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When beautician Valentine Beaumont’s star employee, Jock de Marco, goes missing, Valentine fears the worst. Jock could turn a Plain Jane into a knockout with the mere touch of his comb. But despite his talents in the salon, this tame career might not be enough to distance himself from a dangerous past that may be coming back to haunt him.

Valentine will stop at nothing until she finds out what happened to this Argentinean Hercules, but other things are getting in her way: an elusive assailant, a cryptic email, an infuriating employee, and one hot detective who is pressuring her to give up her search for the sexy stylist.

Can this impulsive heroine uncurl the mystery and save Jock? Or will she be too late and live a lifetime filled with regret?








“Arlene McFarlane seamlessly blends fashion, fun, and a frenzied murder in her breezy beach read, Murder, Curlers & Kites! If you’re looking for a fabulous stay-cation escape this summer, I highly recommend it!”

–New York Times Bestselling Author, Gemma Halliday




“Fresh, sexy, and original! Valentine’s inventiveness and sharp wit dazzle in this hilarious, clever romp!”

–USA Today Bestselling Author, Diana Orgain




“Murder, Curlers & Kites will have you on the edge of your salon seat with mascara running from laugh-crying while fanning yourself from the heat—and I don’t mean from the hair dryer!”

–USA Today Bestselling Author, Traci Andrighetti




“A clever mystery and a loveable heroine who looks great while hunting down bad guys. A perfect summer read!”

–USA Today Bestselling Author, Sam Cheever
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CHAPTER ONE




May had never looked cheerier. Skies were blue, buds were blooming, my smile was wide, my mood buoyant. I could feel it. Today was going to be one of those days where everything went right. Lady Luck probably figured I’d had enough misfortune lately to warrant a carefree Friday.

My name is Valentine Beaumont. My surname comes from my French side, my coloring—think Kim Kardashian—from my Armenian side, and I’m not sure who’s to blame for my impulsive side.

I own and run Beaumont’s, a full-service salon in a charming section of Rueland, Massachusetts, minutes north of Boston. I’m also a part-time sleuth with a tendency to unearth dead bodies, which is what I meant by the misfortune part.

There’s been considerable controversy over my involvement in solving homicides, mostly because I use my beauty tools in ways most people wouldn’t imagine. I’d once brought a murderer to his knees by whacking him with a hot three-pronged curling iron, then using it to melt a hole in his bag of cocaine, spreading the drug everywhere. Not ideal uses for a beauty tool, but desperate times call for desperate measures.

The fact that I’d had a sizzling, albeit exhaustive, night with Michael Romero, the hot cop in my life, may have had something to do with my cheery mood, my ridiculous smile, and the reason I felt nothing could go wrong today. Even the bird poop that seconds ago had landed on the windshield of my yellow Daisy Bug wasn’t going to bring me down on this glorious morning.

I swerved into the parking lot I shared with Friar Tuck’s donut castle and pulled up beside a shiny silver sports car that by its sleekness alone warned away the breeze and rustling debris. I’d never seen a car like this in my part of the lot before, much less knew who could own it.

My smile waned, my twitching nose telling me something was up. Who was booked this morning? Off the top, I knew Mrs. Benedetti was my first client.

Mrs. Benedetti was in her seventies, Italian to the core, and wouldn’t think twice about slapping someone upside the head if they needed sense knocked into them. Though her Mafia-linked sons went around town in flashy cars, flaunting wads of cash, Mrs. Benedetti drove a big old boat with long fins at the back. And there it was, right half of the car perched on the curb ten feet from Friar Tuck’s rusty revolving donut pole.

I clutched my ever-present black beauty bag, angled out of my Bug, and gave the sleek car another suspicious look. I didn’t want to keep Mrs. Benedetti waiting, so I skipped buying a box of Tuck’s Tidbits and darted past the Dumpster behind our buildings.

Friar Tuck’s back door creaked open on the other side of the Dumpster. A second later, a paper coffee cup was pitched on top of the bin’s overflowing trash. The cup tipped toward me, and I watched in horror as coffee sprayed onto my trendy white mini dress.

