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Southern Gothic Mystery



The Courtesy of Strangers
A Southern Gothic mystery of tarot readings, hidden family secrets, and a murder that no one in Bellefleur wants solve.


The Mardi Gras Medium

A mysterious king cake and a dead journalist lead tarot reader Del Thibodeaux into a Mardi Gras mystery of old money, hidden ledgers, and messages from the dead.
















In Bellefleur, people learned long ago that silence could be kinder than truth.

They just forgot silence could become dangerous too.
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Chapter 1: January

[image: ]


The king cake arrived at The Silvered Page on a Wednesday, which was wrong because Mardi Gras season wasn't supposed to start until Friday, and also because nobody had ordered it.

Del found it on the back step when she went to take the recycling out at seven in the morning — a full ring of braided dough iced in purple, gold, and green, nestled in a white pastry box with no receipt, no name, no shop sticker. Midnight sat beside it with the focused attention she usually reserved for birds and closed doors.

"You didn't bring this here," Del said.

Midnight looked at her.

"That wasn't a serious question."

The cold came off the alley in waves. It had been a cold January even by Louisiana standards, the kind of cold that arrived apologetically in this part of the world, as if embarrassed to be taking up space in a climate that preferred heat. Del could see her breath. The box was still slightly warm against her palms.

She picked it up carefully and carried it inside.

The back room of The Silvered Page was small and smelled like cardboard and the particular dusty sweetness of old books — a smell Del had loved since childhood, when her grandmother Celestine had brought her here on Saturday mornings, long before Del owned the place herself. She set the box on the worktable and stood looking at it for a moment. Midnight jumped up beside it and sat with her tail curled around her feet, her eyes moving between Del and the box with the specific quality of attention that meant she had formed an opinion and was waiting for Del to catch up.

"I know," Del said.

She carried the box through to the counter at the front of the shop.

It sat there while she opened the space, unlocked the reading room, straightened the display in the front window — a January arrangement of amethyst clusters and black tourmaline and a small hand-lettered card that said NEW YEAR PROTECTION READINGS, BOOK ONLINE. She'd added the tourmaline after November. Not because she needed more protection. Because she'd needed something to do with her hands the first week of December, when the shop was quiet and the readings were slow and the walls of the apartment upstairs had started feeling like a decision she was waiting to make.

Some months left marks. The tourmaline was a mark.

Outside, Main Street was doing what it did in January: existing quietly, without spectacle, the way it existed when there were no tourists and no festivals and just the regular residents moving through their regular lives. The hardware store opened at eight. The café two blocks down opened at seven and the smell of Simone's coffee reached The Silvered Page on a good morning if the wind was right. The church bells at St. Cecilia's marked the half-hour and Del thought, as she sometimes did, that she'd organized a significant portion of her adult life around those bells without ever quite deciding to.

The cake was still there when Simone arrived at nine with two coffees and the expression she'd been wearing since December, which was the expression of someone who had not yet finished processing what she had processed.

Simone Arceneaux had been Del's best friend since they were seven years old, which meant Del knew all of her expressions the way she knew the rooms of her own shop — the layout, the furniture, the shadows at different times of day. The December expression was specific: a careful management of the face, a slight flatness around the eyes that meant something was being held back, not out of dishonesty but out of the considered conviction that there was a right time for certain things and this was not it. She'd been wearing it since the trial. Since Thomas.

"Someone left a king cake on my back step," Del said.

Simone set down the coffees and looked at the box. "Before Twelfth Night?"

"By two days."

"That's — that's bad luck, isn't it? Starting the season early."

"In some traditions." Del had looked it up already, at six-thirty that morning, over the first cup of coffee, because that was how she operated — curiosity first, caution second. "In others it's an offering. It depends on who you ask."

Simone wrapped both hands around her coffee cup. She did that more now — both hands, like she was keeping something from flying away. It was a new habit. Del had noticed it the first week of December and hadn't said anything, because saying something would have required naming what the hands were trying to hold, and they weren't ready for that yet.

"Should you do a reading on it?" Simone asked.

"I touched it. I didn't get anything."

"Midnight?"

They both looked at the cat, who had moved from the back step to the counter and was now sitting beside the box with her eyes closed. Not the focused attention of before. Something quieter. Something that looked almost like waiting.

