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      “Is it me, or is the lemon tradition haunting us?”

      My fiancé’s question came through my cell phone like a splash of cold water, and I gripped the granite rim of the Jackson Square fountain where I was sitting. The St. Joseph’s Day lemon tradition had played a key role in our engagement. Was he souring on the decision to ask me to marry him?

      I rose and paced the French Quarter park’s gravel walkway. “‘Haunting’ is an interesting choice of words, Bradley. Mind expanding on that?”

      “I said it was haunting us, Franki, not me. And you have to admit that after the pressure to get engaged within the tradition’s one-year time limit, things haven’t calmed down. Your mom and nonna are pushing us to fast-track the wedding, and weird things have been happening, like my new car breaking down the last three times we’ve had plans. It’s like it’s, well, a lemon.”

      While I understood the pressure part, the car thing was ludicrous. Then again, so was the Sicilian-American custom of stealing a lemon from a church altar for the poor to land oneself a husband. “Surely you don’t believe that my taking a piece of citrus fruit is the cause of your car problems?”

      “Of course not.” He sighed. “I’m sorry. I just want us to be able to enjoy our engagement, which is why I proposed on Mardi Gras. But that party ended as abruptly as the parades.”

      I sank back onto the fountain. Bradley was frustrated, and I could relate. My mom and nonna had been laying on the wedding pressure as thick as ricotta cheese. I had to do something to bolster his spirits. I glanced behind me at the equestrian statue of General Andrew Jackson in the Battle of New Orleans to summon my combat instincts. “Mom and Nonna are excited, that’s all. Give them another couple of weeks, they’ll settle down.”

      “Will they?”

      The honest answer was, ‘Not a chance in Dante’s inferno.’ Those women would squeeze us like a garlic press until we produced a bambino, but I couldn’t say that to Bradley. He might’ve gotten cold feet for real and hotfooted it from my life.

      I stared at the St. Louis Cathedral overlooking the park and got a divine inspiration. “We have to have faith, that’s all.”

      “I’ll try-y.”

      His two-syllable “try” wasn’t convincing, and I couldn’t blame him for being skeptical. Because I knew that it would take more than God and a general-turned-president to slow my mom and nonna’s march to our wedding altar. “Why don’t you go deal with your car, and I’ll meet them for lunch? It’ll give me a chance to tell them to back off.”

      “All right, but we’ve got another problem coming—on Thursday, to be exact—because my mother and grandmother are flying in to talk to me about the wedding.”

      That statement was foreboding. After two years of dating, I still hadn’t met the Hartmann family, so I would have expected him to say that they were arriving from Boston to meet me, their future daughter-in-law. “Is this about the rehearsal dinner?”

      “The entire wedding, I’m afraid.”

      The St. Louis Cathedral bell tolled, and I didn’t appreciate its timing. The bell announced the Sunday noon mass, but it could have been a sign that his family was against our marriage.

      I licked my lips. “I hope you told them that my parents are super traditional and insist on paying.”

      “I did, but my mother and grandmother are…particular.”

      “You mean, about the wedding theme?”

      “Among other things.”

      Do those ‘other things’ extend to his choice of bride? I gripped the phone a tad tighter. “Well, if they’d like a say in the decorations, I’d be happy to oblige.”

      “You’d do that?”

      The relief in his tone brought a smile to my face because it indicated that the so-called problem coming on Thursday had been solved. “I’d do anything for you and your family. After all, I’m going to be a Hartmann soon.”

      “I’m so lucky that you agreed to marry me.”

      The cold-water splash of before turned cozy-warm snuggle. “True. And after I tell my mom and nonna to stand down, I’ll send them home to Houston so I can show you just how lucky you are.”

      “I’d like that.” His tone had gone sexy. “Very much.”

      The creak of the park’s iron gate broke the seductive spell. A male in dark jeans, a gray hoodie, and sunglasses entered and headed straight for me. Despite the unusual attire, I recognized the long, lanky figure of my college-student coworker from Private Chicks, Inc.

      “Bradley, I’ve got to run. David Savoie’s here to talk to me about a case.”

      “That’s fine.” The sexy had turned serious. “Good luck with your mom and nonna.”

      I stopped myself from saying that I’d need something a lot stronger than luck, like voodoo, and limited my reply to “Love you.”

      As I closed the call, a flash from the fountain’s concrete basin caught my eye. Sunlight had reflected off one of the pennies scattered along the bottom.

      Why not? I could use the insurance.

      I stood, fished a penny from my hobo bag, and made a wish—more of a plea, really—that my family would give Bradley and me some space during our engagement. I tossed the coin into the fountain and watched it drift down…

      And slip through a hole in the drain grate!

      I blinked, incredulous.

      Then the water stopped flowing.

      A tidal wave of shock rolled over me as I realized what had happened.

      My penny had clogged the Jackson Square fountain.

      What does that mean for my wish? And of all the pennies in the basin, why did mine get sucked up?

      Anger swelled in me like the pent-up water in the fountain pump. I tied my long brown hair into a knot, knelt on the rim, and plunged both hands into the water.

      “Yo, uh, what’s goin’ on?”

      I recognized David’s college-speak but didn’t look behind me. I was too busy running my hand over the grate, feeling for a knob. “I’ll tell you what’s going on—this freaking fountain is trying to ruin my wedding.”

