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				one

				A couple of weeks ago, an employee at my father’s restaurant tried to kill me by setting my bedroom on fire. He wanted to keep me from discovering that he had murdered a famous French chef and set up my territorial stepsister, Ursula York, to take the fall. When that didn’t work, he tried to lock me in the restaurant’s walk-in refrigerator and freeze me to death. That didn’t work either. And now he’s awaiting trial and I’m back at work, doing what I love: health inspections—in this case, a food permit inspection for a new restaurant going up on the southeast side of Austin.

				It was a muggy morning fit for orchids and alligators when I pulled up to the front gate at 7:58 am, grabbed my inspector’s backpack full of necessaries, and hopped out of my Jeep. Inside the locked gate, I saw several dusty construction workers shouldering wooden planks and pushing banged-up wheelbarrows. I caught the attention of one of them and waved him over.

				He approached me as if walking through a field of land mines toward a lynch mob. When he got within shouting distance, I held up my badge and shouted, “Is this fifty-five fifty East Slaughter Lane?”

				He shook his head. “No let you in,” he said in heavily accented English.

				“I need to speak with someone in charge.”

				He took a step back.

				I tried Spanish. “Por favor, tengo que hablar con el jefe.”

				Then he started running.

				When the rest of the workers assessed the situation—me, my badge, their fleeing coworker—they took off, too. All of them. 

				A short, hefty man ran out of the building in time to see the last of the guys fly through the back gate. He barked something at the two construction workers who followed him from inside, and they went after the escapees. Then he came up to me and threw his belly against the fence, his sweat-stained blue T-shirt announcing Miles Archer Construction Company in fat yellow lettering. 

				“What in the name of Davy Crockett are y’all doing?” he demanded. His white hard hat read “Boss/Jefe” in black marker.

				“Poppy Markham,” I said. “Austin/Travis County health inspector. I showed my badge and your guys ran.” Banged-up cars and trucks roared past us. “Now why do you think they did that?”

				He glanced back at the building and his manner lost some of its bluster. “Don’t know why they’d be ’fraid of a health inspector.”

				“I didn’t tell them who I was, just that I wanted to speak with el jefe.” I waited as another car sped away. “You know you can get into a fair amount of trouble for hiring undocumented workers.”

				He displayed both palms. “I have papers for ever’ single one of them, lady. If they lied, I don’t know nothing about it.”

				“Lucky for you I’m the food police, not Homeland Security. I need to inspect this place before you can get your Certificate of Occupancy.”

				He reached into his pocket and pulled out a set of keys along with a new tone. “Oh, right, the boys said you were coming today.” He unlocked the gate and swung it open to let me pass. “Miles Archer, construction manager.”

				I shook his hand. “I know it’s a holiday, but is there a restaurant manager or owner on the premises?”

				He smiled. “Only all of ’em.” I followed him to the double door opening at the front of the building, but he stopped a few feet away and unclipped a walkie-talkie from his waistband. “Archer to eighty-eight,” he said into the mic, “health inspector’s here.”

				“Roger that,” came the reply. “Send him back.”

				Miles pushed the button on the side of the device and brought it up to his mouth, then let it go. “We’ll let you be a surprise.” He pointed to the right. “Kitchen’s around back.”

				I didn’t want to walk around the building. It was only the last day of May, Memorial Day, and already the temperatures had climbed into the mid-eighties. I haven’t had time to get the air conditioner in my Jeep fixed, so I had already been sweating like a mail-order bride stepping off the plane. One of the treats, sometimes the only treat, of doing an inspection is that first blast of air so cold it crystallizes the sweat on your skin. 

				“But these doors are open,” I said.

				“I can’t let you in the dining room without a hard hat, ma’am.” He pointed again to the right. “They’re waiting on you.”

				Ma’am. Ugh.

				x x x

				“There’s nothing wrong with that sink,” Todd Sharpe said. “It’s brand new.”

				“I can see that,” I said. “But it only has two compartments, and code requires that you have three.”

				“Nobody told us that.”

				Of all the duties of a public health inspector, a food permit inspection is one of the cushiest. Unlike surprise inspections that take up the majority of our time, performed in kitchens as pleasant as an active volcano, we perform these permit inspections in the relative comfort and quiet of an empty restaurant. No heat or sour grease traps, no rodent droppings or expired milk, no complaints or arguments.

				I loathe them.

				And this is why: rookie restaurant owners. They hurry through everything, rarely paying attention to the rules and regulations—the “boring stuff,” they like to call it—and then whine or argue when their lack of attention leaves teeth marks on their flanks. 

