
  
    [image: Sambuca Scarlet]
  


  
    
      SAMBUCA SCARLET

      A PRIVATE INVESTIGATOR COMEDY MYSTERY

      
        FRANKI AMATO MYSTERIES

        BOOK 10

      

    

    
      
        TRACI ANDRIGHETTI

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Limoncello Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        FREE Mini Comedy Mysteries!

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

    

    
      
        Surprise Preorder!

      

      
        Book Backstory

      

      
        Cocktail

      

      
        Primo (Main Course)

      

      
        Also by Traci Andrighetti

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        SAMBUCA SCARLET

      

        

      
        by

      

        

      
        TRACI ANDRIGHETTI

      

      

      

      
        
        ***

      

      

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2025 by Traci Andrighetti

        Cover design by Lyndsey Lewellyn

        Limoncello Press www.limoncellopress.com

        ebook ISBN-13: 978-1-957200-10-1

        paperback ISBN: 978-1-957200-11-8

        hardcover: 978-1-957200-17-0

      

      

      

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

      

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

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FREE MINI COMEDY MYSTERIES!

          

        

        
          
            [image: Illustrated cover on a bright sky-blue background. The title reads “Mini Comedy mysteries”—“Mini Comedy” in large red letters and “mysteries” in yellow—plus a red circular badge that says “6 Franki Amato Mysteries.” Centered is a tall glass of red cocktail with ice, a lemon slice, and a cherry, with several straws; a faint Medusa-like face appears inside the drink. Around it are a blue gift box tied with a red ribbon, a paintbrush, a gold ring with a red stone, scattered red rose petals, and a silver, Roman-themed object labeled “LEG XVI.” At the bottom: “USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR Traci Andrighetti.”]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Want to know what happens to Franki after Limoncello Yellow?

      

        

      
        Sign up for my newsletter and get two free comedy mysteries packed with sass, suspense, and Sicilian flair—including the prequel to my Pasta and Piazza Mysteries starring Franki’s cousin Giada Adair.

      

        

      
        [image: artist palette] Mini Comedy Mysteries

        A collection of six short Franki Amato stories, including “Prugnolino Purple” (Franki #1.5). Follow Franki and her BFF Veronica as they track down stolen paintings, outwit eccentric suspects, and get into all kinds of Crescent City mischief.

      

        

      
        [image: spaghetti] Pompeii, Paccheri, and Panic

        The prequel novella to the Pasta and Piazza Mysteries, starring Giada Adair, her sarcastic assistant Moira, and a Contessa with a flair for the dramatic. When a food tour turns fatal in Pompeii, Giada must solve the murder—and fast—before her career goes up in smoke.

      

      

      
        
          [image: Illustrated book cover in warm creams and bright orange-reds. Across the top it reads “A Pasta and Piazza Mystery,” with the large, red script title “Pompeii, Paccheri, and Panic” centered over a pale background of faint classical drawings. Two postcard-like images frame the title—Pompeii ruins at sunset on the left and an erupting Mount Vesuvius on the right—while below, a flaming clay oil lamp sits behind a bowl of paccheri pasta topped with red sauce, basil, and tomatoes, with a fork and spoon on an orange tabletop. The bottom orange band reads “USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR Traci Andrighetti” and “A Culinary Comedy Mystery.”]
        

      

      

      [image: love letter] As a subscriber, you’ll also get:

      •	First dibs on new releases

      •	Exclusive giveaways and deals

      •	Behind-the-scenes sneak peeks from Italy and New Orleans

      

      
        
        [image: backhand index pointing right] Sign up now and sleuth your way from the Big Easy to bella Italia—for free!

      

      

      
        
        And don’t forget to follow me!

      

        

      
        BookBub

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

      

        

      
        Goodreads

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

      

        

      
        Facebook

        https://www.facebook.com/traciandrighettiauthor

      

        

      
        Instagram

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

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To my reader krewe—especially those who came to the first parade and stayed all the way to Franki’s wedding.

        Here’s to ten books of mysteries, madness, and meddling. May the good times keep rolling!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      The slasher-flick scream that erupted from my lungs was proof I wasn’t dreaming. And if I needed further evidence of my awake state, my Cairn terrier, Napoleon, provided it with a yowl-yelp before burrowing under the hot pink velvet duvet.

      And rightly so.

      Like me, he’d awoken to my mom and nonna standing silently beside my French bordello-style canopy bed. Their cheeks were flushed, and their eyes were glassy.

      Because they were sick—with wedding fever.

      But I was the bride.

      “Honestly, Francesca.” My mother huffed, smoothing her short, brown, Texas-sized hair. “You nearly scared your nonna and me to death with that outburst.”

      “Sì, signorina!” Nonna clutched a black bed post and the rosary at her bosom.

      I flopped backwards onto my pillow and stared at the hot pink canopy. It was just like them to pin the blame on me when all I’d been doing was sleeping. “In my defense, it’s more than a little startling to wake up to people hovering over you.”

      “In our defense, we thought you’d never wake up.”

      She acted as though I were a teen sleeping until noon, but I was thirty-two, and it was barely six a.m. I pointed at the old-school alarm clock on my nightstand. “Have you seen the time?”

      Nonna nodded and raised a knobby index finger. “And-a it is-a wasting, Franki.”

