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            How Did I Get Here?

          

        

      

    

    
      Life was good in small-town Graisseville, Louisiana. My heart had mostly healed from the abrupt end of my disastrous romance, and I felt incredible contentment with my life. My sister, Mad, had successfully arrived at the office by 8 a.m. three out of five days last week—her new personal best. Shorty was adjusting to married life, and his shorter haircut. We hardly ever argued anymore, except over whether I required a man in my life. Shorty (and Annabelle, too, I suspected) felt my life was in dire need of romance, while I gravitated toward the opposite extreme. Life was full enough with my father and now both of my siblings, my kids, and my friends. There wasn’t any room for another person.

      Speaking of my kids, they were thriving. Matty had a semi-serious girlfriend and a completion date from LSU grad school coming up soon. Ellie was enjoying her nursing classes and her active social life. She’d been accepted to LSU nursing school, and soon both my kids would be only thirty minutes away. Life was good—great, actually.

      Zydeco’s career continued to grow, too, as Brown Dog Bakery’s brand ambassador, and he shared his income generously with me—all he asked for in return were snuggles and a heaping bowl of kibble. I was wrapping up my last year of internship as a private investigator, and Shorty had the paperwork ready to go. Soon he would change the company name to Cormier and Delafose Investigations, LLC.

      All those things were wonderful, but there was something else that had put a smile on my face that week. A special guest was headed toward Graisseville—actually four special guests. My father’s niece, Rose Bergeron, and her sweet dogs were on their way to visit. She’d never met our side of the family, because her mother’s parents had raised her. Rose was coming from the slightly larger town of Belle Bayou to meet her father’s side of the family, and the Bergeron clan was overjoyed to make her acquaintance.

      My young cousin had solved a couple of mysteries herself, and I looked forward to comparing notes. Her dogs sounded adorable, and I just knew they’d get along with Zy. All in all, it was going to be a fantastic week.

      It had been a little while since my last big case, and I was feeling more than a little bored. My only excitement these days was movie night with my bestie, Elizabeth, who preferred meet-cutes to murder. Maybe my long-lost cousin could help me dig up a mystery to solve.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Through the Victim’s Eyes

          

        

      

    

    
      The back door squeaked in protest, as it always did, and I leaned my shoulder against it and gave it a shove. Tammy didn’t know about my ritual; no one at Jeremiah’s Food Pantry did. It was something I kept to myself, something just for me.

      I wheeled my bicycle through the narrow opening and leaned the frame against the wall. This was my favorite place to be.

      Using the flashlight on my phone, I walked through the rows of nonperishables, fresh off the truck that morning. Yes, everything in its place. My fingertips touched the tops of the cans. I found their coolness soothing. Tomorrow the volunteers would arrive to box up the food, then pray over the stacks. And the day after, Friday evening, the lines of cars would form. But on Wednesday nights it was just me and God, and we liked it that way.

      My head tipped toward the floor, and I prayed silently. Lord, please use these food staples to nourish Your children, both body and soul. My wife Rita had teased me once about praying in the dark, and I’d told her it brought me closer to God. She just stared at me, fascinated, as I explained that when sight fades, hearing and touch and intuition step forward. That shift in perspective made me feel more attuned to His presence. She nodded and smiled before turning back to her book.

      As I’d laid in bed that night, I pondered my affection for the darkness. Light exposes, but darkness wraps itself around those closest to it. This cocoon-like feeling always created a sense of being held or protected for me, a reminder of my Father holding me close. He was where I ran when life seemed overwhelming. And there was so much to overwhelm us these days—so much greed and evil in the world.

      Even in our little piece of Louisiana, there was still ugliness I never wanted my family to see, or my wonderful wife to even know about. Rita was too precious to me to be exposed to how corrupt people and even organizations could become. She always saw the best in people, my Rita. Especially me. I knew she loved me because she didn’t care where I came from or what kind of life I used to lead before I met her. All she cared about was that we built a new life together. And what a life it was! I didn’t deserve it, but that woman loved me unconditionally. She also loved that I prayed over green beans and milk, and the people receiving them.

      Speaking of milk, it was time to pray for the dairy products. I stopped to lay a hand over the evaporated milk, closing my eyes again and breathing in deeply. “Father, bless the ones who receive these cans…”

      What was that smell? The back room had always reminded me of my grandfather’s general store—spice blends and musty paper sacks—comforting in a way only I could understand. But something shifted in the air. It started subtle, a tickle at the bridge of my nose. Then came the bite.

      The scent curled into the back room like a warning—not the dry smoke of a candle, but something darker. The smells overwhelmed me: singed cardboard, melting plastic, crisp papers going up in flames. They clawed at my throat, competing for attention.

      The door to the front room collapsed against my weight and I fell on the concrete floor, hitting my kneecap. More odors assaulted my nose—the sourness of rice and beans and boxed goods curling in the heat, a crisp bitterness from the scorched pantry flyers and dried-out receipts. And something else, pungent and toxic, a fishy tang clawing at my sinuses. The result created a smothering cocktail of bitterness, ash, and synthetic dread. It overwhelmed me. It would linger in my nostrils, clinging to my clothes, telling its own story long after the flames were gone. Lord, please let me live! I want to breathe in those odors, and they’ll be like perfume to me.

      As I struggled to my feet, coughing, it hit me: This wasn’t random. Someone wanted the pantry destroyed. Frantically I looked around the main area, watching the flames engulf everything in their path. Why burn down our pantry? It couldn’t be for the beans, the days-old bread, or dented cans of rhubarb. Why not steal the desired objects, instead of destroying them? My heart sank—or maybe the pantry burned because of me and my past. Maybe I was the object that had to be destroyed. Maybe my wife wasn’t the only one who knew about my ritual. Had I been followed?

