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      "Who takes their secretary to a working dinner at a freaking bed and breakfast?" I asked aloud as I sped down Great Mississippi River Road in Louisiana plantation country. I didn't usually talk to myself, but the stress of the situation more than justified it.

      "I mean, what's wrong with a restaurant in the French Quarter? People travel from all over the world to eat there."

      I steered my 1965 cherry-red Mustang convertible out from behind the 18-wheeler to make sure the black BMW was still up ahead. As soon as I'd spotted it, I dropped back behind the hulking truck. I couldn't let Bradley know I was following him.

      Bradley Hartmann was the president of Pontchartrain Bank on Canal Street in New Orleans. With his shocking blue eyes, full lips, and chiseled jaw, he was without a doubt the sexiest bank executive this side of the Mason-Dixon line. And he was mine. We'd been seeing each other for the past three months, ever since his divorce was finalized. Okay, maybe we started seeing each other a bit before then, but that was an accident. I promise.

      The problem was, now that his ex-wife was out of the way, his sexy new Chinese-French secretary was in the way. All six feet of her. And at five feet ten inches myself, I wasn't used to looking up to a woman, especially not one as lowdown as Pauline Violette. She did everything she could to keep me away from Bradley—including scheduling these weekend working dinners at bed and breakfasts outside of town. And judging from the way she batted her violet, almond-shaped eyes at him, it was clear why.

      "How is it even possible that her eye color matches her last name?" I asked as I hit the gas. "Her boobs are clearly manmade, so those eyes have to be too."

      I glanced out the passenger window to try to catch another glimpse of Bradley's BMW, and a flash of pink caught my eye. But it wasn't the coral-pink hue of the thousands of oleanders that framed a stunning, three-story, columned plantation home. It was the pink crinoline skirt of the woman standing on the balcony. It was a hauntingly beautiful image, like something you'd see in an old oil painting.

      Unfortunately, the road started to curve sharply, but I was too busy staring at the Southern belle to notice. My tires hit the soft shoulder, and I jerked the steering wheel hard to the left. But it was too late. My car slid sideways right into a swamp.

      "Mamma mia!" I exclaimed as I realized what had happened. And I did want my mother. Because when I restarted the engine and tried to drive to land, I discovered that I was stuck in the filthy swamp mud.

      I threw open my car door, mentally whispered a farewell to my new boots, and stepped into the black swamp water. I trudged around to the back of the car and saw that the rear passenger tire was the problem. I needed to find some wood or stones to put beneath it to try to gain traction. Just as I was about to turn around and head for shore, I made a horrifying discovery. The water was moving.

      That's when a bumpy black reptile lifted its moss-covered head above the surface of the murky swamp water, and I came face-to-face with an alligator.

      The unsightly beast opened its toothy, cavernous mouth and made a loud hissing sound.

      Make that an angry alligator.

      "G-good gator," I stammered, frozen with fear.

      The alligator lowered its head back into the water and began swimming in a circle, its large cat-like eyes trained on me like the sight of a gun.

      "Nice b-boy, Al," I said as I began inching backward through the watery, foul-smelling mud. In case the alligator decided to charge at me, I needed to make it to the driver's side taillight to have a clear shot at the open car door. "Or, maybe you're an Alli?"

      As though confirming my suspicion, she slapped her tail hard against the surface of the water.

      I estimated her to be around six feet in length—precisely Pauline's height. Then I promptly reminded myself that during my rookie cop days in Austin, Texas, I'd once tackled a male ostrich that was getting frisky with some mothers at a petting zoo. Plus, I'd seen the Gator Boys and the Swamp Men wrestle alligators on TV, so I figured that I could take her if push came to shove, er, thrust came to lunge.

      Alli stopped near the stump of a bald cypress tree and opened her mouth, revealing eighty or so two-inch-long yellow teeth.

      Okay, maybe not.

      I took another step backward, and she resumed circling.

      "That's right, girl. Just keep swimming," I whispered, advancing another inch or two. "It's good for your waistline." I took another step, and my right foot sunk into what felt like a muddy mass of tree roots. I tried to pull it out, but it was stuck solid. Just like the rear tire of my Mustang.

      I felt a fresh wave of fear wash over me, but I knew I had to keep calm. I took a deep breath of the putrid swamp air and tried again to free my foot.

      "Franki?" a male voice called.

      "Bradley," I breathed. "Oh thank God." My relief quickly gave way to dismay, however, when I realized that he must have seen me following him and Pauline before I ran my car off the road. But surely he would overlook that minor detail now that I was standing in filthy, mosquito-infested swamp water and being stalked by an alligator.

      "Don't move," he said in a calm, even tone. "You don't want to startle him."

      No, I most certainly don't, I thought.

      "As soon as he turns to swim away, make a dash for the other side of the car."

      "Don't you think I would've done that by now if I could?" I asked, trying to control my increasing hysteria.

      "Why can't you? What's wrong?"

      "Let me see… Where should I start?"

      "Franki," he began, a note of tension creeping into his voice, "why can't you get to the car door?"

      "My shoe is caught on something." Should I add that my new boots were the knee-high lace-up kind—with triple buckles?

      "Okay, then slip your foot out of your shoe," he said through clenched teeth.

      No, now was clearly not the time to tell him. "Um, it's not exactly the slip-your-foot-out-of-your-shoe kind of shoe."

      There was a heavy silence.

      "Then we're going to have to wait him out," he said.

      I gasped. Was he seriously not going to come into the water and pull me out? I mean, saving me from an alligator was the least he could do after planning to take his secretary to a B&B, right?

