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

This is a work of fiction. Certain long-standing institutions, agencies, events, criminal organizations, and public offices may be 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 me.

This is my tenth Miss Fortune Mystery novel. The timeline of this book takes place shortly after Book 23 of Ms. DeLeon’s series, Swamp Spirits. Sheriff Lee has announced his retirement but has not yet retired. This story was written to be a standalone.

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

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

Stephen John
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Chapter 1
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Sunday

The Glory Peterson Theater was just up ahead. I turned into the parking lot so quickly I thought my Jeep’s tires were coming off the pavement. The only parking spots left available were near the street, thirty yards from the front door. I checked my watch and sighed–11:58 a.m. I was nearly an hour late for the Sinful Annual Cribbage Tournament. Gertie and her arch-nemesis, Celia Arceneaux, were the finalists, and I intended to be part of the ‘go Gertie’ contingent. Everyone knew that Celia’s entire legion of God’s Wives would be in attendance, rooting her on. 

The God’s Wives, or The GWs as they often called themselves, are a Catholic-based group of widows. Celia formed the group, increased the membership to substantial numbers, and ruled over it. Today, they all wore pink matching shirts with a GW logo. Ida Belle jokingly called them the Got No Lives.

They were well into game two by now. The finals were the best two out of three matches. I parked and sprinted toward the door, racing past the easel board sign that read, “Tournament in Progress: Auditorium One—Quiet Please!”

Once inside the building, I slowed to a quick step, heading toward the conference room. I sucked in a breath and opened the door as quietly as possible. A putrid smell washed over me. I ignored it and slipped into the room quietly. The audience filled the theater-in-the-round seating surrounding a twelve-by-twelve raised platform where there was a single table, two chairs, and the contestants, Celia and an oddly dressed Gertie.

She was wearing a camo-colored bucket hat with mosquito net gills and a matching vest that had more pockets than I could count. This outfit was eccentric–even for Gertie. Something was up.

Ida Belle and Walter caught my eye and waved. Carter was with them. Ida Belle patted an open seat in between herself and Carter. I slipped down the aisle and across a row of people who were none-too-pleased to stand and let me through. Carter flashed a cursory scowl and tapped his watch.

“Sorry,” I whispered. “I couldn’t get the Jeep started.”

“I need to replace the starter for you,” said Carter.

“Please. I finally got it running, but that starter is on its last leg.”

“Don’t worry. Walter ordered a new model. It’s at his store now. It’s a good one. It’s a Duralast Gold.”

“Great,” I replied, as if I knew what that was.

He nodded, “I’ll pick it up when the tournament is over. I can fix it in no time at all.”

“You’re the best. What is that funky smell, by the way? It’s horrible.”

“It’s the pre-tournament lunch. You didn’t miss a thing,” Ida Belle said. “They served the greasiest fish sandwich I’ve ever tried. I took one bite and spit it into my napkin.”

“I’ve talked to the staff here in the past about not storing the fish at the proper temperature,” Walter added. “I took two bites, and it made my stomach queasy,” 

“I feel sick from it, too,” said Linda Ogle, the manager of the Sinful Antiques Store, who sat to Walter’s left. Linda is a lovely lady; her store is two buildings south of Walter’s General Store. She burns scented candles every day. 

“You’re looking a little green around the gills, Linda,” Walter observed. “Would you like me to get you some water?”

Linda waved him off, “No, that’s OK, thank you. I’ll be fine.”

Walter smiled and turned back to Gertie, “She isn’t the only one. The fish made a lot of people feel unsettled.”

“Well, I thought the fish was fine,” Carter whispered. “I think you’re overblowing it.”

“You have the stomach lining of a submarine hull,” Ida Belle shot back. “The temperature in this room doesn’t help. It has to be eighty degrees in here.”

Ida Belle was right–it was warm, “What’s with Gertie’s get-up?”

She sighed and whispered, “She’s leaving for Baton Rouge when the tournament is over.”

“What’s in Baton Rouge?”

“The Baton Rouge Audubon Society is offering a birding class and a field trip. Gertie has decided that birding is going to be her new hobby.”

“Birding? Why the sudden interest in bird watching?”

“Shhh!” Dorothy called out from behind. “The game is in progress.”

“Sorry, I’ll be quieter,” I whispered to Dorothy. “Carter, who’s winning?” 

