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      The crunch of a keg rolling across gravel had become a comforting sound. A year ago, I would have laughed if anyone suggested I’d drop out of college to run a food truck on the grounds of St. Andrew’s Brewery, and I never would have guessed it would make me happier than I’ve ever been.

      Aaron slipped the empty keg into place, turning to face me with a smile. “What are you up to today, Pops?”

      I rolled my eyes at the nickname but didn’t correct him. Childhood friendship has privileges. “Kim and I are cleaning the outside walk-in, but we can’t get to the top shelf. The stepladder is MIA—”

      “No idea where it’s gone, but I can help you.” I had no doubts that his six-two frame could clear the top shelf before we could locate the missing ladder.

      We reached the open door of the outside walk-in just in time to hear Kim exclaim, “Got it!” In one wild and glorious motion, she turned to display a crate triumphantly over her head before her makeshift method of elevation crumbled beneath her; boxes crushed, eggplant flew, potatoes rolled, and several quarts of heavy whipping cream swept off the shelf as Kim scrambled to find purchase. The entire mess landed on the wet floor with a sickening thud.

      Aaron was already on the phone to 911 by the time I covered the short distance to Kim’s side. Her body twisted at an unnatural angle, her eyes closed, and her jaw slack. “I…” the words came out in a hissed breath. “… found the… Japanese eggplant.”

      “I thought you were dead!” Laughter and tears fought for dominance, relieved my friend was alive and angry that she made me wonder.

      Kim’s eyes fluttered open, and she squinted against the light. “Not dead. Too much to do for Bluebonnet…”

      “Don’t think you’re ridin’ this year, Kim.” Aaron pocketed his phone and knelt beside her.

      “Not ridi—” we lost the rest to the wail of the siren as an ambulance bounced across the open lawn of the brewery to put all of Kim’s pieces back together again.
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      “Gomez Family?” The doctor startled as a dozen people jumped from plastic chairs in the waiting room. “Are you all family?”

      Andy, Kim’s younger brother, stepped forward. He held his Stetson in his hands, his State Trooper uniform looking crisp despite the hours of hospital vigil. “No, ma’am, not technically. Kim is my sister, and most everyone else is related in the small-town sense. You’d just save me needing to repeat everything you say, if you’d say it to everyone.”

      “Well, I’ve got good news for you.” We exhaled in unison and faces softened in relief. “But,” The room quieted. “she’s going to be here for a while, and off that leg for even longer.” The doctor held up a tablet, flipping through x-ray images. “Concussion, but no skull fracture. A sprained shoulder, but again, no fractures. This,” She stopped at an image that looked like a piece of splintered wood. “I don’t even know how a person could do this from a fall—”

      “It was a spectacular fall…” Aaron popped off, which earned a sharp look from me and a small moan from Kim’s and Andy’s elderly mother.

      “I’m sure it must have been. The last time I repaired a leg like this, they had caught it between two cars.” She turned off the tablet. “You should be thankful for that poor person, or I wouldn’t have known what to do for your friend. As is, she’s back together. She’s not in any pain right now, but it will come later. She’ll be here for at least a week, then we’ll see how it’s healing and release her home. It’s a long road and she’ll be taking it on crutches.”
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      I stared at the tasting flight Aaron slid across the bar. “I need to go back to the hospital.”

      “Andy told you to go home. He’s the law, you have to do what he says.”

      I sniffed the first glass and pushed it away as the essence of sour laundry assaulted me. “Then why am I here?”

      Aaron crossed his arms, leaning against the back counter. “Because Andy doesn’t always know what he’s talking about. Nobody but Kim’s family needs to be up there right now. And you don’t need to go home. One—you will get all mopey and blame yourself, and two—you will end up going back to the hospital.”

      “So, are you my babysitter?”

      “More like babe-sitter, am I right?!” Aaron’s 15-year-old brother crowed from across the room as he wiped down tables.

      Aaron used an oft-practiced maneuver to hit the back of Cameron’s head with a cardboard coaster. “Not cool, Cam, not cool.”

      “I’m sorry, Poppy, I didn’t mean to show any disrespect.”

      I tried to look firm but knew he didn’t mean any harm by it. Even after receiving a coaster to the noggin, he thought it was hilarious. Quite simply, fifteen is not an exceptional year for boys. Of course, based on my personal interactions with the male population, they seem to peak at about age eight, then become more unbearable with each passing year. “It’s okay, Cam, now finish up those tables so you can help me clean up the scene of the crime.”

