
  
    [image: Galliano Gold]
  


  
    
      GALLIANO GOLD

      FRANKI AMATO MYSTERIES BOOK 5

    

    
      
        TRACI ANDRIGHETTI

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Limoncello Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        FREE Mini Comedy Mysteries!

      

      
        The Steamboat Galliano

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

    

    
      
        Marsala Maroon

      

      
        Surprise Preorder!

      

      
        Book Backstory

      

      
        A Cocktail and Dessert

      

      
        Also by Traci Andrighetti

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        GALLIANO GOLD

      

        

      
        by

      

        

      
        TRACI ANDRIGHETTI

      

      

      

      
        
        ***

      

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2019 by Traci Andrighetti

        Cover design by Lyndsey Lewellyn

        Limoncello Press www.limoncellopress.com

        ebook ISBN-13: 978-1-957200-04-0

        paperback ISBN: 978-1-7337480-5-6

        hardcover ISBN: 978-1-7355761-1-4

      

      

      

      All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various products referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used without permission. The publication/use of these trademarks is not authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark owners.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FREE MINI COMEDY MYSTERIES!

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Want to know what Franki’s up to between the books? Sign up for my newsletter to receive a free copy of the Mini Comedy Mysteries, a hilarious collection that contains “Prugnolino Purple” (Franki #1.5) and five other short Franki Amato mysteries. You’ll also be the first to know about my new releases, deals, and giveaways.

      

        

      
        Here’s the blurb for “Prugnolino Purple:”

      

        

      
        It’s springtime in New Orleans, and Franki Amato’s BFF and boss, Veronica Maggio, has dragged her to an art auction at one of the city’s historic house museums. Up for sale, a provocative, not to mention peculiar, painting of their sixty-something ex-stripper landlady that is anything but priceless. Franki thinks the only crime at play is the image on the canvas until a cocktail waitress is found unconscious in front of an empty easel. After Franki finds a purple splotch on the presumed weapon, she and Veronica spring into action to ID the attacking art thief and locate the missing painting. But Franki’s biggest surprise isn’t the culprit—it’s the “blooming idiot” who bought the portrait before the auction started.

      

      

      

      
        
        And don’t forget to follow me!

      

        

      
        BookBub

        https://www.bookbub.com/authors/traci-andrighetti

      

        

      
        Goodreads

        https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/7383577.Traci_Andrighetti

      

        

      
        Facebook

        https://www.facebook.com/traciandrighettiauthor

      

        

      
        Instagram

        https://www.instagram.com/traciandrighetti/

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This one is for my dogs, Gigi, Vinny, and Ciccio, who help me write by barking, stepping on my keyboard, and continually asking to go outside and come back in. My sweet, fearless Fabi couldn’t be there for this one, but I felt her with me nonetheless.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE STEAMBOAT GALLIANO

          

          THREE DECKS FROM BOTTOM TO TOP

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Main Deck]
        

      

      
        
          [image: Cabin Deck]
        

      

      
        
          [image: Texas Deck]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Your nonna has hired Private Chicks to investigate why you’re a zitella.

      The text message pierced my chest like a bullet that then ricocheted off a rib and tore through my lungs. My elderly Sicilian grandmother had always been a shrewd meddler—but hiring the New Orleans PI firm where I worked to probe my old-maid status? That was Machiavellian.

      I sprang from a bench in the plaza of Washington Artillery Park ready for battle. “This time the woman has crossed the line of all lines, and as my name is Franki Amato, I will push her back over it!”

      A group of tourists gaped at me as though I’d fired the park’s Civil War cannon into the Mississippi River.

      I couldn’t blame them, really. It was eight thirty in the morning, and I was alone, waving a bag of Café du Monde beignets, and screaming at my cell phone. I figured I should explain myself.

      “I’m at war with my nonna, and it’s not my fault.” I waved my phone as evidence. “She launched the first volley last year when she had some lemons shot at me in church.”

      The tourists scattered.

      “I probably should’ve left off the lemon part.”

      A little girl, maybe eight or nine, approached and cocked her head. Except for her posh pink coat and matching patent leather purse and shoes, she could have been a mini-me with her dark eyes and long brown hair. “Why would your nonna have you shot at with lemons?”

      I smiled through my anger. After all, the kid was cute. “It has to do with an Italian-American Catholic tradition. On St. Joseph’s Day, which is March 19th, we decorate an altar with food to feed the poor. And if an unmarried woman steals a lemon from the altar without anyone seeing her, she’ll supposedly get proposed to within a year.” I held up my hands. “Not that a woman needs a proposal or anything.”

      Her brow creased. “But you’re not supposed to steal, especially not from poor people in church.”

      “That’s exactly what I said.” I knelt, sensing a kindred spirit. “But my nonna thinks it’s her God-given duty to get me married. And because I turned thirty last March, she had the lemons shot at me with a T-shirt cannon. I had to take one to make it stop.”

      “It’s February 25th. Have you been proposed to?”

      My boyfriend, Bradley Hartmann, hadn’t popped the question, and I had mixed feelings about that. Nevertheless, I forced a grin. “Not yet.”

      She pulled her purse strap higher on her collarbone. “Well, it might be because you’re a crazy bag lady.”

      I catapulted to my five feet, ten inches. Granted, I wasn’t in a business suit, but a black turtleneck, blue jeans, and Italian loafers were hardly bag lady attire. On the other hand, I was carrying a hobo bag and the bag of beignets. “For your information, young lady, I’m a private investigator.”

      “Oh. Then I’ll bet it’s because you’re old.”

      I shoved the last beignet between my teeth and crumpled the bag at her.

      She screamed and ran.

      A seventyish woman in a puffer coat and knit cap pointed a mittened hand at me. “Shame on you for scaring that sweet girl.”

      I pulled the beignet from my mouth. “That girl is as sweet as salt. And I hate to be rude, but I’ve got a big problem I need to deal with.”

      She harrumphed. “I’ll say you do.”

      I threw up my hands but held tight to the beignet. “Can’t a gal be irate in peace?”

      “The park is a public space.” She parked her mittens on her hips. “And you would do well to change your behavior. As it stands right now, not even a bushel of St. Joseph’s Day lemons would land you a man.”

      I recoiled as though shrapnel had struck me. Apparently, Washington Artillery Park was an active combat zone.

      Squeezing my phone, I stormed down the plaza steps and across the railroad tracks to the Moonwalk, a promenade along the Mississippi River. Fortunately, no one was around because I needed some space to collect my thoughts. The text message and unsolicited comments had hit an already wounded nerve.