      "If I move, he could attack," Bradley explained. "And you're his closest target."

      Before I could protest, I heard an ear-splitting bellow behind me. I jerked my head to the left and saw the largest alligator I'd ever seen. At roughly fifteen feet in length, he was practically a dinosaur.

      Terror shot through my body like a white-hot flash of lightening. But I fought to keep my wits about me because the gargantuan gator was standing near Bradley. And as mad as I was about Pauline and the whole leaving-me-to-the-gator thing, I could hardly let Bradley be eaten by a Tyrannosaurus alligator on my account. I had to do something. And fast.

      I started jerking my trapped foot as hard as I could. But each time I did, I sunk deeper and deeper into the gooey swamp bottom. The water level was now above my knees, and my panic level was considerably higher.

      "You've got to stay still," Bradley warned. "He's extremely dangerous."

      "No kidding."

      "April is mating season. I think he's looking for a mate."

      "Well, tell him Alli isn't interested. And neither am I," I added, just in case.

      The big gator bellowed again, causing the hair to stand up on my arms.

      Had my refusal offended him or something?

      "He's headed toward the water now," Bradley said. "Stay calm."

      "Easy for you to say," I muttered under my breath.

      I heard a splash as the alligator entered the swamp. At that same moment, Alli dipped beneath the surface of the water. Now there were two of them. Lurking.

      Oh God, oh God, oh God. I promise I'll never lust after an alligator handbag or shoes again for as long as I live if you let me survive this, I thought. Then I held my breath and waited.

      The swamp was deadly silent, except for the croaking of some green tree frogs.

      I started when I heard the sound of a car door opening.

      "Bradley, get back in the car!" Pauline called. "It's not safe."

      No need to worry about me, Pauline, I thought. Not only was the sultry secretary trying to steal my boyfriend, now she was also trying to convince him to leave me for gator food.

      "I need you to stay in the car, Pauline," he replied. "I can't have anything happen to you."

      Wait a minute. He can't have anything happen to her? What about me? I felt a sudden surge of anger-induced adrenaline course through my body. With a steely calm, I crouched down, unbuckled and unlaced my boot and pulled my foot free. Then I yanked the boot out of the tangled roots and rushed around to the driver's seat. I'd paid three hundred bucks for those boots, so there was no way I was leaving one of them in the swamp—gators or no gators.

      The second I got into the car, I pulled my 9mm purple Ruger from the glove compartment box. I looked out my driver's side window and saw Bradley kneel down to examine my rear tire.

      "Start the engine and press the accelerator," he called.

      I did as I was told and watched through the rearview mirror as mud flew from the spinning tire.

      He motioned for me to stop. "Let me find something to put under the tire, and then I'll have you try again."

      "Be careful," I said.

      With my gun in hand, I surveyed the area for hungry—or horny—alligators while Bradley gathered a few small cypress branches.

      He arranged the branches beneath my tire and stood up, wiping his hands. "Okay, now."

      I hit the gas full throttle and felt my tire gain traction. The car started forward and then spun out to the right, just as something struck the side of my car. I had a terrifying thought. One of the alligators had lunged for Bradley and hit my car instead! I threw the car into park and leapt out with my gun drawn.

      "Are you crazy?" Pauline screamed. "You could kill him!"

      Oh, so now she was worried about the alligator too? Ignoring her protests, I scoured the scene for the offending creature, and that's when I saw him. Bradley, that is. Covered in mud and propped up on his elbows in three-inch-deep swamp water. That was no gator I'd hit, it was my boyfriend. At least, I really, really hoped he was still my boyfriend.

      I rushed into the water and knelt at his side. "Are you okay?"

      He spit something brown and slimy into the water. "Fine," he replied, a tad tersely.

      "Let me help you."

      "Now there's an offer you can refuse," Pauline said.

      I shot her a look. Was that a Mafia jab?

      Bradley stood up in silence and did a quick body check before walking to the shore.

      "Let me see if I have a towel or something in the car," I said. I ran to the Mustang, but all I could find was a travel-sized package of Kleenex.

      I hurried back to Bradley and began dabbing at the mud on his shirt with a tissue. "I'm so sorry about your suit."

      He pulled away.

      I blinked, surprised. "I said I was sorry."

      "It's not about my damned suit, Franki."

      "Oh?" I asked, doing my darnedest to feign innocence. But I knew exactly what this was about.

      "What were you doing out here on River Road, miles from New Orleans?" he demanded.

      Pauline sauntered over and folded her arms across her chest. "Yes, what were you doing? Shopping for a plantation home?"

      I met her arrogant gaze straight on but avoided her question. "Nice of you to finally get out of the car."

      Bradley looked from Pauline to me and sighed. "Never mind, Franki. We'll talk about this later."

      Pauline glanced at her smartphone and turned to Bradley, instantly dismissing me. "We still have twenty minutes before your meeting with Mr. Stafford, and according to Google we're only about twenty-five miles from the bed and breakfast. We can still make it if we hurry."

      Bradley looked down at his wet, mud-stained clothes. "I can't go looking like this."

      "Well, you have that extra shirt and your suit coat in the car, and I have a bottle of Perrier in my purse. If you slip off your pants, I can have some of the more visible stains out before we get there."

      Bradley nodded and started for his car.

      I gasped. "You're not actually going to take your pants off for her, are you?"

      He turned to look at me. "Franki, it's business. This meeting is critical to the future of the bank, and it's my job to do whatever I can to make sure it's a success. I've got to go."

