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Chapter 1


Eight-year-old Xander, dressed in a suit for the first time in his life, slowly walked down the aisle of St. Theresa, the quaint church that had provided spiritual guidance to the Catholic citizens of Pelican, Louisiana, for over a century. The young boy used one hand to carry a small satin pillow holding a wedding band. In his other hand he held a blue leash attached to Gopher, the Crozat family’s beloved basset hound. Esme, a platinum-haired sprite and Xander’s best friend, followed him down the aisle. She tossed rose petals in a deep shade of peach with her left hand. The other held tight to a pink leash attached to Jolie, a stray Chihuahua mix who had found a happy home with the Crozats.

Gopher braked to inhale a couple of Goldfish crackers dropped by one of the toddlers attending the wedding with their parents, causing a minor scuffle as Jolie tried to get in on the snack action. The ring bearer and flower girl quickly untangled the dog’s leashes and proceeded to the altar, where they made a left and took seats in the first pew. Cherie Claire, a violinist better known as the fiddler in the popular Cajun band Gaynell and the Gator Girls, segued into a slow, dreamy version of the Cajun classic “Jolie Blon,” and the guests rose to their feet. Magnolia Marie “Maggie” Crozat, clad in an exquisite wedding gown worn by the generations of her mother’s family that preceded her, appeared in the church doorway, a beaming parent on each arm. Tug and Ninette Crozat proudly led their daughter down the aisle to her waiting groom, Bo Durand, who managed to control the emotions threatening to overwhelm him at the sight of his beautiful bride.

Father Prit, Pelican’s popular priest, motioned for everyone to sit, then began leading the wedding mass in an accent that would be incomprehensible to a new attendee but was easily understood by his congregation. “By the power vested in me,” he concluded, “I now pronounce you husband and wife.” Father Prit then focused on the couple next to Maggie and Bo—Maggie’s grand-mère Charlotte Bringier Crozat and her new husband, Lee Bertrand. “I now pronounce you husband and wife.” The priest finally turned his attention to a third couple, Pelican police chief and Bo’s first cousin, Rufus Durand, and his lovely bride, Sandy Sechrest, an exotic dancer turned fitness studio owner. “I now pronounce you husband and wife.” Father Prit favored all three couples with a warm, happy smile. “You may now share a kiss. Make sure it’s with the right spouse.”

The couples kissed. “It’s almost time!” someone yelled, and the crowd began counting down. “Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one … Happy New Year!”

Church bells pealed as the guests whooped and applauded. “Let’s eat!” another guest yelled.

This engendered an even louder round of cheers and applause. A guest pulled out a trumpet and began playing “When the Saints Go Marchin’ In” as the brides held up the umbrellas they carried instead of bouquets and danced down the aisle out of the church and toward the parking lot, followed by their guests in a boisterous second line.

People piled in their cars to make the short drive to Crozat Plantation B and B, where a special Réveillon dinner awaited them under a party tent on the expansive front lawn. Eager to protect the heirloom gown that would be handed down to future generations—perhaps even her own daughter someday—Maggie disappeared into the manor house, where she traded the gown for a simple white cocktail dress. She returned to the festivities and admired the scene with Gran. Thousands of fairy lights looped around the inside and outside of the tent and twinkled from the lawn’s ancient oak trees. Every table sported a centerpiece of white roses, dahlias, snowberries, peonies, camellias, and magnolias, perfuming the air with a rich floral scent. “It looks gorgeous,” Maggie said. “And those flowers …” She closed her eyes briefly and inhaled the fragrance.

Grand-mère gave her granddaughter the side eye and fluffed her own silver hair, which sparkled thanks to a last-minute shake of glitter. “If I had a dollar for every time you said, ‘Gran, isn’t that a little over the top?’ …”

“I’ve never been so happy to be wrong.” Maggie hugged her grandmother and kissed her on both cheeks. “Let’s go find our husbands. Oooh, it feels so weird saying that.”

“You get used to it,” Gran said. “Of course, I am on my second.”

The women went off to locate their newly minted spouses. Moments later, a chime announced that dinner was being served. “Newlyweds first,” Rufus declared, leading his wife Sandy to the front of a buffet line. He waved to Bo and Maggie, who were surrounded by well-wishers.

“I thought the Creole tradition was to enjoy a Réveillon dinner on Christmas Eve.” This came from DruCilla, a past guest who had returned to the B and B to celebrate the marriage. Lovie, her pet parrot, perched on her shoulder.

