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      Life was good in Belle Bayou, well, good-ish. The inn was at fifty percent occupancy, slightly above the average rate for a first-year bed and breakfast. More importantly, we’d had no murders.

      As a resident, this statistic pleased me. But as a business owner, it depressed me. Right after my great aunts and I solved the Maurice Tippin murder, my occupancy rate shot up to one hundred percent and perched happily until well after the trial and sentencing.

      Then life slowed to a crawl, and social media directed its interest elsewhere. The hashtags weren’t trending anymore. I didn’t care so much about #tippinmurder, but the more people searched for #cherchien, the more my social sites popped to the top. Increased traction turned into more reservations, which was what I needed.

      Dear Lord, I’m not asking for a murder exactly—if You could send down a kidnapping, maybe a robbery… My heart thudded. Ro, what are you doing?

      Uh, You know what, Lord, never mind. Sorry about that, please disregard this prayer. Thank You for all Your blessings, large and small. Amen.

      My phone buzzed. “Hey, girlfriend! Just checking in. What are you doing?” Lucy LeMoine’s chippy voice sang across the cell towers. The woman thrived on caffeine, just like me. No wonder we’d been best friends since third grade.

      “Hey, Luce! I started a prayer request for a murder, or a similarly titillating crime. But then I canceled it. Honestly, it didn’t seem fair that someone should suffer a tragedy to increase my occupancy rate. Jesus would frown on that, I’m sure.”

      This conversation was another reason Lucy was my best friend. She spotted wit where others saw a mountain of poor taste. We shared an often-misunderstood sarcastic sense of humor.

      “Yes, Ro, I suppose Jesus would. But He knows how the world works — crime sells. I’m sure He understands the temptation to raise your occupancy rate.” She paused for a breath. “Instead of asking for violent crime, you could pray that people continue to see the charm and uniqueness of Cher Chien. Have you put any more thought into advertising?”

      My jaw clenched at the word. “A little, but I’ll put a little bit more into it—since you’ve talked me out of praying for felonies. I’d considered praying for misdemeanors, like pick pocketing, vandalism, shoplifting. The problem is, they just don’t have the same appeal as murders and kidnappings.”

      Lucy’s chuckles traveled to my ears. “No, Ro, they don’t. Although a bank robbery might be the best of both worlds. Something simple and quick—you know, in and out. Nobody gets hurt, but they get away with a big stash of cash.”

      I loved that sweet voice, the perfect mixture of crime and calm. “Oh, I know! They could wear some cute masks, like rabbits and pigs…a raccoon mask, maybe?” We disconnected our call, still laughing about criminals in animal masks knocking over our tiny one-teller-window bank.

      Don’t get me wrong, I had plenty of blessings in my life. Lucy, for one—the only person I’d ever met with the same weird approach to humor. And Walter Bordelon, my very first boyfriend ever. At least I considered him a boyfriend—we hadn’t had “the talk” yet, as Lucy called it.

      According to her, Walt and I should stick a label on our relationship. We’d had sixteen dates in sixteen weeks, no more and no less. The man loved a routine—weekends without his daughter found us at Grill Masters on Friday evening. If he had Emma on Friday, then we dined at Cactus Kitchen on Thursday.

      Once, Walt mixed it up. “Instead of Mexican tonight, what about Italian? I’ve heard Mama Mia’s has great pasta.” It was a sweet gesture, but my stomach rebelled. Fridays meant a ribeye well done with a baked potato and side salad with Ranch dressing. It protested the switch for the entire evening.

      Lucy fussed at me, of course. “Men are completely clueless when it comes to women. They need direction. Don’t be bossy or mean about it, just suggest to Walt that you’d like to plan the next date. George loves when I do that, because it takes the pressure off him.”

      “He must love your whole life together then, because you plan every single moment.” Except I said that to myself. George seemed happy, and I wasn’t about to rock the boat. As a lawyer and our mayor, maybe he was exhausted by the end of the day. Planning and directing his law firm and the village had to be a lot of work. Maybe he preferred Lucy to run the personal side of his life. And maybe it was none of my business.

      Lucy’s concern for my life added two items to my task list. They’d been on the list for a while, just below giving the dogs well-needed baths. At the moment, I couldn’t decide which task was the least undesirable—researching ways to advertise the inn, bathing even one dog, or nailing down my relationship status with Walt.

