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      “Top secret, Veronica. We’re going dark, completely covert.” My tone was hushed to prevent the patrons of the Camellia Grill from hearing. “It’s called Operation Black Swamp.”

      My best friend and boss laid her Chanel bag on the diner-style marble counter and spun her stool to face me. “This whole situation makes me so nervous.”

      “How do you think I feel? I’m the one who bears the brunt of it.” I peered through the order window at a middle-aged cook in the kitchen, half checking on our food and half checking him out. Given our current predicament, no one in New Orleans was above suspicion.

      Veronica chewed her bottom lip. “Do we have a list of names?”

      “A list?” My head jerked backwards. As owner and CEO of the PI firm Private Chicks, she didn’t get much fieldwork, but that was a shockingly novice question. “Any and all discussions of this operation must be spoken, not written. We can’t leave a paper trail.”

      “Gotcha.” She fanned herself with a menu. “But with this heat, why are we meeting across town when we could’ve gone to that new coffee shop by the office?”

      “NOLA Noir? Does the name alone not explain it to you?”

      “Honestly, no.”

      “It sounds suspect, which is precisely what we don’t want.” I glanced around to make sure no one was watching and shoved a Nokia Flip into her lap.

      She blinked. “A burner phone?”

      “Don’t use it at home or at work, or even in your car. They could be bugged.”

      “Oh, Franki. Is this really necessary?”

      “How can you even ask that?” I whisper-hissed. “We’re dealing with professionals, Veronica. Hardened veterans. By the way,” I nodded at a shopping bag on the floor between our stools, “I put together some disguises.”

      She leaned over and rummaged through the contents.

      From the corner of my eye, I spotted the cook watching us. I met his gaze with a stare as steely as his spatula.

      The guy didn’t flinch. He simply turned back to the grill.

      But I had his number.

      “No way I can wear this.” Veronica raised a black hoodie from the bag. “It’s June, and the hottest on record.”

      I gave her blonde locks and bright look the onceover. “You can’t wear that Kelly green dress, either. You stick out like a leprechaun at a funeral, and odds are, we’re being watched.”

      “Here?” She scanned the diner.

      “They’ve got informants everywhere, like a modern-day Black Hand,” I said, referring to the extortion rackets run by Sicilian immigrants and Italian gangsters at the turn of the twentieth century. “Hence the ‘black’ in ‘Operation Black Swamp.’”

      Her cornflower blue eyes held fear.

      My jaw set. I was frightened too.

      This operation was the biggest job of our lives, and there was no way to prepare for it. Sure, I’d taken on some criminal masterminds in my PI career and won. But now that my wedding was in the works, those crooks seemed like Sunday School teachers compared to the diabolical duo Veronica and I were up against—Brenda Amato, née Pavan, and Carmela Amato, née Montalbano.

      A.k.a., my mom and nonna.

      Ever since Bradley and I had picked the church and reception venue, those two had taken their master meddling tactics to mobster level. And according to my father, they’d rewatched The Godfather trilogy for pointers. Their intentions were good—get me hitched without a hitch. But like real mob bosses, they thought they called the shots. And I would rather get shot with a lupara, the Sicilian sawed-off shotgun favored by mafiosi, than submit to their wacky Italian wedding traditions.

      A battle-weary sigh escaped my lips. “We’ll get through this,” I said, more to bolster my own resolve than hers. “All we have to do is neutralize Vito and Michael Corleone and freeze out the swamp animals.”

      Her lips parted. “The swamp animals?”

      I didn’t disguise my surprise that she hadn’t grasped the other part of the operation name. “The ones who’ll surface from the swamp’s murky depths to darken or derail my wedding festivities.”

      “That’s the list I just asked you for.”

      “Yeah, but do I really have to tell you who they are?”

      Her chin rose. “As your maid of honor, it’s my duty to make sure no detail is overlooked, especially not one that could ruin your wedding.”

      “Fair enough.” I held up my hands to tick off the animals on my fingers. “The gator, the snake, the snapping turtle, the black bear, the common loon, and the turkey-necked ostrich, otherwise known as Glenda, Nadezhda, Carnie, Rosalie, Chandra, and Ruth.”

      “Cute. But ostriches don’t live in the swamp.”

      My lips curled. “The turkey-necked variety does, and she wallows in its muck.” I rested my elbows on the counter. “Now, as far as anyone knows, my bridal shower is in November. Our mission is to make sure none of them find out you’re throwing me one this Saturday while Bradley’s mother and grandmother are visiting.”

      She massaged her chest, clearly uneasy. “I’m not sure Bradley’s family will appreciate the lack of notice, and I don’t even want to think about your mom and nonna’s reaction.”

      Neither did I.

      “How will you get them to come here from Houston without them suspecting anything?”

      “I’ll say I’ve found the perfect wedding dress. My mom will fire up the Ford Taurus and make the five-hour drive in three-and-a-half.”

      “You do that,” her gaze held a warning as she reached for her water glass, “and you’ll open the door to more meddling.”

      “Veronica,” I laid my forearm on the counter and turned to face her, “that door is not only open, it’s off the hinges. And it’s been thoroughly trampled, like my right to plan my own wedding.”

      She sipped some water. “Weren’t you going to hire a wedding planner to help you manage your family?”

      “Believe me, I tried. But everyone I’ve called is either unavailable or too expensive. Do you know what Delilah Delaire costs?”

      “Gosh, eight grand, I’d imagine.”

      “Try twelve. That kind of wedding is out of my league.”

