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      “This place makes the Bates Motel look like a freakin’ spa resort.” My sarcastic quip wasn’t intended for my partner, Officer Stan Stubbs. It was for me. Because I was shaking so badly from the cold and fear that I was afraid the gun in my holster would fire on its own. I longed for the cozy fire and protective embrace of my boyfriend that I’d felt as we’d exchanged Christmas presents just hours before.

      “Folks, you need to go back to your rooms immediately,” Stan announced to the crowd of curious motel guests.

      The onlookers began to disperse, and the woman in room six moaned again. According to 911 dispatch, she had been in distress for at least half an hour.

      I shivered and wondered what kind of psycho had harmed the woman.

      Stan drew his gun. “Something about this doesn’t feel like a regular domestic abuse situation. We need urgent backup, Franki.”

      I nodded and grabbed the radio from my belt. “I have a 10-39 at the Twilight Motel on Manor Road. Request backup.”

      Stan began his approach to room six.

      I put the device away and drew my gun. I took my place on the opposite side of the door from Stan.

      “I’m goin’ in on the count of three.” He used his dire tone to match the circumstances. “I need to get to the john, and quick like.”

      I gasped. “Now, Stan?”

      Stan was my partner on the Austin PD. As a rookie on the force, I’d been paired with a seasoned veteran of the department. Even though we’d spent the past six months together, I’d learned little from Stan except that he had a “wifey” named Juanita who worshipped the ground he walked on, he valued his handgun collection more than he did his adult children, and he suffered from acute, chronic gastrointestinal distress. And despite his self-proclaimed “legendary instinct” for cracking cases, he was perpetually baffled by his stomach issues even though the culprit was clear—a steady diet of jelly donuts and chorizo-bean-and-cheese breakfast tacos that he washed down with a gallon or so of coffee and Gatorade because he was also chronically dehydrated from the diarrhea. Needless to say, he spent the better part of every shift visiting the nearest men’s room.

      Ignoring my concern, Stan grasped his gun with both hands and slammed his right shoulder into the door. It flew open, and he stormed into the room. “Police! Hands in the air!”

      I rushed in behind him, my gun drawn, and the woman let out a hair-raising scream.

      “What in the hell?” Stan shouted.

      I followed his gaze to the bed, and a chill went through my body.

      Stan snorted. “Why, it’s just a couple goin’ at it.”

      I blinked hard. Was it my imagination playing tricks on me at 4:30 a.m., or was one member of that couple horribly familiar? As in, exchanging-gifts-by-a-cozy-fire familiar?

      “Vince?” My voice was barely above a whisper as I stared at my boyfriend of over two years.

      He looked at me like a deer caught in the headlights. “Franki?”

      Make that, like a cheating rat caught in the act.

      Stan looked from Vince to me. “You two know each other?”

      I nodded, unable to speak. The chill that I’d felt had turned to a dull aching pain, and all I wanted to do was run from the room and cry. But I couldn’t because I was on duty.

      “I’ll let you take it from here.” Stan rushed into the bathroom and slammed the door.

      No sooner had he left than the woman leapt from the bed—all 6’ 5” or so of her—wearing nothing but her outrage. “Zis invazion iz illegal in Deutschland.”

      “All right, Franki.” Vince’s tone was patronizing. “No crime has been committed, so why don’t you put the gun down? Then we can all talk about this like rational adults.”

      No crime? Rational adults? The dull pain turned to red-hot anger. Before I could think it through, I shouted, “If you think for one minute that I’m going to sit down to chat with you and your German whore here⁠—”

      The furious fräulein kicked the gun from my hand, and I watched in what seemed like slow motion as it flew under the bed.

      “Be careful, Franki,” Vince warned. “She’s here from Munich on a semi-pro wrestling tour.”

      “Oh, so now you’re worried about my well-being?” I backed away from the German giantess. Now that I’d mentioned it, I was a little worried about me too. She was squatting down low with her hands raised, like she was going to make mincemeat of me.

      “For you, ze ‘tilt-a-whirl slam.’“ She lunged for my waist.

      From over her shoulder, I saw Vince leap from the bed to tackle her. Without even so much as a glance over her shoulder, she laid him out cold with an elbow to the jaw.

      “Ze ‘discus elbow shmash,’“ she explained, raising her chin and jutting out her King Kong-like chest.

      It was clear that the crazed Kraut was a force to be reckoned with. Unfortunately for me, she was refusing to recognize that I was a force to be reckoned with too—a member of the police force. Before I knew what was happening, she had heaved all 5’ 10” and 170 pounds of me over her right shoulder and begun to spin. Then she let go.

      I landed on the floor with a thud and desperately tried to remember what the police academy had taught me to do in such situations. But the truth was that the trainers hadn’t covered how to extricate oneself from a female German wrestler with a serious case of roid rage.

      “Und now ze ‘fist drop.’“ She fell onto me while driving her fist into my belly.

      I writhed on the ground in agony, gasping for breath. Then I saw the Munich Monster rise up from the floor like Godzilla from the sea. Clutching my stomach, I scrambled to my feet and did my best to mimic her sparring moves.

      I dodged another lunge and glanced in the direction of the bathroom. “I really need you out here, Stan.”

      “Just another minute.” I heard the toilet flush.

      I had to reason with the raging wrestler. “Listen, Greta or Helga or whatever your name is⁠—”

      “Mein name is Petra. Petra ze Pretzelmaker.” Her face contorted with rage as the veins bulged from her thick, manly neck. “It iz not whore.”

      “Well, whoever you are,” I wheezed, “you’re under arrest.”

      “Nein. You are under arrest. Prepare for ze ‘body avalanche.’“ She flew through the air, knocked me flat on my back, and pinned me beneath her hulking frame.

      Trying to protect my stomach from another fist drop, I rolled over just as she introduced a “hair pull” move that jerked me backward into an upward facing dog position.

      With my gaze locked on the ceiling, I frantically tried to visualize what a good cop would do in a situation she hadn’t been trained for when her partner’s in the bathroom and she’d already called for backup, but nothing was coming to me. In the meantime, Petra, as her wrestling named implied, was twisting me into a pretzel. I had to buy time until backup arrived, or she was going to turn me into spaetzle.

      “Petra, you need to release me. In the U.S., assaulting a police officer is a felony offense. You could go to prison for a long time.”

      To my relief, she abruptly let go of my hair. But as I fell forward, she used her brawn to lift me into the air by my belt loops and sling me over her shoulder yet again. I heard the distinct sound of the seat of my uniform pants splitting.

      Wunderbar, I thought as I remembered that I’d gone commando that day for lack of clean underwear.

      “Und now I shpank.”

      “Don’t you dare.”

      The full force of her giant paw came down on my bare behind.

      I mentally swore at the backup team for taking so long to arrive, and I cursed my pants for splitting. I’d spent years avoiding my large butt, both visually and mentally. Since it was behind me, I’d never had to look at it or think about it. Ever. And that had been my strategy—until then.

      I heard a wet smacking sound as her palm struck my bottom for the second time. My eyes filled with angry tears.

      The toilet flushed again.

      “I’m coming, Franki.” Stan rushed from the bathroom, fumbling with the buckle on his oversized pants. He drew his gun and aimed it at Petra. “Freeze! You’re under arrest!”

      Petra stopped in mid-spank, leaving my bare bottom directly under the glow of the only light in the dim room.

      “Drop the officer, boy,” Stan commanded.

      To my chagrin, Petra promptly did as she was told, and I hit the floor with the full force of my weight on my right knee. I was almost positive that it was either dislocated or broken.

      Stan waved the gun at Petra. “Now lie down on your belly real slow-like, son, and put your hands behind your back.”

      I rolled onto my back and clutched my knee. “She’s the female, Stan. Vince is unconscious on the other side of the bed.”

      He sauntered over to Petra and squinted at her in the soft light. “Well I’ll be damned.”

      After he cuffed the then astonishingly docile Deutschländer and pulled her to her feet, he whistled in amazement. “You’re a real nutcracker, aren’t ya?”

      Despite my loathing for the woman, I rolled my eyes at Stan’s remark. The guy had no filter.

      I looked on angrily as he led the placid Petra out the door to the squad car, protecting her head with his right hand as he helped her into the backseat with the other.

      From the corner of my eye, I noticed that Vince was regaining consciousness across the room. If I could have walked or even crawled to his side, I would’ve knocked him out again.

      Vince sat up and rubbed his jaw where he’d been elbowed. “Are you okay, babe?”

      I stared at him in disbelief. “You mean after finding you in bed with a woman who just tried to kill me? Yeah, Vince. Doin’ great.”

      “I can explain…”

      “That’s classic.” I turned my head to hide my tears. “Do us both a favor and shut your mouth.”

      Stan popped his head into the room. “Uh, Vince, can I talk to you outside for a minute?”

      Vince nodded and followed Stan out the door. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I would have sworn that I heard them chuckle. I watched furious as they solidified their male bonding moment over a handshake before Vince got into his car and drove away.

      Stan reentered the room, and he nonchalantly pulled out his report pad and started to write.

      I looked at him from my supine position on the floor. “Um, Stan? Do you think maybe you could help me up? Since I’m injured?”

      “Huh? Oh sure. One sec.” He finished writing his sentence and ambled over to me. He put his hands on his hips. “You looked pretty funny hanging upside down over Suzy Schwarzenegger’s shoulder. Did you know your butt was showin’?”

      “Yeah, thanks,” I replied through clenched teeth. I was forever on the receiving end of his asinine comments.

      “Sure, Franki. That’s what partners are for.”

      I snorted. Since starting this job, Stan had been about as helpful to me as a ball and chain around my ankle and a noose around my neck. I had watched in frustration as the other rookies flourished under the watchful eyes of their respective partners while I had languished under the disinterested gaze of mine. And when I’d finally gotten up the nerve to privately request a new partner, I’d been publicly branded as a troublemaker and earned the nickname “Finicky Franki,” as though I were a petulant child or, even worse, a cat.

      Stan helped me off the ground, and he let out a loud, greasy fart. “Hooo! That felt goooood.”

      I closed my eyes—and my nostrils—and promised myself that I would learn how to meditate.

      “You know, I’ve really got to see somebody about my stomach,” he said for what must have been the hundredth time since I had met him. “I think I might have some kind of problem, but I don’t know why. Hell, I’m in the best shape of my life.”

      Stan patted his spare tire belly as he walked—and I hopped, unassisted—to the squad car.

      As soon as he climbed into the seat, he emitted three resounding sausage-scented belches. “Ugh, this heartburn is a killer. I feel like Old Faithful’s eruptin’ in my gut. Hey, could you hand me my antacids? They’re in the glove box.”

      By this time, I knew very well where he kept his antacids, anti-diarrheals, and anti-gas tablets, all of which I regularly replenished out of my own pocket unbeknownst to Stan. I opened the glove compartment and handed him the box of antacids. Then I rolled down my window for life-sustaining oxygen. He’d already left me to die a violent slamming death. I’d be damned if I was going to let him suffocate me too.

      “You okay, Franki?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Well, you rolled down your window like you needed some air. You feelin’ dizzy?”

      Oh indeed I am, but not because you let the Teutonic Titan spin me around the motel room for half a freakin’ hour. He had absolutely no concept that his bodily functions might present a problem for me, both in terms of my physical safety on calls and my ability to breathe.

      We arrived at the station and took Petra to booking. After she was processed and taken to her cell, Stan turned to me for his customary end-of-the-shift lecture. “You know, you’ve really got to pay attention when you’re out there on the street. This isn’t the first time I’ve had to come to your rescue.”

      “Stan, I⁠—”

      “I mean, I’m not bragging or anything,” he interrupted, “but I’m the best of the best. If you can’t learn from me, then I don’t know if you’re gonna make it on the force.”

      “Stan, you⁠—”

      “You know I have to write this in my report, Franki. You put me in real danger out there. I had no backup. I could’ve been killed.”

      That did it. Although I was mostly mad at Vince, Stan was about to find out what it was like when I lost my filter. And it’s not like he didn’t have it coming. “Let me get this straight. I put you in danger? Are you freakin’ kidding me? You put me in danger when you left me alone with the Deutsch Destroyer. And this was hardly the first time. I mean, I’m always covering my ass while yours is parked on a toilet seat.”

      Stan smirked. “Well, you didn’t do such a good job of covering your ass tonight, now did you?”

      Why did I have to mention my ass? I’d practically handed it to him on a platter with that remark.

      “And that’s the problem.” He gestured toward a window overlooking the street. “You can’t protect yourself out there, and you can’t be relied on to protect your partner from loonies like Schotsie the Sausagestuffer, either.”

      “Petra the Pretzelmaker.”

      “And if you really want to know something,” he said in an offended tone, “it’s inappropriate for you to discuss my bathroom habits.”

      Me? I’d had to endure play-by-play reenactments of the ins and outs of his bowels—make that the outs—on a daily basis since the first day of our partnership. But Stan was too self-absorbed to ever be able to realize that, much less admit it. Our conversation hadn’t amounted to anything, just like my career. There was nothing more to say. Actually, there was one thing.

      “I quit.”
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        * * *

      

      I shoved the crutch that the emergency room doctor had given me into the backseat of my 1965 cherry red Mustang convertible and winced as I climbed into the front seat. The pain in my sprained knee was intense, but it was nothing compared to the ache in my heart. I reached into my bag for my car keys but pulled out my phone instead. I glanced at the time on the display—seven thirty a.m. If I knew my workaholic best friend Veronica Maggio, she was already toiling away at her new detective agency. I debated waiting to call her until after I’d had some time to sleep on the painful events of the night shift, but I decided that I’d rest a whole lot easier knowing how she was going to react to my news. I scrolled through my contacts, tapped her name, and held my breath.

      “Private Chicks, Incorporated.” Veronica’s phone voice was clipped and professional. “If you give us the time, we’ll solve your crime. What can I help you with?”

      I tried to pretend she was next door instead of five hundred lonely miles away in New Orleans. “Do you always answer the phone that way?”

      “In this economic climate, you have to be aggressive. So I answer with my phone version of the thirty-second elevator pitch.” Unlike me, Veronica was extremely practical and all business. Though, no one could tell that about her at first glance because she looked and acted a lot like Elle Woods in Legally Blonde—petite, blonde, perky and perfectly put together—only she had a cream Pomeranian named Hercules instead of a tan Chihuahua named Bruiser. Veronica was everything I wasn’t, and that was putting it mildly.

      “I guess that’s a good idea,” I said. “But I don’t know about the ‘If you give us the time’ part. It makes it sound like it could take you a while to solve a case.”

      “It’s an expression, Franki. It means that if you hire us, we’ll solve your case.”

      “I suppose.”

      An awkward pause ensued.

      “So?” Veronica prodded. “What’s wrong?”

      I did my utmost to feign surprise. “Why would you think something’s wrong?”

      “Because you’re doing everything you can to avoid telling me why you called.”

      I straightened in my seat. “I called because I’ve decided to take you up on your offer to join your PI firm. I’m moving to New Orleans.”

      “Really? What about Vince? And your job?”

      “Vince and I aren’t together anymore.” There. I said it. And it had hurt.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Her tone had softened, prompting self-pity to prick at my eyelids. “Let’s just say that I was in a committed relationship, but he wasn’t.”

      “I’m sorry, Franki.”

      “Me too.” I leaned my head against the headrest and wiped away tears with the back of my hand.

      “But I hope you’re not leaving your job because of Vince.”

      “He’s got nothing to do with it.” It was a fib, but if I had told her that I discovered Vince’s betrayal thanks to a 911 call, she would’ve never believed that I was leaving the force because it was the right thing to do. “The hard truth is that I’m not cut out for the police force. I gave my two weeks’ notice this morning.”