      As Bradley climbed into his car, Pauline spun around to face me. She was standing so close that her long, black hair lashed across my face like a silken whip, and her heavy perfume stung my nostrils. "Well, I hope you're satisfied," she said. "Thanks to your little spy game, you've not only ruined Bradley's thousand-dollar suit, you've also potentially cost him a multi-million dollar business deal."

      I stared at her open-mouthed. When Bradley told me that he couldn't come over because he and Pauline were having a working dinner at a B&B outside of town, I'd assumed it was just the two of them. I had no idea that they were meeting a client there, not to mention such an important one.

      "Now close your mouth and go get cleaned up," Pauline continued. She narrowed her undoubtedly fake violet eyes and looked me up and down. "You're a hot mess."

      She did a runway-model turn and strutted to the car.

      Oh, I was hot all right. With shame and blinding rage.
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        * * *

      

      Still smarting from Pauline's smackdown an hour later, I kicked open my front door and threw my mud-caked boots onto the floor.

      "Well, look what the cat dragged in," my landlady, Glenda O'Brien, said from a backbend position on the bearskin rug on my living room floor. For a sixty-something-year-old woman, she was startlingly flexible, no doubt due to her forty-something-year career as a stripper.

      My best friend and employer, Veronica Maggio, was on the floor beside Glenda, looking exactly as she had when I first met her in our freshman dorm at The University of Texas at Austin. She had her tongue sticking out one side of her mouth as she put the final strokes of Raspberry Fields Forever nail polish on her pinky toe. When she finished, she gave me the once-over. "What happened to you?"

      I sighed and tossed my purse onto the velvet zebra print rococo chaise lounge. I'd forgotten that Sunday was movie night, or "ladies' night" as Glenda had christened it, and that it was my turn to host. "Oh, not much. I spied on Bradley and Pauline, I nearly got us all killed by a couple of alligators in heat, and then I hit Bradley with my car and pulled a gun on him."

      "Oh, sugar," Glenda said, kicking her skinny, veined legs forward out of her backbend and coming to a standing position. "That sounds sexy."

      I rolled my eyes. "I'm dead serious."

      A coy smile formed at the corners of her mouth, and then she took a long, sensuous drag off her signature Mae West-style cigarette holder. "So am I, child. So. Am. I."

      I didn't bother asking her not to smoke since she owned the fourplex that all of us lived in as well as the rather unique bordello-style furnishings in my not-so-humble abode. But I did make a mental note to ask her to stop letting herself in to my apartment.

      "Why would you spy on Bradley?" Veronica asked, her brow furrowed. "You said you trusted him."

      She never ceased to amaze me. "So, the trust thing is what you're worried about? Not the part about the gator or the gun?"

      Veronica screwed the cap on the bottle of nail polish. "Well, you're in one piece, and you're not in jail, so I assumed that those other things got worked out somehow."

      "Well, you could at least act concerned, you know."

      "I'm sorry," she said, fidgeting with the ribbon on her pink baby doll pajamas. "It's just that I thought you were finally over your trust issue with men. That's all."

      "I was. I mean, I am," I hurried to add. "I trust Bradley, but I don't trust Pauline around Bradley."

      Veronica cocked her head to one side. "Well, isn't that the same thing?"

      "No, it isn't. You have no idea how manipulative she is. Plus, she's always so perfect and prepared. I mean, the woman carries a bottle of Perrier water around with her just in case she needs to remove a stain."

      "Perrier?" Glenda asked, wrinkling her mouth. "I don't get women who drink bubbly water when they could be drinking champagne. This Pauline sounds suspect, if you ask me."

      I cast Veronica a triumphant look. "See? Glenda doesn't trust her either."

      Veronica shook her head. "Trusting Pauline isn't the issue. The problem is that you're underestimating Bradley, and it's not like he's stupid."

      "No, but he's a man, and she's drop-dead gorgeous. She's built like a model, and she looks like Lucy Liu. To top it all off, she has violet eyes, just like Elizabeth Taylor. And you know how good Liz was at stealing other women's men."

      Glenda batted her inch-long, blue false eyelashes. "You know, Ronnie, I think Miss Franki's right. If there's one thing I learned while I was stripping, it's that even the smartest man is no match for a cunning woman."

      I nodded, vindicated, although I wasn't entirely sure that you could compare my Harvard-educated, bank president boyfriend to the average strip club patron. But then again, maybe you could.

      "You know what I think, sugar?" Glenda continued after taking a long, thoughtful drag off her cigarette.

      "What?" I asked, eager to hear her opinion. Glenda was a little rough around the edges, but she often had sage advice.

      "You need to make sure that she doesn't put nothin' over on you," she replied, exhaling a cloud of smoke. "So you're gonna have to stick to this Pauline like a pastie on a titty."

      Veronica cleared her throat. "Franki, will you let the dogs in? My toes are still wet."

      "I'll do it," Glenda said, hopping to her five-inch-high-heeled, slipper-clad feet. "I need to freshen up my glass of champagne, anyway."

      As Glenda paraded past me to the kitchen, I noticed that she too was wearing baby doll pajamas—in tight black fishnet with large holes cut from beneath her armpits all the way down to below the hip. It was quite possibly the most clothing I'd ever seen her wear.

      Glenda opened the back door, and my brindle cairn Terrier, Napoleon, bounded over to me, his tail wagging.

      "There's my good boy," I said, bending over to greet him.

      Napoleon skidded to an abrupt stop, gave a quick sniff of my feet, and took a giant leap backward.

      "So much for the unconditional love of pets," I said. "I guess I'll take that as my cue to go shower the swamp off me."

      Veronica adjusted the bowtie on her cream Pomeranian, Hercules. "Hurry up so we can start the movie."