“Celia. She won the first game by a wide margin,” Carter reported, “and she’s well ahead in game two.”

“By how much?”

Carter pointed at the monitor over the heads of the contestants. A camera offered a bird’s eye view of the cribbage board and a scoreboard. It read, Gertie Hebert 98, Celia Arceneaux 115. 

I groaned.

There was a sea of women wearing pink GW t-shirts in one section, and more than half of the women in our section were wearing them as well.

“We have to cheer Gertie on,” I urged.

“Go, Gertie!” Ida Belle belted out.

“Shhh,” Dorothy hissed. “Rooting is not allowed.”

Ida Belle turned and glared at her, “Not allowed? That’s ridiculous. And just what am I supposed to do with all the foam fingers I bought?”

Dorothy snarled at Ida Belle and turned away.

“It’s not looking great,” lamented Carter, “She’s behind by a lot. It’s her crib. Gertie still has an outside chance.”

“Celia counts first,” I whispered to Carter. “Gertie won’t even get to count if Celia gets six points or more. The game will be over.”

“I know, Fortune,” Carter replied. “I taught you this game, remember. She’s counting now.”

Celia placed her cards face up on the table and grinned, “I have six points. I win.”

The crowd applauded. The GWs in the audience stood and cheered. Celia beamed. She stood, smiled broadly, waved, and took a bow.

“No, no. Wait just a minute, sister,” Gertie barked, glaring at the cards. “You have four points, not six. You have a hundred and nineteen points in total. You need one-twenty-one to win.”

The smile disappeared from Celia’s face; she glared at Gertie, “No way. I have six points. Game over . . . tournament over. I won.”

“I’m afraid Ms. Hebert is correct,” the judge affirmed. Judge Parsons was a retired New Orleans-based traffic court judge who moved to Sinful after his retirement. He presided over many town contests.

“Ms. Arceneaux has four points, giving her a total of one-hundred-nineteen. It is now Ms. Hebert’s turn to count.”

“You are only delaying my victory by a couple of minutes,” Celia snapped. 

“We’ll just see about that,” Gertie said. 

“Please place your cards on the table face up, Ms. Hebert,” Judge Parsons requested.

Gertie did as instructed. The judge adjusted his glasses and studied them, “Ms. Hebert has eight points. That brings her total to 106. Please turn over your crib cards.”

“Happily,” Gertie agreed. She tossed the cards on the table for the judge and everyone else to see via the monitor. Gertie’s crib contained a ten, a jack, and two queens. The up card was a five. They combined for sixteen points, bringing her a total score of 122, one point more than she needed to win.

“Oh my God,” I gasped. “She did it. Gertie won!”

Ida Belle smiled, “I realize that, and so does Celia. Look at her face.”

Celia looked as though she’d just smelled a dead skunk as she realized what had happened.

“Ms. Hebert has one-hundred-twenty-two points,” announced the judge. “I declare Ms Hebert as the winner of game two.”

The GW section of the audience collectively gasped as they realized what had happened. Ida Belle, Carter, Walter, and I applauded, as did many others around us. Gertie was grinning from ear to ear.

“Wait a minute!” Celia demanded. 

“Did you have something to say, Ms. Arceneaux?” asked the judge.

“Yes . . . uh . . .”

“Well?”

“Gertie cheated! She . . . CHEATED.”

Celia pointed her finger at Gertie and shook it, then looked into the God’s Wives section of the audience for support. Instantly, Celia’s supporters booed loudly.”

“Ms. Arceneaux!” the judge gasped. “This is outrageous.”

“She did. She cheated!” Celia burst out again.

“Oh boy,” groaned Carter, slipping lower into his seat, “Here we go.”

“Cheated?” Gertie shot back. “Cheated how?”

“You grabbed your cards and stood up. You switched the cards,” Gertie accused.

“Horse hockey! Are you always this obstinate, or is today a special occasion?” Gertie exclaimed. “You lost, Celia. It’s one game to one. We’re tied.”

Celia’s face turned fire-engine red, “Look, judge. Her purse is hanging off her chair. She switched her crib cards with cards from her purse.”

Gertie rolled her eyes, “I did no such thing. You lost, we’re tied, and I’m going to take you down in the final game.”

“I demand satisfaction,” Celia snapped back. “Judge, search her purse.”

Gertie scoffed, “Why don’t you hush and give that hole in your face a chance to heal?”

