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Chapter 1

“The Creeping Leeches?” Thomasina said as she approached the van. “Lawfy, what kinda sick, disgustin’ name is that?”

I folded a stick of gum in my mouth as I eyed the logo painted emphatically on the side. Although Thom’s reading of it wasn’t entirely correct, her reaction was understandable. I had worries of my own that the realistic painted leeches forming the letters might kill people’s appetites. But transportation was transportation and we couldn’t afford to be choosy.

Thom should have known making a fuss wouldn’t help. Then again, when had knowing better ever stopped her from complaining? Under any circumstances ?

Luke frowned down at her from the driver’s seat. Moments earlier, he’d swung into the alley between my restaurant and the country-western nightclub next door, braking loudly in front of the service entrance. An unlit cigarette hung from his mouth— he was trying to gratify his oral fixation while once-and-for-all, no-I-really-mean-it quitting the habit cold-turkey—and his orphan’s don’t-give-mecrap attitude hung from his brow.

I’d been waiting there on a somewhat muggy afternoon with my manager for about fifteen minutes. We were both a little grumpy.

“Before you criticize, Thom, you oughta try’n read it right,” Luke said through his lowered passenger window. “Ain’t no ‘the’ in it. And it’s writ CreepLeeches—one word—for a reason.”

“And what might that reason be?” she demanded, turning away.

“Reason’s the rockabilly group that owns the van ought to know how they want their name spelled. And you’re lookin’ at their official tour vehicle.”

“I’m all a-tingle.”

“You should be,” Luke said. “And stickin’ to the point, you should show some respect. A name’s a name’s a name. Like mine’s Luke. Like yours is Thomasina Jackson. And like Nash here’s, well, y’know . . .”

Luke scratched under his ear, realizing I wasn’t the best example he could have chosen. See, it’s a little tricky. Nash is short for Nashville Katz, my full nickname. The “Nashville” part refers to the location of my restaurant—Murray’s—which happens to be the first and only Jewish deli in Music City. The “Katz” comes from my real name, Gwen Katz. And the whole thing is a play on the title of an old Lovin’ Spoonful song that without question could have been written about my late Uncle Murray, from whom I’d inherited the place right before my messy, humiliating New York divorce from the Pied Piper of Stripper-land was finalized.

Told you it was tricky, didn’t I?

“Okay, forget Nash,” Luke said. He was still looking at Thom. “I want to hear where you figure we’d be if the CreepLeeches hadn’t loaned us their ride.”

“Inside, where we belong, preparin’ for dinner,” she said, still looking away. “And if you don’t stop repeatin’ that godawful name, I’m gonna puke! I didn’t sign up to be no deliverywoman for some rich old crackpot.”

I checked my watch and decided it was time to interrupt. As much as they enjoyed squabbling with each other, we had to get cracking. “Easy, Thom, that’s unfair,” I said. “Lolo Baker’s a good customer.”

Thom “phewed.” “Glad you didn’t say ‘nice lady,’” she said. “’Cause she’s a snob, one who’s got nothin’ better to do with her nights than playact with her friends. God, I wish I had the time to be eccentric and stuff.”

“Don’t change the subject. We were talking about her dinner party—”

“Murder party,” Thom interrupted. “You can at least be truthful about what it is while tryin’ to persuade me she ain’t batty.”

“Okay, fine. If you stop being so obnoxious,” I said.

Thom’s brow furrowed under her bob of silver hair. “How’m I being obnoxious?”

I sighed. “Because it’s ridiculous for us to argue about this. First and foremost, it’s a paying gig. Second, audience-participation dinner shows are mega-popular everywhere. Third, Lolo’s into reading murder mysteries. I don’t see a problem here.”

“I think throwing a mystery-themed dinner is a fun idea,” Luke tossed in.

Thomasina shot him a sneer, saw the logo again, and looked away. “Well, I think it’s silly. She can get half-naked men in Spartacus costumes to serve her food for all I care.”

“Then—I’m not getting what your problem is,” I told her.

“It’s since when are we in the caterin’ business?”

I shrugged. “Since Lolo offered to pay us big-time.”

“Then you admit this is about her havin’ oodles of money.”

“Who cares? Did I ever tell you it hurt? You know how much we’re taking in for the party. Businesses have to grow—”

“Says who?” Thom frowned disapprovingly. “In all the years he owned the deli, Murray never mentioned a word about growin’—”

“Maybe that’s true,” I said. “But things change.”

“How, why, and who said so? Why should anything be different besides you bein’ in charge nowadays? Oh, and because of that fact, your boyfriend Royce Sinclair wantin’ to buy us out.”

I looked at her. “That isn’t fair. It’s been six months since Royce approached us. And he isn’t my boyfriend.”