      "What did you get?" I asked, even though it really didn't matter what the movie was. The only thing I'd be watching were the images of Bradley's hurt face and Pauline's haughty one that kept replaying in my head.

      "Zombie Strippers," Glenda called from the kitchen.

      Obviously her turn to pick the movie, I thought.

      "By the way," Veronica began, "I made sugar cookies, and Glenda brought an extra bottle of champagne. Isn't this going to be fun?"

      I gave her a blank stare. "Yeah. Tons."

      Veronica placed a reassuring hand on my arm. "I know you're worried about Bradley, but try to relax and enjoy the evening."

      "I can't. On top of everything else, I might have cost him an important business deal. Do you think I should call and ask how it went?"

      "No," she replied. "Let him have tonight to cool off. Then tomorrow you can apologize and explain how you feel about Pauline. I'm sure he'll understand."

      I nodded, but I wasn't so sure about the understanding part, especially after my jealousy had almost gotten him killed—first by the alligators and then by me. I set off for the shower thinking that it was going to take a lot more than champagne, sugar cookies, and strippers to get me through the night.
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      I parked in front of the old brown brick building at 1200 Decatur Street in the French Quarter and glanced up at the bright green, shuttered windows of Private Chicks, Inc. It was the fifth time in two weeks that I'd been late to work, so I was hoping that Veronica hadn't made it to the office yet. There was no sign of her White Audi, but just in case she'd parked on one of the side streets, I tiptoed up the three flights of stairs. As I pushed open the main door, the lobby bell blared like a foghorn.

      "You're late!" Veronica shouted from another room.

      I walked into her office, my head hung low. "I know. I'm sorry."

      "Sorry?" she hissed, sounding remarkably like a Parselmouth from a Harry Potter movie.

      I raised my eyes and was surprised to see that in place of her usual designer business attire, Veronica was wearing a dress that looked like something straight out of Glenda's stripper costume closet. She was also really pale—gray, actually. "Are you feeling okay?"

      In reply, she stood up from her fuchsia leather chair, threw back her head, and let out a blood-curdling howl.

      Wait. A howl? I opened my eyes and realized that a) I was still and bed, and b) Napoleon was the one doing the howling.

      I lifted my head to scold him, and it felt like a hatchet had just been buried deep into my skull. "Bad boy, Napoleon," I whispered.

      He cocked his head to the side, probably confused by my unusually soft tone.

      I settled back into the pillow and wondered whether my dream was some sort of sign that I shouldn't be working for my best friend. But then I quickly decided it was more likely an indication that I needed to lay off the Limoncello. And the zombie strippers.

      Rather than lift my head again, I felt around on the nightstand until I found my phone. I glanced at the display—seven a.m., no missed calls, and no texts. The realization that Bradley hadn't tried to contact me hit me like a sledgehammer.

      I tossed the phone back onto the nightstand, and, as if on cue, it began to ring.

      Certain it was Bradley, I sat up—through the pain—and grabbed the phone. It was my parents. If they were calling on a Monday before they went to work at our family deli, it spelled bad news. I laid down in preparation for the undoubtedly deflating conversation to come.

      "Hello?" I replied, trying to hide my concern.

      "Francesca? It's your mother, dear." Her shrill voice bore into my head like a drill, as did her habit of stating the obvious.

      "Yeah, I know that, Mom."

      "You didn't call us last night. Is everything okay?"

      I thought about the alligator almost eating me and me almost killing Bradley. "Everything's fine, Mom."

      I heard the sound of the receiver slamming down on what I knew to be the kitchen counter.

      "Joe!" she shouted. "Francesca's fine!"

      I waited for the inevitable grumbled response of my father.

      "Tell her that just because she's in New Orleans now doesn't mean she can forget about her family here in Houston," he said.

      And there it was.

      "Did you hear your father, dear?"

      "Yes, but why do you guys get so worried when I miss one phone call?" I asked, even though I already knew the answer. Worrying was my parents' favorite pastime, after Yahtzee.

      "Because you usually call us on Sunday, dear."

      "I know that, but I was watching a movie with Veronica and Glenda, and it ran late."

      "How nice. What did you see?"

      This was one of those times when honesty was not the best policy, so I threw out the first innocuous movie that came to mind. "Gone with the Wind."

      My mother let out a dreamy sigh. "I've always loved that movie! My favorite part is when Rhett looks at Scarlett and says, 'Frankly, my dear, I don't give a damn.'"

      "I'm pretty sure that's everyone's favorite part, Mom."

      "Did you know that Clark Gable was bisexual, Francesca?"

      This conversation was taking an alarming turn. "Listen, Mom, I need to start getting ready for work. Were you calling to tell me something?"

      "Oh yes, dear. Do you remember your cousin Giovanna? The one who's only twenty-four and is already an attorney?"

      I put the back of my arm over my eyes. The fact that my mother was bringing up my cousin's age and profession meant one of two things. Either she was calling to tell me that Giovanna was engaged or that she'd been promoted. I was betting on the former. "Of course I remember her. She's my cousin."

      "Well, you're not going to believe this, but she's engaged to a judge!"

      "Tombola," I said aloud.

      "Are you playing Italian bingo, dear?"

      I sighed. "It's seven o'clock in the morning, Mom."

      "Well, I distinctly heard you say 'tombola.'"

      "I know, I just… Never mind. When's the wedding?"

      There was a long pause, and then I heard muffled voices and the sound of a scuffle. I knew from years of experience that my eighty-three-year-old Sicilian grandmother, Carmela, was trying to wrest the receiver from my mother's hands.

