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Please help a girl out and leave a review after you’ve finished a book—this author sure appreciates it :)                                
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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 curve-balls, but you’ve got to keep swinging. 

Trading Bright Lights for Lightning Bugs  

Shining Stars and Mason Jars  

Cheese Grits and Hissy Fits





Letters to Santa


Cold cases for Christmas!


Mae Cormier isn't needed by anyone, including her family. When the chance to answer letters to Santa arises, she jumps. But one Christmas wish is impossible to fulfill—or is it?
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Chapter 1




The dealer thrust the bag in my direction, noting the tremble in my hands. I lunged forward to clasp the precious purchase. “Thank you! Thank you so much. And I’ll see you tomorrow, if not sooner.” My tennis shoes squeaked against the tile as I headed for the back door. 

“Ro, we’ve had this conversation before. You’ve got to dial it back, decrease your intake. I make my living off addicts, but you need it more than most. And that’s a real problem. Not to mention, the coffee shop doesn’t open for another hour. If you weren’t my cousin…”

“But I am, and you love me!” I hoped my brilliant smile would lighten the mood. “Look, if I had a fancy grinder and roaster like you, I’d make my coffee every morning. But I don’t, so here we are. And there I go!” The slamming door prevented further conversation.

Marshall loved to worry. He worried about the delivery truck—would it make the predictable Thursday drop off? Or would a tornado blow it away? My cousin dug out the variables surrounding a situation, then fretted over them until…well until nothing happened. Then he’d worry about the lack of catastrophes.

Since our grandmother had passed, Marshall focused his concern on me, like one of those red laser pointers that cats adore. He meant well, but his worry rubbed against me like sandpaper. Fortunately, I had a busy day with no time for my cousin and his misplaced fretting. My appointment with the lawyer was the last step to finalize Memaw’s estate and take title of her house and land.

My grandparents were the only parents I’d known, and losing them had ripped a jagged hole in my heart. They spent their golden years raising me while my parents traveled the country chasing music careers. 

Most people thought little of Arthur and Etta Bergeron, including me. They’d met at a jazz club in New Orleans, and six weeks later paid a visit to my grandparents in Belle Bayou.

“Mom, Dad, this is Arthur Bergeron. He plays the saxophone like an angel! We met in New Orleans a while back, and we’ve come to ask for your blessing. We’d like to get married.”

My grandparents had coined a phrase for my mother. “Etta and the truth aren’t on a first name basis.” The truth was Etta and Arthur were already married, and expecting me. Memaw suspected that was the reason they got married, because Etta was in the family way. My mother denied it.

“Rose Louise, that’s simply not true! Your father and I fell in love the moment we gazed into each other’s eyes. We couldn’t wait to get married and start a family.” I was inclined to believe Memaw’s version of the truth. 

Arthur and Etta hung around long enough to search through all the closets and drawers, finish off Papaw’s twenty-year-old bottle of scotch, and give birth to me at the hospital in Baton Rouge. They borrowed Memaw’s Crown Victoria to take a much deserved honeymoon—their words. Etta returned for Papaw’s funeral twenty-nine years later, got into a fight with Memaw, and flew out the door, leaving the words, “This backwater town has nothing for me” hanging in the air. She skipped Memaw’s service two years later. Everyone told me to count my blessings, and I did.

At thirty-two I had little to show for my life, but that was about to change. My plan was to lease most of the land I’d inherited to my neighbor and turn the farmhouse into a bed and breakfast. The mayor fast-tracked inspections and permits in the name of commerce. The business sign leaned in my hallway, waiting for its debut.

My coffee and I greeted Lucy LeMoine, paralegal extraordinaire and wife of my lawyer. And my best friend. “No offense, Luce, but this better be the last time I see this office for a good long while. Oh, and here’s a business card for my new venture.”

Lucy squinted through her black rimmed glasses as she studied the lemon-colored rectangle. Her hazel eyes reflected a serious tone. “It’s certainly, uh, bright. What does that mean, again? Cher Chien? That’s French, right?” She tucked the card into her desk drawer. “You know I took Spanish in high school.” She tossed her coffee colored curls and straightened the turquoise necklace around her neck. “I made straight A’s, but it’s nothing like French.”

“Hello, Ro! How are you?” George LeMoine was my lawyer and my mayor. Many people in small towns had multiple careers. Did that make up for my lack of any? No, wait—I was a business owner now. That had to count for something.

“Ro was just showing me her new business cards, sweetie. Give him one, girl!” Lucy clasped my left hand while my right thrust a card into the mayor’s fingers. “George and I are incredibly proud of you, Ro. The whole town is just so excited about, uh, Chair Chin. Is that how you pronounce it?”

George set down his briefcase, then bent his neck to examine my card. I tried not to stare at the initial signs of hair loss. With his God-given amount of light brown hair, George’s forehead took up most of the real estate on his face. The retreating hairline expanded the lot line. Yet he wore it well. Somehow the loss of hair and gain of forehead made him look even more friendly and kind.  

