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CHAPTER ONE


 

 "Cassidi, are those sex dolls in Santa's sleigh?" Amy Spannagel gawked at the second-floor rooftop of the three-story Victorian mansion where I lived and ran my beauty salon, The Clip and Sip. 
 My eyes darted to the display. The fake sacks of toys had been replaced with three very real, very adult blow-up dolls. I put my hand over my mouth, which was frozen in an O. "Surely they're life-sized Barbies?" 
 My stepcousin Gia Di Mitri walked up and crossed her arms against her sexy Mrs. Claus sweater. "Well, ho, ho, ho." Her tone was as dry as the winter air. "Looks like a wild ride." 
 That wasn't the answer I'd been looking for. 
 Amy gave me a playful jab. "I guess that clatter on the roof was high heels, not reindeer hooves." 
 I shot her a Scrooge-style stare. 
 She coughed and looked back at the holiday harlots. 
 I spun on my cousin. "Who would pull a stunt like this on our open house night?" 
 Gia's gaze held a get-a-clue glare. "Who do you think?" 
 The Christmas culprit could've been anyone, but I knew who she thought had done it. "Just because Ivy owns a rival salon doesn't mean she's behind this." 
 "Doesn't it?" She flipped her Cher hair. "That snake's been hell-bent on putting us out of business ever since she slithered in from LA." 
 She had a point, but no proof. "That doesn't mean she vandalized our Santa." 
 "She's already one-upped our free drink offer and our business name. Do you really think she'd stop at slutting up our sleigh?" 
 I chewed a Frosty-adorned fingernail and thought about Styles and Spirits' free glasses of champagne. "Probably not." 
 Amy pushed her black-rimmed glasses high on her Roman nose. "Why is that one doll upside down?" 
 Gia arched a red-glittered brow. "The one between Santa's legs?" 
 It dawned on me what was going down in that sleigh, and my jaw wanted to drop. But I wouldn't let it because I didn't want to look like one of the dolls. 
 "Wait a sec." Gia flailed her arm toward the roof. "One's a blonde, like you, and one has my fab hair." 
 A flash of anger warmed my chest, but not like the hot toddy I'd had earlier. And I didn't know if I was madder at the display denigrator or my conceited cousin. "Then Ivy didn't do this, because she wouldn't know about the sex scandals." 
 "C'mon, Cass." Gia threw up her hands like she'd tossed a pizza. "Everyone in Danger Cove knows this place used to be a brothel. It's about to be a freakin' stop on the Gold Rush History Tour." 
 Amy looked at me over the rim of her glasses. "Not to mention that half the women in town and their husbands know your uncle was a lecher." 
 I rose up on her like the abominable Bumble on Rudolph. "Is that really what you want to say about my late uncle?" 
 "That, and may God rest Vinnie's soul." She crossed herself even though I was sure she wasn't Catholic. 
 The ice left my eyes. "He was kind enough to leave his salon to me, and I've worked hard to rehab its image. For his sake and mine, I'm not about to let anyone ruin it."


 I looked at my phone. It was 6:45 p.m., so I had fifteen minutes to do something before my open house got underway. "Our guests will be here soon, and the Christmas lights tour is about to start. You two stay out front and create a distraction." I set off toward the toolshed. "I'll take care of Santa's strumpets." 
 Amy flat-footed it ahead of me, flat out ignoring my request, and went around the side of the house. 
 And Gia hauled booty beside me on the balls of her boots. "You got dizzy just looking at the rock-climbing wall in Girl Scouts. How are you going to make it onto the roof?" 
 My fingers curled into fists. Fourteen years had passed, and I was still mad I hadn't earned that badge. "I'll use the ladder." 
 "No you won't." Amy pointed to the shed. "Because it's gone." 
 I stopped and stared at the empty wall where I kept the ladder. 
 "It was fate," Amy said.  
 "Or maybe the saboteur?" Gia's question was no suggestion. 
 My confidence was giving way to panic. "Now what're we going to do?" 
 Amy snapped her fingers. "I know. We could blast 'I Saw Mommy Kissing Santa Claus' on the stereo, and then people would think you put the doll that way on purpose." 
 "Really? That's your solution?" My tone verged on hysterical. "Because I doubt Mommy was kissing Santa Claus down there." 
 A car door slammed, and I turned to see Donatello Stallone stepping from his squad car with a sack of ice over his shoulder. 
 "Whoa." He ogled the dolls. "I wish I'd known Santa delivered those kinds of toys." 
 My eyes narrowed along with my lips. A whole freezer of ice couldn't cool his Latin blood.

 "Donny"—Gia batted her false eyelashes—"Santa didn't deliver them. A spoilsport did." 
 "Yeah, and Cassidi's trying to attract patrons, not perverts." Amy pushed him toward the porch. "So, you've got to get them off the roof before the open house starts." 
 His dark eyes lit up like LED lights. "With pleasure." 
 "But we don't have a ladder," I said. 
 Gia turned to him and stuck out her bosom in an un–Mrs. Claus–like manner. "You can go out my bedroom window on the second floor." 
 Donatello's chest expanded like that of his namesake Ninja Turtle. "Looks like Christmas came early." 
 Gia giggled, and he dashed up the steps to the salon. 
 Amy, an assistant librarian who had more book smarts than boy smarts, scratched her head. "What did he mean by that?" 
 "Never mind." I shoved my hands into the pockets of my coat. "Let's just hope he gets those dolls down before anyone else sees them." 
 Gia looked behind me at the street. "Too late. Here comes Woman Mouth." 
 My stomach dropped like the Times Square Ball on New Year's Eve, but without the ensuing enthusiasm. Woman Mouth was the translation of Donna Bocca, the undisputed diva of Danger Cove gossip. Thanks to her tattling tongue, The Clip and Sip scandal would be all over town faster than you could say "pa rum pum pum pum." 
 Donna trotted up in a bulky coat with fur trim, which did everything and nothing for her Pumbaa-shaped figure. "Hello, girls." Her voice was as hard as rock candy. "I see you've expanded your list of services to include the full body." 
 "Seriously, Donna?" I was done with jokes for the day. "This was obviously a prank." 
 Her wide-set eyes flitted from Gia's off-shoulder sweater to her black leather miniskirt. "Was it?" 
 Gia lunged at her but tripped, laying out Amy on the lawn. 
 "Cool it, cuz." I grabbed her by the scruff of her sweater and pulled. At five feet seven and one hundred thirty pounds, I had two inches and twenty pounds on her, which I needed to keep her in line. "My Christmas cheer has already been severely challenged." 
 Gia scowled at an unflinching Donna and adjusted her outfit. "Lucky for you we can't afford another scandal, or I would've flattened that pancake nose of yours to a crepe." 
 "Hey!" Amy, who'd lost her glasses in the grass, squinted at the sky. "What's Donatello doing with that broom?" 
 We all looked up. 
 While balancing on the peak of the front porch roof, he'd stuck a broom handle between the blonde doll's legs to lift her from the sleigh. "That's right, baby. Come to daddy." 
 I covered my eyes, dizzy from déjà vu. "This is like when I had Uncle Vinnie's racy statues removed from the salon." 
 "Maybe you'll get on the front page of the Cove Chronicles again." Amy sounded like a kid at Christmas. "Pornographic publicity is better than no publicity, right?" 
 I gave her the fisheye through my fingers. She'd found her glasses but was still blind to reality. 
 "Why, Cassidi," an elderly female voice said. "What a lovely display." 
 Stunned that anyone could find the lusty latex ladies lovely, I removed my hands and saw my client Mabel Henderson, a small but portly woman with a fondness for 1930s pin curls. She'd been the school crossing guard for Danger Cove Elementary for decades—until her eyesight got so bad that she escorted the principal into an open manhole. "Thanks, Mrs. Henderson. It's really…something." 
 She grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze. "It's sweet that you included Santa's helpers in the sleigh, dear, but they're so tall." Her murky-looking eyes grew serious. "They're supposed to be elves, and elves are short." 
 "And they wear clothes too." Amy gave a know-it-all nod. 
 "Evening, everyone." 
 Zac Taylor's voice usually made my insides turn to rubber. But this time the rubbery feeling was pure embarrassment, thanks to the lewd rooftop scene. We'd only been dating for a few months. 
 He slid his arm around my waist and kissed my cheek. "What're you doing outside?" 
 "Uh…" 
 "Yo, Zac," Donatello called. 
 Zac glanced up and did a double take. "What the—" 
 Donatello had two dolls under one arm and held the other upright at his side. "It's like Mardi Gras up here!" 
 I cringed so hard that I shrunk from Zac's embrace. "I'll explain later. Would you please get him and his, um, lady friends down before anyone else sees him?" 
 "On it." Zac headed for the porch. 
 "Here come some carolers." Amy singsonged her words. 
 "Oh, how nice." Mrs. Henderson clasped her hands together and looked in the wrong direction. 
 "Holy ravioli," Gia breathed. "It's Mr. Simkins and the middle school choir." 
 "And their parents," Amy said. "With Randall and Olivia Olcott too." 
 The presence of the Olcotts, a Danger Cove society couple in their early sixties, was almost more upsetting than the dolls. 
 "I've got to distract them. One critical word from Olivia could cancel my open houses for good." I waved at them with both hands to make sure they focused on me instead of the roof. 
 Randall avoided my welcome, but Olivia deigned a nod. When they reached the sidewalk to the salon, Mr. Simkins turned to the children and raised his arms. He paused for a beat, and his arms came down. 
 "Siiilent night—" 
 "Hoooly crap," Donatello shouted as he fell from the roof, clutching the blonde doll to his chest. The other two dolls landed on the lawn, but Donatello hit the porch on top of the blonde. They bounced and, with the doll serving as his sled, slid down the steps to the middle of the sidewalk and stopped a few feet away.  
 He was still holding the naked doll in what looked like a passionate embrace. 
 And then the night was indeed silent—but not holy. 
 Gia strut-ran to Donatello's side, and Zac climbed from a second-floor window. He looked over the edge of the roof. "You still alive?" 
 "Yeah, man. I got lucky." Donatello rolled off the doll and patted her bare boobs. "This girl was made for action." 
 A mother gasped and covered her young son's eyes. 
 Mr. Simpkins lowered his arms, trying to block the children's view. 
 My heart began to beat like it had hit a speed bump, and my lungs bottomed out of my chest. I put my hands on my thighs and started the 5-2-5 breathing technique I'd been taught to ease my anxiety. 
 "Don't stress, Cass." Amy patted my back. "Donatello's totally okay." 
 I pursed my lips à la the Grinch and was sure my heart shrunk three sizes too small. But when the carolers began to leave, I caught sight of the real Grinch.  
 Ivy Li.  
 And she was sitting in her red Lexus sport coupe, smiling like she'd just stolen Christmas. 
   
 *   *   * 
   
 Zac leaned against the doorframe of The Clip and Sip, looking at me from beneath thick lashes. "It's almost midnight. Why don't you try to get some sleep?" He brushed a lock of hair from my eyes. "You're not going to lose any clients over a stupid prank." 
 I glanced at my hands and noticed that I'd chipped Frosty's head off my thumbnail, which was hardly a good omen. "Only because I have so few left. Ivy's taken at least half our regulars and most of the walk-ins. And you saw yourself that only six people came to our open house tonight." 
 "So her salon is trendy," he said with a shrug. "It won't last. The LA vibe's all wrong for Danger Cove, so she doesn't have your business sense." 
 I mustered a semi-smile. Zac always seemed to believe in me, even when I didn't believe in myself. 
 "And don't forget Gia's marketing magic. She brought the salon back from the brink after Margaret Appleby's murder." 
 Gia's Egyptian-themed promotion had been pretty epic. "Maybe you're right." 
 "Of course I am." His hands framed my cheeks, and he looked into my eyes. "You've pulled the salon out of the red before. You'll do it again." 
 I nodded, feigning a confidence I didn't feel. Then his lips landed on mine, and my problems vanished—until a familiar knock brought them right back to me. I pulled away with a sigh. 
 "I take it Gia's still looking for your uncle's fabled cash stash?" He put his forehead on mine. 
 "I'd almost convinced her it didn't exist. But now that business is so bad, she's at it again." I raised my head and gave him a peck on the mouth. "I'd better go before she puts another hole in the sheetrock." 
 He brushed my face with his index finger. "Are we still on for the Lobster Pot tomorrow night?" 
 This time I flashed a full smile. "Nothing can ruin my love for lobster, Zac Taylor." 
 He flash-smiled back and went down the steps. 
 I double bolted the door behind him and rested my forehead on the jamb, welcoming the cool wood against my overheated skin. Zac did that to me with disconcerting frequency. 
 The whirring of a power drill interrupted my romantic meanderings. 
 Bounding up the stairs at the back of the salon, I stopped at Gia's bedroom door.  
 But it wasn't because of the drilling. 
 Gia had draped Arabic-arch-patterned fabric from ceiling to floor, and the walls were lined with red, pink, and gold cushions. "I was going to ask if you were drilling for treasure in your bedroom, but apparently you're in Morocco, so never mind." 
 She switched off the drill and pulled a pink veil from her face. "I'm putting the finishing touches on my I Dream of Jeannie bottle." 
 Given the evening's events, I rued her recent discovery of the 1960s series on Netflix because I much preferred wall holes to the harem theme. "I don't want to tell you what to do with your space, but I'm sensitive to anything that smacks of sex right now." 
 She put the drill on her purple velvet bedspread. "You going to let Ivy's antics get to you?" 
 I avoided her eyes and took a seat on a cushion beside her dresser. "Do you really think she was behind the sleigh sabotage?" 
 Gia put her hands on her harem-panted hips. "You saw her in the Devil Car outside the salon, and she certainly wasn't here for our open house." 
 I picked at headless Frosty's torso and pondered other possible culprits. "Maybe it was the client you made up like David Bowie on the day of her wedding." 
 "Don't be ridiculous. Thanks to me that bride-to-be left the salon looking like a woman." She picked up a bottle of peppermint vodka from her dresser and poured herself a shot. "Ivy's the one who dolled up our salon, and we've got to doll her up back." 
 "That's the worst thing we could do. We need to focus on getting our clients to return." 
 "Judging from the low turnout tonight," she said, stirring her vodka with a candy cane, "that's going to take a Christmas miracle." She raised her glass to me and swallowed her shot.  
 The enormity of the task was too much to contemplate at eleven forty-five on a Saturday night. "Let's brainstorm this tomorrow." I rose to my feet. "If I know you, you'll figure out a way to superhero-save the day." 
 "I'll try, but we might need a real genie to get us out of this mess." She flopped onto her bed and grabbed something from a box on her nightstand. 
 My eyes narrowed as I recognized one of the snowball cookies I'd ordered from Cinnamon Sugar Bakery. "Weren't we supposed to serve those at the open house tonight?" 
 She popped a cookie into her mouth and brushed powdered sugar from her hands. "We were, but like the majority of our clients, the cookies couldn't make it." She turned back toward the box and stared at her closet door, which was ajar. "Did you borrow something?" 
 It was common knowledge that Gia kept her clothes under lock and key. It was also widely known—and glaringly apparent—that her style was straight up Jersey Girl, whereas mine was more Girl Next Door. "When would that ever happen?" 
 "The day you finally get some fashion sense." Her tone was low, like the jab. Then she leapt off the bed and picked up the drill, aiming it like a gun at the closet, and opened the door with her foot. 
 No one was inside, not to my surprise. But I could see Gia wasn't satisfied. She had a photographic memory where her closet was concerned, and she could tell if so much as a moth had touched her stuff. 
 She scanned the rows of clothes and shoes. Next, she zeroed in on the shelves.  
 My stomach seized when she pulled out a three-ring binder I knew all too well.  
 Gia flipped open the cover, and her perky pout turned into a flat-out frown. "Someone ripped out some of the pages." 
 "Which ones?" I whispered, even though I already knew the answer. 
 Her eyes met mine. "The ones with Vinnie's clients' names, except for the last page." 
 When she mentioned my uncle's clients, she wasn't talking about his salon regulars. She was referring to local men who'd bought his counterfeit Viagra. "Why would someone want to steal that kind of information? Blackmail?" 
 She snapped the cover shut. "Well, it's because they wanted to invite the dudes to a party." 
 I took the binder and looked inside. Sure enough, only one of the six pages she'd photocopied from my uncle's little black book remained. "Do you think one of our guests did it?" 
 "No one left the salon that I saw." She sunk onto the side of the bed. "What about you?" 
 I shook my head. "It's not like we had a full house, and you know as well as I do that no one stayed more than twenty minutes." 
 She pinched her bottom lip. "Then it must've happened when we were outside looking at the display." 
 My stomach was no longer seizing. It was lurching—like I was riding in a one-horse open sleigh. Was that the reason for the adult dolls? Were they supposed to distract us while someone swiped the list? And if so, what in the name of jolly old Saint Nick did they plan to do with it?

 




CHAPTER TWO


 

 The morning sun crept into the salon break room as though it were afraid to disturb me. But my computer had no such compunction. The harsh white light radiated from the screen like it was blaming me the page was blank. In all fairness, I had typed Marketing Ideas at the top. It wasn't my fault my mind kept wandering to Uncle Vinnie's copped client list. 
 And to his murder last December. 
 Gia entered in her genie jammies and made a beeline for the espresso machine. Her attire was appropriate since she was built like Barbara Eden but blew into a room like Genie from Aladdin. "Did you call Detective Ohlsen yet?" 
 "He was away from his desk, so I had the displeasure of talking to Detective Marshall." Based on some run-ins we'd had with him in the past, I didn't need to explain my bitterness. 
 "Let me guess." Her tone was as coarse as the coffee grounds she was loading into the filter. "The dubious detective thinks I lost the list." 
 "Basically, yes." I frowned at the memory of our curt conversation. "It took a lot of insisting, but he agreed to add a report of the theft to Vinnie's case file." 
 "You did your duty. Now we wait and see if the list surfaces somehow." 
 I grimaced and wondered whether the theft could possibly be connected to my uncle's unsolved death. And I took my anxiety out on Frosty, picking at his remains. "Hey, do you know where the polish remover is? I couldn't find any at the manicure station." 
 She put a cappuccino cup beneath the filter. "That's because I threw it out." 
 "But I bought it yesterday." 
 "And since I'm the manicurist, you should've checked with me first." Her scowl spread into a self-satisfied smirk. "We switched to the Mad Makeup brand." 
 It took me a moment to realize she was referring to her cosmetic line. She didn't have the capital for full-scale production, but she'd managed to scrape together the funds for some samples. "That's great. Where is it?" 
 "One sec." She slipped from the room and returned with a purple bottle. 
 I eyeballed the label. "Polish Purger? That sounds a little extreme." 
 "Precisely." She nodded like Jeannie granting a wish. "Besides polish, it can remove any kind of nail—acrylic, gel, even shellac." 

Let's hope it doesn't remove real ones too.

 "And we can use this for a promotion I've come up with." She handed me a bottle of bright red nail polish. "It's called Poison Poinsettia, and it's scented." 
 I unscrewed the cap and took a sniff. "Mm. It smells like mulling spices. But why is Poison in the name?" 
 Her brow raised in a triumphal arch. "It's part of my Intoxicating Colors line." 
 "Clever." I hid my concern. After the awful salon incident involving the murder of Margaret Appleby, I was sensitive about any implication that my products were poisonous. 
 "For the promotion, I'll offer a free makeover with every mani-pedi. Instead of my signature smoky eye, I'll do a seasonal variation." 
 "How does the smoky eye tie in with the holidays?" I put the polish on the table. 
 "You know." She gave me a shove. "Instead of blending green eye shadow with purple, I'll blend it with red."  
 I reminded myself that green and red made brown—with any luck. 
 "So, we'll see how Styles and Spirits stands up to good old Jersey glam." She flicked her black genie ponytail. "What have you come up with?" 
 "Um…" I glanced at the blank computer screen. "A free blowout with every purchase?" 
 The corners of her pouty mouth took a dive—like our sales. "If that's all you've got, then you'd better hope I find Vinnie's Viagra money." 
 I rubbed my temple. "Please don't start." 
 "I can't help it, Cass." Her big brown eyes widened. "He was dealing to half the old men at the Coveside Retirement Resort, and you know they were popping those little blue pills like Tic Tacs. So he had to be making bank, and he wouldn't have been dumb enough to deposit drug money into one." 
 "Just because he told Aunt Carla he was set for retirement doesn't make it true." Even as I said it, I hoped I was wrong. "We need to make money, not search for it." 
 "Can't argue with that." She turned on the steam arm and began frothing a pitcher of milk. "What's on the calendar this month?" 
 I opened our scheduling software. "A few appointments here and there. And we'll be doing hair and makeup for the cast of the living nativity every day for the week leading up to Christmas." 
 "I guess it's a good thing Joseph and Mary have to look old school." She shot me a pointed look over her shoulder. "Otherwise, Reverend Vickers might've gone with Styles and Spirits." 
 "You make us sound so out of style." 
 "Compared to Miss Cutting-Edge California, we are." She poured steamed milk into her cup. "It's time to crank it up a notch and reclaim our client base." 
 I closed my laptop. "What do you suggest?" 
 Her smile told me I was in for trouble. "A reverse 'Christmas in July.'" 
 "A what?" 
 "A beach party in December." She kneeled on a chair and placed her forearms on the table. "We could do a beach bunny look for hair and makeup and offer extras like spray tanning and bikini waxing." 
 I wrinkled my nose. "Unless your event is at the Playboy mansion, women aren't going to want to look like beach bunnies for Christmas." 
 "Are you kidding? Think Brigitte Bardot's cat eye." She gave me a sexy side-eye demonstration. "That's nothing if not hot. And when does anyone not want a tan and a trimmed tree?" 
 Between the sex dolls and that trimmed tree remark, Christmas was really starting to lose its magic. "If we do this—and keep that if in mind—what kind of staffing would we need?" 
 "It depends." She picked up her cup and gripped it with both hands. "You said you'd replace Lucy, and she left for Sweden to marry Sven a month ago. Is that still in the plans?" 
 "We don't have the money. The salon's in serious trouble." 
 "It sure as shootin' is," a female drawled from the doorway.  
 My eyes darted to Gia, who'd lowered her cappuccino cup—along with her lower lip. 
 And I couldn't blame her. My aunt was an awesome sight, or maybe "arboreal" was a better description. Her name was Magnolia, and like the tree, she had feet as long as roots, an elongated trunk, and skin with lines so deep it looked like bark. Adding to the plant picture, her beehive hair was the same shade of pink as a magnolia flower. 
 "Aunt M." My voice was somewhere between a sigh and a scream. "What are you—" 
 "Your mama told me you were in trouble. And judgin' from what this reporter man says"—she held up the Cove Chronicles and poked at the front page—"it's a heap more than we'd bargained for." 
 I stared speechless at the paper. Not even twenty-four hours had passed, and I already knew why my uncle's client list had been stolen. The huge headline said it all. 
 "VINNIE'S VIAGRA VICTIMS." 
   
 *   *   * 
   
 "How could Duncan Pickles release Uncle Vinnie's client list?" I threw the paper on the break room table. "And where does he get off calling the Viagra clients victims?" Then it occurred to me that get off might not have been the best choice of verb phrases. 
 "Now don't you pay that hack no mind." Magnolia patted my hand. "We all know Vincent was only tryin' to help those men with their less-than-Magic Johnsons." 
 I suddenly became self-conscious about my limp wrist and withdrew my hand from her grasp. "But how did he know about the list in the first place? Gia and I turned it over to the police when we found it back in April, and we didn't tell anyone we'd kept a copy." 
 "Reporters have a sixth sense for smut." Magnolia pulled her pink fuzzy cardigan tight, as though Duncan were still around, angling to ogle her goods. "And I'll bet he put those dirty dolls in the sleigh to lure you girls outside while he rifled through the house." 
 "Duncan will sink pretty low to get a story, but I never thought he'd climb to my roof for one, much less burglarize Gia's room." I turned to my cousin, who'd been unusually silent. "What do you think about this, cuz?" 
 She was rigid in her chair like she was in a trance. 
 "Hey." I shook her arm. "You okay?" 
 "Poor thing's in shock." Magnolia rose from the table and pressed the back of her hand to Gia's forehead. "She could use a skosh o' scotch." 
 "She only drinks vodka, and it has to be the right flavor for the occasion." I stood to get my aunt a glass. "There's a bar in the living room on the second floor. Would you get her a spicy one, like the horseradish or the habanero?" 
 "A beauty parlor and a bar." Magnolia headed for the stairs. "I have half a mind to stay till spring." 
 I flinched at the thought of three months with Magnolia. Then I glanced at Gia. And although I hadn't seen her move, she'd somehow fluffed her hair. 
 "I know you're in there, genie." My tone was as arid as a Texas summer. "Come out of your bottle before I break it." 
 She glanced over her shoulder. "How is that whack woman related to you, and what in the name of hairstyles has she done to her head?" 
 I gave an epic eye roll. "Magnolia is my mother's oldest sister, and she's from Italy—" 
 "That big pink Q-tip hails from my motherland?" Her volume was as loud as my aunt's hair. 
 "Shh." I waved my arms. "Not the country, the town in East Texas." I paused and added, "Only they say It'ly." 
 Gia grimaced like she'd eaten a bad anchovy. "Of course they do." 
 "Anyway, Aunt Magnolia used to cut hair in Fredericksburg at my grandpa's barber shop, but when my mom was born, she moved to Dallas and started selling Mary Kay." 
 Her lips slid into a leer. "Is that an East Texas euphemism for sex?" 
 I gave her a you-know-better-than-that glare. "I'm talking about the cosmetics company, Miss Mad Makeup." 
 "So that's why her hair is pink and puffy." 
 "Would you forget about that?" I whisper-huffed. "We need to talk about Duncan's article." 
 "We sure 'nough do." My aunt walked into the break room. "But first…" She stopped and placed a vodka bottle and a full glass in front of Gia. "Drink up, missy." 
 One look at my aunt's hair and Gia drained the glass. 
 Magnolia returned to her seat. "True to his name, that Pickles man has put us in a pickle. Now let's join hands and seek his guidance." 
 Gia eyes widened like my aunt had pulled a pistol. "Could I get another vodka first?" 
 "Alcohol is the devil's drink," Magnolia chided as though she hadn't served her a shot. She took our hands and closed her eyes. 
 Gia gave an oh-God glower, and then we bowed our heads. 
 We waited for the prayer to start, and Magnolia began to hum. But it was unlike any hymn I'd ever heard. It was more like a ballad, or a pop song. The next thing I knew, she was jerking my arm, which made me jerk Gia's, so I snuck a peek from beneath my lashes. And I wasn't prepared for what I saw. 
 My aunt was shimmying, backward and forward, side to side, like a wanton woman at a wake. 
 Gia's eyes opened, as did her mouth. "A du zi pazz." 
 Magnolia stopped shimmying and gave me a sideways stare. "Is she speakin' in tongues?" 
 "In a way," I said. "It's New Jersey Italian." 
 "I've always liked foreign languages." Magnolia nodded at Gia. "What does it mean?" 
 "Um…" I squeezed Gia's hand to stop her from blurting out that she'd called my aunt crazy. "It's one of those things they say in the Catholic Church." I lied, hoping I wouldn't go to hell. "Like an affirmation." 
 Magnolia put a hand to her chest. "Well, I love Barry Manilow as much as the next woman, but I don't pray to the man." 
 "Hold on." I tried to figure out what Barry Manilow had to do with the theft of my uncle's client list. "If we're not praying, then what are we doing?" 
 She looked at me as though I were the one who'd gone "Copacabana." "We're talking to Barry. Any time I have a problem I cain't solve myself, I channel him by humming a few bars of 'Could It Be Magic.'" 
 I picked up the vodka bottle and took a swig. Unfortunately, the burn from the habanero didn't take away the sting of what my aunt had said. 
 "And what does Barry do?" Gia sounded half fascinated and half fearful. 
 Magnolia gave her beehive a bump. "Most of the time he answers me with a song title. Other times it's an album. But if it's a particularly vexin' problem," she said, her Texas accent as thick as tree sap, "we take it to the Ouija board and talk it out." 
 Gia dropped our hands and dived for the vodka. 
 "No, ma'am." Magnolia smacked Gia's hand. "We ain't got time for another toot. Mr. Manilow has spoken." 
 "He has?" My voice came out a whisper. 
 "And?" Gia leaned forward. 
 Magnolia's face turned wooden. "We're gonna hightail it on down to the headquarters of that rag and do the 'Jump Shout Boogie.'" 
   
 *   *   * 
   
 Magnolia skidded her 1975 pink Cadillac convertible to a stop in front of the two-story strip mall that housed the Cove Chronicles and hit the horn. Instead of the expected honk, it played "The Eyes of Texas." 
 "That oughta let everyone know we're ready to rodeo." She fumbled with the scarf bolstering her beehive. 
 I gave a reassuring wave to Sunny Kunik, who frowned from the window of the Sunny Patches Quilt Shop at the longhorns on the hood of my aunt's car. To be honest, I was sorry that Carlene—the name my aunt had christened her Caddy—wasn't the plain Mary Kay issue too. 
 Magnolia spun around to the back seat. "Let's git to gittin', Miss Gia." 
 "I would, but I'm frozen to the floorboard." Gia's voice was frosty, much like the weather, because my aunt had insisted on driving with the top down. 
 "Your blood'll git to boiling once we talk to them paper people." Magnolia slid hot pink lipstick across her lined lips. "Why, I'm so mad I'm spittin' hellfire." 
 "Did someone say 'fire'?" Gia asked in a tone of mock hope from down below. 
 With a sigh I shoved the car door open. The mood had taken a turn for the worse in Carlene, and meanwhile a crowd had gathered across the street on the pier to watch the scene. 
 "Why don't you two wait here?" I stepped onto the sidewalk. "This is something I should handle myself." 
 Magnolia's face fell like a wilted bluebonnet. "Are you sure, honey bee?" 
 Oh, I most definitely was. If I knew my cousin, she was going to go all Godfather on Duncan. And as for my aunt, well, she carried a gun, and she looked for opportunities to use it. "Yes, ma'am. I am." 
 "All right, but you be careful in there, you hear?" She shook a twiggy finger at me. "That reporter man's lower 'n a mole's belly on diggin' day." 
 The image of Duncan's arrogant face on a mole's body was forefront in my mind as I hurried up the stairs to the second-floor office and I wondered whether moles were related to rats. 
 Inside there were rows of cubicles decorated with colored lights and tinsel. Figuring that the festive holiday cheer was out of character for the dour Mr. Pickles, I scanned the desks for something along the lines of a lump of coal. Then I spotted it—a replica of the leg lamp from A Christmas Story. And Duncan sat beside it, staring out a window, more than likely at my aunt's colorful Caddy. 
 With teeth and fists clenched, I marched to his desk. 
 "What is all this, Miss Conti?" He pointed toward the street. "A showdown?" His lips curled. "Or a hoedown?" 
 It took everything I had not to lay him out with the leg. "I've come to ask you to retract the story about my uncle Vinnie." 
 He leaned back in his chair and put his hands behind his handsome blond head. "Your uncle was selling counterfeit prescription drugs. We don't know what was in those pills, so I had no choice but to warn the community." 
 My confidence faltered. When he put it that way, the situation did seem serious. "But those pills were sold over a year ago." 
 "He had over a hundred clients. Who knows how many of those pills are still out there?" He picked up a pen and held it between his index fingers. "Vinnie's Viagra ring should've been made public as soon as his client list came to light. But because no one did that, the responsibility fell to me." 
 His self-importance grated on my brain. "If you really wanted to help the citizens of Danger Cove, you'd put your efforts into finding my uncle's murderer."  
 "Vincent Conti got himself strangled in his own bed by sleeping with the wrong man's wife." His tone was matter-of-fact, as though the nature of the crime was undisputed. "And believe you me, if I knew who killed the likes of your uncle, I'd be happy to run that story." 
 The "likes of" line left me cold. "You leave my family and my salon out of your sordid stories." 
 He snorted and sat forward. "I'd love to. But the Contis and The Clip and Sip keep making news." 
 I crossed my arms to keep them in check. "We wouldn't have made the news today if you hadn't put sex dolls in my Santa display so you could sneak into my house to steal the list." 
 A wiry, gray-haired man stalked over to Duncan's desk, and "Charge" sounded from my aunt's car horn.  
 Duncan's smile slid into a sneer. "You can call off the cavalry, Miss Conti. The list was slipped under the office door last night." 
 "That's right." The man gave an angry nod. "I'm the editor, and I was here when the list came in. It was around midnight, and I emailed it to Duncan straight away for the article." 
 I swallowed my surprise. "Did you see who left it?" No sooner had I asked the question than Ivy Li's Grinch grin came to mind. "Was it by any chance the woman who owns Styles and Spirits?" 
 The editor slipped his hands into the pockets of his khakis and looked down. 
 Duncan cleared his throat, but it sounded more like machismo than mucus. "She was with me at midnight. Until six o'clock this morning." 
 I paused to let the news sink in—about the list and the tryst. 
 "Face it, Miss Conti." Duncan rose to his feet. "Someone is sabotaging you and your salon, and it's not me or Ivy Li." 
 




CHAPTER THREE


 

 "If I find the scoundrel who's sabotaging my niece, I'll hogtie 'em and tan their hide," Magnolia bellowed over the Barry Manilow blaring from her custom car stereo. "And while we're talkin' hogtyin' and tannin'," she said as Carlene careened into The Clip and Sip parking lot, "I cain't believe you girls don't have a barbecue grill at the house. That's like havin' a bathroom without a commode." 
 It seemed more like having a kitchen without a stove, but I didn't say that to my aunt. I was too busy wondering whether Duncan had been telling the truth about me having another enemy besides Ivy. 
 "What you need right now is a nice brisket. Yes siree, a little red meat always cures what ails ya." Magnolia eased the Caddy to a stop in front of the garage behind the salon. "Tell you what." She gave my knee a pat. "I'll go git us a grill at that screw store we saw, then I'll swing by the pier and fetch Gia." 
 Gia had stayed behind after the Cove Chronicles visit, on the pretense of doing some Christmas shopping, precisely because she'd had enough of the Caddy—and its horns (the ones on the hood and the one underneath it). But I didn't say that to my aunt either. "She can take the trolley home." I climbed from the car and closed the door. "A grill would be great though. You could probably get a used one at Tucker Sloan's junk shop, One Man's Trash." 
 "I saw that place on my way into town. I'll hop on over there now." She backed from the driveway. "After I git a grill, I'm gonna run by a grocery store and buy us some o' that mountain beef and Oberto's bacon jerky. Once I git to cookin', we'll work this mess out." 
 Like a true Texan, my aunt had researched the local meat scene before venturing out of state, and I wasn't complaining. I hadn't had brisket, much less a breakfast taco, since moving to Danger Cove in January, and I needed some Southern comfort food given the "pickle" I was in. "Thanks, Aunt M," I shouted with a wave. "I'm feeling better already." 
 As she sped away, I approached the house. 
 Then I froze.  
 The back door was ajar. 
 Gia had been the last one to leave—after Magnolia had flushed her out of the building with several rounds of "Charge." Had she forgotten to lock up? Or…had the list thief come back?

 Biting my lip, I tiptoed into the break room and glanced around. I couldn't quite believe anyone was in the house, but based on recent events I decided to be safe rather than sorry. I turned to leave, and my purse knocked over the vodka bottle on the table with a thud. 
 "Hello?" a grating voice called from the salon. 
 A slow burn began in my belly, like the one from the habanero shot. I knew that voice, and it darn sure didn't belong in The Clip and Sip. My fingers curled into fists, and I stormed past the shampoo stations, stopping dead at the dryers.  
 Ivy stood in the reception area in a slinky black suit and stiletto boots, perusing some of my mail. 
 "Looking for more dirt on my uncle?" My tone was haughty—like her face. 
 She threw the envelopes onto the reception desk and strutted up the aisle between the styling stations. "I'm glad you brought that up." She stopped a foot from my face and crossed her arms. "Because I came to deliver a verbal warning." 
 I tossed my purse onto my styling station and mimicked her stance, steeling myself for the low blow to come. "Let's hear it." 
 "You tell anyone else that BS about me breaking into your house…" She stopped and flipped her silky, shoulder-length black hair. "…and I'll slap a slander suit on you faster than you can say 'monetary damages.'" 
 Clearly, Duncan hadn't wasted any time in informing his tryst interest of my accusation. "Since you're standing in my salon right now, I'd be willing to bet you'd lose that lawsuit." 
 "What are you talking about?" She flailed her arm toward the break room. "The door was wide open." 
 Ivy's face was so flushed I was starting to think Gia had forgotten to lock the door. "Even if it was, you know salons are closed on Sundays. And yet you waltzed right in while I was out." 
 Her almond-shaped eyes shrunk to slivers. "How do I know you weren't upstairs?" 
 My eyes narrowed too—to slits. "Because I told you I was out." 
 She snorted. "Your word means nothing to me. You'd do anything to save your sad little salon, including running me out of town on a rail, as you Southerners say." 
 An image of Ivy tied to the tracks like a silent-screen damsel in distress flashed before my eyes—and I liked it. "That's ironic coming from you. We both know you've been using every trick in the book to run me out of town, starting with copying my business plan." 
 "Oh, please." She sat in Gia's styling chair. "If this is about me serving limoncello martinis again—" 
 "This isn't about my drink menu anymore." I took a step forward—not to scare her, but for emphasis. "It's about my uncle's memory." 
 Her lips slid into a smirk as she met my gaze. "I hate to rub salt in the wound, but it was an interesting article. One could even say stimulating." She gave me a knowing look before selecting an eyeliner pen from Gia's makeup kit. "But I had nothing to do with it." 
 "Really?" I scrutinized her face as she lined her lid. "Then what were you doing in front of my house last night?" 
 "Uh," she paused in midline, "the Christmas lights tour? I had some time to kill before meeting Duncan for dinner." 
 I let down my guard a little. After all, her story was plausible, and I had seen her in the Lexus. 
 "And let me say," she said, lining the opposite eye, "those sex doll decorations didn't exactly capture the spirit of the season, but they nailed the spirit of the salon." 
 My shoulders shot to my ears. "This is a respectable establishment," I huffed. "Everyone in town knows that." 
 "You don't get it, do you?" She eyed me in the mirror as she screwed the lid onto the liner. "The Clip and Sip's going down—like that doll. And it has as much to do with your backwoods business practices as it does with your uncle's dirty dealings." 
 It was a good thing the vodka bottle was in the break room because I would have gladly hit her upside the head with it. Instead, I took a Zen breath. "My salon's not going anywhere but up, Ivy." 
 She stood and headed for the reception area. "It's time to get real, princess. By January, you and Gia will be looking for jobs. And when that happens, you'll only have yourself and your lame ideas to blame." She walked to the couch and retrieved a silver Birkin. "Take this." She pulled a business card from the bag and tossed it onto the desk. "At the rate I'm acquiring your clients, I could use a few more shampoo girls." 
 Before I could react, she slammed the door behind her and pranced down the porch steps.  
 I was so mad I could spit, but my mouth was too dry.  
 Because I was scared. 
 I wasn't afraid of Ivy or some other saboteur—I was frightened to death of the future. I hadn't wanted to admit it to myself, but Ivy was right. If business didn't turn around somehow, I was going to lose the salon. And sooner rather than later. 
   
