

[image: Murder, Curlers & Kilts]



[image: TitlePage]








A weekend visit to Rueland’s multicultural fair turns sour when beautician Valentine Beaumont comes face to face with a corpse wearing a kilt. What’s worse, she learns the victim was a target of foul play, her #1 nemesis is on the case, and no one is who they seem.

Despite warnings from hot, hard-headed Detective Romero to leave things to the police, Valentine sets off to snag the killer. While on the case, she crashes into sexy, Herculean stylist Jock de Marco, rattles an old foe, wrestles with family issues, and tangles with secretive clan members.

Will Valentine catch the murderer before she becomes the weekend’s next target? Or are her fair days numbered?








“Zany characters, lots of laughs, and a murder mystery that will keep you turning pages!”

–New York Times Bestselling Author, Christie Craig




“A sexy, laugh-out-loud puzzler! I can’t wait to visit Rueland again!”

–USA Today Bestselling Author, Leslie Langtry




“Mayhem, murder, and mascara—it’s all in a day’s work for Valentine Beaumont, the world’s most entertaining crime-solving stylist. Set at an international festival, with a killer cast of quirky characters, including sexy investigator Romero, Murder, Curlers & Kilts will entertain fans of both mystery and romance novels.”

–Diane Kelly, award-winning author of the House Flipper, Paw Enforcement, and Death & Taxes series




“A fun and flirty, killer good time!”

–New York Times Bestselling Author, Addison Moore




“Laughs and mystery abound in this fantastic book. Fans of Janet Evanovich will love this twist on crime in a small town!”

–New York Times Bestselling Author, Shirley Jump
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To my father:
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CHAPTER ONE




My name is Valentine Beaumont. I’m the sole proprietor of Beaumont’s, a fair to middling beauty salon in the heart of Rueland, Massachusetts. I knew my day was off to a bad start when Phyllis, one of my employees, traipsed her first client this morning into Ti Amo, one of the treatment rooms, for an underarm wax, and the customer stomped out of the salon thirty minutes later with chunks of the depilatory strung from her ears.

Phyllis lacks genius when it comes to beautifying others. But I keep her on because a) she’s a remote family member, and b) the elderly patrons believe she’s a hard worker despite their botched colors and ruined cuts. If they were happy, who was I to rock the boat? Plus, if I let Phyllis go, like I had once done a while back, there’d be hell to pay from my mother’s aunts—women who made Disney’s sea witch Ursula seem sweeter than Cinderella’s fairy godmother.

We locked up at two, our usual closing time on Saturday, and I joined a thousand people in Rueland Town Park for the annual May multicultural festival. Kids were stuffing their faces with cotton candy, the Ferris wheel was in full swing, and a blend of dialects and music from bagpipes to steel drums echoed in the air. Every country under the sun was represented, and my heart warmed with pride that my hometown hosted such a diverse event.

I promised my parents I’d help dish out shish kebab, tabbouleh, and samples of hummus in the Armenian booth. But at the moment, I sank my sparkly heels in the lush grass, mouth gaping at Phyllis twelve feet away, pacing behind a yard-sale table.

Phyllis was squashed into an unevenly pleated plaid kilt—clearly one of her sewing creations—with a matching tam perched on her head. She was waving what looked like an old Sony Walkman in an Asian man’s face.

As much as I wanted to flee, I couldn’t tear myself away from witnessing what would happen next.

“You take one dollar?” The man nodded his head in earnest at Phyllis despite her resembling a Rueland-Memorial-psych-ward escapee.

“One dollar!” Phyllis pushed back her tam, her mahogany curls frizzed underneath. “What do you think this is? A charity? Ten dollars, firm.”

“But this is from 1980. So long ago.”

“What’s the year got to do with it? Sony’s a good name. Everyone knows that.” She shoved up her sleeves, a sure sign she was readying for battle.

A tremor of anxiety inched its way up my spine. Phyllis was losing her patience, and the outcome wasn’t going to be pretty.