“No, honey, it’s pronounced share she-in. That’s dear dog, correct? Something about a place for dogs and their owners to stay, I believe.” He stuffed my business venture into his shirt pocket and flashed a smile. 

“That’s exactly right. I got the idea from an aunt at Memaw’s funeral. She couldn’t keep her dog in the hotel, so she paid seventy-five dollars a night to board him. I already have two guests for this weekend. Well, two human guests and two canine ones.”

George grabbed my free hand and squeezed, bringing his dark blue eyes level with my green ones. “Let me be the first to congratulate you! You are officially the owner of your grandparents’ estate. Do you need any help with the sign?” 

He straightened his tie and picked up his briefcase. “Lucy, could you take care of that pesky paperwork? You know, getting Ro’s signature on everything? I’ve got the health inspector coming out tomorrow for your bed and breakfast. I’m sorry, but I have to run—something about Maurice Tippin’s cleaning lady finding him unconscious. Or dead maybe, the message wasn’t terribly clear on that point. Anyway, as mayor I’d better get to the hospital and sit with the family.”

Lucy waved at her husband’s backside. “George treats his mayoral duties more like pastoral duties. Doesn’t the minister sit with the family at the hospital?” A shake of her coffee curls and Lucy moved on. “Make sure I’m saying it right, share she-in. Next time my mother-in-law comes, I’m sticking her with you and your dog hotel. That yappy snip of a dog drives me nuts!”

“You’ve mastered the pronunciation, Luce. But there’s one thing, or a couple of things, I need for my new venture. I should have a dog, at least one. Don’t you think?”

My best friend threw a cautious look towards me. “Ro, you know I love you. But you’ve never taken care of anyone or anything in your thirty-two years of life. Your grandparents spoiled you! Honey, you can’t even boil an egg, or sustain a plant. I just don’t know…”

Lucy switched from lecture mode, her eyebrows down and dirty, to sympathetic mode. We all preferred the kinder and gentler Lucy.

“You know what? This bed and breakfast adventure is going to be good for you. You’ll learn how to cook.”

Lucy took a breath. “Well, you’ll learn how to cook breakfast, anyway. And, why not get a pet? Merle Akins is going into a nursing home, so he’s re-homing his dog. You should give him a call. Oh, and I’ve got a recipe for you to try.”

She reached for the printer. “Here—it’s fast and easy, and it’s called a frittata. Now, call me if you get Merle’s dog.”


      [image: image-placeholder]“Well, if it ain’t little Rose Louise Bergeron! How are ya’? I’m sorry I didn’t make it to your grandma’s funeral. I was feeling poorly that day.” The lanky octogenarian standing before me wore his age well. 

Merle Akins kept his straw hat pointed down, to shield the sun from his face and protect his balding head. His overalls looked worn but freshly laundered. The man even had a red bandana peeking out from his side pocket. The local wagging tongues whispered that Merle’s kids made the nursing home decision, not their father. They got tired of driving up from New Orleans to check on him every weekend. The shininess of Merle’s eyes betrayed a broken heart.

“Hello, Mr. Merle! Yes sir, it’s me. I’m sorry to hear you’re leaving us for the big city.” 

With a population of less than 1,000, Belle Bayou had no senior care facilities of any kind. We had a community center with Bingo on Saturday nights, but that was the extent of the concern for our senior citizens. Merle was joining his son and daughter-in-law in New Orleans, population pushing 400,000. Wagging tongues predicted once Mr. Akins left his beloved farm, he wouldn’t live long. 

“Yeah, well, it’s what my kids think is best. Someone once told me after eighty, a person stops making his own decisions. I guess that someone was right.” Merle pulled out his bandanna and dabbed his eyes. “Anyway, what can I do ya’ for? Would ya’ like some coffee? Maybe some tea? I made it fresh this morning.”

Twenty minutes and two glasses of tea later, I’d made an old man happy, but I wasn’t any closer to my mission. “Thank you very much for the tea, and the saltines, but I’m here about your dog. Lucy LeMoine tells me you need to re-home him or her, and I’m interested.”

As if on cue a medium sized dog padded toward me from the corner of the porch. 

“Sadie, girl, are your ears burning?” The dog stopped right beside Merle’s chair and I got a better look. Her fur was mostly gray and white, but there was a good deal of old age mixed in. Her brown eyes focused on me as her tail wagged.

“What are those spots in her eyes?” Sadie’s dark pupils reflected a cloudiness. 

“Oh, that’s just cataracts. She’s pushing twelve, ain’t ya’ girl?” Merle scratched just behind Sadie’s ears and her tail vibrated with gratitude.

“Sadie? Come here, girl.” The dog inched closer to me, ears straight like a picket fence. The tips curled forward though, more like two warped fence posts. Her tail shifted into low gear but never quit. “You like that, being scratched behind the ears?” Sadie threw her tail into high gear as her ears welcomed my touch. 

With my right hand maintaining petting mode I glanced at Merle. “I’ll take her, if that’s okay with you. And with her too, I guess.” Sadie’s half-closed eyelids gave her approval.

