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        Soc Au' Lait (Sock-o-lay)

        Literally means sack of milk.

        Used in place of "What the?", "Ouch!", or "WOW!"
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      Embark on a thrilling journey through the vibrant chaos of New Orleans during Mardi Gras in this humorous romantic suspense series by USA Today Bestselling author Pauline Baird Jones.

      NOPD Homicide Detective Ben Baker's "just friends" dynamic with a mysterious redhead careens into a murder mystery that pulls him deep into the unpredictable world of Maia Henry and her eccentric family. As Mardi Gras unfolds its crescendo, the complexities of their romance become the least of Ben's worries.

      For data scientist Maia Henry, a routine visit to her mother becomes a whirlwind of unpredictability when she crosses paths with Ben Baker. With beads flying, masks concealing more than faces, and shadows revealing old grudges and new challenges, Ben and Maia must navigate the city's parades, jazz melodies, and culinary delights. Every turn exposes a new twist – where loyalties are tested, secrets unveiled, and the ultimate puzzle Ben seeks to solve is the one within his own heart.

      Immerse yourself in the ninth installment of the Big Uneasy series and unravel the latest escapades of the Baker family in a tale brimming with suspense, humor, and the enchanting spirit of New Orleans.
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      “You look surprised to see me.”

      Guido Calvino knew he never looked surprised, but he let the comment pass as the old man walked toward him with assumed confidence, and then sat in one of the chairs in front of his desk.

      He leaned back, studying this uncle he’d never met. He knew his face, of course. It had been prominent in the family photo albums until he’d had to flee the country barely ahead of the feds. Tax evasion, he recalled. He wondered, somewhat idly, how the old man had almost been caught in that obvious trap.

      Guido hadn’t been around then. It had been his uncle Bett’s problem. And, knowing his uncle, he’d have been glad to see the back of Domizio.

      Normally Bett would have kept this relative close, but it was always nice when you could get rid of the someone eyeing your place without starting a feud.

      Domizio came from an offshoot of the family—a family known for being volatile and vengeful. Guido held grudges only when it benefited his bottom line.

      “I’m wondering what changed so you could come back,” Guido admitted. He shifted so that his hands rested close to two backup weapons.

      Domizio gave a half smile. He’d aged well, but that was the Calvino gift. The old boy must be in his eighties though.

      “I’m seventy-two,” the old man said dryly.

      Guido let his gaze narrow some and wished he knew more about the old man’s exile.

      “Your uncle never told you?”

      Guido shook his head without taking his eyes off Domizio.

      “I had some unfinished business.”

      Guido didn’t like the sound of that. How long had he been in town? And why hadn’t he been informed before Domizio’s arrival?

      “Unfinished business can get messy,” Guido said. “I try to avoid messy these days. It’s inefficient.”

      “It won’t be a problem for you.” Domizio’s smile was confident, but his eyes were hard.

      It better not be.

      “Do you need a place to stay?” The offer had to be made.

      “That’s very hospitable of you, thank you.”

      “I’ll talk to the housekeeper. She’ll have a room for you soon,” Guido said. “Feel free to ring for anything you need in the meantime.”

      Domizio thanked him again, appeared to hesitate, then rose and with a nod, and left the room.

      Guido stared at the closed door while he waited for Domizio’s footsteps to retreat. He pressed the intercom and relayed the order to his housekeeper. Then he sat for a moment, before glancing at his watch. He pulled his cell out of his pocket wondering why it hadn’t rang already. As if it sensed his impatience, it finally shrilled.

      He only let it ring once.

      “Tell me you have a name, a location.”

      He pulled a pad closer and picked up a pen, writing in quick strokes: Maia Henry.

      “Where did you say?” He paused to listen. “Interesting.”

      He rang off the call without further comment. After staring at the name for several seconds, he drew a circle around the name, then two lines.

      Crosshairs.
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      There was no question that the smell swirling up from the huge pot of gumbo was divine. Indeed, all of Louisiana’s smells were super-sized, or so it seemed to Maia Henry—even the bad smells. But the good smells more than made up for the stinky stuff.

      Of course, she’d done her research before making this visit, but she couldn’t smell a YouTube video. Someone needed to work on that.

      In the meantime, she totally enjoyed the smell of the gumbo, while still feeling the need to side-eye the pot because of what else might be in there.

      Her mother’s people were bayou folks, which meant that whatever they pulled out of the bayou tended to end up in the pot.

      Her first dinner around this table had been enlivened by the sight of an intact squirrel floating in the gumbo. Or stew. It might have been a stew.

      She’d been warned that Louisiana was as close to a foreign country as she could get without leaving the U.S. She thought she’d been prepared. But the Southern accent she’d expected had not been that common. Her family spoke a mix of Cajun and French. At least, that’s what she thought it was. They also spoke very fast.