      “Only five days until you walk down the aisle,” my mother sing-songed, “and become Mrs. Bradley Hartmann.”

      Still on my elbows, I let my head fall back. I would’ve rather awoken to zombies from the creepy cemetery across the street than these two. With any luck, Thibodeaux’s bar next door to said cemetery would help get me through my wedding week and their meddling antics.

      Keeping my head hanging backwards between my shoulders, I said, “Since I’ve got more help than I need,” I paused in the vain hope that message would sink in, “I’m caught up on wedding errands.”

      My mother dropped onto the bedside, sending my nose into the headboard.

      “Ow!” I collapsed and grabbed my face.

      “Be careful, Francesca! You don’t want a bruise on your wedding day.”

      “No.” My gaze was glacial. “I don’t.”

      “Now, I know you think you’re prepared, but problems have a way of popping up.”

      “I’m all too aware of that.” I eyed her pointedly as I rubbed my aching nose. “But I’ll deal with any problems if and when they happen⁠—”

      Nonna raised her chin. “Your mamma and-a I are glad-a to hear-a that, because-a something has-a come up-a.”

      “What?”

      My mother folded her hands in her lap. “We almost forgot a Sicilian tradition.”

      Blowing out an exasperated breath, I propped myself on my elbows again. “We’ve already been over this—and over it, and over it again. The only traditions I’m observing are the normal ones, as in something old, something new, something borrowed, and something blue.”

      My mom and nonna opened their mouths to speak, but I wasn’t having it. “Which rules out any and all Italian traditions like cutting up Bradley’s tie and auctioning the pieces at the reception.”

      My nonna stood. “That’s-a not⁠—”

      “And auctioning one of my shoes.”

      My mother rose beside her. “This isn’t⁠—”

      “And kidnapping me and forcing Bradley to come to my rescue by solving riddles.”

      “Francesca Lucia Amato,” my mother admonished. “Show us the courtesy of hearing us out.”

      We both knew the “courtesy” bit was a ploy to get me to listen to something I didn’t want to hear. But because she’d phrased it that way, I had to acquiesce. “Fine. What’s the tradition?”

      Nonna patted the duvet. “A cunzata du li lettu.”

      All I caught was the Sicilian word for “bed,” which didn’t bode well. “Do I want to know what that means?”

      My mother pursed her lips. “It’s called ‘la cunzata del letto’ in Italian, which means ‘the setting up of the marital bed.’”

      I bolted forward like a bouquet thrown by a bride. “Stop right there.”

      Her eyes widened. “You said you’d hear us out.”

      “And given the subject, I’m setting a time limit on this discussion.” I reached for the clock, and something stabbed my side. I pulled the culprit from between the sheets. The plastic baby from my late-night slice of king cake.

      “Oh, Francesca!” My mother’s shrill voice mimicked a drill running out of power.

      “What? It’s January sixth, and you of all people should know it’s a New Orleans tradition to eat king cake on the Epiphany.”

      “But you have to fit into your wedding dress.” No sooner had she uttered the words than the feverish look consumed her eyes. “Speaking of which,” she grasped my forearm, “when are we going to see the one you picked out?”

      My jaw set, and I wrested my arm from her grip. “On my wedding day, like everyone else.”

      “But I’m your mother.”

      “And you lost your dress privileges when you surprise-bought me that plantation-style gown—and parasol—at the Wedding Belles boutique last summer.”

      Nonna tsked. “It’s-a bad-a luck not-a to show-a your wedding-a dress to your mamma and-a nonna.”

      “Everything is bad luck in Italian families,” I snapped. “Now, you have one minute to tell me about this cunzata-del-letto thing, and then I’m going back to sleep.”

      “Well…” My mother paced in front of the adjoining bathroom.

      Not a good start.

      “The Thursday before the wedding, the mother of the bride and the mother-in-law supervise the preparation of the marital bed.”

      “Mom, that’s weird.”

      Her head tilted, and her gaze went sideways. “It isn’t, Francesca. According to the tradition, the mother and mother-in-law symbolize maturity and wisdom, so we know what we’re doing.”

      If that were true, then they would know their involvement in the marital bed-making was a real romance killer. “What do you mean by ‘preparation,’ exactly?”

      “The bed is made with sheets of fine white linen or silk.”

      Nonna nodded. “New and-a unused-a, like-a the bride.”

      My mom coughed, and I silenced her with a lethal look. Then I got back to business because I knew from hard-learned experience that there was more to the tradition than a set of nice sheets. Like a virgin. Or a fertility symbol. Otherwise, bad luck would inevitably result. “What else?”

      “The bed has to be made by two virgins.”

      Right on target.

      Nonna wagged a finger. “An odd-a number porta male.”

      There’s the bad luck.

      “Once the sheets are on, a little girl jumps on the bed to ensure fertility.”

      And the fertility symbol.

      “After that, all the relatives and friends are invited into the room. They put rice, grain, and coins between the sheets and decorate the bed with rose petals, Jordan almonds, chocolate, even bottles of liquor.”

      Money, chocolate, and booze? “Keep talking.”

      “For the final touch, they prepare a surprise for the couple.”

      My mom and nonna exchanged a look and giggled, suggesting a surprise I wouldn’t like.