      “Are you kidding?” Her pitch rose with each syllable. “You’re a born cop. I mean, you still need some experience and all, but you come from a Sicilian family, and you grew up in Houston. If you don’t know crime, who does?”

      “Verrrry funny. Need I remind you that you’re half Sicilian too?” I asked, half-heartedly playing along.

      “Yeah, but I’m also half Swedish, which tempers the Italian-ness considerably. You’ve got it on both sides, so you’re screwed.”

      “You’re a laugh a minute, you know that? I tell you what, let’s leave ethnicity out of this,” I said, as though I believed that were possible. Veronica and I had bonded as pre-law students at the University of Texas, and not over our criminology classes but over all things Italian—our Italian language courses, our families, endless bottles of Chianti and, of course, Gucci, Prada, Armani, and Dolce and Gabbana (in Cosmopolitan and Vogue, that is). “I might have the makings of a good cop, but that doesn’t mean I belong on the police force.”

      “This doesn’t have anything to do with your trusty partner, does it? What happened this time? Did the diarrhea king leave you high and dry again?”

      “Something like that.” I looked out the driver window and thought of Petra heaving me repeatedly into the air and rubbed my wounded knee. “But Stan’s not really the issue. I need to get off the night shift and return to the world of the living. And I want a job that’s a little more predictable. As a private investigator, I’d have some say in the cases I take.” And the situations I find myself in.

      “Do you regret going to the police academy after UT?”

      “You know I had no choice. I wanted to prove to my family that women could do more than make pasta and birth babies.”

      “I know,” Veronica said. “But I still say that becoming a cop was taking rebellion to the extreme.”

      “It was the best way I could think of to show them that I was as tough and capable as any man. Besides,” I said, eager to change the subject from my family, “you weren’t happy as an attorney, and I knew that I wouldn’t have been either, especially not as a criminal defense attorney. I want to catch criminals, not defend or prosecute them. If I work for you, I can still do that but in a less restrictive environment. I can be my own boss. You know, call my own shots and that sort of thing.”

      “I certainly understand wanting to be your own boss. But aren’t you going to feel like you’ve proven your family right by leaving the force?”

      “They’ll probably see it that way. But I’m just going to have to figure out a way to prove them wrong.”

      “O-kay.” She drew the word out, unconvinced. “As long as you’re sure that you’re leaving Austin for the right reasons, then I could really use your help down here.”

      “I’m sure, Veronica.” I gripped the gear shift and gathered my resolve. “Austin was a great place to go to school, but now I need to move on. And with the New Year just two weeks away, it’s the perfect time to start a new life.”

      “And just in time for Mardi Gras. Laissez les bons temps rouler!”

      “Oui, cher,” I cheered in the Cajun custom—but with a joie de vivre that I definitely didn’t feel.
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      Sitting on the floor of my empty apartment, I stared at my cell phone. I wasn’t waiting for Vince to call. I was avoiding calling my parents—for the past two weeks. Joe and Brenda Amato were as open to change as the Catholic Church, so the news of my breakup with Vince and the police force was going to hit them and my live-in Sicilian nonna like a divorce and an excommunication. As for the news that I was moving to New Orleans instead of home to Houston, they would view that as nothing short of my eternal damnation in hell. And based on what I knew about NOLA summers, that judgment might’ve been fairly accurate.

      But since I was leaving in the morning, I sucked up my courage and sucked in a breath. Then I tapped their number and imagined that each ring was the toll of a death knell.

      “Hello?” My mother’s voice was so loud and shrill that Napoleon, my brindle cairn terrier who’d been sleeping in a corner, raised an ear.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      “Francesca? Is that you?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes, it’s me. Your only daughter?”

      “Well, I know that, dear.”

      A conversation with Petra the Pretzelmaker would be easier.

      “Is everything all right, Francesca? It’s a Wednesday.”

      “I know it’s a Wednesday, Mom.”

      “You usually call on a Sunday, dear.”

      “Ah.” I hadn’t realized I was so predictable. “Listen, I’m calling because I have some things to tell you and Dad.”

      “Well, I hope they’re good things. You know how your father worries about you. He just can’t sleep at night if he thinks the slightest thing is wrong with his baby. And then he’s absolutely miserable at the deli the next day. He acts like Anthony and me and the customers don’t matter.”

      I could make the case that he was right about my brother Anthony. “Mom, can you just tell Dad to get on the line?”

      “Of course, dear. All you had to do was ask.” She slammed the phone down onto what was undoubtedly the kitchen counter. “Joe! Get on the other line. Francesca’s calling from Austin.” She picked up the receiver again. “Franki?”

      “Still here, Mom.” I sighed. “Dad knows where I live, by the way. I’ve been here for fourteen years.”

      “Well, you know your father can’t hear anymore. I told him to have his ears checked, but he won’t listen to me. He’s got that wax build up that older men get. One second, dear.” She slammed down the phone again. “Joe!”

      To my relief, I heard my father pick up another line.

      “I’m here, Brenda.” He’d used his irritated, this-had-better-be-good-news voice. “What’s going on, Franki?”

      “Hey, Dad. I was just calling to tell you guys about some things that are in the works.” I’d added the spunky “in the works” line in a desperate attempt to put a preemptive, positive spin on my news.

      “I hope everything’s okay.” His tone was unhopeful.

      “Everything’s fine,” I lied through my teeth.

      “Well, that’s good because thanks to your brothers, I just don’t know how much more bad news we can take around here.” His tone had gone from unhopeful to downright unhappy. “It’s looking like Michael’s going to get laid off from the accounting firm, and Anthony’s decided that the deli’s not good enough for him anymore. He wants to go and manage a bar, of all things. Sometimes I don’t know what’s wrong with that boy. Amato’s Deli is a solid business. I built it from the ground up, and I’m proud to go to work there every day with our family name on that sign. Besides, you don’t just up and leave a good job on a whim in times like these, whether your family owns the place or not.”

      “Y-you’re right, Dad.” I leaned my back against the wall. “But anyway, my news is definitely good. I’ve got a new job as a PI at Veronica’s agency and a new place to live…and I’m single again.”

      The other end of the line went silent for what seemed that eternal damnation in hell as we all searched for something to say.

      My mom, who’d long suspected that I was solely to blame for the fact that I was pushing thirty and unmarried, cleared her throat in preparation to take the call to a dark place. “What did you do to Vince, Francesca?”

      I decided to dispense with the pleasantries and make it painfully clear that I’d had nothing to do with this breakup, unlike a few others I could think of. “I caught him in bed with another woman, Mom.”

      “Now Francesca, are you sure it was Vince?” she asked with her characteristic talent for denial. “You know how quick you are to jump to conclusions.”

      I mentally replayed the scene of bursting into that motel room and seeing Vince’s naked backside in bed with pair of long and not-so-feminine legs wrapped around his waist. “Yeah. I’m sure.”

      My dad, who’d never spoken to me of sex in his entire life and who’d taken great pains to feign sleep during unexpected sex scenes while watching TV with me, cleared his throat in preparation to shift the focus of the conversation. “You couldn’t hack fighting crime with the protection of the law on your side in a nice college town like Austin, so now you’re going to go it alone as a PI in a dangerous city like New Orleans. Is that what you’re telling us, Franki?”

      “Dad, I made it onto the force, so clearly I can hack it. I just don’t like the rigid structure of police work. And you’ll be glad to know that being a PI is actually safer than being a cop. Instead of going toe-to-toe with drug dealers, armed robbers, and murderers, I’ll be investigating things like insurance fraud, infidelity, and missing persons cases.”

      “While you’re out-a there looking for all-a those-a missing-a persons, maybe you find-a that husband you’re missing,” my nonna Carmela interjected.

      I silently cursed my parents for having three phones in their house. “Hi, Nonna.”

      “Don’t-a hi-a me. Now, I have-a no problem that you’re gonna go to New Orleans. You know that your nonnu, God rest-a his soul, and I raised your patri and his-a four brothers there. There are still a lotta nice Sicilian boys in New Orleans, even for a zitella like-a you.”

      The back of my head hit the wall. My nonna had been calling me a zitella, the Italian word for “old maid,” since I was sixteen. She’d also been telling me that she had one thing left to do before she could die—see to it that I was properly sistemata, or settled, and making lots of babies and home-cooked meals for my husband.

      “I still have-a some good friends there with-a some sons,” Nonna said. “They might-a be divorced once or twice, and they might-a have-a some kids. And maybe they don’t have-a no job. But remember, a zitella can’t-a be choosy. I’ll make-a some calls and get-a back-a to you.”

      I swallowed a lump the size of a calzone. “Thanks, Nonna. But I’d really rather meet men on my own.”

      My mother gave an unamused laugh. “Well, we can see where that’s gotten you, dear.”

      “Franki, when is this move?” My dad had once again shifted the conversation away from men. “I can help you, if you’d like. I wouldn’t mind going down to the French Quarter to check in with everyone at Central Grocery. That’s where I got my start in the deli business, you know. Making muffulettas.”

      “Yeah, I know, Dad.” As if I could’ve forgotten that Central Grocery’s famous muffuletta sandwich was indirectly responsible for me and my two brothers’ entire existence. “But that won’t be necessary. I’m leaving tomorrow with only what I can put in my car. I got rid of most of my stuff because the apartment’s fully furnished.”

      “What?” My mom and nonna shouted in unison.

      “You gonna sleep in someone else’s-a bed?” My nonna had genuine fear in her voice. “Porta iella!”

      I’d heard her use this phrase, which was Italian for “It brings bad luck,” at least twice a week throughout my childhood. To my nonna, practically every single action, if done improperly or in the wrong frame of mind, would either bring bad luck or invoke malocchiu, the dreaded “evil eye.”

      “And besides bad luck,” my mother said, “it’s just plain dirty, Francesca. You don’t know anything about the people who slept in that bed before you. Some people don’t bathe. And they might have had bedbugs. Or maybe⁠—”

      “Okay, well, thanks for the advice, everyone. I’d love to keep talking, but I’ve got packing to do before I leave tomorrow. Ciao ciao!”

      I hung up without giving them a chance to respond—a technique I’d learned the first time I’d called home after moving away to go to college. Then I let out a long, slow exhale. To think I’d considered moving back home to Houston instead of New Orleans.
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        * * *

      

      After eight hours of driving—for Napoleon, eight hours of dozing—we turned onto our new street in the Uptown neighborhood of New Orleans. We were greeted by a crowd of people, who had their backs to us. I heard a live brass band playing “When the Saints Go Marching In” and realized that the crowd was walking in procession in time with the music. The people in the back of the procession wore casual clothes. Some twirled parasols, others shook handkerchiefs. Those in the front, however, were dressed more elegantly and mostly in black.

      “Oh, hell no. We’re following a jazz funeral.”

      Napoleon’s ears shot up as though he too understood that it wasn’t an auspicious beginning to our new life.

      As I inched down Maple Street, I caught glimpses of the horse-drawn hearse carrying a casket behind glass, and I watched as the funeral-goers danced joyously to the music. My father had once told me that the people in the front, the family and friends of the deceased, were called the “first line.” Those in the back were called the “second line” because they weren’t part of the funeral but instead were passersby following along and enjoying the music. Life was certainly different in New Orleans, and so was death.

      I glanced at the street addresses on my left and saw that they were odd-numbered. I looked at the next address and discovered that we were close to 7445. “We’re almost there, boy.”

      Napoleon cocked his head, no doubt wondering whether he would ever crack the mysteries of human speech, and I gave his head an affectionate scratch.

      A few minutes later, the funeral procession entered a large cemetery.

      I looked to my left again and saw 7445, an old two-story house that had been converted into a fourplex.

      And I shuddered in horror.

      My new home was right smack across the street from that cemetery.

      I was going to have to kill Veronica for not telling me about it. And after I did, I knew exactly where I would bury her. She was well aware that cemeteries—particularly creepy New Orleans ones with their assortment of tombs, sarcophagi, obelisks, gothic statues, and voodoo rituals—made my skin crawl.

      The good news was that next to the cemetery was a tavern named Thibodeaux’s, which it looked like I was going to need.

      I parked on the street in front of the house. Before I could get out of the car, Veronica came out her front door, smiling and waving with Hercules in tow in a turquoise fuzzy sweater that matched hers perfectly. Despite her Sicilian father, Veronica looked Swedish like her ex-ballerina mother, with long blonde hair, cornflower blue eyes, and pale skin.

      “Franki!” She squealed.

      I climbed from the car and bent over—at the waist—to hug her. I’d forgotten how tiny she was, and I wondered for at least the hundredth time how her internal organs could function in such a small frame.

      She looked at me and smiled. “How does it feel to be in New Orleans?”

      I glanced over at the cemetery and then back at her. “At the moment, it feels fairly morbid.”

      “Oh, come on. You don’t still have that weird cemetery issue, do you?”

      “Yes, Veronica. And I can’t believe you didn’t tell me that there’s one right across the street. Lots of people would find it disturbing to go to sleep at night with a cemetery in their front yard, especially a New Orleans cemetery.”

      Veronica shook her head in mock disgust as she grabbed a box from my back seat.

      “Thank God there’s a bar right next to it, in case I need to drink myself to death from despair.”

      She gave a sweet smile. “Well, if you do drink yourself to death, I wouldn’t have to carry you very far for your burial.”

      I pointed my index and pinky fingers downward—the opposite of the University of Texas hook ‘em horns gesture—like my nonna had taught me to ward off the threat of death, which Veronica had so carelessly cast upon me.

      She rolled her eyes. “You still do that silly scongiuri gesture? God, Franki, you make me so glad my nonna stayed in Sicily. You’re so superstitious.”

      “I do it just in case,” I snapped. “I mean, you never know…”

      Veronica walked to my new front door, which was next to hers, and pulled a key from the front pocket of her designer jeans. “Glenda—our landlady—told me to let you in. She’ll come downstairs to meet you in a few minutes.”

      With the box balanced on her left hip, Veronica unlocked my front door and shoved it open with her shoulder. She turned to me and bowed. “Welcome to your humble abode.”

      Excited, I entered the apartment with Napoleon at my heels. As I surveyed the living room, a number of adjectives came to mind, but humble was not one of them.

      The room was the home-decor equivalent of Amsterdam’s Red Light District. The walls were covered in fuzzy, blood-red wallpaper with shiny gold fleurs-de-lis, and hanging from the ceiling was a baroque red-and-black crystal chandelier. The couch was a rococo chaise lounge in velvet zebra print, and next to it was a lilac velour armchair with gold fringe that matched the drapery to perfection. On the opposite wall there was a mahogany wood fireplace with a hearth covered in white candles of various sizes and shapes. In front of the fireplace, a bearskin rug replete with a bear head covered the hardwood floors. The only thing missing was the red fluorescent light in the living room window signaling my availability for prospective clients.

      “Wow. So…this Glenda… Is she a prostitute?” It was a joke. Sort of.

      “Former stripper, actually,” Veronica said. “And she’s really touchy about the difference, so don’t use the word prostitute in front of her.”

      I gaped at my best friend. “You’re serious?”

      She blinked as though renting me an apartment from a former stripper across from a cemetery was normal. “You know, I was reading that the brothel look is really popular. I believe it’s called ‘bordello chic.’“ She paced as she tried to reconcile her unusually conflicted sense of fashion. “But now that I think about it, Lenny Kravitz redecorated his house here in New Orleans, and designers call his style ‘bordello modern.’“

      “Something tells me that Lenny didn’t decorate this place. And I wouldn’t exactly call this ‘bordello modern.’ It’s more like ‘bordello seventies.’“

      “Well, at least you won’t have to add any touches of color.”

      “I’ll say. Speaking of color, any idea of the backstory on this furniture?” I eyed the chaise lounge nervously. “I mean, I know it’s used. But do you have any idea where it was used?”

