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Ida Belle, Gertie, and Fortune discover Peanut Richards is in trouble once again. This time, the young woman has more to lose than an inheritance. If circumstances are just as they seem, Peanut could forfeit her freedom, and maybe even lose her life. With Big and Little Hebert thrown into the mix, there’s even more trouble brewing. By the time Deputy Carter LeBlanc has a shot at solving the crime, he isn’t sure who’s guilty by association and who committed the murders.
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Chapter One
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We had been summoned. 

As I stood there staring up at Big and Little Hebert, a dozen possibilities ran through my mind. 

The Heberts received information about Ida Belle’s and Gertie’s area of expertise and needed our help for a dangerous covert mission. We won’t be able to refuse.

I froze. Did we really want to align ourselves with dangerous criminals, two men who somehow managed to always stay barely out of law enforcement’s reach? 

If they didn’t need our assistance, then Big and Little had something else in mind, perhaps something far more sinister. 

They knew my real identity, called my closest friends, and were seconds away from making an offer to split the bounty. 

Little narrowed his eyes and nodded as if he’d read my mind. I shook off any unnecessary apprehension. If these men were aware of my situation, Gertie and Ida Belle wouldn’t have been called. The Heberts would’ve sent someone to handle the problem and I wouldn’t be standing, let alone breathing.

It must’ve been something else, but what? 

Big and Little fired their bodyguards. All their employees walked out. Who better to supply employee recommendations than the current leader of the Sinful Ladies Society?   

And so it went. One possibility after the next rolled through my mind. In another minute or two, we’d probably be blurting out our social security numbers and arranging a time to meet with HR. 

Assuming mobsters even had a formal HR department. 

I slowly leaned to the right until my shoulder rested against Gertie’s. “Tell me one more time. Why are we here?”  

“Ida Belle got the call,” Gertie whispered, excitement stirring in her voice.

“Definitely explains everything.” I righted myself and waited another moment before I whispered, “And do we always race out in the middle of the night when someone asks?”  

“Big and Little Hebert aren’t just anyone,” Gertie said. 

Of course they weren’t. 

According to some, these men could snap their fingers or a neck. They truly had the power to change someone’s life forever. And we intentionally left the comfort of our homes to meet with them. 

The only experience I’d had with Big and Little Hebert had been relatively positive. While some in Sinful would credit the Heberts with all sorts of crimes, most of what others knew were entirely rumors. The longer I stayed in Sinful, the more I realized that a rumor only gained 9 lives when the first person to hear it wasn’t the last one to repeat it. 

Soon after my arrival in Louisiana, I discovered Sinful, while very traditional and quaint, also had an undercurrent that probably wasn’t typical of most Southern towns. 

“Ladies, so good of you to join us tonight.” Big Hebert interrupted my thoughts and shot us a toothy grin. At least he was smiling.

“I didn’t realize we had a choice,” I said. The remark came out before I even thought about how Big and Little might receive it. Ida Belle elbowed me. Acknowledging the inquisitive look on Big’s face, I hurriedly added, “But thank you for calling us. I’m sure it’s important given the hour.” 

The suspense was killing me. I couldn’t wait to find out what couldn’t be postponed until morning. 

“Right this way, ladies.” Big motioned for us and we followed him inside. 

The building’s exterior suggested that the dilapidated warehouse should’ve been condemned, but to my pleasant surprise, the interior was ripped straight from a modern office space advertisement. It was bright, airy, and decked out in contemporary art. 

“Can we offer you something to drink or eat?” Big asked, pausing at an elaborate kitchen complete with state of the art vending machines. 

“We’re fine,” Ida Belle said.  

“Unless he plans to kill us. Then I wouldn’t mind a couple of those fried pies,” I said. 

“I’m with you. I’ll never turn away snacks, especially if this is potentially our last meal.” Gertie’s words were met with Ida Belle’s frown. “What? Can you blame me?” 

“You know darn well we aren’t here to die,” Ida Belle said, scoffing. “You’re just trying to score a snack.” 

