

“Oh, c’mon, Nanna. There’s a lot of different cuisines in Mariposas. We’ll get you some lobster when we go home.”

“Will it be barbecued?”

“We’ll get some at the store, then. Wes can stoke up the grill in the backyard,” I said. “There’s, like, forty vendors here. I’m sure you’ll find something else to go crazy over.”

Nanna shrugged. “Guess I’ll have to poke around.”

The band counted off and blasted into a pure twelve-bar blues tune, the captain wailing away on the mouth harp. From my position, I couldn’t hear if the lyrics had anything to do with pirates or seafaring. There was too much echo.

We joined Nanna as she came away from a booth with a large paper container.

“What did you get?” Rosie squinted at the pile of spheres.

“Grilled lamb meatballs and kale pesto,” Nanna said. “Side of barbecued turnips. Good eatin’.”

“Mm,” Stone lighted up. With a shrug, he got in line.

Seriously?

Blues Buccaneers broke into a call-and-response with the audience. The classic how-how-how-how, hey-hey-hey-hey. I heard the crowd eat it up.

Moving closer, we sat at a picnic table, Nanna and Stone eating their gamy meatballs and bitter sides.

“Yar-yar-yar-yar!” Captain Harp cried. The audience called it back. Now we were getting pirate-y.

Magnolia appeared again. “Can I get some footage of you eating and watching the show? For B-roll?”

“Sure,” I said. “We can put a link in our travel vlog.”

“That would be sweet,” she said.

While she shot us, Rosie shot the band. From the reaction of the crowd, it seemed the Blues Buccaneers were building up to something.

“I don’t know who I like more,” Rosie commented, continuing to shoot. “Dive Bar Dee Dee and the Dead Barflies, or Captain Harp and the Blues Buccaneers.”

“Oh, I’ll take pirates any day,” Nanna said. “She was pretty good, though.”

The band played faster, the guitar and bass working on a riff in counterpoint, the Captain dropping in some wailing harmonica, the drums beating out a shuffle. I thought the tune sounded familiar, maybe an old ‘60s song. The crowd were on their feet, and I could only see the pirates’ hats. Nanna bopped her head to the beat.

“I can’t believe the two of us/trapped in the arms of an octopus!” Captain Harp sang.

Magnolia stepped up on the picnic table bench to get a better shot.

In my head, I went over what we had again. It was not much. Ralph looked like our guy. But how had he slipped poison into the food while he was surrounded by other barbecuers? Why was Tommy dosed? He wasn’t supposed to eat food slated for the judges. Plus, we saw the exchange. The plating, the big, divided trays carried to the table. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out the modus operandi.

The band climaxed, playing out a long comp furiously. Captain Harp pulled out a cutlass, lifted it high and ended with song by swinging it down. People loved it.

“Thank you to Captain Harp and the Blues Buccaneers!” Cola appeared on stage, arms over her head. “That’s it for tonight, folks. Have a good evening. We’ll see you tomorrow!”

People left their seats and headed for the gate.

“I’m so happy for Cola. This event is just so successful. I didn’t think she’d ever recover from Action Forward,” Magnolia said, shutting off her camera.

“What happened?” Rosie asked, hanging her own camera by the strap.

“Bankruptcy. She was down on her luck for a while. So many people were back then. Nice to see a comeback.”

Which sparked a memory. “Didn’t you say Ralph worked there?”

“Uh-huh. Probably his first time being in charge of a kitchen. I thought he did a fabulous job. But maybe too fabulous. From what I was told, the company outspent its earnings by a lot.”

“Huh.” I filed that away. Maybe Cola could shed more light on Ralph than she had. When I looked toward the stage, she was gone.

“It’s almost time for the bands to start at Spencer’s,” Rosie said. “We should get going.”

More music. Less barbecue.

We joined the tide of people receding through the gates. I took Stone’s hand, happy that we weren’t taking an Uber to the police station to collect the rental. Across the street, we took the stairs to the hotel’s underground lot.

“Funny how Cola never mentioned working with Ralph,” Rosie said.

“Well, if her company went belly-up, I’m sure she doesn’t want to relive it,” Nanna said.

That sounded right. I’d be suspicious if she hadn’t mentioned Chick or Shaky being part of her business, but they hadn’t been as far as we knew.

“I think we should look into Action Forward,” I said.

“Maybe gain some insight into Ralph’s work history,” Stone said.

Or more than that, I thought. But what “more” meant, I hadn’t figured out yet.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Spencer’s looked more like a restaurant than a music club until you got close.

The big windows were painted black on the inside, making them glossy in the moonlight. They eerily reflected the neon of beer signs. Above the doors was the simple legend BAR.

We were on Stateline Road, on the border with Mississippi. A church sat just across the city limits, the club only a few blocks past. The area seemed mostly residential. But the parking lot in front of Spencer’s was jam-packed.

“I’ll drop you,” Stone said, “Look for a spot.”

“Reminds me of Vegas,” Nanna said, getting out of the SUV. “No parking. Good thing Mariposas doesn’t have a parking problem.”

We waited by the front door for Stone. Oddly, there was no one outside smoking. Heartbeat bass vibrated the building. A band was already playing. Either that, or they had a jukebox on steroids.

Nanna looked at a plaque on the door: 21 and Over Only. “Oops, I didn’t bring my ID.”

“We’ll vouch,” Rosie said.

“Thanks.”

Nanna qualified for a senior discount if they had one. I didn’t think she’d get carded. I didn’t think I would get carded.

It took Stone a while to get back. “Had to park by the church.”

“No worries. We’re not here for the show,” I said.

We pushed through the doors, paid, and got the backs of our hands stamped.

Music indeed came from a jukebox plugged into the sound system. A band and their roadies were plugging in amps and instruments, assembling a drum kit. And here I was, hoping we were late.

A banner was hung over the front of the stage, just in front of the lights: Barometric Pressure. That was the band Lacey’s boyfriend played in. I scanned the people in front of the stage, but I didn’t see her.

“Let’s spread out!” I screamed over the music. “Look for Lacey!”

Despite the cars outside, it was not packed inside. Except at the bar, where people stood three deep getting a beer. At the back of the house were a few tables and chairs. In front of the stage, it was open. I saw a lot of large amplifiers. This looked to be a louder show than even the pounding jukebox.

Luckily, my phone was in the pocket of my stretch jeans, or I never would’ve known I was getting a text. It was from Rosie:

Over x restrooms




Wherever that was. But then I spotted them in a hall past the bar. I saw Lacey and Reba waiting their turn, Rosie pointing her thumb at them on the down-low.

Since there was a line, I figured the ladies’ room was small. But it was probably a lot quieter. I headed over, standing near Rosie. Two women came out; Reba and Lacey went in. I angled my head. Rosie and I followed them.

There were two stalls and one sink. In the relative quiet, we hung out conspicuously. Music pounded the door like it wanted to get in. Rosie jumped up on the vanity.

“I don’t know what you see in musicians, Lacey.” I heard Reba, talking in a stall.

“Musicians are just plain sexy, Reeb.”

“Dang it! There’s no toilet paper in her!” Reba said.

“Heads up,” Lacey said. “Incoming!”

I saw a purse pack of tissues fly over one stall and into the other. Always have tissues in your purse, I thought.

“Girl code,” Rosie said in a low voice to me.

“I’ll always share my purse pack with you.”

Toilets flushed and stall doors opened at the same time. Reba and Lacey paused when they saw us. “Uh, hi,” Reba said, giving us a suspicious eye.

Rosie hopped off the sink.

“We’d like to talk to you, Lacey,” I said.

Lacey had gallons of honey blonde hair held skyward by gallons of hairspray. I would be jealous, but I knew how much work that kind of teased and poofy hair required. Not to mention harm to the environment. “Not about Shaky, right? We weren’t married long, and that was a long time ago.”

“We heard you were married to him,” I said. “I’d like to know about Lenny.”

“Lenny?” Lacey stared at me while Reba washed her hands.

“Three Fingers,” Reba clarified.

“Oh, yeah, okay. We weren’t married.”

“You used to date.”

Lacey nodded. “We did. I just loved the way he played that big ol’ doghouse.”

“Played a what?”

“Stand up bass,” Rosie translated. “Bull fiddle.”

“When was that?” I asked.

“Oh, right before I married Shaky for a minute. Three Fingers was a real nice guy. Quiet. Like bassists are. But that Shaky…”

“Guitarists are more exciting,” Rosie said.

“I felt like I was under a spell when he sang and played.”

“They were in the same band, right?” I asked.

“Yeah. They were. But even when I was dating Three Fingers, there was no escaping Shaky’s eyes once he walked into the spotlight. He looked like a snake, but he had the sweetest voice.” Lacey sighed, eyes looking upward. “I was hypnotized like a helpless bunny.”

“Did Shaky fire Lenny before or after he married you?”

“Oh, long after. We weren’t an item at that point. Although when I started going with Three Fingers, it seemed like Shaky wanted to be with me again. Some men are crazy jealous like that. Another big turn-on.” She shrugged.

“You are the absolute worst judge of character,” Reba chided her.

“Yeah. I know.”

“Why did Shaky fire him, then? If not out of jealousy?”

“I don’t rightly know. But those were tough times. Nobody making any money. I wasn’t making any money. Heck, people with straight jobs like Sarah Winslowe and Carrie Cartwright were out of a job. Even Magnolia Sanders. She was at Frontier for years, worked her way up to manager, and then she was out.”

Magnolia. “Is that why she started her YouTube channel?”

Lacey frowned and shrugged. “Everyone needed a side hustle. That’s all she does now, and good for her. The side hustle turned out well for her. No more working for the man.”

“Like we do,” Reba said.

“Like we did. Who knows what’s going to happen?”

“Because Chick is dead?” I said.

They both nodded.

The door burst open with a blast of ear-splitting music. A woman with black, curly hair looked taken aback. “Meeting in the ladies’ room?”

“Be done real soon,” Rosie sang.

Reba chuckled, but Lacey and I were puzzled.

The woman ducked back out, taking the rock noise with her.

“That’s Rupert’s band. I should go watch,” Lacey said.

“There’s nothing else you can tell us about Lenny? About Three Fingers? Or Shaky?”

“If you want to know about the band stuff, you need to talk to Ol’ Diddles.”

I shook my head. “Who?”

“Dummer for the Black Bacon Side. He’ll be at the festival.”

Okay. “Did Shaky have any other rivals that you know of? Anyone that had it in for him?”

“Oh sure, everyone who’s a musician around here. It’s really competitive around these parts. Shaky was arrogant about how much control he had. But nobody in particular that I noticed.”

“What about Lenny?” I asked straight out. “Was Three Fingers angry enough to kill Shaky?”

Lacey studied the tile on the floor. Her shoulders were slightly slumped. “No. He’s too much of a loser. A loveable loser, but not a guy with a lot of gumption. If that ol’ Shaky hadn’t hypnotized me, we might still be together. And still might, if he'll have me. Rupert’s kinda…” she let it hang.

The woman with the curly black hair came in again and I gave up. We headed out of the ladies’ room to give people their chance. There was never a line in front of the men’s room in a place like this. I wondered why.

Laney stepped up to the bar and ordered a beer. I headed for Nanna and Stone, waiting at the other end. Nanna was head-banging. Stone looked on with measured patience.

When Laney headed for the stage, she had two beers. The band finished a song. Scattered applause followed. I saw Laney hand one beer to a guy playing a super pointy guitar. It looked like he hadn’t washed his hair in five years. He might have been suffering from scabies, or maybe it was just the stage lights.

“Let’s get outta here,” I said.

As we reached the door, Lacey came running up to us.

“Do me a favor?” she asked.

“What?”

“Don’t tell Rupert or Three Fingers, but I also dated Ol’ Diddles for a while.” She smiled and whirled away. “Thanks!”

“I wouldn’t admit to that,” Nanna said. But then the drummer counted off the next song. We escaped into the parking lot. I was surprised that it was raining.

“Oh, good. I don’t want my hair smelling like that bar,” Nanna said. “Can we walk to the car?”

“It’s not far,” Stone said. But he always said that.

“What I want to know is, what kind of nickname is Ol’ Diddles.”

“It’s a drum thing,” Rosie said. We all trotted out into the rain. “You know. Like paradiddles. It’s a drummer exercise.”

“How do you know so much about music all of a sudden?” I asked.

“It’s that oldies station I started listening to. Got me all into music. You can only listen to classic rock and the all-’80 station so much.” She frowned. “I should take up an instrument. Again. Maybe bagpipes or something cool.”

I didn’t pay much attention to the radio these days. It was background for driving, mostly. Which was kinda sad. I used to think music was important.

“Well, I think that Shaky was mis-nicknamed,” Nanna said. “Should’ve called him Snaky. Like a snake charmer. And, heck, he did look a little snaky. Those women he married are nice looking and so much younger than him.”

“I wonder if it’s the same with Chick,” I said. “We’ve heard he’s also the marrying—and divorcing—kind.”

“They both took up with Elinor,” Rosie said.

“Right, but that was years ago. They were all closer in age, I suppose. I don’t see that as being a solid line of investigating. Not unless we run into a woman angry enough at Chick to do him in. And Shaky. It seems unlikely...”

“Well, if anyone fits that description, it’s Elinor,” Rosie shrugged. “Loads of reasons to hate both guys. Over Darla’s mistreatment, and abandonment. She didn’t seem eager to answer your questions.”

We finally reached the car and hurried over as Stone beeped it open. The rain fell harder now.

“I can’t put her at the festival.”

“There were thousands of people there the first day,” Rosie said.

“They might have security cameras,” Stone said.

“Oh, please, no, not security footage,” I said. Was there anything more boring than going through hours of people doing nothing?

“Let’s find Cola and ask her,” Rosie said. “I volunteer to watch the footage, if there is any.”

“Me, too,” Nanna said. “I never get to do that.”

Stone eyed her in the rearview mirror as he drove onto the street.

“Be my guest, Nanna,” I said. “But it’s really boring.”

“Hot dang, some real investigating for a change!” she said. “I’m all over it.”

“We can be security footage buddies,” Rosie smiled. “And while you watch, it’ll give me a little time to look things up. We’ll take turns.”

“Take turns? It can’t be as boring as that.”

“Get a good night’s sleep,” I said. “And maybe bring a pillow.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


We arrived early for day three of the festival and were nearly turned away. I managed to convince a festival worker that we needed to see Nicola Henderson urgently. The bluff worked, because we were let in the gate.

“She’s over in the prep tent,” the woman pointed.

The pitmasters were already here, getting ready for the next challenge. Another dinner, I thought, given the absence of smoke. Nanna already had her eyes on the lobster booth.

Cola sat on a cooler in the prep tent, looking up as we entered. “Any news?”

“We’re making a little headway. But you might be able to help us out,” I said. “Do you have security cameras at the festival?”

“Have to. Insurance thing. And money is being exchanged. You can’t be too careful,” she said.

“Where do you keep the computer that records it?” I asked.

“There isn’t one. The cameras are all Blu-ray or something. The signals get broadcasted to the cloud or some such. It was explained to me, but I couldn’t follow it.”

“Do you have a website?” Stone asked. “A password?”

Rosie and Stone shared a shrug.

“Yeah. Somewhere. Hang on.” Cola pulled the wallet from her purse. She came out with a card and handed it over. “I have people do this for me.”

Stone nodded. He knew the system.

“Can we access it with the laptop?” Rosie asked.

“Or a cell phone even.”

“I am not looking at security footage on a cellphone screen,” Rosie said. “I wish I’d talked to Elinor. I’ll see if there are photos online.”

“I saw her. That’s why we’ll be good watch buddies,” Nanna said.

“You won’t have to watch for long. The murder happened close to the opening. There will just be a lot of faces,” I said.

“Speaking of,” Rosie took the phone from her pocket and pointed it at me. “This is Ol’ Diddles. Not hard to spot. Black Bacon Side starts after one. But he might be around already.”

The first band already kicked off their set. They had a backline of brass, two drummers, keyboards and the usual guitars. Considering all the musicians, they weren’t very loud.

Stone took the phone from Rosie, studying for a moment. With a nod, he handed it back. “If he’s here, we’ll find him.”

The drummer in question wore an eyepatch, a scar dividing his face diagonally, a hooked nose with a ring through the left nostril. A straw cowboy hat spilled a flood of hay-like hair down his back.

“He’s, like, six-five, so that’ll make it easier,” Rosie said. “I’ll call you if we find anything.”

“I’m getting some barbecue first,” Nanna said. “I’ll meet you in the hotel.”

Predictably, she headed for the lobster booth. Rosie shook her head and headed for the gate.

“Tough to search a crowd like this,” Stone said. “We need to break it into a grid. One point will be the gate, another the stage—the places we should see him. Right? He has to enter, and he’s scheduled to play on the stage.”

From there, Stone broke down the rest of the grounds using the booths to sketch out an imaginary lattice across the open space. It was a little beyond me, but the idea was that we started at the gate, searched opposite sides of the festival, and ended at the stage. When the two of us reached the gate, I saw Nanna hurrying across the street with a container of lobster barbecue.

Stone went left. I went right. At the end of the booths, I turned right again. Moving slowly, I checked out faces, saying hello to the friendlier ones, and keeping an eye out for a tall guy with a scar and eyepatch.

At the far end at the back wall of booths, I moved a few yards and walked back the other way. Was I doing this right? This was definitely Stone’s bailiwick. He did security, body guarding, military stuff, maybe crowd control. I’d been more a question-and-answer girl, not a physical worker. I was supposed to be retired from all this. Rosie and I were trying to set up a bakery café in Mariposas. We were still deciding on the name, and we hadn’t managed to hire a baker yet, but we were making progress.

I turned my mind back to the present work. Following Stone’s instruction, I continued on.

My cellphone bleeped. Stone. The text only said:

bandstand




So, that’s the way I headed.

As I neared, I saw Stone engage a tall guy with long blond hair. He wore leather pants and cowboy hat, pointy Cuban heeled boots, an embroidered silk shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He turned sightly, revealing patch and scar, but he looked friendly enough.

“…those were hard times, for sure,” he said. Then he saw me approach. He tipped his hat. I was always a sucker for that old-fashioned gesture.

“This is Tiffany,” Stone said.

“Miss,” he smiled.

“We were chatting about the music biz,” Stone said, giving me my cue to take over.

“Lenny Malone is supposed to be a good bassist,” I started.

“One of the best. He can play classical, jazz, blues, rock n roll, a big old doghouse, or an electric bass guitar. Keyboards, too,” Diddles said.

“Why would Shaky fire him?”

“It was over a woman. Shaky was the jealous type. I was surprised that he had died, but less so that he was murdered. He liked to run around with other men’s women,” he said.

“Lacey Dugan?” I asked.

“Yeah. Pretty little thing. Three Fingers brought her around our old rehearsal space. Bad idea. It didn’t take long for Shaky to get his hooks in her. Three Fingers was hopping mad when he found out Shaky was bird dogging him. There was a fistfight. Just a short one. Then Three Fingers was out of Shaky’s band.”

“And Shaky blacklisted him?”

Diddles nodded. “Think so. Never actually seen the blacklist, but some people just couldn’t get gigs. That might have been Shaky’s business. He said it was.”

“The same thing happened to Ralph,” I said. “Years later. Ralph Schnitzel. Do you know him?”

“Nah. Must not be a player. I know most players around here,” Ol’ Diddles said. “But that sounds like Shaky. Is he one of the contestants here?”

“Yeah, he won the wet ribs part. Lenny is his backup.”

“Well, I’m glad the man found something. After he got kicked out, he didn’t do well with the day jobs. Guy was always sad. Worked at a bank. Then he sold insurance for a while. Hated it. I tried to get him back in the game, but he was done with music.

“Guess this barbecue thing is something he loves. I’ve heard him talking about investing in a restaurant, or opening a place of his own. He’s been much more enthusiastic about stuff lately,” Diddles said.

“Maybe why he likes working with Ralph,” I said.

“I don’t think Three Fingers gave music a decent shot,” Ol’ Diddles said. “He played in some bands before. But when we were playing with Shaky, man, that was a bummer. Shaky’s got no musical training, but he’s got some hard and fast opinions about the blues. It was no fun playing with him. Except for the chicks. Shaky could sure draw a female crowd. And he had the connections to play well-paying shows. Guess barbecue is his new love. And that’s fine. The guy’s a creative. Cooking is an art.”

“Good for him,” I said. “But do you think his past with Shaky would lead him to kill the guy? I mean, stealing his girl, stealing his music career. That’s a lot to be angry about.”

“No way. He was always more sad than angry. I gotta say, when I left Shaky’s revue, I felt like a weight was lifted off my shoulders. I tried to convince Three Fingers to find another band, but he was just too broken,” Diddles shrugged. “Just hunkered down. It’s good to see him coming out of his shell again.”

This was getting frustrating. “Do you know who else Shaky blacklisted? Maybe someone angry enough to come after him? Girls, music, anything?”

“No, I don’t. Lenny was in the band with me. He’s the one I know. There’s a woman, Dee Dee? I’ve heard a lot about her being on the list, but I don’t know her personally.”

I was not learning anything new. I thanked Ol’ Diddles and let him get ready to set up on stage.

“We’re just hearing the same things over and over. Who else would we focus on? Both Ralph and Lenny have beefs with Shaky. Maybe Chick.”

“Also what we’ve heard many times is the fact that both victims were lady killers,” Stone said. “Looking at Elinore Stewart is a good start. There have to be other women who were jilted, boyfriends with a grudge.”

“I don’t know how to find them,” I said. “The women we’ve talked to sound ashamed. That’s probably a running theme among other former spouses. You know, if you get married and divorced within a month, it doesn’t look good on you. Even if the other partner is a notorious womanizer.”

Stone looked after Ol’ Diddles. “We need a different angle.”

“A break in the case would be good, too,” I said.

“Sometimes, you gotta make your own luck,” Stone said.

No doubt about that. “How about we eat lunch instead?”

“I’m there.” He put his arm around me and led me to the few booths we hadn’t visited yet. I felt we should check out as many as we could for Locandro. Was he really interested in food festivals?

Before we could snag a meal, my cellphone beeped. “Rosie,” I said, looking at the text. “She’s got something. Wants us in the hotel.”

“Mm,” he said. I translated this as: Let’s go. And, you look gorgeous as usual, Babe.

Once we reached our floor, I saw Rosie and Nanna’s door standing open. Nanna’s head was down on the little desk. Her form rose rhythmically, asleep.

“There’s a bunch of stuff,” Rosie said. “You probably want to sit down. I ran the backgrounds on Lenny and Ralph a while ago. And then I checked into Cola’s bankruptcy.”

“What about the security footage?” Stone asked.

“No sign of Elinore. It didn’t take too long to look. Maybe too long for Nanna,” Rosie said, looking at the sleeping woman. “But since everyone comes in the same gate, that’s what we looked at. Even though there are about ten cameras. In the time between the gates opening and the victims’ dying, no one matching Elinore’s description entered the festival. We watched twice before Nanna nodded off. So scratch her off the list.”

One less lead. Great.

“There’s much more interesting information in Ralph and Lenny’s work history, and criminal history. Let’s look at that,” Rosie moused to another screen. “Here’s Ralph’s arrest. Unarmed bank robbery. He was sentenced to seven years, but did five with time off for good behavior.”

“Unarmed?” Stone gave her the eye.

“I didn’t have a lot of time to go over the trial, but Ralph was busted driving the getaway car.”

“And the actual robbers?”

“Got away with a pretty big haul. The average bank robbery on average yields three or four thousand dollars. These guys got away with forty grand.”

“How did they grab all that cash?”

“Planning,” Rosie said. “The branch they robbed is near the bridge. It’s a branch where people cash their social security checks. It was before a three-day weekend, like now. The robbery occurred on the last day before the holiday. In order to meet customer demand, the bank ordered a lot of extra cash. Social security, welfare, disability, unemployment benefits as well as Friday paychecks needed to be covered.”