 *   *   * 
   
 Gia dropped the presents she'd purchased at the pier and lunged at the foot of my bed. "That facciabrutt' sat at my makeup station?" 
 Amy, who'd been recruited to give her a ride home, began backing toward the door, and I pulled my pink quilt to my chin. With Gia's black hair, smoky green eye shadow, and black faux fur coat, she looked like a panther about to pounce. 
 "Ivy didn't do anything to your station, okay?" I fibbed, not daring to mention that she'd used her makeup too. "And I know she's spiteful, but you can hardly call her an 'ugly face.' Compared to her, Lucy Liu looks plain." 
 "Cassidi's right." Amy stepped forward. "What Ivy has is a backpfeifengesicht." 
 Gia blinked. "Bless you." 
 I sighed and tossed my copy of #Girlboss on the nightstand. Those two couldn't understand each other in English, much less in the foreign languages they spoke. "She didn't sneeze, Gia. It's a German word." 
 Amy pulled her light-up Christmas tree sweater over her plaid skirt. "It means 'a face in dire need of a fist.'" 
 My cousin studied Amy's face, and Amy's quasi-unibrow rose above the rim of her glasses.  
 "Right," Gia boomed. "In need of my fist." 
 As she rushed from the room, I kicked off my quilt and ran after her. The last thing I needed was an assault charge against a family member and employee of the salon. "Cuz, wait." I hurried downstairs with Amy on my heels. "You've got to get a hold of yourself." 
 "Not until I get a hold of Ivy first." She grabbed my car keys from a hook beside the back door and stormed outside. 
 Amy and I exchanged an alarmed look and followed her to the garage, where the Ferrari California that my Uncle Vinnie had left me was parked. 
 "Gia, stop." Amy pointed to her Volkswagen. "We can take the Rabbit." 
 "A-my," I shouted. 
 "Huh-uh. No." Gia waved her finger like a flag at a Formula One race. "This is a game of strategy. We're going to see Ivy's red Lexus and raise her a black Ferrari." 
 "You guys should drag race like in Grease," Amy gushed as they flung open the car doors. "The winner gets the pink slip to the loser's salon." 
 On that note, I hotfooted it to the Ferrari. As I climbed inside, the only thing I could think was if you can't beat 'em, get into the back seat. Because with those two taking the lead, I stood to lose a lot more than the salon. 
 Gia put the car in reverse, did a 180, and peeled out of the parking lot. "I'll bet she's at her salon right now, scheming." She gunned the gas. "And by the way, I know I locked the door before we left for the Cove Chronicles because I remember sticking the key into the lock and considering making a break for it." 
 Amy straightened her glasses, which had been dislodged during the dodgy driving. "What stopped you?" 
 "Cassidi's crazy aunt, Magnolia." She waved her hands like a witness at a revival meeting. "That whacko would've run me down in her cow Cadillac and roped me like a calf at a rodeo." 
 "Oh, is she in town?" Amy turned toward the back seat. "I've been wanting to meet her." 
 "Trust me—you don't." Gia hooked a hard right. 
 "Um, speaking of stopping you," I interjected, grateful Styles and Spirits was only a block away, "would you please pull over? Ivy is awful to deal with, but we do have something in common with her." 
 Gia's powdered brow popped into the rearview mirror. "I can't think of a single thing—unless you're talking about female chromosomes, and even that's debatable." 
 "I know something." Amy raised her hand as though she were in a classroom. "You and Ivy have the same black hair and eyes." 
 "I'll give you black eyes." Gia shook a fist in her face. 
 "Calm down, would you?" I batted her hand away. "What I meant was that she's a businesswoman trying to protect her interests, like us." 
 Her smoky eyes flashed fire. "Except she's stealing our interests to do it." 
 "I know, I know." I remembered Ivy's comment about my countrified ideas. "But I've been thinking about something she said about the salon—" 
 "Are you kidding me?" Gia interrupted. "You're going to listen to that…that…bachagaloop?" 
 "Bless you," Amy said. 
 I didn't bother to explain that Gia had called Ivy an "idiot," because I was busy bracing myself for the left turn onto Main Street. "Yes, I am. She made the same point you did about the salon being old-fashioned." 
 "I only said that to fire up your competitive spirit." Gia's tone was defensive, unlike her driving. "The Clip and Sip was doing fine before she came to town." 
 We'd arrived at Styles and Spirits, so I took one last stab at defusing my cousin. "I am fired up. But to compete with Ivy, we need to take care of our own business, starting by turning this car around." 
 She pulled in front of the Danger Cove Savings & Loan next door to Ivy's salon. "Are you sure you're from Texas? Because a real Texan would come out shooting like Yosemite Sam." 
 "Actually," Amy said side-of-mouth style, "he was named after the national park, so technically he's from California." 
 Gia hit the brakes and laid a Yosemite Sam stare on Amy, who flattened herself against the passenger door. 
 "Stop it, you two." I leaned into the front seat. "Now, let's go home and spend the day strategizing." 
 "Not. Gonna. Happen." Gia threw open the car door. "What would your aunt say if she heard you were backing down from a fight?" 
 "I know." Amy's hand shot into the air. "Remember the Alamo!'" 
 I rolled my eyes. "Don't tell Aunt Magnolia about this, okay? I don't want to have to hear what Barry Manilow has to say." 
 "Your aunt knows Barry Manilow?" Amy stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. 
 "She doesn't know him. She…listens to him." That was true on two counts. 
 Amy shot me the side-eye. "My mother forbids me from listening to his music. She says you can tell from his songs that he's a sex maniac." 
 My lids dropped low. Sometimes I had serious questions about Amy's mother. 
 "Told you Ivy'd be at the salon." Gia pointed to Ivy's red Lexus parked on the street. "Let's spy on her and see what kind of no good she's up to." 
 Amy's jaw hardened, and she took a determined step forward, but Gia blocked her with her arm. 
 "You're not going anywhere until you turn off the terrible tree." Gia scowled at her sweater. "You're like a walking lighthouse." 

Someone's a Scrooge, Amy mouthed as she reached into the pocket of her skirt and turned off the battery pack.  
 Satisfied, Gia stooped low and ran to the gold breast-plated statue of the warrior goddess Athena that stood guard at the door. She crouched behind its pedestal, and Amy and I took our positions behind two of the Doric marble columns that lined the façade. 
 It was the first time I'd seen Styles and Spirits up close, and it was a sight to behold, especially in a small seaside town like Danger Cove. Apart from the glass storefront, the exterior resembled the Parthenon—but the interior was classic Donald Trump's penthouse. There were marble floors and walls, painted ceilings, gold crown molding, and crystal chandeliers.  
 An attractive fortysomething Asian woman in a white wool suit was sitting at a manicure station fit for Aphrodite. 
 "Not exactly feng shui, is it?" Gia drolled. 
 Ivy appeared with a glass of wine and took a seat across from the woman. 
 "That must be her client," Amy whispered. 
 "On a Sunday?" Gia semi-screeched. "That goes against all that's holy in the hair industry." She stood and put her hand on Athena's spear. "This means war." 
 "Shh. We can't wage war while she's doing business." I watched the client turn the pages of a magazine with one hand while the other rested in a gel nail dryer. "I didn't know Ivy was a manicurist." 
 "Hey." Amy beamed at Gia. "That's another thing you have in common." 
 Gia did her best Athena impression—sans spear but with a brocade bolero that could've been a breastplate—and Amy cower-crouched behind her column. 
 Returning my gaze to the window, I saw the client emptying the contents of a gold liqueur glass. Ivy picked up a white ceramic bottle adorned with hand-painted peaches and held it toward her. 
 I gasped. "That's my peach liqueur!" 
 Amy put a hand to her mouth. "Are you sure?" 
 "Of course." I squeezed the ridges of a column to keep from screaming. "I bought that bottle at an antique store in Fredericksburg." 
 Gia grabbed onto a fold of Athena's toga. "She must have stolen it from the salon." 
 When I looked into the window again, I saw the client rise and retrieve her purse. "She's coming out. Hide." 
 We ran to the side of the building, and the three of us and peered around the corner, our heads one above the other like building blocks. 
 The woman exited the salon, clutching her stomach as though she were ill, and gave a couple of raspy coughs as she walked to a white BMW SUV parked behind Ivy's Lexus. She stumbled as she got into the driver's seat. Then she closed the car door and bowed her head. 
 I balled my fists at my mouth. "Something's wrong with her." 
 Amy glanced up at me from her crouched position. "Maybe she's dissatisfied with her manicure." 
 "She's probably traumatized after spending an hour with Ivy," Gia grumbled from above. 
 "I'm serious." I looked up at her. 
 Gia smirked. "So are we." 
 I turned my attention back to the car and watched as the woman touched her throat. She seemed to be having trouble breathing. "Do either of you have your phone? I think we should call 9-1-1." 
 Amy shook her head. "My mother says they cause brain damage." 
 "Too late to worry about that, isn't it?" Gia gave her a pointed look. "I'll go get mine from the Ferrari." 
 A car horn blared, and the three of us jumped like kids who'd been caught peeking at their Christmas presents. 
 The woman's forehead was resting on the steering wheel. 
 No longer caring whether Ivy saw me or not, I ran to the BMW and pulled open the door. To my horror, the woman slumped toward me and hung, suspended by her seat belt, with her torso toward the ground. In a state of shock, I stood staring at her red-manicured fingertips. Even though they swayed slightly, it looked like there was no life left in her limbs. 
 "Holy freakin' cannoli." Gia shook me from my shock. 
 I knelt and felt the woman's wrist for a pulse. 
 The bell on the salon door sounded. 
 "What's going on?" Ivy ran around the side of the car. She stopped in her stilettos and gasped. "Oh my God. Did you attack my client?" 
 Oblivious to Ivy, Amy looked at me with eyes that loomed large behind her lenses. "She fainted, right?" 
 My eyes were no less distressed as I dropped the woman's wrist. "She's dead." 
 




CHAPTER FOUR


 

 "Cyanide poisoning." The medical examiner snapped her latex glove as she removed it from her hand, adding an acoustic exclamation point to her stunning statement. 
 Amy, Gia, and I started from our seats on the curb in front of the salon entrance, and I shot a questioning look at Detective Lester Marshall, who was standing in the street behind the victim's SUV.  

Did this mean murder?

 The detective, who was not known for his empathy—or his ethic—seemed indifferent to the news. Expressionless, he scribbled the license plate information into a notebook and then, squinting as he scratched his eyebrow, stepped onto the sidewalk. "Is that your final determination, Catherine?" 
 The corner of her mouth twitched. "Dr. Cooper," she corrected in a keep-your-professional-distance tone. "I'll have to perform an autopsy, of course. But the bitter almond odor coming off the corpse and the cherry red skin are dead giveaways." 
 Amy leaned so close I could feel her breath on my ear. "Is a medical examiner supposed to say 'dead giveaways'?" 
 I didn't reply. The reference to cherry red skin had brought my mind speeding back to a bad place like a runaway train wreck—the bright blue body of Margaret Appleby when she had been found unresponsive at The Clip and Sip fourteen months before. Not that I thought her death was related to Ivy's client's, but a possible murder at the only other salon in Danger Cove was an unsettling development, to say the least. 
 Dr. Cooper closed her black case and brushed away a lock of hair that had escaped her businesslike bun. "My guys are about to take the body to the morgue. If everything goes as I expect, I'll have the results sometime tomorrow." She paused and grimaced as though she'd swallowed cyanide. "Good day." 
 Detective Marshall's mouth set in a hard line as he watched her walk away, and then his gaze landed on Ivy like a judge's gavel. 
 She stood at attention—with wine in hand—next to the Athena statue. "Why are you looking at me like that? I didn't poison my client." 
 The detective's eyes darkened to match his black suit. "No one has accused you of anything, Ms. Li. At least…not yet." 
 Ivy's jaw dropped, and she clutched her wineglass like the warrior goddess did her spear. "So, you've already made up your mind about me, is that it?" 
 He moved from the doorway to allow a crime scene responder to exit. "Last time I checked, I was in charge of the questioning." 
 "You think that," Gia interjected in a knowing tone. "But if you're not careful, she'll open her own police station and shut yours down." 
 Detective Marshall silenced Gia with a livid look, and then he shrugged his shoulders to straighten his ill-fitting jacket. "Now, is the deceased a relative of yours, Ms. Li?" 
 "Oh, right," she said dryly. "Because all Asians are related." 
 The frown on the detective's face spread to his eyes. "Answer the question, ma'am." 
 She swirled her wine, revealing her inner storm. "I'm Chinese, she's Vietnamese. So no, we're not related, even though we apparently look alike to you." 
 The detective didn't say a word, but his scowl spoke volumes. He didn't like Ivy. And for once, he and I were in agreement. 
 He gestured toward the salon. "According to your sign, you're closed on Sundays. What were you doing here with the deceased?" 
 "Her name was Jade—Jade Liu." Ivy's tone made it clear she was adverse to the term "deceased." She took a slug of wine. "Bree Milford at Ocean View Bed & Breakfast called me last night and asked me to give Jade a manicure. She said she'd come to town for a special occasion." 
 The detective cocked his head. "Did Ms. Milford tell you what this occasion was?" 
 "All she said was that Jade had to meet someone." She flipped her hair. "I assumed it was a man since she was having her nails done." 
 The detective wrote a note on his pad. "During the appointment, did Ms. Liu mention her meeting or the reason she was in Danger Cove?" 
 Ivy shook her head. "She came in, thanked me for the appointment, and then I made her a drink—" 
 "Yeah," Amy interrupted, "peach liqueur from Ca—" 
 I elbowed her in the side, and she slumped like Jade had done in her front seat. "From California," I added with a nod. "It's the top producer of peaches in the country." 
 Ivy avoided my eyes, but Detective Marshall stared at Amy and me straight on. I was sure he suspected something. 
 "Interesting factoid, Ms. Conti," he drawled. "Let's refrain from any more of those." He turned to Ivy. "Go on." 
 She glanced at her glass. "When I started the manicure, Jade made it clear she wasn't interested in chitchat. She wanted a relaxing spa experience, so that's what I gave her." 
 Gia snorted. "So relaxing she died." 
 The detective pursed his lips and put a hand on his hip, revealing a set of handcuffs underneath his jacket.  
 Gia shrunk behind Amy, who looked so scared it seemed that her eyes might shoot from their sockets like bullets. 
 "Anything else you recall about the appointment, Ms. Li?" he asked. 
 "Her credit card was declined, so she paid with a check." She swallowed a sip of wine. "I'll bet it's going to bounce." 
 I shifted on the sidewalk. Only Ivy would think of money at a time like this. 
 Detective Marshall rubbed his unshaven chin. "It's interesting that you'd be doing a client's nails given that you're the salon owner." 
 "If you're insinuating that I killed my client, stop." She held up her wineglass in protest. "I'm trying to attract business, not drive it away." 
 He stiffened and straightened his tie. "I'll conduct my investigation how I see fit." 
 "You do that. But write this in your notes." She tapped the detective's pad with a black coffin nail. "Jade Liu was fine when she left my salon." Ivy pointed a coffin nail at us. "She died after she ran into these three." 
 Gia and Amy recoiled as though they'd been slapped, and I literally leapt to our defense. "But Ms. Liu was already sick when she came outside, Detective. We tried to save her." 
 He arched a brow in need of tweezing. "And how, exactly, did you do that?" 
 I paused to reflect on my response. He'd threatened to arrest me once before, and knowing his track record for jumping to conclusions on cases, I had to be careful. "After I saw her slump in her seat, I opened the car door and checked her pulse. But it was too late." 
 The salon door blew open, and Donatello burst out, his buff chest bulging behind his regulation shirt. "We need you inside, Detective." 
 Detective Marshall nodded and surveyed us with an icy stare. "You stay put, Ms. Li. You'll be coming down to the station with me." 
 Ivy's lids lowered, and she tightened her grip on the wineglass. 
 "As for you three," the detective growled at Amy, Gia, and me, "you're free to go. But I'll be in touch." 
 Donatello held the door open, tensing his bicep for Gia's benefit. After Detective Marshall had entered the salon, Donatello blew Gia a kiss. 
 Rather than see any more of the scene, I turned and trained my gaze on a cluster of pine trees across the street. Something moved, and I realized that a heavyset man was peering at the salon from behind a tree trunk. I squinted, and my stomach sank like a concrete sailboat.  
 I recognized that comb-over. 
 It was Clark Graham, the owner of Pirate's Hook Marine Services, the yacht sales and repair company where Zac worked. 
 But what was he doing there? And why did he look so afraid?  
   
 *   *   * 
   
 The cold, lifeless lobster persecuted me from my plate.  
 "Maybe dinner was a mistake." Zac gazed at me from over interwoven fingers. 
 "I wanted to come," I said, trying to cancel the concern from his steel blue eyes. "But I keep seeing that poor woman…" I glanced at the red lobster shell and thought of Jade's red-lacquered nails. "…hanging." 
 He reached across the table and stroked my forearm. "The flashbacks will go away. Give it time." 
 "It's not that." I twisted the napkin in my lap. "The thing is—" 
 "How about dessert?" Our waiter bobbed his head, making his lobster hat bounce. "We've got Death by Chocolate and Name Yer Poison Liqueur Cake." 
 I flinched like I'd been pinched by a crustacean claw. The cake reminded me of my peach liqueur, and suddenly I was poisoned with doubt—like I'd swallowed cyanide. 
 "We're done, thanks." Zac gave the waiter a credit card and took my hand in his. "Sorry about that. You were saying?" 
 I shook off my suspicion. My anxiety was messing with me, as usual. "I guess I feel guilty." 
 The lines on his forehead deepened. "Why? You tried to save Ivy's client." 
 "That's not what I mean." I toyed with the stem of my wineglass. "I'm embarrassed to admit this, but a part of me hoped Ivy would get bored with Danger Cove and leave. Now I actually feel bad for her." 
 He blinked and sat back in his chair. "Didn't you say she accused you, Gia, and Amy of killing her client?" 
 Ivy's black coffin nail came to mind, but I shrugged that off too. "She was in shock. We all were." 
 "Or maybe she's a good actress." He turned in his chair and slung his arm across the top. "She is from LA." 
 I retracted my hand. The Zac I knew wasn't the type to rush to judgment, especially when someone's freedom lay in the balance. "What are you saying? You think she did it?" 
 His jaw tensed, and he glanced over his shoulder. "I'm saying I wouldn't be so quick to give her the benefit of the doubt. She's done some pretty terrible things to you since she came to town, and you said yourself that she was alone with the woman." 
 The Olcotts and two other couples passed by with the hostess, so I held my tongue. As soon as they were seated at their table, I shot Zac a pointed look. "None of that makes Ivy a killer. But in light of what's happened, even if she's innocent she could still lose her business." 
 "Don't count her out yet. From what you've told me, she's shrewd." He pointed his beer bottle at me. "And look at you—you're still in business after what happened to Ms. Appleby." 
 "Because the police proved no one from The Clip and Sip was responsible for her death," I said in a hushed tone. 
 "Okay." He placed his bottle on the table with a thud. "If Ivy didn't do it, who did?" 
 I picked up my fork and poked at my potato. "It looks bad for her, but I know from experience that looks can be deceiving. I wish there was something I could do for Iv—er, Jade Liu's family or friends." I almost said for Ivy, but I wasn't ready to commit to helping her yet. 
 He sighed and looked at the ceiling. "You should stay out of this." 
 "Are you telling me what to do?" My fork clattered to the plate. 
 Olivia Olcott's shrill laugh pierced the air, raising the hair on my arms like the hackles on a dog. I cast an annoyed look in the direction of her table and caught her husband, Randall, staring at me. He was the rugged lone wolf type, and it took effort not to shrink from the predatory look in his hawk eyes.  
 Zac put a finger beneath my chin and redirected my attention to him. "I'm telling you to let the police do their job. The last time you tried to help in a murder investigation, you almost ended up in Davy Jones' locker, remember?" 
 I shuddered at the drowning euphemism and reached for my Prosecco as the waiter reappeared. 
 "Come back and see us." He slid the tip tray onto the table. "That's s-e-a, not s-e-e." He gave a salute. 
 I gulped from my glass. 
 "That was out of line, and I apologize." Zac collected his credit card and inserted it into his wallet. "But I don't want a repeat of last year." 
 "For your information, Mr. Taylor, I'm Texas tough. I can take care of myself." I crossed my arms and looked away, closing the conversation. 
 "I don't doubt that." His eyes lowered, and he tossed his cloth napkin on the table. "Listen, I asked you here tonight because I have some good news." 
 "Oh?" I stole a hopeful glance at him. A fight with Zac was the last thing I wanted, especially with all the bad things happening. 
 "It's about the peso you found on Pirate's Hook." He picked at the Pike IPA label on his bottle. "I emailed pictures of it to an archaeology professor, and he's convinced it's one of the coins Bart Coffyn stole from Sir Francis Drake after deserting the Golden Hind." 
 "What about the scratches on the back?" 
 "He agrees with me that they're coordinates, possibly to the location of the rest of the stuff he stole." His eyes gleamed. "So, Clark has offered to finance the hunt for the treasure." 
 "Clark Graham?" I pictured him peering around that pine. 
 "None other." He flashed a giddy grin. "Not only that. If we find it, he's agreed to split the take with me sixty-forty."  
 "Are you sure you can trust him?" I blurted. 
 Zac recoiled as though I'd slapped him. "Why wouldn't I?" 
 I couldn't tell him I'd seen Clark near the crime scene. After all, spying from behind a tree trunk wasn't all that unusual, was it? He could've been trying to avoid irking the ill-disposed Detective Marshall with his curiosity. "It's just such a big deal," I gushed. "But it is exciting." 
 The tension in his face relaxed. "There's more where that came from." He paused. "Randall Olcott is interested in my yacht design."  
 Without thinking, I glanced at Randall and was surprised to see him staring at me again. And his square jaw was set like he was angry.  
 "Do you realize what this means?" Zac asked. 
 I turned and saw that his eyes were no longer gleaming—they were glowing. And I knew why. But I shook my head, not wanting to ruin the pleasure he would derive from telling me. 
 "Treasure or no," he said, clasping my hands, "I could buy back Pirate's Hook Marine Services for my mom." 
 "Oh, Zac." I squeezed his fingers. "That's been your dream since your father died." 
 He gave a small smile and kissed my palm. "Tomorrow I'm going to the Smugglers' Tavern to look at Bob Palmer's old maritime books. It wouldn't be right if you weren't a part of this. Will you come with me?" 
 The emotion of the moment combined with the murder—and more than a couple of glasses of Prosecco—caught up with me. I nodded as tears welled in my eyes. 
 "Come on." Zac stood and pushed in his chair. "Let's get you home." 
 I placed my napkin on the table and rose to my feet while he retrieved my wrap from a coat rack beside the table. When I turned so that he could drape it across my shoulders, I caught a glimpse of Randall Olcott and froze. If looks could kill, then I would've been liquidated like Jade Liu. 
 Unaware of Randall's rage, Zac led me from the restaurant. 
 But I couldn't get over that glare. I'd never had any dealings with Randall—or Olivia, for that matter—so I assumed he was still upset about Santa's sex sleigh.  

What other reason would he have had to look at me like that?

   
 *   *   * 
   
 As the taillights of Zac's Jeep disappeared into the darkness, I opened the back door and dropped my keys into my purse. When I stepped into the break room, my foot slid out from under me, and I grabbed the door handle. "Whoa. What the heck?" 
 I looked down and saw a thick, red liquid splattered across the wood floor. 
 The blood drained from my face as I realized that blood was precisely what I'd slipped on, and a spine-chilling scream spurted from my lips. 
 "Don't mess with Texas," Magnolia shouted from the second floor. "Or Gunther's gonna gitcha." 
 A stampede ensued on the stairwell, and then my aunt and Gia stormed the room in SWAT stances with a .45 caliber pistol and a curling iron.  
 But that wasn't the scary part. 
 Their faces were smeared with blue and green goo, and they were both camouflaged in black and white footie pajamas. Magnolia was in cow print and Gia was in cheetah, representing the ranch and the grasslands, respectively. 
 "Be forewarned." Gia brandished the curling iron like a cattle prod. "This baby's hot." 
 I flattened against the door. "Who are you talking to? This Gunther guy?" 
 "Gunther's your aunt's gun." She put a hand on her hip. "I was talking to Jade's killer." 
 I looked from side to side. "The killer's here?" 
 Magnolia straightened and lowered Gunther. "Well, isn't that why you were hollerin'?" 
 "I was hollerin' about the floor." I pointed to the gore. 
 "It's all right, Gunther," Magnolia muttered, talking to her gun like she did Barry. Then she decocked it and slipped it into the holster strapped to her thigh. "I know your generation doesn't cook, Cassidi Lee, but don't tell me you've never seen cow's blood before." 
 Relief filled my limbs—but rage replaced it. "Okay, Thelma and Louise, does one of you want to tell me what's going on, starting with the weaponry and the war paint?" 
 "One sec." Gia started up the stairs. "There's something you need to see." 
 Magnolia put her hand on my back and steered me to the table. "Don't panic, now." 
 I flopped into a chair. "I think I already have." 
 "It all started after Gia and I put on our hydratin' masks." She fidgeted with the hot pink hairnet covering her hive. "I came downstairs to put the brisket on the grill. And when I opened the door, I dropped it." 
 "Why didn't you clean up the mess?" I stared at the scene of the supposed slaughter. 
 "We had a communication." My aunt was as serious as the business end of her .45. "From Jade's killer." 
 My head spun around like Linda Blair's in The Exorcist. "What? When?" 
 "A few minutes ago." Gia entered the room. "When Magnolia opened the door, she found this note." She passed me a clear plastic bag containing a pale gray piece of paper with a printed message. 
 I read the words, but I couldn't process them. 

This is what happens when you don't let sleeping dogs lie. Release my name, and the next salon murder will be yours.


The next salon murder? Me? My arm fell to my side like a dropped brisket. "What does this mean?" I croaked, my throat sore from the scream. "How are we involved in this?" 
 "Beats me, Sweet Pea." Magnolia clucked. "I tried to contact Barry about it, but he's not making any sense." 
 "Imagine that." Gia shot me a stressed look. 
 I couldn't tell whether she was tense about the note or about Barry, but I had a feeling it was the latter. 
 My aunt gave a sad shake of her hived head. "Normally Barry doesn't beat around the bush, but this time I cain't make hide ner hair of what he's sayin'. He just keeps mentioning his 1976 hit 'Weekend in New England.'" 
 "Well it is Hanukkah," Gia reminded in a droll tone. "And Barry's Jewish. Maybe he's trying to tell you he's on vacation." 
 In no mood for jokes, I glanced again at the note. "But what does Jade's death have to do with us? And what's this part about releasing a name?" 
 Gia exchanged a look with Magnolia. "We were talking about that when you came in, and the only thing we could come up with are the six names on that page of Vinnie's client list." She produced a sheet of white copy paper and pushed it toward me. "The one the thief left behind." 
 I stared at her, stunned. If the note was genuine, then the person who'd sabotaged the sleigh and stole the client list from Gia's closet was Jade Liu's killer. And the killer was one of my uncle's Viagra clients, not Ivy Li. 

But why would the killer go after one of Ivy's clients instead of one of mine? Or me, for that matter?

 Magnolia stood and rubbed my back, and I read the names on the list.  
 But I couldn't get past the first two. 
 Clark Graham and Randall Olcott. 
 




CHAPTER FIVE


 

 "Reverend Vickers takes Viagra?" Amy's voice projected across the pier like a foghorn. 
 "Shh." I shoved my hand onto her mouth and shot a look over my shoulder. Luckily, it was seven o'clock in the morning and cold, so ours was the only occupied table in the outdoor seating area at Carolyn's Coffee and Creamery, unless you counted the one next to us with the two scavenging seagulls. "I told you, the names on that list are confidential." 
 "Mut my mould me moo mat?" Amy asked against my palm. 
 Gia gave me an is-she-for-real glance. "Uh, because his steeple's 180 degrees shy of heaven?" 
 Amy broke free of my grip. "A good carpenter could take care of that. I was talking about his—" 
 This time I covered both of their mouths—Gia's to prevent a possible Jesus joke, and Amy's to stifle a reference to The Reverend's…steeple. "Enough, both of you. Understand?" 
 They nodded, and I let their lips loose. "Amy, we need your help with some library research." 
 "Hold on." Her head flicked from Gia and me like those of the seagulls waiting for crumbs from our croissants. "Does this mean you're not going to tell me the other names?" 
 Because I knew she used to be a Boy Scout—until she squatted instead of stood during a bathroom break at a wilderness survival camp—and she still took the oath as seriously as swearing on a Bible in court, I said, "Only if you promise not to repeat them to anyone." 
 Her face assumed the dutiful look of a soldier as she held up the three fingers of her left hand. "Scout's honor." 
 I glanced from side to side to make sure the coast was quite literally clear. "Besides Clark, Randall, and The Reverend, there's Santiago Beltràn—" 
 "Your Cuban Latin Lover client?" she shouted. 
 I took a moment to massage my temples. "Don't repeat their names, nicknames, nothing. Okay?" 
 She devoured a bite of her croissant with the same gusto as she had each juicy tidbit I'd tossed her. "All right, all right. Who else?" 
 "Bree Milford's Caucasian Casanova uncle, Eddie," Gia gushed, giddy with gossip. 
 "No!" Amy slammed her hands onto the weather-beaten table, making our coffee cups clatter. "I can't believe it." 
 "Why not?" Gia ran her fingers through a lock of her hair. "Both men are in their seventies, so they're bound to be, shall we say, disappointing Miss Daisy?" She leaned in with a lascivious look. "But check this out—the last name on the list? Robbie the pool guy." 
 Amy's eyes grew as round as lifesavers. "He's in his early twenties." 
 "And he's already got a wet noodle." Gia's brow rose like a divining rod. "Probably from taking a dip in a few too many pools, if you get my drift." 
 It took a moment, but a gurgle erupted from Amy's throat, and then she and Gia began to giggle. The seagulls squawked as though they were laughing too. 
 "This isn't funny," I protested. "One of those men is a killer." 
 The laughter drained from their eyes like water from a Jacuzzi. 
 "Right." Amy pushed up her glasses to show she was serious. "What did you need me to do?" 
 I took a sip of my triple espresso. "Could you research cyanide while you're at work today? Or would you get in trouble with Ben?" 
 "I brought my lunch." She pointed to a sack in her bike basket. "So I could do it on my break." 
 "Thanks." I drained my espresso. "I need fatal dosages, how it's administered, and anything else you think is relevant." 
 She swallowed the last of her croissant. "Does Zac know you're doing some Nancy Drewing into Jade's death? Because he won't like it." 
 Of course, Zac had told me to leave the investigating to the police, and part of me knew it was sound advice. But that was before—before I'd received a threatening note, before I'd found out two men associated with Zac were potential killers, and before I'd learned Jade's murder was connected to my Uncle Vinnie. 
 "What Zac doesn't know won't hurt him." I looked daggers to let her know that what he did know would hurt her.  
 She pulled back and stared at her watchless wrist. "It's so late." She stood and grabbed the handlebars of her bicycle. "Off to work." 
 As I watched her mount her bike, I caught sight of Pirate's Hook Marine Services in the distance. "One more thing. When you're looking up cyanide's uses, could you see if there's anything related to boating or working at a marina?" 
 "Whatever you say." She raised the kickstand with her foot and set off. "Come by my place tonight, and I'll let you know what I find out." 
 "Will do," I called. 
 "Let's get going," Gia grumbled. "Otherwise, I'm going to turn into a tub of Carolyn's ice cream." 
 "Yeah, the spumoni." I scrunched my nose at her brown, pink, and green getup.  
 I rose to my feet and turned to take my cup to the bus tub by the takeout hut. Then I froze, and it wasn't because of the winter weather. 
 Clark Graham was at the order window. 
 And he was staring straight at me. 
   
 *   *   * 
   
 "This doesn't feel right." My knee was bouncing so hard I gripped the cushion of the overstuffed couch at the Ocean View Bed & Breakfast to keep from vibrating off it. "Bree's one of our best clients." 
 Gia's green stilettos glowed as she prance-paced the length of the lobby. "If we tell her the truth, she won't tell us the truth." She added an arm flourish for emphasis. "We have to do this." 
 A how-many-times-do-I-have-to-say-this sigh escaped my lips. "What we have to do is take the note to the police." 
 "Here's the thing." Gia squared her hands to frame the scenario. "The last time we went to the cops, one of your employees went to jail. And while I look fabulous in orange, it's not the new black." She smoothed her skintight leopard shirt over her skintighter pink latex pants. "That would be animal print." 
 Because animal print was considered a color in New Jersey, I didn't bother to correct her. "But we need protection." 
 "Yeah. From Detective Marshall." She grabbed a leather-bound book from the coffee table. "Now that we know the murder is tied to Vinnie, the dastardly detective's not getting any evidence from us until we arm ourselves with information. About Jade and Eddie." 
 I scrutinized my fully Frostyless fingernails when she mentioned Eddie Milford. I had never met Bree's uncle, but I'd gathered during her frequent trips to The Clip and Sip that he was a lot like my Uncle Vinnie. Only instead of wine, women, and song, Eddie was into tequila, trysts, and tall tales. But I still didn't think it was right to question Bree about him without telling her he was a suspect in a murder. 
 "Hey, Jade signed this Welcome book yesterday." Gia looked up. "It says she was from Seattle." 
 "That's it? No street address?" 
 "No phone or email either." She tapped a neon green nail on the page. "Curious, isn't it?" 
 A door marked Employees Only burst open, and an attractive redhead emerged with a tray of whipped cream coffee drinks and a bottle of Bushmills. "Sorry about the wait." Bree placed the tray on the table. "I whipped us up something whiskey." 
 It was only eight a.m., but my nerves needed a nip. I helped myself to a cup and took a sip. The alcohol shot straight to my sinuses, making me wince. 
 "Irish coffee, heavy on the Irish." Bree took a slug from her mug. "In case you haven't heard, the woman who died at Styles and Spirits yesterday was one of our guests. So, I could use something stiff." 
 I started to tell her that we already knew about Jade, but the word stiff soured the cream I'd licked off my lip. 
 "And the police were here half the night, so I could use the caffeine too. But enough sad news." Bree settled onto the couch beside me. "What's the reason for the visit? Are you girls doing another promotion you'd like me to push?" 
 "Now that you mention it…" Gia's eyes flashed as the marketing machine fired up in her mind. "We are doing a reverse Christm—" 
 "We came to talk to you about your guest," I interrupted. "Jade Liu." 
 Bree's brow shot up like sales of the National Enquirer after Tom and Katie's split. "Did you know her?" 
 I glanced at my cousin. "We witnessed her, uh, passing."  
 "And Ivy fingered us to the cops." Gia sounded like a suspect in a hard-boiled crime novel. 
 "You two?" She threw her head back and cast a dear-Lord look at the heavens. "That woman has been making enemies since she showed up in town." 
 "There's a shocker." Gia gave a hair flip to go with her flip tone. "Like who?" 
 Bree's expression turned bitter, like coffee without whiskey. "My Uncle Eddie, for one." 
 My eyes met Gia's over our mugs. 
 "He took a lady friend to Styles and Spirits to get a short-style perm, but Ivy refused her service." She puckered her lips as though telling the story left a bad taste in her mouth. "Apparently, Ivy told her that if she wanted to look like Mike Brady, she'd have to go to The Clip and Sip." 
 I coughed up some of my coffee. 
 Gia strutted over and slapped my back. "Breathe, cug. The good news is that karma kicked Ivy to the curb." She turned to Bree. "Did your uncle have any other run-ins with Ivy?" 
 "Not that he told me, but it isn't really like him to come down here to dish." Her head tilted, but it could have been because of the Bushmills. "Why?" 
 "Oh, she was just wondering." Guilt seeped into my skin like the warmth from the mug. "Listen, did Jade happen to leave a billing address?" 
 Bree swallowed a swig. "She was supposed to, but she asked me to make the nail appointment as soon as she arrived. I asked for her credit card and said we could settle the details later." 
 I remembered Ivy mentioning that Jade's charge didn't go through. "Did you run the card, by any chance?" 
 "For incidentals. It was declined though. I was going to talk to her about it when she came back from the salon." She looked down at her mug. "But she never did." 
 We sipped our drinks in silence. Murder was a real conversation killer. 
 I wondered again what Jade's death had to do with my uncle, and then it occurred to me that she might have had some other connection in Danger Cove. "Bree, did Jade specifically ask for Ivy or Styles and Spirits?" 
 She glanced at my chipped nails. "No, she requested an upscale salon."  
 The comment hit me like hot Irish coffee, and I recoiled against the couch. 
 "Not that The Clip and Sip isn't nice, sweetie." She touched my arm. "You know I go there myself. It's just that it's not, well, Styles and Spirits." 
 Gia stood in a wide stance with hands on hips, looking like a spumoni-suited superhero. "If you mean Rodeo Drive ritzy, no. We're Fletcher Way fabulous." 
 "Of course you are." Bree averted her eyes and took a gulp of her drink. 
 To ease her embarrassment, I decided to change the subject. "When Ivy was talking to Detective Marshall, she mentioned you telling her that Jade wanted her nails done because she had to meet someone. Do you know who?" 
 "I didn't ask, but I think it was a man. And I don't mean a proper date." She raised her forehead to raise a red flag. "Jade looked kind of jaded, if you know what I mean." 
 Gia collapsed onto the arm of the couch. "You think she was a sciaquadell'?" 
 Bree's head snapped around. "A shockwa what?" 
 "A streetwalker," I translated, putting it politely. 
 "Oh, who knows?" She made a fly-shooing motion. "We've had a few at the B&B before, like last year when the Washington Curling Association had their tournament here, and she certainly looked the part." 
 My fingers sunk into the arm of the couch. I didn't know what was more unsettling—the thought of my uncle with a possible prostitute or the knowledge that sex workers congregated around curlers. As athletes went, they seemed so squeaky-clean with their brooms on the ice. 
 "And there's something else." Bree brushed a stray lock from her face. "Jade didn't look good when she got here. At first I thought she was tired, but when she was checking in she stopped talking all of the sudden and stumbled. Then she stuck her hand in the M&M dish and shoved a fistful into her mouth." 
 "So?" Gia looked confused. "That's how you eat M&Ms." 
 "True." Bree did a been-there-done-that nod. "But this was insulin shock. So I told Detective Marshall she could've died from diabetes." 
 Hope wanted to fill my chest, but Dr. Cooper's cyanide theory and a threatening note held it down in the pit of my stomach. 
 "Champ!" 
 The gruff shout shook me from my thoughts, and I looked toward the employee door. A black Chihuahua had burst through it with a seventy-something male in pursuit. 
 "Uncle Eddie." Bree's voice was breathless, as though she were the one chasing the dog. "I have company." 
 "Sorry, pumpkin." He pulled his Marines T-shirt down enough to cover his belly—but not his boxers. "Excuse my attire, ladies. Gotta get my little buddy here. Then I'll be out o' your hair." He lunged low for the dog, and his underwear lunged low too.  
 At the sight of her uncle's backside, Bree's pale skin turned porcelain. 
 "At least they're boxers, not briefs." Gia's tone held more cheek than Eddie's unfortunate undies. 
 Bree reached for the Bushmills and refilled her mug. "Why don't you let Champ run around for a while?" 
 "I suppose I could." Eddie hiked his underpants. "Guess I'll get on back to the free-range zone." He shoved open the employee door with his left shoulder and then grimaced. He placed his right hand under his elbow like he was carrying the weight of the world and not just his arm. He looked over his uninjured shoulder. "Old war wound." 
 "Where were you stationed?" I raised my mug to my lips. 
 Eddie's chest swelled like that of a soldier awaiting inspection. "'Nam." 
 My gaze dropped to my lap like a bomb. 

