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Small Town Girl Mystery Series


Why is murder so much fun?


Evangeline Delafose found Graisseville, Louisiana just as she remembered—boring and uneventful. Until she solved a murder. Now she’s hooked. 
Follow Ev as she takes on each mystery, with her frustrating but loveable private investigator by her side. And, of course, a bit of insider info from the quirky residents of her small town.
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2-Boudin and Bloodshed           5-Sweet Tea and Suspects

3-Fruitcake and Fraud                6-Wedding Cakes and Wakes (June 2025)                    

Three Dog Mysteries


Murder? Sure, why not?


Ro Bergeron’s grandparents raised her to be, well, helpless. She can’t boil an egg or keep a plant alive. Why not open a bed and breakfast for humans and their canine friends? But when her meddlesome great aunts find a local murder too irresistible, Ro's life turns upside-down. Will the small town of Belle Bayou ever be the same?

1-Beds, Breakfasts, and Beta Blockers    2-Innkeepers and Imposters (August 2025)

Letters To Santa


Cold cases for Christmas


Mae Cormier's life is nothing special. No one needs her, especially her family. When the chance to answer letters to Santa arises, she jumps right in. But one Christmas wish is just too difficult to grant—or is it? 

1-The Case of the Missing Sister (July 2025)    2-The Case of the Lost Pocket Watch (November 2025)




Small Town Girl Series





Jen’s life isn’t perfect, but it’s beautiful. A beautiful mess.


Jen was living her best big city life, until her husband Mike uproots them to small town Louisiana. Life throws you curveballs, but you’ve got to keep swinging. This heartwarming series resonates with joyful, almost nostalgic feelings of encouragement. Readers living in big cities will feel the quaint, small-town Southern charm leaping off the pages, and experience a yearning to visit their very own Graisseville. And readers from small towns will see versions of themselves and their own community in these characters, nodding and laughing along with Jen and her family. There is something for everyone to relate to and thoughtfully consider.


Trading Bright Lights for Lightning Bugs


Shining Stars and Mason Jars
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FROM THE VICTIM'S EYES




What if I could run away, to somewhere no one knows me? Alaska maybe? I’ve always wanted to visit.  

Michael slowed his steps up the sidewalk. Was Stella home yet? She said she’d catch a ride, but sometimes she’d call, with a lengthy excuse of why her ride fell through. Her job was only ten minutes down the road by car, so it wasn’t difficult to pick her up. Just inconvenient. But then, everything about Stella was inconvenient—even as kids.

Michael opened the door slowly, so it wouldn’t creak. Stella’s key chain hung on the peg just inside. Stella’s house key dangled from the pink glittery “S” key chain he’d bought her for Christmas. Good! Stella had found a ride home. One less thing to do. 

Inching to the kitchen, Michael lifted his feet carefully, ever so slowly, so as not to make his arrival public. 

I want to go through the mail before supper. Did Stella put out the chicken this morning to thaw? 

Inspecting the sink, Michael confirmed his suspicions. His sister, once again, forgot her morning task. 

Spaghetti for the win, I guess, his words angrily swirled in his head. Do we even have pasta and a jar of marinara? Oh cool, we do! What is the weather like in Alaska right now? 

He grabbed the pot from beneath the cabinet and moved to the sink. As he filled it with tap water, he couldn’t help his wandering thoughts. 

I love music. I wonder what’s popular in Alaska? 

Noticing the overflowing pot, he shifted weight to his back foot and balanced it carefully as he turned again to the stove. Ten minutes later, a knock at the front door interrupted his thoughts. 

Michael rushed to open it before Stella heard. No reason to give her a chance to come downstairs and start a useless conversation. He’d never get this unwelcome visitor out of his house with Stella involved. 

Recognizing the figure on the front porch, Michael’s eyes widened as his stomach tightened. I thought… His shoulders slumped, and he opened the door just a few inches. Better not to start a fight. Just pretend everything is okay and I don’t want to punch my fist through the door.

“Oh, hi! I know this is confusing, because you didn’t expect me. But if you let me inside, I can explain.” Michael opened the door a few inches wider, narrowing his eyes in suspicion. 

“My water’s boiling, and I need to add the pasta. Let’s go into the kitchen.” He turned away from the door. “Why don’t you go in first? You can fix yourself something to drink.” I don’t trust you, not one bit. 

“Looks good, Michael! You really are a splendid cook.” 

Michael shrugged, his eyes focused on opening the box of pasta. They’d each spotted the lies lately, increasing the mutual distrust. 

What was that? Michael’s eyes tried to show fear, but his brain delayed the order. Anger, Michael. You should be angry, not afraid. 

“What are you doing with that gun?” Keep calm and think. What if…? Before Michael’s brain finished the thought, his arms flung the pot of boiling water towards the gun. 

As the bullet tore through his torso, Michael heard a cry of pain. He slumped to the floor. 

I’m not taking that trip to Alaska, am I?