      “And-a in-a the old-a days,” Nonna’s black eyes twinkled, “they attach-a bells and a cheese-a grater under the mattress.”

      Even though I was fully awake, this cunzata custom was worse than any nightmare I could remember, and I’d had some real brain busters. Not only was it embarrassing, but it also threatened to compromise my fondness for cheese. “Mark my words, I’ll call off the wedding before I agree to that.”

      “It’s important to adhere to tradition, dear. It portends a bright financial future with lots of children.”

      “What it portends is,” I slid out of bed, “a weird and awkward start to our marriage.”

      My mom flailed an arm. “The weird, awkward start is you two spending your first night in this apartment before going on your honeymoon.”

      “I told you,” I pulled a robe from the armoire at the foot of the bed, “the construction on Bradley’s place is behind schedule. And because the reception will go late at the Piazza d’Italia, and we have an early flight to Rome, it doesn’t make sense to go to a hotel.”

      She sniffed and surveyed the room. “I’ve always said Glenda’s taste in furniture leaves something to be desired.”

      For the first time since I’d been so rudely awakened, I mustered something approaching a smile, i.e., a smirk. Desire was precisely the point of my ex-stripper landlady’s brothel chic décor.

      “You should take Anthony up on his generous offer to stay at Le Richelieu Hotel.”

      “Your mamma is-a right, Franki. Anthony give-a you a deal-a on the honeymoon-a suite.”

      Something about spending the night at a hotel my brother managed—which was not only around the corner from my office but also where my entire family was staying for my wedding—didn’t say “honeymoon” to me. “Blue moon,” yes.

      No doubt about it, my apartment was the better option, even with a bed that was rigged and decorated by virgins.

      I tightened the sash on my robe and slammed the armoire door. “I’m going to say this for the last time, Bradley and I are planning an Italian-tradition-free wedding, and we have everything under control.”

      My mother swooned, and my nonna gasped. Then she pointed her index and pinky fingers to the ground in a scongiuri gesture intended to ward off the bad luck I’d brashly cast over my wedding.

      A loud thump and whoosh came from inside the armoire.

      “What in the…?” I threw open the door. The wooden clothing rod had broken on one end, and my clothes had slid into a pile. At the bottom lay the satin bag that held my wedding dress—with the clothing rod rammed into it.

      “All of this bad luck stuff is nonsense,” I said, more for myself than for them. “Just silly superstition.”

      But my mom and nonna’s faces were ashen.

      Zombie colored.

      I ushered them from the room.

      The satin bag was torn, but the dress was intact. Logic told me that the incident was a fluke. Nevertheless, I had the awful sensation that it wouldn’t be the last thing to go wrong with the wedding.

      Or the worst.
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      “Oh, no.” Veronica’s fingers gripped the arms of the chair across from my desk at Private Chicks, and her face was as pale as her peach turtleneck. “No no no no no.”

      “Relax.” I held up a hand. “The dress isn’t damaged. Just my nerves.”

      She catapulted forward in relief, her blonde head dropping between her legs. “When I think of what we went through to pick out a dress without your mom and nonna finding out⁠—”

      “Don’t forget the nonne.”

      Veronica shot up. “How could I forget your nonna’s friends when at least one of them tailed us everywhere we went?”

      The Café du Monde bag on my desk called to me, and I pulled out my second beignet of the afternoon, and I’d had a few that morning. “Fortunately, they weren’t savvy enough spies to realize we’d recognize their FIATs.”

      “True, but if they hadn’t been called to cook after that caterer canceled on Nedda Vitrano’s granddaughter’s reception, you wouldn’t have a dress.”

      “You’re leaving out my fitting during Richard Simmons’ memorial mass and Sweatin’ to the Oldies’ workout.” I licked powdered sugar off my fingers and, thanks to the mention of the famous fitness instructor, felt remorse—which I promptly brushed off.

      Veronica fell silent. “I meant to ask you, did the nonne go to Richard Simmons’ funeral because he converted to Catholicism? Or was it because it was held at St. Louis Cathedral?”

      “Neither.” I bit into the delightfully doughy beignet. “They’re devout fans of his first book—actually, just its title, Never Say Diet.”

      “Ah.”

      My phone rang. “Anthony,” I said, checking the display. “Probably about our mother. She’s not only telling me how to run my wedding, she’s also telling him how to run the hotel.”

      Veronica smirked and shook her head.

      “Hey,” I answered. “What’s up?”

      “You gotta help me with Giada, Sis. I know she needs a job because of her divorce and all, but she ain’t workin’ out as a hotel cook.”

      The news was a surprise. Our cousin had a gourmet food blog that New Orleans society women loved. “Why not?”

      “Giada De Laurentis she ain’t. Since Le Richelieu used to be a macaroni factory, I asked her to create a special mac and cheese recipe to serve at our bar. And get this—she used cottage cheese.”

      Sacre bleu. “Tell Mom and Nonna to give her some pointers in the kitchen. They asked you to hire her, and God knows they need something to do.”

      “A-ight, but I don’t think that’s gonna help.” He hung up.

      Veronica glanced at her nails. “Giada’s not working out?”

      “Apparently not, which isn’t good.” I took another bite of beignet and brushed powdered sugar from my fingers. “Her soon-to-be ex is living up to his name, Wolf. She’s still living in their Garden District mansion, but not for long. He’s using his legal power to make sure she doesn’t get a dime in the divorce. It doesn’t help that they don’t have kids.”