      Silence.

      Balancing on both hands, I glanced over my shoulder to ask for his help, but he was opening and closing his mouth like a fish out of water. “What is it, David? Spit it out.” I glowered at the fountain. “That goes for you too.”

      “Um, yeah. So…I don’t think you’re supposed to take money from a fountain.”

      I worked my finger into the grate hole and pulled. “After taking a lemon from the poor in a church, this doesn’t seem so bad, especially since it was my money to begin with.”

      “Riiight. Although, I think it’s illegal?”

      I turned my head and gave him a hard stare. “I’m a private investigator, David, and before that I was a rookie cop, so I’m well aware of the law. But after everything Bradley and I have been through, I’m not going to let a fickle fountain cheat us.” I returned my attention to the grate and yanked. “It’s going to give me my damn penny and my wish for a peaceful engagement.”

      “Gotcha. But, could you maybe wait and get arrested after our meeting?”

      His request hit me with the same cold-water splash as Bradley’s lemon tradition question. I’d been arrested once before—on my thirtieth birthday, no less—thanks to a run-in with a woman who’d claimed to be a three-hundred-year-old witch, and I had no desire to return to a Big Easy jail.

      I cast a side-eye at the fountain, and then I stood and wiped my hands on my jeans. “While we’re on the subject of criminals, why are you dressed like a gang member?”

      “I didn’t want anyone from the office to see me. I’ve been thinking about your case offer, but, like, I don’t feel right about taking it.”

      I put my hands on my hips to keep from shaking a finger at him—or shaking him. “You owe me after you investigated why I was still an old maid, or zitella, for my nonna. Do you know how humiliating it was to have you running around town looking into why I was an old maid?”

      He lowered his head, and the hood obscured his sunglasses.

      “Besides, you’re a professional PI, so your feelings are irrelevant.” I pulled a check from my purse and stuck it under his nose. “But this should make you feel better.”

      His head popped up, and so did his eyebrows. “This is, like, a month’s salary.”

      “For a job that’ll take half that at most.”

      “I don’t get it. Veronica’s an awesome boss and your best friend. Why would you want me to investigate who she’s interviewing for the PI position?”

      “David, you sweet innocent boy.” I rested a hand on his shoulder. “Have you forgotten the consultants she hired to help me with my homicide cases? An ex-stripper, a drag queen, and my eighty-year-old grandmother?”

      He took the check and crammed it into his pants pocket.

      I patted his cheek. “Glad you see things my way, despite those black shades.”

      My phone rang. Amato’s Deli appeared on the display. “It’s my father. Not a word about your new case to Veronica, you hear?”

      “Chill, okay? I don’t want to get fired.” David tugged his hood low and slunk away.

      I tapped Answer. “Hey, Dad. What’s up?”

      “Your mother isn’t answering her cell phone,” he boomed in his gruff, I-need-an-antacid voice. “I don’t know why she has the blasted thing if she’s not going to turn it on. Is she with you?”

      It was one of the few times I’d been able to shake her since my engagement two months earlier. “Actually, she and Nonna are at Our Lady of Guadalupe Church for mass, but I’m meeting them at Central Grocery for lunch in an hour.”

      “I’d imagine they’re closed.”

      “On a Sunday afternoon? That’s prime muffuletta-sandwich-selling time.”

      “There’s been a tragedy in the New Orleans grocer community. That’s why I’m calling.”

      I frowned and pressed the phone closer to my ear.

      “A customer just came in and told me that our biggest competitor, back when I was still at Central Grocery, has been killed. His funeral is today, and there’s no way I can make it from Houston in time, so I’d like for your mother and nonna to pay my respects.”

      My Sicilian grandma attended funerals like an it-girl attended parties, so that wouldn’t have been a problem. Plus, she’d been wearing a mourning dress since my nonnu had died twenty-two years before, which meant that she was already dressed for the occasion. “I’ll let them know. Did I ever meet this man?”

      “No, his name was Angelo LaRocca, of LaRocca’s Market on North Rampart Street. He inherited the business from his father back in ’85 when he was in his mid-twenties, and like Central Grocery, it’s one of the last Italian grocery stores from the old days.”

      “What did he die of?”

      “He was murdered, and I was hoping you could look into it for me.”

      The St. Louis Cathedral bell tolled, giving me a jolt. I didn’t remember it ringing on the quarter-hour.

      “I’m not asking you to do any investigating, just keep your ears open. The police aren’t releasing any details, but there’s a rumor going around that the crime scene was bad—gruesome, in fact.”

      The bell tolled again, and I glared at the cathedral. I didn’t know what was going on, but if the bell pulled that stunt again, I would personally climb the central tower and clock the thing.

      “What do you say, Franki? Can you do it?”

      “Sure, Dad. I’ll get right on it.”

      “Thanks, honey. I’ll let you go. I’ve got customers at the counter.

      He hung up, and I checked the time. My mom and nonna wouldn’t get out of church for forty-five minutes, so I had time to kill.

      Kill.

      I felt sad for Angelo LaRocca and for the community, but also concerned. Because my gut told me that I’d need to do more for my dad and the late grocer than keep my ears open.