  
  
Chapter 1




How did it happen? My adorable kids, all grown up, think they know everything. Last I’d heard,  I was in charge of my life. Me, Dr. Evangeline Louise Bergeron Delafose, PhD. Yet, I didn’t know a thing. 

My youngest, the one who understood me best, announced one day that Nate was right—I needed to pack it all up and move closer to family. Not her, of course. 

“Mom, that would be weird. My mother living in the same town as me? I’m a freshman in college! It’s my time to spread my wings.” Ellie was actually referring to my brother and my father, still in the town I’d fled thirty years ago.

Matty agreed, of course. “Mom, Ellie’s right. You should live closer to Uncle Nate and Aunt Bonnie. Grandpa too. You need to make some changes.”

Traitors. If Doug was here…but he wasn’t. So, I packed up my stuff and moved. Not like I moved anywhere crazy. When Doug and I married, I’d made a vow to love, honor, cherish, and never move back to Graisseville (pronounced, GRACE-vil) in Louisiana. To quote a James Bond film, Never Say Never. 

The parents of a Graisseville mayor built my home in 1928, giving it a wide front and side porch and majestic columns. The last owner painted the entire house white with slate blue shutters. Not only had someone raised a mayor in my home, but village gossip claimed that Bonnie and Clyde laid low in my adjoining carriage house for a few days. It sat in the center of the Pecan Street block, just outside the Historic District and snugly within the bounds of my brother’s watchful eye. As a sheriff’s deputy in East Baton Rouge Parish, Nate had sworn to protect and serve. Hovering was not part of his oath, though. I had checked, just to make sure.

Back in my hometown for three months, I was adjusting to the exciting population of 298 intriguing people. The casserole brigade descended upon me like vultures on roadkill. In my small-town experience, these senior ladies ambushed all men qualifying as available. 

They sniffed out every single man over sixty within the parish, plying them with King Ranch casserole and enchilada pie. Why had they set their sights on me? Maybe I kept a stash of single men, ages sixty and up, in a storage facility somewhere? The brigade eventually discovered I had no stash, didn’t know how to play bridge, preferred not to gossip, and led a completely boring life. The newness wore off, and they left me to my own devices. 

Today was Thursday, my weekly supper with my brother. The day of the week I had to account for all my activities, as Nate frowned and shook his head. Maybe I should have moved closer to Mad? My younger sister’s given name was Madeline, but she had a short fuse. Nate dubbed her Mad when he was about four, and we all agreed it fit. Her quick temper convinced me to move closer to Dad and Nate. Mad wouldn’t critique my social life, though. Someone remind me again… why had I moved back to Graisseville?

“Ev, you’ve lost more weight. Did you eat the gumbo Bonnie sent over?” Nate’s mouth curled up in a smile, but his eyes exposed the concern. 

Why was everyone so worried about me? Was I that pathetic? “Yes, Nate, I ate Bonnie’s gumbo. Yes, I read the book she gave me. Yes, I’m coming to Jack’s football game and Syd’s piano recital this weekend. Yes, I’ll be at church on Sunday.” My eyes jerked in my brother’s direction and softened. He was trying to take care of me, like Doug did before he passed away. Only when Doug asked me if I’d eaten, his words weren’t nails on a chalkboard. 

My brother was relentless. “So, changing the subject, have you given any thought to starting another book? Writing, I mean—not reading. The guys down at the station still talk about your character, Lou Bergeron, and how authentic he is.” Nate stopped, realizing he’d stepped in a big hot mess of…dog poop. 

My series of books, featuring New Orleans police detective Lou Bergeron, had been reasonably successful. Lou was no Alex Cross, by any standard. But the royalties from my books supplemented my professor’s salary. Along with Doug’s detective pay, our life had been pretty darn good. Only…

“Gosh, I’m so sorry, Ev! Geez, what a moron I am!”

Only…Lou Bergeron was Doug. Which was why police officers were my biggest fans. He was authentic because Doug made him so. My husband was always the first to read my books, making my character an authentic police officer. With Doug gone, I had no desire to visit Lou down at the police station, to flesh out his cases and celebrate his successes.

“It’s okay Nate, I know what you’re saying. But Lou is Doug, and Doug is gone. I can’t write about Lou anymore. I’m not sure I ever want to write again.” There! I’d spoken the thoughts crouching under the rug. My words freed them, and they’d sprung into the middle of the room.

Nate nodded, his brown eyes revealing just a hint of tears. “No pressure! I just wanted to double-check, because the guys always ask me. But I understand, Ev, I truly do. On another note, I had an idea…” 

Reaching into his briefcase, my brother pulled out a medium-sized manila folder and placed it gingerly on the cleared table. An East Baton Rouge Parish sheriff’s department folder, from the looks of the official seal. 

“This case is technically inactive. It’s been eighteen months, and we’re stuck.” Nate’s eyes took on the familiar sad puppy dog look, the one he’d always used to get what he wanted. Those eyes always worked on Mother, and usually me, too. Never Mad or my father. 

