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Chapter One



“Hey, watch it. Ya’ll almost knocked over my babka!”

“Did not.”

“What you mean, Jimmy? I saw you bump the babka. Makes you the second person tonight.”

“There you go again. A bump’s a whole ’nother thing from knockin’ it over. Besides, how come you’re only on my case if somebody else did it too?”

“’Cause you’re the one’s here right now. And the one who ought to know better.”

“Since when’s ignorance an excuse, Newt?”

“Never mind. Bump my babka before the dough rises, you might as well knock it to the floor. Ain’t nobody wants a flat babka.”

“Saying that’s true, for argument’s sake. If it already got bumped twice on that there counter, maybe you should think about makin’ some kinda change.”

“Like what?”

“Like puttin’ put your babkas someplace else.”

“Like where?”

“Like anyplace except where they block the way to my machine…”

Turning from my office stairs—they were in the kitchen near its swing doors—I stared at the roast pig that should have been a pastrami and tried to ignore my bickering staffers. Newton Trout was the restaurant’s head cook and baker. Jimmy DuHane was my dishwasher. Their nonstop arguments could be annoying at the best of moments, and I was a certified wreck.

I’m Gwen Silver née Katz, owner of the only Jewish deli in Nashville. It’s named Murray’s, after my dear, late uncle, Murray Katz, the illustrious Swami of Salami, who’d bought the place for a song thirty years ago and made it a Tennessee two-stepping success. When he left the business to me after his recent death, I’d been living in my native New York and was sure I wouldn’t want any part of it. But sometimes things happen to make “sure” go out the window with…well, whatever else you toss. In my case, it was a twenty-four-karat gold Tiffany wedding band that I’d contentedly worn for half a decade.

Long story, details to come. Right now, I was too horrified by the stuffed pig on the counter in front of me to grit my teeth about my ex-husband Phil, who I suppose could be considered the pig I left behind.

Not that my present company wasn’t a quality hog. Cooked to a deep golden brown, glazed to perfection, it lay on a platter of romaine lettuce with a bright red apple in its mouth, redder cherries for eyes, and seedless watermelon wedges tucked under its outstretched forelegs like fruity sofa cushions. Though larger and plumper than my new cat Southpaw, it had little piggy ears that curled exactly the way hers did when she was getting set to torment Mr. Wiggles, the elder of my two feline hell-raisers.

The difference being that the tips of the pig’s ears were crisp.

Thankfully, I’d never seen Southpaw’s ears with crispy tips. In fact, the image was almost upsetting enough to trigger a cigarette craving in me. Not that it took much.

“Hey, Nash…the kid fetch the pastrami yet?”

I tore my eyes from South—um, the roast hog. “Nash” was short for Nashville Katz, a nickname I’d kind of acquired with the restaurant. More on that later too. Promise.

As I turned toward the kitchen’s swing doors, I saw that Thomasina “Stonewall” Jackson had poked her head in from the dining room amid a blast of karaoke music, her sprayed, soaring bubble of hair almost colliding with the upper door frame.

Thom’s hair is a metallic bluish gray color that matches the restaurant’s old-fashioned tin ceiling. I mention this because it’s wise to remember that she describes it as snow-white, and says the poofing effect makes it look like a “yummy vanilla parfait.” Anyone who differs might want to think twice about going public.

“Luke hates when you call him a kid,” I said.

“Well, I hate when people cuss, and you do more of that than a cowhand with saddle itch.”

“Who’s cursing? Did you hear me curse?”

“Night’s still young. And besides, the kid ain’t here.”

I made a face. Thomasina had been my uncle’s powerhouse manager forever. To know her was to love her. Well, okay, I’m full of it. She might’ve come within a half mile of tolerable on the best of days. Like when the sky was full of sunshine, my hair was relatively tame, and I weighed in at 135 before breakfast. And when I won at least fifty bucks on the scratch Lotto. And the guy who cashed my ticket was an ultimate blue-collar hunk.

“Luke phoned from the airport a few minutes ago.” I wobbled my cell phone in the air. “He had a problem at the baggage claim.”

“What’s the pastrami doin’ in baggage claim? I thought it came on a super-duper air cargo flight?”

“It did.”

“Then why ain’t it at the cargo terminal?”

“Good question,” I said. “All I know is there was a mix-up somewhere. And that the pastrami wound up on the carousel.”

“At a passenger terminal.”

“Right.”

“With people’s suitcases?”

“I guess.”

“You guess? Did the pastrami land or not?”

I shrugged. “Luke spotted it on the conveyor belt and pushed his way through the crowd. But it got carried back around behind the wall before he could grab it.”

“And then what?”