      "First she's gonna have-a the festa del fidanzamento," my nonna announced, breathless from the struggle.

      I should've predicted that my nonna would be listening in to a conversation about a wedding. She'd been trying to get me married for the last thirteen years, since I was sixteen.

      "She found a nice-a Sicilian boy," Nonna continued, "so they gonna get married in a church in-a Sicilia."

      I couldn't help but feel a tinge of resentment toward Giovanna. By announcing her plans to get married in a Sicilian church, of all damned places, she'd opened up a world of grandma hurt for me. My nonna had already accepted the fact that Bradley wasn't Sicilian, reasoning that a twenty-nine-year-old zitella like me couldn't "have-a it all-a." But I wasn't sure how she was going to react to the news that a church wedding to Bradley—provided that he ever proposed to me, that is—was out of the question in light of his divorce. Of course, I avoided the issue and muttered a polite, "That's nice."

      Nonna gave a bitter laugh. "'That's-a nice,' she says. Well, if-a you think it's-a so nice, then why you no wanna date those-a Sicilian boys I find-a for you?"

      I thought of the string of Sicilian-American chauvinists and mammas' boys she'd given my phone number to a few months before. "Uh, they weren't exactly my type."

      "No? And-a what's-a your type, Franki? This I want-a to hear."

      I was treading on dangerous ground. If I wavered in my response, she would sic her army of Sicilian suitor-soldiers on me again. "My boyfriend, Bradley Hartmann," I replied in no uncertain terms.

      "Okay, and-a when is-a this-a Bradley gonna come-a to meet-a your mamma?"

      "Nonna, we've only been dating for a few months."

      "That's-a plenty of time. I got-a engaged to your nonnu, God rest-a his soul, after two-a weeks.

      "But that was in Sicily during Fascism. This is the United States, a democracy, sixty years later."

      "And-a you see where all-a this-a freedom has-a gotten you, eh? Twenty-nine years old without-a no husband. Una tragedia."

      These calls from home were always so uplifting. "Nonna, I've really got to go. I have a list of things to do before I go to work this morning."

      "Well, you add-a this to your list. Tell-a Bradley to meet-a your mamma. Because I'm-a hearing the tick-a tock-a tick-a tock-a of-a your clock all-a the way here in-a Houston."

      If I stayed on this call a minute longer, my brain—and my biological clock—were going to explode. "I'll do that," I gushed. "Ciao Ciao!"

      Happy Monday, I thought as I threw the phone onto the nightstand. I kicked off my hot pink velvet duvet and climbed out of the French bordello-style bed. Thanks to my family, I was now painfully aware that I was old, husbandless, and quickly closing in on barren. So I figured that there was no time like the present to drop by Pontchartrain Bank to find out whether I was boyfriendless too.
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        * * *

      

      An hour and a half later, I was strolling down Canal Street toward Pontchartrain Bank, taking in the sights and smells of the busy thoroughfare. Unlike the narrow, shop-and-bar-lined streets of the adjacent French Quarter, Canal was one of the main arteries of the city. In the colonial era, it was the dividing line between the French and Spanish portion of the city and the newer American Sector, which is now the Central Business District. Four lanes across with a two-way trolley line in the center, Canal looked more like something you would see in an urban metropolis such as Los Angeles than in a small Southern city like New Orleans. And the same could be said about its hordes of tourists and bums.

      As I approached the foreboding black slate walls of the bank, I felt a growing sense of anxiety. I wondered whether Bradley was still mad about the alligator-accident-gun thing. But then I reasoned that the fact that he hadn't called me didn't necessarily mean anything. After all, it was entirely possible that he hadn't been able to call because his meeting ran late. And, looking back on the whole swamp incident now, the only real harm done was a little muddy water on his suit and possibly a lost business deal. But life was about so much more than work. Surely he could see that.

      Feeling a surge of newfound confidence, I pushed open the heavy glass door and glanced toward the teller area on the right. Despite her petite 4' 10" frame, I immediately spotted Corinne Mercier, a teller who had helped Veronica and me solve a homicide case at the nearby LaMarca luxury goods store a few months before. She was just finishing up with a client, so I started in her direction to say hello.

      "Why, Franki," Pauline's pompous voice boomed from behind me as I was enveloped by a cloud of her perfume. "I'm surprised to see you here."

      I turned around and saw Pauline sitting at her desk in front of the row of offices on the left side of the room. "I hardly think it's surprising that I would drop by my bank," I said. Then I added, with emphasis, "And my boyfriend's place of work."

      She blinked. "I couldn't agree more. It's just that I thought you'd be hard at work wrestling alligators or gunning down innocent people."

      I sighed and slung my hobo bag over my left shoulder to free up my right arm. You know, for gesturing. "Listen, Pauline. I don't have time for this."

      She rested her chin on her folded hands and looked me straight in the eye. "Neither do I."

      I shifted in my slingbacks. This woman had a lot of nerve. "Could you buzz Bradley and let him know I'm here?"

      "He's in a meeting," she replied. And, as though dismissing me, she picked up a jar of opaque white glitter and began sprinkling it into a stuffed envelope.

      I gave an impatient toss of my hair. "Okay, what time will it end?"

      "No clue." She picked up another envelope and added the white flakes.

      "Can you at least tell me how the meeting went with Mr. Stafford last night?" I asked through quasi-clenched teeth.

      She ceased sprinkling and glared up at me. "I'm not at liberty to discuss confidential bank business."

      I'd set myself up for that one. "All right, then. Just tell Bradley I stopped by."

      "That'll be number one on my to-do list." She flashed a false smile.