      I closed my eyes and pointed. Walt was the winner, so I closed my eyes again. I peeked at my finger, which pointed to bathing a dog. Ugh! You won’t be happy with any of these tasks; just go with the dog.

      I snuck a glance at the trio of mangy mutts at my feet. But which one?

      Rebel loved water, so one might assume she’d be the best choice. If she actually followed any of my instructions, that would be true. But she followed her own path, and it rarely crossed with mine.

      Ruger was a strong candidate. He hated water and was stronger than me. But he followed my instructions, especially with a leash.

      Sadie, my senior Boxer mix, was a distant second, because the tiniest drop of water on her fur caused massive shaking and shivering. But my list called for just one dog bath, and Ruger was looking pretty good. He shed the most fur, and that sealed the deal.

      Twenty minutes later, I was in the home stretch. Sadie had disappeared when she spied the hose. Rebel pouted six feet away, tied to the back porch. I’d fastened her leash first, giving her the impression we’d do something exciting, like a walk or a car ride, or even a bath. She howled when Ruger received the coveted water time with me.

      “All right, I get it. I hurt your feelings, and I’m sorry. I’ll try to make time for you next.” It was probably my imagination, but Rebel’s wailing turned to whimpering. Her IQ was higher than some humans I’d met—maybe she had understood me.

      “You’re all dried off, Ruger, good boy. Okay, Rebel, let’s do this.”

      Ten minutes later, I regretted my decision. Soap in my eyes, makeup washed away, hair stringy and damp from multiple dog shakes…it wasn’t my finest moment. But I had two clean dogs, and that was something. The second bath took half the time, because the participant was much more willing. A little too willing, truth be told.

      We left the backyard for the cool kitchen, and I retrieved my phone from the mixing bowl. It had proven to be the best place to store my phone, because of Rebel and her constant search for things to chew. I even charged it inside the mixing bowl, as a preventive measure.

      I’d hoped, even prayed, that maturity would smooth out my chocolate Labrador Retriever’s, uh, energy. Don’t get me wrong—Ruger, my silver Lab, still ate rocks and knocked me over as he flew out the door. But he had nothing on Rebel—that dog had destroyed more household items than I could remember.

      Fortunately, my watch was water-resistant, although not Rebel-resistant—I’d learned that the hard way. Both phone and watch rang just as I reached for the pitcher of iced tea. The phone screen displayed the name of my current guest, so I used my professional greeting. “It’s a beautiful day at Cher Chien! How can I help you?” The salutation had received mostly positive feedback, so I was sticking with it.

      “Good afternoon, this is Lyle Stamper. I’ve reserved your bed and breakfast for the entire house and the entire month. I’m calling to confirm that’s still the case, that it’s just me and my dog for that time.”

      Don’t sigh…let out your breath slowly. Smile, and it will filter through to your tone. “Of course, Mr. Stamper. You and Brick are the only guests for this month; nothing has changed. Do you have any requests for breakfast tomorrow?” My tone sounded pleasant yet professional. Yay me!

      “Just my usual breakfast smoothie—unsweetened almond milk, unflavored plant-based protein powder, unflavored collagen powder, with one cup blueberries and one banana. I’ll see you tomorrow promptly at seven a.m.”

      Almost finished, you can do it. “Of course, I’ll have your smoothie ready promptly at seven. Have a good afternoon.”

      Silence. Lyle Stamper wasn’t one for goodbyes.

      He and his dog, Brick, had booked all four rooms for the entire month. I didn’t have to speculate on the reason, because he’d spelled it all out. “My dog and I enjoy wandering the roads less traveled, with little traffic or people. We prefer to lay our heads in a private space—those air bed and breakfasts are our favorite.” His contempt had flowed into the conversation like a backed-up toilet. “Unfortunately, our meanderings this month show Belle Bayou right in the middle. And you people don’t have a single decent rental.” I wasn’t sure who “you people” were in his accusation, but I suspected I was one of them.

