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FORTUNE KOOKIES is an original story written as part of the Miss Fortune World from the wonderful series created by Jana DeLeon.  Ms DeLeon entered into an agreement with some authors, myself included, to allow our own cozy Miss Fortune Mysteries to be published.

This is my eighth Miss Fortune Mystery novel. Three of my first four Miss Fortune stories reached number one in KindleWorlds under the pen name, Mark Len Mayfield:  Fortune and Fame (out of print), Fortune and Glory, and A Blooming Fortune. Fortune and Pride reached number three in KindleWorlds.  The Welly Wheel Murder made it to the Kindle Top 100 Mystery Series for nine weeks.

The timeline of this book takes place shortly after Book 20 of Ms. DeLeon’s series, Frightfully Fortune, though this was written to be a standalone.

I’d like to thank Jana DeLeon for allowing me to use her wonderful characters to create my own Miss Fortune stories.

This is a work of fiction. Certain long-standing institutions, agencies, events, criminal organizations, and public offices are mentioned, but the characters involved are wholly imaginary. With the exception of public figures, any resemblance to persons living or dead is coincidental. The views and opinions expressed in the story are those of the characters only and do not necessarily reflect or represent the views and opinions held by the author.

Several style decisions were made to make the text compatible with the text-to-speech feature some e-readers like to use. The most notable one is the absence of the period after Mr, Mrs, Dr, and Ms.

If you like this book, check out my latest independent release, Night Music.

Stephen John
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~~~~~~~

Friday—late morning

KISATCHIE NATIONAL Forest in Louisiana is part of the Cenozoic uplands, home to rock formations created sixty-five million years ago, give or take. There are six-hundred thousand acres of stunning longleaf pine forests. Until this week, I never knew all this incredible beauty was less than a three-hour drive from my home in Sinful, Louisiana.

Carter and I took a well-deserved vacation to Kisatchie, where there are more than one hundred miles of hiking trails. Carter is my boyfriend and a Deputy in Sinful. My name is Fortune Redding. I’m a former CIA agent and now serve the local area as a private investigator.

The nature paths provide deep wilderness adventure, hiking challenges, natural beauty and an abundance of fresh air. We chose the Wild Azalea Trail, a twenty-four-mile hike filled with azaleas blooming along the path and in the creek bottoms during the spring. They were beautiful, pink and white, and smelled pleasant throughout the all-day hike. Thick, tall evergreens provided plenty of shade throughout the journey. Thousands of butterflies fluttered around the flowers and birds tweeted the entire time.

After four days and three nights of camping and hiking, I was ready to come home. Even though the vacation allowed me to recharge my batteries mentally, physically I was exhausted.

Friday—mid-afternoon

When I got home, I decided to not call Ida Belle and Gertie, my two best friends. I intentionally left my work schedule clear for a little post-vacation decompression. The hiking left me both invigorated and exhausted at the same time.

Carter dropped me off at home in the afternoon and promised to call me the next day. I invited him in, but he begged off. He was needed on the job early the next day. I smiled and waved goodbye as he pulled away, feeling a little guilty that I was happy he decided to head home. After the endless hiking and three-hour drive home, I was spent. All I wanted was a long, hot bath and an uninterrupted ten-hour nap.

Once inside I wasted little time. I grabbed a glass, a bottle of wine, drew a bath and shed my clothes.  I gave the water a quick hand test and poured myself a glass of red blend, sitting it where I could easily reach it once I was in the tub. Just as I was dipping my toe into the water my cell phone rang. I looked at the display; it was Ida Belle.

No one knew I was back, I reminded myself. I allowed the call to go to voicemail as I slipped down into the hot, muscle-soothing water.  I took a sip of wine and settled in.

That’s when I heard the sound of a text message notification.  I wanted to ignore it. I should have ignored it, but I always worry that the one time I ignore their call it’ll be an emergency. I looked at the display. It was a message from Ida Belle: I know you’re back. Call me asap.

Busted, I thought. I sighed and dialed. She answered on the first ring.