      A month on, she still had difficulty understanding what they said, but what really surprised her was that they struggled to understand her incredibly bland Wyoming “accent.” She’d thought hers was the opposite of an accent, if there were such a thing.

      And she couldn’t tell them in any language that she didn’t eat squirrel. She’d been taught by her very uptight and upright father that guests ate what was on the table.

      So she’d eaten it.

      It had tasted really good.

      She couldn’t deny this key fact, even though images of Chip ’n Dale kept trying to roil her stomach.

      Walt Disney had a lot to answer for, she’d decided. He’d made her feel as if everything were alive and thinking. Though she didn’t have this problem with pigs and cows. No question she was a hypocrite where food was concerned.

      Her half-sister, or possibly her cousin—Maia still wasn’t sure—suggested she tell mama she was vegan.

      Maia had given her a look. “Vegan? I’m from Wyoming. I’m full-on carnivore.”

      At least, she’d thought she was. Carnivore took on a whole new meaning in Louisiana.

      “Then don’t ask what’s in the pot.”

      Maia hadn’t pointed out that she hadn’t had to ask what was in the squirrel pot. Still, it was a good policy going forward. And if she couldn’t identify the meat floating in gumbo, she avoided scooping it onto her rice.

      Tonight there was nothing dubious floating on the top. It wasn’t that reassuring because she knew “the boys” had been out on the bayou all day yesterday, but it helped her take her seat without the struggle to control her expression.

      She was from Wyoming. She was not used to being wide-eyed about much of anything, but it felt like she’d spent most of her time since she arrived trying to keep her jaw from dropping.

      It helped that her possible half-siblings looked at her like she was an interesting zoo specimen, too.

      She’d begun to believe that everything about them was the polar opposite of her.

      Maia had grown up at four thousand feet above sea level and her mother lived below sea level. Maia hadn’t known people could live below the level of the sea, because, well, the sea lived there.

      She’d heard about the levees failing during Katrina, but seeing was understanding, though she wasn’t sure she’d ever get used to being lower than the water source.

      The first time she’d seen a huge ship navigating the Mississippi River above her she’d almost wet her pants. Ben thought it was hilarious.

      Ben. She was still trying to figure out how Ben had happened.

      Like her mother’s family, he was on the other side of what she was mentally calling the Great Divide. She and her family were all trying to figure out if there was middle ground for them, let alone actually finding it.

      She hadn’t planned to stay this long, but her family told her she needed to experience Mardi Gras and meeting Ben might have tipped the scales more than the big, crazy party, but the party definitely provided her with cover for Ben.

      The relaxed atmosphere, the warmth, and the charm definitely smoothed over some of the bumps of the long over-due reunion.

      Maia had fallen for her mother, too. Not that she’d fallen for Ben, exactly. She did like him, but there was no future in it—so no falling allowed.

      Maia sat back as her mother reached her, scooping a generous helping of rice and plopping it into her bowl.

      “Thanks.” The delicious smell of it wafted up and her mouth watered even more. How was it possible for rice, rice, to smell that good?

      She watched the plate of cornbread making its way toward her. She had to watch it like a hawk or it would all be gone before she got any. It was definitely a change from her only-child upbringing.

      Everyone seemed to be taking two so she followed their example, after a quick check to make sure there’d be enough to make it around the table.

      There was real butter and honey or apple butter. Maia still couldn’t decide which she liked better. She’d always been on Team Honey at home but then she’d never had apple butter that tasted like this before.

      Everything on the table had been handmade by someone in the sprawling family that flowed in and out and around. The only door anyone knocked on was the bathroom.

      Maia still wasn’t sure who actually lived here and who didn’t.

      Maia waited for the food to be blessed and then took her turn at the ladle. A babble of conversation rose around her. Most of it she still couldn’t understand, though her comprehension was getting better.

      Maia didn’t mind that she wasn’t included in the chatter. She’d come here to learn about the other half of her genetics—and why her dad hadn’t wanted her to know them—and not to talk about herself.

      She was definitely getting a lot of insight into why her dad had fallen for her mom—and why they were no longer married. But she still had unanswered questions. A lot of them.

      So far, her mother was as good at avoiding them as her dad.

      She hadn’t pressed her. Maia had arrived brimming with them, but this place, its tempo, had slowed her down.

      And she still hadn’t figured out the family dynamics.

      “Meet your brother, Maia,” her mother would say. “Or meet your sister.” This one was a cousin, she was told, even though she thought she’d met him or her as a sibling. Something about the way her so-called siblings looked at her when her mother introduced them made her wonder.

      She had asked one of them if her mother had remarried. She’d looked vague and said, no, of course not.

