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      “The Greasing of the Poles?” I asked, trying to wrap my mind around the slippery concept. “That’s an actual event?”

      Veronica looked up from her office laptop and shook blonde locks from her face. “I’m surprised you haven’t heard of it, Franki. It’s been the traditional kickoff for Mardi Gras weekend for over fifty years.”

      I shifted in the armchair in front of her desk. Growing up Catholic and with an old-school Sicilian nonna, I’d been raised with all sorts of traditions, some seriously weird, but greasing poles before Lent wasn’t one of them. “When Glenda told me she’d been invited to compete, I assumed it was a stripping contest at Madame Moiselle’s.”

      “Close. It’s just down Bourbon Street at the Royal Sonesta Hotel, and it definitely gets bawdy. But it started as a way to keep paradegoers from climbing the balcony support poles for a better view.”

      “Ooh, balcony supports! They weren’t one of the kinds of poles I was thinking of.”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “One of the kinds?”

      “Don’t give me that look.” I kicked my legs over the side of the chair. “You know as well as I do that Mardi Gras weekend and our—I mean, my—ex-stripper landlady imply a couple of types of poles, and balcony supports isn’t one of them.”

      “Touché.”

      Both of my eyebrows cocked in reply. The French word meant “touched,” which was a risqué choice considering the circumstances.

      Veronica tapped her cell phone. “It starts at 10:00 a.m., so we need to leave in fifteen minutes to get close to the action.”

      The “action” was what gave me pause. “Before I commit, what will I be watching?”

      “Glenda and three other local celebrities will compete for the title of Greasing Champion by smearing Vaseline on the poles at the hotel entrance. The contest is hosted by Moët, so the winner gets an engraved bottle of champagne.”

      “Poles, Vaseline, and champagne? How is this the first time Glenda’s been invited?”

      “I know. This event is perfect for her.”

      “Yeah, but not for me. Unless…” I sat upright, and my lips slid into a sly smile as though they’d been slathered with petroleum jelly.

      “Unless what?”

      “If Glenda wins, she’ll be ecstatic, which means I can probably convince her to give me first right of refusal on tenants for your old apartment. I cannot have the likes of Ruth Walker, Carnie Vaul, or Nadezhda Dmitriyeva living next door to me in the fourplex.”

      She chewed her lip. “Glenda’s not one to turn down a dollar⁠—”

      “As indicated by her ex-profession,” I quipped.

      “Why don’t you just move?”

      “While I’m planning a wedding?” I shuddered. “No, thank you.”

      “That makes sense. But are you still paying Glenda an extra thousand a month to keep Nadezhda from renting the apartment upstairs?”

      I pointed a defensive finger. “It’s worth every cent to keep that penny-pinching, bikini-waxing, booze-peddling Communist out of the building.”

      Her head tilted. “You’d save a lot of money by moving in with Bradley. I know you’re worried about your family’s reaction, but you’re thirty-two. They’d get over it.”

      My eyes rolled and dropped on her like a greased Glenda down a pole. “They’d have an easier time getting over a Muslim pope.”

      “You’re probably right.” She sniff-laughed and leaned back in her fuchsia leather chair. “Sometimes I miss the fourplex, but I love being married to Dirk and having my own home.”

      “I’m happy for you,” I said. And I meant it, because her wedding week in Venice had gotten off to a dreadful start.

      “Your turn next.” She grinned and gave tiny claps. “How’s the planning coming?”

      “It’s not.”

      Her smile faded. “Don’t tell me the great date debacle is still going on?”

      “No, I finally managed to talk Mom and Nonna down from the shock of finding out that our January eleventh wedding wasn’t last month but next year.” I refrained from adding that the experience had been almost as dreadful as her wedding week in Venice except that no one had died—so far.

      “Then what’s the problem? The location?”

      “Yeah, Bradley’s location.” My lips pursed. “His crackerjack assistant—let me rephrase that—his crackerwack assistant keeps convincing him that he needs to go out of town to investigate a case. And you know why she’s doing it?” I tapped my chest. “To keep him from me.”

      “She’s doing it to help him solve fraud cases. Ruth’s got a real head for crime⁠—"

      “And for all the perceived wrongs that have ever been done to her, which have evidently been committed solely by me.”

      Veronica typed something on her laptop and turned the screen so that I could see it. “Whatever she has a head for, it’s working. According to this spreadsheet, in the two months she and Bradley have been at Private Chicks, they’ve increased our revenue by thirty percent. A large part of that has been Ruth’s doing. If she keeps it up, I’ll hire her myself.”

      I jerked as though Ruth had blasted me with her so-called Get Busy Buzzer. “Bite your evil, unclean tongue, Veronica Maggio Bogart.”

      Her look was stern as she turned the computer around. “Bottom line, you have to find a way to work with her.”

      “When she’s doling out Judge Judy sentences for alleged office misbehavior and comparing our lunches to the skin conditions on Dr. Pimple Popper?”

      Veronica’s face faltered but returned to stern. “Ignore her.”

      “While she’s buzzing that buzzer?”

      “It’s annoying, I agree. But it has been keeping everyone on task, which is part of that profit increase.” She pulled a notebook from a drawer and tossed it on the desk. “Here’s a solution for your Ruth issue.”

      “An exterminator manual?”

      Her cornflower blue eyes turned midnight. “A gratitude journal.”

      I stared at the notebook as though it were The Satanic Bible. “How in the hell would that help?”

      “It would shift your focus from negatives to positives, for example, from Ruth to your wedding.”

      “Pff! A crane couldn’t shift my focus from Ruth ‘Buzzi’ Walker roosting at our reception desk.”

      “As your best friend, I’m asking you to try it.”

      I crossed my arms. “No.”

      “Then as your boss, I’m telling you to.”

      “Told you your tongue was evil and unclean.” I swung my legs from the arm of the chair and stood. “I’ll keep the gratitude journal, but don’t expect results. Ruth is a black hole of negative that swallows everything positive in her vicinity.”

      I stalked down the hallway, and a blast from Ruth’s Get Busy Buzzer had me gripping the doorjamb of my office to stay upright. When I recovered, I marched with clenched fists into the lobby and past the opposing couches to the reception desk. “Would you stop with the buzzer BS?”