      Flames covered the wall to the front door, so I turned and staggered toward the back, lungs screaming. The fire had a taste now—metallic and bitter, like a secret exposed. I collapsed near the rice sacks, and the smoke held me like arms that didn’t care. No, no no! I was so close! I just needed to make it to the meeting Friday and then everything would be alright. I needed to… talk to Ev…I couldn’t leave it like this…I had to help make things right again…

      I coughed and tried to remember something good as the smoke stung my eyes—My children’s laughter when they were young. A pantry client’s hug after I loaded her car. My own hands, steady and clean, stacking boxes with care. And I remembered the mural, “Graisseville Feeds Its Own.” I’d never see it again, or my wife’s dark hair dancing against her shoulders when she sang in the church choir. Everything was going black. I shut my burning, watery eyes tightly, not to give up, but to pray. Lord, please bring my killer, whoever they are, to justice. In the best way you see fit…
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      Yet another peaceful Wednesday night consisting of me reading a book in bed, my little sister watching Bridgerton, and Zydeco lounging by her feet on the living room floor. But then my phone rang and the bliss vanished as a voice screeched through the cell towers and bounced against my eardrum.

      Our community food pantry director, Tammy Avery, was clearly distressed.“Oh, Ev, it’s— It’s horrible!” More of the grating tones shoved themselves through the cell towers, vainly trying to form words from the English language. “I just don’t understand who would do something like this!” But the jarring syllables meant nothing to me.

      “Honey, please calm down, take a breath. Is Jack there?” The shrill noises grew fainter as Tammy’s husband took command of the conversation.

      “Ev, how are you?” Jack’s deep soothing baritone was a welcome relief to my ears. “Hate to bother you so late at night, but Tammy insisted. There’s been a fire at the pantry.” My heart sank at the thought of that precious building and everything it stood for up in flames. “Now, don’t jump out of bed and run down there—we’ve just gotten back, and the firefighters have it under control.” He paused for a breath. “The building’s gone, and everything in it. What’s that, darling?” Jack’s voice trailed from the phone, and I heard mutterings of a conversation. Then he and his baritone returned. “Tammy wants all the volunteers to meet at the coffee shop tomorrow morning at nine—can you be there? And Madeline too?”

      My sister’s formal name still startled me. Our brother, Nate, had christened her “Mad” several decades ago, because of her temper. She’d exited Graisseville right after high school, returning only for family weddings and funerals. Most residents of our small town had forgotten Nate and I even had a sister. Most of the time we did too, truth be told.

      But now Mad was back, apparently for good. And she preferred being called Madeline, which took some getting used to after nearly fifty years. Nate refused to change his ways. “Nope—you’ve been Mad for too long, and I’m too old to change.” At forty-nine, the guy was over the hill.

      Even though I was the oldest, I still tried to embrace change. “Of course. Mad, er, Madeline and I will be there tomorrow. Thanks for calling.” I squinted at my phone, no small feat without my glasses. 10:17 p.m. which meant my sister was probably still up. I maintained a strict ten o’clock bedtime, but Mad stayed up well past midnight and often missed her ride to our office. Dad was her backup driver, a task he’d only perform for his baby girl. Which explained the grimace sitting on his face whenever we crossed paths. He’d embraced retirement with open arms, and rushing out the door to get his daughter to work hadn’t been part of the plan.

      I padded down the short hallway toward the sound of Netflix streaming into my living room. “Mad–uh, lyn…could you pause that please?” Up went the remote and the latest Regency-era couple to grace the television screen froze mid-kiss.

      My sister’s brown eyes followed me as I perched on the couch beside her. She wore her bright red satin pajama pants with a matching short-sleeved shirt, and she’d tied back her dark hair with a coordinating scrunchie.

      “You’re not wearing your glasses.” She tucked a sliver of my hair, also dark, behind my ear. “Have you thought about contacts? That worn out librarian look is getting a little dated. Ditching the glasses could change your life.” She smiled, and I noticed she’d been crying.

      “And the contacts would be for whom? We both agreed to put our love lives on hold, remember? At least until after the first of the year.” My plan was an indefinite break from men, and I wished my sister would do the same. Her taste in boyfriends ranged from out-of-work musicians to barely working yoga instructors, and anything in between. So far, she’d kept her word, much to the despair of the single male population in the parish. “And contacts make my eyes water. Speaking of which, are you crying over the show you’re watching, or something else?”

      Mad reached for a tissue. “The show, of course. It reminds me why I’ve sworn off men. No one can compete. You just can’t find them like this anymore.” She blew her nose and deposited the wadded tissue on my coffee table.

      I nodded. “That’s because they’re fictional.”

      “So, what’s up?” She wove her left arm through my right and tucked her head on my shoulder. “There’s got to be a good reason why you’ve emerged from your fortress of solitude. Spill the tea, sis.”

      I leaned my head against the back of the couch. “Miss Tammy from the food pantry called. There’s been a fire, but everyone’s okay. Unfortunately,” I squeezed my sister’s hand, “the building and all the contents are gone.”

      “What do you mean…gone?” Mad’s head snapped into an upright position, much like a seat on an airplane. “But how can that happen? This is Graisseville, where nothing bad ever happens.” She grabbed the remote and turned off the television, bathing us in darkness. “Well, except for all the murders.”

      I touched the button on my phone for a glimmer of light, choosing to ignore her last comment. “Yes, it’s terrible news. Miss Tammy wants to have a meeting tomorrow at nine, with all the volunteers. I’ll call Shorty first thing and tell him we’ll be late for work.”

