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Chapter 1


The afternoon light streaming through the windows of the Cherry Blossom Café put a natural spotlight on my phone as it vibrated against the lunch counter. Glancing at the caller ID, I pushed away my fried green tomato sandwich. Its nutty miso-infused mayonnaise, now mixed with acid reflux, made my mouth taste like a sour ashtray. 
Appetite gone, I picked at the speckled laminate my sister had chosen for the lunch counter. The design style she’d called retro only made me want to grab a rag and scrub before the next health inspection. But what looked perpetually dirty to me complemented the black-and-white tiled floor and tomato-red swivel chairs. Squeaking one of those chairs back and forth, my back scraping against its vinyl, proved a useful diversion from whatever realities waited for me.
It’d been over four months since I escaped Seattle and my job as an ICU nurse. Over the last two days, I’d let five — make that six — calls from the hospital’s administrator go to my voicemail. That meant five — make that six — messages I’d deleted before playing.
I flipped over the phone and grappled with the side buttons to silence it. When the incessant buzzing stopped, I shut my eyes and inhaled, but the smells of fry grease and sizzling burgers only added to my intestinal gymnastics.
My sister, Jenny, smacked the lunch counter, causing me and my basket of neglected food to twitch.
“Are you listening to me?” she asked.
I reached for my water glass but grabbed air instead. “Sorry. What were we talking about?”
“Him! And his sleazy meat market on wheels.” Jenny pointed at the barbecue food truck parked outside the café. At sixteen feet with painted flames and a cartoonish pig logo, it was hard to miss the Butt Rub.  
“Oh.” I chuckled and sunk back into my chair. “I’ll admit, it’s got a clever name.”
“It’s not clever, it’s juvenile.” She gave the counter another smack. “Who parks in front of someone else’s restaurant? Where’s the professional courtesy?”
Our return trip down this culinary rabbit hole rallied my appetite. A bite of cornmeal-crusted green tomato and nutty miso mayo soothed the spikes in my blood pressure. My sister had a knack for fusing Japanese and Southern flavors. “Who is he? This mysterious Butt Rub?”
Jenny winced. “Jeremiah Diamond. Some hipster barbecue king from Austin.” She spat out the name of the capital city as if it were a capital crime to live there. For many Texans, I supposed it was. “He’s here for that competition.”
“Your café has attracted a lot of attention recently. Take it as a compliment.” I wiped away the crumbs of my disappearing sandwich. “Weren’t you going to enter that competition?”
“I can thank and blame you for that.” Jenny reached across the counter for my plate, discarding it in a tub. “Ever since you and our mayor started solving crimes, day trippers have packed this place, hoping for a glimpse of the amateur detectives.”
“You’re welcome.” I quirked an eyebrow. “Now for the blame.” 
Jenny sighed. “I’ve been too busy running this place to level up my grilling. Imagine if the new café owner served a bunch of Texas judges over-sauced ribs.”
Glancing at my phone reminded me of worse horrors, but I didn’t want the focus back on me. “Your food is outstanding, sis. Most notably your sweet and sour sticky ribs.”
Jenny swiped her hands on her apron. “Texans are very particular about their barbecue. Their meat requires a killer dry rub and is cooked with the right amount of smoke. You don’t mess with the barbecue here.” 
The bell above the front door jingle-jangled. In the hopes of a customer, Jenny’s posture straightened, only to slump deeper when she recognized the newcomer.
Levi Blue’s hickory-smoked contraband tickled my nose as he approached. The current town mayor and former TV tween detective balanced a Styrofoam box while munching on a pork rib. 
“Sheesh, have you tried this food?” He chewed contemplatively, puckering the rock-star lips that had once earned him the cover of every tween fan magazine.
Attempting to hide my amusement, I turned away only to face my sister’s stink eye. 
“Et tu, Levi?” Jenny punched her fists into her hips.
“I’m still ordering lunch here.” Levi settled into the chair next to me. “This food is tasty, but not Jenny-Tanaka tasty.” He flipped open the box to reveal his meat treasure. “This was just to hold me over.”
“You must be starving after that hundred-foot journey from the food truck to the café.”
