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Chapter One
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A wave of hot, sticky air enveloped us like a damp blanket as the Art Deco lobby’s automatic front doors of the historic Caribe Royale Hotel whooshed open, and the Yentas and I stepped outside. 

The butterscotch sun had just risen into the mother-of-pearl bluish-gray sky, and the temperature had already hit a toasty eighty-nine degrees. The humidity rode in on the frothy waves of the aquamarine Atlantic and crawled ashore. It slung low on the hips of the city, clinging to them as snugly as a pair of sodden jeans would to your tush. 

The muggy air was so thick you could chew it. It was impossible to go outside and stay dry, let alone clean, on such a sweltering mid-July morning. The Yentas and I already looked as if we’d slept in our wrinkled clothes. Only my mother, used to the steamy weather, was fresh as a daisy on the first day of the annual Miami Swimwear trade show.

The Yentas: Joan Binder, Hope Greenberg, Queenie Levine, Sonia Wilson, and I have met each workday morning for coffee in the California Apparel Mart for over two years. Now, my colleagues and I took our act on the road. By the way, I am Holly Schlivnik, President of Mermaid Swimwear.  

Joan wiped a sheen of perspiration dotting her forehead with a swipe of her wrist. She motioned to the line of taxis stationed in front of the hotel and whined like a cranky toddler. “For crying out loud, ladies. I’ve only taken two steps out of the hotel, and I’m already drowning in my sweat. Why are we walking and not taking an air-conditioned cab?”  

I pointed to the Brews & Bagels coffee shop, located on the ground floor of the building next door to the hotel. “Because, Joanie, the coffee shop is about five hundred feet from the spot you’re standing on. The cab meter charges by the mile, not by the foot.”

Joan glared with her well-practiced kindergarten teacher’s look of disapproval and tossed out one of her famous snarky zingers. “Did the geniuses at the swim association choose this outdoor steam bath as the next best locale to hold the trade show at because the Amazon jungle was already booked?”

Hope tipped her head to the side like my dog Siggie does when he’s trying to understand something. “Joan, what are you talking about? The show is held inside the convention center, not outdoors.”

As we walked to the coffee shop, Sonia, always succinct, answered instead of Joan. “Hope, she was referring to the city chosen as the site of the market, not if the market itself is held outdoors...”

I followed the intoxicating aroma of freshly-brewed coffee into the busy cafe five minutes later. My business partner and BFF, Queenie, and I waited in line for coffee and bagels while the others commandeered the only large group table in the back of the restaurant. 

We distributed everyone’s breakfast, and Queenie smiled at Mom. “Will Mike come down to the show to visit all his schemata buddies?”

Mom shook her head. “No. Mike and one of his retired garment friends are in Monte Carlo at a backgammon tournament.”

Joan asked, “Are they contestants or fans?”

Mom said, “Contestants. They belong to a local backgammon club and are excellent players. Mike says they have a good shot of at least placing in the senior tournament.”

We no sooner finished eating than Queenie poked me in the ribs with her elbow. She motioned across the store and groaned. “Look at the kook who’s coming our way.” 

I said, “She’s a bit flamboyant, but not too bad. We’ve been on a few industry committees together. She’s smart, did her part, and was pleasant. We ate lunch together a few times, and it was enjoyable.”

I plastered a way-too-cheery for so early in the morning grin on my kisser as campy competitor Avril Wilts, Vice President of Sales at Tigress Swimwear, sauntered to our table. Decked out in her signature skin-tight tiger print jumpsuit, Avril invited herself to join us by planting her tush into the open seat between my mother and me. She swiveled her head back and forth between my mother and me. “You two look more like sisters than mother and daughter. Holly, I can see how you’ll look in twenty years.”

I grinned. “Yeah. We get that often.” 

Avril turned to my mother. “So, Natalie...we’re at the beginning of another new season. Your boss shops my line every market, but never writes an order. What’s a girl gotta do to get a foot in the door at Laurie’s?”

Before Mom answered, Joan slammed her hand on the table so hard that the cups flew up and coffee spilled all over. 

Joan growled through clenched teeth, “Avril, you’re way out of line. Buttonholing is strictly verboten, especially at social gatherings.” Joan hitched her thumb to the store exit. “You crashed our coffee klatch uninvited, so if you can’t behave professionally, take a hike.” 

Avril jutted her jaw. “What are you, Joan, the etiquette police?” She glared at my mother. “Pass along a message to Mariel: She will regret it if she doesn’t place an order with us this year. I’ll go over her head to Mr. Green and complain that since his buyer only gives orders to her industry pets, there’s no open-to-buy dollars available for the rest of the vendors.” 