“That was the last I heard from him.”

“So you don’t know that it got here.”

“I told you, Luke saw it. They packed it in a special cooler.”

Thomasina looked skeptical. “They” meant the Star Deli in Burbank, California, and she mistrusted anyone or anything beyond the Tennessee border. Never mind that I’d only phoned in a long-distance pastrami 911 because our local meat distributor messed up my order, which I’d in turn only placed after our online corporate catering orders had mysteriously gotten zapped into cyber limbo. The same-day air delivery had cost ten times more than I would take in for the next three days, but the next best option had been FedEx overnight, and that would’ve gotten the pastrami to me too late.

“The kid ain’t back soon, we go with the hog,” Thomasina said.

“We can’t,” I said, shaking my head. “There’s no hog in Jewish cooking.”

“Ain’t no servin’ dairy with meat either. But we got Ruben sandwiches and cheese blintzes on the menu.”

I sighed. Suddenly Thomasina, who ran her Baptist congregation’s annual bake and craft fair, and led the local chapter of the Women’s Inter-Church Curling League, had also become a certified expert on kosher dietary law. Of course, it was an open secret that Thom had been carrying on with my uncle for over two decades when she wasn’t singing gospel hymns. After spending half her life around the deli as his manager and play pal, she probably knew much more than I did about the technical distinction between strictly kosher cooking and our kosher-style dishes—an expertise I hadn’t needed while ordering at Upper East Side sushi bars or poking through designer apparel collections at Saks Fifth Avenue. Back when I could afford to splurge on such luxuries.

Still, only her anxious expression convinced me she wasn’t covertly testing my deli acumen. So what if I owned the place? I’d felt on probation with Thom since the day I first set foot in Nashville.

“Nope, uh-uh, forget it,” I said. “Hog is out. The idea of serving it here would give poor Uncle Murray a heart attack…if one hadn’t already killed him.”

She stared at me a second. Then her features softened.

“Your uncle never tired of complainin’ about these catered affairs bein’ more trouble than they were worth,” she said. “But he knew when push was on its way to shove, hon. Better a stuffed pig on the table than a bunch of starved Southern men around it.”

Hon? What had brought that on? I felt like a fly buzzing around sugary bait. But never mind, she’d gotten me there. Kosher Karaoke night was a tradition at the delicatessen, and we couldn’t blow the first since our grand reopening. Especially with Yakima Motors, the latest Japanese automotive company to move its headquarters to Nashville, having booked a catered dinner to celebrate their new partnership with the area’s leading dealership chain, Sergeant’s Cars and Trucks.

Somehow, though, I had to make some wiggle room.

“We’ve got, what, six tables of five for the Yakima affair?”

Thomasina nodded.

“And how’s it break down far as orders?” I asked

“Twenty-one pastrami sandwiches. Twelve corned beef. Plus seven sliced briskets in gravy. Well, make it eight briskets. But one’s yours.”

I did some quick first-grade math. Minus my dinner plate, that totaled up to the full party of thirty.

“How long can you stall? Serving the main courses, that is.”

“I don’t know.” Thomasina scrunched her forehead. “The briskets are being served.”

“The rest of the dinners then.”

She expelled a breath. “We wait much longer’n ten minutes, stomachs are gonna rumble—”

“Stretch it to twenty minutes. Roll out some extra chopped herring and lox platters. With plenty of bagels. And the Fiddler’s Fried chicken wings. More trays of Smoky Mountain potato knishes too…everybody loves those knishes.” I paused. “The airport’s only a fifteen-minute drive from here. Maybe Luke hasn’t called back because he’s on his way. Our partiers can nosh on appetizers to their hearts’ content till he—”

My binking cell phone interrupted me. I dreaded when it binked rather than sounded a musical ringtone. A bink meant I had an incoming text message, most of which included shortcuts I couldn’t understand.

Glancing at the display, I saw the message was from Luke and opened it. It read:

 

PSTRMI OK. TRFC JM I-40. @DLSON.

GFN…CYA!

 

I stared at the screen in anxious confusion.

“What’s wrong?” Thomasina said.

“This.” I showed her the message. “I got the ‘pastrami okay’ part. I think I got the ‘traffic jam on Interstate Forty’ part. You understand the rest?”

Thomasina shook her head. “I once tried texting my daughter and wound up joinin’ a nudist colony outside Crossville.”

I frowned, looked around at Newt and Jimmy. They were still squawking about the babka.

“Hey, guys, c’mon. Give it a rest!” I held up the phone for them. “I got a text from Luke and need a translation. Either of you want to take a shot?”