				I had, however, looked forward to this particular permit inspection when I found out that the Sharpe brothers owned the restaurant. I wanted to see how the past twenty years had treated them. I was two years behind Todd and his identical twin, Troy, in high school. I never could tell them apart except on football game day, when Troy wore his number 8 quarterback jersey and Todd, his receiver, wore number 88, so it was more economical and practical to have a crush on both of them.

				Todd had not reacted to my name or my face, which didn’t surprise me. He and his brother had preferred haughty cheerleaders to serious loners. Physically Todd had turned out fine—still tan and overprocessed, still carrying himself like a star athlete strutting through the corridors. He wore his light brown hair military short, and the lines around his dark blue eyes made him look as intelligent as he was. But something about his manner didn’t seem right.

				Most people are nervous during an inspection, even if they aren’t trying to hide something. Todd wasn’t nervous so much as anxious. Every time I passed by the door that opened into the dining room, he went on defense, putting himself between me and it like he was afraid I would break through—which didn’t make sense because I had to go into the dining room eventually to inspect the wait station, bathrooms, and bar.

				That Todd and I were already discussing the sinks was my fault because I had broken one of my own rules. Instead of handing him my report and going over each item at the end of the inspection, I was pointing out issues to him as I found them. Not because I forgot how to do a food permit inspection, but because Todd stayed glued to my side, gnawing his thumbnail, asking me, “Did it pass?” every time I turned a knob or shot my infrared thermometer into a reach-in refrigerator.

				He wasn’t going to like what I had to say next. “You also need a separate mop sink.”

				“Why’s that?” he asked, breaking eye contact with me when he reached down to scratch his knee.

				“Because you can’t thaw chicken or cool pasta in the same sink you empty the mop bucket into.” I recognized the look on his face: how much is this going to cost, and how long will it take? He also looked ready to kill somebody. Before I lost him, I said, “You can make this one the mop sink and have your guy install a three-compartment sink. Just make sure he installs the proper backflow valve.”

				I squatted down to open one of the lowboy coolers on the cooking line. “What kind of food are you going to serve?” I asked, trying to take his mind off of whatever it had started to chew on.

				“Comfort food,” he said.

				I shut the door and stood. “That covers a lot of ground.”

				He stepped closer to me. “Did it pass?”

				“It’s cooling to the proper temperature.”

				When Todd started to follow me into the walk-in, I suddenly felt hot and sweaty. A hot flash? No. I’m only thirty-eight. My hand throbbed, and I realized it was a flashback. Before I had turned the tables on my would-be murderer and locked him in the walk-in, I had sliced the palm of my hand grappling with a bread knife. Eleven stitches.

				Everyone had cautioned me not to go back to work so soon afterward, but I hadn’t suffered any after-effects—certainly not emotional ones. I dealt with the incident the same way I deal with everything: I cowgirled up and moved on. It wouldn’t do for a health inspector to squall like a starlet in a slasher movie every time she encountered a walk-in. So why did I feel distressed now, when I had been the one to triumph?

				Maybe it was something else. The flu or a latent schoolgirl reaction to finally speaking to Todd “the Catch” Sharpe or simply the general feeling of unease that had been nagging at me since I pulled up to the building. 

				Most restaurants make an effort to be inviting, with glass front doors, painted exteriors, and cheerful landscaping, but everything about this place shouted “Go away!” Its two stories of gray cinder block were surrounded by a moat of blacktop parking lot protected by a high chainlink fence topped with barbed wire.

				Regardless of the reason for my sudden flush, I didn’t want to work through it in front of Todd. I stopped and turned around. “How about we go see the facilities?”

				He ran a manicured hand over his salon-streaked hair. “Facilities?”

				“You put in bathrooms, didn’t you?” 

				“Upstairs and down. But we’re trying to keep the concept under wraps until the grand opening.”

				A lot of restaurant owners are protective of their concept before they open, believing that it’s so unique and genius that no one on earth has done it before. But really, everything has already been done. Twice. There is nothing new under the sun, and there is certainly no idea that some restaurant owner somewhere hasn’t already considered and tried or considered and rejected.

				“I don’t need to see your menu,” I said, “but I do need to see where the entrées will eventually end up.”

				His smile eased the concerned creases on his forehead. “Yeah, okay, but I need you to sign a confidentiality agreement.” 

				He went into an office near the kitchen door and returned with two hard hats and a single sheet of paper. I read standard language that made me promise not to divulge anything to anyone about what I saw, heard, or believed about the restaurant. I didn’t think a lawyer wrote it, but it got the point across.