      “Pardon me, girls.” An elderly woman a few stools down leaned toward us. She wore heavy makeup despite the humidity—foundation with white powder, dark-red lipstick, and black eyeliner on her upper and lower lids. Based on her deep wrinkles and sagging skin, she was ninety if she was a day, and she had the vintage lace-collared dress, rhinestone brooch, and black velvet hairbow to prove it. “I heard you mention Delilah Delaire. Are you talking about the Blain-Adair wedding?”

      I shook my head. “Actually, n⁠—”

      “Shame they had to call it off,” she fretted before I could finish my sentence, “but I can’t say I’m surprised. Agata was one hundred and two.”

      And to think my nonna had been calling me a zitella since I was sixteen, the so-called “marrying age” back in Dark-Ages Sicily. “Uh, this Agata was getting married?”

      The woman’s watery blue eyes popped. “Heavens no. The bride-to-be is her great niece, Grace Blain. But Agata died the day before yesterday, the morning of Grace’s wedding.”

      Veronica’s fingers flew to her lips. “How awful. The family must be devastated.”

      “About postponing the wedding, yes, but not about Agata’s death. They despised her.” She scowled. “Agata lorded her wealth over them for decades, always threatening to disinherit them over some foolishness or other.”

      The waiter rushed up, sweating in his white jacket and black bowtie uniform, and frisbeed our plates—a pecan waffle for Veronica and a Mexican omelet with a side of bacon for me.

      He was gone before I could ask for a bottle of Crystal Hot Sauce.

      Veronica laid a napkin in her lap and looked at the woman. “By any chance, is Grace Blain the daughter of Edward Blain, the divorce attorney?”

      “Why, yes.” The woman’s face brightened. “Agata was his wife, Lara’s, great aunt. Last name was Villeré. She owned that rundown mansion on St. Charles, the one the kids avoid at Halloween.”

      I knew the place. It made the Munster’s’ house look inviting. “Not that it’s any of my business, but if Ms. Villeré had so much money, why didn’t she do the upkeep on her property?”

      “She and her older sister, Pia, inherited the place from their parents, and they never took care of it. That was their family home, and they’d lived there together their whole lives.” Her sparse brows rose in a panicked look. “Spinsters!”

      I’d seen the same stricken stare on the faces of my mom and nonna—every time I had another birthday, and at thirty-two, I was less than one-third the age of Agata. “Their names sound Italian.”

      “Their mother was from somewhere near Naples. They had a brother, Lara’s grandfather. Can’t recall his name. There were so many Italians in New Orleans back then.”

      “And still today.” Over three hundred thousand, and it seemed like they all knew my nonna, who’d immigrated to the city with my nonnu and raised my father and uncles in the French Quarter. While I was thinking about it, I took another look at the diner customers.

      The cashier passed by, adjusting his bowtie.

      “Excuse me, sir.” I raised a piece of bacon to flag him down and then, tempted by the sight of it, bit off a hunk. “Have you seen our waiter?”

      The man’s nostrils flared. “He’s back in de damn bathroom. Don’ know what he ate las’ night, but he’s been in dere three times dis mornin’.”

      The bacon fell from my mouth. No need for that hot sauce now.

      The old woman spread egg yolk on a slice of toast.

      A taste preference? Or does she think it’s butter?

      She lowered the knife. “What Agata didn’t spend on the house, she made up for in jewelry. Her collection rivaled Elizabeth Taylor’s.”

      Veronica’s eyes grew to the size of the Koh-i-nor diamond. “Do you mind if I ask what kind of jewels? My husband’s a gemologist, and I’m a fan of gems myself.”

      “Her most notable pieces were an Art Deco tiara by Cartier, the canary diamond ring Bette Davis wore in the movie Jezebel, and the pièce de résistance, Marie Antoinette’s pearls. She bought those from the 2018 Sotheby’s auction.”

      My BFF sucked in her breath, transfixed by the mention of the guillotined queen.

      Meanwhile, I couldn’t get my mind off Bette Davis. I watched What Ever Happened to Baby Jane? with my parents around the time I’d graduated from college, and over a decade later the character still creeped me out. The movie was more disturbing than the fairy tales my mother had read to me as a kid. And it didn’t help that the woman talking to us had a Baby-Janesque appearance.

      Memories of the awful food scenes from the movie and my suspicion of the cook prompted me to look inside my omelet for unwelcome ingredients, even though I had zero intention of eating it.

      The woman swallowed some toast. “Agata also inherited all the family jewels after Pia was pushed down the elevator shaft in their home.”

      The cook shouted.

      At first I thought he’d heard the woman’s astonishing comment, but a fire had broken out on the grill.

      Our waiter ran from the bathroom, as though fleeing a fire himself, and went to help the cook. The two men extinguished the flames, but a bad feeling spread like wildfire in the pit of my stomach.

      I looked at the woman. “Did you mean that Pia ‘fell’ down the elevator shaft?”

      “Oh, no.” She smiled, revealing long teeth smeared with blood red. “Pia was murdered. Just like Agata.”
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      A humid haze hung over the NOLA Noir sign, which was black except for the white neon outline of a coffee cup and some sort of symbol. A fleur-de-lis? A puff of steam? It was hard to tell from the third-floor lobby window of Private Chicks. Whatever the symbol, it was unsettling.

      Like that elderly woman at the Camellia Grill.

      Was she right that Agata and Pia Villeré had both been murdered?

      Who is she, anyway?

      And why in God’s name was she dressed like Baby Jane?

      A woman on the street distracted me from my thoughts. She wore all black, including a hat and sunglasses, and walked briskly toward NOLA Noir. She reached the door, pulled her hat brim low, and glanced behind her before slipping inside.