Jade was Vietnamese. Could Eddie have been her Danger Cove connection? 


And her killer? 

   
 *   *   * 
   
 "It figures Dick Marshall's a hunter." Gia stared at the photos on the detective's desk. "When he gets here, let's sic him on Eddie." 
 I glanced around the open-style office at the Danger Cove Police Department to see if any officers had heard her. "Could you please not call him the d word?" 
 "What's wrong with it?" She sounded as innocent as an ex-con at an interrogation. "It's slang for detective, as in Dick Tracy." 
 Of course, I knew otherwise, but given the hundred or so "Dick Tracys" on my conscience in light of my uncle's Viagra dealing, I pretended to believe her. "Okay, but we don't have any evidence that Eddie killed Jade. And unlike Clark and Randall, he didn't act like he had anything to hide." 
 "That's because his knee wasn't the only thing that got hurt in 'Nam." She tapped her temple. "His noodle did too." 
 Her crack about Eddie's head reminded me of Robbie's "pool noodle," which made pasta a lot less appealing. 
 "Afternoon, Cassidi, Gia." Detective Bud Ohlsen approached the desk. "Detective Marshall's away on a call." 
 "Darn it." Gia slapped her thigh. "We were hoping he'd want to hang out."  
 He gave her a you'd-better-behave look and eased his heavyset frame into the chair. "I'm guessing you two are here about Jade Liu, so let me remind you that we can't discuss an ongoing investigation." 
 "We're here to report a threat." I slid the plastic bag across the desk. 
 He squinted at the note. Then his eyes widened. "Where did this come from?" 
 "My Aunt Magnolia found it taped to our back door last night." I pushed a piece of paper toward him. "And this is the last page of my uncle's Viagra client list. Apparently, the note writer's name is on it, and he doesn't want to end up in the Cove Chronicles like the others did." 
 His gaze bore into me like a bullet. "You turned in Vinnie's list months ago. How did this individual come across it?" 
 My eyes dropped to my lap. "We kept a copy." 
 Gia fired him a businesslike smile. "For our records." 
 Detective Ohlsen sat back and studied her. His wasn't the look of an officer sizing up a suspect, but of a man mulling over a mystery.  
 After a moment, he held the note to the light of a desk lamp and stroked the salt-and-pepper stubble on his chin. His eyes narrowed. 
 "What is it?" I scooted closer to the desk. 
 "A watermark." He pulled a pair of bifocals from his pocket and slipped them on. "The letters LP." 
 I squinted at the note. The mark was so faint we'd missed it in the evening light the night before. "They can't be the killer's initials. None of the names on that page start with an L or a P." 
 "Could be someone else's stationery." He removed his glasses and tapped the earpiece on his lip. "Or a company logo." 
 Gia's face lit up like the desk lamp. "Ha. Maybe it stands for limp pe—" 
 "Pee pistol," I shouted, using Aunt Magnolia's name for the male member. But as soon as I'd said it, I wished I'd gone with peter. 
 "Cute, cug." Gia gave me a satisfied slap on the back. 
 Detective Ohlsen looked from Gia to me. "I'll give these items to Detective Marshall for follow-up. He'll be as surprised as I am that this case is connected to your uncle, but the death threat won't come as a shock. The news of Vinnie's client list is causing quite a stir in the community." 
 I leaned back. "It is?"  
 Gia lurched forward. "How come?" 
 His face froze like he'd been caught off guard in a cross-examination. "Well… You see…" He tugged at the collar of his button-down shirt. "A man's, uh…" 
 Gia slammed her hand down on the desk. "This is about the null Montys." 
 I looked at her like she'd lost it. "Who are they?" 
 "Vinnie's Viagra victims." 
 "I think you mean full monty," I said. "Like the British film?" 
 Her mouth formed a hard line. "No, because the men in that movie were strippers. So, by profession, they weren't performing with Flaccido Domingo—if you get what I'm sayin'." 
 I did.  
 And so did Detective Ohlsen. From the way he was squirming in his seat, you would've thought he was doing a lap dance. 
 He cleared his throat to clear the air. "As I was saying, since the article came out, we've had our hands full. Our men have had to break up a domestic dispute, a couple of bar brawls, and a free-for-all at a church picnic." 
 "A church picnic?" Gia echoed with a holier-than-thou tone. "Sounds like compassion for one's fellow man doesn't extend to his manhood." 
 The detective swallowed like her quips were getting harder to stomach. Even though he was a veteran of the force, he wasn't equipped to deal with the force that was Gia. 
 "And that's not all." He glanced at his desk. "This morning we dismissed an officer from his duties." 

An officer? Fired? It was my turn to swallow—actually, gulp. I'd been so consumed with my uncle's involvement in Jade's death that I hadn't thought about the ramifications for the men on his list. "That's terrible. I—" 
 He held up a hand. "It's not your doing, Cassidi. Nevertheless, I suggest the two of you be careful when you're out about town." His tone was firm but fatherly. "In the meantime, I'll assign a patrol officer to your home for the next few days." 
 Gia toyed with a lock of her hair. "Officer Stallone would make a good bodyguard." 
 "I'll pick the officer, young lady." The detective pointed a pen at her. "And he won't be there to watch your body." 
 She tossed her hair over her shoulder and crossed her arms. "Some people take their authority too seriously." 
 "Um, we should get going." I started to stand but sat down again. There was one more question I needed to ask. "Detective, do you think whoever killed Jade killed my uncle?" 
 "Now that I know about this note, I think it's a possibility." He looked down at the desk. "But as I've said before, your uncle was involved in another activity that could've been a factor in his murder." 
 "Could you tell me what it was?" I asked. 
 The phone rang, ruining my chance of a reply. 
 "Excuse me, ladies." He raised the receiver to his ear. "Detective Ohlsen." The lines on his brow relaxed. "Ah, Dr. Cooper. One moment." He covered the receiver with his palm. "You two can see yourselves out." 
 Gia hopped to her high heels. "Sure can." 
 I gave her the eagle eye and rose to my feet. She was too eager to leave.  
 We exited through a doorway behind Detective Ohlsen, and Gia pulled me to the side in the hallway. 
 "That call's about Jade's case. C'mon." She dropped to a yoga squat and waddled beneath a nearby desk. 
 Although my instincts were threatening an insurrection, I dropped to the floor and crawled to her, hoping no one noticed the desk's glowing green feet.  
 "Cyanide." Detective Ohlsen pronounced the word as though it were a death sentence. 
 And it was. 
 Silence followed, and then the rolling rush of a metal file drawer opening. 
 "The nail polish?" he asked. "That'd be ironic, wouldn't it?" 
 He fell silent again, and I waited for his punch line. 
 "Because it's called Poison Poinsettia." 
 The line indeed packed a punch because the breath left my lungs as though I'd been belted, and Gia clutched her throat like Jade Liu had before she collapsed in her car. 
 We had to leave, and fast. 
 I grabbed Gia by the arm, and we waddled to the door.  
 Once we hit the hallway, we sprung to our feet. As we rushed to the exit, the events of the day before flashed through my mind like pictures in a photo album—when I returned from the Cove Chronicles, when I realized that someone was in the salon, when I knocked over the vodka bottle. 
 Gia's nail polish and remover should have been beside the bottle. 
 But they weren't. 
 Because Ivy Li had taken them while she was in my salon, and she'd carried them out in her Birkin bag. 
 Then another snapshot appeared—when Ivy said she'd arrived at the salon and found the door wide open. 
 A pain pierced my chest like a coffin nail. 
 If she was telling the truth, then someone else had broken into The Clip and Sip on Sunday morning. 
 And that someone was the killer. 
 




CHAPTER SIX


 

 "I'm so fit to be tied I cain't decide whether to have me a conniption fit or a hissy fit." Magnolia paced in front of the living room fireplace, gripping the lapel of her Barry "Fanilow" flannel robe. 
 Gia eyed her from the bar where she was taking the Bottoms Up placard from the building's brothel era literally—at least, in the drinking sense of the phrase. She poured her third eggnog-flavored vodka. "Well, I'm so fit to be tied I'm tying one on." 
 I sunk deeper into the Victorian couch and looked at the time on my laptop, wishing Zac would pick me up early for the map meeting at the Smugglers' Tavern. With Magnolia manic and Gia juiced up, I wanted to be anywhere but there. "Both of you need to chill." 
 "Uh…" Gia sashayed to a stool. "I can freak if I feel like it since I'm the one going to prison, not her." 
 "Who's talking about the hoosegow?" My aunt yanked her belt tight. "I meant Mr. Manilow. Why, I'm so mad at that man I could stretch sheet iron. Every time I try to talk to him about the murder, all I get is 'Weekend in New England.'" 
 "It's like he's rubbing his vacation in your face." Gia raised her Happy Alcoholidays shot glass to her lips. 
 "He's too much of a gentleman to do that." Magnolia pressed a hand to her hive, and it crinkled like dry leaves. "Somethin's not right." 
 Gia's gaze bore into my aunt's head—and her hair. "I'll say." 
 "I reckon we're gonna have to take it to the Ouija board." Magnolia grabbed her cowhide saddlebag from the coffee table. "I'll run out to Carlene and fetch it." 
 I looked up from my laptop. "Why don't you wait until Zac comes? It's getting dark, and the killer could be out there." 
 "I'll be fine, ladybug. That strappin' young officer's outside." 
 "Some consolation," Gia said. "I mean, compared to Donatello, Richie Faria looks like a kid playing cops and robbers." 
 Magnolia opened her robe to reveal a bra holster—and a whole lot more. "With Gunther at my bosom, I've got more guts than you can hang on a fence. Now you two stay put, and I'll be back fast as double-struck lightnin'." 
 Gia watched my aunt leave the room. "She doesn't actually expect us to participate in this Ouija wackery, does she?" 
 "Just go along with it, okay?" I rested my head against the back of the couch, already over the conversation. "It's her way of coping." 
 "Well, it's not mine. Fun-flavored vodka is, and I'm the one with the nail polish noose around my neck." 
 I snapped my laptop shut. "Why do you keep saying that? We have a note proving you didn't kill Jade." 
 "Does it?" She hopped off her barstool with bottle in hand. "Anyone could have typed that thing, which is exactly what Detective Marshall's going to say. Because there are a lot of things that don't make sense about this killer, starting with why he killed Ivy's client instead of one of ours." 
 I drew my knees to my chest, Elf-on-the-Shelf style. "He didn't mean to kill anyone's client. He meant to kill me—or you. The nail polish was in our break room, not in the salon, so he probably thought one of us was going to use it. But Ivy stole it before we could." 
 Gia grabbed her glass and joined me on the couch. "Do you think she stole Vinnie's list too?" 
 I shook my head. "The Clip and Sip was no competition for Ivy. She had no reason to try to discredit us." 
 "Well, the killer didn't take it." She kicked up her heels on the coffee table. "I mean, why would a guy steal part of the list and send it to the Cove Chronicles if he wants to hide his ADD?" 
 "ADD?" 
 She broke into a sunny smile. "Ascension Deficit Disorder." 
 I gave her a frigid stare. The erectile dysfunction jokes were becoming a real downer. 
 Magnolia came huffing and puffing into the living room with a beat-up box under her arm. "We're good to go, girls." She sat in the antique armchair at the end of the coffee table and removed a teardrop-shaped piece of wood on wheeled casters from the box. "This is what they call the planchette. It's French for 'little plank.'" 
 Gia poured herself another shot. "Is there a big plank, by any chance? If so, I'd like to walk it." 
 I got in her face and willed her to read my thoughts like my aunt did Barry's. And what I told her with my glare was that I didn't want Zac to meet Aunt Magnolia while she was working a Ouija board. It was bad enough that I had a murdered, drug-dealer, philanderer uncle. I wasn't ready for him to find out that my aunt was a gun-toting Texan who treated her possessions like people and talked telepathically to a pop star when she had a problem. 
 My cousin must've gotten the message because she scooted away and put a Merry Elfin' Christmas pillow between us. 
 "Now put your fingertips on the planchette," Magnolia said, "and Barry'll guide our hands with his answers." 
 I did as I was told, but Gia held back. "I thought only dead people could talk to you through a Ouija board?" 
 Magnolia put a hand to her heart. "The instructions say 'spirits,' and Barry is a kind, loving spirit who wants to help his fans. He tells us so in the opening line of 'Could It Be Magic' when he sings 'Spirit move me.'" 
 Gia's mouth hung open, and it wasn't because of the eggnog vodka. "Um, technically, all musicians talk to their fans through their music." 
 "Yes, but some of us are better listeners than others." Magnolia gave Gia's fingers a slap. "Speaking of listening, Miss Prissy Siss, park those nails on the planchette."  
 Gia complied, and my aunt began her humming and swaying. 
 Not wanting to watch, I looked over her hive above the hearth at the photograph of Hope, Faith, and Charity—three nineteenth-century prostitutes on their backs with legs splayed in a V, clothed only in socks and shoes—originally, that is. To convince me to keep the picture, Gia had begun stapling panties on their privates. For the holidays, she'd replaced their Netflix and Chill underwear with thongs that said Dancer, Prancer, and Vixen. 
 The humming ceased. 
 "Barry, honey? It's Magnolia. You got a sec to chitchat?" 
 My eyes darted to the board. The planchette moved toward the upper-left corner, stopping on the word Yes. 
 I angled a glance at Gia, who angled a glance at me. Her eyes said the same thing mine did—it couldn't be magic, could it?

 Magnolia looked at the gilt mirror on the ceiling—another relic from the brothel days. "Thank ya, Barry. Cause I tell ya, I cain't make head ner tails outta this 'Weekend in New England' business. Could you clue me in?" 
 The planchette jerked our hands to the right, stopping on the top row of letters at the L. Then it shot left to the bottom row and hovered over the letter P. 
 "LP? Like a record album?" Magnolia looked up at the mirror. "Okay, Barry. But which one?" 
 The planchette didn't move, and neither did Gia or I. 
 Because those were the same letters as the ones on the note.  
   
 *   *   * 
   
 The door to the Smugglers' Tavern opened, and Lilly Waters stood on the other side. Even though she'd been the assistant manager for some time, I still half-expected to see Hope Foster there, and even Bob Palmer, the former owner who'd left her the tavern in his will. 
 "Come on in, Cassidi." Lilly ushered me inside. "Zac's already here." 
 I followed her to the bar. "It was nice of you to open the tavern for us, especially on your night off."  
 "Oh, Tara, Clara, and I promised Hope we'd come in to do some deep cleaning," she said, referring to the twins who ran the kitchen. "But I am dying to see if Bob's book collection can help you guys find the treasure Bart Coffyn stole from the Golden Hind." 
 I glanced at a table by the bar, where Zac scoured the antique tomes. "I'm glad Hope was able to get the books back from Bob's niece and nephew after he died." 
 Lilly began buffing the two-hundred-plus-year-old bar with a soft cloth. "She fought hard for them. Like she always says, those books belong here." 
 That sounded like Hope. For her and Bob, the Smugglers' Tavern had always been more than a restaurant and bar—it was a museum for the smuggling trade that had developed in Danger Cove following an 1807 embargo on British goods. And it showed. The place was decorated with nautical artifacts and smuggled relics like tea tins and medicine bottles that dated back to the Napoleonic Wars. 
 Lilly used her forearm to brush a lock of hair that I'd recently highlighted from her face. "Can I get you a drink? The Smugglers' Hurricane is one of our special can't-miss drinks." 
 "I'm good, thanks." I picked up a bowl of nuts on the bar. 
 "You know, nobody would blame you if you were stressed out." Her cheeks turned as red as the nose on her Rudolph-the-red-nosed-reindeer earrings. "I know what it's like to find—well, you know—a body." She shivered in the colorful sweater. "The rumor mill around here is alive and well. Did you actually witness that woman, Jade's, death?" 
 Tension gripped my shoulders like a vice. "Let me guess—Ivy Li told you." 
 "Not exactly." She shined the same spot on the bar until I was positive Rudolph could see his reflection. 
 I leaned forward and peered into her hazel eyes. "Then who, exactly?" 
 She moved to a new spot and avoided eye contact. "Donna Bocca." 
 Donna drove me crazy, but even I had to admire how hard she worked to live up to her Woman Mouth moniker. "Did she tell you about my Christmas decorations too?" 
 The gold flecks in Lilly's eyes sparkled as her gaze met mine. "Down to the style and size of the La Perla lingerie the dolls were wearing." 
 "Well, she is in lingerie sales," I said, hiding my astonishment that the dolls were wearing the luxury brand. A La Perla bra and panty set cost the equivalent of a car payment, which made me think that maybe Ivy had been behind the sleigh sabotage. It also made me wonder what Donatello had done with those dolls. 
 On second thought, it was better not to know. 
 "I still get goose bumps every time I think about her murder." She tossed the cloth on the bar. "I served Jade yesterday after we opened." 
 Surprise stole the spring from my knees, and I sunk onto a stool. I'd been under the impression that Jade had gone straight from the B&B to Styles and Spirits. "Did you tell the police?" 
 "I did." Lilly washed her hands in a bar sink. "There wasn't much to tell, though. She ordered a seared tuna sandwich to go and then realized she'd forgotten her wallet, so I gave her an early Christmas present and took care of her meal." 
 Jade's inability to pay was a recurring theme around town. And people didn't take vacations when they couldn't afford a hotel, much less a sandwich. "Did she say why she was in Danger Cove?" 
 "She didn't tell me anything." She dried her hands on a towel. "But she got a phone call while she was waiting, and I heard her say that she was here to see a half uncle she'd never met." 
 The timing of the family reunion was curious given Jade's need for cash. "Did she mention his name or anything?" 
 "No, but she was definitely angry at whoever called." Lily leaned on the counter. "She hung up on them when her food arrived, and then she left." 
 I popped some nuts into my mouth and pondered the mystery caller and the mystery uncle. I wasn't convinced the man was a real relative. If Bree had been right about Jade being a prostitute, then he could have been a john. 
 The door from the kitchen opened with a bang, and two women emerged. "Hey, we—" Clara started. 
 "Need your help," Tara finished with a shiver. "Crickets." 
 Lilly blanched and clasped her arms, her shiver making Tara's nothing more than a fading shake. "Wh-what do you want me to do?" 
 Tara put a hand on her aproned hip. "Unless you want me to roast them like almonds and serve them as bar snacks, you need to help us get rid of the little buggers." 
 I placed the bowl of nuts back on the bar.  
 Lilly went to the kitchen, and I returned to the table with a creepy-crawly sensation in my stomach that I hoped wasn't the likes of Jiminy Cricket. 
 Zac looked up from a book. "Clark called. He's on his way to help go through the books." 
 The creepy-crawlies stopped cold. Given the events of the last thirty or so hours, there was no way I was going to spend an evening with Clark Graham. "Listen, I have to run." 
 He blinked. "But you just got here." 
 I didn't want him to think I wasn't interested in finding Bart Coffyn's treasure, because I was. I desperately wanted him to find the money to buy back his father's business. Plus, there were precious jewels at play. "I promised Amy I'd stop by tonight." 
 "Okay." There was hurt in his eyes. 
 I needed to try to undo the damage. "Have you made any progress with the research?" 
 He exhaled and rubbed his hands on his thighs. "Well, the map that Coffyn scratched on the peso seems to indicate that the treasure is on Two Mile Beach, which means it could be in one of the hidden caves Harvey Wynters discovered when he was searching for that smugglers' ship Ocean's Revenge." 
 "If you think you know where the treasure is, why do you need these books?" 
 "Clark and I are hoping to find a description of the caves' layout. According to our research, the smugglers last used the caves in 1852. But remember, Coffyn hid the treasure in 1579, and we don't know if sailors were aware of the caves back then." 
 I glanced at the old English script on the page that Zac had been reading, but it looked impossible to decipher. "Why don't you go to the caves and find out for yourselves?" 
 "Harvey said they have a lot of chambers—some are hard to reach, and there may be others that haven't been discovered yet. Also, they flood during high tide." 
 I'd learned how to sail growing up in Texas, so I knew firsthand how treacherous the water could be. "I don't like the sound of that. Maybe you should hire professional cavers to help." 
 Zac slid an arm around my waist and gave me a squeeze. "Are you worried about me?" 
 "Obviously, I don't want you exploring dangerous caves." I left out the part about not trusting Clark, especially when thousands—maybe millions—of dollars in pirate booty were at stake. 
 He wrapped his other arm around me and kissed my cheek. "We'll figure something out. Now, come on. I'll walk you to your car." 
 We exited the tavern and stood beside my Ferrari to admire the bay from the cliff. The lighthouse was dark, but the moonlight was bright, casting a silvery, seductive glow over the ocean. The night was meant for making out—until the headlights of a car spoiled the mood. 
 Zac sighed and opened my door. 
 Since he'd said Clark was coming, I dived into my driver's seat in case it was him. "Call me tonight if you find anything—no matter how late." 
 "You got it." He bent over and gave me a long, luscious kiss before closing the door. 
 I backed from my space and drove toward the opposite side of the tavern to take the rear parking lot exit to Amy's. Oddly, I didn't see Clark's car anywhere. But when I rounded the building, I found it.  
 Only, it wasn't Clark's car. It was Robbie the pool boy's yellow Mustang, and it was parked by the woods behind the tavern. 
 I knew the Mustang was Robbie's because of the misspelled MUCSLE license plate (he wasn't the brightest bulb in the hot tub). What I didn't know was why it was in the parking lot on the one night of the week the tavern was closed. But because Robbie's name was on Uncle Vinnie's list, I was determined to find out. 
 Slowing to a crawl, I switched off my headlights and headed toward the back of the lot. When I reached the Mustang, I veered right toward the lot exit and peered into the passenger window. 
 My stomach did a belly flop. 
 Robbie the pool boy was kissing an older woman's neck. 
 And she was none other than Olivia Olcott, Randall's wife. 
   
 *   *   * 
   
 "Wow. Robbie the pool boy with Olivia Olcott." Amy placed a plate of "Go, Jesus! It's your birthday!" cookies on her living room coffee table. "That's an even sexier story than my dissertation." 
 I didn't know what her research was about, but because it was in library and information science, I seriously doubted it was more scintillating than a married society matron hooking up with a Viagra-popping pool cleaner. "I didn't realize you'd started writing that yet." 
 Amy's face shined like the star atop her Charlie Brownesque Christmas tree. "I'm still at the data-collecting stage, but get a load of this title—You CAN Judge a Book by Its Cover: A Critical Analysis of Contemporary Methods of Bookbinding." 
 "That's a hot topic, all right. Makes me want to curl up with a good read." Just not your dissertation. "Hey, do you have any other cookies?" 
 "I also made some Schwarz-Weiß-Gebäck." 
 The name sounded like a cat hacking up a fur ball, but anything was better than eating Jesus's birthday dessert, because I was pretty sure that was a sin. "I'll take some of those, please." 
 Amy entered the kitchen and returned with a tin of what looked like checkerboard shortbreads. "Don't eat too many, or you'll get kummerspeck. That's German for 'grief bacon.'" 
 I grabbed a cookie from the tin. "There's bacon in these?" 
 "No, 'grief bacon' is what they call weight you gain from emotional eating." 
 I'd heard the Germans excelled in scientific research, but I had no idea they knew so much about fat. 
 "Well, I'm due some stress eating." I rested my head against the patchwork sofa. "Detective Ohlsen said the article about my uncle's client list is causing problems for the police, and my aunt and Gia are freaking out because toxicology confirmed the nail polish was poisoned."  
 Amy pushed the tin toward me. "A little kummerspeck never hurt a gal." 
 She didn't have to tell me twice—or even once. "The ridiculous thing is that Aunt Magnolia made us contact Barry with a Ouija board." 
 "O.M.G." She plopped into a rocking chair. "What did he say?" 
 "Amy, you're in science." Albeit of the library and information variety. "I can't believe you think those things work, much less that Barry Manilow would talk to my aunt through one." 
 She shrugged and opened a box of ornaments at her feet. "Scientists would be the first to tell you there are phenomena in the world we can't explain. However, it's widely known that the Ouija board is operated through the user's subconscious." 
 I crunched on a cookie. Gia and I had definitely had the LP watermark on our minds when we were Ouija-ing, so maybe we were the ones who'd pushed the planchette to the L and the P. But still, I wasn't ready to believe it could've been magic. "What did you find out about cyanide?" 
 She pulled a nutcracker of German Chancellor Angela Merkel from the box and placed it on the stone hearth next to one of a flying monkey holding Toto captive. "It's a respiration poison that destroys an enzyme essential to the transfer of oxygen from blood to cells and living tissue. So, the body suffocates." 
 I took another bite and tugged at the collar of my fuzzy pink turtleneck, remembering Jade struggling to breathe. "How much does it take to kill someone?" 
 "About .01 ounces." She dusted off a clown nutcracker. 
 I gathered Amy's gingerbread quilt around me. Her nutcrackers were unnerving. "That doesn't sound like very much. I guess that's why the killer was able to put it in a bottle of nail polish." 
 "Actually, cyanide doesn't soak in well on fingernails or even on the hands." She pressed the pads of her fingers. "The skin is less receptive there because it's tougher." 
 My ears pricked up, as did my pulse. "Are you saying Jade couldn't have died from a manicure?" 
 "It's not likely, no." 
 Relief rocketed through my limbs along with all the sugar I'd ingested. Even though I thought the threatening note was proof Gia hadn't poisoned her polish, I had to agree with my cousin when she'd said Detective Marshall would see it differently. 
 "Unless…" Amy pressed a finger to her chin.  
 "Unless what?" 
 "Unless Jade had a condition that thinned her nails or skin." She produced a Darth Vader nutcracker. "And then Gia's screwed." 
 Amy's nasty nutcrackers suddenly made a lot more sense. "What could cause that kind of thinning?" 
 "Any number of conditions. But the first thing that comes to mind is diabetes." 
 I started coughing so hard I thought I was going to hack up a fur ball cookie. Because if Bree was right about Jade being diabetic, then Gia was going to the joint.  
 And I could be joining her. 
 




CHAPTER SEVEN


 

 "You know what Robbie and Olivia are perfect for?" Gia stood at the break room espresso machine, frothing milk for her morning cappuccino. "Reality TV." 
 My cousin would know. In a fuzzy purple coat, black lace camisole, and sparkly silver stilettos at nine a.m. on a Tuesday, she was the embodiment of reality. 
 She poured the milk into her mug. "I mean, it doesn't get more real than a poor pool boy who's prone to bouncing the check of love, so to speak, and a rich society lady who can keep his Viagra account in the black."  
 I bit into my brisket breakfast taco with gusto. Not even Gia's impotence joke could ruin my appetite for down-home Texas cooking. 
 "Sweet tea for my Sweet Pea." Magnolia placed a glass beside my plate. 
 "Ugh. Barbecue tacos and tea?" Gia dropped a dollop of Nutella into her cappuccino and pulled a blue raspberry Pop-Tart from the toaster. "How can you eat that crap?" 
 My aunt fluffed her hive in a huff. "It's called breakfast, young lady." She removed her apron and pulled up a chair. "While we're talkin' grub, we've got to discuss Christmas dinner. How does a ham and tamales sound?" 
 "Like a Tex-Mex picnic." Gia joined us at the table. "I vote for Italian-American—the Feast of the Seven Fishes." 
 Aunt Magnolia looked at her like she'd suggested serving the baby Jesus. "Why would anyone eat a dadgum fish on Christmas day, much less seven of the slimy suckers?" 
 East Texans weren't known for their fish consumption, but I was pretty sure my aunt had sampled almost all eight hundred breeds of cattle. "You should see Filly Filipuzzi's fish market next door. He's got a huge selection." 
 "A whole market for fish?" She grabbed her hive like she was holding on to a hat. "Whoever heard o' such a thing?" 
 "Hang on." Gia placed her hands on the table, displaying ten red fingernails that spelled out the word guccissima, Italian for "extremely Gucci." "You haven't noticed the fish smell?" 
 "That's not fish," a venomous voice proclaimed. "It's rats." 
 Ivy stood in the doorway with a copy of the Cove Chronicles. The headline read POISON IVY, and judging from the look on her face, she truly was toxic. 
 Gia stood and stomped up to her. "What are you, a friggin' ninja?"  
 "Because all Asians are ninjas, right?" Ivy shot back. 
 I rose to defend my cousin. "She meant it as an expression, not a stereotype." 
 "But since we're on the subject of stereotypes…" Gia gave her the once-over. "An all-green outfit and red nails? Have you never seen Poison Ivy, the comic book character?" 
 Ivy gave a septic smile. "I'm not into low-brow reading." 
 Gia's brow lowered as though it were ready to charge. 
 "But now that you've brought up my nail polish…" Ivy flexed her fingers like she was about to shoot deadly spores. "I'm lucky it isn't Poison Poinsettia." She looked from Gia to me. "What I don't get is why you didn't use cement shoes to kill Jade. Isn't that what mobsters do?" 
 Magnolia's hive began to vibrate. "Now you listen here, missy—" 
 "I can handle this, Aunt Magnolia." 
 A sneer spread across Ivy's lips like a bad bacteria. "The same way you handled me with this article? Tell me, what did you do to convince Duncan to publish this trash? The same thing that upside-down doll was doing in Santa's sleigh?" 
 I refused to let her poison penetrate my skin. "In case you hadn't noticed, he's known for yellow journalism. I had nothing to do with it." 
 "But you did." She pointed a coffin nail at my chest. "You planted the poisoned polish to destroy me. So, you killed my client, and that's what I plan to tell the press." 
 I wanted to push her hand away but held back for fear of a trumped-up assault charge. "How could I have known you'd come into my salon and steal that nail polish?" 
 "Oh, I didn't steal anything," she said in a that's-my-story-and-I'm-sticking-to-it tone. "People share products all the time in the salon industry." 
 Ivy wasn't delusional—she was diabolical. And I was going to have to fight her lies with logic. "Sharing involves asking before you take something. Otherwise, it's stealing." 
 She gestured behind her at the salon. "I get that times are tight at The Clip and Sip, but what was your cost for the polish? A quarter?" 
 Gia gasped like she'd been slapped. "I created Mad Makeup, and it's a high-end product." 
 Ivy snorted. "Not if your prostitute pajama wear is any indication." 
 "Time to fight this poison ivy rash." Gia wrestled out of her coat and raised her fists. 
 And Ivy—despite her distaste for stereotypes—assumed a kung fu fight stance. 
 Before I could intervene, a brawl broke out. Black hair whipped this way and that, and red fingernails flashed like lightning. There was shrieking and slapping, scratching and swearing. Then came an awful sound—fabric tearing. 
 The scuffling ceased, and they checked their outfits. 
 "You tore my blouse," Ivy seethed. 
 "You stretched my cami," Gia breathed. 
 They went back at it. 
 "Stop it, y'all." I stepped toward the fray. "You're acting like spoiled brats." 
 Someone got a hold of my hair. I presumed it was Ivy, but I wouldn't have put it past Gia. The pulling worsened, and pain seared my brain. For a moment, all I saw was white. 
 It was Santiago Beltràn's dentures. 
 "Chicas, chicas." He freed my hair and separated Gia and Ivy, clutching them against his Caribbean-style suit. "We should make amor, not war." 
 "Oh Dios mio," I said in an oh-brother tone. Santiago was a Cesar Romero look-alike and—even though he was closing in on eighty—a Don Juan act-alike, so I was sure he meant that cliché literally. 
 Ivy spun from his grip. "Cassidi started this war, but I guarantee you I'm going to win it." She stalked to the door. "And by any means necessary." 
 Santiago rubbed his hands on his chest, watching her storm to her Lexus. "The señorita is a Sichuan pepper." 
 "You mean, a she-bear in satin," Magnolia said. 
 "More like a she-snake in silk," Gia corrected. 
 Although I agreed with their assessments, I couldn't allow unprofessional talk in the salon, at least, not in front of a client. "Were you wanting an appointment, Mr. Beltràn?" 
 He rubbed the stubble on his chin. "I would like a shave." 
 "My pleasure." And it was. Since his name was one of the six on my uncle's list, this was the perfect opportunity to find out whether he knew Jade. 
 He climbed into my styling chair, and I placed a towel in the warmer. I started to ask Gia to get him a drink, but she was at her station doing damage control to her do. "Aunt Magnolia, would you get Mr. Beltràn some tea or coffee?" 
 "There is no need." He was looking in my station mirror, but his eyes were locked on my aunt. "Your tìa has quenched my thirst. She is, as you americanos say, a tall drink of water." 
 Gia's comb fell to the floor with a clatter, and I dropped his chair to a reclining position, trying to shake some sex out of him. 
 My aunt, whose face was as pink as her hair, headed for the break room. "I'd best git on over to the grocery store. As we say in Texas, it's time to swap spit and hit the road." She stopped in the doorway like a cow in the headlights. "On second thought, skip the spit." 
 "Yes." I shook a cape with a snap. "Let's." 
 Santiago's chocolate brown eyes stared up at me. "Instead of 'Magnolia,' the name of your tìa should be Tabebuia." 
 "What's that?" I covered him with the cape. 
 "It is another kind of tree—the Cuban Pink Trumpet." 
 My head jerked over my shoulder. Luckily, Gia had gone. Because if she'd gotten wind of the pink tree comment, I would've never heard the end of it. 
 To put a damper on the tìa talk, I pulled the towel from the warmer and covered his mouth. Given the circumstances, I certainly didn't want him trying to shake my aunt's tree. Besides, I needed to figure out a way to turn the conversation to Jade. 
 After a minute, I removed the towel. 
 He tilted his head backward to meet my gaze. "You know, when Vinnie was alive, this place was like the Tropicana Club in La Habana." 
 "The salon?"  
 "It wasn't only a salon." His pitch raised in protest. "It was a centro social. In the daytime, people came here to talk and share ideas. And at night he hosted parties with music and drinks and dancing." His eyes practically did the mambo at the memory. "And the women…" 
 "What about them?" I knelt to open my supply cabinet. 
 A nostalgic grin formed at his lips. "They were like Las Diosas de Carne." 
 I knew carne meant "meat." I just hoped the first part of the phrase was less offensive. "I don't know what that is." 
 "'Flesh goddesses.'" He clasped his hands on his abdomen. "It is the name of the Tropicana showgirls." 
 So much for the "meat." I pulled out a straight razor and shaving cream. "Did my uncle have parties often?" 
 "Three times a week." 
 "He had to rest sometime," I said, checking the blade.  
 "Rest? Vincent Conti?" He gave a lusty laugh. "He was busier when he did not have the parties, because then he had to make time for his ladies." 
 I stopped and scrutinized Santiago's face. Wasn't Uncle Vinnie with "his ladies" at the parties? "How many, uh, women friends did he have?" 
 The corners of his mouth lifted into a Joker-style smile. "Sometimes several a night." 
 My aunt Carla had once called Vinnie the Conti Casanova, but three women a night seemed like more than the real Casanova could have handled. Or Gene Simmons, for that matter. 
 The salon door swung open, and Donna Bocca scampered inside. 
 "Is Gia around?" She scoured the salon. "I need a manicure for a party tonight, and after this morning's Cove Chronicles story, I'm not going near Styles and Spirits." 
 A thought struck me like a punch in the gut. What if the Poison Poinsettia wasn't the only polish the killer had poisoned?  
 My body wanted to panic, but I kept it together. At least I hadn't used any products on Santiago. "Let me check the break room, Donna." I slipped the shaving cream back into the cabinet. "Would you excuse me for a moment, Mr. Beltràn?" 
 "For anything, cariño." 
 Gia was at the table licking her wounds and a spoonful of my rosemary-pluot jam. 
 I pulled up a chair. "We've got a big problem, cuz." 
 "Actually, two—Ivy's insane and Santiago's smitten." She pointed the spoon at me. "Out of all the women in this town, can you believe he picked the pink-haired Marge Simpson to have the hots for?" 
 "I can." I shot her a lay-off-my-aunt look. "I'm talking about Donna Bocca. She wants a manicure." 
 Gia scowled at the ceiling. "What is up with this day? Donna's manicures are murder—I mean, not like Jade's, obviously." She took another spoonful from the jar. "It's just that her fingernails are as thick as an old man's toenails." 
 My belly burbled. I didn't know how she could talk toenails and eat jam. "I meant the nail polish. The killer could've poisoned your entire inventory—maybe all of our products." 
 "Holy Stromboli." She glanced at her guccissima. "I did my nails last night." 
 "If nothing's happened to you by now, I'm sure you're fine." I gave her arm a squeeze. "But what are we going to tell Donna? With her animal instinct for sniffing out gossip, she'll know something's up if we refuse her a manicure." 
 "I'll run to the drugstore and buy a few bottles." Gia stood and grabbed the Ferrari keys from the hook by the door. "She always wears brown—to match her mustache." 
 I rose to my feet with an eye roll. "I'll try to stall her." 
 "Get her gossiping, and she's good." 
 I returned to the salon sick to my stomach. We were already operating at a loss thanks to Styles and Spirits, and unless business picked up soon, the cost of replacing our product inventory could be the final nail in our coffin. 
 "I always said there was something off about Ivy." Donna slid into the salon chair next to Santiago. "Did you know she's been in town for six months and hasn't made a single friend?" Her wide nostrils flared like wings. "If that's not proof she's a psychopath, I don't know what is." 
 "She's not a psychopath." I reached for my electric razor, hoping Santiago was too engrossed in gossip to notice. "She's a…" So many words came to mind, none of them fit for speaking aloud. "…workaholic." 
 Donna crossed her arms. "Then how do you explain what she did to Jade Liu?" 
 Of course, I could explain what Ivy had done to Jade, but I wasn't going to tell that to Woman Mouth. To buy some time, I started shaving Santiago's cheek, and since he was a known chichi chaser, I was careful not to lean over him. "We should let the police explain that." 
 "That could take months, or years." Donna hefted one leg over the other. "And why would I wait when I know someone who could tell me what happened to Jade?" 
 The razor veered off course and caught the tip of Santiago's mustache.  
 "¡Ay!"
He grabbed his mouth. 
 "I'm so sorry, Mr. Beltràn." I leaned in, no longer caring whether my chichis did the cha-cha near his face. "Who are you talking about?" 
 She uncrossed her legs and turned toward us to get a full frontal of our faces when she spilled her secret. "I'll give you a hint—I saw Jade on Sunday morning when I went to drop off some Blue Santa gifts." 
 I pointed the blade at Donna. "No hints. I need a name." 
 "Someone's prickly." She sat back in her chair. "All I can say is that I saw her when I was putting the gifts in the drop box at The Fourth United Methodist Church of Danger Cove." 
 A jolt went through me at her reference to Reverend Vickers' congregation, and I wondered whether God was trying to smite me for wondering whether the Reverend was involved in Jade's death. 
 "Why do they call it The Fourth?" Santiago asked—my chest. "It is the only one, no?" 
 Donna reassumed the gossip position. "Well, years ago there were two—The First and The Second. But The Second sued The First because it wanted to be The First, so The First countersued." 
 This sounded like an Abbott and Costello routine. 
 "Judge Barrett ruled that neither church could use The First in their name." She gave a serves-them-right smirk. "Then they settled their differences and decided to unite. But no one wanted to be The Second, so they agreed to start over as The Third. The joke was on them, though, because they found out that a priest in Florida had bought the domain name, and he wanted a small fortune for it." 

