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The Chapel at The Pines is a Christmas Story

is a standalone Miss Fortune story. It is an original 

work written by Stephen John as part of the 

Miss Fortune World series created by Jana DeLeon.  

Ms. DeLeon entered into an agreement with a small 

number of authors who are authorized to write their own 

Miss Fortune Mysteries using her characters. These novels 

can be easily identified by the cover, which features the

‘Miss Fortune World’ box on the bottom left side. 

This story, as presented in this book is a work of fiction. 

While certain long-standing institutions, agencies,

events, criminal organizations, and public

offices are mentioned, the characters involved are imaginary.

Except for public figures, any resemblance to

persons, living or dead, is coincidental. The views and opinions

expressed in the story do not necessarily reflect or represent the

views and opinions held by the author.

Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, 

businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are 

either the product of the author’s imagination 

or used in a fictitious manner.

1st Edition - Media

Copyright © 2025 by Stephen John All rights reserved. 

No part of this book may be 

reproduced or used in any manner without the prior 

written permission of the copyright 

owner, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.
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Award Winning Author of The Shattered Cross

AS SOMEONE WHO’S READ most of Steve’s Miss Fortune books, I can say with confidence: these stories are best savored by readers who appreciate sharp wit, ensemble chaos, and a heroine who can outmaneuver a corrupt mayor before breakfast. But The Chapel at the Pines is something special. It carries the same signature humor and emotional depth Miss Fortune fans love, but it also opens its arms to anyone who cherishes Christmas—its music, its messiness, and its quiet miracles. Even if you’ve never read a Miss Fortune book, you can still enjoy this one if you love the holiday season.

This book is a gift. It begins with a man set on tearing down a chapel that’s served as the Christmas heartbeat of the tiny town of Pine Hollow for decades—and ends with that town rediscovering its soul. Along the way, we meet Jason Taylor, a street musician whose Christmas songs seem to stitch people back together. 

In nearby Sinful, we return to Fortune, Ida Belle, and Gertie—armed with disguises, casseroles, and glitter maps. And we’re introduced to one of the most delightful new characters in the series: John Lee Pettimore, a retired courtroom legend turned folk musician. Pettimore comes out of retirement with a bang. He doesn’t just argue cases—he orchestrates them. His courthouse performance is one of the funniest, most satisfying scenes I’ve read in years.

The humor in The Chapel at the Pines is outrageous in the best way—velour jumpsuits, yard flamingo sabotage, and a protective court order banning fog machines (you’ll see what I mean). But beneath the laughter lies a beautifully built story about belonging, hope, and the power of Christmas to heal. It honors small-town grit, ensemble loyalty, and the kind of grace that sneaks in through the back door when no one’s looking.

As a longtime reader of the Miss Fortune series, I’ve come to admire Steve’s singular voice—his gift for blending razor-sharp comedy with emotionally resonant storytelling. In The The Chapel at The Pines, that voice shines brighter than ever. The prose is warm, witty, and deeply human, capturing the spirit of Christmas not with sentimentality, but with sincerity and soul.

Steve’s magic lies in his ensemble: characters who feel lived-in, relationships that grow with nuance, and scenes that balance absurd comedy with quiet truth. The courtroom showdown in Pine Hollow is a masterclass in tonal control—laugh-out-loud funny, legally airtight, and emotionally rich. And through it all, the story stays rooted in its heart: a chapel, a community, and a troubadour whose music helps a town remember who it is.

This is storytelling that welcomes you in, makes you laugh, and leaves you changed. It’s a joy to help introduce it to the world.

Whether you’re a longtime Miss Fortune fan or simply someone who loves a great Christmas story, this book will speak to you. It’s warm, witty, and quietly profound—a reminder that sometimes the best way to save a town is with a song, a casserole, and a little legal mischief.

I’m honored to share this heartwarming Christmas tale with you. May it bring laughter, light, and a sense of home—wherever you are.

—Michael John Sullivan 

Award-Winning Author of The Shattered Cross 
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A YEAR AGO, IF YOU’D told me I’d spend December in a town called Mistletoe Falls searching for a missing Christmas ornament the size of a beach ball, I would’ve laughed, ordered another coffee, and double-checked that Gertie hadn’t spiked it with rum. I was a former CIA operative. I’d tracked arms dealers across three borders in a snowstorm with a dislocated shoulder and a pair of tourist binoculars. And now I was chasing down an ornament, stolen from the tippy top of a ninety-foot tree the locals called Old Piney.

That’s what life looks like from my cozy seat in Sinful, Louisiana.