“I think that’d be real nice. I’ve got her bowls, one for food and one for water. Oh, and I’ve still got half a bag of dog food too, but I should keep that for the other two.”

My fingers tingled, but I didn’t want to alienate my new friend. Maybe if I switched hands? “Uh, other two…what?”

Merle stood up. Despite Sadie’s wounded eyes I followed his lead. “It’s time for my pills.” Sadie and I trailed behind Merle through the red screen door into the living room.

“See, my nephew bought these fancy Labrador retrievers, but he ain’t got time to mess with them. He brought them over here, told me they’d be good watch dogs. Only thing is, they’re too friendly to guard anything!” Merle stacked our glasses in the dishwasher.

“What are you going to do with them?” Sadie had already switched loyalties, and she sat under my right hand, just in case.

“Well, I reckon I’ll let my son figure it out. He’s the one booting me off the farm.”

Sadie nudged my hand and I bent down to scratch her ears. “I’ll take them too, Mr. Merle. Three dogs can’t be much more effort than one.”

My host faced me, arms crossed over his chest like my high school principal so many years ago. Mr. Quintal had assumed that position more times than I could count during my time at Jimmie Davis High School.

“I hope ya’ know what you’re doing, honey. They’re sweet dogs, but they’ve got a lot of energy. Especially Rebel.”

“Oh, we’ll be fine. They’ll have lots of room to run and play, and Sadie can watch them from the porch.”

Merle headed for the back of the house. “That’s another thing, Sadie doesn’t really like the Labs. They got too much energy for the old gal.” We stepped through the back door of the kitchen and down the steps. My ears rang from the barking frenzy.

“Now the lighter colored one’s Ruger—he’s a silver Lab. That there’s Rebel, her fur’s more rust colored, but she’s what ya’ call a chocolate Lab. They’re both a year old. My nephew was going to breed them. He paid more money than I did for my first truck and took them to the vet. That’s when he found out they’re both fixed.” Merle shook his head. “My nephew ain’t the fastest mule in the barn. Then he decided to make them hunting dogs. Ol’ Ruger’s pretty good, tracks deer like nobody’s business. But Rebel, she’s like a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs. That girl can’t keep still.” More head shaking—was that for the nephew or Rebel?

“I’ll take them, Mr. Merle. No offense to your son, but I don’t think they’d be in good hands.” Both Labrador Retrievers leaped at the fence and barked their greetings. The wagging tails conveyed their eagerness to meet me.

“Are ya' ready? To open the gate, that is. We might as well get it over with.” My head nodded, but my brain prepared to run. 

Rebel leaped over Ruger and hit me in the chest. Thanks to Merle’s warnings, I teetered backward but caught myself. Sadie was nowhere to be found. Ruger joined his friend in the attempt to knock me horizontal.

“Get down! Get down!” Merle shut the gate. “They don’t listen worth squat. Ya’ sure you want these two hellions, Rose Louise?”

My jaw dropped in preparation to decline the additional dogs, then returned to neutral position. The Labs leaped with joy, free of their cage and grateful to the hero who rescued them. Rebel broke from Ruger and trotted over to me, placing the side of her head against my leg. My fingertips touched the silky fur and Rebel twisted her head to stare at me. Her brown eyes reminded me of Memaw.

“Yes, I’ll take them both. We’ll be fine, won’t we guys?” My question hung in the air like a pungent odor. 

Merle shook his head and the Labs rolled in the dirt. “Bring your truck around, and we’ll just open the door and see what happens. You don’t have a back seat, do you? I’ll say a prayer for you tonight. Tomorrow too, I think.”

Rebel continued to roll, her fur more dirt colored than rust. Ruger chewed on…what was that? I spotted gravel on the ground. Apparently my new dog enjoyed gnawing on rocks. 

Merle shook his head again—the poor man would have a headache soon. “Honey, I’m just going to put ya’ in my prayers all month long.”


      [image: image-placeholder]A fifteen-minute truck ride feeling like an hour brought us home. We pulled into the driveway and I reflected on my last conversation with Merle. He’d issued a few warnings. 

“Those Labs will eat anything, even stuff no normal animal will eat.” That explained Ruger’s love of rocks. “What they don’t eat, they destroy. Rebel can twist door knobs too, so keep your doors locked all the time. If the Labs get out don’t worry—they’ll come back, eventually.”

Merle’s instructions poured through my brain. “Ruger likes to chew on things, so if ya’ got anything of value, ya’ better lock it away. Until they’re at least three, maybe four years old.”

“All right, dogs! Let’s go inside your new home!” I attempted to herd my pets through the front gate. “No, follow me.” Please, Lord, herd these dogs for me. Merle didn’t have any leashes, and I was afraid to leave the Labs in the car while I stopped to buy some. I maneuvered the truck within inches of the front gate, then slipped out to open the passenger side. The door creaked with anticipation as I opened it.