      Her dark attire recalled the mourning dresses of my nonna and her nonne friends, who forever mourned the loss of husbands and other beloved family members.

      A disturbing thought brought a frown to my lips. Is she one of my nonna’s Sicilian soldiers come to spy on me?

      I turned to Ruth Walker, who sat in the reception desk chair. “Something’s not right with that new coffee shop across the street.”

      She spun, setting in motion the chains on her cat-eye glasses and the folds of her turkey neck. “What’s the matter with it?”

      “Looks shady, and the ‘noir’ in the name doesn’t help.”

      Her lips went as tight as her graying brown bun. “You could be describing this office.”

      Bewildered, I surveyed the exposed-brick lobby and dark décor. “What are you talking about? ‘Private Chicks’ is a cool name, and this is a historic French Quarter building.”

      “I’m talking about the stark furniture and frosted glass door with the company name in black letters. Change the ‘Chicks’ to ‘Dicks,’ and you’ve got a detective agency from a 1940s noir movie,” she hit me with a hard stare, “where they smoked and drank and got shot.”

      My index and pinky fingers pointed to the ground in an Italian scongiuri gesture my nonna had taught me to ward off bad luck—that Ruth’s ‘getting shot’ remark had cast over me and the office. I doubted it would work, but given the questionable coffee shop, some superstitious backup couldn’t hurt.

      “Private Chicks has character, Ruth.” My tone was defensive because Veronica owned the building as well as the business. “But from what I can see of NOLA Noir, it’s sketchy. And in the month it’s been open, there have been odd comings and goings.”

      “Wake up and smell the coffee.” Ruth raised her Only-Judge-Judy-Can-Judge-Me mug adorned with the scales of justice. “That’s The Big Easy.”

      I smirked at her—and her mug. “You make it sound as though every place in the city is corrupt.”

      “Not the buildings, just the people in them.”

      Good thing Ruth was Bradley’s assistant and not a judge like her TV idol. Otherwise, half the town would be in Central Lockup, or the “hoosegow” as she called it.

      My gaze returned to NOLA Noir.

      A tall, slender man rounded the corner, and I stepped from the window. He wore a dark suit and fedora.

      In the dead of summer.

      Veronica breezed into the lobby from the hallway opposite the entrance. She went to Ruth’s reception desk and picked up the mail. “Any calls?”

      Ruth pursed her lips, emphasizing her fuzzy ostrich chin and turkey wattle. “Not even a telemarketer. And instead of going out and hustling business, Ace PI Franki Amato is worrying about that new coffee shop.”

      If I was worried about anything, it was the conversation with the elderly woman, but I couldn’t tell Ruth that. She suffered under the delusion that she, and not Veronica, was throwing my bachelorette party, so word of my Camellia Grill breakfast could raise her swamp-animal sense and clue her in to the wedding planning. “I am not worrying about that coffee shop.” To prove my point, I turned to face her—and stopped chewing my nail. “As for business, there’s none to hustle. There haven’t been any homicides in the city lately.”

      At least, as far as I knew for certain.

      Nevertheless, my mention of murder brought me back to Pia and Agata Villeré, and I looked out the window.

      Ruth harrumphed. “There she goes spying again.”

      I hated to provide evidence for her accusation, but a suspicious sixty-something male had just left the coffee shop in a round red wig and matching nose. “In my defense, their clientele is sketchy. The Thin Man went in a minute ago, and an old clown just came out. It’s like something straight out of a noir film, except for that clown, who is pure horror flick.”

      Ruth glanced at Veronica. “Or it’s a normal day in the French Quarter.”

      “She’s right, Franki.”

      “About the Quarter, yes.” I flopped onto one of the two facing couches in our waiting area. “But the ‘no’s’ in ‘NOLA Noir’ speak for themselves.”

      “Anyway,” Veronica picked up a letter opener, “since business is so slow, you should take a long lunch. It is Restaurant Week, and there are a lot of deals on prix fixe menus.”

      “Nah. I’m not hungry,” I fibbed, hoping no one could hear my stomach, which was still grousing about not getting that omelet and bacon. Ruth had recently taken to inviting me to take her to lunch, and I wanted to avoid that scenario. “Besides, it’s only ten thirty. I’m going to make a shot of espresso and reorganize my office.”

      Veronica grimaced. “Mr. Coffee died when I turned him on this morning.”

      “Ugh.” I rested my head on the couch. “I need a caffeine boost. All this nothing-going-on has worn me out.”

      Ruth crossed her arms. “NOLA Noir’s right across the street.”

      My stare was as intense as a triple espresso. “I’ll stick with the established coffee houses, like Cici’s or PJ’s, thank you.”

      The door flew open, and we all jumped.

      David Savoie, our part-time PI, entered with a Tulane backpack and a black go-cup.

      Veronica pointed the letter opener at him, and his hands shot up. “David,” she said, teeth clenched, “you break that glass, and I’ll slice you open like an envelope.”

      “Sorry, I forgot.” He edged his tall, lanky frame around the letter opener and went to his corner desk. “I’m in a hurry. I have to study for an exam.”

      I sat up. “I didn’t know you were in summer school.”

      “It’s not for my Comp Sci degree,” he said, sliding the backpack from his shoulders, “it’s a course on ethics and the law for my PI license.”

      “I’m free today, if you need help studying.”

      Ruth’s eyes dropped on me like a gavel. Then she shifted to David, her glasses chains swinging. “I’d think twice before accepting that offer. Every time Franki helps me, I lose a job.”