She pointed an index finger, j’accuse style, at each Yenta. “So, Mariel must be on the take...I bet Mr. Green won’t be too happy if that tidbit got out in the market.” She smiled evilly and poked her finger into her ample cleavage. “And I’ll make it my business to spread it all over the show.” 

I burst out laughing. “You couldn’t get it more backward if you tried. We do get special treatment, but not the kind you’d want. We receive our orders dead last, not first, and fight for our deliveries and open-to-buy dollars the same as all the other suppliers.” I pointed to my mother. “Mariel bends over backward not to show favoritism to us because my mother works for her.”

Avril patted her bouffant hair and rolled her eyes. “I might be a blonde, but I’m not dumb. You’re nothing but an entitled liar.” Then the sexy ex-model-turned-sales-exec stood, spun on her heels, and stalked out of the coffee shop.

Sonia deadpanned, “There is one woman who missed the lecture on how to make friends and influence people.”

Joan pursed her lips. “Sales is certainly not her strong suit. Better to have stayed in modeling. All she had to do was keep her yap shut, twirl around, and smile.” Joan pointed to herself. “I’m not exactly the most diplomatic at times, but I’ve learned the hard way to tone it down because you get more flies with honey than vinegar. How she gets any orders is a mystery.”

Hope finished mopping the last of the spilled coffee off the table and glanced at my mother. “You’re not the buyer; you’re the assistant. You have no control over which brands are bought. So, why Avril thought she’d accomplish anything other than pissing you off by harassing you is beyond me.”

Queenie curled her upper lip. “The woman is a moron. All her little outburst accomplished was to give herself a feel-good moment.” Queenie turned to my mother. “I hope it was worth it to her, because one word from you to Mariel, and Avril will never get an order.”

Mom shrugged. “Nah. I won’t mention Avril’s threat and get her in trouble. She’s only doing her job.”

Joan’s eyes popped. “Why the hell not? If you don’t put a blowhard like Avril in her place, she’ll make your life a nightmare.”

Mom funneled her lips. “In life, we all get a rope. And you either hang yourself or save yourself with it. I don’t have to hang her. If Avril is stupid enough to make good on her threat, she will hang herself.”

I held my wrist up and pointed to my watch. “We’d better hustle or we’ll be late for our first appointments.”

We walked a block and waited at the intersection to cross the street at the light. I stepped one foot off the curb as the signal turned from red to green. Sonia looked up as a strong gust of wind rustled the fronds of a large palm tree next to the traffic light. Sonia shoved me away from the curb and screamed, “Look out, Holly!” 

Joan grabbed my arm and pulled me from traffic as a coconut dropped from the top of the palm tree. It whizzed past me so closely that the whoosh of the air ruffled my bangs into my eyes. The coconut hit the ground, and its milk splattered over my shoes as the outer shell shattered into a hundred pieces. 

Joan clutched her hands over her heart and gasped. “Holy guacamole! That was close.”

Hope slapped her cheeks. “My God, Holly! If not for Sonia’s quick reaction, your head would be smashed to smithereens.” 

Sonia held her index finger over her thumb. “You came this close to being killed.”

Queenie grinned. “Talk about a novel way to go out...Death by Coconut.”

Little did any of us realize how prophetic Queenie’s quip would turn out to be.
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Chapter Two
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We’d just finished showing the line to Martin from Swim N’ Surf Stores when Simon Posnick’s showroom manager burst into our booth, sobbing. Lucinda Burke staggered across the room, found Lauren Bishop, and threw her arms around our showroom manager’s neck. My eyes widened as the normally neat-as-a-pin Lucinda looked as if she’d been run over by a bus. 

I’d known identical twins Lauren and Lucinda since I started in the rag business. Yet, if not for a strawberry-shaped beauty mark on Lauren’s chin, I still couldn’t tell them apart. 

Tall, well-proportioned, and shapely with a generous bust, the brunette and green-eyed sisters shared identical looks and had chosen the same career path, but had little else in common. Lauren’s personality is outgoing and assertive. Lucinda is shy and reserved. Lauren is happily married and the mother of two rambunctious children. Lucinda barely escaped a terrible marriage and is struggling as a single parent of a special-needs child.

Lauren pried Lucinda’s arms from around her neck and led her disheveled sister to the back of the booth. It wasn’t my intention to be nosy, but in our inverted cone-shaped booth, it was impossible not to overhear their conversation. 

Lauren said, “Luce, get a hold of yourself. I can’t understand you when you’re crying. Take a breath and calmly tell me what’s got you so upset.”

