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Author’s Note
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TANGLED WEBS IS AN original story written by Stephen John as part of the Miss Fortune World series created by Jana DeLeon. Ms. DeLeon entered into an agreement with a few authors, authorizing them to write their own Miss Fortune Mysteries using Fortune, Ida Belle, Gertie, and the gang. These novels are identified by the cover, which features the Miss Fortune World box on the bottom left side.

This 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.

While some Louisiana-based cities, parishes, businesses, and places are referenced, Doubloons, Les Boutiques du Canal, BLRA.com, and Masoli-Briggs Entertainment (MBE), among others, are fictionalized. Any perceived similarities to existing places or businesses are coincidental.

This is Stephen John’s eleventh Miss Fortune Mystery novel. The timeline of this book takes place approximately two months after the timeline of the author’s last book, An Act of Misfortune. This book is Part Two of the Act of Misfortune series but is written to be read as a standalone.

Several style decisions were made to make the text compatible with the text-to-speech feature. Special thanks to Jana DeLeon for allowing a few selected authors to use her characters to create their own Miss Fortune stories.

If you like this book, check out the author’s latest independent release, Night Music.

"Deceit weaves a tangled web.” John Mark Green

––––––––
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"It's not what you know; it's what you can prove."

Denzel Washington's character, Alonzo Harris, in the movie "Training Day."
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​​Chapter 1
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IT WAS A SCORCHING day, with temperatures well over ninety degrees and high humidity. The sun descended towards the west, bathing the playing field in a warm, golden glow. The air carried a medley of honeysuckle, freshly cut grass, popcorn, and grilled hotdogs.

“Fortune, who’s up next?” Coach Carter LeBlanc asked me. Even though the players called him ‘Coach’ on the field, his official title was Team Manager.

“Gertie at the bat,” I replied in my role as Bench Coach. In simple terms, it’s called the Assistant Coach.

Carter sucked in a breath. He was nervous.

“OK, Gertie, go get ’em,” he said, masking his concern.

Previously fanning themselves, the people in the stands now leaned forward in anticipation, curious about the unfolding events. I held my breath and crossed my fingers as Gertie approached the plate, bat in hand. The conditions were ripe for disaster, but her confident stride and the glimmer in her eye masked any hint of uncertainty. She spat into her hands, rubbed them together, and effortlessly gripped the bat, testing its weight.

“Gertie, give that ball a ride!” I shouted.

Celia Arceneaux, the Team Manager/1st Baseperson for the God’s Wives team and the queen of unsolicited advice, piped up, “Just toss it easy, Casey. You’ve seen Gertie swing. I’ve seen harder hits in a pillow fight!”

Gertie shot Celia a look that would’ve turned milk sour. From her position at first base, Celia looked over at the God’s Wives section of the stands, and they laughed on cue.

The pitcher, Casey Lawrence, who’d recently moved from New Orleans to Sinful, had been wrapped in more mystery than an Agatha Christie novel. In a small town like Sinful, where facts are scarcer than hen’s teeth, gossip fills the gaps. The rumor mill had Casey pegged as everything from a secret informant to a Mafia wife. And her age? Another million-dollar question. Some believed she wasn’t a day over forty-five, which should have disqualified her from our Golden Years League. Personally, I thought she looked younger than fifty.

Only one thing was for sure about Casey Lawrence: she could play softball like few others in the league. She batted like Mickey Mantle, and no one could hit her pitching.

Word got around about Casey’s playing skills and her recent widowhood status, and Celia snapped her up for the God’s Wives, or ‘GWs’ as they were called. Everyone wondered why Casey was allowed to play on the GWs. Never mind that Casey wasn’t a regular at the Catholic bingo nights; she didn’t even attend church. That requirement had been as protected as a dog’s favorite chew toy until Celia decided to play fast and loose with the rules.

“Rules?” Celia said, “They’re like rubber bands, meant to be stretched for God’s children.” And just like that, the door swung wide open for a little extra heart-healing on the diamond... for the GWs.

But let’s circle back to Gertie, my partner in crime-fighting, my close friend, and the diminutive shortstop for the Sinful Ladies Society team. In a move that was pure Gertie, she aimed her bat at the fence, à la Babe Ruth. Everyone in the stands chuckled, but no one laughed harder than Celia. Then came the pitch; Gertie took a swing, and it was an epic failure. She twirled around like she was trying out for the lead in ‘Swan Lake.’ If there were a prize for spinning, she would’ve taken home the gold.

“Dang it!” she exclaimed. Her glasses dangled precariously off her ear.

“Strike!” called out the umpire. I forget his name, but he was a plumber by day who enjoyed flirting with the ladies even while his hands were elbow-deep inside their toilets, or so the rumor mill would have you believe.

Amidst chuckles and banter, Celia added, “Nice swing, Gertie. There are ‘how-to-swing’ instructions taped to the bat.”