"She's not alarmed," Del said.

"That's not the same as being fine with it."

"No," Del agreed. "It's not."

She left the king cake on the counter and opened the shop for the day. January foot traffic was what it was, which was to say: not much, but deliberate. The people who came to The Silvered Page in January were not browsing; they'd thought about coming, had made a decision, had reasons. She liked that about this month despite everything. Three customers that morning — a tourist couple who wanted protection stones for their car before driving back to Houston, a regular named Bernard who came in every January for his year-ahead spread and always asked for the Knight of Wands whether it appeared or not because he said it reminded him of himself at thirty, and a teenager who lingered near the tarot books for twenty minutes before Del quietly pointed her toward the beginner deck she stocked near the register.

The girl left with The Wild Unknown and a small piece of rose quartz that Del threw in without charging for it, tucking it into the bag while the girl's back was turned. She'd been seventeen once. She remembered what it felt like to suspect you were seeing things nobody else could see, and to have no idea whether that was a gift or a fracture.

By noon the coffee was gone and the king cake was still there and she'd found the plastic baby.

She wasn't cutting the cake. She hadn't even opened the box to take a piece — the icing was good and she'd noticed that before telling herself she wasn't going to eat cake that arrived mysteriously on her back step, which was the kind of resolution that lasted exactly as long as it needed to. But when she lifted the box to move it to the shelf — it was taking up counter space she needed for the afternoon readings — something shifted inside, and she heard it, and she set the box down and lifted the lid and there was the baby nestled in the folds of braided dough. Plastic, pink, about the size of her thumbnail.

She picked it up.

It was warm.

Warmer than the cake, which had long since cooled. Warmer than the ambient temperature of the shop, which was a reliable sixty-eight degrees year-round because the radiator in the corner was old and had opinions. She set it on her palm and it sat there and it was warm and the warmth was not the warmth of something that had been in a warm place.

She'd been reading cards for twelve years. She'd been learning since before that, watching Celestine, absorbing things she couldn't have articulated at the time. She knew what a thing felt like when it had been touched by intention. When someone had held it and wanted something from it and left that wanting embedded in the object like a note folded into a pocket.

The baby was warm. Someone had put something into it, deliberately, with care.

She set it on the reading table, covered it with her grandmother's purple cloth, and went to call Odette.

Odette Devereux answered on the second ring, which meant she'd been expecting the call. Odette usually answered on the third or fourth ring, not from distraction but from the particular deliberateness of someone who believed that rushing was a form of inattention. Second ring meant she'd been waiting.

"King cake," Del said.

"I heard." A pause. In the background Del could hear the sound of a spoon against a pot, which meant Odette was cooking while she thought, which meant she was doing two things at once because one thing wasn't complicated enough for what she was about to say.

"The baby warm?" Odette asked.

"Yes."

"How warm?"

"Body temperature. Maybe just above."

A longer pause. The spoon continued.

"Who died in Bellefleur in the last three months?" Odette asked.

Del closed her eyes. "Margot Dufresne," she said. And then, quieter: "You know who else."

"I know. But I needed you to say it."

Del looked at the purple cloth on the reading table. The small mound where the baby lay underneath. "What does it mean? The cake, the baby."

"It means," Odette said carefully, "that someone is trying to begin something. King cake is a starting gift in the old tradition. The baby is the one who has to carry it — the one who gets the baby is the one who has to do the thing." A beat. "Carry what, in this case, I don't know yet."

"That's what you need to find out," Del said, echoing the structure of it back to herself.

"Yes. Come for dinner Sunday. Bring the baby. I'll look at it properly, not over the phone." Another sound of the spoon. "And don't leave it uncovered overnight. Your grandmother's cloth is fine. Just don't leave it exposed."

Del said she would come. She hung up and stood in the reading room for a moment — the candles she kept burning low, the shelves of decks still as they always were, Midnight now sitting in the doorway between the reading room and the shop proper with her yellow eyes open and fixed on the purple cloth.

"I know," Del said.

Midnight blinked once.

"I know."

The thing Del had not said to Odette, the thing she hadn't said to Simone either, was that November had been worse than either of them understood.

