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“A saucy Southern mystery!”

—Krista Davis, national bestselling author of

The Diva Runs Out of Thyme

 

 

Murder in Memphis

 

Lulu felt queasy. She was not a fan of scenes and there had been far too many over the past twenty-four hours.

Tony thumped his fist on the door. “Rebecca!” he bellowed. “Rebecca! I want to talk to you.”

Tony tried the door, but of course it was locked. He thumped loudly on her door again.

“You don’t think,” asked Lulu, “she killed herself, do you?”

“With poison? No way. If she’d planned it, she’d want to be found tucked in her bed, looking like Sleeping Beauty. Besides, being banned from Aunt Pat’s wouldn’t have made her suicidal, you know.”

“When you put it that way, it does sound a little silly.”

Ten minutes later Tony was back with the manager and one of the hotel’s security men. The manager inserted a master key and opened the door a crack. “Miss Adrian?” He waited, listening hard, but hearing no response. He pushed the door open farther. “Miss Adrian?”

He stepped into the room, then backed up a step. The security man pushed them back into the hall, but Lulu was able to see a sprawled figure on the floor of the room. Rebecca Adrian—quite obviously dead.
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“Don’t let that folksy facade fool you. Lulu Taylor is one intrepid amateur sleuth.”

—Laura Childs, New York Times bestselling author of  Eggs Benedict Arnold

“Lulu Taylor serves up the best barbeque in Memphis. Never been to her restaurant, Aunt Pat’s? Well then . . . follow Lulu as she tracks down a killer with the help of her wacky friends and family. You’ll feel transported to Beale Street.”

—Julie Hyzy, author of Eggsecutive Orders

“Riley Adams’s first book, Delicious and Suspicious, adds a dash of Southern humor to a sauté of murder and mayhem that is as good as cold banana pudding on a hot summer day.”

—Joyce Lavene, coauthor of Ghastly Glass
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Chapter 1

Memphis, Tennessee, is a little bit of heaven in the springtime. The azalea bushes burst with blooms, magnolias perfume the air, and daffodils nod sassily in the breeze. Children scamper right down the middle of the street, with their scolding mamas hustling after them. Folks pull leashes from the closet and take Buddy and Princess for a little stroll.

The barbeque business goes into full swing. It’s never out of season, mind you. But in the springtime, it’s God’s gift. Order your barbeque to go and eat it in W.C. Handy Park on Beale Street. Listen to some live blues music, realize how good you have it to be in Memphis in the spring, and hand out a couple dollars to the street musicians who are serenading you.

And right there on Beale Street, you can find the reigning queen of the barbequing art, Lulu Taylor. She’s not back in the kitchen anymore, of course. You’ll find her holding court in the dining room, cutting up with some customers, and buttering up others.
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“Get a load of this,” breathed Ben to his wife Sara. He steered her to the heavy wooden door of the back-room office of Aunt Pat’s. Sara peeped around the door. “Mother’s really flipped her wig this time.”

Ben’s mother, Lulu, perched behind the desk and beamed out at empty space like it was her dearest friend. She brandished, oddly enough for the office, a pair of tongs.

“Friends,” she said earnestly. “Great barbeque is made with great tools. Your tongs and spatula need to be nice and long so you won’t burn yourself.” She sadly shook her head at the empty air again, “I’d hate for my friends to burn themselves.” At that moment, the entire effect was destroyed when the hairpin she’d carefully stuck in the hair piled up on top of her head fell out. Her white hair cascaded down. “Shoot!”

Sara walked in the office. A slow smile spread over her good-natured, freckled face. “Having a wardrobe malfunction, Lulu? And by the way . . . what exactly are you doing?”

“I’m practicing for my new Food Network show, naturally. This qualifies as more of a coiffure malfunction, I think.” She wound the hair up onto the top of her head again. “I’m going to have to figure out something to do with this hair of mine. Got to be ready for my close-up, you know.”

Ben fingered his mustache as he absorbed the notion of a close-up. The mustache was a recent addition to his features—a new hairstyle to make the most of his few remaining follicles. Unfortunately, the styling necessary to give the illusion of hair on top of his head resulted in a helmetlike effect. Ben had fancied that the mustache might make him look like Tom Selleck. He had sadly come to terms with the reality of looking a lot more like Captain Kangaroo.

Ben said, “But, Mama, this isn’t Food Network coming. Don’t you remember? It’s that other cable food channel.”

Lulu said, “Shoot! I keep forgetting. The Cooking Channel is the name of it, that’s right. Ben, we have to be  careful. We’ve got to act like the Cooking Channel is the only cable station out there! ’Cause you know they feel bad having to compete against Food Network . . . they’ve only been around for a little over a year now, and they’re small potatoes next to them.”

“Besides, as far as I’m aware, we have a Cooking Channel  scout coming here today. And the scout is scouting  for the best barbeque in Memphis.” He turned to his wife. “Sara, have you heard anything about a TV show? Why am I always kept in the dark?”

“Smarty-pants,” said Lulu. “I haven’t got the show yet, no. But with Paula Deen such a success, they might want someone like me on contract.” She stretched out her fingers and looked at them, critically. “I need big diamonds.”

“Pardon?”

“My wardrobe malfunction is the complete and total lack of diamonds. Paula’s just dripping with them, you know. Even keeps them on when she’s squishing up ground beef.”

“You have big diamonds? Why the heck am I slaving every day over a fiery pit, then, if we’re so loaded?”

Lulu leveled a quelling look at her son. “I don’t have them yet, no. But with a major contract, I could buy myself some. Or maybe,” she added vaguely, “the wardrobe department provides them. Just to use during the shows, of course.”

Ben mouthed, “She’s lost it” to Sara. He was going to have to break it to Lulu that the Cooking Channel wardrobe department likely didn’t include Harry Winston jewelry.

“I think you’d have better luck buying yourself some diamonds, Mother.”

“And I should do that how?”

“You guess every puzzle on Wheel of Fortune. Maybe you should go on the program and win yourself some big money.”