Celia’s condescending laugh made me want to slap her.

The crowd gave another collective chuckle, but Gertie, the eternal star of her own show, just adjusted her helmet and stepped up to the plate again.

Carter leaned into me, “I thought coaching the Sheriff’s Department game was tough, but this is something else!”

“It’s just one swing, Carter. It’s a marathon, not a sprint,” I chirped. “Gertie will get the next one.”

“Strike two!” screamed the umpire. Gertie spun herself into a ballet move again. The crowd’s giggles heightened.

Gertie huffed, “Dog-gone-it!” Grabbing a handful of dirt as if she were summoning the powers of the earth, she gave the bat another vigorous rub.

Carter shook his head and muttered, “What is she doing now? Is she trying to plant a tree or hit a ball?”

Meanwhile, the drama of the game, which had been cranked to eleven, was now rapidly fading. It was the bottom of the ninth, and we were down by three runs, but we had two runners on base with two outs. Elenor Flynn, our shining star in a cloudy sky, had smacked a beauty into left field for a single. Then came Ida Belle, tough as nails, leaning into the pitch to take one for the team. She took a hit right on the shoulder, using it like a shield in a medieval joust. Tough ladies, those two.

Gertie was our last hope, and to be frank, she hadn’t had a hit in... well, let’s just leave it at a very long time.

Suddenly, an idea popped into my head. “Hey, Carter. You’ve been teaching Gertie to be a lean, mean bunting machine, right?”

He looked baffled. “Yeah. You’ve seen our practices. She’s not bad at bunting, but with Betty Sue moved in so close to the plate, it would never work. Look at her. She’s standing less than ten feet from Gertie.”

Betty Sue was a plus-sized woman, a rabble-rouser, and an alto in the Catholic Church choir, best known for brawling in the Swamp Bar. She was strong and as fast as a charging buffalo. She was the next best player in the league, second only to Casey.

I considered Celia’s clear discomfort with the ball. That’s putting it lightly. Celia may be the only first baseperson in history who was deathly afraid of the ball, which is a particular problem for players who are fielding grounders and wish to throw the runner out.

The rest of the team tried to convince Celia to coach from the bench since she could neither field a ball, catch it, nor hit it with a bat, but she was the team manager and overruled all objections. Someone told her that first base was the position on the field where she’d be least likely to do anything that might require breaking a sweat, and that’s all it took.

This decision forced all the infielders to field the ball and pitch it to Casey, who would then run the ball to Celia and underhand toss it to her. Ms. Arceneaux was the diva of the diamond, but her fear of the ball was as clear as her love for the spotlight.

I continued, “Carter, you see who’s playing at first, right? I think there’s a play here.”

Carter gave me the side-eye. “I’m listening.”

I explained the play I had in mind, drawing inspiration from the grapevine, which traveled faster than our team’s mascot, Tommy the Turtle. Carter chuckled. “Fortune, you’re turning into quite the strategist! We have nothing to lose. Do it.”

I took a deep breath. “Alright, here goes nothing.”

Darting to the plate, I called time out and pulled Gertie aside to let her in on what I had in mind. Gertie grinned and winked at me. As I retreated, Gertie looked set to unleash the newfound strategy.

“Alright, let’s get this show on the road,” announced the umpire, hoping to get home before sundown.

Gertie yelled at Betty Sue, waving her hand in the air, “Hey Betty Sue, I heard you had one too many drinks at the Swamp Bar last night. How many fingers am I holding up?”

People in the stands close enough to hear the taunt began to chuckle, causing Betty Sue’s face to turn red.

Betty Sue squinted and bit her lip. “Why, you little...”

Gertie cut her off. “Just checking! I didn’t want you stumbling around out there. Do me a favor; stand on one foot and touch your nose.”

More laughter, this time louder.

“Shut up, Gertie!” she barked.

Betty Sue’s reaction was precisely what I expected. Gertie knew exactly which buttons to push, and she didn’t stop there. “With that arm of yours, you’d be better off tossing down a couple more whiskey shots than fielding grounders.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Betty Sue demanded.

Gertie grinned. “It means I don’t think you could make a throw to first if you had to.”

Betty Sue’s face flushed crimson, but she moved in close enough to Gertie to smell what she had for lunch. “Just hush and swing the bat, half-pint,” she hissed, her face as red as the Sinful Fire Engine.

The pitch came sailing in, and Gertie, mustering all her energy, squared up to bunt and tapped it gently down the line. As the bat connected with the ball, the onlookers stood and gasped in anticipation. Gertie raised her eyebrows, perhaps as surprised as anyone that she bunted the ball. She dropped her bat and took off running toward first. Unexpectedly, the bat landed on the poor catcher’s foot. Belinda Mathers howled in pain, grabbed her foot, and began spinning in circles in what looked like a one-footed river dance, howling profanities.