      Mad settled her head against the couch. “Well, that’s good news. We can sleep in.” She clicked a button on the remote, and the streaming service icon popped onto the screen. “I bet I can finish this season tonight, maybe even start another.” She wriggled her shoulders into the cushions.

      My hand flattened over the remote. “Why don’t we pray for the pantry first? There are a lot of things impacted by this tragedy, other than your sleeping schedule. People count on that food every month to supplement their meals. I’m hoping Miss Tammy will have some ideas on how we can get back on our feet quickly.”

      Mad giggled. “That’s such a funny expression for this situation—food pantries don’t have feet, and neither does the food.” She stopped herself mid chuckle. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t laugh. But it’s all just so surreal. And you know I don’t react well to tragedy.” She touched my arm to reinforce her regret.

      I placed the palm of my hand over her fingers. “It’s okay, I’m very aware of your reaction to misfortune. And I’m worried too—our small monthly contribution to the community really does change lives, and that’s not a joke. We’ve both had lots of people hug us and thank us for volunteering our time every month.” My heart hurt at the thought of people going hungry. “Clara Lirette and her daughter Mindy are first in line every month, with a plateful of chocolate chip cookies for us. And Rio Boyd with his dog, Otis, they’re usually second or third.”

      Mad laughed at Otis’s name. “Oh Otis, he’s the sweetest dog!” She glanced down at Zydeco. “No, I just meant the sweetest dog under fifteen pounds.” She reached down to scratch a pair of brown floppy ears. “You’re the best dog ever, and the sweetest guy I know.” Zy barked at the compliment.

      “Bow your head, sis.”

      Fifteen seconds later I ended my petition to God, mostly due to Mad’s squirming. The woman had never been one for sitting still. “Amen. Oh! Rose is coming tomorrow!” Dang it, I’d temporarily forgotten about our long-lost cousin, arriving in less than twenty-four hours.

      “Don’t you mean Ro? She said she prefers that instead of Rose.” Mad picked up her lukewarm Pu-erh tea, captured in a mug entitled “Gut Flora Queen.” Pronounced poo-AIR, or as Shorty called it, poop tea, the nasty concoction was fermented to the max and packed with gut-loving microbes. Mad claimed this ancient Chinese tea lowered cholesterol and helped with digestion, and weight loss.

      She’d force-fed Shorty a gulp one afternoon and he’d promptly spit it all over his desk. “That dang stuff tastes like an ol’ wet log stuck in a boggy patch o’ mushrooms.”

      Mad stuck a cinnamon stick in the odorous concoction and offered it to me. “Adding a bit of spice helps to tame the taste without stealing the benefits.”

      I declined, not so politely. “I’d rather lick Zydeco after he’s rolled in the mud. It would probably taste the same anyway.” My sister’s claim that the mayor consumed three steaming cups of the stuff per day did nothing to entice me. Acadian was a great guy, and a fabulous mayor, but he was just as weird as Mad.

      She stared into her mug, then back at me. “You know, I could brew you some tea. It would help soothe your stress tonight.” She rose from the couch and stepped over Zydeco, then turned back in my direction.

      “Only if it’s lavender chamomile. None of that swamp tea, thank you very much.” I stretched my feet across my coffee table and attempted to wiggle my toes. My sister performed this feat several times a day, and I still didn’t understand why. It did absolutely nothing for me.

      She skipped toward the kitchen. “That’s still better than coffee, so sure, I’ll brew you a mug.” She called from the other room. “Remind me again about Ro—how’s she related to us?”

      Zy nudged my knee, so I reached down to pet him. “Her father is Dad’s brother. The only thing we’ve heard about Uncle Arthur all these years is that he’s the sorriest man that ever wore a shirt.” According to Shorty, that honor belonged to Josh Fairchild, convicted drug dealer and money launderer—and at one time a potential love interest. Gosh, that felt like ages ago.

      “Uncle Arthur met Ro’s mother, Etta Rascoe, at a jazz club in New Orleans. He was playing saxophone, and she was the featured singer. It’s not clear which came first, marriage or a child. Regardless, they dropped in on Etta’s parents and, not long after that, gave birth to Ro. Then they borrowed Mrs. Rascoe’s car and came back thirty years later for Mr. Rascoe’s funeral—without the car, of course.”

      Mad returned with her mug, a steaming concoction smelling like the Atchafalaya Swamp. “Your water is boiling.” She plopped on the couch, carefully balancing her mug of moldy moss, then closed her eyes and brought the lavender ceramic mug to her lips. “Mmmm, the scent of optimal regularity.” She slurped happily while I reined in my gag reflex. “She called Dad first, right? How’d she get his number?”

      At last, my stomach settled. “When Rose, uh, Ro was about four, her grandmother and great aunts got together and wrote letters to Dad and Uncle Al. The men read the correspondence and decided to write back and tell the Rascoe family they agreed with them one hundred percent. They also had no use for their little brother and hadn’t heard from him in years. It came as quite a surprise that Arthur was married with a daughter, and they shared that they’d love to meet their niece.” The whine of the kettle interrupted my story, so I waited for Mad and my tea to return.

      “Unfortunately, Ro’s grandfather intervened and said meeting us would just confuse her and make her want to meet her father, too.” Mad handed me the lemon-colored mug, the floral scent wafting through the room like a hug. “Which makes no sense to me, but I guess he was trying to protect her. For all Mr. Rascoe knew, we’re just as bad as Uncle Arthur.”