				“You mentioned an upstairs,” I said, handing him the signed paper. “Is there a second kitchen I need to see?”

				The kitchen we stood in was quite large. Take away the ovens, stoves, and prep tables, and the Dallas Cowboys could have run drills in there. My father’s restaurant, Markham’s Cocktails & Grille, uses six cooks during the week and nine on the weekends. This place would need at least twice that to keep it going on a busy night.

				“Just this one,” Todd said.

				“What are you calling it?” I asked as we crossed through the kitchen.

				“That’s still under discussion,” Todd said. 

				I figured that was something else they wanted to keep under wraps. And I was pretty sure from the bleak exterior it wouldn’t have bistro or café in the name. “It would be nice to have the name for my report,” I said.

				“We’ll tell you when we decide,” he said. “Put this on.”

				He handed me a pristine white hard hat with “Troy/Jefe” handwritten across the front in black marker, then put a scuffed “Todd Sharpe” one on his own head. My hat fit loose and dropped down over my eyes. Todd pushed open a floor-to-ceiling swinging silver door and indicated that I should pass through ahead of him. 

				If you had asked me what I didn’t expect to see, what I saw would be the answer.

				A huge dining room—no, not a room, an expanse—of concrete floors and gray walls. Made of cinder blocks, it looked like the exterior. No artwork, beer neon, televisions, or knickknacks on the walls. No tables, chairs, booths, or benches. Not even carpet. They would need to serve comfort food to make up for the soullessness of the ambiance.

				And then I noticed something even more odd. Each of the letters A, B, C, and D were painted fifteen or twenty feet high in black on each of the four walls. It looked like Stephen King and Tim Burton had collaborated on a daycare design.

				A flash of light drew my eyes up to a sidewalk squaring the perimeter of the second floor and accessible by metal staircases on each side of the room. A catwalk? In a restaurant? 

				In spite of losing about ten guys in the outdoor exodus of illegals, Miles Archer Construction Company still had several workers inside sawing, nailing, assembling, welding, and trying to outdo each other in the noise department. It sounded like a war zone.

				“Todd!” a man yelled from above. I looked up to see Todd’s twin, Troy, on the catwalk. He sat on the black railing, his legs dangling over the edge, with what looked like a noose around his neck. “I can’t take it anymore!” 

				I saw another flash of light, then Troy pushing himself off the railing. 

				I surged toward him screaming, “Nooooo! ”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				two

				I heard laughter. Twin laughter coming from in back and in front of me. Then surround-sound laughter as the construction workers joined in. Troy had landed on a large, black, billowy pillow, like the kind stuntmen use. 

				Troy held his belly and guffawed. “That…was…awesome.” He wiped tears of hilarity from his eyes. “The way you ran and screamed.” He made his voice high. “Nooooo! ”

				Something really must be wrong with me. Practical jokes are a rite of passage in restaurants, and with all the ones I’ve seen and perpetrated over the years, I should have at least suspected a setup. I didn’t like being humiliated so publicly, but I especially didn’t like being off my game. 

				Todd caught up to us, and when he saw the look on my face, he did the right thing and stopped laughing. “Poppy Markham, meet my brother Troy, the practical joker. Troy, meet the health inspector.”

				Troy scooched himself off the stunt pillow and removed the noose from around his neck. Except for bloodshot eyes, he still looked exactly like Todd. He held up the other end of the rope. “It’s not attached to anything. I was just having some fun.” He gave me the same look he had given his girlfriends in high school, a look that said, Don’t be mad. I’m just a dumb, adorable jock. It always worked on them, and, surprisingly, it worked on me.

				“That was pretty good,” I admitted. 

				“Did we get the permit?” Troy asked.

				“We need three sinks,” Todd said.

				See? They never pay attention. “You need a three-compartment sink and a separate mop sink,” I said. “Two sinks. One if you reuse—”

				“You know,” Troy said, grinning, “I remember a cute blond from high school named Poppy Markham. Would that be you?”

				Troy “the Train” Sharpe had noticed me in high school? And he thought I was cute? I felt flush again.

				“I was two years behind y’all.” My voice sounded strangely delicate. “My cousin, Daisy Green, was in your class. She’s Daisy Forrest now.”

				Troy nodded. “Right, right. Daisy.” He leaned toward me, and I pulled back from the odors of stale beer, cigarette smoke, and the same sweet cologne Todd wore. He lowered his voice. “So, Poppy, can’t you just…”

				I looked up at him, and the hard hat fell over my eyes. I pushed it back. “Can’t I just what?”

