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  Also By Me


         www.jannfranklin.com and major retailers  
Please help a girl out and leave a review after you’ve finished a book—either at the online store you purchased it, or a book lover’s site such as Good Reads or Book Bub—or all of them! This author sure appreciates it :)                                
Small Town Girl Mystery Series

Why is murder so much fun?

Evangeline Delafose found Graisseville, Louisiana just as she remembered—boring and uneventful. Until she solved a murder. Now she’s hooked. 
Follow Ev as she takes on each mystery, with her frustrating but loveable private investigator by her side. And, of course, a bit of insider info from the quirky residents of her small town.
You’ll laugh, cry and roll your eyes at the antics of this charming small-town Southern sleuth and her exasperating private investigator.

Muffalettas and Murder

Boudin and Bloodshed

Fruitcake and Fraud

Mardi Gras and Mayhem

Sweet Tea and Suspects



COMING IN 2025: 3 Dog Mysteries

Ro can’t boil an egg or keep a plant alive. Why shouldn’t she adopt three dogs and open a bed and breakfast for humans and their canine friends? Oh, and solve a murder along the way.

Small Town Girl Series

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

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

Trading Bright Lights for Lightning Bugs

Shining Stars and Mason Jars

Cheese Grits and Hissy Fits








  
  How Did I Get Here?


Sheriff  McDreamy, as my best friend Elizabeth called him, had proven a steady and stable boyfriend. I’d broken the news to my family that I was dating the sheriff and they took it, well, pretty much as I’d expected.
My brother Nate got his two cents in. “Ev, if you really feel the need to date again, then Mitch Dupre is probably the best you’re going to get. Let’s face it—there aren’t a lot of prospects around here, and you’re not getting any younger. Honestly, though, why do you want to get back out in the dating world? Doug was the love of your life! If Bonnie died on me, I’d probably sit around eating ice cream and watching old westerns.”
That conversation took a sharp right turn as my sister-in-law demanded to know why she was dying first, and why he planned to have so much fun after she was gone. While Nate and Bonnie bickered over who died when and how the other one would spend their time alone, my father took my hand.
“Evangeline, God wants us to go through life with someone by our side. I’m glad you’ve found someone, honey. And I voted for the sheriff, so I reckon he’s good enough to date my daughter. Say, do you think he could get me out of this parking ticket? See, I parked in front of the Zachary pharmacy, just like I always do, but this time…”
Nate and Bonnie’s kids, Jack and Sydney, handled my love life the best. They just wanted rides to school in a patrol car every day. 
My family’s acceptance of my dating  life removed a stressor from my world. But I still had little time for ice cream and old westerns. Upon my return from New Orleans, Mitch ushered me into his office and chewed me out. “Ev, confronting a suspected murderer is not on the list of top ten things to do in The Big Easy. Thank goodness Shorty had his gun, or…” Mitch paused and his eyes took on a shininess. “Well, I don’t want to think about what could have happened. Take your father up on his offer to earn your PI license, and stay out of trouble.” Mitch may as well have told me to stop breathing.                           
I enrolled in my private investigator classes and passed the exam with flying colors. With only two years of apprenticing under a licensed PI, I was practically home free. Well, except that Shorty insisted on being my supervisor. 
During our previous cases, Shorty hadn’t let me forget he had the PI license. But now that he was officially my supervisor, he’d taken on a more, well, instructional tone. I started to wonder if Shorty and I would complete the two years without a ride in the back of a patrol car in handcuffs. Now it was more important than ever that I stay on Sheriff McDreamy’s good side. 
Shorty officially turned over his handyman list to his nephew, Rhett. The kid was almost as skilled as his uncle in the art of repairs and maintenance. He had a child on the way, so he appreciated the value of his uncle’s gift. At seven pages front and back of a spiral notebook, Rhett would have his hands full.
Our mayor Acadian Fontenot had his hands full as well, with a new son. He and Gracie had given birth to Jefferson Lamar six months ago. It was a pretty big name for such a tiny human, but he’d grow into it. 
Matty accepted an administrative job with a hospital in Baton Rouge and started graduate school at LSU. “Mom, I think I want to teach, like you do. Or you did, anyway. And I’ll be close to Ellie.” 
I felt the teasing through the cell towers. “And yes, I’ll be close to you, too. Who knows? I might even come visit.” My son’s words warmed my heart like a warm brownie out of the oven.
Shorty thought it was time to grow our reputation and our office space. A spot downtown opened up, and Shorty moved out of the supply closet at the Graisseville Gas n’ More. “Doc, we gotta look more respectable now, here at Cormier Investigations Elle Elle See. We ain’t no shoddy outfit, we’re a coupla experienced PIs. Well, I am, anyway. You’re still prent-issin.” 
My father fully expected Shorty to change the name of our firm once I’d completed my apprenticeship. He even made a sign for my home office: Cormier and Delafose Investigations, and he was eager to see it proudly displayed outside our building one day soon. But knowing Shorty, I wasn’t holding my breath.
Shorty and Annabelle were going strong. She’d returned to New Orleans in May and found a spectacular dress, about the same time her son announced his deployment to the Middle East. Annabelle wasn’t about to get married without Jeb, so she and Shorty pushed the wedding out to next year.
It had been almost seven months since our last big case. Oh sure, we’d had our fair share of domestic investigations. But spending hours in Shorty’s truck taking pictures of wayward spouses and children wasn’t our idea of fun. We weren’t exactly praying every night that God would bring us a murder case. But we did go to bed a little disappointed that He hadn’t. 