“Are those homemade pickles?” Jenny grabbed a fork from under the counter and speared one from Levi’s box. “This is terrible,” she said through crunches.
“The pickle?” I asked.
“The pickle is amazing. Sweet and salty. That’s what’s terrible. That hipster has talent.”
Levi spun the box around. “Nice smoke on the brisket, too. Mild wood. My guess would be apple.”
Jenny stabbed her fork into the box for confirmation. Her snarl curled higher with each emphatic chew.
“Apple wood? You know about this stuff?” I asked Levi. 
“Naturally. We did a barbecue-themed episode of Tween of the Crime.”
“Of course you did.”
You’d think becoming mayor of Bluebonnet Hills would mean more than starring in an obscure TV show. Even if that obscure show was lucrative enough that investing residuals meant Levi never had to work again. 
Levi used the green toothpick that secured his pulled pork slider to spear a pickle. “It was a classic episode. Set on a poultry farm.”
“I remember that one,” Jenny said between bites. “The chicken killed his brother over hen house dominance.”
“Wait,” I said. “The chicken killed his brother? Another chicken?”
“Very controversial episode.” Levi bowed his head. “No other show had addressed fowl-on-fowl violence.”
I blinked. “You watched this?” I asked my sister, who simply shrugged and shoveled in more brisket. “Well… what happened to the chicken? Did you arrest him and throw him in the big house?”
“Of course not.” Levi bit down on the pickle. “My show was always grounded in realism.”
“It’s not like there’s some barnyard judicial system,” Jenny added. With a straight face. Probably to punish me for not being outraged enough at Mr. Butt Rub’s pickling skills. 
“The chicken was convicted and sentenced to fry,” Levi said. “Justice was served. As was the chicken. Right beside some mashed potatoes and cranberry sauce.”
“You’re making this up. Both of you.”
“Season 3, episode 12,” Levi said. “‘Finger Lickin’ Fratricide.’”
I grasped my phone and debated hurling it at Levi, but slipped it into my front pocket instead.
Jenny swallowed and dangled her fork above the dirty dish tub. “This is good barbecue. Great, actually. Nice and peppery like a brisket dry rub should be.” Lips pursed and brows knitted, Jenny spun around and pushed through the saloon-style doors that separated the dining area and kitchen.
“That’s her competition face,” I said to Levi. “Jeremiah Diamond better watch out. The brisket was his third strike, right before his hipster vibe and the Austin zip code.”
“In fairness, Tanaka-san, the guy wears a man bun. It’s unnatural.” Levi closed the lid to his barbecue box and stretched his neck toward the kitchen. “Since we have some privacy, I wondered if we could talk.”
I mirrored the neck-stretching, though Levi’s limbs were lankier than mine. “Do you now require a private audience to regale me with Tween of the Crime factoids?” 
Levi chuckled while inching the box along the counter. He was stalling, an uncharacteristic behavior.
Leaning forward and resting both arms on the counter, I asked, “What’s the mystery? And please, no more chicken.”
Levi shook his head. “It’s personal. I’ve been thinking…” He slapped his hands against his thighs. “Okay, I’m just going to ask.”
My pants buzzed. Stupid phone. “I’m listening,” I lied, pressing into the fabric to silence it.
Levi continued, “I’ve been thinking about my dad again and what happened to him. How he spent his final years.”
Buzz, buzz.
“I don’t want that to happen to me.” He raised his hand. “Now, hear me out before lecturing me…”
“Hold on.” I raised in my chair high enough to slip the phone from my pocket. “This cursed phone keeps…” 
I stared at the caller ID. It wasn’t who I’d expected. 
The phone slipped from my hands and into my lap. 
“Tanaka-san?” Levi asked. It could have been a second later, it could have been an hour later. 
“You okay? Who was that?” Levi asked.
“Hmm? Nobody.” I stared at the tub of dirty dishes until my eyes blurred. “Sorry, Levi. What were you going to ask me?”
Jenny burst back into the dining area, causing my body to tense and the phone to pling against the base of the chair before hitting the ground.
“Don’t,” I said to Levi when he reached to retrieve it.
Jenny held her inspiration notebook, which I recognized by its cover patterned with fabric kiku, or chrysanthemums. 