      Thanks to Lyle Stamper and his aversion to people, Cher Chien would boast one hundred percent occupancy for thirty days straight. Unlike many of my guests, Mr. Stamper required nothing but peace and quiet. He and Brick appeared in the dining room promptly at seven every morning. He took his smoothies to go in a Dallas Cowboys tumbler that he provided. I assumed he was a fan of the Texas team, but I couldn’t be certain. He wasn’t a morning person, judging from the grunt he threw in my direction on his way toward the front door.

      He called every afternoon around three o’clock to confirm he and Brick were still the only occupants of Cher Chien, and to repeat the smoothie recipe. Thank goodness Basket Bonanza stocked the ingredients, saving me a trip to Baton Rouge. But I couldn’t imagine any of our carnivorous locals touching dairy-alternative foods. Still, small towns held a lot of secrets, why not a few closet vegans? Stranger things had happened.

      I wasn’t complaining about Lyle Stamper, not exactly. He’d paid upfront in exchange for a fifteen percent discount, and his dog was better behaved than most. Brick knew more commands than an Army private, which explained the apathy toward my Saturday afternoon social circles.

      It was Walt’s idea, actually. “Think about hosting a get-together for all the dogs, Ro. You could provide iced tea and cookies for the humans and some treats and water bowls for the canines. They could play in the backyard while the humans gather on the porch.”

      It had been a tremendous success, until my recent guest. Both human and canine wanted no part of the rambunctious Saturday afternoon social activities. They’d turned up their noses at my refreshments, preferring their own company instead.

      At first, my feelings ached from the rejection. As Mr. Stamper and I interacted, I gave a prayer of thanks. I couldn’t imagine what the two of us would discuss on my back porch among the mint iced tea and chocolate chip cookies. Maybe Brick would enjoy a nap on the porch next to Sadie, but I doubted it. The brown and white English Bulldog preferred his owner’s company, and the feeling was mutual.

      They even looked alike—droopy jowls, watery half-lidded eyes, protruding underbite. Mr. Stamper resembled an average sixty-five-year-old man, with a fringe of light brown hair rimming his pale head. He wore brown tortoiseshell glasses and one of those British flat caps, brown and white tweed. I’d never seen the man without either. His bushy mustache matched his fringe, and he kept both neatly trimmed.

      Everything about the man screamed proper English gentleman, except the accent. His address was in Maine, and he dropped his “r’s” when he spoke. I adored hearing him talk, but wished for less disdain dripping from his words. I’d often wondered why he’d ventured into small-town Louisiana, when he had no desire to experience our hospitality.

      My great aunts delighted in providing hospitality to visitors, which most of my guests found charming, although a bit eccentric. One couple described them as “the veritable image of small-town quirky,” which they embraced with enthusiasm. After their rousing success with my first guests, Timothy and Evelyn Macintosh, they’d made it a habit to stop by every morning to greet everyone, and my first morning with Lyle Stamper was no different.

      But the similarities ended there. “Miss Bergeron, I thought I made myself perfectly clear. Brick and I desire solitude, which is why we rented out your inn. If you cannot provide that amenity, please let me know. In the meantime, we’ll expect your visitors to vacate during our absence.”

      Min and Win weren’t easily offended, but they were surprised. “Goodness, Rose Louise!” Aunt Min had shaken her head. “That’s a man with more than his fair share of heartache. It took a lifetime of hurt to create such bitterness against humanity.”

      When Mr. Stamper’s attitude took its toll, I went back to Min’s wise words. People who are hurting often return the favor, and I couldn’t take it personally.

      Speaking of my great aunts. “Good afternoon, Rose Louise. We’re on our way back from visiting Betty Riley and wanted to call. It’s the eighth anniversary of her nephew’s death, so we baked her a pie.” Min and Win were known for their culinary talents, especially Win.

      “Oh, did you make her peedy pie?! That’s my favorite.” Win baked me peedy pie for every birthday and Christmas. It tasted a little like the berry section of Basket Bonanza had been emptied into a pie pan, but it was heavenly. To date, the fruits I’d identified were blueberry, raspberry, strawberry, and blackberry.

      Min blew a breath into the phone. “Honey, it’s time we break the news to you. It’s actually pity pie, and we give it to people who are down on their luck or have had a tragedy. So, yes, we brought Betty a pity pie.”

      “I…what?” Yet another part of my childhood shattered. “Wait, you pity me on my birthday and Christmas?”