“California is on the other side of the country, Ben. I can’t just pop over there, buy some vowels, and win big money. Plus, there’s a lot of dumb luck involved, too. That’s a big wheel to spin. I could hit ‘lose a turn’ or ‘bankrupt’ every time. I might not even have the power to spin it all the way around.” But Ben’s suggestion had clearly given Lulu ideas. Already her mental wheels spun as she tried to calculate how she might get to California.

Her ruminations were interrupted by her younger son, Seb’s, arrival in the office. “All right—out, out,” he said, motioning to the office door. “I’ve got to get to work. Time for me to cook the books. Just kidding,” he added in response to Ben’s menacing look. “You take care of the pork. I’ll crunch the numbers.”

“Hey, Seb, how about that hunting trip we keep talking about?” asked Ben. “Haven’t you gotten the hunting bug yet?”

Seb sighed. He knew the kind of bugs he associated with hunting. Mosquitoes and chiggers.

Ben continued, “You’ve been telling me for the last couple of weeks you’re ready to go. I want to throw the Labs in the truck and head out into the country.” He looked wistful. “Subdue nature for a little while.”

Seb grinned. “Just your Labradors get to go subdue nature? What about your other dog?”

A cloud passed over Ben’s face. Lulu hid a smile.

“What’s her name? Yvette?”

Ben mumbled something. Sara moved over and put a supportive arm around him.

“What was that? Oh, right. Babette. I’m sure Babette  would love to hunt something with you. Might want to take off her jewelry first, of course. And her princess sweater.”

“You know that’s Coco’s dog!”

“I see . . . blame it on your little girl! But we know who found the dog and laid down the money. And I don’t think it was a nine-year-old.”

Ben glowered. “If you don’t want to go hunting, just say so.”

“All in good time, brother,” said Seb. This hunting trip was going to be put off as long as possible. He’d spent enough time in New York to lose interest in the sweaty, remote, silent activity that hunting in the South entailed. The door chime sounded again, and Seb craned his neck around the office door. “Who is that?” Lulu peeped around the door, too. Seb did a double take and seemed to peer closer at the visitor, but by that time, Lulu’s mind was spinning.

“That” was a sophisticated blonde dressed in casual clothes that probably cost a whole lot more than Lulu’s dressy stuff. “Got to be the Cooking Channel scout,” Lulu hissed. She scurried to the mirror. “I knew I should have worn my power suit today!”

“Power suit?” murmured Sara.

“From her former life as a day trader. Didn’t you know?” asked Ben, straight-faced.

His twins Coco and Ella Beth rushed into the small office. “What’s going on?” demanded Ella Beth. “Where did everybody go?”

“You do realize,” said Coco, who was nine going on twenty-one, “that the dining room is chock-full of people?”

“Don’t be sassy,” said Sara crossly. But Coco’s pronouncement had the desired effect.

“Well?” bellowed Lulu. “What’s keeping everybody?  We better jump into action and start dealing out the lunch specials.” Lulu peered around the door. “Oh Lord, the dining room’s completely full of hungry customers. What’s she going to think about the service?”

Sara propelled her toward the door. “Not a thing. She’s going to think this barbeque is so darn tasty that the whole town is beating down our door to get in here and eat some. And she’ll be right.”

Ben raced to the kitchen to work his magic on the barbeque, Sara grabbed an order pad and pencil and tied an apron around her waist, and Lulu headed to the dining room for a visit with their guests.

The smell of the seasoned pork cooking in the pit and the sweet aroma of the baked beans permeating the restaurant was enough to make your mouth water.

 

The customers felt more like guests to Lulu, maybe because they came so often they were now all friends to her.

Coco was right; the dining room was jam-packed, even the barstools. Lulu walked in to a chorus of greetings, her small frame belying the fact that she had eaten barbeque every single day of her adult life. Lulu motioned to the hostess that she would be greeting this particular guest.

The sophisticated blonde finally took off her large sunglasses and looked around the dim restaurant. A muscular man with a shock of black hair and a warm smile, lugging a bag of camera equipment, stood beside her. “Welcome to Aunt Pat’s!” said Lulu. “Are you dining in or taking out?”

A perfunctory smile spread across the woman’s pretty face, although it didn’t reach her violet eyes. “Dining in. But not really dining, just sitting.” She glanced around. “It looks busy, though.”

“Oh, it’ll settle down in a minute. There should be a table opening up soon.”

“I can wait,” she said, and she sat down on the worn wooden bench near the door.

Lulu peered closely at the woman. “Are you, by any chance, the Cooking Channel scout?”

“Very perceptive of you,” she said dryly and smoothed out invisible wrinkles in her slacks. “I’m Rebecca Adrian, Cooking Channel. I suppose I stand out.”

“Of course not,” said Lulu. “But we’ve been expecting you, you know.” She gave her a sweet smile. “Besides, honey, the camera man is a dead giveaway.”

“Oh. Right.”

“I have the perfect place for you to sit down, Miss Adrian. Right over with some of my friends. I think you might enjoy their company.”

“I’m not going to eat today, Mrs. Taylor. I’m here to get some ideas for presenting the story, and Tony will do a light and sound check. But I’ll have a seat, sure. Talking to customers might help me find an angle.”

Tony, the camera man, smiled to see hard-nosed Rebecca Adrian being led off by Lulu Taylor. She wasn’t known for her ability to act on suggestions. This story might be more fun than he’d thought it would be. His big face split into a smile as the hostess offered him a barbeque plate, gratis. This was his kind of assignment.

In fact, Lulu was in the mood for a little something herself. Sara, who seemed to have a waitress’s second sense about these things, raised her eyebrows inquiringly. “Ribs and some beans?” she asked as she passed by.

“Please.”

Rebecca Adrian coolly summed up Lulu Taylor as she followed the woman across the crowded restaurant. She saw white hair tucked in a demure bun, a gentle smile, and a flower-print cotton dress.

Many a hapless person had been lulled into thinking Lulu was a sweet little old lady. Nothing could be further from the truth. Nice, yes. Sweet, no. And the “little” part had only happened in the last ten years when she shrank down from her substantial height like the melting witch in  The Wizard of Oz.

Unfortunately for her, Rebecca Adrian was one of those less-perceptive types who would make the fatal mistake of underestimating Lulu.