So much for Christian brotherhood. "Let's get back to Jade. Do you think she was there for the morning service?" 
 Donna's eyebrow arched like the Arc de Triomphe. "Not unless Reverend Vickers delivers private sermons at six a.m." 
 I grabbed onto the styling chair while I processed this revelation. My mind reasoned that Jade was troubled and had simply sought The Reverend's counsel. But given the presence of his name on my uncle's list, my instincts were telling me a different story—one that was anything but biblical. 
   
 *   *   * 
   
 "My husband is writing a sermon." Charlotte Vickers was so outraged by my request to speak with The Reverend that her jowls and turkey neck trembled. "What is this about?" 
 I didn't want to lie since I was in a church, so I decided to play it vague. "It's a private matter." 
 She glanced wide-eyed at the members of her Bible study group, who were seated in a pew doing their best to appear absorbed in Scripture. "I'll see if he's available for visitors." 
 While I waited for the verdict, I pretended to admire the stained-glass window above the stage-style pulpit. According to the local rumor mill, when The Fourth United Methodist Church was being built in the late '90s, the project went over budget, so The Reverend made the dubious decision to allow Charlotte and her fellow classmates from an introductory stained-glass course to make the window. The design was supposed to be that of a dove in the sky surrounded by a nimbus, which represented the divinity, but the end result looked like a seagull passed out on pool float, which was anything but divine. 
 "He has graciously agreed to see you." Charlotte's body was nowhere near as relaxed as her Little House on the Prairie bun. "You've got five minutes." 
 "Thank you." I flashed a forced smile and headed to a hallway to the right of the pulpit. Luckily, I'd been to The Reverend's office before, because it would've taken an act of God to get Charlotte to show me the way. 
 I stopped in front of a door with a marquee-style nameplate that read The Reverend Donald H. Vickers and knocked lightly. 
 "State your name," The Reverend trilled. 
 I rested my forehead on the door. "Um, Cassidi Conti?" 
 "Come in and be silent." 
 Although the invitation was less than inviting, I entered and awaited further instruction. 
 The sixty-something reverend was seated behind his desk, absorbed in his sermon. Atop his pastoral vestments, he wore a red velvet cape and a bejeweled crown. "I'll be with you shortly." He didn't look up. "Please have a seat." 
 I sat in an armchair and looked at his posters—Godspell, Jesus Christ, Superstar, The Book of Mormon, and The Sound of Music. The Reverend loved religious musicals and had aspired to be in the theater as a young man. But Broadway never called, and the Basilica did. So he'd turned his sermons into stage productions that always featured him as the lead. And even though Christmas was around the corner, I couldn't tell whether his current costume was supposed to be one of the Three Wise Men or Freddie Mercury from Queen. 
 "I can see you now, Cassidi." He lowered his reading glasses. "I trust my wishes for the living nativity are clear?" 
 "They are, Reverend." I clasped my hands in my lap. "You want a Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat look for the hair and makeup." 
 "Indeed." His bottom lip lowered. "So what, pray tell, are you doing here?" 
 I knew I had to be as patient as Job and as wise as Solomon to get to the crux of the Jade matter. "I came to talk to you about your meeting with Ms. Liu." 
 He turned as white as his clerical collar. "As a man of the cloth, I'm obligated to maintain clergy-penitent privilege." 
 "Penitent?" I repeated. "So, she was confessing something?" 
 "Heavens no." His denial was so abrupt he had to straighten his crown.  
 "I realize I'm putting you in a difficult position, but Jade is gone, and Ivy Li has been accused of her murder." 
 "What concern is that of yours?" His color changed to match his cape. "From what Ms. Bocca tells me, you and Ms. Li are sworn enemies." 

Damn Donna, I thought. Then I stiffened. Not only had I mentally cursed in a church, but I'd done so in front of a reverend while surrounded by religious artifacts from musicals. "We have our issues, but as salon owners we have to stick together—you know, like the members of your congregation did after the lawsuits." 
 His back tensed like he had a cross to bear. "You'd be wise to stay out of this, young lady. God only knows you can't afford—" 
 An awkward silence ensued, and not just because of that "God only knows." 
 "I can't afford what?" 
 His eyes dropped to his sermon, and the door burst open. 
 "Your time is up," Charlotte announced, all high and mighty. "My husband has the Lord's work to do." 
 I rose to my feet. "I appreciate your time." I had to appear compliant because I couldn't afford to lose the nativity job, which was probably what The Reverend had been about to tell me. "I'll see you both this weekend."  
 Charlotte eyed me as I exited. And based on the fire and brimstone in her gaze, I would've sworn on a stack of Bibles that The Reverend had betrayed Jade's confidence to his wife. 
 She closed the door behind me, and I rummaged in my bag for my keys. 
 "Why didn't you fire her?" Charlotte's ire resounded in the hallway. 
 Since she was obviously referring to me, I leaned in and listened. 
 "Who else could we get to do hair and makeup, Kitten?" The Reverend asked. "Ivy would be more scandalous than Cassidi at this point, and it would cost a fortune to bring in Seattle beauticians." 

Why was I scandalous?
And how in the name of Hades was Charlotte a "Kitten"?

 "Well, I don't like it," Charlotte said. "It was bad enough that her uncle was a drunk and a lecher, but now that we know who Jade's grandmother worked for, we can't have Cassidi coming around the church." 
 From the way Charlotte was casting stones at my uncle and Jade's grandma, it seemed to me that she was the one who shouldn't come around the church. 
 "Don't be so dramatic," The Reverend said in an epic case of the pastor calling the kitten black. "No one's going to find that out." 
 "Oh, really?" She harrumphed. "Well, humor me while I play the devil's advocate." 

Was that allowed in a house of God?

 "Let's say no one does find out," she said. "As a minister of the gospel, do you still think it's right to have Cassidi Conti involved in a reenactment of the birth of the baby Jesus when we know the murdered woman's grandmother worked for Sabine LaSalle?" 
 My stomach dropped like it was falling from grace. I finally knew what The Reverend had been about to say to me, and why his wife didn't want me at the church. It was that I couldn't afford a scandal, and neither could they. 
 And if what they were saying about Jade's grandmother was true, then there would be hell to pay. 
 Because Sabine LaSalle was the last of three generations of women who'd owned and operated the LaSalle House—the brothel that used to be in my building. 
 




CHAPTER EIGHT


 

 "The Reverend hasn't gone to the police?" Amy yelled in the middle of the Danger Cove Library stacks. "I hope you raised Cain." 
 She would suggest getting rowdy. I dragged her from Religious Studies to Self-Help in the back. No one in town ever went to that section, so I was sure we'd be out of earshot. Plus, the time had come to find Amy a book on discretion. "All I know is that he's claiming clergy-penitent privilege, which implies that she went to him for counsel." 
 She shoved her hands into the pockets of her beige cardigan and leaned against a shelf. "Do you believe him?" 
 My gaze fell on a copy of Lies at the Altar: The Truth About Great Marriages. "Based on the way he and Charlotte were acting, I'm guessing that Jade didn't talk to him about the Bible." 
 Her eyes enlarged behind her lenses. "You don't think he's her half uncle, do you?" 
 "Any of the men on the list could be her half uncle, even Robbie the pool boy." I sat on a library stool. "But Bree said that Jade wanted to have the manicure before she met whoever she came to town to see. And she went to the church first, so it's probably not Reverend Vickers." 
 "Don't rule The Reverend out." Amy spoke as though he were a convict and not a clergyman. "Not until we know what their nonreligious rendezvous was about." 
 I glanced at my naked nails. "Actually, that's why I'm here. I've got to find out who this grandmother was that worked for Sabine LaSalle." 
 "How? Brothels aren't inclined to keep employment records." She held up a finger. "Unless they're in one of the twelve Nevada counties where prostitution is legal." 
 I opted not to ask why she knew that information. "I'm going to start by researching the infamous brothel fire to see if I can find out the names of some of the women working there. I know the Cove Chronicles was around in 1955, and they would've covered the story, especially since housewives started the blaze." 
 "Good idea. The Cove reporters wouldn't have missed a chance to report on a scandal like that." 

Didn't I know it. "What about Sabine? Does the library have a book about her or the LaSalle family?" 
 A clatter startled us silent, and we turned to see books on the floor—and Olivia Olcott at the end of the aisle. Instead of her standard superior stare, her face looked like it was sculpted from stone. 
 Olivia knelt to retrieve the books. "Wrong section." She stood and shoved them onto the shelf. "I thought this was Biography." Then she turned and left so fast you would've thought I'd handed her Lies at the Altar. 
 "She knows biographies are by the check-out counter," Amy whispered—for once. "She was in here last week with yet another one about her great-great-grandfather, as if everyone in town didn't know Harry Cockman's company provided almost all the lumber during the Gold Rush." 
 A bout of nerves, not to mention that name, brought me to my feet. "I think she heard us." And then a more nerve-wracking thought struck me. Had she seen me spying on her with Robbie the pool boy?

 "So what if she did?" Amy asked. "It's not against the law to talk about the LaSalles. That reminds me—we don't have any books about them, but I know Ben has been helping Harriet McCudgeon do research on Sabine." 
 My brain bristled at the news. Harriet was the one who'd decided that my salon would be a stop on her Gold Rush History Tour. The problem was that she only wanted to feature its past as the LaSalle brothel, so I had no intention of talking to her. "Let's start with the back issues of the Cove Chronicles, okay?" 
 "Those are available online." Amy led me to the public computers in the center of the library. We took a seat, and she pulled up the newspaper website. "Do you know when the fire was?" 
 "New Year's Day." I remembered the date because I was pretty sure the wives of Danger Cove had gotten together and made a group resolution to incinerate the place. 
 "That simplifies things." She typed the date, pressed enter, and scrolled through the paper. 
 My eyes were stuck to the screen. "The fire would've been front-page news. Let's check the next day." 
 Amy entered January 2, 1955, and a photograph of the still-smoldering remains of a building appeared with the headline, ARSON! BROTHEL BURNED BY WOMEN SCORNED. 
 "That's a catchy title." She sounded impressed. 
 "Sensational headlines seem to be a Cove Chronicles custom." I pictured Duncan Pickles' smug face in my head and promptly shook him out. I turned my attention to the article. 
   

At 10 yesterday evening, an incensed mob of local wives marched with torches in hand to the LaSalle family's parlor house at 627 Fletcher Way and set fire to the storied establishment. Ten young women were working at the house when the fire broke out, and one has been hospitalized for smoke inhalation.









When asked why the wives would commit an immoral act of this nature, an innocent bystander (who was not then nor has he ever been a patron of the parlor house) commented, "The God-fearing women of Danger Cove always turned the other cheek toward the LaSalles and their lot, but when the parlor house offered free services to the townsmen for an 'It's Better to Give Than Receive' holiday promotion, it was the match in the powder barrel—or in the mattress, as it were."








   
 Amy whistled like a sailor at a sorority party. "Do you think it was two for one, or a friend gets in free?" 
 "I wouldn't know." My tone was as dry as that proverbial powder barrel. "Now let me finish reading." 
   








The Fletcher Way parlor house opened in 1855 when Maxine LaSalle satisfied a pressing need to serve local lumberjacks who supplied timber for building during the Gold Rush. After the gold dried up, the stalwart women of the house continued to shore up the loggers who provided the wood to build this great nation.









Over the years, these hearty women were also called upon to channel their unbridled energy into other worthy causes. They rolled up their stockings and joined both war efforts to support our men in uniform. And in the post-war eras, they put their passion for service to work for our men in the labor force.









When asked about the future of the parlor house in light of the fire, Sabine LaSalle, the present madam and granddaughter of Maxine, said that she and her girls have danced their "last horizontal tango." Among her reasons for closing up shop, the high cost of rebuilding the brothel and dwindling profits due to the increased popularity of other forms of entertainment, including television and board games like Uncle Wiggily, Candy Land, and Easy Money.








   
 The spit soured in my mouth. Something about those board games was disturbing. 
 Amy reclined in her chair and stared at the screen. "I wonder what happened to the women after the fire." 
 "Either they moved away or got other jobs." I nudged her arm. "Let's check January third and see whether it says anything about them or the woman who went to the hospital." 
 She sat forward and entered the date.  
 The front page popped up, and my eyes popped out.  

PARLOR HOUSE PROSTITUTE DEAD? I read the headline as a question, even though it wasn't one. This was the first I'd heard of anyone dying from that fire, and needless to say I was stunned. 
 And the surprises didn't end there. 
 Because the brief article that followed was a shocker. 
   

The young woman who was hospitalized after the parlor house fire has died. She has been identified as Mei Liu, a Vietnamese national. Ms. Liu leaves behind a one-year-old daughter, Annabelle, whose father is unknown.








   
 "Holy pho." Amy referenced the provocatively pronounced Vietnamese soup. "Mei Liu has to be Jade Liu's grandmother." 
 "And Annabelle could be her mother." But who was her father? And did he figure into this mess?

   
 *   *   * 

 

 "If Annabelle was Jade's mother, why was Jade looking for her half uncle, like Lilly said, instead of Annabelle's unknown father? I mean, he would've been her grandfather, so you'd think she'd want to find him." Gia turned the sign in the salon window to Closed. "And did anyone think it was ironic that a man named Harry Cockman worked in wood?" 
 I couldn't answer her questions. In fact, I couldn't do anything but stare at the Christmas tree my aunt had put in the reception area. 
 Gia followed my gape. "It looks like a giant pink pipe cleaner, doesn't it?" She pulled a key from the pants pocket of her orange velour tracksuit. "Reminds me of someone I know." 
 I should've defended my aunt, but the tree was pencil-shaped and pink. "Where did she find those ornaments?" 
 "In the trunk of her car." She locked the door and pocketed the key. "She has the contents of an entire Target in that U-boat." 
 "Is that where you buy Barry Manilow balls?" 
 "The real question is where you buy the plastic horseshoes she used in place of icicles." She sat at her station and picked up a paddle brush. "Could you help me do my hair? I've got a date with Donatello." 
 I took the brush, glad for a distraction from the latest decoration disaster. Locals were already uncertain about coming to the salon, and I feared the tacky tree would be the tipping point. "What are we doing?" 
 "Harem hair." She held up a black ponytail extension. "I'm going with an I Dream of Jeannie look since Donatello was so psyched about my bottle bedroom." 
 If his behavior with the dolls was any indication, then stimulated was a more fitting term. 
 The back door opened and slammed, causing the cowbell my aunt had hung on the handle to clank. 
 "I found the fake snow." Magnolia entered the salon holding the spray can high like a hard-earned trophy. "Christmas is saved." 
 "It's going to take a lot more than fake snow to save this Christmas." Gia's smoky-shadowed eyes met mine in the mirror. "I spent six hundred dollars at Bells and Bristles this afternoon, and that barely replaced a third of our beauty products." 
 My stomach dropped like I'd swallowed that cowbell. "Did we have any customers or bookings while I was out?" 
 "The only person who set foot in here was the mailman, if opening the door and throwing the envelopes inside counts as entering." 
 "But it's party season," I protested. "If they're not coming to The Clip and Sip or Styles and Spirits, then where are they going?" 
 "Seattle," she replied. "At least, that's the word at Bells and Bristles." 
 "If that trend continues past the holidays, we'll have to close." I yanked the brush through a tangle. 
 Gia pulled away. "And if you keep wielding that brush like a rake, I'll have to get another extension." 
 "Sorry. I'm just so stressed." 
 "Don't you worry none, sugar plum." My aunt waved a little lasso she'd removed from a branch. "You'll solve this killin'. You've got Gia and me here to help. And don't forgit that you've got Barry in your back pocket." 

And on my tree, I thought, glancing over my shoulder at twelve beaming Barrys. 
 "Now I've been thinkin' about this Mei Liu woman." Magnolia strategically snowed bare branches. "How do you and your library friend know for sure she was kin to Jade?" 
 I brushed Gia's hair into a high ponytail. "According to Amy's research, there were almost no Vietnamese immigrants in North America before the US withdrawal from Vietnam in 1975. So we're pretty sure that Mei and Jade were related." 
 "But was this half uncle her mamaw's little one from another man, or her papaw's from another woman?" 
 "Hold it right there, partner." Gia held up five French-manicured fingernails with Italian flag tips. "Aren't mamaw and papaw Texan for mother and father?" 
 I reached for the hair spray. "That's mama and papa or ma and pa." 
 "So mamaw and pawpaw are nonno and nonna?" Gia asked. 
 My aunt stopped snowing. "Is she talkin' gibberish?" 
 "Italian." I sprayed the sides of Gia's head. "Why don't we all use the proper English words for grandparents?" 
 "If you want to be uppity about it, then granny and grandpappy it is." Magnolia started snowing again. "Now, if her mama didn't know who her own papa was, then this half uncle must've been her granny's boy." 
 "But we don't know if Jade knew her grandpappy, or even if Annabelle was her mama." I sounded like I was on an episode of Gunsmoke or SpongeBob SquarePants. "Mei could've had other children before or after the brothel." 
 My aunt pointed a small sawed off shotgun ornament at me. "Sounds like we need to hunt us down us a workin' girl from that chicken ranch." 
 "That's Texan for 'we need to find a hooker from that whorehouse,'" I translated before Gia could ask. "And Amy and I already tried that. We looked through several years of the Cove Chronicles, but the only names we found were Mei Liu and Sabine LaSalle." 
 "This is a quandary." Magnolia grabbed her beehive like it was going to buzz off. "Let me ponder it while I fetch the tree skirt from Carlene." 
 "While you're out there, get that tree a jacket too," Gia called, watching me coil her hair into a bun. "You know, if Sabine were alive, she could probably tell us who the father was. A madam would know something like that." 
 "She could be alive." I attached the extension to her bun. "Amy tried to find an obituary for her but couldn't. She thinks I should ask Harriet McCudgeon if she knows where Sabine lives since she's been researching the LaSalles." 
 "The only way that McCurmudgeon would help us is if you introduce her to Magnolia and Gunther. Then you could find out where Sabine is and get us off that tour." She blinked and nodded like Jeannie. "Just like that." 
 I hurried to my station sink to wash my hands—and splash water on my face. Because the image of Gunther greeting Harriet was way too tempting. 
 Gia's "Santa Baby" message tone sounded, which reminded me that I needed to check the sleigh display for any sex doll–style debauchery before I went to bed. 
 "Marone," she whined, invoking the Madonna as she read her phone. "Someone let the air out of Donatello's tires, so we're going out tomorrow night instead." She shot up in her seat. "I'll bet it was The Ferret." 
 "Who?" 
 "Tiffany Ferres, a waitress at The Apple Tree. She's got a long pointy nose and beady eyes, and she slinks around town trying to ferret away my Donny." She clenched her five Italian flags into a fist. "I'll bet she did this to stop him from taking me out tonight." 
 "Don't decide it was her without any evidence." I dried my hands on a towel. "It could've been someone he arrested." 
 The cowbell clanked, and Magnolia stomped into the salon with the skirt. "We've got comp'ny, girls. If you can call it that." 
 Detective Marshall entered in his usual black suit followed by Detective Ohlsen in navy blue. 
 My gut twisted like the towel I was holding. The sight of both men together made me think the worst—that they'd come to arrest my cousin. 
 "Evening ladies." Detective Ohlsen nodded. Then his eyes grew to the size of two Barry balls. "That's quite a tree." 
 Detective Marshall sized up the pink monstrosity like it was a crime suspect, which it kind of was. "Is that the lone star on top?" 
 If my aunt had been chewing tobacco, she would've spat. "Only a yellow-bellied Yankee wouldn't recognize the Dallas Cowboy star." 
 "Uh, excuse us." I grabbed her by the arm—in case she was packing. "Why don't you make us some of your sweet tea?" 
 "This isn't a tea party, Miss Conti." Detective Marshall crossed his arms. "This is police business." 
 "No duh," Gia said from her salon chair. 
 His glare hit her like a bullet to the forehead. "I'll get to the point. There was cyanide in the nail polish that killed Jade Liu."  
 Gia and I feigned surprise, but I could tell from the detective's blank stare that we'd failed spectacularly.  
 "Funny thing about that polish—besides the name Poison Poinsettia." His eyes reloaded and took aim at my cousin like one of the shotguns from the tree. "The brand on the bottle is Mad Makeup." 
 She sprung to her tiger-striped UGGs. "Don't try pinning this on us. We have a note from the killer proving we're not the poisoners." She looked at Detective Ohlsen. "Tell him." 
 "Bud showed me the nefarious note." Detective Marshall chuckled but didn't smile. "It's typed, it has no fingerprints, and it showed up right when you girls needed an out." 
 Magnolia erupted from the break room brandishing a pitcher like a pistol and wearing the "Merry Christmas, y'all" tree skirt around her shoulders. She looked like a psychotic Southern superhero. "That note is the work of a killer with a dull knife, and his name is on the last page of Vincent's client list." She pointed the pitcher at Detective Marshall. "Now if I were you, I'd git on over to the church and chew the cud with Reverend Vickers. Because according to that list, his Eucharistic knife couldn't cut melted butter, and I hear tell he played confessional with Jade Liu the mornin' she was murdered." 
 "Aunt Magnolia, don't say another word." 
 "Cassidi?" Detective Ohlsen prodded as Detective Marshall stared me down. "Is there something you need to tell us?" 
 To buy time, I took the pitcher from my aunt and placed it on my station. I hadn't wanted her to tell the detectives that Jade's grandmother worked at the brothel, but I couldn't admit to that until I'd cleared Gia and myself of any involvement in the murder. "I went to talk to The Reverend." 
 "You know you can't interfere in a police investigation." Detective Ohlsen's tone was fatherly but firm. "We've had this conversation before." 
 Detective Marshall snorted. "This one's going to need to be locked up to learn her lesson, Bud." 
 My aunt lowered her hive and held the red tree skirt like a matador holds a cape. "You lay finger on my niece, and I'll learn you a lesson, you—" 
 "No one's going to do anything to Cassidi, Miss Magnolia." Detective Ohlsen grabbed the pitcher and shot the side-eye at Detective Marshall. "So why don't you serve me some of your sweet tea?" He wrapped an arm around her in a restraining embrace and ushered her toward the break room. "I hear it's the best in the South." 
 "Oh, my stars." She turned so pink that even her beehive seemed to be blushing. "I don't know if it's that good." 
 Detective Marshall watched them leave and moved in on me like a SWAT officer on a suspected shooter. "Now that your buddy Bud and your ornery aunt are gone, I'm going to tell you how things are. I spoke to Reverend Vickers today too, and he told me about your little visit." He stopped to sneer. "And about Jade's grandmother's connection to this place." 

So The Reverend did go to the police—to incriminate me.

 The detective clasped his hands behind his back and began to pace. "I also questioned Ivy Li again this afternoon." 
 "Did she happen to confess that she came here while we were out and stole my nail polish?" Gia asked. 
 "Yes, because the killer poisoned that polish to try to silence Gia and me," I said. "So even you have to admit that none of us—and that includes the killer—could've predicted that Ivy would steal the polish, much less use it on a client." 
 "I don't have to admit a blasted thing." He stopped and rubbed his the stubble on his chin. "Because there's a problem with that theory." 
 "Could you elaborate?" I pressed. 
 "The polish didn't kill Jade Liu." 
 Gia's Italian flags flew to her face. "What a freakin' relief." 
 But I wasn't relieved. Because I knew what he was going to say next. 
 What I didn't know was whether Jade Liu had felt the same dizziness, breathlessness, and nausea that I was currently experiencing when my peach liqueur was poisoning her. 
   
 




CHAPTER NINE


 


POISON PAYBACK? The morning headline screamed from the counter of The Apple Tree diner. And I didn't have to read the article to know that Ivy had followed through with her threat to go to the press. 
 But I did read it. 
 True to her word, Ivy told Duncan Pickles that the Poison Poinsettia polish and the peach liqueur had come from The Clip and Sip, neglecting to mention how. She was more specific, however, about my attempts to blame her for every misfortune that befell me and my salon—accusations, she maintained, that increased in proportion to the success of Styles and Spirits. 
 And the implications didn't end there. 
 She said that I'd disproven the theory that Texans were friendly, and she went so far as to liken me, my aunt, and Gia to "Butch Cassidy's Wild Bunch meets Al 'Scarface' Capone." 
 Normally, I would've been outraged by the comparison, but where Magnolia and Gia were concerned, it wasn't all that inaccurate. And I had my hands full trying to remove the bull's-eyes that the killer and, as of the previous night, Detective Marshall had put on my back. 
 "Cassidi Conti?" 
 The gruff male voice sent footprints of fear sprinting down my spine. The diner was a favorite breakfast hangout of the Danger Cove police, so I spun on my stool expecting to see the detective with an arrest warrant. 
 It was the manager with a credit card receipt. 
 "Sorry to scare you." He handed me the slip of paper. "The kitchen is running behind, so I refunded your to-go order. It'll be out in a few minutes." 
 "Thank you." I attempted a smile, but the weight of my problems kept my mouth muscles down. 
 Opting to go incognito, I pulled the hood of my coat over my head and turned back to the horrible headline. The way I saw it, my priorities, in order of importance, were to stay (a) alive, (b) out of jail, and (c) in business. But I wasn't sure how to do those things when the only clear suspect in Jade's murder was me. 
 "Can you believe it?" The petulant voice pierced my brain. "Olivia Olcott's going to be in the living nativity." 
 Using my hood as a cover, I peered over my shoulder. While I'd been preoccupied with the paper, Mallory Winchester, a nosy PTAer and notorious pain, had been seated in the corner booth behind me with none other than Harriet McCudgeon, the gossip-digging Gold Rush History Tour leader. 
 "I mean, Mary in the manger?" Mallory shook off her coat but not her contempt. "What kind of message does that send to the children?" 
 At first I thought she was referring to Olivia's affair with Robbie the pool boy. But it occurred to me that the depiction of Jesus's mother as a fifty-something society snob could send the wrong message too. 
 Harriet removed a candy cane–striped scarf from her chubby neck but left a holly-adorned bowler hat on her head. "How'd she land the lead?" 
 "She bought it." Mallory's tone was as tight as her yoga pants. "When she found out that Reverend Vickers had commissioned Elizabeth Ashby to write a script for the nativity, she and Randall made a lead-landing donation to the church." 
 "You know The Reverend." Harriet pulled a notebook and pen from her purse. "The only thing he loves more than almighty God is the almighty dollar." 

And the almighty stage.

 "Uh, excuse me." 
 I turned to see a waitress with small brown eyes and Princess Leia buns. She was standing behind the counter wielding a water pitcher in the same way my aunt had when she confronted Detective Marshall. 
 "Are you taking those two Seattle Dutch Babies home?" She snatched my glass and refilled it. 
 I was taking them to the pier as a peace offering to Zac since I'd backed out of the first day of the treasure hunt, but I didn't understand why she would ask and why she'd pointed out that I'd ordered two of them. "No, I'm not." 
 "Then I guess I'll have to get you some plasticware." She slammed the glass on the counter, raised her pointy nose, and strode away. 
 I watched her leave, bewildered. Princess Leia's service was less than stellar. 
 "So tell me," Harriet cajoled. "Do you believe Olivia's claim that her family has connections to the royals?" 
 Mallory snorted. "To the royal staff, maybe. Like her forbears, she struts around this town like the cock of the walk, but the one with the political connections was Randall's father, Jim. That man turned a simple fishing business into three canneries. And it was his connections to the cod fisheries in Maine that got Randall and Olivia invited to the Johnson-Koch wedding in Kennebunkport last week." 
 I didn't know who those people were, but from the sound of Harriet's scribbling, she sure did. I raised my glass to my lips. 
 "What can you tell me about Olivia's great-great grandfather, Harry Cockman?" Harriet asked. 
 I choked on my water. That name was still hard to swallow. 
 "He's no good for your tour," Mallory replied. "Apart from the fortune he made during the gold rush, the only thing interesting about him was his manly moniker." 
 The two dissolved into titters. 
 Princess Leia reappeared with a to-go bag and tossed it in front of me. 
 A cook's hairnetted head emerged from the pickup window. "Tiffany, you forgot a bag." 
 Then it clicked—the beady eyes and the pointy nose, not to mention the hairdo that resembled animal ears.  
 Princess Leia was Donatello's ex, Tiffany Ferres. The Ferret.  
 And something else clicked too. She'd been ferreting for information when she asked about my to-go food. 
 "Breakfast for two." Tiffany sounded like a smirk looked. "Tell your cousin I'll be seeing her soon," she said, shoving the bag at me. 
 That was alarming, because they were far from friends. "Do you have an appointment at The Clip and Sip?" 
 The Ferret laughed like a hyena and touched a bun. "Uh, I go to Seattle for hair and makeup?" 
 If seventies Star Wars styles was what their salons had to offer, I didn't have to worry about clients returning to the Cove. "Then could you tell me what you meant? You did ask—actually, tell—me to deliver the message." 
 "Glad to." She leaned in on one hand. "She'll see me when I come and take back my man." 
 My head retracted so far that it was practically in the booth with Mallory and Harriet. 
 Tiffany seized the moment to sashay away.  
 Mallory's malicious laugh shook me from my shock. "Olivia's grandfather, William, was the Vinnie Conti of his day." 
 I squeezed the to-go bags until I heard Styrofoam crack and took another look from behind my hood. 
 "He really lived up to the Cockman name." Mallory cocked a brow in keeping with the theme. "And I don't mean he raised roosters." 
 "Hung out in the henhouse, did he?" Harriet clucked. 
 "He all but took up roost at the LaSalle House," Mallory said, wallowing in the wordplay. "And do you know why?" 
 "I'm listening," Harriet prodded. "Oh boy am I listening." 
 So was I. Olivia's grandfather, William, could have been at the brothel at the same time as Jade's grandmother, Mei. 
 "William was doing the cock-a-doodle-doo with Dominique LaSalle, Sabine's mother." 
 Harriet wrote so furiously that both her double chin and her holly berries bounced. And if I'd been wearing her hat, I would've tipped it to Mallory. I knew she was a gossip, but I didn't know she spread it with such gusto. 
 Satisfied with her notes, Harriet sat back and tapped the pen on her padded chin. "That's a delicious detail, but I heard that most of the townsmen frequented The Clip and Sip—I mean, the LaSalle House—back in the day." 
 I grabbed the edge of the counter to keep from plucking the holly from her hat and planting it in her throat.  
 "That's true, but there was one small, scandalous difference," Mallory said as syrupy sweet as antifreeze. 
 Harriet swallowed, anticipating the tasty tidbit.  
 "The other townsmen didn't have a son with Dominique." 

Olivia had a LaSalle in the family tree?

 Harriet leaned so far across the table that she lay on it. "Did William and Dominique get married?" 
 "Certainly not." Mallory harrumphed. "His father, Peter, paid her off and adopted the boy. They named him Richard." 

Peter and Dick Cockman? What was this family's deal?

 "Where is Dick now?" Harriet asked, hungry for more. 
 "He bought the farm ages ago, but his memory lives on in his daughter." Mallory smiled like the cat that ate the canary—and the cock. "Olivia." 
 "Olivia's father, Dick Cockman, was a LaSalle?" Harriet bowed her head and put her palms on the table. "You're giving me gold. Solid gold." 
 For me it was lead—a big ball of it in the pit of my stomach. I didn't know how Mallory had come by her information, but I knew Olivia would give her eyeteeth (Mallory's, not her own) to keep her risqué roots from becoming common knowledge. Because if she was a LaSalle, then she as well as Randall could've been connected to Jade's death. 
 And Olivia's connection to the brothel was another reason for the Olcotts to want to silence me. Once and for all. 
   
 *   *   * 
   
 "Is Zac around?" I stood at the service counter of the Pirates' Hook Marine Services showroom, trying not to stare at the salesman's tattoo of the '80s hair band Poison. 

Was there nowhere to hide from my poisoned liqueur predicament?

 "He's in Mr. Graham's office, down the hallway to the back." He pointed, and his tattoo flexed, adding insult to injurious ink. 
 I headed for the hallway even though I had no plans to enter Clark's office. Despite what I'd discovered about the Olcotts, I still believed that he had some connection to Jade Liu. Otherwise, he wouldn't have been spying on the crime scene from behind a tree. 
 I stopped to get a drink from a fountain next to the women's restroom. For obvious reasons, I hadn't touched my water after The Ferret had refilled it. 
 The door at the end of the hall opened, and Zac came out looking like a cross between a sailor and a GQ model, with his Dockers and modified quiff hairstyle. "Hey, babe." 
 I raised the to-go bags but promptly lowered them when I remembered the squeeze I'd given the Styrofoam. "I brought your favorite." 
 "You sure did." He grabbed me by the waist and gave me a soft kiss on the lips. "You." 
 Over his shoulder, I saw Clark exit from the same door Zac had, and I pulled back. "I was talking about these Seattle Dutch Babies." 
 He kissed my forehead. "I'll take those too." 
 "Morning, Cassidi." Clark smiled and walked by, but there was no friendliness on his face. 
 For Zac's sake, I behaved as normally as possible. After the incident at the Lobster Pot, I didn't want to let on that I didn't trust his beloved boss. 
 "We're about to head out. Come see me off." Zac took the food and led me by the hand from the showroom.  
 Outside the sun was shining, but the salty air was sharp. We walked in silence across the pier, listening to the flapping of maritime flags and the clinking of steel sail cables against the masts. 
 We stopped at a pilothouse boat in the first slip of the Marine's private dock. 
 I read the name painted on the hull. The Rodfather? 
 "It's a nod to Clark's father," Zac said. "He started out as a fisherman and built a fishing empire." 
 It made sense in context, but if I were Clark and knew my name was on my uncle's Viagra list, I'd rechristen The Rodfather, and fast. 
 Zac touched my arm. "Hang on while I put this food on the boat."  
 He leapt onto the bow and stepped into the cockpit. When he entered the cabin, I realized that not only was Clark inside but that he'd been staring at me. 
 What I had to find out was why. 

Was he simply embarrassed about Duncan Pickles' exposé? Or was he, as I suspected, involved in some way with Jade Liu?

 Zac returned to the bow and pulled a life vest from a storage compartment. "Looks like we're ready to shove off." 
 My eyes landed on a black suitcase in the compartment. "You're not fleeing the country on me, are you?" 
 "What?" He followed my gaze. "Oh. That's a professional-grade metal detector." His blue eyes seemed especially bright. "It has a tablet PC with 3-D software, so it can locate items in dirt, water, and caves as deep as eighteen meters." 
 Like a true engineer, he focused on the technology, but all I heard was "caves."  
 "Is that where you're going to start?" I asked. "In the smugglers' caves?" 
 "After we scan the shoreline of Two Mile Beach." 
 I imitated his trademark stare—the beneath-the-lash look. "I don't like the idea of you crawling around in those caverns." 
 "Don't worry. Clark and I have been brushing up on caving safety." He gestured to equipment in the storage compartment. "We're going to wear hard hats, carry three sources of light, and use a rope lead." 
 "What if you're still inside when the tide comes in?" 
 "We'll be long gone by then." He jumped onto the dock. "But if you're so worried about me, maybe you should come along." 
 I was worried, especially about him being alone with Clark. "I told you last night. I have a client." I fibbed. Although it was true if you counted trimming my aunt's hair. And I didn't need to add the part about looking into Jade's murder to keep myself out of jail. "I can't afford to cancel, not with business as bad as it is." 
 He took my hands in his. "Cass, if you need money—" 
 "You're sweet to offer, but I don't." If I felt bad about fibbing to him before, I felt awful about it then. I wanted to tell him about my peach liqueur, but because of the nautical setting, I kept thinking about the expression "loose lips sink ships." And I certainly didn't want that before he went on The Rodfather. 
 Clark stuck his head from the cabin. "Time to get going, Zac." 
 Zac glanced at Clark, who pretended to be preoccupied with his comb-over. "Be right there." He wrapped his arms around me and squeezed. "I'll call you tonight with an update." 
 "Hopefully, it includes treasure," I joked. 
 But Zac didn't smile. Instead, he gave me a long kiss, and the motor started—which was entirely appropriate under the circumstances. He pulled back and sighed. "Now I don't want to go." 
 "Your treasure awaits." I pushed him toward the boat. "And I'll be here when you get back." 
 He cast me a wry smile and climbed aboard. After he'd put on the life vest and unfastened the dock lines from the cleats, Clark backed the boat from the slip. Then it turned and headed into open water. 
 "Fair winds and following seas," I called. But what I wanted to say was, Be wary of your boss. 
 Zac waved and smiled as bright as Sir Francis Drake's silver pesos. 
 I watched them motor away until they passed a group of sea lions sunning themselves on the last dock, and I turned to leave. 
 Then I got a better idea. 
 I strode across the pier and entered the showroom. 
 The salesman flipped his shoulder-length hair. "Forget something?" 
 "Ladies' room." I headed for the hall. 
 I blew past the bathroom and made a beeline for Clark's office. With a glance over my shoulder, I slipped inside. Apart from a desk, there was nothing about the room that resembled a workspace. It looked like a classic fisherman's lodge with wood-paneled walls covered in fishing equipment, plaques, and photographs. 
 The trash bin was empty, but an inspection of the desk produced an array of office supplies, a membership card to the Danger Cove Cod Club, and enough freeze-dried worms to catch half the fish in the bay. 
 At least, that's what I hoped the worms were for. 
 I turned my attention to the pictures behind the desk. Most were of Clark showing off his catch, but there was also a yellowed Cove Chronicles clipping of a man holding a giant key with the caption, The King of Cod becomes the King of the Cove with the key to the city. 
 The mention of cod made me think of Randall Olcott's father, but the article referenced John Graham, who had to be Clark's dad, aka "The Rodfather." 
 Thinking the search was a bust, I took one last look around the room. My gaze landed on a tiny red light like that of a laser pointer, shining from behind a potted plant. Brushing the leaves to the side, I realized the light was coming from a jammed paper shredder. 