A year ago, we rolled into Mistletoe Falls—me, Ida Belle, and Gertie—because Ida Belle’s friend, Agatha Tremaine, needed help. Agatha ran public relations for the town and was campaigning for mayor against the current officeholder, Amos Slade. Slade was a morally bankrupt politician with the charm of a tax auditor working on Christmas Day. The town’s identity and holiday economy revolved around all things Christmas, and at the top of that list was its star attraction: a one-hundred-year-old glass ornament the size of a beach ball, known as L’esprit de Noël.

Each year, right after Thanksgiving, the town would hoist the ornament to the top of Old Piney and light it up so bright you could probably find your car keys in Baton Rouge. But this year, L’esprit de Noël had vanished. Poof. Gone. And since Agatha was in charge of Christmas security, guess who the mayor blamed? Spoiler alert—not himself.

The missing ornament sent the town into a full-blown tizzy. L’esprit de Noël wasn’t just the heartbeat of the locals—it was the main draw for tourists. Once the news broke, tour buses started canceling, shopkeepers panicked, and Mayor Slade used the crisis to hammer Agatha in the press. Classic bully behavior.

We barely had time to check into our rooms before the town square pulled us in like a magnet. Celebration Square was strung with lights and filled with anxious people trying to pretend they were having a normal holiday. Another spoiler alert—it wasn’t working.

Then I heard a guitar chord float over the chatter. It was clean and warm, the kind of sound that made strangers stop talking all at once. I followed it to the center of the square and met Jason Taylor, a local troubadour playing on street corners for dollar bills and wide grins.

He was a handsome young man with moppy dark hair, mostly hidden beneath a red fedora. His guitar seemed older than Celia Arceneaux before makeup. He smiled without effort, tipped his hat, and slid into “Deck the Halls” like the song belonged to him. Families drifted closer. Coins clinked into his case. I swear the air warmed by ten degrees.

Then Mayor Slade stomped in with Deputy Buford Garrett to shut him down for playing without a permit. Because heaven forbid Christmas joy break out on public property without legal paperwork.

Jason didn’t flinch. He stayed polite, offered to pay the permit fee once he’d made enough tips, kept his voice low, and didn’t crowd the deputy. Slade puffed up like a peacock, but Agatha stepped in and paid the fee herself just to end the tantrum. Jason thanked her, thanked the crowd, then scanned the faces and found me—as if he’d been searching all along. I had no idea why, but the hair on the back of my heart did a little Dixie two-step. It wasn’t attraction—though he was certainly handsome. It was the way he looked at me, like he’d been waiting a long time and finally found what he was looking for.

He nodded and smiled—soft, friendly, and thoughtful—then told the crowd he had a brand-new song he’d scribbled down the night before. He pointed to me. Me, the woman who was supposed to work quietly in the background. He said I’d inspired it. Ida Belle elbowed me. Gertie waggled her eyebrows like the day had just taken a dramatic turn for the better.

The song wasn’t flashy. It was a story set to chords about a town knocked into darkness, a stubborn light that refused to go out, and a woman who wouldn’t stop until hope stood back up. He played it gently, and the crowd listened the way people do when they’re hungry and something smells like bread.

I should’ve been annoyed. Investigations go better when I’m not in the spotlight. But instead, I felt the square take a breath. People looked at me, then at each other, and their shoulders dropped a notch. It was as if Jason aimed the music at the fear and said, This is fixable. Now act like it.

Alexandra, one of the town’s matrons with a spine like a steel baton, lent us her personal journal. It was full of small-town entries and one very big rumor. Many locals believed the spirit of Jonas T. Royal—a man who died before World War II—appeared to select people and nudged things along when Mistletoe Falls lost its way. You can imagine my face. Ghost stories weren’t my thing. But I read the journal anyway, because our investigation into L’esprit de Noël was going nowhere, and I liked the cut of Alexandra’s jib.

Meanwhile, Jason kept playing. Day after day, I swung through the square to take the town’s temperature, and there he was. The red fedora. The old guitar. A voice that sounded like hot cocoa and cinnamon. He never intruded on our investigation. He just showed up. Drew people in. Smiled at kids. Thanked old men for tapping their canes in time. And always—this was the part that stuck with me—he watched. Not in a creepy way. In a way that made sure the spark caught. Like he was quietly counting how many people believed in their town again.

