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Welcome to Miracolo . . .


Eve Angelotta: The single, thirtysomething head chef runs Miracolo’s kitchen with a cool head and a passionate heart. But creating northern Italian cuisine that makes people swoon is just one of her talents. Suddenly a sleuth after discovering a corpse on the kitchen tiles, Eve turns up the heat to prove her grandmother’s innocence and serve a killer their just desserts.


Maria Pia Angelotta: She’s not the kind of grandmother who makes brownies and sells crap on eBay. Larger than life, a beauty in her mid-seventies, the formidable owner of Miracolo has a soft side—hearing “Three Coins in the Fountain” makes Eve’s nonna weep without fail. But where was Maria Pia when her boyfriend was murdered in cold blood?


Joe Beck: Digging through Miracolo’s compost heap at midnight searching for his wedding ring doesn’t exactly signal to Eve that this sexy, handsome lawyer is actually single—or sane. But after murder at Miracolo puts everything she loves on the line, Eve turns to Joe for advice, friendship, and more. . . . Is there anything else he’s hiding from her?


Arlen Mather: The murder victim was Maria Pia’s intimate, but how well did she know him? How did he get into Miracolo after hours? Who wielded the fatal blow to his head? And why was he found clutching a priceless opera artifact—a rare 78 rpm recording of Enrico Caruso singing in English—that had belonged to Eve’s great-grandfather?
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In memory of my parents and our beautiful years together
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Monday


It was 11:53 p.m., and the late-night regulars showed no sign of leaving.


As I lovingly dried my utility knife, I shouldered open the kitchen’s double doors and peeked into the dining room of Miracolo, our family-owned Italian restaurant. My great-grandfather had opened it back in 1937, and to hear the stories, you’d think he arrived by covered wagon instead of in a 1931 DeSoto.


Apparently Great-Granddad Alberto Camarata just had to get out of the wilds of Brooklyn and travel across the hostile territory of New Jersey before settling in Quaker Hills, Pennsylvania, forty minutes north of Philly. He felt such deliverance from whatever was driving him to leave New York that he named the place Miracolo, “miracle.”


And the miracle business has been driving successive generations of cooking Camaratas and Angelottas crazy ever since. I now watched my grandmother, Maria Pia Angelotta, single-handedly provide the atmosphere here at Miracolo. To get the picture of Maria Pia, think Anne Bancroft with more wrinkles and bigger boobs. At nearly midnight, after a ten-hour work day, my seventy-six-year-old nonna—Italian for grandmother—was dancing.


This consisted of swaying her hips and waving her arms experimentally, because she’d once watched a movie about Isadora Duncan. “Che bella ragazza”—what a beautiful girl—she opined, “even if she wasn’t Italian.” Nonna didn’t wear the perpetual old-world widow’s weeds that pretty much resemble a Hefty bag with a white lace collar. Her black-clad hips were much more fashion forward, making it all the way to 1955 and those belted, full skirts sported by Lucy Ricardo.


I watched contentedly in the afterglow of my saltimbocca alla Eva—that’s me, Eve Angelotta, head chef here at Miracolo—the veal special that had sold out early. It always does, which I attribute to the fact that I substitute tarragon for sage. Tarragon is user-friendly. Sage is . . . well, like a dancing grandmother who believes your purpose in life should be to find a nice Italian boy, get married, and produce future chefs for Miracolo.


While I inhaled the lingering aroma of the caper-tarragon gravy, Leo, one of the regulars, launched into a mandolin version of “Three Coins in the Fountain.” This was bad news, because that song always undid Maria Pia to the extent that she’d start flinging herself around the dining room in full circles, which was alarming if you happened to be glassware.


“Is she weeping yet?” My cousin (and sous chef) Landon Angelotta slipped behind me, craning to peer into the dining room.


“Almost.” Nonna always sobs at the line “Each heart longing for its home.” Two lines later the songwriter rhymes home with Rome—that place in the south—so we suspect she must have had her heart broken by a Roman.


Landon reported: “And . . . there she goes.”


I sighed.