Lucinda’s voice quivered as she hiccupped her reply. “I-it’s S-Simon. M-my G-God, h-he’s a m-monster!”

Lauren clucked her tongue. “What now?”

Lucinda said, “Jonathan was accepted into the Brighter Day Autism School, and he received a partial scholarship.”

Lauren yelped, “That’s fantastic news! So, what does that have to do with Simon?”

Lucinda said, “Even including the partial scholarship, the monthly tuition is $2,000.00. At my current salary, I’d face a monthly shortfall of $1,000.00 for all our other bills once tuition is paid. My last raise was two years ago. I asked Simon for a $250.00 weekly raise.” Lucinda spat, “He agreed to the raise...if I agreed to additional duties.”

Lauren asked, “Does he want you to go on the road? He knows you can’t leave your son alone.”

Lucinda sobbed. “No! He demanded I sleep with him! And threatened to hold back my paycheck if I refused to put out.” 

Lauren gasped, “Oh come on...he wasn’t serious. The man is a gold-medal champion slug, but even he wouldn’t dare stoop so low. Is it possible you misunderstood him?”

Lucinda snapped, “He was as serious as a heart attack.” 

The MeToo Movement somehow missed this jerk.

Lauren shrugged. “You have no choice but to quit. Go back to the booth right now and pack your personal belongings. Give your notice, effective immediately, and then walk out. Leave him in the lurch in the middle of the biggest swimwear market of the year. Hit the jerk in the place where it hurts him the hardest. In his wallet.”

Lucinda clucked her tongue. “Quitting is impossible without another job. I already live paycheck to paycheck. I can’t be without an income for even a week.”  

Lauren nodded. “Okay. I get it. Work through the swimwear market and put him off. Say you’re considering it. Ask for the particulars. How often? Locations and times? In the meantime, we’ll put our feelers out. You’re an experienced showroom manager with a good reputation. I’ll ask Harriet and Holly for help. Between all of us getting the word out, you’ll land somewhere in no time.”

Lucinda asked, “And if nothing else is available? Then what? Brighter Day would be a game-changer for Jonathan, but I won’t pimp myself out to pay the tuition.”

Lauren tsked. “Of course not. Between the folks, Ronnie and me, and the rest of the family, we’ll back your play the way we always have.” 

Lucinda gushed, “You’re the best. I...”

The rest of Lucinda’s response was obliterated by tall, buff, imposing Simon Posnick storming into our booth. 

Thank the Goddess we had no customers. 

He turned a one-eighty and yelled at the top of his lungs, “LUCINDA! I know you’re here. We’ve got a packed booth of impatient buyers. If one of them leaves because you’re not in the booth to show them the line, consider yourself fired!” 

I was halfway across the room to throw the jackass out, but he saw me coming and saved me the trouble. He turned about-face and stalked across the hall to his half-empty booth. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three
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The next day, Avril Wilts and I nodded hello as we met at the ladies’ room sinks. I finished washing up first, waved goodbye, and left. I was at the main aisle of the convention center when Avril rushed out and called my name. “Holly, a few minutes, please?”

I sighed. So far, our booth has been packed all day. I’d been on my feet for hours, missed lunch, and this was my first and long-overdue potty break. My back hurt, I was dying to take off my high heels, and I was tired and cranky. The last thing I wanted was Avril Wilts, round two. But my good manners prevailed, and I waited for her.

I said, “If you promise to play nice in the sandbox, I’ll walk as far as your booth. Make it short and sweet because we have a full house. I’ve got to get back to our booth.”

She nodded, slipped my arm into the crook of her elbow, and steered us toward the loading dock. “I was hoping I’d run into you. Do you mind taking a slight detour?” She held up a delivery slip. “I need to pick up a box of samples. It won’t take more than a minute or two. I promise.” 

Didn’t I say make it short and sweet? 

I sighed. “O-kay.” 

We entered the loading dock delivery office, and Avril handed the clerk her slip. He found her package and had her sign for it. The clerk tapped the top of the package. “This is heavy—weighs thirty-three pounds.” The clerk pointed to a line of trolleys next to the metal case. “Wait a sec, and I’ll get you a trolley. Make sure you return it before five o’clock when the dock closes.” 

Avril flexed her biceps. “I can handle a thirty-three-pound carton with no problem.”

The clerk shrugged. “Okay, suit yourself, but it’s not my fault if you throw your back out.”

She picked up the carton, and we headed to the vendor booth aisles.

I asked, “So, what do you want to talk to me about?”