      Somehow, I doubted that. I started to walk away, but my curiosity got the better of me. "What are you doing, anyway?"

      Pauline turned up her nose with a self-important air. "Not that it's any of your business, but I'm putting together the invitations for the 'Shoot for the Moon' charity event I'm organizing for the bank. It's to raise scholarship funds for kids who were victims of Hurricane Katrina."

      "So, what's the white stuff?"

      "It's supposed to be moon dust," she replied, rolling her eyes.

      "You sure it's not anthrax?"

      She smirked and shook her head in disgust. "Everything's a crime to you, isn't it? And we saw where that got you last night."

      I felt a wave of anger rise in my chest, but I fought to maintain my composure. I couldn't cause a scene at Bradley's bank, especially not after the events of last night. "Think what you want, but a lot of people are going to open those envelopes and panic when they see white powder."

      "Oh, and I see you're also a cynic," she said, raising her eyebrows in mock surprise. "How charming."

      I narrowed my eyes. "Coming from someone like you, I'll take that as a compliment."

      She fluttered her eyelashes and faked a mournful frown.

      My hands balled into fists. I needed to leave before my free right arm did something I would regret. I spun on my heels and stomped toward the teller area.

      "See ya later, alligator," Pauline intoned.

      I froze in my tracks but didn't turn around. I had no intention of giving her the satisfaction. Instead, I headed straight for Corinne's friendly face.

      "Bonjour, Franki," Corinne said in her thick French accent. "I see you meet Pauline."

      I took a deep, calming breath. "Yeah," I said, casting a hostile glance in her direction, "I had the great pleasure of meeting her a few weeks ago when you were on vacation."

      "Ah." Corinne looked down. With her pixie haircut and big blue eyes, she looked like a sad Tinker Bell.

      I rested my arms on the counter. "What's the matter?"

      She looked up. "I sink she does not like me very much."

      Even though I was convinced that Pauline was evil incarnate, I was surprised that she'd take issue with a sweet person like Corinne. "Honestly, I don't think she likes anyone very much, so I wouldn't take it too hard if I were you."

      "Peut-être," she said, her chin quivering.

      "Did something happen between the two of you?"

      She wiped away a tear. "I suppose I can tell you. But please, do not tell Bradley."

      "Of course not," I said, leaning forward.

      She took a deep breath. "On Friday, zere was money missing from my teller drawer. Pauline say I took ze money. But I did not."

      Now I was shocked. I didn't know Corinne very well, but I knew she wasn't the type to steal money from her place of work. "How much was missing?"

      "Five hundred dollars."

      I gasped. "What happened? Do you think you made some kind of mistake?"

      "I don't know, but I repay ze money."

      "Out of your own pocket?" That was a sizeable chunk of change on a bank teller's salary. And on mine, for that matter.

      She nodded. "But now Mr. Hartmann sinks I steal."

      "I doubt very seriously he sinks—I mean, thinks—that. He knows what an honest, loyal employee you are."

      She shook her head. "No, he does not. Pauline say she saw me take ze money."

      "Oh, Corinne. I'm so sorry." I couldn't imagine why Pauline would go so far as to accuse Corinne of theft. I didn't think it likely that she was after Corinne's job since she struck me as the type who would set her career sights much higher. But what other reason would she have had for saying Corinne took the money? And what had happened to that five hundred dollars, anyway?

      "Franki," Corinne said, shaking me from my thoughts.

      "Yes?"

      "Be careful. Zis Pauline, she is not a nice person."

      I thought of her potential influence on Bradley, and my jaw tightened. "I will. And you do the same. Keep your eyes on your teller drawer at all times, and let me know if anything else happens."
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        * * *

      

      As I headed down Canal Street toward the Mississippi River, I couldn't stop thinking about that missing money. I really hoped that Bradley was looking into the situation. Because even though I had no idea what was going on at Pontchartrain Bank, my gut was telling me that something wasn't right.

      My gut was also telling me, loud and clear, that it was time for breakfast. And for me, breakfast in the French Quarter, and often lunch and dinner, meant only one thing, beignets. But it was already nine, so the world-famous Café du Monde was out of the question. By this time, the line to get in usually stretched all the way down to the Civil War era, model cannon in neighboring Washington Artillery Park. I took a left on Decatur Street and stopped instead at the less renowned but optimistically named New Orleans Famous Beignets and Coffee Café and ordered a dozen of the powdered-sugar pastries. To share with everyone at the office, naturally.

      Ten minutes later, I exited the restaurant cradling a bag of piping hot beignets. When I looked down to grab my sunglasses from my purse, I ran straight into a little woman with the body type of the Pillsbury Doughboy and a Chanel handbag the size of a sixth grader. The impact was so strong that we bounced off one another.

      "Oooh!" the woman exclaimed. She straightened her purple knit poncho and then smoothed her platinum-highlighted, bouffant brown bob. Her stubby fingers were tipped with white, paddle-shaped acrylic fingernails decorated with tiny replicas of the same silver and gold moons and stars that adorned her charm bracelet, necklace, and earrings.

      "I'm so sorry," I gushed. "Are you okay?"

      She stared at me with green eyes as big as saucers and raised her pudgy hand to her small mouth. "I'm fine," she said in a honeyed voice. "But you're obviously not."

      I felt my face and did a quick check of my limbs. Everything seemed in order, that is, except for that twenty extra pounds in my mid-section and backside. "Um, I'm not sure I understand."

      Her round face grew serious. "I wasn't referring to your earthly body. I meant your aura. It's black."

      That explains the moons and stars, I thought. "Yeah, I've had kind of a rough morning."

