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      “A New Year’s Baby?” I gaped at the diapered man in the street below from the third-floor window of my Private Chicks, Inc., office. Granted, we were in the French Quarter, but Thanksgiving was two days away, and then we still had Christmas. “I’ve heard of holiday creep, but he’s skipping a couple.”

      Veronica Maggio, my best friend and boss, rose from the armchair across from my desk and joined me at the window. “No, he’s from last year. See the banner on his bottom?”

      “Oh, yeah. I just thought he had a dirty diaper.” But apparently, the guy was still celebrating the New Year eleven months in, which wasn’t all that unusual for New Orleans.

      She returned to her seat and swept her blonde hair behind her shoulders. “It’s going to be so nice to go to Broussard’s for Thanksgiving dinner, isn’t it? No cooking, no mess, no sleep deprivation…”

      “And we get to have the chef’s roast turkey with oyster dressing. But the thing I’m most excited about is that we’re having a Couplesgiving—just you and Dirk and Bradley and me. My mom, on the other hand, is not excited about our plans.”

      “Neither is mine. But we’ve both spent every Thanksgiving in Houston at our parents’ houses, so we’re allowed a holiday here.”

      “An easy one in The Big Easy.” I smiled at my pun and glanced out the window. My smile faded a tad. Last Year’s New Year’s Baby was dancing with a stripper, and even though they were doing the turkey trot, it didn’t seem holiday appropriate.

      “Doom and Gloom” by The Rolling Stones erupted from my phone, and the remainder of my smile vanished.

      Veronica’s cornflower blue eyes narrowed. “Who’s that ringtone for?”

      “Ruth Walker. Who else?”

      “Oh, Franki.”

      “You know how I feel about her.”

      She crossed her arms. “The ringtone is certainly an indication.”

      “Because that woman is the worst person Bradley could’ve chosen to be his assistant.” I leaned forward. “She wreaks havoc on my life on purpose.”

      “Ruth’s in her sixties. She’ll retire soon.”

      “No, she won’t.” I leaned back and crossed my arms to mimic hers. “She’ll work for the rest of her life to spite me.”

      The ringtone stopped.

      “See there?” Veronica gestured toward my phone. “Maybe that’s a sign I’m right.”

      “Doom and Gloom” resumed.

      “Uh-huh.” I shot her a look as pointed as the Grim Reaper’s scythe. Then I tapped Answer and put the call on speaker. “What’s up, Reap— Uh, Ruth?”

      “I need you to bring me a bottle of Braulio I left on the reception desk. I’m at the Audubon Aquarium.”

      My lips pursed. Ruth looked like a cross between an ostrich and a turkey, but she had the manners of a bull shark. “What are you doing there?”

      “If you must know,” she said in her signature snooty tone, “I’m hosting a brunch for my Mardi Gras krewe.”

      I’d never bothered to ask the name of her krewe, because if they’d hired her, I didn’t want to know them. But that wasn’t going to stop me from commenting on their dining location. “An aquarium is a weird place for a brunch.”

      “Two of the krewe members are long-time patrons and volunteers, so it’s one of our charitable causes. Do you have a problem with that?”

      “Sure do—you can’t serve alcohol there. The place is full of kids.”

      “The last time I checked,” Ruth growl-drawled, “you were a PI not a cop. Now will you do as I asked?”

      “That’s the thing.” I paused for dramatic effect. “You didn’t ask.”

      She made a hissing sound, which, coupled with the white stubble on her receding chin, only served to underscore the ostrich comparison. “Would. You. Bring me. That Braulio? A good hostess has a non-alcoholic beverage option for her guests.”

      My eyes rolled like booze bottles down Bourbon Street. Ruth was forever insisting that her liquor of choice was non-alcoholic, and I’d always assumed it was because she was trying to cover her drinking. But if she was willing to serve an herbal liqueur to her guests, she must really believe her own BS. “Uh, Braulio is an amaro, Ruth. So, it’s alcohol.”

      “It most certainly is not.” She enunciated every T in the sentence. “Braulio is a blend of Alpine herbs created by an Italian pharmacist. But I guess you know better than a Doctor of Pharmacy.”

      What I knew was that the Doctor of Pharmacy had used the herbs to create a digestivo with an alcohol content of more than twenty percent, but there was no point in telling her that. Ruth’s head was as hard as a mortar and pestle. “Why do I have to bring you the Braulio?”

      “What else do you have to do, pray tell? You’re between cases.”

      “Only because people are too busy cooking to kill anyone,” I huffed as hot as a holiday oven. After all, my boss was listening. “But you wait. There’ll be plenty of homicides on Thanksgiving Day when all the families get together.”

      “Until then, you can bring me that Braulio. I expect you shortly.” She hung up.