But then our aged bartender, Giancarlo Crespi, dressed in his traditional red jacket, stepped out from behind the gleaming teakwood bar and stiffly approached my grandmother with a white linen napkin in his left hand. Some of the late-nighters whistled and pounded the tables that they always rearrange for the entertainment, and they all chimed in, singing the lyrics, a game I refer to as Find the Key. Was Giancarlo surrendering? Was he a matador with a death wish, approaching the bullish Maria Pia?


But no. Like the proud Genovese immigrant he was, he caught Maria Pia in a one-armed clasp, saving our glassware, and they improvised some wannabe sexy spin, circling his white linen napkin overhead. A real crowd-pleaser.


My friend Dana Cahill, who usually sings with the grappa-drinking music makers, was absent that night. When she’s there, roaming around with her cordless mic, she and Maria Pia end up as dueling divas, their smiles frozen in place, but really trying to top each other with boisterous renditions of “Those Were the Days.” Most evenings there are a couple of acoustic guitars, a mandolin, a homemade string bass, a tambourine, and bongos. Occasionally the clarinet shows up.


I gave skinny, dear Landon a quick hug and sent him out through the double doors. “Buona notte, bellissimo,” I whispered. He melted as nicely as the butter in his saucepan.


Dancing quickly across my beautiful black-and-white-tiled floor, I dreamed about my upcoming trip to the American Culinary Federation’s annual convention in Orlando in three weeks. Nonna had seemed positively airy and magnanimous when she told me she’d pay for me to go.


As I placed my precious utility knife back in the block, I happened to glance out the long window behind the cavernous stainless steel sinks—and couldn’t believe my eyes.


In the light of the half-moon, a man in floral swim trunks was standing on top of our compost bin. The five-foot-high wood enclosure is at the very back of the property, behind some flowering bushes at the end of the expansive dining courtyard that we open for dining every June first.


It looked like the guy had pulled over a wrought-iron patio chair to help himself up. And, from what I could tell, he was barefoot and edging his way around the front of the bin with something in his hands.


I silently opened the back door. The thumping bass from the open dining room windows, and the group bellowing a big finish to the Fountain song—“Make it mine! Make it mine! Make it mine!”—was why the compost man didn’t hear me creep up on him, armed with the first thing I could grab near the kitchen door.


“What the hell are you doing?” I barked in the voice I usually reserve for housebreaking pets.


He whirled, lost his footing, and went over with a whoop. Whatever he’d been holding in his hands clattered to the patio.


I pulled a tiki light over and saw him clinging to the inside rim of the compost bin. “I see you,” I actually said.


“Well, I know you see me.”


“Get out of there this instant.”


His bare back was resting on what looked like rotting lettuce and potato peels from a couple of days ago. “Can you give me a hand?” he sputtered.


“You got yourself into this mess,” I told him, stepping back and crossing my arms.


The next thing I knew, he was trying to haul himself up with a majestic grunt. In the moonlight there was something sinister in the way he slapped first a forearm and then a leg—a nicely shaped one, I might add—over the top of the bin. I held my breath as the rest of him came into sight like some creature emerging from the kind of sludge in those movies where everyone’s hysterical in dubbed English.


“I’ve got a weapon!” I warned.


He squinted at me. “You’ve got a parasol.”


I looked at my right hand. So I did—the pretty paper and bamboo one my dad had given me after a business trip to Japan, when I was fourteen. I scrambled over to his own weapon that had fallen onto the patio, and picked up . . . a metal detector. He was going through my compost in floral swim trunks with a metal detector? What kind of roving weirdo does that? I held on to the metal detector just in case.


As he rested on the rim, he asked, “Could I have the chair, please?”


Hmm—was that safe? Well, whatever was going to happen was going to happen. In the time it took me to run inside for the phone, he could be all over me. Besides, there was something about his comfort with the word parasol that worked in his favor.


I tugged the patio chair over with my leg, hopping on my other foot. I thought he said thank you, but only the compost could say for sure.


No movement.


“Are you hurt?” I didn’t want a headline like that one a few years ago, where a burglar sued the homeowner because he got hurt during the commission of the crime.


“Just humiliated.”


“Well.” I widened my eyes at him. “And who brought that on?”


“And frustrated.” He let out a huge sigh.