“Well, you figured that out. Could anybody? Or would it require an insider in the bank?” I asked.

“You could figure it out if you know something about banking. About how cash is moved around. I got it from the police report. It was just the juiciest time to rob the branch.”

“Okay, Ralph got hauled in, prosecuted, and sentenced. The people robbing the bank didn’t. And maybe someone working on the inside got away, too,” I said.

“Right. Except…”

Rosie clicked to another page. This was a background check, the part listing past jobs. One stood out.

“Bank teller, First Frontier Bank. Near the bridge?”

“Yep,” Rosie said.

“And this is… Oh.” Not Ralph. But Leonard Malone. “Lenny was the inside guy,” I said.

“He’d know about the increase in cash on hand,” Rosie said. “And if you look, he only worked there six months. Then went on to insurance sales. He’s been doing that for years now.”

“Well, we know that Three Fingers wasn’t happy with his day job. Could be that when he was playing, the bank gig was fine for him. But without gigs, he had to find a better paying job.”

“Or he could’ve gotten work at the bank in order to plan a successful robbery,” Stone said. “And quit soon after.”

“That’s another way to look at it,” Rosie nodded.

“No bad blood between Lenny and Ralph,” I said. “If Lenny was involved, Ralph never turned rat on him.”

“No clue who the actual robbers were,” Rosie said.

“You know, not to jump to conclusions, but how were Chick and Shaky doing financially at the time of the robbery?” I asked.

“None too good,” Rosie said. “But that was a tough time for everybody. Action Forward, Cola’s party company, went under, which left her unemployed, as well as Ralph. So he’s desperate. But gigs and restaurants felt the heat just as bad. The 24-Hour Smokepit shut down for a while just doing takeout. So did most of the music halls.”

“First Frontier didn’t close?”

“Of course not. They’re a money business,” Rosie said.

“We’ll know more if we background the vics,” Stone said. “See if they filed for unemployment or other assistance. Or more importantly, if they didn’t.”

“It’s a stretch,” Nanna said, not lifting her head. “And if they were part of the robbery, why kill them?”

“Maybe Chick and Shaky had the loot. They wouldn’t come through.”

“I get that. If I robbed a bank and got away with it, and the getaway driver was the one who got busted, I wouldn’t be all that eager to give him a share,” Nanna said.

“Dead men tell no tales,” Stone said. “If you killed them, you’d never get to the loot.”

“Unless you knew where the money was already,” I said, “And you needed to get those two out of your way.”

“Why would they stash it?” Nanna said. She sat up, the print of her wristwatch in red on her cheek. “The statute of limitations would run out by now.”

“For the robbery, yes,” Stone said. “But not for possession of stolen goods. As long as they held the loot, they were breaking the law.”

“I don’t buy it,” Nanna said. “It doesn’t add up. Seems to me jealous boyfriends are more likely suspects. And that includes Lenny and Ralph.”

I nodded. “Admittedly, the idea is over the top. But when one of your suspects was arrested for bank robbery, it makes sense to look for connections.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Stone and I related our interview with Ol’ Diddles, where we learned little, although he had mentioned Lenny being unhappy at his straight jobs. Did that equate to conspiracy? Well, there were plenty of jobs I’d done that were no fun. I’m sure that went for many people.

But for me, working retail hadn’t inspired a life of crime. And I had luckily sidestepped a career of drinking.

“Okay, let’s look at Nicola Henderson’s bankruptcy,” Rosie said. She brought up a different screen. “She was CEO and treasurer, and Ralph was CFO. So the two of them were officers of the corporation, even though only Cola filed.”

“Because Ralph was in jail?” Nanna asked.

She nodded. “Date seems right.”

“Chapter 11?” Stone asked.

“Yep,” Rosie said.

“Usually an easier way to go, but a little weird that Ralph wasn’t involved. He had money invested in the business,” Stone said.

“What makes it easier?” Rosie asked.

“If you file as a business, you avoid the means test,” Stone said.

“Ah!” Rosie said.

I couldn’t follow. Bankruptcy was something I hoped to avoid for my entire life. “What happened with the business?”

“Liquidation. Sold off all the assets. Pretty much all she wrote,” Rosie said.

“Any other investors?” Stone asked. “Silent partners?”

“Not in what I’ve seen, but I just scratched the surface. Investors couldn’t get their money back, right?”

“No,” Stone said. “Unless there was some agreement.”

I looked at the screen. “Well, that name jumps out.”

Rosie looked where I pointed. “Oh yeah. Elvin Thompson. Chick.”

“One of the creditors,” Stone said. “Looks like he was paid off. Which doesn’t seem to match up. He’d lent them a lot of money. More than you could cover by selling restaurant and catering equipment.”

“Guess he settled,” Rosie said. “What else could he do? Times were tough, and you can’t get blood from a turnip.”

“Huh. Wonder why he’s first on the creditors’ list, even higher than the credit card companies,” he said.

I didn’t know how any of this worked. Letting Rosie and Stone work it out, I sat back. Rosie had a computer brain when it came to numbers. Stone had run and owned several large businesses. If there was motive here, I’d let them sort it.

They talked back and forth for a while.

“The credit cards were partly paid, the rest of the debt written off.”

“But no cash amount for Chick’s loans. That means something,” Rosie said.

“If they made a deal outside of court, we probably won’t be able to figure it out.”

“Maybe Cola’s customer list? Something like that?”

“If Chick’s 24-Hour Smokepit does catering, it might be worth something to him,” Stone said.

“And it wouldn’t be to a bank or credit holder.”

“Except the company wasn’t in business that long,” Stone said. “How many customers could Cola have drummed up?”

Rosie frowned, tapping her fingers on the desktop. “Some secret deal, then?”

“Secret deal?” Nanna suddenly looked more awake. She blinked at me.

“What are you…” I interrupted my own words. “No.”

“But they’re the same. Or look the same.”

Rosie’s eyes moved from Nanna to me. “Are you talking about—”

“Ralph’s sauce.” The nickel dropped for Stone.

“But could Cola trade the secret sauce recipe to get out of bankruptcy? It didn’t belong to the company, did it? Ralph said it was a family recipe,” Rosie said.

“Someone mentioned the sauce changing at Chick’s restaurant,” Stone shrugged.

“What’s the logic here? Ralph robs a bank, and goes to jail. Cola has to file bankruptcy, and weasels out of debt by giving Chick the sauce recipe. And then Chick gets murdered? Sorry, but that dog doesn’t hunt,” Rosie said.

“Gotta be more to it. Something we don’t know,” Stone said.

“How about this? Chick had something to do with the bank robbery. Maybe this bought Ralph’s silence,” I said. “Although what the sauce has to do with it—”

“Chick robbed the bank, too? And got away with it?” Rosie said. “And Shaky?”

“That puts a lot of things in perspective,” I said. “Everything but the murders. Why take them out? Why not just rat them out? Or is Cola tied up with the bank robbery? She did make some payoffs. That money had to come from somewhere.”

“Ralph, Shaky and Chick,” Rosie said slowly. “Chick and Shaky would hold it over each other’s heads, right? But not like Ralph could. He’d done his time. If those two went down for the robbery, he was in the clear.”

“Making their murders make even less sense,” I said.

“Well, we know Lenny worked at the bank. He and Ralph are close. Lenny had to be the inside guy. So those two against Chick and Shaky. No. Still no motive,” Rosie said. “If they had the loot, and they were holding out, you couldn’t get it from them if they were dead.”

“But that would be a good reason for Chick to get threatening notes,” I said. “Try to scare him into turning over the cash.”

“If there was any cash left,” Nanna said. “Have you been grocery shopping lately? They snagged forty grand five years ago. How far would that go? That would be eight thousand per year, and if it was both Chick and Shaky, four thousand, and if there was a third… Um.”

“Twenty-six hundred, sixty-six.” Rosie helped her.

Nanna shrugged. “Next to nothing.”

“Right. Four packs of hundreds. Easy to hide.”

Wow. That didn’t sound like much at all. Hardly worth the risk. “It doesn’t sound like much, but if you’re desperate, like Cola—”

“Or any of them,” Rosie said. “Businesses were crashing hard.”

“A cash infusion might have got them by,” I said. “Say it was four of them in on it, that would be ten grand. Maybe enough to keep the wolves at bay.”

“Not enough to keep the wolves at bay for Cola,” Rosie said. She looked at the numbers again. “If there was a sudden addition of ten grand, it’s not reflected in the payouts.”

I sat on the bed, thinking. We were in the dark on this. Nothing actually pointed to any other bank robbery suspects—just Ralph. And he was out of jail. But what reason…

“I’m tired of chasing this around in circles,” I said. “We need to brace Cola.”

“Even if she didn’t get any robbery money?” Nanna said.

“Chick got something from her. Secret sauce or otherwise. That might have made Ralph angry. If it’s true. But angry enough to kill?”

“I’m guessing it’s more like Chick and Shaky were holding onto Ralph’s share. He wanted to start his own restaurant with that cash. And like Nanna says, it really isn’t that much money. They couldn’t come through. So Ralph took his revenge,” Rosie said.

“Sounds like a movie.”

“Yeah. A little,” Rosie admitted.

“But not out of the question,” Stone said.

No. Probably not.

“Cola’s on my list. She was involved with the players when the robbery went down. But the only one who knows for sure about a conspiracy is Ralph Schnitzel.”

“You think he’ll talk?” Rosie said.

“Nope. We’d better come up with a reason why he should.”

“How about we’re looking into the murders for the cops,” Nanna said. “And we’re gonna get them to haul his butt in the slammer?”

“Why haven’t they brought him in for questioning? Do you know, Stone?”

He shrugged. “No evidence. None of the pitmasters were questioned, as far as I know. He’s just one of five. Now three. And there was no poison found in the food other than the judges’ plates, or on any equipment.”

“The guy’s an ex-con,” Rosie said.

“Yeah, that would usually be enough reason,” Stone said. “I get the feeling festivals like Cola’s are too important to the community to walk all over them. Don’t forget, they asked us to investigate. They want clean hands. A sure thing before they make an arrest.”

I stood up. “Let’s go get our hands dirty.”

In a few moments, we were back at the festival. Grill pits smoked like crazy in the competitors’ area. We zeroed in.

Ralph must have had some sixth sense. He looked up from his work. Caught my eye. Then took off around the prep tent.

“Should I chase him?” Nanna asked.

“And then what? Tackle him to the ground?” Rosie said.

“Sure. You just gotta hit ’em low.”

“No,” I said. There was no way I could explain that to my mother. Either the dangerous physical activity or the arrest for assault. “Lenny’s still working.”

“The inside man,” Nanna said ominously.

While “Three Fingers” gave us wary looks, he didn’t run away. Bonus. He opened the firebox and dropped in a log.

“Where did Ralph go?” I asked. “We need to talk to him.”

“About what? He tells me lots of things,” Lenny said.

“About murder,” I said. “The murder of Elvin Thompson and Bobby Carter. You both had a history with Shaky. Looks like Ralph had some trouble with Chick. Maybe about his sauce.”

“No way,” Lenny said. “Lacey was too good for me anyway. I don’t know about Ralph and Janey Lee. But chicks come and go. It’s nothing to kill over. C’mon, man!”

“Funny, but I think Lacey still likes you, Lenny. Although she thinks you’re a loser. Do you think murder will make you look like a bigger man in her eyes?”

“Oh, stop. You’re just reaching. I had nothing to do with it.”

“You had something to do with it. The victims died from eating barbecue that you helped prepare.”

“Not our barbecue.” Lenny folded his arms, a long set of tongs in one hand. “We wouldn’t do that. We wanted to start our own place. Talk about keeping customers away.”

“If it wasn’t you, it had to be Ralph,” I said. “His girl was stolen, then dumped, by Shaky. It seems like Chick stole his sauce. Lots of things taken away by those two. Ralph had had enough.”

“It didn’t matter about Janey. Ralph was an ex-con. And just because Chick changed his sauce to be more like Ralph’s doesn’t make it theft.”

“No, I guess it doesn’t. But speaking of theft, tell me about being an inside man for that bank job that put Ralph behind bars.”

“What?”

“You worked for First Frontier. Worked that holiday. You greased the skids so the robbers could get away with a lot of cash,” I said.

“First Frontier? I didn’t even work there a year. I hated that job. But I didn’t help no one rob a bank. I didn’t even know Ralph then.”

“You worked there because Shaky blacklisted you,” I said. “Right after you got into a fight over Lacey.”

“No! Absolutely not! I was just working the bank for a day job. I didn’t get a real job until later. With an insurance company. That’s how I made a living when I couldn’t play. Full time. I didn’t like that either. But I had to survive.”

“I don’t know. That would make me really angry.”

He held out his palms. “There was nothing I could do about Shaky. About the union. I hated life for a while. But barbecue—when I met Ralph, we were all about it. He was a professional. I’d been watching videos about how to do it right. It’s what I want to do. So I’d never poison anyone.”

“I think you were in on the robbery,” I said. “I think it led to the murders. I’m going to have the cops haul you in.”

He laughed. “You think they didn’t question me back in the day? I had nothing to do with it, and the cops know it. I’m not afraid of your hollow threats. Who do you think you are, anyway? Get lost. I’m working.”

“We’ve got plenty, Three Fingers. Plenty the cops will want to grill you about—including where Ralph ran off to.” I took the phone from my pocket. It was a bluff. Stone had the contact for the local law, not me.

But it was enough. Lenny threw down his tongs and took off.

“You want me to chase him?” Nanna said.

“No. No chasing. And definitely no tackling.”

“You’re no fun, Tiff,” Nanna said.

I headed into the prep tent instead of exercising for a fruitless chase. Mel was inside, washing a bowl in the temporary sink. In various corners, I saw supplies. It looked like each competitor had his own spot.

“Which one is Ralph and Lenny’s?” I asked.

Mel pointed. “That heap. Be nice if they could keep it orderly. It was dumb for Ralph to only have one assistant.”

And now he had none, I thought. I looked at two coolers, plastic grocery bags full of jars and veggies, tumbled brown paper bag spilling cookware. There was a blue and a purple backpack. I walked toward those when Rosie came in.

“What are you doing?”

“That’s Ralph and Lenny’s stuff,” I said.

Rosie looked at me. Then took a pair of rubber gloves from her purse. Prepared. She went through the bags quickly. Then turned to the backpacks. “More of the same,” she said.

Until she unzipped the front pouch of the purple backpack. Pulled out a small glass jar. Shook it. “What’s this?”

She unscrewed the top. But when she got ready to take a sniff, I stopped her.

“Rosie! That might be poison!”

“Oh. Right.” She carefully recapped the jar. “We should probably get it analyzed. Like, with science.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


“Lenny?” Clive looked up from his station. “Ralph? Aren’t you going to watch your smokers?”

Stone and Nanna headed around the prep tent. Nanna held up her hands. I looked past the competition area. There was no sign of either man. It wouldn’t be tough to vanish into the crowd.

Rosie held up her prize. “This was in one of the backpacks, either Ralph’s or Lenny’s.”

“You don’t know which?” Stone eyed the jar.

She frowned. “No…”

“Do you have an evidence bag? I don’t have gloves,” Stone said.

“Of course,” Rosie said, going back into her purse. It was only a small plastic one, but it was one more than I had. She dropped it inside.

“I’m going to have this analyzed. The cops can push it though. Not like it’s DNA. But it doesn’t look like spices, or any kind of cooking ingredient.” He nodded. “Be back soon.”

“Ladies and gentlemen, Black Bacon Side!”

I turned to see Cola on the bandstand as Ol’ Diddles band finished their set. We needed to talk to her.

“C’mon.” I headed for the booths near the stage.

“Where are you going?” Rosie asked.

“Her usual MO is jumping off stage and disappearing back here. If we hurry, we can see where she goes,” I panted, already walking as fast as I could. “And no, Nanna, I don’t want you to tackle her.”

Nanna made a noise under her breath.

Rounding the far end of the booths, close to the one with the baked goods, where we found Tommy, we headed for the stage. I didn’t see Cola anywhere.

“Where did she go?” I asked.

We made it all the way to the bandstand without running into her. I turned around. Then I saw a sign for the barbecue that leaned against the fence move. A woman in a festival apron appeared. She started when she saw me looking at her.

“Shortcut,” she said. “Someone cut the fence. But we tried to hide it. Still, beats having to go through the gate every time.”

“Did you see Cola?” I asked.

“Yeah. She’s heading for the parking lot.” The woman pointed.

I wanted to run but my lung wouldn’t let me. I settled for walking fast after her. We caught her before she could reach her car.

“Hey, Cola, wait up,” I said. “We need to talk to you.”

“Are you kidding? Do you know how much I have to do today?”

“How are the new judges working out?”

In reply, she lifted her key fob and unlocked her doors.

“Okay, how’d that bankruptcy work out? Why did Chick let you off the hook?”

That got her attention. She lowered her key and faced me. “It was all business.”

“Monkey business maybe. You owed him a lot of money. He didn’t seem the type to let it go.”

“What are you implying?”

“I’m not sure. What am I implying, Nicola?”

“Our relationship was business. That’s all.”

“No. It wasn’t. We’ve seen the records, and there’s something fishy going on. Not to mention this took place at the same time a bank robbery occurred. You get some money from that?”

Her face darkened. “What I got was a partner who landed in jail. Idiot. Did he really think he could shore up our losses by robbing a bank? No. Not possible. Not unless he knocked over Fort Knox.”

“Oh, right. That’s in Tennessee,” Rosie said.

“I wonder if they give tours,” Nanna said.

“You’re thinking of Knoxville,” I said. “Fort Knox is in Kentucky.”

“Aw!” Nanna said.

Cola shook her head at us, looking like she was going to explode. I let it ride, knowing she was about to spill some tea.

“We went bankrupt because of Chick Thompson! The man didn’t pay us for two events. And then nobody had work. And I had no way to pay the bills. Sure, he lent us the startup money. That, plus all his talk about starting up a new restaurant. But his bills were more than the money he loaned us. That’s why he got nothing in the settlement. Because he put us under,” Cola said.

Ah. Nothing as shady as I imagined.

“How much was Ralph into the business for?” I asked.

“The cost of kitchen equipment, a commercial rental, a van and a lot of sweat equity. Same as me. We funded the business, promoted it, and got it up and running. We didn’t see what was coming. No one did. But with no work, he went crazy. I mean, he was so insane, he threw in with bank robbers. Who does that?”

“It’s not as profitable as people think,” Rosie said.

“Not a good risk-reward ratio,” Nanna nodded.

“Either way, we might have weathered it, except Ralph got himself locked up. Fat lot of good that did either one of us.”

“What did Chick hire you for?”

“Restaurant grand openings. Two of them. Supposedly, we were going to get in on a third. Stop relying on renting a commercial kitchen, spread his business around more. A win-win. Except the first two restaurants went under, and he didn’t pay what he owed.”

Yeah. I already got that last bit.

“Who was Ralph in cahoots with? He was the getaway driver. But who was in the bank?”

Cola shrugged. “He never let on. I’m surprised they let him out of jail early. They could’ve held him until he revealed his accomplices. He’s the only one who knows.”

“Lenny?” I tried.

“He didn’t start hanging around until Ralph got out of jail. He wasn’t in Memphis when the robbery or the bankruptcy happened.”

“How about Chick? Sounds like he was hurting for money.”

“Seriously? He’s an old guy. Not the guy you’d expect to bust into a bank and hold a gun on a group of customers and tellers. You saw the guy.”

“Which goes for Shaky, too, I guess.”

“He’s in better shape. Was. But the guy wasn’t called Shaky for nothing. He couldn’t hold a gun steady if he wanted to.”

I hadn’t noticed a tremor, but then I hadn’t gotten close to him.

“Are you satisfied? I need to pick some people up at the airport,” Cola said.

“Not quite. I want to know why you didn’t sample the barbecue on the first day.”

“I was busy. Like I am now.”

“But you’re a judge,” Rosie said.

“Right. And you didn’t sit with us. I think you owe me one-third of a lunch,” Nanna said.

“You would have to taste the barbecue, but somehow, you avoided the poison. Not even the boy you had waiting tables got away clean. How did you know?” I pressed. “Why did you shirk your judging duties?”

“I was going to. Before the winner was announced. But I had things to do. It’s not easy organizing an event as big as this one. When Shaky and Chick died, well, the cops took away all the barbecue on the judges’ table as evidence,” she said.

“That doesn’t explain why you didn’t eat it,” I said.

“I’ve got guests with complaints, bands with issues, sound guys, volunteers, security, cooks, vendors—why can you not see how busy I am?”

I relented. “Yeah. I guess.”

“I’m picking up a celebrity chef, like you need to know. My judges just aren’t drawing a crowd. I need a name. So if you’ll excuse me—”

“The judges aren’t drawing a crowd?” Rosie asked.

“No. They’re locals, and they’re boring.”

“How about two dead judges? Were they more interesting? Did the murders bring in a crowd?”

Cola whipped open her door and dropped into her car. Without looking, she dropped it into reverse and squealed out of her parking spot.

We all took a step back.

“Too much?” Rosie asked.

“Maybe. But since we aren’t working for her.” I shrugged.

“I just wanted to give her enough rope,” Rosie said.

“For what?” I asked.

Nanna scoffed. “To hang herself!”

“Ralph was a working partner in the event business, Action Forward. And she told us Chick lent them startup money, even if his events led to the bankruptcy. There was someone she didn’t mention.”

“Someone involved with the bankruptcy?”

“Someone not involved. She skated just before things went bad. But it was in the brief. I wonder why she didn’t bring her name up.”

“Probably has a bad memory about the whole deal,” Nanna said. “It sure doesn’t sound like fun.”

“Were there any details?” I asked.

“Nope. Just listed as a former partner, and the dates she was involved. Funny how she got out just in time. Maybe she’s psychic.”

“Or maybe she left Cola holding the bag,” I said.

“Who is she?” Nanna asked.

“Alexandra Cobbler. She runs Alex’s Signs and Promotions in town. Probably not open today,” Rosie said.

“If she’s a sole proprietor, she’s open,” I said. “Ask me how I know.”

Taking out my cell, I sent Stone a text. He replied almost right away.

“Okay, Stone just finished with the cops. He’s coming back. Let’s head over to the hotel so he can pick us up,” I said.

Not long after, we paralleled Beale Street, heading for Alex’s shop.

“Did Cola give her up?” Stone asked.

Rosie shook her head. “Nope. Which is why we should talk to her.”

“You both know about this person and you didn’t tell me?”

Stone gave me a look. “It was all in the court filing,” he said.

I did not have an eye for detail within any legalese paperwork. If I did, I wouldn’t need a lawyer. Still, they could’ve said something.

“Maybe she’s not important,” Rosie said. “Might be that she just has good timing.”

“Mm,” Stone said, eyes on the road. Translation: Unlikely.

It took a while to get there, even without traffic. There was plenty of parking in front of the sign shop. Even though the sign on the door was turned to CLOSED, I saw a woman working away inside.

When I knocked, she didn’t shoo me away. Instead, she beckoned. The door was unlocked.

“Hey, there, what can I do you for?” She had a round face with freckles, glasses in a pile of wavy hair, and dressed in a knit shirt and stretch jeans. We were dressed like twinsies.

“We’re looking into a murder. Actually two. For the police,” I added the last for better traction. It was even sort of true.

“Oh, at the festival, right? The guy who owns the twenty-four-hour joint, and the blues man,” she said. “I don’t know anything about it. I run my own shop, so I don’t really have time for barbecue festivals.”

She didn’t have to convince me. Sure, private investigation was on-again, off-again, but paperwork waited for no woman. Neither did the tax man.

“Actually, we were more interested in talking about Nicola Henderson,” I said.

“Why? Did she do it? I wouldn’t be surprised.”

The answer took me aback for a moment.

“Really?” I finally came up with.

“Have you met the woman? Sakes alive, what a nutcase,” Alex said.