      A peal of laughter shook me from my apprehension. I glanced across the park at a group of women enjoying the spring day while window-shopping at one of the two block-long Pontalba Buildings that formed either side of Jackson Square.

      And I saw my mom and nonna enter the Creole Delicacies Gourmet Shop.

      An alarm bell tolled, and it wasn’t the one at the top of the St. Louis Cathedral. The odds of my nonna swapping prayer for pralines were about the same as those of the Catholic Church replacing communion wafers with cookies. If she was missing mass, then something big was going down—like meddling.

      I rose to go investigate, pausing to scowl at the fiendish fountain. Between my mom and nonna’s antics and my dad’s somber request, it was obvious that I needed a break in the luck department. Without it, my hopes of a stress-free engagement were in danger of going down the drain like my penny.
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      The vanilla-and-toasted-pecan odor inside the Creole Delicacies Gourmet Shop filled my nostrils and seduced my sweet tooth. I put my mom-and-nonna investigation on hold and helped myself to some praline samples. A sugar high could only help when confronting Machiavellian meddlers.

      As I munched, I spotted my nonna talking to a saleswoman at the rear of the shop, and my mother was at a sale table in the center. Her back was to me, but it wasn’t hard to recognize her. Even though she lived in Houston, her dyed-brown salon do had grown to Dallas proportions.

      I snuck up behind her. “Uh, Mom?”

      She started and went as stiff as her lacquered hair. Then she turned and lowered her readers. “What are you doing here, Francesca?” she asked in her shrill voice. “Aren’t you supposed to be at a work meeting?”

      Deflection was one of her standard tactics. “It ended early. Why aren’t you and Nonna in church?”

      “We felt terrible about missing mass, dear, but we had an urgent errand to run.”

      My brow rose, along with my suspicions. “In a candy and kitchen shop?”

      “Well, yes.” Her eyes widened to justification-of-a-lie size. “Your nonna and I have some cooking to do for a church function, and you desperately need a new…” She grabbed a gadget from the table. “…garlic press.”

      I recoiled. I knew she couldn’t really squeeze Bradley and me with the thing, but her timing was disturbing nonetheless.

      She reached for another item. “While we’re here, dear, what do you think of this spaghetti fork?”

      I wrested the pronged utensil from her hand and returned it to the shelf. It was well known within the family that my nonna thought spaghetti forks were instruments of the devil. “If Nonna sees you with that,” I whisper-hissed, “she’ll have Father John call in an exorcist.”

      “This isn’t about Carmela, dear, it’s about you and what you like.”

      My eyelids lowered. There was only one reason I’d need new kitchen accessories. “Are you two picking items for my wedding registry?”

      “Now, Francesca, you know we’d never pick your kitchenware. That’s a personal decision.”

      Not only would they pick my kitchenware, they’d organize it in my drawers and cabinets and use it to serve Bradley and me a “suitable meal.”

      “Oh.” My mother pressed her hands to her cheeks. “Look how adorable this is.” She raised a plump lavender sachet topped with the head of a veiled bride.

      “It looks like a severed head on a silk cushion.”

      “Well, I think they’d make darling bomboniere.”

      The Italian term for wedding favors exploded in my head like the word’s first four letters, and I began to sweat like a pressed garlic clove. As Italian-American traditions went, the bomboniere made the St. Joseph’s Day lemons look like harmless citrus fruit. The bride had to choose the bomboniere, and all aspects of the newlyweds’ life hinged on that choice—their health, wealth, happiness, fertility, and longevity. That was an awful lot to put on a gal, not to mention on a tchotchke with some Jordan almonds.

      “Mom, I know you and Nonna are excited about the wedding, but it’s way too early to talk bomboniere—or wedding. I told you that Bradley and I are waiting to set a date until we know when Veronica and Dirk are getting married.”

      She bit the earpiece of her readers—and bared her teeth. “I don’t see why you have to wait just because she got engaged first.”

      My mother did see—but she chose not to. “I want both of our weddings to be special, so I won’t even consider getting married for at least six months after she does.”

      “Then you might want to go with this for your bomboniere.” She picked up an hourglass kitchen timer and flipped it over. “It’s for two minutes, which is about all your biological time clock has left.”

      I bared my teeth—and growled. “I’m thirty-one, not forty-one, so stick a spaghetti fork in it.”

      She sniffed and resumed browsing. “That’s a bad analogy for someone who’s reproductive days are almost done.”

      I squeezed my fists and took a breath. The woman was lucky I’d put the fork back on the shelf.

      She gasped and held up a yellow tulle bag. “Little lemon-shaped soaps. They’re perfect for your theme.”

      Yes, the theme of a woman whose relatives kept shoving lemons at her, making her more and more bitter. “Mom, drop the merchandise and the meddling. Bradley and I are going to enjoy our engagement for the time being. In the meantime, Dad called and he needs us to go to a funeral this afternoon for a grocer named Angelo LaRocca.”

      She waved me off with the lemon. “That can wait, Francesca.”

      “Uh, how do you figure?”

      “Because this is about the rest of your life, and that man’s already dead.”

      With logic like that, the only thing to do was go outside. “I’ll wait for you and Nonna out front. You don’t need me to plan my wedding, anyway.”

      She huffed like I was the one behaving badly.