      My nostrils waved the white flag of surrender. “I’m sorry, sis, but could you sit over there on the other side of the couch? It smells like you filled your mug in a pool of brackish water, then heated it up in the microwave.” My stomach lurched in protest, but I shushed it sternly. Mad ignored my completely accurate description, but she did settle on the other side of the couch. Zy chose his spot exactly between his two favorite people and plopped with a thud on the hardwood floor.

      “Anyway, her grandparents have both passed away now, and her great aunts have encouraged Ro to embrace her roots. So, she called the number Dad provided in his return letter, which hasn’t changed since Jimmy Carter took office, probably longer. Of course, our father sent her my way, and we spent over an hour getting to know each other by outlining our lives from birth to the present. Then I invited her to come to Graisseville, and insisted she stay with us. We put our calendars together and planned this week-long visit. And here we are, about to host a cousin we’ve never set eyes on.”

      My thoughts wandered back to that fateful call, when I spent more than eighty minutes of my life connecting with my cousin. I hadn’t told Mad, but we’d spent a good twenty minutes discussing my detective series. My series of books featured New Orleans police detective Lou Bergeron, and Ro was, as it turned out, a major fan. They’d been a lot of fun to write and had supplemented my professor's salary. Along with Doug's detective pay, our life had been pretty darn good. My heart winced as I replayed the last words of our conversation on that topic. "Gosh, they’re so amazing, Cousin Ev! Why in the world did you stop writing them?"

      I’d answered this question so many times that my response practically poured out of my mouth. But it always felt like my tongue was crawling over broken glass. “You’re right, they were a lot of fun, because Lou Bergeron is, uh, was my husband Doug.” My heart started to beat faster. “That detective was authentic because Doug made him so. He pored over my drafts, long before they went to my editor, and made Lou an authentic police officer.” I’d closed my eyes, remembering the accolades from law enforcement across the country, praising the authenticity of Lou. “But Lou is Doug, and Doug is gone, and I have no desire to visit him down at the police station ever again.”

      Mad’s slurping brought me back to the present, as she continued to drain her mug like a Shop-Vac. “Doesn’t our cousin own a bed and breakfast or something? And three dogs?”

      I nodded and took a sip of my own tea. Thank You, Lord, for lavender chamomile! “Yes, to the bed and breakfast. But she doesn’t have any guests this weekend, so it seemed like the perfect time. And she does have three dogs, and nowhere to send them. I told her to bring them along. Zy loves making friends, and we have a huge backyard.”

      Mad propped her feet against my coffee table and wiggled her toes. “When’s the last time Zy has made a friend, human or animal?” She studied the raspberry polish on her toenails. “He definitely doesn’t like it when Mrs. Owen’s cat jumps over the fence.” My sister found great joy in small things, like brightly colored toes and fermented tea. Her simple contentment made me jealous sometimes.

      “You’ll be fine. Won’t you, boy?” I juggled my mug and scratched Zy’s ears. “While we’re on the subject, let’s keep in mind that Ro may feel like an outsider around here, even though she’s a Bergeron. People are going to ask her a lot of questions, and that might overwhelm her. We need to stay close to her and redirect people when they get too personal.” I took another sip. “She’s related to a lot of people in this town, and she’ll be curious about them—and us. We want to remain open and friendly but not too nosy.”

      Mad rubbed her hands against her mug. “Oh, yeah, like the time Marybeth Trahan came up to me, right after I moved back to town. She took my hand, shook her head, and told me how happy she was that I’d escaped from that cult down in Georgia.” My sister giggled. “It’s crazy how these stories get started.” She reached down to pet the other end of Zydeco, and his tail quivered in gratitude.

      My sister really did make a fantastic cup of tea, and my taste buds tingled with joy. “Uh, well, I think that cult story got started when you began inquiring after, shall we say, unusual items. Willadeene Lennox heard you asking Jimmy Melancon if he could build you a sensory deprivation tank. And Chris Landry was in Big Ed’s, and heard you suggest to an employee that they start carrying sonic labyrinths.”

      Mad nodded slowly without a word, ignoring the opportunity to defend herself. She just sipped her tea.

      “Anyway, people got to talking, I think, and concluded that these things you’d asked about were brainwashing devices. And that led to the theory you had been held captive by a cult when you lived in Atlanta. Of course, you’d escaped and moved back here, but now you need those, um, things, to help you cope as you adjust to life outside the cult.”

      Truth be told, my father had helped along those bizarre rumors. He preferred that people believed Mad needed those strange things to help her return to normalcy. Dad didn’t want the town to know the truth—that my sister was just plain weird, without any outside influences, cult or otherwise.

      Zydeco lay sprawled between the couch and the coffee table, somehow managing to tuck himself into the narrow space. His ribcage rose and fell, snores lifting from his chest.

      Mad blew on her tea and gave me that look—the one she saves for gossip too juicy to sit on. She pulled one of my grandmother’s patchwork quilts from the back of the couch, stitched with scraps from my grandfather’s old shirts and feed sacks. Zydeco continued his slumber, his snores reaching diesel engine decibels and paws twitching like he was chasing Mrs. Owens’ cat.

      “Speaking of small-town stories, I have something to report, and it’s the absolute truth, and I have documentation to prove it. Now, do you want the short version or the full gospel?” Mad clutched her mug with excitement.

      I didn’t blink. “If it involves small town drama, I want the director’s cut.”

      She grinned, eager to jump into the story. “Well, buckle up, because here we go. I was leaving Blissfully Balanced with my supply of peppermint and ginger when I saw…you’ll never guess what.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re right. I have no clue. What?”