“Aaah!” I yelped, arms and legs spread wide as brown spots saturated the patterned yellow daisies on my dress.

Silence ensued, followed by a croaky voice I recognized as Austin’s from the donut shop. “Valentine? Is that you?”

The pimply adolescent poked his head around the Dumpster in his Robin Hood uniform and gawked at me from head to toe. I gawked back, in too much shock to answer.

“Hey, cool retro outfit.” He nodded in approval, coming into full view. “I especially like your poufy hair and go-go boots. You look like a Barbie doll. Or that Twiggy chick from the sixties I saw in one of my grandma’s old magazines.” He pushed back his felt crown and leaned in, brows knit together. “But you should know you’ve got coffee stains all over.”

Restraining myself from clobbering him for ruining my dress—not to mention lumping me in with the grandma reference—I lowered my arms and took a deep breath. “Yes, I know, Austin. Thanks for pointing that out.”

He shrugged. “Glad to help.”

He plodded back into Friar Tuck’s, and I hitched my bag over my right shoulder, accidentally tearing out my glittery hooped earring with my thumb. Youch. The hoop dropped to the ground with a clink, and I squeezed my eyes tightly, massaging my ear from the sharp sting.

Exhaling in frustration, I scooped up the earring, cleaned it off, and speared it back through my ear lobe. Then I marched my stained white go-go boots into the shop. These mishaps would not spoil my day. Thankfully, the pleasing smell of bergamot essential oil soothed my jagged nerves while Andrea Bocelli’s version of “O Sole Mio” echoed down the hall.

Since Mr. Worldly, a.k.a. Jock de Marco, began working in the salon, the music had shifted from jazz and rock to pieces that, as Jock put it, were drenched in emotion. With his mysterious, vast connections, I wouldn’t have been surprised to see the tenor Bocelli himself singing in the salon.

Secretly, the music had begun to soak into my skin. It was one of the things I looked forward to every morning when I came to work. Usually it went downhill from there.

“Jocko! Jocko! Jocko!” Mrs. Benedetti chanted in her husky, accented voice.

I rounded the corner into the Mediterranean-styled salon and saw the Italian matriarch, plumply filled out in typical black, reach up past Jock’s mammoth washboard chest rippling under his tailored blue shirt, and squeeze his cheeks.

Another one bites the dust, I thought, adding my first client to the harem that idolized Jock. My smile faded another notch, but not because of Mrs. Benedetti’s gushing display. A nagging feeling needled me that something was off in the salon.

Clients in the waiting area chatted, mini lights to my right above the four cutting stations twinkled through grapevines on the stucco wall, and Maximilian Martell, my second-in-command, was at his station, dazzling his own first client of the morning with her haircut.

“Valentina!” Mrs. Benedetti extended her hand toward me, her purse dangling from her arm. “This man”—she beamed from Jock to me—“he is truly a god.”

“Oh?” Derailed from whatever was pulling at me, I turned down the volume on Bocelli and joined the others. “What did this god do that was so amazing?”

I didn’t dare look at Jock, but the heated tension was there. Thing was, the guy was loved by everyone. Men. Women. Cats. Dogs. If there were such a thing as a real-life Hercules, it’d be this gorgeous, enigmatic Argentinean.

“He’s a-going to fit in my daughter, Carla, tomorrow, for the works.” Mrs. Benedetti bobbed her head at me. “Carla needs help, no? You’ve seen her, Valentina. She doesn’t hold a candle to you with your lustrous burgundy hair, your beautiful skin, and Mamma mia, those amber eyes!” She elbowed Jock, his arms folded in front. “My sons…they say they’d swim the Mediterranean for a chance with a sensual woman like Valentina.”

Jock grinned. “I hope they have good lungs.”

She whacked her purse across his biceps. “You must-a be blind not to notice this girl’s beauty.”

I knew I was blushing, but no way was I going to look up and catch Jock’s teasing eye. Truth was, not only was this god well loved, but he’d also succeeded at everything from navy firefighting to ranking as a master-at-arms to stunt-doubling. Why he’d resumed hairstyling and chosen to work for me was something I’d never understand.