      Ruth raised her whiskered chin, tightening her turkey neck. She looked like an irate ostrich—with cat-eye glasses and a bun. “No can do, missy. The Get Busy Buzzer detected slacking.”

      “I wasn’t slacking,” I hissed. “I was talking to my boss.”

      She bit into a beignet. “Instead of sitting around chewing the fat,” she said between chews, “why don’t you rustle up some business?”

      “Oh, so I should just go out and rustle up a homicide case to solve?”

      “Shouldn’t be hard. New Orleans has one of the highest murder rates in the country.” Her eyes took on a skeptical squint. “Then again, I shouldn’t expect you to find a case. I asked for a Santa-in-a-gondola ornament from Venice, and Franki Amato, ace PI, comes back with one made in Poland.”

      I threw up my arms. “How was I supposed to know the city of Murano glass sold Polish Christmas decorations?”

      She removed her glasses. “The label.”

      My face turned as red as the scorned Santa’s suit. Getting shown up by Ruth was more humiliating than getting your butt kicked by one of said Santa’s elves, which hadn’t happened to me personally but was something no one in The Big Easy could rule out.

      The office door flew open, and David Savoie entered followed by Standish “The Vassal” Standifer. David waved spindly fingers. “Greetings, earthlings.”

      I frowned at my college-student coworkers’ bandoliers, the combination tool belt and ammunition holder of the Wookiee Chewbacca from Star Wars. “Why are you guys still wearing those things? I thought the Intergalactic Krewe of Chewbacchus parade was canceled because of the hurricane.”

      David removed his faux-fur-lined bandolier and placed it on the corner desk. “The city gave us permission to reschedule. Now we get to walk on Mardi Gras day before an elite female krewe.”

      The Vassal nodded. “And the krewe is furious about it.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      He clenched his slack jaw. “The most plausible explanation is discrimination against us ChewbacchanALIENs.”

      David flopped his lanky body into a chair. “Or they’re worried about the krewe’s history of pranks.”

      The mention of high jinks sent Ruth’s eyes into slits. “What pranks?”

      The Vassal pushed up his coke bottle glasses. “One year they staged an elaborate Big Foot hoax that caused controversy in the Sasquatch research community when the creature was revealed to be a Drunken Wookiee. Then they drew the ire of NASA by creating a website that claimed the Curiosity rover had located Mardi Gras beads on Mars and that the famous Martian ‘face’ was a Wookiee temple.”

      David doubled over in a fit of choked laughter. “The best one, though,” he gasped out, “was when they announced that they were expanding the krewe from its Science Fiction theme to include Fantasy and Horror. Then, at their annual Alien Beach Party at Tipitina’s, they organized a fake protest about the announcement by the Mystic Krewe of P.U.E.W.C.”

      “As in, ‘puke?’” I repeated.

      The Vassal slipped off his bandolier. “It’s an acronym for ‘People for the inclusion of Unicorns, Elves, and Whinebots in Chewbacchus.’”

      Fake or no, the Krewe of P.U.E.W.C. was proof that an elf-whooping could happen in NOLA. “And why is that funny?”

      His lens-enlarged eyes stared at me gobsmacked. “Because everyone knows that unicorns, elves, and whinebots will always be banned from Chewbacchus.”

      The dorky duo dissolved into snorts and honks.

      “Welp, I haven’t solved a homicide case,” I said in a tone as dry as Ruth’s ovaries, “but I’ve solved the mystery of why this elite female krewe is furious. They don’t want a bunch of drunken Wookiee wannabes turning their classy parade into a Chewbacchanal.”

      The Vassal’s nostrils flared. “Discrimination, as I suspected.”

      David shrugged. “What can you expect from the Krewe of Clotho?”

      “Clotho?” Ruth tugged at her lace-collared cardigan. “As in cloth?”

      “Indeed,” The Vassal said. “Clotho was the spinner of the Moirai.”

      My index and pinky fingers pointed down in a scongiuri gesture my nonna had taught me to ward off bad luck. “Why would you say that word?”

      “You mean,” David scratched his temple, “the Greek name of the Three Fates?”

      “Oh, I thought you said something else.” I didn’t tell them that I’d heard morirai, the Italian verb for “you will die.” Uttering the word out loud was sure to tempt fate, which wasn’t wise when the Three Fates were the topic of discussion.

      The Vassal took a seat at his corner desk. “Ancient Greeks believed that the Moirai controlled one’s destiny. Clotho spun the thread of life on her spindle, Lachesis measured its length, and Atropos cut it with her deadly shears.”

      Unease gnawed at my gut, and I flashed back to a homicide case I’d investigated at an old sugar plantation that had involved Atropos, the goddess of death.

      “Ready, Franki?”

      Veronica’s voice snapped me out of a macabre memory. I shivered and grabbed my jacket from the coatrack. As I waited for her to exit before me, I heard a snip behind my back. I spun to face the reception desk.

      Ruth’s eyes glinted like the steel shears in her hand. “You had a loose thread.”

      My eyelids went low, and I slammed the office door on my way out. Ruth had pulled the thread stunt to fray my already tattered nerves. Nevertheless, as I followed Veronica down the three flights of stairs, the Three Fates weighed on my mind.

      Call it a sixth sense or just plain instinct, but I had the sickening certainty that Clotho wouldn’t be the only one of the Moirai parading at Mardi Gras.
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      “Is my outfit on point, Miss Ronnie?” Glenda shouted above the joyful jazz of the Original Hurricane Brass Band. She dropped into a lap-dance squat beneath the sign for Le Boozé, the Royal Sonesta Hotel’s whiskey bar.

      Veronica stepped back to take in her look. “Totally style worthy.”

      Smear worthy was more like it. She wore petroleum jelly labels for pasties and a clear vinyl thong with a well-placed blue V—for Vaseline, naturally. And the accessories brought the greased getup together—her transparent PVC stripper shoes with a girl on a pole for the heels and a custom Fifi Mahony’s fascinator with Stripper Barbie on a Bourbon Street sign pole that protruded from a Vaseline jar.