I introduced us all and sat back. Were we looking at a productive interview? “We have met her. She seems… Brusque.”

Alex laughed. “That’s a polite way to put it. Nah, the woman’s bat-crap crazy.”

“Why work with her, then?” Rosie asked.

Adjusting her chair, Alex put her feet up on the front counter. “Well, I’ve known her for a while. From school. We were never friends. But she happened upon my promotion business one day and looked me up.

“She had a really solid proposal. Promotion, catering, big events for big money. At that point, she had a chef. Ralph something.”

“Schnitzel,” I said.

“Good name for a cook,” she nodded. “Don’t know why I didn’t remember that. Anyhoo, she told me that she had connections. Even though there are plenty of caterers in town, there weren’t any that combined event planning and promotion.

“Cola isn’t good with the internet. She can barely send a text or email. That’s why she needed someone to handle promotions. And it was an easy sell, really.

“So if you wanted, say, a political fundraiser, instead of renting a space, finding a caterer, then promoting it with the public and the press, you could just hire Action Forward to do it all for you.

“Frankly, I thought it was a great idea. A moneymaker. How could it lose? Well, insanity is how it could lose,” she said.

“Meaning?”

Alex shook her head. Made a face and took a deep breath. Apparently, her investment in Action Forward brought up bad memories.

“Cola was the planner. She could put together amazing parties. Events you’d remember. Weddings, grand openings, whatever. The problem is, she would overplan every event. Go way over budget on specialty things.

“Then she wondered why we couldn’t turn a profit. I mean, if you’re buying champagne at three hundred bucks a case, then filling a fountain and a tower of glasses?

“Or balloons. I handled the balloons, but she wouldn’t want some decorative latex balloons. She’d want arches and garlands, bouquets at every table. I’m in the signs and promotion business, but I wouldn’t have believed you could spend so much on balloons,” she shook her head.

“Is that why you got out of it?” I asked.

“Yes. But the trigger was one of our clients, Old Chicory. The guy who got murdered. He didn’t want to invest in the beginning, but he lent Cola some money. A bad idea in my book. But he had plans. Expanded catering, tying in one of his restaurants. That kind of thing. So he had two restaurant openings. Two within a month. He asked Action Forward to promote and hold the grand openings.

“Thing is, he was a little stretched for cash since he was in the process of funding all these things. You know, I’ve learned in this business that advertising is the last bill that gets paid. Cola went ahead and did both events for him. Overextended the business.

“We argued. I said maybe one, but definitely not two. No matter how successful his restaurant is. He hadn’t lent her that much money. We wouldn’t be able to cover our costs, let alone get paid. But Cola threw a fit. Said we owed it to him. That he was part of the future. Blah blah blah.

“So I took my ball and went home. I couldn’t go along with it. It was just too sketch. And you know what?” Alex said.

“You were right,” Rosie said.

She nodded. “Cut my losses just in time. Lost my investment, but it wasn’t too damaging. Then the chef went to jail for robbing banks. Old Chicory sold off those restaurants just to stay afloat. What a mess. But not my circus, not my monkeys.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN


Food for thought.

“She seems to do alright with the barbecue festival,” Rosie said. “That’s running smoothly.”

“Is it? I wouldn’t know. I won’t print anything for her. Cola goes elsewhere,” Alex said. “I guess people want to volunteer for something that big. I can’t see how else she could pull it off.”

There were a number of volunteers, I noticed, and a few paid people. Like Tommy, making minimum wage. Were the other employees paid the same?

“Was she angry at Chick for making the business go under?” I asked.

“No doubt. When I said I was done, Cola threatened to burn my house down,” Alex said. “And one night, I saw her outside with a gas can. I called the cops, but they didn’t find her.”

“Holy cow!” Nanna said.

“And she’s working under the philosophy that any publicity is good publicity. One time, we held a political event in a house where people had been murdered not six months before. She used the murders for promotion with the local papers and television. I’m pretty sure she set one of our event locations on fire. Just a little.”

I sat, stunned, at this revelation.

“Whenever something bad happened, I saw one of my signs in the background of a news report,” Alex said. “The woman is scary.”

“Scary enough to murder two of the judges for her own event?” Stone said.

“I wouldn’t put it past her. Unless she needed them for something. If they were a draw, she’d leave them alone. That’s just how she works,” Alex shrugged.

Two judges murdered. Death by barbecue at a barbecue festival. That was about as bad as publicity could get. And she was on her way to pick up a celebrity. Would she get in a car crash on the way back? You couldn’t call it an accident, I thought.

“How has she avoided getting arrested?” I asked.

“She’s sneaky. Most of these incidents look like accidents. I haven’t seen anything like it from her in years. Not until…”

Chick and Shaky, I filled in.

“She had reason to dislike Chick already,” Rosie said. “But what about Shaky?”

“The musician? Not that I know of. He’s got one of the more popular bands in Memphis. Plays around the country sometimes, on tour. That’s about all I know. Both of ‘em like to marry younger women. You can’t avoid that gossip in this town.”

“Guess we should watch our backs around Cola,” Nanna said.

Alex nodded. “Best grow some eyes in the back of your head.

We thanked her for her time. When we walked out to the car, we were quiet.

“Doesn’t seem like the murdering type to me,” Nanna said as we drove back. “Just stressed out and too busy.”

Which was my impression.

“Alex might be elaborating. She had a bad investment in Cola. Might have colored her memories,” Stone said.

Might could be, as they said in these parts.

“Is she trading on the murders?” Rosie asked. “I haven’t watched any local news. I’m sure it was featured.”

“Right. It must have been. Attendance was way down the second day,” I said.

“But it seems to have perked right back up,” Stone noted.

“I didn’t see her anywhere near the barbecue pits… Or, actually I did. But not just before the food was plated. I guess she could have done something.”

“None of us saw anything like that,” Rosie said. “You and I were a few yards away when the judging started. But even then, we would’ve noticed someone dosing the food. Unless…

“Unless it was one of the cooks,” I said. “That it was done well in advance.”

“There’s that. But it would be a delicate juggling act, don’t you think?” Rosie said. “Battling to get your food out, keeping track of what was poisoned. Seems like you might poison the wrong person. Or yourself.”

“The wrong person was poisoned,” I pointed out. “Tommy. Cola checked in with the cooks, but she wasn’t involved in the process. Not while we were there. And if she was, I’m sure the other cooks would’ve called her out on it. For cheating.”

“Yeah, that crowd really looks hard at cheaters,” Rosie said.

“She could’ve hired someone,” Nanna said. “Maybe she doesn’t like to get her hands dirty.”

“Except she showed up at Alex’s place with a can of gas,” I said.

“Well, that could’ve been a threat. You know. Keep Alex on her toes,” Nanna said.

“I don’t buy it. Even if she is a crazy person, even if she uses murder to promote her events, I just can’t make her as a killer.”

“Even with what we know now?” Rosie asked me.

“Makes it harder to let her go as a suspect, I’ll admit. And I can see why she might want Chick dead. But whoever the killer is, he wanted both of them dead. Once we figure out how it was done, that’s what it will point to. I’m sure of it.”

“A hunch?” Rosie asked.

“Stronger than a hunch. The whole thing was like a magic trick. Misdirection. We just weren’t looking at the right thing,” I said.

“Do you like her better than Ralph?” Rosie asked. “Ralph is a real-deal criminal. Cola is a psycho. I lean more toward Ralph, because of the girl-stealing thing. And we haven’t seen the sociopathic side of Cola.”

“I just don’t know. There aren’t enough facts, not enough to add up to motive. They have reasons. But we all have reasons. I’m not putting my money on any of them just yet.”

“Well, let’s go get some barbecue and call it a night,” Nanna said. “I’m bushed. We need some time to think about all this stuff. You work better when you sleep a lot, Tiffany.”

Which made me smirk. “Everyone should get a good night’s rest.”

“Good night. Good morning. Good afternoon,” Nanna teased.

“This would be easier if we had something concrete,” Stone said.

“Right?” Rosie said. “Insults, womanizing, blacklisting, recipe theft, a bank robbery that might tie Lenny and Ralph together—”

“But not the victims,” Stone said.

“Huh,” I said.

“Maybe we should bust into Ralph’s place while he’s cooking,” Nanna said.

“Oo,” Rosie said. “We haven’t done that yet.”

It was against the law, was why. Even if we did it all the time. The local cops were asking us for a favor, but I doubted they’d overlook us breaking and entering.

“If we got caught,” I said aloud.

“What was that?” Nanna said.

“What if we checked out someone else’s house,” I said.

“Break into a random house?” Nanna said. “Sounds like it might be fun.”

“No, not a random house, but a place where we’d be less likely to get caught. An unoccupied house.”

“What house?” Nanna said.

“The victims’,” I said. “We don’t know why Shaky and Chick were feuding. Or if they have any connection to each other, or to Ralph, or Cola. We need to switch gears. Find some solid connections. Concrete evidence, like Stone said.”

“From the victims, not the suspects?” Rosie asked.

“Well, we don’t have very good suspects, but we sure have definite victims. And if they’re connected to each other, they may be connected to the killer. We need to find if there is one,” I said.

Rosie was already on it.

“Here,” she handed me her phone.

“Shaky’s address?”

“Yep. I figure his place would be more interesting.”

Plus, as a musician, he didn’t have a restaurant for additional hiding places. It seemed a more logical choice.

Stone made a left after we put the data into the GPS. It didn’t take long to get there. Like Elinore Stewart, his house was in a pleasant neighborhood with shady trees and well-tended yards. Not the kind of place at risk for burglary.

I left my burglary tools at home. Even just carrying them was a crime. I had a card of steel in my wallet for simple locks. But I had the feeling we would need to improvise.

“I’m going to park by the gas station,” Stone said. “The car will stand out less.”

Any excuse for exercise. But he was probably right. If we parked in front of a dead man’s house, it might draw attention.

“Should we all go?” Rosie said.

“Well I’m sure as heck going,” Nanna said.

“I think four of us walking might look suspicious. But to search a house, we’ll need as many eyes as possible to do it right. And do it quick. Let’s just hope Shaky doesn’t have a burglar alarm.”

We walked the few blocks to the address. A low row of hedges fenced off the yard, giving us a little cover. Shaky’s house looked like a normal place, a single floor, no lights on. There was no car in the driveway. Had the cops towed it from near the festival? I couldn’t say if he even owned one.

In the shadow of the porch, I checked the front door. It was locked. “No way. Knob lock and deadbolt. Let’s check in back.”

As we scuttled around the house, I felt like part of the Scooby-Doo Gang, tiptoeing exaggeratedly. On the back deck, I found a more likely target. Sliding glass doors. People usually forgot to lock them. But not this time.

“How often does that happen?” Rosie said.

But sliders were not as secure as people might think. They had a simple hook latch, most of them. Unless you put a stick or something in the rail, a physical block, it wasn’t hard to open one. Especially if you had Stone with you.

I took out the credit card sized spring steel from my wallet. “Stone?”

He put a hand under the handle, the other on the weather stripping at the top. “Ready?” he asked.

I got the card into position. Stone grunted. Sliders were heavy. But as he worked, I found a gap. There was a kind of bolt beneath the hooked latch. That could interfere if I was in the wrong place. But a moment later, the latch gave. We slid the door open.

“I’m going to the front,” Stone called, racing through the house.

“Looking for a burglar alarm?” Nanna said.

“Clear,” he called back.

We were in the kitchen. Linoleum floor, stone counters, painted cupboards, country themed with images of chickens and cows. “I’ll start here,” I said.

“Spread out,” Stone said, and popped back down the hall. “No overhead lights or lamps.”

I looked at the door we’d come in, the window over the sink. There was a dim glow of the neighbor’s place. If anyone looked, they’d get suspicious. There wasn’t supposed to be anyone in here.

“How are we supposed to search in the dark?” Nanna said.

“You can use your cellphone flashlight, just keep it covered. You don’t want it shining at a wall or a window,” Rosie said. “C’mon, I’ll show you.”

“Man. The good stuff. B&E on a vic’s house. Real private investigating.”

“Try to keep it on the down-low,” Rosie whispered.

Kitchens weren’t generally full of clues, but it had to be checked. I went through silverwear drawers, junk drawers, dry goods in the pantry, cupboards with plates and mugs. Looked in the oven. It needed cleaning. Looked in the warming drawer underneath. There was a broiler pan that looked unused.

Next door was a bedroom. Unmade bed, an overflowing hamper and many pairs of boots standing around said this was Shaky’s room. Dresser, under the mattress, under the bed, closet, shelf above the closet. Nothing. A linen closet was next in the hall. I went through sheets and towels and a few items of clothing. Checked the pockets. Found two dollar bills.

“Got something,” Stone said.

“Us too!” Nanna said.

In a bedroom used as an office, Rosie and Nanna had all the drawers open on a desk. On top were two sheets of folded printer paper. I glanced around, seeing no computer. Shaky was of that age. He might not have one. But why have computer paper?

I unfolded the first paper and saw the note.

I know what you done

Give it up or face the almighty justice

Instructions following to follow

My gun has a scope

It was written in black Sharpie.

“I thought Chick was the one getting threatening notes. Guess it’s a connection.”

“It’s definitely a connection,” Nanna said. She reached for the note but Rosie stopped her. With a gloved hand, she moved the note aside, revealing another. This one had been balled up and smoothed flat.

“It was in the trash,” Rosie said.

Leave it in the library

220.811

I am watching with my scope

Rosie flipped to the last one. I saw that this paper had not been folded in thirds. The writing was less blocky, a little agitated.

A little Shaky?

Are you taking me serious now?

220.811 in the library

Next time I won’t miss

“Well, there’s the connection. What it means, I don’t know,” I said.

“The fact that they were both getting threatening notes?” Nanna said.

“No. The fact that Shaky was sending threats to Chick. Maybe others. The first one’s a practice note, the second one, too, if he tossed it. He never sent the third one.”

“‘Next time I won’t miss,’” Rosie read. “Do you think Shaky took a shot at Chick? Why?”

“Why, I don’t know. Easy enough to verify. We could drive past Chick’s place. See if there’s a window boarded up or something.”

Stone put something on the desk. A square of cardboard from a box. One side was printed, a logo, the name Honeywell, an image of flames and a crowbar with the legends FIRE: THEFT. On the other side was a number: 4149.

“Honeywell makes consumer security products,” Stone said. “I’m guessing this is a strongbox with a combination lock. The number is the combination. But I haven’t seen a strongbox anywhere. Have you?”

“Nope,” I said.

Nanna and Rosie shook their heads.

“He might need it to keep money in. For gigs or something,” I said.

“Strange that it isn’t here, and that he had to write out and save the combination.”

“Like he’d forget it if he didn’t,” Rosie said.

“Where’d you find it?” Nanna said.

“Taped underneath an end table drawer,” he said.

“That kind of hiding place made it very suspicious. But I don’t know what it means, or if it’s connected to Chick.”

Nanna shrugged. “Maybe we should bust into Chick’s house. See if he’s got a letter, or a strongbox.”

We headed back to the car. Rosie looked up the address. But as Stone pulled away, I saw headlights come on behind us. Checking the side-view mirror, I watched a car tailing us. Had we been followed all over town? But then, as we reached the highway, the car made a turn and disappeared.


CHAPTER TWENTY


By the time we got to Chick’s house, it was long after midnight. Rosie took photos of the evidence at Shaky’s, and we put it all back. We’d tell the cops where to find it all if we needed to. Right now, we didn’t know enough. We’d see if anything at Chick’s place matched up to what we found in Shaky’s house.

He lived on a corner in Germantown, not far from his restaurant. Another nice neighborhood. Except as we turned the corner, we could see plywood nailed over a side window.

“Connection number one,” Nanna said. “My gun has a scope.”

“Do you take me serious now,” Rosie recited.

Cars were parked on the sidewalk. We parked inconspicuously behind one. Chick didn’t have any trees or shrubs around his house. No cover. We’d just have to risk being seen from the street.

“I’ll check the front door by myself. You three go in back,” I said.

As I reached the front porch, I saw a police sticker on the door. It had been cut and mostly removed. The cops were done searching. I thought they may have found the threatening note they talked to Stone about when they searched. Would we find anything more?

I was surprised that they hadn’t locked the front door after tossing the joint. Entering quickly, I headed to the back. Stone, Rosie and Nanna stood on a patio. I let them in.

“Same drill,” I said.

And we began our search. Although it looked like we were too late. The cops hadn’t been subtle about tossing Chick’s house. Drawers remained open, a few things tossed on the kitchen counters. Cupboard doors hung open.

“Why didn’t they search Shaky’s place?” Nanna asked.

“Maybe they did it better there.”

“You’d think they’d find the notes he wrote.”

Hmm. Maybe they hadn’t. I didn’t know why they wouldn’t. Was it because this home was outside the city limits? The cops seemed eager for us to do their dirty work. Why not another department?

“Check around anyway,” I said. “Maybe we’ll see something the cops missed. The connection we’re looking for.”

“No burglar alarm,” Stone said. “Guess this is a safe town.”

Again, we spread out, but this time, Nanna came up with something right away. “Check it out!” she called.

We all gathered in the bedroom she was searching. There were two boxes on the bed. Both of them were open. Both lined with foam. The foam held impressions in the shape of a pistol, with spaces for magazines.

“Maybe Chick wanted to shoot back when he got the notes,” Stone said. “Those cases look new.”

“Okay. Take pictures. Keep going.”

I went back to the kitchen. Dry goods in the pantry hadn’t been dumped. They’d go bad. So I pulled the garbage can out from under the sink and started dumping things myself. Instant rice. Five-minute grits. Cheerios. Lots of cans. Granola. Unopened crackers. I left those. Instant coffee was old, coming out in chunks.

Oops. When I dumped the coffee, something made a thump. Looking through the dried detritus, I found something shiny. Brushed it off.

A key. I called for Rosie. She had the gloves. When she pulled it out, we looked it over. It was heavy, brass, larger than a front door key. It had an odd pattern of notches along the shaft. Square instead of triangular.

“Safe deposit box,” Stone said.

I nodded. “Looks like it. Why hide it in the instant coffee?”

“Call it a clue,” Rosie said. “To what? No idea.”

“I want it to be about the bank robbery,” Nanna said. “But it just doesn’t work. Hiding a key? Guns? Shaky wrote a note that there was a scope on his gun—we didn’t find one. But there are pistol cases here.”

“Shaky’s note said he knew what Chick did. That could be the bank robbery. He was trying to get something from him. Maybe that key? I don’t know,” Rosie said.

“Ralph was the getaway driver. He got caught. Lenny worked at the bank, but he said it was before he met Ralph. Ralph also worked for Chick. But Lenny didn’t. And how would Shaky find out anyway?”

“Unless he was already in on it,” Nanna said.

“If he was, he would get in as much trouble as Chick. Maybe,” I said.

“Maybe the notes were about something else. Like his daughter, Dee Dee,” Rosie said. “Knew that Chick stepped out on her and her mother, that he owed lots of child support. Could he have been blackmailing Chick? Maybe he found out that Dee Dee is really his child, and he wanted to make it up to her by collecting from Chick?”

“Did the cops say when Chick received the threats?” I asked Stone.

“Within the past few months.”

“Does that line up with when Ralph got released from prison?” I asked.

We looked at each other. It was something we hadn’t asked. But even so, the letters came from Shaky. Had Ralph told Shaky who his cohorts were? He hadn’t told the cops. But why Shaky? And did any of this connect to psychopathic Nicola Henderson?

“None of this makes any sense,” I said. “Still.”

“I’m more confused now than I was before,” Nanna said. “Maybe sleeping on it was a better plan.”

“All this searching has made me hungry,” Rosie said. “And the festival closed a long time ago.”

“Well, we are in Germantown,” Stone said.

I nodded. “Chick’s place is open twenty-four hours.”

“Maybe they’re serving breakfast now,” Nanna said. “I love breakfast for dinner.”

Tired as I was, we’d missed dinner a long time ago. The Smokepit offered good food. It was close. As long as I didn’t fall asleep.

That thought sparked a memory. Chick and Shaky falling into their plates. It woke me a little. And then…

Headlights blinked on as Stone pulled into the street.

“Stone…?”

“I’ve been thinking the same thing. But every time, the car turns off,” he said. Probably paying more attention than me.

“Same car?”

“I’ve just seen the lights come on.”

“We have a tail?” Rosie asked, leaning forward and looking through the back window. I looked over the seat. Nanna snored gently, leaning against the door.

As I leaned back to check the sideview mirror, I watched the car make a right turn behind us. “Maybe I’m getting paranoid.”

“Kinda late for a drive,” Stone said. “Although it is a holiday.”

“No one back there now,” I said. “I think it’s this case. We keep finding the same things out. It’s a revolving door of motives. I’m going nutty.”

The Smokepit wasn’t far. I wasn’t expecting the parking lot to be so full. But as Stone said: holiday.

“You want me to drop you off at the door?” he said. “Find a space?”

“Sure. I’m pretty worn out. Thanks, boo. Nanna, we’re here.”

“Where?” Her eyes bugged out as she woke up. She looked around. “Oh. Food.”

“Stone’s dropping us at the door. Let’s get a table.”

Nanna yawned, stretched. I got out to hold the door for her. Rosie came around to the driver’s side. Stone started for the far side of the lot.

“Hey!” Rosie shouted.

It happened so fast, I had no time to react.

I felt myself shoved, hard enough to land on my butt. Better than my head.

“My purse!” Rosie shouted.

My purse! I thought. The guy who shoved me grabbed my bag. I could barely see him running off into the distance.

“You okay, Tiff?” Rosie said.

“Get him!”

Nanna tried to help me up. She wasn’t much help, but it was nice. “Who the heck is snatching purses at this hour?”

I saw a flash, heard a gunshot. Rosie dove into the grass next to the parking lot. Stone roared back in the car.

I gasped. “Rosie!”

Stone drove fast, speeding to the place where she’d hit the dirt. She hadn’t been hit, had she?

Stone leaped from the car as I speed-walked, panting, to her side. Nanna toddled behind me. When Rosie looked up, I was relieved.

“He shot at me!? A purse snatcher?” Rosie breathed.

Stone helped her up. Looked her over. Her clothes were damp from the wet grass. She wasn’t injured, as far as I could see.

“Dang it, Tiff! The camera! My phone!”

My phone, too. And worse—“The key!”

Stone jumped back into the car. “Nanna, call 911,” he said and drove off.

“Oh. Right. I still have a phone.” Nanna took it out of her purse, flipped it open and pushed the buttons. “Where’s Stone going?”

“Looking for the thief,” I said, rubbing my butt.

Rosie looked down at her clothes. “Man!”

Nanna made the report, looking back at the door for the address. A few people spilled out of the restaurant to see what was going on.

“Guy shoved us and stole our purses,” I said. Stone would probably find him. He was good at things like that.

“I called the law,” Nanna said. “Anybody see what happened?”

“No,” one of the waitresses shook her head. “But we heard the gun.”

“You hurt?” another server asked.

Sirens already howled. Probably not a lot for law enforcement to do right now. We waited for Stone.

“We’ll have a table ready for you when you come in,” one of the waitresses patted my shoulder.

“You girls okay? That was quite a fright,” Nanna said.

“I’m disappointed in myself,” Rosie said. “I never thought someone could snatch my purse like that. But aren’t purse snatchers usually just kids? Where did the gun come from?”

Welcome to the twenty-first century.

“It sure would’ve been easier on everyone if he just pointed the gun and demanded the purses,” Nanna said. “No falling on your butt, Tiff. No diving into the grass, Rosie. Heck, he could’ve got mine too. It’s faux alligator. There’s no reason not to be polite.”

A black and white SUV pulled up. Cops got out. “You the one who got your purse snatched?”

“Both of us,” I said, pointing at Rosie.

“Our camera was in my purse. We do travel vlogs,” Rosie said. “There’s footage on there we need. Plus our phones.”