      I stormed from the store—after grabbing a couple more praline samples—and ran smack into a chubby man wearing a strap-on snare drum.

      He leapt backward. “Careful, baby. This instrument is my livelihood.”

      “I’m sorry.” I read the band name written on the drum, The Tremé Tribe. “Hey, is Wendell Baptiste still playing with you?”

      He ran a hand over his clean-shaven head. “Dat’s what me and the rest o’ the band wanna know. You seen him today?”

      “Oh, we don’t hang out. We worked on a steamboat together a couple of months ago.” I neglected to add that Wendell had helped me with a homicide case.

      “Well, if you do see him, tell him to give his bandmates a shout. We got a gig playing a jazz funeral, and we cain’t find him nowhere.”

      That didn’t sound like Wendell. “Is it like him to miss a gig?”

      “No, ma’am, especially not one dis high profile. It’s for a guy who was murdered, so the whole town’ll be watching.”

      I had a feeling I knew who he was talking about. “You mean, Angelo LaRocca?”

      “Dat’s him. We linin’ up now.” He pointed a drumstick toward Decatur Street where a hundred or so people had formed a line behind a horse hitched to a glass carriage, and he shook his head. “It’s closed casket ’cause dey said his skull was all jacked up.”

      I grimaced at the mental image. “‘Jacked up’ how?”

      “Someone, probably an ex-wife or girlfriend, attacked him with somethin’ while he was sleeping.” He sucked his teeth. “Anyways, I gotta git. You have a blessed day.” He set off toward the procession, pounding his drum.

      On that note, I turned to go get my mom and nonna and noticed an old woman in a frumpy dress and apron watching me from the doorway of the New Orleans Cajun Store.

      She opened her mouth, revealing missing teeth. “A cauchemar.”

      I thought she’d coughed up some phlegm, but based on the way her black eyes drilled into mine, she expected a response. “I’m sorry. Were you talking to me?”

      “A cauchemar killed dat man.”

      It wasn’t phlegm she’d coughed up, but rather a French word. “What’s that?”

      “A nightmare witch, who attack people in der beds at night.” Her eyes went horror-story. “She saddle dem up and ride ’em like a horse. And if they don’ wake up, dey die.”

      That sounded like a local folk legend. “I don’t believe in that sort of thing.”

      Her eye twitched, and she rubbed a wart on her chin. “You sleep tight now.”

      I stared, dumbfounded, as she returned inside the store, because her tone held a threat.

      A trumpet sounded. The jazz funeral was underway on Decatur Street. The horse, owing to the weight of the carriage and casket, took halting steps before settling into a reluctant trot.

      The image reinforced exactly how I felt—like I too had been hitched to dead weight that I wasn’t prepared to carry.
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      My head rested against the backseat window of my mother’s Ford Taurus station wagon as it headed down I-10 toward my house. As usual, my mom and nonna were bickering in the front seat, but I wasn’t paying attention. My mind was preoccupied with the grotesque image of a cauchemar in action. She sat in a saddle atop a sleeping figure, gripping the reins as she rode her hapless victim to the grave. Even more terrifying, instead of a gnarly old woman, the nightmare witch was my mother.

      “Francesca Lucia Amato,” my mom shrill-shouted, “are you listening to me?”

      I jerked my head in her direction, and for a moment I mistook her big lacquered hair for a witch hat. “Uh, no, I was thinking about some witch—I mean, someone.”

      “I said, isn’t it nice that so many people came out for Angelo LaRocca’s second line?”

      “Well, yeah, but it’s weird it didn’t end with a burial.”

      Nonna removed the emergency veil she kept in her purse for unexpected funeral opportunities. “Franki’s-a right. What’s-a the point of a second-a line if they don’t-a put-a the body in-a the ground?”

      My mom slipped on a pair of oversized sunglasses that made her look like The Fly, which was ironic since she drove at snail speed. “According to the saleswoman at Creole Delicacies, Angelo didn’t want a funeral, so the American Italian Cultural Center organized the second line. Sad, isn’t it? Buried alone at Metairie Cemetery.” Her fly eyes sought mine in the rearview mirror. “All because Angelo was childless.”

      My non-fly eyes narrowed at that “childless” message.

      Nonna gave a resigned sigh. “Angelo was-a strange.”

      I leaned forward. “Did you know him, Nonna?”

      “Not-a well-a. He was a loner, which is-a not-a natural for an italiano.”

      No, they functioned in packs to better gang up on their kids.

      She raised a finger. “When I lived-a here with your nonnu, God rest-a his soul, Angelo’s father ran-a the market, and-a he was-a real-a people person. And-a funny. Hoo!” She slapped her knee. “He had a marionetta named-a Ichabod that would-a kick and-a curse at-a the customers.”

      Its name was unsettling, but I was as impassive as a puppet. Marionettes, mimes, and reruns of The Three Stooges had taught me that there was no accounting for old-fashioned entertainment. “Did you and nonnu ever shop at LaRocca’s Market?”

      “Some-a-times. In-a those days, it was-a too far away. Everything-a after the French-a Quarter, from-a North Rampart Street on, was-a called the Back of-a Town-a. I shopped at-a Central Grocery, which is-a how your patri got a job-a there.”