      Glenda rose and flipped long, platinum hair highlighted with Vaseline-lid blue dye. “Times like these, I wish Bob Simpson hadn’t retired from #strippercouture.”

      The former Texas lawyer had never struck me as a fashion designer, but he’d once convinced Glenda to wear an entire jumpsuit. And even though it had holes at the lady parts, it was still a notable improvement over her signature scanty stripper wear. “Why would you need Bob?”

      “Do you really have to ask, sugar? He’s the Shah of Shards, the Roi of Rhinestones. Why, he could’ve made fabric that looks like Vaseline.” She pulled a Bourbon-Street-sign-pole cigarette holder with a king cake baby glued to it from her smearing ladder tray and took a frustrated puff. “I told you, Bob’s the one who suggested the crystal droplets on Kim Kardashian’s Met Gala ‘wet dress.’”

      Veronica’s lips twitched. “We’ll have to add King of Crystals to his titles.”

      “And Prince of Petroleum,” I joked. But my gut quivered at the reference to the jelly, as though sensing danger. I tuned Glenda and Veronica out, not to mention the trombone blasting at my back, and scanned the crowd.

      It was standing room only on Bourbon and on the balconies of the Royal Sonesta and Rick’s Cabaret strip club across the street. Adding to the festivities were wild wigs, mainly from the two Mardi Gras dance troupes in attendance, The Merry Antoinettes in their powdered poufs and the Pussyfooters with their pink cotton-candy dos. Several women in sparkly opera gloves wore bouffant wigs decorated with Mardi Gras symbols—a purple one with a crown and feathers, a gold one with a fleur-de-lis and doubloons, and a green one with a mask and beads. The only exception was a group in crazy hats wearing t-shirts that said, “The Greasing of the Poles Fun Club from Switzerland.”

      A man in a tuxedo with a purple tie and green cummerbund exited the hotel with a gold tray holding a chalice full of petroleum jelly. With his free hand, he picked up a microphone, and the music stopped. “As your MC, I’d like to welcome you to the Greasing of the Poles. And we’re talking about balcony poles, not people from Poland.”

      The audience laughed, but I didn’t. The joke was spoiled by an image of Ruth’s sour mug griping about that Polish Santa-in-a-gondola ornament.

      The MC turned to the contestants. “Greasers, mount your ladders.”

      Glenda, who was competing under her stage name, Lorraine Lamour, waited while the others climbed purple ladders pre-equipped with Vaseline jars—a DJ in a Mardi Gras-colored pimp suit, a reality show star in a New Orleans Saints-themed tutu, and a fiftyish former federal prosecutor and failed mayoral candidate named Ken Lanier, who wore a brown suit and a leopard-spotted wig with a king cake crown. When they’d taken their smearing positions, Glenda, aka Lorraine, sashayed to the top of her ladder, licked her thin, lined lips, and ran her hand down the pole. “And this one’s juuuust right.”

      The crowd went wild at the lusty Goldilocks reference, and Mardi Gras beads rained from the balconies.

      The MC raised the chalice. “Let’s take Ms. Lamour’s cue and get to greasing.”

      The four contestants dipped their fingers into the jars, and Glenda, not content to stay on her ladder, wrapped her legs around the pole and spanked it to apply the jelly.

      “Get it, girl,” a woman shouted.

      Ken looked over his shoulder at Glenda and climbed onto his pole too.

      Screams and whistles came from the audience.

      After a minute, four judges raised paper fleurs-de-lis with the scores.

      The MC turned to the crowd. “Looks like we have a tie between Ken Lanier and Lorraine Lamour. You know what this means, folks. A fifteen-second grease-off. But first, let’s get these two some greased lightning!”

      A woman wearing a hat topped with an overturned champagne bottle pouring into a glass gave Glenda one of two flutes of Moët on a tray, and the woman in the gold bouffant wig with the fleur-de-lis and doubloons handed Ken a creamy tan-colored drink.

      “Chug! Chug! Chug!” the crowd chanted.

      Glenda and Ken obliged. He squinted and pressed his forehead as though he’d gotten brain freeze from the frozen drink and wiped away a milk mustache with his sleeve.

      Veronica looked up at Glenda. “You’ve got this!”

      She hiked up her V thong and leaned down. “I’m gonna win me that engraved bottle of Moët. I’ve been greasing poles a lot longer than Ken has been greasing palms, and everyone knows Vaseline and l’amour go together.”

      My eyes flitted to the Le Boozé sign. After that questionable comment, I could use a Le Drinké.

      The MC raised the chalice. “For the next fifteen seconds, ‘grease’ is the word!”

      Ken ripped open his white button-down, revealing purple, green, and gold body paint on his hairy chest.

      Several of the Merry Antoinettes literally flipped their wigs.

      Glenda’s eyes flashed, and using only her legs to grip the pole, she got to greasing—with her boobs.

      The catcalls were deafening. Glenda had been stripping for so long that not only could she put on a serious pole show, she could also wrap her saddle bags around a pole and darn-near tie them in a bow.

      “Put down your Vaseline,” the MC cried. “It’s time to crown the next Greasing Champion of The Big Greasy.”

      All eyes turned to the judges, who huddled in discussion.

      Still perched on their poles, Glenda oozed Vaseline and confidence, but Ken seemed shaky.

      “I’m not feeling so good,” he mumbled.

      That was obvious. His face had turned two of the Mardi Gras colors painted on his chest.

      Ken dropped down the pole a notch and stopped with a jerk. Then he fell backwards and hung upside down before sliding head first to the ground with a thud and the crash of his drained drink glass.

      A collective gasp arose from the audience, and Veronica and I made our way to his side.

      I checked for a pulse, and one word came to mind—not “grease” or even “dead.”

      It was “Atropos.”
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      “Officer, honey,” Glenda huffed, so angry that Pole-Dancer Barbie shook atop her fascinator, “do I look like I need to kill a prosecutor to win a pole-greasing contest?” Before the policeman could respond, she gripped the pole and spread her skinny legs, displaying her V.

      “Glenda needs to put a pole in it,” I whispered to Veronica, “or she’ll end up a suspect.”