“Fortune?” she called out. “I’m so sorry to disturb you. I know you just got back.”

“How did you know?”

“Ally saw Carter’s car pulling into town. She told Francine. Francine told . . .”

“Never mind. I get it. What’s up?”

“I need your help with Gertie.”

“Is she OK?” I asked, sitting upright.

“She’s fine, unless you take into account her latest hair-brained idea.”

“What’s she up to now?”

“She’s planning to drive down to Kookies and enter the Old Kooks Senior Comedy Contest.”

“What’s Cookies?”

“No, Kook-ies, like the word ‘kook,’ she corrected. “It’s a comedy club, in New Orleans, near the French Quarter.”

“Never heard of it,” I said, sliding back down into the tub.

“It’s a small place, but they’ve been in business for years. They do this comedy contest every year. It brings in the senior crowd.”

“So, they’re having a comedy contest just for senior citizens?”

“Yes, and Gertie entered.”

“Well . . . it actually sounds like fun. Is that a bad thing?”

“Yes, it is. The contest is over two Saturdays. The first part of the competition is an Old Kooks roast-off. That’s where two contestants square off against each other and trade insults.”

“How would you know who wins?”

“The audience decides. Everyone gets a little electronic voting remote. Their votes determine the winner. Whoever wins goes on to compete against the other winners in next weekend’s finale.”

“Are those roast offs too?” I asked.

“Nope. They’re ten-minute individual comedy monologues.”

“I still don’t get it. Why are you so upset about this?”

“Because tomorrow night, the first person she faces in the Old Kooks roast-off is none other than . . . Celia Arceneaux.”

“Oh . . . well, now I get it.”

Celia is Ida Belle’s and Gertie’s arch-rival. They have a long, ugly history, which includes mooning, lighting clothes on fire, fire-breathing dragons, alligator chases, explosives, jail and many other nefarious activities. The list goes on. Anytime Gertie is in the same room with Celia, nothing good happens.

“Where is she now?”

“She’s with me. I’m just outside of Francine’s now. Gertie is inside with her pencil and a notebook. She’s writing her material. This whole thing has disaster written all over it.”

It was three-thirty. “I’ll be there in a half an hour,” I said.

I toweled off, slipped into a black top and black shorts and black Nikes. I drove to Francine’s, yawning and groaning the entire time. I arrived just after four o’clock.  I found Ida Belle and Gertie at a window table. The waitress was refilling their coffee cups.  Ida Belle sat with her hands on her lap, and an unhappy expression pasted on her face. Gertie was chuckling to herself and writing furiously in a notebook.

“Hi ladies,” I greeted, mustering a smile and upbeat tone.

Gertie looked up and smiled, “Fortune! I didn’t think you were back until tomorrow.”

“Well, you know how it is,” I replied, having no idea where I was going with that.

“That’s a nice top,” she said. “Not sure I’ve ever seen you in all black before.”

“I’m wearing all-black to mourn the death of my motivation.”

Ida Belle flashed a wry grin, “Tired huh?” 

“Very,” I replied.

“Vacations can do that to you,” said Gertie.

Monica appeared with a thermal carafe of coffee and poured a cup for me. 

I smiled at her, “Bless you, Monica. I really need this.”

I reached for the cup but knocked it over, spilling the contents on the table. Fortunately, the waitress had a wet rag on her tray.  She smiled and started wiping the table.

“Better leave the pot, Monica,” Ida Belle suggested.

I sighed, “She’s right. I’m really tired.”

“Are you OK?” Gertie asked. “You’ve been a little klutzy lately . . . more than usual even.”

I furrowed my brow, “Huh? What are you talking about, more than usual? I’m not klutzy.”

Ida Belle peered over her glasses at me, “Fortune, the very first day we met you, you tripped over that old bloodhound and fell into a muddy swamp,” Ida Belle said.

“That was a one-time thing,” I objected.

Gertie started chuckling, “Sure it was. Right after that you pulled off your muddy jacket and accidentally flashed your boobs at Carter.”

Ida Belle nodded in agreement, “Right, and how many other wardrobe malfunctions did you have in front of Carter when you first met him?”