“Ev, I can’t let it go! This was a good kid. We like his sister for his murder, but we just don’t have enough evidence to prove it. The D.A. won’t touch it. So, I talked to the sheriff, and explained how you write, or used to write, detective novels for a living. Turns out he’s a fan.” Nate’s eyes lit up with pride.

Who would’ve guessed that writing stories about my husband would score such a fan base? 

“Okay, Nate. So, the sheriff is a fan. What do you want from me? Should I autograph the file?” Glancing at the manila folder before me, I couldn’t help but flip it open. Doug had brought home many files, so these pages stared at me like familiar friends. Where do I put my autograph? Should I use my go-to pink glitter pen, or should it be black ink? My eyes shifted to Nate for confirmation.

“No, Ev, the sheriff doesn’t want an autograph.” My brother paused, then walked it back. “Well, he doesn’t want an autograph on this file. It’s a copy of the original. Your copy. He’d…well, we’d…” 

Spit it out, Nate, because I’m not following you.

“We’d like you to look at the case through fresh eyes—hopefully find something we missed. Would you do that for us? For Michael Cook, the deceased?”

Hmmm…this was intriguing. Doug had often shared his cases with me after the kids went to bed. But I functioned as a sounding board, to nod or shake my head as he ran through his theories and clues. To play detective, limited as it would be, seemed…well, it seemed much more fun than playing bridge and definitely more interesting than joining the church decorating committee.

“I’ll do it! Umm…I mean, if the sheriff’s department would like my help, of course.“ C’mon Ev, rein in your enthusiasm. And yet…this could be so much fun!

Nate smiled in relief—did he actually think I’d say no? He didn’t know me that well, I guess. Wait! Had the rock in my stomach shrunk several inches? Relief washed over my body, and I felt my shoulders relax. After three years of surviving without my husband, trying to get our daughter graduated from high school and our son through most of college, my reward had been banishment back to Graisseville. Ellie relinquished her need of a mother, and Matty had long since outgrown me. But the sheriff’s department found me useful. Had I found a reason to stop surviving and start living? 


      [image: image-placeholder]October evenings in Louisiana summoned eighty-degree heat, but I still enjoyed a cup of hot tea and a light blanket. Gazing at the stars, I breathed in the small-town peace while my feet rocked back and forth. The realtor sold me on my house because of the front porch and its swing.

“You’ll find peace in this porch swing, Ev. Come sit and you’ll see.” She’d plopped down on the creaky wooden swing, then patted the cushion beside her. Gingerly I joined her, and we rocked quietly. “You can see the stars from this porch swing in the evening. And enjoy a cup of coffee early in the morning. The neighborhood is quiet, with lots of friendly people. You’re only two minutes away from Nate and Bonnie.” The woman had me at the words, porch swing.

Before I opened the file on Michael Cook, I grabbed my trusty purple highlighter and pink Sharpie from the side table. Purple to note clues, and pink to mark potential lies or inconsistencies. My situation confused me at first, because normally I created the murderer, the victim, and the suspects. But this file contained all the characters already created. My job? To figure out who was who. What have you gotten yourself into, girl? Maybe you should have put something stronger in the tea? 

Suddenly, peace filled my soul. Was it Doug, or more probably, my Heavenly Father? I’d take either or both, whichever one helped solve Michael Cook’s murder. Let’s begin, Ev. You can do this!

Perusing the file, I scribbled a slew of notes. The victim was Michael Cook, the bright star of a working-class family. Diligent in his job at the bank in Zachary. Parents died a few years ago, leaving their home to Michael and his older sister, Stella. Nate’s notes mentioned Michael supported Stella, financially and otherwise. I hoped Nate didn’t relate to Michael, younger brother supporting older sister? I’d never asked for a dime! Sigh…Focus, Ev! Move on.

My brother’s meticulous notes continued: Stella Cook—recovering from substance abuse. Seriously, Nate? Not a crime, really. Could she kill her brother? I certainly couldn’t kill mine! What would her motive be? 

Nate outlined it all for me. Witnesses stated that Stella was jealous of her brother because he was on the right track, a young man with a career and a future. Then, of course, we had the standard statement: once an addict, always an addict. What the heck? That was not a motive to kill. 

Angrily, I plowed through Nate’s notes. Why was he focusing on the drug addicted sister? Ah, here was suspect number two.

Josh Fairchild, a person of interest. Prominent member in the community and owner of Best Dry Cleaners, where Stella worked. Witnesses stated he was a dear friend of the victim’s parents, committed to looking after the children upon their death. Solid alibi and no motive, but Nate felt there was more to his story. He’d written the question, Stella’s drug supplier? in the margin.

Another person of interest, or who I dubbed Suspect Number Three: Sam Hughes—Michael’s co-worker at the bank in Zachary. Employees saw Sam and Michael arguing about a missed promotion. Missed promotion? That seemed pretty important. Men identify most strongly with their careers, while women count family as most important. A missed promotion might be a reason to kill. Why weren’t there more notes?