Rebecca’s gaze swept quickly across the restaurant, taking in the large booths topped with red and white checkered tablecloths. The restaurant must be ancient, she thought. She squinted at the old brick walls—what she could see of them, anyway. They were jam-packed with photographs of smiling faces, school pennants, and what appeared to be autographed menus.

“Mind if we join you for lunch today?” Lulu asked her regular customer, Susan Meredith.

“Oh Lord, please take a seat,” said Susan, scooting over. “I felt bad about hogging the whole booth for myself. There weren’t this many people when I came in.” A wry look spread across her pretty face. “If only I could funnel this many folks into the gallery.”

Lulu looked startled. “Now, I thought you were having some luck with business lately, honey. You said they were beating a path to your door.”

“I wish they were beating a path to the cash register, though. They might be coming in, but they’re not spending enough time in there to do any buying.”

Lulu gave Susan’s offhand remark the same grave consideration she gave to most things. “Maybe you should have an open house night. Not like a regular show. I could cater it for you . . . barbeque, slaw, and beans?”

“Don’t forget the sweet tea.”

“Oh, we do have some great tea. Have to, since the corn bread muffins are so spicy.”

“But delicious.”

“Are you absorbing this great propaganda?” Lulu elbowed Rebecca Adrian, who looked startled. Since the conversation had had nothing to do with her, she’d tuned it out. In fact, she was secretly annoyed. Usually she was treated more as a visiting rock star and flattered and spoiled by owners. And here was Lulu Taylor doing a marketing analysis for this tunic-wearing, hippie customer.

Lulu’s attention swung back to Rebecca. Lulu spoke, widening her clear, gray blue eyes. “You must know so many people. Right? In the industry, I mean.”

Rebecca smirked. This was more like her usual experience. “Sure. I’m out a lot. I run into the same people all the time.”

“Not just food people? Oh, it’s hard to find the right words sometimes.” Lulu paused as if collecting thoughts that were flying off like bits of dandelion. “Not just restaurant owners and chefs?”

Rebecca was losing patience. “No. I have tons of contacts in New York.” Rebecca dropped names of all the different people she knew in New York. She wasn’t even dropping them—more like smacking her audience upside the head with them. Lulu, thought Susan, actually seemed to be attentively listening to her drivel.

Rebecca blathered on, “You see, I never know where the next story will come from. So I know traders, socialites, magazine editors, gallery owners . . .” She stopped at Lulu’s frantically wagging finger.

“Perfect. Just perfect,” said Lulu, pushing up from the booth and rushing away.

Demented, thought Rebecca.

Lulu grabbed Sara’s arm, pulling her toward the booth.  She took Sara’s pad and pencil from her and motioned for her to sit down. “This is your next big story.” Rebecca blinked at her. “Sara is,” said Lulu impatiently, “my daughter-in-law.”

“She sets the waitressing world on fire?” asked Rebecca in a dry voice.

“Because,” said Lulu, narrowing her eyes at Rebecca, “she’s the best artist you’ve ever seen. And she needs some contacts in the art world. I’m sure you won’t mind helping her out, seeing as how you have so many New York contacts.” Lulu swept off regally, taking orders at the next table.

Sara’s broad face flushed at the unexpected interview, but nobody could blame her for being slow on the uptake. She slid into the booth across from Rebecca.

Rebecca summed her up with a glance and found Sara completely lacking in star quality. It was true that Sara wasn’t exactly model thin, although her weight looked good on her bigger frame. Like her friend Susan, Sara had cultivated an offbeat look, with curly, strawberry-blond hair that swung below her shoulders.

Sitting with friends had its advantages. It was a good thing because Sara wasn’t sure exactly what to say after Lulu’s pronouncement. Susan Meredith jumped in. “I could display some of your things in Southern Accents tomorrow for Miss Adrian to see. I’ve been trying,” she said pointedly, “to get her to do a show for ages.”

A bored expression wafted over Rebecca Adrian’s face. She opened her mouth to issue a cutting evasion when a croaky, deep voice from behind her chimed in. The voice was so resonant, she jumped and clamped her mouth shut again.

“Who is that little woman?” The voice belonged to Big Ben, an Aunt Pat’s regular, who was deaf as a post. “What’s going on?”

Another loud, old voice said, “She’s that food scout from the TV network. Sara wants the woman to get her contacts for her art.”

“A food scout? You tellin’ me that tee-tiny thing eats?” His choking guffaw hinted at a dire need for CPR. “Well, she’s a fool if she doesn’t help out,” Big Ben barked. “The woman would be lucky to discover Sara.” Big Ben had an unfortunate habit of bellowing out private observations. He was usually hushed quickly. No one moved to hush him this time.

Rebecca Adrian’s face took on a petulant look. “All right,” she said grudgingly, “I’ll drop by your gallery tomorrow.”

“It’s right down the street on Second,” said Susan, sliding out of the booth. “I’d better run, then. It takes a lot to set up a show in a day.”

Lulu tapped Sara on the shoulder. “We’ve got you covered with waitressing. Dina came in because she saw the Cooking Channel’s Foodmobile truck at a parking meter, and now we’ve got her working. Don’t you think you’d better run help Susan?”

Sara gave Lulu a hug and ran to the office to get her keys. “Well, now that that’s all settled,” drawled Lulu, “you can start asking me a little bit about Aunt Pat’s. For your story.”

Rebecca leaned over and fished in her designer handbag for a pad and pencil. “So,” she said, flicking her blond hair back over her shoulders, “this is a family-run operation, right? It’s you, your son Ben, and your daughter-in-law?”

“Mercy, there’s more of us than that!” Lulu twinkled winningly at Rebecca. “There’s Sara’s nephew, Derrick. He’s the one that’s lurking by the door who can’t take his eyes off of you.”

Rebecca swiftly glanced over. She flicked her hair again.

“Then there are the twins, Ella Beth and Coco. Or Cordelia, as she wants to be known, since she’s such a grown-up nine now.”

“They’re your . . . ?”

“Granddaughters. They work here every day after school, sweeping, wiping tables, and setting out silverware.”

“The silverware,” said Rebecca. “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever gone to a barbeque restaurant that sets the table. Usually you use plastic forks.”

Lulu looked faintly shocked. “No, we couldn’t allow that to happen. Aunt Pat wouldn’t want her guests to eat with plastic cutlery. It wouldn’t be seemly.”