      Maia didn’t pursue the question of half-siblings with no marriage. But it was curious that her dad had never remarried either.

      What had happened to put them both so thoroughly off marriage? She could see now how completely incompatible they were, but how had they gotten together at all?

      Her thoughts didn’t know where to go and they really didn’t want to go in the direction of either parent as young and in love.

      She’d assumed that something bad had happened, which was the reason her dad hadn’t wanted her to come here.

      But even he’d had to admit she probably should meet her mother before she died, though he made this admission reluctantly.

      It turned out her mother wasn’t dying, but had thought she was.

      “It was a really bad cold,” one of the cousins or siblings had said.

      “Probably covid,” another had chimed in.

      “I’m surprised I lived,” her mother had added, pausing to shudder at the memory, before moving on.

      The trouble was, Maia decided, her dad hadn’t talked enough, and this newly met mother talked too much—without saying anything that helpful about the past.

      Maia didn’t want to hear anything bad about her dad—and probably wouldn’t believe it if her mother tried. Was that why her mother had kept her peace on what had happened?

      Maia had known her dad for thirty-four years. Granted, she was a daughter, with a daughter’s perspective, but she’d never seen him do one unkind thing in his life.

      Except to keep her away from her mother.

      So he’d believed it was the kind thing to do.

      Why?

      “You look like you got something on your mind,” the brother or cousin sitting next to her said.

      She glanced at him, wishing she could keep the names straight. Logically she knew they didn’t all look alike, but it still felt like they did.

      He grinned. “Just call us all Bubba. We’ll answer.”

      She chuckled. “And the sisters?”

      “Baby, of course.”

      She laughed then. “Do you know all the names?”

      “Course,” he said, “but I’ve had more time. And you’ve got no reason to study on it.”

      There was no accusation in the words, just a simple statement of fact. This was a visit which would end at some point. So Maia gave him matter-of-fact back.

      “Where I come from, you’re supposed to know the names of your brothers and sisters.”

      His head tipped back and he laughed, but not so loud it drew their mother’s attention. He leaned in.

      “Then you’re good,” he said. “We’re not blood kin, Maia.”

      That he knew her name was a bit irritating even though she knew she was just one name for him to remember.

      “But…”

      “Family can happen a lot of ways.”

      Maia was silent for a few moments processing this. “So are any of them…”

      He shook his head.

      “She never remarried.” Maia said this possibly hoping for additional information on what had happened.

      “She don’t look exactly heart-broken,” this Bubba pointed out.

      “No.” And neither had her dad, but he wasn’t one to wear his heart on his sleeve. When he’d dropped her off at the airport, it had been with a laconic, “Bye.”

      She always felt like he wanted to say more, but he never did.

      “I’m trying to picture my dad here,” she admitted.

      “He wound as tight as you?”

      She chuckled. “He makes me look mellow yellow chill.”

      Bubba shook his head. “Hard to imagine.”

      Maia grinned, un-offended, but also marveling that somehow the combination of their separate DNA had produced her.

      Now she knew just how much she looked like her mother—something she’d always suspected since she didn’t look like her dad—but it was the inside stuff that baffled her. If she’d grown up here, would she have been more like her mother?

      It was an oddly uncomfortable thought. She knew she was far from perfect. She had a temper that went with her red hair, but she didn’t lose it often. What was the point against the bulwark of her father’s ultra calm? And, as Bubba had pointed out, she was too uptight to lose it with anyone else.

      How much was nature? How much was nurture, she wondered.

      She wasn’t so completely baked into the uptight mold that she couldn’t see how this visit had already changed her. She wasn’t ready to break into a second line dance, but she’d stopped flinching when strangers hugged her. Mostly.

      No one could be liked by everyone, but Maia hadn’t met the person yet who didn’t like her mother. They told her how great her mother was, all the while studying her with wide, unabashed curiosity.

      Right now most of the heads at the table were turned toward her mother as she told a story or something, her hands moving with unconscious grace.

      She caught Maia looking at her and paused to smile. Of course Maia smiled back.

      “You got everything you need, cher?”

      Maia nodded, suddenly self-conscious when all the heads turned her direction. “I’m good.”

      As if her mother sensed her discomfort, she resumed her story, effortlessly pulling the attention back to her.

      The evening lighting softened the lines, making her mother look younger than Maia knew her to be. She was comfortably plump—not a shock if she’d been eating like this all those years. Maia added some more butter to her cornbread, then followed that up with honey and took a bite.

      She gave a happy sigh. Her dad didn’t believe in denying himself the bounties of the land he ranched and farmed, but that was a different kind of abundance.

      The story wrapped up and her mother pushed her chair back, the signal for everyone to stir in their places and begin the process of gathering up the remains of their supper.