Ooh! Suspect Number Four: Faith Dixon, Michael’s ex-girlfriend. Checking the file several times, I came up short. Really, Nate? Mother’s stories of my brother’s exes rushed through my mind, the stalking and the phone calls at all hours. Women scorned can be crazy! Side note: Thank You Lord Jesus for Bonnie! She was a blessing to both Nate and our family. Otherwise, we’d have Crazy Anna, her nickname in the Louisiana State Penitentiary. Nate dodged a bullet. Turning back to the folder, I envisioned a similar tale. This girl needed to be investigated.

Rounding out the manila folder was Rob Dugas—Michael’s best friend from high school. My eyes squinted as I read the small print. Ugh! Did I need a stronger prescription already? It had been a couple of years. Sigh…just another sign I was not getting any younger. 

Turning back to the file, I noted the sheriff’s office had arrested Rob multiple times for dealing drugs. Yikes! Doug would guess this kid needed money fast. My heart turned to my kids with good hearts. Matty and Ellie would give money to friends in need. Rob was Michael’s friend in need. Did he finally say no?








  
  
Chapter 2




Refilling my cup gave me time to think. The coroner reported the cause of death as a gunshot wound to the torso. Ballistics confirmed Michael Cook Sr. owned the gun. The perpetrator wiped the weapon clean but left it in the kitchen. Detectives spoke with friends and neighbors. No one could confirm or deny who had the gun. No one had seen it recently, including Stella. Or so she said. Some people insisted that Michael Sr. got rid of the gun because he didn’t want Stella to have access. Other people stood firm that Michael Jr. kept the gun as protection from Stella’s questionable friends. So much for the weapon.  

As I drifted to the porch, I remembered chasing after Nate when we were kids. He was ten years younger, and Mother tagged me as a babysitter more times than I could count. I spent my teenage years running after Nate, second-guessing his every move, and trying to predict his next steps. Pretty much what I was doing with his file. Nate had already interviewed, investigated, and concluded. His big sister was just coming along after him, trying to unravel the events. Hmmm…but what if?

Placing my cup on the side table, I focused my attention on maneuvering the blanket back into cocoon mode. What had I been thinking about? Oh yes! What if? 

What if I could interview everyone myself? Ask my own questions and draw my own conclusions. If Nate didn’t shut down my idea, the sheriff certainly would. 

Unless they didn’t know. Nate would kill me if he found out. 

So, he couldn’t find out. I recognized only twenty-five percent of the people interviewed. Being the new girl in town, why couldn’t I ask questions? Just satisfying my curiosity, nothing more. It could work.

Tomorrow I could run to town, start at Maggie’s Coffee Shop. Maggie knew practically everyone and probably knew a lot about them, too. The coffee shop was a good place to begin. Wait a minute! Shorty Cormier promised to come by tomorrow and fix my washing machine. 

Shorty was Graisseville’s resident handyman, a mechanical genius. If he couldn’t fix it, then you might as well throw it away and buy a newer model. He’d come back from the Gulf War with a purple heart and a prosthetic leg. Working under machinery, the man hopped up and down off the ground like a pogo stick. Comical to watch, but he could make anything with a motor purr. Which meant Shorty was in great demand. Unfortunately, the best mechanic in the parish didn’t have the strongest work ethic. Shorty only took on jobs if he needed money. If I rescheduled, who knew when he’d need money again? No, Maggie would have to wait, because I had a date with my handyman.


      [image: image-placeholder]“Hey Shorty, it’s Ev. How are you this morning?” Can’t forget the traditional Southern small talk, before getting down to business. 

“Oh, can’t complain. How are you this mornin’, Doc? 

“Fine, thanks.” Shorty had called me Doc ever since my graduation from LSU with a Ph.D. in English Literature. My parents bragged to everyone, including the entire village of Graisseville, that their daughter was a doctor! The word spread, a normal occurrence in small towns, and soon the story transformed. Skeeter and Muriel Bergeron’s daughter, Evangeline, graduated from LSU medical school! Doug and I visited my parents after graduation and puzzled over people greeting me as Doc. My parents corrected no one, but eventually people figured it out. The first clue came when I returned for Christmas the next year, and Abe Taylor asked me to check on his pregnant wife to see how far she was dilated. We laughed over that for years. Shorty’s family continued calling me Doc because they were incredibly proud of me. Why no one called my father, the veterinarian, Doc was still a mystery.

“Hey, how’s your daddy doin’? I heard he was feelin’ under the weather?” 

Would this small talk never end? Sigh…hopefully I could steer this conversation back to my burning question: what time will my repairman arrive? 

“Oh no, he’s great. He’s wondering when you’re coming over this morning to fix my washing machine.” Actually, Dad didn’t know about my washing machine. Otherwise, my eighty-year-old father would be at my house on his knees trying to fix it himself. 

