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            MISS FORTUNE SERIES INFORMATION

          

        

      

    

    
      If you’ve never read a Miss Fortune mystery, you can start with LOUISIANA LONGSHOT, the first book in the series. If you prefer to start with this book, here are a few things you need to know.

       

      Fortune Redding – a CIA assassin with a price on her head from one of the world’s most deadly arms dealers. Because her boss suspects that a leak at the CIA blew her cover, he sends her to hide out in Sinful, Louisiana, posing as his niece, a librarian and ex–beauty queen named Sandy-Sue Morrow. The situation was resolved in Change of Fortune and Fortune is now a full-time resident of Sinful and has opened her own detective agency.

       

      Ida Belle and Gertie – served in the military in Vietnam as spies, but no one in the town is aware of that fact except Fortune and Deputy LeBlanc.

       

      Sinful Ladies Society – local group founded by Ida Belle, Gertie, and deceased member Marge. In order to gain membership, women must never have married or if widowed, their husband must have been deceased for at least ten years.

       

      Sinful Ladies Cough Syrup – sold as an herbal medicine in Sinful, which is dry, but it’s actually moonshine manufactured by the Sinful Ladies Society.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      At the sound of metal clanking, I halfway opened one eye to see why my afternoon hammock nap was being interrupted. A couple minutes ago, I’d heard footsteps walking across the lawn and knew it was Carter. That wasn’t exactly a spectacular feat as he wasn’t trying to sneak, but recognizing his exact footfall among the number of people who might come tromping into my backyard probably wasn’t attributable to most people.

      And while I could have ignored his letting the back door slam and his heavy-footed walk, the metal clanking was disrupting my sleep. And since the muttering had started up as well, I knew peace was not likely to be restored anytime soon. Deciding the situation needed serious assessment, I lifted my head and opened both eyes. If he only had a couple tools, the situation might call merely for earbuds and a short waiting period. The small toolbox probably indicated a relocation inside until he was done swearing and banging.

      When I caught sight of the small toolbox in the bottom of the boat, I frowned. Then I glanced back at the house and realized he’d wheeled his mammoth toolbox from inside the garage and it was now sitting next to the deck. Good Lord, this might call for listing the house and leaving in the middle of the night. Carter rarely stayed frustrated for a long time, but if that giant toolbox was any indication, he was in this one for the long haul.

      “Problem?” I asked.

      “Sorry. Was I too loud?”

      I raised one eyebrow and he sighed. Not as if he hadn’t already known the answer.

      “What are you doing out here in the middle of the afternoon anyway?” he asked. “I figured you’d be off with Trouble 1 and Trouble 2.”

      “Gertie and Ronald are at that new spa retreat that opened in Mudbug. They’re having a restorative five days of contemplation and yoga.”

      “And you and Ida Belle didn’t want to go? Shocking.”

      “My restoration consists of a shower and a beer. And taking time to contemplate things usually gets you killed.”

      “It scares me just a little that I almost agree with that. What about the yoga part?” he asked, continuing to goad me. “That’s supposed to be great for physical fitness, balance, flexibility, and all.”

      In one fluid move, I flipped forward and out of the hammock while pulling my knife out of my pocket and launching it directly at his hand, which was on the side of the boat. He yanked it back just before the knife bounced off the metal and onto the ground.

      “I’m good,” I said and climbed back into the hammock.

      He shook his head. “What if I hadn’t moved my hand in time?”

      “Then I would have to cook the steaks tonight, given that it was your right hand.”

      “Sometimes you scare me.”

      I grinned. “You asked me to marry you… Which one of us should have our sanity called into question?”

      “All men proposing should have their sanity called into question. Just some more than others.”

      “Touché. Want to go shoot some stuff?”

      It always made me feel better.

      “No. It’s illegal to shoot the things I’ve got issue with.”

      “Hmmmm. Got some names?”

      “We can start with Celia.”

      “That’s a good place to start…or finish. You know if you were tried locally, a jury would probably let you off.”

      “Unfortunately, she’s already set the wheels in motion, so killing her now would be obvious and futile.”

      “What has she done?”

      “She’s convinced the state police to conduct an audit of the sheriff’s department.”

      “Let me guess—she started this campaign after you proposed and moved in with me.”

      “You got it.”

      I sighed. “What is it she’s claiming you’re guilty of? Having a life? Not being a miserable excuse for a human being?”

      “Providing civilians with information concerning open police investigations. And ignoring complaints of illegal activity due to my personal connections with the perpetrators.”

      “So me, Gertie, and Ida Belle.”

      He nodded.

      “But we haven’t done anything illegal.”

      He stared at me.

      “Let me rephrase that,” I said. “The illegal things we’ve done are not known to Celia. Or you for that matter. I’m dedicated to keeping things from you for your own good, and lying is definitely my strong suit. Well, maybe after killing people.”

      “And I appreciate your conviction, but Celia is certain that I’m the only thing standing in the way of the three of you rotting in a jail cell.”