Gertie started to run. I held my breath. The next few seconds went by as if in slow motion.

“Yeow!” Belinda screamed. “I can’t walk. Betty Sue, help me.”

Betty Sue ignored her pleas for help and focused on fielding the ball. I could almost see the adrenaline pumping through her veins.

“C’mon, Gertie, move those feet!” I yelled.

Carter rolled his eyes. “OH... MY... GOD! Could she possibly run any slower?”

But Gertie’s bunt had done its magic. Betty Sue, goaded and angry, retrieved the ball and set her sights on a hero’s throw to first base. Casey saw what was about to unfold and started screaming at Betty Sue.

“Nooooo!” Casey cried out. “Don’t throw it to Celia. Throw it to me.”

But Betty Sue ignored her frantic pleas.

“It’s working. Betty Sue’s taking the bait,” I called out to Carter, slapping his shoulders nervously, barely believing it myself.

When Betty Sue hurled the ball toward first base, it was like a scene from a comic book, with the ball representing a missile and Celia its unwilling target. Celia’s eyes nearly bulged out of her head as the ball rifled towards her.

Celia screamed, “Incoming!” and then dropped to the ground, hitting the dirt face-first and allowing the ball to whistle past her. Elenor crossed home plate, tightening the score. We were down only 3-1.

Belinda, the catcher, started limping away from the plate. Betty Sue ran to her assistance.

Meanwhile, the ball ping-ponged off the fence and ricocheted into deep right field. The right fielder tripped and fell, aggravating her arthritic hip, and was unable to chase the ball.

The centerfielder inspected her nails, oblivious to what was unfolding. In her defense, someone earlier said she’d forgotten her hearing aids.

Betty Sue, who still had the catcher’s left arm draped across her back, saw that no one was covering home plate. She screamed at Celia, calling for her to run to home base. Celia shuffled toward home as fast as her legs would carry her.

Casey, seeing no one trying to get to the ball, took off for right field, demonstrating her stellar speed and athleticism, but she had a long way to go.

Ida Belle scored, huffing like the little engine that could. It was 3-2 now. Gertie was approaching third as Casey reached the ball.

“Gertie, stay at third!” Carter’s voice boomed, but Gertie ignored him and headed for home.

“I got this, coach,” she cried out... but she was tiring. Beads of sweat formed rivulets from her forehead to her bright red cheeks. Gertie charged for home just as Casey reached the ball.

I held my breath as Casey sent the ball soaring towards Celia, who frankly scored an excellent target. To everyone’s shock, the ball bounced twice in the infield and then landed in Celia’s glove by sheer accident, given that her eyes were closed, and her head was turned away at the time. The entire crowd oohed in disbelief.

Carter’s voice was barely above a whisper, “I never thought I’d see the day.”

“Neither did I,” I admitted. “It’s like winning the lottery and then realizing you read the numbers wrong.”

Celia touched the plate and formed a smirk, but before Celia could fully bask in her catch, Betty Sue screamed at her. “Celia, for the love of Mike, tag her!” she yelled, her voice full of urgency.

Celia, still processing the fact that she’d caught the ball, looked utterly confused. “Tag who?” she mumbled.

“Tag Gertie!” Betty Sue shouted. Celia looked down the third baseline at Gertie, who appeared to be charging in slow motion. Her mouth went dry.

“You have to tag Gertie for the out,” Betty Sue repeated.

All eyes were now on Gertie and Celia as the climax of the inning unfolded before them. It was a moment where comedy met suspense, and no one knew how the script would end.

Celia’s eyes widened; her lips parted in surprise. Her stout figure served as a barricade in front of home plate. Meanwhile, an exhausted Gertie limped onward, hesitating when only ten feet separated her from the final base. She weighed the risk of retracing her steps to the safety of third base.

Seeing what she thought was a weakness in Gertie, Celia taunted her.

“You think you can get past me, Gertie Hebert?” Celia called with a smirk. “Come on, unless... you are chicken.”

She spread her legs, exposing the plate between her feet.

“Don’t listen to her, Gertie. Come back,” Carter implored.

My heart sank, realizing the impending showdown.

“I’ll show you who’s chicken,” Gertie retorted.

Celia’s voice dripped with venom. “Bring it, pipsqueak.”

With a roar that would’ve made her pet alligator proud, Gertie charged toward home plate like a freight train barreling down the tracks. Every bit of her, from her fiery hair to her mud-splattered cleats, was zeroed in on that final, climactic dash. Celia, momentarily stunned by Gertie’s booming roar, braced for the inevitable.

And then, the two mortal enemies met. As they collided, it was like watching a scene straight out of a Sinful Town drama—two forces of nature clashing in a spectacular display.

Betty Sue returned to the field, having assisted Belinda to the dugout. She arrived at the plate just as the two warriors collided.