“Doc, we’ve had this conversation before. First, I have my coffee and scrambled eggs, then I check my email and phone messages. Next, I feed the cows and the hogs. If I don’t have any more farm chores, I pull out my list.” 

Oh yes, the magical list! Getting on Shorty’s list was the simple part. It lived on the first seven pages, front and back, of a spiral-bound notebook. Getting to the top of the list was the trick. To achieve that feat, bribery came into play. Fortunately for me, Shorty loved my mom’s cold oven pound cake. 

“Okay, where am I on the list, Shorty?” Holding the phone with one hand, I rummaged through my pantry and refrigerator. Did I have the ingredients to make another pound cake? Shorty had already scored one baked good to put me in the top five. Another one might be in order to move me up the ranks.

“You’re in luck! I don’t have no more chores, and you are third on the list.” He paused, waiting for my counteroffer.

“You know, I’m making a cold oven pound cake for Nate and his family this morning. I’d let you take it with you if you came to my house first. I can make another one for Nate this afternoon.” Lies, all lies. Nate and Bonnie were on a low carb diet, and I knew better than to bring them a pound cake. Pulling out the recipe, I double checked the ingredients. Yes! Just enough eggs for one cake. Better start mixing up the ingredients.

“Yeah, that’d work. I’ll be over in an hour.” The man was shrewd. I’d give him that. Incredibly athletic too, since he regularly scored a pound cake a month from me with no extra weight to show for it. My baking wasn’t his only bribe each month, either. Some families prepared entire meals to get Shorty on their doorstep, so I considered myself fortunate. Of course, Shorty’s dad and my dad had been the best of friends. My dad, when he was the town veterinarian, spent many afternoons at the Cormier farm. My mother suspected most of those trips were to shoot the breeze, but it kept Dad and Mr. Cormier out of trouble. My widow status probably gave me an automatic jump up Shorty’s list, too. He’d never say it to me, but Shorty had a soft spot for single moms and widows. 

Shorty knocked on my front door, and I glanced at the timer. About thirty minutes left. The beauty of the cold oven pound cake was the baker didn’t have to waste time preheating the oven. Thank goodness! 

My handyman let himself in and set his toolbox on the kitchen island. “Mornin’, Doc. Mmmm…that cake sure is smellin’ good! How much longer?” The crows’ feet around his brown eyes made him look wiser, not older. Why does age sit better on men? 

Best to be the driver of this conversation. 

“Thirty minutes. Just enough time to tell me what’s wrong with my washing machine.” 

Shorty definitely wasn’t my type, but I understood why single women within a thirty-mile radius brought him casseroles and desserts. And tickets for the Kenny Chesney concert in Baton Rouge. My handyman was the shortest male in his family, standing at six feet tall. His curiously sexy mop of dishwater blonde hair reached his shoulders, and it drove the women wild. Personally, I found long hair on a man, well, disheveled. But I was definitely in the minority. Women ages thirty to seventy swooned over the guy every time they spotted his beat-up Ford F150. At the coffee shop, I’d heard adjectives ranging from rugged and outdoorsy to virile and charming to just plain yummy. That last adjective came from my eighth-grade English teacher, Mrs. Collins, recently widowed. 

Sean Connery as James Bond was my go-to for sexy, but many women thrilled at the wild mane of Travis Tritt or Trace Adkins. Besides, it was hard to resist a man who could fix practically anything. Despite all the female attention, Shorty remained determinedly single for his entire fifty-four years. 

Oh geez, I hope he doesn’t think I’ve fallen to his charms! 

While pondering Shorty’s attractiveness to women, I’d been gazing in his direction. Fortunately, he was texting on his phone, probably with one of his admirers. “Shorty, the laundry room’s this way.” Strolling past him towards the back of the house, I resolved to stop wondering about my handyman’s animal magnetism. 

Thirty minutes and a mountain of cuss words later, Shorty had coaxed my washing machine back to life. The man performed miracles. Emerging from my laundry room wiping his hands, he spied my pound cake cooling on the stovetop. Did he spot the to-go container perched strategically near the cake? My phone read 9:30 a.m., plenty of time to get Shorty out the door and head to Maggie’s coffee shop for some sleuthing. 

“Hey, Doc, that cake sure smells great! Think I could have a piece?”

Didn’t he eat scrambled eggs a few hours ago? 

“It will be perfect for eating when you get home.” I spelled it out because subtlety didn’t work on Shorty. Even then, he didn’t always get my hints.

“Nah, I think it’s perfect now. Mind if I have a slice?” He’d already reached into my cabinet for two dessert plates.

“Shorty, I really have a busy day today. I don’t have time to eat cake at 9:30 in the morning.” Too late. He’d already poured me a cup of coffee to go with my cake. 

My friend handed me my cup while he balanced the plates. “Hey, let’s go out on the front porch! It’s getting’ cool in the mornings. Ya keep a blanket out there, don’tcha, Doc? Because it’ll prob’ly be a little cold for ya.” Hmmm…Shorty knew me better than I’d realized. 