“In the nineteenth century, they celebrated Christmas and New Year’s Eve with Réveillon dinners,” Maggie explained. Bo clasped his bride’s hand in his as they walked toward the nearest buffet line. “We cheated a little, since it’s technically New Year’s Day now. And we also mixed in some Cajun dishes with the Creole. But I don’t think anyone’s going to complain.”

DruCilla surveyed the repast in front of them, spread out on tables decorated with tablecloths in two shades of peach and trimmed with ivory lace. One table groaned under the weight of an array of appetizers. The next featured chafing dishes loaded with gumbo, jambalaya, crawfish étouffée, shrimp Creole, seafood-stuffed pastries, and more. DruCilla emitted a low whistle, which Lovie the parrot parroted. “I think I’m looking at the best meal of my life.”

“The best meal,” Lovie said, copying the note of awe in her pet mom’s voice.

Bo and Maggie exchanged an amused look, then piled their own plates with a selection of dishes provided by their close friend JJ, owner of Pelican’s most popular eatery, Junie’s Oyster Bar and Dance Hall.

The couple’s trek to join friends and family who had staked out a large table was delayed by congratulations from yet more well-wishers. By the time they sat down, their food was lukewarm to cold. “The fact that this still tastes so good is a tribute to JJ,” Bo said, devouring his bowl of jambalaya.

“Oh, yeah,” agreed Gaynell Bourgeois, Maggie’s close friend and founder of the eponymously named Cajun band garnering national attention. “I missed this when we were on tour.” She speared a shrimp and popped it in her mouth, then speared a second one and dropped it with a giggle into the open mouth of her boyfriend, Chret Bertrand. Chret was the nephew of Maggie’s new step-grandfather, which meant they were now related by marriage, although exactly how neither had figured out yet. Among the friends at the table were Maggie’s cousin Lia and her husband Kyle as well as Rufus’s former fiancée, Vanessa Fleer MacIlhoney. Vanessa had dumped Rufus at the altar, despite being pregnant with their daughter Charli, instead plighting her troth to Quentin MacIlhoney, the defense attorney who’d helped her dodge a murder charge and currently sat next to her enjoying a healthy portion of étouffée. Maggie had found that life in a small Louisiana village often proved way more complicated—and intriguing—than life in the New York City borough of Brooklyn that she had once called home.

“Hey there, muh friends. Y’all passing a good time?”

JJ, taking a break from his kitchen duties, appeared in front of them. He wore an apron over a sequined navy-blue caftan, one of many he’d inherited from his late mother along with the family restaurant. The chef bowed in mock humility as everyone at the table rose to their feet to give him a standing ovation. “I can’t begin to tell you how fantastic everything is,” Maggie said. Her friends seconded the compliment.

Bo pulled a spare chair away from the table next to them. “Here. Can you sit a while?”

“I’d say I earned a rest before dessert.” JJ parked himself in the chair, his large body splayed out over its small seat. He picked up a printed menu and fanned himself with it. “It’s so warm in the kitchen tent I sweated off my temporary beauty mark. I had to spoon it out of the whipped cream I made to go with the bread pudding that’s gonna be coming out after the wedding cake.”

“I think I put on weight just listening to that sentence,” Maggie said.

“Good luck to Phillippe Chanson, opening a place that’ll compete with Junie’s,” Vanessa said, or at least that’s what Maggie thought she said. It was hard to make out, given that Vanessa was chomping on a big hunk of JJ’s homemade French bread when she said it.

Phillippe Chanson, one of the most famous chefs in the country, had recently taken over LeBlanc’s, Pelican’s one “fancy” restaurant. He was in the process of a remodel that would transform the eatery into Chanson’s Cajun Kitchen, the newest addition to his famed Chanson Restaurant Group. Chanson had explained why he’d anointed Pelican as the recipient of his culinary magic in an interview with Little Earlie Waddell, jack-of-all-publishing-and-editing-trades for the Pelican Penny Clipper, a local freebie Little E had transformed from a coupon tabloid to a genuine tabloid—with coupons. Chanson claimed his goal was to position the new eatery as a “destination restaurant,” along the lines of legendary European establishments found in tiny, off-the-beaten-path villages. “What better location for my take on Cajun cuisine,” he’d opined, “than a picture-perfect postcard of a Cajun town?”