      Veronica covered her mouth with her hand. “If she goes too far, I’ll play the attorney card. But we don’t know that Ken Lanier was murdered.”

      My eyes lowered to the cloth that covered Ken’s dead body, and I thought of the goddess Clotho, who spun the thread of life. Atropos had cut his life short. But was it natural causes? Or foul play?

      My gaze shifted to the shattered remnants of the glass the gold-wigged woman had handed him. It wouldn’t hurt to ask some questions. “Stay with Glenda. I’m going to talk to the bartender.”

      I entered the Royal Sonesta’s tan lobby and walked down a corridor to the entrance of Le Boozé.

      The woman who’d served Glenda the champagne before the grease-off was crying in a fetal position in the bottom of a giant Moët glass. I sympathized because I’d been there—not in that specific glass but in the one in Glenda’s living room.

      A thirty-something bartender stood inside a rectangular-shaped bar surrounded by empty stools. He wore a Georgia Bulldogs cap and had an underbite that rivaled the school mascot’s. “Bar’s closed.”

      Fine with me. I wasn’t willing to drink at Le Boozé after the grim greasing scene I’d witnessed.

      He buffed the counter with a rag. “Cops shut us down on one of the best tipping days of the year, even though we didn’t make that dead guy’s drink.”

      That got my attention. “Do you know who did?”

      “Some lady said the woman who gave it to him was holding it when she got here. The only one serving alcohol from the hotel was Sylvie, the champagne girl.” He nodded in the direction of the giant Moët glass.

      Sylvie popped from the bottom like a cork from a bottle. “I was supposed to serve Mr. Lanier champagne too, but that woman in the big gold wig beat me to him.” She slid back to the glass bottom, bubbling in sobs. “Now I’m fiiirrred.”

      Glad everyone at the hotel has their priorities straight. “Out of curiosity, any idea what kind of drink it was?”

      The bartender resumed buffing. “A dude who was standing next to the dead guy said he got a whiff of brandy from the glass, so my guess is a Brandy Alexander or a frozen southern milk punch.”

      “That punch is a local brunch drink, right?”

      “Yeah, Brandy, Tuaca, cream, vanilla, and powdered sugar with nutmeg.”

      “Sounds heavenly.”

      He clamped his jaw shut, but his underbite was still visible.

      Unsure whether he was bearing his teeth at me or just looked like that, I puckered. “Poor choice of words.”

      Veronica popped her head into the bar from the street entrance. “Glenda’s free to go. She’s going to walk back to the office with us so we can drive her home.”

      “I’m ready to head out,” I said, walking toward her. “Ken’s drink didn’t come from the hotel.”

      A swarm of reporters buzzed outside the bar. The prosecutor’s death was already big news in NOLA, and the way he died would take it national.

      We made our way through the media mob and began weaving through the usual throngs of partiers on Bourbon. Given the naughty nature of the street, Glenda didn’t stand out in her greasing getup, but a guy dressed as a cocktail mascot did—not because he was dressed as a drink but because Bourbon Street was the Dancing Hand Grenade’s territory.

      “I was thinking,” Veronica pulled her Chanel bag higher on her shoulder, “it’s possible that the woman who passed Ken the drink was a friend of his, and he died of a medical condition.”

      “Could be, Miss Ronnie.” Glenda hiked up her V. “In my experience, quite a few men in their fifties die from heart attacks.”

      No need to ask what kind of experience that was. “For all we know, Ken mistook the woman in that gold fleur-de-lis wig for an employee of Moët or the hotel. But we can’t rule out a crime. As a prosecutor, he would’ve had a lot of enemies.”

      “I’m inclined to think it was murder, sugar. A woman came by the fourplex this morning to see Miss Ronnie’s apartment, and she predicted this would happen.”

      Veronica’s eyes narrowed. “How so, Glenda?”

      “She said I’d meet a slippery man who’d cause me trouble.”

      I snort-laughed. “That’s hardly a prediction. Most women meet a man like that at one time or another.”

      “Child, don’t I know it? But I didn’t tell her I was competing in the greasing contest, so that ‘slippery’ is eerie.”

      “Is it?” I asked. “The Times Picayune probably had an article about the event and the contestants.”

      “They did, but she’s a psychic, sugar, so she’d know these things. Why, she even knows you. Her name is Miss Chandra Toccato, the Crescent City Medium.”

      The name sent me reeling. I slid on some Mardi Gras beads, flailed my arms, and face-planted on the filthiest street in North America, both literally and figuratively.

      “Oh, Franki!” Veronica stooped to help me up. “Are you okay?”

      I wasn’t. Not only had I fallen on a chicken foot in front of Marie Laveau’s House of Voodoo, the beads I’d slipped on were decorated with crescent moons. Pain wracked my body, and my mind was seized by a primal hysteria, similar to a human in the grip of a lunar transition into a werewolf. “What the hell was Chandra doing looking at Veronica’s old apartment?”

      Glenda strut-turned onto St. Ann Street. “She needs a place to stay because she and her plumber man are on the outs.”

      “How?” I howled, causing a group of girls in iridescent tube tops to jump. “Lou barely speaks, and he does all the cooking. It’s not possible to find fault with a man like that.” Although, now that I thought about it, Lou did wear toe shoes, which constituted ten huge little-piggy drawbacks.

      “You’ll have to ask Miss Chandra, sugar. I don’t want to discuss her private business.”

      “I’m not going to ask her anything, because you’re not going to rent to her.”

      “Far be it from me to reject her application, Miss Franki. She said it meant a lot to her not to be alone in her time of woe.”

      “What about my time of woe?” I insisted, neglecting to point out that it had been ongoing since I’d hit puberty.

      Glenda fired up her Bourbon Street sign pole cigarette holder and blew the smoke in my face. “Let me put it to you another way. Miss Chandra offered me more than the rent, not to mention a free French commode.”

      The smoke cleared, and my hopes for stopping a Chandra move-in were sunk, as in flushed. Because Glenda wasn’t talking about a chest of drawers, she was talking about a custom toilet from Chandra and Lou’s joint business, Crescent City Plumbing & Palmistry. “Don’t do this to me, Glenda. Chandra and I have a history, and Lou might be related to Bradley through his grandmother, which means that lunar lunatic could show up to my wedding and channel who knows what spirits. And I’ve got enough on my plate with my mom and nonna hounding me about getting married, not to mention Ruth buzzing at me at the office.”