      “So…” Aaron pondered as he worked behind the bar. “How are you going to handle Bluebonnet Trails weekend without Kim?”

      I crossed my arms and laid my head down on the bar. “I DON’T KNOW!” I screamed into the cocoon of flesh and polished wood. “Glebb… bill dumfum…”

      “Pops? POPS?”

      I lifted my face to see Aaron looking alarmed. “What?”

      “Keep your head up. Literally, keep your head up. I can’t understand anything you’re saying.”

      I deflated. “I don’t know what I’m going to do. It was going to be tough enough with just the two of us. There’s nobody looking for work within a hundred miles. I can call my friend in Fort Worth, he might know—”

      “He? Fort Worth? What?”

      My gaze drifted to a couple standing outside the taproom windows, to Aaron, and back to the couple. They looked to be deep in discussion, but their body language made me uncomfortable. “Um, Roger. He runs a food truck park there. Anyway, maybe he would—are they okay?”

      Aaron’s head snapped to the window, and he bounded over the bar, charging out the door. “Hey, Sarah!” His tone was cheerful, but his voice strained. “You’re late and we’ve got a lot of prep work tonight for the book club coming in!” He held the door open for her, then watched the man sulk away.

      The young girl looked embarrassed, twisting her hands together as she stared at the floor. “I’m sorry, I thought I left—”

      “Stop apologizing.” Aaron resumed his place behind the bar. “Everything okay?”

      She beamed as she glanced over her shoulder at her retreating partner. “Yes, it’s good. I just forgot to tell Jake I was working tonight, and he made plans for us together… a misunderstanding. It’s good now. Anyway, sorry to cause a fuss. I’ll get to work.”

      She hustled off to the kitchen, Cam following, and the taproom fell silent.

      “Hey, Pops….”

      “Yes….” Aaron’s seemingly innocent words sent alarm bells screaming in my head.

      “I may have a solution to your problem.”

      “Okay…”

      “Sarah—”

      “Who is Sarah?”

      He rolled his eyes and sighed. “Sarah. Sarah that was just standing here.”

      “Ah, okay. Sarah.”

      “We just hired her last week, and she mentioned the other day that she wants to go to culinary school. She wants to be a chef.”

      “Good luck, the competi—”

      “Pops!” Aaron leaned across the bar. “You should talk to Sarah about filling in for Kim.”
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      I opened the door to a timid knock. Sarah was ready for her first day of work; and the young man from outside the taproom was standing behind her.

      “Jake’s not staying,” Sarah spilled out. “I just wanted to introduce you guys. You didn’t get the best impression of him the other day.”

      He had the good graces to dip his surfer blond head and blush. “I apologize, Ms. Price, it was important to me that Sarah hear what I was saying, and I let my emotions get the best of me.” He lifted his face and offered a thousand-watt smile. “Sarah means the world to me.” He squeezed her hand and shifted his gaze to her.

      For a moment, I swore I was looking at the poster for a Nicholas Sparks movie. Two young lovers holding each other’s gaze, bodies tilted together, the electricity of promised kisses in the air. Despite my dismal love life, I’m a sucker for romance. “You took the time to come out and set the record straight. That’s the sign of a good man.” I supposed so anyway… it seems like something my namesake, my great-grandfather Poppy, would have said. “Now, you’re welcome back sometime, but right now, we have to get to work.”

      His smile flashed again, and I wondered how much his parents spent on orthodontics and teeth whitening. “You’ll see me out front when you open. What’s the special tonight?”

      I laughed. “Nice try! You’ll find out when the sign goes up. Now, leave my kitchen, please.”

      A wave and a kiss on Sarah’s cheek and he left. Sarah gazed with hungry eyes around the workspace. For the first time since Kim’s accident, I felt like things would be okay.
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      Keeping my expectations low, I chose Shrimp and Grits for the Friday night bar crowd. I watched as Sarah followed my recipe, tasting at each step and making tweaks to perfectly replicate the sample dish I had prepared earlier. “It should be,” she explained, “the same batch to batch, but it’s not. Sometimes the grits need just a smidge more cream, or a sprinkle of sugar to bring out the flavor.”