“A couple,” I said, “maybe three.”

“More like a dozen,” Gertie shot back.  “Ten, at least.”

I shrugged, “OK, but that was different.”

Ida Belle started chuckling, “Just recently you fumbled around and dumped fish all over yourself?”

Gertie hooted, “The smell was so bad you had to strip naked in front of Ronald so he could burn your clothes.”

“I was behind a bush and Ronald gave me a robe,” I corrected.

Gertie snapped her fingers, “Then there was the time you fell in the swamp trying to save turkeys from . . .”

“Hey, you know, I get it,” I interrupted. “I’ve had a few awkward moments in the past, but I’m getting better.”

“Well, whatever. Let’s change the subject. You’re just in time,” Gertie continued. “I need help. How many i’s are in ‘conniving?’’

“Uh . . . two, I think. Why do you need to know that?”

“I’m just writing my material for my roast-off against Celia tomorrow night,” she told me, scribbling away.

I smiled, “Yeah, I heard about that. Wow. Exciting, huh?”

Gertie raised her eyebrows, “You bet ’cha, this is gonna be a hoot.”

“How did you get interested in something like this in the first place?” I asked.

“It happened really fast. Yesterday, I wandered into Francine’s and saw Celia sitting at the counter. You know me, I had to be friendly and say ‘hey.’”

Ida Belle rolled her eyes, “She’s leaving out a critical piece of information. She didn’t just say ‘hey.’ What she said was, “Hey Celia, I thought I smelled baboon butt.”

Gertie shrugged, “It’s a small detail. Well . . . it was then I noticed the flyer on the counter just to the right of her plate.  I saw the logo for Kookies.”

“Celia covered the flyer with a napkin as soon as she saw Gertie looking at it,” Ida Belle added. “Of course, that was all it took. As soon as we got a table Gertie pulled her cell and found the website for Kookies and saw the ‘Old Kooks Senior Comedy Contest.’”

“I knew then and there, that woman was up to something,” Gertie added.

I furrowed my brow, “How do you know Celia wasn’t just planning to go see a show? Maybe she knows someone who’s performing.”

“Because smarty britches called down there and got the owner to verify that Celia entered herself in the contest, that’s why,” Ida Belle replied.

“I have to keep her from winning,” Gertie announced.

“Why is it so important we stop Celia from winning an amateur comedy show?” I asked.

“Because first prize is twenty-five hundred dollars,” Gertie announced, “and I know what she plans to do with it. She intends to use the prize money to buy theater sets for this year’s Senior Play.”

I looked at her blankly, very puzzled, “Wow! God help us if we let her do something nice.”

“Trust me on this, Fortune,” Gertie admonished. “She’s being anything but ‘nice.’”

“This is where the rub begins,” Ida Belle chimed in. “Celia is not simply donating to the theater production.”

“I’m not following.”

Gertie squinted and held up her tiny fist, “There are strings attached to her generosity. I did a little digging and I found out that Celia approached the school board offering to donate the prize money toward the purchase of those sets . . . if, but only if . . . they change the name of the theater from the Glory Peterson Theater to The Celia Arceneaux Playhouse.”

“What? She wants them to change the name of the building for twenty-five hundred dollars’ worth of theater sets?”

Gertie nodded, “And they’ll do it, too. Celia has the Board Chair in her back pocket. Plus, two other members of the board have kids who are in that senior play. It’s a shoo-in.”

“Oh, my god,” I exclaimed. “You’re right. We have to stop her.”

In my early days in Sinful the ladies and I solved a very cold case, the murder of a high school teenager, Glory Peterson.  Glory was a beautiful seventeen-year-old who aspired to be a movie actress. She was murdered by a stranger and the case remained unsolved for thirty years. 

Glory’s mother, Emma Peterson, also lost her husband shortly after her daughter’s death. She slowly spiraled into a deep depression and became a recluse. I found out about her passion for reading. Through a lot of effort, I connected with her by bringing her books to read and spending time with her.