The Labs leaped past the door and through the gate, circling the yard with yelps of joy. Sadie jumped from the truck and glued herself to my right leg. We stepped into the yard and I closed the gate. I headed up the stairs to the front porch and my new roommates followed. All I had to do was open the door to the house and— 

Whoops! The latch on the lock hadn’t caught, and Rebel’s front legs pushed the door open. I leaped up the front steps to keep up. “Stay down here, dogs! Don’t go—”

Crash! I took the wooden stairs two at a time, my Sadie shadow not quite so quick. She reached the landing a few seconds later, right after my cry. Memaw’s thrift store lamp sprawled across the blue and yellow rug like a murdered corpse. Rebel’s tail bounced up and down, incredibly proud of her accomplishment.

“Rebel, no! Bad girl.” The spring in her tail kicked into mania mode. “No, I’m not praising you, I’m scolding you. No, bad girl.” The trail of dirt caught my eye. Why hadn’t I rinsed off the Labs before letting them in the house? Maybe Lucy was right—I had no business owning a dog, and definitely not three.

I pronounced the lamp’s time of death at 10:07 a.m. “C’mon, guys, it’s bath time.” Labrador Retrievers loved water, right?

Not my Labs, and definitely not Sadie. I regrouped to form a new plan of attack. Sadie’s fur appeared to be clean in its natural state, so I gave her a pass. The other two couldn’t deny their need for soap and water. 

The water hose! I sprinted to the backyard, shampoo in hand and Labs jostling for the lead. I got to the faucet first and gave it a quick twist, patting myself on the back for my win. When I turned toward the coil of green plastic tubing, I caught my rookie mistake. The Labs had no interest in the faucet—their intended target all along was the hose. 

Rebel clutched the metal nozzle in her jaws, flinging water about like glitter. Cold, wet glitter.

Was I smarter than a Labrador Retriever? I’d started the morning believing that statement, but Rebel proved me wrong. We played tug of war for a good three seconds before Ruger joined in the fun. Of course he chose the Lab side, the traitor.

At last, I wrestled the hose from both dogs and turned the water on my intended targets. The pure joy created by rolling in dirt paled in comparison to the blissful experience of galloping in circles while being pelted with water. To my dogs anyway.

“Ugh! Thanks to you two I’m drenched, and I already had my shower this morning.” Soaping and rinsing left me wetter than, well, wetter than my dogs. 

But how to dry them off? Should I bring damp animals into the house, or risk leaving them outside while I grab bath towels? Memaw, if you’re looking down, please forgive me. Let me get the dogs dry first, then I’ll mop up the water on the floor.

Rebel leaped on the couch. And the furniture, too, Memaw. I promise!

“Get off! No, stay here, on the floor.” My grandmother’s chocolate eyes looked into my soul, and the dog obeyed. “Good girl, good girl, Rebel. Whoever named you definitely got it right.” Ruger sank to the floor and licked his paws. Sadie peeked into the room, visibly relieved the word bath had disappeared from the conversation. 

Lucy’s name appeared on my phone screen. “Retired math teacher dead from prescription drug overdose—homicide not ruled out!” My best friend always had a flair for opening lines. She had been the editor of our school newspaper, so she’d had lots of practice. 

“Hello, Lucy. I’m guessing Mr. Tippin is the dead math teacher? I’ll never forget that man! He almost flunked me in Algebra I—who even needs algebra, anyway?” My memories of all things math were dark and dreary, like an Edgar Allen Poe story.

“Ro, have some respect for the dead, and the next of kin too! Poor Mrs. Tippin. Remember her English class? She always made it so fun. And she taught my newspaper and yearbook classes, too. Oh, I just loved her.”

I plopped on the couch. “Doesn’t— I mean, didn’t Mr. Tippin have a brother? He works at Progressive National, right?” Our one bank had one teller and a manager, Beauregard never advanced beyond the drive thru. “Yeah, the guy with sandy blonde hair, always needing a haircut. He wears those Benjamin Franklin glasses to hide his watery eyes, and he always looks like someone just yelled at him. Every time I go in there he messes up my deposit.”

Lucy ignored me. “Oh, the Tippins had such a lovely marriage. And the brothers got along so well, just like Lily and me.”

A snort escaped my nostrils. “Are you kidding me? When you and your sister are on speaking terms, you’re screaming at each other.” As an only child I’d wished for a sister to play with. In third grade I met Lucy and Lily. Those two shot my dream out of the sky like a sidewinder missile.

The sniff on the other end confirmed Lucy’s irritation. “I don’t know about that. This morning we texted each other and it was a lovely conversation. At any rate, Beauregard and Maurice got along quite well. I can’t believe anyone would want to kill him.”

“You said 'homicide’s not ruled out.' That means we don’t know for sure Mr. Tip– I mean, Maurice was murdered.” I still got a little weirded out when I spotted former teachers at the grocery store or in town. And I’d never felt comfortable calling them by their first names. Maurice Tippin would forever be Mr. Tip Over.

“Didn’t we have a nickname for Maurice? Because he was overweight?” In the law firm, Lucy worked with people who’d known her as a little girl. She’d mastered the skill of calling authority figures by their first names long ago.

“We called him Mr. Tip Over, because his stomach was so large he could tip over at any moment. He lost about a hundred pounds though, when he retired. Last week I saw him at the bank and he was a healthy weight.”