“Look,” I said, shoving the chair right underneath him, “I don’t know what kind of fetish you have going on, but I want you to stay out of my garbage. Are we clear on that? You’re trespassing—”


He showed a certain amount of grace—and an attractive bare chest—as he lowered himself to the chair. “Am I really, Eve?” He gave a quick push through his short hair, then looked me straight in the eye.


Violins blared like sirens. Hitchcock films crowded around. “How do you know my name?”


“You’re Eve Angelotta, Miracolo’s head chef.”


Did he catch me on that Good Neighbors show on WYBE TV 35? Was I famous?


Then he went on kind of sheepishly, “To tell you the truth, I was here last night.”


“What are you talking about?”


“With, well, you know, your cousin . . . ”


Ah, my cousin, the organic farmer Kayla. I should have known.


Unless he meant Landon. I eyed him.


Brushing coffee grounds out of his hair, he told me his name was Joe Beck, lawyer brother of the hunky florist James Beck three doors up from Miracolo. (He didn’t actually say “hunky.”) He had just moved out from Philly a couple of months ago and was helping in the shop this week whenever he could fit it in between clients. He had met my cousin Kayla during one of her early-morning power walks. I didn’t want to tell him that Kayla had probably seen him around, fancied him, and spun him a tale about regular exercise that I knew never happened.


“One thing led to another—” he said.


“And you ended up here.”


On the leather couch in the office, was my guess.


He squinted at me in the glare of the tiki light, but since I stood in the shadows, he wouldn’t be able to see my face clearly. His own was pretty good, if you overlooked the bit of zucchini on his forehead. Everything about him was wry—the mouth, the eyes, even the nose, which veered off a little at the end. The hair just did a trim dark blond thing with a golden assist from the moonlight.


I waited.


“Well, it’s kind of embarrassing.”


“For you, maybe.”


“Kayla didn’t think you’d mind,” he said.


“No, Kayla didn’t think I’d know.” She just might lose key privileges over this. “How many nights?”


He seemed to study the trumpet vine on the stockade fence. “Three.” Then he said, “It seemed to run its course,” which was an uncannily accurate way of describing my cousin’s viral love life.


I finally handed him his metal detector. “What were you looking for?”


He slung the metal detector over his shoulder, then gave me a two-fingered salute. “My wedding ring,” he said, and disappeared through the gate.


I twirled my pink paper parasol and headed back to the kitchen.


From inside the dining room came the opening finger picks of “My Heart Will Go On,” played on two guitars. It sounded like someone had actually brought a pan flute—although I had often witnessed the mandolin-playing Leo cup his hands to his mouth and make a sound like a loon. Pretty, either way.


Tuesday


On the morning of May 27, my life seemed to be scored by an Oscar-winning composer:


A good-looking compost invader at midnight.


A job I loved, although I’d never admit it to Nonna.


A new satin-and-lace camisole in chocolate brown from my favorite boutique down the street, Airplane Hangers.


A new shampoo that delivered shine, volume, and coverage—everything I like in a man but with fewer complications.


So it felt particularly unfair when I let myself into Miracolo at 1:21 p.m., singing Lionel Ritchie’s “Endless Love” in a lavish falsetto, and strode into my kitchen. Whereupon something looked terribly out of place.


Maybe it was the body on the floor.


What looked like an older man, sprawled on his stomach, wearing khaki pants and a yellow short-sleeved summer shirt. When I tried to see past all the blood, I noticed that his head was bashed in. Skulls that look like that are pretty much done working the Times crossword puzzle, not to mention finding any kind of a hat that fits.


I started shaking.


I staggered over to the wall, where I meant to turn on the lights, but flipped the switch that started the loop of Sinatra music. “My Way” started, and my eyes slid back to the dead guy.


Regrets, I’ve had a few, but then again, too few to mention . . .


Melting against the wall, I killed the music and looked around the empty Miracolo kitchen, trembling.


Who did this? And why here, in my place?


My nonna might own the restaurant, swanning around chatting up the regulars and sampling my sauces while trying to convince me I’ll never “catch a man” wearing pants (to which I counter, “How about one wearing a skirt?”), but Miracolo felt like mine.