      My mother removed her fly eyes. “It’s tragic, isn’t it? A family store that Angelo’s grandfather opened in 1919, and there’s no one to inherit it.” She laid a maudlin look on me. “All because Angelo was childless.”

      Her message was as transparent as her tactics. “Can you let me get married before you start the kid pressure?”

      “Well, it’s all part of the same process, Francesca, but I’m glad you brought up the wedding.” She flashed a stressed smile. “Your nonna and I disagree about the location, so we’d like your opinion.”

      “Nice of you to include me in the planning.”

      “Of course, dear,” she said, oblivious to my sarcasm. “Now, I think you should get married in Houston, but your nonna wants you to get married here in New Orleans.”

      I knew what my nonna wanted, and I wanted none of it. “I’m not getting married at Our Lady of Guadalupe, Nonna.”

      “Why-a not-a? In-a the old-a days, it was-a the Italian church.”

      “And in the old, old days, it was the Mortuary Chapel for yellow fever victims, which doesn’t exactly say ‘happily ever after.’”

      “But if you get-a married here, you could have-a the reception down-a-town at-a the Piazza d’Italia. They got-a those fancy red and-a green lights out-a-side for special occasions.”

      I smirked. “That would be great if the Italian flag were my colors.”

      My mother’s eyebrows formed an I-told-you-so arch. “See, Carmela?” She looked at me in the mirror. “I think you should get married at St. Mary’s, and then we could have the reception at the deli.”

      A deli reception sounded as Italian-Americana as my nonna’s piazza version. “Oh, sure. And we could give away little salami as bomboniere.”

      “That’s-a not a bad idea,” Nonna said, also missing my sarcasm. “My poor sonny would save-a some money on-a the food.”

      My mother turned to my nonna, her features twisted with years of not-pent-up rage. “We’re not going to serve the bomboniere in place of a meal. And your poor sonny doesn’t earn that money alone, you know. I work at the deli too.”

      Nonna put on her fake surprised face, which wasn’t all that fake. “You do?”

      My mom muttered something, and then her taut facial muscles transformed into what I called her “cheerfaux” look. “It’s settled. The wedding will be in Houston.”

      I leaned forward. “Uh, nothing’s settled. I told you that Bradley and I aren’t planning anything until we have a date.”

      “You don’t need a date to pick the city, Francesca.”

      “No, but I need to consult my fiancé. And his family.”

      The Taurus swerved. “His family?”

      Nonna frowned into the back seat. “They don’t-a have nothing to do with-a this.”

      I breathed deeply before stating the obvious. “Actually, they do since I’m marrying their son. So his mother and grandmother would like a say in the decorations.”

      The Taurus lurched to a stop like a bull backing out of a bullfight, and my head did a one-eighty to make sure we weren’t about to be gored by an oncoming car. “Mom, you can’t stop on the freaking highway.”

      She pressed the gas pedal, and we peeled out. “I can, but you know what can’t happen? Those women having a say in our wedding.”

      “It’s my wedding, Mom.”

      Her eyes hit the rearview mirror like bullets. “Your father and I are paying for it, so it’s our wedding.” She returned her gaze to the road. “And we don’t even know these people.”

      Nonna nodded. “Your mamma is-a right. What if they have-a bad-a taste?”

      Their taste couldn’t be any worse than Italian flag–colored lights and salami bomboniere. “So, the idea is that we’ll get to know them since we’re all going to be one big, happy family.”

      My mother sniffed. “Yes, but we’re not a family yet. Once we are, maybe they can have a say in how we do things, but we don’t have time to get to know them before the wedding.”

      I hadn’t planned on telling her about Bradley’s family’s travel plans, but she’d left me no choice. “I’ll have time, because his mother and grandmother are coming on Thursday.”

      “Thursday?” She shot a frantic look at my nonna. “Carmela, we’re going to have to stay to see what kind of demands they’re making.”

      “Damn-a right-a!” Nonna pressed her palms together in outrage. “Ma che faccia tosta!”

      “I agree with your nonna,” my mother huffed. “Those Hartmanns have a lot of nerve.”

      I wanted to beat my head against the window. Why? Why had I given these women any information? “I never said they were making demands, Mom. And you guys can’t stay until Thursday because Dad said he needs you at the deli.”

      “What would you have us do, Francesca? Drive home to Houston and come back again?”

      If I had my preference, they would drive home to Houston and stay there until the wedding, because if any family had a lot of nerve, it was the Amatos. But that wasn’t an option. “Actually, yes.”

      “Well, we’re going to have to stay.” She smoothed her lacquered hair. “The five-hour drive is hard on your nonna and me.”

      Not nearly as hard as another five days with them would be on me. I glanced at a road sign to see where we were—besides hell. “We need to get over, Mom. The exit is coming up.”

      “I’m trying, but there’s a funeral procession in the next lane.”

      My head jerked toward the window. Another funeral seemed as unlucky as that fountain swallowing my penny.

      Nonna smiled. “It’s-a good-a day for a funeral.”

      Yeah. Mine. “Slow down and wait for it to pass.”

      “In this traffic?” my mother semi-shrieked. “We’ll get killed.”

      I sighed. Apart from the funeral procession, there were all of three cars on the road. “Then I guess we’ll miss our exit.”