      Veronica shrugged. “Glenda’s a collector. She’s always going on some trip or other to buy antique furniture. You’ll have to ask her where she got it.”

      I considered Glenda’s potential sources and then immediately resolved to get a new couch. And a new bed.

      “She also collects stripper costumes.” Veronica took a seat on the lilac armchair.

      “I guess you could say she’s the Debbie Reynolds of the stripping world.”

      “How do you mean?” I was dying to hear the rationale behind that analogy.

      “She collects stripper costumes like Debbie collected Hollywood costumes. She’s got an Anna Nicole Smith, a Dita Von Teese, and a Gypsy Rose Lee. You know, Glenda was quite the local celebrity back in the sixties and seventies. She stripped for all the famous singers, actors, and politicians. She even danced for President John F. Kennedy. She made a fortune and invested it all in real estate, antiques, and strip memorabilia.”

      “What did you say her last name was?” I was determined to google her.

      “O’Brien. But her stage name was Lorraine Lamour.”

      “Oh, solid choice.” I was truly impressed.

      “Do you want to go see the boudoir?”

      “Okay. But promise me that it doesn’t have a heart-shaped bed or a mirrored ceiling.”

      “Lord, no. I don’t go in for the tacky look,” a raspy voice said behind me.

      I turned and saw standing in the doorway a short, wiry, sixty-something woman with a deeply lined face, platinum boob-length hair, and the longest false eyelashes I had ever seen. From the outfit she was wearing, I had no doubt whatsoever that it was Glenda. She was dressed in a sheer black robe with gold sequins, a ruffled leopard print corset with a matching ultra mini skirt, black satin stripper slippers with feathers, and a bright yellow boa. In her left hand, she held a Mae West-style cigarette holder, and in her right was a glass of champagne.

      “You must be Miss Franki. I can see that you’re Italian because you look like that actress from the 1960s, Claudia Cardinale. You’ve got her tits too.” She sized up my chest as she took a drag from her cigarette. “My name’s Glenda, but I also answer to Lorraine. Welcome to New Orleans, sugar.”

      “Thanks, uh, Miss Glenda.” I threw in the Miss because I was uncertain of proper Southern stripper forms of address and whether I was supposed to throw in a honey or a doll. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “Likewise, I’m sure.” She inelegantly exhaled a puff of smoke. “I see that Miss Ronnie here has shown you the place. In case she didn’t mention it, the laundry room is downstairs in the basement. And if you need more storage space, there’s a walk-in closet down there you’re free to use. I used to keep my costumes in it, but after the post-Katrina floods I moved them to the apartment upstairs.”

      “Veron—, I mean, Miss Ronnie, told me that you collect costumes.”

      “I still have every one I wore on stage, except one made of packing tape—they had to cut me out of that one, child.” She laughed with a hacking sound typical of smoker’s cough. “Anyway, I dropped a wad of strippin’ tips on those costumes, so I’ve gotta look after my investment.”

      “Of course.” I did my best to sound empathetic.

      “Now. I don’t mind your furry friend here as long as he doesn’t poop and pee on my chaise lounge. I had to search all over Louisiana to find one in faux zebra.”

      I glanced at Napoleon, who was hiking his leg on Hercules, and nudged him with my foot. “Oh, he’s house trained.”

      “Good. One last thing—The Visitor Policy. I don’t allow my female tenants to have more than two male friends spend the night at one time. I’ve got a reputation to protect, and I don’t want people to think I rent to whores.”

      “Certainly not,” I said with conviction.

      “Let me know if you have any questions.”

      I started to ask Glenda about the origin of the furniture and then decided to keep my mouth shut. “No, I think it’s all painfu—, er, very clear for now.”

      “All right then, you ladies have a good evening. And when you’re all settled in, Miss Franki, I’ll take you over to Thibodeaux’s for a Harvey Wallbanger. Au revoir.”

      I turned to Veronica. “What’s a Harvey Wallbanger? Or is that a who?”

      “It’s some drink from the seventies.”

      “That’s funny. I’d sort of taken her for a Fuzzy Navel or Slippery Nipple drinker.”

      She gave me a sideways look. “You know, Glenda’s a little rough around the edges, but she’s whip smart.”

      “An interesting choice of adjectives to describe her intelligence.”

      Veronica leaned over to pick up Hercules, who, despite his mighty name, had been having a tough time fending off Napoleon’s skillful battle techniques. “So, what do you say, Franki?”

      “I say that people think Austin is weird, but it’s got nothing on NOLA.”

      “Are you ready to start work tomorrow?” She adjusted Hercules’s sweater.

      I took a seat on the chaise lounge. “After today, I’m ready for anything.”
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        * * *

      

      My phone rang on the nightstand.

      Thinking it was my mom or my nonna calling to make sure that I’d encased the mattress in plastic, which I had seriously considered doing, I rolled onto my side in the black French bordello-style bed and pulled the hot pink duvet over my ear.

      But I could still hear Napoleon snoring beside me.

      And my phone continued to ring.

      I opened my eyes and glared at the hot pink canopy, Then I sat up and looked at the display.

      Vince.

      He’d called every day since I’d caught him in bed with the wrathful wrestler, but I never answered. I had also promptly deleted all of the messages he’d left for me without listening to a single one of them. Deep down I was thinking that if I just avoided him, I wouldn’t really have to face the fact that it was over, that I was alone yet again. But I knew that the time had come to hear him out and then tell him in no uncertain terms that we were through. Otherwise, I was never really going to be able to reassemble the shattered pieces of my life—not to mention my pride—and move on.

      I tapped Answer. “What do you want, Vince?”

      “Franki, finally. Why haven’t you returned any of my calls? I’ve missed you, babe.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you haven’t missed me that much. You seem to be perfectly capable of finding other women to keep you company when I’m not around.”

      “Babe, listen. That…it was all a misunderstanding.”

      “Really? So, you’re telling me that I didn’t see the Munich Maniac’s legs wrapped around your waist? Or, maybe I did, but she was just giving you private wrestling lessons? Is that it?”

      “Look, the guys dragged me to one of those nude oil-wrestling joints⁠—”

      “Spare me the sordid details. I don’t care anymore.”

      He sighed.

      I punched a pillow.

      Napoleon stopped snoring, but he didn’t wake up.

      “Okay, babe.” Vince spoke with a note of surrender. “I admit it. I made a mistake. Haven’t you ever made a mistake?”

      “Yeah. I have. The day I decided to trust a cheat like you. And while we’re on the subject of mistakes, did you happen to notice that Petra looked a lot like a Peter?”

      “Damn it, Franki. Why are you being so harsh? Lots of couples deal with cheating, and they come through it stronger, babe.”

      I snorted a laugh. “First of all, stop calling me ‘babe.’ And second, don’t try to make it sound like cheating is a normal part of a relationship. I don’t have to accept womanizing, and I’m not going to.”

      “Yeah, because you’re so damned perfect, aren’t you? It’s time to grow up and deal with reality instead of running away to New Orleans like a child.”

      I stiffened. “Wait. How did you know I left Austin? Have you been spying on me, or something?”

      “I’m a lot of things, but I’m not a stalker, Franki. When you wouldn’t answer my calls I got worried, so I called Nonna Carmela. She told me you’d moved.”

      I’m sure she also told you to remind me that I wasn’t getting any younger and that zitelle couldn’t be choosers. “Vince, please leave my family out of this. This is between you and me—at least it was. There’s no you and me anymore. Not now, not ever.”

      “So, you’re going to throw away everything we had over an indiscretion?”

      “We’re not talking about an indiscretion. It’s a huge betrayal. And yes, I most certainly am.” I was proud of myself for holding my ground, even though my legs would’ve been shaking had I been standing on actual ground. I had a history of looking the other way where men were concerned. But not this time.

      “If that’s what you want, you’ve got it. You won’t hear from me again. But let me make something clear.” His tone had turned lowdown, like him. “If you’re waiting for Prince Charming or for a knight in shining armor, he ain’t gonna come. Especially not at your age. So you’d best think about that long and hard, principessa, or you’re gonna end up old and alone.”

      The call ended.

      Vince had hung up.

      I sat with the phone frozen to my ear. Not even a minute before I’d been so proud of myself, thinking that I’d come a long way from the insecure woman who would forgive a man practically anything. Then in ten seconds flat Vince had reduced me to a stubborn and naïve zitella with one foot in the grave—make that the cemetery across the street. And just like that all of my insecurities rushed back.

      I nestled into my pillows and pulled the duvet to my chin. I certainly didn’t think I was waiting for a fairy-tale guy, especially since I’d dated Vince. But the hard truth was that every relationship I’d ever been in had ended in disaster. And after spending roughly half my life dating unsuccessfully, it seemed like I might have some sort of problem. The question was, did I come to New Orleans to solve my problem? Or to run from it?
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      “What’s that look for?” I glared at Napoleon, who’d lowered his ears at the sight of my first-day-on-the-job turtleneck and jeans.

      He rose from the bearskin rug and hopped onto the chaise lounge.

      “If you’re suggesting I wear animal print like that tacky faux zebra, forget it.”

      He swallowed and rested his chin on his paws.

      “Besides, a brown turtleneck is kind of an animal style.”

      Napoleon sighed and closed his eyes.

      Anyone who thought I was crazy for talking to a dog hadn’t met my cairn terrier. He had a way of communicating that was almost human.

      I entered the kitchen, which was attached to the living room by a half-wall with a breakfast counter, and pulled a cold piece of pizza from the fridge. It was eight thirty a.m., which was the time Veronica and I had agreed we’d leave for the office.

      Taking a seat at the kitchen table, I tried to quell my excitement and anxiety. Mostly, I couldn’t wait to see the office building. Before establishing Private Chicks, Inc. two years before, Veronica had settled a personal injury case fresh out of Tulane Law School that netted her a cool one point five million after taxes. Calling that payout her “ticket out of law,” she paid off her student loans, maxed out her 401K, bought the Audi, and put a huge down payment on an old office building at 1200 Decatur Street. The thought of working in a French Quarter office with my best friend—as opposed to a smelly squad car with Stan—was exhilarating. But I was also nervous because I wasn’t sure how I was going to handle the freedom of working as a PI after the rigid schedule and structure of police work.

      Would I actually get any work done? Or would I just sit at the nearby Café du Monde drinking chicory coffee and stuffing my face full of beignets?

      A knock at the front door interrupted a fantasy I was about to have that involved burning enough calories from all of my investigative legwork to eat a daily half-dozen or so of the pastries—with extra powdered sugar. But the split in my patrol pants weighed heavily on my mind—and my behind—because I was pretty sure I couldn’t blame that on Petra.

      I tossed the pizza in the fridge and opened the door to Veronica, who wore a pink-and-black Chanel suit with a vintage black Chanel handbag.

      Napoleon might’ve been right about my outfit.

      As if to confirm my suspicion, he sat up and wagged his tail when she entered the living room. The traitor.

      She flashed her eyes. “I hope you’re ready to get to work, because I just got a call from a new client. He’s going to meet us at four o’clock.”

      “Who is he?”“A financial advisor named Ryan Hunter. He’s the primary suspect in the murder of his ex-girlfriend, Jessica Evans. She was found strangled to death at the LaMarca store she managed on Canal Street. The poor woman was only twenty-six.”

      “There’s a LaMarca here? I love that store.” I thought back to a trip to Italy I’d taken several years before and the fabulous black leather handbag I’d splurged on at the original LaMarca on Rome’s chic Via Condotti. “You know, I think I heard something about the murder on the radio when I was coming into town.”

      “Yeah, it’s been all over the local media for weeks. Come on. I’ll tell you about it on the way to the office.”

      After assuring Napoleon that I would be back soon, I locked my apartment door and then got into Veronica’s waiting white Audi convertible.

      “So, here’s what I know.” Veronica started the engine of her car and then backed out of the driveway. “Keep in mind that I haven’t seen the police report yet. But from what Ryan told me, and from what I’ve heard on the news, a salesgirl found Jessica’s body when she came to work on the morning of December 13th. She said the back door was unlocked, and Jessica was lying on the floor in the middle of some racks of scarves. Nothing had been taken from the store.”

      “You said she was strangled, right?”

      “Yeah, with a scarf.”

      “Was she killed that morning? Or the day before?”

      Veronica took a left turn. “Sometime the night before. Apparently, she’d stayed late after the store closed. The police didn’t release the information about the murder weapon being a scarf, by the way. Someone leaked that to the press. Anyway, Franki, this is big. If we can help clear this guy or even solve the case, we’re golden. Private Chicks, Inc. will be a household name in NOLA.”

      “That would be amazing.” I looked out the passenger window so that she wouldn’t see my concern. Everything was happening so fast, and solving a high-profile murder in The Big Easy wouldn’t be easy at all. I hoped I was up to the job.
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        * * *

      

      Veronica turned the Audi onto Decatur Street in the French Quarter and parked in front of a three-story, brown brick building with white doors, green shuttered windows, and a second-floor balcony—the kind that people threw bead necklaces off of during Mardi Gras. “Here we are. Your new headquarters.”

      The smell of marinara teased my nostrils as I exited the car and looked around. “I smell my nonna’s kitchen, but I don’t see Private Chicks.”

      She giggled. “It’s on the top floor. I rent the first two floors to Nizza, an Italian restaurant and bar.”

      My jaw dropped—while salivating. It was classic Veronica—her mind was always so focused on work that she would forget to tell me some of the pertinent details of her life, no matter how momentous they might have been.

      I followed her up three long, thigh-busting flights of stairs. By the time we got to the top, I felt certain that each flight would burn off a beignet.

      “Our conference room.” She gestured to an unmarked door. “And across the stairwell here is our office.” She led me through an old detective movie-style door that had “Private Chicks” in black letters on frosted glass. “It used to be an apartment, so I turned the living room into the lobby, kept the kitchen and bathroom, and made the two bedrooms down the hall into offices.”

      “Nice.” And it was, especially the old brick walls and the two overstuffed couches that faced one another in the center of the room. As soon as I got situated in my new digs, I was going to get situated on those couches.

      She pulled her phone from her purse. “Oh, shoot. I need to make a call. Your office is the first door on the right down the hallway. Why don’t you start getting set up?”

      “Glad to.” I was so excited to have my own office that I almost bounced down the hallway. And I spent the rest of the day organizing my desk and learning how to use Veronica’s case management software for private investigators.

      The lobby bell sounded at a quarter till four as someone entered the living room that served as our lobby. Thinking it was Ryan Hunter, I walked out to greet him. I was met by a young man with a thin, angular face and lanky frame. He looked no more than sixteen or seventeen. He’s clearly not Ryan—that is, unless Jessica Evans was into jailbait.

      Veronica walked into the lobby with her handbag and her laptop. “Franki Amato, this is David Savoie. David, Franki is our new investigator.”

      He extended a hand with long spindly fingers. “Nice to meet you, Miss Amato.”

      “Call me Franki. Please.” I said the last word with a wince—David had a powerful handshake for such a skinny kid.

      “Sure thing, Franki.” He flashed a toothy smile.

      Veronica perched on a couch. “David is our computer Boy Friday. He can do anything from programming to research. We have him fifteen to twenty hours per week, depending on his school load.”

      “Oh, you’re in college?” I’d assumed he was barely in high school.

      “Yeah, I go to Tulane. But I can see how you’d be confused. People think I’m much older than I really am.” David straightened his posture. “I’m nineteen, but I can pass for twenty-three easy.”

      “I can see that,” I lied.

      Veronica and I shared a smile at his boyish confidence.

      David slid out of his backpack and then his jacket, both of which he tossed onto a nearby desk. He looked like a boy who had grown two feet over the course of a summer, and he was so thin that I was tempted to order him a couple of large pizzas from Nizza.

      His gaze went to the laptop on my desk, and he ran over to pick it up. “Dude! That’s your computer? Awwwesooome. Can I help you connect that to the printer, or anything?”