      She shook her head, causing her jewelry to jingle like Santa's sleigh bells. "It's not about your morning. And I know, because I talk to spirits."

      My first inclination was to tell her that the only spirits I wanted to know about were those of the alcohol variety. But in the short time I'd been in New Orleans, I'd learned to treat the drunks and the crazies in the Quarter courteously—and then flee. "How interesting," I said with a polite nod. "But, I'm late for work, so I'd better be on my way."

      "Wait!" she shouted. "This could be a matter of life and death."

      At that precise moment thunder rumbled overhead.

      I glanced up and saw that dark clouds were quickly obscuring the sunny sky of moments before. I looked back at the woman, and an uneasy feeling came over me. I didn't like the turn the weather was taking, not to mention the turn of this conversation.

      "Stay still." She grabbed my left arm, and then her eyes rolled back into her head.

      My jaw dropped. I couldn't tell whether she was about to commune with spirits or have a seizure.

      As I was pondering what to do, the woman's left arm shot into the air, and her charm bracelet began to vibrate.

      Definitely a seizure. I pulled out my phone to call 9-1-1.

      "It's worse than I thought," the woman wailed. "Much worse."

      "What is?" I asked, alarmed. "Are you going to faint?"

      She opened her eyes and dropped my arm. "No," she said in a surprisingly wail-less tone. "I told you, I'm fine. But the spirit I'm talking to isn't. She's in complete hysterics."

      The spirit's not the only one, I thought as I slipped my phone back into my purse.

      The woman began wringing her hands and pacing back and forth in her denim mini miniskirt and four-inch-heeled, leopard-print boots. "The spirit wants you to know that she did something bad for a family member, and it got her killed." She stopped and grabbed hold of my arms. "She was murdered."

      "O-kaaay." I contemplated shaking free of her grip and making a break for it, but then I opted for a more rational approach. "Well, tell her that I just happen to investigate murders for a living, but only for clients who are alive."

      She let go of me. "The spirit knows thaaat. Why do you think she's trying to warn you?"

      "Warn me? Why on earth—I mean, why in heaven—would she need to do that?"

      "What she did has put you and possibly even your friend Valerie or Vicki—no, Veronica—in grave danger."

      Veronica? I got goose bumps on my arms. This wasn't crazy anymore; it was downright creepy.

      "And the worst part of it is," she continued, "that there's nothing she can do to help you now. You're on your own."

      I stared at the ground, trying to process what I'd just heard. I didn't believe in psychics, but where the supernatural was concerned, I made it my policy to be safe rather than sorry. And since I didn't know how this woman knew about Veronica, I decided to err on the side of caution and consider her warning. Now, even though the "you're on your own" part of her message was troubling, it hardly came as a surprise. My solitary state had been the theme of the day, starting with the reminder of my zitella-hood from my nonna and ending with Pauline's refusal to let me anywhere near Bradley. But was I really in some kind of danger?

      As though in reply from the spirit herself, a bolt of lightening flashed as thunder cracked in the blackened sky. Then a hard rain began to fall.
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      Seizing upon the downpour as my opportunity to escape the whole psycho situation with the psychic, I shrugged and said, "Gotta run!"

      As I dashed beneath the green-and-white striped awning of the café's covered patio, the strap of my hobo bag caught on the back of a wrought iron chair. I lurched forward, narrowly missing a table of Japanese tourists who started screaming as though they were witnessing a real-life version of The Return of Godzilla. When I regained my balance, I turned to free my purse strap. And then I let out a scream. The odd little woman was standing right in front of me, rooting around in her colossal Chanel bag.

      "I wish I would have known it was going to rain," she whined, pulling out an entire box of tissues.

      "Yeah," I muttered. Apparently, her metaphysical abilities didn't extend to meteorological phenomena.

      "I just had my hair done this morning," she added as she began dabbing at her Texas-sized tease.

      "That's a bummer," I said, staring fascinated at her huge hairstyle. It had a peculiar sheen to it, like it was gleaming. Not in a rain-spattered or even an otherworldly way, but in a freshly applied varnish one.

      She sighed and reached into her bra. "Anyway, take this," she said, pulling out a business card. "You're going to need it."

      I took the moon-embossed card—using only my fingernails—and read aloud, "Chandra Toccato, Crescent City Medium."

      "'Chandra' is Hindi for 'shining moon.'"

      And your last name is Italian for "touched," I thought.

      "Well," she prodded. "Do you get it?"

      I glanced up at her. "What?"

      "Chandra? Crescent City Medium? They both refer to the moon!" she said, beaming. "So, becoming a psychic was literally in the stars for me. Or in the cards—as in, tarot cards?" She put her chubby fingers to her lips and giggled, exactly like the Pillsbury Doughboy does. "And you're not going to believe this, but I'm also a Cancer. You know, a moon child?"

      I nodded and then scrutinized her moon-pie face, yet another aspect of her lunar life theme, looking for signs of insanity.

      "I need to be honest with you, though," she continued, touching my arm. "I'm originally from Boston. But after Katrina, I felt called to the Crescent City, which is only natural given my celestial essence and all. So I convinced my husband Lou—we were high school sweethearts—that we had to move to New Orleans because the people here were in desperate need of our services."

      "He's a psychic too?" I wasn't really interested—just coerced into conversational compliance by her incessant chatter.

      "No," she said, furrowing her brow. "A plumber."

      "Oh."

      Chandra reached into her purse and pulled out a compact. "I was talking about the living and the dead," she explained as she examined her hair in the mirror. "Hurricanes are murder on plumbing, and they're terribly stressful for spirits, what with the atmospheric changes and high winds."