The tentative buyer wore a camera around his neck, and from where I was standing at the far side of the table, a look of confusion on his face. Barbeque smells rose through the park. Ethnic songs played in the background. But he was deaf to everything except the Walkman. He studied it good and hard, pressing buttons, shaking the gadget by his ear. He checked that batteries were in place, then pushed the eject button. He pulled out the cassette, examined it, snapped it back inside, and pressed the buttons again. Nothing.

“Look”—Phyllis slung her hands on her hips—“I haven’t got all day. Do you want the thing or not?”

The man frowned at Phyllis in her bagpipe outfit, then turned sideways and looked at me for help.

I was a crappy whistler, but I puckered up and whistled a ditty, pretending to take interest in a German vendor churning out beer nuts a few stalls over.

The poor guy swiveled back to Phyllis and held up the Walkman. “But it doesn’t work.”

Phyllis narrowed her eyes, suspicion etched across her face. “I know your kind of shopper. You’ll get that Walkman home, take it apart, make a few adjustments, and in no time, it’ll be good as new, playing show tunes from The Mikado. In fact, it’ll be worth twice the price.”

The guy’s mouth dropped open, and his eyes rolled high into his head. Probably never met anyone like Phyllis before.

Wagering it’d only go downhill from here, I spun around to leave and bumped into Maximilian Martell, my second-in-command at Beaumont’s. Also, my best male friend.

“You’re going to miss the next event!” He towed me a foot away, his hazel eyes lit with excitement. Then he pulled up straight, catching sight of Phyllis in her plaid skirt and tam. “What’s Mary, Queen of Scots doing?”

Max. Always the shallow approach.

“She’s selling a broken Walkman to that gentleman.”

He crossed his arms in front. “Should I tell the poor fellow I’ve got an ax and chopping block with her name on it?”

He also lived to rattle Phyllis. I backhanded him in the stomach. “Don’t be mean. Not everyone has a perverse interest in historic beheadings like you.”

“Maybe they should.” He rubbed his gut. “Historical facts shaped the world we live in.”

Oh brother.

He dragged his stare away from Phyllis and did a double take of me. “I thought there was something different on you today. You’re wearing false eyelashes.”

I batted my lashes playfully. “How can you tell?”

He was an inch from my nose. “For starters, your left lashes aren’t glued down properly. Secondly, you should’ve trimmed them. It looks like you’ve got tarantulas on your eyelids.”

I sliced him a dirty look. Max was so skilled at his job he could make an old bag lady with rotten teeth and bad hair look like a fashion model. And he could do it blindfolded. Still, I didn’t need his analysis. To tell the truth, the lashes did seem excessive, their weight and thickness almost obstructing my view. I pressed down the lash on the outer corner of my left eyelid, giving him a sticky blink.

“Why are you even wearing false eyelashes?” he wanted to know. “You’ve got the longest, thickest lashes I’ve ever seen. With those amber eyes of yours, you don’t need extra glitz.”

“One of the salesmen left me a pair to try,” I said, ignoring his flattery, “so I thought, why not?”

“I just told you why not.” He let his words sink in, then gazed back at Phyllis. “On the topic of needing extra glitz, what’s going on with our lassie’s hair today? Bozo the Clown never had so much frizz.”

I shrugged. “She blamed this morning’s dew.”

He thought about this, utter disbelief on his face. “A talented stylist would’ve used any number of hair products to tame the frizz. Of course, no one could ever accuse Phyllis of being a talented stylist.”

I leaned my arm against Max’s shoulder, slid off one of my heels, and rubbed the ball of my foot. It’d been an especially busy workday—the dewy morning bringing in a stream of clients—and the less standing around I did in four-inch spikes, the better.

Max knit his eyebrows together while holding me up. “How was she allowed to set up a yard-sale table at a multicultural fair, anyway? Last time I checked, there were no cultural roots in worthless items.”

I gave my other foot the same treatment. “Good question. Ask Phyllis.”

He did a not-on-your-life head shake, then jumped at the Asian man’s yelp.

“Lady!” the guy cried at Phyllis. “You’re crazy!” He dropped the Walkman on her table with a loud clank and stalked away.

“And you have dandruff!” Phyllis shouted to his back.

“Another happy customer,” Max muttered.

A huge, noisy thump sounded at the far side of the park near a large pond, catching our attention. Hundreds of cheers followed. “Come on.” Max yanked my arm. “You’re going to miss it.”