				“You know.”

				My regular voice returned. “No, I do not know.”

				But of course I knew.

				It didn’t concern Troy that the dining public might swallow hair with their hamburger or crunch on a little grime from the bathroom floor with their mozzarella sticks. He wanted me to ignore what he thought was a minor detail compared to finishing construction and earning profits.

				And then it came. And he wasn’t even subtle about it. 

				“I can make it worth your while,” he said.

				“Unless you can get me a date with Keanu Reeves, there’s nothing you can do to make it worth my while.”

				Troy smiled as if a date with the star of The Matrix would be the easiest thing in the world to arrange. Before I was faced with a choice between a dream I had never outgrown since Bill & Ted’s Excellent Adventure and keeping my oath of office, I said, “And even a date with Keanu wouldn’t do it.”

				I could feel Troy’s body temperature rise into triple digits. He balled his fists and threw his head back like a sleepy three-year-old who had been told it was bedtime. “Archer!” he bellowed. “Archer! Archer! Archer! ”

				“Right here, Troy,” Miles said, coming in from outside, through the double doors he had refused to let me enter earlier. He was followed by a lanky, dark-haired man with soft features, dressed like the twins in a red polo shirt and shorts. I didn’t need to see the name on his hard hat to know that he was another guy I had gone to high school with: Danny MacAdams. 

				Danny had been in the same grade with the Sharpe twins, but he hadn’t been friends with them. The twins had mentally and physically tortured Danny for the two years I was there with them. Everyone called him Danny Dull. And now they were opening a restaurant together? An ocean’s worth of water must have passed under that bridge in the past twenty years.

				Troy crossed over the line of scrimmage, cursing a blue streak of insults I had never heard and ones I would never repeat. The inside construction workers had stopped moving as soon as Troy started yelling for Miles, but they honored their jefe by going back to work and pretending he wasn’t getting verbally flayed in front of them. 

				Todd and Danny tried to calm Troy down, which turned Troy against them, too. Soon everyone became infected by Troy’s hostility, yelling over each other, pointing fingers, getting nowhere.

				“Hey!” I yelled, clapping my hands like a kindergarten teacher. They stopped bickering and swiveled gargoyled faces toward me. “It doesn’t matter whose fault this is,” I said. “You can send someone over to CapTex Restaurant Supply and get a three-compartment sink. If it’s installed by the time I’m finished with the rest of the inspection, you can have your permit. Assuming everything else passes.”

				Miles, who’d had the most fingers pointed at him, said, “Done.”

				Troy looked at him. “Done,” he mimicked. “You said ‘done’ yesterday.” He swatted away the hand Todd put on his shoulder. “‘Everything but the second floor,’ you said. ‘You can open tomorrow as far as I’m concerned,’ you said. I’ve got a photographer here right now, food vendors coming tomorrow, and—”

				“I’ll handle it,” Danny cut in. 

				“You do that,” Troy said. He pulled a red box from his wrinkled shorts and jerked his hand up to eject a cigarette. He pointed a final hard finger at Miles. “June eleventh, Archer. June freakin’ eleventh.”

				“I’ll go get them sinks right now,” Miles said, then took off.

				Troy put a flame to his cigarette. Danny blew it out. “Jeez, Troy!” he cried, gesturing to the welders. “They’re using propane in here.”

				Danny hadn’t been fast enough, and Troy answered by unloading both nostrils of smoke into Danny’s face. I sneezed like I always do at my first whiff of cigarette smoke. Troy said “Bless you,” but I could tell he didn’t mean it. Then he walked past us toward the kitchen. 

				Todd gave Danny a look that could have been either an apology or a challenge, and he was about to say something when Miles came back.

				“What now?” Todd said.

				Miles put his hands in his pockets and looked at the floor. “I need money.”

				“Cripes, Archer!” Todd said. “Charge it to our account like you always do.”

				Miles looked up. “It’s like this, Todd. Last time I was in there, Jesse said we were cash-and-carry.”

				That’s a harsh burden for a fledgling business. It meant that they had somehow ruined both their credit and their good will with the vendor. Ruining credit is easy to do: don’t pay your bills. But ruining good will with Jesse Muñoz? The man who encourages restaurants to trade in their old ovens and stovetops so he can refurbish and donate them to at-risk youth programs? That’s hard to do.

				“Since when?” Danny asked.