“Do you have tracking on your phone?” the cop asked Rosie.

“I do. But I usually track it on Tiffany’s phone,” she shrugged.

“You can contact your provider,” the cop said. “That might lead us to him.”

“If I had the laptop I could track it with the iCloud,” Rosie said.

“If you had the laptop, it would’ve been ripped off,” Nanna said.

“Hmm. Good point,” Rosie said.

Stone parked the rental and jogged over to us. “Everyone okay?”

“We’re going to patrol the area. See if we can find the guy. You staying here?” the cop asked.

Stone gave him his information. “If you find him, please give me a call.”

“If you’re still here, maybe you could even ID him,” the cop shrugged.

Could I? I never even saw him. Just a dark figure in a hoodie that Rosie chased. Tough to identify a guy in a hoodie. Especially from the back.

The cop got back in the car, talking on his radio as he pulled out. We headed in. The waitress caught my eye. “Right over here, sugar.”

After that, I was neither tired nor hungry. Angry and shaken up was more like it. We sat down. Then I got up and went to the ladies’ room. When I looked at the menu, I couldn’t focus. Stone had his cellphone out. Unusual for him. Then he stood up.

“Gotcha!”

We stared at him. The other diners also stared at him. He didn’t seem to care. Stone kept his cool better than anyone I knew.

“Got who?” Nanna said.

“Your phones,” he said. “I’ve got an address. It’s in Memphis. I used the tracking on my phone. I’m not sure why I didn’t think of it when the cops were there.”

“Let’s go,” I said, getting up next to him. “I won’t be able to eat or sleep until this is settled.”

“Right on!” Nanna said. “Let’s go do some crime-busting.”

Rosie got up and we headed out.

“The phones have been stationary for a while. Either they were dumped, or the robber took them someplace to see what he got.”

“You said in Memphis? Not near here?” I said.

“Few miles. That is a little strange.” He took out the keys and beeped open the SUV. “Usually, a bag-snatcher would hide a few blocks away. Dump the contents. Take the cards and cash.”

“Few miles like driving distance?” I said.

“I don’t think he could’ve run there in the time since the theft,” Stone said.

With the address punched in, he burned rubber onto the road. Once we were about halfway there, he used his voice command to call the cops.

“Why not wait ’til we scope it out?” Nanna said.

“Guy’s got a gun,” Stone said. “We’re on vacation.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


We arrived before the police. It was a small house in a crowded neighborhood. Since it was still before sunrise, the streets were empty. Stone parked and grabbed his phone. “Stay here. I just want to see if he dropped them in his trash.”

Windows were black mirrors. Moonlight painted the house gray. Nearby neighbors had no porch lights on. There were lights in the apartment buildings across the street, but they cast little illumination. I watched the house as Stone looked in the garbage cans. Nothing doing. But instead of returning to the car, waiting for the cops, he looked at his phone, following it.

I buzzed down the window. “Stone!” I whispered. “Get back in the car. He’s got a gun!”

He held up a finger and walked toward the garage. I saw the door was open, yawning on darkness. Stone pulled a tiny but intense flashlight from his pocket. When the beam shined in the garage, he ran forward. Put his phone to his ear.

I climbed out of the car, Rosie not far behind me. Nanna waited in the car.

“Stone, what is it?”

I felt flinch-y, throwing glances at the blank windows, waiting for the sound of a shot. Knowing that I couldn’t make a quick dash for it because of my bad lung had me feeling all sorts of uneasy.

“Our purses are in here?”

Rosie and I went into the garage. I saw no purses, or cellphones.

I saw a pair of feet sticking out from behind a rolling tool cart. White socks pulled high. Sandals.

“I don’t believe it,” Stone said, shining his light on the body.

“What is it?” Nanna called from the car.

Stone took a breath. Looked over at us.

“It’s Lenny.”

Obvious from his fashion sense.

I moved around the toolbox. Lenny lay on the concrete floor, blood pooling around him, his face in profile. But at the end of his arm, I saw something that made me crouch down.

"Is that what I think it is?”

Stone nodded, moving his light. “He tried to write something. Maybe the ID of his killer.”

He squatted down, too. I studied the figures. They didn’t look like a name or a word. Instead, I saw numbers: 322.

Rosie frowned. “What the heck does that mean?”

“Something important enough for him to write while he was dying,” Stone said.

“Five-five-E?” Rosie asked.

“No, you’re looking upside down. Three-two-two,” I said.

She angled her head. “Yeah, you’re right.”

Stone reached the man’s neck. Shook his head. “No pulse. His skin is getting cold.”

“Not to sound…” Rosie twisted her lips. “Do you see our purses?”

Stone shined his light around the garage. “There.”

My bag was under a workbench opposite the door. Rosie moved beside me. With my toe, I dragged out my cellphone.

Rosie looked disappointed. “Not mine?”

She got down on her knees to look under. After a second, she dragged out her own phone. No camera or purses.

“Were those planted to bring us here?” Stone asked. “Or was Lenny the purse snatcher?”

“Either way, why is he dead?” I asked.

Flashing lights lit up the façades of the buildings. Police cars surrounded the house.

“We’re standing in an empty garage. It was planted,” I said.

Stone nodded. “No car. They knew what they were doing.”

“The cops are going to want my phone, aren’t they?” I said as the cops approached.

Rosie sighed. She was very dependent on her phone.

I saw the plainclothes guy and the sergeant who took Stone in for questioning. We were shooed out of the garage. The two detectives looked at the body.

“There goes our prime suspect,” the plain clothes guy said.

The sergeant gave Stone a steady gaze. “That substance you had us test? It’s aconite. The same thing that killed Shaky and Chick. But obviously, it didn’t kill Three Fingers.”

So who did? was the obvious question.

“When were you planning on telling us about the poison?” Stone said.

“Yeah,” Rosie piped up. “It’s always a one-way street with you guys.”

Plain clothes folded his arms. “In the morning. We were hoping to trade intel. But since you followed your phones to another victim, I’m guessing you have nothing to share.”

We had a lot to share. We’d uncovered clues that the cops had missed. But if we did share this, I was pretty sure we would be arrested. “What did you guys find when you searched the victim’s homes?” I asked instead.

“Nothing of note,” Plain Clothes said. “We tried to be as careful as possible, try to keep things very neat. But now that you mention it, we’ll have to go through the houses again, more thoroughly this time, since you haven’t come up with anything. The connection is the barbecue festival. Two men dead, one man poisoned, now a helper in the contest was killed. It all points in one direction.”

They had tried to keep things neat? But hang on. Chick’s place had certainly been tossed. No one was that messy. What did that mean—beyond the obvious, of course, that someone else had tossed Chick’s place. I couldn’t think of a reason why. Valuables weren’t missing. Since we did find that key, whoever tossed the house wasn’t a professional.

Even if we were super sleuths, we’d also lost that key when my purse was stolen. Our phones were in our purses. Then they were here. Why?

But I felt my eyes crossing. It was coming on morning. I could barely see straight, let alone think straight. Stone noticed, putting a hand on my back.

“Do you need us here?” he asked the cops.

“Actually, we would prefer you leave,” the sergeant said. “We have real police work to do.”

“Jerk,” Nanna said, but only when we were back in the car.

“I can’t do this anymore tonight.” I glanced out the passenger window. The sky lightened to the dark blue of false dawn. “Today.”

“We all need some sleep,” Stone said.

“Been a heck of a day,” Nanna said.

“And night,” Rosie said.

And day again. We needed to get back to the hotel. It was around the hour when Stone usually went on his morning run. I thought he might skip it, given the emotional ups and downs we’d all gone through.

“Will the library be open today?” Rosie said.

“Doubt it. It’s a holiday.”

“Why?” Nanna asked.

Stone pulled out, maneuvering around police vehicles. There were so many now, it looked like the parking lot outside the station.

“Shaky’s note. I think 220 in the Dewy decimal system is about the Christian Bible. He was using it as a dead drop. We should see if there’s anything.”

“I think it’ll have to wait until Tuesday.”

From Lenny’s house, it wasn’t far to the hotel. But I fell asleep on the way anyway. When we hit the room, I fell asleep before getting undressed. A few hours later, I woke up that way. The phone was ringing in the room.

Through bleary eyes, I saw Stone answer it.

“Yes?”

I fell back asleep. When I woke up, Stone was showered.

“That was Ralph on the phone,” he said.

Sitting up, I rubbed my eyes. “What did he want?”

“He needs to talk to us. At his place. I’ve got the address.”

I hit the shower, put on clean clothes, brushed out my hair. Gave it a look. I hadn’t brought a hat with me. It would have to do. Stone answered a light rap at the door.

“I thought I’d let Nanna sleep. We were up pretty late,” Rosie said.

“She’s gonna be mad if she thinks we’re leaving her out,” I said.

She turned back. “I’ll get her.”

“No, let’s just go. Hopefully, we’ll be back before she wakes. I’m sure Ralph just wants to know about his friend.”

“Lenny was his only helper,” Rosie said. “What’s he going to do?”

The sky was low when we left the hotel garage. I couldn’t tell what time it was, only that I hadn’t gotten enough sleep. I was so tired, I even forgot my caffeine addiction until we arrived at our destination.

Ralph lived in a duplex that I thought was close to Lenny’s place. But my brain wasn’t firing on all cylinders yet. Traffic was heavy on the highway, so we took surface streets. Weird for a holiday.

When we pulled up, we found him on the porch. He stood up as we got out.

“Lenny’s dead, isn’t he?” Ralph said.

“You really want to talk out here?” I said. “Do you have coffee?”

“I don’t drink coffee.”

My mind shut off in confusion.

“We’re sorry, Ralph. Yeah, he died last night,” Rosie said.

“Shot, right? He was shot dead.”

“Yes,” Rosie nodded.

“I knew it! I knew it! I saw his place on the news. Part of a traffic story. An offramp closed due to a police investigation. They haven’t released a statement yet. But it caused a big jam up on the highway.”

What was he getting at? We all stared at him in confusion.

“Guess you’d better come in…” He held the door for us.

“What do you mean you don’t drink coffee?” I said. Then stopped. There were two guns on his coffee table. One was a rifle with a scope, the other a pistol. As far as I knew, ex-cons weren’t allowed to own guns.

“Coffee was something you had to buy from the commissary when I was on the inside. I learned to live without it.” He sat on the couch, staring at the weapons. “I found these in my recycling bin. After the garbage was picked up this morning.”

“Did you touch them?”

“Of course I touched them! The stock was sticking out—you could see it from the street. I had to hide them. Someone is trying to set me up.”

“For Lenny’s murder,” I said.

“For the whole shebang,” Ralph said. “Lenny, Shaky, Chick. That kid who works for Cola.”

Tommy hadn’t died, at least, but maybe Ralph didn’t know that.

“Not to put too fine a point on it, but I can only think of one reason that you’d be set up,” I said.

He hung his head. “The bank robbery.”

Right?

“Only one of us was supposed to know who we all were. The whole thing was planned with e-mails, letter drops. We each got a job. Two gunmen. A wheelman. An insider. No one knew each other. I was desperate at the time. My business tanked, my partner was a psycho. I couldn’t afford the rent. Or food. I was so broke, I didn’t know what to do. When I got the anonymous email, I almost didn’t open it. But when I did… I couldn’t pass it up. Twenty large for driving the getaway car. No risk.” He let out a dark chuckle. “Enough to solve my problems. Give me a stake.”

Now I understood why Ralph hadn’t given up the people he was in cahoots with to the cops.

“How were you supposed to split up the take if you didn’t know any of the other bank robbers?” Rosie asked.

“That was supposed to be my part. Once we’d gotten away, I was to drop off each of the gunmen at different locations. At my final destination, I would turn over the sedan, and get the list of… participants.”

“What if they just got together without you?” Rosie said. “The gunmen could’ve showed their faces to each other. Or the insider.”

“They didn’t know who the insider was. If they took off the ski masks, they might be turning themselves in, making a witness instead of a connection. The gunmen didn’t have access.”

“Lenny wasn’t the insider?” I asked. The only reason I could think that he might be murdered.

“No.”

“How do you know?” I asked.

“Think about it. The only person who was for sure involved in the robbery was the guy who got caught. Me. So the other three knew me. I didn’t know any of them. Lenny was just a friend I met when we were doing a barbecue class. I had no idea he was in the bank on the day of the robbery. If he wanted to get to the loot, he would’ve said something, right?”

“Get to the loot? It’s hidden somewhere?”

“Yeah. That’s part of the way things were divided. I was to get the contacts and get us all together. Then, the others had their piece of the puzzle. Instead, I went to jail. Someone had a strongbox with a code. The insider rented a safe deposit box. The last person got the key to the box.”

“But what if the insider held onto the key? Then he could just open the safe deposit box and get the cash,” Rosie said.

“No, the cash went in the strongbox during the robbery. No way to get at it without the code. If the insider didn’t produce the key, the money would be stuck in the lockbox forever.”

Stone shook his head. “There’s no such thing as a strongbox that can’t be opened. They have reset buttons. And you could drill the lock with a tough enough bit. You could take it to a locksmith.”

“The email assured me that the strongbox couldn’t be breached without the code. It was wired with a charge, just enough juice and air to toast the contents.”

“Even though you didn’t see it?” Stone asked.

“I saw the instructions for fixing up the box. That was enough to keep me from forcing it open,” Ralph said. “I wasn’t about to let a hundred grand go up in flames.”

“A hundred grand? From a bank robbery? That’s nuts!” I said. “Banks don’t keep that kind of cash on hand.”

“There was a holiday, a three-day weekend. It forced all the government checks to go out on the same day. The bank ordered extra cash for the deal,” he said.

We already knew that part.

“The insider doubled the order. That amount of money was just the right size to fit in the strongbox. The strongbox was just the right size to fit in a safe deposit box.

“One of the gunmen had the strongbox in a gym bag. He ordered the tellers to fill it.

“The insider did a switcheroo, taking the strongbox from the gym bag. Filling and sealing the strong box. Then returned the empty bag. As far as the cameras knew, a robbery had taken place, the money removed from the premises.”

“But it wasn’t.”

“No. It stayed in the bank. When the heat was off, the insider put the lockbox in a safe deposit box. The key was sent to one of the gunmen. Unless we were all together, we couldn’t get at the money.”

“Dead letter drop,” Rosie said. “At the library.”

Like the threatening letter had instructed Chick to do.

“Except there had to be one person who knew all of you,” I said. “You can’t contact people you don’t know to pull off a bank job.”

Ralph looked at the guns on the table. He didn’t speak for a while.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


“There had to be a mastermind. Someone who didn’t want to get his hands dirty,” I said.

“Well, then why plan to give Ralph the names of the other robbers? The mastermind already knew them,” Stone said.

“Insurance,” Ralph said. “Insurance that paid off. Well, for a while it did.”

“What do you mean?” Rosie asked.

“We had a rat in the pack. Someone screwed it up, or took the thing down on purpose. Might’ve been the insider, who was supposed to keep the alarm from being triggered. Or it could’ve been a gunman, the bagman, dropping a dime. Maybe looking for a way to get the loot for himself.

“See, that way, only the four robbers could take the heat, not the mastermind. There was no connection to him. Not if something went wrong. If things had gone right, the guy who planned this thing would know the coast was clear when I got everyone together. Taken his share.”

“Right. Your math was bugging me. A hundred grand four ways isn’t twenty large,” Rosie said.

“Well, let’s think this though,” I said. “You were never given the names. Didn’t actually drive anyone away. Just got busted. The mastermind would know the players. I think he’s taking them out one by one.”

“But why? He still needs the key. The combination,” Ralph said. “The number of the deposit box.”

Which was 322, I suddenly realized. The number Lenny had written in his own blood. As a warning? Or a way to get back at his killer?

That brought up another question. “The inside man couldn’t see the gunmen’s faces. But they could see his.”

“The busiest day of the month got picked. There were four tellers and a manager in the customer area. You’d still have to eliminate all of them. Plus there was management upstairs. One of them might have come down for the job,” Ralph said.

Did that mean one of the gunmen was trying to figure out who the inside man was by process of elimination? Is that why Lenny was killed? Or was he the insider, even if he hadn’t come forward?

I needed coffee. “We’ve got the pieces we need. If we think on it, we can figure out which one of your cohorts is the killer. First, we need to hide the guns. Next, we need to find a café.”

“We can put the guns in the back of the SUV. Cover them with something. Until we can figure out a better place,” Stone said.

“So long as they ain’t in here,” Ralph said. “I don’t want to go back in the slammer.”

“Seems like you do,” I said.

“What?”

“You haven’t gone to the cops with any of this. Because you’re still hoping to get your hands on that money,” I said.

Ralph stopped talking.

“Now your friend was gunned down. And you say he had nothing to do with the robbery.”

He got up. Went to a closet. Pulled out a plaid blanket and put it over the guns.

“If you want our help, you’d better spill.”

“I told you—”

“As much as you wanted to, yeah,” I said. Lack of coffee was making me grouchy. “I want you to tell us the whole truth. You don’t have much time before the cops come knocking.”

“There isn’t any more—”

“Oh, there’s more. If you don’t want to tell us, fine. Stone, Rosie, let’s get some coffee.” I headed for the door.

“Hey, the guns!”

“Probably the least of your worries,” I said.

He stood there, shaking his head.

“Listen Ralph. We know you’re up to this in your eyeballs. Lenny had the poison that killed Shaky and Chick in his backpack.”

“Poison…?”

He looked totally confused. Or he was a great performer. Maybe I just needed that coffee.

Ralph held up his palms. “Why?”

“A thing we’d like to know,” I said.

“Listen, if we get the guns out of here, I’ll give you the rest. But we didn’t poison anybody. Swear to God.”

Could I take the oath of a convicted felon?

Rosie’s phone played “Jailhouse Rock.”

“Nanna,” she said.

“Tell her we’re picking her up for breakfast in twenty.”

We put the guns and Ralph in the SUV.

“You sure we should let him so close to us?” Rosie said.

“Tiffany can drive,” Stone said. “I’ll sit in the back with him.”

Rosie nodded. Good enough.

I drove back the way we came, on the side streets. The highway was still congested. It didn’t take twenty minutes, but Nanna was out in front of the hotel waiting for us.

“Trying to ditch me?” she said as she got in. Then looked at Ralph. “Hmmph.”

“Ralph had a bunch of guns planted on him,” Rosie said. “We think it was the killer setting him up.”

“Over the bank robbery loot,” I said. “None of the participants knew the others.”

“And now one of them wants the money all to himself,” Stone said.

“Okay. All caught up,” Nanna said.

“Sorry. I wasn’t expecting a revelation, Nanna,” I said.

She gave Ralph the stink-eye. “Guess you’re expecting more.”

There was a café only a few blocks away. I walked in and headed for the to-go coffee bar. Poured myself a large cup. Then sat with the others. Drinking some, I let my brain cells steep.

The hostess sat us down, eyeing my coffee. I figured the waitress would add it to the bill. But I was chasing a caffeine headache here.

“I’ve been thinking it over on the drive here,” Ralph said. “But I don’t think Lenny would poison those old boys. I really don’t.”

“Not even Shaky?” Nanna asked. “He stole his gal. Kicked him out of the local music scene.”

We’d gone over that so many times now, I wanted to scream. But I drank down more coffee instead.

“Lenny just wasn’t a mean person. Probably why he couldn’t hold onto a woman. He let them walk all over him.”

“Okay, this is more than just girl-stealing revenge, Ralph,” I said. “Fess up.”

But the waitress interrupted. I ordered the huevos rancheros which they didn’t have and changed to a Denver omelet. I kept my eyes on Ralph.

“Which one of them came to you?” I asked when the ordering was done.

“It was Chick, wasn’t it?” Rosie said.

I gave her a look but didn’t say anything.

Rosie said, “He was getting threatening notes.”

Ralph nodded. “He did come to me about the loot. Chick was one of the gunmen. But he wasn’t the first. Shaky was the bagman. He came to see me right when I got out.”

“Where was that?” I asked.

“Smokey Joe’s. He invited me to lunch. Told me a story I already knew. Anonymous bank robbery. He built the lockbox with the little explosive in it. I didn’t have anything to tell him,” Ralph said.

“Then Chick.”

“The gunman. Same story. Neither one of us knew who the inside man was. He asked if it was Lenny, just like you did. But I said Lenny never asked me about the job.”

“You met at his place?” I asked. “The Smokepit?”

“Yeah. I needed a job. A straight job. But he didn’t have an opening. Still, he owed me. For the sauce. He had some deal with a big national bottler, but he didn’t want to use his own. Since I was in a stir, he wanted to use mine. We had words over it. He sponsored me in the festival contest. Said we should get back on track with a new restaurant. Lenny wanted in. We needed a stake to get going. The robbery money.”

“Plus he was being threatened,” Rosie said.

“How do you know this? He said he was getting notes. That someone knew about his part in the robbery,” Ralph said.

“What did the threatener guy want from him?” Rosie asked.

Ralph shrugged. “No idea.”

But now I did. It was the key he was after. And after Chick was murdered, his house was tossed to find it. By an amateur. But even if I found the key, I lost it to the purse snatcher.

Which made me sit up straight.

“What’s up, Boss?” Rosie asked.

“I’ll tell you later.”

“You need to go to the cops with this,” Nanna said to Ralph. “They can keep you safe. It sounds like you might be next, dear.”

“Yeah, no thanks. I was ‘safe’ for five years.” Ralph made air quotes. “I’m not going back. Let ‘em solve the case on their own.”

I didn’t think he was next. He didn’t know anything. There was nothing valuable in his possession, not to the killer. In fact, the only thing he was good for at this point was as a patsy. Once the murders were hung on him, he would be at the end of his usefulness.

That didn’t necessarily mean I was going to cover for him.

“Nanna’s right. The police need to know. Whether you want their protection or not.”

“Why?” he asked.

But we were interrupted by the waitress arriving with our breakfast. I held out my cup for a refill. She said she would be right back.

“Because there are two suspects, given what you’ve told us. Whoever plotted this robbery, and whoever the inside man was. Which means there’s also a potential future victim as well. Do you get what I’m saying?”

“Either the mastermind would want to kill the inside man, or vice versa,” he said.

“Since Lenny was killed, for no reason according to you, there may be even more victims. We have to stop it, Ralph,” I said. “You already did your time. You aren’t in possession of the stolen money. They can’t arrest you for anything. Until whoever is trying to set you up comes up with something else.”

The waitress filled my to-go cup. All the way to the top. Her tip magically increased.

“I feel bad about Lenny,” Ralph said. “All he ever wanted to be was my friend, and my partner in the barbecue biz. I don’t like that someone is setting him up any more than I like me being set up.”

He hunched over his breakfast. Thinking while he ate.

“You want some of my fish and chips?” Nanna said. “Fish is brain food.”

I had no idea why she would eat that for breakfast. With Nanna, you never could tell what was next. But I had my own brain food. A full cup of it.

Ralph sat up, scraping the egg off his plate with a corner of toast. “Okay. I’ll tell the cops what I know. All I can think is that a couple families are gonna be unhappy when they learn there’s bank robbers in the family tree. Times were desperate back then. But those ol’ boys were downright upstanding citizens.”

Also petty, jealous and criminal citizens. It would be up to the cops if they wanted to release the names in a five-year-old bank robbery.

But we still had a job to do. We needed to find the inside man, the mastermind, and which one of them had poisoned three men and shot another.

“What about the guns?” Ralph said.

Nanna’s eyes went big.

“I’ll bring them in separately,” Stone said. “I’m guessing the rifle shot out Chick’s window, and the pistol was the same gun that killed Lenny.”

“Somebody out there sure doesn’t like me, if they want to hang all that on me. But who better? I’m an ex-con. Once a criminal, always a criminal.”

“Sounds like you’re coming clean to me,” Rosie said.