      Bradley and I had been dating for over two years, and even though I was in no rush to get married, I couldn’t help but notice that he was in no rush to propose. And his reluctance had triggered old insecurities. Was he put off by my nonna’s meddling? Or was it something I’d done?

      I sighed and gazed at the river. I’d read somewhere that it was a half-mile wide and two hundred feet deep. And because I was in Louisiana, I knew the murky brown depths held a host of sinister creatures. Still, there was something soothing about watching the boats and barges gliding along the water. I closed my eyes and filled my nostrils with the mud-and-tar scented air.

      The tension ebbed and flowed from my body.

      Tranquility.

      A steamboat whistle blasted too close behind me.

      My eyes flew open, I started, and my ankle buckled. I lurched toward the river and dropped my phone. My hand slammed onto the rocky embankment, followed by the rest of me. Then I rolled and plunged into the frigid water.

      And I sank to the lair of alligators, cottonmouths, and bull sharks.

      Fueled by fears of circling predators and a bacterial infection, I rocketed to the surface, gasping and sputtering. I dragged my battered body from the river and stood on shaky feet. My hobo bag was still on my arm, and without thinking I reached inside for a tissue. But it was full of water and...

      “A fish!”

      “With whiskers!”

      The catfish leapt from my bag and into the river, and I stumbled and fell backwards onto jagged rock, which sent a stab of pain through my rear end.

      “Fitting,” I said through clenched teeth.

      I rose and checked for damage. Besides some aches and scrapes, there was a two-inch gash in my jeans and underwear.

      With my blood boiling despite my cold, wet clothes, I made my way to the promenade and retrieved my phone. The display had shattered.

      I turned and raged at the steamboat. But I did so silently. Thanks to the Mississippi mishap, I’d dramatically upped my bag lady look, and I didn’t want to attract attention from the likes of little girls and older women. I did, however, want a word with that whistleblower.

      Fists clenched, I hobble-marched to the bow of the white boat. To my surprise, it wasn’t the Natchez, New Orleans’ only steamboat. “Galliano” was painted in gold on the side, and the giant paddlewheel was the same color. Unlike its competitor, which was popular with tourists, the Galliano looked dark and deserted, like a spooky ghost boat. But someone had blasted that whistle. “Probably a sailor screwing with me for a laugh, the jerk.”

      I was starting to shiver, so I gave up the manhunt and returned the way I’d come, ignoring the stares as I limped and dribbled river water from my hobo bag. When I reached Jackson Square on Decatur Street, I headed north toward my office—where I should have gone to eat my breakfast beignets—and began weaving through the French Quarter crowds.

      My phone rang. Veronica Maggio appeared on the cracked display. As my BFF and the owner of Private Chicks, Inc., she shared some of the blame for my predicament.

      I pressed Answer but said nothing.

      Veronica sighed into the receiver. “I take it you still haven’t cooled down after my text message?”

      Not even a dunk in the river in February had put out my anger embers. “How could you take my nonna’s case?”

      “We knew she was going to pull some kind of stunt since the lemon deadline is looming, so I thought we should keep an eye on her.”

      I stepped over a pool of purple, hoping it was a spilled drink. “Watching her doesn’t work. She’s crafty, and now that you’ve given her an in, she’ll try to shame a proposal from Bradley.”

      “How was I supposed to refuse her? I’ve known your family since we were freshmen at The University of Texas.”

      “We studied Italian together, so you know there are at least two options. An abrupt no and an even more abrupt tch.”

      The Italian sound for no caught the attention of a drunk who ogled my chest. “Hey, babe. Where’s the wet turtleneck contest?”

      I swung my hobo bag at him. He ducked, and I kept walking. “And precisely how do you plan to investigate why I’m not married?”

      “I don’t. I gave the case to David.”

      “What? He’s a sophomore in college. He’s like pasta dough in her hands.”

      “Not if the only thing he has to do is wait for Bradley to propose.”

      I went around a slow-moving tour group. “And if he doesn’t propose?”

      “Franki, Bradley quit a high-paying job to spend more time with you. Does that sound like a man who doesn’t have serious intentions?”

      It didn’t. “But what if he regrets it?”

      “I haven’t seen any signs of that. Quite the contrary, in fact.”

      She had a point. Since Bradley had left Pontchartrain Bank, he’d lavished me with daily attention. He’d taken me to dinner and a play the night before, and we had a lunch date in a few hours. “You’re probably right, but the lemon tradition is about to sour our relationship.”

      “My advice—forget the lemons and enjoy your time with him. Sooner or later, he’s going to have to go back to work.”

      Veronica was a wise woman, and I needed to listen to her. “You know what? I will. The next time my nonna calls⁠—”

      “Oh, she didn’t call. She came to the office.”

      I stopped dead in front of Molly’s pub. “When was this?”

      “This morning. Your mother dropped her off.”

      I gripped the phone so hard that the glass shards crunched. Nonna in NOLA was a no-no, and my mom was well aware of that.

      I heard another whistle—but not from a steamboat.

      A group of frat boys were checking out my exposed behind.

      I grew so hot that I’m pretty sure I let off some river water steam. “There are women flashing their breasts on Bourbon Street, but you guys are here staring at a few inches of my rear end?” I flicked my bag at them. “Get to class and learn some sense.”

      They scattered like the tourists had.

      “Franki, what’s going on?” Veronica sounded concerned.

      “Nothing I couldn’t handle. Listen, I’m going to come get my car, and then I’ll be back after lunch. I need to take care of some personal business.” I closed the call and picked up my pace.

      There was another tradition behind my nonna’s visit, and I had to confront the instigator before she skipped town.
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        * * *

      

      My 1965 Mustang convertible screeched to a stop at the fourplex where I rented a furnished one-bedroom next door to Veronica. My mom’s Ford Taurus station wagon wasn’t in the driveway, but my sixty-something ex-stripper landlady, Glenda O’Brien, was. It wasn’t her pastie-adorned breasts that made me slam on the brakes, it was the giant pastied pair she’d hung from her second-floor apartment railing.

      Even though I was anxious to shower and change, I lingered in the front seat. It had already been an epically bad day, and nine thirty was too early for nudity. I glanced in the rearview mirror at Thibodeaux’s Tavern, but it was too early for a drink too. Then my gaze drifted to the creepy cemetery next to the tavern. It was definitely too early for that.

      I sucked it up and got out of the car.