				“Must’ve been last week, when I went to get a microwave. Paid for it with my own cash money.”

				“Why am I hearing about this now?” Todd demanded.

				“I figured y’all knew,” Miles said.

				Todd took a deep breath, then shook out both hands as if he had washed them but didn’t have a towel to dry them. I remembered him doing that on the football field while he waited for a play to start. I always thought he was flashing his assets to the other team. 

				“Come on,” Todd said to Miles, heading through the kitchen doors.

				“Sorry about that,” Danny said to me after they left. 

				“Forget about it,” I said. “If you’re opening on June freakin’ eleventh, you’ve got plenty of time.”

				He grunted. “Twelve days. We still don’t have our liquor license, and we just now decided on a chef.” He looked toward the kitchen door that both Sharpes had passed through. “We need about four weeks to get the restaurant finished out and the rest of the staff hired, but Troy won’t budge on the date.” 

				“What’s so special about June eleventh?” I asked.

				I watched Danny debate with himself whether to tell me. Good grief! So what if that date was the twins’ birthday or the anniversary of the first time they ran Danny’s tighty whities up the flagpole. 

				“I signed a confidentiality agreement, Danny.”

				He crossed his arms over his chest. “Paranoid freak.”

				“Pardon?”

				“Troy coming up with that stupid agreement. I told him we need to tell everyone about this place—give interviews, get some buzz going—but he wants to keep it a secret as long as possible.”

				“Why?”

				“He thinks there are roving bands of restaurateurs waiting to pounce on his idea.”

				“What does that have to do with June eleventh?”

				Danny’s eyes darted around the dining room. “He’ll kill me if it leaks out.”

				“I understand.” I pulled a rubber glove out of my backpack and snapped it onto my right hand with a calculated flourish. Danny flinched. “I’ll be in the kitchen finishing that part of my inspection,” I said.

				“I guess I could tell you.”

				I pushed the hard hat back and looked at him. “Only if you want to.”

				“I’d like to know what you think, actually. Todd and Troy are crazy, and this whole idea seemed cockamamie when they first told me about it. They have this way of making you buy whatever they’re selling…I don’t know what’s normal anymore.”

				A rev-up like that was sure to crash at the end. I waited for him to tell me that they were fusing Italian fare with Hawaiian cuisine to come up with Pineapple Pasta Primavera and Coconut Manicotti, which would make a certain kind of sense if they had only recently decided on a chef. That’s what happens when amateurs set a menu without the help of a professional.

				I beckoned with my gloved fingers. “Unburden yourself, Danny.”

				He took a deep breath, then said, “June eleventh is the day Timothy McVeigh was executed.”

				“The Oklahoma City bomber?”

				Danny started pacing. “I told those guys the date was too much, but they blew me off like they always do. And now Troy wants to serve nothing but mint chocolate-chip ice cream on opening night…”

				I tried to make something of what he said, but I couldn’t even locate tab A to insert into slot B. “Are we still talking about the restaurant?”

				Danny stopped in front of me. “Didn’t they tell you about our concept?”

				“Todd told me you’re serving comfort food.” 

				“In a way.”

				“What way?”

				“We’re serving the last meals of death row inmates.”

				I looked around at the cinder block walls, the catwalk, the high fence visible through the open doorway. “And this is a prison,” I said.

				Danny started pacing again. “It was just going to be the waiters dressed up as prisoners and guards, you know. Toy guns that shoot ketchup and mustard. But then Troy got that stuntman pillow so we could do hourly hanging executions. Once he got going, he decided to bring in gurneys and syringes, put in a firing squad shooting gallery for the kids. Add a gift shop, except he wants to call it a gift chamber and fill it with dry ice. Like a Hard Rock Café for death. Every day he comes up with some demented new idea.” He pointed to the far side of the room. “See those crates over there? It’s an electric chair. It’s been sitting for a month because none of Archer’s guys will touch it.” He wrapped a hand around his forehead. “We’re bleeding money and behind schedule, but Troy…” 

				Venting had reddened his face and warmed him up. He took off his hard hat and fanned himself with it. “What do you think?” he asked.

				I could only tell him the truth. “I think it’s sick and twisted, and—”

				Danny pushed me. “Look out!” 

				A hammer landed where we had been standing, taking a bite out of the concrete floor. I looked up at the catwalk but saw no one. 

				“Happens all the time,” Danny said. “That’s why we wear these.” He knocked on his hard hat, then put it back on his head. 