      I refrained from comment. The judgmental Judy blamed me for all the ills in her life, and arguing with her was as futile as telling the real Judge Judy that you rejected your court sentence. “Is that coffee from NOLA Noir?”

      David flipped his brown bangs to one side. “Yeah, it’s the cappuccino the shop is named for.”

      “Watch out.” I eyed the cup and noticed it had the same unidentifiable image as their sign. “No telling what the noir refers to.”

      “Oh, it’s liqueur.” He paled and gaped at Veronica, who gave him a look as dark as his cup. “Uh, not enough to get drunk or anything.”

      Ruth tsked in keeping with her I-don’t-drink façade. “What kind of liqueur is it?”

      “Vick, the owner, called it nocino.”

      “No-CHEE-no?” I repeated. “That sounds familiar.”

      David removed a black paper bag from his backpack. “You know how Italians drink Limoncello in the summer?”

      I puckered—from the irony, not from the memory of the lemon liqueur. “I have some experience with that, yes.”

      “Nocino is the winter equivalent, made with walnuts.”

      “Why didn’t you say so?” Ruth raised her mug, hoping for a sample. “It’s non-alcoholic.”

      My eyes rolled like an empty liqueur bottle on Bourbon Street. Any alcohol derived from grain, fruit, nuts, or herbs—in other words, all of it—was non-alcoholic to Ruth, which was one of the reasons I didn’t want to go to lunch with her. The last time I did, she had so many cherry bounces that she bounced from her chair to the floor.

      Veronica scanned the contents of a letter. “‘Nocino cappuccino’ is catchy. Why doesn’t the owner call it that?”

      Ruth shrugged. “It’s a mystery.” She smirked at me. “Or a noir.”

      I saw her smirk and raised her a sneer. “I think he’s just a bad marketer. The indecipherable symbol on the sign is an indication.”

      “Either way, if you want coffee quick, it’s the best option.”

      “You can stop trying to get me to go there, Ruth. It’s not going to happen.” I reached for my phone and saw I had a text message.

      The contents of which made me shudder.

      “What is it, Franki?” Veronica asked.

      My eyes were glued to the display. “Delilah Delaire is at NOLA Noir, and she wants me to meet her about an urgent personal matter.”

      “It has to be your wedding.”

      “No, I think it’s her personal matter.”

      “So?” Ruth shouted. “What are you waiting for?”

      I hesitated. The woman at the Camellia Grill had implied that Delilah was the Blain-Adair wedding planner, and I was concerned that she wanted to see me about whatever had happened to Agata Villeré.

      Ruth harrumphed. “Franki’s probably afraid it’ll be a case.”

      True, but not for the reason she thought. I couldn’t explain it, not even to myself, but something told me not to go across the street.

      David sat beside me on the couch. He opened the black bag and pulled out a flaky, layered pastry that gave off a heavenly buttery odor.

      My stomach roared to life. “Is that…a sfogliatella?”

      He nodded as he bit off a hunk. “Vick said his Italian grandma makes them.”

      I catapulted from the cushion. “I’d better go meet that wedding planner.”

      “Well, well, well,” Ruth crowed. “That was such an abrupt about-face, I’m surprised you didn’t fall.”

      Trying to save face, I raised my chin. “It’s for investigative purposes.”

      “Mm-hm. While you’re investigating the pastries—I mean the planner—get me a NOLA Noir and make it a double.” She glanced at Veronica, whose eyelids had lowered. “Since it’s non-alcoholic.”

      Although Ruth didn’t fork over any cash, I agreed in hopes the booze would knock her out for a nap.

      With my hobo bag in hand, I left the office and bounded down the stairs. The steamy air grew hotter and more suffocating with each flight, as though I was descending into hell instead of the French Quarter. Before exiting the stairwell, I tied my long brown hair into a knot. Then I looked both ways to avoid running into a passing tourist armed with an obligatory Hand Grenade, Hurricane, or Huge Ass Beer, all of which were murder on clothing.

      As I stepped onto Decatur Street, the woman in the black hat exited NOLA Noir.

      Our gazes met, and she removed her sunglasses.

      Definitely not a nonna. “Delilah?”

      She stepped into the street.

      A black BMW careened around the corner and knocked her from her feet.

      Horrified, I screamed as she landed in a crumpled heap a foot away from me. Before my frozen limbs would move, the BMW sped away, and an old black Buick Roadster with tinted windows came around the corner and screeched to a stop.

      My traumatized eyes locked with those of a thirtyish woman in the backseat. She was dressed in red—a fitted blouse with shoulder pads and a wide-brimmed hat. Her jaw had dropped.

      Mine had too.

      Her driver hit the gas, and the car fishtailed.

      I pressed myself against the wall of the building as the car swerved, narrowly missing the woman in the street, and sped away.

      My limbs shook as I rushed to the woman’s disturbingly still body, and when I realized it was too late to save her, my fingers struggled to dial 9-1-1.

      But the hit-and-run wasn’t the only thing that had shaken me.

      It was also the woman in red in the Roadster.

      Because she looked like a femme fatale who’d driven in from a 1940s movie.

      A noir movie.
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      Veronica crouched in front of me on the street outside Private Chicks. “Tell us what you saw, Franki.”

      Bradley, who sat beside me on the sidewalk, massaged my back as I pressed my fingertips to my temples, trying to force my brain to focus.

      My gaze strayed to the chalk outline where Delilah Delaire’s body had been and then to the indecipherable image on the NOLA Noir sign. There was an uncomfortable similarity between the two shapes. Or am I hallucinating?

      Bradley slid his arm around my shoulders. “Did you get a look at the driver?”