Ralph frowned unhappily. “For all the good it’ll do me.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


“Well, things certainly took a turn for the serious,” Rosie said. “We were mugged. Lenny was shot. And whoever mugged us shot Lenny and led us to him with our cell phones.”

Serious enough. However.

“Plus, we were followed,” I said.

“You said you were just being paranoid,” Nanna said.

“I don’t think so anymore. Think about it, if they saw us around Shaky’s house, just following for a little ways would tell them we were going to Chick’s. And from there, at that hour, there was nothing else open. They were waiting for us at the Smokepit.”

Stone had dropped us off at the gate. We walked into the festival on its final day. He was off to the police department with the weapons our killer tried to plant on Ralph.

“And you mean they wanted more than our purses,” Rosie said. “They wanted the clues we found. I took pictures of the code. You found the safe deposit box key. Since they have the key and our camera, that’s nearly all the pieces of the puzzle.”

“All except one,” I said. “The number of the safe deposit box.”

“Eureka!” Nanna said. “That means the murderer is the mastermind. The inside man would already know the safe deposit box number.”

“Maybe eureka. Since this is a holiday, he won’t be able to go to the bank. If it is the inside man, we’ll find out on Tuesday. If it’s not…”

“Then the mastermind will go after the inside man,” Nanna said. “Holy smokes, I feel like I’m in a heist movie! Dang it, if this isn’t exciting.”

Too exciting for my blood. I’d been knocked down. Rosie had been shot at. We were followed one way, and then led to a crime scene by the nose. It didn’t feel safe. More than myself, I worried about Nanna. Maybe I should’ve had Stone hang onto those guns.

“Speaking of heists, I’m gonna see if I can heist some lobster from my favorite booth,” Nanna said.

I watched her walk over.

Rosie followed my gaze and scowled. “I’d say no one would try to pull anything here, except they did on the very first day.”

“I feel like kicking myself. When we were being followed, I should’ve had Stone lose them. Or better yet, confront them. Maybe getting a look at them, or getting their tag, might’ve been more prudent.” At the time, I didn’t know there was a gun in play. I was sure Stone could get the cops to run the plate. Yet the idea that we could’ve come up against an armed opponent made my misgivings less pressing.

“You didn’t know. Heck, not even Stone knew. You suspected, but there’s no way you could’ve predicted what would happen. None of us was on high alert.”

Nanna returned, sans lobster.

“They ran out. Yesterday. What a bummer!” Nanna said.

“There’s still plenty of great barbecue here. Brisket, ribs, short ribs, pulled pork, all kinds of cholesterol-filled treats,” Rosie said.

“Good for the heart.” Nanna thumped her chest. “Really exercise that muscle.”

I didn’t think that was how it worked.

“Hey, detective ladies! Did you hear about Lenny?”

Magnolia bounced up behind us. Her GoPro was shut off and her face was pale and tight. Maybe it was the overcast, but she seemed down.

“We did,” I said.

“Wonder what Ralph’s gonna do?” she said. “He only had the one helper to start with. I don’t think he can do it on his own. At least it’s not hot today. But it will be around those pits.”

With all that had happened, a barbecue contest seemed unimportant. Still, that’s what Mr. Locandro sent us here for. The first blues band of the day set up. Given the cloudy sky, lack of sleep, and still no solid leads about our killer, I was feeling blue.

A tiny blonde woman twirled a stand-up bass that was taller than her. With a smile and a sweet voice, she started singing her woes and plucking out a thumping bass line. She was so short, it looked like she was riding the instrument. That lifted my spirits a little.

“Ingrid’s Ironing Board. Yay!” Magnolia bounded over to the stage, switching on her camera.

Nanna wandered off toward the nearby booths. We’d just eaten. I couldn’t believe she wanted barbecue.

“Just to kick it around, I can only think of one person who might be the mastermind,” Rosie said. “A person with knowledge of who was down on their luck. Who might be desperate enough to attempt a bank robbery. And heck, at the time she was just as desperate as everyone else. Even more so.”

“She,” I said. “You mean Nicola Henderson.”

“Right? And supposedly a psycho. But in her favor, look around. She’s just the kind of person who could plot a crazy robbery like that.”

We’d run into a similar event organizer who was on the wrong side of the law. It certainly was worth considering.

“I like your thinking. There is one issue.”

“The same issue we’ve had all along,” Rosie said. “She wasn’t near the poisoned barbecue.”

“If we had something, even a little solid, I’d brace her.”

“Here’s the thing. If she is the killer, if we bring up the clues we found, even though we lost them, it might push her into a confession. Being a psycho, she probably wouldn’t be rattled if we just engaged with her. Despite knocking us down and shooting at us. She’s got that steely thing going on.”

“Why would she confess? Just because we know about the robbery, how it was organized, who was involved?”

“If I thought I was high and dry, and I was hit with that, it would sure rattle my cage,” Rosie said.

“You may be right. But if she’s a true psychopath, I doubt she’d flinch. We don’t know that she is. That’s just how she was described. It wasn’t a clinical diagnosis or anything.”

“If she’s just a nutjob, she might break.”

“I don’t like going after her if we’ve got nothing.”

“We have a lot,” Rosie said. “How much would stick to her, I can’t say.”

Nanna wandered back as she’d reached the last booth.

“You can’t be hungry, Nanna.”

“Nah. Just checking out the offerings. I’ve been getting a big dose of protein. I think what I need is a bunch of fat. You know, to stay in balance,” Nanna said. “So I’m looking for the barbecue with the best fat caps.”

“Stone would tell you that vegetables would make you more balanced,” Rosie said.

“Yeah, but you can’t take eating tips for a guy who drinks green goo for breakfast every day. You just gotta splurge, live a little. Barbecued lobster, coconut cream pie, discipline is overrated if you ask me.”

“Yeah, but he’s got those muscles,” Rosie said.

Nanna sighed. “Sure. I guess he does well with what he eats. But if it’s muscles or strawberry shortcake, I’m going to walk past the gym to the dessert cart.”

Amen to that. No wonder I ate so terribly. On purpose. And didn’t exercise. Likewise. Mom ate like a regular person, and so did Dad. Maybe it skipped a generation. But then, I didn’t have a taste for goat or giraffe or narwhal meat.

“You watched the security video,” I said.

“Yeah. A whole lotta nothing,” Rosie said.

“You were right about it being boring. I’ll stick with breaking and entering and shadowing people,” Nanna said.

“And there really wasn’t anyone out of place near the competitors?”

“Not a one. But it’s not like you get a good view. Mostly, the cameras are pointed at the booths. To cut down on theft. But I didn’t see anyone suspicious,” Rosie said.

“Me, neither,” Nanna said. “But I confess—I did nod off for a few seconds.”

Letting it slide, I went on.

“I think if we can figure out how the poison was delivered, it will all come together. Who it was, how it was done. So far, it’s bamboozled us. And I think it’s thrown us off our game.”

“Maybe it should. It’s like a locked room mystery or something. But not a locked room. An untouched dinner. Yet still lethal,” Rosie said.

“And well-aimed,” I said.

“Nearly. The boy took some flak,” Nanna said.

“But you and Stone were completely missed. Thank goodness.”

“Well, there was poison in the barbecue. Right?” Rosie said.

I looked at her for a moment, thinking. “Did we hear that? We heard that there was poison. Not that it was in the meat or sauce, just the victims. None in Stone.”

“What are you thinking? That they got it somewhere else. That seems really unlikely, just because those two guys obviously hated each other,” Rosie said.

“Did they even know they committed a bank robbery together?” Nanna said. “Would that make them more hateful, or chummy?”

“If Chick thought that Shaky was sending him letters and shooting at his house…”

I stopped Rosie. “Okay. But Shaky wasn’t. It’s possible they both knew that the other was involved in the robbery, but didn’t say it. Maybe they were holding out until the final parts came together. The big reveal. Or the secret payout. Trying not to upset the apple cart before getting their money.”

“For five years?” Rosie said.

“That would make me cranky,” Nanna said.

“Maybe more than their terrible relationships with Dee Dee and Elinore. In this case, they had to stay around each other. Secretly keeping an eye on each other?”

“Chick did go to Ralph first,” Rosie said. “Instead of Shaky.”

“As far as we know. You said Chick would be rightfully angry if he thought Shaky was behind the threats. What if that whole business was to keep them apart, keep them at each other’s throats? Even while Shaky and Chick kept an eye on each other, there was another watching both of them.”

“And killed them why?” Rosie said.

“Because Ralph got out of the slammer?” Nanna said.

“Only the inside man would find that a threat. Remember? The mastermind knows the robbers.”

“You can’t say that the mastermind wouldn’t want both guys dead. He needed the clues, the puzzle pieces. The ones we found,” Rosie said.

“Seems like it would be easier to just get them all together, rather than killing them and searching their homes. Especially since the searches were unsuccessful.”

“So, they turned to following us, knocking us down, and taking the puzzle pieces from us. I get that.”

“Doesn’t explain the timing. Doesn’t explain why they were killed at the same time. And here I go, all ready to jump down the rabbit hole,” I said.

“Let’s stick with what we know. The members of the robbery gang weren’t supposed to know any other robber’s identity. Maybe they learned later, maybe they didn’t. To me that says for sure that it was the inside man.”

“Who didn’t know any of the others?” Nanna said.

“Yeah. You’re right. Rabbit hole time,” Rosie said.

I saw Ralph cross the grounds, shoulders slumped, head down. The two other contestants were already at work. They gave a welcoming call when they saw him coming.

“Cops let him go,” Nanna said.

“He’s not guilty of anything. Not anything we can prove.”

“I don’t think he’s our guy, after what we found out,” Rosie said.

Me, neither. But since we didn’t know how two men were poisoned, I still kept him in mind.

Magnolia appeared from around the prep tent, getting shots of Ralph’s return. The other pitmasters gathered together. An impromptu conference. Afterward, I saw that one of Big Hunk’s guys and one of Peppers went over to Ralph’s side.

That was magnanimous. They were feeling bad that Ralph’s only assistant was killed. And apparently, they wanted the competition to continue to the end. I liked that. The idea that the contest was more important than the victory.

“You’d think Cola would be there,” Rosie said.

I walked over to the place where the judges’ table stood on the first day. The current one was still set up near the stage. From there, I looked around.

“What are you doing, Boss?” Rosie asked.

I stuck out my lower lip. Folded my arms. Looked at the competitors. This spot was a lot closer to the pits than the stage. Even so… “Why was the table set up here?”

Rosie frowned, looking at Nanna.

“Do you know where the security cameras are?” I asked. “From the angle they point?”

“Mostly on the posts that hold up the rows of booth tents,” Rosie said, pointing. “They each look across to another bank of tents.”

“But you could see the judges’ table?”

“Just a little bit. None of the cameras were really pointed at it.” Rosie looked at Nanna.

“It was just on the edge of one camera,” Nanna said. “I could see me, but not Stone when we looked at the footage.”

“Not Shaky or Chick?”

“Chick, yes, Shaky, no,” Rosie said.

I looked at the post holding up the booths opposite the gate. “You’d think that camera would pick it up. It’s pointed at the beer tent, right?”

Rosie’s brows came together. Nanna looked a little stunned.

“There wasn’t a camera pointed at the beer tent,” Rosie said.

“That’s so weird. It’s the most popular one,” Nanna said. “Always a line.”

“And a lot of money changing hands.” Handing out free beer samples was certainly not a thing.

I walked past the contestants to the booths in question. The one on the end offered Hawaiian barbecue. Did they have macaroni salad? Maybe for lunch. Then I focused again. A heavy wooden beam stuck out of a concrete circle in the ground. Atop it, was the crosspiece that held up all the canvas at the back of the booths. In the intersection between sat the camera.

Squinting, I leaned against the post. “No little red light.”

“You think it’s not working?” Rosie said.

“I think it’s shut off.”

“Do you want to boost me up to take a look?”

I gave her the hairy eyeball. “No.”

“Let’s go look at another one, maybe. See if the others have power lights,” Rosie said.

Better than having her crawling all over me in public view. We headed to the perpendicular group of vendor shelters. On a similar intersection of post and beam, another camera rested.

“Same as the other,” Rosie said. “Except—”

“There’s an on light,” Nanna squinted.

“We could check the others.”

I shook my head. “No. I think this is the something solid I’ve been hoping for. Let’s find Nicola Henderson.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Easier said than done. Despite being the organizer of this event, it didn’t seem that Cola spent much time on the grounds. She announced the bands and vanished out the cut in the fence behind the first row of vendors.

“Magnolia knows everything about the festival,” Rosie said. “Let’s ask her where Cola is.”

I didn’t have a better idea. We caught up with her as she walked into the prep kitchen tent.

“Wow, what an ending, am I right?” she said. “I’m gonna get so many views.”

“What happened to the food channel people?” I asked. “They were here the first day. There’s so much drama right now.”

“They aren’t local. Which is fine by me. I’ll take the story. More than just the folks around here will eat it up,” she said.

“Do you know where Cola is at?” I asked. “The only time I see her is for announcements.”

“Oh, well, her apartment is maybe two blocks away. I think she watches the security cameras and pops up when she’s needed. Probably checks in a few times a day, but I couldn’t say when,” Magnolia said.

“Do you know the address?”

“Nope. I just know it’s not far. Maybe one of the staff or volunteers,” she shrugged.

Good idea. I didn’t see any festival T-shirts around the contestants. With Nanna and Rosie in tow, we wandered the event. Considering everyone was wearing T-shirts, officials weren’t easy to spot.

Finally, near the beer tent, I recognized a staffer. She was the one who had told us about Janey Lee. I didn’t remember her name. Had she introduced herself?

“Oh, hi. The detectives,” she said.

She remembered. “Hey, we’re looking for Cola. Do you have any idea where she is?”

“Home, probably. The first band just started. She’ll be back in around an hour and a half.”

“I guess you probably don’t tell people where she lives,” I said. “We heard it was two blocks away.”

“To tell you the truth, I don’t even know. But if you really need to see her, I can send the bat signal,” she said.

Rosie smiled. “Sweet.”

The staffer, her name badge said Wilma, walked over to the beer tent counter. There was a laminated card sitting there. Printed on it in big block letters was her name, COLA. Wilma walked to the edge of the tent. Held up the sign to the camera there.

Ah. Nice trick.

“She’s usually watching. I’m going to hold this up until she calls me. She doesn’t do texts or e-mails,” Wilma said. Then she scowled. “You’d better not be sneaking a beer, Tommy! Get over here!”

Tommy wandered over in teenage slow motion. “I’m not doing anything.”

“Good. Hold up the bat signal. I have vendors to deal with.” Wilma handed him the printed card.

“Okay. We know where she comes in. We’ll wait for her there,” I said.

Tommy stood, shoulder slumped, looking like he barely had the strength to hold up the laminated paper. But it was typical teenager. His color was a whole lot better than the last time we saw him.

“Her system is pretty smart,” Rosie said.

“Not very hot on the meet and greet, I guess,” Nanna said.

“It is smart. If I ran a thing like this, I wouldn’t want to have to stay on my feet all day. She can put in the appearances she needs to. And if there’s a problem, she’ll hear about it.”

“Yeah…” Rosie said.

We walked around to the back of the booths closest to the entrance. Slipped through the hole in the fence.

“What are you thinking?” I could tell Rosie had something on her mind. Nanna needed a hand getting through. Looking around, it seemed like the secret entrance was not well known. It was an easy way to sneak in if you didn’t want to pay for a ticket.

“Maybe I shouldn’t say. I don’t want to color your opinion.”

My opinion had already been colored by Alexander Cobbler. “We were told Cola is a psycho. How much more colored can my opinion get?”

Personally, I hadn’t witnessed any outrageous behavior. But then, I didn’t work for her.

“No, I’m not thinking crazy. Or angry or mean or anything.”

I waited, not speaking.

“I’m thinking… clever.”

“Clever,” Nanna said. “Like a mastermind?”

“Like that.”

I glanced up and down the street, not seeing her.

“And it would fit a pattern,” Rosie said.

Agreed. Cola was very hands-off. Even with her own successful event. It sounded like the trait of a person who would plan a bank robbery anonymously.

I’d probably already pegged her subconsciously. The idea didn’t feel like a revelation. In fact, it only seemed to fit. But at the moment, there was no way to put it on her. All I had was a camera, the only one that would’ve given a clear view of the murder, that wasn’t working. Was that strategic or an oversight?

Given that she watched the cameras to keep an eye on the event and show up when needed, I thought it was more likely the former. If that was the case, we had our murderer. Or at least an accomplice. That wasn’t the same as a robbery planner, but we were looking for a killer.

It also spoke to being watched, and perhaps followed, at a distance. Was Cola the one who followed us and stole our purses? I’d seen the robber only from the back. A baggy black hooded sweatshirt.

Careful planning, I thought, to follow us, and see what we came up with. Then snatch the clues from our hands. Ultimately, lead us back to Lenny, where we would set up the framing of Ralph Schnitzel. A scheme like that took a certain kind of mind.

We would have to approach this carefully.

Then I saw her. She crossed the street half a block away. “Here she comes. Keep an eye on her.”

“Get ready to pounce,” Nanna said.

I thought about the gun.

“No. Absolutely no pouncing. We’re just going to talk to her like normal people.”

“Okay,” Nanna said, sounding disappointed.

I frowned. “Don’t stare at her. She’ll know something’s up.”

“How are we supposed to keep an eye on her if we don’t keep an eye on her?”

“Look at her feet,” Rosie said. “Or her reflection in a window.”

“Private eye stuff,” Nanna said. “Gotcha.”

There were a bunch of people near the gate. It might have been better for us to blend in with them instead of standing in front of the sneaky entrance. But it was half a block. Maybe too far to catch up with her once she slipped in. If she was who I thought she was, there was another secret way to get out of the festival grounds.

Staying put, we simply waited.

But then we blew it. It wasn’t Nanna staring at her. It was on me. I glanced up at the wrong time. The two of us looked each other right in the eyes. Cola stopped short.

“Shoot,” I said.

She turned.

“She’s gonna do a runner,” Nanna said, heading toward her.

“Nanna,” I said.

Cola hurried to a powerwalk. Nanna broke into a kind of slow jog.

“Nanna!”

Then Cola sprinted across the street just as the light changed.

“Nanna!” Rosie and I shouted together.

She turned back, frowning at us. Scowling at the departing Cola.

“We are not chasing anyone today!” I called.

Expression hanging in disappointment, Nanna returned. “I could’ve had her.”

“Nope. We aren’t doing it that way. Three reasons. First, she’s got an event going on. She has to show up again eventually. Second, she lives close to here. Rosie can background her and find the address. Third, whoever mugged us also shot at us. We can’t take the chance that Cola is packing.”

Nanna hiked her shoulders. “Pretty good reasons.”

For a while we stared down the street. Blues music echoed weirdly, the speakers pointing away from us. Delicious smoke hung, gray as the atmosphere.

“Think it's gonna rain?” Rosie asked.

“Probably, the way our luck’s going.”

Whether Cola lived farther away than we thought, or if she just got sneaky by blocking our view with a truck or something, we lost sight of her. We’d regain it again, one way or the other.

I turned toward the hole in the fence and saw a familiar figure approaching.

“Stone. How’d it go with the cops?” Nanna said.

“I think they believed me. But it wasn’t anything they could act on. Not without more evidence,” he said. Then looked at the fence. “Why are you standing out here?”

“This is the secret way in. We were hoping to nab Cola Henderson.”

Rosie gave him the lowdown on her theory.

Stone nodded slowly. “The personality types do seem to match up. She could be both the mastermind and the killer. Clean hands all the way on both counts.”

“Okay, I’m going to be the mastermind for a minute. I say we get some lunch. Then catch Cola at her own game.”

Nanna eyed me. “We’re gonna contact people anonymously to chase her down?”

“We’re going to use her own cameras to spy on her,” Rosie said. “She gave us the address for the cloud.”

“Right! Of course. Although the anonymous thing might work. It worked once,” Nanna said.

“There’s Hawaiian barbecue with my name on it,” I said.

“Sneak in, or use the gate?” Rosie asked.

“It’s always more fun to sneak,” Nanna said.

“Just in case we need it, I’d rather not give it away,” I said.

“You’re no fun,” Nanna said.

“I’ll admit it. I’m not in a fun mood.” I started for the gate.

After a mound of kalua pork and a mound of macaroni salad, I was ready to sit around and do little. Stone found some sort of grilled vegetable medley. Carrots, onion, potato, eggplant. Yeek. No thank you. But it made him happy. Which was great. As long as I didn’t have to share it.

“Want some barbecued aubergine?”

“You can’t fool me with your fancy talk, Mister.” He put his arm around my back. “Did the cops say anything about Ralph?”

“I see him working over there. Guess they weren’t interested in arresting him. Not that they should. The guy was a criminal. Even though he did his time, there are departments that would overlook his Fourth and Fourteenth Amendment rights and railroad him just to close the case.”

“Your opinion?”

“Guy says he’s not going back to prison. The best way to do that is to not break the law. There’s no reason to disbelieve him.”

“What about Cola? You think she’s capable of multiple murders and all the other stuff?” I asked.

“You’ve spent more time with her. Said she was concerned about the kid, Tommy. That indicates empathy. I doubt she’s psychopathic. If she can plan an event like this, she can plan a bank robbery. It’s devious, but not outside most people’s abilities. I’d say Rosie could’ve planned it better.”

“You know it,” she said. “But I do appreciate the compliment.”

“I could’ve planned it,” Nanna said. “But I would’ve made it so I could make off with the loot scot-free. Otherwise, what’s the point?”

“Trust,” Stone said.

“You think?” Nanna asked.

“In order to get four people to commit a crime like that? She had their confidence.”

“Because she knew them?” I said.

“I’m sure that was part of it. Understanding their situations. If they had any sense that they’d get ripped off after putting themselves at risk—”

“It wouldn’t have happened.”

“The fatal flaw was a contingency plan. Once Ralph was arrested, the end game couldn’t play out. There was no longer any trust,” I said. “I think that nails it, Stone.”

“So the trigger was Ralph getting out,” Rosie said.

“Right. Trust could be reestablished. They could come together, not deviate from the established plan. Keeping the others in the dark was a great idea for hiding the identities. Not so great if you wanted to switch gears.”

“No one could be trusted.” Stone nodded. “Game theory.”

“Oh, right, Byzantine generals,” Rosie said. “No one can verify the identity of another, but they have to stick together to win. And with one player missing, the others couldn’t know if they were hearing the truth. Ralph might know their identities, or he might not. It takes away the authority of the anonymous planner.”

Not knowing who that was, it was an interesting theory, but still not relevant. They waited for Ralph. For whatever reason. One of them was not interested in sharing the take. That was our starting point, not the ending.

“Let’s get to the laptop,” I said. “One way or another, we’re going to corner Cola and get her to talk.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


“What camera did Wilma point the sign at?” We sat in Rosie and Nanna’s room. The live feed from the cloud gave us a view of the whole festival, save the beer tent.

Rosie made that screen bigger. It was the camera on the beer tent itself. “We’ll see it at the same time Cola does. And we’re two blocks closer.”

“Ready to pounce,” Nanna said.

“This is not a pouncing situation, Nanna,” I said.

“I forgot. We’ll be ready to… do something.”

“Can I see the footage from the day of the murder?” I said. “Whatever view there was of the judging table.”

Rosie stuck her tongue from the corner of her mouth, typed and moused.

Their descriptions were right on. I could see half the table. People milled around in the background, waiting at booths. Listening to music.

“How about the pits?” I asked.

“You got it, Boss.” Rosie made some more clicks. Five cooks and a heap of helpers worked at their grills, smoke filling the air.

I looked at the time stamps. It was close to the time of the murder, just after one p.m. In one frame, Nanna and Stone moved to where the cooks carefully plated the big trays. Nanna grabbed a pile of brisket from Pepper. Then gestured to Stone. He took some as well. Then went to work on the sides. Nanna disappeared. In search of lobster.