  
  Through the Victim’s Eyes


For the hundredth time that week, Daniel questioned his sanity.  Why did I take this role? He stood center stage, the spotlight directed on him. It was his favorite place in the theater, in the spotlight. He’d always wanted to play Willie Loman in “Death of a Salesman,” a chance of a lifetime. 
Daniel relaxed a bit, shuffling from side to side, letting his eyes grow accustomed to the glare. Maybe he should have taken that deodorant commercial, but his worthless agent talked him into backwater Louisiana. Next time that guy called, he’d chew him out. Maybe even fire him, or threaten to anyway. It was his fault, for throwing Daniel into this mess.
Oh sure, Graisseville was quaint, charming really, for a few days. Then it got on a person’s nerves. If one more local yokel stalked him into the coffee shop and asked for a selfie…well, he couldn’t be responsible for his actions. Tom Cruise never dealt with this!
Daniel shook his shoulders, bouncing his arms against his thighs. One more run through on the marks, without the chattering of those untalented  co-stars. This is my show, my time to shine—these idiots are white noise, detracting from my talent. Maybe if he could get his part just perfect, critics would shower him with five star reviews. Hmmm, maybe I should stay and run through my part a few more times—what else do I have to do? 
Daniel turned on his heel and ducked backstage, stopping just behind the plywood wall.. Yeah, might as well stay a while. Sure as this miserable Louisiana humidity, Emma Beth was working on another mediocre pot roast, or a baking dish of undercooked chicken. 
Ugh! Or, Heaven forbid, she’d tried her hand again at the disgusting regional dishes these people called food. What was the big deal about gumbo? A stew with rice dumped in it? Meh, I’ve eaten better. And don’t get me started on jambalaya.
“Daniel, where are you? Look, I hate to interrupt you while you’re rehearsing. But I think we should talk, with no distractions.”
Why did that voice sound like two pieces of Styrofoam rubbing together? He stepped onstage to face the unwanted visitor. “You’re kidding! Why would I talk to you? You’ve got nothing to say that’s worth my time. Let’s just get through this show, okay? If we do this right, we’ll never have to see each other again.”
Maybe if I turn my back and start my first line, I can get out of this conversation. Where are the people worthy of my intelligence? Not in my life, for sure.
“This isn’t going the way I’d planned, so let me start again. During our argument, we both said some things that we didn’t mean. I’d like to clear the air, and pave the way for a better relationship. Here, I’ll go first—I’m really sorry for the things I said. I was just so angry! But I’ve calmed down now, and I’d like to finish our discussion.”
Count to five, Daniel. Don’t lose your cool. Even idiots have feelings. He stepped toward the theater seats, shading his eyes against the harsh lights. “I’ll tell you what. Let’s resume this conversation after the show. By then, my stress level will be back to normal, and you’ll have a decent chance of being less stupid.”
The intruder hopped on stage. “It sounds like you’re not in the mood to talk. Since I’m already here, how about I walk you through your lines?” 
Deep breaths, Daniel—opening night is in less than twenty-four hours. “No thanks. This close to the first show, I like to go through my lines alone. You can watch, if you like.”
He turned on his heel and studied the back of the stage. Where was I? Oh yeah, still at the beginning. This is such a waste of time! I need to be alone, so I can rehearse in peace.  But how to get rid of…
Ow! “Hey! Why’d you hit me in the head? Oh, I feel…”
Daniel crumpled to the floor, puzzled by the upside down red velvet seats. Even at this angle, that’s my favorite view of the theater. Will all those seats be full tomorrow? Do the yokels in Graisseville even appreciate the theater? And…is there something around my neck?