Gertie, Ida Belle and I dug into Glory’s murder and discovered new evidence that led us to the killer, the manager and lover of a B-level actor passing through town. During the course of the investigation, we found out that a retired B-movie producer unknowingly led Glory to her killer.  For thirty years he lived unaware that he’d indirectly caused Glory’s death and when he found out, it weighed heavily on him.

He felt so bad, that once the murder was solved, he gave Emma a large monetary gift to use any way she chose to honor her daughter’s memory.

Emma used most of the money to build a new playhouse for the high school and named it the Glory Peterson Theater.  Emma died not too long after that.

“I can’t believe the board would agree to change the name of the theater for twenty-five hundred bucks,” I said, “I mean, changing the sign on the building would cost more than twenty-five hundred dollars, wouldn’t it?”

“That’s how Celia concocted this plan in the first place,” Ida Belle speculated. “The sign had to be changed anyway. It violates the size requirements of the local building code, as it turns out. The school board was being forced to spend money to change the sign anyway.”

“How did this issue even come up after all this time?” I asked.

Ida Belle and Gertie both peered over their glasses at me.

I rolled my eyes, “Celia did it. Why did I even ask?”

“The school board was being forced to use it’s available funding to replace the sign and was unable to afford the set for the senior play,” Ida Belle continued. “This is all Celia’s doing.”

“And all for Celia’s benefit,” Gertie added.

I groaned, “Why am I not surprised? So, Celia digs up a problem that no one knows or cares about, reports it to the township and then offers up a self-serving proposal to resolve the issue.”

“Yep,” Gertie agreed.

“Don’t worry. We are not going to let it happen,” Ida Belle promised. “We just have to come up with a . . . a good plan to stop it.”

“My plan is a good plan and it will work,” Gertie claimed.

“Your plan will start World War III,” Ida Belle shot back.

“What does Jeb think about all this?” I asked. Jeb was Gertie’s boyfriend.

“He liked the idea,” Gertie said. “He told me to go for it.”

“Well, is he coming along to support you?” I wondered.

“Nope. His back is still bad. He can’t sit in a car for ten minutes, let alone two hours.”

“How about Ally?”

She shook her head, “No. Ever since she opened her new bakery, she’s been busier than a one-armed paper-hanger. She’s baking us a fresh batch of chocolate peanut butter cookies for the trip, but she can’t make it herself.”

“Dang. I wish we had a couple of other people there to root you on,” I said.

“I don’t need anyone but you and Ida Belle,” she said, emphatically.”

“OK. Help me understand all this,” I said, “The idea is for Gertie to beat Celia in the comedy competition to prevent her from winning the money she needs to change the theater name.”

“Right,” Gertie affirmed. “When I win, I’ll use the prize money to pay for the sets myself in exchange for a written agreement that they will not change the name. That way, they’ll be contractually obligated to turn away any future efforts that Celia makes.”

“I get it. Sounds like a good strategy, but you’ve only been planning this since yesterday?  That’s not a lot of time.  Celia has probably been working on this for weeks.”

“Where’s your sense of adventure, Fortune?” Gertie asked.

“When it comes to you and Celia, I tend to think more in terms of damage containment than adventure.”

“I don’t understand your point,” Gertie said.

Ida Belle choked back a laugh, “Clothing fires, pet alligators, bird attacks, fireworks, fire breathing dragons and really bad underwear. Does any of that ring a bell?”

“He he,” chuckled Gertie. “OK, you got me there, but here’s the best part. There is no published list of contestants. Celia will have no idea I’ve entered the contest and no idea that I’ll be the first one she faces in the senior roast-off.”

Ida Belle sighed, “And now we’re getting to the heart of the matter. That’s the part that makes me most nervous.”

“So . . . you’re going to ambush her?” I asked.

“Ambush is a strong word,” Gertie replied.

“That’s what the Greeks said to the Trojans,” Ida Belle shot back. 

“How many contestants will be there?” I asked.

“Twenty, I’m told,” Gertie replied.

“All seniors?”

“Yep.”