“It still needs refining, but I’ve put my twist on a dry rub with white and cayenne pepper.”
“A Japanese-inspired dry rub?” Levi craned his neck to read the recipe. “You’ll need some citrus to mellow that heat.”
The pages rustled as Jenny flipped through the notebook. “Orange peel?”
Levi rubbed his sauced hands in anticipation. “Are you going to enter the barbecue competition?”
“I won’t win, but I won’t faceplant, either. If customers won’t eat here, I’ll bring my food to them.” Jenny puffed her cheeks and closed the notebook. “There’s more to this event than the comp. There’ll be craft booths and a car show. It’ll be good exposure for the café.”
“And I’ll gladly serve as your taste tester,” Levi said.
“Oh, no, Traitor Mayor.” Jenny slapped her notebook against his barbecue box. “The rules allow each competitor an assistant. You can be my sous-chef — rather, my sous-pit master. Competition, drama, and meat. Right up your alley, and perfect for your bucket list.”
Levi nodded in consideration. “Assisting you might conflict with my judging obligations.”
I reentered the conversation with a heavy sigh. “Good thing no one’s asked you to judge.”
“A technicality. I’m no braggart, but how many other judges are multiple Tween Choice Award winners? Besides, I’m the town’s pretend mayor.”
“Acting mayor,” I corrected.
“Exactly. I’m acting like a mayor.”
“We’re not saying the same thing. Again.” Since meeting Levi, I’d grown my hair to have more of it to pull. “Doesn’t the comp already have a celebrity judge? Someone with actual culinary experience?”
Jenny nodded. “An international barbecue champion. Miss Piggy.”
Levi scoffed. “Total diva. We were on that celebrity tic-tac-toe game show together, A-List Squares. She was more D-List then. Anyway, I was supposed to be in the center square until she tripped me on set. Had to shoot a week’s worth of episodes in a leg cast and a demotion to the lower-right square. Didn’t even get to be the secret square.” He jabbed the box with his plastic fork, its prongs punching through the Styrofoam bottom. “Glad that sow’s ear has turned to barbecue. Finally eating her own.”
“She doesn’t mean Miss Piggy the puppet,” I said, trying to process Levi’s grudge against a mass of felt and false eyelashes. Turning to Jenny, I asked, “You don’t mean the puppet, correct?”
With a bemused smile, Jenny shook her head. “This Miss Piggy is a Texas legend. They call her the Smoke Queen. She’s nobody’s puppet.” She studied my expression. “What’s wrong, Sho-chan? You think I’m making another mistake?” 
Guilt pangs nipped at my guts like fish to bait. Ever since dropping out of culinary school, the second time, to open the café, she’d been extra-sensitive to my feedback, no matter how carefully I phrased it. Which made me feel like an unsupportive big brother whenever I had reservations about anything she wanted to do.
Who was I to criticize her plan? The Cherry Blossom had become a success while my life was falling apart. 
“It’s a fantastic plan. That’s not what’s wrong. I… when’s the last time you spoke to Bogart?”
Jenny recoiled as if slapped. “Bogart? Our brother, Bogart?”
“You know another Bogart?” Gesturing to my fallen phone, I said, “He just called.”
“Is that why you’ve been avoiding answering?” Jenny’s eyes darted from Levi to me. “I haven’t spoken to him since… the incident.”
“I forget there’s a third Tanaka sibling,” Levi said. “You hardly mention him. Remind me again about… the incident. I always mix up my incidents.”
“Nothing to remind you of because you don’t know about… the incident.” I flicked a fingernail across the speckled lunch counter. Out, out, damned spots. 
“How much time do you have to prepare?” I asked Jenny, again deflecting attention.
“The comp’s in three days. There are four rounds, including a wild card round where I showcase my culinary point of view.” She raised a hand to her mouth. “I’ll use the hibachi grill Oba-chan gave me at graduation, but I’ll need new equipment and supplies. It’s too late to order locally, so I’ll have to drive into… Austin.” She gulped. “Maybe I am making a mistake…”
I raised my hand, grateful for a way to show my support. “Make me a list, and I’ll go for you. Remind me to spritz on the holy water before entering the city limits.”