      My eyes closed, and I tried to think back to the terrible event. The only person I remembered seeing besides Delilah was the woman in red. “I don’t know. It all happened so fast, but a femme fatale was following the BMW in a vintage Roadster.”

      Bradley looked into my eyes. “You’re in shock.”

      “No, I’m all right. Really.” Although now that I thought about it, the femme fatale sighting did sound kind of out there. Did I hallucinate her too?

      Veronica stood and studied the chalk outline. “Who would kill Delilah Delaire?”

      Her question echoed in my head. If I didn’t know better, I would’ve suspected my mom and nonna. I mean, the woman was a wedding planner, and Lord knew those two wanted total control of my big day. And pretty much everything leading up to it.

      The policeman who’d questioned me minutes before exited NOLA Noir, talking on a cell phone. A few officers were still inside. Otherwise, I would’ve gone in to ask about Delilah’s demeanor before the awful incident. But that would have to wait until the police released the crime scene.

      “Come on, babe.” Bradley rose to his feet and extended his hand. “Let’s get you upstairs.” He pulled me up, and I was grateful for the assistance. My legs were wobbly as we climbed to the third floor.

      Veronica held the door as Bradley helped me into the office.

      Ruth’s lips wrinkled. “How much of that nocino did she drink?”

      Veronica scowled. “She never made it to the coffee shop, Ruth.”

      As Bradley led me to one of the lobby couches, his cell phone rang. “I’m going to get you a glass of water.” He set off for the hallway to the kitchen and pulled his phone from his pocket to answer the call. “Bradley Hartmann.”

      Veronica sat on the couch across from me. “How are you feeling?”

      “Guilty.” I pulled a cushion to my chest. “A woman asked to meet me, and it got her killed.”

      Ruth opened her mouth, but I silenced her with a sociopathic side-eye and then spread out on the couch.

      Veronica cleared her throat. “You shouldn’t feel guilty, Franki. What happened to Delilah has nothing to do with you.”

      “Intellectually, I get that. But why did she call me and not another PI?”

      “Did you tell her what you do for a living when you called about your wedding?”

      “Sure did,” I rolled my head to look at her, “and she promptly informed me that she was out of my price range.”

      Veronica’s lips retracted as she sucked in a breath. “Yikes. Well, you’re probably the only PI she knew of to call.”

      “Okay,” I propped myself on my elbows, “but why would she ask me to meet at a public place like a coffee shop when our office is literally across the street?”

      “Maybe she was afraid to be seen entering a PI firm. She was obviously involved in something bad.”

      “She was.” I shot her a look as black as the velvet hairbow on the woman from the Camellia Grill. “The Blain-Adair wedding.”

      Bradley walked up with the water glass and placed it on the coffee table in front of me. “Blain-Adair? My mother just called about that wedding.”

      “What?” I sat up. “Why?”

      “It was supposed to take place at the Columns Hotel, where she and my grandmother are staying. But a relative of the bride died, Agata Villeré, and the police want to talk to them about that.”

      Ruth’s eyes raked over Bradley. “I didn’t know your family was in town.”

      “Hang on,” I gushed, in case she suspected wedding planning. “Bradley, your mother and grandmother are staying at the Hotel Monteleone, not the Columns.”

      “Evidently I forgot to mention this, but they said it was too noisy in the Quarter, so they moved to the Garden District.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “Now they’re mixed up in a murder.”

      I looked at Veronica from beneath my lashes. “We need to have The Vassal track down the name and address of that woman from the Camellia Grill.”

      “What woman?” Bradley asked.

      “One who told me that Delilah Delaire was Grace Blain’s wedding planner and that Agata and her sister, Pia, were murdered. Next thing I know, I get a call from Delilah, who says she needs to see me about an urgent personal matter, and then she’s killed outside Private Chicks.”

      “Outside NOLA Noir,” Veronica corrected.

      “Either way, it’s not a coincidence.”

      Bradley rubbed his chin. “We definitely need to talk to that woman.”

      Veronica rose from the couch. “I didn’t want to say anything this morning, but when I was at the courthouse a few weeks ago, a couple of attorneys were gossiping about Grace’s father, Edward, and his law partner. Apparently, their firm is in financial trouble.”

      Bradley frowned. “They had an account at Pontchartrain Bank while I was working there. I’ll make some calls later today to see what I can find out.” He pulled his car fob from his pocket. “Are you all right if I run over to the Columns, Franki?”

      Reluctantly, I nodded. I would’ve liked to go with him to check on his mother and grandmother and investigate what had happened to Agata, but I needed to stay behind and wait for the police to clear NOLA Noir. It was imperative to speak to whoever had served Delilah Delaire while the details were still fresh in their mind.

      He gave me a peck on the cheek.

      As soon as he left, Ruth spun in her chair. “So, you two met up this morning.”

      The turkey-ostrich’s wedding radar was raised. I had to jam the signal. “It was just breakfast, Ruth.”

      “Was it, now.” Her tone wasn’t a question.

      To hide the fib written all over my face, I went to the office window.

      Storm clouds had gathered, casting a dark shadow over the street. Police cars were still outside the coffee shop, and somehow the chalk outline of Delilah’s body seemed more starkly white.

      My eyes gravitated to the NOLA Noir sign. Maybe that’s what the image is, a dark cloud.

      A noir cloud.

      Veronica came up behind me and patted my back.

      I sighed. “You know what my nonna’s going to say. Delilah’s death is a sure sign of malocchio, so my wedding is cursed.”

      “If Carmela thinks it’s the evil eye, that’s her problem.”

      I laid a stare as black as the storm cloud on her.

      She bit her thumbnail. “You’re right. It’s your problem. So what now?”