I peered into her eyes suspiciously, “So, out of twenty contestants, how is it that you just happened to get matched up with Celia in the first round?”

Gertie shrugged, “Just a weird coincidence, I guess.”

“Ha!” Ida Belle barked. “A weird coincidence and fifty bucks that you offered the owner to set it up that way.”

“I’ll have you know he did it for free after I explained everything to him.”

“Only because he wants to see the fireworks as much as anyone. Having you two verbally clawing and scratching at each other on stage will be good for business. I’m surprised he didn’t build a pit onstage and let you two mud wrestle.”

“Whatever. This’ll be fun,” she shot back.

“Really, Gertie, this ambush is a bad idea,” Ida Belle continued, “Don’t you agree, Fortune?”

I had to admit, the thought of seeing Gertie blindsiding Celia on stage with a barrage of insults had some appeal, but Ida Belle was right. It had disaster written all over it. 

“I have to agree with Ida Belle,” I opined. “Everyone in Sinful will know you set her up. It won’t play well. I think you should tell Celia that you’ve entered the contest and will be facing her in the Koo-Koo thingy.”

“It’s Kookies . . . and are you kidding me?” Gertie snapped. “Part of the fun will be seeing her face when I trot up on that stage.”

“Yes, but Fortune is right,” Ida Belle said. “I want Celia to go down in flames as much as you do. Every time I see her it reminds me that I need to take out the garbage, but fair is fair.”

“Who said anything about being fair?” replied Gertie. “Do you think it’s fair that Celia can report a signage code violation and just walk in and get the theater name changed?”

“No, I don’t, but you need to do it the right way,” I urged, “or . . . don’t you think you can take Celia down in a fair roast contest?”

“What? Of course, I can.”

“Then tell her,” I encouraged. “Let’s take the high road.”

“This is personal. In this case, the gutter is a more attractive option.”

“I agree with Fortune,” Ida Belle said. “You can beat this woman at her own game.”

“I can beat her easier at mine,” Gertie replied, “and it’ll be a lot more fun.”

“Hey, you’ve been asking for my help, right?” Ida Belle asked.

“Of course,” Gertie agreed, “if there’s anyone who knows how to insult Celia, it’s you.”

Ida Belle blinked twice, “Uh . . . thank you . . . I guess. Well, if you’d like me to help you, you’ll do the right thing and tell Celia about it.”

Gertie shook her head, no, and began scribbling in her notebook, “Hogwash. Never mind. I don’t need your help. I’ll just do it myself. How many t’s in ‘rattlesnake?’”

“C’mon, Gertie, you don’t want to win this way,” I told her. “You’re bigger than that.”

Gertie sighed and tossed her pencil on top of the composition book, “Oh, very well. You two used to be fun.”

“We’re still fun,” Ida Belle insisted. “Don’t worry. You got this.”

“OK, OK . . . I’ll do it. I’ll call her myself,” Gertie said. “Now, are you guys going to help me or what?”

“This is all happening so fast,” I noted. “You just found out about this yesterday, and you’re doing it tomorrow night? There is so much that can go wrong.”

Gertie looked at me and shrugged, “All I need is ten good insults,” she claimed. “How bad could it get?”

I let out a breath and sighed.
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Chapter Two
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~~~~~~~

Saturday morning

––––––––
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I did my vacation laundry the evening before and got to bed as early as possible, but didn’t sleep well. I woke early and packed my bags for my trip to New Orleans with the ladies. I had not yet completely unpacked from my vacation.

I arrived at Francine’s about the same time as Ida Belle. Gertie had coffee waiting for us. The smell was stout, as though it had been percolating since the night before, just the way I liked it.

“How did Celia take the news?” I asked.

She sat back and sniggered, “Ever been in a closet with a feral bobcat?” 

“That good, huh?” Ida Belle wondered.

“Yeah, it was worth it, though,” Gertie chuckled. “You were right. It sure made her nervous.”

“I can imagine,” I responded. “To be honest, I was shocked to hear Celia entered a standup comic contest in the first place. It doesn’t seem like her.”