A few moments later, she reappeared, but in the other window. Now she sat at the judges’ table. Motion at the edge of the frame might have been Stone, might have been Shaky. Chick sat down, drinking his beer, yelling at Shaky who was out of sight.

After a few moments of shouting, the eyes rolled back in Chick’s head. He dove into his barbecue platter.

“Stop.”

I’d seen something. But what?

“Want me to replay it?”

“Yes.” I thought for a moment. “Is there a shot of Nanna getting lobster? A different angle?” I asked.

“I got chicken, too,” Nanna said.

Rosie brought up the grid. Made a rhythmic noise with her mouth. Then selected four screens. She blew these up. There was still the live scene from the beer tent camera running in real time.

“Okay, play it from the same place, please.”

Stone stood behind me. All of us crowded in to look at the small squares of action.

I watched it again, passively, trying to pick up on whatever flickered through my attention on first viewing.

This time, when Nanna disappeared, I saw her reappear on another screen. She made a beeline for the lobster booth. I had to smile. But I sat back.

“Stop.”

Rosie clicked and the images froze. Leaning forward, I scanned the images. What was it? What was I missing? “Back it up a few frames?”

Rosie did. Then again. I looked at Nanna, Stone was gone from view. Studied the background. The figures in the background. Nothing.

“One more time from the top,” I said.

This time, Rosie ran it from ten minutes earlier. Maybe to break up the viewings. “There’s Wilma,” she pointed.

“No bat signal,” Nanna said.

I watched the video. Cooks finished their work, setting brisket on cutting boards. After a moment, I saw it. I thought. “Stop.”

We all stared.

Rosie blinked at me. “What?”

I kept looking. “Back it up a couple frames.”

She clicked. A man with his back to us turned our way, but only partway. Even as the video reversed more, his face was not revealed.

“There’s Magnolia,” Nanna pointed.

She held up two red cups. Since she was near the beer tent, I figured two brews. The figure with his back toward us stepped out of the frame backward. Magnolia moved out of frame, putting the beers back from our perspective.

“Play it again,” I said.

But when she did, I still wasn’t sure why I asked her to stop it in the first place. Magnolia with cups in both hands smiled and said something. The guy with his back to the camera—was he talking to her? Both of them vanished off frame. I saw the man’s elbow rise and fall. Then he was gone.

“Maybe I’m seeing things,” I said.

“I am too,” Stone pointed. “There’s Cola.”

In the live frame, I watched the festival organizer walk from the booths near the entrance toward the stage.

“Let’s go,” I said.

As we turned, my eye was caught again. The partial view of the table played on, still a few moments from the murder. Nanna moved into view. I kept staring.

What the heck was I seeing?

Shaking my head, I followed the others out.

We raced out of the elevator, out of the lobby, and across the street. There was no crowd by the entrance. Showing our passes, we hurried onto the grounds. I heard Cola’s voice before I saw her.

“Rosie, get behind the vendor tents.”

“I won’t let her get past me,” she said, rushing off.

Stone looked at her. Then looked at me. Raised his brows. I interpreted.

“Yeah. You’d better go with her. Just in case.”

As I moved toward the front seats, Cola was up on the stage, thanking the Hoot and Hollers, and announcing the next blues band. As she did, she caught my eye. Hiding an angry glare, she finished talking.

“For your listening pleasure, the next band is Jenna’s Big Mistake. Thank you for coming.”

She did her usual. Dropping down the stage stairs. Hustling toward the cut fence. But Rosie and Stone stood at the gap between tent and fence. She stopped short, looking to make a run for it. But I caught up to her. And then Nanna.

“We need to talk, Nicola,” I said.

“I don’t have any need to talk to you.”

“It’s us or the cops,” Rosie said.

“I have a festival to run!” she said, showing her teeth.

“From your couch,” Nanna said. “Good work if you can get it.”

“But then, you like working remotely,” I said.

Her eyes narrowed. “What’s that supposed to mean? You think I don’t work for a living?”

“It means that you don’t like getting your hands dirty,” Rosie said.

“You can talk to my lawyer,” she spat.

“That’s definitely something you say to the police,” I said, and took out my cell phone. “Thanks for returning these, by the way. But I really want my purse back.”

“Don’t know what you’re talking about. You’re crazy.”

“Should I dial 911? Or do you want to call the detectives directly, Stone?”

He shrugged. “It’s been five years. Hard to call it an emergency.”

She looked as he pulled out his phone. Her fierce expression crumbled slowly.

When he brought the phone up to his ear, she raised her hands. “Fine. I’ll talk to you. But there’s nothing to say.”

Stone disconnected.

“Nothing?” I asked.

“About the murders. I wasn’t even there.”

“Were you at home, watching your security cameras along with The Price is Right?” Nanna asked.

“That’s right. I don’t need to be here. It’s easier to make phone calls, arrangements, all the business stuff from my apartment.”

“So we gather,” I said. “Except there’s an odd omission in your security.”

She folded her arms, shutting herself off. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Oh, come off it, Cola,” I said. “Don’t play dumb. You can’t be that dumb.”

The woman didn’t speak. For a while, I tried my usual silent treatment. But she kept looking past Stone and Rosie at her escape route.

I had to draw her out.

“There’s only one reason no one has been arrested for the murders of Shaky and Chick,” I said.

Her mouth twitched, then formed a line.

“And it’s on you.”

Still nothing.

“I have to say, it seems like a planned thing. And you’re a planner. Right? That’s your forte. This festival. Your former business. I’m not sure if we could legally call you an accomplice—”

“Accomplice?” She finally broke.

I let it hang in the air. Let her do the interpretation. Accomplice to murder? To bank robbery? I couldn’t read her eyes, but I knew she was thinking hard and fast.

“I’m no one’s accomplice,” she finally said.

“Well, we can’t call you an accessory after the fact. When planning is involved in murder, they call it First Degree. And the plan here is so obvious, I’m surprised you aren’t cooling your heels in a cell.”

“You keep talking. But you’re not saying anything,” she said.

Time to stop beating around the bush.

“Out of all the security cameras placed on the grounds, only one isn’t working. It can’t be a coincidence that it’s the one that would’ve caught the murderer red-handed.”

She took a breath.

“It’s no coincidence that you moved the judges’ table in front of the stage after the murders were committed. Now it was in plain view of several cameras. Again, this was planned. You wanted the cops to pass by the fact that the camera is off. That it must have been an oversight. A random thing.”

The color drained from her face. But to her credit, Cola didn’t respond. I expected an outburst. Heck, I thought she might come at me. Or Rosie, so she could make an escape.

“Then, to cap it all off, you made sure to be far away from the scene. Moving in view of the other cameras before the men died. Leaving the grounds to get caught on the security footage of your apartment building.”

“Clever.” Nanna sounded impressed.

“You’re insane,” Cola said. “Why would I kill Shaky and Chick? They were my celebrity judges.”

“They weren’t bringing in that much of a crowd,” I said.

“I still needed them to judge the barbecue contest!” She dropped her arms, making fists. “Sure, they were pains in the butt. But Shaky’s band was the closing act every night. Chick brought in professional respectability. If I killed them, I’d be cutting off my nose to spite my face!”

“You got by without them. Because you’re organized. Even in a crisis, you can pull through. And it was an earlier crisis that made Bobby Carter and Elvin Thompson targets.”

Was I getting close to the bone? It didn’t show in her face.

“You got nothing. No video. You admit it. There’s no way you can prove anything,” she said.

“The lack of video is the thing that stands out, Cola. I know you had an accomplice. You couldn’t pull it off without one. But just because you weren’t standing there, just because you didn’t put the poison in the food, doesn’t make you any less guilty. Did your helper know why you wanted them dead? Was he getting a cut?”

“You are out of your mind. A cut of what?”

Time to hit her with it.

“The take from the bank robbery Ralph got arrested for,” I said.

Cola gave me nothing but a cold stare. I remembered Alexander Cobbler’s description of her. Now it seemed to fit. She made no reaction. Felt no emotion. Psychopathic.

Keep at her, I thought. Attendees moved around us, unaware of the drama.

“You’re good at planning, Cola. So good that you could pull off a bank robbery without being anywhere near a bank.”

Nope. Still just the hard look.

“Times were tough. Your business went under. But you weren’t the only one needing quick cash. There were others you were involved with who were in the same boat. That would jump at the chance.”

Cola remained unmoved.

“You contacted them anonymously. Knowing their desperation. And with a plan that could hardly go wrong. You picked your former business partner for the getaway driver. You picked Chick to be the gunman. Shaky to be the bagman. And you had someone on the inside to set it all up at the bank.”

Who we didn’t know. That was what Cola reacted to.

“I’m sure you’d like to prove that.”

“None of them knew each other. They all had to get together to get at the money. But it all went south when Ralph got arrested. Chaos in your carefully organized caper. He was supposed to get the names of the others. That was key for reassembling your anonymous team. But now, you’ve got no way to get them all back together. No one would trust you.”

“So, what, I killed them? Why would I do that if I needed them?” Cola asked.

“Because when Ralph was released, you expected the others to contact him. He was the only person identified in the robbery. It was on the news. In the papers. The other robbers knew who he was. But they didn’t make contact. So you had to take action.”

“When you get to the part when this makes sense, give me a sign, okay?” Cola said.

She was right. We didn’t have all the answers. Though it was risky, I tried a bluff.

“This might make sense. When we open the box on Tuesday, it will all come out. Or boxes, I should say.”

“Well, even if I did rob a bank with my mind powers or whatever, enough time has passed. I couldn’t be charged. And when these supposed boxes are opened, if it isn’t by me, then I’m not even in possession of stolen property. You are. Or the cops, if they fall for this BS,” Cola said.

She was so cool. But so right.

“It’s going to come out,” I said.

“And it won’t matter. Not that you have anything on me. Or anyone else. You can’t connect us together, or you would have. So stop wasting my time and let me go back to work.”

Cola pushed past Rosie. She gave me questioning eyebrows. Stone, too.

“On the other hand,” I said to her back, “If it wasn’t you, then you better watch your back. I’d say you were next in line. Or maybe Ralph. But if this were my scheme, I’d want to take out the mastermind. The one person who knew I took part in a bank robbery.”

She stopped.

“I know you’re not in cahoots. Otherwise, this would have been over long ago. So you might want to fess up before someone poisons you. Or shoots you. Ralph would still make a good patsy.”

For a long moment, she didn’t move. Didn’t speak.

“Since you’re either a killer, or know who the killer is, I don’t think you’ve got much time before this comes crashing down around your ears,” I said.

Then, without another word, she walked away.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


“Whoa,” Nanna said. “That was intense.”

I frowned and folded my arms. “For all the good it did.”

“You’re right about it. But so is she. Any hard evidence we gathered got stolen. Maybe even by Cola,” Rosie said.

“One thing’s for certain,” Stone said. “If nothing else, she won’t go near that loot. Even if she does have the key and the code.”

“But we can let the cops know about it. One crime solved. But not the important one,” I said. “If she is the killer, and never goes after the money, then she gets away with it. Just not any richer.”

“Well, that’s hardly satisfying,” Nanna said.

“There is still a route to pursue,” Stone said. “If Cola’s the killer, she did it with an accomplice. If she didn’t, there’s a murderer we haven’t identified. Either way, that’s the person to find.”

“But how?” I asked. “Ralph didn’t know who it was. There’s no way Cola is going to spill. Even though she’s in deadly danger if she’s not our killer.”

“We can try to tail her,” Rosie said. “It was part of the plan that she knew the players. Maybe she’d try to take the final player out before she gets it herself?”

“Proactive,” Nanna nodded. “I like that.”

“But no guarantee.” I stepped sideways; looked at the hole in the fence. “We can’t say what she’ll do for sure. Hunker down. Do nothing. Go after the associate. Maybe they’re in cahoots. It would be so good to have a real answer.”

Dang it! This was worse than being brushed off; than being wrong (although I hated that, too). I might have tipped the killer off—whether I had just talked to her, or if it was somebody else.

I had the answer. But I couldn’t figure it out. “I need to watch that video surveillance again.”

“But we all saw it, Tiffany. None of us saw anything.”

“It’s there. I know it is. But I’m not sure… I just…”

Without saying more, I headed back to the hotel.

“Tiff.”

I could find it if I kept looking.

“Tiff!”

Who was I looking at? What was I looking for?

“Boss!”

I faced Rosie. “Yeah?”

“It’s in our room. You need our key,” she said. “Unless you want us all to stare at the monitor with you again.”

Did I? Right now, I was stuck in my own head. I took the key card. “Nah. Listen to the band. Eat some barbecue. I’ll text you when I find it.”

“Babe.”

I glanced at Stone. “It’s okay. Give me a little time. I’m only obsessing a little.”

“Mm.”

“No. Really.” I headed for the gate.

“Those two have some weird secret language, don’t they?” I heard Nanna say.

I hated this. Knowing that I was looking at a clue. Not knowing what the clue was. The laptop was still on. Mousing the controls, I ran the same thing back and forth a few times.

Paused. Looked at the faces. The background. What I could see of the beer stall. Then sorted through the other screens until the timestamps lined up. Then I advanced all of them a frame at a time.

Lady Gaga sat next to me. She was dressed casually in a bedazzled black hoodie with a big brooch that looked like a fish, a leather peaked hat, and a full tule skirt.

“Hey.”

“Sorry. I’m busy,” I said.

Gaga leaned in, looking at the screen. She didn’t see anything, either. This was driving me crazy. She pulled a sleeve of Ritz crackers from her pocket. “Want one?”

“Yes! I’m starving.”

Before I could take one, I heard a distant sound.

“Are you going to get that?” Lady Gaga asked.

I pulled my head off the desk. Drool ran down my cheek. Pretty. I tried to shake off the sleep as I brought out my cellphone.

“Stone,” I croaked.

“You’ve been at it long enough. Meet us downstairs, babe.”

Checking the mirror to make sure my hair wasn’t flat on one side, I checked that I had Rosie’s key and headed downstairs.

“Find anything?” Rosie asked when the elevator doors opened.

“No!” My head was stuffed with sleep. The kind when you needed another seven hours but weren’t getting it.

“You know how it goes when you see things that you don’t see,” Rosie said. “Or whatever I mean. You have to take your mind off it. Let your subconscious figure it out. Sleep on it.”

“We’re running out of time. I can’t sleep on it.”

“Well, we have something just as good,” Rosie said.

As good as sleep? “What?”

“We’re going to Graceland,” Stone said.

Nanna pumped a fist. “Boo-ya!”

I wanted to argue. To figure out what I was seeing in the video. Or why whatever I saw in the video was important. Watching it over and over, however, wasn’t getting me anywhere.

“Why not?” I said, giving in.

“You need to stop thinking about it,” Rosie said.

“Sure. Don’t think of an elephant.”

It turned out The King’s house was surprisingly close to the airport. Maybe it made it easy for him to fly to Las Vegas. It turned out he did like airplanes. We got to tour the two that he owned. One had gold sinks.

Actually, this idea of Stone’s was a good one. The Graceland mansion was mind-boggling. The clothes, the shoes, a building for racquetball, a building for trophies, and of course the Jungle Room. Just looking at the room made me wonder what Elvis had been thinking.

We followed the iPad tour around the place. Without it, we’d probably get lost. There was also a car collection. A mid-century Cadillac in pink, and another in purple. The Caddy-centric collection included a limousine, the longest Ford T-bird I’d ever seen, a good old-fashioned station wagon, some kind of bug-eyed sporty car I couldn’t identify.

“Wow, this is really the bee’s knees!” Nanna said breathlessly. “Elvis Presley actually touched all this stuff!”

The tour ended on a somber note in the meditation garden. Graves of the Presley family lay around a fountain. We walked past the markers. Nanna dabbed her eye with a hanky. “This is so wonderful,” she sobbed. “Let’s get to the gift shop. I gotta get something for Wes and your mother.”

We followed Nanna’s lead.

“Still thinking of an elephant?” Rosie asked.

“Actually… no.”

“It’s a start.”

Mostly, I was entertained by Nanna’s emotional reactions. She went from giggly to tearful to bubbly to astonished. Earlier by the exhibits on display. Later by the prices in the gift shop. But what were they gonna do? It must take a lot of money for the upkeep of the place.

When we took the bus back to the parking lot, Nanna fell asleep from the excitement. I wanted to join her. It wasn’t a long enough ride to bother.

I did crash when Stone drove us back to the hotel. Lady Gaga didn’t reappear. When we arrived, I went into Rosie’s room. For a while I looked at the computer screen, then turned it off.

“What do we do? Call in the cops? Give them what we have?” Rosie said.

“Tiff’s going to get a good night’s sleep,” Stone said. “In the morning, we’ll figure it out.”

Would we?

Stone led me to our room.

“What did you think of Graceland?”

He shrugged. “Elvis had a big house, and a lot of stuff. I’m not sure why there were gold sinks on that airplane. Guess you can do what you want when you’re the king. Nanna liked it.”

“I thought she would burst. It’s nice we could turn one of these Charles Locandro trips into something she enjoyed.”

“She always enjoys traveling with you, babe. It doesn’t matter where you go. Especially when you let her in on an investigation.”

“Like I could keep her out of it.”

He smiled. “C’mon. Let’s go to bed. We’re both bushed.”

“Maybe I’ll see Lady Gaga again. I never got a chance to talk to her.”

Stone shook his head. A man of few words, he didn’t say anything. Silence really was golden.

We lay together, the local news on TV. Sure to bore me to sleep. “I think we’ll have to stake out the bank.”

“Maybe,” Stone said. “Be good to have our bases covered.”

“It’s either Cola, or her accomplice. Or the inside man. Who’s probably her accomplice. Or maybe acting alone.” I sighed. “Be good if I could get my head straight.”

“You will,” he said. “I have faith.”

Which made one of us. I’d blown it. Made my accusation too early. I hadn’t had enough facts. Who was the elusive inside man? Was there one? It could well be that Cola was the doer, and if she was, I was sure she’d be in the wind by morning.

It wasn’t like I had enough to go to the cops for an arrest. Man. I’d really put my foot in it this time.

I had a lot of dreams. Woke up to find Stone snuggled against me. Had a few more dreams. None of them proved insightful. When I finally rose, Stone was out on his morning run. The sky looked clearer. A new day. After a shower, I felt like tackling the case again.

After breakfast.

Rosie knocked on the door. She gave me a hopeful look.

“Nope.” I shrugged.

“You hungry?”

“You kidding?”

Stone came in. “No Nanna?”

“Still dreaming of Elvis,” Rosie smiled.

“Good. Gives me time to shower,” he said on his way to the bathroom.

Nanna eventually got up.

We attended the final day of the festival. My mind wandered back to the video, but didn’t come up with anything.

By this time, I had lost interest in the festival. The pit crews worked hard on their last meal. I didn’t know what it was. Maybe it would get posted on Magnolia’s channel.

After lunch, I tried to focus on the videos again. Nothing doing. I watched the same few frames over and over. What was missing? Or what was added? It was right in front of me, yet still went over my head.

Maddening.

We decided to skip the last round of the festival. Considered driving to Tupelo. Then decided on a Beale Street blues club to pass the time.

It was nice to hear a band in a carefully controlled venue rather than outside, where it was all echoes and people talking and shouting.

None of us ordered any barbecue.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


The next morning, everyone acted like they were in high spirits.

Nanna smiled at me cheerfully. “No festival today. I think eating something that’s not grilled would be a nice change.”

I hadn’t thought Nanna would ever tire of barbecue.

“Who won the barbecue competition?” I asked. “We missed the finale.”

She shrugged. “No idea. Hardly seems important.”

I looked at the mug on the dresser. “Oh. I need to take that back to Pig in Mud. Maybe we should try that place if they’re open for breakfast.”

“They might be breaking down this morning,” Rosie said. “We can head over there before Stone gets out of the shower.”

“Okay. Walking there’s the same as exercising. I’ll send him a text.” We headed out.

This morning, the crowds on the grounds had been replaced by trucks. Vendors packed up. One row of tents had been disassembled already. Organized. By a mastermind. But A Pig and Mud was still breaking down. I saw Marla, the owner, pushing gear on a hand truck.

Rosie peeled off, hurrying toward someone she needed to speak with.

“Hey, I almost forgot. Your mug. Thanks,” I said, walking up to Marla.

“I’d forgotten all about it.”

I followed her to a truck. She set down the dolly. Then took the mug from me. She set it on the side of the truck bed.

I stared at it. Rosie hurried back to me.

Marla said, “You here for a few more days? You promised to visit my place.”

That mug. Set down. That mug…

“Um, we were talking about breakfast,” Rosie said. She gave me the eye. I ignored her.

Picked up the mug. Studied it.

“We’re already open for breakfast. I had to break down by myself. But that’s fine. I just hope we have a crowd in there.” She eyed me like Rosie had.

And I understood why. I was gawking at the coffee mug I had just handed to her. It had been sitting on the hotel dresser for days.

But flashes from the security footage interrupted my thoughts. The sight of the mug filled in the blanks.

“Do you want a hand?” Rosie asked her.

“Nope, I just have to get this gear in the bed. Everything else is packed.”

That was it. The thing I was missing. It was so obvious. Too darned obvious. I looked across the grounds, now a parking lot, at the empty beer tent.

Rosie and Marla loaded the last of the gear in the truck. I continued staring from the mug to the beer tent.

Rosie sighed.

“You’ll have to forgive my friend. She’s a little preoccupied.”

“I’d say so,” Marla said.

“I’m pretty sure she just solved a few murders.”

Now it was my turn to be the mastermind.
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“We need to get some people together. Finally, the remaining bank robbers can meet and put an end to this five-year caper. Some of them might need official urging.”

“Tell me who you want,” Stone said. “I’ll call the cops.”

“I think the most reluctant one will be Cola. Without the festival, they’ll all have to be rounded up. I don’t know where they live.”

“And where are we going to meet?”

I looked at my cellphone for the time. “I’m not sure. Right now, we need to get to First Frontier for a stakeout. The bank will be open in twenty minutes.”

“You think the robbers are going to jump?” Rosie said.

“They have what they need. So maybe. But with all the police activity, they’d be smart to wait. After being so stymied, I don’t want to blow it again,” I said. “So we’re staking it out.”

“Maybe we should just have the cops meet us there,” Stone said. “If your suspect doesn’t show up, you’ll just have to spill.”

“Okay. That works. Although we’re missing breakfast. Coffee is still a necessity.”

“They got a continental breakfast downstairs. We can grab some to go. But we’d better get going,” Rosie said.

“Finally gonna bust this open, kiddo?” Nanna smiled. “It’s been a crazy case.”

“Since we’re not getting paid, putting the killer in jail will be the only satisfaction we get. Coffee. Stakeout. Let’s hit it.”

“You don’t think the cops will find it weird? Rounding up a bunch of suspects and bringing them to the bank?” Rosie said.

“If I tell them they get to put three homicides in the ‘solved’ column, they’ll be there with bells on.”

“Then I’ll drive,” I said.

There weren’t any people in the breakfast area. We grabbed coffee and headed to the garage. With First Frontier’s address in the GPS thingie, I drove. Hopefully to victory this time.

“Are we still going to Tupelo?” Nanna said. “We’ve got a few days left.”

“And let you spend your life savings on Elvis souvenirs?” Rosie said.

“We’ll go, Nanna.”

“That’s where the Elvis Fan Club is, you know,” she said.

I took a left when the voice in the dashboard told me to. “I know you like your oldies, Nanna, but I didn’t know you were an Elvis superfan.”

“I love the King!” Nanna said. “But I must admit, being in Memphis—how could you help yourself?”

Stone disconnected and put his cellphone away. “It took some convincing, but the cops are going to meet us at the bank. I sure hope the gang’s all there.”

“I got in touch with Ralph. He’ll be there. And I found a volunteer cleaning up the festival who sent a text to Tommy.” Rosie checked her phone. “No answers yet.”