They stopped barking at each other long enough to glance at the display. Newt’s round, bearded face was vacant. So was Jimmy’s under his white mushroom of a cook’s cap. After a moment, they went right back to their tiff, not even bothering to answer.

“Crap,” I said, pivoting toward the kitchen doors.

“Told you the night was young.”

Thomasina. I wasn’t in the mood.

“Crap isn’t a curse word,” I said. “If I wanted to use a curse word, I’d say bullsh—”

“Where you going?” she interrupted before I could defile her sensitive buttercup ears.

“Agnes Jean,” I muttered under my breath. “Maybe A.J. can help me.”

I pushed through the doors into the dining room and found the place hopping, the mingled, mouth-watering scents of knishes, kasha varnishkes, and other delicacies filling the air. They instantly comforted me the way they had when I was a young girl visiting Uncle Murray—before he went off chasing one dream only to find another.

A.J. was serving beers near the movable karaoke stage, her back to me, her Appalachian forest of blond hair spilling over her shoulders. Tonight, she had on a huggy midriff blouse and low-rider jeans, the bare skin between them displaying most of a colorful tattoo that ran from just above her waist down to parts unknown. It looked sort of like an extraterrestrial serpent with butterfly wings, and undulated lengthwise as she swung her hips to the beat of “Oh Lonesome Me,” which right now was being giddily mauled by one of the Japanese auto executives.

I went up the aisle to A.J. and tapped her shoulder.

“Yippee!” she said, turning to face me.

“Yippee?” I asked.

She flashed an enormous lipstick smile, her drink tray in hand. “These here folks are having a blast! We’re back in business!”

I thought worriedly about the absent pastrami and didn’t comment.

“A.J., can you please read this for me?” I said, showing her the text message on my phone. “It’s from Luke.”

She studied the backlit display.

“Done,” she said.

I looked at her. With A.J., it was best to be specific.

“Aloud,” I said. “I need you to read it aloud.”

She smiled at me some more.

“Sure,” she said. “Luke says the pastrami’s okay.”

Which I’d already managed to figure out.

“And that there’s a traffic jam on the interstate.”

Check again, I thought.

“Luke’s at Donelson Pike,” A.J. went on.

“Where’s that?”

“Right outside the airport. It’s the local road into town…guess he figures to go around the tie-up.”

I felt my panic subside a bit. Out the corner of my eye, I saw a member of the Sergeant contingent grab the mike onstage. A second later, “Oh Lonesome Me” ran less than seamlessly into “Mammas, Don’t Let Your Babies Grow Up to Be Cowboys.”

“And the rest?” A.J. looked clueless.

“Of Luke’s message,” I said.

“Oh, right,” she said. “He wrote ‘gone for now’…”

“Ah-hah.”

“Then CYA.”

No kidding, I thought. “Meaning?”

She hesitated, leaned forward confidentially, and whispered, “Cover your ass.”

It was panic redux time. “Cover my…why?” A.J. shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe ’cause the speed limit on the pike’s just forty-five miles an hour. You should call Luke and find out.”

I blinked. Under normal circumstances, I was a methodical, rational person. Back in my old life, I’d made a successful career out of being methodical and rational. How could I not have thought to simply one-touch Luke’s number and ask him what was up?

I punched it into the phone, waited. He answered after three rings.

“Gwen!”

“Luke, where are you—?”

“In my wheels with the pastrami,” he said. “Baby’s safe n’ sound—ridin’ shotgun next to me.”

This time I guarded against becoming too reassured. “How long till you’re here?”

“Oh…I’d say about three minutes.”

“Don’t joke.”

“I ain’t,” Luke said. “It took some doin’…I got a police escort.”

“A what?”

“Can’t talk anymore,” he said. “Tell the kitchen boys to have their carvin’ knives ready. Bye!”

I stood grinning as he broke the connection. Luke wasn’t just a good waiter. He was my knight in skintight blue jeans.

I finally let my relief settle in.

“Everything okay?” A.J. was watching my face.

“Great,” I said. “Seriously great.”

She beamed a smile at me, nodded toward the stage. “Seems things’re picking up all ways round. Will you look who’s singing now?”

I looked. Buster Sergeant himself had taken the stage, dressed in black from his gleaming ostrich Western boots to his enormous ten-gallon hat. Tall, square-jawed, and looking every inch the successful car and truck entrepreneur, he’d launched whole hog—pardon the expression—into a rousing version of “King of the Road.”

It didn’t take him long to impress his audience, especially the Japanese honchos, some of whom had joined in the fun by wearing Buster-esque cowboy hats that looked way too big for their heads. They cheered. They clapped enthusiastically. As he went on singing, they drummed their palm on their tables and raised their beer mugs to toast him.