“Celia loves to be centerstage and loves to hear herself talk,” Gertie replied. “What about this doesn’t sound like her?”

Ida Belle nodded and shrugged, “She’s got you there, Fortune.”

“Well, when you put it that way . . .”

“It certainly doesn’t surprise me,” Ida Belle continued. “When she was younger, she always found a part in some community theater play. Comedies were her favorites. She saw herself as the next Carol Burnett.”

“That’s true,” Gertie agreed, “and when she was mayor, her press conferences were always funny . . . just not intentionally.”

“You know the thing that always bugged me about Celia’s speeches as mayor, was the way she relied so heavily on reading her announcements off that stupid electronic tablet,” Ida Belle recalled.

“Oh, yeah, I know,” Gertie agreed. “And she read in such a slow, monotone voice. It was like getting the news from Stephen Hawking. She read everything verbatim, even when there were typographical errors. I’ve always been amazed at how she could mindlessly read print and have no clue what she's reading at the time.”

Ida Belle snickered, “I know. Remember the time she referred to the Duchess of Windsor as the douche of Windsor?”

Gertie chuckled, “Or the time she was doing the dedication for Fort Darby and it was misspelled in her tablet as Fart Darby.  She must have said Fart Darby ten times and never realized it.”

Ida Belle chuckled, “I guess the good news for her is, she only has a few insults to remember. Even Celia can do that.”

“Not a chance,” Gertie claimed.

Ida Belle furrowed her brow. Really, you think she’ll use an e-tablet to read from in a comedy show?”

“I’d bet money on it.”

“Speaking of material, maybe we could take some time to look over what you’ve prepared, Gertie,” I offered.

“Suits me,” Gertie replied. “I have some killer stuff here.”

She picked up a black composition notebook and handed it to me. I noticed there was a blue notebook underneath the one she’d handed me, “Why do you have two notebooks?” I asked.

The black notebook is my ‘roast-off’ notebook,” she told me. “The blue book is for my standup act the following Saturday.  I’m working on that material now.”

“Hmm,” I replied, scanning the roast-off insults.

“It looks like there’s a lot there,” Ida Belle noted. “When did you have time to write all this?”

“Last night,” Gertie said. “I was too excited to sleep.”

“Whoa,” I called out. “Wait a minute. Gertie, what is this I’m reading?”

“They’re my zingers,” she replied.

“No, Gertie, these aren’t zingers. This is just name calling. Almost everything here is body shaming.”

“So?”

“So . . . I mean, you can’t just call Celia a lard ass.”

Ida Belle started chuckling.

Gertie pointed at her, “There, you see. She laughed at it.”

“Ida Belle, stop,” I told her. “Don’t encourage her. It’s not funny.”

“I beg to differ,” she argued, chuckling louder. “It kinda is.”

“Ladies, it’s almost 2022. Body shaming is culturally insensitive.”

“Everything is culturally insensitive these days,” Gertie asserted. “How are you supposed to insult someone and be culturally sensitive?”

“Fortune, I have to agree with Gertie on this one. This is a comedy roast,” Ida Belle explained. “The rules of cultural sensitivity do not apply to a comedy roast. It’s not bullying, it’s not workplace harassment, nor is it true body shaming. Each contestant gets up on that stage expecting that every flaw they have will be a target for an insult, and the people delivering those zingers know they’re going to be hit just as hard when it comes around to them. In a roast, what goes around comes around.”

Gertie nodded, “I agree with Ida Belle.”

“But despite laughing at it, I do agree with Fortune that simply calling Celia names is not the way to go,” Ida Belle continued. 

“I disagree with Ida Belle,” Gertie snapped.

“There are better approaches,” Ida Belle added.

“Like what?” she asked.

“Here, I made some notes,” she replied, pulling index cards from her purse. 

“You mean you have insults for me to use?” Gertie asked.

“I do.”

“Well then, by all means . . .”

She cleared her throat, “Celia, you’re like an appendix. No one knows what you do or why you exist.”

I chuckled.

Gertie laughed, “I love that. I’m going to use it.”