      “I’ll deal with my nonna later. I have to track down an employee or family member of Delilah’s. It might be my only way to find out what she wanted to talk to me about.” I grabbed my bag and went to my office, where I dialed Delilah’s main office number.

      The call went to voicemail.

      I hung up without leaving a message and opened my laptop to check the wedding planner’s website for names of staff members. But all I could find was a generic “Contact Us” form.

      Since I had my computer open, I looked up the Blain-Adair law firm. A headshot of Edward Blain appeared, and I shuddered. He had boyish features and reddish hair, but with a low brow and the empty stare of a sociopath.

      My cell phone rang, and I started. “Hello?”

      “Did you just call Delilah Delaire’s office?” a woman asked in a pronounced New York accent.

      She must’ve been outside because I heard traffic. “Yes, I’m Franki Amato, a PI Delilah was supposed to meet. But she’s been in an accident.”

      The woman inhaled so sharply she could’ve swallowed the receiver.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “Is Delilah?”

      “I’m so sorry… She passed.”

      “Ohhhh, Moira. We got trouble. That femme fatale was right.”

      A chill snaked down my spine. I didn’t know who Moira was, but the femme fatale had to be the woman in red I’d locked eyes with seconds after Delilah’s murder. She hadn’t been a hallucination. “Right about what?”

      But my question came too late.

      The line was dead.
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        * * *

      

      “Moira? Anyone?” I pounded on the door of Delilah Delaire’s Decatur Street office and gave the handle another jiggle.

      Still locked.

      Ignoring the suspicious stares of passers-by, I peered through a window. Everything seemed in order except for an overturned go-cup on the floor. It was black like the one David had earlier. I squinted, trying to make out where it was from.

      Then I saw the image from the NOLA Noir sign.

      “What the hell is going on with that coffee shop?” I muttered, turning toward the street and slinging my hobo bag higher on my shoulder.

      A chubby woman wearing a T-shirt that read “I love serial killer documentaries and Christmas movies” grabbed the arm of a pot-bellied man walking beside her. “Careful, Darren.” She shot me a stabby stare. “There are lots of crazies in the Quarter.”

      “You’re telling me,” I shouted. She was one to talk in a shirt like that. Watching non-stop Christmas movies wasn’t normal.

      Leaning against the outside of a souvenir shop, I redialed the number Moira, or whoever she was, had called me from. Based on the traffic I’d heard on the other end of the line, she’d either forwarded Delilah’s office phone to her cell, or she’d noted my number and called me as she was leaving the office.

      Or maybe fleeing it.

      She could be in danger.

      Chewing my cheek, I dropped my phone into my bag and headed back toward Private Chicks. My new plan was to try searching social media for names of Delilah’s family or staff and, hopefully, talk to the employees at NOLA Noir.

      As I walked back up Decatur toward Private Chicks, I spotted a crowd outside the former site of Tujague's creole restaurant across from Café du Monde. They were an unlikely group. Some in linen and pearls, and others in muslin and bones.

      And that woman in the Killer-Christmas shirt thought I was the crazy one.

      A young guy with white face paint and a top hat à la Baron Samedi, the voodoo loa of the dead, cupped his hands around his mouth. “This is voodoo, not vaudeville!”

      “Good things don’t always come in pink boxes,” a seventyish woman in a peach Chanel skirt suit shouted, waving a handkerchief.

      “Make voodoo dolls, not Voodoo Doughnuts,” a man with cowrie shells in his graying dreads yelled.

      I approached one of the ladies in linen. She was an older Southern woman with a silver-white updo. “What’s going on?”

      “A crime!”

      My stomach seized, and I looked for a body.

      She gripped her pearls, distressed. “Voodoo Doughnuts intends to open a store right here at this location.”

      I exhaled, dragon style. But at least finally I understood the woman in the Chanel suit’s comment. “Good things come in pink boxes” was the Portland-based company’s slogan. Still, the building was across the street from Café du Monde, so if anyone was going to protest the doughnut shop, it should’ve been the renowned beignet makers. “So? What’s the problem?”

      She released her pearls and pulled back her chin. “The problem is that they plan to take down the old Tujague’s sign from 1856 and replace it with their own. I’m with the Vieux Carré Commission.” She pressed a haughty hand to her chest. “Since 1936, our mission has been to preserve the Quarter, not destroy it.”

      A corner of my mouth tightened, trying to keep me from talking, but I overpowered it. “Is that why your organization worked tirelessly to erase any memory of the Sicilian influence on the Quarter and tells everyone the architecture is French instead of Spanish?”

      “I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re talking about.”

      My hand went to my hip. “Thanks to the Vieux Carré Commission, neither do most people, including us Italian-Americans.”

      She touched her updo and turned away. “Save our signs!”

      “Preservationists,” the Baron Samedi lookalike spat as he eyed the retreating woman. “I don’t care about the Tujague’s sign, I just don’t want the new one. It has that chocolate-frosted voodoo doll doughnut they sell, the one with the pretzel jabbed in it like a pin. Not only is it offensive to my religion, that frosting looks like blackface.”

      His frustration was understandable, but I kept my mouth shut. It would’ve been awkward to have that conversation with a guy whose face was painted white.

      He squinted. “I heard you say you’re Italian. Are you here to protest the Memphis Mafia doughnut?”

      “Me? I have no bone to pick with a doughnut named for Elvis Presley’s posse.” My eyes darted to the bones in his earlobes. “I mean, no beef.”

      He shrugged and returned to protesting, and I headed for Private Chicks. Of course, I knew what he’d meant by the Mafia comment, but if I protested everyone who misused the word, it would consume my entire life.