She'd solved the case. She'd done it correctly — the dual lens, the careful work, the painful synthesis. She'd figured out what the tarot had been trying to show her, had integrated the mundane and the magical and arrived at a truth that was sad and human and real. She'd done exactly what her grandmother would have wanted her to do. She'd trusted the gift and she'd followed the evidence and she'd been right.

And then she'd had to watch Simone understand that her brother had murdered someone.

The investigation had been hard. The revelation had been harder. The weeks after had been the hardest, because the weeks after were quiet, and in the quiet Del had kept returning to the reading she'd given Margot three days before the murder. Tower. Three of Swords. Death. The right cards, the right warning, the wrong interpretation. She'd given Margot a reading that should have saved her and it hadn't, because Del had understood the message but aimed it in the wrong direction.

She'd been so certain she understood what the cards were showing her.

She'd been wrong.

This was the thing she turned over in quiet moments, in the early mornings before the shop opened and in the late evenings after it closed. Not the wrongness itself — she'd been wrong before, everyone who read the tarot was wrong sometimes, the cards were not a machine, they didn't produce certainties. She knew that. She'd known it intellectually for years.

What she hadn't known, until November, was what it felt like to be wrong about something that mattered. To be wrong and to have that wrongness be the difference between life and death, between a woman going home and a woman being buried, even if the exact margin of that difference was unclear, even if there were other factors, other decisions, other moments where the outcome might have changed.

The gift was real. She believed that more than she had in November, not less — the evidence was too consistent, too specific, too impossible to chalk up to pattern recognition or cold reading or the general human capacity for finding meaning in randomness. The gift was real. But it was not a machine. It showed shapes, not names. Directions, not answers. And sometimes it showed her the right shape and she aimed it the wrong way and someone died anyway.

That was what she'd been sitting with since November. Not that she'd failed. That she'd nearly failed, and the difference between the outcome she'd gotten and the outcome she'd feared had been very narrow, and the narrowness of it hadn't fully settled into her body yet.

January was quiet. She was grateful for quiet.

But the king cake was warm, and Midnight was watching the reading room, and Bellefleur had decided something was beginning.
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Chapter 2: The Man at the Window
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He came in on Thursday.

Del noticed him before he touched the door — which she usually noticed things after, unless the thing was Midnight reacting, or a reading that had already told her to pay attention — because he stopped outside the front window for a full thirty seconds and looked at the display. Not the way tourists stopped to look at the crystals and the hand-lettered cards. The way someone stops when they're reading a street address and double-checking whether they have the right place. Like he'd been told this was the address and was verifying the information against the physical reality.

He was tall, mid-thirties, dark jacket over a gray shirt, dark hair that needed cutting by about three weeks. He had the slightly rigid posture of someone who had trained themselves not to slouch — military, or something adjacent to it, or just the long habit of a person who had learned early that presence required uprightness. He was holding a small notebook that he wasn't looking at. He looked at the window. He looked at the door. He looked at the window again.

The bruise was fading — yellow-green at the edges, well past the purple of its first days. Old enough that he'd either gotten it before he came to Bellefleur or very early in his stay. His jaw, the left side. She noticed it the way she noticed things, which was without deciding to, the noticing happening before the attention did.

Then he came in.

Del was behind the counter, reshelving returns from yesterday. She didn't look up immediately. The bell over the door told her he'd entered; Midnight told her more than that. The cat, who had been asleep on the armchair by the window, opened her eyes the moment he came in and tracked him across the room without moving her head. Not the stiff alert of alarm. Something more considered. The difference between watching and assessing.

"Just looking around?" Del asked, still reshelving.

"Actually," he said, and then stopped.

She looked up.

He had good eyes — direct, the kind of steady she associated with people who had learned to look at things they didn't want to see and had kept doing it until it became habit. His face was still but not closed, the way a face was when someone was listening rather than waiting. There was a quality of attention to him that she recognized, not from experience but from category: this was what someone looked like when they spent their professional life paying attention to things other people preferred not to pay attention to.

"I'm looking for a tarot reading," he said. "If you do those."

"I do." Del set down the book she was holding. "Do you have an appointment?"

"No. I didn't — I wasn't sure you'd be open."