“OK, what about this one,” Ida Belle continued, “Celia dresses like Victoria Beckham . . . if Victoria Beckham shopped at the Salvation Army.”

Gertie started laughing again, “That’s a good one, too.”

“Yes, that’s better,” I agreed. “I think insulting someone’s bad taste is certainly fair game.”

Ida Belle smiled and nodded, “Or how about this one. Celia, you look like something I once drew with my left hand . . . when I was seven.”

Gertie chuckled.

“Ooh, I have one,” I said, “Celia, you’re more disappointing than an unsalted pretzel.”

Neither Ida Belle nor Gertie laughed.

Undaunted, I continued, “Celia, I’ll never forget the first time I met you, but I promise I’ll keep trying.”

Both ladies gave me a deadpan look.

“I’m not sure comedy writing is your fastball, Fortune,” Ida Belle said.

I shrugged and nodded, “OK, it’s a work in progress, I’ll admit. You two keep brainstorming.” 

“That’s the plan,” Gertie said. “What time do we leave? I’m itching to get on the road.”

“Who’s taking care of Francis?” I asked. Francis was Gertie’s pet bird.

“Ally is taking care of him while I’m gone.”

“What about Godzilla?”  Her frequently visiting alligator.

“Made him a casserole just a few days ago.  Should keep him off the streets until we get back.”

I caught movement in the corner of my eye, “Uh oh!” 

“What’s the matter?” Gertie asked.

I let out a breath, “Celia Arceneaux at your three o’clock . . . and she’s comin’ in hot!”

Gertie turned just in time to see Celia storming through the front door of Francine’s. She was fuming. Once inside, she placed her hands on her hips and coldly scanned the dining room until she eyed us. She made a direct line toward Gertie, barging forward, swinging her pudgy arms with purpose, navigating tables, and bumping the occasional customer.

“I thought I’d find you here, Gertie,” she said, once she grinded to a halt.

“I thought you said everything you wanted to say last night when I called you,” Gertie replied.

“Oh, I haven’t begun to say my piece yet,” she snapped.

“Look, Celia, I don’t know what your problem is, but I’m sure it’s hard to pronounce.”

Ida Belle chuckled, “Nice one.”

“Maybe we should all just calm down,” I suggested.

Celia flashed me an icy stare, “Just stay out of this, Fortune. This is between me and . . . Mighty Mouse here.”

“Starting with the insults so early?” Gertie asked. “You’re gonna need better material than that. Why are you here, Celia?”

“I want you to withdraw from the contest, that’s why.”

“And why would I do that?” 

“Because this is my event,” she hissed. “I have a theater background, you know. I have extensive public speaking experience. Oh, and don’t forget, I had that local radio show.”

“Yeah, you have the perfect face for radio,” Ida Belle added.

“Ha,” Gertie called out. She gave Ida Belle a fist bump.

Celia’s eyes dimmed. She curled her upper lip.

“And besides, you owe me,” Celia bleated.

“I . . . owe . . . you?” Gertie shot back. “How do you figure that?”

“Yeah, I’m kinda wondering that myself,” Ida Belle added.

“Because of the debacle you caused at the fair with the talent show,” she explained. “You ruined my dress with your stupid fire breathing dragon act.”

“I don’t know what you're complaining about. That dress was awful, and your eyebrows grew back . . . somewhat.”

“You also ruined my performance.”

“Your performance was a dramatic reading of ‘Gone with the Wind.’ I’ve had more fun getting a root canal,” Gertie complained. “I didn’t ruin anything.”

“You most certainly did. And remember when your idiot alligator chased me inside the church and I had to climb up the cross to get away?”

“Yeah, I remember,” Gertie said. “You cost me twenty bucks that day. I bet the cross wouldn’t hold you.”

Celia grunted, “You need to withdraw, Gertie. It’s my time to shine.”

“What’s the problem?” I asked. “You aren’t afraid of a little competition, are you Celia?” 

She snarled at me, “Who asked you? You’re probably the one behind all this.”

“Behind what . . . preventing you from changing the theater name?”