      Glenda held a Mae West–style cigarette holder in one hand and a champagne flute in the other. Unlike me, she had no qualms about imbibing in the morning because day drinking was practically a custom among native New Orleanians. “You look like you crawled from the swamp, Miss Franki.”

      She was one to talk in her alligator stripper shoes. “Close. The river.” I gestured toward the boob decoration. “I take it those are for Mardi Gras?”

      “That was the original plan, sugar, but I might like to keep them up. Carnie made them for me.”

      The mere mention of her annoying drag queen friend, Carnie Vaul, irritated me. And I silently thanked the gods—or the goddesses, as it were—that the carnival queen was on a world tour with RuPaul’s Drag Race.

      Glenda pulled aside her long, platinum locks and raised her chest. “She modeled them after mine.”

      I’d thought they were hanging low. I walked to my front door and—case in point—had to duck to avoid hitting my head on one. “Well, before you make any decisions, my nonna’s in town for a surprise visit.”

      Glenda sashay-ran up the stairs, and I smirked as I inserted my key into the lock. She and my nonna were engaged in an ongoing skirmish over clothing. My nonna covered her with bib aprons, and Glenda chafed at the so-called “straitjackets.”

      I opened the door, and my cairn terrier, Napoleon, trotted out and hiked his leg on my front tire.

      “Sometimes I think you’re really a rat terrier.”

      He returned to the entryway and sniffed my leg. His tail lowered, and he bolted beneath the velvet zebra-print chaise lounge.

      “Make that a bull terrier because I don’t smell that bad.”

      I shut the door and kicked off my wet loafers and glanced around the apartment, looking for signs of old-world Sicily among the bordello chic décor. But it didn’t look like my nonna had been there, which was weird because it wasn’t like her to waste time taking over.

      I went through the living room to the kitchen and deposited my hobo bag in the sink. Then I headed for the bathroom and called my mom on speaker. I put my cracked phone on the red Louis XVI vanity and stripped off my turtleneck.

      The line rang a couple of times, and then I heard the sounds of a car in motion and Bing Crosby’s “Deck the Halls.”

      “Marvelous day, isn’t it, dear?” My mother’s typically shrill voice was as joyful as the song.

      I pulled a Grinch pucker in the oval-shaped mirror for two reasons. First, she was on her way home to Houston without my nonna, i.e., her live-in mother-in-law. And second, she hadn’t stopped listening to Christmas music since Nonna, a diehard widow, had invited a man to our holiday dinner. “Mom, could you quit with the carols?”

      The fa-la-la-la-laing stopped. “If this is about your nonna, I don’t want to hear it.”

      I wriggled, incensed, from my wet jeans. “Uh, an earful is the least you can expect. You seem to have started a tradition of unloading family members on me, and I want it to stop.”

      “It was an impromptu trip, Francesca. Luigi Pescatore called last night and asked her to come.”

      Nonna’s Christmas dinner date?

      “And with any luck,” her tone had gone tawdry, “she’ll stay with him at the retirement home.”

      I sank onto the clawfoot tub, and so did my stomach. Nonna and Luigi were both in their eighties, so the thought of them together was unsettling. And I wasn’t the only one in the family who felt that way. “Dad didn’t seem too happy about his elderly mother dating. Does he know you brought her to see him?”

      The call ended.

      It would be easy to think the line had dropped since my mother was on the road, but I knew her better than that. She’d hung up because I’d caught her keeping my dad in the dark.

      I tapped the number again and watched the display until she answered. “Mom⁠—”

      “You know that graveyard across the street from your house?” The Christmas joy had left her tone, and it had turned Halloween hell.

      “What about it?”

      “You screw this up for me, and I’ll put you in it, capisci?”

      I understood. Normally, I would’ve thought she was kidding. But from the second Luigi entered the scene, a change had come over my mother. She’d gotten an unexpected shot at a mother-in-law-free life, and she was willing to do anything to get it, including sacrificing her daughter.

      “That woman has been in my house for twenty-two years, ever since your nonnu died. You can’t even begin to fathom what that’s been like.”

      Oh, I could—Stephen King-level horror. But my mother’s voice was as tight as a violin string, so it was best to agree with her. “No, I can’t. But Luigi isn’t the only reason she came here, and you know that because you dropped her off at Private Chicks so she could have me investigated—for being an old maid.”

      “That was for your own good, Francesca. The days are ticking down to your thirty-first birthday, not to mention the end of the lemon tradition. And both are stark reminders that your biological time clock is ticking down too.”

      I’d heard of mothers who made everything better, but mine had an uncanny ability not only to make things worse, but also to tie all of my problems to my aging reproductive system. “Obviously, I can’t expect your help with the zitella case, so at least tell me where nonna is.”

      “With Luigi.” She squealed.

      And I half-expected her to break into a chorus of “Joy to the World.”

      “He was waiting for her at Private Chicks with a beautiful basket of garlic and chili peppers from his produce company.” She gave a wistful sigh. “So romantic, isn’t it?”

      It wasn’t. In some cultures his gift would be used to ward off vampires and werewolves. “I’d rather not comment.”

      “Because you’re hard-hearted like your father, which is part of your problem in relationships.”

      “That and my old eggs,” I muttered.

      “You’re breaking up, dear. What did you say?”

      “Nothing.” I moved to the toilet. It seemed more appropriate somehow.

      “Anyway, as I was leaving, I heard Luigi mention something about a steamboat.”

      The whistleblower came to mind, as did my need for a shower. I turned on the water to let it warm up. “He must be taking her on the Natchez for a jazz cruise.”

      “No, it was another boat. The Galliano.”

      For a moment, I wondered whether my nonna had pulled the whistle that made me fall into the river, but I dismissed the idea. If she’d done it, she would’ve been on deck pointing out my curves to eligible sailors when I’d climbed from the water. “Mom, I saw the Galliano today, and I don’t think it’s in operation.”

      “Well, I’m sure Luigi knows what he’s doing. He’s extremely capable for a man his age, and quite the catch.”

      I wrinkled my lips. Some people would have said the very same thing about the catfish that had leapt from my purse.

      “I just pulled into Steamboat Bill’s to get some gumbo for your father, so I’ll let you go. But remember what I said about that cemetery.” Her Halloween tone had returned. “Don’t do anything to interfere with your nonna and Luigi, or else.”

      The line went dead.

      I climbed into the tub and closed the shower curtain, slightly seasick from the conversation. It wasn’t my mother’s threat or my nonna’s relationship with Luigi that made me queasy—at least, not in that instant. The issue was the recurring steamboat theme, because it seemed like an omen.