      I shrugged. “Let them look. I’ve been watched by the CIA, FBI, DEA, Mossad, MI6, a creepy neighbor with a weird obsession back in DC, and more terrorists than I can count. If they couldn’t get anything on me, I hardly think the state police are going to come up with anything.”

      “I don’t either, but that’s not the point. An audit alone can call my competence and loyalty into question.”

      “No one who knows you would question your loyalty or competence.”

      “That gets me the vote of most of Sinful, but the sheriff’s territory is a lot bigger than that. Plenty of people keep to themselves and you know that bad news outpaces good news every time.”

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Nothing besides what you’re already doing—stay under the radar and keep me out of it,” he said, and went back to banging.

      I nodded as my cell phone rang. I checked the display and held in a sigh. Time to put that promise into action. It was Gertie.

      “I thought you were ditching your cell phone to decompress at that retreat,” I said as I answered.

      “A woman’s dead.”

      “Did you kill her?”

      The banging stopped.

      “No. I didn’t kill her,” Gertie said.

      “Is the dead person someone I like? Because I’m totally up for a vengeance thing.”

      Carter stared at me in dismay.

      “You don’t know her,” Gertie said.

      “Did someone I like kill her? Is this a tarp-and-shovels call or one to work-up-alibis?”

      Carter dropped his hammer and stalked off.

      “It looks like a suicide.”

      “Then why are you calling me? My skill set has zero to contribute to a suicide situation.”

      “Because something isn’t right, and no one ferrets out when something stinks better than you.”

      “Hmmmmm. I’ll grab Ida Belle and head out there. Since there’s a body, I assume Carter will be dispatched for duty as well. You’ll have to claim you called me to come get you and Ronald because you’re distraught or something.”

      “Just to have you show up at the retreat?”

      “There’s a new Celia thing.” I hopped out of the hammock and headed for the house.

      “Say no more. And I wouldn’t be lying anyway. Ronald is having a complete meltdown. You’d think he’s never been close to a dead body before—outside of a funeral, I mean.”

      “Maybe he hasn’t.”

      “He lives next door to you.”

      “I try not to kill people here, and I definitely don’t invite Ronald over to judge my efficiency or their wardrobe when I do.”

      “Just hurry. All that Zen crap disappears completely when a corpse turns up. People are getting paranoid. I need you to get a read on this before the cops secure it and we’re all sent packing.”

      “On it.”

      Carter wasn’t in the house when I headed inside, but I saw a sticky note next to my keys on the kitchen table.

      Caught a situation. Lie low.

      I shook my head, knowing good and well his ‘situation’ was what I was about to drive into. I’m certain he knew it too, hence the ‘lie low’ comment. Fortunately, I also knew that he knew I was going to ignore it completely. And since that was entirely too much inferred thought in a matter of seconds, I grabbed my keys and hurried out to my Jeep, calling Ida Belle on the way.

      Ida Belle was at the curb when I pulled up, looking as though she’d been waiting there all day. She was dressed in jeans, hiking boots, and a tank top with a short-sleeved flannel shirt layered over it. I caught a glimpse of her nine at her waist as she climbed in and knew that bulge in her right boot held a backup piece.

      “How do you manage to get outfitted for a case in less than a minute?” I asked.

      She stared at me, obviously confused. “I was working on my boat engine. How else are you supposed to dress for that?”

      “You were working on your boat engine with two pieces strapped?”

      “Wouldn’t you?”

      I shrugged. Given that I showered with my gun on the shampoo ledge, it was a valid point.

      “So what’s Gertie done now?” she asked.

      “Hopefully nothing, since there’s a dead woman.”

      I filled her in on the call and the Celia situation and she shook her head.

      “That’s not a lot of information. She didn’t even tell you who died.”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Yes. It might have been someone I liked.”

      “At a yoga retreat?”

      “Touché. But Gertie and Ronald are there.”

      “And you like them?”

      She grinned. “You’re on fire this morning. I’ll go with ‘most days.’”

      “Well, Gertie didn’t sound all that upset, so I’m going with it’s not someone the two of you were close to. She had potential-case voice.”

      “So excited, but it’s too rude to phrase it that way since someone died.”

      “Ronald is upset, if that makes a difference.”

      She waved a hand in dismissal. “Ronald is upset if you don’t moisturize enough or wear summer plaids after Labor Day.”

      “Well, it’s a thirty-minute drive to the retreat, so give me the background on the retreat location, the owner…whatever I need to know to frame what we’re headed into.”

      “The owner is Eleanor Matte-Stout, midforties, born and raised in Mudbug and never left. She has one sibling a year younger. Mildred went off to college and never came back until this past April. Their mother died three months earlier and Eleanor’s husband just a week before their mother.”

      “That’s a lot of death in one family in a short time.”

      “It’s the South. Their mother, Dora, had been ill for a long time, but I heard doctors couldn’t figure it out. Eleanor had taken on her care. Eleanor’s husband, Jasper, died when his boat engine exploded. Eleanor said she’d been on him to make the repairs, but he didn’t listen.”