“Certainly would save a lot of washing up,” muttered Rebecca. And why the hell did they use paper towel rolls on the tables instead of cloth napkins if the sainted Aunt Pat was so particular?

Rebecca made some notes.

“So we’ve got your son Ben, grandchildren, and in-laws here. Oh, and the dogs I saw on the porch on the way in. Anybody else?”

Lulu would give Rebecca the benefit of the doubt—maybe sounding like a snippy little name-dropping snob was only because she was shy. Or something. “Actually, yes, Miss Adrian, there is one more—my other son, Seb. He’s recently come here from New York to help us out.”

Rebecca stopped writing and temporarily looked confused. “Seb?”

“Sebastian. But we all call him Seb.”

“Big guy? Dark, curly hair?” asked Rebecca.

“Oh, you saw him when you were coming in? Yes, that’s him. He’s handling all our accounting right now. New York kind of burned him out, I think. Besides, so many people were getting laid off in his company that he was sure he’d be on the chopping block next. So of course we took him  in. ‘Home is the place where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in’ and all that.”

Rebecca looked over sharply at Lulu. Was she aware she was quoting Frost? Was she a lot sharper than Rebecca thought?

Lulu smiled benignly.

“Tell me a little about Aunt Pat,” said Rebecca. “I’m assuming there was at some point an Aunt Pat?” asked Rebecca, stifling a yawn with the back of her hand.

Lulu’s eyes grew reminiscent as she looked into the past. “Aunt Pat was the dear woman who raised me. You see, I grew up at this restaurant,” she said, smoothing a hand across the checkered tablecloth. “I’d sit on a tall stool in the kitchen and tell her about my school day as she mixed together the dry rub or made the corn muffins. Later on, she let me help her in the kitchen and taught me about food and flavor. Her love for food was there in every succulent bite of barbeque. Aunt Pat’s was always full of heavenly smells and conversation. She gave me a love for cooking and a love for this restaurant. And later on, when she passed away, she willed it to me.”

Rebecca, who rarely listened enough for follow-up questions, was already moving on. But Lulu had a point to make.

“You see,” said Lulu. “the entire restaurant is one big family.”

Well, zip-a-dee-doo-dah, thought Rebecca Adrian. Exactly the kind of sap she avoided. She wanted a little dirt, a little conflict. Some vivid local color.

A torrent of local color abruptly slid into the booth next to Rebecca and Lulu. “Look no farther, Miss Lulu, it’s the hallelujah chorus come to sing the praises of Aunt Pat’s. Amen!”

Now this was more like it, thought Rebecca. Five oddball  Southerners to liven up the story and coo on cue over the barbeque. Perfect. She smiled at them and held up her pad. “Could you give me your names? For the story.”

Lulu broke in. “We call them the Graces, because they’re docents at Graceland. They’re the finest group of regulars anywhere in the world,” she added warmly.

“Because you’ve got the finest ribs in the world!” said one of the Graces stoutly. She beamed at Rebecca Adrian. “I’m Flo.”

“Cherry.”

“Peggy Sue.”

“Jeanne.”

“Evelyn.”

They sounded like Mouseketeers, thought Rebecca. And the one named Cherry wore a motorcycle helmet with a picture of Elvis on it. No one seemed to find that fact at all odd, or suggested that she remove it. Lulu, now overly sensitive to any slights from Rebecca (either real or perceived) registered her puzzled stare. “Isn’t that a fine-looking helmet, Miss Adrian?”

There was a warning tone in Lulu’s voice, so Rebecca nodded slowly in agreement. Cherry beamed. “Thanks. It makes me feel like Elvis is my guardian angel keeping me out of trouble.”

“Out of trouble?” hooted Evelyn. “I’d like to see that. Maybe he’s keeping you safe. You couldn’t stay out of trouble if your very life depended on it.”

Cherry leaned forward over the table and talked as though Rebecca eagerly hung on her every word. “At first I only wore it when I rode my motorcycle. Then, after my riding mower bucked me off that time, I put it on to cut the grass. Then I got to thinking how many people get hurt in car crashes, so I thought maybe wearing it in the car would be a good idea.”

“And,” said Rebecca with a tight smile, “in the barbeque restaurant?”

“There’s a threat of tornadoes!” said Cherry triumphantly. “A helmet is perfect to prevent head injuries during tornadoes.”

Cherry provided far more local color than Rebecca had counted on.

“Pooh,” snorted Lulu. “I don’t believe a word. There’s not a cloud in the sky.”

“Just the same,” said Cherry, “there’s a threat.” She patted her Elvis helmet, complacent in the knowledge that she was well prepared for any exigency.

Rebecca tried to find her way back to her story. “So you come here . . . how frequently?”

“Once a week,” said Evelyn. And she was, thought Rebecca, possibly the only one with any fashion sense. She looked at Evelyn’s Hermes scarf with approval. “On Thursdays, we always come here for ribs after we give tours at Graceland.”

“But today is Monday.”

“Today,” said Peggy Sue, “is an exception to the rule.”

Rebecca frowned. “I went to Graceland six or seven years ago, and I don’t remember any docents there at all. I remember a sling-around-your-neck audio tour guide and some staff who kind of kept an eye on everything.”

Cherry beamed. “That’s just it! They didn’t have anybody there at all who was a docent. That’s why the Graces are so incredible. We made Graceland history.”

Rebecca attempted a look of interest, which fell completely short into the boundaries of bored disbelief.

“You see,” said Evelyn briskly, “we were all huge Elvis fans. Huge. So we were, separately, mind you, going each and every day to Graceland.”

Rebecca looked a little queasy. “To Graceland. Every  day. I guess the lines must not have been as bad as when I went.”

Cherry shook her head. “No, that just shows how devoted we were! We waited every day in the line for a ticket, and then waited forty-five minutes for the shuttle to take us for the tour.”

“After months of doing this, we still felt like we belonged there. It was home to us. We started making friends with each other and coming here for a bite to eat of ‘the best barbeque in town,’” Cherry said animatedly, with full-on air quotes. She continued on in the same breath, “Even though Aunt Pat’s isn’t even close to Graceland.”