The locals were divided into two groups: those who were excited about a star chef descending upon their “picture-perfect postcard” and those who felt apprehensive. Maggie fell into the latter camp. National attention could be a good thing. Crozat Plantation B and B, her family’s business, had seen a marked uptick in reservations after a recent profile on a TV travel show. But the increase in business had only put it on a par with nearby B and Bs. When a Phillippe Chanson outpost came to town, it could endanger humbler local restaurants, the drop-off in patrons sometimes dooming them.

Maggie forced her attention back to the conversation. “I’m looking forward to the new place,” JJ was saying. “Chanson is a legend. His place is gonna be packed, and I’ll be happy to take the overflow of people who don’t feel like waiting hours to get in.”

Gaynell, who’d left the table to join her band, struck a chord on her accordion. “Allons à Pelican!” she hollered. The young woman’s mass of blonde curls bobbed as she launched into a catchy up-tempo Cajun tune. The dance floor quickly filled with revelers.

Bo held out a hand to Maggie. “May I have this dance, Mrs. Crozat-Durand?”

Maggie grinned and took his hand. “It would be my pleasure, Mr. Crozat-Durand.”

Vanessa rolled her eyes. “Ain’t that just so modern of ya. I couldn’t wait to unload Fleer and take MacIlhoney as my last name.”

“And I couldn’t wait for you to do it as well, my dear,” said her husband. Quentin patted his trim white beard with a napkin and offered a hand to his wife. Vanessa polished off her last bite of French bread and allowed him to lead her onto the dance floor.

After a lively two-step, the band segued into a Cajun waltz. Bo held Maggie close as she rested her head against his chest. The past months of danger and drama, of murders and accusations, faded away. There was only this moment and the promise of their future. “Did you ever think we’d get here?” she asked Bo as they danced.

“Always. I swear, sometimes it was the only thing that kept me going.”

“Amen to that.”

The song ended. Gaynell played a flourish on her accordion, and JJ wheeled out a spectacular wedding cake created by Lia at Fais Dough Dough, the bakery she and her husband Kyle ran along with its companion candy shop, Bon Bon Sweets. The cake, covered with peach fondant frosting and tiny candy pearls, stood five tiers high. A garland of white flowers made from sugar cascaded down one side of it. “Yikes,” Bo said, a little overwhelmed. “Your grandmother?”

Maggie nodded. “Yup. Designed it herself.”

Gran clapped her hands together joyfully. “Lia, it’s perfect. Brides, grooms—let’s do this.”

“If you smush cake in my face, I’m filing for divorce first thing in the morning,” Maggie murmured to Bo as they made their way to the cake.

“Noted, but don’t stand too close to Rufus,” Bo warned. “I’m sure he’s got something planned.”

The couples took turns cutting the cake and serving it to each other. Maggie held her breath as Rufus headed a fork toward Sandy. He fed his wife with decorum, and then the jokester took the cake plate and slapped it against his own face to roars of laughter. He fist-pumped the air in a gesture of triumph, then took a number of bows. “Thank you, thank you.”

Maggie couldn’t help herself. She joined the laughter, as did Bo. She saw JJ howling so hard he had to bend over and gasp for air.

It would be a long time before Maggie saw JJ laugh again.








 

Chapter 2


A few weeks later …

Maggie cast a discerning eye at the canvas on her easel. Then she glanced at her subject. Xander sat curled up with a book in the living room’s club chair, which was upholstered in a soft, pale-green velvet. His pet cat, Maggie—named after his now-stepmom, who was deeply touched by the honor—slept in his lap while pups Gopher and Jolie snoozed at his feet.

Evening had come and the moon was behind a cloud. Maggie missed the lovely natural light it cast through the room’s expansive picture window, but now was the best time to capture her stepson—how Maggie loved thinking and saying that—in repose. She used a fine paintbrush to feather a few strokes of light brown into Xander’s sandy hair and added a touch of black to the view outside the window. Her phone pinged a text. Maggie checked it. “Your mom’s here, Xander, cher.”

Xander closed his book. “ ’Kay.”

Maggie parked her paintbrushes in turpentine and took Xander’s book so he could rise from the chair with the sleeping kitty in his arms. “You hold on to Maggie. I’ll carry your backpack.”

“ ’Kay.”