“To help me with this?” she asked. “I know Bogart gets under your skin.”
The worry lines deepened around Jenny’s eyes, sending another twinge of guilt my way. It was bad enough that she’d had to take me in after my life imploded. I didn’t want to burden her with more worry about my mental state.
Levi gave my shoulder a pop. “I’ll ride shotgun. Make sure he buys a variety of wood chips.”
“I’m good, sis. You’re doing me a favor. Helping you helps me.”
Saying it out loud didn’t even convince me.




Chapter 2


The engine belched exhaust as I tried to back the pickup into our assigned lot. Adjusting my mirror only offered various angles of the shocking pink teardrop trailer I towed. Pumping the brakes caused rocks to skitter against the sides of the truck as the tires squealed, releasing a stench of burned rubber.  
“Why didn’t you let Levi do this?” My sister’s voice cracked as she bounced around the backseat, hibachi grill in her lap. 
“Because this job requires physics.” I craned my neck and shifted into reverse. Lulah, the red and black Brussels Griffon pup who’d adopted Levi, pushed herself against Jenny. The snorting coming from her flat face signaled she was not amused. 
Levi stood at the edge of the lot, waving his arms and shouting instructions I couldn’t hear. I tapped the gas, sending the trailer in another direction. Levi jumped out of its way.
“Is fifteen dollars’ worth of chicken enough?” Jenny asked. I imagined her eyes fixed on the notebook, and I could hear the wild scribbles from her pen followed by the tears of paper when she scratched through those scribbles. “Should I have bought more?” 
Levi had gathered himself and resumed waving his arms — left then right, then left again. I skidded to a stop and waited for him to fight off whatever insect was attacking him. 
“The key to chicken is the skin,” Jenny continued. “You either smoke it until it’s tender, or crisp it on the grill. The judges have to bite easily through the skin.” 
My sweaty palms slid off the leather-wrapped steering wheel as I groaned in frustration. Glancing back at my mirrors, Levi wildly swayed his hips back and forth, his head bobbing like a buoy in the ocean. My horn honking couldn’t park the truck, but it did cause Levi to stumble mid-hula. 
“At least I went with thighs,” Jenny said. “Dark meat is more forgiving. I’d never recover from serving dry chicken breasts. What do you think, Sho-chan? Sho-chan?” 
I sped up again, dragging the trailer for a janky parking job. Then I pushed the button to power down the engine and faced my sister. Buckled into the backseat of the truck, Jenny resembled a doll posed on oversized furniture. We both felt small in the hulking vehicle, especially when driving down I-35 to pick up supplies. Even though I had Jenny beat in height by a few inches, I was still the Goliath of the Tanaka family at 5'8″. 
“Sorry,” I said. “All I retained was forgiving thighs and dry breasts, and I assume both were out of context.” 
Jenny shuddered. “You’re such a guy sometimes.” 
“Only sometimes?” 
“Chicken, Sho-chan, I’m talking about chicken!” 
Lulah, too, snorted her annoyance. 
“Excuse me, I’m not used to pondering the attributes of chicken.” I unbuckled my seat belt. “Besides, I’m still processing that chicken-themed episode of Tween of the Crime.” 
Jenny pushed the hibachi toward me. “Keep this up front until everything’s unpacked. Try not to singe your eyebrows off this time.” 
The elongated chopstick-style tongs our Oba-chan had given Jenny balanced on the grill grates. The tongs were engraved with images of cherry blossoms or Sakura, also my sister’s middle name. 
Levi opened the passenger side door so Lulah could watch us from the comfort of her doggie bed. 
“I don’t know what needs more work,” I told him, “my parking skills or your dance moves.” 
“I’m taking the bus next time.” With Lulah situated, Levi unlatched the tailgate and unloaded the equipment we’d purchased at a big-box store in Austin. “I’m surprised we made it this far. Our assigned spot is the farthest away.” 
“I waited too long to register. Lucky they let me compete at all. At least no one will bother me back here.” Jenny shook her phone awake to check the time. “My captain’s meeting is in fifteen minutes. Do you mind if I leave you boys to set up? I want to time my walk to turn in.” 