  
  Chapter 1


“Hey, Doc! Did ya’ file the Augie Fontenot case like I told ya’ to?” Shorty’s voice echoed against the walls of our new office.  
“Yes, Shorty I did. And for the hundredth time, we really should go paperless. We’d save a lot of money on file cabinets and pens and, well, paper.” 
My supervisor wadded up an 8 ½ x 11 inch, white as snow piece of printer paper and dunked it into our twelve dollar wire trash basket. “Now, Doc, we’ve gone over this already. I’ve got pine timber on my land, an’ so do a buncha other people in this community. With all these newspapers an’ magazines goin’ outta business, the price o’ timber’s in the toilet. We’ve gotta do our part, an’ use as much paper as we can. The economy’s countin’ on us.” He crumpled another perfectly good piece of paper, squinting as he aimed for a second shot. But all I saw were dollar signs hitting the rim.
We’d been in our space exactly three weeks, and I’d spent a quarter of that time regretting my decision. Which had been my worst idea? Was it passing my private investigator’s test? No, that was a good one—and a free one too. Dad lent me his credit card and I’d signed up for my courses, blowing through them and passing my exam with a ninety-seven. Actually, that had been my first poor decision, scoring higher than Shorty. My grade had sucker punched his eighty-two percent, leaving him gasping. 
The second not-so-brilliant decision had to be apprenticing under Shorty. In Louisiana, an investigator must complete forty hours of training courses, pass the exam, and work for a private investigation agency as an apprentice for two years. Shorty had worked for Howie Robichaud out of Baton Rouge, with little supervision. Everyone insisted I apprentice with Shorty. After all, we worked well together, so he’d continue to solve cases with me side by side. In the beginning it made sense, until his bruised ego took over my training.
“Doc, yer two minutes late! Did ya’ stop by the coffee shop an’ chat it up with Maggie? We don’t got time for sharin’ recipes or catchin’ up on all the soap operas. This is a business, an’ ya’ gotta act as such.”
“Hey, I asked ya’ t’call the sheriff an’ see if he’s got any cases for us. Have ya’ done that yet? We don’t got time for ya’ t’file yore nails or doin’ yore Christmas shoppin’. This is a business, an’ ya’ gotta act as such.”
If I heard the words as such one more time, blank pieces of paper wouldn’t be the only items flying towards the trash can.
“Did ya’ start the Bubba Reeves file? I told ya’ t’do that yesterday. Did ya’ do it? We don’t got time for sailin’ on the inner net or textin’ yore friends. This is a business, an’ ya’ gotta act as such.” More echoes of Shorty’s voice bounced off the drywall, reminding me that we still needed furniture. 
“That’s surfing the internet, not sailing.“ I said, finally. “And yes, I did. Oh, before I forget…how much do you weigh?”
Pop! Or was it a piff? I’d calculated our cost of paper at one cent per sheet, which meant three cents rested at the bottom of Shorty’s trash can. “Whatta I weigh? Oh, about one eighty-five. Annabelle’s too good a cook, or I’d weigh one seventy-seven. Why do ya’ ask?”
“Oh, no reason.” No, I couldn’t lift a hundred and eighty-five pounds, much less heave it into the trash can. I’d have to find another way to channel my irritation.
Swoosh! Shorty had now thrown four cents worth of paper into our trash can, and it was only eight-thirty. We needed a distraction, preferably the felonious kind. And hopefully one not involving either my supervisor or myself.
“Say, Doc, did ya’ hear about the sheriff’s Wheel o’ Fugitives show on You Toot?”
Hello randomness—it was about time you entered the conversation. “Uh, I think you mean YouTube. And, well, I guess not. But then, Mitch and I try to keep our careers out of our conversations. We focus mainly on sharing recipes, catching up on all the soap operas, and doing our Christmas shopping.”
Shorty squinted one eye in my direction, gauging whether I’d doled out sarcasm or secrets about the sheriff. His other eye set up the next shot. “Uh, well, it ain’t none o’ my business what ya’ll do in yore free time.”
Since when? “Tell me about this Wheel of Fugitives. I’m intrigued.” Was intrigued the right word? Maybe ready to change the subject was the better choice.
“I can’t believe yore boyfriend never told ya’! It jus’ started last week, an’ they already caught one. There’s a sheriff down in Florida that started it, an’ ol’ Mitch called him up t’get the details. He got permission t’do the same thing here, an’ it’s a big success!”
Our first week in the office I’d perched my feet on top of my desk, then crossed my ankles and leaned back. I popped up pretty fast when the back of my chair continued its journey towards the floor. From then on, I tipped my chair back just an inch or two and planted the soles of my feet firmly on our blue gray rug. It was an almost new, professional looking rug, courtesy of Shorty’s sister, Dottie.
I was in that position during our wheel discussion. “Start from the beginning, please. Assume I know nothing, which will be extremely helpful. Because I don’t.”
My supervisor, on the other hand, had perfected the feet perching and ankle crossing combo, and demonstrated his trick as often as he could. “Okay, so there’s a spinnin’ wheel, kinda like a roulette wheel only it’s mounted on a pole or somethin’. My buddy Monty films the sheriff, who starts out by tellin’ the audience there’s a jail cell waitin’ for everybody on that wheel. Then he gives it a good spin, and waits for it t’land on a picture. That guy’s the fugitive o’ the week, an’ the sheriff tells ’im he’d better jus’ go ahead an’ do the right thing. Cuz if he don’t turn himself in, somebody watchin’ the show’s gonna tip off the deputies. An’ the fugitive unit’s gonna come kick down the door an’ haul ’im away tuh jail.”
I grabbed my phone and texted Mitch. Why have you never told me about this wonderful Wheel of Fugitives? And can I spin the wheel next time?
“Hey, Doc, iffen yer textin’ the sheriff, ask ’im if I can spin the wheel next time. I already asked Monty, but he said I gotta get permission from Sheriff Dupre.”