Lucy’s chuckles drifted through my cell phone. “That’s right, Mr. Tip Over! Gosh, we were so mean in high school! Well it turns out, he was taking Acebutolol for high blood pressure and an erratic heartbeat. There’ve been a lot of overdose cases, but the sheriff’s office is going to launch a thorough investigation just in case of foul play. Anyway, Ro, I’ve got to go—George can’t help with your sign today, not with a death in our community. But he’s sending Marshall. And don’t worry, Marshall’s bringing coffee.”








  
  
Chapter 2




Lord, please help me with these dogs, especially Rebel. I love them, and I definitely don’t want anyone else taking care of them. But I’m not sure what to do with them. Please show me how to be a good owner. And please, if You could, teach Rebel to be less, well, just less. Amen. 

My extra responsibilities consumed my bedtime prayers the night before, and I woke up with hope in my heart. With some focused training, the dogs would be well behaved in no time. Sunshine and rainbows took up residence in my heart until mid-morning, when my great aunts burst through the front door. Well, not burst really—they were seventy-three. Meandered, maybe?

“Stop! Stop! Get down!” Aunt Win’s scolding announced their arrival. Or was that Min fussing at the dogs?

“Rose Louise, look out! You’ve got wild coyotes in your house! Win, call the sheriff!” That was definitely Aunt Min. 

My sneakers slid to a halt, but the rest of my body continued toward the ruckus and I almost lost my balance.

“Rebel, Ruger, Sadie, come here! Come!” My plan was to call the dogs and they’d walk obediently towards me, then I’d lead them out to the backyard. The dogs didn’t care for my plan. 

“Here, come here!” Each of my hands grabbed a Lab collar and yanked. Sadie’s head bobbed up and down in the middle, like a boat adrift at sea. A sea of Labrador Retrievers. She was trying to maneuver her smaller yet broader body close to my aunts, but couldn’t get past the Great Ruger and Rebel Reef.

“C’mon, Labs, let’s go outside!” The magic words turned the canine tide, and they charged toward the back of the house. A split second before the dogs ripped my arms from their sockets I let go. Sadie realized her opportunity and leaped toward Min and Win, placing her paws strategically, one on each great aunt.

“Rose Louise, did you forget to lock your doors last night? How did those wild coyotes get in your house?” Aunt Min pushed Sadie’s paw off her skirt and swiped away imaginary dirt. Like a mirror, Aunt Win repeated the gesture.

“They’re not coyotes, they’re my new dogs. This is Sadie.” My oldest responsibility perched in front of the twins and whipped her tail into a frenzy. My great aunts weren’t impressed.

“Rose Louise, we are absent for three days and you lose all sense of reason. Well, Win, that settles it—we can never leave Belle Bayou again.”

If only that were true. “Aunties, let’s go to the kitchen and have some coffee. You can tell me what you’ve been doing.” Sadie and I padded to the kitchen and I pulled out two more coffee cups. I’d visited Marshall for my daily fix three hours before, but I’d brewed a pot in anticipation of my great aunts’ arrival. Coffee helped to survive their visits.

Min settled herself into a chair. “You’ve got your sign up, we see. So the succession is finished? You’ve got the title to everything?”

While Marshall worried about me, Aunt Min and Aunt Win took their concerns to a whole new level. They’d never married, never had children, and considered themselves the matriarchs of Belle Bayou. Thank goodness the rest of the village indulged them. When Memaw passed, they tightened the circle of meddling, calling themselves my guardian angels. Lucy referred to them as the Bossies.

Papaw was the oldest, but his sisters treated him like the youngest, running his life until the day he died. Memaw commented on many occasions about her sisters-in-law. 

“No, I didn’t just marry Earl—I married Winifred and Minerva, too. Of course, I didn’t realize that important fact until the twins hitched a ride to our honeymoon destination in St. Francisville. They claimed they had a classmate there to visit, but I knew better.”

The straight up meddling began right after the honeymoon. “Louise, don’t you let our brother eat cookies before supper! That’s going to ruin his appetite.”

“Louise, why are you allowing our brother to leave the house looking like a vagabond? You need to iron his overalls every morning, so they’re crisp as a potato chip.”

If Papaw hadn’t loved his sisters so hard, Memaw would have told them off long ago. He always tried to smooth the tension. “Louise, honey, I know Min and Win can be a handful. But they mean well, honest. You know, our mama died when I was just fifteen. At twelve years old those girls took over all the cooking and the cleaning. Honey, our daddy was too busy taking care of the farm, he didn’t have time to raise me. My sisters made me the man I am today.”

Memaw snorted. “Exactly! Earl, you’re all grown up. Their job is done. When are they going to stop raising you?” 

The answer was, when other children came along. Because of their experience taking care of Papaw from age fifteen, my great aunts had definite opinions on raising children. They shared their bits of wisdom with Memaw at every opportunity.

“Louise, why isn’t that baby on solid food yet? Everyone knows you start ‘em on solids at two months.”