“Oh, no?” Her tone went from critical to knowing as smooth—and cutting—as a meat slicer. “Then what you gonna call him, sugar?”

The phrase unstoppable turbocharged sex dynamo jumped into my head, but I wasn’t sure that would help make my case. I was starting to feel woozy. Maybe it was yet another debate with my staff. Or maybe it was the van’s gas fumes pooling in the alley. Whatever, it was time to break this up.

“Listen, if you want to argue, count me out,” I replied. “I shouldn’t have to remind you, but I will, that our insurance premiums doubled after the flood. We can use some added revenue. And special events planning is just an extension of what we already do. It’s honorable. It’s smart.”

“Smart,” Thom repeated. She stood there scowling at me a few seconds. Then she nodded back toward the van. “Might I ask how rollin’ up to Belle Meade in that eyesore’s gonna make us look? Or you really think Lolo’s a fan ’a the Slime Bugs?”

“CreepLeeches!” Luke shouted. “I suggest you get that straight, because the band’s got itself a huge followin’.”

“Yeah? In what swamp?”

“You ain’t the slightest bit funny.” Luke shook his head. “People do us a favor, we ought to be grateful. My cousin Zach and his boys were even kind enough to remove their instruments—”

“Your cousin? The one with the wishbone nose ring? He’s a Creeping Leech?”

“CreepLeeches! Yes, the son of the aunt and uncle who raised me, and who was kind enough to clear the van—except for a drum kit and some cables—so we’d have plenty of room for food.”

“Speaking of which,” I said, tapping my watch, “we’d better get ready to roll.”

Thom looked at me. “So you really intend to go through with this deal, batty biddy, bloodsucking bugs, and all?”

“Right you are, Thom. We’re professionals, and whatever you might think, this job’s important to us. It’ll open doors. I have absolutely no intention of blowing it.”

She opened her mouth to answer, then seemed to change her mind. It was almost two o’clock on a Saturday afternoon and the murder mystery dinner was set for seven p.m. Moreover, we’d booked it several weeks before. Her grumbling aside, Thomasina really was as professional as they came. She would have never backed out—or expected me to back out—at this late stage. Complaining was just her way of venting. She hadn’t made it the fine art my own family had, but then her folks weren’t Old World.

Losing the sour puss was another story, of course, and I got a serious eyeful of it from her when the service door swung open and twenty-two-year-old college dropout Newt—that’s short for Newton Trout, nothing complicated there—poked his head into the alley. He was wearing his cook’s cap and apron and had wrapped his bushy brown whiskers in a beard net.

“Hope ya’ll are good ’n’ ready,” he said. “Ever ything’s about set to go.”

I faced him and started ticking off items on my mental checklist. “The turkey—?”

“Carved.”

“The corned beef and pastrami?”

“Laid out on platters.”

“The goulash?”

“Packed in a hot food carrier,” Newt said. “Same for the stuffed cabbage and meatballs.”

“Knishes, kugel, latkes, kasha, varnishkes . . .”

“Got them too. Plus plenty of supper rolls.”

“Pickles?”

“Sours, half-sours, you name it.”

“And the sides?”

“I just got the lid down on a six-pound tub of coleslaw. It was so chock full, I practically had to stomp it shut with my foot.”

“Let’s make sure to tell that to Lolo,” Thomasina said.

“Jimmy crammed another one with potato salad and we got a smaller one for some of your uncle’s special bean stew.”

“What about the garlic eggplant canapés? The ones we’re supposed to serve to just one guest?”

“Present and accounted for.”

“Do we know who that is yet?” Thom asked.

“No,” I told her. “Lolo will let us know. She said there will be other instructions and not to worry about them now.”

I was feeling pretty good when panic struck. “The Sterno! Oh, crap, I forgot to order the—”

“Watch your foul mouth!” Thomasina interrupted. “Girl, when you gonna learn better’n to be vulgar ?”

“Right, sorry, let’s try this again,” I said. “Oh Lawfy, Newt, this is a real bitch-stinker of a screwup. What in goddamned hell are we going to do now?”

I deliberately avoided looking in Thom’s direction. But I could feel her disapproval wash over me like the heat of an open oven on broil.

“Don’t fret,” Newt said heroically. “A.J. stopped by our wholesaler on her way into work, bought a whole carton of Canned Heat.”

“Goin’up the country . . .” Luke sang foolishly, entertaining only himself.

“Has anyone seen her yet?” I asked.

“She’s waitin’ in that fancy new convertible of hers.” Newt jerked his chin toward the outdoor parking lot at our rear. “Oh, and I asked one of the busboys to dig the warmin’ trays outta the storeroom. He’s gonna put them in her backseat so she can drive them over to the party.”