To say I enjoyed working side by side with this intriguing hero was an understatement. Our day-to-day banter was stimulating, witty, and at times, sexy. But I also reminded myself he was an employee, not a lover. The lines blurred from time to time—we’d had our moments—but he knew where things stood.

I squared my shoulders, pleased at how in control I felt. “Your daughter simply hasn’t found her style yet, Mrs. Benedetti. But I’m sure this god’s the right person to give it to her.”

Jock raised a suggestive eyebrow at me, then took a second to appraise me in my newly stained dress. He slowly grazed his finger across my neckline and put it to his tongue. “Mmm. Cappuccino. When did you start drinking the java?”

My breath caught in my throat from his touch, and I patted my dress, double-checking it hadn’t gone up in flames.

“Aha!” Mrs. Benedetti piped. “You see? You do notice this beauty.”

Jock hadn’t taken his eyes off me. “I notice a lot more than Valentina thinks.”

I swallowed thickly, ignoring the way he mimicked Mrs. Benedetti’s pronunciation of my name. “I didn’t start drinking the java.” I shook the hem of my dress, airing out the damp spots. “I was merely the target of a flying coffee cup. Nothing that’s going to ruin my day.” How many times had I already thought that this morning?

I gave Mrs. Benedetti a gentle nudge toward the hall. “Why don’t you make yourself comfortable in Ti Amo for that wax job? I’ll be there in a minute.”

She slipped out a tiny flask from her purse, steeling herself. “This time, I come prepared. And I pay for Carla’s treatment today. You name the price. This is my gift to her.”

Jock ushered her down the hall to the treatment room, and I aimed for the nine-by-nine dispensary—our supply room and nook between customers—coming an inch from bumping into Phyllis Murdoch, employee #3, shuffling out in her latest handmade getup.

Uh-huh. The something that was off.

Phyllis was packed into a yellow satin kimono like those delicate geishas portrayed in Japanese paintings. Unfortunately, delicate wasn’t a term used when describing Phyllis. Her face was unevenly powdered white, her mahogany hair was swept up and dyed black, and her lips were painted like two maraschino cherries. Plus, she was wearing white socks and two-inch wooden-based flip-flops on her feet.

She click-clacked past me in her tapered kimono and squirted a huge glob of the new setting gel I’d ordered last week onto Mrs. Wozniak’s head. The tube wheezed, signaling it’d almost been emptied, and the glob streamed down her client’s face.

“What the heck?” Phyllis smeared gel off Mrs. Wozniak’s cheek and flapped her wet hand in the air like a dog shaking its fur after a bath.

Max and I ducked, narrowly missing being slung with goop.

It was clear Phyllis hadn’t read up on the product, and my heartbeat quickened at the thought of poor, hard-of-hearing Mrs. Wozniak walking out of the salon, hair spiked like a blowfish.

“Phyllis…” I lowered my voice, edging closer. “You’re only supposed to use a dime-sized portion of that gel, and you need to warm it in your hands first before applying it to wet hair.”

“Pff.” She gave me a flippant wave. “That’s how you apply it. I have my own technique.”

“Also known as the lamebrain technique.” Max had sent off his client and was scribbling in a notebook he’d grabbed from his station, eyes on Phyllis making a mess of her lady’s hair.

For obvious reasons, I kept it a secret that Phyllis was distantly related to me on my mother’s side. She remained in my employment because it was easier to face her ineptitude every day than it was letting her go and risk being put in front of the firing squad made up of my mother’s aunts.

“Eek!” Mrs. Wozniak clutched her scalp with a bony-knuckled grip.

Phyllis tore a comb through the hardened gel on the woman’s hair, and Max whipped out his phone, clicking pictures of his co-worker in action.

“Phyllis,” I said, pulse hammering, “you need to wash out the gel and start over.”

She swept away the flowery things dangling from the chopsticks in her hair, then jerked Mrs. Wozniak back into the sink. “It’s not my fault the stuff hardened so fast. If she had hair like mine, this wouldn’t have happened.”

I was trying hard not to stare at Madame Geisha’s patchy dye job and the ornate chopsticks holding up her saggy bun, but ignoring Phyllis’s hairdo was like turning a blind eye to an ogre with three heads. “Speaking of, why is your hair tinted black today?” Not the only thing I was wondering.