“Louise, little Ed’s got an ear infection! Everyone knows you’ve got to blow cigarette smoke in his ear to cure it.”

“Baby Etta’s teething! Everyone knows you’ve got to rub whiskey on her gums to help with pain. Don’t you know anything about raising babies?” 

Memaw got a reprieve when Ed and Etta left home. But when I came along they started fresh. Maybe it was her age, but my grandmother let Min and Win help all they wanted. I grew up with three mothers, two bossy ones, and one relaxed and laid back. But they all loved me, and for that I felt truly blessed.

“Yes, Auntie, everything is done. I’m the proud owner of ten acres of farmland and a house.” I refilled my cup and poured coffee into the other two. Aunt Min stopped at the fridge and retrieved the cream.

“Win, have you ever seen an estate settled so quickly? That George LeMoine is a sharp lawyer, as good as they come. You had your chance in high school, Rose Louise, you should have nabbed that young man!” Aunt Min set the container by the lemon-colored sugar bowl, the color of her dollar store dyed hair. 

“Now, Min! That Lucy is a fine young woman, and they make a wonderful couple.” Aunt Win stirred her creamy coffee, nearly the color of her natural locks. 

Aunt Min clung to her youth with a mane of blonde, while her sister welcomed time with open arms. Their hair color was the only way the village could tell them apart. My great aunts preferred dresses and skirts with orthopedic shoes in varying shades of browns and blacks. They didn’t dress alike but they borrowed each other’s clothes, so everyone relied on their hair color when addressing the twins.

“Aunties, you know George and Lucy have been together since eighth grade—I never stood a chance! Besides, he was always just a friend, nothing more.” 

The idea tickled my funny bone. Throughout school George wore his brother Richard’s hand me downs. Most years Richard was three inches taller, and their mother couldn’t alter clothing. Poor George spent his formative years pushing up sleeves and tripping over cuffs. His soup bowl haircuts and the gap between his teeth only made things worse. Fortunately for George, Lucy saw past all that to his kind heart and brainiac mind. 

“Hush, Min! Rose Louise has a knight in shining armor out there waiting for her. He’ll be here soon enough, let’s enjoy her company while we can.” Win was the romantic soul, and Min the practical one. 

“But you’re right, Aunties. George is a wonderful lawyer, and he did a great job. Which reminds me—have you two seen him about your wills?”

When confronted with an unwelcome question, my great aunts revealed sudden interests in other subjects. “Min, dear, would you like some more coffee? Here, I’ll top that off for you. Rose Louise, did you know Brazil produces the most coffee in the world? I would have guessed Columbia, but I’d be wrong.”

Rebel had lost interest in the backyard and claimed a spot on the other side of the back door. She provided yet another subject of interest for Aunt Win. “Child, that coyote is back again. Do you want us to call the sheriff?”

“No, Auntie, and you never answered my question. You’ve got to get your wills taken care of! You know how contrary the succession laws are in Louisiana.”

Our fair state operated under Napoleonic law because of our French heritage. Other states call it probate, but we have our own way of doing things. When a person dies, Louisiana takes up to a year muddling its way through the process of transferring ownership. If a person dies without a will it could take several years to settle the estate. Lucy’s cousin in Texas received ownership of her mother’s property within weeks after the death certificate was issued. Yet another reason people say, God bless Texas.

“Aunties, aren’t you glad your father had a will? You two could have suffered through countless injustices waiting for Louisiana to give you title to your home.” When my great aunts turned twenty-seven and the trickle of suitors dried up, their father built them a two-bedroom home on the back of the property. They continued to teach high school history and music, and everyone accepted their official single status. When their father passed, he left a will giving his daughters the home and a couple of acres. He gave Papaw the four-bedroom farmhouse and the remaining land. Without a will, potential heirs could have popped out of the woodwork and laid claim to the estate and tied it up in court for years.

Aunt Min had a great deal of interest in coffee too. “Yes, Win, dear, I’d love more coffee! Oh, that’s so interesting. No, I wouldn’t have guessed Brazil either, maybe Honduras? Rose Louise, isn’t that fascinating? Which country would you have guessed? And I really think we should call the sheriff, and have those wild coyotes removed from your property. Goodness knows what they’ll tear up.”

“Fine, I’ll drop the subject of wills. Maybe Lucy can talk some sense into you. I’ll ask her to call you.”

Aunt Win lost interest in the coffee pot and returned to the table. “Honey, did we tell you? We have a new cat! She’s just the sweetest little thing, isn’t she Min? We named her Lulu.”

The entire village knew about my aunts’ addiction to cats. On any given day, the twins woke up with several felines on their doorstep, gifts from friends and neighbors. “Oh? And how many cats does this Lulu make? Twenty?”

Aunt Win added more cream and stirred her coffee. “Now, dear, you’re simply being ridiculous. Sweet Miss Lulu only makes seventeen. Now, what are we going to do about these coyotes?”

I adored my aunts, but our relationship worked better from a distance. “As I’ve already stated, they’re my new pets. Cher Chien is a bed and breakfast for humans and their dogs. As the owner, I need a dog or three. Otherwise it just doesn’t work.”