Relieved, I exhaled through my mouth, my gum almost shooting from it like a dart from a blowgun. “What about Medina and Vernon?”

“They already started out in Vern’s rust bucket.”

I nodded. That would leave us seriously undermanned at the restaurant and force Raylene Sue Chappell, one of my best waitresses, to work the cash register. But I didn’t see an alternative. Lolo was plugged in to Nashville high society in a major way, and some of the city’s most influential people would be among her guests that night. If word of mouth on our first catering gig was positive, there would be many more. If not, we’d be deader than the fake corpse at her soiree.

“All right, Newt, I think we’ve covered everything,” I said. “As long as you’re okay holding the fort tonight. . . .”

“Don’t you worry,” he said. “We’ll be fi—”

He broke off all at once, gawking at the van with his mouth wide open. I realized he had just noticed the logo on its side.

“Whoa! Is it my imagination or are those letters supposed to look like slugs?”

“Worms,” Thomasina said.

“Leeches!” Luke moaned. His arm was hanging out the window and he slapped the door in frustration. “Can’t any of you folks read?”

Newt stared at him, his brow crinkling in disgust. “I stand corrected,” he said. “I mean, leeches. They’re gonna look a lot less nauseatin’ when they roll in with our food, now won’t they?”

Luke made a bulldog face. It was time to go.

 


 


Four hours later, Thom and I were in the immense dining hall of Lola Baker’s restored antebellum plantation house, giving our buffet tables a final inspection. All pillars, porticoes, porches, gables and hanging eaves, the estate was set on three acres of farmland that had been in Lola’s family for generations—well, technically, in her late husband Colton’s family for generations. It had been years, if not decades, since crops had grown in its fields, but Lola didn’t need their production in order to stay rolling in ripe green stacks of moolah. Thanks to Colton making some successful high-yield investments back in the freewheeling 1990s, she could afford to sit back and let the value of her financial shares grow . . . and grow and grow and grow. No watering, fertilizer, or plows required. As a retired accountant, I appreciated his foresight almost as much as she did.

“Well, now, it seems to me everybody’s here,” Thom said, looking up from a tray of beef goulash. The room’s mahogany pocket doors had been slid back into the wall, giving us a wide-open view of the parlor where Lola’s guests were having cocktails and hors d’oeuvres. “Another few minutes and they can come fill their faces before the stupidity begins . . . though I suspect some of the men might stay behind to get better acquainted with A.J.’s bra.”

I didn’t say anything. Once we’d hit the road, Thom had gone from griping about the party itself to the outfits we’d worn. I had prepared my defense in advance, figuring I was bound to hear her squawk about it at some point on the way out to Belle Meade. And same as when I’d seen the band logo on the van, I frankly understood her exasperation—although I wasn’t about to let her know that.

Uncle Murray had wanted the atmosphere at the deli to be what he’d always called Western casual. As long as the staff dressed neatly, he was satisfied. But it was easy to distinguish diners from servers in a restaurant, where the customers stayed put at tables while the waiters and waitresses came around and took their orders. At special events, it was different. Because partygoers moved around and circulated, they had to be able to identify the servers in a crowd. That meant uniforms.

I’d opted for basic black. Shirts and trousers for the guys, skirts and blouses for Thom, A.J., and me, pairing them respectively with honey gold silk neckties and feminine scarves of the same color and material. I told everybody they were free to choose their own footwear and tweak their outfits with whatever jazzy personal touches they chose, as long as they didn’t stray from the color combo.

It still didn’t go over well with the staff. Forget what I said about personal touches. They’d responded like I was forcing them into Sunday school outfits. And I admit their unhappiness surprised me. I didn’t see what was wrong with wearing black. In fact, I thought it was kind of cool. Johnny Cash wore it. The E Street Band. Angelina Jolie in Lara Croft: Tomb Raider.

Anyway, after seeing how disgruntled they were, I’d decided to set a positive leadership model in catering couture. Besides adding a wide retro patent-leather belt to my getup, I’d squeezed into a pair of black sky-high heels that made my feet look sexy, my legs longer and my hips swingier . . . not to mention adding four or five sylphlike inches to my height. So what if they bunched my toes together and left them swollen red radishes? I’d had confidence in my ability to keep from screaming in pain till I got home and took them off. And bear in mind, I was trying to prevent a full-scale staff mutiny.

Unfortunately, A.J. had pushed—or maybe I ought to say pushed up—the bounds of professional attire a little too far south of the modesty line, wearing her blouse half unbuttoned from the top, getting plenty of lift from the alluded-to bra, and guiding the eye down the Major Cleavage Expressway with a string tie straight out of a Dallas Cowgirl pinup.