      Min’s voice took on a soothing tone, but the words still stung. “Yes, because your parents stink, and you don’t have anyone except us to celebrate the holidays. And those mangy dogs don’t count.” It wasn’t charming, not even quirky or eccentric. It was just plain mean. But it was the truth, except the mangy part. And we were making progress—when I first brought them home, Min and Win had called them coyotes.

      “Okay, fair. But I still get peedy pie for birthdays and Christmas, right?” I had to count my wins where I could find them.

      “Yes, dear, you’ll get your pie, as long as we’re alive. Is Mr. Stamper still your guest? And are you sure we can’t tempt him with pity pie, or perhaps some biscuits and gravy, maybe chicken and waffles? Win and I feel certain if he’d just fill his stomach with some good food, his heart would swell with joy.”

      My stomach growled at Min’s suggestions. “Maybe so, along with his arteries. He’s extremely health-conscious, drinking lots of water and filling his body with plant-based foods only. Local wagging tongues say he’s had a hard time finding restaurants that serve his dietary requirements.”

      Min’s sigh conveyed her sympathy. “The poor dear. Maybe we should bake him a pity pie anyway.”

      I straightened an errant doily on the buffet. “Unless you can find a respectable butter alternative, probably not. But I can ask.” I definitely wasn’t asking in person, but I had his email address. I shot him an email so I didn’t lie, and I didn’t expect a response.

      “Remind me again about Mrs. Riley’s nephew. How did he pass?” In the South, we rejected the words “dead” and “died” as fervently as we rejected instant grits. All were socially unacceptable.

      My great aunt cleared her throat, making room for her favorite pastime—doling out information and advice. “It was eight years ago, yet it feels like just yesterday. Terry Richardson, Betty’s nephew, owned a very successful concrete and asphalt company. We all agreed he should expand to include brick laying, but he never did. He was married to Meredith Meaux, and they had three lovely children.”

      I returned to the kitchen to pour my mint tea while the dogs found their way to the living room. “Oh, yes, that sounds familiar. How old are the kids now?”

      My other great aunt Win’s voice chattered in the background, but I couldn’t make out her words. Obviously, Min did. “What’s that, Sister? Yes, I’ll stop at the post office. Rose Louise, the children are between fourteen and twenty, I do believe. They were all so young when Terry disappeared. You know, they never found a body. Poor Meredith had to hire a lawyer and petition the court to get control of his company. She tried to declare him deceased for insurance purposes, but her lawyers were unsuccessful.”

      I filled the glasses, and we adjourned to the living room and two sweet-smelling Labrador Retrievers lounging on the rug. Sadie had reappeared, sensing bath time was over. She’d chosen the couch, and I settled in beside her. “Wasn’t there some rumor that he wasn’t really dead?”

      Min was in her element. “Oh, yes! Mark Lacosse found some email correspondence between Terry and another woman. They read much like those bodice rippers you young ladies like. They’d make a respectable woman blush.”

      Tea spilled from my mouth. “What? I don’t read that trash.” Oh, what was the point? “Anyway, wasn’t it some waitress he met in Baton Rouge? Or was she a nail tech?” The two careers weren’t remotely similar, but I just couldn’t remember.

      Min took a few gulps—the twins loved their iced tea. “No one knows for sure, but he left poor Meredith and the kids with no security. She had to sell the house and move into a smaller place, and sold Terry’s truck to pay off her car. She worked with a high-priced lawyer to get the concrete company, so she could sell it. Thank goodness for Mark.”

      Yes, right on schedule. This was the point Min would introduce yet another character and lose me. “Wait, who’s Mark?” I took a long drink of mint iced tea because I knew what was coming—a short reprimand for my ignorance of this man, then his entire back story.

      “Who is Mark? Really, Rose Louise, haven’t you been listening? Mark Lacosse, the man who swooped in and saved Meredith and the children. He owns a construction company, and Terry poured most of the concrete and asphalt for his projects. When Terry disappeared, Mark stepped in and helped wherever he could. He kept in touch with Meredith, took the children out for ice cream, went to all their school activities. The couple fell in love and got married shortly after Terry’s death.”

      As I sipped my tea, Min ticked off Mark’s attributes. “Oh, he’s a wonderful young man! Why, he donates sizeable sums of money to various community charities, owns a successful construction company, and he’s a member of Community Fellowship Church. He and Terry were best friends, along with doing most of their business together. He adopted those fatherless children—just a pillar of our community.”