      My teeth clenched followed by my fists. “See there? Ruth wreaking havoc.”

      “Franki, I hate to tell you this,” Veronica looked me in the eyes, “but it’s your fault for not telling her no.”

      “And miss a chance to get rid of her?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      I leaned forward over my desk, strategizing style. “Ruth’s Mardi Gras krewe is a part-time paying job, and I want it to be full time—as in she’ll quit Private Chicks, and Bradley will hire someone sane. If a bottle of Braulio could help get the parade wheels rolling, I’ll make sure she gets it.”

      Her head tilted. “Good luck with that.” She rose from her chair. “Now, I’d better get back to work. It’s not Couplesgiving yet.”

      “Nor is it easy in The Big Easy,” I grumbled, ruing Ruth and her booze errand.

      Veronica returned to her office, and I grabbed my hobo bag and headed up the hallway to the Private Chicks lobby.

      Our two college-student employees, David and Standish, a.k.a. The Vassal, sat at their corner desk, watching video clips from LEGO Star Wars on YouTube.

      I might not have any work to do, but these two need saving from themselves. “Hey, will one of you take a bottle of Braulio to Ruth at the aquarium?”

      They looked up at me from the computer screen, exchanged a stricken stare, and bolted from the office.

      “That’s a definitive no.” I crossed the lobby, grabbed my puffer coat from the rack, and picked up the Braulio, wielding it like a weapon. One could never be too careful in the French Quarter, and a bottle of alcohol was theme-appropriate protection.

      Slipping on my coat, I descended the three flights of stairs to the street.

      The sky was overcast. But on the bright side, Last Year’s New Year’s Baby and his stripper turkey-trotting partner were gone. The only people around were a couple of witches smoking cigarettes outside Crescent City Conjure.

      As I headed for my 1965 Mustang convertible, the Jaws theme ringtone surfaced from my purse. It wasn’t a shark calling from the aquarium, but it was close.

      My mother, Brenda Amato.

      On a mission to get me to come home for Thanksgiving, no doubt. I climbed into the car, tossed the Braulio on the passenger seat, and fished the phone from my bag. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Francesca?” she shrilled in her dentist-drill drone. “It’s your mother, dear.”

      Her redundant response forced the back of my skull to the headrest. “Yes, that’s why I called you ‘Mom.’”

      “What’re you up to today?”

      “Running an errand,” I replied, even though I had no intention of starting the car. I’d implemented a no-driving rule during family calls because they were often so jarring that I risked having an accident. “What’s going on with you?”

      “I’m calling with thrilling news. Your brother Anthony got a job managing Le Richelieu Hotel in New Orleans!”

      “The one…” My voice faltered. “…around the corner from my office?”

      “Sì, grazie a Dio,” my elderly Sicilian nonna shouted from another phone in the house. Her voice was exalted, as if she were standing before God, himself. “He’s-a movin’ out-a!”

      “Isn’t it marvelous, Francesca?” My mom was as breathless as if my nonna had announced that she was moving out of my parents’ house too. “Anthony’s hospitality certificate paid off!”

      A tight-lipped “mm-hm” was all I could manage. I’d helped him pay for hospitality school with part of a bonus I’d gotten for a Halloween vampire case I’d investigated. And not only had my generosity come back to haunt me, it had come back to bite me too. Because Anthony would bring a host of problems with him from Houston, i.e., more meddling visits from my mom and nonna.

      “Your father and I are going to help him move⁠—”

      “Where is he going to live?” I interrupted, fearful that my sixty-something ex-stripper landlady, Glenda O’Brien, had rented him the empty apartment in our fourplex that she used as a “costume closet.”

      “For now, the hotel has offered him the use of a room.”

      “Free rent-a,” Nonna rasped. “It’s-a win-a-win-a!”

      And at least one thing to be thankful for. Otherwise, my parents probably would’ve asked if he could live with me.

      “Do you know what this means, dear?”

      I thought I did, but based on the question, another shock was coming.

      “His first day on the job is this Friday, so we’ll be spending the holiday with you.”

      In that moment, I sensed how turkeys must’ve felt before their necks were wrung. “Okay, but Bradley and I have plans to celebrate with Veronica and Dirk at noon.”

      “That’s fine,” she said brightly. “We’ll have our family Thanksgiving at two.”

      My lips flattened. And I considered breaking into Ruth’s bottle of Braulio.

      “Unfortunately,” my mom’s tone turned as dark as drumstick meat, “we can’t leave for New Orleans until tomorrow night because your father and I are keeping the deli open for our regular hours. So, your nonna and I need help with the turkey.”

      “And-a the ravioli!”

      The realization that I was going to have to toil in the kitchen brought me back to my conversation with Ruth. There’s going to be a homicide on Thanksgiving, alright. I’m going to murder my brother Anthony.