Their crash was nothing short of epic, the irresistible force meeting the immovable object. Time slowed to a crawl, stretching out the moment. Celia and Gertie fell in a whirlwind of motion, kicking up a cloud of dust.

Through the dust cloud, Gertie’s hand stretched out, straining towards home plate with a desperation that echoed the suspense of our last mayoral election. The crowd held its collective breath, waiting in a suspenseful silence.

Then, like a revelation, Celia’s hand emerged from the dust, gripping the ball with a certainty that rivaled a toddler with a lollipop. Cheers erupted from the GWs’ dugout, a cacophony of triumph.

But the real twist came when the umpire, in a voice as clear as a bell on a quiet morning, declared, “Safe!”

Disbelief marred Celia’s face as she argued from the ground, “I tagged her. She’s out!”

The umpire, his voice shaking slightly, clarified, “She’s safe due to plate interference. The game is now tied.”

Betty Sue’s voice, tinged with anger, barked, “Plate inter... what? What the hell is that?”

The umpire gulped before elucidating, “Uh... plate interference. It’s against the rules for catchers to obstruct the plate. The runner is safe. The game’s tied.”

Betty Sue’s fiery temper ignited. She looked at the umpire/drain-unclogger with venom in her eyes. A mixture of boos and cheers filled the air. Carter, sensing the powder keg about to explode, murmured, “This won’t end well.”

I nodded, “Let’s give them a chance to cool off.”

But ‘cooling off’ was not meant to be.

Betty Sue flung her glove to the ground in fury and charged the umpire. The umpire screamed like a little girl with a bee in her hair and took off running.

Gertie stood and taunted Celia with a celebratory dance. Then, all hell broke loose. Players from both teams descended on home plate like a swarm of bees disturbed from their hive. There was a whirlwind of chaos—a symphony of shrieks, curses, and flailing limbs. Gloves soared through the air like birds in flight, repurposed as impromptu missiles in the frenzied fray.

In the thick of the uproar, Mildred Frump, known more for her prize-winning pies than her athleticism, somehow managed to clamp her teeth onto Selma Burrows’ finger. Selma howled and yanked back with such force that she inadvertently became the new owner of Mildred’s dentures.

Off to the sidelines, Beatrice Maxwell, caught up in the excitement and finding no other weapon at hand, pulled off her own wig, brandishing it like a club on Gladys Ernst’s head.

Various skirmishes played out, looking more like an angry hoedown than an actual fight. The intensity waned quickly, leaving many players with their hands on their knees, catching their breath and nursing sore joints. But at the heart of it all, Gertie and Celia remained entwined in what could be described as a fierce, hair-pulling Tasmanian tango. Their fingers were knotted in each other’s hair. They circled the plate in a wild, shouting match, with neither showing a sign of backing down.

In stark contrast, Ida Belle and Casey Lawrence sought refuge on second base, indulging in genteel chatter. From her pocket, Ida Belle produced a small flask of her “cough syrup”—a concoction that non-Sinful residents call moonshine or rotgut. They shared a drink, their camaraderie evident in exchanged grins and chuckles while the tumult at home continued unabated.

“Fortune, we need to step in,” Carter prompted. “The others are spent, but those two are really going at it.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, “but I don’t think either of them has actually hit the other. It’s just a lot of cursing, spinning, and hair-pulling.”

Carter nodded but was insistent, “Let’s keep it that way and break them apart before a punch actually lands.”

“Agreed,” I responded. “I’ll manage that whirlwind. You find Betty Sue.”

He frowned, “Where did she vanish to?”

“She chased the umpire into the dugout. I’ve never seen him move so fast.”

Carter let out a low whistle, “He was running away?”

“Like his ass was on fire.”

“Woo boy. OK, I’m on it,” Carter exclaimed, sprinting off.

Thankfully, I intervened, separating Gertie and Celia. Though the physical confrontations ceased, bickering continued. Soon, the beckoning of dinner called some away, leading to a decision to postpone the game. It was unanimously agreed to reconvene the following Sunday after church.
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Chapter 2
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STRETCHING OUT LIKE a cat in the Louisiana sun, I blinked awake, realizing I had overslept. The room was awash in sunlight. A quick glance at the clock, standing sentinel on my bedside table, confirmed it was 9:00 a.m.—later than my usual rise-and-shine hour. Shaking off the remnants of sleep like dust from an old book, I decided on a brisk five-mile run to jumpstart the day. There’s nothing quite like an excellent run to get the blood flowing.

After my run, I hopped into the shower. A minor skirmish ensued between me and my hair, but after a short battle, I emerged victorious, ready to face the day. First on today’s agenda? A brunch date at Francine’s with Carter and the ladies.

Stepping into Francine’s was like walking into a scene from a Sinful Saturday public market—familiar, lively, and filled with people. Ida Belle, Gertie, and Carter were nestled in their usual haunt near the window, deep in a conversation that looked as intriguing as a Jodi Picoult novel. They saw me, and their faces lit up.