Meanwhile, A.J. stood beside me swinging her hips to the music. I saw a male customer to my right check out her dipping tat and almost told her to CYA, but decided against it. She got the best tips in the house, and more power to her.

“I better go take some more drink orders,” she said, motioning to the Yakima group. “Got a hunch they’ll want refills before too long—”

She abruptly stopped talking, her eyes glued to the karaoke stage. As the song built to its climax, Sergeant had whipped his hat off his head with a dramatic flourish, and then spread his arms wide for the final refrain.

“I’m a man of means by no means, King of the roooa….”

He’d been holding the word road for about four seconds when he coughed.

Once.

Then, his arms still outstretched, he suddenly dropped the hat and fell straight backward with a hard, loud crash.

I gaped at the stage. Some of the Japanese guys had stood up to applaud, figuring the fall was part of his act. But I didn’t like the look of things. Nope, nope, not at all.

Maybe it was my imagination, but I thought I’d seen Buster’s face turn eggplant-purple before he went down.

I stayed rooted in place for an endless moment. Buster wasn’t moving, another bad sign. Dimly now, I heard a siren howl somewhere in the background.

A.J. looked at me in growing dismay. “You figure an ambulance could’ve come this quick?” she asked.

I shook my head.

“Actually,” I said, “I think it’s the pastrami.”








Chapter Two



“How can you tell me nobody goes in or out, Red?” Luke asked the aptly carrot-topped cop blocking the kitchen entrance. “You realize I got perishable meat over here?”

“If I didn’t, you’d still be stuck in traffic,” the cop said. Arms folded across his chest, he nodded sideways toward the karaoke stage, where several other uniformed policemen had gathered around the sprawled body of Buster Sergeant. “Problem’s the perishable meat over there. And he ain’t packed in dry ice same’s your corned beef—”

“It’s a pastrami,” Luke said.

“Whatever.”

“There’s a difference.”

“Like I said, whatever.” Red frowned. “I swear, you ain’t never changed.”

“Huh?”

I watched the cop uncross his arms.

“Been spoiled rotten since you were this high,” he said, holding his palm about three feet above the floor. “You can gripe till the cows come home or boo-hoo-hoo about it in one’a your cryin’ songs, but you ain’t gonna get your way just ’cause—”

“Hold on there. Was that a knock on my song-writin’?”

The cop shrugged again. “I’m just sayin’ you’ll have to wait for us to get done.”

“And when’s that gonna be?”

“Whenever it is, cousin.”

It was Luke’s turn to frown. He hefted the carton he’d schlepped in from outside the restaurant. “Talk about cows…the hunk I got in my hands weighs more’n thirty pounds before the ice. And costs over five hundred dollars. That about right, Nash?”

He looked over at me. Red the cop’s eyes followed. While I wasn’t thrilled to find myself in their trajectory, I knew Luke needed some backup. The carton was heavy, sure. But he was arguing at least partly on my behalf.

“We spent exactly five hundred fifty-four dollars on the pastrami,” I said. “Plus another thousand and change on shipping.”

Red stared at me. “Mercy,” he said.

“Yeah, well,” I said. “I definitely didn’t get any when it came to the price.”

Red shook his head sympathetically, but didn’t budge from in front of the kitchen’s double doors. I could see Newt and his staff behind the doors, crowding to peer through their rectangular glass panes. They were stuck there on the other side, having been instructed to stay put by the cops.

“I truly apologize for this inconvenience, ma’am.” Red expelled a breath, tipped his head toward the karaoke stage again. “But there’s a lot goin’ on, as y’all can see.”

That I could. Crouched over Buster Sergeant’s body were two paramedics who’d dashed in from an EMT wagon moments after the squad cars showed up. A cop stood by the stage watching them work, with more uniformed policemen crowding the front of the restaurant—among them a tall, handsome officer with a pad and pencil talking to A.J. and Thomasina over by the register. Another pair of cops had hustled the members of the Yakima-Sergeant’s Cars and Trucks party toward a corner booth for interviews. The Japanese corporate types were still wearing cowboy hats that were mostly too large on them. I noticed they’d spun halfway around their heads and in some cases dipped low over their eyes. Or both.

From the look of things, not to mention the sheer number of policemen, you would’ve thought somebody had gotten murdered—and that confused me. Buster was singing up a storm when he collapsed. Everyone’s eyes, including mine, were on him. I didn’t know if he’d had a sudden heart failure, a stroke, or what, but felt he’d clearly died of natural causes. I realized that Buster was a big wheel in Nashville, no pun intended. I figured that was why a whole swarm of NMPD cruisers had come screaming up to the deli after Luke’s cousin and pastrami escort, Red the cop, arrived to find him motionless onstage. But the place resembled a major crime scene, the police cars outside clogging Broadway’s main drag, their roof bars flashing into the already garish neon glow of the honky-tonks to draw gawks from curious nightclubbers.