      The only thing I was upset about was that I now craved a doughnut I couldn’t get.

      And crawdads. The protest reminded me of old Hippy Pam and her sit-ins to fight boiling them alive.

      As I approached the intersection at Governor Nicholls Street, I was glad to be back in my neck of Decatur. Granted, within a one-block radius of the office, there were no less than four witch shops—Cottage Magick, Omen Psychic Parlor & Witchcraft Emporium, Crescent City Conjure, and Hex Old World Witchery. But unlike the ladies in linen and the voodoo practitioners, New Orleans’ witches kept a low profile.

      A short woman came around the corner and smacked into me, sending me sprawling.

      “Franki Amato!”

      My spine went rigid—as I lay supine on the sidewalk.

      I knew that bellow.

      And that blow.

      Both were the work of Shona Helper, a loud librarian from Screamer, Alabama, I’d met on Veronica’s Venice wedding trip.

      “You remember me, right?” she shouted as though I were hearing impaired. “Shona? Like Mona with a sh?”

      As the pain subsided, I gave her the onceover. She looked the same—round rosy cheeks, stringy brown hair with bangs. She wore a white T-shirt that said, “Just Row with It” and billowy cargo shorts that accentuated her snowman figure. But she seemed louder than before. “How could I forget?”

      She helped me up. “You should really watch where you’re going.”

      Dusting off my backside, I couldn’t help but think I’d spoken too soon about those witches. Because Shona materializing in The Crescent City could only be the result of black magic. “Anyway, what’re you doing in town?”

      “Looking for you.” She switched her tote bag to her other arm, and I noticed it was a different color from the romance-writer conference tote she usually carried. Black instead of white. “Veronica filled me in on Delilah Delaire, the femme fatale, and the mystery Moira woman. Did you find her?”

      “No,” I said, and I refrained from adding, But when I find Veronica, there’ll be a third murder for the police to investigate.

      “Well, she told me you went up the street, so I’ve been trying to track you down.” She squeezed her tote and chuckled. “See what I did there? Up the street and track you down?”

      I glared at the four witchcraft shops. Which witch had conjured Shona up?

      “To kill time, I got a double espresso at NOLA Noir. And be forewarned, caffeine really amps me up.”

      That explained the extra volume. “The coffee shop is open?”

      “Thankfully, because Café du Monde was too crowded. I think it was spillover from that big brouhaha across the street about Voodoo Doughnuts.”

      “Yeah, wild, huh?”

      “I’ll say. And once word gets out that they make a doughnut called ‘Diablos rex’ with a pentagram on it, the Satan worshippers will be after them too.”

      And the Alliance Française, who would be as opposed to the mixing of Spanish and French as the lady in linen from the Vieux Carré Commission.

      “But between you and me,” Shona said, “I could go for one of Voodoo Doughnuts’ wild berry cannolos.”

      Cannoli with wild berry filling? Now that was something to protest.

      “Anyhow,” she gripped the strap of her tote, “I’ll bet you’re wondering what brought me to town.”

      “Yeah, I already asked you that.”

      “Before I get into it,” she bellowed, “don’t think I’ve forgotten that you have a wedding coming up.”

      My head jerked around, looking for Ruth. “Actually,” I said in a hushed tone hoping she’d follow suit, “it’s months away. I’m not even thinking about it.”

      “Well, I told Veronica that if she needs help planning the shower, I’m available. Lucky for you, Screamer is a mere six hours from here.”

      That wasn’t lucky, because the loud librarian would broadcast news of my wedding to all of NOLA, as she was doing at the moment. “Thanks for the offer, but we’ve got everything under control.”

      “Just in case you don’t, I mentioned it to Bradley’s assistant too.” Her chin rose. “My last name isn’t Helper for nothing.”

      Alas, it wasn’t. Shona was a swamp animal I hadn’t taken into consideration, i.e., the Eastern screech owl. If I didn’t send her packing back to Screamer, Operation Black Swamp was sunk. “So, you never said what you’re doing here.”

      “Remember, I told you before we left Venice that the Screamer Scullers had a race against the Bayou Rowing Association?”

      “Riiiiight.” I’d blacked that out—intentionally. “And when is that? Soon?”

      “Nah, not for another couple of weeks. I came early to scope out Honey Island Swamp in Slidell where we’re racing. Some of our library patrons held a book-and-bake sale to raise the money to send me.”

      No doubt to get some peace and quiet to read. “When are you headed back?”

      Her brows burrowed into her bangs. “I can’t leave town. I’m a murder suspect.”

      She might as well have smacked into me again. “Say what?”

      “That’s why I was looking for you. This woman I met at the hotel where I’m staying thinks I killed her aunt.”

      Agata Villeré. The sidewalk tilted, and I pressed my temples to stabilize myself. “Why would Laura suspect you?”

      “So you know her. That’s great! Because I tried to talk to her, and she told me that if I try to contact her or her family or come within a hundred yards of them, she’d slap a restraining order on me and you too.”

      “Me? What have I done to Laura Blain?”

      “Oh, I told her you were super aggressive. A real pit bull.” She leaned forward. “And it’s not ‘Laura.’ It’s ‘Lara,’ like Lars with an uh.”

      My eyes went skyward. My brain couldn’t take another name comparison. It was too busy reeling from the realization that I’d have to work to clear Shona, in addition to Bradley’s mother and grandmother, of Agata’s murder, and most likely Delilah Delaire’s. “Fine, but you still haven’t told me why Lar-uh thinks you killed her aunt.”