      “As an attorney myself, it really upsets me when I see a colleague capitalizing on the profession to cheat a spouse.”

      “The worst part is, they’re splitting up right when I’m getting married.”

      Veronica leaned forward. “You can’t feel guilty about that, Franki. You know Giada’s happy for you. The last time I saw her, she mentioned how romantic it is that you’re marrying Bradley on the anniversary of the day you met.”

      My heart fluttered at the memory of the day I walked into Pontchartrain Bank and met the love of my life. “It is romantic, but so improbable given our disastrous first date.”

      She grinned. “And you punching him in the face.”

      My mouth flat refused to grin back. “He deserved that for failing to mention that he was still married to Sheilah, even if the marriage was over.”

      “Speaking of the Sheilah-devil, is she coming to the wedding?”

      “Nope.” I polished off the beignet. “She and her second husband will be on a non-refundable trip down the Nile.”

      Veronica raised a brow. “Sounds fabulous.”

      “Not as fabulous as my Rome honeymoon.”

      “True. And as your best friend, I couldn’t be happier for you. You kissed a few frogs before Bradley.”

      “Toadally,” I joked. “Todd in college, Vince during my rookie-cop stint, and⁠—”

      Our eyes met. Neither of us dared to speak his name.

      Some people were best left in the past.

      My phone rang again. St. Mary’s Church was on the display. I showed it to Veronica. “I hope there’s not a problem with my ceremony.” I answered the call on speaker. “Hello?”

      “Franki,” Nonna rasped, “you have-a to come-a to the church-a subito.”

      “Now? I’m at work. Can this wait?”

      “No, it’s-a importantissimo.”

      Suspicious that she hadn’t offered an explanation, I decided to probe further. “Is this about a tradition? If so, the answer is ‘no.’”

      The call ended.

      And I massaged my temples. “Will this wedding-tradition nonsense never end?”

      “Not until the wedding does.” She tilted her head. “But wow. The cunzata del letto is really something.”

      “Something I’m not even going to mention to Bradley.”

      Bradley entered the office, as handsome as ever in a black cashmere sweater and brown chinos. “What are you not going to mention to me?”

      My eyes met his. “Yet another Sicilian tradition.”

      He walked around the desk and gave me a peck on the cheek.

      “While we’re on the subject of traditions,” I said in a playful drawl, “what time is your bachelor party tonight?”

      “Six p.m. Why?” A devilish smile danced at the corners of his mouth. “Are you worried?”

      “Not at all.” I leaned back in my chair and crossed my arms. “I trust you.”

      He bent over me, and his devilish smile descended on my lips and danced there for a time.

      “Ahem.” Veronica cleared her throat. “Get a room, lovebirds.”

      My cheeks grew as hot as the kiss.

      Bradley rose and squeezed my hand. “Veronica and I have a meeting right now about an insurance case she’s going to handle while we’re on our honeymoon.”

      He lingered on the last word, his blue eyes sparkling like the waters of Rome’s Trevi Fountain.

      And I dove in.

      My phone rang, jolting me from my fountain frolic, and I frowned at the display. “The American Italian Cultural Center. Has to be Marcella.”

      Veronica looked at Bradley. “She’s been fighting with Moira about the catering for your reception.”

      “I heard.” He grimaced. “The stereotypical battle of the Italians and the Irish.”

      “It is.” I reached for the phone. “And if I don’t figure out a way to help them get along, Moira will cancel like the caterer for Nedda Vitrano’s granddaughter’s wedding, which means the nonne will man the cooking.”

      Veronica’s eyes popped, and so did Bradley’s. We all knew the chaos and calamity that would ensue if my nonna and her friends took over the reception food.

      “We’ll leave you to it.” Veronica hurried from my office.

      And Bradley followed.

      Understandably. Marcella was a lot, even when she wasn’t in Rocky Marciano mode. Sighing, I tapped Answer. “Hello?”

      “It’s Marcella.” She paused, and based on her grim tone, I could see her flipping her black curtain of hair with her maroon-lined lips pursed. “Franki, I hate to do this because I know weddings are supposed to be happy occasions, but we have to talk about Moira.”

      “What hap⁠—”

      “After I gave her a list of the drinks and desserts the American Italian Cultural Center is contributing to your reception, she said our Italian flag cocktail won’t work with her menu. I repeat, Won’t. Work. With her menu.”

      Honestly, the drink wouldn’t work with my wedding vision, but clearly this wasn’t the time to say that.

      “So I said, ‘Tell me, Moira, what doesn’t go with Crème de menthe, white chocolate liqueur, and red Sambuca?’ And she said, ‘Everything.’ So I said, ‘I beg your pardon, that drink is a knockout.’ And she said, ‘Yeah, the taste will knock out the guests’ stomachs, and the colors will knock out their eyesight.’”

      Entirely possible on both counts.

      Marcella gave a hot huff. “Can you imagine anyone saying such a thing?”

      “Y—”

      “You know what I think, Franki?”