      And as I rinsed off the dregs of the Mississippi River, I couldn’t wash away the feeling that I would have another ill-fated encounter with the Galliano.
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      The XXXL-sized security guard seated at the door of Mimi’s in the Marigny bar flashed a sans-front-teeth smile. “May I tempt you with a piece? It’s from Debbie Does Doberge.”

      I wasn’t sure what he was talking about, but it sounded pornographic. I hefted my brow to signal that an explanation was warranted.

      He chuckled and shifted his girth, revealing a couple of bakery boxes on a table beside him. “Doberge cake is a N’awlins tradition. If you don’t want to try it, I’ve got some salty balls.”

      My brows bolted upright. The manager should not have let a security guard describe the food. “Thanks, but I’ll take my chances with the Doberge. What’s the occasion?”

      He opened a box that contained a half-eaten chocolate fondant–covered cake with Willie! in blue icing. “I was born sixty-three years ago today, so the bar is treating everyone to dessert.”

      “What a great thing to do. Happy birthday.”

      “All birthdays are happy, chère.”

      Not if you had a nonna who counted them and prayed over them like rosary beads.

      He handed me a plate with a huge slice that had six layers of some sort of yellow filling. “Pass a good time.”

      The French-inspired phrase made me smile. “I will now that I have cake.”

      I went inside to find my lunch date. If there were such a thing as a cute dive bar, Mimi’s in the Marigny was it. The “cute” came from the vintage fireplace, distressed brick walls, and arched windows decorated with Christmas lights, and the “dive” came from the cash-only policy, pool table, and women’s restroom with two stall-less toilets. But the décor wasn’t what had garnered Bradley’s and my affection. It was the gourmet Spanish tapas and artisanal cocktails.

      Bradley wasn’t at the bar, so I headed to the second-floor dining area. As I climbed each step, it felt like a countdown to something ominous. I blamed the ticking time bomb-themed call with my mom and the plate of cake in my hand, which was yet another reminder that my birthday approached, as did the end of the lemon tradition.

      Did Bradley have anything planned for either event? I didn’t want to ask because that would make me seem desperate for a marriage proposal—and I wasn’t. But after the events of the morning, I was pretty darn desperate to stop my nonna’s meddling.

      I entered the dining room and spotted Bradley holding a newspaper at a two-top next to a window. The sight of his strong profile made my stomach flutter, and his fitted black sweater and tight gray chinos only added to the sexy picture.

      Bradley’s newspaper was still raised as I slid into my chair. So instead of seeing him, I was greeted with the mug shot of a man with a smile as toothless as Willie’s and the headline Man Stabs Wife at Her Birthday Party.

      Zitella-hood was looking pretty good.

      Bradley lowered the paper, and his bright blue eyes widened. “Are you okay, babe? You look pale.”

      “I’m just cold and annoyed that I had to pay a hundred bucks to replace a cracked phone display.”

      “Here.” He reached behind his chair. “Take my jacket.”

      “No, no. I’m fine.”

      He leaned forward and gave me a soft, slow kiss that was definitely inner-glow inducing. Then he pulled back and rubbed my cheek. “I ordered us some starter tapas—the grilled steak, the duck poutine, and the escargot.”

      I saw an opportunity. “Fancy. Are we celebrating something?”

      “Should we be?”

      That attempt fell flat. “It is almost March.”

      His eyes twinkled. “My favorite day of the year is coming up.”

      Excitement turned the inner glow from his kiss into a crackling fire. “And what day is that?”

      He blinked. “Mardi Gras. What else?”

      An icy cold washed over me like I’d fallen back into the river.

      His gaze lowered to the menu beside his beer bottle. “Oh yeah, I also ordered the ‘Trust Me.’”

      He was referring to Mimi’s mystery tapas, but the name was ironic since I was no longer sure I could trust him to remember my birthday.

      I reached for my fork and cut a huge bite of Willie’s cake, thinking that would jog his memory.

      “I didn’t know you liked Doberge.”

      “I’ve never had it, but it’s rude not to celebrate someone’s birthday.” I shot him a pointed stare and shoved the bite into my mouth.

      His upper lip curled. “I’m not a fan of the filling. Anything with lemon is a turnoff for me.”

      The lemon custard curdled on my tongue. He never told me he didn’t like lemon. Was that a veiled message about the lemon tradition?

      He chuckled. “Ruth Walker used to eat a piece of lemon Doberge every Friday. She insisted it was healthy and said it was a type of fruitcake.”

      Bradley’s ex-assistant was a fruitcake herself with an epic ability for denial.

      “I wonder if they kept her on at Pontchartrain Bank after I left.”

      “Let’s hope.” Ruth had once threatened to make my life hell if I cost her the job at the bank, and since Bradley had resigned because of me, I feared she’d make good on it.

      He swallowed a sip of beer. “Speaking of work, any new cases?”

      After his lemon comment, I would rather have eaten Willie’s salty balls than tell him Nonna was having me investigated for being a zitella. “Not for me.” I put down my fork and looked him in the eyes. “But in other news, my nonna’s in town.”

      “What’s the occasion?”

      That was what I’d asked Willie, who was so beloved that even his manager remembered his birthday. “Meddling, for starters.” I looked out the window, irritated. “And according to my mother, she’s going for a ride on a steamboat called the Galliano.”

      “The Galliano’s in New Orleans?”

      My gaze met his. “You know about it?”

      “I helped the captain, Rex Vandergrift, get a loan to buy it right before I resigned from the bank. But the boat was in St. Louis, so I thought the plan was to sail it in Missouri, like Mark Twain.”

      “What does Mark Twain have to do with this?”

      “The captain is a huge fan. He told me all about how Twain was a steamboat pilot in Missouri before hitting it big as a writer.” He laughed and spun his beer on its coaster. “Just for kicks, I googled a picture of Twain when he was signing the loan papers, and he even looks like him. Same shock of white hair, crazy eyebrows, and bushy mustache.”

      “How old is the captain?”

      “In his seventies, I’d imagine. Why?”

      “Because Luigi Pescatore invited Nonna on the boat, so I was wondering if he knows the guy.”

      The humor left his eyes. “I’d forgotten about that.”

      “What?”

      “That your nonna’s boyfriend is named Pescatore.”

      I held up my hand. “Slow down on the ‘boyfriend’ label, Bradley Hartmann. My nonna just reconnected with Luigi.”

      “Six months ago during Halloween. Then she brought him to Christmas Eve dinner and mass.”