My aunts dropped the subject, probably because I’d stopped nagging about their wills. “All right, dear, if you say so. Min, tell Rose Louise all about those darling curtains we bought! Honey, they are just precious, with little puppies all over them. Min, didn’t you stick one in your purse to show her?”

That was another way to tell the twins apart. Min never left the house without a Mary Poppins style mini suitcase. Win never carried a purse, because she stuffed everything into her sister’s bag.

“But you love cats! Why would you…” Silly Ro, why indeed? My aunts had taken it upon themselves to purchase new curtains for my bed and breakfast. Once again I had an unwanted but well-meaning gift from my great aunts.

Min reached into her monstrous bag. How many items would she retrieve before finding the curtains? My guess was seven.

“Let’s see…oh, here’s that recipe Ethel wrote down. Wasn’t that just the best baked chicken? Why look at that! It’s the earring I thought I’d lost…”

Three minutes later my aunt pulled out a swatch of navy cotton fabric with smiling canines imprinted on it. I’d guessed too low—nine items lay on my kitchen table.

Min handed me the two-inch square. “Isn’t it delightful, Rose Louise?” My great aunts beamed in my direction, the warmth from their smiles hitting me directly in the face.

I rubbed the cloth between my thumb and index fingers. “It’s really pretty, it definitely is. But isn’t it a little, uh, small to cover any of my windows?”

The twins sprinkled the air with giggles. Aunt Win stifled her amusement first. “Oh, Rose Louise, you’re too much! Child, we’ve got oodles of this fabric in our car. We spotted it in a quilting store and just knew you’d adore it. We’re going to measure all your windows and sew up those curtains before you can blink an eye. Now, we’re thinking café style curtains. But if you prefer a pinch pleat, we can do that. Ooh, Min! We didn’t discuss this, but what about tab top curtains?”

“I’ll leave that to ya’ll.” My great aunts chattered on about curtains, but my mind drifted to details not involving sewing. I stood up and grabbed Lucy’s recipe from the blue gray counter top, ignoring the fervent whines from the back door. And the scratching.

My aunts reminded me of birds. They loved to chitter chatter and were easily distracted. “What’s that, dear, on the paper you’re holding?”

I held up the 8 ½ x 11-inch folded paper. “Lucy gave me a frittata recipe to try—she says it’s super easy.” Also, like birds, they considered everything community property. Min snatched the paper from my hands. She was definitely more impatient than her twin.

“Hmmm, yes…yes…no!” Min thrust the paper into her sister’s face. “Can you believe this, sister? No, absolutely not.”

Aunt Win scanned the recipe, mirroring the response. “Yes…yes…oh no! Definitely not!” Two pairs of eyes gawked at me, and I patted my head. Yes, it was still attached to my neck. Yet my great aunts were gaping in horror.

“What’s the problem? I don’t understand.”

There it was, the familiar tsking and shaking of heads. “Oh, she doesn’t get it. No, I can’t believe it either. Did Louise teach her anything?” My aunts misplaced the memories of their heavy involvement in my upbringing, a frequent occurrence when they disagreed with my life choices.

“Just tell me, okay? What’s wrong with this recipe?” In the interest of staying on track, I ignored the dig at Memaw.

“Shall we tell her?”

“Well, it’s obvious she can’t figure it out on her own.”

“Then I suppose it’s our duty, as her guardian angels.”

“Oh, what was Lucy thinking? Well, what’s done is done. As usual, we’ll just have to correct the situation.”

My great aunts turned their attention to me and in one breath announced in unison, “There’s no meat in this recipe!”

Rebel had abandoned her post at the back door, which made the silence even more, well, silent. 

“Is that really a big deal? Lots of people in the world don’t eat meat with every meal.”

My response ushered in a storm of tsking and head shaking. Min, the frequent spokesperson, voiced the collective opinion. “Rose Louise, despite what your memaw may have taught you, it’s customary in Louisiana to serve meat with breakfast. Pancakes or waffles are perfectly acceptable, but there is always a side of bacon or sausage. Biscuits and gravy are ideal, but you must have sausage in your gravy, or serve it on the side. Eggs, also an appropriate breakfast meal, must have a meat side with it. No, this recipe will never do. Of course…”

The sisters twisted their heads in perfect sync, smiled, and snapped their fingers. That sort of telepathic twin communication always gave me the heebie-jeebies. “If you added some sort of meat to this frittata, then it would be perfect. We recommend ann-doo-ee sausage, always a delight.”

Andouille sausage is a distinctively Cajun-style meat. It’s made from the upper shoulder of a pig, mixed with spicy seasonings, and smoked twice. One time I asked Papaw about the shiny casing that held the sausage. He was a quarter way into the answer when I threw up. That day I learned to eat what I was served minus the questions.

“Can I find it at the Basket Bonanza? Or do I have to go to Baton Rouge?” My grocery knowledge resided in the same location as my cooking expertise.

“Oh, no dear, you’ve got to go to Iverstine’s! They get their meat directly from the farm. It’s off Perkins Road in Baton Rouge.”