I pushed myself off the wall and looked more closely at the dead guy, afraid it was somebody I knew—some delivery guy, a regular customer, ex-boyfriend, or maybe even my so-called father. He’d been gone for so many years I wasn’t sure I’d recognize him. We were pretty sure his farewell note, “I can’t take her anymore,” referred to his mother, Maria Pia.


The guy had short, thick white hair and his face had a kind of hard, rubbery look. His eyes were glazed, like he was trying to look out from behind frosted glass. And his mouth was frozen in a look that seemed to say, I’m not sure this is quite what I had in mind for today.


One thing was for sure: I didn’t know him. Had never seen him before.


This was an immense relief.


So why were my hands still shaking?


Just tell yourself it’s like having a misdelivered package. Call someone who can come take him away, preferably in the next five minutes, before Landon—


“Someone’s in the kitchen with E-e-eve,” sang out Landon.


Too late.


“Someone’s in the kitchen, I know-oh-oh-oh.” Then he flipped on all the overhead lights . . . and shrieked.
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“Landon, Landon, calm down,” I pleaded.


“Don’t tell me to calm down!” His eyes looked wild.


“Stop shrieking,” I said, grabbing his arms.


“I’m not shrieking!”


“Yes, you are.”


Landon was wearing a turquoise unitard under the black pants that are part of the Miracolo “look.” He has a Tuesday-morning theater dance class in Philly, where he signs in as Landon Michaels, his hopeful stage name. But at this moment he didn’t look like he could remember any of his names.


I pointed to the dead body. “Can we focus, please?”


He cautiously ventured a few steps toward me. “Who’s the poor unfortunate?”


“I don’t have any idea. He was here when I arrived—but I keep thinking he’s meant to be somewhere else.”


Landon looked at me anxiously. “Like someone got it wrong?”


“Exactly!”


“Because why would someone dump their—business—in Miracolo? I mean, it’s not like we’re a construction site or anything.”


“Or the Pine Barrens.”


We both shuddered.


“Do you think this is related to the string of local break-ins?” he hissed.


In the last three months, a rug shop on the far side of Market Square and an antique shop on East Tenth Street had been robbed. “I don’t know. I don’t think so. Doesn’t this seem kind of . . . worse?”


He suddenly sucked in about a quart of air, and then jiggled his fingers mutely.


“What?” I whirled.


“There’s the—the—weapon.”


“Where?”


And then I saw it. About a foot away from the body was the black marble mortar I use for grinding spices. I heroically thrust out an arm to hold Landon back, as if the mortar were capable of independent movement.


“Well. That changes things. It means he wasn’t dumped here.” Oh, God.


“He wasn’t?” Landon’s green eyes were the size of the spangles on my old purple velvet belly dancing belt, back in my former professional life as a dancer.


“No. He was killed here,” I announced, violating my rule about not speaking with authority about anything I’m clueless about—which pretty much sets me apart from half of the Angelottas and all of the Camaratas.


I sent Landon out front to call 911 and our cousin Choo Choo Bacigalupo—I found myself needing Choo Choo’s bald, 300-pound presence to reassure me that the world was still filled with things like fine Italian pastries, and told him to leave informing our nonna to me. If I delegated that to him, the two of them together could give hysteria a bad name.


I stepped away from our “poor unfortunate,” wondering how he—and his killer—had gotten into our restaurant. While I waited for the cops, I mindlessly scooped up some fallen silver sugar pearls that Landon used when he made a cassata cake yesterday, and brushed them off onto the junk mail we throw into the corner of the junk counter.


And when I turned back, that’s when I noticed that the dead guy was lying on one of our Caruso records.


*   *   *


Before saving enough money to open Miracolo in 1937, Great-Granddad chauffeured around a Metropolitan Opera tenor. When the tenor had to blow town—publicly touting the glories of Il Duce, Mussolini, led to the haste—he presented his chauffeur with his personal collection of 78s. One of the rarities was a recording of “Your Eyes Have Told Me What I Did Not Know,” the only song recorded in English by Enrico Caruso.


I had mounted a few shadow boxes holding opera memorabilia on the beautiful old brick walls lining Miracolo’s dining room, and Caruso singing in English was my prize.