Insensitive as it might sound, I was worried about the harm that sort of attention might do to business. A customer dropping dead on my first Kosher Karaoke night—a famous customer, no less—was about the worst sort of publicity imaginable. I knew the local media would be all over the story and could almost hear the nightly news promo. “Coming up at eleven: Main Course, Heart Attack! King of the Road Dead Ends at Murray’s Deli.”

I frowned. A man had passed away in my restaurant and here I was consumed with self-interest. I felt desperately ashamed.

Okay. Maybe that’s an exaggeration. But I sincerely wished Buster was alive, well, and enjoying his dinner. And I did have a desperate yearning for some comfort chocolate. My automatic grab would be a Nestlé’s Crunch mini-bar from the bag up in my office, although I also had some Goo Goo clusters that my next-door neighbor Cazzie had given me to check out. Too bad the office stairs were off limits in the kitchen—an architectural quirk that had something to do with the location of a support wall and the interior redesign that had turned a decrepit century-old tavern into Murray’s.

Chocolate and a smoke, I thought longingly. They went together like…well, chocolate and a smoke.

“Nash, you look a fright.”

Oh joy, I thought. Thomasina had arrived to further undermine my confidence. Was there such a thing as an anti-cavalry?

I looked around, my eyes climbing to her face. At five-foot-eight, she stood a full six inches taller than I did, making me glad she favored slip-ons with a medium-wedge heel to reduce her intimidating height advantage. Now she’d pushed over through a group of cops, leaving the officer with the notepad still talking to A.J at the front counter. Or more likely trying to score a date, since the pad was back in his breast pocket, his eyes were locked on hers, and they were swapping big, bright, cutesy smiles.

“Thanks,” I said to the countenance looming overhead. “Utter catastrophes have that effect on my appearance.”

A don’t-get-uppity look smashed down on me. Thom had a thing for color-coordinated outfits, and tonight was wearing tan slacks with beige wedges and a sea green Indian blouse the same color as her eyes (she claimed they were her best feature). There were little iridescent white beads across the breast of the gauzy top, emphasizing what she boasted was her second best attribute.

After a long moment of gazing upon Mount Thomasina with dread and awe, I turned toward the booth where the cops had gathered the Yakima-Sergeant party. The brim of his outsized Stetson dunked way down over his nose, one of the Japanese execs stood there taking questions from a burly officer I doubted he could even see.

“Was Mr. Sergeant actin’ funny or anything before he collapsed?” I heard the cop ask him.

“Yes, funny!” The exec gave a wistful smile, his mouth the only part of his face left uncovered by the hat. “He a funny, funny man.”

The cop blinked, puzzled. “Think maybe you misunderstood,” he said. “What I want to know is…did he do anything, like, out of the ordinary?”

“Yes, yes. Comedy and beautiful karaoke singing! Mr. Sergeant was total entertainment!”

I looked back at Thomasina. “This can’t be real. I’m in bed with a high temperature, right? Having nightmarish hallucinations.”

“That’s so. I think the same fever’s messing with my brain.” She glanced past me toward Luke and his cousin. “You got any idea what they’re tanglin’ over?”

“Nobody’s allowed in or out of the kitchen,” I replied with a nod at Red. “He said something about preserving the integrity of the investigation.”

“Investigation? What’s to investigate?”

“Well, under the circumstances, I assume he meant Buster Sergeant’s death…”

“It isn’t like someone on the kitchen staff went crazy on him. The man kicked all on his own!”

“Look, you asked what’s going on. And I told you. Doesn’t mean I agree with it.”

Thom’s scowl deepened. “Red got his nerve,” she said, raising her voice loud enough so he could hear. “We been takin’ good care of the boys from the station for years.”

Nice, I thought. Perfect. Antagonizing the cops was always helpful.

I felt my molars grind together as Red peered over at us from the kitchen doors.

“Thomasina, I resent that comment,” he said. “None of us ever come in here expectin’ special treatment.”

She glowered. “That correct?”

“I’d say it is absolutely, one-hundred-percent correct.”

“Well, then, I’d suggest you peek at the menu,” she said. “Surprise, surprise, you’ll find out egg creams ain’t on the house.”

Before things could escalate, I edged between Thomasina and the cop. “He’s got his orders, Thom,” I said, my back to him. “I don’t see how we can get around them.”