But what would Clark need to shred? Because it didn't seem like he worked.

 The papers had gone in at an angle, and about an inch was exposed. I grasped the bundle and pulled. The blades wouldn't budge. I removed the lid and looked at the underside, but there was nothing to grab. So, I placed the lid between my knees and jerked at the jammed paper again. I lost my grip, and my elbow hit a rubber fish on a wall plaque marked "Calvin the Cod." 
 Calvin lifted his head and turned to look at me. Then he began to sing "Take Me to the River" by the Talking Heads. 
 My veins ran cold and then hot, as if they'd been freeze-dried like those worms. I grabbed the crooning cod's lower lip and closed its mouth. 
 But Calvin kept singing.  
 And beating his tail to the tune. 
 I jabbed at his rubbery body, trying to find an off switch. 
 The cod continued to croon. 
 "Sorry, buddy, but it's time to fish or cut bait." I punched him in the jaw. 
 He fell silent and stared at me, openmouthed. 
 I shook out my hand and yanked the papers again.  
 They came free. 
 Without wasting another second, I fled the office and ducked into the bathroom to examine the scraps. All were blank except for one.  
 And its title confirmed what I'd suspected. 

Background Screening Report for Jade Liu.

   
 *   *   * 
   
 "If we've learned anything this morning, it's that Clark's 'rodfather' had the brains in the family." Gia climbed from my salon chair and pushed up the sleeves of her giraffe print jacket. "Otherwise, Clark would've changed the name of that boat to The Codfather." 
 I gave her the fisheye. "Forget his boat. We need to figure out why he had a background check done on Jade." I deposited a box of my homemade liqueurs on my station counter. "Do you think he's her half uncle?" 
 She pulled on a plastic glove. "If he is, why have her investigated?" 
 "Maybe he only recently found out they were related." I reached for a bottle of arancello. "He could've been trying to find out what kind of person she was." 
 "Or maybe she was applying for a job." She clutched her giant G necklace. "Have you considered that?" 
 "At a boat store?" 
 "Rich men buy yachts from that boat store, and Jade needed money." Gia pulled limoncello from the box. "You should ask Zac if Clark was hiring." 
 "I plan to." I poured the orange liqueur down the drain and hoped she was right about Jade. I would've felt a lot better about Zac treasure hunting with Clark if my fears about him were unfounded. 
 Magnolia shuffled into the salon in her flannel Barry Fanilow robe and slippers. "I'm ready for my trim, honey bee." She tapped the pink towel serving as a stand-in for her hive. "Let me git my coffee."  
 "I'm sorry, Aunt M. But after the news about my peach liqueur, I had Gia throw out everything in the kitchen. We're finishing up with the salon drinks now." 
 She gave my arm a reassuring rub. "Then I'll run out to Carlene and fetch us some Folgers." 
 Gia watched my aunt leave. "I told you that trunk is a Target." 
 "I wish." I stared at my unpolished nails through the clear plastic gloves and wondered whether I'd ever want a manicure again. "We could use some free stuff right now. The killer didn't just take Jade's life—he took our livelihood too." 
 "We can still turn this around, cug." She took another bottle from the box. 
 "Can we?" My pitch was panicked. "We've lost almost three thousand dollars' worth of products, food, and drinks, not to mention all of our clients." 
 "Don't worry because I've got—" 
 The cowbell clanked. 
 "Sh." I picked up another bottle. "Not a word to my aunt." 
 Magnolia appeared in the break room doorway. "By the way, Miss Prissy Siss." She shook a coffee can at Gia. "I know I ain't your mama, but three a.m.'s no time for a young lady to come home from a date." 
 Gia put a hand to her black tube top. "Who had a date? Donatello canceled." 
 My aunt narrowed her eyes like a gunslinger at a faceoff. "When I got up to git me a bite o' brisket, I saw you flippin' your hair out by the garage." 
 "Then you must have been hitting the Shiner Bock because…" Gia's neck elongated, complementing her giraffe jacket. "It was Ivy." Her lips thinned to a slit. "I'll bet that snake came here to plant evidence." 
 "Why would she do that?" I asked. "She already told Detective Marshall that the murder weapon was mine." 
 "But Ohlsen stopped Marshall from arresting you, which means she could still go to the slammer." Gia paced the floor so fast that her red patent leather high tops practically left a trail of rubber. "Don't forget that she was the one who gave Jade your liqueur." 
 "Sounds like Gunther and me need to go a greetin'," Magnolia said in a spaghetti western–style drawl. 
 "And a gunnin'," Gia chimed with a fist pump. 
 "There'll be no greeting or gunning." My tone made it clear that if there was to be any violence, it would be against the two of them. "Have you guys forgotten that in this morning's paper Ivy described us as outlaws out for vendetta?" 
 "Why do you think I want her shot? She compared this to Scarface." Gia presented her profile and gestured to her bronzer-brushed skin. "The next time I see her, the Great Wall of China won't be able to hold me back." 
 Despite her posturing (and posing), my cousin didn't want to hurt Ivy. But just in case, I had to inject some logic into the conversation. "If Ivy is trying to convince the police I'm the killer, the only way to stop her is to beat her—" 
 "I'll go cut us a switch," Magnolia said. 
 My forehead fell into my hand. Why did I try? "Aunt M, have a seat, and I'll start your hair." 
 "Whatever you say, ladybug." She moved the box of liqueurs and removed her towel. "Dadburnit, I forgot my Aqua Net. Be right back." 
 "Leaping lasagna." Gia stared transfixed at the back of my aunt's wet, hiveless head. "She looks like the white paper cone after you eat the cotton candy off." 
 The salon phone rang. 
 I shot Gia a look worthy of Calvin the Cod and rushed to the reception desk, willing it to be a client. "The Clip and Sip," I answered. "How can I help you?" 
 "Cassidi, it's Bree." Her tone was low, like she didn't want to be overheard. "Can you meet me at Dangerous Reads in fifteen minutes?" 
 Disappointed, I mouthed Bree to Gia. "I'm about to cut my aunt's hair. Can this wait?" 
 "It can't. I found an old English grammar book hidden in Jade's room. I told my mom I would take it to the police, but you're going to want to see this first."  
 I frowned at the phone. I wasn't sure why she thought I would want to read Jade's grammar book. But then again, I did spend my days subjected to Gia's Italian, Amy's German, and my aunt's Texan. "I appreciate that, but why the urgency?" 
 "It has exercises and note pages with personal stuff, and I mean personal," she said in an if-you-get-my-drift tone. "It's like a Vietnamese version of the Kama Sutra." 
 The book was starting to sound interesting. "I need any information I can get about Jade. I'm on my way." 
 "Wait," Bree whispered. "It's not her book." 

Jade had an English grammar Vietnamese sex book that wasn't hers? "Was she using it as a reference or something?" 
 "She certainly could have. It taught me a trick or two." Bree gave a lusty laugh. "Anyway, the name on the inside cover is spelled m-e-i." 
 The sexy grammar book suddenly made sense. "That's Jade's grandmother, Mei Liu." 
 




CHAPTER TEN


 

 Gia stalked through the shelves at the Dangerous Reads bookstore with me close on her high top heels. "Are you sure Bree didn't say to meet at the B&B?" 
 "She's probably running late," I replied, realizing that the cashier, Alicia Holmes, stared at us while she rang up Lucinda Eggers, a devoted and devout member of Charlotte Vickers' Bible study group. 
 "Well I hope she hurries because it stinks in here." Gia covered her nose and mouth, fanning red fingernails with giraffe print tips across her face. "What in the name of Chanel is that smell?" 
 "Books." My tone was as flat as the printed page. 
 The bell on the main door chimed, and Bree entered with her best friend, Cristal. She met my gaze and tilted her head toward a secluded area in a corner. 
 I nodded and elbowed my cousin. "They're here."  
 Gia saw Bree's bestie slip down the aisle. "Ugh, she brought Miss California?" 
 I gripped her sleeve. "My life is literally on the line, so could you please put your East Coast–West Coast rivalry with Cristal aside long enough for us to get this book?" 
 She pulled her arm away. "Why are you asking me to call the truce? The Hollywood D-lister over there is the diva." 

This from a woman who once tried to get her hair insured. I headed to the corner for the book hookup.  
 Bree and Cristal were browsing some Mathematics titles—or pretending to browse. 
 "Hey, y'all," I said. "Thanks so much for doing this." 
 Bree patted my hand. "You don't have to thank us, hon. We believe in you." 
 "I'd like to repay you in some way." I noticed a chip in Bree's fingernail. "How about complimentary mani-pedis?" 
 "Uh, we were going to do our nails after this." She angled a back-me-up-on-this glance at her BFF. "You know, a girls' pampering night?" 
 They might believe in me, but they didn't believe in my nail polish. And who could blame them when it seemed that the Poison Poinsettia had lived up to its name? 
 Gia hit Cristal with a haughty stare. "You'll want to catwalk over to the Health & Beauty aisle to read up on manicures." 
 "Actually, I know how to do nails." Cristal gave Gia's giraffe talons a wicked once-over. "But you'll want to take your own advice." 
 My cousin did a one-handed hair flip. "Could you repeat that? I couldn't hear you over your loud, knockoff Pucci dress." 
 Cristal saw her single-handed flip and raised her a double. "Don't blame my designer dress. It was your Jersey accent echoing off your faux cowhide jacket." 
 Gia's smoky-shadowed eyes shot flames. Then she clamped her arms to her side and did a full frontal flip. "After you look up manicures, you might want to sashay over to the Education section to catch up on kindergarten because this is faux giraffe." 
 "Pardon me, ladies." Meri Sinclair speed-walked down the aisle. "I'm going to have to ask you to lower your voices or take this outside."  
 "That won't be necessary, because Miss Cover Girl's sorry." Gia jerked her thumb at Cristal, whose nostrils—and hair—flared. 
 Meri licked her lips. "Yes, well, Elizabeth Ashby and Gin Jones are presenting over there." She pointed to the reading-group room to the right of the main door. 
 "Gin Jones?" I eyed the closed French doors. "Isn't she Elizabeth's coauthor on that book about the Monograms antique shop murder?" 
 "Yes, Four-Patch of Trouble. She and Elizabeth are the first presenters to our mystery book club, Espirit de Corpse." Meri tucked a lock of her chin-length bob behind her ear. "Anyhow, if you'll excuse me, I need to get back to the presentation." 
 I gave something like a smile. But after Meri left, that something slipped from my face. I hoped Gin and Elizabeth didn't take an interest in the salon murders—Ivy's or mine—because I definitely didn't want any books about those. Duncan Pickles' articles were already doing enough damage to my business. 
 "Now that we're finally alone…" Bree reached into her bag and handed me a tattered grammar book with a blue-cloth cover. 
 Cristal struck a pose and shot a stylish smirk at Gia. "These English exercises should help you get rid of that nasty Jersey jargon." 
 Gia strained a smile. "Aren't you considerate, Tammy." 
 Upon hearing her real name, Cristal locked eyes with Gia. And the East Coast–West Coast stare-off–flip-off resumed. 
 "You two." Bree waved a hand at the dueling divas. "Anyway, the juicy parts, besides the sex, obviously, are that Mei worked at the LaSalle's parlor house. And get this—she was carrying on with a local fisherman who liked to dress in her clothes and play a sex game called Uncle Wiggily." She gave a well-themed eyebrow wiggle. 
 "That was a family board game from the 1950s," I said, but my mind fixated on the word fisherman. 
 "Ewww." She wrinkled her nose. "Well, the even bigger news is that Mei had a baby girl named Annabelle with the fisherman, but he was married with a little son." She looked from side to side and leaned in. "And I think he might be the man she came here to meet." 
 I was inclined to agree with her. The fisherman's son would be a half brother to Annabelle, which would make him the likely candidate for Jade's half uncle. 
 Bree put her purse on her shoulder. "Makes me so glad my family's not from here." 
 The minute she mentioned her family, I realized that her uncle, Eddie, wasn't a suspect. Neither was Santiago Beltràn. Neither of the two were from the area, and they were too old to be Jade's half uncle. And, for that matter, Robbie the pool boy was too young. 

But was Clark the killer? Or was it Randall? 


And what did The Reverend's father do?

   
 *   *   * 
   
 My cell phone vibrated on my nightstand, and I started in my bed like a teen caught looking at porn. Because Mei Liu's English book was so erotic that it should've been titled 50 Shades of Grammar. 
 Reaching for the phone, I saw Zac's name on the display, and I was surprised to see that it was seven p.m. The book had been more gripping—or maybe groping—than I'd realized. "Hey, you," I answered. "You're not getting back this late, are you?" 
 "Nah, we docked at around four because of a glitch in the detection software." He sounded like he'd been at sea for a week. "It stopped working after lunch, so we lost search time." 
 "Don't be too upset. It's only the first day." 
 "Yeah, we'll get on track tomorrow," he said with his usual self-confidence. "What have you been up to?" 
 "I spent most of the afternoon glued to a grammar book, brushing up on my skills." And that was the truth. Mei's sample sentences, especially those on lie, lay, laid, and lain, had cleared up my confusion not only about aspects of the English language but about body language too. 
 "Sounds exciting." 

He had no idea. "Do you have any plans tonight?" 
 "Sleep," he replied. "We need to make up the time we lost, so we're leaving at daybreak." 
 "That's so early." I was disappointed, but I saw an opening to ask about the employment situation at Pirates' Hook Marine Services. "Why don't you and Clark ask that nice salesman I met today to help with the hunt? Or is the store shorthanded?" 
 "We staffed up for the holidays." He yawned. "Sorry. I'm beat. But anyway, we don't want to bring anyone else in on this because we'd have to give them a cut." 
 It didn't sound like Clark had been hiring, which meant he'd had Jade investigated for some other reason. But why?

 "In other news," he said, "Randall asked me to meet with him tomorrow night about my yacht design." 
 My tummy tightened at the hope in his voice—and at the expectation for me to say something supportive. Because, given what I'd discovered about Mei's fisherman client and his young son, I was too concerned about Zac's association with Clark and Randall to stay silent any longer. "Well, I have some news too, and I need you to consider it even though you're not going to like it."  
 "O-ka-y." He pronounced the two-syllable word as three. 
 I took a breath and braced myself. "I think Clark or Randall had something to do with Jade Liu's death. But it could've been The Reverend." 
 Zac's silence spoke volumes, and I didn't like what it had to say. "Are you still there?" 
 "The question is, are you?" His words shot into the receiver like a cannon. "First you back out on the hunt, and now I find out that you've been spying on the two men who are going out of their way to help me?" 
 My head snapped back like I'd been struck. "Are you implying that I'm looking into Jade's murder to ruin your chance at success?" 
 "No, I am not." His pitch rose like a tidal wave. "But when we were at the Lobster Pot, we agreed that you'd let the police handle this." 
 "We didn't agree on anything." I sat up in bed, trying to keep my head above the surge. "You told me what to do, and I decided not to do it. And if you hadn't been so caught up in your treasure hunt, then you'd know that the person who poisoned Jade Liu was actually targeting Gia and me. I've got a threatening note and a patrolman out front to prove it." 
 He fell silent again, and I waited for him to absorb the poison darts I'd launched at him. 
 "Cass, we're a couple." His anger had crested. "Why didn't you tell me any of this?" 
 I looked at my lap, feeling like a bona fide bottom feeder. "Because I know how much finding Sir Francis Drake's loot means to you and your family, and I didn't want to ruin it." 
 "So you think I care more about silver pesos than I do about you?" There was an undercurrent to his voice that threatened to drag this conversation—and possibly our relationship—to a watery grave. 
 "I wanted to wait and tell you when I had proof." 
 "And do you?" 
 "No, but—" 
 "I don't want to hear accusations against Clark or Randall if you can't back them up with evidence." 
 The finality in his tone was infuriating. "Then I'll go and get some. Good night." 
 "Cassidi, wait—" 
 I didn't. He'd been calling the shots too often for my liking as of late, so I turned off my phone and grabbed Mei's book. If Zac wasn't going to take my word for it, I was going to get him the proof he needed. And when I did, he was going to listen. 
 Returning to the note pages in the back, I perused Mei's practice exercises. She'd made word lists related to the provocative parts of human anatomy, conjugated steamy synonyms for the verb to mate, and penned passive constructions that were anything but. 
 Despite the chilly temperature in my room, I fanned myself with the book. Between my argument with Zac and Mei's raunchy read, I was on fire. 
 I turned the page and discovered that Mei had written an essay on the prompt Introduce yourself and describe what you do. Ripples of excitement rushed through my chest, and I dove in. 
 Mei explained that she'd been one of a handful of Vietnamese students given grants to attend university in Canada in the early 1950s. The problem was that she'd paid an English teacher to write her application, so she flunked out her first semester. Desperate to avoid deportation, she snuck across the border and took the highest paying job available to a woman with no documentation, i.e., prostitution. 
 In the pages that followed—twenty-seven brow-raising, jaw-dropping, and pulse-spiking pages—she described her "job duties" at the LaSalle's parlor house. When words failed Mei, her (porno)graphic illustrations didn't. And if what I saw was any indication, she could've earned a biology degree and one in kinesiology too had it not been for her English. 
 I flipped to the last page, and the chest ripples became waves. There was another writing prompt, Describe the most important person in your life. But this time the response was short and discreet. 
   

Most important person is faithfull customer. He is fisher man. He come to parlor house evry day. He tell happy stories. We laugh. He dress in neglijay. We play Uncle Wiggily. He bring Sugar Daddy candy. He have wife and todler boy. We have baby Anabell. One day I marry j.











   
 Although I already knew most of the information in the paragraph, two things jumped out at me. The first was that 1950s candy was no better than the board games when it came to names. 
 And the other was that j. 
 It could've stood for "john," as in a client, but I knew it didn't. Mei would've had no reason to abbreviate a generic term. 
 The j was the initial of the killer's father's first name. All I had to do was figure out who j was. 
 And I had at least two j's to choose from, John and Jim. 
   
 *   *   * 
   
 A boom jarred me awake. 
 I shot up in bed and checked myself. I was still wearing my oversized sweater and leggings, and Mei's book was in my lap. My eyes darted to the alarm clock. It was only ten p.m. 

Had I been dreaming?

 A blast went off in back of the house, and a woman screamed. 

Nope.

 Adrenaline took control of my limbs. I threw off my throw and dashed to Gia's doorway. 
 She wasn't in her bottle. 
 "Aunt Magnolia?" The question came out a cry. 
 I raced to the end of the hall, and her bedroom was empty too. 

Oh no.


No no no no.


Had the killer shot my cousin and my aunt?

 A charge coursed through my body, as though electrons flowed in my veins instead of blood. I ran to the bathroom and grabbed the first weapon that came to mind—Gia's curling iron.  
 On second thought, I sprinted to her bottle and got a bat she kept behind her nightstand. 
 I descended the stairs in twos and entered the break room. 
 The back door burst open.  
 Gritting my teeth, I planted my feet and prepared to swing. 
 Gia stormed in dressed like a contemporary Cruella De Vil. "Give. Me. That." She wrenched the bat from my grip. "Did the sheriff organize a posse or something?" 
 "What are you talking about?" I shouted. "What's happening?" 
 She dropped the bat. "Uh, you were about to hit a home run with my head, and Annie Oakley out there tried to gun me and Donatello down." 
 It took a moment for my brain to process that my aunt had shot at my cousin—and that my cousin was wearing a faux Dalmatian coat. That was taking animal print to a whole new level, even for her. "But why? And where is she?" 
 "Relax. She's fine." Gia dropped into a chair and unzipped a red thigh-high boot. "Apparently, she heard the lid to her grill slam and thought it was Ivy or the killer, so she fired off a warning. When Donatello and I came around back, she shot another round. He's calling the station now." 
 My hands flew to my mouth. "He's having her arrested?" 
 "If it were up to me, he'd have her sent to the psych ward." She massaged her foot. "But he's letting dispatch know he's on the scene because Mr. Filipuzzi's still at the fish shop, and he called the cops." 
 "The one night Mr. Filipuzzi works late, my aunt goes on a shooting spree." I shoved my feet into the snow boots I kept by the door. "Where was the patrol officer during all of this?" 
 "He hadn't taken his dinner break, so Donatello relieved him." 
 Based on her lipstickless lips, I didn't have to ask what her boyfriend was doing while my aunt was on the hunt. "I've got to do damage control." 
 Donatello was beside the garage emptying ammunition from the shotgun while my aunt looked on. Her beehive was bent, and judging from the way she was buzzing around him, she was as mad as a hornet. 
 "You break Gunner, and I'll introduce you to Gunther," she yelled. 
 I gathered that Gunner was her shotgun. "He's a police officer, Aunt M. He knows how to handle firearms." 
 "Luckily for everyone here." Donatello gave Magnolia a reproachful look and leaned the shotgun against the garage. "I was telling your aunt that she's looking at a $5000 fine or three hundred and sixty-four days in jail or both for discharging a firearm in public. 
 My anxiety level skyrocketed so high it could've hit the North Pole. "But she was trying to protect us." 
 "I can appreciate your concern," Donatello said, pulling out the cop talk, "but I couldn't find evidence of a prowler." 
 "Don't worry, baby doll. I've got me a Texas license." 
 Gia exited the house. "FYI, you're not in Kansas anymore, Toto." 
 "I know she's your kin," Magnolia whispered, "but there's a light or two burned out on her string." 
 "Yes, well" was all I could think of to say. 
 Donatello swaggered to my aunt. "Ma'am, you'll have to follow me to my car so I can write you a misdemeanor citation. And you'll need to turn over your, uh, Gunner and Gunther." 
 Magnolia lunged for the shotgun and pulled it to her chest like she was protecting a baby from the bogeyman. "In the words of my fellow statesmen who valiantly protected their cannon from Mexican forces during the Texas Revolution, 'Come and take it.'" 
 Fearing she was about to defend her territory, I led her to the parking lot that separated The Clip and Sip from the fish market. "Why don't you two discuss this standoff in the car?" 
 "Don't mind if I do," she replied. "But it'll be a cold day in Houston before I surrender." 

And before I set foot in that car.

 "Hey, Cass." Gia pointed to a light stand in the yard. "Did you turn that on?" 
 "How'd that get there?" I walked to the front of the building, and the breath left my lungs. 
 Someone had aimed a spotlight at my house, and it was as bright as the Star of Bethlehem on the night Jesus was born. Only it wasn't there to reveal the birth of the Messiah to the Magi, but rather the holiday hate messages spray-painted on the façade.  

Santa's Sluts and Merry KissMyAs. 
 "Oh, fuuudge." Gia drew out the expression like Ralphie in A Christmas Story, but she used the word he'd really said to his father. 
 To keep from choking Donatello, I crossed my arms and tucked my hands in my armpits. "You couldn't find any evidence of a prowler?" 
 "Yo, that light wasn't on when we got here," he said, returning to his (Sylvester) Stallone speak. "Someone must've turned it on after we pulled into the parking lot." 
 "And started making out," I said. "At least now you have all the evidence you need to prove my aunt did see a prowler." 
 "If I see 'em again," Magnolia shouted, raising Gunner high, "I'm gonna blow 'em clean into the New Year." 
 Gia snatched the shotgun. "You won't have to, because I'm going snake hunting." 
 Donatello lifted her with one arm and took the gun. 
 "Don't mess with me, Donny. I was captain of my high school drill team, and I can kick." As proof, Gia heaved her thigh highs like a Radio City Rockette at the Christmas Spectacular. 
 With Gia still kicking, Donatello walked to his Dodge Charger and placed Gunner in the trunk. "Have a seat in the front, Mrs. Crabtree." 
 Gia's legs went slack. "Crabtree? Your aunt's last name is a tree too?" 
 It was my aunt's third husband's name, and I'd been hoping that little detail wouldn't come up. 
 Donatello deposited Gia on the ground, and he and my aunt climbed into the car. 
 "Sorry about the cops, girls." Filly Filipuzzi strode across the parking lot in a tight brown tracksuit that accentuated his Santa-sized belly. "If I'd known the cupcake over there was the one doing the shooting, I wouldn't have called." 
 "The cupcake?" Gia's forehead wrinkled. "Are you talking about Officer Stallone?" 
 "Aaay! Oooh!" Filly held up his hands, shielding himself from her verbal attack on his masculinity. "I'm talking about the dame with the strawberry icing on top." 
 The cupcake analogy was new. And alarming. "Thanks, Mr. Filipuzzi. But what are you doing here this time of night?" 
 "Gutting cod before my holiday Tail Sale tomorrow." He wiped sweat from his balding head. "Either of you girls need any? On the house." 
 The only gutted cod I wanted for Christmas was Calvin. "We're having ham and tamales." 
 "It's a free country." He pulled a half-smoked cigar from his pocket and pointed it at the house. "Shame about the graffiti, but that red and green paint is Christmasy." 
 Somehow its festiveness was lost on me. "I'll try to paint over it before your customers come." 
 "No rush, eh?" He stuck the cigar in the corner of his mouth. "This used to happen when your uncle owned the place, and it was good for business." 
 I blinked. "People spray-painted nasty graffiti then too?" 
 "Nothing as creative as this. It was predictable, you know. Just a Gigolo, American Gigolo." He removed the cigar and tapped my arm with the tip. "Or my favorite, Deuce Bigalow: Male Gigolo." 
 "Is it me, or am I hearing a recurring theme?" Gia asked. 
 It wasn't her. And I didn't like the theme at all. "My uncle was a womanizer—" 
 "Who made a grand an hour doing what he loved." Filly raised his unruly brow, and for some reason I thought of Uncle Wiggily and cringed. 
 Gia's eyes were as round as rolled condoms. "He made a G an hour for—" 
 "You must be mistaken," I interrupted. "My uncle died with almost nothing to his name but this building and the Ferrari." 
 "That's what he wanted the IRS to think." He flashed tobacco-stained teeth. "But between the gigolo gig and the Viagra, he was pulling in an extra five grand a week. And knowing Vinnie, he was hiding it in the house." 
 Gia sprinted to the porch and kicked her heels, not like a Rockette but a leprechaun doing a jig. "Merry KissMyAs, everyone!" 
 Filly opened his arms. "It's nice seeing young people excited about the holidays." 

And the promise of stashed cash. "Mr. Filipuzzi, you were my uncle's friend. Who do you think killed him?" 
 He jutted out his lower lip. "Someone who didn't like his side activities, kid. But part of the reason he did those things was to give back to the community." 
 I'd heard of lots of ways to "give back," but counterfeit Viagra rings and prostitution weren't among them. "And the other part?" 
 "He lost a bundle in the savings and loan bust, so he didn't have collateral. The side businesses were part of a private arrangement to help him buy this property." 
 "A private arrangement?" My Aunt Carla and Gia were convinced my uncle had connections to the mafia in Atlantic City, where he was from, and I was starting to think they were right. "Like, with the mob?" 
 "Ca'maan. Those people are crooks." He glanced over his shoulder at Donatello and then leaned so close I could feel his breath on my ear. "With the previous owner of his, and your, building." 
 My insides turned as squishy as his saliva-soaked cigar. He didn't have to tell me the previous owner's name because I already knew it.  
 Sabine LaSalle. 
 




CHAPTER ELEVEN


 

 Harriet pointed to a ticket dispenser outside the window of the Gold Rush History Tour's tollbooth-style office. "Take a number, please." 
 It was nine a.m. and seemingly subzero on the pier, so I didn't need to look around to know I was her only customer. "What for? No one else is here." 
 "Did you make an appointment?" 
 "You know I didn't." 
 "Then take a number and have a seat." Her double chin and the three red Christmas balls on her bowler bobbed as she spoke. "I'll call you when it's your turn." She slammed the window. 
 I ripped a ticket from the machine and flopped onto a bench that faced the Gold Rush History Tours office. It was so cold I pulled my knees to my chest and gave Harriet an icy glare, which wasn't hard with Jack Frost nipping on my nose. 
 Her lips leveled into a line, and she folded her hands on the counter, making it clear that she had nothing to do but make me wait. 
 Rather than suffer her smugness, I pulled my phone from my purse and realized that I hadn't turned it on after the tense conversation with Zac. I removed my glove and pressed Power. 
 No missed calls. 
 By this point, I was so hot and bothered that my nose began to thaw. Even though I had no desire to speak to Zac, I couldn't believe he hadn't called back. Apparently, we were having our first fight. 
 Footsteps shuffled along the pier, and someone sang the shanty "Yo Ho and a Bottle of Rum." 
 I looked for the pirate and saw Isaac Jagger, an octogenarian who came into the salon for an occasional shave. He didn't have a peg leg, but he did have shaky hips. When he walked he gyrated, kind of like his famous surname-sake danced. 
 "Morning, Lizzie." He tipped his trapper hat and nodded at my purse. "I see you're pet-sitting today." 
 I glanced at the brown suede fabric of my bag. "Um, I'm Cassidi, Mr. Jagger. From The Clip and Sip?" 
 His clear eyes squinted behind his glasses. "So you are." 
 "Are you here to book a tour? Because you'll need to take a number." I looked icicles at Harriet, who was peering at us from her perch. 
 "What I need is to rest my legs." His whole body shook as he lowered himself onto the bench. "I was born and raised in Danger Cove, so I've seen all the sights." 
 I wasn't sure he had since he'd mistaken my purse for a pet. "Sounds like you could start your own tour company." And run Harriet out of town. 
 "I'll leave that to you whippersnappers." He patted his thigh. "This Hanukkah shopping is already too much for these old limbs." 
 His shopping reference reminded me that I'd heard him and The Reverend in a fierce debate at Carolyn's Coffee and Creamery over which religion's holiday meal was more divine—the Christian roast turkey or the Jewish Peking duck—so I decided to press him for information. "Did you by any chance know Reverend Vickers' father?" 
 "Now why would you want to know about Joe Vickers?" 

The Reverend's father had a j-name like Clark's and Randall's dads, John and Jim.  
 My mouth opened and closed like Calvin the Cod's as I tried to come up with a plausible answer. "Uh, The Clip and Sip is doing hair and makeup for the living nativity tomorrow, and I started wondering about The Reverend's family." 
 The wrinkles around Isaac's eyes spread with his smile. "They were colorful folk. His mother came from a vaudeville family, and I think Joe had the acting bug too." 
 "Did he love the theater as much as his son does?" 
 "He must have." Isaac laugh-hacked. "I went over to his house once and saw him in a dress." 
 The parts of me that were still unfrozen froze. Was The Reverend's father the man Mei had written about? "Did you ask him about it?" 
 He tugged at the collar of his coat. "Men didn't discuss dresses back then, and I was there to get crabs." 

Did I have brain freeze?
Because that wasn't a sentence I thought I'd hear anyone say. "I'm sorry. Crabs?" 
 "He was a crabber by trade. Sold them by the case out of his house." 
 Joe's line of work was the only detail that didn't match with Mei's essay. Or did it? I wasn't sure whether a crabber qualified as a fisherman, but she might have thought so, especially since her language skills were limited. 
 "Number one?" Harriet looked around like she didn't know I was the "one" waiting.  
 Isaac pushed off the bench. "That's my cue to get shopping." 
 "Last call for number one." Harriet used a warning tone, as though there were a two.  
 I fantasized about breaking her balls and approached the window. "So, I came to ask—" 
 "Ticket, please." 
 I slammed my number on the counter. 
 "Here at Gold Rush History, we've got a solid gold itinerary." She semi-sang the slogan. "Our inaugural tour is New Year's Day. Shall I reserve it for you?" 
 The look I gave her was glacial. "Save the sales spiel. I'm here about Sabine LaSalle." 
 "Why would I know anything about her?" 
 "Because you've been researching her for your tour." 
 Harriet's face hardened into what Gia described as her "constantly constipated look." "I'll rephrase my question. Why would I tell you anything about her?" 
 "You're about to make money off my salon and its brothel history, so you owe me." 
 "Actually, I don't. You'll make money off my tours because some of my customers will visit your salon." She snort-laughed and raised her chubby chin. "There are always a few whack jobs with a death wish." 
 I would've been offended, but I wanted those whack jobs—at least until my clients came back. "All I need to know is whether Sabine's alive and, if so, where she lives." 
 "And all I need is the exclusive right to add the second floor of your house to my tour." She punctuated the proclamation with a self-assured smile. 
 Her declaration left me as unsteady as Mr. Jagger. "That bowler must be weighing on your brain because no one in their right mind would think that I'd let tourists tramp through my home." 
 "What's the problem?" She looked me up and down like I was the hat-brained one. "We'd be there during business hours when you're downstairs working." 
 "Yes, in my hair salon. The building hasn't been a brothel for over half a century, so what's there to see?" 
 Her gaze took on a lusty gleam. "The Bottoms Up bar, the Hope, Faith, and Charity picture, and those sexy bedroom sinks." 
 Harriet had done her research on my residence, which convinced me to strike a deal about Sabine—and to rid the place of the provocative relics as soon as I had the chance. "I'll agree to a month." 
 "A year, and I need it in writing." 
 "You should really buy a lighter hat so your head trauma can heal." 
 She lowered an eyelid. "The good Lord hasn't seen fit to strike Sabine LaSalle down. So how badly do you want to save your salon?" 
 If the tour business failed, Harriet had a future in fishing because she could really bait a hook. And I had to bite because The Clip and Sip was everything to me—my uncle's legacy, my home, my business. And speaking of business, I wasn't leaving town until Zac and I had resolved ours to my satisfaction. "Give me something to write with." 
 She produced a piece of paper and a Christmas bulb pen that glowed as bright as the greed in her green eyes. 
 Gripping the pen like I was squeezing her conniving body, I wrote and signed a contract. Then I held it out of her reach. "First you give me the rest of what I came for." 
 "Well this is going to be an uneasy partnership." She threw her scarf over her shoulder and scribbled something on a Post-it. 
 We exchanged papers at the same time. 
 The note contained a Seattle address and an alias that would've made Olivia Cockman Olcott cringe. 
 Scarlet Cockman.  
 Otherwise known as Sabine LaSalle. 
   
 *   *   * 
   
 "Yo, Sabine must've been making some scratch off Vinnie to live in this 'hood." Gia gaped at the homes on Seattle's exclusive Queen Anne Hill from Carlene's passenger window. "Either that or the 'It's Better to Give Than Receive' promo in '55 really raked in the racks." 
 Given the seedy origins of the funds, I would've preferred money to scratch or racks. But I had to agree with her about the neighborhood. "Yeah, these houses are gorgeous. The cheapest is probably worth a cool million." 
 "Your place looks gorgeous too, now that I've painted over those horrible messages on the front." Magnolia glanced at me from the rearview mirror. Because she'd battened down her beehive with a black scarf and donned matching cat-eye sunglasses, she looked like a villain from Hairspray.  
 "I appreciate that, Aunt M. And your hard work." I glanced at my phone. Two o'clock. "Are we getting close?" 
 "These hilltop streets have got me as confused as a goat on AstroTurf. Let me git my GPS goin'." 
 Carlene might've been made in 1975, but she was more tricked out than a James Bond car. Besides GPS, she had a radar and laser detection system, voice-activated phone service, and a thermal imaging camera. I wouldn't have been surprised if there were twin machine guns—or better, shotguns—hidden behind her sidelights like the ones on the Aston Martin in Goldfinger.  
 My aunt entered the address in a tablet computer on the dash. "It's down the road apiece." 
 "Don't say 'piece' because I'm starving for lunch." Gia eyed a fruitcake she'd found in the glove compartment. "Why couldn't this be panettone?" 
 Magnolia's eyes grew as round as glacé cherries. "You want to eat shampoo?" 
 "Not Panteen, Aunt M. Gia's talking about an Italian Christmas bread with raisins or candied fruit." 
 "Well, I bought that fruitcake at the Texaco back home in It'ly," she said. "So it is Italian Christmas bread with candied fruit, like your pontoon, or whatever you call it." 
 "It's only Italian if it's from Jersey or New York." Gia's tone was as worldly as her words. 
 I leaned on the headrest and chewed my thumbnail. Unless Harriet had called Sabine and confessed to giving me her address, then the unscrupulous ex-madam didn't know I was coming to dredge up her past. And I was so nervous about how she'd react I almost wished my aunt hadn't given up her guns to Donatello. But not quite. 
 "Don't bite your nails, baby doll." Magnolia scowled at me from the mirror. "They'll stay stumps." 
 "I can't help it." I put my hand in my coat pocket. "I'm anxious." 
 "You are?" Gia's said through cheeksful of cake. "I'm going to have to see The McCurmudgeon's smug mug every day for a year. And the stress is so intense I'm eating a friggin' gas station fruitcake." 
 I shifted in my seat. We'd been all over the Harriet contract, and I wasn't going to discuss it again. I'd been so desperate to get Sabine's address that I didn't think the agreement through. And when I'd broken the news to Gia, it became apparent I had two new crises on my hands—The McCurmudgeon and my cousin. 
 "We need some holiday music to lighten the mood." Magnolia reached into the console. 
 "A Barry Merry Christmas?" Gia quipped. 
 My aunt arched an eyebrow above her sunglasses. "You know darn good 'n' well there's no such song. And besides, the Manilow brand would not commercialize the Lord's birthday."  
 The Barry balls on the salon tree smiled in my mind. 
 "Now let's settle down because this is Sabine's street." Magnolia flipped on her turn signal and inserted a CD into the stereo. As she turned right, a horn version of "Feliz Navidad" blared through the speakers.  
 And then she laid on the car horn. 
 Carlene jolted to a stop. 
 A station wagon had pulled in front of us, and it was still going. The driver hooked a left and sped by, and the sight of his face shook me up more than the near accident. 
 "Reverend Vickers," I said. 
 "Oh, Lordy. Hit the floorboards." Magnolia ducked. 
 Gia frowned down at her. "We're in a pink Cadillac with Longhorns and Texas plates, and we're blasting Mariachi music. Do you really think we can hide?" 
 My aunt wasn't the only one who'd tried to hide. The Reverend had tried, as well. He'd pulled the brim of his black driving cap to his brow and his scarf over his chin.  

But why didn't he want to be seen? 


Had he come to Seattle to spy on us?


Or did he have personal business of his own with Sabine?