      “That ‘South’ thing makes more sense now. What about their father?”

      “Been six feet under for ten years at least.”

      “So are Eleanor and Mildred partners in this yoga thing?”

      “I honestly have no idea. My understanding through the gossip train is that the relationship between Mildred and Eleanor wasn’t close, which makes sense with Mildred leaving and never even coming to visit. But I don’t know either well enough to ask why that’s the case or, to be honest, to care enough to ask why. I just know that Mildred turned up in Mudbug this spring and has been living with Eleanor ever since.”

      “Maybe they reassessed their relationship when their immediate family was cut in half.”

      Ida Belle nodded. “That will do it. Anyway, the property the retreat is located on, and all the cabins, belonged to the girls’ father, who rented them out. I looked into buying the property when he passed, figuring Dora wouldn’t have any interest in running the rentals, but the whole thing was held in trust and Dora had no ability to sell it.”

      “Their mother’s name was Dora Matte? That’s unfortunate.”

      “More like prophetic. Her husband was a real piece of work. No one knows why she married him, much less stayed with him all those years. He was an angry, abusive alcoholic on his best days.”

      “Maybe she was afraid to leave.”

      Ida Belle raised one eyebrow.

      “Okay, I didn’t say I get it, but they say that on TV.”

      “The women the infamous ‘they’ say that about usually don’t have options. Dora did. Family would have helped. Friends in Mudbug and Sinful would have helped. The churches would have helped. It’s more likely she stayed put because of religion and stubborn pride. Everyone, including her parents, told her not to marry Bruno, but she swore it was going to work.”

      I sighed. “Living a miserable life just to avoid people saying ‘I told you so’ is ridiculous. So moving forward to today, people died, the sisters inherited the cabins through the trust, and Eleanor decided a yoga retreat was needed. I guess I understand the desire for peace after all that and what must have been a rough childhood, plus the past year being a crap show.”

      Ida Belle frowned. “Maybe.”

      “Why do you say it like that?”

      “It’s just that Eleanor was never a peaceful sort. Bruno died when the girls were in their twenties so still plenty of time for her to mature and change into a solid adult, but no one really saw an improvement in her personality. Charitably, she could be called abrupt but more accurately, I’d go with rude.”

      “Abrupt like you and me when we’re telling the truth but no one wants to hear it?”

      “No. She seemed to go out of her way to twist the screws in sometimes. Gertie and I worked with her on a couple of charity things and let’s just say, she’s the last person I would have predicted to take up anything peaceful or self-reflective.”

      “People who knew me before Sinful would never believe I sometimes wear a dress, have a hairstylist, and am living with a man I’m engaged to and am actually happy about it.”

      “You still get to kill people occasionally.”

      “There is that. So other than the sisters and Ronald and Gertie, do you know anyone else at this retreat?”

      “No idea. I mean, it’s a yoga retreat. Past saying ‘absolutely not’ when Gertie tried to cajole me into going, I never spoke about it.”

      I made a turn into the woods at the sign for the retreat. “Well, hopefully it’s some attendee who came trying to sort things out and couldn’t manage it. Even better, it will be someone from out of town who has no connections to Sinful or Mudbug, and Carter will be completely off the hook, and I won’t have to worry about that under-radar nonsense.”

      Ida Belle’s phone signaled an incoming text as I pulled into a parking spot in front of a building designated as the Welcome Center. She checked the text and shook her head.

      “I’m afraid we’re batting zero. The victim is Eleanor, and I don’t believe for a second that woman was suicidal.”
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      Gertie must have been watching for my Jeep because she practically ran out the door of the main building before I even put it in Park. Ronald was right behind her, hands flying and mouth running, and I knew he was blathering before I ever opened the door and heard him. At least they both had long T-shirts on over their leotards. I had been afraid we were going to pull up on a butt floss parade, and most people I’d met didn’t have the kind of butt built for floss.

      Since they were both yelling at a million miles an hour, and Ronald was sniffling at the same time, Ida Belle stuck her fingers in her mouth and let out a piercing whistle that stopped them both.

      “They’re holding us hostage,” Ronald said. “And with that dead woman there and everything.”

      I stared, a bit confused. Carter’s truck was parked in front of the building, which meant he was in control of the scene.

      “Carter’s holding you all in a building with the body?” I asked.

      Ronald turned two shades paler than his already white. “Good. God. No. The body is in the sauna. I don’t even know how one disinfects after something like that. I mean there’s that body just oozing everywhere with all that heat.”

      “Oh, there’s a ton of ways to get fluids out of things,” I said.

      Ronald yelped and threw one hand over his mouth. “You mean I might have sat somewhere that a body leaked on before? I need a drink. Scratch that. I need some of Nora’s best stuff.”

      Ida Belle rolled her eyes. “What do you suggest people do—bulldoze every structure that someone passed away in?”

      He nodded. “If they’re not in a medical facility, then that sounds like a plan.”