She dipped her head. “I wanted to apologize for yesterday morning.”

“You owe me no apology, but my mother is another story,” I snarked. “You might consider changing methodologies. Yours stinks.” 

She puckered her lips. “It doesn’t justify my behavior, but I owe you an explanation for my strong-arm tactic yesterday, so you’ll understand the context and reason behind it. This season is my sixth at Tigress Swimwear. The owners, Mike and Mickey Larsen, came to me six months ago with a proposition. If I got written commitments from the twelve stores they were the most anxious to sell to by the end of the Miami swimwear show, the Larsens would make me a twenty-five percent minority partner. I’ve already received written commitments from eight of 
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the stores. The last four are Florida accounts. I am confident I’ll get written commitments from three of the four. Laurie’s is the one stickler mucking up the opportunity of a lifetime.”

“Why?”

“Because the Larsens will only make good on the partnership if I get written commitments from all twelve stores.” She held out her hands in supplication. “So, you can see, that’s the reason I am so desperate to get a commitment from Mariel.”

I sniffed. “You’re lucky my mother has a soft spot in her heart for salespeople. If she passed your idiotic threat to Mariel, you’d receive a commitment from Laurie’s Stores the second Tuesday of next week.”

Avril shrugged. “You can’t lose what you don’t have. I used the wrong approach, but I still need some help. Now that I’ve explained my situation, will you ask your mother to help me?”

Good grief. Was English not her first language? 

“Since you didn’t understand it the first time, I’ll speak more slowly so you can comprehend each word. My mother has no say in which lines Mariel places orders with.”

Avril rolled her eyes. “Come on, Holly. Cut the crap. Natalie has worked for Mariel for a decade, and you expect me to believe that the woman never asks your mother for her opinion on a line? You don’t want to help me...okay. I’m not happy, but don’t insult my intelligence by saying your mother doesn’t influence her boss.”

“Think what you will. But I won’t help you or anyone else put my mother in a compromising position with her boss. If you want an order from Mariel Levine, let your product be your best advocate. Mariel is a seasoned, successful buyer who didn’t get this far by buying only from her favorite vendors. She buys from vendors whose lines have the styles she can sell. If your product is right for her customers, you’ll get an order. Here’s my advice. Take your designer and merchandiser on a field trip to one of Mariel’s stores tonight and see if your product fits into her mix. If yours doesn’t, send your design team back to the drawing board.”

Avril stopped dead in her tracks two doors down from her booth. She pointed to Simon Posnick and her bosses, deep in conversation. She snarled, “The nerve of the worm. He’s still the same sleazeball he was when we worked at the same company. I bet he hid around the corner, waiting for me to leave the booth so he could campaign for my job.”

The guy is like a bad penny showing up everywhere.

I grimaced. “You and he worked together? Please accept my condolences.”

She nodded. “Yeah, years ago. I was the Sable Swimwear L.A. showroom manager, and Simon was the local rep. We had a brief affair. It went south once I was promoted to Sales Manager over Simon. If I accepted the promotion, he threatened to tell Sam Sable about the affair in the hopes I’d be fired, and he’d get the job.”

I looked at her oddly. “So, it didn’t occur to him that he’d be fired too?”

She snorted. “Nobody ever said he was the sharpest knife in the drawer. I called his bluff, took the job, and fired him.”

Avril laughed mirthlessly. “How he found out is a mystery, but no sooner did the Larsens propose the deal, Simon appeared out of the clear blue and threatened to expose our affair if I didn’t pay for his silence.”

I rolled my eyes. “Who cares about an ancient history affair?”

She dipped her head to the Tigress booth. “If you went by our sexy product styling, you’d never guess the Larsens are conservative, religious people and would be appalled by the affair between a married man and me.”

My eyes popped. “Please tell me you didn’t pay the bastard!”

Avril clucked her tongue. “Of course not. I told him to pound sand. Then I heard through the grapevine he had become a multi-line rep, moved to Miami, and out of my hair...or so it seemed.” She pointed to Simon, bared her teeth, and growled deep in her throat like a ferocious tiger. “I worked my ass off to get where I am. If the slug tries to take it away from me, I swear to God I’ll kill him.”  
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Saturday morning, I greeted the Yentas and our southeastern sales rep, Harriet Kaplan, who joined us for breakfast. 

I glanced at my watch and turned to Harriet. “Is Lauren opening the booth? Someone from our group has to be there when the show starts, or we’ll get a hefty fine.”

Harriet nodded. “Yes, she is. Lauren lives closer to the convention center than I do, so it’s easier for her to get in early than for me. So, we decided that she’ll open the booth and I’ll close up at the end of each day.”