      “Because I was admiring her jewelry, and there are witnesses.”

      A faint ray of hope broke through my black brain cloud. “That’s not a crime.”

      “It is if you steal the jewelry.”

      Whether I wanted to or not, I knew Shona. There was no way she would steal jewelry, much less kill a woman. “I see. Someone stole the jewels Agata was wearing.”

      She huffed. “If only. Agata’s entire jewelry collection is missing, and everyone thinks I stashed it at the swamp.”

      My gut lurched. Like me, it was certain that Operation Black Swamp had taken on a whole new meaning.

      One I might live—or not—to regret.
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      Is this joint for real? The name on the frosted glass door was NOLA Noir, but the black block letters might as well have spelled “Spade and Archer” from The Maltese Falcon. The style was unsettling after my encounter with the forties female in her decade-appropriate car, not to mention the murders that had preceded it—Delilah’s and, if the Baby Jane lookalike at the Camellia Grill was right, Agata and her sister Pia’s.

      Then there was the involvement of Bradley’s mother and grandmother.

      And Shona being a murder suspect.

      My head spun from the summary, and I leaned against the wall to collect myself.

      “Operation Black Swamp was accidentally prophetic, all right,” I grumbled. With each hour that passed, I was slipping further into the murky deep of whatever was going on. And helping Shona Helper could help pull me under for good, which is why I’d given her a research assignment to track down intel on Delilah’s staff—while lying low in her room at the Columns.

      In theory.

      Sighing, I went inside, and my breath caught in my throat.

      Instead of a contemporary coffee shop, I’d entered a time warp. Saxophone music played from a stereo, not New Orleans style but the jazz noir of a hardboiled detective soundtrack. And the décor matched the music. Except for a low-hanging lamp over the counter and light streaming through Venetian blinds, the place was as stark and dark as a 1940s black-and-white movie. The only spot of color was a sequined pillow of Nicolas Cage, who seemed all wrong for the noir vibe, unless you counted the pyramid-shaped tomb he’d purchased at the infamously creepy St. Louis No. 1 Cemetery as his final act—or film, as it were.

      I looked around for the femme fatale since it looked like a place she’d hang out, but the only person I saw was a man in a trench coat exiting the men’s room.

      Another shady character. No one who wasn’t nefarious would wear a coat in summer. And judging from the way he was clutching his lapels closed, he either had a firearm under there, or he was a flasher.

      What was worse, he beat me to the counter.

      A door marked Kitchen opened, and a fortyish male rushed out. “Hey, welcome. Name’s Vick Villano. What can I get you?”

      I’d half expected a Humphrey Bogart, but he was a definite Tony Danza—except that his last name meant villain instead of dance. And he was boyishly boisterous, exuberant even. Probably from a perpetual caffeine buzz.

      Trench-Coat Guy leaned forward. “I’d kill for a decent cup of coffee.”

      “Black?”

      “Something a little different.” His voice was low, quasi conspiratorial. “To go.”

      Vick’s big brown eyes narrowed, and he pressed a button on an espresso machine. “I’ll fix you up. In the meantime, try one of our free chocolate samples. They’ve got a liquid nocino center.”

      Trench-Coat Guy pocketed an individually wrapped bon bon and studied a menu. “You serve lunch?”

      “We’re still waiting on our commercial food license.” Vick began steaming a carafe of milk. “For now, we can only make cottage food from our home kitchen, like our pastries. But no animal or fish protein. It’s too bad because my nonnina makes the best pasta in Louisiana.”

      “Nonnina? Is that Italian for ‘dame,’ or something?”

      Vick’s eyes widened as though the guy had pulled a tommy gun. “Watch your mouth, eh? That’s my grandma you’re talking about.”

      Trench-Coat Guy recoiled. “I didn’t mean no disrespect.”

      “Good. Nonnina means ‘little nonna.’ It’s a term of affection because she’s a special lady.” He wiped away a tear and poured the espresso into the cup.

      I repressed an eye roll. Italian men were notorious mamma’s boys, and they were no different with their nonnas. They put them on a pedestal on par with The Virgin Mary, which was one slot below Sophia Loren.

      “Hold on a sec.” Vick disappeared into the kitchen with the cup.

      Was he going to talk to his nonnina? Or put something in the coffee? Trench-Coat Guy did ask for “something a little different.”

      Vick returned, and the contents of the cup were pitch black. “When we get the food license, you come back and ask for my nonnina, Brunella.” He added steamed milk to the coffee, finished it off with a twist of orange, and passed it to Trench-Coat Guy. “Her specialties are spaghetti al cognac, penne alla vodka, and scaloppine al Marsala.”

      Brunella liked the booze, like Ruth.

      “You call-a me?” The old woman who emerged from the kitchen was a dead ringer for Strega Nona from the Tomie dePaola children’s books. She was 4’10”, built like a lump of pasta dough, and had a witchy nose and chin. An unfortunate look for an Italian woman. On the other hand, my Sicilian grandma could’ve passed for Sophia Petrillo from The Golden Girls—down to the black handbag and sharp tongue.

      Vick put his arm around his nano nonna and squeezed her in a hug. “I was just bragging about your cooking to our customer.”

      Her eyes were as hard as black diamonds as she scrutinized Trench-Coat Guy and his go-cup. “That all-a you buy?”

      He straightened. “It’s a coffee shop, ain’t it?”

      She pulled a toothpick from the pocket of her apron, which read Nonna Knows Best, and slipped it between her lips. “I think-a you want a pastry too.”

      “Uh, not really.”

      Vick’s boyish face turned bad. He shoved a pastry into a bag and slid it across the counter.
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