      “A lady died in the Fifth Avenue Bergdorf’s last week,” Gertie said. “Just keeled over right there in the middle of a shoe display.”

      Ronald squealed. “Not the shoes!”

      “Will you please tell me why you called me here?” I said to Gertie. “I’m already limited as to what I can do because Carter beat me to it.”

      Gertie glanced back as a man walked toward us from a path in the woods and frowned. “It’s not just Carter.”

      The approaching man had cop written all over him. The reflective sunglasses, the disapproving and slightly bored expression on his face, the deliberate and cocky stride, and the rigid set of his jaw were all I needed to know. And unfortunately, he was locked in on me.

      Six foot two. Two hundred twenty pounds, but the muscle was all from the gym. Given his breathing rhythm from simply walking down the sidewalk in the heat, I’d put his cardiovascular health at about sixty years old. Zero threat physically. I doubted he could even draw his gun fast enough to shoot me before I could run away.

      “Dorothy’s here,” Gertie said quietly.

      I groaned. Dorothy was Celia’s cousin and her biggest supporter in all things stupid. I had no doubt that the first person she’d called was Celia, and now the state police were here to make sure Carter was doing his job. Without interference.

      “Miss Redding,” he said as he stepped up entirely too close to me.

      “Do I know you?” I asked.

      “I’m Lieutenant Calahan.”

      I waited but nothing else was forthcoming.

      “Congratulations?” I said finally.

      His jaw flexed and he removed his sunglasses to glare at me. When I stared back without any visible response or even blinking, I saw a blush rise up his neck.

      “I’m with the state police IA division,” he said. “Your boyfriend’s methods of operation have come under question. I’m here to ensure he’s following the letter of the law.”

      I wriggled my fingers on my left hand in the air. “Fiancé. And again, congratulations? Why are you talking to me when you’re here to shadow Carter?”

      “Because the biggest complaint from citizens about Sheriff LeBlanc’s policing is that he allows you access to confidential police business.”

      “I wish he would. It would make my job easier. Look, I don’t know what’s going on here. I got a call from my friend saying she needed me, so here I am.”

      I gestured to Gertie, who nodded.

      He narrowed his eyes at Gertie. “Needed her for what?”

      “She’s my emotional support assassin,” Gertie said.

      “You think that’s funny?” he asked, but I noticed he moved back a bit.

      “I think it’s accurate,” Gertie said. “Someone’s dead. I’m not interested in joining them, so I called Fortune to come get me and Ronald out of here. Trust me, there’s no better protection.”

      “The woman committed suicide,” he said, clearly frustrated. “You don’t need protection.”

      “Is that your official statement?” I asked.

      “No.” Carter’s voice sounded behind me. “It’s not his official statement, and he shouldn’t be giving you information concerning an ongoing investigation, especially when it’s what he just accused me of.”

      Calahan stiffened, and I didn’t bother to hold back a smile.

      “Looks like you’re going to need to investigate yourself,” I said to Calahan, then looked at Carter. “Are they free to go?”

      He nodded. “I’ll contact them later for their statements.”

      “You should take the statements here,” Calahan argued.

      Carter’s face flashed with anger. “I’m not holding a bunch of traumatized people here waiting for me to finish with forensics when that will take hours. I’ve known everyone in that building, save one, since birth. I’m pretty sure I can find them tomorrow and get their statements.”

      He whirled around and headed inside. Calahan glared at his back, then flashed me a dirty look before following.

      “Did they let you pack your things?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Gertie said. “We all packed our stuff and put it in the lobby.”

      “Then grab them and let’s get out of here,” I said. “There’s nothing I can do with Calahan here.”

      Ronald reached under his T-shirt and pulled his keys out of his leotard bottoms. I refused to ponder that one.

      “Can you please drive my car?” he asked Ida Belle. “I’m too upset to drive.”

      Ida Belle stared at the dangling keys, probably wondering where they’d been dangling before and with what, but finally she shrugged and took the keys from his hand.

      “It’s a Bentley,” she said.
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      Ronald elected to ride with Ida Belle—in the back seat like Miss Daisy—but Gertie chose to ride with me. I knew there was zero chance of getting them to wait until we all got to my house to start talking, so I called Ida Belle and put us all on speaker. Then I was sorry I had.

      “I can’t believe these leggings have a tear,” Ronald complained. “Good Lord! All my business is going to be on display if these keep running like cheap pantyhose.”

      “If you display any ‘business’ I will shoot it off,” Ida Belle said. “I suggest you keep that T-shirt pulled down.”

      “The shirt isn’t all that long.”

      “Then hunch.”

      “If you guys are done talking wardrobe,” I interrupted, “I’d like to talk about this very un-Zen retreat.”

      Gertie and Ronald both started talking at once and I couldn’t understand a word. Finally Ida Belle whistled again, practically making us all deaf, but it stopped the excited babble.

      “One at a time,” I said.

      “I get to go first,” Ronald said. “I was the one invited to the retreat, and Gertie was my plus one.”