We got to the bank first. There were a few cars in the lot, a couple people at the door, no police cars yet. I found the closest spot to the front door. None of the customers looked familiar. I knew who our killer was now. The murderer had yet to arrive.

“Just like a legit stakeout,” Nanna said. “Coffee. Watching. Boredom.”

“We’re going to know, trust me,” I said. “Just keep your eyes open.”

As the time ticked down to the bank opening, Ralph pulled up next to us. He gave us a look through the driver’s side window, but didn’t say anything and didn’t get out. I kept checking the door, the lot.

A bus stopped in the middle of the block. Bouncing down the stairs was Tommy. He squinted at the bank and crossed the parking lot.

Almost at the same time, Plain Clothes and the sergeant pulled up in their unmarked car. In the back seat I saw Cola. Her face was taut, eyes facing forward, brow furrowed. She hadn’t lammed it out of town.

Tommy saw our car and headed over. “What’s going on?”

I slid the window down. “We’re going to find out who poisoned you.”

“Oh.” He looked at the police car. “Will I have to go to court? Testify?”

“Not up to me,” I shrugged. “But if someone nearly killed me, I’d want to stand up for myself.”

“Yeah,” he said, standing straighter. “Cool.”

The cops got out, standing on either side of Tommy. He shifted his weight and studied the top of the SUV.

“You want us to bring her into the bank?” Plain Clothes said.

“We’re going to need more than that. I think you might have to badge us into the safety deposit area.”

The two cops traded looks.

Ralph eyed the detectives as he exited his car. “Let’s get this over with. They already opened.” He pointed toward the bank.

“Where were you when you were driving the getaway car?” I asked.

“Right over there. Near the corner.”

I glanced at the outside of the bank. It put the car right in view of a security camera if it pulled into the parking lot.

“Were you told to park there?”

“No. It was just the closest spot to the bank. I was supposed to get a signal and drive through the lot, pick up the gunmen, and make a left, heading toward the bridge.”

“But you never got one.”

“No. I heard the alarm. No one came out. I waited for a few seconds. Drove into the lot. I couldn’t see inside. But the alarm—I couldn’t risk it, so I drove away.”

And got pulled over soon after, I thought.

With everyone gathered around the SUV, I’d missed customers walking into the bank. But it didn’t matter. Either this would work, or the police would have to begin a manhunt. It would be so much easier if this went to plan. How good were my own masterminding skills?

The detectives pulled Cola from the back seat. Then all of us filed inside.

We hadn’t stepped inside First Frontier before. It was standard bank. A row of tellers to the left. A few desks to the right. Lots of Plexiglas providing bulletproofing. Faux wood. Two tellers were on duty behind their plastic shields.

It didn’t take a lot of imagination to see how the robbery had gone. Gunmen threatening the crowd, then the tellers. One of them probably got behind the counter. The other held the customers at bay. After they got their take, they’d go out the front door, into Ralph’s car, and head out. Maybe toward the Mississippi Bridge, but I thought that might be too obvious.

There wasn’t an obvious security guard. Did they have one on duty? Would they have on the day of the robbery? I didn’t have the details. But those weren’t the details that counted.

At the far end, I saw an entry leading out of sight to the right. It was unmarked. That was probably the vault and safe deposit boxes. I headed that way. A woman’s voice halted us.

“I’m afraid I can’t let you in there. We have a customer accessing her safe deposit box,” she said.

“Her safe deposit box?” Nanna said.

I nodded. “Yep. Her.”

Nanna looked at the scowling, pale Cola. “It thought she was the her.”

“She’s only one of the hers,” I said. “Detectives?”

They showed their shields. “We have reason to suspect that a crime is being committed in your vault. There’s no time to get a warrant. And you will look like a hero to your employers if you step aside,” Plain Clothes said.

“A crime? What kind of crime?” she asked, fiddling with her glasses.

“Possession of stolen property and bank robbery,” the sergeant said.

“Goodness! Of course, officers!” She opened the door behind her.

As I suspected, a woman whipped around to face us.

“Seriously?” Rosie said.

“This is supposed to be private! You’re violating my Fourth Amendment rights!”

“Actually, we have reasonable doubt. Please raise your hands,” Plain Clothes said.

“No way,” Nanna gawked.

The only one who didn’t look surprised was Cola. She already knew who the inside man was. Or rather, the inside woman.

The sergeant patted her down.

I figured I’d better start talking.

“It took me forever to figure it out. How Chick and Shaky were killed. Why Stone and Nanna weren’t affected. Why Tommy was—but he didn’t die.”

The inside woman glared at me.

“There was no poison in the barbecue, or any of the food,” I said. “That was the big stumbling block. We were watching the cooks. It was part of the show, the focus of the festival. No one could pull it off with so many witnesses. Nanna and Stone sat at the very table where the men died.

“At first, that angered me, and inspired me to find you. That they were just inches away from death. But they weren’t. Tommy was, but not for the reason of proximity. He was just doing his job,” I said.

“Yeah,” Nanna said. “Bringing the food for the judges. But you say the food wasn’t lethal.”

“It wasn’t. None of the cooks was in on it. I’m not sure if the police found poison in Cola’s untouched food—”

“We didn’t,” Plain Clothes shrugged. “We just matched the substance to the poison that killed the victims.”

It made sense.

“The MO was so… unnoticeable, unremarkable, it sailed over my head again and again.”

“Jeeze Louise, just spill it already!” Nanna said. “The suspense is killing me!”

“Poison wasn’t put in the food. It was put into two red plastic cups. Regular party cups you see at large events. When they were put on the table, since there was an indirect shot from the security camera, I didn’t even pay attention.

“But on the view we do have, there’s a man with his back to the camera. He moves almost off frame. The only thing you see is his elbow rising and falling.

“Tommy’s arm. He held the tray in one hand, and took sips of beer with the other. Not enough so the victims would notice. But Tommy is under twenty-one. He couldn’t drink at the festival. But he could sneak a few sips here and there if he was sneaky.

“It wasn’t enough to kill him,” I said.

“But it was enough to put him in the hospital,” Plain Clothes said.

“Each beer had plenty to kill a man,” I said. “I can’t even say if the cups were collected, thrown out, blown away by the breeze. They were so ordinary, I didn’t even see them right in front of me.”

“So… Tommy killed them?” Nanna asked.

“No. If you look closely at the video, you can see who provided the beer. Another aspect that was too easy for me to overlook. The person was pretty much a fixture. Even more than the woman who holds the event,” I looked at Cola.

“It wasn’t me. Great. No kidding. Can I go now?”

“I don’t think so. I’m no lawyer, but I think you’re guilty of being an accessory to murder. You were the mastermind behind the bank robbery. Five years ago, this bank was robbed. Ralph was caught. The only one. He didn’t do much time.”

Ralph snorted disagreement but didn’t say anything.

“He wasn’t armed, he didn’t threaten anybody, didn’t have possession of the loot. But because of where he waited for the robbers, the license plate of the car was fully visible to the bank’s security camera when he drove into the lot. And that’s how it fell apart. At least for you, Cola. It was one thing you didn’t plan for.

“You build your team on trust. Knowing they were in serious financial straits. Same as you. And maybe risk-takers. Certainly beyond desperate. In private emails, you spelled it out over a period of time. How easy it was. How big the take could be. A foolproof plan that pulled everyone’s fat out of the fire.

“It was predicated on anonymity—not just you, but no one involved knew the others. To keep their trust, you were giving Ralph the identities. Once the heat died down, he would contact the robbery team. You would meet and split the take. Everyone agreed to that. But without Ralph, there was no way to know who to trust. If he knew or didn’t know the participants. Would he spill to the cops? Had he set them up? Had you set them up, Cola? You were the only other person who knew the people involved.”

“You can’t prove any of this!”

“Not fully. Not on my own. But I do have a witness. Because your inside woman happened to be computer savvy. She planned on making a living on the internet. In fact, she does. Isn’t that right, Magnolia?”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


“I’m not a witness,” Magnolia frowned.

“Except you’re holding the loot in this safe deposit box. What was the final take? A hundred grand?”

“This is my savings.”

The sergeant eyed the box. Then took out his cell phone and moved a discreet distance away.

“It’s not. Because the bank was cutting back on staff right at the time you were promoted to manager. They were letting you go. When Cola found out, she thought she had her inside man. She was spending a lot of time at the bank back then. You could thumb your nose at the management. Take their money. Like they were going to take your paycheck.

“Except you had some skills Cola didn’t count on. Like tracing an IP address. It went right back to you, Nicola, and as anonymous as you thought you were, Magnolia identified you from the emails you sent.”

“So what? I told you, that was five years ago. I’m off the hook if I allegedly planned some robbery. I don’t even have the—” she caught herself. Almost. “I don’t have the same computer I had five years ago. Dang it, I hate computers.”

“It wasn’t hard for Magnolia to change up the game. She wanted the money all to herself. But she was forced to wait. Once Ralph got out, she followed him. She’s good at that.” I scowled at her.

She didn’t flinch. Didn’t move.

“Chick talked to Ralph. He was getting threatening notes. His window shot out. He was panicking. And so close to that money. And Shaky, too. He wanted to finally cash out. He’d been living in fear, waiting for the other shoe to drop. They knew Ralph because of the arrest. They’d been in hiding ever since. And you took advantage of that, Magnolia.

“With your YouTube channel, people expect you to know everything about Memphis. Events and news in this town are your bread and butter. It gave you access to people, their secrets, and allowed you inside homes, lives. Welcomed you.

“You took two plastic cups from the prep tent. Dosed them with poison. Planted it in Lenny’s backpack. No one thought it was odd when you bought a couple beers. And since you handed them off to Tommy, who was waiting the judges’ table, it took you out of the frame, as it were.”

“Why would I kill them?” Magnolia asked. “If I needed them, if we all needed to be together to get to the loot.”

I shrugged at the box. “You didn’t need them. You needed what they had. The key to the box you rented, the code to that lockbox inside. You knew the box number. The one thing that kept Cola out of contention.

“At first, you followed the plan. Left the key for Chick in the dead drop—a library book. But things went pear-shaped. You knew giving up the key had been a mistake. But by then it was too late. And you didn’t know who your fellow crooks were.

“You killed them to search their homes. For the key, for the code. But as smart as you are with computers, you’re not good at detective work. Since you couldn’t find what you needed, you followed us. After we searched the homes, you snatched our purses with the things you needed inside. Then you took our phones and left them at Lenny’s house after you shot him. You wanted to frame Ralph for the whole thing,” I said.

“Why did she kill Lenny?” Plain Clothes said.

“And who gave you permission to search those houses?” the sergeant said.

Plain Clothes waved him off. “Lenny had nothing to do with the robbery.”

“He didn’t. But he was there during the robbery. He might have seen some hinky business. That made him a liability. A loose end. But more importantly, Magnolia had to rent that box from somebody. She rented it from Lenny. He worked here. I don’t know if he was wise to the whole scheme. But he was savvy enough to write the number of that box in his blood,” I said, pointing at it.

Plain Clothes nodded, his eyes big. He turned the front of the deposit box toward him. “At the murder scene—322.”

“Magnolia finally had everything. Except there was a holiday, and she had to wait until this morning to finally grab the take. She ordered extra cash for that day, way more than needed for the social security, disability welfare and paychecks that were all sent a few days early, and all at the same time.

“Cola knew something about that, but she didn’t know how much Magnolia could stuff the box. Or else she might have tried harder,” I shrugged.

“She can’t prove any of this crazy plot!” Cola said.

“She’s holding the proof. And if she wants to get a lighter sentence, she’ll probably come clean about the whole thing,” I said. “Detectives?”

“Might avoid the death penalty,” Plain Clothes shrugged.

Magnolia had hardly spoken a word. I could tell she was deep in thought. Trying to think her way out of it.

“Okay, I pulled off the robbery. And Lenny figured something was up. Even if he didn’t say. But I didn’t kill him. Ralph did. And I didn’t kill Chick and Shaky. I didn’t know them. Cola did. She was the only one who knew all of us.”

“Liar!” Cola screeched.

“Why would I kill my friend?” Ralph said at the same time.

Ah. Muddying the waters. Probably her best bet. But our jobs were done. Or at least I thought so.

Two uniformed cops came into the deposit box room. “Hey, Sarge, the warrant came through for Magnolia Sanders’ house and car.”

“You know, it would be really nice to get our fancy camera back,” Rosie said.

I nodded. “And my purse. It was a gift.”

“You’re welcome,” Nanna said.

Stone got on the bus. “Maybe you tossed the purses. But you could always use another camera for filming your channel. Especially a nice DSLR with a ton of memory.”

“Works great for YouTube videos,” Rosie shrugged.

At that point, Magnolia made like a clam. She had the right to remain silent, and she took advantage.

“All right, I’m gonna need all of you at the station. We’ll need statements. And Miss Sanders, Miss Henderson, you’re under arrest,” Sarge said.

“You can’t do that! I’m in the clear! The limitation has run out! None of this can be proven!” she continued to shout as one of the uniforms cuffed her and led her out of the room.

Magnolia didn’t resist. She merely kept her mouth shut and offered her wrists.

We followed them all out.

At the police station, we gave our depositions. I admitted to breaking-and-entering, but said since the cops asked for my help, that I was authorized. That part of my statement was redacted, I believe.

It was after lunch by the time they let us go.

“I’m hangry, and I have a food headache,” Nanna said as we walked to the SUV.

“Let’s go get some lunch,” I said.

“Then what?” Nanna asked. She managed to keep a pleading note out of her voice.
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Isat in a café in Tupelo, Mississippi, not too far from the two-room house where the king of rock and roll was born. Nanna was tearing up the local park and museum dedicated to Elvis. But frankly, I’d gotten enough of Mr. Presley in Las Vegas. Not to mention that Elvis impersonator whose death we’d investigated. My feet were sore, and I hadn’t nearly had my share of caffeine over the past few days.

Charles Locandro was on the other side of the Zoom chat. He was traveling, and we wouldn’t see him once we got back. But I gave him the lowdown.

Barbecue festivals drew big crowds—even ones with people murdered during the event. I gave him the facts about our experience. Did he care? I wasn’t sure what kind of investment he was looking for here in Tennessee. I gave him all of our observations.

“You know, right now, I’m more interested in the bank heist,” he said. “The anonymity seems a good ploy. That way, it gives you a lot of plausible deniability. But I don’t understand how it went so wrong.”

“It will be up to the cops to find that out. I do have a theory if you want to hear it.”

“Please,” he smiled.

On the screen, I saw his secretary, Kyla, bring him a big mug of coffee. And here I was, thinking he did that just when Rosie and I visited. He thanked her.

“The first mistake was Cola’s unfamiliarity with computers and e-mails. It left her open. Maybe she was too poor at the time to buy burner phones. I don’t think Magnolia was working her own plan the whole time. Not until it went south with the arrest. Giving Ralph the identities of the players made sense. Once he picked up Shaky and Chick, they would remove their ski masks anyway. Because they’d be sweaty from nerves. And, you know, a car full of guys in ski masks is a little suspicious.

“She didn’t want Ralph or the others to know who she was, if she didn’t know them. It was the second flaw in Cola’s scheme. Magnolia couldn’t wear a mask. Chick and Shaky could’ve made her, so she made them panic. They were supposed to walk out the front doors and get driven away. Instead, I think she scared them enough to send them out the back through a fire door.

“It set off the alarm and sent them scrambling. Made Ralph panic, hearing the bell outside and making him drive in view of the camera. She had to. She wasn’t the teller Chick and Shaky held up. Frankly, I think that might have been Lenny. I can’t say for sure. It will be on the bank’s security tapes. But she was the manager on duty. And she did have to facilitate. Keep the tellers calm on the bank side. On the robbery side, she had to hide the take, the bag and so forth. It wouldn’t take much for them to figure out who she was if they hung around too long.

“Still, she thought she had to stick to the plan. After she rented the box, she put the key in a library book. One on Christianity, actually, famous sermons. The cops checked it out. Even though Chick received threatening notes, the one he left only said: Screw you.

“But Cola stopped responding. Why couldn’t the rest of them split the money? Just like Magnolia, Cola didn’t want to be identified. Over time, Magnolia got angrier and angrier. If she confronted Cola, she would know that Magnolia knew who she was. It was better to force her out of the picture. Cola had a reputation for being a psycho.

“Maybe it was the stress of waiting, the fear of being caught, that drove her to it. Or it could be her bubbly persona is all an act. It sure fooled me. I’m sure the case will make for an interesting trial,” I said.

He nodded. Sipped his coffee. “I’ll have to follow it, if I can.”

“I’m sure it will be on the news.”

He looked over the rim of his mug at me. “All of this killing happened because Ralph was released?” he asked.

“That’s what I think. Confusion about who knew who. Everyone knew Ralph. But only Cola knew Shaky, Chick and Magnolia. Magnolia knew Cola by tracing her IP address. Shaky and Chick might have known each other. They might have removed their masks when they ran out onto the street. Then just watched each other for five years. Or maybe they didn’t—just ran off on their separate ways,” I said.

“Magnolia had to act fast before the others got together. Truth is, she was really the only one with access to the safe deposit box. Even if you see different in the movies, there are other requirements than just having a key. So she was a shoo-in once she had the key and the code. The others would have to include her in on the deal. She wasn’t restricted that way. That’s why I think she killed Shaky and Chick. Ralph was in the dark. Maybe Nicola was next on her hit list. Funny. She seemed like such a nice person.”

“And Lenny a loose end.”

I shrugged. “He may, or may not have been. I don’t think even Magnolia knew for sure. She couldn’t take the chance. And now, with the way she set things up, she may have done a good enough job framing Ralph to create reasonable doubt.

“Which makes me feel I might get called as a witness. To try and hash out this crazy bank robbery and murder mess.”

Or the cops might want to leave my name out of it. They had what they wanted. If they were like most departments, they were glory hogs.

“That being said, I’m not sure where I’m sending you next, or when. With all the reports you’ve given me, the board thinks it prudent to invest in a few similar locales. Now, it’s my turn to travel. I’ll visit some of the same places you already have. And a few the investors have had their eyes on. I appreciate you weeding them out for me.”

“It was our pleasure.”

“Hopefully, I won’t encounter any murders,” he chuckled.

“Well, if you do, you have my number.”

“I may widen the scope of our search. Something I’ve been thinking about. Is your passport current?”

It wasn’t. I never went on fancy vacations. “Of course it is,” I lied.

Mental note to myself: get a passport.

“I’ll be in touch. Enjoy the rest of your time in Tennessee.” He disconnected.

Rosie, Nanna and Stone came in, joining me. Stone wore an Elvis T-shirt. It made me smile. I rarely saw Stone in anything but dress casual. Nanna must’ve talked him into it.

“All Elvis, all the time,” Nanna sat next to me, patting my knee. “Don’t worry. I got you a shirt, too.”

I wasn’t worried. But I’d have to remember to put it on when I was around Nanna.

“Retard December!” Rosie sang. “That dress is blown!”

“Those aren’t the words,” Nanna said. “It’s ‘Return to Sender.’”

“Oh. Really?” Rosie stuck out her lower lip. “Guess it makes more sense your way. Gotta listen to more oldies.”

“If we’re done with Tupelo, I’d like to have dinner at A Pig in Mud,” I said. “If not for Marla’s coffee, I might not have solved this case.”

“Seriously?” Rosie said.

“I never thought I would speak these words, but I’m a little tired of barbecue,” Nanna said.

“No problem. They have a full salad bar.”

Stone perked up.

“And the best fried chicken in town.”

“That’s me,” Nanna said.

“I praise the day we discovered southern cuisine,” Rosie smiled. “What’s next? What did Mr. Locandro say?”

“He’s traveling himself, so we won’t hear from him for a while.”

“Oh, that’s too bad,” Nanna said.

“Nah. Honestly, I’m looking forward to going back home to Mariposas. I just want to lounge around. Relax a bit before we get things set up with our cafe. Binge watch Netflix. Eat some take out.”

“The things you’re supposed to do on vacation,” Rosie said.

That made me smile. “Yes. But without red eye flights, airplane coffee and murder. I’m looking forward to going home.”


SNEAK PEAK: NEW BEGINNINGS AND GRAND OPENINGS


Chapter One

Iwas standing inside our brand-new bakery café, trying not to panic.

Deep breaths, I thought. That’s what the doctors kept telling me I needed to do anyway—breathing exercises to help my bad lung recover.

Our bakery was so brand new, in fact, that it didn’t have a baker. Or a name. And it wasn’t open. But it was almost there.

My bad lung wasn’t the only reason I needed to take deep breaths. The other reason was that I was going to have an anxiety attack if I didn’t. Our brand new bakery, with its freshly sealed waterproof floor, was rapidly turning into a paddling pool. If it wasn’t for the water pouring out the front door, it would be turning into a swimming pool instead.

Splish-splashing, I hurried—taking deep breaths as I did so—past our cute tables and chairs, our half-adorned walls, the glass display cabinet and counter, and through the back to the not-yet-beating heart of our operation, the bakery kitchen.

There! I spotted the problem—there was a hole in a water pipe that ran from the floor to the ceiling and then disappeared. Why was there a hole? Is that something pipes just do by themselves in bakeries? Why would they do that? Was this whole idea a mistake?

I ran over and stuck my hand on the hole. Water squirted between my fingers and into my face. I pressed my palm against it, firmly, and the spray turned to a trickle. Frantically, I looked this way and that, looking for a solution to my problem. A plumber, a genie, a Dutch dike-fixer. None of them leaped into view.

“Help!” I shouted.

Shouting Help! did not, in fact, help. I tried another tactic. With my free hand, I dug my phone out of my pocket—thank goodness I was wearing sensible cargo shorts—held it up to my face to unlock it, and then chose my second-most-frequently dialed number: Rosie. My former partner in crime—well, crime-fighting—was now my business partner in what was supposed to be an incredible new bakery.

Not a playroom for ducks.

A town the size of Mariposas definitely couldn’t support a duck cafe.

“Come on, come on, come on,” I said to the phone to make the connection go through quicker.

The network must not have liked that because it sent me to her voicemail.

“Darn it.”

I scanned the room again, looking for a magic valve—or a regular one, I supposed—which I could turn to stop the water. But I had no idea where it was. I dialed my most-contacted number, my boyfriend, Stone.

I would have called him first, but I thought Rosie would be closer and more likely to know how to turn the water off.

“Hi.”

I took a moment to swoon into my phone. Stone really did have a lovely voice, deep and rich as the cream we were going to be using far too much of if I had my way in the new bakery.

“Hey, babe, how are—no, I mean, ‘Help!’”

“Help? Are you okay, Tiff?”

“Yes, I mean, no. Where are you? Can you come here?”

“On route.”

He hung up on me. Hopefully, it was because he was running, not because he got bored with the conversation. No, of course it was the former, Stone never grew bored of me, strange as that may seem.

I checked the other million pockets of my cargo shorts for something useful. Like, a pipe-fixing kit. Didn’t have one. Not even a rag or a roll of duct tape or anything. I was stuck with my hand. At least the water was only trickling out now, as long as I kept the pressure on the wounded pipe.

Thinking of which, why was there a big hole in it? Before I slapped my hand over it, I’d seen the hole, and it looked to be horizontal, a good couple of inches across, and wide enough that water could spray out with enough velocity to quickly flood the place.

“Ooh! Pool party?” called a voice from the front. “Testing the waterproofing on the floor?”

“Help! Rosie! Help!”

Splish-splash, splish-splash, Rosie pattered across the café and through to the bakery kitchen. She brushed a strand of blond hair out of her eyes, tilted her head, and examined me. I probably wasn’t looking my best. I’d dressed scruffily because we were still working on the place, and now I was bedraggled to go along with it.

“Help?”

Rosie put a hand on her chin. “Is there a leak?”

I took my hand off the pipe for a second to show her the answer to that question, then slapped it back on.

“There’s a leak,” she said, nodding to herself. “We should turn the water off.”