Looking disgusted, she shifted her attention from Red to Luke. “Say what you want about me bein’ a prude, it’s my opinion the kid’s tight jeans ain’t proper restaurant attire,” she told me in a lowered voice. “Luke can show his package all he wants while he’s shakin’ his hips next door at Trudy’s. But nobody comes here to get porn served with the pastrami. You really think a waiter ought to share that much personal information with folks?”

I gave him a hopefully inconspicuous sidelong glance, wondering if Thomasina the Pure considered her huggy Indian top any less info-packed.

“Can’t see how it hurts,” I said, clearing my throat. “But I don’t get what that has to do with anything right now. Or am I somehow missing your point?”

Thom fixed me in a hard stare. “My point, so it’s clear, is that in spite of Red’s thick skull, I can’t blame him for not takin’ Luke seriously,” she grunted after about ten seconds, stepping away.

“Hold it,” I said. “Where are you going?”

“To give our blue-denim loverboy some help,” she said. “I see no good reason for keeping those kitchen doors shut—”

“One minute, Thomasina,” somebody said behind us. “That isn’t for you to decide.”

She paused in midstep at the sound of the unfamiliar voice. Or more accurately, unfamiliar to me.

We spun toward the main aisle, where I noticed a couple of things at the same time. One was the emergency techs wheeling Buster Sergeant toward the door on a gurney, a sheet pulled over his head—not a positive clinical sign. The other was the tall, lean guy approaching us in a charcoal sport jacket and tan slacks, his dark brown eyes very intent.

“Kind of you to visit, Beau McClintock,” Thom said. And, yes, that was very definitely sarcasm dripping from her words. “Beau’s a detective with the Metro police. And an old friend. Don’t see him much these days, but he always shows up for happy occasions.”

Deee-ripping.

He looked at her pointedly before shifting his attention to me. “How do you do, Ms….”

“Katz,” I said. “Gwen Katz.”

McClintock nodded. No handshake offered.

“You’re the deli’s new owner?” he said. “Murray’s niece?”

I had a moment to look surprised as I eyed the shield on his lapel pocket.

“Right to both,” I said. “Detective, we’ve got a horrible situation…”

“Yes,” he said. “It’s why I’m here.”

I stood feeling boneheaded. Sure, why else?

“Beau, listen up,” Thom said. “How about you just tell your officers we can open the kitchen doors?”

“Sorry, I can’t,” McClintock said. “A man’s died in the restaurant—”

“Not officially,” one of the techs pushing the gurney shouted from behind McClintock. “Officially, he’s showing no vital signs.”

“But you’ve stopped trying to resuscitate him.”

“That’s right.”

“And covered up his face.”

“Right, right.”

“Meaning I can assume Mr. Sergeant isn’t among the living.”

“He’s a stone-cold goner, you want my unofficial judgment.” The tech and his partner were maneuvering the gurney past the front counter. “I’m just sayin’, we’re being technical, the coroner’s got to pronounce him DOA at the hospital—”

“I hear you,” McClintock said. “Thanks.”

“Don’t mention it,” the tech shouted over his shoulder.

McClintock released a long breath, then watched as the gurney was wheeled out onto the street and loaded aboard the waiting emergency vehicle. Finally, he looked back at Thom.

“Sorry for the eruption,” he said.

“That’s twice you apologized since you walked in.”

“I suppose.”

“So when you gonna quit addin’ to your sorrys and do right by lettin’ us open the kitchen?”

He looked straight at her again. “My men still have work to do. Bottom line, nothing changes until they’re finished.”

Thomasina’s eyes blazed with anger. I imagined their heat rays searing the tips of McClintock’s ears so they crisped like those of the hog that had started off the night’s assorted problems. Problems that now included one of Nashville’s most prominent citizens dropping dead while performing extraordinary and beautiful karaoke at the restaurant.

But McClintock’s ears didn’t crisp, curl, or even slightly singe. Nor did any other visible part of his body. He just faced her in unruffled silence.

“What sort of work?” I broke in before Mount Thom could rumble again. “It isn’t as if a crime was committed—”

“No one’s suggesting that,” McClintock interrupted.

“But if Buster died of natural causes…”

“No one’s saying that either.”

“Then what are you saying?”

He shot me a pointed look. “I’m not aware of any rule that says I have to explain my job to you.”

“I didn’t mean to be difficult…”

“Once again, Ms. Katz, I’m here on police work. It’s unfortunate if that puts you out. But a man has died. And there’s a chance we’ll need samples to determine why it happened.”

“Samp—you mean food samples?”

McClintock nodded so faintly it seemed an inconvenience. “It’s important that no cooked or uncooked food leave the kitchen. The same goes for leftovers. I don’t want your people disposing of anything from inside the restaurant…not a single table scrap.”