      “The better one, you mean,” Gertie argued. “Besides, I’m the detective and you passed out when you heard about it. You didn’t even see the body.”

      “You saw the body?” I asked, and she nodded.

      “Okay, lay this out for me from the beginning. Starting with how many people were at the resort and who.”

      “This part doesn’t have a body so it’s my turn,” Ronald said. “There were eight people total staying there. Eleanor and Mildred, Eleanor’s assistant Kim, that witch Dorothy, and two women from Mudbug named Silvia and Lucy. I can’t even begin to understand the guest list as no one was competent at even very basic yoga, and that group can’t meditate to save their lives. The noise coming from them was so disruptive.”

      “Silvia hums,” Gertie explained, “and Lucy is gassy.”

      Good. God.

      “You forgot that weirdo Zion Gates,” Gertie said.

      “He wasn’t staying at the retreat,” Ronald said. “He just came to provide spiritual guidance.”

      “You’re taking spiritual guidance from a man named Zion Gates?” Ida Belle asked.

      “I didn’t take anything from him,” Gertie said. “Nora is more enlightened than that guy.”

      “Because Nora is so high she’s floating up there next to Jesus,” Ida Belle said.

      “I think he’s a not-really-silent partner,” Ronald said. “These retreats are his creation. He designed the format, the workshops, and the meals.”

      “So it’s like a franchise?” Ida Belle asked.

      “It seemed that way,” Ronald said. “But no one explained the business model. He was there to align our body and mind.”

      “He was there to align Eleanor’s back,” Gertie corrected.

      “Did he do an adjustment?” Ronald asked. “If I’d known he was a masseur, I would have asked for a session. Those dining chairs have my lumbar area all tight.”

      Gertie snorted. “It wasn’t that kind of alignment. Did you really not catch on that he and Eleanor are collaborating on more positions than just yoga?”

      “What? You saw them having sexy time?”

      “I didn’t have to. A woman knows these things. I’m surprised you missed it as you’re female-adjacent.”

      “I’m going to take that as a compliment rather than an insult, but now that you mention it, Eleanor did seem a little smiley, almost giggly around him, which was odd. I’m not certain that centered and joyful were anywhere in her personality makeup.”

      “I told you she was the last person I could see doing the whole Zen thing,” Ida Belle said.

      “Well, I guess now we know the reason for her odd choice of business to open,” I said. “So was Zion there when Eleanor died?”

      “No,” Gertie said. “He left after yoga class.”

      “Okay, let’s shelve Zion for later. Tell me about the last time you saw her up until the time she was discovered deceased. Where were all of you during that time and what were you doing?”

      “We had a yoga class down by the bayou, led by Zion, followed by cooldown and recentering,” Ronald said. “That ended at two o’clock, and we all headed back to our cabins to shower because the humidity down there by the water was extra. We were supposed to meet at the Welcome Center for smoothies at three fifteen. The attendees, I mean. Mildred was at the main building, which is where the offices are, with Eleanor’s assistant Kim, when we headed to class.

      “Did Eleanor go to her cabin as well or straight to the sauna?”

      “Both,” Ronald said. “The sauna is located in Eleanor’s living quarters. Eleanor claimed she always used the sauna after class.”

      “No one else went with her?”

      “Good God no,” he said. “First off, it was so hot doing yoga, we all looked like we’d been swimming. I can’t imagine taking on more heat. Second, the sauna is only open to guests in the morning for two hours and another hour after dinner.”

      Gertie nodded. “I wouldn’t sit in there until maybe December.”

      “Sounds miserable,” I agreed. “So why would Eleanor want to sit in it?”

      “Probably trying to take off a few pounds,” Gertie said. “She could stand to lose about twenty.”

      “Twenty is generous,” Ronald said. “But if she’s chasing the hottie yoga guy, then I guess it would have been a start.”

      “Are you sure everyone went to their cabins?” I asked.

      “Not sure, no,” Ronald said. “We all walked up the path together, but the cabins are spaced out. I could only see Gertie’s and Dorothy’s from mine. They both went inside, but so did I. I wouldn’t know if either of them left after or if the other two ladies even went to theirs.”

      “Or if Mildred and Kim were still in the main building,” Ida Belle said.

      “But why does it matter where everyone was?” Ronald asked. “She committed suicide.”

      “Gertie’s not convinced that’s the case.”

      Ronald yelped. “What? You never told me that.”

      “Why the heck do you think I asked Fortune to come?” Gertie asked. “I could have driven us back. I was hoping she could get a peek at the sauna before the cops got here. I didn’t know that Carter would beat her there or that the state police would be in tow. Now do you understand why I’m the one who needs to be telling this story?”

      “I can’t take you people anywhere,” Ronald said. “It’s like a death cloud hangs above you.”

      “Look on the bright side,” I said. “We’re not the ones who commit the murders.”

      I looked over at Gertie. “I’ll get to you in a minute, but first I want to back up to something Ronald said about the invitation. How were the attendees chosen? Ronald, did you know Eleanor?”