"I'm open." She came around the counter. "I'm Del Thibodeaux. Walk-in readings are available but the wait can be an hour if I have appointments ahead of you."

"I can wait."

"Can I ask your name?"

He paused. Just a fraction — the kind of pause that wasn't deceptive so much as considering, the pause of someone deciding how much of themselves to hand over at the beginning of a transaction. "Rémy," he said. "Rémy Valcourt."

The name landed like something she almost recognized, the way a song lyric sometimes surfaces from a decade ago — familiar without being sourceable. She let it sit. She'd learned not to pull at things that weren't ready to be pulled.

"Come pick a deck," she said. "It helps to choose one you're drawn to, not one you know anything about."

She gestured toward the display case on the far wall where she kept the reading decks. It was a good case, glass-fronted, salvaged from a pharmacy that had closed in the nineties, and it held fourteen decks that she rotated through based on the season and something else she didn't have a name for but that Celestine had called the weather of the room. He crossed to it and stood in front of it for a moment, and she watched him without appearing to watch him, the way she'd learned to do — the way the reading room had taught her to do.

He didn't linger over the ornate decks. He didn't pick up the one with the gold-edged cards that most people reached for first, drawn by the brightness of it, the promise of something richer. He stood for a long moment looking through the glass, and then she noticed his focus had settled on the bottom shelf, and then his hand went to the bottom shelf and came back with the oldest deck she had in that case: a hand-illustrated Marseille reproduction, the backs worn soft with use, the cards heavy in a way that newer decks weren't. She'd had it for eleven years. It had come from her grandmother's collection.

Midnight, from the armchair, made a sound that wasn't quite a meow. More of an acknowledgment.

Del kept her expression neutral. "Good choice," she said, and led him to the reading room.

The reading took forty minutes, which was longer than most. Some readings ran short because the cards were clear and the situation was clear and there was nothing left to say after twenty minutes. Some ran long because the situation was complicated or because the person needed the time in the room more than they needed the interpretation. This one ran long for a third reason: the cards were doing something unusual, and Del was paying attention to it.

She didn't start by asking him what he wanted to know. She rarely did. She started by having him shuffle, and she watched how he shuffled — he had the hands of someone who worked with them, not in a physical-labor way but in the way of someone who was often taking notes, opening files, turning through records. Small calluses in specific places she didn't recognize. He shuffled slowly and deliberately, no flourish, no attempt at elegance, and he cut the deck into three piles and looked at them without touching them again, waiting.

"Any of those call to you?" she asked.

He pointed to the middle pile.

She combined them in the order she used for this spread — a seven-card arrangement she'd learned from Celestine, adapted over twelve years into something that was partly her grandmother's and partly her own, shaped by the hundreds of readings she'd done and the things she'd learned about how people sat in rooms and what they brought into them — and she turned the first card.

The Hermit. She'd expected something like it. Not him specifically, but the quality of the spread — it had felt like a Hermit spread from the moment he'd walked in, something solitary and internal, the figure walking alone.

"You've been alone for a while," she said. Not question. Statement.

He said nothing. That was information too.

She turned the next card. The Five of Cups — the cloaked figure standing before three spilled cups, back turned to the two that still stood. In a Marseille deck the image was stark, no background detail, just the figure and the cups.

"You came here looking for something specific," she said. "Or someone. And whatever you lost, it's still what you're measuring everything else against."

The third card. The Page of Swords. She paused. The Page of Swords was the card of messages and information — and also the card of someone who dealt in both, who gathered and interpreted and used the thing they found. She looked at it for a moment.

"What do you do for work?" she asked.

"I'm a journalist."

She turned the fourth card.

The Tower.

She'd pulled the Tower for Margot three days before the murder. She'd been wrong about what it meant — wrong not because the card had lied but because she'd misread its direction, placed it around the wrong person, understood the message but aimed the understanding incorrectly. She looked at it now and felt the familiar discomfort of November settle briefly into the room like something with weight.

She breathed through it. She turned it carefully in her mind.

"Something has already fallen," she said. "This isn't a warning. It's a statement of fact. The Tower isn't in front of you. It's behind you."