I slid into the seat next to Carter, cozy as a cat finding its favorite sunspot, and couldn’t help but ask, “What did I miss?”

Gertie didn’t skip a beat, “Just talking about the game. That was quite the masterstroke at the end, Fortune. You had Betty Sue all figured out.”

Dipping my head modestly, I responded, “A bit of profiling from my CIA days. People like Betty Sue can rarely resist a good challenge, especially from you, Gertie.”

Ida Belle chuckled, “Oh, Gertie ruffled her feathers alright.”

“Is anyone shocked?” I smirked.

Carter changed the subject, “Ida Belle, I noticed your batting style... you’re drawing a lot of walks. That helps the team a lot. It requires a ton of patience.”

Ida Belle feigned, “I know patience. I learned it from watching Gertie trying to enter her Netflix password with her TV remote.”

“The special characters always throw me off,” Gertie said.

Ida Belle continued, “What happened with Betty Sue, Carter? I saw you leading her away in cuffs.”

He sighed, “By the time I reached the scene, she was wailing at the poor umpire. She even took a swing at me.”

Gertie’s eyebrows shot up, “Oh, the poor umpire. How is he?”

“In rough shape. Betty Sue did a number on his face. He’s out. We need a new umpire for the upcoming games,” Carter admitted.

Ida Belle quickly suggested, “Perhaps Walter?”

“Yes, Walter would be great,” Gertie agreed.

Carter shook his head, “No. He and I are related, remember? Imagine how that would play with Celia. Besides, I know you, Ida Belle. He’d call a third strike on you, and poor Walter would be bunking at my place.”

Ida Belle shrugged, “He’d never have the courage to call a third strike on me.”

“So, who is the new umpire?” Gertie asked.

“Went with Judge Parsons.”

Gertie raised an eyebrow, “That was fast. When did you talk to him?”

“As I drove in this morning,” Carter replied.

“Wait a minute,” said Ida Belle, “I thought Parsons was busy judging the ugliest cake contest at the fair.”

Carter shook his head, “That event was canceled due to lack of interest. Fortune was the only one who entered.”

I gasped, “Damn. That’s the only contest I could have won.”

Carter continued, “They replaced it with the ‘Fun with Duct Tape’ competition, but Parsons turned that offer down... said it was too silly.”

Ida Belle shook her head, “Fortune, sorry about that. You certainly would have won the ugliest cake contest.”

Gertie nodded, “Hands down.”

Carter smirked.

I glared at my friends momentarily, “Are you sure that Parsons is the best choice for umpire? I’ve heard stories of his... libations.”

Carter shrugged, “Best I could get last minute. I like him because he’s not afraid of Celia or Betty Sue.”

“Good point,” said Gertie. “He’s one of the few men in town who won’t back down from Celia. And speaking of Celia... Carter, you should have hauled her off to jail.”

He countered, “That’d mean hauling you in too.”

“You can’t argue with that, Gertie,” said Ida Belle. 

“Right,” said Gertie. “Forget I said anything.”

Ida Belle continued, “Mishaps aside, I had an interesting chat with Casey Lawrence during the chaos. She asked about you, Fortune.”

My eyebrows furrowed, “About me?”

Gertie butted in, “I’ve heard she might be in witness protection. There are rumors that she’s a spy and her husband had mob involvement.”

Ida Belle dismissed with a wave, “All those rumors are horse hockey. She’s here seeking peace after her husband died last year... no mob involved. It was a car accident.”

“Looks like your timing is perfect, Ida Belle,” Carter said, nodding toward the door.

The café’s door chime interrupted our conversation as Casey Lawrence walked in. Carter rose to greet her, but Gertie jumped in to take the lead, “Hey you, next time, I’m knocking that ball out of the park. So, you better be ready.”

Casey chuckled and then winked, “Well, Gertie, I’ll make you the offer I’ve made to everyone else. You hit a homer off me, and I’ll buy you a drink at the Swamp Bar. Here’s the spoiler alert: I haven’t bought a drink since I joined the team.”

“And I know why,” added Carter. “I don’t think Sammy Sosa could hit that pitch.”

Ida Belle smirked, rubbing her shoulder gingerly, “Speaking of your pitches, Casey, that one you hit me with left quite the impression on my rotator cuff.”

Casey laughed, “You knew what you were getting into. Don’t think I didn’t notice you leaning over the plate. That was a good move on your part. It got you on base. You also scored.”

Ida Belle retorted, “In addition to being a great pitcher, you’re also a world-class runner. I couldn’t believe how fast you made it to the ball when your right fielder came up limping.”

Gertie added, “And that throw? Spot on the money, right into Celia’s glove.”

“Which is the only way she could have caught it,” said Ida Belle.