I could see my big city friends scrolling through Facebook, coming upon my tag in the East Baton Rouge Parish sheriff’s department post. Their curious fingers would click the link, and there I would be, spinning the wondrous Wheel of Fugitives. Then they’d finally understand. They’d realize that small towns have just as much fun going on as those bustling mega cities. Hmmm, or maybe they’d laugh so hard they’d choke on their fancy coffee drinks. Then they’d thank their lucky stars they didn’t live in Hicksville. No, best to stay off YouTube.
“No problem, Shorty. I’ll ask the sheriff for you.” My eleven-year-old nephew Jack had taught me how to edit my text messages. I changed my message to read Why have you never told me about this wonderful Wheel of Fugitives? And can Shorty spin the wheel next time?
“Anyway, Doc, it comes out every Friday, an’ they caught the guy from the first show last week. Today they’re filmin’ aroun’ two o’clock. Iffen we finish up early, how about we head over an’ watch the show? Hey, does my shirt look alright? Do I need a haircut?” I edited my message again. And can Shorty PLEASE spin the wheel on today’s show?
“The next item we gotta discuss at our staff meetin’ is gettin’ a secretary. We need someone tuh answer the phones, do the filin’, an’ make the coffee. I talked tuh my cousin at the paper, an’ Hugh says we can get an ad for fifty dollars a week.”
“Gosh, Shorty, I don’t know what to say first. How about…is your cousin crazy? Fifty dollars for an ad? And next, I think I’ll say…if we hire a secretary to do all those things, then what am I going to do? Because you’ve already ruled out catching up on soap operas, filing my nails, and ordering off the internet.”
Shorty was like a dog with a bone, and his bone was hiring a warm body. “Doc, we ain’t no shoddy outfit! We’re experienced investigators. Well, I am anyway. You’re still prent-issin. This is a business, an’ ya’ gotta act as such.”
“Maybe I should just record you for a couple hours. Then, instead of repeating yourself, you could refer me to the specific words of wisdom you’ve already spouted. For instance, you wouldn’t have to waste your breath telling me for the thousandth time that this is a business, and I’ve got to act as such. You could just say, first words of wisdom. Or, first rule of the PI business. Or something like that. You would save us both a lot of time.”
Fortunately for me, the phone rang. But why had Shorty insisted on a landline for the office, tying us to the same four walls all day? Why couldn’t we have a separate cell phone number for our company? 
“Doc, only drug dealers an’ spies carry aroun’ a buncha cell phones. An’ we ain’t either. Respectable businesses like Cormier Investigations Elle Elle See have a landline. End o’ the discussion.”
Being the prent-iss, I answered the phone. “Cormier Investigations LLC. How may I direct your call?” Don’t get me started on the fact that Shorty made me say LLC and ask how to direct the call. Where else could I direct it, but to Shorty’s extension? Apparently a prent-iss wasn’t experienced enough to talk to a client, at least not at Cormier Investigations LLC. 
“Evangeline, this is your daddy speaking. I need you to call your boyfriend and ask him if I can spin the wheel today. Do it now, child, before someone gets ahead of me.”
How did everyone know about Mitch’s new show except me? I glanced at my cell phone, which told me that Mitch had read my text. Should I edit it for the third time, and ask if my father could spin the wheel? No, too late—Mitch was texting back.
I already promised my mother she could spin the wheel. But Shorty can do it next week. Or should I ask your father to do it? I can always use brownie points. He added a couple of winking emojis. 
“Who’s tyin’ up our business phone? That better not be Elizabeth, tryin’ t’stir up lunch plans. This is a business…” I tuned out my supervisor, focusing instead on my father. 
“Dad, Mitch’s mom, Daphne, is spinning the wheel today. But you can spin it next week.” I covered the mouthpiece. “Shorty, Mitch texted that you can spin the wheel after my father. And he’s going to put up the meanest, nastiest fugitives on the wheel, just for you.” Mitch wasn’t the only one needing brownie points.
I paused to hear my father’s response. “Well, that’s fine, I guess, putting his mama over his girlfriend’s daddy. I know I wouldn’t do that, but to each his own.” My cell phone read 8:45 a.m. Would this Friday never end?
“Okay, Dad, we’ve got that all settled. I can’t tie up the business line, so I’ll let you go. Love you.”
“Wait! Tell Shorty that Amy Meloncon’s cousin’s daughter’s looking for a job. She took typing in high school, and she’s taking some of those over the line classes. Business classes I think.”
“Dad, they’re called online classes. Is this for the secretary position? How much does she want to be paid?”
Bang! Shorty’s feet hit the rug and he leaped from his chair. “Gimme that phone. Skeeter! Don’t ya’ be tyin’ up this business line chit-chattin’ with yore daughter. This here’s a business…” 
I glanced at the quarter inch stack of files on my desk. What was less taxing on my soul: filing two files or listening to Shorty argue with my father? My cell phone rang, saving me from both tasks.
“Ev, did you hear? There’s been a murder at the community theater, and Jen Guidry’s been arrested!”
My right arm transformed into a wild pendulum, swinging back and forth across my body. Unfortunately, Shorty and I hadn’t worked on our hand signals—he’d been too busy teaching me how to file.
“Elizabeth, that can’t be true! The entire Guidry family goes to our church. Jen volunteers in the nursery, and she’s in our Bible study. I’d peg my Aunt Ruby as a murderer before Jen.”
Shorty stopped mid-sentence at the word murderer. Who says men aren’t good listeners?
“Skeeter, I gotta get off the phone. Tell this Tracy lady t’send over her resume.” He twisted round to face my desk, punching his index finger towards the floor. I recognized the international sign for, put the call on speaker. 
“El, I’m putting you on speaker, so Shorty can hear too. Start from the beginning.”
My sweet bestie had never been on this side of a murder case. She’d come in alongside me, interviewing suspects and talking to witnesses. But this was a whole new adventure.