      I watched anxiously as he turned my laptop over in his hands. I still owed the credit card company over two thousand dollars for that computer and would never be able to replace it. I snatched it from his grasp. “Thanks, but I took care of that this morning. Right now, Veronica and I are just waiting on a client⁠—”

      Our conversation was cut short as a tall, muscular man in his mid-to-late thirties entered the office.

      Speak of the devil. Wait. Is Ryan Hunter the devil? I could sense a darkness about the guy, and it wasn’t because he was under police suspicion. His ice blue eyes and cruel mouth spoke volumes about his character.

      Veronica rose to greet him. “Ryan Hunter?”

      “Yes. Are you Veronica Maggio?”

      “I am, and this is my colleague, Franki Amato, and our IT consultant, David Savoie. Franki and I will be handling your case. Let’s walk over to our conference room so we can talk in private.”

      Ryan furrowed his thick brow. “Sure.”

      I glanced at David before leaving the lobby. His exuberant chatter of moments before had given way to an uneasy silence. Even he seemed disturbed by Ryan Hunter’s presence. I smiled at David and closed the office door behind me.

      Veronica led us into a dark wood-paneled conference room. “Can I get you anything, Ryan? Coffee, water, a soda?”

      I was reminded of the first time I’d met her—she’d shown up uninvited to a beer bash at my off-campus apartment with a liter of Pepsi, of all things.

      Ryan settled into a brown leather chair. “Do you have any bourbon?”

      “No, but we have Pepsi.”

      What is her deal with Pepsi?

      Ryan frowned. “I’ll skip the drink. I don’t have much time anyway.”

      “Okay, then. Let’s get started.” Veronica took a seat and opened up her laptop, careful not to break one of her perfectly manicured pink nails. “We have some routine questions that we typically ask our clients. So if you’ll just bear with us for a few minutes, we’d appreciate it.”

      Ryan snorted and stared at her.

      Veronica seemed unfazed by his rudeness. “So, from what you told me over the phone, you’re the main suspect in the murder of Jessica Evans. Is that correct?”

      “I’m the only suspect in Jessica’s murder.”

      I leaned forward. “Did you give the police an alibi for the time of the murder?”

      He shot me a blank look. “No, because I don’t have one.”

      I couldn’t help but notice that he didn’t offer any explanation of his whereabouts. “Do you know if the police have any other leads?”

      He frowned. “Either they don’t have any, or, if they do, they’re not interested in investigating them. That’s why I’m here.”

      “Okay. We’ll look into that.” Veronica typed a reminder on her laptop. But for now, let’s talk about Jessica. How long had you been seeing her?”

      “About six months.” He twisted a paper clip he’d found on the table.

      “Did you live together?”

      “Yeah, for the last couple months or so. She moved into my place.” He glanced out the window, clearly bored.

      “Were the two of you close?” Veronica asked, almost hopefully.“Yes and no.”

      I could see that she was getting nowhere fast, so I took over the questioning. “How would you describe your relationship?”“Jessica and I had our ups and downs. Like other couples.”

      “What do you mean by ‘downs’?”

      Ryan snapped the paper clip in half and tossed it onto the table. “We fought.”

      This guy wasn’t going to give an inch, so I pressed the issue. “Can you tell us about the fights?”

      He sat up in his chair and cast daggers at me. “What are you getting at, exactly?”It was clear to me that he had something to hide.” I mean, was there anything about your relationship that would cause the police to suspect you?”

      He snorted and leaned back into his chair. “Apparently.”

      “Were the fights verbal? Or did they get physical?” I was unfazed by his lack of cooperation.

      He looked at me hard and said nothing.

      “Look, Ryan,” Veronica intervened, probably sensing that I was running out of patience for this guy. “We want to help you, but we can’t do that if you don’t tell us everything we need to know.”

      He let out a long sigh. “About a month ago, we had a fight. Things got out of hand, and Jessica called 911.”

      Veronica’s eyes widened. “What did you fight about?”

      “Money. Jessica was private about money. Well, about everything. I really didn’t know anything about her aside from the fact that she worked at LaMarca. And she always had way too much money for someone who managed a retail store. So I asked her about it. She got defensive, and we started fighting.” He picked up a pen from the table and started twirling it with his fingers.

      “Was it a violent fight?”

      “I threw her purse at her. She got pissed and lunged at me with a bottle of wine. I bent her wrist until she dropped it, and then I hit her. She fell backward, grabbed her cell phone from her purse, and called the cops.” He spoke as though describing scenes from a boring TV show.

      “So, she was afraid of you,” I said, trying only half-heartedly to conceal the contempt I was feeling for him. During my short time as a cop, I’d met enough domestic abusers to last a lifetime.

      He laughed and put the pen back on the table. “Let me clarify something. Jessica wasn’t afraid of anyone or anything, least of all me. She called 911 because she was a vindictive bitch.”

      I flinched at the phrase.

      A muscle worked in Ryan’s square jaw. “She actually had a smile on her face when she made that call.”

      Veronica cleared her throat. “I’m not sure I understand. Why would she be smiling?”

      He paused for a moment and then gave an ironic smile. “It’s simple. Jessica liked to see people suffer. She enjoyed watching people squirm. I’d pissed her off, so she was going to make me pay. That’s just who she was.”

      “Then why were you still dating her?” I asked, despite the fact that I was starting to think Jessica and Ryan were made for one another.

      “Because she was beautiful, and she was good in bed.” His tone was matter of fact, as though those were the only criteria to judge a woman by.

      Just like a man. “Well, if Jessica was like you say she was, then it’s possible that she had enemies. Do you know of anyone who might’ve had a reason to kill her?”

      “Look, I don’t know if she had family or friends, much less enemies. Like I said, she was private. Secretive even.”

      Veronica looked at me and then nodded. “All right, Ryan. I think that’s all we need for now. The first thing we’ll do is find out where the police are in the investigation, then we’ll start looking into Jessica’s background to see if we can come up with other leads in the case. We’ll also need to set a time to come by your place to look through Jessica’s things for any clues.”

      He frowned. “I’d rather you didn’t. I only recently got the damn police out of my house. And besides, she only had clothes and shoes and stuff. I’ll box it all up and bring it to you next week. You can do whatever you want with it.”

      Veronica licked her lips. “Whatever works for you.”

      Ryan rose to his feet. “So when can I expect to hear from you?”

      “We’ll call at least twice a week to update you on the investigation and to ask any follow-up questions.”

      “I look forward to it.” He nodded and walked out the door.

      I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. “Wow. That’s an oddly enthusiastic comment from such a reluctant client.”

      “Yeah.” Veronica pressed her index finger to her mouth. “What do you make of that guy? He’s a real weirdo, right?”

      I leaned back in my chair. “Well, judging from his defensive attitude and the nonchalant way he mentioned that he’d hit Jessica, I’d say he’s a sociopath.”

      “We’re going to have to do a full background check on this guy before we do anything else. If it turns out that he’s a convicted felon or something, I’m not sure we want him as a client. I’ll have David start on that.” She closed her laptop.

      “Good idea. I can call the detective in charge of the case.”

      Veronica burst out laughing. “You’re joking, right? As an ex-cop, you of all people should know that the police don’t work with private investigators.”

      I’d only worked as a beat cop in Austin, so I had no idea how detectives interacted with the public on a case. But I had seen a whole lot of Murder, She Wrote episodes where detectives were all too willing to discuss cases with Jessica Fletcher. Not the best example, but still. “You’d think the New Orleans PD would want to help us solve a high-profile murder case.”

      “No, they’re afraid we’ll crack the case before they do, which would make them look like fools—and on every news channel in Louisiana.”

      “Then how do we get police information?”

      “Well, there are public records, which we can access like everyone else, but the police usually black out potentially compromising information on cases that are still under investigation. So, that means we either have to luck into a corrupt detective who’s willing to trade information, or we use Benjamin.”

      “Who’s Benjamin? An informant?”

      Veronica reached into her handbag, pulled out a pink Chanel wallet, and extracted a crisp one-hundred-dollar bill with a flourish. “This is Benjamin. And sometimes I have to rely on a whole army of Benjamins to get the information I need from the police.”

      I smiled. “So, you do have an informant.”

      “Yeah, a police crime analyst who feels it’s her duty to ensure that cases get solved—by any means necessary. Especially crimes against women.”

      “Perfect. Then this is a case she’s sure to help with. Murdering a woman who also had the great fortune to manage a LaMarca is a double crime against women.” It sounded like I was kidding, but I wasn’t.

      “Agreed.” Veronica looked at the clock. “It’s five already. We’d better leave, or traffic will be a nightmare. I’ll drop you off at the apartment on my way to run errands.”

      “All right.” But I wasn’t particularly eager to go home because I had two big boxes in my kitchen that I was doing my best to avoid unpacking.

      Veronica typed a message on her phone. “There. I texted David and told him to do the background check on Ryan Hunter. Oh yeah, do you want to meet at Thibodeaux’s at seven o’clock for a drink? I’ll invite Glenda…”

      I laughed. “Now there’s someone I’d like to see a background check on.”
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        * * *

      

      At seven p.m. on the dot, I opened my front door to the grim reality of the cemetery across the street. I had quite the setup in New Orleans. My bordello-style apartment constantly reminded me that I wasn’t having sex, and the cemetery constantly reminded me that I was going to die. I definitely needed that drink. I walked the thirty or so steps to Thibodeaux’s Tavern and entered.

      Veronica hadn’t arrived yet, but Glenda was already at the bar contemplating three empty tequila shot glasses with a long Breakfast at Tiffany’s-style cigarette holder in her hand. To complete her Audrey Hepburn look, she wore a black-sequined jumpsuit à la Cher and red platform stripper shoes à la Lady Gaga. She wasn’t wearing a boa, probably because it would’ve covered the skin she was trying to expose.

      I approached the bar, surprised by the sumptuous brown leather furnishings, the stainless steel-covered bar, and the warm glow of candlelight. “Hi, Glenda. Heeeey, this place is really sophisticated for a tavern.”

      “Did Miss Ronnie put you to work yet?”

      So much for the formalities. I sat down on a barstool to her right. “Yeah, we got a big case today.”

      “You lookin’ for a runaway, or what?”

      I found it interesting that she would ask about a runaway. But then, she must have encountered quite a few of them in her line of work. “No, it’s actually a murder case.”

      Glenda dragged off her unlit cigarette. “It’s not that strangled girl, is it?”“Yes, it is.” I was stunned by her insight.

      She exhaled nonexistent smoke into my face. “I heard about that. She worked at Prada, right?”

      For some reason, I waved away the smoke she didn’t exhale. “No, better. LaMarca.”

      “Personally, I don’t care for their designs. All that fabric they use on their evening dresses is frumpy and confining.”

      Of course, LaMarca had the most sought-after gowns in all of fashion. But compared to the clothing Glenda wore, their evening dresses—even ones that were strapless, backless, and slit to the pelvis—probably looked like pilgrim apparel to her.

      An unkempt Sean Penn doppelganger approached me from behind the bar. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      “Um—”

      “Another tequila shot,” Glenda interrupted.

      “I’ll have a glass of Prosecco, please.”

      Veronica slid onto the barstool next to me. “Make that two, Phillip.”

      I turned toward Veronica. “I didn’t see you come in.”

      “That’s because you two ladies were deep in conversation.” She smirked. “What were you talking about?”

      “We were talkin’ about that girl who was strangled with the scarf, Miss Ronnie.”

      Veronica looked at me quizzically. I shook my head to indicate that I hadn’t told Glenda any specifics.

      “The case reminds me of a striptease I used to do when I was working at Madame Moiselle’s in the Quarter.”

      “Oh?” I was instantly drawn in. There was something about Glenda that intrigued me.

      “It was an artistic rendering of a woman’s transformation from victimization to self-empowerment.”

      Her burst of intellectualism left me at a loss for words. Veronica hadn’t been kidding when she’d said Glenda was smart.

      “I dressed entirely in sheer scarves. As I stripped away each one, it signified her metamorphosis. There was a top layer of black scarves, then underneath a layer of gray, beneath that a layer of white and then finally, a single pink scarf.”

      To my total astonishment—I was moved by her description. “That’s really beautiful, Glenda.”

      Veronica leaned around me. “What did the pink scarf represent? The woman’s soul?”

      Glenda looked taken aback. “No. Her vagina.”

      “Ah.” I was again speechless—but this time for a different reason.

      Phillip the bartender returned with our drinks.

      Veronica pressed a finger to her cheek. “So, the woman reclaimed her power by taking back her vagina from her victimizer?”

      Oh God. I took several gulps of the drink that I was overjoyed to have at hand.

      “Exactly.” Glenda looked at her with renewed respect. “And after she took her vagina back, she did whatever the hell she wanted with it.” She cackled and elbowed Veronica.

      Taking “The Vagina Monologues” as my cue to leave, I stood up and chugged the remainder of my Prosecco. “Well, guys, I hate to drink and run, but I’d better head out. After all, I’ve got a case to start investigating tomorrow.”

      Veronica looked up at me. “I haven’t had a chance to tell you this, Franki, but I feel so much better now that you’re here. I know I can’t go wrong with an ex-cop on my team.”

      Glenda tossed back another shot of tequila. “That’s the first time I’ve ever heard that one.”

      “Thanks, Veronica.” I shot Glenda a haughty look. “It’s a nice change to work for someone who has so much confidence in my abilities. See you tomorrow.”

      I exited the bar into the crisp January night and got an instant chill—but not from the wintery weather. It struck me just how much was riding on this case. It wasn’t only about my self-esteem, pride, and career. It was also about Veronica’s professional reputation and the success of the business she’d worked so hard to establish, not to mention the family of the woman who’d been killed. And then there was the not-so-insignificant matter of Ryan Hunter, the sinister-seeming accused killer I’d be helping to potentially walk free.

      With all of that sitting on my shoulders like a five-hundred-pound barbell, the thirty or so steps back to my apartment seemed like the longest walk of my life.
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      The knocking at my front door grew insistent.

      I hopped from my bedroom, pulling on the gray pants I’d bought on clearance at Target, and opened the door.

      Veronica entered in a sleek brown Elie Tahari pantsuit with a cream-colored silk blouse. She looked like a gazelle, while I was the spitting image of a hippo.

      “Morning.” Her tone practically beamed sunshine. “How are you and Napoleon adjusting to your new surroundings?”

      “Pretty well, especially Napoleon.” I closed the door behind her as she entered the living room. “The bordello chic decor is really bringing out the animal in him. Last night when I came home from the bar, I found him lying on his back sound asleep on the zebra print chaise lounge with his legs splayed wide open.”

      “Men—of any species—have no shame.” She followed me into my bedroom.

      “I know, right?” I thought of Vince and his brazen attitude about his infidelity. I entered the adjoining bathroom to put on my makeup and was surprised by the scowling face looking back at me in the oval mirror of the knockoff red Louis XVI vanity. I forced myself to smile. I refused to waste anymore of my precious emotion on that cheat.

      Veronica flopped onto the bed next to Napoleon. “Speaking of shame, we’re going to church this morning.”

      My anger toward Vince was replaced by waves of Catholic guilt. I tried to remember the last time I’d been to church. I’d visited the Vatican on my trip to Rome three years ago, but they turned me away at the door for having bare shoulders, so I was pretty sure that didn’t count. “Why in the hell would we do that?”

      She sighed. “Relax, Franki. We’re not going to mass.”

      I shot her a questioning look from the bathroom doorway, holding my liquid eyeliner brush like a weapon.

      “Or confession,” she said, interpreting my gaze. “We’re going there to meet Betty Friedan.”

      I gasped, and my Catholic guilt morphed into feminist guilt for putting on my signature Sophia Loren-style cat eyeliner. “The founder of the National Organization for Women?”