“Dying?” Big laughed. “I apologize if the late hour suggested an unpleasant meeting. No one is dying tonight.”

Even Ida Belle sighed in relief. In an attempt to cover up her former angst, she said, “I told you both. If they truly planned to kill us, we wouldn’t have received an invitation. They would’ve sent their drivers.” 

Big narrowed his eyes and seemed to consider his next words carefully. After a moment of silence, he said, “The body is this way.”  

“Wait. Did you say...body?” I screeched, trying to step into Sandy-Sue Morrow’s role for a moment. The more I pretended to be a librarian and former beauty queen, the more I could act the part. 

“Like a dead body,” Gertie said, providing the unnecessary clarification. 

“I’ll explain. Trust me,” Big said, pointing to a solid galvanized-looking door that resembled a vault. 

Trusting someone with Big Hebert’s reputation was like wrapping a rattlesnake around someone’s neck and assuring them that it wouldn’t strike. 

As we continued down the corridor, all I could think about was a vampire movie trailer that I’d seen years ago. In the preview, a receptionist led a bunch of tourist to their deaths. While Big didn’t look like a vampire, he could certainly pass as a movie’s villain. 

“Wait,” I said, coming to a halt. “Before we view this body, do you mind telling us why you called us instead of the police?” 

Little said, “Doesn’t everyone call Ida Belle when there’s a delicate matter that needs to be handled?” 

Ida Belle straightened her back and held her head much higher. “You made the right choice.” 

“We’ll never be able to live with her now,” I said. 

“True, but I do have a Cadillac. We should be able to fit Ida Belle and her ego in the front seat.”  

“I heard that,” Ida Belle said. 

“That was the goal,” Gertie teased. 

We entered a room with three floor-to-ceiling glass walls. Beside the door, there were five mortuary cabinets. 

“A murder was committed, but we weren’t responsible,” Big said, indicating that his assistant should pull a mortuary stretcher from one of the cabinets. The man obliged and then turned down the black sheet. The deceased appeared to be very tall and thin. She wore faded denim jeans, a white t-shirt, and a pair of suede ankle boots. 

“Thank goodness you left the poor woman dressed,” Gertie said, inching closer to the body.

I couldn’t get beyond the fact that these men had their own private morgue. Something else was bothering me, too.

If these guys were willing to trust us with this information and an unexpected tour, we were now in a very vulnerable position.  

Big turned to Ida Belle. “We didn’t kill this woman, but she was dropped at one of our warehouses. Little said you and your friends were instrumental in solving a murder a couple of months ago.”

“That is correct,” Ida Belle said with an edge of authority in her voice. 

“Excellent,” Big continued. “I’m hoping you can help us find the murderer in this case, too. We can’t report this woman’s death until we figure out what happened to her. Since we have a certain reputation here in Louisiana, we’ll be the only suspects.” 

Ida Belle walked a semi-circle around the stretcher, studying the deceased. 

“Can you help us?” Little asked. 

Ida Belle paused. She lifted her index finger. “This is something we’ll need to discuss.” She looked at us. “My friends and I can’t remember the last time you’ve even invited us to your house for coffee.” She sighed. “But now you want our help.”

“What’s she doing?” I asked, certain that we would now need that last meal. 

Gertie whispered, “She has a fascination with The Godfather. The coffee bit is from the opening scene.” 

Big grinned. “Ah, so you’re a Brando fan?” 

Ida Belle slightly tilted her head. 

“Tell you what, I’ll bring the coffee and we’ll sit on your porch and visit if you can help us with this...inconvenience.” 

“Would you?” Gertie sighed. “At our age, we don’t have anything better to do than to wait for our next visitor. It’s a lonely life.” 

Ida Belle nudged her in the back. “Stop.” 

“You’re the one who mentioned the coffee,” Gertie quipped. 

I couldn’t help but feel sorry for the woman on the table. She looked as if she were in her fifties. After half a century, her life had reached its end and she was nothing more than an inconvenience to a couple of mobsters. 
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