“I talked with Jen’s mother-in-law, Ava, this morning and she gave me the story. Last night was the dress rehearsal for the play. Everybody left the building right after rehearsal, except Daniel Sullivan. He’s the lead, or was the lead. Someone must have come into the building after everyone else left and killed him! But not Jen—there’s no way she did this.“ Elizabeth stopped to catch her breath. “Anyway, this morning, a deputy drove by and noticed the back door was ajar. He came inside to investigate, and he found Jen hunched over Daniel’s body. Oh, Ev, this is terrible!” Elizabeth’s voice caught as she stuffed the sobs back into her throat. 
My poor bestie! “It’s okay, El, take a breath. But why is Jen a suspect? It sounds like she was just trying to help the victim.”
A rattling breath and my bestie regained her composure. “She’s the stage manager, you see, and it’s her very first time. She wanted to make sure everything was ready for tonight’s show. Jen has been trying so hard to get everything right, and she wanted it all to be perfect.”
“Elizabeth, this here’s Shorty Cormier. Why was Miss Jen at the theater? Thank ya’.”
I bit my lower lip and made a mental note to explain once again how the speaker option worked.
“Oh, hi, Shorty. Uh, well, Ava said Jen came to the theater early this morning, to make sure everything was ready. She went in the back door and was straightening up the props backstage. Then she stepped on to the stage for a double check, and found the body. She kneeled on the floor to examine Daniel more closely and see if he was still alive. That’s when the deputy walked in. He didn’t believe her story, because she was all flustered and out of sorts. Who wouldn’t be? I’d be hysterical if I’d found a dead body!”
More jagged breaths. “This so-called deputy put Jen in handcuffs. Handcuffs, Ev! He threw her in the back of the squad car and took her down for questioning. Poor Jen was so upset that she couldn’t remember all the details. The deputy said that’s how guilty people act. Can you believe that? The district attorney’s convinced she’s guilty, and he’s going to charge her. Oh, Ev, this is terrible! Her husband Mike’s just shattered–Ava picked up their boys from school, before anyone could tell them that their mother’s in jail. Oh, this is awful!”
“Elizabeth, this here’s Shorty Cormier. Is Mike gonna close up Big Ed’s while his wife’s in jail?”
I glared at my supervisor. “You’ve got to be kidding me! What does that have to do with poor Mike and Jen?”
Shorty’s shoulders lifted a couple of inches. “I need some hog feed, an’ Mike’s got the best prices in twenty miles. If he shuts down Big Ed’s, I’m gonna hafta drive a good long ways to get some.”
Elizabeth had the scoop on everything. “Don’t worry, Shorty–Mike’s got Amy and Jimmy Meloncon keeping the doors open. And I think Ken’s going to step in, too. The whole Melancon family’s going to manage the store until this mess gets straightened out. But ya’ll have got to get down to the jail and start clearing Jen’s name. That’s why I’m calling. Ava wants you two on the case. She said there’s some sort of fund to pay legal costs for founding family members. I asked Cal about it–turns out he’s in charge of it, since he works at the bank. He’s getting a lawyer for Jen, and he said your expenses are covered. My son said to spare no expense, and clear the poor girl’s name!”
“We’re on our way, Elizabeth. Uh, unless we need to stop at Big Ed’s and pick up some hog feed. Then we’ll be on our way. Love you, friend–I’ll keep you posted.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Shorty didn’t mention hog feed during our trip to the East Baton Rouge Parish detention center. He resurrected the secretary discussion instead. Honestly, I’d rather talk about hog feed.
“See, Doc? If we’d gone ahead and hired that secretary like I said, we wouldn’t be in this situation.”
I closed my eyes as I contemplated our situation. “Uh, I’m not following. We need to pay someone to sit at the office and file the two files on my desk? Oh, and make a new file, I guess. One that says Guidry, Jennifer. But other than those two tasks, I still don’t see the need for a secretary.”
“Ya’ gotta spend money t’make money. An’ we’re not some shoddy outfit, we’re a professional business. We need a friendly face t’greet our visitors an’ serve ’em a cuppa coffee.”
“Okay, I’m going to skip the part where we debate my friendly face and the quality of my coffee. And I’m going to jump past the old discussion about paying someone to do the job I’m already doing. Let’s flash forward to the end of our conversation, just to keep things fast paced and interesting. I’ll throw a crazy idea out here, just bear with me. How about we hire an intern instead? A college student getting a degree in criminal justice, or psychology, or something similar. Someone you can mentor and influence and guide.” I finished the conversation in my head by adding someone who costs a lot less than a secretary but can still file and make coffee. I also pondered what I would do if the intern did my job. Maybe I could supervise the intern, and Shorty could supervise me. Our infrastructure was starting to look like a mid-level corporation, minus the profits.
If I didn’t know Shorty so well, I’d think he was ignoring me. But there it was, the almost hidden crease along his forehead. The man was mulling over my idea, allowing it to simmer like a pot of gumbo on low heat. At last, the gumbo was ready.
“Now ya’ might be on t’something there, Doc. Yeah, a young mind I could take under my wing, guide and direct, even teach. Yeah, that’s a good idea.” Shorty sunk his shoulders into his seat and dropped his left hand to his knee. My supervisor had embraced my idea, which was good. But it sounded like he would supervise the intern, which left me with time to fill each day. Maybe I could take up knitting? Hmmm, the knitting PI. Maybe the intern could create a logo, with a cute ball of yarn…
“Yeah, Doc, that’s a real good idea. I mean, I thought I was gonna do that with you. But yore problem’s that yer too hard-headed. Yeah, yer too stuck in yore ways.“ There it was, the other shoe had dropped. “Yeah, I was jus’ tellin’ yore daddy the other day that I’ve taught ya’ all I can. Yer jus’ too stubborn t’listen tuh my wisdom an’ experience. But someone who’s young an’ eager, someone who’s ready t’lap up all the advice an’ experience I’ve got. Yeah, that’s the kinda person we need aroun’ the office!”
The average person didn’t rejoice at the sight of the parish detention center in their eyeline. Then again, the average person didn’t spend every blessed day with Shorty Cormier.