      “An alligator! Just lying out in the sun by the statue of Joseph Fontenot like it was working on a tan.”

      I raised my eyebrows—had my sister finally overdosed on poop tea? “Oh really? How big was it?”

      “Huge! Like, as big as Zydeco.” At the mention of his name, Zy’s feet paused for a moment, then restarted their convulsing.

      I studied the length of my dog’s body. “So, four feet, maybe five. What color was it?” A fair question, since we’d clearly stepped into fairytale land.

      Mad snorted. “Why green, of course. Why? Do they come in other colors?” She pondered my question. “Wouldn’t a lavender-colored alligator be so pretty? With long eyelashes and a light pink bow on her head. His head?” She reached for her phone on the coffee table, disturbing Zy only a little. “Here, I took a picture.”

      She scrolled through the photos on her phone and landed on one, then passed her phone to me. As I studied the image, I noticed she’d found time to apply a filter. I stood corrected. The very real alligator was framed with a warm, peachy glow, the background subtly blurred. It wasn’t huge by alligator standards, but big enough to concern me. “How close were you to take this photo, sis?” I squinted at the screen, picturing my sister within striking distance of danger to capture her semiprofessional shot. Zydeco snorted in his sleep, and I took a sip of my lavender chamomile.

      “Not to worry, Ev—I zoomed in, snapped the shot, and made a tactical retreat.” She lifted her chin. “One of those horrible deputies arrived with a broom and a taser and cornered the sweet thing until Fish and Wildlife arrived.” She took another sip. “Thank goodness, the poor dear escaped before they arrived, and they couldn’t find her. Or was it a him?” She sat back to reflect on the gender of Graisseville’s newest reptilian resident.

      I snorted. “It was probably Deputy Dwyer. That man couldn’t wrangle a garden hose.”

      Mad popped up again, back erect and tea splashing. “Oh, it gets better! Our cousin Zola filmed the whole thing for her TikTok account. It was hilarious! She narrated it like a vlogger gleefully making her first reel.” She snorted. “Zola even called it ‘a reptilian invasion.’”

      Mad settled into the couch and pitched her voice an octave higher. “Y’all. I cannot. I was just trying to vibe, okay? Just picking up Mama’s arthritis supplements and an elderberry infusion for myself—shout out to Blissfully Balanced right here in little ol’ Graisseville! And then—BOOM—gator."

      I didn’t want to, but I had to laugh as my sister continued to mimic the Gen Z tiktoker. “Like, a whole gator, just chillin’ by the statue of some dead guy, like it was waiting for an Uber.”

      That last remark made me spit-take my lavender chamomile, disrupting Zy’s nap. “This town needs a hobby.”

      Mad smiled into her mug. “Sis, I think the town is the hobby.”
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      Maggie’s Coffee Shop smelled like cinnamon and gossip, the kind of place where folks stirred cream into their coffee and rumors into conversation. It was a typical small town hangout. By 8 a.m. the Thursday crowd had thinned to a handful of regulars, each nursing a mug and a theory about the fire.

      I’d arrived early by design, eager to catch each and every tidbit of gossip. Experience had taught me where there’s smoke, there’s fire—ugh, was that too soon?—and in this particular situation, there was a lot of both.

      Mad and I slid up to the counter and placed our orders. Maggie was nowhere to be found, but her trusty barista Charlotte rang us up. “Your usual, Miss Ev?” She waited for my nod then rang up a skinny chai latte. “Miss Ev, it’s my Southern duty to inform you that Zach put out a batch of cheese grits a few minutes ago, and I know how much you like them.” She smiled, and her dimples perched on her cheeks like cherries.

      But I shook my head, although my stomach rumbled in protest. “No thank you, but I’ll take some of his egg bites.” Just as tasty but without all the calories—Zach put heavy whipping cream into his grits, which made them fabulous but also fattening.

      Mad took her turn. “Still no vegan breakfast sandwiches? All right then, I’ll take a matcha latte with almond milk and an avocado toast.” Charlotte smiled as she rang up the order, but when Mad bent her head to reach into her purse, I received an eye roll from our beautiful barista. Maggie kept matcha in stock as a favor to my sister, and I was pretty sure Mad was the only person ordering toast with a mushy green spread on top. Graisseville was a lovely village, but its residents weren’t super health-conscious.

      I took a moment to glance around the table, where most of the regular volunteers were seated. Our bookkeeper, Betty Miller dabbed her eyes with a tissue, shaking her head. Gus Lennox, the community theatre director, actor, and resident drama king, was as white as a sheet. Roy Cahill, Darnell Young, and Yvonne Breaux, our most faithful volunteers, remained quiet.

      Lurlene Thibodeaux was already holding court at the corner table, her grass green sun visor perched on her head like a crown. There were exactly two empty seats, so we planted ourselves, just in time. “I’m telling y’all, Gary’s death wasn’t an accident. That man had a checkered past, but he never escaped it. Sure, he had us all fooled, but it finally caught up to him.”

      “What? Gary’s dead?” My stomach lurched. I had just stirred a little honey into my tea, watching the swirl, so the news took my breath away. We were supposed to meet for lunch tomorrow, Gary and I. He seemed like he had something pretty important to tell me, too. But that lunch appointment was obviously canceled now.

      I just couldn’t believe it—Gary, dead. Just like that. What I couldn’t begin to guess was why. Lurlene was right, the man had a checkered past. He’d danced with drugs and alcohol and ended up on the wrong side of the law many times.