      The thought popped out of my mouth before I could react. “Did anyone ever suspect murder? Maybe Mark killed his best friend so he could have Meredith? Or maybe she killed her husband?”

      Aunt Min huffed. “Well, Rose Louise, at least she had a husband to kill.”
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      An outsider would find Aunt Min’s comment harsh, rude even. And they’d be wrong. She wasn’t directing the retort at me—she was referring to herself. Oh sure, my great aunts put on a good show of their successful singlehood, cohabitating with their seventeen cats. No, wait—nineteen. Yes, definitely nineteen cats. But I knew better.

      During one of my pre-teen sleepovers with Min and Win, I’d snooped in the hall closet while they snoozed peacefully in their beds. My invasion of their privacy revealed love letters from a handful of suitors, all rejected by their parents. My memaw had told a similar story about her courtship with my papaw. Those same people dismissed his love for similar reasons. “You’re too young to marry, and her family name isn’t as respected as ours. You should break it off now, before you’re in too deep. You can do better, Earl.”

      The difference was, Papaw didn’t listen to his parents and married the love of his life—and heard about his mistake until they passed away. Sure, my great aunts gave Memaw a terrible time, thanks to their parents. No one would ever be good enough for Earl Rascoe or his sisters. As time passed, Min and Win realized no one is perfect, but they can be perfect for another imperfect person. My great aunts would never speak ill of their mother and father, but they threw out veiled frustration about the past. Those words hurled into the air, “At least she had a husband to kill,” screamed resentment.

      Which was why I ignored her comment. “I’m confused. Terry Richardson disappeared. Then emails between him and another woman were discovered, discussing their love and running away together. Is that why the life insurance company wouldn’t declare him dead?”

      Min had collected herself during my question. “The emails didn’t specify a plan to run away, just a general discussion. Meredith’s lawyer hired an investigator, who performed an exhaustive search. He couldn’t find any evidence Terry acted on his desires. The other woman’s email account turned up nothing, and they never discovered her identity. It was all speculation, which Meredith’s lawyer tried to discredit. Unfortunately, the judge ruled there wasn’t enough evidence to show Terry had passed away.”

      I knew Min so well, I could see her shaking her blonde shoulder-length bob. “A body would be so helpful right now. It’s easier to collect life insurance with one.” She sniffed. “Well, and a body would give the family some closure, too.” I imagined her smoothing a cardigan while driving, color unknown but always on her person, no matter the temperature. “Yes, that would give dear Betty some relief.”

      When I least expected it, strange ideas flew out of my brain onto my tongue. “We’ve all been bored lately. Why don’t we investigate Terry’s disappearance? It sounds like a lot of people would benefit from our help, don’t you think?”

      I spoke truth; it had been a long stretch of boring. I’d mastered three breakfast meals for guests to sample, but Mr. Stamper had rejected them all. The upside was his smoothies required little effort, which gave me an opportunity to perfect even more dishes. During the process, I’d had an epiphany—I’d learned to prepare breakfast dishes worthy of a king, but cooking didn’t rev my engine.

      I’d finally admitted to my great aunts that solving Mr. Tippin’s murder gave me a thrill like no other. Feelings of confidence, purpose, and accomplishment took turns swirling around my head. As a thirty-something who’d never held a job or had responsibilities, those feelings had been unfamiliar yet exciting. Sure, my business venture created similar feelings, but they lacked a certain rush of adrenaline. I hadn’t wrestled a gun from a killer in a while, and I missed it.

      “Rose Louise, what a splendid idea! Yes, let’s do that.” Even though Min had done all the talking, she had me on speaker phone so Win wouldn’t miss a word. The twins shared most everything, including clothes and a cell phone. And thoughts—they rarely disagreed.

      My heart leaped inside my chest. “Great! I’m off the clock until tomorrow morning at seven, for Mr. Stamper’s smoothie. How about I come over now, and we’ll get started?”

      The twins’ home and white board was the best place for sleuthing. Besides, no one wanted to hang around Cher Chien and risk bumping into Lyle Stamper.

