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Drippity Do Dah. Although it's a silly name for a coffee shop, it's one that everyone finds endearing. The words slide off your tongue, leaving a smile on your lips.

The Drippity, as the locals call it, is my two-story house. I converted the house into a cafe on the first floor while I live upstairs with my little part-Chihuahua, half-Chinese Crested dog. Designer puppy breeders refer to these mixed breeds as Chichis. I like to say mixed breed, and I hold an unwavering affection for my Abby regardless of her designation.

Her mother is the Chinese Crested breed. Unknown reasons led to her abandonment at an animal rescue shelter, where it later emerged that she was pregnant by an unidentified male. When the puppies came, the babies all looked like Chihuahuas, and so the mysterious sire became obvious.

Abby takes after her father in appearance and temperament. She is white with three tan-colored spots on her body. Her head is tan-colored as well, with perky selective hearing devices on top. Her front end is completed by a short little muzzle, a tiny tan nose, white whiskers except for three black ones on the one side, and ample expressive eyes. A cheerful tail and a wiggly butt complete her equipment at the back. Abby is intelligent and inquisitive, has a golden heart, and is brave for her size.

My name is Samantha Maria White, but call me Sam; almost everyone does. I’m late middle-aged, kind of tall, and of average weight and appearance with shoulder-length blond hair.

I enjoy hunting for designer clothes that I locate on sale or at secondhand stores, plus I have a weakness for purses, bags, shoes, from flats to high heels, and assorted accessories.

My chihuahua and I moved to a little town called Ryant River a few years ago after an early retirement from my stressful career as a teacher and never left.

I fell in love with the lush valley surrounded by green hills and forests, yellow wheat fields, and the clear blue river. To the north, the land is covered in old-growth trees, which helps minimize the cold winds, and the southern prairie allows for some excellent farmland. The weather is mild and pleasant, with moderate rainfall and numerous sunny days.

The town started as a small farming village that grew into a population of about 4,000 located in the middle of nowhere, but not too close to anyone else. This situation suits the locals but sometimes annoys the tourists, as we are difficult to locate on most maps.

As one enters the town on the tree-lined River Road, you'll come across the Drippity Do Dah coffee shop.

Abby and I live upstairs, and together, with my business partner Larry Lumkey, we operate the store.

The house has a covered front veranda with several chairs and tables for customers when the weather is favorable.

When one approaches my cafe, they'll be greeted by a front door of solid, well-oiled oak with a brass door knocker in the middle and a multicolored stained-glass window above. On either side of the door are enormous arched windows reminiscent of those seen in old churches, and it’s one of the reasons I bought this house.

An eclectic mishmash of tables and overstuffed armchairs of all shapes, sizes, and colors greets visitors inside. The sliding glass doors in the back of the coffee store add a sunny, cheerful sense of openness. On the right is a brick fireplace to keep patrons warm on cool evenings.

On either side of the fireplace are old oak bookcases filled with books and games collected from secondhand stores and garage sales. The mantel displays framed photographs of dogs I have loved in the past and present.

In the center of the mantel, overlooking all, sits a stuffed black squirrel I call Kevin. I found him in my backyard one day and assumed he fell out of our oak tree, dead by some unknown misadventure. I didn’t have the heart to toss him in the trash or bury him on the riverbank, so I sent him to a taxidermist to be preserved and mounted for display. I purchased a small gold chain with his name, KEVIN, embossed on a tiny plaque to hang around his neck.

The back of the house has a well-proportioned patio under a massive oak tree. The seating consists of two couches, four armchairs, and two coffee tables, and the clear blue waters of the Ryant River flow in the background.

Abby serves as the unofficial shop greeter; everyone loves her, and her presence may be one of the reasons people come to the Drippity Do Dah. Additionally, the Drippity is a dog-friendly establishment, welcoming dogs everywhere except the kitchen.

I have a fantastic group of people who help with the daily operation of the cafe. Larry, my business partner, and Lucy Deerfoot, our cleaner, make up our team.

Lucy has a system of cleaning that works well for all of us. She attends to the kitchen to Larry’s satisfaction and then closes down the veranda and the patio at the end of the day. I put chairs up on tables in the shop so she can vacuum the area rugs and mop the floors.

Meanwhile, Larry's gone home because he opens early most mornings. In the evening when all is quiet, I work on the day’s receipts. We have established a routine that works for all of us.

We operated as a cohesive team, and I believe our customers recognized our efforts and bestowed positive karma upon the Drippity. Every once in a while I would also perform a smudging ceremony with burning sage and calling on beneficial spirits to bless my house.

I sat sipping my morning coffee with my best friend, Nedda Braake, as we sat out front enjoying the cool morning air on what promised to be a beautiful day.