      But that was in the past, two wives and twelve years ago. Gary had ended up in a coma after picking a fight with a man twice his size and checked out of the hospital two weeks later with a new lease on life. He’d met and married his third wife Rita, an amazing woman, and fathered two more kids. Gary’s new family and the volunteers at the pantry had enjoyed the much-improved and grateful Gary Arcineaux for the last ten years. He was one of the kindest souls you’d ever meet. And now he was gone.

      I turned back to Lurlene. “What makes you think Gary’s past has anything to do with his death?” My voice feigned ignorance, but I wanted to see where this bit of gossip was headed.

      “Gary’s son—Caleb or his self-imposed nickname, Wolf—from Wife Number 1, works at the Gas n’ More. Or, is it Wife Number 2?” Her bleached curls bobbed with her head shake. “Anyway, he says Gary never actually stopped with the drugs and the devil’s drink.” She clutched her chest and gasped, then lowered her voice just enough to make everyone lean in. “He said Gary was skimming off the top, too, and now the pantry’s ashes and Gary’s dead.”

      Gus Lennox grunted from his usual spot, across from Lurlene next to the window. “Nonsense! Let the dead rest in peace—Gary’s past has nothing to do with his death or the pantry fire. It was faulty wiring, that’s all. It’s only a pity it resulted in both of their untimely demises.”

      “Wait, Gary died in the fire?” Mad asked, suddenly invested. “What was he doing at the pantry so late?”

      “Nobody knows,” Lurlene shrugged. “But this is why I say it’s gotta be someone from his drug-dealing days, someone bad. Who else would choose to kill a man by burning him alive?”

      From behind the counter, Maggie snorted. “Y’all’re gonna burn this place down with all that speculation.”

      Betty, eyes still watery from her crying session, sat stiff as a ruler across from me, her ledger clutched like a lifeline. “The audit was supposed to be today, and I have everything ready. Now it’s postponed indefinitely.” Her forehead creased with worry lines. “Oh, I’m just so eager to show the board how tidy my records are…uh, were. Now they’ll never know.”

      “It’s all too convenient,” Roy Cahill chimed in, eyes narrowing. “I heard Gary had a laptop with all his notes on the skimmin’ and the drugs. I heard tell it burned up in the fire, too.”

      Mad’s eyes drifted down, having found great interest in her latte—which wasn’t unusual. But I sensed she knew something more than she was letting on, and I made a mental note to question her later.

      “Maybe someone took it before they set the fire?” added Yvonne Breaux, who ran the yarn shop next door. “You know who was hanging around the pantry last week? A couple of those guys from that rehab mission, Covenant Ridge. Gary always said they’d reformed, but they still gave me the creeps.” She shuddered and clasped her steaming paper cup. “You know the ones I’m talking about! The tall squinty one with the tattoo of a snake, and the short squatty one who smells like bologna.” She took a few gulps.

      Gus squinted at her. “That’s not a tattoo, Yvonne, that’s a scar. The poor kid was in a motorcycle accident a few years back.”

      Yvonne sniffed. “Well, it’s still suspicious.”

      I leaned back, letting the chatter wash over me. Mad’s avocado toast had arrived, and she kept herself busy with tiny bites. Sure, where there was smoke there was fire—but which smoke trail to follow? I’d have to chase every single one of them to find the truth.

      Darnell Young piped up from the corner, earbuds dangling. “Y’all ever think maybe it was the Dixie Mafia? I’ve been watching this television show, and they’re real dangerous.”

      Dixie Mafia? Were these smoke trails I was chasing or chem trails? Oh well, no matter how far-fetched, Darnell's theory was getting added to my growing list of possible leads to investigate.

      Gus waved him off. “Don’t be ridiculous. Faulty wiring, that’s all it is. I’m in show business and I know what I’m talking about.”

      Maggie appeared beside our table, hands on her hips and ponytail bouncing like nobody’s business. “Y’all want refills, or is it time to make an arrest?”

      Roy touched her arm and chuckled. “Easy, now Maggie. We’re all just concerned citizens.”

      “Uh huh. Concerned citizens with wild imaginations, that’s what you are.” Maggie turned to wipe down the neighboring table.

      Miss Betty stood, her voice tight, just like my memaw’s clothesline so long ago. “Gary could be nosy sometimes, yes ma’am. But he was a good man, probably too good for this town. God gave him a second chance, and he believed everyone else deserved one too. My fear is that he trusted the wrong person.”

      “Maybe so. Someone needs to check with those ne’er do wells at the rehab center.” Gus’s eyes narrowed.

      The bell over the door jingled, and the whole room turned like a flock of hens. Sheriff Mitch Dupre stepped in, hat in hand, boots dusty. My shoulders inched toward my ears as I tried to make myself smaller, and took the opportunity to examine the pattern of the coffee shop tiles. They were incredibly fascinating.

      “Morning,” he said, scanning the room, trying not to land on me. Or so I imagined. After all this time, it was still hard to be within twenty feet of the man. I still hadn’t decided if it was due to a love lost or just the embarrassment of being dumped. Maybe it was both.

      “Morning, Sheriff,” the chorus replied, sweet as syrup.

      Mitch walked to the counter, nodding at Maggie, then turned to the crowd. “Let’s not pretend, okay folks? We all know this pantry fire is the talk of the town today.” He shot a glance toward me. “Gary Arcineaux’s widow needs justice. Now, Detective Nate Bergeron is more than capable of solving this crime, but if y’all find anything helpful, please let him know.” As Mitch reached for his wallet and pulled out a debit card, he winked at me. “And I’m betting at least one of you will.”

      My heart thudded at my brother’s name. He was the best detective Mitch had, in my opinion anyway. He’d find justice for Rita Arcineaux, and he’d be more open to my assistance than anyone else in the department.