“Miss what?” Phyllis trooped over and bobbed her head past us at the crowd surrounded by dozens of international flags.

“The caber toss,” Max said. “Jock’s about to throw the pole. I can’t wait to see how he stacks up against the Scots.”

Speaking of stacking up. Jock de Marco, at six three—or four, is my third employee, an Argentinean with shiny, hard muscles who made Mr. Universe look like an undersized adolescent.

Max eased his grip on me and glared up and down at Phyllis. “I may be sorry for asking, but what are you doing dressed up like a Highland dancer? You’re not Scottish. And your pleats, by the way, are lopsided.”

Phyllis browsed down at her kilt, then back up at Max in his up-to-the-minute fitted shirt and tailored pants. “So I veered from the pattern. It’s the best I could do on short notice.”

Max rolled his eyes. “You call a fair held every year on the same weekend in May short notice?”

“At least I dressed for the occasion. And there’s got to be some Scottish in me.” She adjusted her tam that kept falling over her forehead. “I have red hair, don’t I?”

“That’s from a bottle, you idiot.”

“I’m Scottish, I tell you.” She tugged down her skirt. “And I’m as strong as an ox. If those blokes can fling a tree trunk, so can I.” She marched toward the field, fist in the air. Braveheart leading the troops into battle.

Max shrugged, his eyebrows hiked up to his streaked blond hairline. “I always said you could plow a field with Phyllis. But this I gotta see.”

We trailed behind Phyllis past an Australian boomerang toss, a group of bagpipers wailing out a melody, a game of cricket, and a sumo wrestling match.

“Hey, Phyll.” Max tapped her shoulder. “Wouldn’t you rather grab a loincloth? Sumo wrestling seems more your style.”

Phyllis shooed his hand away and whirled around. “I wouldn’t lower my standards to wrestle with the likes of those two blubbery animals. If you ask me, they should get out of the ring and into Weight Watchers.”

“What’s good for the goose…” Max sang. He swung his saucy gaze to me, scrutinized my death glare, then choked back the rest of the saying.

“Look,” I said, “I promised my mother I’d be at their booth by three.” I peered down at my mauve dress. “Bad enough I didn’t have time after my last walk-in to suit up in my ethnic gear, but she’s not going to be thrilled I’m late. So if you want me to witness Jock tossing a piece of wood, let’s get to it. Time’s a-ticking.”

I aimed for the field when we heard, “You-hoo! Ducky!”

Now what?

I turned around with the others, ready to greet the familiar voice that belonged to either Betty or Birdie Cutler, identical-sounding English twin sisters and clients. Instead, I bumped into a mascot resembling a globe, with blue tights, big white gloves, and huge padded feet. I apologized to the mascot as it went on its way and focused my attention on the twins skipping toward us.

The Cutlers were mid-fifties and among the wealthiest of my clients. They were in matching spring dresses, aprons around their waists, and they had a plump man in tow. The guy was short with thinning fair hair and wore a red T-shirt that kept rising above his belly. There was something cartoonish about him. I couldn’t decide if he was more Winnie the Pooh or Porky Pig. I guessed him to be about thirty-five, but his dimply smile made him seem years younger.

“This is Emery,” Birdie said after the hellos, her British accent refined. “Our own little godsend. Took a break from work and helped us set up our stall this year since Hedley’s down with a cold.”

Hedley was the Cutlers’ butler and jack of all trades.

Emery hiccupped a laugh. “Gosh, ladies, happy to do it.”

Betty took me aside and whispered in my ear. “Poor Emery’s menial desk job is so dreary, but we do what we can to encourage him.”

The Cutlers were famous for taking less-fortunates under their wings, giving them praise and support when needed. They’d done this for one of my deliverymen who’d been wrongfully accused of murder. “Giving back to the community,” they liked to say.

“We’ve got bangers and mash on the grill at our booth,” Birdie went on, “and authentic English-style fish and chips.” To that, they both gave a proud nod. “Come over and try some.”

The term bangers took me back to my reunion with escaped convict Ziggy Stoaks and the last case I’d solved. Another part of Valentine Beaumont. Full-time beautician. Part-time sleuth. Famous for apprehending a nutbar killer by wrapping a perm rod around his bangers. Ziggy’s term, not mine.