      The only problem with my plan was it spelled the end of fresh, clean-smelling Labs. My relationship with the dogs had taught me that only Sadie could be trusted inside the house unsupervised. And banning them to the backyard guaranteed I’d return to dirty, smelly dogs, absent of all sweet lavender-scented soap. Ugh, I should have bathed Sadie.

      “C’mon, puppies! Let’s go outside.” Rebel and Ruger leaped to their feet at the word outside, the only enticing part of my conversation. Sadie didn’t move. She felt the great outdoors was only good for doing her dog business or sunbathing. At the moment, she had no need for either.

      Just before I released the hounds, I bent down to snuggle with each of them. “Mmmm, I want to savor this moment, y’all. Let’s just take a couple of minutes and enjoy…” Nope, the Labs had no use for the word savor, unless it involved food. Even then, it was synonymous with devour. Slobbery tongues covered my cheeks before I could retreat. Hmmm, maybe that was their definition of “savor the moment.”

      Dogs secured and purse in hand led me to my next step—out the door and into Gus, Papaw’s 1976 silver Ford F250 regular cab truck. Oops, my truck.

      My best friend, Lucy, caught me on the way to Min and Win’s house. “Ro, thank goodness you picked up.” Her gasps hit my eardrum like blasts of air from the window unit of an air conditioner, only not as chilly.

      “Why? What’s going on? Are you okay? Are George and the kids alright?” Honestly, I worried more about George than Magnolia or Lawson. They both had decent balance and coordination, but not George. Two years ago, he’d tripped over a paper clip at his office, requiring five stitches and a splint on his pinky finger. Thank goodness they had decent health insurance.

      “What? Oh no, everyone’s fine. Do you remember Percival Perrin?” The gasps continued their staccato rhythm, and I feared my best friend would pass out.

      My mind shifted from worrying about Lucy’s consciousness to the slightly familiar name. “Um, I think so. Isn’t he the town’s unofficial historian? He can recite everything that happened in Belle Bayou since Tobias Rascoe founded it.”

      Lucy snorted. “Tobias Rascoe? Why, that’s mere speculation, never proven. There is plenty of evidence confirming George’s ancestor, Hiram LeMoine, was the first mayor.”

      In all the excitement of the Terry Richardson case, I’d forgotten this taboo topic—who was Belle Bayou’s first mayor? Lucy, George, and I had agreed to disagree, but it slipped into conversation from time to time.

      “Of course, you’re absolutely right. But I got the part correct about Percival being our unofficial historian, right?” Mr. Perrin held the documentation naming George’s ancestor as first mayor, but, according to many sources, it was forged by a LeMoine.

      Another snort. “Well, I don’t know about the unofficial designation—I thought it was all official. Anyway, according to Percival, his grandfather has a certificate from the village council naming him Belle Bayou’s historian. One can infer this important title passes from generation to generation.”

      Actually, one couldn’t, and that was another taboo topic. “My apologies. So, what’s going on with Mr. Perrin?”

      At last, a reply with no snort. “Well, it’s very exciting. Percival has been conducting research of events taking place in this area during the Civil War era, and he’s stumbled upon an important skirmish.” “Stumbled” was an appropriate word—Percival’s coordination was on the same level as George’s.

      “Oh, Luce, that does sound exciting. As far as we knew, the battles had all been fought in New Orleans and Baton Rouge.” And the Union armies soundly defeated our Confederate ancestors—how could Percival turn this into good news?

      “Oh, it is, it definitely is. His discovery is going to put Belle Bayou on the map.” This wasn’t taboo really, more of a source of irritation. My sweet, charming small town was technically on the map. Maybe not every map, but so what? George’s determination to grow Belle Bayou into a mecca of commerce had always bothered me. I was a small-town girl and proud of it.

      Lucy continued with her news. “Yes, it’s a stroke of good luck. This important skirmish, a minor battle, really, was fought on the land that’s now Val West’s farm just outside city limits. Our brave forefathers named it Ruggles’ Revenge, after Brigadier General Daniel Ruggles. In case you weren’t aware, Brigadier General Ruggles led a small but strategic infantry division in the Battle of Baton Rouge. After their, uh, unfortunate defeat, he led his troops against a gathering of Union soldiers camping in a field. And they successfully vanquished the enemy!”