Aunt Win added her two cents’ worth. “Yes, they really are the best. You’ve got to use their sausage. You have to drive us to the cardiologist this week, anyway. Or did you forget?”

“No, Win, it’s on my calendar, tomorrow afternoon at 3 p.m.” Both sisters had prescription eyeglasses but could never find them. One afternoon I threatened to camp out in their home until I found the missing eyewear. My declaration brought forth a confession.

“We don’t like our glasses, Rose Louise. Fashion dictates a lady’s eyes should remain unfettered by eyewear, except for sunglasses, because they protect our eyes. No, we can’t possibly wear glasses.”

“Since when did ya’ll become so consumed by fashion? Have you looked at your shoes lately? Besides, the Department of Motor Vehicles requires both of you to wear prescription glasses.”

Min sniffed. “That’s merely a suggestion.”

We reached a compromise with the mayor’s reluctant approval. Min and Win could jaunt around Belle Bayou, until they hit anyone or anything. Our small village knew about the agreement, and kept a wide berth of the 1981 Neptune Aqua Cadillac Seville. That was the charm of small towns—we all looked out for each other.

Belle Bayou, at 1,000 residents, was large enough for a grocery store and a bank and a gas station but too small for much of anything else. Most of the town claimed ancestors back to the early 1800s. The Rascoe family, like many of the early families, had a street downtown named after us. 

Per our agreement with the mayor, I ferried my great aunts to their frequent doctor’s appointments. Belle Bayou had no doctors or even a hospital, so I was familiar with Interstate 10, the straight shot between us and the big city.

Unfortunately for me, my great aunts ignored their eye doctor’s diagnosis, but professed more ailments and diseases than the patients at Baton Rouge General Medical Center.

The second cup of coffee kicked my brain into gear. “Wait a minute! You two aren’t allowed to drive outside the village. Where did you find this fabric? Did you visit Cousin Ethel again?”

“Mmm, this coffee is delightful! Wherever did you get it, Rose Louise?” At least once a month, Aunt Min and Win forgot about our arrangement and sneaked off to visit a friend or relative. Win chimed in. “Yes, so delightful! And have you changed your hairstyle? This new look shows off your natural red locks just beautifully. Who cut your hair? Was it Myra down at the Snip Snap Salon? She did a splendid job, honey.”

I put down my cup. “Never mind, I don’t have time to scold you. The health inspector’s stopping by this afternoon, for the final approval. I’ve got to get ready. Do you think I need to block off the dining room and kitchen? You know, so the dogs can’t get in? There’s probably some sort of restriction on animals in the same room as food.” Why didn’t I get the dogs after the inspection?

“We really couldn’t say, dear. But we almost forgot! Did you hear about poor Maurice Tippin? He was murdered, probably by his girlfriend.”

“Ya’ll have been gone for three days—how could you know about Maurice? And it’s not necessarily murder, it’s still…okay, spill. You obviously know more than me.” My great aunts’ gossip connections reached farther than the roots of a sassafras tree.

“Oh, it’s murder all right!” Min proclaimed, “But the question is by whom. We think it was his girlfriend, Bobbie Jo LaCour. Maurice strung the poor girl along, promising he’d leave Sally. But he’d never leave his wife!”

Win piped up. “Oh, no, husbands rarely leave their wives. That’s why Bobbie Jo killed him. But it might have been one of Maurice’s enemies.”

Min bobbed her head. “Oh, that’s true. You’ve heard that Maurice used to be a spy for the CIA, haven’t you? Just like those movies with Morgan Freeman. He’s such a wonderful actor, so inspiring!”

“Where are you two getting this? Mr. Tip Over cannot be a spy! He was my high school algebra teacher.”

Win was feeling especially talkative. “Well, they do have summers off, Rose Louise. I’m sure he was a seasonal spy. Oh, and Spring Break and Christmas too. He’d have lots of time for missions and assassinations.”

My world as I’d known it was spinning out of control, much like the time in second grade when Dewey Gooden told me Santa Claus didn’t exist. I’d had a huge rock in my stomach then, too.

“Could we change the subject? Please? I’ve got a lot to do before this afternoon’s appointment with the inspector.” Like finding out where my dogs were allowed in the house, if at all. Why hadn’t I thought about that, oh, say a week ago?

“Of course, honey, if you like. Oh, have you heard about Frank Turner, the pharmacist?”

“Do I need more coffee for this? No, I haven’t heard anything about Mr. Turner. Why? What’s going on?” The rock in my stomach had doubled in size. 

Win giggled. “That full head of hair isn’t natural. He flew to Mexico three months ago and got hair plugs.”

I reached for the coffee pot. “Well, thank goodness! I was sure your news is that our pharmacist is a serial killer, with mountains of bodies in his back closet.”

Laughter filled my kitchen, but it wasn’t coming from me. Min took a breath. “Don’t be silly, Rose Louise. Everyone knows you don’t store dead bodies in a closet! You go see our cousin, Rooster. He has a swamp on his property, it’s just perfect!”
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