Casey added, “Yeah, but it sure caused a dust-up. Sorry that my last throw to home plate caused all that commotion.”

Ida Belle reassured, “Don’t sweat it. Gertie and Celia have a... history.”

Casey raised an eyebrow, clearly intrigued. “I’ve heard whispers about the epic showdowns between Gertie and Celia. Something to do with orange underwear and mooning.”

Ida Belle chuckled, “Those two are like toothpaste and orange juice, always have been.”

With a sigh, Casey responded, “Well, having had the ‘pleasure’ of being on the same team as Celia for a while now, I can see how she might rub someone the wrong way. I absolutely adore softball, but Celia... she has a special talent for being less than delightful at times.”

“Well, there’s a shocker,” I interjected.

She turned to me, “You’re Fortune, right? I’ve been hoping to meet you. I was wondering... can I speak with you privately for a moment or two? That is if it’s okay with everyone else. I hate to intrude, but I promise I won’t be long.”

“Go right ahead,” said Ida Belle. “Fortune, we’ll keep your seat warm.”

“Sure.”

“I’m taking off,” Carter said. “Casey, nice to meet you.”

“You too,” Casey said.

I noted the looks of curiosity on Ida Belle’s and Gertie’s faces as Casey and I nestled ourselves into a cozy nook of the café. The server swiftly stopped by with a carafe of fresh coffee.

Casey fiddled with her cup, her nervousness as evident as a flamingo in a flock of pigeons. Out of the confines of her usual baggy uniform, Casey Lawrence was a very attractive woman. Her hair framed her face in loose waves. She was tall, her presence as striking as a Sinful sunrise, and her natural features reminded me of Cate Blanchett. Dressed in jeans that fit her like they were made just for her and a top that subtly boasted of her athleticism, she looked youthful.

“You have me on the edge of my seat,” I mused.

She sighed, “You’re probably wondering about the cloak and dagger. I figured the fewer people in on this, the better. But I could use your expertise. Do you mind if I ask where your other partner is, the one from New Orleans?”

“Brennan Noble,” I filled in.

“That’s him. Read about both of you regarding the Zalapas case. I haven’t seen him since I moved to Sinful.”

I nodded, recalling our recent collaboration with Brennan, a true gentleman in our field, skilled in more ways than I could name. Loyal to the core, he is the kind of ally who’s very useful in tight spots.

“You mean Kat Guillory’s article?” I asked.

She confirmed, “Yep, titled An Act of Misfortune. Read it on BRLA.com, but it went statewide. The story was everywhere. Wasn’t that just a couple of months back?”

“Give or take, yeah,” I replied, curious. “Brennan doesn’t live in Sinful, and I haven’t heard from him in a while. So, how does all this relate to today?”

“How much do you know about me?” she inquired.

“Almost nothing beyond wild, unsubstantiated rumors, which are typical for this town,” I confessed. “Ida Belle mentioned that you moved here a couple of months ago. She said your husband passed away a year ago.”

“That’s about right, yes.”

“It was a car accident, right?”

She paused and sighed, her expression growing somber. “That’s what the coroner and police report said, but very recently, I stumbled upon some disturbing information. That’s why I’m talking to you today.”

I gave her a quick nod, “Fair enough. Please, talk freely.”

Casey quickly scanned the room as if expecting someone to be eavesdropping on our conversation. The dining room was only a quarter full, and no one was near us. She appeared satisfied.

“My maiden name is Casey Lawrence, but my married name is Casey Braddock. I went back to Lawrence when I moved to Sinful.”

“Braddock? Braddock? Why does that name sound familiar?”

“My husband’s name was Blake Braddock.”

I paused for a moment before the realization dawned on me. “Blake Braddock? The business owner? He was your husband?”

“That’s right. Blake owned a popular nightclub in New Orleans.”

“I remember. Doubloons, right?”

“Right. Right in the heart of Bourbon Street.”

Doubloons wasn’t merely a run-of-the-mill hotspot; it was the crown jewel of New Orleans nightlife, as notorious in its fame as Celia is in Sinful for her mayoral rallies. Celebrities, the high-flying sorts from places as far-flung as Paris, London, New York, and California, were photographed there on a regular basis. Doubloons was the chosen party destination for the local glitterati.

My one visit there left an impression as lasting as a cat’s curiosity. The place was alive, thrumming with energy, a hive of revelers lost in the rhythm of the music that pulsed like the heartbeat of the city itself. The atmosphere was intoxicating.

But Doubloons had its shadowy underbelly, whispered about in hushed tones. Rumors swirled of open ‘party’ drug use, adding a darker hue to its glamorous façade.

I offered my condolences sincerely, “I’m so sorry for your loss. When he died in that car accident, it was big news.” 

“Thank you.”

“Out of curiosity, with your husband gone and you now living in Sinful, who’s running the club?”