“Turn in?” I asked. 
“Where I turn in my boxes for judging.” Jenny stuck her pen between the coils of her notebook. “Everyone online is complaining about how far we have to walk.” She waved her hand. “It’s past all the craft booths and the car show.” 
“We’ll be fine,” I said, helping Levi lift the box containing a folding table. 
“I hope it’s not too far,” Jenny said. “I’m worried about my time. Brisket has to go on at 1:30, pork at 2:00, ribs at 7:00, and chicken at 9:00.” 
“Plenty of time.” With his knife, Levi sliced through the packaging tape of the thirteen-foot canopy we needed to pop-and-lock into place, to shade Jenny’s assigned space. “That gives us twenty-four hours before we have to start cooking.” 
Jenny’s nostrils flared. “Brisket goes on at 1:30 a.m. Once you set up, I have a list of things for you to prep.” She said to me. “Someone’s coming by to inspect my meat later. Check the ice, would you?” 
“Can you assemble the canopy?” I asked Levi. 
He turned over the box and let the steel bars and plastic baggies of assorted nuts, bolts, and screws clank to the ground. 
“We’ll be fine, sis.” I deadpanned. “Go time your turn-in.” 
Her face looked pained, but she inched away. 
I picked up the canopy assembly instructions from the ground and offered them to Levi. 
“This is no time for reading, Tanaka-san.” 
“My mistake.” I laid the instructions on the heap of metal and fabric. “I’ll grab the cooler and temp the meat.” 
The buzzing from my phone vibrated through my front pants pocket. I checked the caller ID, and my fingers fumbled for the button to silence the noise. 
“You okay?” Levi asked. 
“Fine.” Make that the seventh call from the hospital administrator in the last week. Finding the cooler and an extra bag of ice in the truck, I kneeled and tried to focus on my work. 
The phone buzzed again. With every vibration, the agitation in my body increased. I glanced down at my pants, hoping the phone would explode and cast away my anxiety. I was already trying to avoid work-related matters, and now there was the unexpected call from my brother to worry about. 
I submerged my hands into the cooler, allowing its freezing temperature to numb my thoughts, but the knot of worry in my stomach remained. Bogart hadn’t called again, so perhaps his first call had been an accidental butt dial.
My hands shook as I rested them in the cooler. Part of the reason I’d left Seattle was the crippling panic attacks that started after a workplace incident. Bluebonnet Hills had its charm, but coming here hadn’t stopped the attacks, nor the hand sweats, night sweats, dry mouth, jumping at loud noises, and insomnia. Had I left anything out? Closing my eyes, I prayed my phone would stop, that everyone would leave me alone, and that my worries would disappear.
“You look lost,” the voice said. 
I cracked open an eye. Had my prayers been answered? 
“Uh, hello? Over here, brah.” 
Would the Almighty address me as brah? Unlikely. 
Resigned, I closed the cooler’s lid and opened the other eye. 
The man standing in front of me held a cellophane-wrapped basket tied with a big red bow. He had a thin, angular face with sharp cheekbones and intense brown eyes. Wearing black, thick-framed glasses and a color-coordinated crewneck T-shirt, his three-day stubble looked carefully cultivated. Just another unassuming guy in his early thirties, if not for the long, dark hair pulled tightly into a knot at the crown of his head. 
“Man bun,” I said, standing. 
“Say what?” 
“Man bun.” I shook my head. “I mean, hipster. I mean —“ 
“How did you get in here? This section is pros only. Amateurs compete over by the Expo building.” The cellophane crinkled when he pulled the basket closer. “Should I call security?”
Pros only? Were we in the wrong spot, or had Jenny managed to qualify as a barbecue professional?
My eyes scrunched in confusion before realizing I’d been caught praying over a cooler of meat. Grabbing the handles of the cooler, I hefted it up, my cheeks flushed in embarrassment. “I’m here for the comp.” Nodding at the basket, I asked, “Are you the Welcome Wagon?” 
Now it was his turn to eye-scrunch. “Thought I’d come by and say howdy before putting on my game face. Most of us take these comps seriously, but I let the newbies know it’s nothing personal.” 