One thing, though. With the party barely under way, my tootsies were already sore from rubbing together. And since that probably wasn’t true of A.J.’s twin peaks, I felt it was just plain stupid of me to stand in judgment of their exposure level. Or even to stand, period.

I looked through the entry into the wainscoted parlor, where A.J. was offering hors d’oeuvres to the guests, including a short, roly-poly man who was taking in a choice view of her personal scenery.

“The girl doesn’t watch herself, she’s gonna spill out into his food,” Thom said. “That’s got to violate some health code or other, Nash. Don’tcha think?”

I kept quiet. At first, it was because I didn’t want to spur her on. But then I realized I knew the man.

“Hey,” I said. “That guy over there’s Hoppy!”

“Sure does seem to be,” Thomasina said. “Could a fella take any more time reachin’ for his weenie-wrap?”

I frowned. Being the perennial church bakeoff queen of Nashville—I kid you not—Thom knew everybody’s wife and mother and was consequently as plugged into the city’s social scene as anybody. “Quit playing dumb. You know as well as I do it’s Hoppy who owns the chocolate shop over on Charlotte Avenue.”

“Uh-huh. And so what?”

“I just wouldn’t have expected Lola to invite him,” I said, lowering my voice to a hush. “I’m not saying she’s a snob. But most of her other guests are kind of upper-crusty.”

“And what makes you think he ain’t?”

I opened my mouth, then closed it, at a loss for words. Hoppy was a well-known penny squeezer. He would give away chocolates if it helped him socially, but that was it. He wouldn’t part with an extra shopping bag if a customer begged and pleaded for one, it didn’t matter that you were walking around his store with chocolates spilling from your arms and containers of dipped strawberries balanced on your head. I shouldn’t have needed a reminder that the world was full of rich, cheap jerks. As a former forensic accountant on Wall Street, I’d specialized in following the money trail of financial hotshots who were cooking their books on the way to their second or third or fourth billion.

I looked at Thom. “Okay,” I said. “What’s Hoppy’s story?”

“Hapford’s, you mean. His full name’s Hapford Hopewell Jr. The inventor of Hopewell’s chocolate patties.”

The ice cream treat that looked like frozen cow patties. They were a local sensation, especially among teens . . . or anybody with a juvenile sense of humor. “Wow, no sh—”

“Mind your cussin’ tongue.” Thom speared me with a reproachful glance, forget that I’d been speaking in a whisper.

“Sugar,” I said. “Wow, no sugar!”

Thom went on. “Downtown rents and overheads bein’ what they are, ain’t no way Hoppy could make ends meet without sellin’ a lot of them.”

“I thought there was a family fortune—”

“I heard that too.” Thom nodded, squaring her jaw. “That would explain how come he thinks he can treat customers the way he does. It’s the same to him if he gets one or a hundred walking through the door every day.”

“Sounds like you’ve had some run-ins?”

“I take my nieces in there for chocolate lollies, only place you can get ’em. He looks at us like we only carried Canadian money. He’s an a-hole, to put it bluntly.”

I have no patience for someone who’s entitled and arrogant, but I let it stand. Who knows what goes on inside anyone’s skull, even your own? Meanwhile, I wasn’t too sure that I could go on standing much longer. My toes had cramped up like I’d just run the River Kwai Half-Marathon.

Thom noticed me shifting uncomfortably. “What’s the matter?” she said. “You got quiet all of a sudden.”

“So?”

“So quiet ain’t your regular M.O.”

I shrugged. Couldn’t argue. “It’s my feet. They’re killing me.”

She stared down at them. “Wah-wah. I could’ve told you wearin’ stripper shoes was a bad idea.”

“Strip—Thom, these are dress pumps, not . . .”

She chopped her hand through the air to cut me off again, wiggling her foot to showcase her square-toed orthopedic flats. “Stop with the whiny excuses. Whatever happened to people takin’ responsibility for themselves?”

I raised my eyes from the black bricks she was passing off as shoes and looked her in the eye. “Same thing that happened to taking pride in their appearance.”

“Oooh, snap. I should’ve expected that’d be your attitude,” she snorted. “Well, I worked hard my entire life. After thirty years in the restaurant business, I know what to put on my hush puppies. I’d rather be professional than just look the part.”

I kept looking at her, caught by surprise. She seemed really aggravated and upset, as opposed to being just her usual intentional pain in the neck. “Thom, what’s wrong?”

“Forget it,” she said. “I just don’t appreciate people gettin’ all judgmental about my choices or my footwear.”

“Hang on . . . that’s unfair,” I said. “You’re putting words in my mouth.”

“You want to stick a label on me so you can feel superior, go right ahead and knock yourself out.”