“To go with the outfit,” she responded, unaware of the water trickling down her client’s neck. “Do I ask you why you poufed up your hair today and dressed like a sixties replica?”

Her remark didn’t faze me. Piecing together an outfit was one of my God-given gifts, and my aim was to look like a sixties hipster, minus the coffee stains.

She flung Mrs. Wozniak upright, nearly ejecting her from her seat. “I’m amazed I colored anything at all. You know you need another tint bottle? That one with the white lid is a loose cannon. Squirts tint everywhere but on the hair.”

Max, who has been in my employ almost since day one, rolled his eyes in a full circle. “Like how you just sprayed water everywhere but on your client’s hair.”

Phyllis slapped a towel around Mrs. Wozniak’s neck, sneering at Max. “I would’ve asked you to color it last night,” she said to me, “but you had that date with Romeo, so I did it myself.”

“It’s Ro-mero,” I emphasized, my insides boiling from her lack of courtesy, “and I would’ve delayed the date in order to help you.” I gaped from her to the floor. “What’s this black stuff we’re stepping on?” As if I didn’t know.

“Huh?” She leaned over and ogled the black smudges on the ceramic tile circling willy-nilly around the stations, into the dispensary. “See? That bottle’s the pits. Must’ve left a trail to the sink when I went to wash it out.”

“A trail! Hansel and Gretel would’ve needed a GPS to follow this path. How do you suppose we’ll get these marks off the floor?” My patience was wearing thin, and it was only 9:15 in the morning. So much for starting the day in a great mood.

“I’ll clean it up,” Phyllis said, unbothered by the steam whistling out my ears.

“You don’t have enough spit in your mouth to clean the whole floor,” Max volunteered.

“Hardy-hoo-hoo.” Phyllis swung her head from Max to my bag squashed under my arm. “Enough about the floor. Where are the Tidbits?”

“Who cares about Tidbits?” Mrs. Wozniak squawked at us. “I want to know where Phyllis is today. This nitwit doesn’t know a curler from a comb.”

Max smiled and patted Mrs. Wozniak’s shoulder, enunciating his words crystal clear. “That nitwit, darling, is Phyllis. But you’re right. She doesn’t know a curler from a comb.”

I repeated today’s mantra that everything was going to go right, when the tension in my neck reminded me I’d been wrong before. “I didn’t have time to buy Tidbits, Phyllis. Feel free to get a box from Friar Tuck’s when you’re done here.”

Leaving the scene before I strangled someone in a kimono, I carted my bag into the dispensary and plunked it on the counter, giving a routine glance at the appointment book. I was looking for clues as to who owned the sports car when Max wandered in with his notebook. “The queen of day-old donuts buy a box of fresh Tidbits to share? That’ll be the day.”

I gave up studying the appointment book and eyed Max in his sharp dress shirt and perfectly fitted pants. Choosing not to discuss Tidbits or Phyllis’s cheapness any further, I motioned to his hand. “What’s with the notebook and picture-taking? All you need is a fedora on your head, and you’d have the whole reporter look down.”

He tossed the book on the counter and crossed his arms over his toned chest. “You ever hear of The X-Files?” He nodded to his book. “This is The Idiot Files. I’m documenting all the stupid things Phyllis says and does. If it’s comical enough, maybe I’ll send it to Hollywood. They’re always looking for good material.”

I didn’t know how to respond to this idea, but a flood of images from Phyllis’s exploits rushed to mind. Like the time she coaxed Clive—her name for the tiny, white-bearded man in a constant alcoholic fog on our recent cruise—into a hair contest. Or the time she butchered Ziggy Stoaks’s hair, unaware he was an escaped murder convict. And what about the bathroom explosion that singed her cornrows and brows?

While I could see the humor in Max’s mission, it seemed wrong to use Phyllis and her disasters as the material to build on. Then again, Phyllis’s life could provide ample fodder for a dozen seasons of a sitcom. So who was I to judge?