Her eyes bugged; her jaw dropped; she gasped, “How did you know about that?”

“You’re not the only one with little birdies in Sinful, you know,” Ida Belle interjected. “Really Celia, reporting a signing violation and then proposing to replace it with a sign bearing your name is low, even for you.”

“I’ve done more for this community than Emma Peterson did. I don’t see other people out there giving back to the town the way I do. People like me do not grow on trees.”

“Yeah, they swing from them,” Ida Belle slipped in.

Gertie chuckled, “I like that one. Where’s my notebook?”

“Emma Peterson rebuilt the entire theater at an expense of over two-hundred thousand dollars,” I told her. “You're planning to buy some moveable walls, plastic chairs and fake trees that can be used for one year.  Just because you have the board over a barrel over a zoning violation doesn’t give you the right to dishonor the memory of Glory Peterson.”

Celia gasped, “Oh, so now you are trivializing my accomplishments?”

“We don’t know what they are so how could we?” Ida Belle asked.

She flashed an icy scowl in my direction then turned back to Gertie, “Then what are you going to do?”

She looked at her watch, “I’ll let you know . . . oh, about seven o’clock tonight . . . on stage.”

Gertie smiled and winked at her, “See you on stage.”

Celia pursed her lips and squinted at Gertie. She’d balled her fists. Her face was beyond red now, blending into a bright purple, “And if you are not going to withdraw, I think it’s only fair to warn you.  I’ll have a nice surprise waiting for you tonight.”

“What? Are you going to wear shorts under your dress for a change?” Gertie asked.

Ida Belle chuckled.

Celia’s demeanor changed. Her face relaxed; the normal color was returning. A smile formed on her face, “You’ll see. This is war, Gertie Hebert.”

“Bring it on,” Gertie snapped back.

Celia turned and walked away in a huff.

“She’s scheming,” Ida Belle speculated, once Celia left the building.

“Of course, she’s scheming,” Gertie agreed. “That’s what Celia does.”

“What do you think she’s got up her sleeve?” I asked.

Gertie shrugged, “Who knows and who cares?  I know this. When we get up there, it’ll be just her and I and no amount of scheming will change it. We’ll face off and the better woman will win. That’s all that counts. Now, what time should we leave? I’d like to get there early.”

“That reminds me. I need to make a call. I’ll be right back.”

“Who are you calling?” Ida Belle asked.

“Brennan Noble,” I replied. 

“Oh, that’s right,” Ida Belle said. “He lives in Harahan, just outside of New Orleans. He’s such a good guy.”

Brennan is a private investigator, and a darn good one. He’s a walking dichotomy of investigative skills. On one hand he is one of the kindest, gentlest men you’ll ever meet. On the other hand, when backed into a corner, he can kick butt like nobody’s business. He has a tender heart but carries a lot of emotional scars. He and I teamed up to solve the Welly Wheel murder. Brennan and I became good friends. I hadn’t seen him in months. 

“We’d like to see him too. Why don’t you invite him to the show?” Gertie asked.

“I was going to do just that, and perhaps dinner beforehand, to get caught up.”

“That sounds like fun,” Ida Belle said. “Count me in.”

“Wait a minute,” Gertie interrupted. “I need someone to help me rehearse before the show.”

“Not it,” I slipped in.

“Dang, she beats me every time,” Ida Belle grumbled. “Oh, all right, I’ll help.”

I stood and slipped out the front door to the sidewalk and dialed Brennan’s number. He answered on the second ring, “Well, hello stranger.”

“Brennan, it’s so good to hear your voice. What have you been up to?”

“Well, business is good. Lots of people are still cheating on their wives or husbands.”

“Sadly, I doubt there will ever be a shortage of those cases,” I opined. “How are you doing otherwise? Are you and Jules still together?”

He instantly perked up, “Oh, yes. Jules and I have been getting ready for Sturgis.”

“What is Sturgis?”

“It’s a small town in South Dakota, home to the biker event of the year. It takes place every August.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Where you miight
die laughing

& WRITTEN BY |

| STEPHEN B






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