“That’s a long story that plays into why I am here. Blake’s longtime business partner, Randy Hopkins, was supposed to buy the club and take over. It was in Blake’s will that way.”

“But he didn’t?”

“Well... he did, and he didn’t... let me explain. In Blake’s will, he made provisions for the business to be sold to Randy at half of the fair market value with the proceeds going to me.”

I raised my eyebrows, “Half of market value? Seems very generous. Why?”

“Blake wanted the club to go on. He wanted to take care of Randy. So, Randy got a great deal.”

“Wow. How did that make you feel?”

She bit her lip and shrugged, “Blake discussed it with me in advance. I never objected to it. Blake wanted to reward Randy for his loyalty. It was hard for me to disagree, and I’m not the greedy sort. Blake had provided for me well, and this was what he wanted. The proceeds of the business sale went to me. All of Blake’s other assets went to me as well, and I was the beneficiary of his life insurance policy. It was enough to set me up for life.”

I bit my lip, “So, Hopkins bought the business. Even at half, buying Doubloons would have cost a great deal, but you’re telling me Randy somehow came up with the money?”

“Yes. When Randy told me it was going to be a cash purchase, I did a double-take and questioned him about it. He told me he had an investor... a silent partner. I asked him who it was, but he said the partner wished to remain in the shadows. At that point, I had no real reason to question him, so I let the matter drop, and the sale went through without a hitch.”

“Any other beneficiaries in his will besides you?” 

“Blake had no siblings, no children, no nieces or nephews. Besides Randy, the only beneficiaries were me and Mick,” Casey revealed.

“Who’s Mick?”

“Blake’s floor manager and chief of security, Mick Taylor. Mick worked for Blake for more than ten years. He is a no-nonsense kind of guy. Blake loved him and trusted him implicitly. Mick was always sober and serious, watching Blake’s back. Blake used to call him an old fart with a big heart. He left Mick $250,000.”

“Nice. Could Mick be this silent partner?”

“Oh no, I don’t think so. He is in his early sixties and spoke of a quiet retirement. He had no interest in owning Doubloons, and even if he did, a quarter of a mil would not have scratched the surface of what he needed. He didn’t have that kind of money.”

“So, why did you leave New Orleans?” 

“After Blake’s death, I needed to get away from the craziness of New Orleans. I wanted out of the big city. I cashed out, sold my house, and moved to Sinful.”

“Why Sinful?”

“My grandfather lived in Sinful until 2004 when he died. I used to visit often. As a child, I had fond memories of this town. I needed to clear my head. So, new name, new town, new life. I love it here.”

My curiosity piqued, “So, what can I do for you?”

Casey took a moment to gather her thoughts before speaking. “I do not think Blake’s death was an accident. I believe he was murdered.”
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MURDERED. THAT SINGLE word hit with the impact of Gertie’s infamous cannonball dive at the Sinful summer pool party. The news of Blake Braddock’s demise had initially caught my attention. The man was a high roller, the kind of figure that would raise eyebrows faster than Celia spotting a moo-moo sale at Walmart.

A year had passed since the news of Braddock’s untimely exit from the stage of life first reached me. Back then, it was just another thread in the rich, intricate tapestry of New Orleans’ stories—a successful entrepreneur, a thriving business with a reputation for dancing, partying, and celebrity hobnobbing. ADA Janet Renfro quickly stamped it as an unfortunate accident and declared the case closed at a televised press conference. And like so many tales in the city’s endless anthology, it had slowly drifted into the background.

I asked, “Why do you suspect foul play in his death.”

“I always had my suspicions, but then some very recent discoveries came to light. Old business e-mails dating back to long before Blake’s death. I had overlooked them until recently.”

“Okay, let’s start with your suspicions.”

She took a sip of coffee and looked about the café again for eavesdroppers. “The coroner claimed that my husband was high on ecstasy when he was driving home at 4:15 a.m. on a Sunday morning.”

I remembered from the initial news report that drugs were found by the coroner in Blake’s system. Ecstasy, sometimes called Molly or X, was a notorious party drug coursing through New Orleans’ nightlife scene, renowned for its energy-boosting and euphoria-inducing effects.

“Please, go on,” I urged.

“Blake never used ecstasy—never, or party drugs of any kind. He hated them. He did take Oxycodone for his back, but when he took it on the job, which was rare, his chief of security drove him home.”

“And who was assigned to investigate this case?” 

“Detective Green.”

My eyes widened, “Wait a minute... Jacob Green?”

“Yes. I knew that name would get your attention, and to answer your next question, I was aware of your collaboration with Detective Green on the Zalapas murder case a few months ago. He spoke highly of you in the Kat Guillory exposé.”

Detective Green’s involvement added a layer of complexity to this matter. Green was a good man. His job was to investigate cases that were ruled as accidents but with some suspicious elements. In this case, however, the questionable element was that the victim was a celebrity nightclub owner.