      [image: image-placeholder]Jen Guidry sat across the metal table, her fingers resting on its scarred top. Her shoulder length brown hair normally resided in a ponytail, but rubber bands weren’t allowed in the slammer. Neither was makeup, but she wore very little, anyway. Dark circles sat under her eyes, the despair spilling out of her soul. How could anyone believe this early thirty-something mother of two and nursery volunteer would kill anyone? Of course, true crime shows told us these kinds of people did kill, all the time.
I didn’t know Jen well, but she’d always given off a bubbly vibe. She over shared and overstepped, but in the nicest way. I’d heard a story that she’d talked to someone at a party for fifteen minutes before the hostess intervened. Jen’s fellow conversationalist didn’t speak English, the hostess explained, and she had no idea what Jen was saying. This young lady wasn’t the most observant person in the room, but she didn’t strike me as a killer.
“Ev, Shorty, thank you for coming. I was praying earlier, and I asked God to put you on this case. I just know you’ll bring me home.” Jen’s brown eyes flooded with tears and her shoulders shook. I couldn’t keep my tears locked up either, and we cried together. Shorty paced the room.
“Ladies, I hate to break up this sob fest, but we ain’t doin’ anyone any good. Miss Jen, I’m real sorry yer in this situation, I truly am.” He looked toward the guard. “Couldja do us a favor, an’ get these ladies some tissues? Unless ya’ wanna clean up a buncha tears an’ other stuff, I think ya’ better get us a big ol’ box.”
The guard made a motion to the window and Shorty joined us at the table. “Miss Jen, take us through this mornin’.”