“I have a better question for you.” Max gave one of his shrewd, wise-guy stances. “Why are you walking like you’ve been horseback riding?” He gaped at me with huge eyes, realization suddenly dawning. “Valentine! How many times is that this week? You keep this up, and that stallion you’re riding will have to be put out to pasture.”

“Stop it.” I sat delicately on the wheeled stool, controlling my smile from getting away from me. “There aren’t any pastures in Rueland.”

He blinked at my rascally comeback, at a loss to say anything.

I looked from Max to Phyllis. “Does she know you’re documenting her actions?”

He grinned. “She thinks I’m detailing her training as a geisha.”

“You mean this isn’t simply another homemade outfit?”

“You got it. She’s taking lessons in the Japanese art of entertaining.” He snorted and plopped onto the second wheeled stool. “If you can believe it.”

What didn’t I believe when it came to Phyllis? “There’s something wrong with this picture. I mean, I don’t know much about Japanese traditions, but aren’t geishas supposed to be Japanese? And don’t they start training as teens?”

Max shrugged. “Tell that to the idiot out there.”

More questions flooded me, things I wondered if Phyllis had thought through. “Has she considered she might be exploiting another culture by dressing up as a geisha?”

“Lovey, you know Phyllis as well as I do. She doesn’t think. Why not let her take the ride? We both know what the outcome will be. I don’t know about you, but I’m due for a good laugh.”

I smacked his arm. “You’re awful. You could set her straight, and the whole messy outcome would be avoided.”

He jerked his head back. “Where would the fun be in that? Anyway, have you ever known Phyllis to take advice? I warned her last week against using chlorine bleach to remove mustard stains from her red pantsuit. Did she listen? No.”

“What happened?”

“Let’s just say if Phyllis wears that outfit again, she’ll resemble Miss Piggy in the raw.”

I sighed. I had enough on my mind without worrying about Phyllis’s fiascos. I stared at the page again, getting on with the day. “You know who that Carrier car belongs to?”

“What Carrier car?”

“The silver car out back. The sporty one. It says Carrier on it.”

He slapped his hand on the counter, almost knocking the fancy handset from the French provincial phone onto the floor. “That’s Jock’s new Porsche, lovey!”

Of course. The other day. Left early to look at a car. If I hadn’t had so many distractions this morning, I would’ve thought of this.

Jock strode into the dispensary. “And it’s not Carrier, it’s Car-rera. It’s a 4S.”

“I knew that.” Big lie. I knew little about cars except you got in, started the engine, and put it in D to go.

I wasn’t sure how I felt about Jock’s new mode of transportation. But the sleek and seductive look was as mysterious, magnetic, and dangerous as its owner. Plus, we were talking expensive. Jock made a good living at hair, but I suspected his private life as a stunt double was what afforded him finer luxuries. “What happened to the bike?”

He leaned his well-defined butt against the cupboards and spread his palms on the counter behind him. “It needed maintenance.”

I bobbed my head thoughtfully. “Next time I need maintenance on my car, I’ll buy a Lamborghini.”

He curled his toe under the stool legs and wheeled me toward him. “I hope you’re this witty tonight on our date.”

“Date?” I coughed on saliva that caught in my throat.

“D-a-t-e,” he spelled out, peering down into my eyes.

Max’s silence screamed he was waiting for the next move.

“You’ve forgotten,” Jock said, his tone even.

How could I remember anything with his erotic leather-citrus aroma stirring my senses? “Not really forgotten.” I held my ground. “Just…not remembered.”

A smile crept up Jock’s face. “Does it ring a bell that I bought tickets a week ago to the ballet?”

Gulp. A bell. A gong. And an alarm. After recently teasing me about being a child ballerina, Jock had offered two front-row seats to the ballet. I didn’t want to know how he’d secured them on such late notice, but in a weak moment, I’d agreed. I mean, front-row seats to the ballet! Who’d turn down those?

“I know you dread riding my Harley, so I thought why not go in style.”

“A minute ago you said you bought the Porsche because your bike needed maintenance.”

He winked. “Killing two birds with one stone.”

Butterflies fluttered in my belly from his sexy wink. “Are you saying I’m a bird you’re trying to stone?”