      “Oh, no. Your nonna and I have two lasagnas to make. I’m cutting in.” She hunkered over the steering wheel, turned on the blinker, and swerved the Taurus into the procession, nearly taking out the front end of a green VW Bug with eyelashes on the headlights and red lips on the bumper.

      The woman in the VW laid on the horn and flipped her the bird.

      My mother replied with the equivalent Italian gesture and exited the highway shaking her head. “A member of a funeral party behaving like that. I’m sure the deceased would be rolling in their grave—if they were in it.”

      I rolled my eyes and looked out of the rear window. The VW was following us, sans one of its eyelashes.

      And so was the rest of the funeral procession.

      “Mom, the cars you cut in front of got off the highway with us.”

      “Oddio!” Nonna crossed herself. “It’s-a bad-a luck to lead a funeral procession off-a course.”

      I hadn’t heard that before, but when my nonna emigrated from Sicily, she’d imported a mental catalog of bad luck scenarios so vast that it outnumbered Bible verses.

      My mother checked the side-view mirror, and her face set as hard as her hair. “Brace yourselves. I’m going to have to shake them.”

      She took a hard right and then an even harder right. Each time she turned, my head hit the window, which seemed appropriate.

      When the Taurus steadied, I looked back and saw the woman in the VW bug, scowling and hunched forward, determined to stay on our tail. The rest of the procession was also in hot pursuit.

      Nonna looked over her shoulder. “They’re still-a with us, Brenda.”

      My mother gripped the wheel with the cool confidence of Danica Patrick in an IndyCar race. “I’m on it.”

      The Taurus lurched forward, and my mom pulled a U-turn. She watched the procession mimic her move and hung another U-y, tires squealing. The car fishtailed, and she jerked the wheel. Then we careened down a side street.

      Breathless from my mom’s racecar driving and the guilt of ditching funeralgoers, I looked behind us and didn’t see any cars. “I think you lost ’em.”

      She slid her fly glasses onto her face and gave a sly smile.

      I took one last glance out of the rear window and went as still as a dead insect. The funeral procession was back, but that wasn’t the issue. The VW bug was gone, and in its place was a neon orange Nissan Cube.

      It was a car I hadn’t seen since my thirtieth birthday, and one I’d hoped to never cross paths with again.
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      “What are all these cars doing on your street?” My mother pulled the Taurus into the driveway of the fourplex where I rented a furnished apartment and shut off the engine. “It’s practically a parking lot.”

      I was as confused as she was. The cars couldn’t have come from the funeral procession, and they weren’t the FIATs of my nonna’s nonne friends. I glanced out of the rear window at the tavern facing my house. “Thibodeaux’s looks empty, so someone’s probably having a party.”

      My mom and nonna scoot-slid from the car.

      I stayed put in the backseat and did a quick check for the neon orange Nissan Cube. I didn’t see it, so I thought I’d been wrong about its owner. But part of me doubted I’d gotten that lucky since the Jackson Square fountain had sucked up my penny.

      My mother opened my car door. “It’s because of the cemetery. There’s a funeral service going on.”

      Anxiety attacked my stomach like a virus. I’d lived across the street from the creepy crypt yard for more than two years, and I’d never seen a soul in it. Plus, an awful lot of dying was happening, and I feared it was spreading.

      Nonna smiled and pulled on her emergency veil. “Like I said-a, it’s a good-a day for a funeral. I’ll drop-a by before we start-a those lasagne.”

      As my nonna shuffled toward mourners gathered at a mausoleum next to Thibodeaux’s Tavern, I climbed from the Taurus and cast a worried glance at my mother. “What’s going on today? This is the third death we’ve come into contact with in less than two hours.”

      A car door slammed. “Someone else is gonna die if one o’ yous don’t cawgh up the dough for my Bug’s eyelashes.”

      Bewildered by the threat and the not-quite-New-York accent, not to mention a cheap-Spumanti-and-garlic odor, I turned to the female source.

      A forty-fiveish faux redhead with a bad perm stood beside the green VW Bug, tarted up like her car and Bad Sandy from Grease. And as with Olivia Newton-John when she’d filmed the movie, the woman was no high schooler. Her face was starting to sag, and she didn’t have the cheekbones to keep it propped up. Her nose, however, could’ve supported at least five pairs of sunglasses.

      All five-feet-four of my mother rose up. “Did you just threaten my daughter?”

      “If she was the driver, then yeh.”

      My mom gasped and clutched my arm. “She’s got more nerve than those Hartmann women.”

      I sighed. It was becoming increasingly apparent that the meeting between my and Bradley’s families wasn’t going to go well.

      The redhead smacked a piece of gum that had been hidden in her red-glossed mouth. “I hate to tell yous this, lady, but your dawghter’s gawt the nerve. She knawcked off my CarLashes and tried to get away wit it.”

      My mom put a hand on her hip. “I was the driver, so don’t blame my daughter. She’s engaged to be married, and she doesn’t need this stress.”

      Actually, the stress I didn’t need was my mother planning my wedding, making enemies of my fiancé’s family, and fighting with a woman who put eyelashes and lips on a car. “I’m fine, Mom, so stay calm and settle this in a civilized manner.”

      “Well, what do you think I’m doing, Francesca?”

      The redhead threw up her arm. “See what I mean about her nerve?”