   
 *   *   * 
   
 The muscled male maid placed a savory platter in front of the Victorian fainting chaise where my aunt, Gia, and I sat. "Can I get you anything else while you wait for Ms. Cockman?" 
 My aunt, who'd likened Sabine's parlor to "Miss Kitty from Gunsmoke's boudoir," clutched her purse like the maid wanted to steal it—or rub his midsection on it—and gave a stiff shake of her head. 
 Gia swallowed a gulp of her Pink Lady and tapped the platter of sweets. "We're good on drinks, Rico, but we could use some more of these sticky guns." She covered her mouth at the bicep slip. "I mean, buns." 
 He flexed for her benefit and glanced at the doorway behind us. "I'm sorry, madam. This is—" 
 "Skip the introductions," a sultry voice said. "We know who we are." 
 I turned on the fainting chaise and almost fainted. Thanks to extensive nipping, tucking, freezing, and filling, Sabine looked fifty rather than eighty. And like her assumed name, she was scarlet—her silk dressing gown with matching fur at the cuffs and hem, her Burlesque-style makeup, and even her wig, a Peg Bundy bouffant that added six inches to her petite five feet. 
 Rico poured her a Pink Lady and garnished it with a cherry. 
 She took the drink and settled into a gilded French canopy chair that looked like a low-rent throne fit for a fallen monarch. Or a former madam. Then she opened her mouth. 
 Rico reached for a parfait glass and spoon-fed her a bite of red pudding. 
 Then my aunt's mouth opened. But not for pudding. 
 "Gag me with a spoon," Gia whispered. "But not that spoon." 
 I elbowed her to keep her quiet. 
 Sabine nodded at Rico, who made a hasty exit. "When you inherited your uncle's salon, I knew you'd make your way to me." 
 The madam didn't mess around, so I decided to follow her example—but only in that one respect. "Because you were his business partner?" 
 "I was a lot of things to Vincent Conti, but never his partner. His pimp, his dealer." She popped the cherry between her silicone-injected lips. "His lover." 
 Gia choked on a cream puff, and my aunt let out a low whine. 
 But I was so accustomed to stories of my uncle's equal-opportunity approach to sex that I didn't bother to blink. "Then you were his counterfeit Viagra connection." 
 "I wanted to help him build his gigolo business. He was juggling so many johnettes that he started having trouble with his erector set." 
 Magnolia's whine became a whinny. 
 Sabine's gaze darted to my aunt, and the beauty mark above her lip lifted. "Then as his clientele grew, so did his legend. Local men started asking how he was able to keep up, so to speak, and that's when he approached me about dealing to his male salon clients on the side." 
 Gia reached for a ladyfinger. "Based on the occupancy of the Coveside Retirement Resort alone, I'd say the side gig was lucrative, no?" 
 "Depends on your perspective," she replied. "The week before Vinnie died, he had eight hundred grand stashed." 
 A collective gasp came from the fainting couch that should've sucked the wig from Sabine's head. 
 And then my aunt whimpered. 
 Or possibly Gia. 
 To keep my hands from trembling, I clinched them in my lap. "Why did you say 'stashed'?" 
 "Because I told that oaf to send his money overseas, but he insisted on keeping it in his house." She threw up her hands in a what're-you-gonna-do gesture. "I trust you've found it?" 
 Surprised that Gia hadn't jumped up to fist pump, I turned to make sure she was okay. She'd put the couch to proper use by keeling over behind my aunt, but because she was breathing, we silently agreed to leave her that way. "Not yet. My cousin's on it, though." 
 She pointed a scarlet-tipped finger at me. "You get to looking too. That money needs to get spent. Your uncle worked his tail off for it." 

Apparently. "Of course," I said. "But you should know that my uncle's not the only reason we're here." I reached into my bag and pulled out Mei's grammar book. 
 "How'd you get that?" Sabine's scarlet lashes had lowered, and so had her voice. 
 As I'd suspected, I didn't need to inform her of the murder. "Jade Liu had it. Did you know her?" 
 "Only what I've read in the newspapers. But I knew her grandmother, Mei, and her mother, Annabelle." A faint crease appeared on her Botoxed brow. "I gave that book and the rest of Mei's possessions to Annabelle's parents." 
 My aunt's brow creased too, or rather, grooved. "Her papa and his missus?" 
 Sabine's lips twerked, perhaps in an attempt to curl. "Annabelle's biological father never came forward. When I left Danger Cove, I brought her to an orphanage here in Seattle, and a year or so later she was adopted by a Chinese couple in San Francisco." 
 "If my research is right, her real father could've been John Graham, Jim Olcott, or Joe Vickers." I lingered on Olcott, since Sabine was Olivia's aunt, and on Vickers, because I wanted to know whether The Reverend had paid her a visit. But her plastic face was impossible to read.  
 "Mei entertained those men," she said after a pause. "But she refused to tell me who Annabelle's father was at his explicit request. And I didn't press the issue because client confidentiality was a must back then." 
 It was a relief to have my suspicions confirmed about Clark, Randall, and The Reverend's fathers, but it didn't help me much. The madam was my best shot at cracking Jade's case, and it seemed like I'd arrived at a dead end. 
 "While we're talkin' about that Reverend, his holiness almost crashed into my Caddy out here on your street." Magnolia gestured with her shoulder, keeping a firm grip on her purse. "I don't suppose he was here to powwow with you?" 
 Sabine's face twitched like it was trying to tense. "I haven't had any dealings with the clergy since I quit the brothel business." 
 My aunt cocked a disbelieving brow, and Sabine tried to raise a defiant one but failed. 
 "Let's get back to Annabelle's father," I said to end the Magnolia-madam standoff. 
 Sabine's eyes drifted to a bordello painting above her fireplace of two half-nude women and their male clients playing a board game, and I couldn't help but wonder whether it was Uncle Wiggily. 
 "Mei did tell me one thing about the father." She twisted the stem of her martini glass. "He had a tattoo on his chest. A mermaid riding a seahorse, and not in a traveling sense." 
 That detail hadn't made the grammar book, but based on the description, it should have.  
 "What about the family that adopted her?" I asked. "Do you have their names or an old address?" 
 "Their last name was Chin, Chung, something like that." She waved a hand. "The orphanage told me a last name and a city, and that was all I was allowed to know." 
 Rico returned with Gia's sticky buns and a pitcher of Pink Ladies. He spooned more pudding into his madam's mouth. And she held up her glass. 
 "Honestly, I don't see why you'd waste time searching for Annabelle's adoptive parents," she said as the manly maid refilled her drink. "She was only with them for a few months." 
 Something told me I wasn't going to like what she said next. "Did the adoption fall through?" 
 She shook her head and took a long draw off her Pink Lady. "Annabelle died from that Asian flu pandemic when she was four." 
 My aunt and I exchanged a look. I saw my same confusion on her face, and then my fear.  

Because if Annabelle had died as a child, then who was Jade Liu?

 




CHAPTER TWELVE


 

 Charlotte Vickers' eyes drilled into me from behind her husband's desk, and her gray bun hovered over her head like a thundercloud. "The Reverend is busy doing God's will, so he has asked me to deliver some news." 
 My body tensed in anticipation of the storm to come. Since I'd spotted him in Seattle the night before, I was sure I'd been summoned to the church to be fired from the living nativity gig. 
 "After careful spiritual reflection, he has deemed it necessary to make changes to Elizabeth Ashby's nativity script." 

That was the news? I rubbed my lips together to disguise my surprise. The Reverend would've told his "Kitten" that he and I had crossed paths at Sabine's, so I couldn't understand why the Vickers would continue to retain my services. Either they had no choice but to use The Clip and Sip, or there was something sinister going on. "Um, what kind of changes?" 
 "I've prepared a revised contract." She slid a sheet of paper toward me. "It shows that we need hair and makeup for four more nativity roles." 
 "Cast of characters" would've been a better description. The new roles included an angel and an innkeeper, but also two morticians. "This is really late notice. Since the living nativity is tonight, it would be best for Gia and me if we stuck with Ms. Ashby's version." 
 The corners of her mouth sagged along with her neck. "Are you questioning The Reverend's authority to revise a religious play?" 
 Given the addition of those morticians, I was questioning his ability to write a decent manger scene, but I needed the job too badly to admit that. "Would it be possible to discuss these revisions with The Reverend?" 
 Charlotte flinched at my request. "My husband can't be disturbed by anyone, not even me. He has decided to grace us with his performance of Joseph, and he's communing with the Lord to get into character." 
 Logic told me that The Reverend had been planning to play Joseph all along—but only because he was too old to be the baby Jesus. "It's just that we only have two hours to do all ten cast members, and I'm afraid that won't be enough time." 
 "You'll get the job done." Her statement was an order, not a show of support. "Besides, The Reverend told the cast to arrive no later than six p.m., and some of them will get here early." 
 "Here? You mean at the salon?" 
 She snorted. "You can't expect us to send our parishioners to The Clip and Sip after your products were poisoned. For their safety's sake and ours, the church is providing the hair products in addition to the venue. I'll be deducting the cost of both from your commission." 
 "Both?" The word shot from my mouth like a bullet. "You're going to charge me to work in the church?" 
 "You're a contractor, and contractors have to rent space." She spoke like I was a doubting Thomas in a Sunday school class. "But I'm sure you'll recoup your expenses. Some of our parishioners will undoubtedly patronize your business when they see the church's faith in you." 
 I was starting to wonder whether Harriet was a member of The Reverend's congregation, because she and Charlotte sounded a lot alike. 
 Charlotte folded her hands on the desk. "Now, The Reverend has decided to move the nativity inside because there's snow in the forecast." 
 Based on the snow job I was getting in his office, I'd say we were better off taking our chances outside, especially since I was willing to wager what was left of my pay that The Reverend had moved the production to his stage so he could be in the spotlight. "Are there any other changes I should know about?" 
 "There is one, yes. Actually, two, if you want to get technical." She passed me a theater program that read Jesus and the Amazing Manger: The Nativity Live. 
 After I'd digested the title, I scanned the cast list. Aside from the four new people, there was nothing noteworthy—until I got to the three magi.  
 Then something compelled me to look at Charlotte. 
 Her gaze was fixed on me with laser focus, like a cat's on a mouse. 
 And I knew why. 
 She'd been waiting to see my reaction when I read that two of the magi had been replaced. 
 With Randall Olcott and Clark Graham. 
   
 *   *   * 

 

 "That Reverend's got horns holding up his halo." My aunt stood in the women's bathroom at the church, wielding a hair dryer like a gun. "You let me handle his hairstyle." 
 An image of The Reverend with a James Brown bouffant flashed through my mind. "Um, I'd like to take care of him myself. I do want you to know how much I appreciate you offering to help out, though. Gia might not be able to finish the makeup, but at least the hair will get done." 
 "No need to fret, doodlebug. I can do this beautician business all by my lonesome." She glanced at her reflection and smoothed her Sunday-go-to-meetin' clothes, a yellow Jackie Kennedy–style dress suit minus the pillbox hat. "I've got some of my old wigs in Carlene's trunk, and they're perfect for this shindig. So you go on and help Gia with the men's makeup. When I'm done with the women, we'll switch." 
 Something about the word shindig triggered a flicker of doubt, but I didn't have time to dwell. I gave her a huge Texas hug. "You're a hairstyling heroine, Aunt M." 
 Her cheeks took on a rosy glow. "Oh, foo." 
 I hurried to the makeup station in the men's bathroom next door, and when I entered I almost tripped. Thanks to Chicken Fillets, a brand of silicone bra inserts, my cousin's breasts had grown three sizes too large. Equally unsettling, Clark and Randall were sitting side by side in front of the mirror.  
 "Uh, there's been a staffing change." My tone was casual, but I was clenching the door handle. "Could you join me in the hall?" 
 Gia's breasts exited the bathroom, and her body followed. "Can you believe they're the first ones here?" 
 "How are they acting?" 
 "The tension's so thick you could cut it with shears." She flipped her ponytail in frustration. "They haven't said jack to each other or me, which is making it weird. What should I do?" 
 "I'm going to help with the makeup, so maybe between the two of us we can get them talking." 
 "But what about the hair?" 
 "My aunt's going to do it. She said she has some wigs handy." 
 "As handy as a rope at a hangin'." Gia's eyes popped. "OMG, I speak Texan now, Cass." She grabbed my arm like a lifeline. "We've got to solve this murder and get your aunt on the road again." 
 I wrested myself from her grip. "We will." My voice was determined, because I was worried about that Texan too. "All we have to do is find out whose father has the mermaid tattoo that Sabine mentioned, and we can start with Randall and Clark." 
 "Okay, but don't forget the seahorse." Gia smiled like she had a secret—one I'd probably rather not know. "I've named him Silver, as in Hi Ho." 
 I pushed her back into the bathroom. 
 The two men were absorbed in their phones. Or that was what each wanted the other to think. 
 Because I had an idea for a conversation starter with Randall, I grabbed some pancake makeup from the counter and approached his chair. "Hi, Mr. Olcott. I'm helping Gia today." 
 "Fine." His gaze stayed on his cell display, and I couldn't tell whether it was because he had no interest in me or because he had something to hide. 
 I began sponging the tan-colored paste onto his forehead, careful to avoid his graying brown hair. "I ran into Mrs. Olcott at the library the other day." Of course, I had to make it sound like we'd had a friendly chat. "I heard you went to a society wedding in Kennebunkport?" 
 Randall scrolled on his phone. "Yeah, the Johnson-Koch merger." 

Interesting word for marriage. "She mentioned that one of the families knew your father?" 
 His irritation was as plain as the base on his face. "The bride's grandfather, Sam Johnson, was his business associate." 
 Not wanting to press him further, I widened my eyes at Gia, urging her to take over the questioning. 
 She smeared foundation onto Clark's cheek. "Your father was a fisherman, right?" 
 "Are you asking me or him?" Clark pointed a thumb at his fellow magi. 
 "Both of our fathers were fishermen." Randall's voice was even but firm, as though it were holding down anger. 
 Gia reached for a blush compact and grinned in the mirror. "Did they have any cool fishermen tattoos, like Killjoy Was Here?" 
 "It's Kilroy, and you're thinking of sailors." I'd adopted Randall's tone to let her know she was moving in for the kill, so to speak, way too fast. 
 She turned up her nose. "Or maybe I was thinking about you." 
 I pursed my lips and dabbed the makeup onto Randall's neck, wishing it was Gia's so I could wring it. 
 "My dad had a tattoo." Clark's eyes were closed, so he didn't see my head jerk. 
 Randall shoved his phone into his pants pocket. "Was it a corporate raider?" 
 Clark opened his eyes but only to mid-lid. "You can't let it go even at Christmas, can you?" 
 "I can't let it go especially at Christmas." Randall turned his head and gave Clark a long, cold stare. "It's a family holiday, remember? And it's a documented fact that your father sabotaged my family's business." 
 Following Gia's example, I continued to apply makeup despite the uncomfortable exchange. 
 Clark turned to Randall. "If you want to talk facts, then why not mention that Jim stole my dad's business plan and then tried to take his best clients, starting with Sam Johnson, the grandfather of that bride whose wedding you were just at?" 
 "My father didn't steal." Randall's anger was breaking through his composure. "That's the nature of business, and John couldn't handle the competition. So he ruined my dad, instead." 
 "You've made out all right, thanks to Olivia's inheritance. You haven't worked a day in your life." 
 Randall gave a laugh that was anything but happy. "Nor have you, thanks to daddy's money, even though you put on a good show." 
 "You're just like Jim." Clark settled back into his chair. "Pathetic and bitter." 
 "While we're drawing comparisons, you're a chip off the old rodfather." Randall rolled the r on the nickname, and Gia snickered at the reference. 
 I shot her a silence-it look. 
 "And we both know I'm not talking about fishing for cod, don't we, man?" Randall's tone had grown soft, but it was no less insidious. "I mean Asian tuna." 
 Gia kicked my shoe, which told me that we were thinking the same shocking thing.  
 But I kept my eyes trained on Clark. 
 His face had hardened, and it wasn't from the pancake makeup. "You'd be wise to take a lesson from Jim and stand down." 
 "Wise?" Randall rose from his chair. 
 I backed toward a stall in case Gia and I needed to take cover. I'd never witnessed such rage. 
 He moved to stand over Clark. "Don't confuse me with the character I'm playing in this nativity. Because if being a wise man means bowing to a Graham, then I'm not going to take a lesson from my dad. I don't have to." He patted the pocket where he'd put his phone. "Because I saw you with her at that motel, and I've got the pictures to prove it." 
 Randall strode from the room, and Gia continued the work of making Clark into a magi.  
 I knew my cousin wanted it to seem like we hadn't grasped the significance of their argument. 
 But we had. 
 The "Asian tuna" and the "her" at the motel were code for the same person. 
 Jade Liu. 
   
 *   *   * 

 

 "Practically the whole town is here." I surveyed the packed pews from the church entrance. 
 Gia handed theater programs to Dee Madison and Emma Quinn from the quilting guild. "I wonder how everyone'll react when they see that the cast members' hairstyles have taken on biblical proportions." 
 "I know, I know. My aunt's wigs are big." I paused to give programs to Alex Jordan, owner of Finials and Facades Renovation, and her florist boyfriend, George Fontaine. "You know what they say in the South, 'The higher the hair, the closer to God.' And The Reverend wanted the nativity to have a Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat feel." 
 "Well, he got a Technicolor Nightmarecoat. Let's just hope it doesn't do any more damage to The Clip and Sip." 
 To avoid an argument, I didn't mention that she'd contributed to the Technicolor by giving smoky eyes to the cast—even the Three Wise Men, because they came from exotic lands, and Joseph, because he'd requested an evening look. Between her makeup, my aunt's hair, and The Reverend's costumes, the living nativity was going to look like a 1960s religious rendition of The Rocky Horror Picture Show. 
 The lights flashed twice. 
 "The nativity's about to start." I placed the programs on a table by the door. "Let's take our seats." 
 We headed down the aisle, and Amy stood and waved from the second pew. She was wearing a light-up sweater with two blinking wreathes on her chest. 
 Gia put a hand over her eyes. "Could we sit somewhere else?" 
 "Amy came early to save our seats." 
 She sighed and made her way to the middle of the pew. 
 I took a seat beside my cousin. "Hi, Amy." 
 She leaned around Gia, who recoiled from a wreath. "Where's your aunt?" 
 "Backstage." I glanced at the closed curtains. "She stayed behind to help with the costumes." 
 Donna Bocca, who was sitting in front of us between Elizabeth Ashby and former crossing guard Mabel Henderson, pivoted in her seat. "The Reverend loves to dress up in costume. Rumor has it that his father, Joseph, was the same way." 
 Mrs. Henderson squinted at Dee Madison's granddaughter, Lindsay, on my right, instead of me. "The Vickers were an acting family." 

Or a cross-dressing one. 
 Mrs. Henderson's cloudy eyes widened. "That's why his mother gave him the middle name Hamlet." 
 The Hamlet revelation made my head hurt. I hoped The Reverend hadn't drawn dialogue inspiration from Shakespeare. The living nativity had enough drama as it was. 
 Ivy Li pranced to the first pew, and my headache threatened to go rogue.  
 She squeezed between Duncan Pickles and the Cove Chronicles editor. Without a word to either man, she spun around to Gia and me. "I came to see if anyone else would drop dead after you did their hair and makeup." 
 The church lights dimmed to simulate night, which obscured Gia's obscene gesture. 
 But not her obscene word. 
 I hunkered low in my seat and focused on the darkened stage.  
 Blinking white lights reflected on the curtains. 
 "Could you turn off your bulbs?" Gia scowled at Amy's boobs. "The Three Wise Men have to be able to see the Star of Bethlehem." 
 Amy blanched and switched off her sweater battery. "I hadn't thought of that." 
 I sat up to look for another seat, but Zac was making his way up the pew. 
 His face was somber as he took a seat beside me. And even though I was kind of relieved that he'd come to support me despite our fight, I did nothing to brighten his mood. 
 A spotlight came on in the rear of the church, and the audience turned to the main doors. The Reverend and Olivia Olcott made their grand entrance as Joseph and Mary. 
 Sort of. 
 Joseph had a coat of many colors and a Patty Duke flip, and Mary looked like Priscilla when she married Elvis. 
 "Hey, they have a donkey." Donna's lips spread into a leer. "Gia, that would've been a good part for you." 
 My cousin gave a sweet smile. "That costume takes two people, so only if you'd played the ass." 
 Elizabeth Ashby frowned. "Quiet, please." 
 Under the spotlight, Joseph tiptoed to and fro toward the altar, turning his back on his pregnant wife and the donkey. "Fear not, Mary. For I shall find bread to satiate thine hunger and lodging to provide thine rest." 
 My concerns about the hair and makeup vanished. Because the only thing the townspeople would remember about this performance was The Reverend. 
 "Now I must gettest thou bread." Joseph took a couple of spins, overacting the search so his colored coat would flair. 
 Amy leaned toward Gia and me. "I didn't know Joseph had a speaking part." 
 "He's overcompensating for the emasculating effects of the immaculate conception." Gia didn't bother to whisper. "He doesn't want people to think he has unleavened man-bread." 
 "Well, he sure is doing a lot of talking." Amy pushed up her glasses. "Mary hasn't said a single line." 
 "Men are like that." I angled a glance at Zac, whose jaw tightened. 
 "Lookest thou." Joseph gestured to the stage. "Yonder be an inn." 
 The spotlight moved to a shack with a sign that read Ocean View Inn, and Bree Milford emerged looking like Ann-Margret in Viva Las Vegas. "Alas, there is no room at the inn for thee and thine wife. Or thine donkey." 
 Joseph pressed his wrist to his brow. "Ay, Mary. We must goest into town." 
 The curtain rose, revealing a backdrop of Bethlehem—with a Dooney Brothers Funeral Home. 
 "There was a funeral parlor in Bethlehem?" Amy's tone was incredulous, as though this were the first surprising thing she'd seen. 
 "Jesse and James Dooney donated the set, so The Reverend told them they could advertise." Donna snorted and shook her head. "Sponsorship is one thing, but the Dooneys are so cheap they made the set with scrap wood they had lying around the funeral home." 
 I cringed and tried to forget she'd said that. 
 Joseph and Mary reached the stage, and an angel appeared—Abigail Harris from the Savings & Loan in a Good Witch of the North gown but with hair and makeup like Jane Fonda in Barbarella. 
 She raised her arms, and a crash sounded as part of the set collapsed. 
 "Someone wants their coffin back," Gia quipped. 
 Two of the Three Wise Men burst onto the stage in a fistfight. Their glittering robes glowed beneath the spotlight. 
 I didn't need to look beneath their headpieces to know they were Randall and Clark. 
 "Oh, cool." Amy's eyes lit up like her bulbs. "A duel." 
 Santiago Beltràn, the third wise man, stepped from behind the curtains but did nothing to break up his costars. His teeth and white turban gleamed in the spotlight as he smiled and waved a cigar. 
 "What's he holding?" Mrs. Henderson asked. "Frankincense, gold, or myrrh?" 
 "Cuban tobacco," Gia replied. "It's more precious than gold." 
 "Kill the damn lights," The Reverend shouted in language unbefitting a Hamlet—or the foster father to Jesus. 
 The spotlight shot above the stage instead of going dark. 
 The crowd gasped, and the church went silent. 
 Zac clasped my hand, and I clung to him for strength. Whatever words we'd exchanged didn't matter anymore. 
 Because up in the rafters, beside a giant star made of cardboard and aluminum foil, hung the body of a woman. 
 "So…" Gia's voice trailed off. "The Reverend turned the nativity into a Shakespearean tragedy, right?" 
 But we all knew he hadn't. 
 "Oh, look." Mrs. Henderson pointed to the lifeless woman. "Another angel." 
 "That's no angel." I stared dumbstruck at the scarlet wig. "It's a madam." 
 




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

   
 Magnolia hoofed it down the stage steps so fast her head struggled to stay in line with her legs. She checked her hive and then slid beside Gia and me in the first pew. 
 "While I was fetchin' my purse backstage, I could hear that Dr. Cooper lady talkin' to the detective." She took a gulp of air. "Whoever done Sabine in, done it right before the show." 
 I glanced at Dr. Cooper, who was onstage in the sweater, pencil skirt, and pearls she'd worn to the performance. She looked like an actress in a play rather than a medical examiner at work. Except that the body she was kneeling over wasn't pretending to be dead. "How do you know?" 
 "She said the madam was as warm as a Texas winter when they unhung her. And the detective talked to that houseboy of hers, Rico Suave." My aunt's reference to the Gerardo song signaled her scorn for the male maid. 
 "How'd they find out about him?" Gia asked between strokes of her lip gloss wand. 
 "He rung up Sabine, and her phone was in her purse backstage. The detective answered and had a chat with Rico, who told him he'd last talked to her at six fifteen." 
 My hand went to my throat. Someone had strangled the ex-madam while we were working nearby. "So that's why the police made us stay. We're suspects like the cast members." 
 "Well, people do keep getting whacked wherever we go." Gia threw her lip gloss into her bag in a display of disgust. "It's like an episode of Murder, She Wrote, only we're in Danger Cove instead of Cabot Cove." 
 Detective Marshall emerged from the hallway where the police were interrogating cast members. "What do you know? There's a dead body at the living nativity, and Conti and Di Mitri are here." 
 Apparently, our Jessica Fletcher–like timing wasn't lost on him either. 
 "If I didn't have an investigation to oversee, I would personally book the three of you into jail." Contempt dripped from his voice like pus from an infected wound. 
 Magnolia popped from the pew. "We were workin' our tail ends off when that woman got strung up." 
 "Were you working when you went to her house?" He stared my aunt down until she sunk to her seat. 
 Gia and I shared an uh-oh look. Rico must've tipped off the detective to our visit. 
 "Sabine was my uncle's business associate." My tone was as cool as my gaze even though I was shivering inside. "I wasn't breaking any laws by talking to her." 
 "Don't try to make this about your uncle, young lady." He leaned over me. "You went to Seattle because of Jade Liu. The only way Vincent Conti figures into this case is that you and your cousin started this crime spree by keeping a copy of his client list." 
 It was my turn to pop off the pew. "That responsibility lies with whoever stole the list and gave it to the newspaper." 
 The detective grimaced and pulled a pad from his suit coat pocket. "We'll settle this later. Right now I need to get some details straight about your work schedule." He glanced at the pad. "Can you confirm that Clark Graham and Randall Olcott had their makeup done from six to six thirty p.m.?" 
 "Randall stormed out at six fifteen, so I couldn't finish," I said. 
 Gia smirked. "He and Clark had a fight about cod and Asian tuna." 
 My cousin intended to make the questioning difficult for the detective, so I took over. "What she means is, they were talking about a woman Clark met at a hotel. The 'Asian tuna' could've been a reference to Jade Liu." 
 Detective Marshall seemed unimpressed with my deductive reasoning. "And Mr. Graham was in hair from six thirty until six forty?" 
 Magnolia bobbed her beehive. "All I had to do was fix a fez on his head."  
 He scribbled a note. "Miss Conti, did Mr. Olcott return to let you finish his makeup?" 
 "An hour later, at seven fifteen. I worked on him for fifteen minutes, and then I sent him to hair and started on The Reverend." 
 "And what time did he get his hairdo?" 
 I glanced at my aunt. "Seven forty-five." 
 He tapped his pen on the pad. "How was the demeanor of the three men?" 
 "Clark was calm, Randall alternated between tense and angry, and—" I stopped when Charlotte entered from the hallway. 
 "I don't know The Reverend from Adam," Magnolia said. "But I think he's got somethin' to hide. He was shakin' like a mule passin' peach pits when I was workin' on him." 
 Gia snorted. "Probably because he'd seen your hairstyles." 
 "Actually," Charlotte intervened in a tone as cold as Sabine's body, "it was because he was about to play Joseph, which is an important role." She turned to the detective. "He rehearsed with me until he went into hair and makeup." 
 "A convenient alibi." Gia flashed a Cheshire-cat smile at The Reverend's Kitten. "But how are you going to explain his solo visit to Sabine's last night?" 
 Charlotte's gray eyes turned black, and I wouldn't have sworn to it, but I thought I saw Satan in them. 
 Detective Marshall shifted his gaze from Charlotte to our pew. "I'll settle up with you three tomorrow. And while you're still in church, you'd better pray for divine intervention." He put his hand on Charlotte's back. "Mrs. Vickers, I need you to come with me to your husband's office." 
 "Delighted to, Detective." The Kitten played coquette as he led her to the hall. "I'll have the church secretary bring us a nice pot of coffee and some cookies." 
 Magnolia sucked her teeth. "That Charlotte's slicker 'n a slop jar." 
 "Totally." Gia uttered the word like a grr. "Whatever a slop jar is." 
 Charlotte was slick. Because either she'd lied to me about The Reverend rehearsing alone until the performance, or she'd lied to the detective when she claimed to have helped him prepare. 
 "Whadda you think, sugar plum? Did Sabine come to see Reverend?" 
 Gia gave a frustrated hair flip. "Well, she wasn't here to see the nativity." 
 Two EMTs entered the main door and carried a stretcher to the stage. 
 I looked at Sabine, wishing she could answer my aunt. Because I didn't know if the madam had told us the truth when she'd said she hadn't seen The Reverend. If that was the case, then we'd alerted her to his presence on her street, and she might've come to ask him what he'd been doing there.  
 On the other hand, maybe The Reverend and Sabine had met before we showed up in Seattle, and she'd come to the Cove because the two of them had unfinished business. 
 Either way, I had to find out what their liaison had to do with Jade Liu. 
 And whether The Reverend had killed Jade and Sabine too. 
   
 *   *   * 

 

 "To Sabine." Gia rose from her stool at the Bottoms Up bar and raised her Let's Get Blitzened glass. "May she rest in pleasure—and in pudding—in that big brothel in the sky." 
 Amy and I joined the toast and downed the pumpkin pie–flavored vodka. Then we returned to our seats on the Victorian couch. Its crimson color reminded me of scarlet, and I wondered whether Sabine had bought it for the house. 
 In keeping with the theme of her glass, Gia poured another shot. "Did Zac leave?"  
 "He's still outside talking to Donatello." My tone was morose like my mood. "After we filled them in on our little chat with Detective Marshall, Zac wanted to get his take on the murders and our situation with the police." 
 "Donny's lucky he got assigned to patrol our place tonight." Gia took a slug of her vodka. "He missed one hell of a nativity." 

Hell was an appropriate way to describe it, including the infernal threat of going to jail.

 "So who do you guys think killed Sabine?" Amy looked from Gia to me. "Reverend Vickers?" 
 I leaned my head on the back of the couch. "Well, he might've met with her last night, and he did meet with Jade. And it is suspicious that out of all the men in this town, he cast Randall and Clark in the nativity." 
 Amy snapped her fingers, and her wreathes lit up. "He could've been planning to frame them for Sabine's death. Or maybe he and Sabine were blackmailing Randall and Clark, and one of them killed her." 
 I switched off her sweater battery. I'd had enough bright lights for one night. "It's also possible that Sabine went to the church to blackmail all three of them. Last night I basically spoon-fed her their fathers' names." 
 Gia's head lurched like she was going to upchuck. "Did you have to use that analogy?" 
 "You're the one who brought up Sabine's pudding." 
 Amy nudged my side. "Didn't you say that Jade wasn't Annabelle's daughter?" 
 "If Sabine was telling the truth about Annabelle's death, then she couldn't have been." 
 "Did Mei have other daughters?" she asked. 
 I'd wondered the same thing. "If she did, I doubt they would've been from the brothel client, which means that The Reverend, Clark, or Randall couldn't have been Jade's half uncle." 
 Amy tapped her fingers on her glass. "Then why would they pay blackmail money if Jade was an imposter?" 
 "Because they didn't know she was a fraud." Gia flopped into the violet high-backed chair beside the couch and kicked a leg over the arm. "And Sabine wouldn't have told them. If Vinnie's any indication, she exploited all illegal opportunities that came her way." 
 Magnolia came upstairs with a tray of food. "I had a can o' bean dip and some Jacked Ranch Dipped Hot Wings Doritos in the car, so I made us a passel o' nachos." 
 "Those Doritos aren't the only thing that's jacked," Gia said, and I knew she was referring to Carlene's trunk. 
 Zac entered and sat beside me on the couch. He slid an arm around my shoulders and kissed my hair. Then he looked at my aunt. "The food looks awesome." 
 She beamed. "Help yourself. But be careful. It's as hot as a two-dollar whore on the Fourth of July."  
 Zac gave a belly laugh, but my stomach went south. 
 Magnolia slid the plate onto the coffee table, revealing her tray, and my stomach shot north. 
 It was the Ouija board. 
 "A board game." Amy clapped like a kid. 
 I leapt from the couch and grabbed the box from my aunt. We weren't channeling Barry while Zac was present. 
 "That ain't no game." Magnolia sounded offended. "It's a Oui—" 
 "Wiggily," I interrupted. "Uncle Wiggily." 
 Zac lowered his nacho. "Uncle who?"  
 "It's from the 1950s." I mentally cursed the makers of that game and its catchy, disturbing name as I carried the Ouija board to the bar. "But I don't think it's right to play games so soon after someone has died." 
 My aunt's forehead furrowed, and she confiscated my vodka glass, probably thinking I'd had a few too many pumpkin pies. 
 Zac looked at the floor. "I wasn't going to bring up Sabine's death, but I'm glad you did." He raised his eyes and met our gazes. "I wanted to talk to you about Clark." 
 "That schattenparker." Amy held up her glass and waited for the last drop to drain. 
 Magnolia grabbed it from Amy's grasp. "No more vodka for you either, missy. You're slurring your words." 
 "She's not," Gia said, slurring hers. "It's just German." 
 Amy pointed at Zac. "It means a 'person who parks in the shade,' as in someone shady. And your boss was hiding behind a tree at the scene of Jade's murder." 
 He bowed his head. "I didn't know about that." 
 The hurt in his voice pierced me like an arrow. His pain was my fault for not confiding in him, and I had some making up to do. I just hoped he would forgive me regardless of who turned out to be the killer.  
 Zac looked at Amy. "I've known Clark for almost seven years, and I'm convinced he couldn't murder anyone." 
 I rubbed his back. "There's one way to find out. We think the killer's father had a mermaid tattoo on his chest." 
 The muscles in his face relaxed. "Clark's dad had a tattoo there, but it wasn't a mermaid." 
 "Was it a singing cod?" Gia joked. 
 The look I gave her was so cutting it could've gutted a fish. Or a conniving cousin. 
 "Uh, no." He stifled a smile. "It was the latitude and longitude of where Clark was born, like Angelina Jolie's tattoos for her kids. But we'll be caving tomorrow, so I can ask if he had another one." 
 "Don't." In case he was wrong about the tattoo and Clark was the killer, I didn't want him taking any risks, especially not under the cover of those caves. "It might make him suspicious." 
 "You're probably right." Zac ran his fingers through his hair. "He's been on edge lately, and I wouldn't want to add to his stress." 
 Gia slammed her glass on the table. "And you're sure that stress isn't because of Jade's murder?" 
 "Maybe it's part of it. But he started acting weird a week or so before that, after he got some letter." 
 I touched his arm. "Do you know who wrote it?" 
 He shook his head. "Clark was reading it when I went into his office one day. And he stuffed it in his desk drawer when I came in, like he didn't want me to see it." 
 I'd searched that desk drawer, and there was no letter. He'd probably shredded it like he had the background report on Jade. "And you have no idea what it was about?" 
 "All I know is he hasn't been himself since he got it." Zac reached for a nacho. "But again, this started before Jade's murder, so it couldn't have anything to do with her." 
 Unless the letter was from her. And if it was, I had a feeling I knew what it was about. 
   