He was very still across the table from her. She became aware that he was watching her the same way she watched things — with that same quality of attention she usually occupied, the attention that looked easy but was working. He'd recognized something.

"What fell?" she asked.

"A source," he said quietly. "Someone I was protecting."

She turned the fifth card. The Six of Swords. The boat moving across water, away from the turbulence on the left side toward the calmer water on the right. A figure in the boat. A ferryman. Movement that was not escape but necessity.

"You're here because of that," she said. "Not to recover from it. To find out what happened to them. To finish what they started."

He didn't confirm it. He didn't deny it. He looked at the Six of Swords and said, "Keep going."

The sixth card. The Three of Pentacles — the craftspeople working together, the mason and the architect and the person who commissioned the work, three figures at different scales doing different parts of the same project. She held it a moment, feeling for what it wanted to say, and what came was not the card's standard meaning but something quieter: you can't do this alone and you know it, and you've known it for longer than you've been willing to admit.

"You need someone who knows this town," she said.

He looked up from the cards. He met her eyes with that direct, working attention and didn't look away. "Yes," he said.

The seventh card. The Star.

She looked at it for a long moment. The Star was not a card she took for granted — it appeared when it appeared and when it appeared it meant something that other cards didn't mean, which was despite everything, something is possible, the water is still flowing, the figure kneeling at the edge of it hasn't stopped. It was the card she found hardest to say correctly, because people wanted it to mean certainty, and it didn't mean certainty. It meant possibility in the specific sense of: the conditions for something good are present.

"Whatever you're looking for," she said, choosing the words carefully, "it's here. In this town. You're in the right place."

He was quiet for a long moment. Then: "Do you always know that much from the cards?"

"No," she said honestly. "The cards show shapes, not answers. But your shapes are very clear. Clearer than most."

He looked at the spread. At the Tower, still face-up in the center of it, behind the other cards. "My source died," he said. "Three months ago. The official story is an accident. I don't believe the official story."

Del kept her expression still. She was very good at this — keeping her expression still when what was happening inside was the opposite of stillness.

"Why are you telling me this?" she asked.

"Because," he said, "her name was Céline Boudreaux, and she was from Bellefleur, and I think whatever she found is still here." He picked up the Three of Pentacles and looked at it for a moment. "And because I've been asking questions around this town for two days and everyone I talk to tells me I should talk to you."

Del looked at the spread. At the Star, at the end of the line. Despite everything, something is possible.

"Leave the deck on the table," she said. "I'll put it away later."

She stood and went to make tea, because she needed a moment to think, and because some conversations went better with something warm in your hands.
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Chapter 3: What Simone Said
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Simone heard the whole story over the counter at Café Marguerite the next morning, while Del watched her friend's face move through several emotions in quick succession — the sequence that meant Simone was processing something she'd half-expected and was now deciding what to do with the confirmation.

The café was doing its January business, which was slow in volume and regular in personality. The Christmas garland was still up on the back wall — it was the fourteenth, which in any other state would have been a failure of seasonal hygiene but in Louisiana was simply January, which was still technically the Christmas season depending on who you asked. Brigitte was behind the counter with her sister Marguerite-Anne, the two of them moving through the morning rush without hurrying, because in Bellefleur in January there was no such thing as a rush.

Del had taken a table by the window. Simone had arrived seven minutes after Del texted, which meant she'd been in the kitchen already and had handed things off to someone.

"A journalist," Simone said.

"Yes."

"Named Valcourt."

"Rémy. He's been staying at the Indigo Inn since Tuesday. He came in for a reading yesterday."

"And his source died." Simone wrapped both hands around her café au lait. "In an accident."

"That he doesn't believe was an accident."

"And the source was Bellefleur born."

"Yes."

Simone looked down at her cup. She had the expression Del had been watching since December — the managed one, the one that was maintaining equilibrium in the way a person maintained equilibrium when equilibrium was not the natural state but was necessary. It was not a fake expression. It was a real expression of a real effort.

"Do we know the Boudreauxs?" she asked.

Del thought of the name. "The bayou-side ones or the north parish ones?"

"That's a lot of Boudreauxs."

"It's Louisiana."