      Veronica rubbed my back. “Look at the bright side, Franki. At least you know who you’ll be dealing with.”

      “Yeah, a sham psychic. Every time her charm bracelet jingles, she somehow channels the murder victim of a case I’m working. You watch, Veronica. If Ken Lanier was murdered, his ghost will come to her, but only when I’m present.”

      My phone rang, and I pulled it from my hobo bag. “It’s Bradley.”

      Veronica slid on a pair of sunglasses. “You’d better let him know about Ken Lanier.”

      I answered. “Hey, babe. Where are you?”

      “New York, but I’m coming home tomorrow afternoon at four. Can you pick me up at the airport?”

      “I’d love to. I need you here.”

      “I’m sorry, babe.” His tone hinted at guilt. “I’ve been traveling so much lately.”

      “It’s not that. It’s…we just saw a prosecutor, Ken Lanier, die.”

      “What?” Bradley erupted in my ear. “How?”

      He slid off a greased pole sounded kind of weird. “He was one of the contestants at the Greasing of the Poles. During the competition, he suddenly announced that he didn’t feel well and then fell to the ground, dead.”

      “I can’t believe it. He’s the subject of the insurance fraud case I’m here investigating.”

      The investigation put a different spin on Ken’s slide down the pole. I followed Veronica and Glenda onto Decatur Street and learned something else that put a new spin on the prosecutor’s death—the three Mardi Gras-wigged women from the event had discarded their decorated dos on the street.

      Veronica and I locked eyes, and I knew we had the same questions. Why would three women ditch pristine custom wigs? And right after one of them had handed a drink to a man who’d up—make that down—and died?
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        * * *

      

      Black eyes spied on me in my kitchen, boring into my mind, willing me to do their bidding.

      I pretended not to notice. Keeping my gaze on the anchovies dissolving in oil in the sauce pan, I calmly reached for the nearest item, a stainless steel pepper grinder.

      A strangled growl rang out.

      The grinder went still in mid-air, but my head jerked over my shoulder to my kitchen stalker. “What is it?”

      My brindle Cairn terrier, Napoleon, had shifted his focus from me to the door, as though someone or something lurked outside our apartment.

      Holding the grinder like a weapon, I entered the adjoining purple-red-and-gold brothel chic living room, courtesy of Glenda. Even the glass eyes on the bearskin rug seemed to be wary. I peered out the peephole overlooking the yard, but nothing was amiss. And Thibodeaux’s, the bar across the street, was as dead as the neighboring cemetery.

      Nevertheless, as I returned to the kitchen, my gut simmered like the anchovies and oil on the stove. I’d been on edge since the Greasing of the Poles, and my dog’s behavior wasn’t helping. Seeing Ken slide to his demise had been disturbing, but more unsettling was the queasy-uneasy sense that another dark event was looming.

      “It’s not like you’re psychic,” I said to myself. Then I shifted my weight on one leg. “Maybe that’s what it is—the threat of psycho Chandra moving in to the fourplex.”

      Feeling as relieved as one could when their homelife was about to be uprooted by a mad medium and her simulated spirits, I pulled garlic from the spice cabinet.

      A ship alarm blared, and I jumped.

      It was the ringtone I’d selected for my family. Apparently, the looming dark event was a call from home.

      I put the phone on speaker on the counter. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Francesca? It’s your mother.” She spoke, or rather shrilled, as though I wouldn’t know her to drive home the fact that she was calling me, and not vice versa.

      I considered shaking up the charade by pretending not to know her but feared it would result in more calls. “Hi again, Mom.”

      “What are you up to, dear?” she asked as though she had no agenda, which was as likely as her giving up trying to run my life for Lent.

      “Making puttanesca sauce.”

      “Bradley’s lucky to have a fiancée who can cook. Don’t forget to add a teaspoon of sugar to neutralize the tomato acid.”

      “And-a pepe di Caienna for his-a weak digestion,” Nonna rasped from another line in the house.

      My lips tightened as I reached for a garlic press, ruing the day I’d told Nonna the white lie that Bradley took Cayenne pepper to help with a digestive issue, when, in fact, I was using it in a cockamamie witch spell that was supposed to get her and my mom to leave town. Now she was convinced that he had what she viewed as an emasculating condition. “The sauce is for me. Bradley’s on a business trip.”

      Nonna harrumphed. “Forget-a the pepe di Caienna.”

      “And the sugar,” my mother’s tone was as acidic as the tomatoes, “since you’ll be eating alone like the ladies of the evening the puttanesca sauce was named for.”

      I loaded a garlic clove into a press and squeezed the device as hard as my mom and nonna squeezed me. If only I could neutralize their acid with sugar.

      My mother growled and tried to cover it with a throat clear. “Have you and Bradley looked at any wedding venues, at least?”

      “They already got-a the ven-a-ue right-a there in-a New Orleans,” Nonna shouted. “The Piazza d’Italia with-a the fancy red and-a green-a lights.”

      My gut went from a slow simmer to bubbling. Nonna continually pressed for a wedding at the American Italian Cultural Center’s Disneyesque piazza. But with those lights shining on my white dress, I’d look like I’d worn the Italian flag to my wedding. “We still haven’t decided on the city.”

      “You two had better hurry, Francesca. You’re running out of time to book a place, unless⁠—”

      “A Houston wedding is out, Mom.” The flattened garlic husk I pulled from the press would be me if I got married on my family’s home turf.

      “Then why don’t we travel to some venues?” She used her cheer-faux tone to make it sound fun.

      “While-a we look at-a ven-a-ues, maybe we look at-a some grooms-a too.”

      I shoved a can of San Marzano tomatoes into the electric opener. I knew what that groom crack was about. “People travel for business, okay?”

      “Your father didn’t, dear. He’s always with me, day after day, at home and at work.”