 *   *   * 

 

 "Everything okay, Aunt M?" I looked at her from the stairwell. I'd seen Zac and Amy out, and I wasn't expecting to find her waiting for me on the second-floor landing—in a green facial mask and black hairnet. 
 "What in the devil is a witch doin' hangin' in the hallway?" She gestured to an Italian ornament my cousin had hung from a ceiling chandelier. 
 Gia exited the bathroom dressed like Princess Jasmine. "Good question. What are you doing in the hallway?" 
 It was well after midnight, and I was too tired for the witch hunt. I stepped onto the landing and massaged my head. "It's La Befana, Italy's version of Santa. On the Epiphany, she flies on her broom and passes out gifts to kids." 
 "Which is a lot more believable than a fat man flying a sleigh," Gia said. 
 Magnolia recoiled, taking the Santa slight like a slap. "Don't them Italians know witches are a Halloween thang?" 
 Gia pursed her lips. "Personally, I think the Barry balls are more terrifying." 
 I couldn't argue with that. 
 "Well, I've heard of cultural differences, but a Christmas witch is plum crazy." Magnolia tightened her hairnet to restore order to her world. "I'm glad you reminded me about Barry, though. We cain't hit the hay till we talk to him about Sabine." 
 Gia glanced at her bottle bedroom as though she planned to make like a genie and disappear.  
 But I wasn't going to hang out with my aunt and Mr. Manilow alone. I grabbed the strap of her beaded bra and pulled her to the living room. "Let's take a magic carpet ride, Jasmine."  
 The Ouija board was set up on the coffee table. We assumed our positions, and my aunt hummed and swayed until it was time to put our fingers on the planchette. 
 "Barry, darlin'. It's Magnolia again. Do you have time to conversate about this bad business down in Danger Cove?" 
 We watched our fingers, and the planchette moved to Yes. 
 My aunt crossed her leg and flapped her slipper against the sole of her foot. "Since we last chitchatted, the salon was spray-painted—" 
 The planchette jerked, cutting off my aunt in midsentence. It darted to two-dozen-plus letters and stopped. 
 Gia shook her arms. "If Barry keeps blathering on like that, my biceps'll grow as big as Donatello's. What did that even spell?"  
 "A song I luuuv." Magnolia's hand went to her heart. "'What Are You Doing on New Year's Eve?'" 
 Gia's lower lip drooped. "We went through all of that so he could ask you out?" 
 "Hogwash. With me lookin' a fright like this?" My aunt fumbled with her hairnet and probably blushed beneath her mask. "It's a message about the vandalism." 
 "Is it going to happen again on New Year's?" I knew better than to believe in Barry, but with the way things had been going, I needed to ask. 
 Magnolia stroked her dried-green chin. "I think he means that there's a beau behind this fix. Did one of you date a dishonorable young man?" 
 Gia's face went flat. "All of my boyfriends are dishonorable." 
 Another point I couldn't argue with.  
 "But they have nothing to do with this, Barry." Gia rapped on the Ouija board as though knocking sense into his head. "Ivy's the one vandalizing the salon." 
 "You mean the killer," I corrected. 
 Magnolia put her fingers on the planchette. "Mr. Manilow, you got any insight on who murdered Sabine?" 
 The planchette spelled "weekend" and continued to move.  
 "Ugh." Gia bowed her head. "This is about New England again." 
 I shared her frustration. It was irritating that Barry spoke only in songs.  
 A shout came from the front yard, and we leapt from our seats. 
 I looked at Gia. "That was Donatello." 
 Magnolia held her hive. "It sounded like a stuck pig." 
 We stormed the stairs and charged through the salon to the porch. 
 Officer Stallone wasn't in his patrol car. He was facedown on the lawn—with two assailants on top of him. 
 "Lord a'mighty, we've got ourselves an insurrection. I'm going for backup." My aunt ran into the house. 
 But I stayed put. Because I'd seen a flash of long, black hair. "Ivy?" 
 "And The Ferret!" Gia pointed to Tiffany Ferres, who'd taken down her buns and was sitting on Donatello's. 
 "Get these girls off me, baby," he yelled. 
 "Baby?" Tiffany gave his arm a twist. 
 "Girls?" Ivy twisted the other. 
 Gia rushed into the yard in only her Jasmine jammies, but I grabbed a jacket inside the salon and took my time. If that was the best protection Officer Stallone had to offer, then I wanted to let Ivy and Tiffany toughen him up. 
 My cousin lunged at Tiffany like an Arabian luchadora. "Get your freakin' claws off my boyfriend, Ferret." 
 "Ow." Donatello kicked his feet. "Ladies, please." 
 I approached Ivy, but I didn't dare touch her. "What's going on?" 
 She released the officer as though he were an afterthought. "I couldn't sleep, so I came to get your take on Sabine's murder." She stood and brushed off her jeans. "And this big goon tackled me." 
 "I thought you were her." Donatello jerked his pinned arm at Tiffany. 
 Gia grabbed her rival by the hair in a move befitting a wrestling princess. "Drop my Donatello, and pronto." 
 Tiffany yanked her mane loose but kept her grip on the officer. "He's mine. The other day he asked me out for New Year's Eve." 
 Her mention of the holiday almost knocked me off my feet as Barry flitted through my mind. 
 Donatello looked wide-eyed at Gia over his shoulder. "She's lying, baby. I was asking about her plans." 
 Gia knee-dropped onto his back and twisted his free arm, and Tiffany upped the arm-twisting too. 
 I looked at Ivy. "We should help him out." 
 She shrugged, and we pulled Gia and Tiffany from Donatello.  
 "Officer Stallone." I used his title to remind him he was working for me. "How exactly did you end up on the ground?" 
 He rose to his feet and puffed out his chest, trying to salvage what was left of his pride. "I saw Tiffany in your yard. When I got out of the car, she ran around the side of the house. So I circled around the place—" 
 "And assaulted me on the sidewalk," Ivy interrupted. 
 "Yo, it's dark, all right?" He raised his hands in surrender. "And you two have the same hair." 
 "So does Gia." I gave a pointed look at Tiffany, because I was pretty sure she was the one my aunt had seen by the garage two nights before. 
 Ivy gave an annoyed flip. "Anyway, then he mistook me for Gia, and this little weasel ran from the bushes and jumped me." 
 "She's a ferret," Gia corrected. 
 Tiffany's beady eyes locked on my cousin. "He called her 'honey buns.'" Her arm flailed at Ivy. "That's what he called me." 
 Gia shoved Donatello. "You gave me that animal's pet name?" 
 He shrugged. "Yeah, but I'm not talking about her. I'm talking about you." 
 If my cousin had a sword, he would have lost his head. 
 I turned to The Ferret. "You haven't told us why you're here." 
 She glanced at my aunt, who came down the sidewalk and handed Gia a coat, and then looked toward the street. 
 At a yard sign that read #naughty. 
 Ivy's lips slithered into a smile. "Looks like she set up a social media attack on the salon." Her tone was told-you-so. "And you kept blaming me." 
 "Can you blame me?" Gia quipped, slipping on her coat. 
 Magnolia laid a Texas Ranger–style stare on Tiffany. "Good thing you didn't mess with my paint job, or you'd be talkin' to Tag."  
 Donatello shot a skittish look at my aunt. "Who's he?" 
 She pulled a yellow device from her robe pocket. "My Taser." 
 We all took a big step back. 
 My aunt shook Tag at Tiffany. "Now why don't you tell the officer why you put up that godawful sign?" 
 The Ferret looked at Donatello. "I'd like to speak to my lawyer." 
 Although her request wasn't a reply, I didn't need her answer. 
 Gia and I had both been wrong about the vandalism. And my aunt—and maybe Barry—had been right. Because Tiffany, Donatello's jilted ex, was the salon saboteur. 
 What I had to find out was whether she also stole the client list and gave it to the Cove Chronicles. 
 And if so, whether she was conspiring with the killer. 
 




CHAPTER FOURTEEN


 

 Gil Torres, director of the Danger Cove Historical Museum, slid her key into the lock of the archive room. "You want 1950s photographs of only fishermen and crabbers?" 
 "With tattoos." Amy's smile was so lusty that I wondered whether she'd suggested the archives to help me hunt for clues or to ogle hot men. 
 Gil opened the door and waited for Amy and me to enter. "Before I took over as director, there was a rotating exhibit on the local fishing industry, but I believe it's on loan to another museum." She brushed back her dreadlocks and glanced at the storage cases that lined two of the walls. "One of my colleagues would know. Let me see if she's come in this morning." 
 She closed the door behind her, and I turned to Amy, who was inspecting antique coverlets displayed on the walls. "That doesn't sound promising. Are you positive there aren't any pictures of fishermen in the library?" 
 "I told you. After I left your house last night I searched our catalog and the Cove Chronicles database. So if Gil can't find anything, Clark, Randall, and The Reverend are your only options." 
 I gave her a get-real glare. "Like they're going to give me pics of their dads." 
 "What about Gia?" She gazed at a quilt. "Does she have any ideas?" 
 "She's been holed up in her bottle since last night." I took a seat at the metal table in the middle of the room. "She wouldn't even come out when Donatello came over this morning to apologize to me." 
 Amy spun so fast her glasses fell below her nose. "Was he seeing you on the side too?" 
 Fortunately, she was blind to the hostile takeover happening on my face. "Tiffany confessed to stealing my uncle's client list, and Donatello was the one who tipped her off to it." 
 "He was dating you, and he ratted out Gia to his ex?" She straightened her glasses and blew out a breath. "You and Tiffany had better hide your aunt's Taser."  
 I drummed my fingers on the table to stop them from forming a fist. "I did not date Donatello." 
 She took a seat across from me. "Then how did he know about the list?" 
 "From Gia." My pitch packed a punch, and I had to remind myself that I was in a museum. "He was the officer who responded to the call when the plumber discovered the Viagra in my uncle's bathroom wall, remember?" 
 "Right, but you and Gia didn't find the list until later." 
 "And when we did, she confided to her beloved boyfriend that she'd kept a copy in her closet." I stood to walk off my irritation at my cousin's indiscretion. "Tiffany told Detective Marshall that she heard Donatello laughing about it with some cops one morning at The Apple Tree. That's when she came up with a plan to discredit the salon so Gia would lose her job and go back to Jersey." 
 "That's diabolical." Amy's tone was dark but her eyes were alight in a clear case of her schadenfreude showing. "Did she poison the products too?" 
 "She denies any knowledge of the killer or the poison." I glanced at my nails and thought of Jade's red polish. "And I still think the killer snuck into the salon with the cyanide after Duncan published the list." 
 Amy stuck her hands in her hair. "Oh, what a tangled web Tiffany weaved." 
 Her comment brought me back to The Reverend's Elizabethan nativity. "No Shakespeare, please." 
 "That was Spannagel, not Shakespeare." She gave a smarty-pants smile. "But actually, you mean Sir Walter Scott." 
 Another hostile takeover happened, and that time she saw it. 
 She smoothed her hair. "Are you going to press charges against Tiffany?" 
 It was tempting, but I'd have to press charges against my cousin and Donatello too. "I'm not comfortable with sending her to jail. But I don't know what the police are going to do." 
 Gil entered the room with a coffee table book. "My colleague confirmed that the exhibit is at the Seattle Museum of History and Industry. But all the photos were published in an indexed collection, and we had this copy in the gift shop downstairs." She placed the book on the table. "Would you mind returning it on your way out?" 
 "Absolutely." I rushed to the table and grabbed the book. "Thanks so much for your help." 
 Her brown eyes twinkled, and her lips twitched. "Any time you ladies want to look at sexy fishermen, I'm here." 
 After Gil had gone, Amy raised her brow in a that-was-embarrassing look. "You should really try to control that libido of yours." 
 I rolled my eyes and scanned the index for John Graham in case Zac had been wrong about his tattoo. His name was cross-referenced with Jim Olcott, and my stomach fluttered. "Clark's and Randall's fathers are listed together." 
 Amy looked over my shoulder and gave me a shove. "Check the V's." 
 "I'm getting there, okay?" I scooted my chair away from her and skimmed the list. The flutter moved to my chest. "There's one for Joe Vickers too." 
 I turned to the page with John and Jim. There was a black and white picture of the two of them that must've been taken before Jim quit working for John and started his own company, because they were laughing as they hauled in a large net full of fish.  
 "They're wearing fisherman's sweaters and coats." Amy lips puckered in a pout. "No chests for us." 
 "You mean tattoos." I flipped to the page on Jim Vickers. 
 "Wait. Go back." She slammed my hand to the book. 
 "Did you see something?" 
 "Yeah, some highly developed muscles." 
 It was a good thing for Rico that Amy hadn't been with me in Seattle. "I know who needs to control their libido, and it isn't me. Now would you please focus on finding the killer?" 
 She folded her lips and lowered her gaze to the book. 
 There was an enlarged photo of Jim on a dock. He held a huge crab and wore a partially unbuttoned shirt underneath a fisherman's apron. 
 Amy pointed to a dark spot below his collarbone. "Is that part of a tattoo?" 
 I looked at the area. "It's hard to tell without color. It could be a birthmark or a shadow." 
 She lowered her lenses and leaned close. "In the shape of a woman's hand?" 
 I blinked and scrutinized the photo. 
 Amy was right—a few inches below Jim's neck was a tiny hand. "We shouldn't get too excited." I spoke mainly to myself. "A lot of men in that era had tattoos of pinup girls." 
 "But it could be a mermaid riding a seahorse." She leered and gave me a knowing nudge. "Like a bull rider with his arm in the air?" 
 I looked again at the photo. My and Gia's futures were in the palm of that hand. I had to find out what it belonged to. 
 And I knew exactly how to do it. 
   
 *   *   * 
   
 Charlotte rose from behind The Reverend's desk. "What is the meaning of this intrusion?" She was so enraged at my aunt and me for barging into the office that her neck wobbled like a turkey wattle. Then she gestured to The Reverend, who sat pucker-faced at her side, and her wing wobbled too. "My husband and I asked not to be disturbed." 
 "I'll tell you the same thang I said to that surly secretary of yours." Magnolia raised her prairie skirt to reveal Tag the Taser strapped to her thigh. "Got any questions?" 
 Charlotte collapsed into the chair beside The Reverend, who seemed to have turned into a pillar of salt. 
 I kept my lips locked like my aunt had instructed. She was so fired up I feared she'd tase me if I talked. 
 "Glad I made myself clear." My aunt took a seat in front of the not-so-pious pair. "Now my niece is gonna ask y'all about Jade and Sabine, and I expect the gospel truth. I've been in town nigh on a week, and my first and third husbands need me home." 
 Charlotte started, no doubt more threatened by my aunt's marriages than by Tag, and gave a holy-roller hmpf. "What about your second husband?" 
 "Earl died from a gunshot wound." 
 The Reverend's face turned as white as his alb, and Charlotte's as gray as her bun. 
 My ex-Uncle Earl was in Costa Rica making serious colones, i.e., cash, selling hot tubs, but I thought it best not to mention that. 
 Magnolia smoothed her skirt. "Since we've gotten the pleasantries out of the way, let's git down to business. I imagine the living nativity is canceled for the season, but I expect my niece will be paid in full without any charge for those so-called expenses." 
 Charlotte's wattle resumed its wobble. "I read that the Norwegians use the word texas to mean crazy, and now I know why." 
 "Darlin', I'm crazier 'n a shot-at rat." Magnolia leaned toward Kitten like a polecat about to pounce. "And if Cassidi Lee doesn't git her check, you'll be in for a shock you won't never forgit." She tapped her Taser to clarify.  
 The Reverend scolded his wife with a low-browed stare. "The lady doth protest too much, methinks." 
 I gave a Shakespearean sigh. I didn't remember Hamlet from high school English class, but I was sure that was a quote. 
 Magnolia knocked on the desk. "I got somethin' to quiet your other half's complainin'. My niece went down to the museum archives this mornin', and the director lady showed her a photo of your papa's tattoo." 
 Charlotte shot from her seat like electrodes from a Taser gun. "I'll get the checkbook." 
 That time the lady doth not protest at all. 
 My aunt's gaze locked on her like a smart rifle. "Don't try pullin' a fast one on Magnolia Crabtree while you're gone. I'd hate for you to lose a husband too." 
 The Reverend's clerical collar popped open, and Charlotte scuttled from the room. 
 "How may I be of service, Cassidi?" He trembled as he removed his reading glasses. 
 I was shaking too. Accusing a minister of murder wasn't an everyday event. "I need to know if you added Clark and Randall to the nativity because you and Sabine were blackmailing them." 
 "Me?" His hand pressed against his heart. "Jade and Sabine were blackmailing the three of us." 
 I'd suspected as much. "They were working together?" 
 "No, it started with Jade." He collapsed onto his desk, hiding his face in his arms. "She sent me a letter saying she was my father's granddaughter. I met with her to see the proof, and she showed me a grammar book and demanded I give her money. She wrote Randall and Clark too, but I didn't know that until last night when Detective Marshall questioned us." 
 So the letter Zac mentioned probably was from Jade. "When did Sabine start blackmailing you?" 
 "When she burst into my office before the show. She said she could prove I was the killer based on a detail about my father that wasn't mentioned in the book, and if I didn't pay her, she'd go to the police." He looked up and swallowed a sob. "A reverend of my standing. Can you imagine?" 
 Given his and Charlotte's behavior, I could. "If she didn't start blackmailing you until yesterday, what were you doing at her house on Thursday night?" 
 "Trying to get proof my father wasn't Jade's grandfather." He raised his arms as though appealing to the heavens. "I'm a minister of God, for crikey's sake. I can't be the son of a whoremonger." 
 Personally, I would've been more worried about the cross-dressing—and the euphemism for Christ. "What did Sabine tell you?" 
 He wiped away a tear, and then his sad frown deepened into a scowl. "I never saw her because you pulled up in that wretched cattle car." 
 Magnolia slid up her skirt. "Watch what you call my Cadillac, son."  
 He shrunk from her—make that Tag—like a sinner from a saint. 
 If The Reverend could be believed, Sabine had been honest about not having seen him. But that still didn't explain the substitutions he'd made to the living nativity. "If you didn't know Clark and Randall were being blackmailed, how did you happen to cast the two of them?" 
 "Olivia recruited them after I fired Jesse and James Dooney." He gripped the edges of his desk like he was preaching from the pulpit. "Have you seen those two crypt keepers act? They have the emotional range of corpses." 
 "Judge not, Reverend…" My aunt let her implication about his acting skills lie and bounced her Taser leg. 
 Because he'd brought up bodies, I decided to bring up a couple too. "Did you murder Jade and Sabine?" 
 "Josie Cripes, no." He leapt from his chair like the fires of hell had burnt his behind, which was possible given his penchant for quasi-cursing. "But what are the odds? What are the odds?" 
 Magnolia stomped her foot. "What're you goin' on about, Reverend?" 
 "I told you. I'm innocent." He wrung his hands and oh-woe-is-me wailed. "So how is it possible that the killer's father also had a drag queen tattoo?" 
 "A drag queen?" Magnolia glanced from side to side like one had entered the room. 
 "Tell her, Cassidi." He gestured at my aunt and covered his eyes with his forearm. 
 It took a moment to sort through my surprise and my inability to describe a tattoo I hadn't seen. "She was, uh—" 
 "Oh, I'll spare you the embarrassment." The Reverend removed his arm from his face with a flourish. "That damned queen was exposing herself, and she hadn't tucked her tallywhacker." 
 My aunt stayed silent and fanned her flaming face.  
 But I had to resolve the mermaid issue. "Did Sabine actually say it was a drag queen?" 
 "She didn't need to." He returned to his chair and slouched his shoulders, exhausted from his theatrical efforts. "I saw my father's tattoo, and that Jezebel kept a secret file on all the brothel customers, from their birthmarks and scars to the kind of underwear they wore." 
 Sabine must have consulted her file after we left and discovered that Joe, John, and Jim had chest tattoos. To blackmail all three of them, she would've needed to be vague about the specifics. But had she lied to me when she'd said it was a mermaid on a seahorse?

 Because she was dead, there was only one way to know. Something told me it wasn't safe to delve into that water. 
 I might not swim out again. 
   
 *   *   * 
   
 "That detective fella's likely to put you in the pokey if you mosey in to talk to him alone." Magnolia steered Carlene into The Clip and Sip parking lot. "You need Tag and me to go along." 
 My aunt and Tag were precisely what I didn't need. The police had already confiscated her guns, so I couldn't let her storm into the station with a Taser strapped to her leg. "Don't worry, Aunt M. I'm not going to tell Detective Marshall about the tattoos. I'm going to ask for Detective Ohlsen. It's only ten thirty, so he should be in." 
 She turned right toward the garage and ran over a parking stop. The glove compartment opened, and a gossip rag fell out. I retrieved it from the floorboard, and my aunt shut off the engine. 
 Banging noises came from inside the house. 
 "What in tarnation?" My aunt kicked open Carlene and reached under her skirt. 
 "No need to involve Tag." I slammed the car door behind me. "It's just Gia working off some Donatello steam. She's probably breaking her bottle or looking for Uncle Vinnie's cash, either of which is good for me." 
 "Then I'll leave her be." Magnolia shook a sapling at me. "But if you don't give me a holler within the hour, I'm gonna show the Danger Cove PD what-for." 
 "I'll call. I promise." I entered the garage and reached for my car keys, but I was still holding the magazine. I moved it to my left hand, and the lead story caught my eye. 
 "Juliana Johnson Marries in Lavish Kennebunkport Ceremony," I read aloud. 

Kennebunkport. 
 A wave of unease washed over me. How had Randall described the wedding he and Olivia attended?


The Johnson-Koch merger.

 I flipped to the article to find out whether it was about the same wedding. The name of the groom was Brandon Koch, so I figured it had to be the right couple. I turned the page, and my theory was confirmed—a shot of the bride and groom with Randall and Olivia. 
 But the Olcotts weren't what got my attention. 
 It was the location. The young couple held their reception at the Luxury Paradise resort owned by the former senator from Maine, Landon Parks. 
 The name of the place and the person started with the same letters. 
 LP. 
 The very letters on the watermark on the killer's note, and the ones Barry had spelled on the Ouija board. 
 The Kennebunkport wedding was the "Weekend in New England." 
 My head tingled like my hair stood on end—big beehive style. After talking to Amy, I understood that my aunt's subconscious moved the Ouija planchette. And since Magnolia was the one who'd found the threatening note, it followed that she would imprint on the LP. 
 But "Weekend in New England"? Where would she have gotten that? 

Could it be?

 My message tone beeped, startling me to my senses. It couldn't be magic. There was no such thing. 
 "It's a Miracle" infiltrated my mind. 

Oh no. A Barry Manilow song. Was I channeling him now too?

 I closed my eyes and squeezed my temples. There was no magic and no miracle. Mr. Manilow was my Aunt Magnolia, and for my sanity's sake I couldn't question that. 
 Not ever again. 
 I pulled my phone from my purse. Zac had sent a text. 
   

Cassidi, I found something in the smugglers' caves, and I want you to be the first to see it. Come quick before Clark calls the paper.











   
 Excitement flooded my chest like a dam had burst. Was this it? Had he found the treasure Bart Coffyn had stolen from Sir Francis Drake?

   
 *   *   * 
   
 I parked in the lot at Two Mile Beach. Images of pesos and pearls danced in my head. 
 Then Detective Marshall's irate face cut in.  
 He was a harsh reminder from my guilty conscience that I needed to confess what I knew about the tattoos. But that could wait an hour. After The Reverend's drag queen revelation, I was no longer sure Sabine's information was true. And I'd let Zac down so many times in recent days that I couldn't disappoint him again. 
 Remembering what Zac had said about caving safety and three sources of light, I grabbed a flashlight from the glove compartment to supplement the one on my phone. Two sources would have to do. 
 I zipped my coat and locked the car. Then I headed north past the Shoreline Café. I set out along the waterline to the smugglers' caves rather than trudge through the sand in my boots. The temperature was in the low 30s, and the sky was overcast, so the only occupants of the beach were some seagulls picking at a foul-smelling dead fish. 
 I walked about a mile to where the beach tapered off. Then I slipped between a crevice in the rock of the cliffs and went another five or so yards to the caves' entrance. 
 A wave washed up, and frigid water rose to my ankles.  
 I turned and glanced at the ocean. The tide was coming in, and it could rise as much as three feet, which meant Zac didn't have much time to show me his discovery. 
 I hurried into the musty cave and squinted in the dim light.  
 "Zac?" 
 His name echoed, but there was no response. 
 With my flashlight I scanned the interior for the hole in the back wall that led to the other caves and for the rope lead Zac had mentioned. 
 "Hello?" 
 "Back here." His voice was distant and muffled, in part by the rumbling of the waves outside. 
 I made my way along the slippery rock to the inner cavern.  
 A wave broke against the mouth of the cave with such force that I jumped and dropped my flashlight. Water rushed over it, and the light went out. 
 "Super."  
 I grabbed around in the water until I found it. And I tried to revive the light, but it had shorted out. I pulled my phone from my coat pocket and turned on the flashlight feature. 
 The cave branched off into three directions, and I wasn't sure which one to take. 
 "Zac, water's coming in. Which cave?" 
 "First right." The voice was clearer, but it didn't sound like Zac's.  
 I hesitated because I thought it might be Clark. But I was being silly. Even if it was him, it didn't matter. It wasn't like I was meeting him alone. 
 I entered the cave and followed the equivalent of a hallway. I went straight for about fifteen feet, and then I veered left into a small cavern. 
 My anxiety rose like the tide, and I dropped my phone. 
 "Randall." 
 




CHAPTER FIFTEEN


 

 "My name is Mr. Olcott. You and that cousin of yours need to learn some respect." He aimed his gun between my eyes and rotated the flashlight in his other hand. "Now turn around and walk." 
 Gripped by panic, I glanced at my cell on the cave floor. 
 The heel of his boot covered the phone and ground the display into the rock. The breaking glass reflected my emotional state and any hope I had of calling for help—shattered. "But…I got a text from Zac." 
 "I asked if I could use his phone to search for a yacht I wanted to show him. He didn't have a clue I'd texted you." 
 "What?" The question was pointless, as was the mention of that text, but my mind wasn't working right. "Wasn't your meeting with Zac tonight?" 
 "I rescheduled for early this morning." His gaze was as cold and unforgiving as the cave. "That way he and Clark would cancel the search, and I could get you here before the tide came in at noon." 
 Anxiety coursed through my body like the water around my ankles. 
 Randall was going to leave me to drown. 
 A wave surged, and so did my fear. The level had risen to midcalf. 
 He shined the flashlight on the path ahead of me. "Move it. I don't have much time." 
 I turned and put one foot in front of the other like I was walking a tightrope. I hoped that by moving slowly enough, the water would rise to the point that Randall would have to bail. 
 "Don't try to stall." 
 "I'm not," I lied. "It's slippery." 
 His laugh reverberated throughout the cave like a villain's in a horror film. "You're about to die, and you're worried about falling? That's a new one." 
 My temper spiked at his ridicule. "Because you're in the habit of killing people, right?" 
 "Careful, Cassidi." The laughter in his voice had been replaced by loathing. "Ivy killed Jade Liu." 
 "After you put cyanide in our products." 
 "I figured you'd poison one of your clients and wind up in prison. I didn't expect to see Ivy come in and steal them." 
 Surprise caught me off guard, and I slipped. But I caught my balance. "You were there?" 
 "On the stairs." 
 I reentered the inner cavern and stopped. 
 The water lapped at my knees. 
 Randall stuck the gun barrel between my shoulder blades. "Go to the far left cave, and if you take so much as a step toward that exit, I'll blow your heart from your chest." 
 My heart pounded so hard I thought it would burst from my body on its own. Harvey had warned Zac and me about that cave. The entrance was a low, narrow hole, and the floor was at least four feet below sea level, which meant there was an icy pool of water that would deepen as the tide came in. 
 "Get going." He kicked me in the behind. 
 I gritted my teeth, wishing I could slap him. Instead, I grasped the wall to brace myself against the force of the water. 
 He prodded me along with the pistol. "You know, I'd planned on stealing the products from Ivy, but before I could she'd scheduled that appointment with Jade." He chuckled, apparently amused by the irony. "What a lucky break that turned out to be. Jade had threatened to go to the press if I didn't cough up a hundred grand." 
 I considered telling him Jade was a fraud, but with bullets at my back, I didn't want to rile him. "Why didn't you report her to the police? Was your pride worth killing for?" 
 "Pride?" His volume went up an octave, as though he were the one who should be outraged. "This was politics. Influential people in Seattle and Kennebunkport believe I've got a shot at state representative. They've invested hundreds of thousands in my campaign, and I'm not going to disappoint them." He paused. "And Olivia couldn't have handled the scandal." 

Because the news would put her LaSalle roots in the national spotlight. As soon as the thought came to me, I wished it hadn't. The spotlight reminded me of Sabine illuminated above the living nativity—dead, like I was about to be. 
 "So, in a crazy twist, Ivy did me a favor. And this whole situation would've ended with Jade's death if you'd let the police do their job."  
 His words reminded me of Zac. How I wished I could go back to that night at the Lobster Pot and listen to him, be with him, hold on to him. But I couldn't afford to think about that. 
 "Don't blame me for what you did." I sounded as hard as the rock wall. "The police would've connected her murder to you, and they'll figure out you killed Sabine too." 
 "I've already taken care of that." His tone was casual as though he was talking about mowing the lawn. "Thanks to the pictures I took when I followed Jade to a motel, Detective Marshall arrested Clark this morning." 
 My stomach dropped like it had fallen into a well—or a flooded cave. The detective was infamous for hasty arrests. And now that he had evidence against Clark, Randall might get away with murder. 
 I arrived at the exit and stopped.  
 The water gushed to my knees, but I couldn't feel it. My legs were going numb.  
 I contemplated making a swim for the exit, but in the shallow depth he would have no trouble gunning me down. 
 "Time to go to your grave." Randall grabbed my hair and pushed me forward with the pistol, preventing any chance I had of escape.  
 Bile bubbled from my belly like water from the ocean. Was this it? Was I going to Davy Jones' locker?

 "Get in." He shoved my head low and forced me into the cave. 
 I entered with a splash. The water came to my collarbone, and it was so gelid that I started shivering. "Mr. Olcott, please. Don't leave me here to drown." 
 With the flashlight under his arm and the gun in his hand, he dragged a large rock in front of the hole. "According to my research, a person can only last thirty to sixty minutes in water at this temperature. So the good news is you might freeze to death first." 

How comforting. Pleading wasn't going to work, so I decided to try another tactic. "Sabine told me about the mermaid on the seahorse, and I texted Detective Marshall the description this morning."  
 Randall stood as still as the stone he was holding. 
 Apparently, Sabine had told the truth about the killer's father's tattoo. Too bad I wasn't telling the truth about the text.

 He placed the rock at the opening. "There are no pictures of my father's chest, and everyone knows Sabine LaSalle is a liar. And like I said, I have powerful people in my corner." 
 I wanted to scream at him and tell him that Gia and my aunt would bring him to justice, but I didn't dare call attention to them. A part of me knew he had awful plans for them too, and my stomach contorted at the thought. I would've given anything to be able to warn them, but I was in no position to help myself, much less my family.  
 I wrapped my arms around myself and kicked my legs to generate some heat. 
 It didn't work. 

If only I'd told my aunt where I was going. 

 But I hadn't. 
 And I had no way to contact anyone. 
 In the frigid water the fight ebbed from my body. As did the hope. 
 Nevertheless, there was something I had to know. "Why go to such horrible lengths to hide your Viagra use?" 
 Randall heaved a rock onto the pile, leaving a ten-inch window for me to see out. Then he reached inside and tweaked my nose, and there was something like affection in his eyes. "Ladies don't ask personal questions." 
 I wanted to tell him to rot in hell—or at least that I hoped he'd lose the election—but my teeth were chattering too badly. 
 He lifted one last rock. "Here our ways divide." 
 The rock blocked the opening. 
 And my world went black. 

 

 *   *   * 
   
 Terror swept over me in glacial waves. 
 To prevent a panic attack, I started my breathing exercise, inhaling the stale cavern air. For whatever it was worth, I told myself I was in a spa flotation tank, but reality told me I was in a watery grave. 
 Mine. 
 Although it seemed like a fatal mistake, I stopped kicking to keep warm. I was losing a sense of where I was in the opaque darkness, and I couldn't drift deeper into the cave, or I was a gone girl. For any chance of escape, I needed to stay at the barricade Randall made. And somehow, I had to find a way to knock it down. 
 Anchoring my feet in jagged grooves on the cave floor, I leaned forward and pushed with trembling limbs. 
 Nothing budged. 
 My arms had grown too weak from the wintry temperatures. 
 I put numb hands on either side of the narrow cave wall and raised my feet to the barricade. 
 My hand slipped on some slime, and I plunged below the black water, submerging my head. 
 I surfaced and floated supine. Placing my hands on the walls, I pressed my boots against the barricade and pushed as hard as I could manage. 
 The rocks stood steadfast. 
 I wasn't sure I was strong enough under normal conditions to move any of the rocks. To make matters worse, I didn't know whether I was pushing the right ones.  

Was I turned around?

 Something slammed into the cave with a thwack, and I jumped upright. 

Had help arrived?

 My chest inflated with hope. I cocked my head and listened. 
 Water poured in. 
 I exhaled in despair. The sound had been caused by a surging wave, not by someone coming to save me. Meanwhile, the water inched up my neck.  
 I reached for the cave ceiling. 
 There was an arm's length of space—and air—left. 
 My body shook so hard I was practically convulsing. But I barely felt the cold. I could no longer feel much of anything except exhaustion. 
 I leaned against a wall and slid down the side. My strength was disappearing. Fast. 
 Returning to my back, I extended my arms to either side of the cave wall and prepared to kick the barricade. But my legs didn't cooperate. They hardly moved. 
 My brain told me I should have been panicked, and yet I was at peace. 
 I let go of the walls. 
 And floated. 
 A bright light appeared. 

Was this what people see when they die?

 A scarlet blur entered the light. 

Was it Sabine hanging in the nativity spotlight?


No, not in heaven. She must be beckoning me to join her.


But hold on a sec. How'd she get in here?


Or… 


Had I gone to hell? And if I had, why wasn't I warm?

 The scarlet blur moved closer. 

That's not Sabine. It's a candle.


And a cardinal.


They're Christmas decorations.


On a bowler hat?

 Harriet's constipated look came into hazy focus, highlighted by a wavering light. 

So I did go to hell.


But what had I done to deserve a netherworld with The McCurmudgeon's head and hat in it?

 "Grab my scarf," her head shouted over the din of the ocean. 
 Drops of water sprinkled onto my mouth and nose. 
 "Come out of your coma. The cave is filling up." The head barked the command through a hole in the rock like a harried tour guide. "I'm going to throw the scarf again." 
 Water splashed in my eye, and I blinked.  
 Harriet came into sharp focus thanks to the electric candle on her hat and a flashlight she held ghost-story-at-camp style under her chin. 

This isn't an underworld hell—it's an earthly one. 


I'm alive.

 I tried to stand up, but I couldn't move, which was just as well because my face was about a foot from the rock ceiling. 
 "I knew this partnership was going to be a pain." She grabbed my boot and used her candy cane scarf to tie me to a rock to prevent me from drifting further into the cave. Then she dismantled Randall's stonework with the ease of Hercules and pulled me by the ankles from my almost grave. 
 I struggled to stand. "You're strong." 
 "This is nothing. You should see the potted plants I have to drag inside every winter." She took my hands and hoisted me to my feet. "Upsy-daisy, or you'll be pushing them." 
 My legs were fluid like the waist-high water, so I leaned against the wall. 
 She tied the scarf around my wrists. Then she turned and pulled my arms over her head. "Lean on my back." 
 I hung from her like a CPR dummy. 
 She gave a disgusted snort. "For such a dainty-looking thing, you're dead weight." 

Just about.

 "Now hang tight. We're gonna blow this cave." She waded toward the exit with me half hanging, half floating from her neck. Despite the extra weight, she plowed through the incoming tidal waves with the force of a hippopotamus on the hunt. 
 Within minutes she'd pulled me from the smugglers' caves to the safety of the nearby beach. 
 The sun had come out, and the sky was a celestial blue. 
 "Let's get you untied." Harriet raised my arms and removed the scarf. 
 I collapsed, shivering, onto the semi-warm sand. Shading my eyes, I squinted at her. "Thank you for rescuing me." 
 Her chins jiggled. "We've got a contract, remember?" She unzipped her Gortex jacket. "And nothing and no one's getting you out of it." 
 She was right about our partnership—it wasn't going to be a party. "How did you know I was in the cave?" 
 Harriet pulled a phone from an inner breast pocket and began tapping the display. "I was at the Shoreline Café, and I saw Randall go by, and then you. Since it's not exactly beach weather, I figured you two were going to rendezvous about Sabine's murder. Luckily for you, I followed him to the cave to get the scoop." 
 A tightness overtook my chest. "Where is he?" 
 "Probably out pretending to be an upstanding member of the community." She put the phone to her ear. "That man is slicker than an oil-dipped seal. I'm surprised he never ran for political office." 
 I didn't have time to tell her he was about to do precisely that. "You've got to call 9-1-1." 
 "I'm doing that now." She held up a hand to silence me. "Yes, I need an ambulance and the police at Two Mile Beach. There's been an attempted murder at the smugglers' caves." 
 I shivered, and it wasn't from hypothermia. I was terrified Randall was on his way to The Clip and Sip to get revenge against my family. 
 "Have you seen Cassidi Conti?" A man shouted from down the shore. 

Zac. 

 A flush of warmth spread through me. I was going to see him again, and he would help me warn Gia and Aunt M. 
 "Over here." Harriet flailed her arms, and her candle flickered. "She's safe, and help is on the way." 
 Zac ran to my side and removed his coat. "We need to get you to the hospital." 
 "I'll be fine." I gazed at him as he knelt and bundled me up. "But Gia and my aunt are in danger." 
 "They followed me here in the Caddy." He pressed his lips to my forehead and caressed my cheek. "I went by the salon to tell you about my meeting with Randall, and Magnolia said you were in trouble." 
 I wanted to warn him about Randall, but I was so tired that I was losing the will to speak. 
 "We're comin', Cassidi Lee," my aunt called. 
 I smiled at her voice.  
 With the people I loved around me, I knew everything was going to be all right. 
 Magnolia galloped up to Harriet like the Lone Ranger on Silver—except, instead of Tonto, she had Gia as a somewhat trusty sidekick. "What happened?" She shook a coiled rope. "Who did this to my niece?" 
 Gia smacked a fist into her palm. "I'll take whoever it was out with my bare hands." 
 And with the brass knuckles she was wearing. 
 Sirens screamed in the distance. 
 I closed my eyes. "How did you guys know where I was?" 
 Zac rubbed my hands. "We didn't. A friend of your aunt's told her." 
 My aunt's hive hovered over me. With her pink hair and yellow rain jacket, she looked like a no. 2 pencil. 
 "My gizzard told me somethin' was amiss, and the next thing you know Barry was singin' 'We Live on Borrowed Time' and 'Beyond the Sea.'" 
 At the reference to Mr. Manilow, my world went black again. 
 




CHAPTER SIXTEEN


 

 "It's as cold as the cave in here." I stood alone in my bedroom, surprised I'd said that aloud. The comment was an attempt to lessen the lingering tension of my near-death experience, but it only increased my unease.  
 Tightening the belt on my bathrobe, I crept down the stairs. The house was too quiet for a Sunday at ten a.m. "Like a cave grave." 
 I shuddered and resolved to stop the morbid thoughts, not to mention the talking to myself. Then I stepped off the stairway onto… 

Sand?

 Dumbfounded, I stared at my feet. The floor looked like Two Mile Beach.  
 I flashed back to the sedative the hospital had prescribed to me.  

Had those pills contained LSD?

 I trudged into the salon, and what I saw further persuaded me that I was on a psychedelic trip. There was a surfboard stand, blow-up palm trees, tiki torches, plastic leis, and a water-filled kiddie pool—with a crab that was smiling at me. 
 The back door slammed, and the cowbell clanked. 
 My aunt entered the salon looking like a pink-haired Annette Funicello after a lot of long, hard summers on the beach. "How you feelin', cutie pie?" 
 "Like I'm on the set of Beach Blanket Bingo or Gidget Goes Hawaii." I picked up a dried starfish. "What is all of this?" 
 "The reverse Christmas," Gia said behind me. 
 "That's today?" I spun around to face my cousin, but instead I found Bond Girl Ursula Andress in the iconic white bikini. 
 "Why not?" She flipped her wet blonde wig. "Thanks to the national news, the whole country heard about Randall's arrest yesterday. So now we can get back to business." 
 I approached her, kicking a conch shell out of my way. "I should cancel this clambake since you didn't consult me." 
 "But I got a pig roastin' on the grill." Magnolia sounded frantic at the idea of wasted meat. 
 I didn't know what was more upsetting—not being informed about the promo date or the news of that poor pig. "We can refrigerate the food, Aunt M. The problem is that we haven't done any marketing, so we've got a salon full of sand for nothing." 
 Gia sauntered to her station. "About that." She spritzed her wig with sea-scented beach spray. "I put flyers into those living nativity programs we passed out at the church, and the response was so huge I had to hire stylists to fill all of our stations." 
 My aunt squealed—like a pig. "And you're booked through the New Year, sugar plum." 
 I sunk into my salon chair. Six full-time stylists for a week and a half would go a long way toward keeping The Clip and Sip afloat—make that in business. "I can't believe it." 
 "Oh, that's not the surprising part." Gia held out her hand in a check-this-out gesture—and showed off her steel-tipped nails. "Magnolia's old wigs were the selling point." 
 My aunt touched her Funicello-ized hive. "When the audience saw the cast members' hairdos, they thought we were advertising for the event." 
 Gia inspected my aunt's vintage red one-piece. "Since we're talking about the '60s, is that where you dug up that bathing suit?" 
 Magnolia glanced at her fringed hips. "I keep it in Carlene's trunk." 
 "What don't you keep in there?" Gia asked. 
 A knock sounded at the salon door, and Detective Marshall peered through the glass. 
 Gia's hand moved to the diver's knife on her bikini bottom belt. "What's Dick Marshall doing here?" 
 My aunt slipped into a yellow beach cover-up, or possibly a Doris Day nightgown. "Let me git that." She padded into the reception area and jerked open the door. "This had better be about my guns you people stole, because you need to give those back." 
 Detective Ohlsen stepped onto the porch. "We can discuss that on the day you leave town." 
 Her face furrowed, and I was afraid she would pull a Bonnie Parker on him. "Let them in, Aunt M." 
 She moved aside, and the men entered, staring at the sand. 
 Detective Marshall removed his reflective sunglasses and scanned the salon. "I didn't think you'd go to the beach again after yesterday." 
 "Me either." I shot my cousin the stink eye. "But we're having a promotional event." 
 Gia gave the detective her best Bond Girl stare. "And it starts in an hour." 
 Detective Ohlsen moved in front of his colleague. "This won't take long. Lester and I wanted to check on Cassidi and let you know about some developments." 
 As far as I could tell, Lester was as concerned about me as a corpse. But I took a seat on the waiting room couch next to Gia, and Magnolia stayed by the door. 
 Detective Ohlsen rubbed his eyes. "We cleared Clark Graham of any involvement in the murders, and he was released last night. And thanks to the national news coverage, we received a call from a brother of Jade's out in San Francisco, Quan Liu. He said they're no relation to Mei." 
 So Jade was a fraud, but her last name was legit. 
 He glanced at Detective Marshall, who stepped closer to the couch. "Quan also said she lost her law license last year for fabricating evidence to win a case. Apparently, she hatched a plan to exploit the fact that she and Mei had the same last name." 
 Gia twisted a lock of wig, trying to seem casual. But I knew she was freaking out inside—like me.  
 We hadn't returned Mei's book to Bree because we hadn't had the chance. Were we about to get the book thrown at us for withholding the grammar book evidence?