“Stone isn’t the word I’d use.”

A nervous gasp erupted from Max. I knew what he was thinking, and he was right. I was romantically involved with Romero, the hard-muscled cop in my life, the man of my dreams. There was no reason I should be tempted to go out with anyone else. I peeked up at Jock. Even if he was the second-hottest man in the world.

I backed up and stood, gathering my wits. “So we’re clear: this isn’t a date.”

Max regained his voice and stood next to me. “Sounds like a date to me.”

I cut him a dirty look, then eyed them both. “A promise is a promise. That’s all.”

“Call it what you want.” Jock gave a confident nod. “This ballet is so popular, they’ve added an extra performance. I’ll be at your place by eight tonight.” His hot stare traveled down the front of my dress. “I like the mod look, but you might want to get rid of the coffee stains.”

With that, he headed to the gorgeous client waiting in his chair. Thank goodness. Every time I thought about going to the ballet with Jock in his sleek car, my heart palpitated harder.

* * *

The morning slid by, a steady stream of seductresses filling Jock’s chair, a steady stream of traumatized clients leaving Phyllis’s. Max kept his eye on his colleague click-clacking around in her wooden flip-flops. Likely taking mental notes for The Idiot Files.

I waxed Mrs. Benedetti’s legs and confirmed her daughter’s appointment for tomorrow. Mrs. Benedetti left the shop on top of the world, confident Carla would be a changed woman after Jock worked his magic on her.

I wished I felt as confident about my near future as Mrs. Benedetti felt about Carla’s. But the end of the day was closing in, and what I felt was indecisive. My legs were still weak after last night’s exploits with Romero, and here I was stepping out again…with Jock. Not that I was seeking trouble, but Romero wasn’t going to be thrilled with this idea.

The minute Jock roared away for the day in his Porsche, Max pushed me into my office, all ruffled. “What are you telling Mr. Long Arm of the Law when he finds out you’re cheating on him with Mr. Argentina?”

Trust Max to make the most of my sticky situation. I elbowed past him with a handful of combs I was taking into the dispensary to wash, my heart palpitations returning. “I’m not cheating on Romero. He knows my relationship with Jock is strictly platonic. I’ll be home before midnight.”

Max waited at the dispensary doorway and tapped his toes, arms crossed defiantly. “Cinderella thought the same thing. And look what happened to her. In rags before she made it through the door, and without her sparkly carriage.”

Why me? I disinfected the combs and set them on a towel to dry overnight. “Don’t you have anything better to do than slow me down? I plan on telling Romero about my night out with Jock. Okay?”

“When?” Max was in my face, eyes narrowed with suspicion. You’d have thought I was cheating on him.

“I’ll tell him after my outing. Probably tomorrow.” Or next year.

I dampened a rag and sponge-cleaned the coffee stains off my boots, not sure why I was stalling. “It’s not as though he’ll miss me. He’s working tonight.”

“While the cat’s away, Cinderella and the mice will play.”

Oh Lord. I smacked the rag on the counter. “You’ve seen Jock. Is there any part on that man that resembles a mouse?”

He narrowed his eyes more, not impressed with my retort. I couldn’t blame him. Panic was building inside me at an alarming rate. What was I getting myself into?

“You heard what Jock said,” I squeaked as if I were turning into a mouse. “He’ll be at my place by eight. That’s an hour from now.”

I returned the rag under the sink, tripped out of the dispensary, and rushed to lock the front door, acutely aware that Lady Geisha was also gone. “Where’s your subject? You can’t do much documenting if she isn’t around.”

“Don’t change the topic.” Max was on my heels as I turned the deadbolt. “Phyllis left along with Jock. I’m meeting her at the Geisha Gap in an hour.”

I was afraid to ask. “Geisha Gap?”

“The okiya or geisha house.” He gave an impish grin. “Remember when I said she was taking lessons in the Japanese art of entertaining? She’s training to sing, dance, play an instrument, and become the perfect hostess.”

“What are you doing while she’s learning all this?”

He shrugged. “Taking notes. Clicking pictures. Whatever feels most amusing.”

“And they’re allowing you to be present during her training.” It was a statement filled with doubt.