      “N—”

      “Moira insulted the Italian flag! And we both know it’s because she’s Irish. I mean, her last name is Mulligan! I’ll bet she wants me to change the red Sambuca to something orange like Arancello so the drink will look like Ireland’s flag, but the only way that’s going to happen is over my dead American-Italian body. Because, let’s be honest, the Irish flag looks like an Italian flag that’s been in the sun too long. And who wants to sip a sad, faded cocktail at a wedding reception?”

      “I—”

      “Mamma. Freakin’. Mia,” she shrieked.

      “Wh—?”

      “Moira just sent me a text vetoing the Italian rainbow cookies. And you and I both know the reason.”

      “N—”

      “They’re the colors of the Italian flag too. What’s that woman going to come for next? The spumoni? If she puts one finger on the carton, we’ll settle this my way, to quote Sinatra. And by the time I’m done with her, Notre Dame is going to have to change the name of their mascot from the Fighting Irish to the Fleeing Irish.”

      I didn’t know how the name change was going to go down, but I’d let Marcella tackle that issue with the football team. She could do it too, because she was the size of a linebacker.

      Marcella growled. “The nerve of that wo⁠—”

      “I’ll come down there right now and straighten this out.”

      “Oh.” The growl had gone. “Why didn’t you say so sooner?”

      On that note, I hung up.

      Then I turned off my phone—one way to keep my wedding under control.

      Slinging my hobo bag onto my shoulder, I headed up the hallway to the lobby. Our two college-aged employees, David and Standish, aka The Vassal, were nowhere to be seen. Neither was Ruth, Bradley’s assistant.

      As I crossed the old brick-walled room, I looked with longing at the two opposing couches. I’d had many a nap there, not to mention the occasional night’s sleep.

      But I quashed the temptation. After all, I was on a peace-keeping mission. And based on Marcella’s unauthorized drink and dessert choices, I was on a menu-keeping mission as well.

      Grabbing my coat from the rack beside the door, I left the office and bounded down the three flights of stairs to the street below.

      I stepped outside in the French Quarter and, per usual, caught a whiff of something peculiar. Not beignets or gumbo or chicory coffee, or even the sour odor of revelry from the night before.

      It’s smoky and vaguely fami⁠—

      Darkness descended over me.

      “Hey,” I yelled, struggling against a tomb of fabric.

      Strong hands shoved my head down, and another pair slung me forward.

      Onto a car seat.

      The hands bent my legs at the knees, then someone sat beside me. The door slammed and tires squealed as the car set in motion.

      My shock gave way to a sick feeling.

      I’d been kidnapped!
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      The car moved in fits and starts through the Quarter, but the adrenaline maintained a steady surge in my veins. Its effect was that of a match dropped into a gas tank, igniting my nerves in a fiery blaze.

      Who had kidnapped me?

      And why?

      My sight was limited by the fabric over my head, but my other senses fired on all cylinders. Especially my sense of smell, which was overwhelmed by a powerful scent.

      Cheap cologne.

      And that smoky odor.

      Incense?

      Then I got a whiff of a smell I knew all too well.

      Garlic.

      My confusion cleared, and the adrenaline spiked, now fueled by anger rather than fear. Because I knew what had happened—I’d been covered by a mourning dress and shoved into a getaway FIAT.

      My jaw clenched, and I ripped off the dress.

      The kidnappers were none other than nonne. And not just any nonne but a couple of real goons. The one beside me in the backseat was so huge she had to hunch beneath the car ceiling, and she had fingers as thick as small salami. The nonna in the front passenger seat had the flattened nose of one who’d gone a couple of rounds in the ring with the late boxing great Jake LaMotta. Or Marcella from the American Italian Cultural Center.

      And I couldn’t believe who was at the wheel—the good-for-nothing son of Santina Messina, my nonna’s best friend. “Bruno!”

      He spun and flashed a cheesy smile over his shoulder. “Don’t get mad, baby. My mamma made me do it.”

      My eyes rotated like the wheels of the FIAT, not only because he was pushing fifty and still a total mammone, a.k.a. mamma’s boy, but also because he was wearing a black silk shirt unbuttoned to his navel in the dead of winter. “You think maybe it’s time to cut the umbilical cord?”

      “Bite your tongue, baby.” Bruno’s command was so emphatic his gold cross and horn necklaces jangled. “Mamma is my world.”

      She was, too, as in free room and board.

      Flattened-Nose Nonna hit me with a dark stare. “His mamma is a saint,” she growled through clenched teeth, “like her name.”

      Santina might mean “little saint,” but the woman was about as saintly as my nonna—so, far freaking from it. “Since when do saints aid and abet in a kidnapping?”

      “Eyyy! Ohhh!” Bruno stared stunned into the rearview mirror.

      Salami-Fingered Nonna gasped and tried to pinch my bicep—but her fingers were too fat.

      “Take it easy with the accusations, baby.” Bruno shifted in his seat and adjusted his shirt for maximum chest exposure. “We’re just giving you a ride, like your nonna ordered.”

      Another Mafia-esque maneuver. “Wait a second… Didn’t my nonna tell me you’d lost your driver’s license after you ran a red light and caused an accident that injured your mother?”

      “What’re you, a cop?”

      There was no point in answering. Bruno was as dense as the hair in his nostrils.

      He pulled up in front of St. Mary’s Catholic Church, a white stuccoed brick building built in 1845 on the site of the old Ursuline Convent, one block down Chartres Street from Le Richelieu Hotel. I tried the door handle, but it wouldn’t open.