      “Gah, Franki. Calm down, will you?” Veronica was lying on her side with her head propped up by her arm, indifferent to my issues. “Betty Friedan is our informant’s code name.”

      I was relieved that Betty was just an informant because that meant I could wear blush and lipstick too. “How was I supposed to know that? I mean, why doesn’t she have a normal informant name like Deep Throat or Huggy Bear?”

      “Because she’s not Bob Woodward’s Watergate source or a TV character from Starsky and Hutch. She’s a feminist crime analyst from the New Orleans PD.”

      “So, we’re going to a church to pay off a corrupt feminist employee of the police department.” That seemed like an obvious violation of all that was holy. “What’s the occasion?”

      “She’s going to give us the police report on the Evans murder and photos of the crime scene. I called her and asked for them after David texted me the results of Ryan Hunter’s background check. His record is clean, by the way. That is, except for the assault charge on Jessica he told us about and a surprising number of moving violations.”

      I remembered how angry and aggressive he’d seemed yesterday. “I’m sure he’s got a serious case of road rage. People like that are capable of anything.”

      “That’s a big accusation coming from a woman who once intentionally ran her car into her ex-boyfriend’s house.”

      I glared at her. “It wasn’t his house. It was his fence. The little picket fence we’d painted white together when I was still stupid enough to think he was going to marry me. And I can’t believe you would bring up Todd Rothman. College was years ago.”

      She blinked. “That was road rage, wasn’t it?”

      “No, it was relationship rage after he forgot to tell me he’d found a new girlfriend and was sleeping with her in the house that was supposed to be ours.” I rubbed blush on my cheek so vigorously that it turned red on its own. “Besides, knocking down Todd’s fence certainly doesn’t make me like Ryan Hunter.”

      “Of course not.” She rubbed Napoleon’s belly, and he looked at her with love in his eyes. “I’m just trying to point out that road rage doesn’t make someone a killer. So, until we find evidence to prove otherwise, we have to proceed on the assumption that Ryan is innocent, no matter how despicable he may be.”

      “I know, I know.” It was so annoying when Veronica was right. I had all but convicted Ryan and was fully prepared to throw away the key. “But the jury’s still out on that guy. And for the record, I’ve come a long way since Todd. Just look at how well I’ve handled Vince’s cheating.”

      “I’m very proud of you for that.”

      Her admission took the angry wind out of my sails. “So where is this church?”

      “On Rampart Street in the Quarter. It’s the old Mortuary Chapel.”

      “A mortuary chapel, Veronica?” She knew how creeped out I was by cemeteries and churches, so I couldn’t believe she would take me to a combination of the two. “Really?”

      “Really. It’s close to the police station where Betty works. And they haven’t kept dead bodies there since the yellow fever epidemic of the 1800s, so you’ll be fine. You’ll like it too because it became an Italian immigrant church.”

      She’d intentionally used our heritage to persuade me. Such an attorney.

      “Now let’s go.” Veronica gave Napoleon a final scratch and jumped off the bed. “I’ll drive. You’re kind of jumpy today.”

      “Okay, but we’re going out the back door. There is no way in inferno that I’m passing by a cemetery on my way to a mortuary chapel.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Veronica stopped the car in front of the chapel. “See? No gothic spires or gargoyles on the outside, and I promise there are no bodies inside.”

      I stared out the passenger window. “Why did you tell me this was called the Mortuary Chapel? The sign says Our Lady of Guadalupe Catholic Church.”

      “Because I know you, and if you’d read the historical plaque over there and learned that the original name had the word mortuary in it, you would’ve caused a scene. Possibly even in the church.” She turned off the engine and put her keys into her brown Balenciaga bag.

      Good point. I exited the car and walked over to the plaque eager to find out if there was anything else about the church she’d failed to mention. “Hey, this doesn’t say anything about being an Italian immigrant church. But it does say that it’s the official chapel of the New Orleans Police and Fire Departments. Is it really a good idea to meet Betty here?”

      Veronica walked up behind me in her dainty Jimmy Choos. “It’s the perfect place. No one in the police department would be surprised if an employee came here. Plus, with all these people around, no one would suspect a payoff was going down either.”

      “I hope you’re right. You know my nonna would never live it down if I got busted in a church.” My nonna was convinced that my lapsed Catholicism was a major impediment to my ability to attract a suitable husband. If I got excommunicated too, it would surely seal my fate as a lifelong zitella in her eyes.

      Veronica looked at her phone, ignoring my concerns. “We’re early. Betty might not be here yet. Let’s go inside and wait.”

      “Why not?” I asked—not without a note of bitterness.

      When I followed Veronica into the church, I noticed a line of people in front of a statue of a Roman centurion holding a cross and stepping on a bird that, on closer inspection, appeared to be a crow. He looked like one of the modern-day Italian men who hang around the Colosseum in Rome dressed in cheesy centurion and gladiator costumes to pose in pictures with tourists. I watched as each person who approached the statue rubbed its feet, murmured something, and then made the sign of the cross. A few people had deposited flowers at the base of the statue, but others had left slices of what looked like pound cake.

      “Man, I wish people would leave me flowers and pound cake. Which saint is that anyhow? The patron saint of florists and bakers?”

      “That’s Saint Expedite,” a strong masculine voice said behind me.

      I turned to see an unorthodoxly attractive young priest with thick, wavy brown hair, sensual lips, and a ravishing smile. If he’d lived in Rome he would have been a candidate for the annual priest calendar, which, in my mind, was the bizarre and seemingly sacrilegious Italian equivalent of the fireman’s calendar. Of course, I didn’t think this priest was good looking or anything—it’s just that he wasn’t anything like the old priests I’d grown up around in Houston.

      “I’m Father John.” He clasped my hand in his.

      The minute his skin touched mine, I itched. Ever since I was a young girl in Sunday school, I’d been allergic to the clergy. It was a psychosomatic reaction to the Catholic guilt I felt about my sporadic visits to church as a child, thanks to my parents’ seven-day-per-week work schedule and the fact that my over excitable nonna couldn’t be trusted with a car.

      I withdrew my hand from his as though it had been burned by the fires of hell and blurted, “Bless me father for I have sinned.”

      He looked confused. “Did you come for confession?”

      “Oh, no.” I felt my face turning as red as communion wine. The phrase was the only thing I could remember ever saying to a priest. I forced nonchalance as I scratched a spot on my left elbow. “I’m good. I’m here with a friend. She needs to confess, though.” It wasn’t true, but it served her right for disappearing.

      “Well, we can certainly help her with that.” He flashed another gorgeous smile.

      “Gr-great.” I scratched my side. The icky combination of his handsomeness and his holiness really freaked me out. “I don’t remember learning about Saint Expedite in Sunday school.”

      “You didn’t learn about him in Sunday school because he’s not officially recognized by the Catholic Church.” He cast a doubtful look in Saint Expedite’s direction. “But the Church occasionally tolerates the veneration of local saints.”

      I scanned the church for Veronica and mentally cursed her. Then I felt guilty for thinking profanity in a church. “What’s he the patron saint of?”

      “Anyone who’s looking for a quick solution to a problem, who needs money, or wants to stop procrastinating.”

      Me, me, and me. The saint had gotten a lot more interesting. “So, why are those people leaving him pound cake? I mean, I can kind of understand the flowers, but cake?”

      “Well, in recent years, Expedite has become the patron saint of people who need to win court cases. They leave him a slice of pound cake as an offering so that he’ll be more inclined to help them stay out of jail or⁠—”

      “Hold on.” A pang of guilt jabbed at my gut for cutting off a priest, but I had to get to the bottom of the cake thing. “They leave him pound cake so that he’ll keep them out of the slammer?”

      “It has its origins in voodoo. In New Orleans, voodoo and the Catholic Church are closely related. The fusion of the French and African cultures in Louisiana resulted in an association of the voodoo spirits with Christian saints. Some people call Saint Expedite the Voodoo Saint because he represents Baron Samedi, the voodoo loa of death.”

      I was shocked that a saint would be associated with voodoo. “The voodoo loa of death? What’s that?”

      “A loa is a voodoo deity. And Baron Samedi is a shady voodoo god who wears a top hat and tails. Voodoo legend has it that when people die, he digs their graves, greets their souls, and leads them to the underworld. He’s also a sexual loa who loves to swear, smoke, drink rum, tell filthy jokes to the other spirits, and chase women.” Father John winked.

      Awk-ward. My cheeks were as hot as Hades as I scratched my neck and looked for Veronica from the corners of my eyes. “I still don’t understand what Saint Expedite has to do with voodoo.”

      “It works like this: Followers of New Orleans’ legendary voodoo queen Marie Laveau, who died in the late 1800s, visit her tomb in Saint Louis cemetery #1 to ask her for help with a problem. Since the cemetery is right behind the church on Basin Street, afterward they come into the church and leave a slice of pound cake for Saint Expedite so that he’ll fast track, or expedite, the favors asked of Marie Laveau. It’s really a fascinating mixture of religions.”

      “So, voodoo’s a religion.” I scratched my head. “I thought it was just like dark magic or something.”

      He smiled. “That’s how pop culture has painted it, but it’s centered around religious themes and a desire to do good in the world by channeling saints.” He paused. “Hey, do you like James Bond?”

      I slowly shook my head, wondering whether God approved of priests watching James Bond movies.

      “No?” He sounded shocked. “Too bad, because Baron Samedi is a character in Live and Let Die with Roger Moore.”

      I spotted Veronica beckoning to me like a saving angel from near the altar. She stood next to what could only be described as the anti-Veronica—a young woman with short, dark hair tucked behind her ears, black rectangular glasses, a thin mouth, and no makeup. She resembled a real-life Velma from Scooby Doo.

      Betty. I thanked heaven that I had finally found an avenue of escape. “Well, thank you for the information, Joh—, er, Father,” I faltered. It was hard for me to think of a good-looking young guy as a priest. “I need to join my friend.”

      “Anytime. I hope you’ll join us for mass this Sunday.”

      “Sure,” I said, knowing there wasn’t a chance in hell I’d show up. Great, I just lied to a priest.

      I turned and hurried up the aisle to the altar, almost at a run. Then I turned right and walked to the end of the first pew where Veronica and Betty were sitting. I extended my hand. “You must be Betty.”

      She opted to pass on the handshake to take a moment to size me up. “Who are you?”

      Veronica smiled. “Betty, this is Franki, my new partner I was telling you about. She’s a super smart ex-cop.”

      “Right.” Betty pulled a large manila envelope from a worn, brown leather bag and handed it to Veronica. “So anyway, here’s the information you asked for. You won’t find much in the report that hasn’t already been leaked to the press, but the pictures should be useful.”

      Veronica, in turn, produced Betty’s payoff, which she had disguised by placing it into a church-offering envelope. “Thank you so much. This is going to make a huge difference in our investigation.”

      “No problem, V.” Betty stuffed the envelope into her briefcase. “I just hope you catch the sorry son of a bitch who committed this crime.”

      “You know, it might’ve been committed by a woman,” I interjected, playing devil’s advocate.

      “The odds are against it.” Betty spoke with a sneer. “Statistically speaking, this is likely an open-and-shut case of femicide—a man killing a woman just because she’s a female—and we women need to come together to prevent this type of thing from happening.” She stood and pushed up her glasses. “Let me know if you find the asshole who did this.”

      I watched her walk away, clutching her leather briefcase to her chest. “Wow, that Betty’s a real charmer.”

      Veronica rose to her feet. “She takes crime very seriously. Now let’s get going. I’m dying to look at the police report.”

      As we walked out of the church, I saw Father John waving goodbye to me. Instead of waving back, I tried to duck all 5’ 10” of me behind Veronica’s tiny frame. I must have looked like I was having a seizure.

      The second we got into the car, Veronica tore open the envelope and studied a photo of Jessica at the crime scene. “Look at this.”

      It was a gruesome sight. Jessica was lying on her left side in the middle of four scarf racks that were situated in the shape of a square. Her face was directed toward the ceiling, and her eyes were open in a look of shock. She had been strangled with a black-and-white checked scarf with a bright yellow border.

      Veronica, who owned a different scarf for every day of the year, was intently focused on the murder weapon. She pulled out the police report and quickly scanned the pages. “I knew it.”

      “What?”

      “The scarf used to strangle Jessica isn’t from LaMarca.” Her eyes danced with excitement.

      “How do you know?”“It’s a cheap cotton-polyester blend. Everyone knows that LaMarca only sells silk scarves.”

      I didn’t know that, but I did know that LaMarca’s signature scarves were the most sought after in the fashion industry. “So, the killer brought a scarf to a store that’s famous for selling scarves.”

      But why?
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        * * *

      

      Standing on Canal Street in front of Pontchartrain Bank, I leaned into the passenger window of Veronica’s Audi. “I’ll go straight to LaMarca after I get some cash. Anything in particular you want me to find out?”

      Veronica lowered her sunglasses. “I trust your judgement. And if you have to buy something to keep up your cover as a customer, I’ll reimburse up to fifty dollars, so hang on to the receipt.”

      I would. Because after my move to New Orleans, I was pretty sure that there wasn’t enough room left on my credit cards to shop at the Dollar Tree, much less LaMarca. Thankfully, my parents had made a deposit to my account as a belated Christmas gift to help cover my moving expenses.

      I entered the lobby and rummaged in my knockoff Gucci hobo bag for a pen. I filled out a withdrawal slip and got in line.

      “Next,” the teller called.

      I approached the window. The teller, who couldn’t have been more than 4’ 10”, looked remarkably like Tinker Bell sans bun and wings.

      “May I help you?” Her accent was thick.

      I glanced at her nameplate—Corinne Mercier—to confirm my suspicion that she was French. New Orleans was a popular city among French immigrants because of its historical ties to France. “I’d like to make a withdrawal, please.” I slid my withdrawal slip toward her. “I haven’t gotten my ATM card yet.”

      “Oh, mademoiselle, I am so sorry. Are you new to ze bank?” Her big blue eyes were rimmed with red like she’d been crying.

      Guessing that she was having man trouble, I sympathized. “Yeah, I just moved here from Austin to take a job as a private investigator. Where are you from?”

      “I come here from Toulouse to start a new life. My mother, she is américaine, but I was raised in France.”

      “I moved here to start a new life too. Besides getting a new job, I wanted to get away from my cheating ex-boyfriend.”

      “Ah. My boyfriend, Thierry, he cheat too. I come home yesterday, and I find him wis a woman.” She struggled to enter my transaction into the computer as her eyes welled up with tears.

      “I’m really sorry to hear that. The same thing happened to me. I’m Franki, by the way. You’re Corinne, right?”

      She nodded, wiping her nose with a tissue. “You too? Men! Zey are so…so…volages, non?” She blew her nose with a very un-Tinker Bell-like honk, and then handed me my money from the teller cash dispenser.

      “Exactly.” I put the money into my wallet. I had no idea what she’d just said, but I agreed with the tone of her voice one hundred percent. “All they think about is sex. You know, I really believe the old saying that a man thinks with his penis is true.”

      Corinne’s big blue eyes got even bigger, and she fiddled with her pixie-style blonde hair.

      I thought it was because I was coming on a little strong for a stranger and all, but then her eyes darted to something—or someone—over my shoulder. I turned and saw one of the most handsome men I’d ever seen in my life. He had dark brown hair, a chiseled jaw, and a sensuous mouth.

      “Is this yours, miss?” He held up my birth control case—with a twinkle in his eye.

      I must have dropped it when I was standing in line digging through my bag for the pen I’d used to fill out my withdrawal slip. My whole body burned from embarrassment. Not only had he probably heard my cutting remarks about men, but now he also knew I was having sex with at least one of them.