To be honest, I didn’t advertise that I caught crooks by wielding my beauty tools. There were enough reminders from well-intentioned folks every time they spotted me with my black beauty bag. Thing was, my tools doubled nicely as weapons, especially when faced with life-and-death situations. Sure, it took imagination and ingenuity. But that was me. The resourceful child.

Because of my close call with Ziggy, the thought of eating sausage and creamed potatoes was far from appealing. “Thanks,” I said, “but we’re on our way to see Jock throw the caber.”

At the mention of Lord de Marco, the sisters batted their firmly-glued-on lashes and swallowed simultaneously. Hardly able to contain themselves, they quivered up and down, their A-cupped breasts standing at attention.

I’d seen this reaction on most women who’d met Jock. And why wouldn’t they quiver? Jock was God’s gift to humanity. Strong. Powerful. Handsome. Hercules on earth. He was also honorable and one hell of a stylist. No wonder everyone admired him. I admired him. Maybe too much for an employer-employee relationship. Something I continually fought to keep in check.

“Bugger!” Betty exclaimed. “Wouldn’t that be smashing to see, but we need to get back to our booth.”

Emery hiked up his pants that were falling below his waist, then gestured his pudgy arm toward the action. “Gosh, if you want to see your friend toss the caber, I can watch the booth for a while.”

Betty gave me a nudge. “Emery tries,” she whispered, “but he’s a bit on the clumsy side. I’m afraid he’d burn down the stall.” She turned to Emery and brightened. “No need, pet. We’ll come along.” She slid her arm through his and looked back over her shoulder at me. “Next hair appointment, tell us what we missed.”

I did a thumbs up, then swung around to Max and Phyllis, half of the dynamic duo nowhere in sight. “What happened to Phyllis?”

Max pointed to the caber-toss area where shouts and merriment filled the air. “She went to get her place.” He grinned. “You ready for your laugh of the day?”

I blinked, impressed with the hundreds of spectators. The caber toss was obviously the most popular event in the park. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

We traipsed over to the field where half a dozen strapping men in kilts lined up, waiting to hurl the caber. Then there was Phyllis, the runt of the litter, socking an imaginary punching bag. I guess it hadn’t sunk in that this was tossing, not boxing.

All went silent as a large, bearded, redheaded man strode up to the plate. He gave a full body shake, loosening up, and did a few knee bends. Then he winched up the caber and sent it flying ten feet off to the side. There were groans, oh no’s, and other glum remarks. I clapped and gave a woo-hoo, amazed someone could lift a sixteen-foot pole and throw it that far.

“Shh.” Max tugged my hands down. “He didn’t flip the caber forward at twelve o’clock like he was supposed to.” He stretched his neck past the spectators in front of us, a smile inching up his face. “He does do a kilt justice though.” He craned his neck further. “Speaking of doing a kilt justice, look who’s up next.”

I skimmed past the cluster and spotted Jock, heads above his competition, in a purple plaid kilt undoubtedly tailored for him, his long, chestnut brown hair flowing past his collar. He loosened the buttons on his white shirt, rolled back his shoulders in a fluid, sensual motion, then walked over to his caber.

Max leaned in. “You think it’s true what they say about men in kilts?”

A lady in front of us turned around, fanning her face. “I’m willing to find out.”

Max chuckled at that. Meanwhile, I reluctantly let my gaze follow the smooth lines of Jock’s fitted shirt down to his kilt that defined his muscular thighs. A shot of heat soared through me, and I strangled back a cough. I knew what the lady meant. I’d probably have erotic dreams for weeks, wondering what was beneath Jock’s kilt. Baloney. You already know what’s beneath, thanks to last fall’s cruise.

I refrained from also fanning my face, not wanting to cause a draft on my lashes. At least that was what I told myself. Truth was, I wasn’t about to give Max ammunition when it came to Jock. I had a hard enough time keeping the lines from blurring.

A low hush deepened in the crowd. Music faded, the soft breeze waned, and I could’ve sworn splashing ducks held their wings. The anticipation in the air was so tense, time stood still while everyone waited for Jock to heave the caber.