      Bruno turned and winked. “Child-proof lock.” He draped his arm over the seat and attempted a smoldering stare, but the squint and pout combined with his Neanderthal brow only made him look dazed and dim. “Listen, if you need any help with your bachelorette party,” he gave me the onceover, “you know who to call.”

      “Ghostbusters?”

      His face fell. “Me, baby.”

      “I’d sooner resurrect the Ursuline nun order.”

      His low brow cocked, triggering a corner of his mouth. “I wouldn’t mind seeing you in a habit.”

      “Let’s go, Jezebel.” Salami-Fingered Nonna yanked me from the car, as though I were to blame for the Bruno encounter. Then she and Flattened-Nose Nonna led me into the church, where Nonna and a group of her nonna friends were packed in the pews near the altar.

      St. Mary’s Church had formerly been called St. Mary's Italian Church because it was the official Italian parish of the Archdiocese. But even though the name had changed and the Italian language services for the Sicilian immigrants who’d settled in the lower French Quarter had ceased decades ago, the nonne remained steadfast devotees. The problem was, the Church was now only used for weddings.

      And the nonne planned to wear it out.

      As I walked down the aisle to my waiting nonna, I gazed at the huge Baroque-inspired mural of the Assumption of the Virgin Mary. And I couldn’t help but smirk. She was flanked by two angels, whereas I was flanked by the two goon nonne.

      Nevertheless, a shiver ran down my spine. In five days’ time I would make the trek down this aisle again to become Mrs. Bradley Hartmann. And I sincerely hoped the mood in the church would be different than it was at the moment, i.e., celebratory instead of somber Sicilian suffering.

      The old Pilcher organ, built for the Ursulines, played in the church choir loft.

      Incense burned.

      Bible pages turned.

      Rosaries churned.

      The dark mood wasn’t helped by the statues on either side of the altar, Saint Lucy, the patron saint of the sight-impaired, holding her eyeballs on a plate and a winged Saint George slaying the dragon with his spear.

      “Franki.” Nonna gave a curt nod and raised her chin. “I’m-a so glad you could-a make it.”

      My gaze sought Saint George’s in silent plea. I could really use your help with these nonne.

      Then I sank into a pew and glanced around at the nonne, most of whom I recognized but couldn’t identify by name. They were all in black mourning dresses—except for Bruno’s mother, Santina, who was suspect in a white chasuble worn by priests during solemn occasions. Apparently, her mourning dress was the one the goon nonne had used to kidnap me.

      And I was well aware of the solemn occasion behind my kidnapping—a crash course on marriage traditions.

      Led by Nonna and the nonne.

      In a church.

      At a former convent.

      Not the way I’d planned to kick off a lifetime of marital bliss.

      A sigh escaped my lips, and I raised my eyes to the mural of the Virgin Mary, ascending to heaven body and soul. For the love of God, save me from these Sicilians.

      Nonna clasped her hands behind her back, lowered her head, and began to pace in front of the altar. “We commence-a.”

      A wide-hipped nonna rose in the middle of the pew with a sheet of paper in hand and made her way to the aisle, knocking over nonne one by one. She went to the pulpit, slipped on a pair of readers, and crossed herself. “Clothing and accessories.” She glared at me over her glasses. “No pearls during wedding week. They symbolize tears.”

      A sob erupted from a nonna with a teardrop-shaped facial mole. “If only my Gina had taken that advice! She wouldn’t be a widow now.”

      On that note, I reached for my phone and placed a call for help.

      Wide-Hipped Nonna cleared her throat. “Franki, your nonna tells us you want to wear something blue.” She paused to purse. “You also need something red to symbolize love and fertility. Otherwise, it’s arrivederci to both, eh?”

      A nonna with a face the exact shape and color of a San Marzano tomato nodded. “My niece, Rosa, didn’t wear anything red, and now she’s childless in Newark.”

      The word “childless” echoed in the church like a bell toll, but “Newark” dissipated into thin air despite its own ominous connotations.

      A cannon-like crack echoed next. It was the nonne slamming down their kneelers to pray for Rosa’s double misfortune.

      Wide-Hipped Nonna waited for the prayers to finish, and then she pushed up her glasses to highlight her piercing stare. “And whatever you do, don’t forget to wear green the day before at the rehearsal dinner. We all know what that symbolizes.”

      Indeed. The almighty dollar.

      Wide-Hipped Nonna returned to her pew, and the nonne she’d previously knocked over all scooted far from her.

      A nonna wearing more rosaries than Madonna had throughout her entire Like A Virgin tour took her place at the pulpit. “On the way to the church,” she wagged a finger at me, her beads clacking a foreboding warning, “woe unto you and Bradley if you see a priest, nun, or black cat.”

      Quite a crew.

      “Also, you have to enter the church on the arm of your father with all of your relatives in procession behind you.”

      My jaw dropped. “My relatives aren’t seated in the church?”

      Nonna shot me a stern look. “We gotta let-a the groom-a know we mean-a business! Before these-a big-a fancy honeymoons of-a today, the guests would-a walk-a behind the bride and-a groom to their new-a house with-a torches.”

      The revelation proved what I’d suspected all my life—old-world Sicilian weddings were hostile occasions prone to mob violence.