A few odd things started to needle me about this charming Christmas minstrel. Jason looked twenty-five, but his guitar was a Harmony made in 1919. I looked up the headstock and the wear pattern on the fretboard because I’m me, and I notice everything. His set lists were all songs from before 1923. Now tell me—how many twenty-five-year-olds do you know who only sing songs from before the Great Depression? Not many, I’ll wager.

He could roll out Irving Berlin without looking at his hands, but when a teenager yelled “White Christmas,” Jason paused like he’d never heard of it. For those who don’t mainline trivia, “White Christmas” came out in the 1940s. Later, when I asked what he liked to read, he named authors and titles that all landed neatly before—wait for it—1923.

All this led Ida Belle, Gertie, and me to actually discuss the ridiculous possibility that Jason might be the spirit of Jonas T. Royal in flesh-and-blood form. I dismissed the idea. Ida Belle—and especially Gertie—held onto it.

One night, while we were still chasing leads and getting nowhere, the square rippled with the kind of excitement that moves faster than sound. I stepped outside, looked up, and Old Piney exploded with light. I don’t mean it blinked on. I mean the whole tree came alive. The missing L’esprit de Noël just appeared—blazing from the top like a second moon. People screamed, then laughed mid-scream, and then sang.

Christmas had been saved. So had the town.

There was no explanation. No thieves were captured. No one tried to take credit for its reappearance. L’esprit de Noël was back, and no one cared why.

Except me.

I craned my neck, blinking through spots, and thought of Jason. Not because I saw him. Because that moment felt exactly like his music—perfectly timed, ridiculously gentle, and designed to hand the credit to everyone else.

The news spread across the parish and most of the state. Tourists flocked to Mistletoe Falls to witness the amazing “now you see it, now you don’t” ornament. Businesses that had been on the brink of bankruptcy began to flourish again.

We still had to deal with Amos Slade, Mistletoe Falls’ very own Ebenezer Scrooge—only less likable. Our investigation took a turn when we uncovered a set of Mayor Slade’s financial documents. They formed a trail leading to fourteen counts of fraud.

Agatha set a beautiful trap. She staged a public forum at Frostie’s Bar & Grill with the cameras rolling. Cynthia Mason, the local TV anchor, arrived with Sheriff Baskins and Deputy Garrett. Amos tried the usual tricks—deny, distract, bluster. But the sheriff cuffed him and led him through the town square in a walk of shame.

The whole town celebrated. Agatha’s mayoral campaign was now guaranteed.

When the dust settled and people poured back into Celebration Square to sing under Old Piney’s glow, I found Jason on a bench. Somehow, he’d slipped free of the crowd. Street performers have that trick mastered. He sat there like he’d been waiting for the next verse to begin.

I sat beside him and asked the question that had been less-than-politely banging on my skull.

“Who are you really?”

He feigned surprise and changed the subject.

I never stopped wondering whether Jason was a normal flesh-and-blood busker or the spirit of Mistletoe Falls’ long-dead founder. But I did stop looking into it.

I know that doesn’t sound like me. But it was a pretty special Christmas, and why look a gift horse in the mouth?

Just when things were getting most interesting, Jason disappeared. No explanation. No goodbye. Just gone.

Jason and I had formed a quiet bond. The kind some friends share when they rarely see each other, hardly ever call, yet think about each other almost every day.

The truth was, I didn’t want to know more than I already knew.

When I got back to Sinful, I found that he had mailed me his guitar. It came with a cryptic note asking me to take good care of it.

I have.

That was the story. A stolen ornament. An arrested mayor. A town that remembered itself—and a street musician who never made a big deal about being exactly what we needed.

I’ve chased a lot of ghosts in my life. Jason Taylor was the only one who made me feel like I’d finally caught up to myself.

I spent the entire year thinking I’d never see—or even hear from—Jason Taylor again.

I was wrong.
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I STEPPED OUT INTO what passed for a December morning in southern Louisiana, which meant the humidity had dropped from “surface of Venus” to “tropical rainforest.” The air carried the scent of wet pine needles mixed with the ever-present eau de bayou that tourists called “atmospheric” and locals called Tuesday.

My morning jog had left me energized and only slightly sweaty, which in Louisiana counted as a Christmas miracle. After wrestling my hair into submission and losing, I’d settled on jeans, boots, and a red sweater that Gertie had declared festive enough to stop traffic but practical enough to hide bloodstains.

I decided to walk to Francine’s Café, taking the scenic route past Sinful’s version of Christmas cheer. Mrs. Flanigan had wrapped her entire porch in lights that blinked in a pattern that either spelled “NOEL” or was sending distress signals to passing aircraft. The Baptist church sported a plastic Santa clinging to the roof like he’d been caught mid-burglary, and someone had hung mistletoe from the town’s only stop sign, which was either romantic or a lawsuit waiting to happen.