I opened my mouth, closed it. And then just stared at him in baffled silence.

“How about this pastrami? Since technically it ain’t from the restaurant? Being it wasn’t here when Sergeant kicked the bucket.”

That was from Luke, who’d apparently been preparing to jump headlong into the breach.

I looked at him. Thomasina and McClintock did too. He’d slouched forward a little from holding the heavy cooler over by the kitchen doors, where his cousin Red was still playing the role of human roadblock.

“I’ll have one of my men take it to the lab for trace analysis,” McClintock said.

Trace analysis? Luke’s face was shocked—and uncharacteristically timid. I didn’t blame him. He needed help explaining. The pastrami had set me back over fifteen hundred dollars.

“You don’t understand,” I said. “What he means is that it came from—”

McClintock snapped around to face me. “I got him the first time.”

“Detective, listen, I’m not sure you did,” I persisted. “See, that pastrami was really, really expensive. I flew it in all the way from Hollywood on a private jet—”

McClintock brought up his palm in a silencing gesture.

“We’ll be sure to give it full red-carpet treatment,” he said, and walked off without another word.

I watched him a moment, at a total loss. Then turned to Thomasina. “What the hell is his problem?”

She frowned.

“There goes that foul mouth again,” she said.

 

I was in my tiny shipwreck of an office above the delicatessen looking at a framed 8x10 photo of Uncle Murray and me. Murray had hung it to the left of my desk back when it was his desk, right above a battered hardshell acoustic guitar case leaning upright against the wall. The case—a Gibson—had been there the day I arrived from New York and did nothing but take up space. But I hadn’t had the heart to move it elsewhere. It reminded me too much of my uncle…as did the cover of an old Loretta Lynn LP beside my photo, though in a different way.

Titled “Your Squaw Is on the Warpath,” it showed Loretta wearing a teensy Indian mini-dress with beaded tassels hanging over her thighs. The personalized autograph written across those same shapely bare thighs read, “What you thinkin’ about, Murray? LL.”

As if she’d needed to ask.

It was now five minutes past midnight. At around eleven-thirty, the last of the police officers and evidence techs had left the restaurant below, parading off with Ziploc bags full of table scraps and armloads of perishables from our freezers and refrigerators. My customers and serving staff had been allowed to go home long before that, and although the kitchen was no longer under cordon, Newt and Jimmy had stuck around to help Thomasina put it—and the dining room—back together again.

All the deli’s horses and all the deli’s men, I thought moodily.

With the cops gone, I’d stepped out onto the street for a smoke. But before I could end my latest cigarette abstinence streak at four days and counting, I’d turned back inside without lighting it and pushed through the kitchen doors, thankful the office was finally accessible again. Then I’d walked upstairs, gotten a Goo Goo cluster and Nestlé bar out of my top drawer, and set them in front of me as I sat studying their wrappers and deciding which one to greedily ingest.

I hadn’t yet made my choice, but the unlit cigarette was still in my mouth. The Non-Smokers Protection Act banned smoking in Nashville’s workplaces, so I couldn’t light up till I left the premises. Although this was my private office, and I was the only person who actually worked in it, I’d been told that wasn’t a satisfactory loophole. No sense getting shut down on a legal trifle. If Murray’s was going to close, it would be in grand fashion.

The result, say, of a storm of bad publicity due to a local bigshot dying from our food. Hypothetically, of course.

I stared at the snapshot above the untouchable guitar case and reminisced, my door locked so nobody could walk in and catch me sautéing in melancholy. My dad had taken the picture at Murray’s suburban home in Hicksville, about an hour’s drive from Manhattan on the Long Island Expressway. I think it was one of our family’s annual Passover get-togethers. I’d been nine or ten years old, which would’ve put Murray in his early forties.

That was around twenty-five years ago. A long time. Still, Uncle Murray had left us too young. They say a modern person at sixty-something is equivalent healthwise to the previous generation’s fifty-somethings.

Or something.

I guess Murray’s leaky aortic valve hadn’t gotten word of current life-expectancy trends.

In the photo, we were posing by his enormous kitchen range. Murray had pulled over a chair and lifted me onto it, and I’d knelt so I could reach the pots and pans on his stovetop as I helped him cook. Smiling as we clinked spatulas for the camera, we wore aprons he’d bought us with the slogan “Schmutz Happens” in front.

Cute.

I leaned back in my chair, and it squealed like a strangled monkey before clunking against a wobbly stack of cartons behind me. The boxes were heavy and full, and I hadn’t yet peeled back their flaps to pore through their contents. I mentioned that the office was a wreck, right? The USS Murray. Although I’d cleared a lot of junk off the desktop, a memo spindle in one corner stood crammed with telephone messages in Thomasina’s handwriting. Most were from Artemis Duff, my uncle’s friend, longtime drummer—and accountant.