      The high winds? I had a mental image of a gaggle of Caspar the Friendly Ghosts clutching their heads and screaming in fear of their non-lives while getting tossed around by a hurricane. Clearly, it was time to shake myself out of my Chandra-induced stupor. "So…about that warning. Can you give me some specifics?"

      She snapped the compact shut. "Not right now."

      "Why not?"

      "The spirit's just too upset to speak," she said, depositing the compact into her bag.

      "Oh, she is, is she?" I asked, annoyed. This spirit, provided she was real, of course, was something else.

      "Try to understand her point of view," Chandra said, putting her hand on her hip and gesturing with her free hand. "She just had to fess up to some pretty rough stuff, so naturally she's embarrassed."

      I frowned. I should have been biting into a beignet by now, but instead I was bickering with a selfish spirit via her mad medium. "Tell her that I'm kind of upset myself now that I know she's put me in danger."

      She pursed her lips. "That wouldn't help. Spirits are really temperamental beings, so I don't want to push her. And, between you and me," she whispered, shielding her mouth with the back of her hand, "spirits kind of freak me out."

      Now I was really taken aback. "You're a psychic, and spirits make you uncomfortable?"

      Chandra glared at me. "It's not like I chose this profession. It was preordained. Besides, how would you react if a spirit was yelling at you?"

      I wanted to tell her that I'd probably see a psychologist, but to be polite I went with, "I'd run like hell."

      "You see?" she said, raising her brow. "So, we'll just have to wait until she feels like talking again."

      "Whenever that is, please let me know." I handed her my card.

      "I most certainly will." She took the card and looked at the front and back. "Franki Amato, Private Investigator. Private Chicks, Inc.," she read. "I don't get it."

      Now it was my turn to get defensive. "You know, there's the two references to 'private,' and 'chicks' rhymes with 'dicks'—as in, 'detectives?'"

      "Hm." She sniffed and dropped the card into her purse. "Well, it's stopped raining, so I really should be going."

      As I watched Chandra walk serenely down Decatur Street, I pulled the bag of now lukewarm beignets closer to my chest. Even though I had my doubts about her psychic abilities, I couldn't help but feel concerned about my personal safety—and my conspicuous lack of business card symmetry.
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        * * *

      

      I slunk into Veronica's office a good hour late and silently deposited the bag of beignets on her desk. I saw it as a kind of peace offering, albeit a cold and soggy one.

      Veronica eyed the bag and then looked up at me. "What's the matter with you?"

      "Huh?" I asked, startled by her unusually harsh tone. I felt like I was dreaming about zombie-stripper Veronica again. But one look at her healthy glow and crisp pink Donna Karan suit confirmed that she wasn't undead.

      "You look like you've seen a ghost," she replied, leaning back in her chair.

      "Oh, it's probably powdered sugar," I explained, wiping my mouth. "I ate a couple of beignets on my way in to the office." Okay, so I really had five or six. But who could blame me after my anxiety-inducing encounter with that psychic?

      "No, you're pasty," Veronica said. "Are you feeling okay?"

      "I think so," I whispered as I felt the lymph glands in my neck.

      "Now don't go all hypochondriac on me," she warned. "It was just an observation."

      "I'm not," I fibbed, casually moving my hand to my earring. It was a well-established fact that where contracting illnesses was concerned, I was open to suggestions. And now that she'd mentioned it, I was feeling kind of sick to my stomach. Not that it had anything to do with those half-dozen beignets.

      "Wait. This is about Bradley, isn't it? Have you talked to him yet?"

      I flopped down into a chair in front of her desk and let out a deep sigh. "No, I went by the bank, but he was in a meeting. Or, at least, that's what his protector, Pauline, claimed."

      "Ah," Veronica said, crossing her arms. "That explains it."

      "What?" I asked.

      She smirked. "You're still feeling threatened by her."

      "I am not," I snapped. "Pauline is hardly threatening. Controlling and deceitful, yes, but nothing I can't handle."

      "Well, I've known you long enough to be able to tell when something's wrong. So, what is it?"

      I debated whether to tell her about Chandra and the spirit. In keeping with her incredibly disciplined, workaholic nature, Veronica had a strictly practical, non-mystical approach to life. But on the positive side, you could always count on her for down-to-earth advice. Plus, I was terrible at keeping secrets. So I blurted out, "Something really freaky happened at New Orleans Famous Beignets and Coffee this morning."

      "What? The cashier predicted you'd order a dozen beignets without you even telling her?" She snickered.

      I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. How did Veronica know I'd ordered twelve beignets? "No," I replied, refusing to confirm or deny the specifics of my order. "I met a psychic who said a spirit told her I was in danger."

      She rolled her eyes. "Well I hope you did the scongiuri because if a psychic said it, you know it's true."

      Scongiuri was an Italian hand gesture used to ward off the evil eye. It looks like The University of Texas' hook 'em horns sign, but with the index and pinky fingers pointed toward the ground. My nonna taught it to me when I was little, and Veronica never missed an opportunity to make fun of me for doing it. The thing was, I didn't think I'd made the gesture after Chandra told me I was in danger, so I immediately dropped my hands to my side, out of view of Veronica's judgmental eyes, and did so. Then I gave her a pointed look and said, "I wouldn't be so blasé about this if I were you, because that spirit knew your name."





OEBPS/images/limoncellopressspine.jpg
Ay

Limoncello
Press





OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png





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





OEBPS/images/prosecco-pink-revamp-final.jpg
USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

Traci Andrighetti





OEBPS/images/mini-comedy-mysteries-final.jpg