It was all I could do not to slide the precious record out from under the dead guy’s hips before it ended up as evidence, crammed into some dark file cabinet at the police station. Cracked into five helpless pieces. That record hadn’t survived flooded basements, lousy housekeeping, even a small house fire, over the course of four generations, only to get tossed willy-nilly into an evidence box.


At the sound of raised voices, I left the kitchen.


The inner door to Miracolo opened to a chorus of gasps, revealing Landon’s back and what looked like my rubbernecking cousin Kayla and my pal Dana Cahill, carrying on like they were waiting for the doors to open for one of Loehmann’s especially competitive sales. I pulled the inner door shut and walked over to them.


To hear Kayla babble, you’d think the unpleasantness described by Landon was somehow affecting the entire escarole crop on the East Coast.


But Dana just asked me softly, “Problem?”


Dana’s one of those supremely confident people who never seems to need long hours of girlfriend therapy involving margaritas and prank calls to loser men. Her husband, Patrick, owns an entire block of buildings on Market Square, though not ours—which keeps things friendly and simple.


I folded my arms across my chef jacket and started to answer their questions, like would I say it’s more gruesome than ghastly, how deep is the dent in the skull, and just how close I might be to puking up my breakfast.


And then, suddenly my face froze. Except for my lower lip, which started to quiver. Oh, no. Not here. Not now. Not ever. Five years ago, I had survived a fall that broke my leg in two places and pretty much ended my Broadway dancing career, without blubbering. And I’d survived Nonna’s triumph when—broke and a little bit broken—I had capitulated and joined the family business.


Dana stepped up close, but then Dana always steps up close. Her sense of her own personal space lies well within your own. Most days, I don’t mind. She pushed a lock of my wavy chestnut hair behind my ear. “Tough morning, darling? Shall I run to Starbucks and get you something with lots of foam?”


Really, the terrible thing about kindness is that it comes when you most need it.


My shoulders slumped . . . and I started bawling. Then I flung myself, wailing, at Dana and the Versace scarf around her neck. Landon and Kayla closed in, going for a group hug that yielded a veritable potpourri of Lady Speed Stick (Kayla), Skin So Soft (Landon), and Opium (guess who) applied a little freely for early afternoon.


As I heard dueling sirens wail to a stop outside Miracolo, I came to my senses. “Landon, grab the bag from the butcher. It’s just inside the kitchen doors. Quick!” A bag holding ten pounds of flank steak for braciole sitting out on the murder floor, where I’d dropped it earlier, wouldn’t survive who knew how many days of the Quaker Hills version of CSI.


Landon broke away from the group force field and disappeared in a dash of turquoise through the inner door. My cousin Kayla started spouting harebrained theories about the identity of the dead guy and motives for the crime, while Dana pulled a compact out of her handbag. The two of them took turns checking hair and lipstick, baring their teeth to expose any seeds or spinach still hanging around after lunch.


We couldn’t afford to close down for days while the cops did their thing behind yellow crime scene tape, but what could we do? “Landon, hurry,” I called, then peeked out the street door as two black-and-whites disgorged four cops to the sound of radio crackle.


I was just about to head them off at the pass—do a little meet-and-greet out there on the side-walk—when Landon sprang back into our little group, brandishing the bag of flank steak. I fell back, mashing poor Dana’s left foot, and took a huge breath when the street door swung open.


The marines had landed.


*   *   *


They dutifully checked out for themselves that there was indeed a dead guy in the restaurant, where, I reflected, the previous most exciting thing was the time I had sex in the back office with the FedEx guy. Although that had turned out to be one of those “what was I thinking?” moments, at least what happened in the back office stayed in the back office.


We spilled out onto Market Square.


It was a warm early afternoon in late May and a few lunch stragglers still loitered under the green awning at Sprouts, the vegetarian café two doors down.


Dana rubbed all of our shoulders.


Landon practiced some pas de bourrée.


I shredded a croissant and stuffed the flaky pieces in my mouth. Landon had to remind me to chew.


Kayla stood utterly still with her eyes closed. I could swear I heard her annoying mantra—noof—buzzing around us. Or maybe she was just winding up a good malocchio—the Italian evil eye—against the murderer responsible for shutting down Miracolo before she got paid.