He stood over the pole, hands on hips, Paul Bunyan in the flesh. A few deep breaths later, he surveyed the crowd, his caramel-flecked, brown-eyed gaze pinning mine. He gave a captivating wink, and at once the same lady in front of us, along with several others, twirled around to see who it was directed at.

My cheeks burned, and I hastily stared at the grass, finding nothing more fascinating than patches of dirt and fresh dandelions sprouting up.

The emcee introduced Jock over the microphone, gushing that his caber was twenty-five feet long and two hundred pounds. If Jock merely lifted the caber off the ground, it’d be an unparalleled success.

The mob roared. They knew they were in for a treat.

Muscles rippled through Jock’s shirt as he put his all into hoisting the pole. He walked a few paces to gain momentum, then with the ease of carrying a branch, he flipped it straight forward at twelve o’clock, not once, but two times.

“A perfect execution!” the emcee cried. “And a double topple!”

The fans went ballistic. Women cheered and threw confetti popcorn. Men clapped each other on the back. Max gave one of his ear-piercing whistles. Me, I was waiting for something spectacular to happen.

“Did you see that?” Max caught his breath like he was the one who’d accomplished the feat.

I sighed. “Yes. Amazing.”

His face soured. “You don’t look amazed.”

Honestly, it was grating how easily Jock could win over a crowd. If it wasn’t bucking a caber, it was fixing airplane engines or speaking a multitude of languages. Well, not everyone had Jock’s talents or superhuman strength. Some of us were plain mortals. Not something I wished to bemoan with Max. He worshipped the ground Jock walked on.

I forced up the corners of my lips. “Better?”

Max gave me a skeptical frown. “Now you look like the village idiot.”

Once the throng settled down from viewing “The Jock de Marco Show,” Phyllis tramped up to the plate. The announcer seemed confused as to who she was and why she was there, but Phyllis made short work of him. She grabbed the microphone and gave a three-minute rendition of her life.

“And for any of you press out there,” she said in closing, “that’s Murdoch with an H.”

“And Dimwit with a D,” Max murmured.

She slapped the mic back in the emcee’s hand, waltzed over to her spot, inhaled like the big bad wolf, and lugged the pole into her interlocked hands.

She did pretty well, lurching forward and back a few times, her legs not buckling from the strain. Then there was sudden panic in her face as if she realized she didn’t know what to do next. Sweat poured down her cheeks, her staggering became uncontrolled, and her eyes bled fear. I’d seen this look before and made a move to run over and help, but Max hauled me back, one of us recognizing I was powerless to do anything.

“Watch out, Phyllis!” Max flapped his arms at her in alarm. “You’re heading for the pond!”

Phyllis stumbled around in circles. The herd of gawkers—laying bets on the outcome—swayed to and fro with her steps. Not able to manage any longer, she rocked back toward the spectators, then forward toward the water, crashing the caber into the pond with a gut-wrenching howl.

A huge tidal wave splashed thirty feet in every direction, soaking half the crowd. A canoe that had been docked at the water’s edge sprang up like a fountain, unleashing something from underneath.

“Incoming!” someone shouted, sending everyone for cover.

Max tried to pull me out of the way from the missile aiming for us, but my spikes had sunk into the earth, leaving me immobile.

Suddenly, there was a whump on the ground next to me, the force lifting my heels out of the soil. But it wasn’t a missile at all. It was a bloated, algae-covered body of a man in a kilt.




CHAPTER TWO


Phyllis slumped to the ground by the shore, and I screamed for the stars. Not unusual since I usually shrieked or hurled things when shocked. Everyone closed in to ogle the greenish, swollen corpse that had seaweed tangled in its neat brown beard and clipped hair.

A putrid odor rose from the victim that overpowered the food smells in the park. One woman fainted, and several others lost their lunch. Most backed away, trying to compose themselves before they, too, went down.

I caught my breath and willed myself to keep my lunch from coming up. With one hand on my stomach, I felt behind me for Max.

“Over here, lovey.”

I swiveled around and saw Max ten feet away, pinching his nose.

“What are you doing?” I almost didn’t recognize my hoarse voice.