The Sinful Market banner read “Merry Christmas Y’all—Buy Spam!” because nothing said holiday spirit like processed meat products. In the town square, the nativity scene had already fallen victim to local wildlife. Baby Jesus was missing, and one of the wise men had been replaced by a garden gnome wearing Mardi Gras beads and what looked like a tiny Santa hat.

Sinful was awake and weird. Just the way I liked it.

The scent of bacon, coffee, and maple syrup hit me before I even reached Francine’s door. Inside, I spotted Ida Belle and Gertie at their usual table, surrounded by empty coffee cups and a plate of beignets that appeared like they’d endured a small explosion.

Gertie was waving a candy cane like a conductor’s baton, her face flushed with righteous indignation.

“I’m telling you, Ida Belle, she sabotaged my Christmas lights. Every time I plug them in, they play ‘Grandma Got Run Over by a Reindeer.’ And not the regular version—the Cajun polka remix with accordion!”

Ida Belle nodded. “I think Weird Al Yankovic did that version. Could be worse. Remember when she rigged your doorbell to play ‘Baby Shark’?”

“Don’t remind me,” Gertie shuddered. “I still have PTSD from that.”

I slid into the booth. “Morning. What fresh hell has Celia unleashed now?”

Gertie pointed the candy cane at me like evidence in a murder trial. “War, Fortune. She’s declared Christmas war. But I’m ready for her. I’m thinking glitter bomb in her mailbox. Or maybe I replace her inflatable snowman with a twelve-foot inflatable possum wearing a tutu.”

“You tried the possum last year,” Ida Belle reminded her. “It deflated and traumatized the Henderson twins.”

“Okay, fine,” Gertie huffed. “Then we go with singing flamingos dressed as elves. Motion-activated. Every time she steps outside—jingle bells in flamingo harmony.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Do flamingos harmonize?”

“Heck no. They sound like dying quails,” Gertie replied with deadly seriousness. “That’s the whole point.”

Ida Belle leaned forward conspiratorially. “You know, we could just hang a wreath on her door that smells like shrimp. Let nature—and raccoons—take their course.”

Gertie gasped and clutched her chest. “Ida Belle, that’s diabolical. Passive-aggressive biological warfare. Where can I find some rotting shrimp?”

“If we’re doing this,” I said, “we do it right. I want blueprints, a timeline, and an alibi that will hold up in court.”

Gertie was already digging through her purse. “I’ve got a napkin and a crayon. We can work with that.”

Francine appeared with a coffee pot and the weary expression of someone who’d been listening to this conversation from the kitchen.

“Y’all planning another one of your schemes?”

“We prefer to call them community improvement projects,” Gertie replied primly.

Francine poured my coffee. “Uh-huh. Just remember, I don’t know nothing about nothing if Carter comes around asking questions.”

“Noted,” I said, taking a grateful sip of coffee that was strong enough to wake the dead—and probably had.

Ida Belle folded her newspaper with military precision and cleared her throat. “Speaking of community improvement, looks like Christmas drama isn’t just a Sinful specialty this year.”

Gertie perked up like a bloodhound catching a scent. “Ooh, is it a scandal? Please tell me it involves someone we know and at least one restraining order.”

“Well,” Ida Belle said. “It involves a person special to Fortune, from Mistletoe Falls.”

Gertie gasped. “Is this about Jason, the troubadour?”

Ida Belle nodded.

My coffee cup almost slipped from my hand. Jason—the troubadour. My elusive friend. He’d been quiet, soulful, polite, respectful—and just a little broken. A man who played Christmas songs on his guitar like he was trying to stitch the world back together with melody and hope. I remember sitting with him in his tent, the canvas walls glowing from a string of battery-powered Christmas lights, the air inside warm from a tiny propane heater and the scent of pine needles he’d tucked under the cot. He handed me a chipped mug of coffee—strong, black, and surprisingly good—and played for me like I was the only person left on earth who mattered.

“What about him?” I managed to keep my voice casual, but Gertie’s radar was already pinging.

“According to the paper, he’s gotten himself into a situation with a preacher named Silas Grange,” Ida Belle explained. “Jason’s been performing this December in Pine Hollow at a small chapel called Chapel of the Pines. That chapel was built in 1906. It’s a small structure on a very large piece of property. It’s run down and had been abandoned for nearly a decade.”
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