One of Murray’s original band members, Artie was one of those rare musicians who’d been grounded enough as a young man to get a college degree and a day job. He’d been dashing in and out of the restaurant for weeks, blizzards of loose paper spilling from the overstuffed ledgers he took from the office. Since we were overdue for a conversation about the tangled state of my uncle’s finances, I figured I’d wait before tossing the memos, just in case the two men hadn’t been caught up—a distinct possibility given Murray’s chronic disorderliness. There were record books, overstuffed manila folders, and loose mounds of paperwork just about everywhere around me. A little digging had revealed some metal file cabinets, a credenza, and a couple of extra chairs beneath the jumbled mess, and I had a hunch that running a giant vacuum cleaner over the room might bare a few more pieces of furniture. Hopefully, there’d be nothing too gross decomposing among them.

Aside to public health inspectors: I jest.

The clutter wasn’t my doing. It had been part and parcel of my inheritance, coming along with the restaurant downstairs. In all truth, I’d probably had enough time to straighten up the office. It had been over three months since my move to Nashville. But a whole list of to-dos took precedence…or was it a list of excuses?

Whatever term fit, I knew I’d get around to the unenviable task before long. I’m very structured when it comes to work, having spent almost a decade sorting out corporate books at a boutique forensic accounting firm on Wall Street. My career at Thacker Consulting was basically about clearing trails through tangled arithmetical woods, and I’d become very systematic in my professional habits. Out of necessity rather than disposition, I concede.

Housekeeping was another story, though I try to avoid slobbette status. Losing one of my cats under a pile of dirty wash would be tragic and inhumane.

A slow, thoughtful breath slipped out over the unlit cigarette in my lips. Then I tilted forward to study another picture of Murray, one I’d brought from New York and stood on the opposite end of the desk from the memo spindle. This time my chair’s rickety springs made just the ittsiest bittsiest of squeaks, that’s how careful I was not to further destabilize the Leaning Tower of Cartons.

The photo was professionally taken—I always thought of it as his “guitar headshot.” Murray gripping the neck of a Les Paul with both hands, his shirt black with white piping and pearl snaps. Broad-nosed, full-lipped and dark complected, his male-pattern baldness hidden by a flashy white felt cowboy hat with a silver buckle and whiskey-colored edging around the brim, he could have been described as a Semitic Garth Brooks. But though he’d gone for the macho-introspective look for the shoot, there was a wicked humor in his eyes that I’d never seen from Garth.

At the bottom, in bold metallic Sharpie ink, he’d written:

 

Keep Ridin’ Gwennie!

My Heart To Yours

Uncle M

 

My eyes lingered on the inscription. After a while, they started to sting.

“Keep ridin’,” I read aloud, plucking the cigarette out of my mouth to hold it between my fingers.

I was trying. I really was. My ex-husband had scammed his investors out of their life savings even while cheating on me with a flock of silicone-accessorized pole dancers. When he got caught redhanded at both, we’d all wound up sharing the losses.

I’d been left heartbroken as well as broke. Or nearly broke. Incapable of stooping too low, Phil had secretly blown most of my personal assets along with his clients’, and I’d sunk nearly every cent I had left into the condo and reopening the deli.

“I have to keep riding, Uncle Murray,” I said quietly. “You know I hate feeling sorry for myself. You know. But maybe I do a little right now. Because another fall like the last one and not all the deli’s horses or—”

I snipped off the end of the sentence, unwilling to finish it. Everyone in my family had called Murray a hopeless dreamer, but I’d always seen him as a bright, free spirit without a grain of pessimism in his bones. Someone not all the world’s weight could crush.

It might have disappointed him to hear me say that any fall would stop me from pulling my broken pieces together and climbing back up on my horse. No matter how badly I was hurting.

I exhaled again and checked my wristwatch. Half past midnight already. The kitties would be starved for their eight-hundred-thirty-ninth absolute last meal of the day. My, how time flew when somebody croaked in your restaurant and you had trouble choosing your comfort candy.

Setting down my cigarette, I dragged a palm across my eyes and appraised the Goo Goo and Nestlé bars. Then I reached for the latter, and made a crinkly racket tearing open its wrapper. I owed Cazzie an objective review, and thought it would’ve been unfair to form an opinion of something new and untried in my current frame of mind.

Not that I was too, too upset or anything.

But the wetness on my hand from wiping my eyes gave the chocolate a weirdly salty taste as I scoffed it down.
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