The two headed downstairs from Maggie and Bo’s apartment, which took up the entire second floor of the B and B’s expanded former garage. The building’s downstairs contained Mo’ Better Beauty and Day Spa. Maggie had originally envisioned her family running the spa, but when circumstances precluded this, friend and beauty expert Mo Heedles had stepped in to take over the facility, and the Crozats couldn’t have been happier with the arrangement.

Maggie shivered as she and Xander stepped outside. Her thin T-shirt, stained with a rainbow of paint colors, was no match for the cold late-January night air. Whitney, Xander’s mother and Bo’s ex-wife, waved to them from the driver’s side window of her SUV. “Hey, baby boy. You got everything?” Xander nodded. “Okay then, hop in.”

Maggie kissed her stepson on top of his head and helped him into the vehicle. Her namesake gave a fretful meow but stayed in Xander’s arms. “See you in a couple of days, buddy. Love you.”

She waved them off, then scurried inside and upstairs, where she changed into fleece leggings and an olive-green sweater that matched the color of her hazel eyes. She pulled her thick chestnut hair into a high ponytail, then dabbed on a light touch of makeup. The heat kicked on, the breeze from the HVAC unit triggering ceramic chimes that Maggie had bought on her honeymoon in Mexico. She and Bo had toyed with the possibility of a European honeymoon but opted for a more frugal trip closer to home. While she’d been the recipient of an inheritance from a neighbor, most of the money was earmarked for turning the old man’s dilapidated plantation manor house into a co-living space that would help ease Pelican’s housing shortage.

Maggie slipped on a warm jacket, then removed the painting of Xander from its resting place on the easel, careful not to get wet paint on her clothes. She headed downstairs again, making the short trek to her former home, the cottage she’d once shared with her grandmother. It was Grand-mère and Lee’s home now, and Gran was making the most of the change, redecorating with a vengeance. Maggie negotiated her way around a collection of antique furniture sitting on the front porch, which ran the length of the old house. She found Gran inside the empty living room. “What exactly is”—Maggie gestured to the bare room—“this?”

“I’ve asked Vanessa to help me redecorate.”

“Wha … wha …” Maggie sputtered. “Vanessa? As in ‘I hate all that old, gross stuff and only want new stuff that looks like old stuff’ Vanessa?”

“That’s the one. I’ve decided it’s time for a whole new look, even if it’s a new look that looks like an old look. I’d like to live out my final years not worrying about leaving a coffee stain on a two-hundred-year-old sideboard.”

“Okay, let’s skip the ‘final years’ talk. It’s your and Lee’s home now. Have at it.”

Gran pointed to a couple of packed suitcases. “We’ll be moving into the manor house for the duration. It was either that or move into Lee’s old apartment above the service station, so the choice was obvious. While new-car smell has its merits, ‘old car that needs beaucoup servicing’ smell does not. Once Valentine’s Day is over, B and B bookings will slow down until the music festivals begin, and by then we’ll be back in our newly appointed digs.”

“Sounds like a plan. Speaking of Valentine’s Day, is it okay if I keep this here?” Maggie held up the painting. “It’s Bo’s Valentine’s Day present, and I can only work on it when he’s not around.”

“What a lovely gift. Yes. Put it in the closet for safekeeping.” Maggie did so. Gran rubbed her hands together. “Now, let’s get to our—what do you call it?”

“A GNO. Girls’ night out.”

“Yes. That. I am ready for a cocktail.”

“You’re always ready for a cocktail,” Maggie said, teasing her grandmother.

Gran lifted her chin, affecting a dignified air. “But I am particularly ready when the cocktail is attached to an event and not merely free-floating. Allons-y. Let’s go.”

Maggie and Gran headed to the graveled parking lot. Two rental cars pulled in past them and parked next to each other. An attractive woman got out of each car, one in her early thirties, the other ten or more years older. The younger woman wore a hoodie over a chef’s jacket. They made a point of ignoring each other as they went their separate ways. The older woman strode toward the carriage house, the younger to the overseer’s cottage, recently renovated to serve as guest rooms. “How can two people who obviously can’t stand each other work together so closely?” Gran wondered.

“I guess when the whole is bigger than the sum of its parts. And in this case, the whole is Chanson’s new restaurant.”