				Death row inmates, prison cells, fake suicides, and now a hammer almost carving out a pound of my flesh. No wonder I had felt creeped out earlier. I adjusted my hard hat. “How about I see the bathrooms now.”

				Danny pointed across the dining room. “Cell block D, next to the elevators. They’re not working, so you’ll have to take the stairwell in the wait station to the ones on the second floor.”

				I started across the room, then thought better of being out in the open and stayed under the shelter of the catwalk. I passed by a worker standing a few inches from the wall. He was using an awl to scratch graffiti into the cinder blocks, referring to a piece of paper on a clipboard. I read “Im inoccent” and “I dint do it.” He had gouged tick marks to count off the days. 

				So I was wrong. This was something new under the sun. 

				I started with the downstairs women’s room, which looked more interesting than the rest of the place, if you find white porcelain toilets and matching sinks interesting. I always turn on the hot water at each sink and then flush the toilets to check that they work, and to draw cold water out of the pipes to send the hot water out faster. Except there was no water. Not in the men’s room, either.

				Strange, because the kitchen and the bathrooms usually share a plumbed wall, and the water had worked in the kitchen. Hadn’t it? Before performing any inspection I wash my hands and put on gloves, but my bandaged hand is a burden to wash, so I may have skipped it. I couldn’t remember. Todd shadowing my every move had me flustered and forgetful. And after the flashback situation in front of the walk-in, I was almost willing to believe I hadn’t checked the water. If the water on the first floor wasn’t working, the second floor wouldn’t be working either, so I saved myself a trip upstairs and went to tell the boys the bad news.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				three

				When I came out of the bathroom, I saw Troy standing in the center of the dining room, talking to two of the construction workers. As I approached them, he took a swig of something in a green bottle. Ten o’clock in the morning, and he was drinking beer.

				“Excuse me, Troy,” I said.

				“There’s Poppy!” he exclaimed, as if he had been looking for me. He turned to the two guys who had followed Miles outside when I first arrived. “Do you know Poppy?”

				They looked at him.

				They may not even know English.

				“Poppy, this is Rudy and Mingo. Rudy and Mingo, this is Poppy.”

				We smiled hello, then I said, “I inspected the bathrooms, and there’s no water.”

				“Rudy and Mingo are going to be our drivers,” Troy said.

				“Okay,” I said.

				“Rudy’s the fastest, aren’t you, Rudy? Mucho zoom-zoom.” 

				Rudy nodded.

				“You can have Mingo,” Troy said to me.

				“What if I don’t want Mingo?” If he wasn’t going to make sense, then I didn’t have to either.

				Troy waved his hand around the restaurant. “Then pick one of the other guys.”

				“I want Rudy,” I said.

				Troy drained his beer. “Negative. Rudy is my driver.”

				“If I can’t have Rudy, then I’m going to finish my inspection.”

				“Okay,” Troy said. “You can have Rudy.” He pulled a walkie-talkie from his waistband. “Eight to eighty-eight. Come in, eighty-eight.”

				“Eighty-eight here,” came Todd’s response.

				“Me and Mingo against Poppy and Rudy,” Troy said.

				“What are you talking about?” I asked.

				Danny shot through the kitchen door. “No way, Troy!” He forced long strides across the room. “They have too much work to do.”

				“What are you talking about?” I asked again.

				Todd had been right behind Danny through the doors. “Danny’s right, bro, so just one lap.”

				“These guys are getting paid double because of the holiday,” Danny said.

				I’d had success with shouting and hand-clapping earlier, so I did it again. They looked at me. “What are y’all talking about?”

				Troy handed his empty bottle to Danny. “Go get me another one,” he said, then turned to me. “Over here.” 

				With all the talk of drivers and laps, I thought Troy would take me out to his car, but everyone headed toward cell block C in the back of the dining room. I suspected another practical joke, but curiosity wouldn’t let me stay behind. He wouldn’t get me this time, though.

				Troy rolled two long silver tables away from the wall, then patted one. “Hop on.”

				“A gurney race?” I asked.

				Troy pointed to the floor, where two lanes had been lined out with bright blue painter’s tape, dirty and missing in some places. The track went in an oval all the way around the room. 

				“Outside lane gets a two-length head start,” Troy said. He pulled a quarter from his pocket and flipped it into the air. “Call it.”

				What I should have said was “You’re crazy and I need to get back to work.” But I felt the pressure of dozens of eyes on me and said, “Tails.”

				The quarter landed at Todd’s feet. “You won,” he said to me. “Inside or outside?”