“And the Graceland people were making friends with us, too,” added Jeanne. “They’d cut up with us and laugh. But we were always serious and respectful at Graceland. It’s really a quiet place, you know. It’s one of the most peaceful places I know.”

“So then the staff asked us if we’d like to be official docents. We don’t get paid and we don’t give tours, but we direct people in the right direction and make sure they don’t touch Elvis’s things or try to walk into the rooms under the ropes or anything like that. So we’re the first official docents for Graceland.” Cherry beamed.

“And very decent docents,” said plump Peggy Sue, smugly. “I was so happy today to be in the pool room. You know, I think that’s my very favorite place to go. I feel like I’m enveloped in this big Elvis tent. It’s divine.”

“That’s the room that’s covered with folds of fabric?” asked Rebecca.

“The very same one! And it’s so much calmer than the TV room—too much yellow in there.” Peggy Sue immediately looked regretful at her revelation as though Rebecca might end up sharing her opinion on the Cooking Channel.

Rebecca was bored again. She was now more interested  in finding out how she might get the conversation back over to barbeque and remind her cameraman that he was supposed to be working, not scarfing down barbeque.

“You’re going to take her back in the kitchen, aren’t you?” asked Evelyn. She turned to Rebecca. “You’ll feel right at home in the Aunt Pat’s kitchen. There’s not any kind of an industrial feel to it at all.”

“It looks,” interrupted Cherry eagerly, “like you’re at your grandma’s kitchen and watching her cook something up just for you.”

Flo nodded. “Every pot and pan has some family history backing it up.”

Lulu looked pleased. “Y’all are so sweet to say that! That’s exactly the way I want the kitchen to feel. Because if that’s the feeling in the kitchen, the food coming out  of it is going to be just as comforting and loving. It’s the heart of the restaurant. And there’s a little bit of my heart there, too. I swear I feel closer to Aunt Pat in that room than anywhere else. Maybe she’s our guardian angel here at the restaurant.”

Rebecca craned her neck to locate Tony.

Cherry wasn’t ready for Rebecca to go yet. Not until she’d impressed some more important Aunt Pat’s information on her. She tapped her on the arm to get her attention. “See over there? No, there. That picture? That’s a picture of the Graces from five years ago. And that picture?” She gestured to another spot on the crowded wall. The old brick was barely visible underneath a massive collection of color and black-and-white photos and memorabilia from years back. “That’s us nine or ten months later. That’s another way this restaurant is like my meemaw’s house. Walls that are jam-packed with pictures. It gives you a sense of history, like you’re connecting to a real family.”

“You are connecting to a family,” said Lulu warmly.  “You’re right up there with baby pictures of my granddaughters, toddler pictures of Ben and Seb, and even pictures of me when I was little.”

And apparently, thought Rebecca, when you go up on the wall, you never come down. The wall was full of pictures, and she couldn’t see an empty spot anywhere. Very busy looking, thought Rebecca, whose tastes ran to the Spartan look.

“You forgot to tell the best part,” Flo said reproachfully to Cherry. “Remember?”

Cherry slapped a manicured hand on the table. “I am  losing it.” She pointed to the very center of the wall. “One of the King’s guitars. Signed.”

Rebecca was impressed, despite herself. “You’re smart to put it in a case. It must be valuable.”

“Lulu and Aunt Pat knew Elvis,” said Jeanne in an awe-struck voice. The ladies looked at Lulu wonderingly.

“Well, not to hang out with. But if he was in Memphis, he was at Aunt Pat’s.”

 

 

Ben strode out of the kitchen and saw Seb sitting in the office. “Why’re you hiding out in the office, Seb? I thought you were a middle-of-the-action kind of guy. It’s not every day we have Cooking Channel camped out at the restaurant.”

Seb looked briefly annoyed, then gave a short laugh and said, “Oh, you know. That hippie gallery owner, Susan something—is out in the dining room. Mother’s got a bee in her bonnet about fixing me up with her. It drives me right up the wall.”

Ben picked up his tongs and said, “Well, I know it gripes you, but I’d appreciate it if you could go out there anyway.  Not to flirt with Susan,” he added as Seb opened his mouth  to protest, “but to schmooze with the Cooking Channel folks. You’re the Taylor clan’s best schmoozer.”

Seb stood up. He knew an indirect order when he heard one. And he wasn’t exactly in the position to say no. The last thing he wanted was to slink back to New York with his tail between his legs. Without a job, he wouldn’t be able to pay rent. And the debt collectors would be thrilled at having another crack at making him pay up.

 

 

Lulu and the Graces bantered back and forth while food came and went and people came over to say hi. Everyone appeared to know them. Then Rebecca’s cell phone, which looked capable of doing everything short of baking bread, rang, and she abruptly slid out of the booth and hurried off to chat.

Everyone she’d been sitting with gaped in surprise at her rudeness. Tony, Rebecca’s cameraman, noticed their reaction to her abrupt departure. He took a last bite of his red beans and rice and walked across to the vinyl booth. He wore an apologetic grin. His handsome face and Mediterranean coloring spurred the Graces to forget their shock and dive into their pocketbooks for their lipsticks. Cherry sized Tony up with an expression that Lulu recognized as indicative of future flirtation. “That,” Tony said emphatically, “was some good barbeque. I’m not the official scout, but yours was the best barbeque plate I’ve ever eaten.”

Lulu beamed at him. “I’m so glad you enjoyed it, hon.” Then she caught sight of Seb poking his head out from the office door and glancing around the restaurant. Lulu motioned him over. He hesitated, and Lulu frowned and waved him over again. “Don’t be shy, Seb!” she called.

Seb reddened. “For heaven’s sake!” said Lulu. “You’re not usually so bashful. You can at least say hi to Tony here.  And Tony, let me introduce you to some of my friends. . . . Tony here is the cameraman for the Cooking Channel.” Seb shook his hand and then Lulu introduced Tony to the Graces.

“You should be meeting Miss Adrian, too, but she’s gone off for a little stroll.”

Jeanne, one of the Graces, said, “Well, at least she’s trying to be thoughtful. It can be really rude when people talk on their cell phones.”

Flo snorted. “You are way too sweet, Jeanne. That woman just doesn’t want us to listen in on her calls.”