The café sounds moved around them — espresso machine, low conversation from the other tables, someone's boots on the tile floor by the door, the particular acoustic of a small room in winter where everyone was a little closer together than they would be in warmer months.

"Cher," Simone said.

"Mm."

"We just got through November."

Del said nothing.

"We just —" Simone stopped. She set down her cup with the careful deliberateness of someone deciding to say the thing they'd been not-saying. "Del. You couldn't sleep in December. You read the cards every morning and put them away without telling me what they showed. I know that because you stop telling me what they show when they're showing you something you're not ready to share."

"I told you what they showed."

"You told me interesting and unclear and once you said probably fine and I didn't push because I didn't want to push, because you'd just been through something hard and I didn't want to make it harder." Simone's voice was even, which meant she'd been thinking about saying this for weeks. "But a journalist arrives from outside, tells you his source died, and you're already in it. I can see it on your face. You were in it yesterday afternoon, probably, and you've been sitting with it since."

"I'm not in it yet."

"You took a forty-minute reading."

"That's my job."

"Del."

Del looked at her coffee. The café au lait here was the best in the parish and she knew it and Simone knew she knew it and they'd been meeting here since they were old enough to drink coffee, which in Louisiana was younger than most states would have sanctioned. She'd had hard conversations here. She'd had easy ones too. The café had held both.

"She was from here," Del said finally. "Céline Boudreaux. She grew up on Ferret Street, apparently, five years older than us. She went to New Orleans, became an investigative journalist, found something in her reporting that connected to Bellefleur. And now she's dead." She looked at Simone. "If there's something here that's hurting people from here, I want to know what it is."

Simone was quiet for a moment. The kind of quiet that meant she was deciding, not agreeing or disagreeing but going through the sequence of it, the implications.

"What did the cards show in the reading?" she asked finally. Because Simone understood Del well enough to know that the cards were information, not mysticism, and that what Del had seen in the reading was part of the available evidence.

"Tower in the center," Del said. "But it was already-fallen Tower, not about-to-fall Tower. The thing that fell was his source, not something still falling. And the Star at the end."

"Good or bad?"

"The Star is always good," Del said. "But 'possible' and 'certain' aren't the same thing."

Simone nodded slowly. She picked up her coffee and drank in a way that meant she was still thinking and wanted the warmth while she did it.

"What do you need from me?" she asked.

This was why Del had loved her since they were seven years old. Not are you sure or be careful — Simone said those things too, she would say them later, she would say them more than once, and Del would hear them and take them seriously and also know that they'd be said after this question. She led with utility because she was, at her core, someone who showed up. Whatever showing up required, she found it.

"Do you know the Boudreauxs?" Del asked. "The bayou-side ones."

"There's a Céline Boudreaux who grew up over on Ferret Street," Simone said. "Older than us by maybe five years. Moved away after college, went to New Orleans I think. Comes back for Christmas." A pause. The small recalibration of a person shifting tense. "Came back."

"Family still here?"

"Her mother. Eugénie Boudreaux. She runs the alterations shop next to the hardware store. Does good work — I've had her hem things. She's quiet. Private." Simone paused. "She's been in the café a few times since the fall. She orders a café au lait and sits at the table by the radiator and reads for an hour and doesn't talk to anyone, and I don't push, because —"

She didn't finish the sentence. She didn't need to.

"I'll need to talk to her," Del said.

"You'll need to not sound like a journalist."

"I'm not a journalist."

"No," Simone agreed, with the precision of someone who had known Del long enough to understand that this distinction mattered in both directions. "You're the woman who figured out who killed Margot Dufresne, and that news traveled, and depending on what Eugénie Boudreaux believes about her daughter's death, that might open a door or it might close one very firmly."

Del hadn't fully thought about that. She thought about it now — the way news moved through a small town, the way her name was attached to things now. She'd lived in Bellefleur for six years and she'd been the tarot reader for six years and she'd been the woman who helped with the Dufresne case for two months. She wasn't sure yet which of those things preceded the others when someone heard her name.

"The reading room might be easier," she said. "Bring her to me. People say things in a reading room that they don't say anywhere else. Something about the space."

"How do I bring her?"

"Tell her I'm doing January protection readings. Tell her I'm offering them free to anyone who lost someone in the fall." Del
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