				I looked at Rudy and pointed to the floor. “Afuera,” he said. Outside? That was interesting. Wait, what was I doing? 

				Danny returned from the bar and handed an open beer to Troy. “One lap,” he said, “then everyone gets back on task.”

				Troy brought the beer to his lips and leaned his head back, guzzling half of it. “Two laps,” he said. He wiped chin dribbles on his sleeve, then held up peace fingers to Rudy and Mingo. “Dos lapos.”

				Danny crossed his arms over his chest, possibly to restrain himself from punching Troy in the throat, but he didn’t say anything. Even I knew that the number of laps in the race would increase with every protest Danny made. 

				Rudy whistled to get the other guys’ attention, then gave an order in Spanish. They began clearing the lanes of building materials, moving tools, paint cans, nails, and boxes into the center of the room. Lights flashed again on the second floor. The workers stood in the center looking uneasy, probably anxious for the race to be over so they could get back to work before Miles returned.

				Troy chugged the rest of his beer, then waved the bottle at Danny. Danny snatched it from him, then went back through the kitchen door, apparently done acting as Troy’s bartender/babysitter. 

				Troy hopped aboard one of the gurneys, then flopped onto his stomach. He hung his head off the front and his arms over the sides to hold onto the table legs. “It’s better when you can’t see where you’re going,” he said. 

				“Doesn’t it make you dizzy?” I asked.

				He looked up and grinned. “Oh yeah.”

				As everyone waited for me to get on the second gurney, I came to my senses. I couldn’t be in a race with a customer. What if someone got hurt? What if this got back to my boss? What if I beat Troy? “Better not,” I said, holding up my bandaged hand. “Eleven stitches.”

				Troy dropped his head. “You referee, then. I’ll race Todd.”

				Todd handed me his hard hat, then laid prone on the other gurney, putting his chin on the table so he could see. 

				Rudy and Mingo arranged the gurneys on the lanes, and after Troy made a last-minute driver switch so Zoom-Zoom Rudy was pushing him in the inside lane, he said, “Time for the kickoff.”

				I had never officiated at a gurney race, and I wasn’t sure if the correct start should be “Ready, set, go,” or “Three, two, one, go.” I decided to do it like in auto racing. I picked up a red grease towel, then walked a few paces up from the gurneys. I made eye contact with Rudy and Mingo, then raised the towel and brought it down quickly.

				Had I been a real referee with authority and the proper hardware, I would have blown my whistle every few seconds on technicalities. Team Troy/Rudy took off a split second before the flag dropped. Team Todd/Mingo had the head start because they were in the outside lane, but Troy and Rudy caught up to them quickly. 

				As Troy passed Todd, he reached out his hand and shoved Todd’s gurney, sending it swerving to the right. Rudy shouldered Mingo, throwing him off balance. Mingo recovered and got Todd back in the lane, but not back in the race. On the straightaways Troy stretched his arms out to the side like a deranged magpie, whooping and giggling.

				When Troy and Rudy crossed the finish line after the second lap, I waved the flag to bless them as winners. Todd and Mingo stopped where they were, about half a lap behind. 

				Troy rolled off his gurney, bent over, and threw up.

				x x x

				I went to inspect the bar. After they got cleaned up, Troy and Todd sat on barstools across from me and walkie-talked Danny to join them. “Monday morning muster,” Troy said.

				I checked the beer coolers, which were stocked with expensive German beers that practically shivered in their frigid containers. The bar had a three-compartment sink for soapy wash, first rinse, and second rinse, and the water worked. It wouldn’t surprise me if Troy had Miles build the bar before he built the kitchen.

				“Get me a beer while you’re back there,” Troy said.

				Danny groaned. “Jeez, Troy.”

				“Oh, sorry,” Troy said. “And one for yourself. My treat.”

				“I’m a county employee on official business,” I said, “and it’s ten thirty in the morning.”

				“Gotcha,” Troy said, tapping the side of his nose with a forefinger. “Vodka, then. Pour it into one of those syringes and squirt it in your mouth. It’s going to be our signatory cocktail, the Lethal Injection.”

				“Signature cocktail,” Danny said, sounding like he had corrected Troy about two thousand times. “And not if we don’t get our liquor license.”

				“It’s a myth that vodka doesn’t smell,” I said, handing a beer to Troy.

				He put the bottle against the edge of the bar and slammed his hand down on it, lopping off the cap and letting it stay where it landed on the floor. He took a long pull, then wiped his mouth on his shoulder. “Tell us, Poppy,” Troy said, “what would a health inspector order for her last meal?”