      The strain in my mother’s voice spoke volumes about how well that togetherness was working out. “Ever since Bradley took the job at Private Chicks, I see him more than when he was president of Pontchartrain Bank.”

      My mom sighed, deflated. “Now if you could just see him at wedding venues.”

      I dumped the whole, peeled tomatoes into the pan and squeezed them until they popped.

      “What’s going on?” My dad erupted from somewhere in the house. “Bradley doesn’t want to look at wedding venues?”

      “Apparently not, Joe.”

      “No, sonny. Brad-a-ley leave-a town so he don’t have-a to commit.”

      The sound my father emitted could’ve been mistaken for Lurch’s signature groan on The Addams Family, but I knew it had come from his perpetually sick stomach rather than his throat. “Sounds like Bradley and I need to have a talk.”

      My gut was at a rolling boil. “Mom, please tell Dad not to talk to Bradley about our private business. He does want to look at venues⁠—”

      “Then why hasn’t he, Francesca?”

      There was no point in repeating that Bradley was on a business trip or that we hadn’t settled on a city, so I rinsed my hands to get a rolling pin—but not to roll pasta dough. I needed it to put myself out of my misery. As I rummaged in a drawer, I spotted kitchen shears and thought of Atropos, who gave me an idea.

      Cut the conversation short.

      In Italian families, there was only one acceptable way to abruptly end a call. “My sauce is burning!”

      My mother screamed like Janet Leigh in Psycho.

      “Madonna mia!” Nonna beseeched the Virgin. “Save-a the sauce-a!”

      “Is she burning sauce?” My dad boomed, his sick stomach no doubt in knots. “What the hell is she still doing on the phone?”

      I gave a saucy smile and hung up. Humming a happy tune, I added capers and olives to the pan, lowered the heat, and headed for the zebra-striped chaise lounge.

      Napoleon hopped up beside me. I gave him a scratch and grabbed my laptop to check for news of Ken Lanier’s death. There was no new information, so I googled Atropos. Her name was Greek for “inflexible,” but her Roman name was Morta, which meant “death” and “dead woman.”

      “The Italians sure have a knack for calling it like it is.”

      A knock at my front door rendered me corpselike, and Napoleon’s ears went as stiff as coffins. A crazy thought crossed my mind. Has Atropos come knocking?

      Or worse—Chandra Toccato?

      I rose and crept toward the peephole. A hulking woman with a curtain of black hair, purple-and-gold smoky-eye makeup, and maroon-lined lips with tan matte lipstick made me take a step back.

      Marcella from the American Italian Cultural Center?

      “For a woman in her eighties,” I muttered, “Nonna works fast.” I opened the door. “Marcella. Hi.”

      She peered at me through her thick hair and lurched forward. “I’m sorry to stop by unannounced,” she said in her oddly soft voice, “but it’s urgent.”

      “Is the Piazza d’Italia that popular with brides?”

      “Honey,” she raised powdered eyebrows and tapped my wrist, “our red-and-green lights on a white dress make you look like a slice of bruschetta with tomatoes and basil. Need I say more?”

      She kind of did because I wasn’t grasping the appeal. “Before you launch into a piazza sales pitch, Bradley and I aren’t getting married in New Orleans.”

      “You don’t want to look like a tasty bite of bruschetta, that’s your problem. Mine is that I have a friend who needs your help.”

      A woman who reminded me of Reese Witherspoon came forward in a getup that would’ve made me gasp if I didn’t live downstairs from Glenda. She was small compared to Marcella’s linebacker size, but her brown bouffant wig was huge—as were its eyes, nose, and bared fangs.

      Napoleon growled.

      I shushed him and ushered them in.

      “Mm.” Marcella’s Roman nose sniffed the air. “A red sauce. I’m surprised your fiancé can eat that with his weak digestion.”

      I’d forgotten Nonna had told her about Bradley’s non-existent issue, but clearly she and Nonna never would.

      Napoleon barked, and I scooped him up before he charged. “Sorry about my dog, but you have an animal on your head.”

      The woman ran her hands down her faux-fur mini dress that matched her knee-high boots and then smoothed her wig. “Yes, it’s Mardi Gras season, and I’m a walking billboard for my business.”

      “Holiday taxidermy wear?” I asked, depositing Napoleon in my bedroom.

      Marcella tittered. “She’s a wigmaker.”

      “Wanda Wiggins.” She shook my hand. “I pick a krewe and show them what I can do with their theme. Today it’s Chewbacca for the Intergalactic Krewe of Chewbacchus.”

      No way I was telling David and The Vassal about Wanda’s business. I already had an angry ostrich with a turkey neck in the office. I didn’t need Wookiee wigs too. “You’ve got the perfect last name for a wigmaker.”

      “Wiggins is my brand. My real name is Wronka. That’s Wonka with a rr.”

      The growling pronunciation comparison brought a loud librarian from my not-nearly-distant-enough Venetian past screaming to the present, which was all kinds of wronka.

      Marcella sat in the purple armchair with the gold fringe, presumably because it matched her makeup. “Can I offer you something to drink?”

      My non-smoky eyes darted left to right. “From…my kitchen?”

      “We’re imposing on you, silly.” She pulled plastic wine glasses from her tote and began filling one from a spout hidden beneath a small flap at the corner. “It’s a bag of Chianti in a bag. What’s classier than that?”

      My mouth couldn’t answer. It was stuck in an open position because of what Wanda had pulled from a secret compartment in the bouffant portion of her Chewbacca wig—a small board with brie cheese and a knife.

      Marcella handed me a glass, and I dumped wine into my open jaw and swallowed hard. “Wanda, I have to ask because of your wig, are you by any chance the woman who handed Ken Lanier the drink at the Greasing of the Poles?”

      “No, but that’s why Marcella brought me here.” She unwrapped the package of brie. “Three of my Mardi Gras wigs were stolen from my shop last night, and then that prosecutor was murdered.”

      “You think your wigs had something to do with his death?” My tone implied that Wanda had flipped hers. “Also, how do you know it was murder?”

      “Why else would anyone steal wigs and ditch them on a backstreet?”

      I shrugged. “Because they didn’t want to get caught with stolen wigs?”