Nedda and I have been friends since the first day I arrived. She and her husband, Troy, run the town’s only accommodation. The Ryant River Rest Inn, a charming place, is where I stayed during my first visit. Nedda helped me buy my house, renovate and furnish it, and introduced me to Larry.

Nedda and I share many things, including her love for Lucky, her dachshund, all other dogs, and a keen eye for fashion sales. She is tall and slim, with an oval-shaped face, blue eyes, fair skin, and long red hair that she wears in a ponytail most of the time. Nedda’s chatty, witty, and smart, and if I miss something, she’ll be sure to remark on it.

We watched Abby lying on the seat of her favorite overstuffed wing chair, caught in a ray of sunshine. Her white fur shimmered like satin, and her eyes closed into tight slits of bliss.

Nedda said, “I see Polly’s family is here,” and nodded in the direction of the back patio, where Polly’s five grown children were deep in conversation. Her family dressed in various shades of black, as did Nedda and I. We were all waiting to attend Polly’s funeral.

Polly Parker had been a longtime resident of the town and passed away unexpectedly last week. Her three sons, Joe Jr., Lucas, and Peyton, were comfortably seated on the couch, while her two daughters, Clara and Nancy, faced them from wingback armchairs.

“Don’t you find it a little odd that she died so suddenly?” Nedda asked in a quiet voice, quickly looking around to see if anyone listened in, but we were alone. “She was so active and healthy.”

I nodded in agreement and said, “But maybe she had a weak heart.”

“Mmm... maybe.” But she sounded doubtful.

I added, "Death can happen quick or slow, and if one is not there, it's difficult to say what exactly transpired." I shrugged. "And neither of us was there." I paused, thinking some more. "I admit she was fit and active, which made her situation seem odd but not unheard of." I took a sip of my coffee. "Plus she was almost ninety, I think."

Nedda nodded but still looked doubtful.

Just then a new customer walked in. The man strolled past Abby, who let out a small, mean little growl so low that it sounded almost like a purr; it was so quiet. The hair on her back bristled, and I sensed something amiss. Nedda and I were curious because of Abby’s reaction. She remained in her sphinx-like pose, staring after him while staying alert. I have come to trust Abby’s keen understanding of people, and I believe she is sensitive to different vibrations; so far, she has always been correct.

The man was tall and handsome in appearance, characterized by rugged backwoods charm, dark hair, even features, and what seemed to be two-day-old stubble on his chin.

He wore the brown uniform of a ranger from one of the national parks. The park ranger proceeded to the back of the Drippity, and after a furtive glance at the Parkers, he sat at a table in a corner farthest from the front windows. I had this uneasy suspicion that the ranger might be hiding something. It was, after all, a gorgeous morning, and there is plenty of room out front.

Just then, Larry emerged from the kitchen, coffee pot in hand. “Morning,” he said with his winning open smile that the female customers adored. “Coffee?”

“Please,” the park ranger replied in a soft, gruff voice as Larry handed over the menu. The Drippity serves light meals all day as well as decadent delights.

The arrival of Hudson MacKay, our town sheriff, distracted Nedda and me. Our town sheriff has movie-star looks, and all the single women in town want to date him. A small scar on his jaw added to his character. His dark hair had distinguishing grey at the sides, and his very dreamy sky blue eyes completed the picture.


“Good morning, Sam.” The sheriff said, quiet and solemn-like.



“Ah, are you here for your usual coffee and a donut?” I said, rising to follow him in, but I stopped as I noted he was not his usual cheerful self.

Having the local police visit your business is always beneficial. I almost winked at him because he wore his fresh-pressed uniform with such class, and I appreciate a good-looking man. I hoped that one day we would be more than just casual friends.

“No thanks,” he said, unsmiling. He strode through the open door and surveyed the room, then approached the park ranger’s table.

Nedda stood beside me, and we looked on in silence as Hudson turned all businesslike. It was so unlike him.

“Alexander DuPree?” Hudson spoke in a cold, businesslike tone.

“Yes.”

“Can you explain your whereabouts from a week ago?”

“Hmmm,” said the stranger, looking confused. “I think I was up in the North Woods.”

“Doing what?”

“Checking campsites, probably. Why?”

Ignoring the question, our sheriff continued. “Anyone with you?” Alexander Dupree shook his head. “Well, I think we better have a talk down at the station.”

“What about?”

“The murder of Polly Marie Parker.”

“What!” I said in surprise.

Hudson glanced over at me. “Sorry, Sam,” I expected him to say more, but he stopped short.

The sheriff turned back toward the man he called Alexander DuPree, who took a quick sip of his coffee. He stood, then stared through the double doors towards the back patio. The Parker siblings, now aware of something happening, stopped their conversation and stared back with focused attention.