      “Barely. But she clocked my Gucci boots the last time I ran into her at a charity event and then followed me out and asked a bunch of questions about my car. That was about a month ago, and she told me about this yoga retreat she was going to be opening. She wanted to do a test run with hand-selected guests before opening up registration to the public and asked if I’d be interested.”

      “But she never asked if you enjoyed that sort of thing? And the others didn’t seem all that adept at yoga, correct?”

      “No, she didn’t ask, and those people definitely don’t do yoga on the regular. Maybe never.”

      “It was a money thing,” Ida Belle said. “She figured if Ronald liked it, he’d tell his other rich friends.”

      “Dorothy isn’t rich,” I said.

      “But she’s one of the ringleaders of God’s Wives,” Ida Belle said. “If she told them to go, they’d all be stealing their husband’s beer money to cover the cost.”

      I nodded. “And she told you that you could invite someone else?”

      “No, I asked if I could bring someone,” Ronald said. “No way I was going to some cabin in the woods without protection. I’ve seen Deliverance. I’ve also seen the things Gertie carries in her purse. I knew there was no way I’d get you or Ida Belle there, so I asked if Gertie could attend.”

      “And Gertie is one of the ringleaders of the Sinful Ladies, so a lot of potential customers there,” I said. “Those picks make sense from a business perspective. What about the other two ladies?”

      Gertie shook her head.

      “I don’t know anything about them,” Ronald said. “There are eight cabins total for attendees. Dorothy and I had the two smaller cabins with queen-size beds. The others were larger with twins so they could hold two attendees, but everyone had their own. My understanding was that they weren’t quite done remodeling the last three, so this was a smaller run of guests to work out any kinks. No pun intended.”

      I frowned as I pulled onto Main Street. It sort of made sense, but given my understanding of the major players, I could see why Gertie felt something was off. The whole thing seemed odd.

      “Let’s continue this at my house,” I said. “I want to start making some notes.”

      Ida Belle pulled into Ronald’s garage and by the time they’d hurried over, Gertie had iced tea and cookies on the kitchen table.

      “Okay, so let’s move on to the body,” I said, opening my laptop. “Walk me through it.”

      “I took my shower and was pulling out my new leotard when I heard a gunshot,” Gertie said. “I didn’t think anything of it, really. I mean, we were in Mudbug. People could be hunting, poaching, practicing, shooting a lock off a shed door⁠—”

      “Is that why your shed door has a hole in it?” Ida Belle asked.

      “Not relevant,” Gertie said. “Besides, that was a fluke.”

      “So you didn’t go outside and look,” I said.

      “I was naked.”

      “That’s never stopped you before,” Ida Belle said and turned to Ronald. “What about you?”

      “Being naked almost always stops me from going outside,” he said. “But I didn’t look because I didn’t hear anything. I had my earbuds in and Taylor Swift cranked all the way up. I’m thinking about learning to twerk so⁠—”

      “What happened after you got dressed?” I interrupted.

      “I walked outside about five minutes after I heard the shot and saw Kim on the trail that goes to Eleanor’s cabin,” Gertie said. “She looked perturbed, so I asked her if anything was wrong. I guess she hadn’t seen me because I startled her. Then she said the blender was on the blink and Eleanor wasn’t answering her phone and people were going to be there soon. So I told her that I’d run get Eleanor and for her to go back to hosting.”

      “You’d ‘run’?” Ida Belle asked.

      Gertie gave her the finger.

      “Anyway, when I got to her cabin, no one answered the door. There’s only one entrance and it was locked. I yelled and banged some more and looked in the windows, but I couldn’t see anything. I figured she’d already left so I called Kim, but that’s when I saw a red light in the back window. It was the light on the sauna door—the one that indicates it’s occupied.”

      “Is the sauna soundproof?”

      “No. And most people don’t bring electronics in there because they can be damaged. Eleanor always said the sauna should be used for cleansing the body and the mind, so it was essential for there to be no noise.”

      “So she would have heard you banging and yelling.”

      “Probably. I mean, it’s down a hallway toward the back of the cabin, but it’s not like the place is huge. Which is why I started to worry and told Kim something wasn’t right. She said she’d turn around and head back as she had the key.”

      “How long did it take her?”

      “At least five minutes or better.”

      “How long is the walk to the cabin?”

      “From the office, about ten. From where I left Kim, I made it in probably three at a reasonable walk. But Kim does not work out. She trudges everywhere. It’s been sort of a joke among the attendees that someone who is clearly averse to exercise is working at a yoga retreat.”

      I made a note. “Okay, so we’re roughly thirteen minutes out from when you heard the shot. What happened then?”

      “Kim showed up with the key, but it didn’t do any good as the door was dead-bolted from the inside. By this time, Kim was freaking out and I was certain there was a problem, so I shot the dead bolt off the door.”

      “Of course you did,” Ida Belle mumbled.

      Ronald stared. “You’ve been walking around with a gun on you the entire retreat?”

      “No. Just to eat and meditation. You can’t do yoga when you’re strapped. The weight throws your balance off.”