      Lurlene raised her hand like she was in school. “Sheriff, I saw Gary arguing with someone from the rehab center last week. He looked scared.”

      Mitch nodded. “Yes, ma’am, I’ll let the detective know. I’m sure he’ll want to talk to you.”

      Miss Betty stepped forward. “Sheriff, I’m so concerned about the families who depend on our food! What can be done to help them?”

      Mitch sighed. “Ma’am, I am too, I assure you. But I’ve spoken with Miss Tammy, and she has a plan to get y’all back on track. I’m sure you’ll be here for the meeting at nine this morning, correct?”

      Gus leaned back. “Yes, sir. That’s precisely why we’re here now. We merely came early for some of Maggie’s sublime coffee and magnificent cheese grits.” He held up his empty bowl as evidence. Gus was the founder of the Village Thespians, our resident community theatre troupe. Let’s just say what they lacked in talent, they made up for in enthusiasm and dedication. They had a great deal of enthusiasm and dedication.

      Maggie handed Mitch his large iced vanilla latte with whole milk, and I scolded myself for remembering his usual. “I hope y’all have a good meeting.” He took two steps toward the door, then stopped. “Ev, could I have a word, please? Outside?”

      I’d given up my notebook and teal pen long ago for the notes app on my phone. I’d already typed: laptop, rehab, audit, tall squinty guy with snake tattoo / scar from motorcycle accident and short squatty guy smelling like bologna. Ask Yvonne. Dixie Mafia? Oh for sure…this investigation was off to a fabulous start.

      As I walked outside, my heart threw itself against my ribcage while my stomach turned itself inside out. This was the first time Mitch and I had spoken since he’d dumped me…how long ago was it? My heart had glued itself back together and my stomach had started enjoying lasagna from our once-favorite restaurant again…but I still couldn’t stop to count the months.

      My mind traveled back so long ago, right after I solved Daniel Sullivan’s murder. Right when Mitch broke my heart. “Ev, I think we’ve reached an impasse in our relationship.” He told me. “I’ve sworn to uphold the law, and you take a more flexible approach to it.”

      Okay, yes, I had let Daniel Sullivan’s killer go. But the man was a maniac. He had abused his wife, both physically and emotionally, for their entire marriage. And he’d single-handedly put his mother-in-law into a wheelchair. At the time I had believed that Daniel received what was due to him, and his killer shouldn’t be punished. Unfortunately, Mitch did not agree. And that was the reason we’d parted ways. Okay, fine…I got dumped.

      But life goes on, and so did I. Which brought me in front of the coffee shop with my ex, trying to be civil. Yet the words from that day haunted me. “Ev, the elections are coming up soon, and I’ve got to think about how this will look to the voters.”

      Yes, thank you, Mitch. Thank you for looking out for yourself. I’m so sorry I never did…according to you, anyway.

      My memories continued to torture me. “Ev, I can’t date someone who chooses which laws to obey depending on the situation. Not to mention, I just don’t understand you anymore. Or maybe I never did.”

      The words from the past hurt so much. I’m sorry you think that you never got me…because I think you actually did. And I truly believe I was in love with you.

      But no! Here we were, outside the coffee shop, just two people attempting a friendly conversation, after a painful breakup. What could possibly go wrong? Ah, but that was life in a small town, where you had the same chance of running into your dearest friend as you did an ex-boyfriend.

      Mitch pushed our awkwardness out into the open. “Hey, I just wanted to say that I miss us—well, as friends. And I’m sorry, for all the things I said way back when, you know…” His grin morphed from cute to just plain sheepish. “Um, when I decided to break it off with you. So I might have said some things and…”

      Seriously, Mitch? You brought me out on the sidewalk to do this…whatever this is? Sigh! Lord, this is the time, right? I’ve been praying for a chance to make things right with Mitch, and You have chosen now?

      “….so thanks for not making this any harder than it already is.” Okay, thanks, Lord. I do appreciate that Mitch thinks this isn’t awkward, because I’ve got to tell you it is! And I’m sorry for pointing that out but…

      Tammy Avery blew in, her clipboard clutched like a lifeline. Her lipstick was fresh, but her eyes looked like they hadn’t closed in a bit. Well, a good bit. “Excuse me, y’all.” She grabbed the front door handle and pushed it away from her, then blew through the opening she’d created. “Ev? You’re coming to the meeting, right?” She paused just inside the coffee shop and turned back toward me.

      “Um, yes, I’ll be right there.” At least the good Lord had given me a graceful exit.

      Mitch touched my shoulder. “I’ll call you, alright? Maybe we can have coffee.” He smiled at Tammy then walked away. I let out a deep, calming breath before turning to join the 9 o’clock pantry rally. Relax, Ev. You survived, and it could have been much worse.

      “Thank y’all for coming.” Tammy’s voice was as taut as a clothesline as she perched on my vacant chair. “We’ll keep this informal, but I need help. Jeremiah’s Pantry is gone, and Gary—” Her voice cracked. “Gary’s gone too, as I’m sure y’all know.”

      Roy gave up his seat but grabbed one from a nearby table. Miss Betty stepped away to take a call, and Mad took the opportunity to lean forward, elbows on the table. She stared into Miss Tammy’s eyes. “Do they know how it started?”

      Our fearless leader shook her head. “Not yet. The fire marshal’s still poking around and she hasn’t released any details.” She brushed the tears from her cheek. “Now folks are talking, but let’s not give them anything to talk about.”