He gave a head tilt. “The Okiya Corral is a Japanese restaurant in a seedy area in Cambridge. The Geisha Gap is in the back of the restaurant. There’s a sitting area for family to wait.” He chuckled. “So you’re now looking at Phyllis’s long-lost cousin.”

I gulped. Hard as I tried, I couldn’t find the humor in his words. My relationship with Phyllis was the very secret I’d kept from him all this time. Sustaining a neutral expression, I grabbed my bag, flicked off the lights, and sprinted down the hall to the rear door. “Have fun.”

“Don’t you have too much fun.” He snapped the lock in place after we’d exited the building, then pointed his finger in my face. “You may have forgotten you’ve got a hot stallion at your disposal. But I haven’t.”

I slanted into my Bug and gave him a shaky thumbs-up. He had no need to worry. Nothing would ever make me forget I had Romero.




CHAPTER TWO


I live in a Cape Cod bungalow in a neighborhood dominated by Italian-Americans. Hard-working, honest, friendly people, except for the odd crank—namely Mrs. Lombardi whom you’d expect more from since her son was a priest. Clearly, the benevolent gene skipped a generation.

I passed Ray Donoochi’s and could smell Nina’s fresh-out-of-the-oven bread wafting into the street. Ray worked for the Boston PD and was a good cop regardless of his ample size. That alone would scare the pants off me if I were a crook and saw him coming.

I parked in my driveway and was heading up the porch when Leo Donoochi, their oldest teen, jogged toward me from across the street. “Mom said to give you this bread and veal parmigiana.” He handed me a container and a loaf partially wrapped in a paper towel, threadlike steam swirling around it into the air.

I inhaled the yeasty smell. “Mmm. Thanks, Leo.” I was often the recipient of Nina’s home cooking because I was “a bella donna” living on my own with, admittedly, not much in my fridge. “Your mom,” I said with affection, “she didn’t have to do this.”

Leo was as muscled, handsome, and tough as his younger brother, Jake. They roughhoused with each other and acted macho in public, but their behavior always softened around me. “Aww, she likes doing it.”

With Leo’s dark looks and cool swagger, he could likely sweet-talk the girls his age into anything. Visions of another sweet-talking, cool-swaggering Italian named Romero came to mind. Probably what he’d been like as a teen.

“Still, tell her to come in for a free manicure sometime, okay?”

Leo gave me a quick smile and nod, then jogged back home, looking over his shoulder once. “Buon appetito.”

I let myself into the house, dropped my bag by the door, and carted the food onto the kitchen counter. I tore off a piece of loaf and popped it into my mouth. Mmm. Sweet, warm, and buttery. I wrapped the rest up, tucked it in the corner of the counter for later, and placed the veal in the fridge. Then I peeled out of my go-go boots and set them by the front door next to my bag.

“Howdy, Yitts.” I bent over the black beanbag chair in the living room and kissed the top of my black cat’s head. Then I hurried into the bathroom to brush my teeth. “I’ll feed you in a minute,” I promised.

Yitts hopped onto the pine floor and immediately took her paw and washed the mix of lipstick and butter off the top of her head. Meanwhile, a promise is a promise, the five words I’d uttered from the top of my high horse to Jock and Max earlier came to mind. Right.

I coughed and choked on the minty toothpaste at the consequences of those words.

Not bothered that I was gagging or in another predicament, Yitts sauntered over to Ellie, our latest addition to the free-spirited décor, and plunked herself at the wooden elephant’s feet.

I cleared my throat. “Thanks for the concern.”

I topped her food and tossed her a sprig of catnip that I’d snipped yesterday from Mrs. Calvino’s garden. Tobacco was Mrs. Calvino’s plant of choice, but she knew Yitts loved catnip and had suggested I help myself to the herb she grew in her flowerbed between our houses. No wonder Yitts liked Mrs. Calvino.

Not bothering with her food, Yitts dove for the sprig and rolled on the ground, rubbing her head and face in the stimulant.

Yowza! Here I was, giving Yitts this feel-good plant when it struck me that Jock was my stimulant.