      “Why do you need a gun to meditate?”

      “I feel safe with my gun. Can’t relax if you don’t feel safe.”

      He pursed his lips. “But where do you keep it?”

      “Don’t ask!”

      Ida Belle and I both spoke at once.

      Gertie rolled her eyes. “Anyway, Kim and I ran down the hall to the sauna room and saw Eleanor through the window on the door, slumped against the wall in the corner. I figured she’d passed out from the heat at best or had a stroke at worst, but then I realized her red leotard was leaking onto the floor.”

      “She was bleeding.”

      Gertie nodded. “I hurried over but I could tell she was already gone before I even lifted her head and saw the hole in her chest. Kim started screaming at me to do CPR, but no one could have saved her. She was already gone.”

      I nodded. If I assumed a range of fifteen to twenty minutes from the time Gertie heard the shot until she got to Eleanor, a shot through the heart would have long since done its work.

      “Anyway,” Gertie continued, “I slapped Kim across the face to get her to calm down and told her to call 911 and tell them we had a gunshot victim. Then darn if she didn’t pass out right there in the middle of the sauna. Took me down with her when she dropped. I was still trying to dig myself out from under that fool when Dorothy arrived. She jumped straight into bossy mode and ordered me and Kim out. I said I’d be happy to leave if she would drag Kim off me.

      “That heifer goes to tugging on Kim, and when she got off-balance, I gave Kim a good shove and Dorothy fell out into the hallway. So I took the opportunity to pull out my phone and take a picture.”

      I perked up. “You took a picture of the body?”

      Gertie gave me a smug nod. “And the gun. I hadn’t seen it at first because I was too busy concentrating on Eleanor, but it was there on the bench right next to her. Unfortunately, I only had time for one before Dorothy got up and started yelling again.”

      She accessed the picture and passed me her phone. Ronald covered his entire head with a dish towel, apparently wanting no part of the viewing.

      Eleanor was slumped over in a corner just as Gertie had described and even though her leotard was red, the giant stain in the middle of her chest and running down onto the bench and dripping onto the floor was darker. Her right arm was extended out on the bench, trapped between her body and the wall, and I could see the pistol underneath her hand. To her left sat a sweating plastic water bottle with a hand towel beside it.

      I texted the picture to my phone and Ida Belle’s and yanked the towel off Ronald’s head.

      “You’re safe,” I said and turned back to Gertie. “So Dorothy started yelling again and then what?”

      “By then, Kim was starting to stir, so we got her outside and closed up the cabin—best we could anyway. I said I’d wait there for the police, but Dorothy was having none of it. Then Silvia, Lucy, and Ronald came running up as they’d heard Kim screaming when they were on the walking path. We told them what happened and we all headed back to the main building.”

      “Where was Mildred?” Ida Belle asked.

      “In her office doing paperwork,” Gertie said. “She came out to see what all the fuss was about, and poor Kim almost passed out again trying to tell her. I finally had to explain. I’ve never seen a woman go from flushed to pale that quickly, and for a minute, I thought she was going to hit the floor like Kim had. But Silvia shoved a chair behind her and she dropped onto it. She was shaking all over.”

      “Poor thing has lost her entire family,” Ronald said. “I think there’s some extended family of sorts off in other states, but that’s not the same.”

      “No, it’s not,” Ida Belle agreed. “I wonder, does she have someone to stay with her for a while?”

      “Kim lives in Mudbug and said she’d stay with her,” Gertie said. “Mildred has serious mobility issues because of her spine. Can’t bend or lift all that well either. She was strictly office staff.”

      I nodded, processing the scene in my mind. “So the cabin only has one entrance. What about the windows?”

      “None were open,” Gertie said. “And I tried every one of them when I was waiting on Kim to get there with the key, but they were all locked.”

      “And the door was dead-bolted from the inside. So why do you think this looks suspicious?”

      Gertie frowned. “I’m not sure exactly. I mean, Eleanor was always pretty impressed with herself, and that’s usually not the sort of people who lend themselves to this kind of thing. I know none of us knows what goes on in another person’s mind, but it doesn’t fit what I know about her. Quite frankly, the whole retreat felt off.”

      Ida Belle put her hands in the air. “It was yoga and Zen…not exactly your day-to-day.”

      “I know that but…” She sighed. “I just can’t explain it.”

      “She’s right,” Ronald said. “I’ve been to a bunch of these venues, and there was something off about the whole thing. But it’s hard to put a finger on.”

      “Try,” I said. “Just tell me what you felt.”

      “I felt undercurrents,” he said. “Like all the meditation and exercise were just masking some very real problems.”

      “I thought you went to these things because you had problems and were looking for solutions,” I said. “So wouldn’t that make sense?”

      He shook his head. “The undercurrents weren’t from the attendees. They were from Eleanor. Something was just off about all of it. I ignored it because the fees weren’t exactly small or refundable, but Gertie’s right. I felt it too.”