      I sipped my tea, letting the warmth settle in my chest. “Agreed—we should keep our theories and suspicions within our circle.” My words carried force, but they fell limply against a fortress crafted with small town habits. People were going to spread rumors, even when asked to stay silent. It was inevitable.

      Tammy’s gaze flicked to the table nearest our group, where a pair of church ladies lingered over their cups of coffee, pretending not to eavesdrop. She leaned in closer and dropped her voice. “A few days ago Gary came to my house and told me he was being followed.”

      I set my tea down slowly. “That’s not gossip—have you told Nate?” She nodded.

      Mad picked up her paper cup. “Miss Lurlene saw Gary arguing with someone from the rehab center last week, and said that Gary looked scared.” All eyes turned toward the green visor who simply shrugged. Mad sipped her drink. “Be sure and tell Nate about that, too.”

      Tammy sighed. “I don’t know what to believe anymore. Gary cared a lot about the pantry. He kept an eye on things and asked questions.” She shivered. “Maybe he asked one too many?”

      Mad leaned back against the chair, her eyes scanning the ceiling like it might offer answers. “What do you think, Miss Tammy? Do you think Gary was murdered?”

      I glanced toward my friend, who had turned a shade of white. The pantry fire, Gary’s checkered past, his recent quarrel—it was all starting to feel connected.

      “I’m not sure, sweetie. But I think, as curious as Gary was, he may have seen or found something he shouldn’t have.”

      Mad’s eyes narrowed. “Do you think the alligator has anything to do with the fire?”

      The eye roll came and went before I could even think of stopping it. I shook my head. “Doubtful—it was probably just looking for water.” The table focused on me, immediately forgetting the accusation against the alligator. “The timing of the fire is important though. Was Gary’s death a result of the blaze, or was it the killer’s method to destroy evidence of their crime?”

      Tammy’s lips thinned. “Gary mentioned once that he did some time in Angola, when he was still doing drugs. He told me that, because he recognized someone from the rehab center. But he never would give me a name, just said he’d keep an eye on the guy. I just thought he was being protective. You know how he was.” She tapped the clipboard resting in front of her. “Let’s focus on getting the pantry back up and running. The fire marshal has cleared the building, and I need help sorting through what’s left. We’ll be looking for paperwork, receipts, anything that didn’t burn. And I need someone to talk with the people who stop by—they’ll have lots of questions.”

      Miss Betty returned to the table, eyes on fire. “The audit’s cancelled, although I understand why. That was the president of the board of directors, who told me it’s ‘postponed indefinitely’ due to the fire.”

      Tammy took her hand. “I’m so sorry, honey.”

      Betty’s jaw tightened. “I spent three weeks prepping those files, and Gary helped me sort the donation logs. Now everything’s gone! That’s not right.”

      I leaned forward. “What were they going to audit exactly?”

      “It’s an annual audit, to make sure the money we receive is being spent correctly.” She smiled. “It’s really an audit of Reggie, our purchasing guy. He’s the one who spends the money—I just keep track of it.”

      Tammy reached out again to touch Betty’s hand. “That reminds me, Reggie wanted to be here, but his daughter had a dental appointment and his wife couldn’t take her. He’ll join us tomorrow though.”

      The bell jangled again, and Nate entered, boots polished to perfection and expression unreadable. He nodded at Tammy, then at us. “Ladies,” he said. “Mind if I join y’all?”

      Tammy gestured to the table. “Of course, just pull up a chair, detective.”

      Nate sat, pulling out a small notebook. “The fire marshal’s preliminary report says the blaze started near the back office. There was no sign of forced entry, and the door was unlocked.”

      Mad raised an eyebrow, a trick I’d always attempted but never mastered. “That’s strange. Gary always reminded us to keep the doors locked when possible. That’s not the best neighborhood.”

      Nate nodded. “And Gary’s bicycle was found leaning against a concrete wall in the back. Did anyone know he came to the pantry after hours?”

      “No, no, I didn’t.” One by one we verbalized negative answers paired with a shaking of our heads. All except Tammy.

      She bowed her head. “Yes, I did, although Gary didn’t know that I did. His wife confided in me that he loved to come up at night after we’d received our food and pray over it.” She shook her head. “I’m not sure if anyone else knew except me and his family.”

      Nate flipped a page and scribbled some notes. I didn’t bother trying to read over his shoulder—the man could have passed as a doctor based on his cramped scrawl.

      Mad tapped her fingers against the sleeve on her paper cup. “You can cross off everyone from the rehab center! They’re all good men and grateful for their second chances.”

      Nate’s eyes met hers. “Thanks for your advice—I’ll be sure and keep that in mind.” He’d dipped his words in sarcasm, which our sister didn’t notice.

      I touched my brother’s arm. “You should talk to Tammy and Lurlene one on one.” I pushed back my chair and stood up. “The rest of us should go—let’s meet at the pantry tomorrow at 9 a.m. I’m volunteering right now to speak with everyone and answer questions.” I put my right index finger on Nate’s shoulder. “I’ll send you the contact information for everyone with a key to the pantry.”

      My brother didn’t answer but nodded his head as he blew out the door. That was Nate, always in a hurry when he was on a case.

      Once again the bell jangled, and this time a bespectacled thirty-something woman with bright red hair and a flowing skirt burst into the coffee shop.

      “Good morning, everyone! Oh, you must be Ev!” She leaned toward me as if to embrace, then stopped herself midway. Instead, she reached out her hand in my general direction, and I leaned forward to grasp it. “I’m sorry to be so early, but I just couldn’t wait! I’m your cousin, Ro Bergeron.” The edges of her bright green eyes crinkled with excitement. “Not to be nosy, but did someone mention an unsolved murder?”
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