				“I don’t know. I guess maybe some rice and beans, and jalapeño cornbread.”

				“Snoozeville,” Troy said.

				“I’m a vegan, and this is the first time I’ve thought about it,” I said defensively. “What would yours be?”

				Troy held up the bottle of beer. “You’re looking at it.”

				“They don’t serve beer on death row,” Danny said.

				“Gary Gilmore got bourbon,” Troy said. He finished his beer and signaled me for another—his fourth that morning that I knew of. 

				“That was contraband,” Danny said.

				“Let’s not get into that again,” Todd said. “It’s all hypothetical. If Troy wants a beer, he can have a beer.”

				“Or a signatory cocktail,” Danny muttered.

				“Getting back on track,” Todd said, “let’s ask Poppy what she thinks.” 

				They nodded, in agreement for the first time since I had been there, which immediately made me wary. Whatever I gave my opinion about would surely divide them. 

				“We need a name for this place,” Todd said.

				I stared at him. “You really haven’t decided? You’re opening in less than two weeks.” 

				Danny threw a scowl at Troy. “Unless someone comes to his senses.”

				“Belay that, Danny,” Troy said sharply. He slammed the top off his fresh beer. “You keep telling employees and vendors—and Archer—we’re opening on June eleventh.”

				Now that I’d had a look around the place and could see the unfinished state of their operation and their incongruent owners’ triangle, I thought their timeline seemed optimistic. They hadn’t asked for my opinion about their schedule, but I didn’t wait for them to. “That might be difficult, considering Mr. Archer lost half his guys earlier.”

				“He what? ” Troy spluttered. “Why?”

				“They misinterpreted my badge.”

				“You have a badge?” he said. “Cool. Does it have a hot dog on it?”

				Now, my reaction would have been to call Miles and ask him the same question I had earlier: why were his guys afraid of a badge? And then find out how he planned to finish the restaurant in less than two weeks with half a crew. But Troy seemed to have the attention span of a Labradoodle puppy. 

				“No, it does not have a hot dog on it.” I showed him the silver-plated oval attached to a black leather holder. 

				He took it from me, held it at arm’s length, and then made a finger gun with his other hand. “Food police! Freeze!”

				Todd plucked the badge from Troy’s hand and slid it across the bar to me. “Which name do you like better?” He pointed to Troy, who smiled and said, “End Zone”; then to Danny, who said, “Ol’ Sparky’s”; then to himself and said, “Ciao Chow,” and spelled it for me. 

				I felt like I had been asked to make a choice between them personally. Should I pick Troy the Train, Todd the Catch, or Danny Dull? “All of those are clever,” I said, “but I think it’s pretty obvious what you should call it.”

				Troy and Todd smiled, assuming I would pick their restaurant name. Danny looked away as if he had already lost. 

				“Capital Punishment,” I said.

				The smiles faded as they processed that I had not chosen their name, then they looked at each other when they realized I hadn’t chosen any of the names. Then Troy saluted me with his empty beer bottle. I hadn’t seen him take the first sip. 

				“Excellent!” Troy said.

				Todd looked at Danny. “I like it.”

				“Finally!” Danny said. “I’ve got to order menus, uniforms, stationery…” 

				“Stuff for the gift chamber,” Todd said. 

				“I need to check on that guillotine,” Troy said.

				They stood and went into the kitchen, slapping each other on the back.

				“You’re welcome,” I said to the swinging door.

				x x x

				

				I finished my inspection of the bar and wait station, then went looking for them in the kitchen. I found Todd and Danny in the corner office, each speaking into a cell phone. I stood in the doorway and removed my hard hat.

				Todd pulled his phone away from his ear and asked me, “Is it Capital with an A or an O?”

				Jocks. “A as in Austin,” I said, “the capital of Texas.”

				“A,” he repeated into the phone.

				They ended their calls at the same time, then came out of the office.

				“How did we do?” Todd asked.

				I tossed my hard hat through the doorway, landing it next to theirs on the floor. “You have no water in the bathrooms.”

				Todd looked at Danny. “Your buddy Archer strikes again. You get to tell Troy.” 

				Danny rolled his eyes. “Where is he?”

				“He went out to the snack truck.”

				The back door swung open and we all turned, expecting Troy, but one of the construction workers ran inside. “Andale! ” he cried. “El guëro se murió! ”

				I ran toward the door, then looked back at Todd and Danny, who hadn’t moved. How could they stand still at news like that? Unless they didn’t understand Spanish. “He said the honky is dead.”
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