      She bared her teeth, and I put down my wine. Because of her Chewbacca wig, I thought I’d seen double.

      Wanda rubbed her heart-shaped face. “Those women have money. They don’t need to steal.”

      “What women?”

      “I only know two of them. Claudine Denault, the one in the gold wig who handed Ken Lanier the drink, and Marie-Fleur Fontenot in the green. I recognized them from someone’s cell phone video online.”

      Marcella raised her tote and topped off my glass. “I recognized them too. Wanda and I know Claudine and Marie-Fleur from when we went to private school together at the Ursuline Academy.”

      I was familiar with the Catholic girls’ school because it was near the fourplex.

      Wanda stood and paced in front of the fireplace, cutting a striking figure on the bearskin rug. “I got a scholarship to Ursuline for my senior year, and Claudine and Marie-Fleur never let me forget that I didn’t belong. They also never let me forget that the boy they both had a crush on asked me on a date.”

      Marcella’s smoky eyes fumed. “Those two were thick as thieves, and the expression fits them. They stole my Italianness when they Frenchified my name—Mar-SELL-a instead of Mar-CHELL-a.”

      I didn’t ask why she still went by the Frenchified version. The pronunciation had taken me back to a case I’d investigated with three other sleuths that involved a Charlene with a ch as hard as her personality. “I was at the Greasing of the Poles, and even though Ken’s death seems suspicious, I’m not convinced it was murder. Those wigs really stood out in the crowd, which is the last thing you’d want if you were going to kill a public figure.”

      Wanda grabbed the cheese knife and whacked off a hunk. “Not if it’s the polar opposite of your usual look. They’re all about sleek hair and neutral makeup because they’re uppity society types.”

      “And you’re positive those wigs were yours?”

      Her crystal-blue eyes popped. “I’d know my own babies, wouldn’t I? It takes me nine hours to make each one.”

      Even though Wanda appeared to be in her mid-forties like Marcella, I was pretty sure she didn’t have children.

      “But don’t take my word for it.” She bit into the cheese with her Chewbacca chompers. “My brand is stamped on the inside of the wigs, so the police called me in after someone found them in the street.”

      “That was my best friend, Veronica Maggio.”

      Marcella gasped. “Small world, isn’t it? Veronica owns Private Chicks, where Franki works.”

      Wanda and her wig looked at me imploringly. “Claudine and Marie-Fleur set me up, and the police think I was one of the wig wearers. I need you to investigate this case before they haul me to jail.”

      My glass reminded me of the drink that had been handed to the prosecutor. I wished I’d taken a shard to have it tested for poison. “What reason would they have had to kill Ken Lanier?”

      Marcella pulled back her hair. “You remember that I’m a Muff-a-lotta?”

      I nodded. “It’s hard to forget a Mardi Gras dance troupe named after a Sicilian sandwich, especially considering that the muffuletta launched my dad’s deli career.”

      “Well, I told Wanda that last week when we were rehearsing our salami shimmy, I heard a rumor that Ken Lanier was going to open an investigation into their krewe for embezzling.”

      That was interesting considering that Bradley had connected the prosecutor himself to fraud.

      Wanda returned to the chaise lounge. “We could investigate what Lanier was investigating by going undercover at their krewe brunch tomorrow.”

      I was confused by a few things, and one of them was Wanda’s “we.” But I decided to table that—along with the salami shimmy—in favor of the most pertinent question. “They have a Mardi Gras krewe?”

      Wanda and Chewbacca nodded. “Claudine is captain and Marie-Fleur is treasurer of the Krewe of Clotho.”

      My stomach dropped like Ken Lanier from the pole. Was the krewe a coincidence? Or had someone on Clotho cut the prosecutor’s thread of life?
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      A buzz blasted, and I jumped awake. “I’m not slacking, Ruth!”

      The noxious noise had cleared the boxed-wine fog from my head, which led to a few realizations. It was Saturday, the buzz was from the alarm clock next to my canopy bed, and Bradley’s buzzing assistant had not only invaded my life and my office, she’d infested my psyche and my apartment.

      “I’m going to have to neutralize her,” I growled, “and I don’t care what Veronica says, a freaking gratitude journal is not the answer.” I smacked the snooze button and rolled over.

      Into brown fur with one eye, a semi-severed nose, and bared fangs.

      Catapulting from the bed, I nearly screamed out my teeth.

      Then I remembered—in the spirit of a true ChewbacchanALIEN, Wanda had drunk so much cheap Chianti that as she was leaving, she’d tossed her Chewbacca wig to me as though I were a paradegoer on Canal Street.

      Napoleon sat beside the battered hairpiece on the fuchsia duvet, holding up a paw. He’d done his doggy duty and given the synthetic Star Wars varmint the death shake, but I hadn’t given him his due praise.

      “Good boy.” I stepped into my slippers and threw on a robe. “Let’s get you outside so you can do your business and hunt live critters with brown fur, like rats and psychics with bouffant bobs.”

      He bounded from the bed and followed me through the living room. I opened the front door, and a blue Mitsubishi Eclipse turned my world black, as though the moon had blocked the sun.

      My hunting psychics remark had been a joke, but Chandra Toccato, fraud fortune-teller, was really moving in.

      It wasn’t the celestial-themed model of the car that told me it was her, or even the U-Haul trailer it was towing. The dead giveaway was the car’s custom paint job that rivaled the ones on her plumber husband’s toilets. Emblazoned on the hood was Chandra’s made-up moon-pie face and Boston-strong teased bob. Orbiting around her planet-like head were the various lunar phases.

      Steeling myself for psychic schmatter—and the dark possibility that Chandra had discovered Lou might be related to Bradley—I stepped onto the porch.

      As if on cue, Veronica’s former apartment door opened. But the Chandra who exited had nothing on the one on the car. Her bob was flat, her face unpainted, and her signature paddle-shaped nails needed salon intervention. She was a little more Pillsbury Doughboyish than the last time I’d seen her, and instead of her usual solar system-themed clothing, she donned a gray sweatsuit and tennis shoes without even a hint of sheen or sparkle. But the most shocking change of all—she wasn’t wearing her spirit-channeling charm bracelet.