“You’re welcome,” I said to Yitts, refusing to put any stock into that thought. Maybe my relationship with Jock was a tad intoxicating, but that was as far as it went.

I wiggled out of my spotted dress, sprayed it with stain remover, lobbed it over the shower rod, then touched up my makeup. After enhancing my eyes and frosting my lips, I slipped into a sleek pair of black palazzo pants, perfect for the ballet, and a cropped silver ribbed turtleneck that I was saving for a special occasion.

I switched earrings for a sparkly square-hooped platinum pair, then brushed my hair. My heightened mane plus my see-through square heels that I dug out of my closet brought me up to a respectable 5’9”, five inches taller than my natural size and more compatible next to Jock.

Who was I kidding? Jocko would still be another seven or so inches taller than me. To be well matched to Hercules, I’d need to be built like a Greek Amazon.

I took a final look in the mirror. Not bad. The only thing missing from the elegant look was an evening bag. I couldn’t go to the ballet with my usual beauty sack slung over my shoulder. How would that look? I wasn’t a jet-setting millionaire, but I did have some class. Why would I even need my tools? I was going out with the son of Zeus. If he couldn’t protect me, nobody could.

I rifled through my box of purses and found my black satin clutch with rhinestones on the snap. Perfect for my phone, keys, lipstick, a few dollars, and tissue—since I wouldn’t escape a performance at the ballet without shedding a few tears.

Giving my palazzo pants credit for the extra flourish in my step, I sashayed into the living room with the clutch and knelt in front of my beauty bag. I was rummaging for the things I needed when a loud bike engine rumbled to a stop outside. I twisted toward the window, my ears perked. Probably one of Mrs. Calvino’s kids visiting. Didn’t one of them have a motorcycle? There was silence, then the sound of footsteps mounting the porch steps, followed by a knock on the door.

I stiffened. Jock had claimed his bike was having maintenance. Hence the Porsche. In which he was taking me to the ballet. Or was that a ruse to get me to agree to the evening? A sneaky move to get me to hold on tight to him? I smacked my evening bag on the floor, lips pressed together, none too thrilled with this turn of events.

I flung open the door, ready to give him a piece of my mind, but something was off about my helmeted visitor. While the tall, muscular frame indicated the individual before me worked out at the gym, a place Jock regularly visited, this person clothed in black leather was not Jock. The tinted face shield didn’t make it any easier to distinguish my caller. He snapped off the chinstrap, tugged off the helmet, and shook his wavy dark hair onto his collar.

Romero!

I blinked in shock. “Um. Hello?”

His eyes dilated as they skimmed over my outfit, his full lips twitching into a wicked grin, a look I was getting quite used to. He unzipped his leather jacket, tossed his helmet onto the beanbag chair, and, without as much as a hello back, scooped me into his arms.

Romero was a tough, streetwise detective with skills that went beyond serving and protecting. With or without the badge, he wasn’t someone you’d want to go up against. His fingers touched my bare midriff and worked the fabric of my top until he was inside, inching his hands higher, his eyes fixed on my face.

I groaned, wanting more, and he sensed it. He nudged my legs apart with his thigh, pulled me in tighter, and kissed me with urgency. His deft hands roved from my breasts to my sleek-covered butt, my outfit clearly turning him on. I arched into him, my body going up in flames despite the cold buckles and zipper on his jacket pressing into my bare waist.

He pulled us apart and licked his lips, assessing my manhandled outfit more thoroughly. “On your way out?”

His blue eyes scorched through me with longing while he waited for an answer, but I was still reeling from the kiss. When Romero fixed his lips to mine, he teased and conquered. After our recent stretch of lovemaking, I only needed to imagine his mouth on my flesh, and I was a weak mess.

Taking in a lungful of air, I balanced myself and straightened my clothes. “Actually, I am going out.” I thought of Max’s words. The sooner I shared my plans with Romero the better.

He crossed his arms in front and jutted out his unshaved jaw, his swollen lips pursed while he contemplated my response. “Looks like you’re going to the opera.”

I did a small nod. “Ballet, to be exact.”

One eyebrow hiked up. “Let me take a stab at this. You won free tickets
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