“I wasn’t—”

Since there probably isn’t much chance our squabble would have devolved into an out-and-out catfight, I won’t exaggerate and claim we were saved by the bell. But we were interrupted by a glassy little tinkle from the parlor.

I turned toward the sound and saw Lolo Baker holding a glass dinner bell on the other side of the entryway. A slender, silver-haired woman in charcoal trousers and a paler-than-pale pink silk blouse, the mystery bash’s hostess sported a pearl necklace with an appropriately Sherlock Holmesish magnifying glass pendant, and stood ringing the bell amid a lively crowd of guests.

“Excuse me, friends!” She beamed a smile. When she didn’t immediately get everyone’s attention, the eyes narrowed thin as threats and the smile became a shrill piccolo trumpet. “Your attention please!” That did it. “Dinner will be served in ten minutes . . . and then our criminal mischief begins!”

Delighted murmurs swarmed around Lolo as Thom returned her attention to the goulash. She gave it a stir with her spoon, closed the lid, checked the burning Sterno underneath it, then sidled over to the tray of mushroom-and-carrot-stuffed flank steak.

A moment later, she cocked her head at an angle, scrunched up her face like a puzzled bulldog, and began looking around the buffet table for something.

“What’s the matter?” I asked.

“The gravy terrine,” she said. “I don’t see it anyplace.”

I didn’t either. But I did remember Luke carrying the gravy from our borrowed CreepLeeches van in its insulated container and promising he’d fill the terrine with it. “Hang on, I’ll be back in a jiff,” I said, and turned toward a hall off the dining room.

“Where you going?”

“The kitchen.” We’d pulled our vehicles up around one side of the house to its entrance and lugged everything inside. “Bet you the gravy’s still there.”

“All ri-i-ighteeo!” The faintly familiar, drawling male voice, as well as the lip-smacking that went along with it, had come from right behind me. “I do so love to have nice, thick, piping-hot gravy with my steak.”

Hoppy, I thought, facing him unhappily. It hadn’t been more than ninety seconds since Lolo’s tenminute dinner alert. But there he was with his strong, craggy face, eager eyes, thick lips, and the word “Hoppy” embroidered on the handkerchief tucked in his blazer. At least it wasn’t accompanied by a rabbit or a picture of a cowboy.

“We’re just finishing our preparations,” I said, and struck my best professional pose. “Give us a few minutes and we’ll have everything ready for you . . . and the rest of the guests.”

I’d hoped Hoppy might take those last words as an unsubtle hint to scram. Instead, he leaned forward to study the flank steak, then straightened with a cringe-worthy wink. “No tastes? For a good neighbor in the downtown business community?”

I stared at him. Putting aside that he’d never offered me a professional discount at his shop, it was the first time Hoppy had let on that he knew me from a hole in the wall. “How about I give you the same kind you give me?” I said.

Hoppy’s mouth twisted in thought. “Well, now, I can’t quite recall—”

“Exactly,” I said, swinging into the hallway.

The gourmet kitchen was at the end of the hall past a door to a storage or linen closet. I heard guitar-playing from inside as I rushed closer, and then saw Luke, dressed in a black Western shirt and matching skintight slacks, strumming away on his Gibson acoustic beyond the entrance.

“You mind if I ask what you’re doing?” I said, stepping through.

He looked at me from where he stood beside a countertop. “I’m workin’ out tonight’s theme song, Nash.”

“Theme song?” I hesitated. “News flash! This is a catered party. It is not one of your nightclub gigs.”

I wasn’t nearly old enough to be Luke’s mom. But his baby-blue eyes always brought out my maternal instincts. He smiled, all innocence. “I just figured that if we’re gonna do these parties as a regular thing from now on, I could provide some special musical touches. Here, let me show you.”

“Wait a sec, Luke. I need to find the—”

Too late. He was already plucking out a chord. And singing along to it. “It’s a deadly deli mystery, killer could be you, victim could be me. Time will tell, we’ll have to see, what happens when the clock strikes three . . .”

I held up a hand like a traffic cop. “Luke, please. Do me a favor and hit the pause button a sec.”

He blinked a little woundedly and aborted the tune. “Sorry. I figured you’d love it.”

“That day may come,” I said. “I mean, I think it’s really good.” Talk about feeling guilt-tripped. “But it’s way past three o’clock . . .”

“Right. That’s how come I was smoothin’ the kinks in here. I need a different word to rhyme with ‘see.’”

I cleared my throat. “Maybe we ought to discuss this later,” I said. “At the moment, I’m looking for the flank steak gravy. Have you seen it?”

Luke nodded and swung the guitar strap from his shoulders. He stood the instrument up against the counter and went over to a large stainless-steel sauce pot on the range.

“I was warming it while I composed,” he said. “Ought to be about ready.”