“Deep breathing, away from that Creature from the Black Lagoon.”

I teetered over to him, controlling myself. “We’ve got to phone the police. No one’s doing anything except looking for a clean spot to vomit.”

“Why bother calling?” Max coughed, hand over his mouth. “Romero’s over there.”

“Romero?” My voice softened, my gaze following Max’s gesture toward the huge Ferris wheel and the multitude of international booths scattered below.

“Yes. You know. Michael, the detective? Mr. Long Arm of the Law? Six-foot-tall wall of sexy cop? Dangerously handsome. Sapphire eyes that I swear are lined with kohl, and incidentally, which I would kill for.” He was so wound up over Romero, he’d forgotten about the rotting smell and puffy corpse. “How do you resist him?”

A dozen questions ran through my mind. Resist Romero? Huh. Last time I’d seen him, we were in a hot and heavy tussle that had to do with my refusal to take a battery of self-defense courses. It started with a minor disagreement and Romero using official cop jargon to intimidate me. Then it progressed to a playful scuffle with me poking him in the chest countless times, brandishing my extensive use of sarcasm and smartass humor. It ended with Romero throwing me down on the floor, showing me unequivocally how easy it’d be for an attacker to pin me down, with or without my bag of tools to protect me.

Though I should’ve been furious with Romero for overpowering me, the skirmish turned sensual. His strength and raw hunger turned me on, blowing through my oath to take things slow. That was Martin Luther King Jr. Day, a federal holiday like any other, and we were doing our part to celebrate.

We were tearing at each other’s clothes when Romero got a call that a riot had broken out in Boston. The riot was tied to a cybercrime double homicide he’d been working. The case had roots in Louisiana, and up until that point, he’d managed to stave off traveling there, carrying out his end of the case from Massachusetts. But the party was over. I was still catching my breath when he gave me his house key and told me to stay as long as I wished. Then he was gone. Off to Baton Rouge.

My heart throbbed and my throat ached, the harsh reality hitting me. We’d gone three-and-a-half months without seeing each other. Had the physical distance changed things between us? Had the time apart lessened his desire for me? We’d been in touch, but why hadn’t he phoned when he’d returned? I’d lamented his absence to Max more than once, and his response was always, “He’ll be back.”

The frown I was wearing said sure he’d be back, but where were we at?

Noticing my disheartened look, Max pounded a fist in his palm like he knew what was tormenting me. “If that S-O-B is giving you the heave-ho, he’s going to answer to me. That ratfink. That scoundrel.”

“A minute ago, you were calling him sexy and dangerously handsome.”

He stopped pounding and aligned himself. “I was, wasn’t I? Sorry, sister. You’re on your own.”

What did I ever do to deserve Max? “Gee, thanks.”

I peered back at the mob and the dead body, then took a shaky breath and headed toward the exhibition area.

“I’d be careful if I were you,” Max cried out from behind my back. “He’s not going to be happy when you tell him what you stumbled on…again.”

I twisted around with little finesse, thanks to the soil sucking at my heels. “I didn’t unearth this body. Phyllis did.”

While that was true, I couldn’t stop trembling or eliminate the goose bumps covering my flesh in anticipation of running into Romero. One thing was certain. I’d stick to the matter at hand. There was a dead man in the park. Didn’t mean it was murder. Didn’t mean it wasn’t. And my being here was totally coincidental.

I reached down, swiped away the chunks of dirt wedged to my heel, and felt something loosen from the muck in my hand. I rubbed off the item and revealed an oval stone glowing from turquoise to purple. I held it up under my nose, looking closer as I removed the last bits of debris. It wasn’t merely a stone. It was a ring. A mood ring.

I retraced my steps. How’d it lodge in my heel? Did someone drop it? I looked down at the ground, then up at Max who was on his way over to Phyllis resting by the water’s edge. I guess we all needed a few minutes to take stock of what had just happened.

I shook off the horrible vision and slid the ring over my thumb since it was too large to fit on any other finger. If I didn’t find who owned it, it’d be interesting to see what the ring told me about my moods…if it revealed anything.