“Ms. Arceneaux, really,” replied the judge. “Cheating is a grave accusation, and there is no foundation to support such a claim.”

“She did switch the cards,” called out another one of the GWs in the audience. 

“That’s right,” shouted Dorothy, “I saw her.”

“Me too,” called out Betty Sue Larkin, a large woman who had taken up two seats in the front row. “She switched them from her purse. Her real crib is in her purse.”

In addition to singing bass in the Catholic Church Choir, Betty Sue was an occasional guest in the Sheriff’s jail for smacking her equally significant boyfriend around. She may have been in a church-based group, but her reputation at the Swamp Bar was that of a hard-drinking, flirtatious rabble-rouser. Over time, Carter had answered a number of domestic calls to break up a fight in which Betty Sue was involved.

A resounding chorus of boos filled the room.

“We will have order here,” Judge Parsons demanded, “or I will clear the auditorium.”

The crowd quieted down; Gertie stood and glared at Dorothy.

“You didn’t see anything, woman,” she snapped. “You have cataracts, and your eye surgery isn’t until next week. You couldn’t see Celia’s butt if it were a foot from your face.”

Several people in the crowd chuckled; Dorothy’s face turned red.

“How dare you!” she belted out. “I’ve never been so humiliated in all my life.”

“Does that include the time you got caught in the woodshed with the Orkin man?” Gertie asked. 

“I never . . .” she began.

“And Betty Sue,” Gertie continued. “I’m shocked even to see you here. The bakery has been open for two hours.”

There were a few chuckles, along with some oooh’s and ahhh’s. The crowd was getting angry and restless, I noted. If something didn’t change soon, all hell would break loose.

Betty Sue gritted her teeth and clenched her fists. She stood and braced herself to charge the stage. Her forearm was larger than Gertie’s thigh. Fortunately, Bonnie Martin, who was sitting next to her, grabbed her arm and urged her to sit.

“Don’t listen to Gertie,” screamed Celia, pointing at her once again. “She’s trying to wiggle out of the fact that she cheated! You need to empty your purse right now.”

“I’m not doin’ no such thing,” Gertie snarled.

“Empty the purse, empty the purse,” Celia began to chant, pumping her fist. Others, all GWs, began to chant along.

“Please, please, we must have order here,” the judge called out.

“This could be bad,” I whispered.

“Why?” asked Carter.

I cleared my throat, checked around me to ensure no one else was listening, and whispered, “Because the last time I looked in her purse, she was carrying two sticks of dynamite and a hand grenade . . . and a speargun.”

Carter groaned, “Why was she carrying all that?”

“We were fishing at the time.”

“Fishing? With a spear gun?

“It’s a long story.”

“Wait a minute. How could she get a speargun in her purse?”

“In fairness, she brought a duffle that day, not a purse.”

He leaned across my lap and spoke to Ida Belle in a hushed tone, “Ida Belle, do you think she has anything dangerous in her purse?”

“Everything in her purse is dangerous,” she whispered back, “but normally, she wouldn’t bring an explosive into an auditorium with half the town present.”

“Normally? What’s normal for Gertie?”

“You ask an interesting question,” she whispered, then she shrugged. “What do you think, Walter?”

Walter looked up at the stage and then back to Ida Belle, “That’s Celia across the table from her.”

Ida Belle glanced up, considered it, and turned back to Carter, “It’s fifty-fifty.”

“Ida Belle, do you really think she might have dynamite in her purse?” I murmured, aghast.

“No, I think she probably does,” Ida Belle replied. “I was just trying to give it a positive spin.”

Carter stood, “I’ve heard enough.”

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“I’m going to the cruiser to get my handcuffs. I have a feeling I’m going to need them.”

“For Celia or Gertie?” Ida Belle asked.

He thought for a second, “Good point. I’ll get two pairs of cuffs.”  

“Do you have any of those riot squad shields in your car?” Ida Belle asked. “And if you do, could you bring extra for us?”

Carter rolled his eyes, stood, and left.

There was a loud bang coming from the stage. It was Gertie slamming her enormous purse on the table.

“Better hurry, Carter,” I pleaded. 

He nodded and took off.

Gertie leaned over the table and gazed into the audience, “OK, since some of you seem hell-bent on supporting this lie, I’m going to prove to you that I didn’t cheat. Judge, you may inspect the contents of my purse.”