      I realized that I’d been staring at him slack-jawed. I closed my mouth and swallowed hard. “Oh, gosh. Those? They belong to a friend. I’m just holding them for her.” I laughed, and it sounded hollow. “While she’s out of town.”

      I’d never been one to stop while I was ahead.

      The corners of his mouth curled into a devious smile. “I’d better check the pharmacy label on the back to be sure. It says they were prescribed to⁠—”

      “Don’t read that.” I snatched the package from his hand. “You wouldn’t want to violate the HIPAA Privacy Rule.”

      “Certainly not. My apologies.” He gave a mock bow. “To your friend, of course.”

      Clearly, he enjoyed my unease.

      I pretended to check the label. “They’re hers, all right.” I shoved the pills into my bag. “Thank you, Mr.…?”

      “Hartmann. Bradley Hartmann,” he replied—not unlike James Bond. My Bond-loving priest friend would no doubt be impressed. “I’m the president of the bank.” He reached out for a handshake. “Your name is Francesca, right?”

      So he did read the back of my birth control case. Just what my life needed—more men who delighted in humiliating me. “Franki,” I replied through the heat in my cheeks. “Franki Amato.”

      “I heard you tell Miss Mercier that you haven’t received your ATM card yet. Why don’t you let me look into that for you?” His devious smile turned dazzling.

      To my dismay, my knees grew weak.

      Corinne furrowed her brow. “Mais non, Mr. Hartmann. I will help Miss Amato.”

      “That’s all right, Corinne.” He placed a hand firmly at the small of my back. “I’ll take care of Miss Amato.”

      The way his eyes were twinkling, I couldn’t tell if he was flirting or mocking me.

      “Call me Franki.”

      “I’d like that.”

      Yep, definitely flirting. And based on the way his thick-lashed blue eyes stared at me, I wasn’t sure I minded.

      I attempted a little flirt-back of my own, doing a spontaneous Veronica-style bat of my eyelashes that promptly dislodged my right contact lens.

      “Are you okay?” he asked. “Your eye is tearing up.”

      “Oh, it’s nothing.” I tried to look composed as my lens sent little stabs of pain into my eye. “Just something in my contact.”

      He nodded. “Okay, good. Well then, I’ll find out what’s going on with your ATM card and give you a call.”

      “Great.” The pain from my contact was shooting straight into my brain. I flashed him a Julia Roberts smile that probably ended up looking more like that of The Joker.

      As I turned to leave the bank, I worried that Bradley might be checking me out from behind. To cover my oversized backside, I slung my bag behind me and walked serpentine-style toward the door, stopping and turning to one side every so often to feign admiration for a plastic plant or an employee-of-the-month plaque on the wall.

      Ironically, however, when I got outside in the bright sunshine and popped my contact lens from my eye, things came more into focus. Bradley was more than likely being friendly to me to get me out of the bank. After all, there probably weren’t too many bank presidents who would welcome clients who boomed about men, sex, and penises while leaving a trail of birth control behind them.
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      I walked the short distance down Canal Street from the bank to LaMarca, with its signature Italian white marble sign with the gold logo. Thanks to the police report, I had the name of the salesgirl who’d found Jessica Evans’ body—Annabella Stevens. But I knew that if I introduced myself as a private investigator, she wouldn’t give me the time of day.

      A lot of people wouldn’t talk to PIs because they weren’t the police, which was ironic considering that a lot of people wouldn’t talk to the police either. And, in all probability, LaMarca management had advised its employees not to discuss the crime with its customers. So, the plan was to find out whether Annabella was still working for LaMarca and, if she was, to approach her on the pretense of needing assistance with selecting a scarf for my mom. With any luck, I would glean some information about the crime.

      I grasped the handle of LaMarca’s tall glass door and discovered that my palms were sweating. This was my first real undercover assignment because rookie cops weren’t allowed anywhere near detective work, and I was nervous. So, I did what any female PI would do as I entered the elegant store—I summoned Nancy Drew’s cool-headed sleuthing techniques from the dark and murky depths of my adolescent reading memory.

      Inside, I spotted the scarf department where Jessica’s body had been found. Four, long, shoulder-height scarf racks were positioned in the shape of a square in the center of the room. On all four sides of the racks, there were glass cases displaying jewelry, wallets, and other accessories, and the walls were lined all the way to the ceiling with multiple rows of handbags of varying colors and shades. The ceiling itself was covered with ornate gold decorative elements like those of a Catholic Church. For a moment, I was breathless with emotion—not because I was at the scene of the crime, mind you, but because I was busy worshipping all those glorious LaMarca bags.

      “May I help you?”

      The blonde Amazonian salesgirl’s booming voice startled me out of my fine leather-induced stupor. I glanced at her nametag. “No thanks, Svetlana. I’m just looking.”

      Without giving her a chance to respond, I scurried to the scarf racks. Nancy Drew would have never acted so nervous. I took a deep breath and tried to focus. I knew I should be looking for clues related to the crime, but I had no idea what those might be.

      As I gazed at the beautiful silk scarves, the image of a vibrant young woman with shoulder-length blonde hair lying strangled popped into my mind. Again I wondered why the killer had strangled her with a scarf from another store when there were so many scarves right at his or her fingertips. Maybe Ryan Hunter or another male admirer had brought the scarf to Jessica as a gift and then used it to strangle her during an argument. Or the scarf could have belonged to a woman who’d removed it from her own neck to strangle Jessica.

      But was it mere happenstance that she’d been strangled with a cheap polyester scarf in a sea of expensive silk? Or was it some kind of message?

      “Can I help you with something?” a chipper voice asked from behind me.

      I turned to see a chubby young girl with hazel bug eyes and Shirley Temple curls in a Lucille Ball red straight from the bottle. She wore a white, short-sleeved angora sweater, a black poodle skirt, and a pink scarf knotted around her neck, which was an astonishingly 1950s look for someone who worked in contemporary fashion. Her nametag read Annabella.

      It’s her.

      “Yes, I’m trying to find a scarf for my mom, but I’m overwhelmed by all the options.” My words sounded fake and stilted to my ear, but the 1950s pinup girl didn’t seem to notice.

      “Oh, I can totally help you with that. I just love scarves. What color did you have in mind?”

      “Yellow.” I waited to see her reaction. Even though Annabella had an airtight alibi—she was in the emergency room with a nasty case of the hives at the time of the murder—my instincts told me that she knew more about the situation than she had shared with the police.

      Annabella’s bulging eyes opened even wider for an instant, then she regained her composure. “What a lovely choice,” she said stiffly. She beckoned me to follow her to another rack.

      As she sifted expertly through scarves in hues of amber, gold, and yellow, I came up with a casual segue into the crime. “I’m so glad your scarf area is open. I wasn’t sure it would be…after the murder.”

      “LaMarca is open three hundred sixty-five days per year.” Annabella recited the hours like a slogan. Then she looked me in the eyes. “Actually,” her voice had lowered, “we were open for business later that same day.”

      “Now that’s customer service.” It was the most innocuous thing I could think of to say. I sensed that she was the gossipy type, so I decided to try winning her trust with flattery. “By the way, I love your look. You should be on TV, you know that? You have that glamorous quality about you.”

      Annabella blushed. “That’s what I think, but Svetlana is always telling me I look dowdy.”

      “I can’t believe that,” I lied as I looked through the scarves. “So, um, did you know her? The woman who was strangled?”

      “She was our manager,” she whispered, her eyes darting from side to side to make sure no one was in earshot. “Her name was Jessica Evans.” Annabella stopped searching through the scarves and draped her arm casually over one of the racks.

      My compliments were taking effect—she was clearly in the mood to talk murder. “What was Jessica like? I mean, was she as stylish as you? I’m asking because I’m obsessed with true crime.”

      She leaned forward. “Well, she was drop dead gorgeous for one thing. A lot of people said she looked like a young Kim Basinger. And she only wore the latest styles—LaMarca, Hermes, Gucci, Chanel, Armani. You name the brand, she had it. And she always accessorized with a scarf.”

      “You don’t say.”

      “Yeah, she said that a scarf gives your outfit that touch of class, unless it’s a cheap one, of course.”

      One look at Annabella’s scarf confirmed that she hadn’t internalized that all-important accessory rule. But if Jessica had said that, what had it meant that she’d been strangled with a cheap scarf she would have detested? “Did she really say that? About cheap scarves, I mean?”

      “Yeah.”

      I looked through the scarves. “Was she a good manager?”

      “Well, she was cold as ice to her employees.” Annabella’s happy tone had turned huffy. “I mean, I know you’re not supposed to speak ill of the dead. But for her, we were nobodies—lower than nobodies. But that’s the way it is in fashion, and she knew this business like the back of her hand. She actually got to intern at the original LaMarca store in Milan’s Via Monte Napoleone fashion district. I don’t know how she did it, either, because they never give internships to foreigners.”

      “How nice for her.” I considered the connections Jessica must have had to land that kind of opportunity.

      “I was hoping she would mentor me. You know, so I could work my way up? But she thought I was too unfashionable.” Her double chin trembled with emotion from the perceived injustice of that last statement.

      “Well, that’s just her opinion.” I wanted to reassure her even though I did think that the poodle skirt was killing her career chances. “I mean, you look like a 1950s version of Geri Halliwell—you know, Ginger Spice? So how in the world could you be unfashionable?”

      “I know, right?” She sniffled. “But Jessica was nothing if not brutally honest. Besides, she always said that emotion had no place in the business world and that we should leave our feelings at home—along with our personal lives.”

      “Speaking of personal lives, the police think her boyfriend did it, right?” I pulled a hideous scarf from the rack and pretended to examine its bizarre horseshoe pattern.

      “Yeeeeeah.” Annabella’s tone was doubtful as she plucked a stray yellow thread from her white sleeve. “But I’m not so sure.”

      “Why do you say that?” I watched as she twisted the thread around her fingers.

      “Well, for starters, fashion is a cutthroat industry. If you’ve made it in this business, you’ve got enemies.” She gave me an extra wide-eyed and knowing look.

      “Gosh, I had no idea the business was like that,” I fibbed as I put the ugly scarf back on its hanger. “Do you know if Jessica had any enemies?”

      “Maaaaaybe,” Annabella said, suddenly vague and evasive. Then she batted her eyelashes. “Oh, I guess I can tell you. You’re not the police.” She glanced from side to side again and even took a look behind her. “There was at least one guy who didn’t like her. He came in here one night after we were closed. Jessica didn’t know I was here because I’d left for the night, but I came back because I’d forgotten my purse. I went in through the back of the store, so I never saw him, but I heard him yelling at her.”

      “What did he say?” I turned to look at her, abandoning all attempts to seem like a scarf shopper.

      “Well, I couldn’t hear all of it, but I know he said she’d broken an agreement they had. And I think he warned her to stay away from New Orleans. He also said something about the London College of Fashion, and it almost sounded like Jessica had gone there. The weird thing is that Jessica never mentioned going to that school. It’s not even on her company profile.”

      I shared her confusion. Leaving a prestigious institution like the London College of Fashion off your famous design house company profile was like intentionally not telling your doctor that you had cancer. It just didn’t make sense. “Maybe you misunderstood.”

      “No.” She broke the thread in half. “I’m positive the guy said she was a student. I mean, how could I mistake the London College of Fashion? Jimmy Choo went there.”

      “Of course.” I said it as though I were an expert in Jimmy Choo’s pedigree. “Did she say anything back to the guy?”

      “Just that LaMarca had offered her amaaaaazing incentives on the condition that she manage the New Orleans store for a year. Sales were down, so they wanted a Louisiana native to try to turn it around. I heard her tell him that she wouldn’t be in town for long, but he said he wanted her gone right away.”

      “Maybe it was an ex-boyfriend. You know how demanding men can be.”

      “I don’t know.”

      I followed her bulging gaze as she glanced at someone who appeared to be a manager and then resumed the scarf search. “How long ago did this happen?”

      “A few months ago, so I doubt there’s any connection to her death. Hey, do you like any of these?” Annabella shoved four yellow scarves at me.

      “That bright yellow one.”

      “Great. Should I put this aside for you while you continue shopping, ma’am?”

      I could tell by her shift to a more professional tone that the gossip fest had ended. “No, I think that’s it for today.” I noted the two hundred forty-dollar price tag on the scarf with a sinking feeling. Well, if I go without food this month, I might finally lose that twenty pounds.

      As Annabella bounced off to the register in her pink bobby socks and dingy white Keds, I pulled my wallet from my bag and accidentally upended my coin purse in the process.

      “Mannaggia.” I muttered the Italian version of damn as my change spilled onto the gold carpet. I bent down to retrieve a quarter that had rolled underneath the base of the first scarf rack on the right, and I dislodged a small, hard object. It was a brownish-white bead the size of a hazelnut, and it was carved from ivory or some type of bone in the form of an eerie-looking skull. Could it have something to do with Jessica’s death?

      I checked to make sure no one was watching as I pocketed the bead and headed to the cash register.
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        * * *

      

      “A skull bead? That’s freakin’ awesome,” David exclaimed as I pulled the bead from my pocket during an impromptu meeting in Veronica’s office. He grabbed the bead with his long, skeletal fingers. “Hey, this looks exactly like one of those beads from Marie Laveau’s House of Voodoo.”

      “Marie Laveau?” I took the bead. “The voodoo queen? Father John told me she was dead.”

      “She is.” Veronica leaned back in her maraschino cherry-colored leather chair. “It’s a voodoo store on Bourbon Street that uses her name.”

      David nodded. “Yeah, my buddy Alex has a bracelet made of those beads hanging from the rearview mirror of his Honda. He said he got them from there.”

      “Really?” Veronica sat forward. She had always been one to take an interest in jewelry, even of the voodoo variety. “Do you know what these beads signify?”

      “Nah, you’d have to ask the kid who works at the store. I’d check it out though, cause that place is rad,” David said in college speak. “They have voodoo dolls, chicken feet, gator heads, all kinds of potions. It’s badass in there.”

      It sounded more beastly than badass. “Potions? For what?”

      He shrugged. “Lots of stuff, like love potions and ones that’ll help you score some cash. There’s even one that’ll help you beat the law, like in court.”

      I remembered the pound cake left for Saint Expedite. “There sure is a lot of voodoo that centers around winning court cases. I wonder if they make one that will help you solve a case.”

      “Speaking of solving cases,” Veronica stood and removed a pale pink trench coat with a ruffled collar from the coat rack near her desk, “it’s getting late, and tomorrow is Saturday. But there are a few things you and I will have to do this weekend, Franki. First, I need you to stop by Marie Laveau’s sometime before Monday. If the murderer dropped the skull bead—and that’s a big if—then we need to find out whether it came from that store.”

      “No problem.” I kind of wanted to take a look at those love potions David had mentioned while I was there. Not that I believed in that sort of thing, of course—at least, not completely. “Do you want me to call the police too?”

      David stared at me, motionless.

      Veronica blinked. “What for?”

      “To tell them about the skull bead. If it does turn out to be connected to the Evans case, then it’s evidence.”

      “We’re not required to share evidence with the police.” Veronica spoke slowly, like I was a child. “Just like they’re not obligated to turn over any evidence to us.”

      “Oh, right. I know that.” I did my best to sound like I’d simply forgotten that not-so-minor detail.

      An awkward silence followed.

      I rose and went to the door. “I’ll go call the London College of Fashion to verify that Jessica was a student there.”

      “It’s too late to call London now, so I’ll take care of that first thing Monday morning.” Veronica slipped on her coat. “Anyhow, the other thing you and I have to do tomorrow is scour local shops for that scarf. If we find out where it came from, we might be able to track down who bought it. Besides, all this talk of scarves and London has put me in the mood to do some shopping.”
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        * * *

      

      At nine p.m., I slid into a lavender-scented bubble bath in my pink-claw foot tub, and my phone rang. “Figures.” I glanced at the display, which was face up on the toilet lid. “Aaaaand it’s my parents.”