I carried on in search of Romero. I passed the Hungarian and Spanish tents and rushed by the Swedish booth where meatballs were simmering in a sweet-smelling sauce. I took a long slow breath and forced down a swallow. Of all times to lose my appetite.

Rounding the corner to the next row of booths, another smell wafted my way. Oregano-rich pizza sauce. I took another lungful of air to quell the nausea in my stomach and combed the area for the source of the aroma.

Through the swarm of festivalgoers, I looked to my right and spotted Romero behind a grill, under a canopy, flipping panzerottis. At first glance, I noted his hair had grown another inch, his jaw was unshaved, and he was sporting a gorgeous tan, darkening his Mediterranean skin. His denim shirt tugged across his broad shoulders, his sleeves rolled up past his muscled forearms while he worked the spatula in his hand.

I wiped my brow with the back of my wrist, and before my eyes, the mood ring on my thumb changed from turquoise and purple to yellow. I examined the gleaming stone. Boy, that was quick. Must be telling me I was seriously Romero-deprived.

Nonsense. I’d ask Twix Bonelli, my best friend since ballet class, what she thought. She’d had a mood ring in high school and revered its many shades and meanings.

It took a few moments gawking at Romero to get my act together. The closer I looked, the more visible were the tension lines around his mouth. Exhaustion drew the corners of his eyes down. This was a man who’d seen the violent side of death, the greed and hatred that reared their ugly heads in a multitude of ways and often ended in tragedy. His was a job that demanded strength of character, patience, tolerance. A job many wouldn’t want.

Two attractive women lingered by the stall, openly flirting with Romero. At one time, he would’ve flirted back, giving them his full attention. But he kept busy at the grill, barely noticing them. Either his mind was on the load I sensed he carried, or he was done with those games.

Seeing him engrossed in his work and warding off the sexual advances brought on a carnal rush followed by nervous fluttering. I lost all thought, including where I was and how queasy I felt.

I looked from Romero to the green-white-and-red striped flag above the canopy beside a banner that said ITALY. Right. Multicultural fair. Cadaver in the park. Get help.

The two women finally took off, dejected, and a rush of adoration struck my heart at Romero’s actions. But this girl wasn’t about to let tender emotions rule her head. Romero hadn’t told me he was home, and as far as I was concerned, he was—to borrow from Max—a rat fink. I put my chin up, inhaled brusquely to gain my wits, and strutted over to the booth like, this is my town, baby.

Romero ducked to get something under the counter, then surfaced and caught my eye. I broke into a coughing fit, the smoke from his grill snagging in my throat. Sputtering to right myself, I succeeded in gagging and choking more. I gasped for air and bent over to let it out.

“Don’t stand there, ye eejit,” came a female voice from behind the counter. “Go help the lass. Here, give her some fizzy juice.”

Taking another gulp of air, I straightened in time to see Romero stroll toward me, a can of Sprite in his toned hand, his Iron Man watch loosely strapped to his wrist, an amused look in his eyes. “Here. Drink this.”

Too worked up to comment on the look or the white apron tied around his lean waist, I swiped the soda from him and downed the contents. Not exactly the way I’d planned our reunion.

Dismissing Romero’s assessing gaze, I centered on the tiny woman with short gray hair who’d appeared and spoken. Perfect. Romero’s mother, Aileen. We’d met months ago at Romero’s sister’s wedding.

Though Aileen had moved from Scotland to Italy when she married Romero’s father, she’d never lost her Scottish accent, even after coming to the States. I prayed she hadn’t remembered me. “Thank you.” I nodded first to her, then to Romero.

He angled his head down to meet my gaze, his piercing blue eyes darkening, his deep voice turned low. “You okay?”

Under other circumstances, I would’ve melted from his sexy, rugged tone and subtly alluring Arctic Spruce scent that was currently teasing my senses. Instead, I sniffed primly. “Good as new.”

He gave me one of his lingering stares, the kind that said he had me all figured out, the kind that made me feel like he was stripping me bare without even touching me. If that wasn’t enough, his eyes were fixed on my lashes, the familiar twitch at the corner of his mouth telling me he was holding back a grin.

Damn things. Big deal. Didn’t take a PhD or a know-it-all police detective to deduce I was dabbling in luxury cosmetics.