      My mother’s jaw cocked at me in firing mode. “I’m starting to, yes.”

      I took a step back. Those women were dangerous, and a blue Prius had pulled up—followed by the rest of the funeral procession.

      A distinguished male behind the wheel rolled down the passenger window and leaned across the seat. “Is this the Mullins funeral?”

      The redhead jerked her thumb at my mother. “No, this one led us to the wrawng damn cemetery.”

      My mom turned to the driver. “It’s her fault. When I got off the highway, she followed me.”

      “Because you sheared off my Bug’s CarLashes and made a run for it.”

      “I was merely exiting the highway like a normal person, but you wouldn’t know about that because you made up your VW like a whore.”

      The redhead’s cheeks flamed like her hair. “I make things beauteeful. I’m an artist.”

      My mom gave a snort. “You might want to take some refresher classes, because your car is hideous.”

      A young woman in the street screamed and pointed. “That man is attacking my husband!”

      I followed her finger and saw two men from the funeral procession in a fistfight.

      Nonna shuffled to the cemetery gate. “Keep it-a down-a. We’re-a trying to bury some-a-one over here.”

      The Prius driver ran from his vehicle to break up the brawl and got laid out by a left hook. Three men exited their cars to come to his defense, and a street fight erupted.

      Instinctively, I checked on my mother.

      She and the redhead were civilly settling their differences by pulling fistfuls of one another’s hair.

      “Let go,” I shouted, “both of you.”

      They didn’t listen.

      I moved in to pull them apart and got gassed by the redhead’s perfume. Holding my breath, I tried to wedge myself between them.

      The redhead stomped on my foot, and my mom hip-thrust me onto my rear end.

      “Ow! Jeez.” I rubbed my wrist, which had jammed during the fall. “I was trying to help you guys.”

      “Then stay out of my way,” my mother growled through gritted teeth.

      The redhead glared at me from a semi-stooped position. “You can help by getting my fifty dollars from your whack-job mother.”

      My mom gave her frizzed red curls a yank. “You can deduct it from the sixty you owe me for my hairdo.”

      I was willing to bet both amounts combined that the scuffle would only improve my mom’s look.

      Gingerly, I began to pull myself to my feet.

      A foghorn sounded, and I fell back onto my backside.

      The fighting subsided as everyone looked toward the sound of the blast.

      My sixty-something ex-stripper landlady, Glenda O’Brien, stood on the second-floor balcony outside her apartment in an itsy bitsy furkini, cat ears, and a tail. She had the foghorn in one hand and a fur cigarette holder in the other. She surveyed the scene, and her fur-lashed eyes pounced on me. “Can I see you upstairs, Miss Franki?”

      I didn’t know what she wanted, but I was happy to leave my mother and the redhead. If I stayed any longer, those two were likely to yank out my hair.

      As members of the funeral procession returned to their cars, I rose and limp-climbed the stairs.

      Glenda ushered me into her all-white living room, which was furnished only with a giant champagne glass prop from her performing days. “Sorry if I startled you, sugar, but I needed to clear the street.” She closed the door and flipped her platinum Cher hair. “I’ve got an influential stylist who doubles as a photographer coming over to set up a garden party and a stripper pole for my book cover shoot.”

      The title of her memoirs was Like a Polecat at a Garden Party, so the furkini getup finally made sense—in the roundabout way of all matters involving Glenda. “What did you want to talk to me about?”

      “The Visitor Policy.” She led me to the adjoining kitchen, where we took our seats at a glass dining table by a window. “As you well know, my single female renters are prohibited from having more than two gentleman callers stay the night at one time.”

      “Right, because you don’t want people thinking you rent to whores. But I’ve never violated that policy, nor have I ever had two men stay the night.”

      Disapproval deepened the hard-living lines that creased her face. “Which is a terrible shame, sugar, and something you might want to rectify before you get married.”

      I had a feeling I knew why her twelve engagements had failed.

      Glenda crossed her skinny, wrinkled legs and bounced a platform shoe that had a stripper-pole heel with a cat straddling it. “Now, I’ve noticed an uptick in traffic since you got engaged, and if things don’t quiet down, I’ll be forced to amend my policy to limit your non-sexy visitors too.”

      “If you’re talking about the cars outside, some of them were already here for a funeral, and the others are part of another funeral procession that followed us off the highway.”

      She blew out a puff of smoke. “I was talking about the Lilliputians, sugar. Although, chaos does seem to follow you.”

      “To be fair, this time it followed my mother.”

      “Nevertheless, with my memoirs coming out I can’t have your nonna and her little friends tying me up in straitjackets.”

      I did an inner eye roll. “I thought we’d established that those are bib aprons.”

      “Tomato, tomahto, sugar.”

      “Mmm, more like tomato, garlic. But what does your book release have to do with the nonne?”

      She flapped her fur-lashes as though the answer were obvious. “After my memoirs come out, I’ll go from local style icon to global style influencer, so I can’t have Lilliputians covering my lady delights.”

      I took a moment to repress any memory of that last phrase. “A book doesn’t make you an influencer. You’re thinking of social media.”

      “Yes, which is why I’ve opened an account.” She opened her arms to highlight her furry mammaries. “I’m going to share my stripping costumes with the world.”