Tony laughed, “You got it, Flo. Rebecca always walks off to make calls. Sometimes I think she’s placing bets with her bookie.”

Seb gave an uncomfortable chuckle. “Well, hate to say it, but I’ve gotta run. See you later, Mother. It’s nice to meet you, Tony.” Lulu frowned, irked that he hadn’t even met the food scout. The least he could do was to stay and visit for a while.

Rebecca finished her conversation and walked up to the booth. Lulu noticed that she wore a pair of stilettos to compensate for the fact that she was clearly less than five feet tall. “Have you got what you need?” she asked Tony. Then she gave a short laugh. “I mean for the story. I can see that you’re set as far as pigging out goes.”

Tony ignored her. “I think we’re good. Let’s head out.” He shouldered his bag and walked toward the door.

“What,” breathed Cherry, “a beautiful man. Reminds me of you know who.” And she patted her Elvis helmet, in case anyone had any doubt whom she referred to.

Rebecca gave a quick roll of her eyes. “We’re going to go. It looks like the dinner crowd is coming in full force. I’ll be here tomorrow,” she said to Lulu.

Flo grabbed Rebecca’s arm, startling her. “I know what  we should do! Let’s go out with Rebecca and Tony. We could show them some Memphis nightlife.”

Tony, who had returned to the booth since Rebecca seemed to be waylaid, looked hopeful at this idea. When they’d arrived in town last night, he’d noticed Beale Street throbbing with energy. “I don’t care about the nightlife,” Rebecca said. “It’s not part of my story.”

Tony said, “Beck, they’re not talking about the story. They’re inviting us to have fun.” Partying on Beale with locals sounded to Tony like an excellent way to accomplish having fun.

She pursed her lips, considering. “Well . . . I wouldn’t mind getting some ideas for the piece. But I don’t feel like going out anywhere. How about over at the Peabody? It has a bar.”

Flo lit up. “Sure! I love those ducks. What time is it? She glanced at her watch. If we leave now, we can watch the duckmaster put the ducks up.”

Rebecca groaned. “Oh no. Not the duck people.” She rolled her eyes at Tony, who looked confused. “You were out doing Memphis location shots this morning, so you didn’t see the ducks. By the way, did you get some good stuff for the location shots?”

“Sure, lots of footage. And some great shots of the pyramid,” said Tony.

Cherry said, “Oooh. You know, I think that’s one of my favorite things in Memphis. I love lookin’ at it, with the sun going down and glinting on all that steel.”

“A pyramid. In Memphis.” Rebecca winced. “That’s not going to work, Tony. I’m doing a quirky story.”

“Pyramids aren’t quirky?” Tony asked.

“I mean quirky-oddball, quirky-colorful. Southern eccentric,” said Rebecca.

“Pyramids aren’t eccentric?”

“Okay, never mind. We’ll edit the tape later. Back to what I was saying. While you were out this morning shooting pyramids, at . . .”

She looked questioningly at Flo, and Flo supplied, “Eleven o’clock in the morning.”

Rebecca nodded. “You explain it to him, please.”

“At eleven o’ clock, they roll out a red carpet from the elevator at the Peabody, and out from the elevator waddle the cutest ducks ever. They spend all day splashing and swimming in the fountain at the Peabody, then at five o’clock the duckmaster calls them and sort of directs them with his cane, and they waddle back into the elevator and go up to the Royal Duck Palace on the roof.”

Tony looked charmed. “The Royal Duck Palace?”

“Well, honey, they have their own suite up there! With sun decks and a fountain and their very own miniature Peabody coop.”

All the talk of duck palaces and duckmasters irritated Rebecca. “And hordes of people line up with cameras and push and shove to see the ducks. And they play Sousa.” She heaved a rather tortured sigh. “But I definitely need a drink. Let’s head out.”

Sara’s nephew, Derrick, who’d been trying to look cool and listen in on the conversation at the same time, asked, “Is it okay if I come along too, Flo?”

Flo called Lulu over. Since Sara was out helping Susan with the show, and Ben had his hands full of dry rub, Lulu would have to stand in for the parental oversight.

“To a bar? What are you thinking, young man?”

“It’s just the Peabody.” Derrick shrugged. “I thought I’d go see the ducks and hang out with the Graces for a while.”

Flo said, “If he wants to come along, I’ll keep an eye on him, Lulu.”

Lulu figured Derrick was happy to be anywhere but  home. He’d shown every indication of being completely miserable since moving to Memphis from Chicago and seemed determined to infect everybody else with his suffering. Lulu got it—he’d rather be with his mom, Sara’s sister, in Chicago. Too bad his mom didn’t agree with him.

“Okay,” Lulu said. “But only for a little while. Then you can still drive over to the church and make it to Youth Group.”

This time Derrick didn’t make the face he usually made whenever Youth Group was invoked. Although his manners weren’t well developed, he had an unerring instinct for getting his way. In his estimation, a blatant show of cooperation would engender more goodwill than his customary churlishness.

“Sounds like a plan, Lulu. Thanks, Flo,” Derrick added meekly.

Flo looked over at Big Ben, Buddy, and Morty, the three old regulars who were still trying to listen in on their conversation—Big Ben quite obviously, since he had his hand cupped around his ear. “Want to come along?” she hollered at him.

“Do what?”

“Want to come along to the Peabody bar with the ladies? We’re going to hang out with Miss Adrian and Tony for a while.”

Big Ben gave his rasping chuckle again. Buddy answered for them all, “No thanks, honey. Y’all go ahead and have fun though.” As he and Big Ben watched them go, Buddy said, “I think our days of hanging out in hotel bars are done, don’t you?”

Morty smiled. He looked for all the world like a black version of Mr. Clean—even down to the earring. Except that Morty always had a twinkle in his eye. And now a dreamy, contemplative look stole over his features that meant he was going to tell a tall tale. “Remember back  in the day? We really did some traveling with the band, man. And a pretty lady in every hotel bar in every town we played.”

Buddy snorted. “Traveling? We stayed mostly in Memphis, remember? And when we did travel, the dumps we stayed in didn’t have bars. And I sure don’t remember any pretty ladies.”