      Her dish was not as good as mine. Her dish was better. Placing my fork on the edge of the plate, I crossed my arms and faced her. “Please never leave me.”

      Sarah blushed at the roundabout praise. “I love working for you, but I know it is just until your regular assistant comes back.”

      “It doesn’t have to be.” Ideas rolled through my head. “Kim has never loved the weekend work. She’d rather handle the weekday morning crowd. You could take the weekend shift! And—” I bounced on my toes, excitement coursing. “We could even create to-go dinners for weekday evenings!”

      Sarah’s eyes lit up at the suggestion. “Ready-to-eat or heat-at-home?”

      “What’s got you ladies all hopped up?” Jake was at the door, ready to escort Sarah home.

      “Poppy just offered to let me stay after her assistant comes back! We’re going to do special dinners! It’s goi—”

      “Don’t you think you are getting ahead of yourselves? It’s only been one night.” Jake squeezed Sarah’s hand.

      “Oh,” she said, “maybe. I mean,” She turned back to me. “We can talk more about it tomorrow.” She brightened up. “Do you want me to grab some parsnips?”

      “Yes,” I said. “And come with ideas for Sunday. I’m thinking I might let you set the menu.”

      Jake hugged Sarah tightly. “Look at my girl! That’s great.”

      Sarah beamed back at him. “It’s all I’ve ever wanted.”
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      Saturday’s Bangers and Mash was a success, not in small part to Sarah’s suggestion to grate parsnip into the potato mash and drizzle the roasted heirloom carrots with curry yogurt sauce. We sold out early in the night and had to switch to breakfast tacos to keep the food flowing until the taproom and local bars closed.

      On Sunday, I did something I’d never done before. Something I had sworn never to do.

      I turned the menu over to someone else.

      A cooler full of duck and asparagus sat ready to be cooked to perfection, with a creamy citrus sauce to provide a light note and complement the richness of the duck. Instead, I handed it all to Sarah to show me what she could do.

      Sarah twisted her hands and stared at the floor while I chewed. I followed the bite with a saltine cracker and a swallow of water. I closed my eyes, then took another bite. “Sarah?” I waited for her to lift her eyes, which were wet with unshed tears. “That is the best dish I’ve tasted in a long time. How did you decide on kebabs? And shaving the asparagus into wild rice is a genius move!”

      “Yes,” Sarah nodded. “I wanted to make the duck decadent and lighten it up with the salad.”

      “It is… amazing.” I took another bite and moaned with pleasure. “You’ve got a bright future ahead of you.”

      The Sunday night crowds were heavier than the previous two nights, which had been insane. It took everything we had to keep up with orders—we even pulled Jake in the truck to help at the window. I’m not too proud to admit that I misjudged him that day at the taproom. Not only was he competent help in the kitchen, but his effusive charm was a big plus at the order window. He somehow made everyone feel like their order was the most special one of the night. I’m pretty sure I even heard him taking some orders in Spanish, which is impressive, since I often struggle with English—the only language I speak.

      I stuffed the receipts from the weekend into my bag, too tired to worry about making a bank run. Exhausted, accomplished, and peaceful—everything was perfect.
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      Central Texas only offers about a dozen days during the year when the morning and afternoon are equally pleasant to be outdoors. That meant twelve or so days I could walk the few blocks between the food truck and my home without risk of melting into a puddle. Ten minutes late for open, I increased my pace, torn between enjoying the morning and checking on Sarah as she opened the truck. I trusted Sarah to arrive on time, and if not, the regulars might have to wait a few minutes for coffee and breakfast tacos to flow out the window.

      The scream of a siren interrupted my thoughts, taking me back to the day Kim had fallen. She was fine—well, as fine as you can be with a busted leg and a concussion—but I hoped never to see something like that again.

      My hope wavered as I jogged across Fuller Street and saw an ambulance slide to a stop in front of the food truck. I picked up the pace, fearing that it might be one of my regulars. Mr. Flores had four stents put in last month—what if one failed? I scanned the crowd until I spied his face. I pushed my way through bodies and embraced him with fierce relief, as my mind had already gone to the worst-case scenario.

      Or so I thought.

      A tortured cry broke through the morning. “Sarah, no!”