I thought I saw a shocked look of recognition on their faces.

Hudson then escorted Alexander DuPree from the Drippity. Abby growled again, deep down in her throat, not pleased with this turn of events.

The brothers and sister who had been watching gathered their belongings, paid their bill, and left in an unseemly hurry.

I peered over at Nedda and said, “Well, that was strange. I’m going to have to go to the police station and ask him what that's about.”

“Seemed like police business to me,” Nedda said.

“Agreed, but did he have to do it in my place?” I petted Abby to calm her, but now that the two men were gone, she was back to her old self. I felt unsettled, so I took another sip of my coffee. Hudson had some explaining to do.

Before I could leave, I needed to set up tables for the Coffee Cup Gamers. This is our informal group of people who come together every morning for snacks and drinks and to play various board games. Most often Scrabble, and sometimes chess, dominoes, and checkers, depending on the number of players who are interested.

The group started with two contestants and grew to twelve, although the numbers fluctuated. The mood was lighthearted most of the time, but when tempers flared, Larry or I would step in to act as referees.

Four gamers arrived for today's games. Ferguson, the town handyman, and his old beagle, Kevin, were then joined by his regular friends: David, Seth, and Mr. Chen, all of whom were Scrabble aficionados.

“Hey Sam, did you see who Hudson had in his patrol car?” Ferguson said.

“Yes.” I said as I served coffee to everyone, with the exception of Mr. Chen, who preferred tea. I set a plate of danishes, donuts, and muffins in the center of the table, and they all grabbed their favorite treat. The treats were guaranteed to add inches to everyone's waistline, but they were almost impossible to resist.

“He’s a park ranger from up north, I gathered. I had never seen or heard of him before, but Hudson was very businesslike. He mentioned a possible connection to Polly's murder."

All eyes were on me, shocked. “Murder,” Ferguson said. “How can that be? At the time, we believed her death was due to natural causes.”

I nodded. “That’s what Hud said.”

"The man you're referring to is Alexander Dupree," he replied.

Surprised, I eyed Ferguson, who at that moment was getting ready for his second Danish.

“Yup, I met him at Polly’s house last year, I think it was. He’s her stepson.”
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I was filled with innumerable questions, driven by an intense curiosity. Who was this man, Alexander DuPree? Why did Hudson want to talk to him? Murder? In Ryant River of all places! Nothing ever happened here! We were just a quiet little town.

Larry came out of the kitchen and looked at Ferguson. “Did I hear right? Alexander is Polly’s stepson?” Since he started working here, the Drippity has never witnessed such excitement as this.

“Sit down, kids,” said Ferguson. “And let me tell you about Polly.”

Ferguson’s lined, weathered face took on the calm appearance of the storyteller. His warm grey eyes twinkled, and he ran a work-worn hand through his grey hair. Whenever he had the opportunity, he would tell stories, and he loved nothing better than an audience. His stories captivated me, leading me to believe the Coffee Cup Gamers found greater enjoyment in narrating elaborate tales than engaging in games. With a slight smile, he reached for his coffee cup and took a sip.

The Scrabble game was forgotten; David, Seth, and Mr. Chen all sat back in eager anticipation, and Larry and I pulled up a couple of chairs. I was genuinely interested in learning about Polly because we had been friends, although our age differences and the fact I was not a native of Ryant River did make a difference.

Ferguson continued, As you know,” he began, “her parents, the Smithsons, were among the original homesteaders of Ryant River, where they farmed and raised a family. They both died during a flu outbreak. Polly was at school when it happened but came home to take care of the farm. Her older brothers left the farm to either marry or pursue new careers in the city. None of them cared about the homestead except for Polly.

“She outlived three husbands. First was Joe Parker, also from Ryant River. They lived on her family farm, and Joe gladly took over the care of the wheat fields while she ran the house and tended the vegetable garden. Together they had three boys: Joe Jr., Lucas, and Peyton. Their daddy, Joe Senior, died a year after Peyton was born when a horse accidentally kicked him in the head.

Ferguson shook his head in a sad gesture of remembrance. “Such a tragic day, from what I heard my folks say, because Joe Sr. was the love of her life.”

“Polly then married her second husband, Herb Durand, to help her with the farm and give her boys a father figure. They had two girls, Clara and Nancy. The kids were all strong and healthy and helped out in and around the farm until they graduated from high school in the nearby city of Woolverton.

“Polly and Herb carried on with the farm for many years, and as time passed and the mortgages were paid off, they slowly sold off parcels of land. Joe and Polly's sons showed no interest in farming and instead chose to pursue careers in Woolverton. If Herb needed help during harvest or seeding time, he would hire locals from town.