“Emmaline. I remember Emmaline with her pretty braid.” Lulu rushed by, and Morty pushed up from the table. “Think I’ll go tell Lulu about Emmaline. She always likes my stories.” He wandered off toward the counter at the back of the restaurant.

Buddy sighed. “Thinking about the old days and being young makes me want to sing the blues.”

“But we always sing the blues, Buddy,” boomed Big Ben.

“Maybe that’s why we’re usually happy.”

Big Ben changed the subject. Or maybe he couldn’t actually hear the subject. He barked, “So whatcha going to do now, Buddy? Got any plans?”

“Well, it’s almost five o’clock now. I’m thinking about sitting on my front porch and waving at cars for a while.”

“That so?” Big Ben considered this, rubbing his jaw thoughtfully with a big hand. “That might be enjoyable. Better than my plan, anyhow. Mind some company?”

“Feel free,” said Buddy.

“Might there be a beverage of some kind offered?” Big Ben looked hopeful.

“I do have a Domaine Vincent Dauvissat Chablis Les Preuses in my possession right now. For a special occasion.”

Big Ben’s eyes widened.

“Which waving at cars, unfortunately, doesn’t qualify as.”

Big Ben nodded slowly. He could understand that. “Sweet tea, though?”

“Let’s grab a gallon to go, since we’re here. There’s no way my sweet tea can compare with Aunt Pat’s.”

 

 

Cherry left the restaurant a few minutes behind the other Graces. She was just climbing onto her motorcycle when the storklike figure of fellow regular Mildred Cameron approached. Cherry always felt very sophisticated in her jazzy, bright, tight clothes, jangly bangles, and Elvis helmet. She had a soft spot for spinster Mildred, who wore clothes that hung on her gangling frame like they were draped on a clothes hanger.

“Hey there, Mildred! How’s tricks?”

Mildred beamed at the friendly greeting. “Good!” She glanced at her watch, which slid like a bracelet on her skinny wrist. “You’re done eating already?”

Cherry laughed. “We did things a little different today. Ate early, now we’re going to see the ducks at the Peabody. That Cooking Channel scout is here, remember?”

“Oh, I forgot. What’s she like?”

Cherry considered the question. “Tee-tiny, like a little blond doll. And she has this perfect cupid-bow mouth. She seems kind of mean, though. But she sounds like she knows ever-so-many people in New York. She told the Graces all about the movie stars she knew and the places she went. She’s going to look at Sara’s art tomorrow morning at Susan’s gallery. She might connect her with some big shots in the city that she knows.”

Mildred splayed her fingers across her face. “Oh! Do you think . . .” she stopped and caught her breath. “Do you think she knows any publishers in New York? Could she find me a publisher for my book?” She looked for all  the world like the Scarecrow asking the Wizard of Oz for a brain.

“I don’t see why not. To hear her talk, she knows everybody there is to know up there.”

Mildred swung abruptly around and walked back into the parking lot.

“Hey!” called Cherry. “Didn’t you forget to eat?”

“I’ll come back tomorrow,” said Mildred. “I’ve got a manuscript to prepare!”

Dreaming was romance writer Mildred Cameron’s stock-in-trade. In fact, she’d been dreaming for so long that now she moved and felt and acted like she was stuck in the dream all the time.

Dreaminess aside, though, she was a determined cuss. And patient. Who else would spend forty years on the same romance novel, just to get it perfect?

Mildred may not be as innocuous as everybody thought. Maybe she wasn’t only a pleasantly eccentric oddball, but something a little more indefinable. And now that she was about to turn over her romance into the capable hands of Rebecca Adrian, she daydreamed of book signings.

 

 

Sara Taylor pushed open the squeaky screen door to the restaurant. “Time to go home, girls,” she called. She was taking a quick break from helping set up the show around the corner, and she decided to stick her head in to take the twins home. She was preoccupied with her own thoughts and didn’t notice the face Ella Beth made.

But Lulu did. “Sara, if you want, I can drop Ella Beth off at home a little later.”

Sara gave an absentminded “okay” and hurried off to the car with Coco in tow.

Ella Beth could stay all day and all night at the restaurant.  She’d sit with the Labs on the screened porch and do her homework before the crowds came at the end of the day to hear the music. She’d set out new rolls of paper towels on the tables every afternoon before the rush hit. All the regulars loved her and called her “their girl” and made her feel just as pretty as Coco. And they likely made Coco feel just as smart as Ella Beth.

“It’s been an exciting day, hasn’t it, sugar?” asked Lulu as she wiped off tables.

Ella Beth shrugged. “I guess so.”

Lulu shot her a searching look for the less-than-enthusiastic reply. “What’s wrong, sweetie? Not a fan of the TV scout?”

Ella Beth shrugged. “Coco thought she was really cool. She kept talking about Miss Adrian’s fancy clothes.”

Lulu hid a smile. “Sounds like you really weren’t taken in, though.”

“I like things the way they are, Granny Lulu. I never want Aunt Pat’s to change. Uncle Seb said stuff like we’re going to get all these tourists and start selling tee shirts, salt and pepper shakers, and those stupid bells.” Ella Beth sounded affronted.

Lulu frowned. “Well, I’d have to give the okay on that. Seeing as how it’s my restaurant. And I certainly don’t recall approving Aunt Pat kitsch. I think Aunt Pat would be rolling around in her grave if she thought her likeness was on somebody’s tee shirt.”

“And . . . well, I just didn’t like her. She reminded me of my teacher from last year. She was pretty and seemed real nice at first, but she was the meanest teacher ever. She’d bite your head off if you even asked her a question.”

“You don’t think she’s the real deal.”

“Nope. Just a phony.” An idea popped in Ella Beth’s head. Maybe she could find out more about Miss Adrian.  Some detective work would be fun. And everybody expected to see her lurking around anyway, so they wouldn’t suspect a thing.

“Well,” said Lulu, considering the phony label, “she does have those colored contact lenses in. Nobody has violet eyes but Liz Taylor.”

 

 

Flo would have agreed one hundred percent with Ella Beth. Rebecca Adrian was definitely a phony. Worse than that, she was sneaky. She’d pretended to be great friends with the Graces while Tony kept a watchful eye on her and shook his head from time to time.