      I released my grip on Mr. Flores and pushed my way to the center of the crowd. Two men held a weeping and writhing Jake back as a paramedic covered Sarah where she lay still, gray, and with the handle of a 12-inch Wüsthof Classic chef’s knife sticking out of her side.
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      I sat on the ground, still damp with morning dew. The paramedics had transported Jake to the hospital for observation. Most of the crowd remained in a stunned silence. The Baseless PD, which consisted wholly of Chief Wilson and Officer Cleary, interviewed those assembled. No one had seen it happen, but several had seen Sarah stumble out of the food truck before she collapsed on the ground. It had to have been a robbery, someone who thought the truck might hold the proceeds from the weekend. It didn’t. We left $100 in the register to open. I shoved the rest of the cash from the weekend inside the extra slow cooker on the shelf in my garage since I’d been too tired to mess with a bank drop. A life was not worth $100. It wasn’t worth any amount. Surely Sarah would have turned the money over without a fight?

      “Do you understand?” Chief Wilson stared at me. “I need you to verbally acknowledge that you understand your rights.”

      “Excuse me?” I tried to focus on what he was saying. “I… could you repeat yourself?”

      “Poppy Price, you are being arrested on suspicion of murder. You have the right to remain silent…” He lifted me from the ground and cuffed my wrists behind my back as he recited the Miranda Warning. “Do you understand?”

      I looked around for help, or a sign that this was some kind of cruel prank. Many of my morning regulars watched in shock, and at least one person had their phone in the air, no doubt livestreaming the event. “No, I mean, yes. I understand my rights, but I don’t understand why you are arresting me.”

      He shook his head and sighed. “I really don’t have a choice when three different witnesses claim the victim only uttered one word—’Poppy.’”
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      Aaron chuckled under his breath.

      “What?” I called from beneath the bar. “What are you laughing about?”

      He stopped cleaning the mirror behind the bar, crossed his arms, and leaned against the wall. “We had to bail you out of jail.”

      I threw my sodden dishrag at him, but it landed at his feet with a squish. “You did not have to bail me out! There was no exchange of funds, no ‘don’t leave the country’ talks, and they dropped the charges.”

      Aaron dropped the wet mess into the wash bucket and handed me a clean towel. “Because Andy convinced Wilson that you weren’t a threat.” His smile grew. “And to be fair, Wilson did tell you not to leave the area.”

      I gave up on cleaning and slumped against the bar. “I can’t believe… I can’t believe any of it. Why would I kill Sarah? Why would anyone kill Sarah? She was so sweet and talented. I wouldn’t say this to just anyone, but she had a lot more natural talent as a chef than I do. She seemed to intrinsically understand what flavor profiles would pop, and how to coax an ingredient to the perfect texture. She could have been the next Culinary Channel Star.”

      “I don’t know. It had to be a robbery—don’t you think?”

      “But nothing was taken.” I glanced out the window where the food truck sat, yellow crime scene tape fluttering in the morning breeze.

      “We think of Baseless as a small town, a safe place, but this close to the interstate,” Aaron gestured east to I-35. “we’re at the mercy of any freak who takes the exit. I hate to say it, but Sarah’s killer is probably long gone.”

      “No,” I sat up straighter, my mind clear for the first time since I saw Sarah’s lifeless body. “That’s not okay. I’ve worked hard on my business and I will not let it die along with Sarah. Rumors can kill my food truck and I will not let that happen.”

      Aaron narrowed his eyes. “There’s nothing you can do. There’s nothing any of us can do, except the police. Actually, there is something we can do—let’s move on and have the biggest and best Bluebonnet Trails Bike Race weekend ever. We can honor Sarah’s memory in that way.”

      I pointed to the food truck outside. “You might not have noticed the pretty yellow ribbon adorning the truck, but it says, ‘CRIME SCENE—DO NOT CROSS’.”

      “Use our kitchen.”

      “Well, let’s see…” I couldn’t keep the sarcastic tone away. “My first assistant is laid up with a broken leg and concussion, and my second assistant is dead. I feel like I might have a hard time finding a third.”

      A noise at the door startled us. Wearing his uniform and Stetson hat, Trooper Andrew Gomez’s silhouette made an imposing figure. Ever the gentleman, he

      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/fawkes-press-transparent.jpg





OEBPS/images/hamburgersandhomicideamazon_dlrcoverdesigns2021-2.jpg
POPPY'S FOOD TRUCK MYSTERIES #1 ¥

|
| @
)

H O hi!fl - ~ E






OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