      I could almost hear “Dixie” playing in the background. “Oh, well, I see. That is exciting indeed. What’s George got planned for this recently excavated tidbit of history?”

      Lucy shifted into second gear. “Of course we’re going to reenact this important battle.” Ah, yes—Ruggles’ Revenge had already been upgraded from a skirmish to a battle. “Now, the commemorative ceremony for the Battle of Baton Rouge is held on the first Saturday in August. The committee feels…”

      “Wait, hold on. What committee?” As usual, George’s well-intentioned plans for Belle Bayou were spiraling into a ridiculously huge undertaking.

      “Oh, Ro, we have to have a committee—there’s so much to do. George and I are on it, of course, and Marshall and Lizzie, and Gavin Gooden and his wife.”

      Oh, thank goodness—my name hadn’t been mentioned. “That sounds like an amazing committee, and I know y’all will, uh, committee the heck out of this, uh, battle. Please keep me posted, okay? I’ve got to go. The twins are expecting me.”
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        * * *

      

      The twins lived less than two miles from me, in a home their father built for them. After he ran off all their suitors, of course. I hadn’t put Gus into park before the first feline hopped on the hood.

      I’d complained about Min and Win’s collection of cats to a deputy at the coffee shop one day, but he was less than impressed. “Yeah, they’re breaking a few minor ordinances, but ain’t no way I’m going up against those two. If you don’t like it, you talk to them.”

      Most people felt that way about Min and Win. They were two of the sweetest old ladies you’d ever meet, but you didn’t want to disagree with them.

      Memaw had started an argument with them one day when I was around eight. She had stomped into the kitchen. “I do declare, talking to those two is about as difficult as nailing mayhaw jelly to a loblolly pine!”

      Later, I’d grabbed a jar of mayhaw jelly from the refrigerator, and a hammer and nail from Papaw’s workshop. Loblollies grew in abundance on our ten-acre farm. After ten minutes of frustration, I’d realized just how difficult my great aunts could be. Twenty-six years later, my opinion hadn’t changed—those two were more difficult than nailing any kind of jelly to any species of tree.

      By the time I exited Gus, there were five cats on the hood and six more weaving in and out of my legs. Walking was next to impossible. Aunt Win stood on the front porch, a cat crooked in each arm, her silver shoulder-length bob ruffled by the breeze.

      “Hello there, Rose Louise, what a beautiful afternoon God has given us! And how are you this blessed day?” From Win’s greeting. I surmised The 700 Club had just ended. The twins routinely sprinkled spiritual words into their conversations after watching the Christian television show. It was a great show, don’t get me wrong, but the effect on my great aunts amused me.

      “Hello, Auntie, I’m doing well, uh, this blessed day. Do you have the murder board ready and waiting?” The four-by-three-foot white board on a stand had become our daily obsession while we’d untangled the mystery of Maurice Tippin. My sleuthing skills had earned a level of respect from my great aunts I’d never experienced. My heart raced as reality set in—we were about to do it again!

      Min handed me a cat, a solid white senior feline with crystal-blue eyes. “Hold Delilah, please.” She picked up a kitten, black and white with green eyes. “Have you met Amos? He’s our newest addition.” She turned and shuffled toward the buttercream door—not because she struggled with walking, but to avoid squishing a cat.

      We moved through the myriad of furniture, a mishmash of two generations. Papaw inherited the farm from their parents, and his sisters received the furniture. They already owned a house and a half’s worth of couches, chairs, and tables but couldn’t bear to part with their childhood memories. I stubbed my toe on an armoire and nearly dropped Delilah.

      “Oh, there you are, Rose Louise.” Min kept her eyes on the murder board, listing the facts in her schoolteacher block print. “Could you be a dear and find respectable photos of everyone?” She halted her right hand in front of the board. “Let’s see, we’ll need Terry Richardson, Meredith Lacosse, and Mark Lacosse.” She resumed her list.

      “What about the children, Sister?” Win appeared with mint iced tea and fudge brownies. Oh yes, the food! That was another reason to adore a murder investigation.

      This time Min didn’t pause. “That’s an excellent suggestion. Rose Louise, please include Terry and Meredith’s children.”

      I hopped on my phone and searched for the most photogenic images on social media. One of these people might be a killer, but they’d look their best while posted on our murder board.