Dana chewed her French-manicured nails and watched me pace.


A crowd, of course, gathered.


And a man sauntered to a stop. “Hello, Kayla.”


It was Joe Beck, dressed today in jeans and a well-worn orange and gray plaid shirt. Landon murmured something about a blond Ryan Reynolds, and Dana countered with something about Eric Bana, only subtract the waves and add a dimple a girl could disappear into like Alice down the rabbit hole. All of which I think Joe heard. Although I happened to agree with her about the dimple, I kept it to myself.


First, corpses.


Now the real embarrassment: my friends and family.


“Joseph,” Kayla said with a flip of her newly colored red and professionally curled hair.


That seemed to conclude the joyful reunion between the two lovers. Somehow I expected more from people who, for three nights, had shared the ultimate intimacy—underwear—together. But about this Beck guy, I knew next to nothing except he scares easily and can tell the difference between a parasol and an umbrella.


He was taking in the cop cars, the crowd, and me. “Carbon monoxide?” He turned his blue eyes to me inquiringly.


“Dead guy,” I said and crossed my arms. “Smashed skull. We have good monoxide detectors.”


“Yeah,” he said thoughtfully. “Those won’t help much with blunt objects.”


“Mortar and pestle,” I added. “Well, just the mortar.”


Joe Beck crossed his arms. “So who is he?”


“Don’t know him, never saw him.”


Joe Beck thrust out his lower lip kind of skeptically, I thought. Then he gave a little shrug. “Why would some total stranger—”


Just then a girl in pink spandex, with enough metal on her face to jam navigation systems everywhere, sidled up from the crowd and gave him a gum-chewing once-over, followed by a thumbs-up, which made him smile.


Kayla started unloading vegetables from the back of her blue van emblazoned in yellow script with Kale & Kayla Organics, the name of her farm. “Wait, wait, Kayla!” What was I going to do with five crates of eggplants, escarole, peppers—


Dana started answering the crowd’s morbid questions about the dead guy, though of course she had no answers.


Choo Choo. Where was Choo Choo? He was good at crowd control.


Kayla hauled another crate out of the back of the van of plenty. “Kayla, stop,” I yelled, “I can’t possibly—”


Joe Beck shifted his weight and tried again. “Why would some total stranger break into Miracolo just to shuffle off this mortal coil?”


I put my hands on the hips that were somewhere under the chef jacket. Doesn’t anybody design alluring chef wear? “Are you saying the guy’s a suicide?” I shot him a challenging look. “Then how come his head was bashed in when I found him lying on ‘Your Eyes Have Told Me What I Did Not Know’?”


Joe looked confused. “What’s ‘Your Eyes Have Told Me—’ ”


I stood up straighter. “ ‘Your Eyes Have Told Me,’ ” I said in my prissiest manner, “is a song recorded by Enrico Caruso in 1925. In English. The only one. It’s a treasure in opera memorabilia.”


“I’ll take your word for it.”


I checked out the rest of us refugees from the family business. What on earth was I going to do with them? Being barred from the restaurant for a couple of days was going to be a serious problem. What about payroll? I groaned.


“Well,” said Joe, “your day is pretty effectively screwed.”


I gaped. “And people pay you for that kind of insight?”


“Four hundred an hour.”


“I guess it’s easy to mistake cost for value.” Oops, out of my mouth before I could stop it.


He started to laugh.


Which made me stamp my foot. “I’ve got to interview an applicant for the pianist position in forty-five minutes, and no place to do it now—let alone a piano!”


“You can use James’s other room while the cops sample the physical evidence in your restaurant. He’s away at the Chelsea Flower Show in the UK. How’s that?”


“Well,” I sighed, “I’ll have to see the space first.”


“Of course.” He jerked his dark blond head toward the flower shop. “Come on.”


I turned to check on Dana and my cousin Kayla. The crowd had increased; I saw Adrian the bouncer from Jolly’s Pub across the square, a frazzled old man in a gray overcoat and apparently nothing else, and a few wandering Goths who hadn’t heard just how far out of Philly or style they had gone.