      I leaned back in my chair and blew out a breath. “Well, unless there’s another way in that cabin that you didn’t know about, I don’t see how this is anything other than what it looks like.”

      “But you’ll look into it,” Gertie said.

      I had no idea what I could possibly do about it or what there even was for me to investigate, but Gertie and Ronald were clearly troubled so I couldn’t really refuse.

      “Of course.”
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      Ronald left after our debriefing, then Gertie decided she was going to head home as well. And even though I offered to run her home, she opted to walk instead, claiming she needed to clear her head. I told her I’d drop her stuff off later when I took Ida Belle home.

      Ida Belle waited until the front door closed behind her before turning to me and raising one eyebrow. “So?”

      I shook my head. “I got nothing. I didn’t want to say to them that maybe they’ve gotten this one wrong, but the evidence is going to settle it one way or another. I guess I’m wondering why this seems to bother Gertie so much, especially given everything we’ve seen.”

      “Suicide is different than murder. Homicide victims don’t have an option and the reality is our chances of being murdered are extremely low. But suicide is a deliberate choice, and someone’s chances of some form of mental break…”

      “Yeah. I guess so. Then I suppose we need to figure out what Eleanor had going on that might have driven her to this action. Maybe knowing that will be enough for them to put it to rest.”

      “Maybe. But digging into someone’s private thoughts is never easy. Mildred had only been back for a few months and even if she knows anything, her own mental state is questionable now as well. I’m not sure how far we can push her.”

      I nodded. “But that’s where we have to start. We do the casserole thing anyway. That will give us an opportunity to draw her into conversation. And since Gertie is the one who found Eleanor, Mildred might be drawn to talk more to her than she would to others.”

      “Shared tragedy. It’s possible. But Calahan is an obstacle we don’t need. If this gets ruled a homicide and you get caught in the middle of it, that reflects poorly on Carter. If it gets ruled a suicide and you somehow prove otherwise, that might be worse.”

      I blew out a breath. “I know. I’ll make it work.”

      I just had no idea how.
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      Carter didn’t get home until late that night. With forensics and taking statements from Kim and Mildred, all with Calahan breathing down his neck, I didn’t expect anything else. Nor was I surprised by the fact that he looked tired and irritated when he dropped onto the couch. I had seen him pull up and had already grabbed him a beer.

      “Are you hungry?” I asked as I passed him the bottle.

      He took a long swig and shook his head. “Myrtle got us some sandwiches from the café.”

      “Us? I take it you had to come home to shake Calahan?”

      “I’m pretty sure he would have come home with me if I hadn’t told him straight out I was going home for the night, and he needed to leave as well. I could tell he was itching to stay behind and have a go at Myrtle.”

      I snorted. “Like he would have gotten anything out of her.”

      “No. But he’d have gotten more worked up. She wouldn’t have hesitated to tell him exactly how she felt about Celia and him. He’s already got an axe to grind. I don’t need Myrtle throwing fuel on the fire.”

      “Why does he have an axe to grind? Do you have some sort of past I need to know about?”

      “Not at all, but I know the type. He’s bucking for a big promotion.”

      “And he thinks taking you down can get it for him.”

      Carter shrugged but I could tell he was unhappy about the entire situation, and I couldn’t blame him. His relationship with me had put a target on his back in ways I hadn’t anticipated.

      “So I guess it’s useless to ask about the case?” I asked.

      “Ha. I think you already know the answer to that. When forensics is back, I’ll make a determination and an official statement. Until then, I need you to stay out of it.”

      I nodded. “Of course, but you know I’ll be going with Ida Belle and Gertie over to Mildred’s tomorrow. That’s a Baptist thing, not a PI thing.”

      He sighed. “It would probably look stranger if you didn’t, but don’t stir up anything. My guess is this is all going to turn out like it looks.”

      “You know Gertie saw the body, right? And the gun?”

      “Dorothy said as much. Apparently, when Gertie shot the dead bolt off the door, that was two gunshots too many for Dorothy and she went to see what was wrong.”

      “Ah, and then Kim started screaming and that brought her running.”

      “Yep. She had a lot to say about how Gertie was always causing trouble. I told her I didn’t see how, this time anyway, as Gertie was the one who managed to get the door opened so she and Kim could see if Eleanor needed help. It was hardly her fault that it was too late to render aid. Hell, it would have been too late if they’d broken in a second later.”

      I nodded. I’d seen the picture. And even without seeing the wound, a direct shot into the heart at close range was the kind of injury there was no coming back from, especially that far from a hospital.

      Carter downed the rest of his beer and rose from the couch. “I’m going to hit the shower and then bed. Tomorrow is going to be another long one and probably no less irritating than today.”

      I waited until he was out of the room to frown. I hated that I was the reason things were so hard on Carter. If I’d never come to Sinful, Celia would have been a problem, sure, but her grievances with me were the reason she’d made it her life’s work to take him down.

      Maybe Gertie and Ronald were wrong. Maybe they were just in their feelings because the woman they’d taken a yoga class from an hour before was dead.

      But I had my doubts.
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