      I considered letting it go to voicemail but decided to answer. I would need a relaxing bath after a call from home. And maybe a bottle of Chianti. I took a deep breath and picked up.

      “Hello?” I tried to conceal the anxiety in my voice.

      “Francesca, I got-a you two.” My nonna spoke with the cadence of someone who’d just crossed the finish line of a long, arduous marathon.

      “Two what, Nonna?”

      “Dates, Franki. Dates. Mamma mia.”

      “Only two?” The question came out before I could fully think through the ramifications.

      “It’s-a hard work-a finding a date for a zitella who is-a twenty-nine years of age. Give-a me a break-a! Besides, you been around-a the block a time or two, eh? And you don’t even go to church. Dio mio! I’m-a no Mother Theresa here. I don’t work-a no miracles.”

      There was no point in arguing. Grandmothers in contemporary Sicily had modernized with the times, but those like my nonna, who had immigrated to the United States in the first half of the twentieth century, still mentally lived in Fascist Italy. We granddaughters could try to challenge their dictatorial rule, but we knew it was a futile and even risky endeavor. “So, who are these guys?”

      “Bruno and Pio.”

      Brown and Pius, I translated. With names like those, they had to be the sons, grandsons, or nephews of her Sicilian friends. I just hoped that they didn’t have the stereotypical Sicilian-American worldview, which necessarily precluded the best that modernity had to offer women—things like working outside the home, eating pre-made food, and wearing brightly colored clothing.

      “Franki, are you still-a there?”

      “Yes, Nonna.” I tried to come up with a reason that would prevent me from going out with those guys. For lack of a better excuse, I opted for the truth. “Listen, I appreciate you trying to help me, but I don’t feel comfortable going on blind dates.”

      There was a long, frustrated sigh on the other end of the phone followed by silence—a sure sign that my nonna was summoning her inner matriarch in preparation for battle. And a Sicilian grandma was a formidable opponent, especially if she was your father’s mamma. In that case, a girl couldn’t rely on her dad for support because Sicilian mothers played their sons like finely tuned mandolins, and my dad was no exception.

      “Francesca, you go on-a these dates, or I go to my grave-a.”

      In one savvy maneuver, my nonna had won the battle before it had begun. If I didn’t go on the dates, she would tell my father that I was killing her. And my father, like a good Italian son, would tell me that I was being selfish for making my nonna so unhappy and guilt me into complying with her demands. There was nothing left to do but feign acquiescence, and then try to find an alternate method of escape.

      “Okay, Nonna.” I glanced at Napoleon, who’d entered the bathroom with one ear cocked to listen in. “What can you tell me about these guys?”

      “Bruno, he is-a the son of-a my friend Santina. She’s-a the one who hurt-a her back in that terrible car accident.”

      My ear pricked up like Napoleon’s. “What car accident?”

      “The one where Bruno was-a driving her to mass, and he run-a the red light.”

      I seized upon Bruno’s less-than-ideal driving skills as an excuse to get out of the date. “He doesn’t sound like a safe driver. I’m not sure that I should be going anywhere with him.”

      “Don’t-a worry, Franki. He don’t have-a the driver license no more. Besides, you gonna meet-a him at-a his house.”

      Foiled again. “I don’t know this guy, so I’d rather meet him at a neutral place like a restaurant,” I countered as I extended my hand and stroked the fur on Napoleon’s head.

      “No, because his mamma she gonna cook-a the dinner.”

      “Nonna, I’m too old to be chaperoned on a date by someone’s mother.”

      “Franki, she’s-a no gonna chaperone. Bruno live-a with his mamma.”

      Of course he does—like all single Italian men.

      “And he is a nice-a boy because he take-a good care of his mamma.” Her tone reflected her utmost respect. “And he don’t have-a no kids.”

      My nonna was clearly trying to sell me on Bruno, which meant she was hiding something.

      “How old is he, and what does he do for a living?” My voice was wary, and Napoleon’s eye narrowed as though he were wary too.

      “He is-a thirty-nine, and he work-a for the New Orleans Saints-a for twenty years.”

      My nonna was well aware that as a Texas girl I was a huge football fan, and I was already envisioning a date that included box seats at the Superdome with catered Cajun food and a few Hurricanes thrown in. But I wondered if she knew that the Saints were a football team and not an association of Catholic martyrs. “What does he do for the Saints, exactly?”

      “He manage a food-a stand at-a the stadium.”

      So much for the box seats. “What about Pio?”

      “Pio, he is-a forty, and he is-a the nephew of Luisa, who is-a the cousin of my cousin, Agatina.”

      A relative? This is an easy out. “Nonna, I’m not going to date anyone I’m related to, no matter how old I get.”

      Napoleon must have felt comforted by my strong stance, because he closed his eyes and curled up on the bathroom rug.

      “Franki, he don’t have-a our blood. And his-a famiglia they own-a the funeral parlor in-a my town, Porto Empedocle.”

      Of course they do, because that sort of thing makes my skin crawl. “Does he live at home with his mother too?”

      “No, he live at-a the YN-aCA.”

      “The YMCA, Nonna. And why does he live there?”

      Napoleon reopened one eye, backing up my suspicion.

      “He can’t-a live with his mamma because he pay-a for her to live at-a the retirement home, and he also have-a to pay-a the alimonies to his ex-wife and kids.”

      “He’s divorced, and he has kids?”

      “Sì, five. But he has a good-a job, eh Franki?”

      She threw the job part in, knowing full well that an invalid mother, an ex-wife, and five kids definitely qualified as baggage.

      “Nonna, I don’t mean to sound like a snob, but I’d rather not date a man who works at a funeral home. You know that sort of thing is disturbing to me.”

      Napoleon opened both eyes and raised his head. If he could’ve talked, he would’ve agreed with me.

      “Franki, he work-a for the sanitation department.”

      So did Tony Soprano. But if Pio lives at the Y, then I can rule out the Mafia. Well, maybe. “I have an idea. Why don’t you give me their phone numbers so I can call them?” I asked, knowing that I never would. It was a weak last-ditch attempt, but it was all I had.

      “I already gave-a them your number. And your street address and your address for the emails too.”

      Nonna had covered her bases. Hers was no ordinary act of war—she’d declared a full-on state of emergency.

      “I gave-a them-a Veronica’s number too. It’s-a better to be safe than-a sorry, no? And you’ve been-a sorry for a long-a time.”

      Okay, that’s it. Time to cut the call short, with or without my dating exit strategy. “Nonna, I’ll wait for Bruno and Pio to call. Give my love to Mom and Dad. Ciao ciao!”

      I hung up and did what any self-respecting Italian-American girl would do following a crushing defeat from her nonna—I climbed from the bubble bath and headed straight for the kitchen where I opened the pantry door and grabbed a bottle of Chianti.

      As I downed my first glass of the rich, red liquid, I wondered whether my dating prospects were so grim that I needed my grandmother to set me up with reckless mamma’s boys who worked in concessions and divorced mobsters who lived at the Y. After all, I wasn’t bad looking, and even though I’d gained a few pounds, I was trying to lose weight.

      I poured myself another glass of wine and grabbed some fontina cheese from the refrigerator. Plus, I refused to believe that a single woman had to raise the white flag of dating surrender at the age of twenty-nine. To thwart the intentions of my nonna and her army of Sicilian suitors, I needed to find a guy and quick. And I couldn’t lie about it because my nonna definitely had her sources.

      I took a swig straight from the bottle and resolved to pay another visit to Pontchartrain Bank. If it was between Nonna’s picks or Bradley, who may or may not have been flirting with me, I’d give the sexy bank manager a second chance—that is, unless he had a Sicilian mamma or nonna.
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      “Veronica, are you alive?” I crouched beneath her tiny front porch to avoid the pouring rain and knocked on her apartment door for the third time.

      “Be right there!”

      “Okay.” I felt a tinge of apprehension. I’d been in New Orleans for almost a week and still hadn’t seen the inside of Veronica’s apartment. When we were in college, she had a Cinderella-style dorm room that had always made me uncomfortable. I could deal with the pink—even though I’d always been a purple girl myself—but her delicate princess furniture made me feel like Alice in Wonderland after she’d eaten the cake and grown to the size of a giantess.

      Veronica threw open the door, and both she and Hercules were dressed in matching orange rain gear. “Sorry it took me so long. I could not get Hercules’s galoshes on.”

      “No worries. Are you ready to go murder scarf shopping?”

      “Yeah, I’m just going to run him outside for a sec. To do his business,” she whispered and walked Hercules past me and out into the yard.

      “I’ll wait inside.” As I turned to close her door behind me, I caught a glimpse of the living room and did a double take. Instead of the familiar princess furnishings, I saw chunky, animal print-upholstered furniture made of dark wood—the legs, arms, and backs of which had been carved to look like tiki idols. Adding to the bizarre décor were tropical curtains, lamps with fuzzy orange shades, lime green wall-to-wall shag carpeting and enough plants to simulate a rain forest. It looked like our landlady Glenda had bought out the contents of Elvis Presley’s Jungle Room at Graceland on one of her antique-shopping trips.

      Veronica returned with Hercules and removed her raincoat. “What do you think of my new couch?”

      “Th-this is your furniture?”

      “Yes.” She beamed. “Do you like it?”

      “Uh, it’s wild.” I took a seat in an armchair that had what looked like an angry island god perched atop its back.

      “I know.” Veronica kicked off her galoshes and freed Hercules from his teensy galoshes and itty-bitty raincoat, which looked a lot like a doggie straitjacket. “Franki, I think I’ve discovered something important about the Evans case.”

      “What?” My tone was hesitant. I was still trying to come to grips with her Polynesian Primitive style.

      “Take a look at this.” Veronica retrieved a crime scene photo from her lava rock coffee table and shoved it under my nose. “I don’t know how I missed it before.” She pointed to the photo, which featured the yellow-trimmed scarf that had apparently been used to strangle Jessica.

      I scrutinized the edge of the scarf, which Veronica was jabbing at with a perfect pink nail. “I don’t see anything.”

      “Here, use this.” Veronica handed me a magnifying glass in the shape of a hibiscus flower.

      As I looked through the lens, I saw something thin and white where she was pointing. “What is that?”

      Her eyes glowed as bright as the lampshades. “It’s a fine barb.”

      “Um, okay,” I said sarcastically. “I guess you could call the scarf ‘fine garb’—if you work at the Renaissance Fair.”

      Veronica rolled her eyes. “I said ‘fine barb.’ It’s the piece of plastic used to attach a price tag to a garment.”

      I blinked. “You would know what that thing is called.”

      “Yeah, me and the millions of people who work in retail.” She took the photo and magnifying glass from my hands.

      “So, what do you think that fine barb thingy means?” I leaned over to stroke Hercules’s fluffy fur.

      She sat in the tiny armchair. “It means that the scarf was new.”

      “Why do you say that? Someone could have left it there without noticing.”

      “What kind of person leaves a fine barb on clothing and doesn’t notice?”

      “Beats me,” I said, thinking of all the times I’d unknowingly walked around with stickers from the store still on my clothes, not to mention the occasions when I’d put on my underwear or even my T-shirt inside out. Come to think of it, had I managed to put everything on the right way today? I did a quick spot check and then returned my attention to the case. “But, so what if it was new?”

      “I’m convinced that someone brought a brand-new scarf there on purpose.” She crossed her arms with conviction.

      “You mean, as a gift? But remember, Annabella said that Jessica hated cheap scarves. So why would someone bring her a scarf they knew she wouldn’t like?” I smoothed Hercules’s fur to see what he would look like without his Pomeranian poof.

      “Maybe the person who brought it to her didn’t know that. If it was a man—well, you know how clueless men can be about clothing.”

      “And if it was a woman, she would probably know that Jessica wouldn’t like the scarf.”

      “Precisely.”

      Veronica seemed to understand everything perfectly. I, on the other hand, couldn’t figure out how a gift-buying faux pas could solve a murder.

      “So what do you make of it?” I leaned back and assessed Hercules. With his fur flattened, he looked a lot like a Jorge.

      “If you’re talking about Hercules’s fur, I think it looks awful. But if you mean the scarf, I’m not sure yet. But something tells me that if we find out why someone gave her that particular scarf, we may have our answer.”

      “Well, the fact that the scarf was new should make it easier for us to track down.”

      Hercules struggled out of my arms and ran to Veronica.

      “Correct.” Veronica repoofed his fur and gave him a reassuring pat. “So, I’ve made a list of local stores and their addresses. We’ll have to split up to cover more ground.”

      “Split up? That’s no fun.”

      “Francesca Lucia Amato.” Veronica shook her head. “A day of shopping is always fun.”
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      After spending several hours scouring boutiques in the Canal Street area, I decided that it was time to break for a late lunch. The rain had stopped, and it was shaping up to be a sunny and unseasonably warm day. Fortunately, Pontchartrain Bank was open from noon until six on Saturdays. So, I figured I’d stop by before grabbing a bite—to check on the status of my ATM card, of course.

      I entered the lobby and scanned the room for Bradley. There was no sign of him, but I did see Corinne. She beckoned to me from her teller window, and she looked pale and despondent, like Tinker Bell without her pixie dust.

      I approached her window. “Is everything okay?”

      “Franki, you are a private investigator, non?”

      “Yes. Why?”

      Her eyes filled with tears. “Yesterday I come home from work, and my petite Bijou, she is missing.”

      I wasn’t entirely sure who or what a petite Bijou was, so I hazarded a guess. “Is Bijou your pet?”

      “Oui, she is my chien—pardon, my dog. She was a gift from Thierry.” Corinne choked down a sob.” She is just a puppy.”

      “What kind of dog is she?”

      “She is a bichon frise.” She reached for her handbag under the counter and pulled out her phone. She pulled up a picture of Bijou. He looked a lot like a white powder puff with black eyes and a black nose. “Franki, can you please help me find her? I pay whatever you want.”

      “Of course.” I examined the picture. “How did the thief get into your house? Had any of the doors been tampered with? Or a window?”

      “Non.” She blew her nose with a honk. “I live in an appartement on ze fours floor.”

      “Was anything else taken?” I handed the phone back to her.

      “Only Bijou.” She wailed and covered her eyes.

      “So, it sounds like someone went there just to steal her. Corinne, the last time I was here, you said that you and Thierry had broken up. Are the two of you back together?”

      “Non. We are fini.” She put her head in her hands.

      “Do you think he could have taken Bijou?”

      “It is possible.” She raised her tear-stained face. “He still has ze key, and he is very angry wis me. But he loves Bijou, so I don’t know if he would do zat to her.”

      “Does anyone else have a key? Like your parents or a friend?”

      “No, but in ze appartement office, zey have a key.”

      I pulled a notepad and pen from my purse. “Where does Thierry live?”

      “He stay wis a friend named Brady Reiff who lives near ze Place d’Armes. I don’t know ze adresse.”

      “Where is the Place Darm?” I asked in my very best Texan-French.

      “Ah, pardon. It is ze French name for Jackson Square, ze park by ze Mississippi River. You know, when Thierry live wis me, he take Bijou zere on Saturday afternoons for a walk.”

      “Then that will be the first place I look. I need you to text or email me the picture of Bijou and a few pictures of Thierry so that I know what he looks like.” I wrote my contact information on a piece of paper for her.

      “Tout de suite. But Franki, can I help you with somesing? You came to ze bank…”

      “No, I just wanted to check on my ATM card.” I tore the paper from my pad and handed it to her.

      “Ah, oui. It came yesterday afternoon. I was going to call you, but Mr. Hartmann say he would do it. I get it for you. Un moment.”

      “Non,” I shouted in French, not wanting to leave even the slightest bit of room for doubt. Nothing and no one was coming between me and a call from Bradley Hartmann.