      “Of course we’ll all stay at your place.”

      “Wait,” I semi-shrieked, gripping the steering wheel for support. “Why don’t you stay at Le Richelieu?”

      “You know how uncomfortable hotels are.”

      “And five of us in my one-bedroom apartment isn’t?”

      “Oh, Michael and his family are coming, so make that nine.”

      The shocks kept coming. I hadn’t seen or heard from my oldest brother in so long that I didn’t know that he and his wife had two kids. “Mom, there’s no way that’s going to work.”

      “We’re family, dear! It’ll be cozy.”

      “Cozy” wasn’t the word I’d use to describe the time I’d slept in my clawfoot tub and woken up with the cord of my nonna’s enema bag wound around my neck.

      “This year we have so much to be thankful for! Anthony’s new job, his big move, and we’ll all be together. “Plus, your father finally had his prostate looked at.”

      Not only was I no longer looking forward to the holiday, I was also going to skip the meal—for Couplesgiving and Thanksgiving.

      “A normal prostate is walnut sized, and your father’s is the size of a lemon. But evidently, it’s not a problem.”

      The wholly unnecessary food comparison complicated my already complicated relationship with the nut and the citrus fruit.

      “Since-a we’re-a sharing exciting-a news,” Nonna said, “I have-a some too.”

      “What, Carmela?” My mom sounded stunned.

      Despite my already shocked state, I was stunned too. My nonna’s entire life took place in two buildings, my parents’ house and St. Mary’s Catholic Church, neither of which were known for their exciting developments.

      “The doctor said-a I’m-a gonna live-a to be a hundred and-a ten-a!”

      “How could I forget that?” my mother marveled.

      The answer was obvious—she didn’t consider nonna’s news to be exciting.

      “And-a, Father Ryan got-a new teeth-a!”

      The announcement baffled me. “Why are the priest’s teeth exciting news?”

      “Because-a this-a Thanks-a-giving, I’m-a thankful I don’t have-a to see him-a gum-a his-a pasta at-a the church-a lunch-a no more.”

      That made sense. I knew from experience that an acquaintance getting new teeth wasn’t insignificant. After a mishap with a bad batch of nocino had reduced Glenda’s friend Nadezhda’s teeth to black nubs, she got veneers. Inexplicably, however, she’d left her pre-existing eyetooth hole.

      “Since we talk about-a the teeth, we’re gonna need a good-a sauce for the ravioli, and-a some-a broccoli, egg-a-plant, alivi chini in missinisi⁠—”

      “Messina-style stuffed olives too?” I exploded.

      “That reminds me, Francesca,” my mother was somber, “I’ll have to send you my recipes for homemade biscuits and cornbread. You know your father won’t eat a boxed stuffing mix.”

      “Don’t-a forget-a to peel-a the potatoes.”

      “Your nonna’s right, dear. Your father is strictly skins off when it comes to his mashed potatoes. And remember, no giblets in his gravy, but I like mine chock full.”

      With each dish, I got less and less thankful. Sure, I was grateful we all had our health, but mine was about to wane from the exhaustion of getting the meal ready.

      “And absolutely no canned cranberries.”

      The cranberries were my cue to head them off at the pass for dessert. “Got it. And I’ll call La Boulangerie and order their banana brown butter tart.”

      My mother guffawed. “As if we would eat a bakery crust for a holiday.”

      “Mom, that bakery is one of the best in the country.”

      “How is-a this-a possible,” Nonna scoffed, “if it’s-a not-a made from-a scratch at-a home?”

      A resigned smirk settled on my lips. In Italian families, it didn’t matter if the number one chef in the world made the dessert and delivered it fresh. If it was store-bought rather than made by a family member, it would always be inferior.

      “But since you brought up dessert,” my mother said, “we’ll need a several pies to accommodate everyone’s tastes. Pecan for your Nonna and me, pumpkin for your brothers, and apple for you and your father.”

      Not only would I lose sleep, I’d also have to ask Anthony to repay me for that tuition. How could anyone be grateful after having to spending so much money on Thanksgiving dinner?

      “One last thing, Francesca.”

      My fingers squeezed the steering wheel, and I was tempted to shout, What? You’re inviting Nonna’s New Orleans friends and their families too? But I didn’t want to sound as ungrateful as I felt, so I kept that to myself. “Yes?”

      “Do you want me to bring my turkey carving knife?”

      My mind went to Anthony, who was the root cause of the unexpected family invasion—er, visit. “Better not.”

      “Why’s that, dear? It really does the job.”

      Rather than admit that I might use the knife to murder her middle son, I opted for, “Oh, I know. But it’s expensive, so I wouldn’t want anything to happen to it.”
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