Ready or not, it was going out to the dining room. I spotted our terrine on the central kitchen island, hurried over to get it, ladled it full, and carried it toward the entryway, declining Luke’s offer to take it himself. I was in too much of a hurry to fuss around.

That was when my foot seriously cramped up again. It was like a sadistic gorilla had my toes in its fist.

“Ouccchhhh!” I blurted out unbecomingly.

“Nash, you all right . . . ?”

“Yeah, don’t worry. Just put away your guitar and come help us in the dining room pronto.”

I limped through the entry without waiting for his arm. At least six or seven minutes must’ve passed since Lolo had waved her dinner bell high in the air, leaving me with no time to waste.

I’d barely gotten into the hallway when I heard a loud crash over my head. And I mean loud enough to halt me dead in my tracks.

I looked up, the terrine in my hands. There was more crashing and pounding in what seemed to be the room directly above me. And whatever was causing it had made the ceiling visibly shake.

“What’s that about?” Luke said. He’d raced to my side from the kitchen. “Sounds like some wild ol’ orangutan’s jumping around upstairs.”

I glanced over at him. It was a banner day for primate similes, I guessed. I was tempted to ask if it might be the same one that had mashed my foot.

I never got the chance to ask that or anything else. Before I could get out a word, or even react, we heard the loudest, most violent crash yet. And then the ceiling came down in front of us, breaking up into a dusty shower of plaster and lath and whatever else might’ve gone into two-hundred-year-old ceilings.

“Sand?” he blurted out.

Luke was right. That was the last thing pouring out. I later learned it was stuffed up there to put out fires, in case the flames burned through.

I recoiled in shock and surprise, the terrine tumbling from my fingers, gravy spilling from it, splashing everywhere on the parquet floor.

I suppose only an instant passed between the collapse event, as Deputy Chief Whitman would call it later on, and the grisly arrival of Hoppy Hopewell through the hole above us. At the time, I barely realized what was happening. I saw a big, wide, ridiculously limp body falling through the ragged hole, wondered in stunned confusion whether it actually might be an ape, and then recognized Hoppy as he reached the end of his downward plunge with a hard meaty thump, his arms and legs bent at impossible angles, a coating of white dust on his person, one foot in a spreading brown puddle of gravy.

“Jeez,” Luke said in a horrified voice. “Who’s he?”

I stood looking down at the dead, broken body, dimly aware that the hallway had suddenly gotten crammed with partygoers. Most of those who hadn’t fainted or withdrawn for fear of additional falling objects were screaming like—well, chimps.

After a while, I managed to pry my attention from Hoppy and meet Luke’s horrified gaze with my own.

“Guess it’s pretty safe to say he’s the victim,” I replied at last.




Chapter 2

According to the Constitution—and I haven’t read it since sixth-grade civics, so I may be off a word or two here—everyone’s supposed to get equal treatment under the law. But the truth is, rich people have good friends where it counts, so they get better treatment.

No one left the party. I guess no one wanted to look guilty, or else they didn’t want to miss a second of whatever was going to happen. The police were called, a patrol car arrived in less than ten minutes, and Deputy Chief W. W. Whitman Jr. was there less than five minutes after that.

But all that was still a few minutes away. From the moment “Hindenburg” Hoppy crashed to his demise—and one of the guests, Dr. Curt Festus, a podiatrist, did press two fingers to his neck to make sure he was deceased—everyone milled around like wind-up toys, moving in another direction with no purpose other than to avoid looking at the body. Most of them hovered near Lolo, who sat in a thick-cushioned antebellum side chair in the parlor.

“I still think we should cover that boy up,” Thom said, wrinkling her nose.

She had just returned to the kitchen where Luke and I had gone to—well, sit, since my feet were a flaming agony and Luke felt the need to cradle his guitar. My manager had continued serving, since dinner was obviously not going to be served, and came back with an empty tray. She checked the spinach puffs that were reheating in the oven.

“You’re not s’posed to touch a crime scene,” Luke said.

“Oh, and how do you know it’s a crime scene?” Thom asked. She didn’t bother with tongs, but pulled the little pastries out with her fingers. “Old house, fat guy—all kinds o’ possibilities there.”

“Do we have to talk about this?” I asked.

“No,” Thom said. “We can talk about how we’re not going to get paid for this.”

“We got the deposit,” I reminded her. “That’ll cover most of our costs.”

“‘Most,’” Thom huffed.

“So stop serving stuff,” Luke said, playing split chords that made the night seem like this was a Greek tragedy.

“Hey, I’m tryin’ to salvage some good will from all this,” Thom said. “Otherwise, we’re gonna be known as the providers who were providin’ when Hoppy Hopewell swan-dived through the roof. You want that juju?”