I’d pegged the man as Jeremiah Diamond, the Austin-based barbecue dynamo who had unknowingly irritated my sister enough to enter the competition. 
“Saw you drive in and… park.” The disgust on Jeremiah’s face signaled his opinion of my parking job. Strike one. I’d started to dislike him as much as Jenny.
“Most of us have been here for a day or so.” Jeremiah continued. “You’re cutting it kinda close, brah, especially for a first-timer.” 
Brah. There it was again. Plus, a lie. Strike two, Jeremiah. Strike two. 
I hoisted the cooler to regain my grip and stumbled toward Levi, who’d snapped the canopy in place. 
“You haven’t been here a day or so. When we drove past my sister’s café this afternoon, your food truck was still out front.” I set the cooler down to point several lots in front of us to the sixteen-foot home of The Butt Rub. The cartoon pig logo displayed its rump in full view while giving a cheeky over-the-shoulder wink. 
Jeremiah’s mouth went slack, his glasses slipped down his nose. “Your sister? She owns…?” 
“The Cherry Blossom Café? The place you’ve been squatting outside the past week? You’re Jeremiah, I assume?” 
Strike three, brah. Get off my lawn. 
Instead of backing off, Jeremiah smirked. “Owning a restaurant technically qualifies your sister for the pro level, but that’s not the same thing as living in this world.” 
With a sharp metallic clang, Levi opened the legs of a white folding table and slid it between me and Jeremiah. 
“Can I take that for you?” Levi asked, pointing at the gift basket. 
The sun had cast a harsh glare off Jeremiah’s pinched face, his glasses slightly askew. He pushed the basket into Levi’s hands. “Thanks, brah.” 
“No problem. Brah.” Levi placed the basket on the table with a smirk. 
Jeremiah released a quick breath and his body relaxed, including the man bun that wobbled from on high. “It’s not from me. The basket. It’s from Sonja Maples, the event manager. Just thought I’d be neighborly and bring yours over. You know before the sabotage begins.”
“Sabotage?” I asked. 
“Just a figure of speech.” Jeremiah shrugged. “Y’all should hang with us at the cookout tonight. There’s a big communal space with a fire pit in the middle of the fairgrounds. Can’t miss it.” Jeremiah repositioned his glasses. “Good time for your sister to size up the competition, pick up some tips.” 
Biting the inside of my cheek numbed the impulse to swing Jeremiah around by his man bun. Jenny would hold her own against his particular brand of condescension, but it annoyed me that she had to.
“Most excellent. We’ll see you there, brah.” Levi flashed a brilliant smile, funded by his television show’s royalties. It caused Jeremiah to step back and turn around. “Thanks for stopping by, brah,” Levi continued. “Good luck tomorrow, brah.” 
When Jeremiah was out of earshot, Levi’s face fell, and the smile disappeared. “I don’t think I care for him.” 
Jeremiah glanced back as he strolled toward his truck. 
Eying the basket of alleged goodies, I said, “Me either.”




Chapter 3


Jenny hadn’t returned from her captain’s meeting when we’d finished unloading the pickup. After tucking Lulah into the camper for her afternoon snooze, Levi and I scouted for available electrical and water supplies.  
Wrestling our way through the monstrous trucks and trailers — typical Texas landscape — led us to the front lines of the competition and its cheerful-looking brigade.
Upright, bullet-shaped grills radiated heat alongside long, cylindrical, metallic-black smokers. Each produced a bitterness of ash or clouds of scented smoke. Rich and smoky hickory. Sweet and fruity apple. Sharp and leathery mesquite. All swirling around our nostrils and tingling our taste buds.
Team members, milling under colorful canopies and awaiting their captain’s return, chatted as they flipped chicken or replenished wood chips. Exchanging samples of low and slow-cooked meats and tiny paper cups of thick sauces, they traded techniques, exchanged laughs, and complimented the others’ food. As Levi and I passed, they stopped to nod or smile. 
If my arm tingling was any indication, the atmosphere was infectious. I slowed to adjust to the rhythm — the pop-pop sputtering of fat and grease, the hiss-hiss of raked coals, and the metallic clinks of opened beer cans.