Following the leader on to the porch, I dutifully sat on the swing and snuggled under my blanket. Shorty placed my cake on the side table, then faced me in the wicker chair. Cake in hand, of course.

“We haven’t chewed the fat in a while. How ya’ doin’? How’s everything goin’? How’re ya’ settlin’ back in tuh Graisseville?”  Shorty’s eyes stared at me like interrogation lamps, attempting innocence but failing miserably. 

Yeah, I smelled a rat. “Good, it’s all good. Say, when’s the last time you talked to Nate?” Shorty’s gaze flicked from innocence to guilt. The man never could lie to me, even when we were kids. 

“Okay, ya caught me, Doc. But Nate’s jus’ worried about ya, that’s all. Me too. Yer practically skin and bones; ya won’t even touch yore mama’s cold oven pound cake. That’s not normal.” Shorty licked the crumbs from his lips and eyed my plate. I waved my hand towards my cake and Shorty eagerly pulled it towards him.

“Shorty, I’m fine. In three years, I’ve lost a spouse, my last kid left for college, and I’ve moved. Those are three major stressors that would cripple any normal person.” To seal the deal, I locked eyes with him. Would he let it go?

The wicker chair creaked as Shorty relaxed his shoulders into its back. Good. For now, I’d satisfied my interrogator. Suddenly, he shifted and reached under his legs. Nate’s file! Pulling out the now familiar manila folder, Shorty stared at it. The interrogation was back on.

“What’s this? Why do ya have this file? Does Nate know about this?” Shorty’s eyes darkened and he squinted at me accusingly.

“Yes, Shorty, Nate knows about the folder. In fact, he gave it to me. It’s an inactive case he’d been working, and he thought I might have a fresh perspective.” 

Could someone’s eyes actually light up like Christmas trees? 

“Are ya dustin’ off Detective Bergeron? Oh, Doc, tell me ya are! Ya know I’m not a reader, but I jus’ love yore books!” 

Oh, here we go! Shorty adored my Lou Bergeron books, and bragged to everyone that the author was his dear childhood friend. If someone hadn’t heard of the book series (and many hadn’t—I wasn’t James Patterson by any means), Shorty sprang into action. He would pull out a dog-eared copy and demand the culprit take a picture, so they could purchase it later. Shorty had been one of my best marketing resources.

“No Shorty, I’m not. Nate’s hoping the case will give me something to do all day. Since I’ve rejected his suggestions of knitting group, book club, and the decorations committee at church.” I knew he did it for love. But the decorations committee, really? My idea of decorating was to hang some family photos and call it a day.

“Well, tell me about the file! Hey, did I tell ya I have my PI license?” The letters ADHD zipped into my brain. Shorty never stuck to one subject for long, and conversations with him became tiring after a while. Nope, not getting to Maggie’s anytime soon. 

“Let’s start with your PI license. Tell me about that.” This news could come in handy.

Shorty’s eyes flew back to Christmas tree mode. 

“Well, it’s not as fancy as your doctor-ite, but it took a lot o’ work.” 

Oh, please don’t let my smile reach my mouth! Shorty always called my doctorate a doctor-ite, but his pride rang true. My mission failed, however, as my smile turned into a laugh. How could I turn this around? 

“Oh, you’ve never been afraid of hard work, Shorty! Please tell me all about it!” Settle back into your swing, Ev, and finish that cup of coffee. Shorty’s stories ran about twenty minutes or more.

Proudly, he reached into his wallet and handed me a card. Cormier Investigations, LLC. He eyed me carefully, making sure he had my full attention. 

“Well, first thing, y’gotta’ take a forty-hour course an’ pass an exam. Let me tell ya, that course ain’t no walk around Graisseville park! An’ guess what, Doc? I passed it on the first go around.” The warm glow of accomplishment filtered through his eyes.

His news didn’t surprise me. Shorty had been a couple of grades ahead of me in school, but I’d heard the teachers talk about him. The guy had smarts but couldn’t focus. We graduated before medications arrived on the scene to help kids with their classroom attention.

Shorty thrived in shop class, where he constantly moved around the room, working on different machines. Mother asked me several times to help Shorty with his schoolwork, even though I was two years behind. School came easily for me, so she thought I could help him. If I’d had more patience, I probably could have. Stuck inside helping a fidgety kid instead of hanging out with my friends? Mother and I fought over my lessons with Shorty for many days. That’s why I had a soft spot for my friend—maybe if I’d had more maturity and patience and less silly teenager in me, he’d have done better in school. 

“Doc? Did ya hear me? The first time! Howie says that don’t happen often.” Pausing so I could congratulate him, Shorty continued. “Howie’s my PI sponsor. See, I had t’find a licensed PI t’sponsor me. This guy in Baton Rouge, Howie Robichaud, jumped on it. He helped me fill out all the forms, get fingerprinted, even took my pictures for the application.” Shorty paused once again so I could congratulate him. The man wanted credit where credit was due, for sure.