      So he remembers Halloween and Christmas, but not my birthday. Interesting. “Why’s his last name relevant?”

      He pushed the newspaper toward me. “I haven’t read it, but there’s an article on page two about a missing man named Nick Pescatore.”

      My chest tightened. From what my nonna had told me, the name Pescatore wasn’t common in Italy, much less in New Orleans. I scanned the article, and my anxiety blasted to steamboat whistle level. “This isn’t happening.”

      “What? Is Nick related to Luigi?”

      “No. I mean, I don’t know.” I drained my sangria and rose from the chair. “I’ve gotta go.”

      Bradley grasped my hand. “Franki, what’s going on?”

      “Nick Pescatore was last seen on the Galliano.”
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        * * *

      

      After looking for Nonna and Luigi at the Galliano and my apartment, I pulled into the Private Chicks parking lot and shut off the engine. Then I tapped Bradley’s number on my pricey new phone display to find out whether he’d located them.

      “Hey, babe,” he answered. “Any luck?”

      “No, you?”

      “I’m at Belleville House, and they’re not here.”

      If they weren’t at Luigi’s apartment at the retirement home, there was only one place left to check. “I just got to the office, and I’m going to start calling her friends. Do you mind going to the old Mortuary Chapel? Since Nick is missing, Nonna might’ve taken Luigi there to talk to Father John.”

      “I’m on my way.” He closed the call.

      “When will Nonna get a cell phone?” I grumbled as I climbed from the car and slammed the door. I tapped Santina’s number and began the three-flight climb to the office. With each step I mentally uttered please. Usually, it was a plea for the building’s owner, one Veronica Maggio, to have an elevator installed, but in that instance it had a new, dual meaning—please let Nonna be at Santina’s, and please don’t let Santina’s way-too-old-to-live-at-home son, Bruno, pick up.

      “Messina residence,” a woman answered.

      I breathed an already winded sigh of relief. “Hi, this is Franki Amato, Carmela Montalbano’s granddaughter⁠—”

      “Franki, it’s Mary.”

      Nonna had a lot of nonna friends in New Orleans, so it was hard to keep track of them. “Oh, right. Hello.”

      “Santina is rolling out pasta dough, so I answered on her behalf. How are you?”

      “Honestly, I’m worried because I can’t find my nonna.”

      “Oh? Carmela’s in town?”

      I gripped the railing. Nonna hadn’t informed her friends of her trip, which in the Italian community was a serious slight. “Yyyes, but my mom just dropped her off this morning.”

      “Hm. One moment.”

      I listened as she relayed the gist of the call in terse Italian to Santina, who didn’t speak English, and with every word the sounds of a rolling pin became more audible.

      Mary cleared her throat. “Franki, Santina hasn’t heard from her either, and we’re surprised to say the least.”

      “Like I said, she’s only been here for a few hours.”

      “But Carmela doesn’t drive, so how would she leave your apartment?”

      We both knew that a taxi was out of the question since my nonna thought all strangers were criminals. “Actually, she wasn’t at my apartment. She’s with Luigi Pescatore.”

      Silence, the in-church type.

      My cheeks burned, as did my thighs from the stairs. Not only did Nonna’s friends not know she was in town, they had no idea she’d been seeing a man.

      Rapid-fire Italian followed. Then a Madonna mia! from Santina and a bang, probably the rolling pin.

      Another throat clear. “Is this the first time Luigi and Carmela have been alone together?”

      I stumbled on a step. If I lied and they found out, my reputation as a good Catholic girl would be ruined, and I’d be subjected to their suspicious stares for life. “Uh, he might’ve driven her to midnight mass after Christmas Eve dinner?”

      The silence went Vatican level.

      Nonna had been in mourning, dress and all, for over two decades. So the news of her and Luigi wasn’t merely a shock—it was a calamitous event on par with the Great Flood, which meant that her reputation as a pious Catholic widow was on the verge of becoming extinct.

      “One moment.”

      Sicilian ensued, a sign that the situation was indeed dire.

      Unlike Italian, the Sicilian language was virtually indecipherable thanks to its Norman, Greek, and Arabic elements. But I caught two phrases in English that were fairly alarming—"catholic.org” and “prayer request.”

      Mary’s throat clear was almost a growl. “Franki, we’re going to make some calls and…take care of an urgent matter. We’ll be in touch.”

      She hung up before I could reply, which was just as well because I’d completed my stair climb and was all out of breath.

      I entered the lobby, setting off the bell, and let the door slam behind me.

      Our research assistant, Standish “The Vassal” Standifer, didn’t react. He was glued to his computer at the desk in the corner.

      Veronica breezed in from the hallway that led to our offices wearing an ivory wool pantsuit. “That sounded like one of David’s door slams.”

      “He’s not here?”

      “He’ll be back from class any minute.” She put her hands on her hips. “You’re not going to confront him about taking your nonna’s case, are you?”

      “Eventually. But right now I was hoping he’d know where Nonna is.”

      “Isn’t she with Luigi?”

      I tossed my purse on one of the two facing couches in the middle of the room. “Yes, and they were supposedly going to a steamboat where a guy went missing.”

      She put a hand to her mouth. “You mean the Galliano.”

      “Does everyone except me know about this boat?”

      “I read an article about the disappearance this morning and wondered if the man was related to Luigi. I guess he is?”

      “It’s looking that way.” I jerked off my jacket and hung it on the coat rack. “I just hope Nonna and Luigi aren’t missing too. They’re not at my place or at Belleville House, and there’s no sign of them at the boat.”

      “Did you call her friends?”

      “Yeah, and they were more concerned about her lapsed widowhood. It sounded like they were going to start a national Catholic prayer ring to try to save her.”

      Veronica swallowed a smile. “Maybe Luigi took her to see Father John.”

      “Bradley’s probably at the old Mortuary Chapel as we speak.” I approached The Vassal’s desk and saw nudie pics on his computer, which explained why he hadn’t pried his lenses from the screen when I came in. “Um, are you looking at porn?”

      “Franki.” Veronica scrunched her face into a scowl. “He’s doing research for Glenda.”

      The Vassal turned, mouth open, and pushed up his Coke-bottle lensed glasses. Because he was slack-jawed, it was hard to tell whether he was shocked or just breathing. “It’s for her book.”

      I blinked at Veronica. “Are you guys messing with me or what?”

      “Since we don’t have any big cases at the moment, I told Glenda she could hire him to help with a tell-all she’s writing under her stage name. She’s in my office now. We’re working out how he’ll split his hours.”