The scale and spectacle signaled these players stood ready to compete. It was the shared thrill that deepened this community’s bond. Perhaps camaraderie truly was Jeremiah’s motive for stopping by earlier.
I wondered if Jenny had let her competitiveness cloud her judgment and inflate her expectations. Her culinary skills were unquestionable, but seeing all this equipment, all these tools. Could she perform at a professional level? 
Or would failing crush the courage that had led her to leave culinary school and open a Texas café? 
“You okay?” Levi stopped at an area that had been cordoned off by large hay bales and lined with colorful flags. Rows of picnic tables offered places for teams to rest and prepare for the events ahead. 
Falling behind and lost in thought, I almost stumbled into him.
“You seem moody and neurotic,” Levi continued. “You know, more than the usual amount.”
I paused, deciding if I was offended. “Uh, thanks? I’m tired, distracted. That surprise call from my brother didn’t help.”
Levi cocked his head as he studied me, his lips plumped in contemplation. “Are you…” — his voice lowered to a near-whisper — “still attending meetings?”
Now I was offended.
Gravel crunched under my shoes when I struck a defensive posture, but Levi’s expression remained frozen and fixed on me.
A low humming from behind gave me an excuse to break eye contact and lose this round of confrontational chicken. 
Levi stepped back to make way for whatever was approaching. Turning, I too jumped out of the path of Odessa Schubert and her golf cart. 
“Howdy, Sho. Mayor Blue,” Odessa barked in a distinctive smoker’s voice. A sun visor and oversized sunglasses concealed her more severe features, but I still felt the penetrating glare of the former English teacher and current editor of our local newspaper.
“Hello.” I smiled. “Thanks again for loaning us your pickup and camper. Jenny wouldn’t be here without your help.”
“Don’t suspect she’ll get much sleep tonight,” Odessa said. “But being here might attract some more customers.” She wagged her finger. “Not too many, mind you. I get cranky when I have to wait for my food.”
“Ha!” Levi crossed his arms and spun away.
“What’s got his grits in a lump?” Odessa asked, though her tone suggested she knew exactly what.
I sighed at the prospect of playing referee. “Levi’s upset about your latest article on council.” 
“You made me look like a buffoon,” Levi said over his shoulder.
“Facts are facts.” Odessa gave the steering wheel a jaunty pat. “I’m not the one who danced the boogie-woogie on the council table.” 
“As a demonstration!” Levi spun back around. “A community-minded flash mob would be great for tourism.”
“My video of you gyrating certainly got us a lot of social media clicks,” Odessa said. “Not as many as your interpretive dance on traffic congestion, though.” 
“Anyway…” While massaging the headache developing over my right eye, I noticed the pig-shaped name tag pinned to Odessa’s shirt collar. “Are you a volunteer?”
Odessa flashed a nicotine-stained smile. “Officer Perkins asked me to help with security. I’m the night shift.”
Levi laughed. “I’ll sleep better knowing criminals just have to outrun you.”
The golf car lurched when Odessa’s foot slipped off the pedal. At least, that’s what I chose to believe.
“We got cameras all over this place,” she said, “and I can watch everyone’s comings and goings from a tablet.” Odessa gestured at the surrounding six-foot chain-link fence that was reinforced with barbed wire at the top. It might keep out a herd of cows, but could it fend off a stampede of barbecue enthusiasts?
“Everyone’s getting locked in around midnight tonight. Protects the teams.” She hunched to grab a large thermos. “Best of all, I got Old Joe here. No one’s getting away with nothing while I’m around.”
“I’ll be sure to let Jenny know you’re around,” I said with a pinched smile.
“Stay outta trouble.” Odessa placed her hands on the wheel. “Call me if Mayor Blue gets his groove back.” Her cackle faded as she drove away. 
“I don’t know what she has against me,” an exasperated Levi said. “What’s more important than bringing a town together through dance? It worked in Footloose.”
I shrugged. “Perhaps it was that time at council when you recognized her as the fake-news gremlin.”
Waving his hand in the air, Levi walked past the fire pit and into the area for the car show and craft booths. I followed.