“Yes!” I said. “Do it.”

“Okay.”

Rosie didn’t move.

“You don’t know where the valve is, do you?” I asked her.

“I should do.” She was frowning to herself, scanning her memory. I bet she was going over the blueprints of the whole building in her head. Finally, she shook her head. “Nope. I don’t think it was marked on the plans. I’ll have to look for it.” She still didn’t move.

“Well?”

“Sorry! Just thinking of the most logical place. It’s probably…” She was quiet again while she thought.

Less thinking, more doing, that’s what I wanted.

“Tiff?” Stone’s voice boomed. He didn’t raise his voice often, but when he did, it sent a little shiver down my spine—a good one, not a freaked-out one.

“In here! Help!”

Stone SPLISHED then SPLASHED in long leaps, half as few as Rosie had taken. He appeared beside her. I couldn’t help but smile to see his face. He always did that to me.

“Hey,” I said. “Help a gal out, would ya?”

Stone gave a sharp nod, crossed the floor, pushed open the back door of the bakery, and stepped outside.

“Stone?” I called.

“I think he’s gone for a walk,” Rosie said.

“I don’t think he has!”

A slight grunt came from outside and a squeak of something being turned, and I felt the pressure against my palm weaken, then disappear. I pulled my hand away from the pipe, and a gentle trickle poured out and then stopped.

“Fixed!” Rosie declared.

I shook my head at her. “Not fixed. Problem put on hold.”

“Oh. Right. Yeah.”

Rosie and Stone both came to inspect the pipe.

“Yep, there’s definitely a hole,” Rosie said, peering at it.

Stone ran his finger over it.

“Axe.”

“Axe?” My eyes felt like they were boggling out of my head.

He pursed his lips a moment, then shook his head. “Hatchet.”

“Baby axe,” Rosie said.

I ran my fingers over it, too. “The pipe’s dented a little, and the metal is bent inward.”

“Could have been a sword,” Rosie said, eyes sparkling at the thought.

“Unlikely,” Stone said.

Rosie sighed. “Guess so. Hey, this is good, though.”

“What? No. No, it’s not. Why’s it good?”

“Well, for one, Nanna always says to look on the bright side of everything—”

“—Don’t listen to Nanna.” While she was a wonderful, wise, loving woman, she was sometimes wrong. And looking on the bright side of a hatcheted pipe was definitely wrong.

“Do listen to Nanna,” Nanna said as she stepped lightly into the kitchen. I hadn’t even heard her splish-splashing in. “Why’s it wet?”

“Someone cut a big hole in this water pipe.” I pointed at it.

“Oh, that’s good,” Nanna said.

“No, it isn’t!”

“Two,” Rosie continued, “it gives us something to do.”

“Something to do? We’ve got a million things to do! Fixing a pipe is not something I wanted to add to that list.”

“I mean something fun,” Rosie said. “Not fixing the pipe, solving the mystery! It’ll be like old times, boss.”

“Not your boss anymore.”

“Sorry. When we’re solving crimes, it makes me think of old times. And this is definitely a crime, right?”

“Or a prank,” Nanna said. “I’ve seen those videos on Tubes.”

“YouTube?”

“Yes, I do,” Nanna agreed. “I watch lots of Tubes. Mostly cooking, but I’ve seen prank videos. People do all kinds of things that would be terrible if they weren’t pranks.”

“Maybe they still are terrible, even if they do call them pranks…?” I gently suggested.

Nanna tapped her chin. “You could have a point there, dear. So. Who did it? Who did you upset?”

“No one!” I paused. “I think.” I thought a little. “Have we upset anyone, Rosie?”

“No…”

“You don’t sound very sure about that.”

Rosie tapped the side of her head. “Who knows what goes on in other people’s minds? Maybe we said ‘Good morning!’”—she said it in a sing-song voice—“to someone, but it wasn’t a good morning for them, it was a bad one, and they got really annoyed.”

“And bought a hatchet and chopped our pipe?”

Rosie frowned a moment. “It does sound like an overreaction.”

“I’ll arrange a plumber,” Stone announced, nodding toward the café area. “Then Nanna and I will help clean up.”

“Will we?” Nanna pursed her lips at Stone. He nodded. “We will!” she answered herself.

“You’re both amazing, thank you, we appreciate it.”

Stone’s lips twitched in amused thanks. He and Nanna made it to the doorway, then he turned back to face us. “You’ve got a visitor.” He walked out, and I heard him say in his loud voice. “Please, take a seat.”

“Who’s—” I began, and then I remembered. I knew exactly who it was. Our baker. Maybe.

Rosie clapped her hands together. “Interview time. Let’s really grill this guy.”

“Hm. Let’s not. He’s our only applicant.”

“We could do the baking,” Rosie said. “We’ve made cupcakes and… sandwiches. All kinds of stuff.”

“Let’s try and nab this baker,” I said. “Unless we don’t like him, in which case, let’s panic.”

Rosie shrugged. “Suits me.”
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Nigel Pereira was the only unemployed baker currently looking for a job in Mariposas. Or at least the only one who’d heard about our job offering, which surely had to be every single person in town unless they were a real recluse. Mariposas was small enough that any new arrivals were noticed and then carefully watched to see if they might do something interesting, or awful, or anything at all, really.

People had definitely been watching us.

Nigel made me think of the phrase pleasingly plump as soon as I saw him. Pleasingly, both because he looked jolly—if slightly nervous—and plump because he was quite rotund. I assumed that meant he was a good baker—it was a brash and bold assumption, but we were desperate, so I was going to be generous with my assumptions.

We sat at one of our cute tables, him on one side, Rosie and I on the other.

Nigel kept glancing down at the floor. But, when he wasn’t doing that, he was beaming as he looked around the place.

“I like what you’ve done; it’s a great improvement.” The place had been an empty shell before we renovated it, so it wasn’t necessarily a grand compliment. “Is that New York?” he said, looking at a panoramic photograph of not New York.

“No, that’s Las Vegas,” I said.

“We used to live there,” Rosie said. “But we outgrew it.”

Nigel blinked. “Isn’t it bigger than Mariposas?” He blinked again. “A lot bigger?”

“Mm,” Rosie agreed. “We outgrew it in a… different way.”

“Oh,” said Nigel, nodding as if he understood. I joined in. I didn’t know what Rosie meant either.

“Your floor is…” he looked down at the puddle we all had our shoes in.

“Waterproof,” Rosie said. “We just had it sealed. That is the finest one hundred percent natural waterproof flooring. We’re giving it a test run.”

Aha, I thought, that was some sharp thinking by Rosie.

“Oh, that’s a good idea,” Nigel nodded down at the floor. “It looks like it’s working.”

“Sure does,” I agreed. “Sorry, you caught us during the, uh, testing. So! Tell us all about yourself and your experience.”

Nigel began to talk away in a pleasant, lightly accented, cheerful manner. He told us about how he was born in Portugal but moved to the US as a teenager and that the reason his name didn’t sound very Portuguese was because his great-grandfather had been an Englishman called Nigel. Then he had a son called Nigel, he himself bore another Nigel, and then, it had been this Nigel’s turn to be Nigellified upon his birth.

We showed him our proposed menu. Rosie and I had been working on it for weeks, but in reality, for years, really. Every delicious pastry, cake, bun, donut, and pie we’d eaten in our years together was brought up, discussed, and re-tasted in our minds. Some were discarded, some were fused with others, and some were improved upon—in theory, anyway. Our own practice bakes had mixed results. That was one of the reasons we needed to hire a professional.

“Lovely, lovely, lovely!” Nigel declared as he scanned down the list. “Mmm, mmm, mmm.” Then, “Yum, yum, yum.” He made a few more approving sounds without a single tut, twitch, sneer, or complaint. What a lovely man he was.

“You think you can make all of these?”

“Oh yes, yes indeed. Absolutely no problem, I can make all this and more. Many of these use the same basic ingredients, you see?” He tapped his finger here and there. “This one—you just take this recipe here, add some vanilla, and cut the sugar just a little—and you get this one! And then the chocolate ganache frosting there can be used for the chocolate filling here.” His sausagey fingers tapped happily at our menu. He explained a few more little tricks he could do with the recipes. Already, he was a great help—even if he left right now, I felt like I’d be a heck of a lot closer to being able to bake all this stuff on a daily basis myself.

“Do you have any questions for us?” Rosie asked after we’d spent probably far too long contemplating the delicious, though still largely imaginary, baked goods.

While we’d been talking, Nanna and Stone had been busy first sweeping the water out onto the sidewalk and then mopping up the remainder.

“Yes…” Suddenly he was staring down at his pudgy fingers, a wave of nervousness had come across him. I wanted to give him a hug.

“What is it?”

“It’s… well, my wife Maya and I—we need somewhere to stay. Do you know of anywhere?”

Huh.

Rosie and I looked at each other. I raised my eyebrows at her. I was asking her both if she liked this guy enough to offer him a job, and then secondly, whether to offer him a place to live. She gave two sharp nods in response.

“Actually, there’s an apartment upstairs,” I said.

“That could be part of my compensation!” he said quickly and eagerly. “If you’ll have me.”

“I think we’d love to have you, wouldn’t we, Rosie?”

“Heck yes, we would!”

I hadn’t realized how tense Nigel was until that moment when suddenly his shoulders drooped in relaxation, his neck loosened up, and some of the wrinkles and crinkles on his forehead melted away.

“Any other questions?”

I hoped he wouldn’t ask for a company car as well. The building had not come with one of those included. The apartment upstairs had been a surprising bonus, and perhaps Rosie and I would have taken it for ourselves if we didn’t already have a place.

“Could I see the kitchen…?” he asked, licking his lips nervously.

I laughed. “Of course! Sorry, we should have shown you that already.”

We headed into the back, where the floor glistened and gleamed with shiny cleanliness. Stone and Nanna had done a fine job mopping, and now it was just lightly damp and clean enough to eat a cupcake off.

Nigel clapped his hands together and rubbed them in excitement as he examined our ovens, our stainless steel work surfaces, our hoods, our grill and range, our pair of heavy-duty baking mixers, the large collection of baking tools and implements we had amassed from visits to restaurant and baking supply stores.

“Oh yes, yes, yes, this is my dream kitchen,” he said with genuine pleasure. “If this was my kingdom, I’d be the happiest little baking bear in town!”

I caught myself giggling at him. He was bearlike. Not in a big, hulking, manly kind of way, but in a pudgy, cartoonish way. Like Winnie the Pooh.

Then, finally, everything else examined, his eyes landed on the water pipe. The one with the axe wound. He tottered over to it, squinting.

He turned to face us. “Is this where all the water came from…?”

Rosie shuffled uncomfortably. “Yes… but it really was a good chance to check that our floor worked.”

I snorted at that. As if the floor couldn’t work.

Nigel put his hand back on the pipe.

“You didn’t do this,” he stated correctly, as we agreed with him by shaking our heads no. His brow furrowed. “You didn’t, but I think I know who did.”


CHAPTER TWO


Rosie and I stared at him expectantly. He gulped.

“Well?” I said. “Who?”

“Alden Blant.”

Rosie and I were so new in town that we didn’t know everyone yet. Not even all the important people. But Nigel said it like we should have recognized it.

“Who’s he?”

“My old boss,” Nigel said. “At Cake Kingdom.”

Ah. Cake Kingdom. It was a large bakery a few blocks away and was, I supposed, our competition. We’d been so busy since I arrived in town that I hadn’t even had a chance to check it out yet.

It definitely isn’t that I was worried, scared, that if I went in there, I’d be put off by what we were competing with. Nope. Not a bit of it. It’s definitely that I’ve simply been too busy.

“We’ve been meaning to go there,” Rosie said. “Haven’t we, boss?”

“Yes, partner—not boss—we have, haven’t we.” I turned back to Nigel. “Why would he do this though?”

“Because he’s horrible,” Nigel explained. “He won’t like the fact you’re opening up a bakery. And when he doesn’t like something, he tries to wreck it or destroy it or get rid of it.”

“Sounds like we’ve got a nemesis,” Rosie said. She punched her palm. “Let’s go pepper spray him.”

“Mm… I’m not sure we should do that, Rosie. And we don’t have any evidence it was him. I think…” I frowned while I did the thinking I’d claimed to have already done. “I think we should call the police.”

“Good idea,” Nigel agreed. “You don’t want to meet Alden anyway. I’d stay away from him if I was you.”

“Thanks for the tip.” I was definitely going to go and meet this punk. Hatchet up my bakery? Maybe Rosie’s idea wasn’t so bad after all. But police first. Like good little small-town citizens. This wasn’t Las Vegas.

“When can we move in?” Nigel said. “And can I start contacting suppliers and finalizing the recipes and finishing the menu?”

“Uh… now?” I said. “Yes, now. Rosie, keys, please.”

Rosie hurried to the little room we had set up as an office, inside of which was a drawer, inside of which were three paperclips, two pens, and several sets of keys. Rosie returned bearing a set for the apartment upstairs.

“There’s a door around the back that opens into a stairwell,” I said. “Are you sure you’re going to be okay? You don’t want to check it out first? And you don’t mind being so close to work?”

“No, no, we’re simply people, I’m sure it’s just perfect.” Nigel took the keys. “As soon as we’re moved in, I’ll get right to work! I’m going to work night and day, you’ll see, I’m going to work so hard my hands are going to fall off!”

“Please don’t do that.” I squeezed his arm. “We’re going to need these hands. And don’t over-exert yourself. Just do… uh… a normal amount of work.” Rosie and I were so new to this that I wasn’t sure what exactly that entailed.

“Okay, thank you, Ms. Black and Ms. McCann.”

“You don’t have to call us that—” I began.

“You can call her ‘boss,’” Rosie advised. “That’s what I call her.”

“Please, just call me Tiffany or Tiff.” I rounded on Rosie. “And I’m not your boss anymore. We’re equals. Partners.”

“Okay, pardner.”

I frowned at her. “We’re not cowgirls.”

“I don’t think I like saying ‘partner,’ though. It doesn’t sound as good as ‘boss.’”

“One more question,” Nigel said hopefully.

“Sure.”

“What’s the name of the bakery?”

Ah. Good question.

“McBlack’s,” I said.

“T-R-E-A-T,” Rosie said.

Alden blinked. “That spells treat,” he observed.

“Yes!” Rosie exclaimed excitedly. “It’s very clever.”

“Too clever,” I kind of agreed.

“Do the letters stand for something?” Nigel looked back and forth between us, his face scrunching as he thought. “Tiffany and Rosie’s… Eats… And… Treats…?”

“EXACTLY!” Rosie exclaimed way too loudly. “See, boss, it’s genius!”

“Treats,” Nigel said, “I like it!”

“Not ‘treats.’ You Have to say T-R-E-A-T-s”

“Oh…”

It was a small point of contention between us. I thought Rosie’s idea was quite clever—except for her insistence that the letters should be spelled out. Treats was fine. Saying a million letters every time was not. That’s why I preferred the simple McBlack’s. It took the Mc from Rosie’s name—McCann—and the Black from my name, which was… Black. I thought it sounded classy and very Old World.

“We haven’t finalized it,” I said. “Which we really need to do because we have an appointment with a sign maker tomorrow.”

“McBlacks. Treats.” Nigel cupped his chin with his hand.

“Not ‘Treats’, it’s—”

Nigel quickly shook his head at her. “That won’t work, customers are going to call it Treats whether you like it or not. And it’s a good name. We can put what the letters stand for on our menus. It’ll be a talking point. But trust me, I know this business, and no one is going to want to say all those letters.”

“Hm,” Rosie said, defeated by an expert. “Treats or McBlacks? What do you think, Nigel?”

He looked back and forth between us. He didn’t want to decide. “Let’s flip a coin.”

Nigel dug into a pocket and pulled a coin out. A big, silver one.

“Kennedy half-dollar?” Rosie asked.

“It is!” Nigel said excitedly. He balanced it on his thumb. “Ready?”

“Yes!” I said and then quickly followed it up with, “No! We need to decide which side is which. Let’s say heads it’s Treats, and tails it’s McBlack’s. Okay?”

“Okay!”

“Here we go!” Nigel flicked the coin high up into the air and then stepped backward. He wasn’t going to catch it. He was going to let it land on the floor.

The coin went up so high it almost reached the ceiling, spinning and spinning and spinning. It came back down and…

…We all peered at it.

“It landed on its side,” Rosie observed.

“That’s unusual,” Nigel said. “I’ve never had that happen before.”

“Huh,” I said. “Looks like a draw.”

“Rematch?” Rosie said.

I slowly shook my head. “How about McBlack’s Treats?”

Rosie’s face lit up, and so did Nigel’s. He clapped his hands together.

“Perfect!”

I felt a little tingle run down my spine. It was perfect. For a moment, I forgot we had a new nemesis and a threat to our business before it even opened. I basked in happiness, radiating it out. Then, three seconds later, I remembered everything else.

“I’m calling the police.
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Nigel left us to go meet his wife and begin moving into the apartment upstairs while we waited for the police to arrive.

The police did not arrive in force. There were no detectives, no forensics team. A single, solitary woman stepped out of her big police cruiser outside our bakery and gently closed the door with a thunk. She turned around to look at our almost-bakery cafe.

Rosie and I were inside, watching her from the cafe section of our new enterprise.

She moved like she had all the time in the world. It was a stark difference from the police I was used to interacting with in Las Vegas, who always had a million things to do and not enough time to do them.

The woman spent several long seconds just staring at the building. Finally, she walked to the door like she was taking part in a slowest-police-officers contest. When she got to the door, she stopped to carefully examine the door handle, finally, finally, she opened the door and stepped inside.

“Hi!” we both said with enough pep and vigor to make her mouth turn into an O of shock or fright. “Sorry,” I said a little more gently, “I mean, good morning.”

“Well, howdy there,” she said slowly. “You all the ones who called?”

“Yep.”

“About a leaking pipe?”

“A sabotaged pipe,” I clarified, hoping she didn’t think we’d called her to fix the plumbing.

“Sabotaged,” she repeated to herself, slowly nodding. “Ain’t that something.”

“Yes, it very much is something. I’m Tiffany, and this is Rosie. We’re opening a new bakery cafe here.”

“Yep. I know.”

“You do?” I shouldn’t have been surprised. Even though I hadn’t met this lady before, it was a small town.

“Yep.”

I wanted to feed her some coffee or maybe some drugs to speed her up. I’d never seen a police officer so slow, and I used to know one called Dodge, who moved and thought at the page of a snail.

At least this one had intelligent eyes.

“May we have your name?” Rosie asked.

“Yep...” So long was the pause that I thought we were going to have to command her to tell us it. “…I’m… Mariposas Police Chief Birdie Zaragoza.

“Police chief?” I repeated.

“Yep.”

I gave her another analytical examination. She had dark hair tied back in a ponytail. She was probably around fifty years old, and she was stocky but not chubby. She wasn’t tall, but she wasn’t short, she was about my height. Her eyes had a spark to them that the rest of her demeanor seemed to lack. Maybe the slowness was an act, I wondered, to make people think she’s stupider than she is. Maybe she used that technique to trick criminals.

Then I thought: What criminals? Mariposas probably had a lower crime rate than my old apartment building.

“Can I show you what happened?”

Rosie, even more impatient, immediately hurried out to the back. Birdie slowly nodded at me. “Yep.”

I motioned for her to follow, hoping to speed her along. It felt like I had enough time to make a cup of coffee by the time she finally joined us. She’d been examining our furnishings and incomplete wall decorations, as well as taking a careful look at the completely empty glass display cases for the cakes and pastries that Nigel was going to be making.

Birdie stopped at the threshold of the kitchen to take a careful look at everything except the pipe with the hole in it, which Rosie and I were standing on either side of, waiting expectantly.

A million years later, she finally joined us.

“That’s a hole,” she declared.

She put her face close to it, and then she ran her finger over it. Her eyes locked on mine. Suddenly, she was all business. “Looks like it’s been hit with a heavy-bladed instrument like an axe, a hatchet, maybe even a sword.”

“Yes,” Rosie whispered.

“That’s what we thought,” I told her.

She looked at me intently. I knew that look. It was the kind I used to have back when I was a PI, when I wasn’t sure if someone was leading me on or not.

“Really?”

“Yes,” I said. “There’s a clear horizontal indentation, it’s slightly bent inwards, and you can see how the edge cut clean, almost sharp.”

“You know a lot about axing pipes?”

I was about to tell her that I didn’t, but instead, Rosie chimed in with, “Tiffany knows a lot about everything. She used to be the best detective in Nevada.” She paused. “Or the world.”

“Detective?” Birdie’s eyebrows went up, and she stared me down some more.

“Private investigator,” I clarified. “And Rosie’s exaggerating.”

“The mayor gave her a special award,” Rosie said

I flashed her a be quiet look, and she looked suitably wounded and quieted down.

“Is that right?”

“It was nothing,” I said. “Just a… y’know. A little medal.”

“A medal, huh?” Birdie eyed the hole in the pipe again and then me. “Got any theories?”

“Yes. Firstly, someone who doesn’t like us. Since we haven’t knowingly upset anyone, and it’s this place that has been vandalized, it’s presumably someone who doesn’t want us opening our business here. They’re not happy about it. And secondly, we heard that Alden Blant, the owner of Cake Kingdom, is the kind of man who might do something like that.”

“Interesting.”

Birdie tapped a finger on her chin, then dug out her phone and took a dozen photos of the pipe from different angles. She turned around quickly. “Smile,” she commanded, and then quickly snapped several photos of Rosie’s and my startled-looking faces.

“What now?” I said.

“Now I’ll go back to the station and write a report,” Birdie said, back to her previous slow-as-anything speed.

“And then?” Rosie asked impatiently.

“We’ll see.”

Neither Rosie nor I were happy with that response.

“You should drag him in for questioning,” Rosie recommended.

“How about, Ms. McCann, you don’t tell me how to do policing, and I won’t tell you how to make Cuernos de la Abundancia.”

Rosie and I looked at each other and then back at Birdie, both of us quite confused.

“What’s that?” Rosie asked.

“Stay in your lane,” Birdie said. “We don’t want any trouble here in Mariposas, not from outsiders.”

“We’re not outsiders,” Rosie said indignantly. “We’re renting a place and we’re opening a business. We’re insiders now.”

Birdie lifted her eyebrows at Rosie. “You think that means you’re not outsiders? You’ve not been here for two minutes. It takes time, Ms. McCann, Ms. Black. It takes time.”

With that, she headed out of the kitchen much faster than before. We hurried after her. She stood in the doorway to our almost-cafe and looked over her shoulder.

“Remember, you’re not investigators anymore.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said with sweet sincerity that I didn’t mean a bit of.

When Birdie was back in her cruiser, Rosie and I turned to look at each other.

“Cake Kingdom?” Rosie asked.

“Cake Kingdom.”

Click here to continue reading…


I hope you enjoyed reading this book!

To continue reading what happens to Stone, Tiffany and the rest of the gang:

Click Here To Read New Beginnings and Grand Openings (McBlack’s Treats Cafe Cozy Mysteries)

Click Here To Read The Cold Killer Cases (Tiffany Black Travel Mysteries)

.

Grab your copies of two FREE A.R. Winters cozy mysteries: CLICK HERE

.

You can also follow AR Winters on Facebook

Follow A.R. Winters on Amazon to get notified of her latest releases and sales
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Note from the author: THANK YOU!

And Please, Please Leave A Review

Thank you so much for reading my books!

I know my books aren't for everyone - but if you enjoy reading them, thank you so much!

If you liked the book, please, please take a few minutes and leave a review. Even just a few words help!

An independent author does it all on their own, and reviews are very helpful. I appreciate each and every review, no matter how long or short.

Reviews help new readers find out about my books, which is crucial for the continued success of this series, and my ability to keep publishing work for you.

Every single review really does make a difference. Thank you again for being a reader, and I hope to see you again soon!
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