      I’d have to review my rental contract. With Glenda posting to the world, I was the one who needed to make some policy amendments.

      “What I’m getting at, Miss Franki, is that I need to be free to be me without the interference of your family and their friends.”

      A wistful feeling gripped my chest with the same intensity that my mom had gripped the redhead’s curls. “I need that too, Glenda. And you know what else I need? A bed, not a chaise lounge, or a bathtub, or your champagne glass, which is not a great place to sleep. But ever since I got engaged, I can’t get my mom and nonna to leave. They’re like invading zombies. You can yell at them and lock them out, but they keep coming back to devour you and make you a zombie too.”

      “Have you thought about staying at your fine fiancé’s, sugar? It’s bound to be a sextastic time, and if you weren’t around, your mom and nonna would likely stay in Houston.”

      “I can’t do that. My family’s too old-fashioned, and anyway, they’d just follow me to Bradley’s.” I glanced at my ruby and diamond engagement ring. I’d lost it during a work trip to Sicily the month before, and I had no plans to lose it again. “And I certainly don’t want him to experience that horror until the wedding band is on my finger.”

      She nodded. “That’s savvy, sugar.”

      I looked at the floor and saw her polecat tail, and the solution sprang to mind. “Your costume closet next door! I could rent it, and we could turn the second-floor into a family-free zone.”

      “No can do, Miss Franki. You know that every room of that apartment is filled with my costumes and acsexories, and I’ll need it to dress for my social media shoots.”

      “I won’t get in your way, I promise. All I need is space for a twin bed. And I made crazy-good money on my last two cases, so I can pay rent.”

      She chewed the tip of her cigarette holder. Glenda was a businesswoman who never turned down a dollar, as her stripping career indicated.

      “Please, Glenda. If I don’t get some relief from my family, my life is going to turn into that movie Four Weddings and a Funeral in reverse.”

      “Four funerals and a wedding?” She took a drag. “You only mentioned two funerals. Who are the others for?”

      “Mine, if you don’t let me rent your costume closet, and a grocer named Angelo LaRocca.”

      Her fur-lashed eyes widened, and she looked like a mange-infested deer caught in the headlights of a VW Bug with eyelashes and lips. “You’re not investigating his murder, are you?”

      “Not officially. Why?”

      “You remember my Russian waxer, Nadezhda Dmitriyeva?”

      I flashed back to a bikini-waxing session that Glenda had forced me to have when I’d performed at Madame Moiselle’s strip club to try to catch a killer. The experience had been so bad that I’d nicknamed Nadezhda the Wicked Witch of the Wax, and then I’d named her as a suspect in the murder. “The Communist jewel thief I investigated a couple of years ago?” I leaned back in my chair and crossed my ankle over my knee. “Yeah, she’s fairly memorable.”

      “She’s also the one who found Angelo LaRocca’s body.”

      My foot hit the floor with a thud. Is the Wicked Witch of the Wax the cauchemar? “How do you know that?”

      Glenda shrugged. “She got out of jail a while back, and I availed myself of her services for this photo shoot.”

      The irony of getting a bikini wax to wear a furkini wasn’t lost on me, but her reasoning for seeing Nadezhda was. “Does your buddy Carnie Vaul know? Because those two despise each other.”

      “Carnie’s still on the road doing her carnival act with RuPaul’s Drag Race, and what she doesn’t know won’t hurt her.” She pointed her burning cigarette tip at me. “But what she finds out will hurt you.”

      “Warning received, and now I’ve got one for you.” I leaned over the table. “Be careful around Nadezhda. I wouldn’t be surprised if she killed Angelo.”

      “Oh, pshaw, sugar. She was a regular at LaRocca’s Market. And when Angelo didn’t open the store for a few days, she went to his apartment at the back of the building. She knocked on his door, and it opened.”

      My eyes assumed a skeptical squint. “Or she jimmied the lock to rob the place, but go ahead.”

      Glenda took a deep drag and let the smoke billow from her lips funeral-pyre style.

      An uneasy feeling enveloped me, but I pressed on like the reluctant horse at Angelo’s second line. “Well? What did Nadezhda see?”

      “Angelo LaRocca in bed,” she paused to snuff out her cigarette, “with an ax in his forehead.”

      Shock prompted me to look out of the window for my mother, and I got another jolt. My mom wasn’t outside but a redhead was, and not the one with the VW Bug. The owner of the neon orange Nissan Cube stood immobile in the street as her blood-red caftan rippled in a breeze.

      It was Theodora, the self-professed three-hundred-year-old witch. And her green cat-eyes gazed at the window, right at me.
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      Theodora watched from the street as I descended Glenda’s stairs, and it was clear she was none too pleased. Her blue-shadowed eyes were half-hooded, and her lips were broomstick straight. I was at a loss to explain it, but even her teased tangerine hair looked ticked.

      I stepped onto the driveway and stopped near my front door—in case I had to go in and get my hair-puller mother. I eyed the salty sorceress, disturbed by how much she resembled Endora from Bewitched. “Hi, Theodora. Can I, uh, help you with something?”

      She float-footed it up to me, her red caftan fluttering like flames.

      I took a side-step toward my apartment. That walk was unhuman. “So, you still doing freelance witchcraft consulting at Erzulie’s Authentic Voodoo?”
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