      The Vassal’s lens-enlarged eyes went wide. “I didn’t know about her life as…Lorraine Lamour.”

      The less he knew the better, although the pictures left little for him to discover. “The tell-all can wait to be told. I need you to look up the Galliano steamboat and Nick Pescatore. Finding my nonna is top priority.”

      He nodded and turned to the computer.

      “Your nonna was at your apartment an hour ago, Miss Franki.” Glenda entered the lobby. She’d replaced the pasties with leopard—just the spots—and the Mae West-style cigarette holder with a Sherlock Holmes-style pipe.

      I was relieved about my nonna, but Glenda’s smoking equipment was troubling. I shot a side-glower at Veronica. “She’s not consulting on another investigation, is she?”

      “This is my writing pipe, sugar.” She took a puff, and the tobacco smelled like strip club. “I don’t know if Miss Ronnie told you, but after I saw my breasts on the house this morning, it stirred something in my chest. I felt a deep need to share my story with the public. I just wish I could think of a worthy title.”

      Debbie Does Doberge came to mind. “We can brainstorm book names later. Did my nonna tell you where she was going?”

      “Oh, I kept my distance, Miss Franki.” She strutted to the couch and stretched out. “I saw her and Luigi from my living room window. They dropped off a trunk and then left in his Lambo.”

      “Wait. What?”

      “His Lamborghini, sugar. He’s got a green one, the color of money.”

      Stunned, I sank onto the couch beside her. “But he’s eighty and sells produce. If anything, he should have a green Ford Fiesta.”

      Veronica sat on the opposite couch. “He’s the owner and CEO of Little Palermo Produce. It’s not Dole or Sunkist, but it’s close.”

      My mom must not have known about Luigi’s net worth. If she had, she would’ve ditched my dad and our family deli and married him herself.

      “It’s hard to believe he started out selling vegetables from a cart like your grandparents.”

      “And seriously deflating. If he has that much money, why does he live at Belleville House? I mean, it’s in the French Quarter, which is a plus, but it’s really rundown.”

      She shrugged. “My guess is companionship. Or maybe he’s frugal when it comes to living expenses.”

      Glenda puffed her pipe. “Maybe Luigi will get a new place now that he’s hooking up with your nonna. He’ll need a man den to tame that Sicilian tigress.”

      Man den? Sicilian tigress? Pains punctured my stomach, as though Glenda’s ten-inch glitter leopard heels strutted on it.

      “Are you all right, Miss Franki? You look as green as Luigi’s Lambo.”

      “Could we not have this conversation?”

      “About your nonna’s sex life?”

      “Yep. That’s the one.”

      Veronica looked at her nails. “Well, I’m happy that Carmela found someone. This morning she mentioned that your nonnu has been gone for twenty-two years. That’s a long time to be alone.”

      Glenda puffed her pipe. “And a damn long time to go without. I hadn’t even been alive for twenty-two years the first time I got me some.”

      I bolted from the couch. “How are you coming over there, Vassal?”

      “Very well, thank you.”

      I rolled my eyes and approached his desk. “No, I mean, what have you found out?”

      “The Galliano has a website, and it’s due to begin operation as a gambling cruise boat in a few days.” He clicked to a Wikipedia page. “This says it was built in Pittsburgh in 1915, which makes it one of the oldest steamboats in the United States. Also, there was a fire onboard in 1922 that killed a crewman and a female passenger. Not only that, in 1934 a sailor fell into the paddlewheel. He was propelled into the stern and pushed underwater. The weird thing is that they never found his body.”

      “So the Galliano has a dark present and past.” I pulled up a chair and took a seat beside him. “What about Nick Pescatore?”

      He clicked to the Times-Picayune. “Besides the fact that he’s missing, all I could find was that he’s thirty-five and from Slidell.”

      “Try looking up the captain, Rex Vandergrift.”

      Glenda slapped her thigh. “Well, I’ll be a monkey’s sugar mama.”

      I stared at her over my shoulder. “Let me guess. He was one of your VIP-room regulars at Madame Moiselle’s.”

      “Oh, Rex wasn’t local, Miss Franki. The last I knew, he lived about an hour and a half from here in Morgan City. But he used to drive into New Orleans for poker tournaments at Harrah’s, and if lady luck smiled on him at the casino, Lorraine Lamour smiled on him at the club.”

      On him? I assumed she was talking about a lap dance. “Do you know how I can get in touch with him?”

      “I haven’t seen him in ten, maybe fifteen years. He had some bad business back home that cost him his seafood company and his crown.”

      Veronica tilted her head. “His crown?”

      “It wasn’t official, Miss Ronnie, but everybody thought he had a lock on being King of the Louisiana Shrimp & Petroleum Festival.”

      The state was famous for unusual festivals, but that one was just wrong. “What kind of bad business?”

      “Nothing was ever proven, mind you,”—she pointed her pipe at me—“but old Rex was accused of murder.”

      A steamboat whistle went off in my head, and I started like I had before I fell into the river. “If Nonna doesn’t turn up in the next thirty minutes, I’m going to the police.”
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      “Your nonna has only been missing for a few hours.” Veronica leaned against the doorjamb of my office. “It’s too soon to call the police.”

      “The captain murdered someone, Veronica.” I sat forward in my desk chair and picked up my cell phone.

      “Standish says it was his business partner, not a little old woman like your nonna. And you know as well as I do that the New Orleans PD won’t be able to do anything if you call them now.”

      I scrolled through my phone contacts. “There’s a certain Irish detective who would.”

      “Franki, you can’t call Wesley Sullivan.”

      “Why not?” I attempted an innocent face even though I knew the guilty answer. “He knows Nonna, and he doesn’t always play by police rules.”

      Her chin lowered. “The detective doesn’t play by any rules. He proved that when he kissed you on Halloween in front of Bradley and then confessed that he was married.”

      “And how many times have I said that he’s descended from one of the snakes Saint Patrick drove out of Ireland?”

      “Then why would you call him?”

      “Because he’s exactly the kind of guy you need to locate a missing person. So I would expect Bradley to put any lingering jealousy aside in the interests of finding Nonna.”

      She crossed her arms. “For everyone’s sake, I hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      “Me too.” I wanted to find my nonna, and Veronica was right—any contact with Sullivan would give him an opportunity to slither between Bradley and me and try to swallow our relationship whole.

      The phone vibrated in my hand, dissolving a mental image of Sullivan flicking his forked tongue. “It’s Bradley. Maybe he’s found her.” I tapped answer. “Hey, any luck at the church?”