Famed chef Phillippe Chanson was wasting no time getting his new location up and running. While he chose to commute by motorcycle from New Orleans, home to his flagship restaurant, Chanson’s in the Quarter, he’d parked most of the staff for Chanson’s Cajun Kitchen in the Pelican area. Crozat B and B was home to three of them. The women in question were Kate Chanson, his ex-wife, and Becca Wittenberg, his young, attractive sous-chef and rumored current girlfriend. The third guest was Dyer Gossmer, the beleaguered coauthor aka ghostwriter of Chanson’s “autobiography.” The air quotes were courtesy of Gossmer, who never talked about the book without using them.

Becca, who’d raced to her lodgings in the overseer’s cottage, darted out and ran past them. “Everything okay?” Maggie called to her.

“The handle on my offset serrated knife broke, but luckily I have a spare.” Becca held up an odd-looking knife. She jumped into her car and kicked up dust as she sped out of the small lot.

“Do you have any idea what she’s talking about?” Gran asked.

“Not a clue.”

Maggie and Gran got into the vintage 1964 Falcon convertible Maggie inherited from her late grandfather on her mother’s side, Papa Doucet. “I know it’s early, but I’m surprised Becca was able to run home from the restaurant,” Gran said. “You’d think she’d be indispensable.”

Maggie started the car and backed out of her parking spot. “I’m sure she usually is. But according to Kate, they’re in the middle of what she called a ‘soft opening.’ Meaning that the restaurant isn’t officially open yet. They’re still missing some tables and chairs and artwork, but the kitchen is up and running, and they’re testing recipes on Chanson foodie superfans. I guess Phillippe figured he was better off with a happy sous-chef than one who was freaking out about a broken knife.”

“They are a rather dramatic lot, aren’t they? Much like those theatre people we had staying here in October. And from what I pick up, none of them like each other very much.”

Maggie made a right turn onto the old road that ran alongside Crozat, then another right onto the Great River Road toward Pelican’s historic district, the centerpiece of the quaint Cajun village. The levee, swathed in green grass even in winter, blocked a view of the mighty Mississippi, but the road followed its undulating curves. “I can see why Kate and Becca have problems getting along,” Maggie said. “They resent each other’s relationship with Phillippe. Whitney and I were like that in the beginning, but we came to an understanding. Having Xander in the mix helped. We both put him first.”

“I wonder why Phillippe and Kate never had children.”

“I got a little insight into that from Dyer, who’s desperate to talk to someone who isn’t one of Chanson’s toadies. He said they both considered the restaurants their ‘children,’ which is why Kate’s still in the mix post-divorce. She’s the designer and brand manager of the whole Chanson group. She got him the book deals, the TV shows, the line of cookware. Kate is Phillippe’s good-luck charm. He’ll never let her go, which drives all his girlfriends—like Becca—insane.”

“Now that,” Gran said, “is some excellent gossip.”

Maggie made another right turn into the heart of Pelican. Centuries-old brick buildings with lacy iron galleries lined three sides of the town square. The straight line of Bayou Beurre completed the square. Maggie drove past Junie’s in search of a parking spot. Usually plentiful, they’d become scarce since Chanson’s soft opening. “If this is what it’s like before that place officially opens,” Maggie grumbled, “I hate to think what it’s gonna be like once it gets going.” After her third run up and down the main street, she gave up. “I’ll drop you off and find a spot on a side street,” she told her grandmother.

“Normally I’d say, ‘I’m not an invalid; I can walk, thank you very much.’ But I’m wearing these high-heeled booties Vanessa helped me pick out. We wandered into a fancy shoe store on one of our furniture excursions.”

Gran held up her foot, clad in a black, spike-heeled suede ankle boot sporting a large silver buckle on the side. Maggie frowned. “I’m not sure Vanessa’s the best influence on you.”

“You’re just jealous because I saw them first.”

“No, but let me know when you get sick of the pain from them pressing on your bunions and I’ll buy them from you.”

Maggie stopped in front of Junie’s. Gran got out and made a show of sashaying into the local hangout. “See?” she called back to her granddaughter. “No pain.”

Maggie, amused, shook her head. She left her grandmother and drove around until she finally found a spot several blocks away. She parked and started toward JJ’s, walking past the village’s tidy cottages and bungalows. She passed the parking lot for the Pelican Police Department. Pelican’s five-car fleet of patrol cars, lined up against the lot’s farthest wall, looked destined for a junkyard. Three were, two weren’t, despite their battered appearance. A recent storm had flooded the lot and pounded the cars with hail and heavy tree branches. Much to the department’s aggravation, their insurance company refused to total the whole fleet. Maggie’s step-grandfather, Lee Bertrand, owner of the town service station, had done his best to breathe life into the two vehicles the insurance company declared salvageable, but even his wizardry didn’t instill much confidence in the officers stuck behind the wheels of the beaters.