I nonchalantly pressed down the outer edge of my lashes and plunged ahead. I wasn’t going to broach the subject of Romero’s absence or, more importantly, his return. I was here for a reason.

Gravely, I recalled the bloated, discolored body lying in the field. “There’s been an accident. Of sorts,” I added, fidgeting with the soda can to hide the shudder fighting to resurface.

He took the Sprite from my hands and set it on the counter. Then he planted his fists on his hips, as if he knew what he was about to learn wouldn’t make him happy. “What kind of an accident?”

I stuffed down the dread growing in my bones. “The kind involving a dead body.” I lowered my head, hoping my lashes would hide my face.

He took his finger and lifted my chin, then crossed his arms in front. “Why is that the kind you’re always involved in?”

I shrugged, and before I had a chance to say anything, his mother scurried out beside us and pinched Romero’s forearm. “Mind your manners. Can’t ye see the bonnie lass is upset?”

Romero rubbed his arm, disregarding the jibe. “Not as upset as I’m going to be after I hear her news.” He waited until my eyes settled on him, then tipped his head at me. “What is it this time? Somebody crash-dive from a hot air balloon? Get trampled on by a herd of elephants?” He swung his gaze to the far side of the park. “Or maybe one of those kilted lumberjacks drowned in the pond.”

I pointed my finger in the air. “Bingo.”

“What are ye talking aboot?” Aileen wiped her palms on her apron, then took my shaking hands and rubbed them in hers, her sharp blue gaze a soft replica of Romero’s. “A drowning? Here? In the park?”

I nodded. “I’m not sure he was in line to toss lumber. But he was wearing a kilt.”

It was her turn to plant her hands on her hips. “Ye heard the lass.” She stared up at her son. “What are ye gonna do now?”

Romero put his arm around her shoulder and rested his chin on top of her head. “Go for a beer? Cybercrimes and scammers cheating old ladies out of their grocery money are putting a dent in my cheery disposition.” He ruffled Aileen’s hair. “And considering I flew in on the red-eye to help you out at the festival—despite being in the middle of five cases—I think I owe it to myself.”

She swatted his arm away. “Don’t be cheeky. Valentine’s come to you for help. That all you’re gonna say?”

Valentine? She remembered me?

He drew her closer and gave me a suggestive grin. “I’ll have more to say later.” His penetrating gaze flooded me with uneasy anticipation. Then he took a step back and called in the incident.

Brute. I remained firm, tightening my thighs all the same to keep them from quivering from the promise in his eyes.

“What did he look like, dear?” Aileen pulled me back to the conversation as if she were taking over the case. “Apart from wearing the kilt.”

I closed my eyes for a second, drawing on what I could remember. “Late thirties, stylish beard, short haircut, a tad longer on top.” Okay, those were the things I discerned first. I was a beautician, wasn’t I?

“He was also well-built but not extremely tall. Maybe five-ten.” I thought for a moment. “I couldn’t be sure because of the filth covering him, but it looked like he had a bruise or welt on the side of his head.”

Romero was back, listening intently. “Festival duty cops should be there shortly. Plus, we’ll get a team down.” He gave me a nod. “How close to the victim did you say you were?”

“Close enough to know what I saw.”

“Hmm.” Aileen shook her head, thinking this through. “Five-ten. Well-built. Stylish beard.” She squinted over her shoulder. “With beards all the rage today, that could be half the men in the park.”

I bit on a nail, asking myself if I’d missed anything, when the ring’s glow caught my attention. I took off the ring and set it in my palm. “I also found this stuck to my heel.”

Aileen tilted her head down, giving my sparkly shoes a curious stare. It took everything in me not to fidget. I knew I wasn’t exactly the girl next door, and for some reason, I cared what she thought.

Her astute gaze moved its way up my fitted mauve dress, settled briefly at my cleavage, then rose to my glittery earrings and burgundy hair that fell halfway down my back in loose curls. Finally, the appraisal rested on the tarantulas on my eyelids, which I fought to bat innocently.

She didn’t say a word. What’s more, she bestowed me with an easy smile, the kind free of judgment. That, and the way she’d smoothed my hands earlier, told me we were already friends.

She edged in to take a better
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