      Chandra stifled a yawn. “I didn’t know you were home.”

      This from a woman who’d once predicted that I was outside her office before I even knocked.

      Her squat body waddled down the driveway and opened a passenger door with a picture of her face inside a crystal ball. She retrieved a white half-moon-shaped handbag with three round cutouts resembling eyes and a nose, and a smattering of small oblong cutouts below them.

      I pointed to her purse. “Is that supposed to be a crying ghost?”

      Her face mimicked her handbag. “Are you trying to spook me, or something?” she boomed in her Boston accent. “You know I’m afraid of spirits.”

      I mentally thanked her and my lucky stars for the reminder. “Which is why it’s not a good idea to move across the street from a cemetery. Are you sure you don’t want to go home to Lou?”

      A pudgy hand smoothed her hair. “Don’t go blabbing this around, but I haven’t heard from a spirit since Lou and I started having problems.”

      It was as though the moon had moved and the sun shone again. If Chandra had lost her spirit and the spirit, I was in the clear. Nevertheless, I wanted her gone. “That’s another sign you should go home.”

      “Not a chance, sister.” She slammed the car door. “Lou was never the same after the two of you took those cooking lessons at Bayou Cuisine.”

      Neither was I. That school taught its students recipes made from trash, insects, and roadkill, and I was still traumatized. “Are you talking about his cooking?”

      “What cooking?” she huffed. “After he got to be the okra in the school’s Gumbo Pot float last Mardi Gras, he never made another dish. He caught the parading bug and joined a krewe.”

      I wished she hadn’t said “bug.” It reminded me of the Creole Cockroach I’d eaten in class that I’d thought was a spiced almond.

      “Now he spends all of his time with his krewe buddies and almost none with me. So I said to myself, ‘Chandra, you don’t have to take that from him. You can give up on marriage like Franki and live next door to her at the singles’ compound.’”

      My tongue moved to my cheek to prevent me from going off on her for the backhanded inner dialogue. “Which krewe is it?”

      “Commodus.”

      “You mean, Comus,” I corrected, certain she was referring to New Orleans’ oldest continually operating Mardi Gras organization.

      She popped the trunk, and as the automated door rose, it revealed an upside down image of her disembodied head surrounded by tarot cards. “No, when the city passed the ordinance requiring parading krewes to reveal their members, Comus refused, so now they just have a ball.” Her tiny mouth scrunched into a scowl. “Those krewes are so secretive, which is part of my issue with Lou. He started Commodus with his plumber buddies, and he never tells me what they’re doing.”

      An image was starting to form of a giant toilet float full of krewe members brandishing toilet bowl scrubbers like swords and throwing toilet bowl cleaning tablets instead of plush toys or beads.

      “Actually, I do know one thing they’re doing. You know how the Rolling Elvi ride scooters? And the Laissez Boys ride motorized La-Z-Boy recliners?”

      I saw where this was going—in the toilet, as I’d suspected. “I’ve seen them, yes.”

      “Well, Commodus is making motorized commodes to ride in the parade.”

      While I was glad to be wrong about the float, a procession of men sitting on johns was no better. As if to back me up on that, Napoleon scratched frantically at the apartment door, trying to go in. “Sorry, but I’ve got to go.”

      “To the bathroom?”

      I could see why she’d think that. “Eventually, but at the moment I have to find something tan to wear to a Mardi Gras krewe brunch.”

      “Oh, lord. Don’t tell me you’ve joined a krewe too?”

      I’d join Lou’s commode krewe and parade on a pot if it would drive her from the fourplex. “Not yet, but I can’t rule it out.” My tone held a definite threat. “The brunch is part of an investigation.”

      “Homicide?”

      Here we go. She’s pumping me for info so she can conjure up a communication from beyond. “I’m not sure. A man died under suspicious circumstances, and his death could be connected to the Krewe of Clotho.”

      “That’s weird. One of their board members approached me a few weeks ago about doing a quote unquote ‘fun séance night event,’” she said, wiggling chipped paddle nails. “I informed them that there was nothing fun about séances.”

      Not if Chandra was conducting them. “Did you do it?”

      “I’m a Cancer, remember? This moonchild wasn’t in the mood.” She pulled a suitcase from the trunk. “Plus, as the Crescent City Medium, I could hardly make a mockery of the spirit world.”

      “Nooo, you couldn’t do that.”

      “But a strange thing happened. The woman asked for a tarot reading, so I drew three cards. Then she left before I could read them.”

      “Maybe she already knew what they meant.”

      She closed the trunk. “Could be. Whatever happened, it’s just as well. I don’t like to be the bearer of bad news.”

      I squashed a smirk. We both knew that her affinity for spreading gloom was what had drawn her to the profession. “Just out of curiosity, what was the gist of the reading?”

      She pulled the suitcase up the drive. “I can only remember two of the cards. One was Death⁠—”

      “Uh, that’s probably why she left,” I interrupted. “What was the other?”

      “The Hanged Man.”

      “Gah, that’s grim.” I rubbed my neck, wondering whether the board member was one of the two women that Wanda had identified at the Greasing of the Poles. “So, she’ll supposedly die by hanging?”

      Chandra stopped at her door. “Nah, tarot cards are symbolic. They don’t necessarily predict what’s going to happen. They can also reflect what’s going on in your life or even things you’ve done. And anyway, The Hanged Man isn’t hanging by his neck. He’s hanging by his ankle from a pole.”

      My spine went as straight as a Royal Sonesta balcony support. “A pole?”

      “To represent the gallows.” She went into her apartment and shut the door.

      A heavy feeling settled in my chest. Chandra didn’t seem like she was up to any psychic shenanigans, which made me uneasy about the tarot reading. The Death and Hanged Man cards certainly didn’t make the case for Ken Lanier’s murder. But because she’d drawn them for a Krewe of Clotho board member, I couldn’t help but wonder whether they’d had a hand in the prosecutor’s untimely pole dive.
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        * * *

      

      “Mamma mia!” Marcella exclaimed from under the wide-brimmed hat she’d worn to obscure her identity. “That’s Marie-Fleur, one of the two Clotho board members who Frenchified my name in high school.”
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