“Kayla, I can’t use any of this,” I shouted at her. “Take it all back—”


An unmarked car pulled up and double-parked alongside one of the black-and-whites. Out climbed what I’d put money on being two detectives, one a tall blond woman in boots, the other a man in jeans and a linen sport coat. They spotted Joe Beck right away.


“Joe,” the male said, looking at our stranded little group.


“Ted,” said Joe.


We could all take lessons from male conversations.


“Sally,” added Joe.


She adjusted her sweater, which took all of her attention. Plus Adrian’s. Then: “Joe.”


The Ted guy took out a battered spiral notebook and addressed our group. “Which one of you”—his eyes slowed at Landon—“is Evelyn Angelino?”


*   *   *


The name confusion thing wouldn’t bother me so much if I hadn’t gone out of my way to become a household word. If you happened to be in the audience during the October 23, 2009, performance of Mary Poppins at the New Amsterdam Theatre, you’ll remember the header that poor unfortunate dancer Eve Angelotta took off the stage during “Step in Time.”


Backstory? The sudden and colossal onset of an oncoming head cold, followed by being handed an antihistamine backstage by a fellow dancer. Considering I never take anything, not even vitamins, when “Step in Time” started, my legs felt like logs disconnected from my body. All I could do was watch those logs with a kind of horrified but dozy detachment while I tried to pump my prop chimney brush, which now felt like trying to bench-press a utility pole.


Long story short, I stepped clear off the stage (cue horrified screams from the seats), asleep with my eyes open. The fast-thinking dance captain, Tony Treadwell, followed me with a back flip and pulled me out of a broken-legged sprawl. With Tony propping me up, we struck a toothy pose to everyone’s amazement and delight. The paramedics managed to collect me through the orchestra pit and nobody was the wiser.


So whenever somebody calls me Evie Angeletti or Ava Angelo or Evelyn Angelino, I bristle. What does a girl have to do to become a household word?


Sighing, I sent Landon, Dana, and Kayla across the square to Jolly’s Pub, where I hoped the classy older man who owned it, Reginald Jolly, would at least give them a drink on the house. Then I told Ted, nope, I don’t know who the dead guy is. Nope, I don’t know how the dead guy got inside; the door was locked when I got there. Nope, I have no idea why he’s lying on our Caruso record. A crazed collector?


After a bunch of other questions the detective released me temporarily, so I went up the street to Flowers by Beck, lugging ten pounds of flank steak. Joe showed me the back room where James apparently taught ikebana classes, and I decided that it would do.


When the bell over the front door tinkled, I followed Joe into the front room. While he waited on a customer in a gray business suit, I prowled the shop and came to a stop in front of the refrigerator.


Perfect! Thirty seconds later, my ten pounds of flank steak were the new neighbor to a pail of lavender roses, red and pink Oriental lilies, and spotted gold orchids. Ted had told me we’d have to close for a day, maybe two, while techs went over the crime scene, and I wasn’t about to let this prime meat go to waste.


When this was all over, I’d thank Joe with a dinner at Miracolo. The risotto. It’s the cheapest thing on the menu.


While the customer was looking around to decide what he wanted, Joe produced an electric keyboard from his brother’s storage space upstairs, where they stashed instruments the two of them had bought and tried, so if I also had a sudden need for steel drums or a xylophone, I knew where to come.


I was threading my way through the floor displays to return to Miracolo, to post a note to the pianist applicant on our front door, when the flower shop’s bell tinkled again.


In walked Detective Sally, with a troubled look on her face. “Ms. Angelotta?” Close on her heels were Dana, Landon—looking as taut as rubber bands on a rotisserie chicken—and our monumental maître d’, my cousin Choo Choo Bacigalupo.


Out of the corner of my eye I saw Joe pause in giving the customer his change.


“Yes?” I said.


She held up a black leather billfold. “We’ve got the victim’s ID. His name is Arlen Mather. Does that ring any bells?”


I staggered backward from the bad news, knocked over a four-tiered display of African violets and, in a crash of broken pottery, went down, down, down.


Arlen Mather was my grandmother’s boyfriend.
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Sally squinted down at me on the floor. “Your grandmother’s boyfriend, and you don’t know him?” she said in a testy kind of way.