Gertie placed her enormous handbag on the table, unzipped it, and took two steps back. She motioned for the judge to do his thing. The judge approached the bag cautiously, bending over to peer inside. He sniffled again and reached inside, pulling an item from the bag.

Judge Parsons looked at the item and formed an expression of confusion, “What is this? Is this a hot water bottle?”

“No, it’s a whoopee cushion,” Gertie replied.

There were chuckles from the audience.

“A what?”

“A whoopee cushion. It makes fart noises when you sit on it,” Gertie described. “Squeeze it.”

The judge squeezed the whoopee cushion. A loud fart noise resonated throughout the auditorium.

The judge gasped, “My word. That wasn’t nice. Whatever. Let’s proceed.”

Judge Parson pulled over sixty items from her purse, including a can of half-used pepper spray, three .45 caliber bullets but no gun, two fishing lures, a guitar pick, and a box of birdseed, presumably for her pet bird, Francis. There was also a Wonder Woman mask and a Playboy bunny swimsuit, which I’m embarrassed to say I’ve seen her wear.

“There is one last item,” the judge announced, reaching into the purse. “I don’t know what this is. It feels like a . . . a tube of some sort.”

He pulled it out and held it up. It was brick red.

“Oh my god!” Celia screamed. “That’s a stick of dynamite! Gertie is carrying a bomb. Everyone, she has a bomb. Run! Get out before it explodes.”

Celia started waving her arms frantically, screaming, “Run, it’s a bomb,” over and over.

“A bomb?” one woman yelled. 

“Did she say dynamite?” called out another. “Let me out of here.”

Agnes Fellows, the GW sergeant at arms, jumped up from her aisle seat near the fire exit and pulled the fire alarm. It blared at an ear-piercing volume.

The alarm triggered a full-blown panic. Members of the audience stood and began banging into one another, trying to reach an aisle. 

“Gertie is crazy—always has been!” another one of the GWs cried out. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Now, hold on, everyone,” Gertie admonished, but she was interrupted.

Widespread chaos ensued as everyone headed in all directions at the same time. Chairs were getting kicked over. People were bumping into each other. Angry words were exchanged.

Betty Sue Larkin, the large woman who had earlier prepared to storm the stage, stood, screamed, and used her three-hundred-pound frame to push her way through the aisles. She rammed into poor Mrs. Wilkens, who lost her balance and banged into Mr. Partridge, causing him to spill his hot coffee on Mrs. Blake’s back. 

Mrs. Blake howled in pain and lunged forward, slamming into Emma Schlarp, an elderly woman wearing a bouffant wig. The wig dipped ahead, covering her eyes. Emma stood and screamed, then tripped over Mr. Martin’s cane, stumbling backward. She tried to break her fall, grabbing for the back of a chair, but missed and accidentally hit Linda Ogle in the stomach. Linda, who’d earlier complained to Walter about the greasy fish sandwich, grabbed her stomach, groaned, and made an awful retching noise.

Suddenly, she lurched forward and gagged loudly. She held her hand over her mouth but dry-heaved again, this time even louder.

Ida Belle, who’d witnessed the entire exchange, belted out, “Ohhhh noooo, watch out. Head for cover. She’s gonna blow!”

Ida Belle, Walter, and I quickly moved out of the line of fire, but the people sitting in front of her weren’t so lucky.

Linda gagged yet again, letting out a loud ‘Blah’ sound. She lurched forward one more time and regurgitated an unholy amount of vomit on top of the heads of the fourteen-year-old Baker twins, Tracy and Stacy, who were sitting in front of her.

I gagged at the smell of the vomit—it was rancid.

Betty Sue, the plus-sized woman who’d threatened to storm the stage a moment earlier, got to her feet and charged up the center aisle in a full-blown panic. Betty Sue reminded me of the juggernaut from the superhero movies, bowling over all who dared to stand in her way. 

“Follow me,” Betty Sue called out to her fellow GWs. A dozen or more women, all wearing pink God’s Wives shirts, followed Betty Sue as she charged toward the double doors. At the door, Carter appeared eyes and mouth agape and frozen in place, holding two pairs of handcuffs in his hands.

“What the hell?” he barked out. He looked genuinely horrified at the level of chaos unfolding before him . . . and moving directly at him. Impact was imminent.

Betty Sue and the horde of God’s Wives behind her stampeded straight toward Carter. He stood in front of the doorway, frozen in place, gawking at the mass of humanity heading his way.