By the time Maggie entered Junie’s cheerfully shabby portal, she’d worked up a sweat and a thirst. “I’m gonna go with an Abita Light,” she told Old Shari, the restaurant’s nonagenarian bartender.

Shari pulled a tap and filled a mug. She handed it to Maggie. “Wisht you asked for somethin’ a little more fancy. I’m bored as anything.”

Maggie scoped out the room, which was decorated for Valentine’s Day with JJ’s usual over-the-top, tongue-in-cheek flair. Glittery hearts hung from the embossed tin ceiling. Every table featured a centerpiece of a baby doll dressed as Cupid sitting on a bed of fabric red roses. The stuffed alligator, who’d been the odd pet of JJ’s late mother and now stood guard over the establishment from a perch above the bar, was clad in a T-shirt covered with candy-heart images and sayings. But while parking might be scarce, seats at Junie’s usually packed tables weren’t. There were only a smattering of patrons, all regulars Maggie recognized. As she headed to her friends’ table, Eula Banks, Pelican’s mayor, waved to her. “Hey, chère. Welcome home from that honeymoon of yours.”

“Thanks, ma’am,” Maggie said with a smile.

“When y’all gonna have a baby?”

“When we’re ready,” Maggie said, the smile now forced.

“You’re not getting any younger.”

“Yes. You keep telling me that. Bo and I want to take a little time to enjoy married life. Especially since our dating life kept being interrupted by murders. Here’s hoping that’s over.”

Eula used her cane to make the sign of the cross in the air, narrowly missing a customer heading to the bathroom. “Amen, amen.”

Maggie reached her friends and took a seat between Gaynell and Sandy across from Gran, Vanessa, Lia, and Ione, Maggie’s friend and boss at Doucet Plantation, where the position of exhibit coordinator had recently been added to Maggie’s résumé along with her current title as art restoration specialist. “We went ahead and ordered, family-style,” Gaynell said.

“We ordered way too much food, but we wanted to give JJ the business.” Ione delivered this under her breath.

“Where is everybody?” Maggie said, in a voice equally low.

“JJ can’t serve up Gulf oysters on account of the shortage, but Phillippe Chanson being who he is, managed to score some, and he’s selling them for fifty cents each.”

The price was so low it elicited a gasp from Maggie. Freshwater from recent storms had inundated local oyster beds, killing off the crops and forcing restaurants to either import oysters or take them off the menu until the situation righted itself. Only a few high-end restaurants were offering Gulf oysters, and at exorbitant prices. “Fifty cents? How can he do that? He has to be losing a fortune on them.”

Ione shrugged. “I guess what he loses on the cheap price, he makes up for by attracting new customers.”

Maggie made a face. “Not me. Aside from the fact I’m Team JJ, I’m that rare breed of Louisianan who doesn’t find oysters appealing.”

Gaynell put a hand on her heart and mock-gasped. “Whaaa? Say it ain’t so.”

The others laughed, and a conversation about the merits and demerits of oysters ensued. “Hey, y’all, how about we put a pin in talking about slimy seafood and switch to something more fun, like, oh, I don’t know … Valentine’s Day?” Vanessa rubbed her hands together with unashamed avarice. “It’s my first as Mrs. MacIlhoney, and I’m looking for Quenty to pony up big-time. Maggie, you should do the same. Sandy, you got the bad luck to be Mrs. Rufus Durand. That is one cheap man. He squeezes a nickel tight enough to make the president on it cry from the pain. He still owes me a push present for baby Charli.”

“You did give birth right after dumping Rufus at the altar, so there’s that,” Maggie pointed out.

“Whatevs.” Vanessa patted her burgeoning belly. She’d recently shared with her friends that she was expecting a second child, this one fathered by overjoyed husband Quentin, who’d taken to adding #vasectomyfail to his online signature. “I can tell you that Quenty ain’t getting off that easy when I pop out this little one. Lia, you must’ve cleaned up, what with popping out three kids all at the same time.”

“Kyle and I kind of assumed the triplets were our present,” Lia said.

Vanessa groaned. “Honestly, y’all are hopeless.”

“Not me,” Gran declared. “I’m with you, Vanessa. What is it they say now? Go big or go home.”