“So you’re a licensed private investigator in the state of Louisiana? You could help me with this case?” Perhaps divine intervention kept me from blundering into the coffee shop. Shorty could be a real asset.

“Yes, ma’am! Now I’ve also watched a lot of The Rockford Files, to get some first-hand experience. My fees are $200 a day, plus expenses. I normally just take cash, but since I know ya, a check is fine.“ He waited expectantly, his second piece of cake long gone. “Say, do ya mind if I get another piece o’ cake? Oh, do ya want some more coffee?” 

Shorty hobbled inside, my coffee cup and his plate in hand. The guy was unbelievable! The Rockford Files had been on NBC from 1974 to 1980. Starring James Garner, the show featured Jim Rockford and his career as a private investigator in Malibu, California. Obviously, Shorty didn’t understand that watching a television show didn’t qualify as a real-life experience. Jim Rockford charged $200 a day plus expenses, mentioning his fees in practically every episode. Come to think of it, we both used to watch The Rockford Files with our dads. 

Shorty returned with his cake and my coffee and handed me the steaming cup. How should I burst my friend’s bubble? With Shorty, the direct approach worked best.

“Shorty, I can’t pay you $200 a day to work this case. I’m barely making it right now on Doug’s pension. My retirement doesn’t kick in until I turn sixty, which is eight years away. LSU offered me an adjunct position to teach Crime Fiction next spring, but that’s a few months away.” 

My would-be PI gave me a hard look, squinting his mud-colored eyes. No wonder the guy had crows’ feet. 

“Who do those fancy pants LSU jerks think they are? Ya don’t need a junk job! Yer a doctor for crumbs’ sake!” Only, he didn’t say crumbs. Shorty’s mouth hung open and his voice trailed off. Eyes round as hubcaps, he began his apology. “Geez, Doc, I’m sorry about that. I know ya hate cursing, an’ I try real hard not to do it in front of ya. I really do.” 

It was the same conversation every time. His spirit was sort of willing, but his flesh was extremely weak. As always, I tried to give him grace. 

“It’s okay, Shorty. Bad habits are hard to break. I’ll make you a deal. If you work on cutting the cursing, I’ll work on not being skin and bones. How’s that?” He nodded in agreement, so I continued. 

“For the record, it’s not a junk job, it’s an adjunct teaching position. There’s a t on the end—Ad Junk-t. It means instead of teaching a full load of classes for a salary, I would just teach a couple of classes for a set amount per class. It would be lots of fun to teach a class on how to write a crime fiction book, but with LSU forty-five minutes away, I’m not sure a couple of classes are worth it.“ Was I ready to talk about Detective Lou Bergeron? From my conversation with Nate, I’d say not yet.

Shorty’s head bobbed up and down, like the pedal on my grandmother’s old Singer sewing machine. “Yep, yep. That’s a mighty long way for a piddlin’ amount of money. I’m not sure Nate and I want ya drivin’ so far by yourself.” 

When did my handyman and my brother team up? To be honest, I’d rather have Shorty supervising me than Nate. Keeping tabs on me meant Shorty stayed out of trouble. Besides, Nate had his hands full with two kids and a career. Not to mention a wife that liked him home at night. But how to pay Shorty without breaking the bank?

“Didn’t you used to gorge on my mother’s muffaletta sandwiches?” Mother didn’t serve sandwiches as a general rule. She believed any respectable Southern cook turned on the oven to make a meal. But she broke her cardinal rule on LSU game days. 

A muffaletta (pronounced MUFF-uh-LE-tuh) is a classic Louisiana sandwich. New Orleans claims to serve the best, but my mother made them just as good or better. The bread is key—it’s got to be wide and soft. Here in the pelican state, we have bread just for these sandwiches, called Muffaletta bread. If it wasn’t available, my mother would wag her finger at the poor soul behind the bread counter and give a lecture that no decent store in Louisiana should be out of Muffaletta bread. Then she’d grab a loaf of French bread and storm off. 

Mother also splurged for premium salami, prosciutto, mortadella (hot pork sausage), and provolone cheese. She made her marinated olive salad from scratch too. Even if LSU lost, her muffalettas made it a good day, anyway. Shorty and his brothers watched the games at our house. We had the bigger TV, and we had Mother’s muffalettas.

Shorty’s eyes took on a dreamy haze as he thought back to those Saturday afternoons. “Yeah, that was Heaven on earth—watchin’ LSU in color and eatin’ your mama’s muffalettas. Why? Whatcha’ got in mind?” 

If only the electric company bartered like Shorty. “How about, instead of $200 a day plus expenses, I make you a muffaletta a day, plus expenses?” Shorty didn’t need the money, anyway. The man led a simple life, funded by his Army pension. His lady friends took care of his extracurricular activities, and the family farm paid for his truck. Thank goodness the man loved to eat!