“Outta the way, tin badge,” Betty Sue screamed. 

But Carter didn’t move. He bravely stood his ground and held his hands out, trying his best to calm the crowd and ease the chaos. 

“Everyone stop, now!” he bellowed. His command went unheeded, however. Carter’s eyes were now the size of saucers as the charging women drew down on him.

Ida Belle, now standing on her chair seat, surveying the scene, cried out, “Oh no! Carter will be trampled. He’s just standing there, like a deer caught in the headlights.”

“Carter, move out of the way!” I screamed, but the sound of the alarm rendered my warning inaudible at that distance. Betty Sue and the thundering herd behind her bowled into Carter, sending him crumbling to the ground. At that point, I lost sight of him, but I did see both sets of handcuffs flying through the air.

I heard Ida Belle groan, “Oh, Fortune, this is just awful.”

“What happened?”

She sucked in a breath through her teeth and grimaced, “Don’t ask. It isn’t pretty.”

People of all ages trampled through the doorway, completely panicked. After the first wave passed, I saw Carter lying prone and motionless in the aftermath of the crowd trampling over him.

“Carter,” I screamed at the top of my lungs. I hurdled a row of chairs behind me and bolted toward him. By the time I reached him, he was still conscious, but only barely so. His mouth was wide open. He blinked but made no eye contact with me.

“Carter, are you OK?” I asked, bending over him.

“Ah . . . bub-ba . . . Hubba. . . bub-ba,” he stammered incoherently. He was blinking rapidly, eyes rolling.

“He hit his head on the concrete when Betty Sue slammed into him,” Walter said, appearing behind me.

“Uh . . . uh . . . ah bub-ba, ah bub-ba,” Carter repeated.

“What’s he trying to say?” I asked.

Ida Belle shrugged, “I don’t know. I don’t speak baby talk. I called the paramedics. They’re three minutes out.”

Judge Parsons, Celia, and Gertie all rushed toward us. “My word, is that Deputy LeBlanc on the ground?” Parsons asked.

“No, it’s Barney Fife,” Ida Belle sniped. “Really, Judge Parsons, you let this whole thing get out of hand. And Celia, this was low. Even for you, it was low.”

Celia tittered in apparent embarrassment but said nothing.

I checked Carter’s vital signs. He was stable, but clearly, the blow to his head was a concern. Off in the distance, I heard the siren from the ambulance.

“You caused all of this, Celia,” I snapped. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

“Gertie caused it, not me. She cheated,” Celia insisted.

“Cheated my butt,” Gertie argued, balling her fist, “And if you say that one more time, we’ll need two ambulances. For the last time, I did not cheat.”

“Ms. Hebert is right,” Judge Parsons agreed. “There were no cards in the purse. She did not cheat. She did, however, have a very suspicious tube in her purse.”

“You mean this?” Gertie asked, holding it up. Celia and Judge Parsons both gasped. Gertie rolled her eyes.

“It’s not dynamite. It’s a plastic tube. It’s a travel toothbrush holder . . . see?”

She handed Judge Parsons the plastic toothbrush holder. He opened it. A tube of toothpaste and a toothbrush fell out of it. He frowned at Celia, shaking his head.

“C’mon Celia,” Gertie snapped, “even you know that I’d never bring dynamite into an auditorium filled with people.”

“That’s what I tried to tell everyone!” Ida Belle shouted.

I glared at her. She looked at me and shrugged.

“You disrupted this event and caused a panic, and you did it on purpose,” Gertie went on to say.

“I did no such thing. It clearly looked like a stick of dynamite,” Celia shot back. “I was just trying to protect all the good people of Sinful from you. You’re a crazy person, Gertie Hebert.”

“Celia Arceneaux!” Ida Belle barked. “Your accusation was unfounded. You caused this whole mess, and I agree with Gertie; you did it on purpose. And because of you, Carter is on his way to the hospital.”

“Hey, blame Gertie, not me,” Celia exclaimed. “It’s not my fault if he got his brains scrambled. I was on the stage, away from the whole mess. I didn’t pull the alarm, and I . . .”

“Give it a rest, Celia,” snapped Ida Belle.

Celia gasped, wide-eyed, “I was just trying to explain what I was doing . . .”

“Celia, you know,” Ida Belle interjected, “I’m not an astronomer, but I’m pretty certain you are not the center of the universe.”