 Detective Marshall folded his arms. "We think Jade identified her blackmail victims through a fishing exhibit at a Seattle museum near where she lived." 
 He was referring to the one associated with the book Amy and I had used to search for the tattoos, but I wasn't going to confess that to him. 
 "For the record, Randall, Clark, and The Reverend weren't her only targets." Detective Ohlsen tugged at the waistband of his pants. "A couple of other victims came forward last night." 
 My aunt scratched her head. "And all their papas did the bedroom rodeo at that chicken ranch?" 
 He stumbled on the sand. "The parlor house was popular in its heyday." 
 "It was those two-for-one specials," Gia said. 
 Silence fell over the salon, and I willed the Bond Girl to go back to her Jeannie bottle. "Am I allowed to know where Randall was apprehended?" 
 A corner of Detective Marshall's frown rose. "At home, during his nap." 
 I gasped. What kind of monster could sleep after leaving someone, i.e., me, to die?

 My aunt patted my shoulder. "Now that he's goin' to the Graybar Hotel, that's the last sleep he's gonna git." 
 Gia shook out her Ursula Andress wet look. "What I want to know is why he would kill to hide his Viagra use. So he serves boneless pork." She threw up her hands and did a dramatic eye roll. "Is it really that big a deal?" 
 "My pig." Magnolia scurried toward the back. 
 Detective Ohlsen looked like he wanted to leave with my aunt.  
 And the corner of Detective Marshall's frown went back down. "Let me put it to you this way. He wasn't using the Viagra with his wife." 
 That explained why Randall would buy illegal Viagra rather than getting a prescription. He cheated on Olivia because he thought of marriage as a "merger."  
 But I still wanted answers in the murder of my uncle. "I know you can't tell me the names of the other victims, but do you think there's a connection between this case and my uncle's murder, besides the Viagra list?" 
 Detective Ohlsen glanced at Detective Marshall. "We haven't been able to rule it out." 
   
 *   *   * 

 

 By the time I'd done my hair and makeup and put on my retro white halter one-piece, the reverse Christmas was raging. I came downstairs to a 1960s party worthy of Venice Beach. Jan and Dean's "Surf City" was blaring, and a group of dancers were doing The Swim, The Twist, The Hitch Hike, and, because Gia had hired them, The Jersey Turnpike. Also owing to her influence, there were tanned body builders lifting weights, and the staff and female clients all had a beehive, a bouffant, or a bob. And the odd Jeannie ponytail. 
 Since my aunt had insisted on working my shift, I decided to mingle with the clients. I walked to my station, where former crossing guard Mabel Henderson was ditching her gray pin curls in favor of a pixie. "Don't you look nice?" 
 "Oh, Cassidi." Her cloudy eyes glowed. "I was telling Magnolia that with the snow outside, this event reminds me of Ski Party." 
 "Was that a TV show?" 
 "No, dear. A Frankie Avalon and Deborah Walley beach movie set on the ski slopes." 
 I didn't know what to think except that the '60s was a weird time. 
 "Pardon us for a minute, Mabel." My aunt took my wrist and pulled me aside. She was so excited, the fringe on her bathing suit shook. "I got a message from Barry." 
 The last thing I wanted to do at a beach party was talk about Mr. Manilow, but she'd done so much for me I had to play along. "What did he have to say?"  
 "'Looks Like We Made It.'" She elbowed me in the side. "Isn't he the wisest, most wonderful man?" 
 "M-hm. I suppose he is." I hurried to Gia's station. 
 She glanced at my aunt and then resumed the work of giving Amy Brigitte Bardot's cat-eyed look. "What was that about?" 
 "Barry." 
 Amy slurped a piña colada from a coconut cup. "You know, you really ought to call him and thank him for his help." 
 I looked into her lined eyes, hoping she was drunk. 
 "What she ought to do is have Magnolia checked out." Gia leaned in with the eyeliner wand. "Now do me a favor—well, all of us, really—and don't talk." 
 I glanced over my shoulder to make sure my aunt was with Mabel. "She's not crazy. She's got a sixth sense." 
 Gia shot me a look. "I think you mean a sick sense." 
 "Amy said it best. Sometimes things happen we can't explain, and in my aunt's case, I think we should leave it at that." 
 "Whatever." She painted a black line above Amy's eye. "I've got to finish this before The Ferret comes in." 
 "Tiffany's coming?" Even though I hadn't pressed charges for the vandalism, I was shocked she would come to the salon, especially given the Donatello debacle. "And you didn't cancel her appointment?" 
 "Nope." Gia screwed on the eyeliner cap. "She doesn't know it, but I'm going to frost her hair like a ferret's." 
 "Uh-uh. You won't." 
 "Hello, it's me." She gave a hands-up shrug. "Of course I will." 
 Obviously, I had to assign Tiffany to another stylist when she came in. 
 Amy slipped coke-bottle glasses over her cat eyes. "Does that mean you and Donatello are done?" 
 Gia leaned against her station. "Duh. This beach body is my revenge." 
 "How's he going to see it?" I asked. And then panic pierced my gut. "He's not coming too, is he?" 
 "Relax, cug. I took a slander lesson from the snake's playbook." 
 My chest constricted like a boa was squeezing it. There was nothing relaxing about that. 
 Gia glanced at her steel tips. "I told Duncan Pickles we wouldn't sue him in exchange for a front-page spread on the event." 
 I looked at the sand and considered burying myself in it. No matter how hard I worked to disassociate The Clip and Sip from its promiscuous past, someone came along and sexed it back up. 
 "OMG." Amy sucked her straw like she was sounding an alarm. "Speak of the snake, she just slid in." 
 Ivy approached us with a duffle bag on her shoulder. Despite the dunes, she still managed to strut in her stilettos—to the tune of The Beach Boys' "California Girls." 
 "Look, everyone," Gia shouted. "The Grinch crashed our party." 
 Amy slunk to the break room, and Ivy struck an I'm-so-over-this pose. "Bah, humbug to you too." 
 Gia pointed to the window overlooking the street, where Ivy's Lexus was parked. "I see your sleigh is packed with boxes. Are they the toys you stole from the Whos down in Whoville?" 
 She flipped her hair like a whip. "They're my belongings. I'm leaving Danger Cove." 
 My cousin's fake-bronzed cheeks took on a natural glow. 
 Ivy handed me the bag. "These are brand new styling tools. I won't need this stuff at my LA salon, and I thought you might like to have it." 
 "Thanks?" I phrased my gratitude as a question because I wasn't sure what she was up to. "But why would you leave now when you've been cleared of any involvement in Jade's murder?" 
 "Because I'm safer in Los Angeles." She side-eyed the entire salon. "This town is crawling with criminals." 
 I should have been offended, but based on my experiences, I suspected she was right. 
 "You know…" Ivy pursed her lips and took a breath. "When I first met you, I had you pegged as the spoiled princess type. You inherited a salon, a house, a Ferrari, and to get where I am I had to fight like a dog." 
 "You mean, strike like a snake." Gia flashed a venomous smile. 
 I bumped the knife on my cousin's hip to send her a poisonous message of my own.  
 "Um, I have been really fortunate, Ivy. I admit it." 
 "But you haven't had it easy, either. Look at what that loser Randall Olcott did to you. And yet somehow you're always a class act." She paused. "I respect that." 
 I extended my hand. As we shook, I wondered whether her heart had grown like the Grinch's. The holidays had that effect on some people. 
 Ivy released my grip and smirked at Gia. "You should study your cousin's style, Jersey Girl. Because yours isn't working for you." 
 If Ivy's heart had grown, it was only a size or two. 
 Gia recovered from her shock and went after Ivy. 
 But I grabbed the back of her bikini top, and held on until Ivy had gone. "Chill out, cuz. You should be happy. Your enemy is leaving town, so it's like you won."  
 She glared at me and adjusted her top. "I've still got The McCurmudgeon. For a year." 
 "Call her Harriet," I said. "You have to be nice to her now that she saved my life." 
 "I know." Gia sneered. "That was a dirty trick." 
 I rolled my eyes and walked to my station. Bree had entered the waiting room, and I had an important transaction to make.  
 I grabbed a box from my supply cabinet and carried it to her. "Here are those nail products you wanted."  
 Bree stiffened as though she'd frozen outside in the snow. 
 "It's not really products," I said. "It's the grammar book?" 
 "Right. I knew that." She rolled her shoulders like a boulder had dropped off her back. "I'll tell the police I found it today. And thank you for not confessing that you had this." 
 "I wasn't going to rat you out after you risked jail for me. Can I offer you a haircut or something to pay you back?" 
 "You're sweet, but I've got an appointment next week for a soiree I'm going to, and I want to pay for that." Bree looked over my shoulder and bit her lower lip. "But…do those body builders offer massage?" 
 "They're only for show." 
 "You should have massage as a service. I know I'd come in a lot more." She opened the door, and Zac stepped onto the porch. "I'll bet this one gives a good massage." 
 His brow furrowed, and she darted out. He closed the door and caught sight of the beach scene. "Ha. This is wild." 
 "It did come from the mind of Gia." 
 "It's packed," he said. "Why don't I come back when you're closed?" 
 I grabbed him by the collar. "Don't you dare leave, Zac Taylor. I've always got time for you." 
 He gave me one of his blazing smiles that scorched me to the bone. "I came to see how you were doing." His gaze traveled the length of my body. "But I can see that you're fine." 
 Despite the dropping temperature outside, the heat was rising in the salon. 
 "It's Marilyn Monroe and JFK." Donna Bocca peered over the top of a Celebrity Hairstyles magazine from the waiting room couch. "Are you going to put on a show?" 
 The Clip and Sip turned cold. She'd probably eavesdropped on my conversation with Bree, and if I knew Woman Mouth, I'd have reason to rue the day.  
 I turned to Zac. "Why don't we go out front?" 
 "In that?" He pointed to my bathing suit. 
 If Frankie Avalon and Deborah Walley did it, so could I. "You can keep me warm." 
 "Yes, ma'am."  
 He opened the door, and I went onto the porch. It was freezing cold—as bad as the cave—but it felt so great to be alive.  
 I cuddled inside his coat. "I've been wanting to tell you how sorry I am the yacht deal with Randall isn't going to happen." 
 "Are you kidding? I can't even think about that after the hell he put you through." He held me tight and nuzzled my neck. "But one thing he did might help me get my dad's business back." 
 I pulled away. "What's that?" 
 "Clark and I went to the smugglers' caves this morning. And when Randall moved those rocks, he uncovered a small indention in the floor that contained these." He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out two pesos. 
 I flipped them over on his palm, examining both sides. "They're the same as the one I found in the bay on Pirate's Hook." 
 He pocketed the coins. "We're hoping it means the treasure is somewhere in the caves." 
 Although I was thrilled about the discovery, the idea of Zac spelunking in the place I'd almost died was too frightening to consider. I snuggled up to him, savoring his strength, his warmth, the moment. 
 "But that's not the best part." His voice was low and loving. "I also found this." 
 "What?" I looked at his hands. 
 He was holding a sprig of mistletoe. 
 I laughed and gave him a mock punch. "You made it sound like it was treasure." 
 "It is." He held it over me, and his blue eyes softened. "And it's priceless." 
 I closed my eyes and waited for the kiss. And when his lips touched mine, I knew it was going to be a Merry Christmas. 

 

 * * * * * 

 





CHRISTMAS COCKTAILS AND COCOA

   

The Mistletoe

 Cassidi is a big fan of mistletoe, but only if Zac's around. Gia likes this drink too because it has flavored vodka and it's the colors of the Italian flag. Oh, and Christmas. 
   

Ingredients

 1 oz cherry vodka 
 tonic water 
 a splash of sour mix 
 rosemary sprig 
 cherry 
   

Directions

 Combine all the ingredients in a glass, and garnish with the rosemary and cherry. 
   

The Candy Cane

 Gia loves candy canes as much as she loves flavored vodka, and this recipe combines the two. With crushed peppermints around the rim of the glass, it's a fun party drink. 
   

Ingredients

 ¾ oz berry vodka 
 ¾ oz peppermint schnapps 
 ¾ oz crème de cacao 
 ¼ oz grenadine 
 ¾ oz half-and-half or heavy cream 
 crushed peppermint candy 
   

Directions

 Mix the vodka, Schnapps, grenadine, and crème de cacao with ice in a cocktail shaker. Rim a cocktail glass with crushed peppermint candy, and pour the shaken mixture into the glass. Top the drink with cream. 
   

Texas Hot Chocolate

 Magnolia sticks to what is familiar. And even though she considers alcohol to be the devil's drink, she occasionally has some in her cocoa. But just a skosh! 
   

Ingredients

 2 oz white chocolate liqueur or crème de cacao (nonalcoholic: use chocolate syrup) 
 4 oz unsweetened chocolate 
 4 cups milk 
 2 cups heavy cream 
 ¾ cup sugar 
 1 ½ teaspoons cinnamon 
 2 eggs 
 3 teaspoons vanilla extract 
 ½ oz peppermint schnapps (optional) 
   

Directions

 Melt the chocolate in a double boiler. In a separate saucepan, heat the milk and cream over low heat, but do not bring to a boil. Add three tablespoons of the heated milk and cream to the melted chocolate, and then blend in the rest. Add the sugar and cinnamon. 
   
 Combine the eggs and vanilla, and beat in a bowl. Add a tablespoon of the chocolate mixture to the eggs, and beat well. Slowly stir the egg mixture into the chocolate mixture. Whisk the chocolate in the double boiler for three minutes. 
   
 Pour white chocolate liqueur or crème de cacao into mugs. Add peppermint schnapps, if desired. Add chocolate mixture, and serve.  
   

 

 * * * * * 
   

Visit Danger Cove Online!

 Meet the local residents, explore our interactive town map, and read about the next Danger Cove mystery! 
   




FREE EBOOK OFFER

   
 Want to get an email alert when the next Danger Cove Mystery is available?  

Sign up for our newsletter today  
 and as a bonus receive a FREE ebook! 
   




DANGER COVE BOOKS


Secret of the Painted Lady


Murder and Mai Tais


Death by Scones


Four-Patch of Trouble


Deadly Dye and a Soy Chai


Killer Closet Case


Tree of Life and Death

 A Killing in the Market (short story in the Killer Beach Reads collection) 

Killer Colada


Passion, Poison, & Puppy Dogs


A Novel Death


Robbing Peter to Kill Paul


Sinister Snickerdoodles


Heroes and Hurricanes


A Death in the Flower Garden


Divas, Diamonds & Death  

A Slaying in the Orchard


A Secret in the Pumpkin Patch


Deadly Dirty Martinis


A Poison Manicure & Peach Liqueur
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ABOUT THE AUTHORS

   
 In her previous life, Traci Andrighetti was a lecturer of Italian at the University of Texas at Austin, where she earned a PhD in applied linguistics. But then she got wise and ditched that academic stuff for a life of crime—writing, that is. These days Traci is the USA TODAY bestselling author of the Franki Amato mysteries and the Danger Cove Hair Salon mysteries. 
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BOOKS BY TRACI ANDRIGHETTI


 


Danger Cove Hair Salon Mysteries:


Deadly Dye and a Soy Chai


A Poison Manicure & Peach Liqueur

   

Franki Amato Mysteries: 

Limoncello Yellow


Prosecco Pink


Rosolio Red (holiday short story) 

Amaretto Amber
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AUTHOR'S NOTE


 


Grazie for reading A Poison Manicure and Peach Liqueur!

   
 Dear Reader, 
   
 I had so much fun being back in Danger Cove, but I'm not sure Cassidi, Gia, Amy, and Zac had as good a time as I did. ;)  
   
 On the subject of fun, because I've spent the past several years writing about Danger Cove and New Orleans, I decided to throw a bit of Texas in. I hope you enjoyed Aunt Magnolia's visit. Just like Cassidi and Gia, I was not expecting her to show up. After I started writing this story, I came to point where I needed a character to make a dramatic entrance, and Magnolia appeared with pink Marge Simpson hair and Granny from The Beverly Hillbillies' spunk! 
   
 In other news, the Danger Cove Hair Salon gang will return for a third book so that I can solve the ongoing mystery of Uncle Vinnie's death. As you've probably noticed, he was quite the character when he was alive (and even while he's been dead), so I hope you'll come back to find out what happened to him. Since this is Vinnie we're talking about, it should be interesting, to put it mildly. 
   
 If you have any comments about the Danger Cove Hair Salon mysteries or my Franki Amato mysteries, I would love to hear from you. Your emails not only help me to improve my plots, they also keep me company (clearly, I spend too much time alone). So please write to me at traci@traciandrighetti.com.

   
 Last but not least, please consider writing a favorable review of A Poison Manicure and Peach Liqueur. We authors are dependent on readers like you to stay in business, so thank you in advance for your support. 
   
 And, if you're reading this in November or December, Buone feste (Happy holidays)! 
   
 Traci Andrighetti 
   
 PS: If you're a Danger Cove or a Franki Amato fan, I'd love to have you on my street team, The Giallo Squad. You can find information about how to join on my website: www.traciandrighetti.com. 
   
 * * * * * 

 





BOOK CLUB QUESTIONS

   
 In A Poison Manicure and Peach Liqueur, Jade Liu is poisoned by chance. Do you think her death was poetic justice? Why or why not? 
   
 Cassidi and Gia have a rocky relationship with rival salon owner Ivy Li, both before and after the murders. How did you feel about her? 
   
 Amy collects nutcrackers, and so do my mom and I. Do you or does anyone in your family have a collection? 
   
 Cassidi's aunt Magnolia channels Barry Manilow in a crisis—or, at least, she thinks she does. How would you explain her odd behavior? 
   
 Magnolia also has an interesting relationship to inanimate objects, including her car and guns. Do you name items or own things that are more than possessions to you? 
   
 Harriet McCudgeon is opening a tour business, and because of it she's in everyone's business, which is both good and bad for Cassidi. Do you think Harriet is an admirable character? Explain. 
   
 Board games are a minor character in A Poison Manicure and Peach Liqueur. Have you ever played one of the games mentioned? What other games do you play? 
   
 The storied (and sullied) history of The Clip and Sip has caused problems for Cassidi, not least of which is Sabine LaSalle. If you had inherited the Victorian mansion, what would you do with it? 
   
 Vinnie Conti was a salon owner, a drug dealer, and a gigolo. Do you think any of these factors were the reason for his death? What, and who, do you think killed him? 
   
 Who is your favorite character in A Poison Manicure and Peach Liqueur? How come? 
   
   
 * * * * * 
   




SNEAK PEEK

   
 of the first Franki Amato Mystery 
   

LIMONCELLO YELLOW


 


by


 


TRACI ANDRIGHETTI


 


CHAPTER ONE

   
 As I surveyed the scene at what looked eerily like the Bates Motel, I was shaking so badly from the cold and fear that I was afraid the gun in my holster would fire on its own. I longed for the cozy fire and protective embrace of my boyfriend that I'd felt as we'd exchanged Christmas presents just hours before.  
 "Folks, you need to go back to your rooms immediately," Officer Stan Stubbs announced to the crowd of curious motel guests that had gathered. 
 When the onlookers began to disperse, the woman in room six began moaning again. According to 911 dispatch, she had been in distress for at least half an hour. 
 I gave an involuntary shiver and wondered what kind of animal would want to cause a woman pain that produced that sort of moaning. 
  "Something about this doesn't feel like a regular domestic abuse situation," Stan said, drawing his gun. "We need urgent backup, Franki." 
 I nodded and grabbed the radio from my belt. "I have a 10-39 at the Twilight Motel on Manor Road. Request backup." 
 Stan began his approach to room six. 
 I put the device away and drew my gun. Then I hurried over and took my place on the opposite side of the door from Stan. 
 "I'm goin' in on the count of three," he said in a low voice. "I need to get to the john, and quick like." 
 I gasped. "Now, Stan?" 
 Stan was my partner on the Austin PD. As a rookie on the force, I'd been paired with a seasoned veteran of the department. Even though we'd spent the past six months together, I'd learned little from Stan except that he had a "wifey" named Juanita who worshipped the ground he walked on, he valued his handgun collection more than he did his now adult children, and he suffered from chronic gastrointestinal distress. And despite his self-proclaimed "legendary instinct" for cracking cases, he was perpetually baffled by his stomach issues even though the culprit was clear: a steady diet of jelly donuts and chorizo, bean and cheese breakfast tacos that he washed down with a gallon or so of coffee and Gatorade (Did I mention that he was also chronically dehydrated because of the diarrhea?). Needless to say, he spent the better part of every shift visiting the nearest men's room. 
 Ignoring my concern, Stan grasped his gun with both hands and slammed his right shoulder into the door. It flew open instantly, and he stormed into the room. "Police! Hands in the air!" 
 As I rushed in behind him, my gun drawn, the woman let out a hair-raising scream. 
 "What in the hell?" Stan shouted. 
 I followed his gaze to the bed, and a chill went through my body.  
 "Why, it's just a couple goin' at it," Stan scoffed. 
 I blinked hard. Was it my imagination playing tricks on me at 4:30 a.m., or was one member of that couple horribly familiar? As in, exchanging-gifts-by-a-cozy-fire familiar. 
 "Vince?" I said, my voice barely above a whisper as I stared at my boyfriend of over two years. 
 He looked at me like a deer caught in the headlights. "Franki?" 
 Make that, like a cheating rat caught in the act. 
 Stan looked from Vince to me. "You two know each other?" 
 I nodded, unable to speak. The chill that I'd felt initially had turned to a dull aching pain, and all I wanted to do was run from the room and cry. But I couldn't because I was on duty.   
 "I'll let you take it from here, Franki," Stan said as he rushed into the bathroom and slammed the door. 
 No sooner had he left the room than the woman leapt from the bed—all 6' 5" or so of her—wearing nothing but her outrage. "Zis invazion iz illegal in Deutschland."  
 "All right Franki," Vince began in a patronizing tone, "no crime has been committed, so why don't you put the gun down? Then we can all talk about this like rational adults." 

No crime? Rational adults? The dull pain was quickly turning to red-hot anger. Before I could think it through, I shouted, "If you think for one minute that I'm going to sit down to chat with you and your German whore here—" 
 The furious fräulein kicked the gun from my hand, and I watched in what seemed like slow motion as it flew under the bed. 
 "Be careful, Franki," Vince warned. "She's here from Munich on a semi-pro wrestling tour." 
 "Oh, so now you're worried about my well being, Vince?" I asked, backing away from the German giantess. Now that I'd mentioned it, I was a little worried about me too. She was squatting down low with her hands raised, like she was going to make mincemeat of me. 
 "For you, ze 'tilt-a-whirl slam,'" she announced as she lunged for my waist. 
 From over her shoulder, I saw Vince leap from the bed to try to tackle her. Without even so much as a glance behind her, she laid him out cold with an elbow to the jaw. 
  "Ze 'discus elbow shmash,'" she explained, raising her chin and jutting out her King Kong–like chest.  
 By now it was clear that the crazed Kraut was a force to be reckoned with. Unfortunately for me, she was refusing to recognize that I was a force to be reckoned with too—a member of the police force. Before I knew what was happening, she had heaved all 5' 10" and 170 pounds of me over her right shoulder and begun to spin. Then, she let go. 
 I landed on the floor with a dull thud and desperately tried to remember what the police academy had taught me to do in situations like this. But the truth was that the trainers hadn't covered how to extricate oneself from a female German wrestler with a serious case of roid rage. 
 "Und now ze 'fist drop,'" she said, falling onto me while driving her fist into my belly.  
 I writhed on the ground in agony, gasping for breath. Then I saw the Munich Monster rise up from the floor like Godzilla from the sea. Clutching my stomach, I scrambled to my feet and did my best to mimic her sparring moves.  
 I dodged another lunge and glanced in the direction of the bathroom. "I really need you out here, Stan!" 
 "Just another minute, Franki." I heard the toilet flush. 
 In an attempt to reason with the raging wrestler, I said, "Listen, Greta or Helga or whatever your name is—" 
 "Mein name is Petra! Petra ze Pretzelmaker!" Her face contorted with rage as the veins bulged from her thick, manly neck. "It iz not whore!" 
 "Well, whoever you are," I wheezed, "you're under arrest." 
 "Nein.
You are under arrest. Prepare for ze 'body avalanche.'" She flew through the air, knocked me flat on my back, and pinned me beneath her hulking frame. 
 Trying to protect my stomach from another fist drop, I rolled over just as she introduced a "hair pull" move that jerked me backward into an upward facing dog position.  
 I frantically tried to visualize what a good cop would do in a situation she hadn't been trained for when her partner's in the bathroom and she'd already called for backup, but nothing was coming to me. In the meantime, Petra, as her wrestling named implied, was twisting me into a pretzel. I had to buy time until backup arrived, or she was going to turn me into spaetzle. 
 "Petra, you need to calm down," I explained. "In the U.S., assaulting a police officer is a felony offense. You could go to prison for a long time." 
 To my relief, she abruptly let go of my hair. But as I fell forward she used her brawn to lift me into the air by my belt loops and sling me over her shoulder yet again. I heard the distinct sound of the seat of my uniform pants splitting. 

Wunderbar, I thought as I remembered that I'd gone commando that day for lack of clean underwear. 
 "Und now I shpank," Petra announced. 
 "Don't you dare!" I felt the full force of her giant paw come down on my bare behind.  
 I mentally swore at the backup team for taking so long to arrive. Then I cursed my pants for splitting. I'd spent years avoiding my disproportionately large butt, both visually and mentally. Since it was behind me, I'd never had to look at it or think about it. Ever. And that had been my strategy—until now. 
 I heard a wet smacking sound as I felt her palm strike my bottom for the second time. My eyes filled with angry tears. 
 The toilet flushed again. 
 "I'm coming, Franki!" Stan rushed from the bathroom, fumbling with the buckle on his oversized pants. He drew his gun and aimed it at Petra. "Freeze!
You're under arrest!" 
 Petra stopped in mid-spank, leaving my bare bottom directly under the glow of the only light in the dimly lit room. 
 "Drop the officer, boy," Stan commanded. 
 To my chagrin, Petra promptly did as she was told, and I hit the ground with the full force of my weight on my right knee. I was almost positive that it was either dislocated or broken.  
 "Now lie down on your belly real slow-like, son, and put your hands behind your back," he continued. 
 I rolled onto my back and clutched my knee. "She's the female, Stan. Vince is unconscious on the other side of the bed." 
 He sauntered over to Petra and squinted at her in the soft light. "Well I'll be damned." 
 After he cuffed the now astonishingly docile Deutschländer and pulled her to her feet, he whistled in amazement. "You're a real nutcracker, aren't ya?" 
 Despite my loathing for the woman, I rolled my eyes at Stan's remark. The guy had no filter.  
 Next, I looked on angrily as he led the placid Petra out the door to the squad car, carefully protecting her head with his right hand as he helped her into the backseat with the other.  
 Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed that Vince was regaining consciousness across the room. If I could have walked or even crawled to his side, I would have knocked him out again.  
 Vince sat up and rubbed his jaw where he'd been elbowed. Then he turned to me. "Are you okay, babe?" 
 I stared at him in disbelief. "You mean after finding you in bed with a woman who then tried to kill me? Yeah, Vince. Doin' great." 
 "I can explain . . ." 
 "That's classic," I snapped, turning my head to hide my tears. "Do us both a favor and shut your mouth." 
 Stan chose that moment to pop his head into the room. "Uh, Vince, can I talk to you outside for a minute?"  
 Vince nodded and followed Stan out the door. I couldn't hear what they were saying because they had lowered their voices, but I would swear that I heard the two of them chuckling at one point. I watched in silent fury as they solidified their male bonding moment over a handshake before Vince got into his car and drove away. 
 When Stan re-entered the room, he nonchalantly pulled out his report pad and started to write. 
 I looked up at Stan from my supine position on the floor. "Um, Stan? Do you think maybe you could help me up? Since I'm injured?" 
 "Huh? Oh sure, Franki. One sec." He finished writing his sentence and ambled over to me. 
 Stan put his hands on his hips and looked down at me. "You looked pretty funny hanging upside down like that over Suzy Schwarzenegger's shoulder. Did you know your butt was showin'?" 
 "Yeah, thanks, Stan," I replied through clenched teeth. I was forever on the receiving end of his asinine comments. 
 "Sure, Franki. That's what partners are for." 
 I snorted. Since starting this job, Stan had been about as helpful to me as a ball and chain around my ankle and a noose around my neck. I had watched in frustration as the other rookies from my class flourished under the watchful eyes of their respective partners while I had slowly deteriorated under the disinterested gaze of mine. And when I'd finally gotten up the nerve to privately request a new partner, I'd been publicly branded as a troublemaker and earned the nickname "Finicky Franki," as though I were a petulant child or, even worse, a cat. 
 As Stan helped me off the ground, he let out a loud, greasy fart. "Hooo! That felt goooood." 
 I closed my eyes—and my nostrils—and promised myself that I would learn how to meditate. 
 "You know, I've really got to see somebody about my stomach," he reflected to himself for what must have been the hundredth time since I had met him. "I think I might have some kind of problem, but I don't know why. Hell, I'm in the best shape of my life." 
 Stan confidently patted his spare tire belly as he walked—and I hopped unassisted—to the squad car.  
 As soon as he climbed into the seat, he emitted three resounding sausage-scented belches. "Ugh, this heartburn is a killer. I feel like Old Faithful's eruptin' in my gut. Hey, could you hand me my antacids? They're in the glove box."  
 By this time, I knew very well where he kept his antacids, anti-diarrheals, and anti-gas tablets, all of which I regularly replenished out of my own pocket unbeknownst to Stan. I opened the glove compartment and handed him the box of antacids. Then I rolled down my window for life-sustaining oxygen. He'd already left me to die a violent slamming death. I'd be damned if I was going to let him suffocate me too. 
 "You okay, Franki?" 
 "I'm fine, Stan." 
 "Well, you rolled down your window like you needed some air. You feelin' dizzy?" 

Oh indeed I am, I thought, but not because you let the Teutonic Titan
spin me around the motel room for half a freakin' hour. He had absolutely no concept that his bodily functions might present a problem for me, both in terms of my physical safety on calls and my ability to breathe. 
 We arrived at the station and took Petra to booking. After she was processed and taken to her cell, Stan turned to me and began his customary end-of-the-shift lecture. "You know, you've really got to pay attention when you're out there on the street. This isn't the first time I've had to come to your rescue."  
 "Stan, I—" 
 "I mean, I'm not bragging or anything," he interrupted, "but I'm the best of the best. If you can't learn from me, then I don't know if you're gonna make it on the force." 
 "Stan, you—" 
 "You know I have to write this in my report, Franki. You put me in real danger out there. I had no backup. I could've been killed!" 
 That did it. Although I was mostly mad at Vince, Stan was about to find out what it was like when I lost my filter. And it's not like he didn't have it coming. "Wait just one minute, Stan. Let me get this straight. I put you in danger? Are you freakin' kidding me? You put me in danger when you left me alone with the Deutsch Destroyer! And this was hardly the first time. I mean, I'm always covering my ass while yours is planted on a toilet seat." 
 Stan smirked. "Well, you didn't do such a good job of covering your ass tonight, now did you Franki?"  
 Now why did I have to mention my ass? I'd practically handed it to him on a platter with that remark. 
 "And that's the problem," he explained. "You can't protect yourself out there, and you can't be relied on to protect your partner from loonies like Schotsie the Sausagestuffer, either." 
 "Petra the Pretzelmaker!" 
 "And if you really want to know something, Franki," Stan continued in an offended tone, "I think it's inappropriate for you to discuss my bathroom habits." 
 "Me?" I'd had to endure play-by-play reenactments of the ins and outs of his bowels—make that the outs—on a daily basis since the first day of our partnership. But Stan was too self-absorbed to ever be able to realize that, much less admit it. I could tell that this conversation was going nowhere fast, just like my career. There was nothing more to say.  
 In that moment I knew it was over—I had to quit the police force. It wasn't because of Stan's utter lack of self-awareness or mentoring skills. (Although, after suffering through the many misadventures of his entrails, the idea of spending my days—or, in this case, my nights—joined at the hip of a partner had forever lost its appeal.). It was because I was tired of the kinds of people I had to deal with, the unpredictable situations and the humiliations. In the past few months, I'd been accidentally knocked head first into a steaming hot tub by another cop during a hotel fight, punched in the face on Halloween night by a drunken sorority girl who'd assumed I was wearing an "unsexy cop costume," and attacked by a disorderly circus clown's overprotective monkey, just to name a few. And now I had to add "spun and spanked by a
German female wrestler
with anger management issues who was fresh out of bed with my boyfriend"
to the list. The time had definitely come to consider other forms of employment.  
   
 *   *   * 

 

 I shoved the crutch that the emergency room doctor had given me into the backseat of my 1965 cherry red Mustang convertible and winced as I climbed gingerly into the front seat. The pain in my sprained knee was intense, but it was nothing compared to the ache in my heart. I reached into my bag for my car keys but pulled out my phone instead. I glanced at the time on the display: 7:30 a.m. If I knew my workaholic best friend Veronica Maggio, she was already toiling away at her new detective agency. I debated waiting to call her until after I'd had some time to sleep on the devastating events of the night shift, but I decided that I'd rest a whole lot easier knowing how she was going to react to my news. So I scrolled through my contacts, tapped her name and held my breath.  
 "Private Chicks, Incorporated," Veronica answered, her voice unnaturally clipped and professional. "If you give us the time, we'll solve your crime. What can I help you with?"  
 I tried to pretend she was next door instead of five hundred lonely miles away in New Orleans. "Do you always answer the phone that way?" 
 "In this economic climate, you have to be aggressive, Franki. You always have to be ready to give your thirty-second elevator pitch. Even when you're answering the phone." Unlike me, Veronica was extremely practical and all business. Though, no one could tell that about her at first glance because she looked and acted a lot like Elle Woods in Legally Blonde—petite, blonde, perky and perfectly put together at all times—only she had a cream Pomeranian named Hercules instead of a tan Chihuahua named Bruiser. Veronica was everything I wasn't, and that was putting it mildly. 
 "Maybe," I responded. "But I don't know about the 'If you give us the time' part. It makes it sound like it could take you a while to solve a case." 
 "It's an expression, Franki. It means that if you hire us, we'll solve your case." 
 "I suppose." 
 There was an awkward pause. 
 "Is something wrong?" Veronica asked. 
 I did my utmost to feign surprise. "Why on earth would you think that?" 
 "Because you're doing everything you can to avoid telling me why you called." 
 "I called because I've decided to take you up on your offer to join your PI firm. I'm moving to New Orleans." 
 "Really? What about Vince? And your job?" 
 "Vince and I aren't together anymore." There. I said it. And it had hurt. 
 "Do you want to talk about it?" 
 "Let's just say that I was in a committed relationship, but he wasn't." 
 "I'm sorry, Franki." 
 "Me too," I whispered, wiping away tears with the back of my hand. 
 "But I really hope you're not leaving your job because of Vince." 
 "He's got nothing to do with it," I fibbed. If I told her that I discovered Vince's betrayal thanks to a 911 call, she would never believe that I was leaving the force because it was the right thing to do. "The hard truth is that I'm just not cut out for the police force. I gave my two weeks' notice this morning." 
 "Are you kidding? You're a born cop, Franki. I mean, you still need some experience and all, but you come from a Sicilian family, and you grew up in Houston. If you don't know crime, who does?" she joked, trying to raise my spirits. 
 "Verrrry funny. Need I remind you that you're half Sicilian too?" I asked, half-heartedly playing along. 
 "Yeah, but I'm also half Swedish, which tempers the Italian-ness considerably. You've got it on both sides, so you're screwed." 
 "You're just a laugh a minute, you know that? I tell you what, let's leave ethnicity out of this," I replied, as though I believed that were possible. Veronica and I had bonded as pre-law students at the University of Texas—not over our criminology classes, but over all things Italian: our Italian language courses, our families, endless bottles of Chianti and, of course, Gucci, Prada, Armani and Dolce and Gabbana (in Cosmopolitan and Vogue, that is). "I might have the makings of a good cop, but that doesn't mean I belong on the police force." 
 "This doesn't have anything to do with your trusty partner, does it? What happened this time? Did the diarrhea king leave you high and dry again?" 
 "Something like that." I thought of Petra heaving me repeatedly into the air and rubbed my wounded knee. "But Stan's not really the issue. I need to get off the night shift and return to the world of the living. And I want a job that's a little more predictable. As a private investigator, I'd have some say in the cases I take." And in the situations I find myself in.  
 "Do you regret going to the police academy after UT instead of law school?" 
 "You know I had no choice. I wanted to prove to my family that women could do more than make pasta and birth babies." 
  "I know," Veronica said. "But I still stay that becoming a cop was taking rebellion to the extreme." 
 "It was the best way I could think of to show them that I was as tough and capable as any man. Besides," I added, eager to change the subject from my family, "you weren't happy as an attorney, and I knew that I wouldn't have been either, especially not as a criminal defense attorney. I want to catch criminals, not defend or prosecute them. If I work for you, I can still do that but in a less restrictive environment. I can be my own boss. You know, call my own shots and that sort of thing." 
 "I certainly understand wanting to be your own boss. But aren't you going to feel like you've proven your family right by leaving the force?" 
 "They'll probably see it that way," I said. "But I'm just going to have to figure out a way to prove them wrong."  
 "Okay," she said, although she didn't sound convinced. "As long as you're sure that you're leaving Austin for the right reasons, then I could really use your help down here." 
 "I'm sure, Veronica. Austin was a great place to go to school, but now I need to move on. And with the New Year just two weeks away, it's the perfect time to start a new life."  
 "And just in time for Mardi Gras.
Laissez les bons temps rouler!" 
 "Oui, cher!" I cheered in the Cajun custom—but with a joie de vivre that I definitely didn't feel. 
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