I took a sip of coffee and asked, “Are we all set for tonight’s pre-fashion show dinner party?”

Harriet gave me the OK sign. “All taken care of. A six-fifteen reservation for nine of us at Mango Tango. That’s the Cuban restaurant that served those fabulous Maduro fried plantains you loved so much last time. The restaurant is within walking distance of the convention center.” 

Joan counted the guest list. “Holly, Queenie, Hope, Sonia, me, Harriet, Natalie, and Lauren. Eight. Who is the ninth guest?”

I said, “I invited Lucinda to join us.”

Hope smiled. “How thoughtful of you.”  

I said, “She deserves some fun. I’m glad her mom is taking Jonathan for the weekend.”

Harriet panned the table and grinned. “Too bad you guys left early last night. You missed all the excitement. Walter Seiden, the Miss Prim Swim rep, showed up at Simon Posnick’s booth and accused Simon of stealing Mystique Swimwear from him. Simon ordered Walter out of his booth. Walter refused. Everyone on the aisle heard Simon’s threat to have Walter arrested for trespassing. The two got into a fist fight. Nancy Lookofsky from Sweet as Sugar Swimwear called security. Two security guards broke up the fight and escorted the two out of the convention center, kicking and screaming.”

Sonia stroked her chin. “It will be interesting to see if they come for the cocktail hour and fashion show.” 

Hope said, “If they had any self-respect, they’d lie low and hope their customers got no wind of their ruckus.”

Joan rolled her eyes. “The only way those two would miss an opportunity to buttonhole buyers is if they got expelled from the trade show. But unless one of them commits a murder, the Swimwear Association won’t throw them out and forfeit their revenue.”

I clucked my tongue. “We forked out a bucket of bucks for a premium booth location at this market. We should not be subjected to the continued disruptions to our business created by Simon Posnick.” I turned to Queenie. “If last night did not get him expelled, you and I had better pay 

a visit to Sharon at the Swimwear Association and discuss having Simon kicked out of the show.”

Queenie laughed. “We’d be doing him a favor. At the rate he’s making enemies, he might not make it through the show in one piece.”
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[image: ]


Six-forty-five; the evening of the same day.

I checked the time again. Annoyance and worry twisted my heart into knots. I looked across the elegantly set, candle-lit, banquet-style table at Harriet. “This is so unlike the twins not to call if something came up,” I snarked. “The question is, do I hug them or slug them if they show up?” 

Harriet wrung her hands. “Lauren is extremely responsible. She would never stand anyone up, least of all her bosses.” 

Queenie held out her hands. “You texted her, left voicemail messages, went outside and looked for them. You checked at the reception desk and the restroom. You’ve already told the maître d’ to be on the lookout for the twins. There’s nothing more you can do.”

I signaled our waiter. “Well, we can’t wait any longer for them. If the waiter doesn’t put in our orders now, we won’t get to eat and still be back at the convention center in time for the fashion show.”
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An hour and a half later...

Overnight, the convention center theater lobby had been transformed into a jungle. Dozens of palm trees in camouflage planters, interspersed with lush, colorful flowers and plants, and large bamboo cages filled with live tropical birds were placed around the room. The open bar was decorated like a tiki lounge, with six bartenders dressed in brightly colored floral shirts and white trousers, pith helmets adorning their heads.

Queenie pointed to the papier mâché coconuts suspended from the ceiling. “At least if one of those falls on your head, it won’t be fatal.”

I nudged Harriet. “Any sign of the twins?”

Harriet turned a one-eighty. “Nope. I left Lauren another message, but she didn’t respond.”

I smacked my knuckles into my palm. “Damn. This is not like them. I hope there’s no problem with Jonathan.”

I pointed to the packed bar. “Now’s the time to belly up to the bar, or we won’t get the drinks before the fashion show starts.”

I glanced at Queenie and twisted my wrist as though taking a sip. “Your usual scotch on the rocks and a twist?”

She grinned. “You need to ask?”

The others declined, so I powered through the crowd and elbowed my way into a narrow space two rows back from the bar. I caught the attention of one of the bartenders. I funneled my hands around my mouth and shouted my order over the noisy din. He nodded and turned around to assemble the cocktails. 

Five minutes later, the bartender brought the drinks back. I tried to move closer to the bar, but it was like I was pushing a car to the side of the road. 

I tapped the back of a tall man in front of me and waved the twenty under the guy’s nose. Walter Seiden turned around and grinned. “If you’re buying, I’m drinking.”

I laughed. “I’ll take a rain check.”
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