      “Father John hasn’t seen her, so I decided to come to the Galliano and have a look for myself.”

      I cast Veronica a dark look and shook my head. “I take it she and Luigi aren’t there, either.”

      “No one is. I talked to a guy at the ticket pavilion that handles the boat’s bookings, and he said the maiden cruise isn’t until this weekend.”

      “Which company is that? Gray Line?”

      “No, Where Dat Tours.”

      I knew it well because of a murder I’d investigated in October involving one of the company’s vampire tours. “Was the guy named Marv, by any chance?”

      “I didn’t catch his name because he said it through a mouthful of po’ boy.”

      “That’s him.” I’d never seen Marv not eating something fried and covered in sauce or gravy. “Did you ask him about Nick Pescatore?”

      “I didn’t think to do that.”

      I stifled a How could you not think of such an obvious question?

      “But Marv did say that apart from an employee meeting a few days ago, the only person he’s seen at the boat was a drunk bag lady who looked like she’d fallen into the river.”

      My chin jerked into my neck. Drunk?

      A beep interrupted the line, and I looked at the display. Santina Messina.

      “Bradley, I need to take this call. It’s one of Nonna’s friends.”

      “Do you want me to ask Marv about Nick Pescatore?”

      “No, I’ll take it from here. Thank you so much for doing all of this.”

      “You know I’d do anything for you and your family.” His voice was soft, and deep. “I love⁠—”

      Another beep busted in, and the lobby bell got in on the mood-killing action.

      Veronica went down the hallway.

      “I love you too,” I said, wondering whether he’d said you or something less romantic like you guys. Annoyed, I switched to the waiting call. “Hello, Mary?”

      “Franki, baby! It’s Bruno. I hear you called my house.”

      I gritted my teeth. It figured that Santina’s son had been the one to cut off Bradley. The guy wouldn’t get lost, as his mother well knew, because his house was actually hers, and he’d been living in it for forty-two years. “Uh, yeah. I called about my nonna. She’s missing.”

      “Yeah, that’s a bummer,” he said, upbeat. “Anyway, are you available for dinner tonight? Mamma’s cooking scacciata.”

      The name of the stuffed Sicilian flat bread meant both beaten down and driven away, the two things I wanted to see happen to Bruno. “First of all, I’m not going anywhere until I find my nonna. And second, why don’t you give it up? I’m staying with Bradley.”

      “Even if he doesn’t propose before St. Joseph’s Day?”

      The low blow hit my chest like a lemon from a T-shirt cannon. Bruno had been in the church when Nonna had the lemons shot at me, so he understood the gravity of the approaching feast day. “If you weren’t such a mammone, I’d say you were a bigger snake than Sullivan.”

      “Who’s he?” he asked, ignoring the fact that I’d called him a mamma’s boy in Italian. “You seeing guys on the side?”

      The hope in his tone prompted me to hang up. Bruno had been pestering me for two years, and one way or another I needed to see to it that he was scacciata for good.

      Veronica rushed into the room, beaming. “Your nonna is here.”

      I leapt from my chair, ready to unload my stress on her like I’d learned from my mother.

      She blocked my path. “She’s with Luigi, so you don’t want to embarrass her.”

      I pulled down my sweater and pulled myself together. “All right. But how do they seem? Did they mention Nick Pescatore?”

      “Not a word. I assume they’re waiting to talk to you.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Is Nonna wearing her black mourning dress?”

      She hesitated. “It’s gray.”

      “Dark gray, like at Christmas?”

      “More medium?”

      I recoiled. “What the hell is going on here? Fifty Shades of Grey?”

      “Think of it this way—any shade of gray is a neutral color.”

      “Not for an elderly Sicilian widow.” I flailed my arms. “She might as well be wearing scarlet.”

      She scratched a brow. “Why don’t we focus on the Galliano issue since it’s the most pressing?”

      “Fine. But please tell me Glenda’s not still out there in her leopard spots.”

      Veronica took me by the shoulders and led me to the doorway. “She voluntarily put on my old duster cardigan when your nonna came in.”

      Bewildered, I headed down the hall. Glenda was dressed respectably, Nonna was dressed scandalously, and I was dressed bag ladily. What was happening to the world?

      I stopped just before the lobby and motioned for Veronica to stay back so that I could spy on Nonna and Luigi.

      They sat stiffly on a couch and stared straight ahead exactly as they’d done on Christmas Eve. The scene was like a TV comedy sketch, and their appearance didn’t help. With her short white curls and tight grip on her handbag, Nonna resembled Sophia Petrillo from The Golden Girls. And if Luigi had a pair of round glasses and a cigar to go with his suit and bowtie, he could have passed for an Italian George Burns—especially his ears, which were almost as big as hands. But his voice was regular George Burns, raspy from years of cigar smoking.

      I marched over to Nonna. “I’ve been freaking out with worry.”

      “Why? I can-a take-a care of myself.”

      “You could’ve called.”

      “I had-a some things to do.”

      “Uh-huh.” Sarcasm oozed from my tone like the ricotta from Nonna’s cannoli. “And it was important stuff, like hiring David, my own coworker, to investigate me.”

      “I can-a take-a care of you too.” She lifted the handbag from her lap, and I took a step back. It was well known in the family that she had some kind of weight in that thing.

      I looked from her to Luigi, who sported a new hearing aid the size of a car motor and dark rings around his eyes the size of tires. “Will one of you please explain what’s going on?”

      Nonna gave a nod. “Luigi’s got a problema. It’s-a personal.”

      Glenda rose from The Vassal’s desk, pulling Veronica’s cardigan around her like a bedsheet. “If it’s sexual, honey, you’ve come to the right place. Psychology was one of my majors at Tulane.”

      Luigi’s hearing aid dropped to the floor.

      And my jaw dropped to my chest. “You went to college?”

      “I got a degree in Finance too, Miss Franki. I worked my way through school while I was stripping.”

      So that wasn’t just a line that strippers used. “You have two degrees? But…why didn’t you get a job?”

      She blinked. “I went to school to increase my stripping revenue at Madame Moiselle’s, sugar. A big part of stripping is counseling your clients. And then you’ve got to know how to manage the money. I’ll talk about all of that in my memoirs.”

      How many other surprises would the bare-all book reveal?

      Luigi refitted his hearing aid. Red splotches the size of Glenda’s leopard spots covered his face and neck. “My late cousin’s kid, Nicky, used to hang out at that club.” He pulled a picture from his suit pocket. “You know him?”