  
  Chapter 2


“When I’m not in jail, I work from home writing website and social media content. I have a flair for the dramatic, according to my husband anyway. I prefer to call it a  talent for storytelling.”
Jen spread out her fingers, then tucked them under her palms. “Anyway, Mike’s the one who grew up here, and everyone welcomed him home. Henry and James, those are my boys, they slid right into life here too. But I’ve had to try a little harder. Since we moved here four years ago, I’ve looked for ways to become a part of this community. I joined a few committees at church, organized some fundraisers for the village. And I ran for alderman last year—did you vote for me?”
Our client clenched and unclenched her fists. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter—I won. Overall, I think I’ve done pretty well, trying to fit in. Well, except for this murder suspect thing.”
I glanced at the pile of tissues, a soggy reminder of our sob fest. “I did vote for you, Jen, and I was thrilled you won. But it sounds like you’ve got your hands full, especially with two young men to raise. How did you get involved in the theater?”
Jen’s face had resumed its olive complexion, with just a few blotches dotting her cheeks. “Good question. I know nothing about community theater, really, but Gus is my friend and he asked me to help. Have you met Gus Lennox? He owns Village Thespians, and he’s such a kind hearted and creative soul. I love working with him! And I love working with everyone in the play. I’ve never been a stage manager before, but Gus said it just takes organization and patience. He says I’m really good at it…a natural, really.” 
Shorty had stopped pacing when the guard brought a box of tissues. He stood at attention below the window, just in case more tears came forth. Like most men, the sight of women crying made him squirm. “Uh, Miss Jen, can ya’ tell us about this mornin’? Why’d ya’ come tuh the theater so early?”
Jen jumped at Shorty’s words, as if she’d forgotten about her second visitor. “Oh! Uh, well, like I said—I’m new at all this theater stuff. Tonight is opening night, and I wanted to check on things. Gus is so excited about the show, with our big investor fronting the cost. I wanted it all to go smoothly..”
Our client reached for a fresh tissue and crumpled it between her fingers. “No one was supposed to be in the theater this morning, so it was a great time to do another check and make sure everything was in place. I started backstage, checking the snacks and drinks in the green room, the costumes and makeup in both dressing rooms. Everything looked good, so I moved on to the stage. I wanted to make sure the opening props were in place. That’s when I saw him.”
Shorty glanced at his watch. Was he contemplating the amount of time needed to purchase hog feed? Or was he calculating our window of opportunity to catch Wheel of Fugitives? Either way, his actions irritated me. 
“I guess ya’ mean the victim, Daniel Sullivan? Ya’ saw ’im on the stage?”
Jen’s nose dropped toward the table. “Yes, I saw Daniel’s body. At first, though, I thought someone had dragged a rug, or some clothes, onstage. You know, as a prank. But when I bent down to pull the mound to the back, I realized I had an actual person. I squatted down, you know, to figure out if he was breathing. But he wasn’t.”
Her nose regained altitude, and she looked us in the eye. She’d come to a more comfortable part of her story. “I took one of those CPR classes at the church last year. Did you take it, Ev? I thought I saw you there.”
Oh, she expected an answer! “I did, actually. And I remember you being there too, Jen. But please continue.” 
My PI, uh, my supervisor’s irritation radiated from his body. I wanted to remind Shorty it wasn’t my fault that Jen and I ran in similar circles. An outside person might listen to our interview and think Jen was in shock. And she was, no doubt. But I knew her, at least a little. I knew this was the way her mind worked. She processed this bizarre, unreal situation by relating to familiar people. In this crazy situation, I was her familiar person.
“Yes, you were there, Ev. Wasn’t that an informative class? I learned so much. Having two young kids, I thought it could come in handy. Do you remember the instructions, Ev? We’re supposed to bend over the unconscious person and open the airway. That’s what I was doing, moving Daniel so that he was flat on his back and his chin pointed upwards. I even took the noose off his neck.”
Nothing gets a person’s attention like the word noose—even Shorty. “What the hel…lo, Dolly! Did ya’ say noose? Like the guy had a rope aroun’ his neck?”
Jen studied Shorty. “Why yes. How else could the killer have strangled Daniel?”
My supervisor took off pacing. If there had been a pacing race, he would have come in at least third. Even with his prosthetic leg. “What the hel, uh, hill o’ beans is goin’ on here? Ya’ mean t’tell me somebody hung this guy, an’ broke his neck, then took ’im back down an’ left ’im on the stage?” 
I grabbed a fresh tissue as well—not for crying, but for twisting. Jen’s idea for tissues seemed sound. “Since we’re officially on your defense team, Jen, we’ll get a copy of the coroner’s report. I do have a question though. The first step of performing CPR is to call 911, since the procedure is to keep a victim stable until help arrives. Why didn’t you call an ambulance?” Jen’s tissue idea worked—the twisting stimulated my thinking and gave my hands something to do. 