“Fake-news gremlin?” he said. “You’re exaggerating again. I simply proposed a motion to not get Odessa wet or feed her after midnight.”
“Mmm.”
“I can’t help it, Tanaka-san. They give me a gavel at those meetings. Don’t give an actor a prop and not expect drama.”
“Don’t shortchange yourself. You do all the heavy lifting in the drama department.” I stopped. “Where are we going? We passed the generators and water tanks.”
“Howdy, cooks! Welcome to the First Annual Hill Country Smoke-Off!” An amplified female’s voice filtered through the open air. 
“I want to speak to Sonja Maples, the event manager.” Levi pointed to a large tent where the amplified sounds came from. All I could see was the top of a blonde head speaking into a microphone.
“For this contest, pork ribs will include spareribs and baby or loin back ribs…” The voice was clear and confident, with just a hint of Southern charm. 
“That must be the captain’s meeting,” I said.
“Cornish game hens are allowed in the chicken category; they’re just like regular chickens, but extra cute…”
“I haven’t received my packet of judging duties,” Levi continued.
“You mean the duties no one’s asked you to perform?” Preemptively, I held up my hands in surrender. “I know, I know. Technicality.” 
“Sonja’s a former Miss Texas, so we share the bond of celebrity. I’ll use that to appeal to her senses.”
“Sounds foolproof.”
“Now, let’s talk pork! We’re allowing Boston butt, picnic, or full shoulder cuts that weigh approximately five pounds or more…”
We’d walked toward the area where the car show would be held, and my eyes were drawn to a sleek black Cadillac.
Even from a distance, the car commanded attention, with its long, low body that seemed to hug the ground and its two exposed front rims that glinted under the sun. The car exuded an air of luxury and power, with every inch of its gleaming black surface polished to perfection. 
“For brisket, you can use either the whole thing or just the flat portion. As for our wild card category… well, let’s just say it’s gonna be wild!”
The car’s beauty was overshadowed by two men who argued with the same intensity of the heat, drowning out Sonja’s soothing tone. Both were towering figures, standing well over six feet tall. The one doing the most talking, the super-giant, used broad comical gestures that made me twinge. 
Levi stopped and cocked his head, his lips plumped in assessment. 
“Those guys are as tall as mountains,” I said. “Neither your charm nor your celebrity is needed here.” 
Standing — okay, hiding — behind Levi only made me more aware of the scorching Texas sun. Irritation prickled along my skin as the man-giant pawed at the car. Even from a safe distance, I saw the smudges his hands left on the pristine chrome. The other man, who I assumed was the owner, was sturdier in build and older. He spoke in a calm but clear voice, wiping the smudges away with a rag as quickly as they appeared. 
“He looks familiar.” I pointed at the burly super giant, who was at least 6'5″. “Who is he?” 
“Trouble.” Levi inhaled some courage and strode into the argument with a swagger and a laugh. 
Afraid of losing my human shield, I scurried behind. 
“Beautiful car,” Levi said. “She a Caddy?” 
The agitated giant stumbled back in surprise. 
The owner chuckled and picked up his rag, a sign that Levi’s intervention had eased the tension. 
“Fifty-nine Fleetwood limousine.” The owner resumed his wiping. “Feel free to have a good long squint.” 
I walked around to the back of the car, noticing the two enclosed rims nestled between side panels that flared out like bat wings. “Like a cross between a hearse and the Batmobile.” 
“Tanaka-san, have you met Granger Schmidt?” Levi asked, indicating the car’s owner. 
I shifted my attention from the car to the stout man who acknowledged me with a broad smile. “You opened that stationery store on the square, right?” I asked him. “Pressed for Words?” 
“Sho, right?” Granger’s smile grew brighter and he extended an oversized hand. “Your sister’s café is already one of my favorite places in Bluebonnet Hills.” 
Flinching from his vice-grip handshake, I said, “Jenny said you handcraft all your greeting cards. Impressive.” 
“Just you wait till springtime. I got a special line of cards with pressed Texas wildflowers. Bluebonnets, especially.” 
The super-giant cleared his throat and shot me an irritated glare. “We were in the middle of a negotiation.” 
“I told
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