      Glenda eyed the photo. “I don’t remember him. But I’m semi-retired, and I have so many fans it’s hard to keep track.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “Too bad, because he could use a head doctor.” He pocketed the picture. “If we find him, I’ll hire you to talk to him.”

      I collapsed onto the couch. It was all really too much.

      Veronica cleared her throat. “Luigi, we saw the article about Nick in this morning’s paper. Would you like to move to a conference room to talk in private?”

      He scrunched his wide, flat nose and waved off the notion. “Nah, Nicky’s troubles are common knowledge.” He paused, and his small, dark eyes watered. “He lost his mom when he was young and got mixed up with a bunch of hooligans who introduced him to booze and drugs. He’s been in and out of jail ever since. Petty crime stuff.”

      I looked at my lap. Losing a mother was a tough break, and not one that every kid could process. “When did you last see him?”

      “At my cousin’s funeral five years ago. But I’m all he’s got left, so he calls me from time to time, usually when he needs money. Four days ago, he sent me this text.” He pulled a cell phone from his suit pocket and tapped the screen.

      I took the phone and looked pointedly at Nonna, silently reprimanding her for not owning one of her own. “Galliano gold.” I handed the phone to Veronica and looked at Luigi. “Does that phrase mean anything to you?”

      “At first, I thought it was drunken rambling, maybe a drink name. You know, like Galliano with gold tequila or Goldschläger.”

      It was plausible.

      “Then I searched on the Google and found the steamboat.”

      I shot my nonna another silent reprimand. Luigi also knew how to use the internet, although he wasn’t as savvy with the terminology.

      Veronica returned the phone to Luigi. “I see you didn’t reply to his text. Did you try to call him?”

      “I’ve been trying to reach him since I got it. Yesterday I went to the steamboat, but no one was there, so I showed his picture to a guy at the ticket pavilion.” He pressed his fingers to his forehead. “I can’t think of his name, but Carmela and I talked to him again today.”

      I looked at Nonna, who stuck to the statue routine. “Was he eating a po’ boy?”

      Luigi nodded. “You know him?”

      “Yeah, Marv.”

      He snapped knobby fingers. “That’s right. Anyways, he saw Nicky board the Galliano the same day I got the text, but he never saw him get off. That’s when I called the police.”

      Veronica reached for a pad of paper and a pen on the coffee table. “And what have they done to find him?”

      “Not a damn thing. They think he’s on a bender.”

      It was a fair conclusion given Nick’s background. “Then how did the newspaper learn about his disappearance?”

      “I called a reporter to get the word out.”

      The office door flew open, and David entered. His eyes darted from Nonna to me as his foot hung suspended in mid-air.

      I lowered my lids and jerked forward, and he pivoted on the one leg and ran out.

      Veronica glowered at me.

      But I settled into the cushions, satisfied. David was free to investigate me for Nonna, just as I was free to torment him for it. “Luigi, was Nick a gambler?”

      “Yeah, and he had a lot of gambling debts. Why?”

      “The current owner and captain of the Galliano is a gambler named Rex Vandergrift. Maybe Nick went to the boat to see him.”

      He shook his head. “If you ask me, this has something to do with the original captain, Giacomo Galliano.”

      “Isn’t he long dead?”

      “Yes, in ’25. But legend has it that he stole some of the missing Civil War gold and hid it on the steamboat.”

      I looked at Veronica. The case had gotten a lot more interesting. “There’s missing Civil War gold?”

      “Sure. Coins and bullion from the Confederate Treasury. And there were silver coins and jewelry too. It was all loaded onto a train in Richmond in 1865, the day before the Union Army forced General Lee’s surrender at Appomattox, and then it disappeared.”

      The incident reminded me of a case I’d worked that was linked to the Nazi theft of the Amber Room. “How would a steamboat captain get Civil War gold?”

      “Galliano fought for the Army of the Two Sicilies against Giuseppe Garibaldi and his thousand men, and he was one of several Sicilian troops who were transported to New Orleans to fight for the Confederacy. Search it on the Google.”

      My head was spinning from all the G names—and from the image of gold that I visualized myself finding on the steamboat. “I’ll take your word for it.”

      Veronica tapped a pen against her lip. “Besides the Confederate treasure, is there anything else Nick might’ve meant by the gold reference?”

      Luigi held up his palms. “It’s got to be that missing gold. A couple of weeks ago I told Nicky that I wasn’t going to give him any more money to support his habits. My guess is he got stoned on alcohol or drugs and got the cockamamie idea to go to the Galliano to look for it.” His eyes met mine. “I owe it to my cousin to find him, and I need your help.”

      Veronica turned to me, and Nonna gave me her do-it-or-else-a glare.

      “Whaddaya say, Franki?” Luigi pulled out his wallet. “I’ll make it worth your while.”

      It felt awkward taking money from my nonna’s sitting-and-staring partner. Then again, he did have a Lambo. “Of course I’ll help. Can I have that picture of Nick?”

      “It’s yours.”

      I rose to retrieve the photo. “Just to cover all the bases, did Nick have any enemies that you know of?”

      Luigi’s jaw set. “Maybe the mob.”

      I stumbled backwards and bounced onto the couch. That not-so-minor detail should have been disclosed before I’d accepted the case. “What makes you say that?”

      “Those gambling debts I mentioned.”

      Veronica’s eyes had gone wide and stayed that way. “Did he gamble at a Mafia-run establishment? Or did he borrow from them to cover debts he’d accrued somewhere else?”

      “I couldn’t tell ya.” Luigi rubbed his chin. “But Marv got uneasy when I told him Nicky was missing. He said it might not be related, but he wanted me to know that the Galliano’s chef is a shady character.”

      Veronica frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      After a run-in with a crazed, knife-wielding chef at Christmas, I did. “He’s not French, is he?”

      “It’s a Sicilian. Alfredo Scalino.”

      The tense quiet that fell over the room was on par with omertà, the Mafia code of silence.

      My head spun again with another G name—Gigi “The G-Man” Scalino, brother to Alfredo and one of the most vicious crime bosses ever to darken the streets of New Orleans.
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      “Well, if it ain’t my second-favorite PI.” Marv leaned close to the purchase window of the Where Dat Tours ticket pavilion, his pudgy face and bald scalp reminiscent of Danny DeVito. “No offense or nothin’, but Jim Rockford will always be first.”

      I half-smiled. “I used to watch The Rockford Files with my parents, so I’m okay with taking a backseat to James Garner.”
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