She stuck her chin in the air, “I am just one child of God, like any other. Everyone has a purpose.”

“And your purpose is to be a future organ donor,” Ida Belle snapped.

“Well, this whole thing is a disaster,” the judge lamented. “I’m postponing the event. The third and final game will be scheduled for six weeks from today.”

“Six weeks?” Celia complained. “Why so long?”

“The auditorium has a full schedule. The next available Sunday is in six weeks.”

“Make way,” Gertie said. “The paramedics are coming through.”
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The next four hours went by in a blur. I called Carter’s mother, Emmaline, who was out of town. She was understandably worried and promised to be on the first flight back home. I assured her we’d take good care of him. Carter was admitted to the hospital and hustled into the back, where he had an MRI and multiple neurological tests. Once those were completed, he fell asleep in his room. Ida Belle, Gertie, Walter, and I all waited with him, which seemed to take an eternity. When Dr. Southard arrived, he was wearing a mask.

“I’m afraid I have to ask everyone to leave this room immediately.”

“Leave the room? Why?” I asked.

“Because in addition to sustaining a concussion, Carter has tested positive for COVID.”

“COVID?” Ida Belle repeated. “He seemed fine to me.”

“Fortunately, he is symptomless. Nonetheless, he needs to be isolated to prevent him from spreading it. Follow me. I reserved a conference room for us to talk. We are giving each of you a rapid test.”

The doctor handed us masks. We put them on and followed him to a conference room, where a nurse waited for us with Q-Tips and bottles of a clear sodium-azide solution. After the tests were completed, Dr. Southard repeated what he’d started.

“Carter has a concussion,” Dr. Southard announced. “He took a rather good thump on the head. The good news is, the MRI showed no extensive damage.”

“So, he’ll be OK, right?” I asked.

“Yes, I believe so. He may take ten days to two weeks to fully recover from the concussion, but I believe he will be fine. Once he is cleared to go home, he can finish his COVID isolation there.”

“About that . . . when can he go home?” Ida Belle wondered.

“I’ll know more in twenty-four hours,” the doctor replied. “When I examined him, he was conscious but severely disoriented, which is normal for a concussion.”

“What do you mean, disoriented?” Walter inquired.

“He has a severe headache and some balance issues at the moment. He’s nauseous. He is also experiencing some confusion and memory loss.”

“When can we see him?” I inquired.

“It may be a while. We’ve moved him to the COVID isolation ward. What Carter needs most is rest. I gave him some pain meds and a light sedative to help him sleep. Sleep allows the brain to heal faster.”

“But I should be with him,” I insisted.

“I’m sorry. He has COVID and needs to remain isolated. Besides, he’s going to be out like a light for quite some time,” the doc said. “Once he is awake and up for a visit, I can set up a video conference call via cell phone.”

A nurse walked into the room and handed the doctor a slip of paper. He took the paper, looked at it, and nodded. The nurse left.

“Well, everyone tested negative for COVID . . . except Walter.”

“I have COVID?” Walter gasped. “I feel great.”

“You’re a blood relation to Carter, and he’s symptomless,” the doc noted. “I’m not surprised you’d be symptomless too.”

“We must have gotten it together at Randy’s going away party last weekend,” Walter recalled. “There were probably ten of us in close quarters at the Swamp Bar, including Carter and I.”

Doc Southard nodded, “The timing would be right. You should call the others in your group and warn them. Walter, you’ll have to self-isolate at home too. Even though the rest of you didn’t catch it, it doesn’t mean you won’t.”

“Walter, maybe you should stay with Carter,” Ida Belle continued. “You can tend to him while he recovers. Fortune shouldn’t be around him.”

“That’s perfect,” he agreed. “I’ll be happy to help Carter while he recovers from his concussion.”

“I haven’t seen Carter for over a week until today,” Gertie said, “and I was never close to him. He was in the audience. Am I good?”

The doctor nodded, “Yes, you, Fortune, and Ida Belle should be good.”

“Excellent,” Gertie replied. “I’m heading out. I have just enough time to make it to my bird-watching class.”

“I still don’t understand what you see in that particular hobby,” Ida Belle said.

“What don’t you get?” Gertie asked. “It’s the perfect hobby for me.”

Ida Belle rolled her eyes, “I’d agree with you, but if I did that, then we’d both be wrong, but whatever. Do what you want. Take off. Have fun.”
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