“Were you talking to me?” I asked.

It took a second for Thom to get it. She laughed and shook her head and disappeared with the full tray. Luke was still trying to figure out what was so funny when the squad car arrived, followed by Deputy Chief Whitman.

Lolo lived in the upscale Belle Meade neighborhood, which had its own small police force. That was why Whitman was here. Personally, I was glad Detective Grant Daniels of the Nashville PD was not involved. This isn’t how I wanted my loverboy to see me, all aching feet and imploded catering dreams. I felt the disappointment was all over me like a big, popped Bazooka bubble.

Whitman was a wee one, about five-six, bald with a brushy mustache and gray eyes. He was in his early forties, I guessed, and built like a little cannonball. He squatted carefully beside the body, looked this way and that, up and around, examined the edge of a fallen chunk of plaster, then got out of the way so the photographer could take his pictures.

A cop came in and asked us to leave the kitchen. That was where the forensics team was going to spread out. I shut the oven as I left and told him to help himself to whatever hors d’oeuvres were left. At this point, good will was all the nosh was going to get me.

Another cop helped us negotiate the “collapse event” and gravy. We were shown to the parlor where everyone was being gathered. Lolo was tucked in a corner, just to the side of a full-length portrait of her husband.

“You were right there, weren’t you?” someone said beside me. I looked over. It was Mrs. Letty Kurtz, wife of Nashville parks commissioner Sperling Kurtz. The wispy, white-haired lady was a former member of the Cozy Foxes, Lolo’s luncheon group that gathered regularly at the deli to talk about the latest mysteries they’d read, watched, or listened to—as in old-time radio recordings. She lost interest in mysteries, she said, when they became too predictable.

“One step slower and I would’ve been wearing him,” I said with inappropriate levity.

Mrs. Kurtz didn’t seem to think so. “You might have been killed too,” she said with a true mystery lover’s awareness of the fun to be found in death. “Flattened flat.”

I smiled and edged away politely. Pausing just long enough to take off my shoes, I weaved through the crowd to where Lolo was sitting. Her blue eyes were open and staring, her expression numb. The magnifying glass around her neck was catching the light of the small chandelier; if this were one of her beloved old mystery movies, I’d tap her on the shoulder and discover she’d hypnotized herself with it.

It wasn’t and she hadn’t. People were standing a respectful distance from their hostess, and mine was the only hand near to her. She clutched it without breaking her stare.

“Did you know him?” she asked.

“Not well,” I told her. I could tell she was stressed. Lolo was originally from Georgia and whenever she was stressed or excited, her thick accent returned.

“I noticed you talking to him as though you knew him,” she said.

“I didn’t, no. Not really. He wanted to sample the steak.”

Her eyes turned to me slowly, like little machines. “He did like to eat, but not chocolate—isn’t that just so strange?”

“I’d say it was more ironic,” I replied, not sure it mattered what I said. Her eyes went back to staring. Lolo looked like she was in a daze.

There was a bit of a commotion in the hallway as Deputy Chief Whitman started pulling the guests, one at a time, into the great room. That was where the dinner table had been set up. I stood on my crushed toes so I could look over the crowd. I saw two officers seated at opposite ends of the table. They had digital recorders before them and would be starting to take statements. I lowered myself gingerly back onto my heels.

“What a terrible thing,” Lolo said. Her expression was starting to crack. It looked like she might cry. I couldn’t blame her.

“You’re going to get through this,” I assured her.

“My husband died in this house too,” she said. “Not the same way, of course. He had an aneurysm.”

“Lolo, why don’t you try to think about something else,” I suggested. Sometimes death wasn’t funny, even to mystery readers.

“I’ll have to have the hole repaired.”

“Don’t think about that,” I suggested. “Think about the Cozy Foxes, something you want to read. Tell me about a movie I should see. Anything you recommend?”

“Become a recluse like my Uncle Jonah,” she said. “I believe it is a far easier way to live.”

 


 



I was one of the last people asked to provide a statement.

By the time it was my turn in the not-so-hot seat, the little big lug himself had moved over to Lolo’s neighborhood. He had pulled over his own ball and claw chair and there the two of them sat, cozily facing each other like a pair of centaur-lions. The expression on the Deputy Chief’s melon face was still flat and unfathomable, like a latke. Lolo had not given in to tears, but had rallied like the society trouper she is, presenting a formal, admirably dignified customer for Whitman.

I was asked over by a beanpole in his late twenties, his voice lacking emotion or more than a hint of a local accent. Since moving here, I’d noticed a lot of the young didn’t sound like they were from the South; one of the few benefits of growing up watching unbroken hours of TV.