“Yeah, Doc, you’ve got yoreself a deal!” We shook hands and made it official. His right hand felt leathery and firm, reminding me of my dad’s. A working man’s hands. 

“Okay, let’s get started, Shorty. Tell me everything you’ve heard about this case.” Did I actually think we’d get started immediately?

“Okay, but first I’ve gotta call my other customers an’ tell ’em I’m not comin’ around today. And ain’t it time for lunch?” My new PI rubbed his stomach eagerly. “What’re we havin’?”

Shorty broke the news to his customers, who didn’t react well. He held the phone away from his ear, and I heard Bob Cahill yelling about calling the sheriff. Shorty just shrugged and stuck his phone in his pocket. 

“What’s ol’ Bob gonna’ do? He knows only me an’ a guy in Baton Rouge can fix his hay baler. An’ he’s not gonna’ haul it forty-five minutes down the road when I make house calls. Besides, he’s not balin’ hay til’ Monday. Today’s Friday—that’s a whole four days away.” Shorty was many things, including a procrastinator. Two bowls of tomato soup, and two turkey sandwiches later, my investigator was ready to work. “Okay, Doc, hand me the file and let me puh rooze it.” 

A snort escaped before I could contain it. “I think you mean peruse. And I’d rather you tell me what you know about this case, before Nate’s investigation slants your opinions.”

Shorty had found a bag of mixed nuts in my pantry and insisted on carrying them to the living room. The front porch had fallen to the heat, so we’d moved inside. He reached for a handful, then sat back to deliver his report.

“Well, Michael worked at the bank in Zachary, an’ his sister, Stella, is a drug addict. Josh Fairchild felt sorry for Stella an’ gave her a job at his cleaners in Zachary.”

“Yes, Shorty, I know all that! Tell me about this Josh Fairchild. His family wasn’t around when I grew up here.” Shorty would be a great resource because he knew everyone. A great resource needing lots of food and focus.

“Yeah, he moved here after ya’ left. He bought Best Cleaners—I think his daddy had money. Josh and Michael Cook Sr. were buddies from the Rotary Club, so Josh gave Stella that job. I heard after Michael Sr. an’ his wife passed, Josh started comin’ over tuh the house real regular. The story was they were working on the finances an’ such, but it seems fishy to me, Doc—why wouldn’t they do that at the cleaners? Some people think they’re datin’, but not me. My buddy knows ’im, an’ he says Josh don’t look at Stella like that. Y’know what I mean? He never saw no romantic-like looks from him.”

A notebook! I needed somewhere to write other than the file. “Hold that thought, Shorty!” Like a jackrabbit, I leaped off the couch for my office. Before my PI could protest, I’d returned with a spiral notebook and a teal pen. Doug used to say I was having an affair with Office Depot, and he provided our credit card statements as evidence. A writer needs her pens and paper! 

Scribbling furiously, I captured Shorty’s clues. “Okay, I’m ready! Please continue.” An impossible feat, because he had a mouthful of mixed nuts. Patiently, I waited, sipping my glass of iced tea.

“Mmmm hmm…those are some good mixed nuts, Doc! Make sure you stock up before I come back over.” 

Oh, good grief, was I now stocking the pantry for two? 

“I think they got the right person, though.” Shorty began, “My buddy in the sheriff’s office said they found drugs an’ needles an’ stuff in the house. Michael Jr. told everybody Stella was clean, but sounds like she wasn’t.”

I still didn’t like the argument once an addict, always an addict. Too convenient. 

“Tell me about Michael’s co-worker, Sam Hughes. What do you know about him?”

Shorty shifted gears. “My buddy Jake’s the security guard at the bank where Michael worked, an’ he told me Sam left at the same time as Michael the day o’ the murder. Michael left first, an’ Jake told him t’have a good evenin’. The guy waved back, but he looked like he had a whole plate full o’ troubles on his table. Jake said Sam came out not ten seconds later, an’ he waved to ’im too. But Sam was too busy chasin’ after Michael. Jake said the whole building watched ’em yellin’ at each other in the parkin’ lot.”

My original thoughts about Sam seemed on point. Maybe it was a stretch to kill over a promotion. But what if that was the last straw? Maybe there was a history of jealousy and competition? My notes about Sam grew longer.

“Hey, Doc! Ain’t Rob Dugas a suspect too? That kid’s had more run-ins with the law than my Aunt Mavis has bunions. My buddy at the sheriff’s office said neighbors saw Rob’s car in the neighborhood. He and Michael still hung out together, even though he deals drugs. My money’s on that guy.” 

He reached forward for more nuts. 

Several questions burned through my brain. Did Stella love drugs more than her brother? How deep did Sam’s feud with Michael run? Was Josh as good-hearted as his reputation boasted? Would Shorty’s offer of $200 a day be cheaper than the food he ate? Just how many bunions did Aunt Mavis have?
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