“Casey, you also mentioned recent discoveries coming to light. Old e-mails?”

“Yes, a month ago, I was going through some of Blake’s old business e-mails and stumbled on some correspondence from a man that you know all about.”

“And who might that be?”

“Ernest Bordelon.”

I sucked in a breath and sat back in my chair, clearly shocked at the mention of Ernest Bordelon’s name. The mere mention of the name sent a chill down my spine. He was currently cooling his heels in prison, awaiting trial, and I had a major hand in putting him in that cell. Bordelon had a history that included racketeering, fraud, and murder. He owned a company called Palmwood Land Development, and his tactics for making money were deadly for those who crossed him. He was known for forcing owners to sell properties to him cheaply, and he would, in turn, level the businesses on those properties and create spaces for giant conglomerates to move in.

“Your husband knew Ernest Bordelon?” I asked.

“It appears so. I read his name for the first time in Kat Guillory’s article. That was a couple of months ago. It sounded vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place where I had heard it. Then it hit me... my husband’s old e-mails. I went back through them and found Bordelon’s name... in correspondence with Ernest Bordelon. The same man who had Professor Zalampas killed over the acquisition of a park was also trying to buy Doubloons from my husband just weeks before he died.”

“So, it was these e-mails that revealed Bordelon was trying to buy Doubloons... prior to Blake’s death?”

“Yes.”

“Was he threatening Blake in any way?”

She shook her head, “No, but Bordelon kept offering more and more and urging Blake to sell. You can tell by the e-mails that Bordelon was getting flustered. He was using language like, ‘What do I gotta do?’ and ‘You’re not making this easy,’ but again, he was never threatening.”

The fact that Bordelon did not openly threaten Blake in an e-mail was not a big surprise. Ernest Bordelon is an intelligent man. He would not leave an electronic trail with his open threats. I asked Casey if he had any evidence of phone calls or personal meetings between Blake and Bordelon. Personal calendar, perhaps. She said she did not but added that she did print Blake’s phone records as well as the questionable e-mails in the event that I agreed to take on her case.

“Did Blake mention to you that someone was aggressively trying to buy Doubloons?”

“No, but it didn’t surprise me. Blake received buy offers from investors on a regular basis. He didn’t share all of that with me. He had no intentions of selling.”

“So, how do these e-mails connect Ernest Bordelon with Blake’s death?”

She thought for a moment, “I’ve thought long and hard about this. I believe Bordelon was Randy Hopkins’s silent partner. I think he loaned Randy the money to buy Doubloons, but I can’t substantiate it. Randy’s name is the only one on the purchase agreement, so the identity of the silent partner was never disclosed to me.”

“He certainly had the money, but why would he want to become Randy Hopkins’s silent partner? That does not seem like Bordelon’s style.”

“You might feel otherwise when you hear the rest of my story. It’s rather complicated.”

“Hold on, Casey. I have a tablet in my backpack. I want to take notes on this.”

Casey poured more coffee from the carafe and unfolded her tale. It swiftly became clear that we were delving into a labyrinth of intrigue. She was convinced that Bordelon, frustrated by Blake’s refusal to sell Doubloons, had escalated his tactics.

Hopkins acquired Doubloons at half of its true value, using Bordelon as a silent financier, and then both men, she speculated, promptly flipped the nightclub, selling it to Massoli-Briggs Entertainment, a prominent entertainment business based in California, for double its value. While there may have been nothing illegal about the business transaction itself, there were many unanswered questions regarding Blake’s death, which started that ball rolling.

Casey believed Bordelon escalated his tactics when Blake refused to sell. After acquiring Doubloons at half its value, Bordelon and Hopkins flipped it, selling it to Massoli-Briggs Entertainment for double the actual book value. Although the business transaction seemed legitimate, the suspicious circumstances of Blake’s death remained unanswered, casting a long shadow over the events that followed.

The timing of Blake’s sudden and tragic end, just as he was rebuffing Bordelon’s insistent buyout proposals, couldn’t be chalked up to mere coincidence. It was a shadowy puzzle, each piece suggesting that Blake’s untimely departure from this world was far from accidental.

I paused, absorbing the gravity of her words, before pressing her for more details. “So, Casey, for this to add up, Ernest Bordelon and Randy Hopkins would need a connection. How did Bordelon even come into the picture with Randy?”

Casey’s shoulders dropped, “I don’t know.”

“This web seems to be quite intricate. Randy Hopkins, Blake’s long-time associate... what could possibly compel him to betray Blake after so many years together?”

“It always comes down to money, doesn’t it? Blake was a spry seventy-nine and showed no signs of slowing down. Randy was decades younger and burdened with debt. I believe he grew weary of waiting in the wings to cash in.”

“This will be challenging to substantiate.”

“Yes, but before you dismiss the idea...”
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