      Rosary-Bead Nonna resumed finger-wagging and subsequent bead-clacking. “Be sure to enter the church with your right foot. Otherwise…”

      The nonne again dropped onto the kneeler and recited the Ave Maria.

      “Finally,” Rosary-Bead Nonna gripped her rosaries, “do not trip when you walk down the aisle, or you’ll face obstacles in the marriage.”

      “I tripped,” a nonna with a face as grim as a funeral procession announced in a lifeless tone. “And I’ve got obstacles.” She laid a heavy gaze on me. “Try sharing a bed with a man with razor blades for toenails who kicks like Bruce Lee in his sleep. And try sharing a bathroom with that same man when he leaves his nose and ear-hair clippings in the sink. And he’s got more than Danny DeVito and Jack Nicholson combined.” She looked to the other nonne for support. “I’ve got fifty years of scars—physical and mental.”

      It was safe to say that I didn’t want to try either of those things—except that it wasn’t safe to say to Funeral-Faced Nonna.

      A nonna with a personality as prickly as her profusion of chin hair stormed the pulpit, shoving Rosary-Bead Nonna aside. “Let’s talk rings, Franki. Who are the compari di anello?”

      “The, uh, ‘godparents of the rings?’” I shrugged. “My best friend, Veronica, and her husband, Dirk.”

      “Well, you tell this Dirk that if Bradley drops your ring before he puts it on your finger,” she blew out a breath, “mamma mia.”

      The nonne went down on the kneeler yet again and murmured prayers.

      “And if the ring catches on your knuckle when he slides it on,” Chin-Hair Nonna rubbed her stubble, “you’ll wear the pants in the family.”

      Nonna grinned. “Which is-a good luck-a for our-a family.” Then she ratcheted up the grin to a you-know-what-eating one. “But-a bad luck-a for his.”

      Chin-Hair Nonna wiped the smirk from her face. “When the priest introduces you as man and wife, you both have to turn to the guests at the same time.” She pounded the pulpit. “God forbid one of you goes first, because that will be the first person to die in the marriage.”

      “Sweet Je—” I caught myself in the nick of time, narrowly avoiding a sacrilegious swear—and getting caught in the holy crossfire that would’ve ensued. “Are there any purely good luck scenarios?”

      “Sure, sure.” Nonna patted my shoulder. “If a bird does-a the poo on-a you on-a your wedding-a day.”

      “Um… That doesn’t seem lucky.”

      Nonna threw up her hands. “You’re getting-a married, Franki! What the hell-a did-a you expect? Wine and-a roses?”

      This from a woman who’d been trying to sell me on marriage for over half my life. I glanced at my phone. My call for help had been answered. But how to escape Nonna and the nonne’s Catholic clutches?

      A dove flew into the church, eliciting gasps from the nonne. The bird flapped and circled and then landed on the head of Saint Lucy who, incidentally, was also the patron saint of virgins and Siracusa, Sicily.

      “È nu miraculu!” Santina pressed her palms to her cheeks.

      A nonna with a neck as thick as a ciabatta grabbed her throat. “It is a miracle!”

      Ciabatta-Necked Nonna was only half right, because the dove was also a heaven-sent answer to my pleas. I slid from the pew, and with the stealth of a ninja nonna who’d crept up behind the dove for a closer look—or to catch it for a ragù—I fled the church.

      The rear passenger door of a 1970s Pontiac Catalina opened, and I slipped inside, finally free of the FIAT and the stifling Sicilian wedding traditions.

      But still uneasy.

      Because more trouble was coming. And it was bigger than my Catholic class kidnapping.

      I could feel it.
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        * * *

      

      “Back to the office, eh?” My Uber driver beamed at me in the rearview mirror as he stroked his snow-white beard.

      “Just to pick up my car.” I decided not to tell him or the guy sitting next to him that I’d been kidnapped by goon nonne. I was in no mood to go into the whole Sicilian saga, and I was far too busy pouring myself an eggnog.

      After adding a squirt of whipped cream, I leaned back against the cracked vinyl seat careful to avoid the dangers of the old-school decorations on the rear parcel deck—mercury-filled ornaments, the fiery-hot bulbs of methylene-chloride-filled bubble lights, and vintage tinsel, which not only contained toxic metal but could also conduct an electrical current from the lights.

      Despite the hazards, I was happy. In the twinkling of an eye, I’d gone from the funerary church setting to Christmas in a car. In January.

      When I was down and in need of a ride, I knew who to call—Santa Claus.

      And his elf in the passenger seat.

      Besides Santa and Hermey, who’d once given me a ride home from the airport after a disastrous Iowa glamping trip, the only other Uber driver I knew was Phil Redman, who was also the caretaker for Saint Cecilia Cemetery. And I’d rather take a joy ride in the Christmas Car any day of the year than endure a ride from hell in Phil’s Uber Undertaker hearse—even though, when it came to jolly, Phil could give Santa a run for his money.

      Smiling to myself, I grabbed a candy cane and breathed in the cinnamon-pine-gasoline scent. Then I settled in to listen to some holiday music. “Feliz Navidad” ended, and “Grandma Got Run Over by a Reindeer” came on the car stereo.

      Hermey turned in his seat. Like his Rudolph-the-Red-Nosed-Reindeer namesake, he had black eyes that were too close together and wore a perpetually earnest expression. “We’ve got rum and brandy for the eggnog.”