      Corinne blinked, confused.

      “There’s no time to lose. I have to get to work on your case right away,” I gushed, trying to cover for my outburst. I shoved my notepad and pen into my purse and started to leave. “Au revoir.”

      “Wait.”

      I turned to look at Corinne.

      “Merci beaucoup.” Her big blue eyes were full of gratitude.

      “Prego.” I thanked her in Italian in keeping with the foreign language theme. “And don’t worry, Bijou will be back before you know it.”

      As I turned and headed for the door, I again scoured the room for Bradley, using my peripheral vision so as not to seem too obvious. But there was no sign of him, which either meant that I was a bad investigator—entirely possible—or that he had the day off.

      Outside I glanced at my watch and saw that it was two o’clock. Marie Laveau’s was open until one thirty in the morning on Saturdays, so I had plenty of time to stake out Jackson Square before going to investigate the skull bead. But first I would need to let Veronica know that I’d taken a new case. I pulled my phone from my purse and dialed her number.

      “Hey, Franki.”

      Veronica sounded extra upbeat, probably because she was shopping. “Any luck?”

      “Well, I’ve found plenty of things for me, but I haven’t found the scarf, if that’s what you mean. What about you?”

      I leaned against a lamppost. “No scarf, but I did get a case.”

      “How?”

      “A bank teller I met named Corinne wants us to find her stolen dog. I know we’re in the middle of the Evans investigation, but I’m thinking maybe her ex-boyfriend took the dog, so it should be a fairly simple case to solve.”

      “Way to go.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “So you don’t mind?”

      “Mind?” She giggled. “Private investigators work multiple cases all of the time. Besides, we could use a bank contact.”

      “What for?”

      “At the moment, for the Evans case. Ryan Hunter seems to think that Jessica Evans had more money than she should. Your teller might be able to help us find out if someone was paying her.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind. Corinne is really nice, so she might be willing to help us. Speaking of the Evans case, I’m going to Marie Laveau’s later today. Right now I have to follow up on a lead about the dog.”

      She sighed with mock despair. “I guess I’ll have to go it alone in the scarf search, then.”

      “You’re a real trooper, Veronica.” I’ll call you later with an update.” I closed the call and headed toward my car. I had parked at the office, which was just down the street from Jackson Square. But I needed to go home and get Napoleon. He and I were going undercover.
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      “We’re on the clock now, Napoleon.” I shot him a somber look as we walked along the sidewalk toward Jackson Square Park in the French Quarter. “And we’re Texans, so we’ve got to go big or go home.”

      He turned and lifted a paw, confused.

      I realized how my words of encouragement must’ve sounded. “I’m not talking about doing your business—or going back to the apartment. You dogs are so literal.”

      He resumed walking—his version of a shrug.

      I scanned the area. I was fairly certain that Thierry wouldn’t bring a stolen dog to the park, but it was as good a place as any to search. First I wanted to case the streets that bordered the square because they were more popular with pet-walking pedestrians than the park itself. Also, I had to keep Napoleon moving as I investigated the area because, as dogs go, he wasn’t the ideal park companion. Either he didn’t understand the concept of fetch, or he just plain didn’t want to play the game. And like the French conqueror after whom he was named, Napoleon was territorial and made darn sure the other dogs knew it. On the plus side, he was the perfect cover for staking out a prospective dog thief.

      We arrived at the heavy iron fence that enclosed Jackson Square Park, and I peered through the slats. It was fairly empty and really lovely with its brilliant pink and yellow flowers, perfectly manicured lawns, and gorgeous old oak trees. In the center there was an equestrian statue of Major General Andrew Jackson, commemorating the Battle of New Orleans. Overlooking the park was the Cathedral-Basilica of St. Louis King of France, the oldest Catholic cathedral in continual use in the United States, with its stunning gray and white spires.

      Before entering the park, I led Napoleon across the street to Washington Artillery Park on the Mississippi River. A crowd had gathered at the small amphitheater near its replica Civil War cannon to watch a couple of boys tap dance, but there was no sign of Thierry or Bijou.

      We walked back toward the Jackson Square Park entrance and turned left onto St. Peter Street, which ran along the park’s west side and was home to the famous French Market with the yellow-gold archway. I stopped to window-shop at a cute little jewelry store called Ooh La La. After all, I had to look the part of a local on a Saturday afternoon stroll with her dog.

      Next, we took a right onto Chartres Street, on the north side of the park. We were immediately thrust into the throng of tourists who had gathered to see the street musicians, mimes, and open-air artist colony. I enjoyed the work of street musicians and artists, but not the mimes. The appeal of painting oneself monochrome and silently pretending to do something like juggle or cry was lost on me. As I browsed the caricatures, portraits, and landscape paintings displayed on the iron fence that encircled the park, I did my best to ignore a pesky silver-colored mime who pretended to give me what I can only assume was a pretend flower.

      After scouring the masses on Chartres, we turned right onto St. Ann Street. Napoleon pulled at the leash and growled at some tarot card readers who’d set up their little tables in front of the shops.

      “Hey, Dog Whisperer.” A genie wannabe with a hoop earring and a head scarf rose from his tiny card table. “How about you control your deranged mutt?”

      I looked him in the blue-eyeshadowed eyes. “Let’s go, Napoleon. I don’t trust these sham fortune-tellers either.”

      A tarot reader in a top hat and tails scowled and stood in solidarity with the genie.

      Before they could put a curse on us, or whatever tarot card readers did, I dragged Napoleon down the street to the gourmet and kitchen shop Creole Delicacies. I tucked him under my arm and popped inside to buy some pecan pralines—the riverfront streetcar box of twelve, to be precise. I didn’t need the calories, but I considered sampling local specialties to be an essential part of my cover.

      With pralines in hand—and in mouth—I decided it was time to stake out the park. We took a right onto Decatur Street and entered through the iron gates. We walked down the park’s gravel-lined walkways, and I kept my eyes peeled for Thierry and the powder puff.

      Napoleon kept his peeled for pigeons and squirrels.

      We circled the park a few times, and I sat on a bench near the statue of Andrew Jackson. To pass the time, I pulled out my phone and snapped a few pictures of the statue and the St. Louis Cathedral. Then I reviewed the pictures that Corinne had sent of Bijou and Thierry. The photos of Thierry were blurred, so I wasn’t sure if I would be able to identify him if he walked by dog-less. But the plan was to stay put for an hour or so, munching on pralines and watching joggers, people pushing baby strollers, and dog-walkers.

      A small, fluffy white puppy appeared from behind a giant oak tree, and I dropped the last praline in the dirt. “Mannaggia.”

      Napoleon grabbed it before I could invoke the five-second rule.

      With a sad sigh, I pulled out my phone and studied the photo of Bijou. As I looked from the photo to the dog, a big, strapping man with reddish hair emerged from behind the tree and scooped the tiny puppy into his powerful arms.

      “Poo, poo, poo.” He snuggled his ruddy red, freckled face into the little white ball of fur. “Poo, poo, poo.”

      I wasn’t sure whether he was cooing or telling the dog to go, but either way it was embarrassing.

      He turned the dog in his arms, and I spotted a tattoo on his right bicep. I looked again at the picture of Thierry. He seemed to have light brown hair, not red, and he wore a sweater, so it was impossible to tell whether he had a tattoo.

      I dialed Corinne’s number while the guy made smooching sounds at the dog. Whoever this dude is, he sure loves that fluffball.

      “Allo, Franki?”

      “Hey, Corinne.” I spoke in a whisper. “I’m at the park at Jackson Square. There’s a white puppy here that could be Bijou⁠—”

      “Really? What does it look like?”

      “It’s definitely a bichon frise, but the photos you sent of Thierry aren’t very clear. And the guy who’s here with the dog looks, well, Irish.”

      “Zat is him.”

      “What? Thierry is just Terry? I thought he was French.” I glanced nervously at the guy, but he didn’t seem to have heard me.

      “No, he is Irish. His surname is O’Callaghan. Oh, Franki, it is him, non?”

      “There’s an easy way to find out. Does Thierry, er, Terry, have a tattoo on his right bicep?”

      “Oui. It is a leprechaun. From ze americain cereal.”

      “Wait a second. Do you mean Lucky? The Lucky Charms leprechaun?”

      “Voilà. You know him?”

      “I know him well, Corinne.” My tone had turned grim. Terry was kind of lame. An Irishman with a Lucky the Leprechaun tattoo was like an Italian with a tattoo of Super Mario. Pitiful. Notre Dame’s Fighting Irish mascot would have made a way better stereotypical tattoo, especially for a big, muscular guy like the one romping around before me with the white powder puff.

      “Franki, are you still zere?” She sounded panicked.

      “Yes, sorry. I got distracted for a moment.”

      “Zis man, does he have ze lucky leprechaun?”

      I turned, and the guy was walking the dog. His right arm was extended from holding the leash, so I had a clear shot of the tattoo.

      Lucky.

      I would know that leprechaun anywhere. “It’s him, all right. Get down here right away.”
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      “Corinne might look like Tinker Bell, but she definitely doesn’t have her speed,” I grumbled to myself. Twenty minutes had passed since I’d called and told her to come to Jackson Square. Terry wasn’t going to stay at the park forever, and I didn’t want to have to confront him over Bijou. After all, the guy was the size of The Jolly Green Giant.

      I sent Corinne a text asking for an ETA. Then I looked up.

      Terry and Bijou walked toward the exit.

      “Dangit. I could die for what I’m about to do, and I’m not even getting paid for it.” I sighed and chased down Corinne’s giant ex, stepping in front of him. “Terry O’Callaghan? Stop where you are.”

      He lowered his eyelids but did as I instructed.

      It occurred to me that if his whole body were green like his Lucky the Leprechaun tattoo, he would look a lot like The Incredible Hulk.

      “Do I know you?” His voice was soft, but dangerous.

      “No. I’m a private investigator, and I know that dog is stolen. So if you leave this park, I’m going to have to make a citizen’s arrest.”

      He blinked. And then he began to cry like a baby—a large Irish baby. He sobbed and blubbered in a mix of English and Gaelic, calling Bijou his “wee aingeal” and “little leanbh,” which I knew were terms of endearment from all the Murder, She Wrote episodes set in Ireland.

      I took the leash from his boxing glove-sized hand, and I saw Corinne running toward us. Her face was drawn.

      “Thierry! What is ze matter? Why you are crying?”

      Terry’s sobs turned to wails. And oddly enough, he sounded exactly like a howling dog.

      Corinne wrapped her tiny Tinker Bell arms around his Hulk-like waist. “Zere, zere. Everysing is okay.”

      Open-mouthed, I wondered what I was witnessing. Then I left the odd duo to work out their differences.

      I headed in the direction of the office to drop off Napoleon before going over to Bourbon Street to Marie Laveau’s. Although I was hungry, I was going to skip dinner thanks to the pralines I’d eaten for lunch while staking out the park. Mardi Gras was just around the corner, and Veronica had told me that the average New Orleanian gained six pounds during the season, which meant I was sure to gain twelve. And frankly, I couldn’t afford to gain any more weight because I was already bursting from my clothes, and I was in no position to buy a new wardrobe.

      Trying to drive thoughts of food from my mind—a hard thing to do in the Quarter near dinnertime—I walked up Decatur Street toward Saint Ann. But after only about five minutes, I stopped dead. Right in front of me at an outdoor table at Market Café sat none other than Bradley Hartmann. This was my chance to work my date-getting magic. I’d always been pretty good at getting a guy—I just had trouble keeping one.

      I stood up straight, sucked in my stomach, and sauntered past his table, but he didn’t notice me because he was absorbed in The Times-Picayune. There were some empty tables near where Bradley sat, so I hurried to the hostess. In my haste, I bumped into a burly waitress with short, electric-blue hair, a sleeve tattoo, and triple-pierced eyebrows, causing her to drop a tray loaded with food.

      “You just cost me a tip, lady.” Her tone was as tough as her look.

      “I’m so sorry.” I bent down to help her pick up the dishes.

      “Why don’t you let me take care of this? I think you’ve done enough already.”

      I looked up from the pile of broken dishes and read her nametag—Charity. Talk about a misnomer. “Like I said, Charity, I’m sorry.” I put another plate shard on the tray. “And I can take care of that tip.”

      “Like I said, lady, I got this.” She shot me an aggressive look.

      “Well, if you insist.” I rose to my feet. “Listen, I’m really pressed for time, and I don’t see your hostess. Would you mind if I seated myself?”

      Her pierced brows twitched. “A member of the staff has to seat you. Restaurant policy.”

      “All right. Can you seat me then, please?”

      She stared at me for a moment and clenched her teeth. “Let me get you a menu.”

      By then I was in such a hurry that I didn’t want to wait. So I blew right past her and made a beeline for the banker. “Bradley!”

      Apparently, he wasn’t used to women shouting his name in restaurants, because he jumped and knocked over his beer, spilling gold liquid all over the bulk of his newspaper.

      “I’m so sorry.” I sounded like a broken record. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      He gave an ironic smile as he rose to his feet. “I didn’t want any more of that beer, anyway.”

      Charity, who had been standing with arms crossed by what was supposed to be my table, rolled her eyes and came over to help us clean up the spill with a towel. She wadded up the wet newspaper and pointed to a table far away. “Your menu is on the table over there.”

      “Thanks, Charity,” I said none-too-appreciatively and willed her to leave. For reasons I couldn’t fathom, she seemed adamant that I was going to sit at the table she’d selected for me, because she wouldn’t budge. And I wasn’t budging either.

      Bradley, who couldn’t help but notice the standoff between Charity and me, came to my rescue. “It’s Franki, right?”

      I nodded.

      “Would you like to join me? I ordered a few minutes ago, so I’m sure there’s still time to add your order.” He winked at Charity to smooth things over.

      “I would love to.” I cast Charity a triumphant look. “But I’m not hungry,” I lied, hoping he couldn’t hear the growling—make that the roaring—of the mighty lion who had chosen that moment to take up residence in my stomach. “I was just going to have a glass of Pinot Grigio.”

      “So, just the wine?” Charity asked.

      To my dismay, I remembered that I was still on the clock—and on a diet. “Make that a cup of coffee. Decaf.”

      She looked me up and down, as though weighing me with her eyes, and went to place my order.

      Bradley turned to me. “You’ve really got a way with the staff, don’t you?”

      Okay, so maybe he wasn’t the best choice for a date. I opted to change the subject to safer ground. “So, what have you been up to today?”

      “Errands mostly. And Trixi and I took a walk along the river.”

      “Trixi?” I felt as though I’d just been kicked in the stomach by that ornery lion.

      “Yes, she’s my devoted companion.” His eyes were twinkling.

      “Oh.” I was taken aback by my disappointment. After all, I wasn’t really interested in the guy. I just needed a date to ward off my nonna.

      Bradley looked under the table. “There’s my girl.”

      I followed his gaze and saw a darling cairn terrier with wheaten fur lying at his feet. Of course, cairns were my favorite breed, but I hadn’t exactly pegged Bradley as a cute little dog guy. It was definitely a point in his favor.

      “She’s adorable.” I reached down to pet her.

      Without raising her head, Trixi lifted one side of her mouth and flashed her teeth at me.

      I recoiled in surprise. She wasn’t as sweet as she looked. But then again, maybe she was timid and needed a little time to get to know to me. I acted as though nothing had happened with Bradley’s beloved canine. “I have a cairn too. His name is Napoleon because he’s small in size but big in personality.”

      “Cairns are great dogs, aren’t they? I like them because they’re spunky and independent. That’s the way I like my women too.” He shot me a wicked grin.

      Charming. I shifted in my chair. The movement angered Trixi, who snapped at my shoe with the speed of a snake. I yanked my foot away. “You have to be careful with cairns, though.”
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