He watched me come over, watched me sit down, then just watched me. It was a curious kind of by-the-book questioning. Since nearly everyone had been in plain sight of someone else, no one missing for more than a bathroom run—except for Lolo, when she briefly went upstairs to get her little dinner bell, which she kept to gently and occasionally summon her housekeeper to her mystery-reading second-floor library—there was not a lot to ask. I’d eavesdropped the last two interviewees, and the basic narrative was pretty much the same from person to person. We heard a crack, there was a boom, and Hoppy went smash.

“Did you know the deceased?” asked the cop—Officer Clampett, whose parents, I hoped, had gotten some sleep before settling on a first name.

I told him.

“Did you have any exchanges with the deceased tonight?”

I told him.

“Did you hear anyone say anything disparaging about the deceased?”

I told him no. Thom was still in the parlor. Enough people had gone home so that she could hear everything being said. And the narrowed eyes told me she was listening.

“I heard nothing,” I replied.

Officer Clampett looked at me in a way that suggested he was seeing me for the first time. It wasn’t lustful or anything; I get those glances now and then, I’m pleased to say, though unless I noticed the guy first, they’re probably not worth acknowledging. It was more like he was formulating his first fresh question.

“Do you always work in your stocking feet?” he asked.

“No,” I told him. I explained about the shoes. I had set them beside Lolo’s chair and pointed them out.

“Were you barefoot when Mr. Hopewell approached you?”

“I was not.” Though I was curious about where this was going.

“Might he have been attracted to you, looking the way you did?” Officer Clampett inquired.

“I’m sorry. ‘The way’?”

“Well, those are stripper shoes.”

I could feel Thom laughing at my back. I told Clampett that where I come from they are considered somewhat chic, and that, in any case, Hoppy seemed genuinely more interested in food, especially free food.

“Why?” I asked suddenly. A kid like Clampett didn’t just come up with a question like that. “Did Hoppy have a reputation?”

The officer seemed uncomfortable being on the receiving end, and didn’t answer. I was told I could go home but waited for Thom and Luke to finish so we could get our stuff from the kitchen.

“Strip-puh shoes,” Thom said with a triumphant little dance.

“I guess so,” I said. “If we finish up quick, I’ll do my pole dance on the lamppost.”

I couldn’t tell from Thom’s expression whether that intrigued or shocked her.

It seemed strange to not seem strange that we were working where a man had died a little more than an hour before. But then, it no longer looked like a crime scene. The coroner’s team had arrived early in the questioning. Save for the occasional burst of a camera flash, you wouldn’t have known they were there. At about the same time I sat down for my interview, they escorted Hoppy Hopewell out the side door, leaving behind the puddle of gravy with its dusty white coat and now-congealed heel-print.

“That’s almost as disgustin’ as blood,” Thom remarked as we scanned the kitchen to see if we’d missed anything.

“It doesn’t look like they show in the cartoons,” Luke said.

I admitted to him I had no idea what he was talking about.

“The hole,” Luke said, jerking a thumb toward the ceiling. “It’s not his outline. It’s just—a hole.”

Thom snorted. “That’s exactly the man’s outline. Like I said before, he was an a-hole.”

“Well, he got what he deserved,” Luke said. “A bonbon voyage.”

I scowled and hushed them both. There were still cops in the house, downstairs, upstairs, and on the grounds.

“That was a joke,” Luke protested.

“I don’t think the police would see it that way,” I said. “Mr. Whitman will be under a lot of pressure to find a person of interest right-quick. We don’t want it to be you.”

Luke made a motion of zipping his mouth as he grabbed his guitar from a corner and did a vintage Prince-move pirouette out the door.

I decided not to brave the inconstant blue line to say good night to Lolo. She probably wouldn’t remember whether I did or didn’t. She still looked proper and all, only now it had the added appearance of being in a stupor. Which brings me back to what I said before about the rich getting better treatment. The Deputy Chief had poured her tea and sent Officer Clampett—whose name, as it turned out, unfortunately was Jed—to get her a shawl from the hall closet. Even if Lolo herself had beaten Hoppy to death with a hammer, in front of thirtysix witnesses, she still would have gotten the whiteglove treatment. In Nashville, while individual Bakers might turn out to be embarrassments, the Baker name was inviolable. Smearing that was like peeing on the holy red brick of Ryman Auditorium, the former house of worship that once housed the Grand Old Opry. It just wasn’t done.

“There is one saving grace in all this,” Thom said as our little band of cater-waiter warriors clopped along the stone steps to the driveway.

Luke and I both waited for the pearl to come, the observation that would chase away the gummy aftertaste of death, lying cartoons, and Jed Clampett.

“Having leeches on the side of the van didn’t matter worth a damn,” she said.

I smiled.

For once, we all agreed.
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