      “I’d better not.” The song was giving me ideas, and if I tied one on, I might be tempted to carry them out.

      He raised a poinsettia-shaped plate. “Creole Christmas cake?”

      “Why not? I mean, eating rum and brandy doesn’t count.” Using a napkin depicting gators pulling a sleigh, I took a piece. Then I bit into the iced, booze-infused fruitcake and had a vision of the St. Mary’s mural of the Virgin ascending to heaven.

      And a plan came to me.

      “I’m getting married on the eleventh, and things are getting intense. So, I’ll call you again when I need an escape. Maybe just to ride around, if that’s alright.”

      Santa’s face lit up like a Christmas tree. “Happy to oblige a bride-to-be.”

      Hermey nodded, but his face was hardly festive. “And these days, it’s best you don’t go walking around alone. Strange things have been happening in the Quarter.”

      I swallowed another boozy bite. “That’s not exactly a news flash.”

      “Oh, this isn’t about the usual crime or drunken antics.” His eyes widened to the size of ball ornaments. “We’re talking about a ghost.”

      “Also not news in New Orleans.” I polished off the cake and surveyed the drink toppings, sugar cookies, and snacks in a tray attached to the back of the center console, opting for a handful of Reindeer Munch. “But for the record, I don’t believe in ghosts.”

      “Santa and I don’t either. That’s the worrying part.”

      My eyes traveled from Hermey to Jolly Old Saint Nick, who’d turned uncharacteristically unjolly. “I’m not following you.”

      Santa coughed and rested his hand on his belly. “We’re at a loss to explain it, but a spirit has indeed appeared in New Orleans. Although, if you believe the local ghost tours, he never left.”

      “The pirate Jean LaFitte?” I guessed. “Or the ghost of Piere Antoine Lepardi Jourdan at Muriel’s Restaurant?”

      The car went over a bump, and a Grinch bobblehead on the dashboard went flying.

      “No, Père Dagobert de Longuory, a Capuchin monk from Quebec.” Santa turned onto Decatur Street. “The father was the rector of St. Louis Church, before it became the Cathedral. He died in 1776, but people claim you can still hear him singing hymns. His favorite is Kyrie eleison.”

      Lord, have mercy was both the translation of the hymn name and the thought that ran through my head.

      Hermey gripped the back of his seat. “Not only did we hear him, we saw him when we took a passenger to the Bourbon Orleans Hotel early Thursday morning. He was wearing a brown monk’s robe with a rope around the waist.”

      I popped some munch into my mouth. “It was probably some guy clowning around—or Capuchining around, as it were.”

      Neither Santa nor Hermey ho-ho-hoed, maybe because they were in costumes themselves.

      “I don’t think it was a joke.” Hermey flipped the blonde bangs that protruded from his elf hat. “It was three a.m., and bitterly cold. No one else was around.”

      Santa stopped at a red light. “Others have reported hearing Père Dagobert recently. It made The Times-Picayune.”

      I shrugged. “He’s probably one of those religious zealots who hang around St. Louis Cathedral trying to save people.”

      “Could be.” He stroked his beard. “Kyrie eleison is common in Christian liturgies.”

      Hermey laid a solemn look on Santa. “And the Mass for the Dead.”

      That comment gave me a jolt, as did neck contact with a boiling bubble light. “Well,” I rubbed a possible burn mark, “whoever or whatever this Père Dagobert is, I don’t want to see him. It’s not the ghost thing but a clergy issue. According to my Sicilian nonna, it’s bad luck to see a priest on my wedding day.”

      Santa chuckled. “Then you’d best not get married in a Catholic Church, or you’re doomed.”

      If you believed my nonna, I was doomed either way—and damned all kinds of ways. “She meant before I arrive at the church.” I grabbed a couple of fluffy marshmallows for comfort. “And believe me, I can’t take any chances. I haven’t had an easy time of it when it comes to men and relationships.”

      “Hermey and I hear that all the time. The most common one is, ‘Santa, I’d like an eligible man for Christmas, preferably one with health insurance.’”

      “And a 401k,” Hermey added.

      Couldn’t argue with those requests. “Sounds reasonable.”

      “Sure. But some women ask for a baby, and I can’t help them there.” He gave a hearty ho-ho-ho.

      “Neither can I.” Hermey offered no explanation, although I suspected it wasn’t because he was an elf.

      I glanced out the window. “A baby is the next thing my family will be on me about, but first I have to get down the aisle. My nonna has been calling me a zitella since I was in my teens, so if I don’t get married this week, all inferno will break loose—as in legions of torch-carrying nonne conducting husband-hunts through the streets.” That is, if they didn’t try to marry me off to that hirsute brute, Bruno.

      “Zitella…” Hermey pressed a finger to his pudgy chin. “Reminds me of ‘zit.’”

      My lips wrinkled. “It’s worse than a pimple. It means ‘old maid.’ They got married young in Old World Sicily.”

      Hermey turned in his seat. “Families are tough, aren’t they?”

      Santa slowed the Christmas Car to a stop in front of the Private Chicks building. “I’ll say. Mrs. Claus has been after me for years to give up milk and cookies. Can you imagine?”

      I shook my head. Not in this car
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