      Soon the printer was humming, and we had our list of… “They’re not really suspects, are they, Aunties?” I handed the images one by one to Min. “How about calling them persons of interest?”

      My great aunts nodded. “Yes, that’s an excellent idea. If Betty sees her family photos arranged like a police lineup, she’ll have the vapors. Yes, we’ll assure her they are simply interesting people.”

      Close enough. “Let’s review the facts, Aunties. Eight years ago, Terry disappeared. Mark found, uh, romantic emails between Terry and an unknown woman hinting they wanted to run off together.” As I recited what we knew, Min covered the board. “Meredith sells the house and Terry’s truck, then she sells the concrete company, right?”

      Win nodded as she poured tea. “Sister, dear, draw a line between Mark and Terry to designate their friendship and business relationship. And another between Meredith and Terry.” She set down the pitcher. “Oh, and one between Mark and Meredith, since they’re married now. How long has it been?”

      Min paused. “Six years, so two years after Terry’s disappearance. A respectable amount of time for a widow to remarry.” She drew the lines and started a timeline down the right-hand side.

      We stepped together and formed a line across, studying the board. We didn’t have much. “Aunties, let’s start with Betty. She’s close with Terry’s family, right? Didn’t she watch the kids and help out with groceries until Meredith got back on her feet?” The investigation had shaken loose a few memories from almost a decade ago.

      Min put down her marker. “A logical first step. Sister, would you call Betty and invite her over? You’re really the better hostess. I’ll put down the cats—it’s nap time.”

      Don’t ask me how they did it, but my great aunts had created a nap and bedtime ritual for their collection of cats. Every afternoon at three o’clock, and every evening at ten, one or both of my great aunts crooned a lullaby to their fur babies. And it worked—within the first two bars of “Everybody Wants to Be a Cat,” every feline was down for the count.

      My great aunts had purchased the Disney movie, The Aristocats, and became obsessed with the song. They sang it to me until my twelfth birthday, when I declared I was too old for such babyish things. Twenty years later, I’d reconsidered my decision. If I was available at three or ten o’clock on any given day, you could find me inside my great aunts’ home enjoying the singing and the dancing. Yes, there was dancing! Min and Win could cut a rug like nobody’s business. Thank goodness I didn’t miss the performance.

      The knock on the door interrupted the encore, and I jogged down the hallway to let in our guest, uh guests. Miss Betty had hurried right over after Win’s invitation. And she brought a gangly man-child with her, definitely unwillingly.

      She threw her arms around me. “This is marvelous news, y’all! I’ve always found Terry’s disappearance too unlikely to believe.”

      I loved Miss Betty. She reminded me of Louisiana, if Louisiana was a person. She was friendly, a little unpredictable, bold and spicy. But she had a sweet side too, hidden under the spice. She dressed in colorful skirts and tops, with a coordinating pashmina if weather dictated. Betty’s silver hair forever sat on the top of her head, even as a young woman. She wore a messy bun before it had a trendy moniker and hashtag. Cataract surgery dispensed of her glasses, and her brilliant green eyes rejoiced. Belle Bayou residents rarely saw Miss Betty without a mischievous smile.

      She charged down the hallway, dragging the six-foot teen behind her, his brown hair poking toward the ceiling like a porcupine. Last I’d checked, it was the latest adolescent male look. His dark eyes flashed, but not in anger. Yes, it was embarrassment. Miss Betty had that effect on her relatives.

      Miss Betty pushed the young man into a chair, then paced in front of him. “This is divine intervention, divine, I tell you!” She stopped in front of the chair and nudged the boy’s shoulder. “Russell, tell the Rascoe sisters and Miss Rose what you told me.” She shook her head, mumbling something about the boy never could keep a secret.

      The man-child shrugged. “Uh, well, like I told Aunt Betty, we got a letter a few days ago from my dad. Emily went to get the mail, and she found it in our box. She brought it inside and read it to us.” He snuck a glance at his audience. “That’s about it.”

      The Rascoe relations stood in silence, not understanding the importance. Betty stomped her foot again. “Don’t you see? Terry is Russell and Emily’s father, Lila’s too. Just a few days ago, Emily read a letter from their father, that he’s alive and well, and we shouldn’t worry about him.”
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