The evening was just fine to begin with. The Peabody’s glamorous and luxurious lobby was always a treat to gather in—before, after, or during the ducks. They settled in around the bar, each with a drink—except for Derrick, who got a Red Bull.

Cherry was a source of amusement for the ladies there—she’d clearly set her sights on Tony. She wore her special lucky lipstick that matched her hair, and her personality was especially sparkly.

“Cherry’s really set her cap for Tony,” Flo whispered to Evelyn.

“She drives me batty with all that. It’s not like she’s ever going to cheat on her Johnny,” said Evelyn. “She just enjoys the thrill of the hunt. And why she puts up with all Johnny’s nonsense is beyond me.”

Tony seemed taken with Cherry, too. But then, Cherry—in full-throttle flirting mode—was well-nigh irresistible.

The lighthearted mood changed abruptly when the devil got into Rebecca Adrian again. Flo later wondered if Rebecca just didn’t like seeing people have fun.
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“So tell me,” asked Rebecca cajolingly to Cherry, who had finally removed her motorcycle helmet, since the threat of inclement weather had passed (although the threat of her falling out of her chair in front of the Peabody bar was rapidly becoming a distinct possibility), “are you ladies all for real? You give tours at Graceland? And you love each other like sisters and eat heaping piles of barbeque to maintain those skinny-minnie bodies? And you’re all sweet as pie? It seems a little corny.” Her swift smile minimized her cutting words. “Isn’t there any dirt in there at all?”

Now Flo noticed that Tony kept some distance between himself and Rebecca. He asked the bartender for another drink. “That’s it in a nutshell,” said Flo in a rush. “Can I get you another drink, Rebecca?’

But Peggy Sue snickered. “We do love us our barbeque and we’re all best friends. But sweet? I dunno about that.”

Rebecca smiled encouragingly. “It would be a little weird if you were all like some sort of Stepford women.”

“We’ve all had our little escapades, you know. Love affairs, scandals.” Peggy Sue wiggled her eyebrows in an attempt to look devilish. It looked more as if she’d developed a debilitating tic.

Rebecca was disappointed. “Well, love affairs kind of go with the territory, don’t they?”

“And,” added Peggy Sue, holding her hand up to stop Rebecca. “One of us is an ex-con.” Here she looked directly, but unsteadily, at Flo. A hiccupping giggle escaped her, which she soon swallowed when she heard the deafening silence from her friends and saw the satisfied smile on Rebecca’s face.

“Ex-con?” asked Rebecca in a sweetly surprised voice. “I never would have guessed. What were you locked up for, Flo?” When she got no response, she said, “I see. Banding together with your vow of silence, right? That’s okay. Peggy  Sue helped me supply the tad bit of seasoning I needed for my quirky Memphis barbeque story.”

Flo’s face splotched with red as she bent to get her pocketbook off the floor and wordlessly rushed from the hotel bar. Like four anxious ladies in waiting, the other Graces dashed after her. “Hey,” called Tony, “do you need a ride home?”

Evelyn turned around. “I’m all right to drive, so I’ll take everybody.”

“Actually,” said Cherry, “I’m going to walk home. It’s only a few blocks to Harbortown. Thanks, though.” She strapped on her helmet, figuring there was a high probability of a head-injuring stumble on her walk home.

 

 

Flo remembered Derrick fifteen minutes after returning home. And when she did remember, she gasped. In their hurry to escape the clutches of the wicked Rebecca Adrian, the Graces forgot they’d left Sara’s nephew Derrick behind. He was visiting the men’s room when they rushed out, a fact no one remembered as they scampered out through the glass doors of the Peabody, hollering at Flo to wait up. Flo cussed, picked up her cell phone (which had a very handsome Elvis skin covering it), and called Lulu. She decided she wouldn’t bother calling Sara—that filly had a temper on her like you wouldn’t believe. Lulu should best be able to break the news to Sara, anyway. Since she was Lulu’s daughter-in-law and all.

When Lulu picked up the phone, Flo cut right to the chase. “I forgot him.”

“Who?”

“Derrick. It was my fault entirely. Rebecca Adrian got me mad, and I stormed out and left Derrick behind with that woman. Want to string me up by my toenails?”

Lulu considered this proposal. “Maybe. What was he  still doing there? He promised me he’d just hang out for a few minutes with y’all and then he’d head over to Youth Group.”

“Well, he didn’t make it to church, Lulu, and I am so sorry. Want me to run by there and make him drive home? And I’ll pinkie-swear not to take seventeen-year-olds again?”

Lulu softened at her anxious tone. “Don’t worry about it. I can see how Miss Adrian could get anybody steamed. That girl likes looking for trouble, I’m sure of it. She’d better keep an eye on her back, though. Trouble has a way of catching up with you.”

 

 

Sara Taylor was thinking about throwing some trouble in Rebecca Adrian’s direction. Sara had a heckuva temper, which most people fortunately witnessed only short flashes of. Wisely, nobody made mention of the red hair and temper connection.

Sara stormed into the Peabody after getting Lulu’s phone call. She realized after several minutes in the quiet lobby that Derrick and Rebecca Adrian weren’t there. And, considering the bright lights of Beale Street just around the corner, Sara had a great idea where they might be. And it wasn’t going to be at church.

Sara had just stridden around the barricades on Beale when she was nearly run down by her errant nephew. If she hadn’t nearly been plowed over by him, she’d never have seen him at all—he was dressed in black as usual.

“Youth Group, huh?” Sara bellowed. “You will need to find God once I’m done with you.” But a closer look at Derrick stopped her in her tracks. Instead of his usual sullenly sardonic face, he looked completely devastated. And . . . were those tears glinting in his eyes?

Sara threw an arm around him (difficult, since he was  taller than her) and redirected her fury toward Rebecca Adrian. “Where is that harpy? What did she do to you?”

“Nothing! Let’s go, okay? I’m getting really tired.”

Sara gave Derrick’s arm a squeeze as they wordlessly walked to the parking deck and got into their separate cars. She couldn’t imagine what could have caused such a transformation.

Back at the Peabody Hotel, Rebecca Adrian extinguished a cigarette against a “No Smoking” sign and picked up her cell phone. “Information? I need the number for Sebastian Taylor in Memphis, Tennessee.”
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