I said the only thing that would explain it. “She’s from Genoa.” Choo Choo and Joe grabbed me by my arms and pulled me to my feet. Since Sally didn’t seem to get the point, I went on, “They don’t talk.” Then I added: “They cook and they paint and they go to sea.”


Dana looked at me quizzically. “I thought Maria Pia was born outside Philly?”


Merriam Webster, un•help•ful, adj.: see Dana. “She was, but her family’s from Genoa. It’s the same thing.”


Sally fixed me with a skeptical look. “That still doesn’t explain why you don’t know—”


I sighed. “Maria Pia is very private about . . . the things she’s very private about.” Hearing myself, I winced. If only this detective knew my grandmother, she wouldn’t even bother with the question. I ask you, what good’s a reputation if it doesn’t give you a pass in the crazy department? Has this Sally person never been to Miracolo? Doesn’t she eat?


I exchanged a look with Landon, who was crouched in the carnage of African violets, picking up shards of pottery.


“I completely get it,” put in Dana, bumping up against me in her beige silk pants.


As I gave Detective Sally my grandmother’s name and contact information, I thought about poor, konked Arlen Mather, who would never again be able to sample Maria Pia’s, er, delights.


Joe clapped a hand on my quivering shoulder and told me I could clean myself up in the workroom in the back. Then he started to sweep the mess into a pile. I pulled the broom from his hand, telling him, “My mess, my sweep.” Then I sniffed and added, “And my bill.”


“No problem.”


The blond detective jiggled her pencil, which looked as nibbled as her nails. And mine. “Who has a key to your restaurant?”


Holding their collective breath, Dana, Landon, and Choo Choo turned to me, as wide-eyed as a colony of meerkats. They must have felt the awful truth coming before I even thought it through. “I have two. The one on my key ring, and the spare I keep at Jolly’s for emergencies.”


The meerkats were nodding their approval.


“Then Mar-Jo Properties has one—that’s our landlord.” I held up three fingers. Then my mind slowed down, with no more obvious key holders to report. No pianist yet, no needy, possessive boyfriends, no—


Wait.


“Kayla!” I blurted.


But then Landon held up a finger. “No, no,” he announced, “just yesterday I saw Kayla hand over a key to—”


And we all watched while his poor face lost all expression.


“Yes?” intoned Sally.


“To our nonna.” We could hardly hear him. “Kayla was returning Maria Pia’s key.”


“But that’s for the Quaker Hills Cookbook Club,” I warbled. “A book club for food geeks. They meet the first Tuesday morning of the month, and they critique the recipes in all the newest cookbooks.” Was I in full babble mode yet? “Then they all eat egg-white omelets with asiago cheese that Nonna prepares. She’s the club treasurer.”


Was nobody moving?


Or, for that matter, breathing?


Sally snapped her notebook shut, turned on her stylish boot heels, and left, throwing something back to me about more questioning later.


Landon handed Joe Beck the broken pieces he had picked up.


Dana stroked my hair behind my ear again.


Choo Choo, in a hoodie as big and green as all the Poconos, whispered, “It doesn’t mean she did it, you know.” Which is the first time that thought got voiced. That Nonna might have done it.


“We’ll clear her name,” announced Dana in the evangelical voice she had used three years ago as the lead in Anything Goes at the local Windmill Theater. “And we’ll do it starting now.” Because Maria Pia has one of those combustible personalities that wouldn’t come across well once the cops started to dig.


My cousins got noisily on board, but Choo Choo, scowling through his carefully trimmed scruff, looked grim and fatalistic. I thought it would probably take more than us to clear our beloved nonna’s name, but we were the place to start. Landon announced a potluck at his condo that evening at seven, with only happy food allowed—whatever that was.


Then I told them all, “Now go help Kayla take all her produce to the farmer’s market. And don’t forget to invite her to the potluck.” That call to arms mobilized the three of them, and they left the Beck flower shop.


Once they were out of sight, my shoulders dropped and I turned to Joe. “I can’t afford four hundred dollars an hour,” I said quietly.


Joe Beck pursed his lips. “You may not need to. Let’s see where the investigation goes.” He plucked a mashed pink violet from my sleeve. “If you do end up needing legal help, I offer a good-neighbor discount.”
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