“Well, Ev, I’m not sure. I guess in the heat of the moment I panicked and just started with what I remembered. But that doesn’t make me a killer!” She reached for a fresh tissue. 
My tissue twisting was no match for Jen’s. But then I wasn’t the one in orange pajamas. “No, sweetie, it doesn’t make you a killer—I was just curious. Now, what can you tell us about the rest of the cast and crew?”
Jen’s twisting rivaled Shorty’s pacing. “Well, there’s Cooper Jensen. He’s Daniel’s understudy, but he also plays some of the minor roles. He’s Stanley the waiter, Willy Loman’s boss Howard Wagner, Willy’s deceased brother Ben…”
Shorty stopped his pacing. “Miss Jen, jus’ how many characters does this Cooper guy play?”
Our client shifted in her chair. “Uh, well keep in mind this is a small community, and a small community theater. We have champagne dreams funded by a sparkling cider budget. Cooper plays one, two, three…” Her forehead creased. “…four characters. Silas Miller plays four characters as well, and Zola Bergeron has four roles. I play two, Jenny and Letta. But I guess Zola will play them too, assuming they still have the show. And I guess Cooper will play Willie? But then, who will play his four parts?” She glanced around the concrete room, searching for replacements. “Oh dear, the show must go on. That’s what Gus always says. And my parents are driving in from Arkansas for opening night. They’ll be so disappointed when they don’t see me on stage.” Not to mention their disappointment that their daughter had been accused of murder. 
“Jen, sweetie, let’s focus on the situation going on right here within these four walls, okay? Start with Cooper, and tell us all about the cast.”
More twisting—maybe Shorty should call the guard for another box of tissues? And a trash can. “Oh, okay. Well, everyone loved Daniel. Gus loved directing Daniel, and he delighted in their banter back and forth. Oh, and Zola! She adored Daniel’s direction and guidance as he mentored her. Silas too, he always appreciated Daniel’s suggestions. Oh, Silas is also funding the play, and he looked to Daniel for his financial expertise. Emma Beth!”
Jen leaped out of the chair, and the guard lunged toward her. Maybe Jen wasn’t as stable as we thought. “Oh, sorry! I’m sorry, so sorry. I just remembered Emma Beth, Daniel’s wife. She’s got to be devastated. I should go see her.” Our client fixed her gaze at the tiny window above the guard’s right shoulder. “Well, maybe I could call her. I guess I’m not going anywhere for now.”
Shorty bent down and stuck his lips right by my ear. “Doc, that girl ain’t right in the head. I’mma thinkin’ we need t’get her one o’ those psychic evals. Ya’ know?”
I turned my chin toward Shorty’s lips. “I think you mean psych eval, as in psychiatric evaluation. But I don’t think she’s crazy as much as she’s in shock.” We focused our attention on our client who’d gone back to tearing up her tissue. The guard had settled back into his corner, glaring at all of us.
We knew the rules, but I wanted to reach out and take Jen’s hand. She was the first truly innocent client we’d had. Shorty’s eyes reflected the same conclusion, although he was concerned how far her cheese had slipped off the cracker.
“Jen, honey, tell us about Daniel’s wife Emma Beth. What’s she like?” Focus, Ev—you’ve got a client who’s more scatterbrained than you are. 
“Uh, well she’s really nice. She’s a traveling nurse, so she and Daniel move around the country for his career. Emma Beth’s the breadwinner right now, until her husband gets his big break. She’s got a great contract with a hospital in Baton Rouge, so Daniel can star in our play. She also takes care of her mother, who’s in a wheelchair. They’re both so supportive, they come to almost all the rehearsals. My mother-in-law Ava has been teaching Emma Beth how to cook Louisiana food. You know, gumbo, jambalaya, etouffee? Ava enjoys the lessons, and Emma Beth has a real knack for cooking.”
Shorty continued his pace race, barking out questions. “Tell us about last night. Was everybody at rehearsal?”
Jen focused on Shorty, her eyes following him as he twirled around. “Gus is our director and our light and sound person, so he has to be at every rehearsal. Zola and Silas were there too. Oh, but Cooper wasn’t. He was home sick with his girlfriend. Yes, that’s right. Daniel and Gus were concerned he might not make opening night.”
A knock on the door broke up our little party. Our new friend the guard stuck his head outside, leaving his hulking frame to block our view. Soon, his head returned to the party. “Ya’ll gotta leave—this woman’s lawyer’s here. He said he’ll catch up with ya’ll later.”
I considered offering a hug. For Jen, not the guard. But I decided against it. “We’re praying for you, honey. Keep your head down and your mouth shut.” 
Shorty and I exited the room and stood toe to toe with Holliman Fisher. Yes, that surprised us, but not by much. Holliman was the lawyer for most founding family members, including our client Sid Hebert last December. No, the big
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