“Preach, sistah!”

Vanessa held up a hand, and she and Gran high-fived. Maggie wrinkled her brow. “Should I be worried about this relationship?”

“Yes!” chorused Lia, Gaynell, Sandy, and Ione.

“Dinner’s here, ladies.”

JJ approached them carrying a tray laden with various dishes, his red chiffon caftan floating as he walked. He put the tray on a stand and transferred platters of food to the table. Maggie inhaled the rich scents emanating from the selection of Cajun and Creole dishes. “Phillippe Chanson may be pulling in customers off his name, but no way can he compete with you when it comes to cooking, JJ.”

“I’m not worried,” JJ said, although Maggie thought the dark circles under his eyes belied this. “There’s room for both of us. I know it’s quiet now, but people’ll be back. Me and Abel’s Home Cookin’ are the only places around here with five-star reviews on that Tasteful app.” JJ pointed north toward Abel’s shack of a restaurant, a local haunt on the River Road that had been serving delicious po’ boys and fried-fish plates for decades. “Eat up, mes amis.”

The women passed the platters, spooning servings onto their plates. Gaynell took out her phone and snapped several photos of her meal. “I feel bad. I never reviewed Junie’s on Tasteful, so I’m gonna do it now.” She tapped on her phone screen and then stopped. “Huh. JJ doesn’t have five stars.”

“How many does he have?” Maggie asked. “Four?”

“No.” Gaynell frowned. “Two.”

“What?” Maggie took Gaynell’s phone and stared at it.

“He probably got one bad review from some disgruntled customer that briefly knocked down his rating,” Gran said.

Sandy nodded in agreement. “Like with a credit score. It dips and then comes back up again. I’m sure it’ll be the same here.”

“Except that Junie’s didn’t get one bad review,” Maggie said. She held up Gaynell’s phone to the others. “It got six.”








 

Chapter 3


Gran took the phone from Maggie and read the reviews. She handed the phone back to Gaynell and gave her granddaughter a knowing look. “Trolls.”

Maggie gave a grim nod. She and her family had experienced a similar situation when a rival hotelier posted a barrage of negative reviews about their B and B on a travel website called trippee.com. The trolling triggered a spate of guest cancellations, made even more frustrating by the herculean efforts it took to have the fake reviews removed. She hated to think what kind of damage the Tasteful slams might do to Junie’s.

The faces of all the women were etched with concern. “Should we tell him?” Sandy wondered.

“Yes, so he can fight back,” Vanessa declared.

“But first we flood the site with positive reviews,” Gran said.

The women voiced agreement and pulled out their phones. “I’ll talk to him,” Lia said. “We both run food-oriented businesses. I can brainstorm with him about how to counteract something like this.”

The women finished dinner and their reviews, showered JJ with compliments, and headed out. Maggie and Gran drove home in silence, a pall cast over the evening. Bo greeted his wife at the door with a kiss that raised her spirits a bit. “How was your GNO?”

“It started out good but took a turn.” Maggie shared the news about Junie’s rating drop. “Lia’s gonna work with JJ on how to come back from this, and we all wrote raves on that dumb Tasteful website. Can you write one too? The more, the better.”

“Of course. But I’ve got some news of my own. Good news. How would you like to go to the Vi De Lavallade gallery opening tomorrow night?”

Maggie gasped. “Seriously? Bo, she’s my favorite artist.”

Her husband grinned. “I know. Why do you think I called the gallery and got us on the list? We can head down to New Orleans soon as we get off work. I also made a reservation at Chanson’s in the Quarter. I don’t feel right giving him any business here in Pelican, but I wouldn’t mind seeing if he’s earned all the fuss about his food.”

“Oooh, great art and a spy mission.” Maggie wrapped her arms around Bo’s waist. “Have I told you how much I love you?”

Bo quirked his lip. “Not in the last five minutes.”



Maggie woke up early the following morning to a phone call from her mother. “Chère, can you handle serving breakfast this morning for me?”

“Sure.” Maggie yawned and rubbed her sleepy eyes. “What’s up? You sound excited.”

“I am,” Ninette said. “Guess what? Phillippe Chanson heard from some of our guests that I’m a good cook—”

“You’re more than that; you’re a great cook.”

“Anyway, he asked if I’d mind making a meal for him.” Ninette’s voice rose to a squeak. “Can you imagine? Me cooking
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