“Then, one fine spring day, Herb suffered a heart attack while plowing the south field. He lost consciousness and fell out of the tractor. The tractor continued to move forward and ran him over. The doctors said he could have survived the heart attack but not the trauma the tractor inflicted. He was a good man, and he and Polly had many happy years together, but the kids were all grown and gone.

"After a few years, Polly, who felt alone and lonely and needed companionship, married her third husband, Louis DuPree." He was an industrialist from the city of Woolverton, about an hour’s drive northwest of Ryant River. Louis came to Ryant River to retire and enjoy the fresh country air. A year later, Louis died of lung cancer, leaving Polly a widow once more but wealthy because he had left her the bulk of his estate.

“And,” Ferguson said with a flourish, “Alexander DuPree is Louis Dupree’s son by a previous marriage.”

I said, “How come I’ve never heard of him? Polly never said anything about a stepson.”

“That’s because everyone's an adult. By the time Louis died, Polly had retired from farming, and Alexander went up north as a full-time ranger. He’s a stepson, by marriage only. Polly was never his mother in the traditional sense of the word.”

Larry said, “How come you know all this, Ferguson?”

“Back in school I was two grades behind Polly. She was pretty and popular, had lots of friends, and everyone knew who she was.” He stroked his mustache and pulled the Scrabble board closer. The Scrabble board served as our clue, indicating that the gamers were eager to start playing.

Now that I understood the connection, I thanked Ferguson, rose, and started back to work.

“Wait,” I said, remembering, “Did Louis DuPree leave everything to Polly? What about his son, Alexander?”

Ferguson replied, “Well, there's plenty to go around, from what the gossips said. Alexander got some but not all, and I don’t think he cared much.”

Larry and I headed for the kitchen, and the Coffee Cup Gamers resumed playing.

I realized now I hadn’t known Polly all that well. We never discussed her past because we'd been so in the present. I initially believed we were friends, but now I wondered if I was just an acquaintance.

Polly would come into the Drippity in the evenings after Lucy Deerfoot, my cleaning help, finished clearing up, and the three of us would sit and gossip about events in Ryant River. Lucy first met Polly on the school bus when they went to high school together. After Lucy cleaned the coffee shop and I totaled the day’s receipts, Polly would drop in and join us. The three of us would treat ourselves to coffee and liqueur, and I listened while Polly and Lucy shared stories of their youthful pranks.

Back then Polly had curly black hair that gradually faded to snow white. She was gorgeous and had her choice of boyfriends, but she only had eyes for Joe Sr. Her petite figure, boundless energy, and soft blue eyes also won her the notice of girls, and so she had been very popular. She was a loving mother and doted on her daughters, and the youngest, Nancy, the most.

Lucy, as I said, is my cleaning lady. She is a few years younger than Polly but excelled in school and pushed ahead of others her age. Now retired, she works part-time in the evenings cleaning the kitchen and the rest of the coffee shop to stay active.

She and Polly reconnected when Lucy’s husband died and Lucy moved to Ryant River. Lucy was First Nations and had grown up on the reservation up north but married and lived in Woolverton with her late husband. She was tall and slim, with long dark hair and a few strands of grey, dark eyes, firm lips, and a warm smile that made you feel like the best in the world. She is a wonderful cleaner, and along with Larry, we make up what I refer to as the Drip Team.

When Polly died last week, it seemed natural, with no hint of foul play, but nonetheless, Lucy and I were devastated. The funeral was today in our town’s small church with plenty of friends, family, and neighbors in attendance.

The Parkers sat in the first pew, but Alexander DuPree was absent. After what Ferguson said about the family’s story, there was no reason for him to attend.

The service itself was like Polly, warm and loving. All of Polly’s children told sweet stories of growing up in Ryant River, and we were all carried back with them to what felt like an easier time. There were tears but more laughter, and I knew that Polly had left lasting memories.

Later, Polly’s will was read, and as expected, the bulk of the estate was evenly divided among her five children, with a few small gifts bequeathed to her friends.

Clara, the eldest of her daughters and executor of the will, came to organize and distribute the keepsakes and memorable items that her three brothers and youngest sister wanted or asked for.

***
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LATER IN THE DAY I walked into the kitchen to find Larry pulling a tray out of the oven.

“What’s bake’n, Larry? Something smells good.” I said. “I’m going to visit Hudson at the police station and could sure use something warm and fresh.”

Larry is a genius in the kitchen. He excels in baking buns, breads, cakes, and other tempting delights. He is short, stocky, strong, and forceful. He is a valuable asset to the shop. His warm brown eyes make people trust him and make him a wonderful source of town gossip. I rely on him—a lot—and could not run the Drippity without him.
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