      Maia joined the procession to the sink and handed her dishes over to the designated dishwasher, then turned to help finish clearing the table.

      Many bodies made a lot of work, but those many hands also wrapped up the cleaning quickly. The group began to shrink as some people left. Maia tried to figure out who, but some of the ones who went outside came back in.

      Talk turned toward the parade, the one that ended with the truck parade and the progress of decorating their truck. She thought this was the finale of Mardi Gras, but she wasn’t sure.

      Someone turned on the radio and soft, compelling music filled in the blanks between the dwindling groups.

      Maia blinked a little. There’d only been maybe twelve people around the table, but it felt like there’d been more than that, and even now the small kitchen felt crowded.

      Maia eased toward the wall and propped a shoulder against the door jamb, wondering when she could politely slip upstairs.

      There was a small ping and she glanced down at her watch to see who had just texted her.

      Ben.

      “I hope that isn’t one of your clients.” Her mother suddenly appeared at her side. “Don’t they ever look at the time?”

      Maia grinned. “Well, some of them are in different time zones.”

      She didn’t mention Ben. She hadn’t mentioned him to any of them and wasn’t sure why. They knew she worked remote, but took time off to explore New Orleans and the country surrounding her mother’s home.

      It was on one of these expeditions she’d met Ben. He’d actually intervened in an attempted mugging. Maia hadn’t told him she could have taken down the little creep. He’d been so happy to be a hero.

      It might have been something in his eyes or possibly his smile. Before she knew what happened they were sitting across from each other at Cafe Du Monde laughing about the powdered sugar getting all over their clothes and faces.

      “You’ll come back down?” her mother asked.

      It was pretty early to go hide.

      “This shouldn’t take long,” she told her mother.
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      “Hey,” Ben said, leaning back with a smile at the sound of Maia’s voice in his ear. He shouldn’t be smiling. She puzzled him more than any woman he’d ever dated.

      He’d always been a sucker for red hair, even though he’d been burned by the temper that seemed to go with the red more than once.

      Maia seemed to go against type on that front. She was mellow and mysterious, though there were the odd glimpse of lightning, there and gone again.

      No question they were both stepping carefully around each other.

      She always seemed surprised when he called or texted.

      And he was surprised that she answered.

      “You got anything on for tomorrow?” he asked, keeping it light and bracing for her regretful no. He knew she worked remotely, something geeky that his sister Jillian would probably understand. He’d have introduced them before now if⁠—

      He stopped the thought. Neither of them talked much about their family.

      He knew she was visiting her mom. That she lived in Wyoming. Her dad kept cows or something.

      And she didn’t know how many siblings he had.

      Which was why he hadn’t introduced her to Jillian. His sisters seemed to take a peculiar pleasure in updating anyone he dated with the facts of his family size.

      She hesitated, just long enough for his insides to tighten. That wasn’t good. He couldn’t let himself like her too much. Just because half his family were falling in love, didn’t mean he had to take the dive, too. She was fun to be with. That was all.

      “I’m supposed to help work on the Mardi Gras truck float. It’s part of my Louisiana education,” she said.

      “Can I help?” he asked and then made a face. This was the first glimpse she’d given him into her Louisiana family—other than that they lived outside New Orleans, along a bayou.

      Her hesitation was longer this time, then she gave this low chuckle that sent shivers down his spine.

      “If you really want to,” she said. “I have no idea what we’d be getting into.”

      “What time?” he asked.

      She told him, then dropped him a pin. It was the first time he knew where she was when she wasn’t with him.

      He studied the small dot after the call ended. Decorating a truck. Her family must be in one of the truck parade Krewes that signaled the end of Mardi Gras.

      He’d had the distinct impression that Maia wasn’t loving Mardi Gras. He’d taken her to one of the early parades and she hadn’t even tried for the beads, let alone a cup.

      Later she’d admitted that she was used to having more space around her. She did like the King cake but had looked at the baby like it was a bug.

      “Why is there a naked plastic baby in my cake?”

      He tried to explain, but he realized that deep knowledge didn’t always lend itself to explanations.

      “I guess we’re a bit stoic,” Maia had confessed.

      A bit? Ben had shaken his head and grinned, then pointed out, “But you have rodeos.”

      She’d admitted they did and that it wasn’t a stoic activity— though the cowboys that got thrown were pretty nonchalant about it, she’d added as if making a point.

      “It’s just different,” she’d said finally. “Opposite.”

      That word worried him. If they were too opposite—but he didn’t carry the thought to any conclusion. What did it matter? She would go back to Wyoming eventually. And he’d find another red head.

      No problem.
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      Maia rejoined an even smaller family gathering
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