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An Early Days of Miss Fortune Story 

Secrets, Sparks and Shenanigans

Welcome to Sinful on the 4th of July

By Stephen John



“Truth is stranger than fiction, but

it is because Fiction is obliged

to stick to possibilities; Truth isn’t.” 

— Mark Twain, Following the Equator

*

[image: ]


“Three may keep a secret,

but only if two of them are dead.”

— Benjamin Franklin, Poor Richard’s Almanack

*

[image: ]


“Never trust a parade float, a locked box,

or a woman carrying napkins with purpose.”

—Sinful resident

(may or may not have been Gertie)

*
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“The trouble with Sinful is not that

things go wrong. It’s that everyone brings supplies.”

— Fortune Redding

*
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Red, White and Boom is part of the Throwback to the Early Days of Miss Fortune series, and while it is a series, each book is a standalone. It 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 small number of authors who are authorized to write their own Miss Fortune Mysteries using her characters. These novels can be easily identified by the cover, which features the ‘Miss Fortune World’ box on the bottom left side. This story, as presented in this book is a work of fiction. While certain long-standing institutions, agencies, events, criminal organizations, and public offices are mentioned, the characters involved are imaginary. Except for public figures, any resemblance to persons, living or dead, is coincidental. The views and opinions expressed in the story do not necessarily reflect or represent the views and opinions held by the author. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner.
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Author’s note:
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Red, White and Boom is part of my Early Days of Miss Fortune collection—otherwise known as “the adventures that didn’t involve a corpse, but probably should have.” Each book stands alone, mostly because Fortune refuses to stand still long enough for a series order.

This particular Fourth of July fiasco has been aging on my hard drive like a fine wine... or possibly like forgotten potato salad. I originally wrote most of it back in 2015–2016, during my time writing in the online Miss Fortune fan-fiction universe. I loved the story. It had chaos, fireworks, Gertie, and a costume Fortune would absolutely hate.

Then Jana DeLeon released Soldiers of Fortune, which takes place during a Fourth of July celebration. At that point, my story politely excused itself, packed a small suitcase, and hid in a digital drawer for... well, a long time.

Fast-forward to the creation of my Early Days of Miss Fortune series. I remembered this poor, abandoned manuscript sitting quietly on my hard drive, waiting for someone to rescue it like a patriotic stray dog. It fit perfectly with the “throwback” concept, so I dusted it off, punched it up, finished it, sent it to my editor, and she said:

“You have a good one. The readers will love it.”

“Really?” I replied.

“Yes.”

Bou, I sure hope she’s right.

This story now takes place one year after the events of Soldiers of Fortune, back when only Ida Belle and Gertie knew Fortune’s real identity—and when Carter was still trying to decide whether Sandy-Sue Morrow was a mild-mannered ex-beauty queen turned librarian or a walking red flag with great hair.

Welcome back to Sinful. May your fireworks stay in the sky, your golf carts stay upright, and your costumes never jingle unless absolutely necessary.
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​Chapter One — No Boom This Year
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Last Fourth of July in Sinful had involved Celia Arceneaux as mayor, an explosion that was not supposed to be part of the fireworks show, and enough official confusion to make me nostalgic for hostile territory.

This year, I had one goal.

Quiet.

No severed leg. No meth labs. And no explosions.

Not even a small one. Not even the kind of minor, technically contained blast Gertie would describe as “more of a patriotic burp than an explosion.” I wanted barbecue, iced tea, a gallon of banana pudding, and a fireworks show that stayed safely in the sky over the lake instead of becoming the center of a full-blown criminal investigation.

I should have known better.

By nine o’clock in the morning, I was sitting in the Sinful community center between Ida Belle and Gertie, facing Celia Arceneaux and what appeared to be the largest clipboard ever issued to a civilian authority.

Celia stood at the front of the room in a red blazer, white blouse, and blue scarf tied at her neck in a bow so stiff it looked capable of cutting cheese. Her hair was sprayed into submission, her smile had all the warmth of a cop issuing a parking ticket, and the expression in her eyes suggested she had been waiting all year to ruin someone’s day in the name of patriotism.

“Ladies,” Celia said, although her gaze landed on Ida Belle and Gertie with enough venom to kill a hedge, “this year’s Independence Day celebration will be a dignified patriotic observance.”

Gertie leaned toward me. “That means no fun.”

Ida Belle didn’t look away from Celia. “It means Celia found a way to weaponize bunting.”

I kept my face neutral. Neutral was a skill. In my old life, I had used it while sitting across from arms dealers, warlords, and men who thought cologne counted as personal hygiene. In Sinful, Louisiana, I used it during committee meetings.

The committee consisted of Celia, a half dozen God’s Wives from the Catholic Church widows’ group, two retired men who looked as if they had wandered in looking for coffee, and several townspeople who were already regretting their civic spirit. Carter was not present, which gave the morning one advantage.

Celia tapped the clipboard with one lacquered nail. “So, to avoid the kind of embarrassment this town endured last year, I have established rules.”

“Lord help us,” Gertie muttered.

Celia’s eyes snapped toward her. “Rule one: no unauthorized fireworks.”

I knew it would happen someday. Celia had finally said something I agreed with.

Gertie, on the other hand, stiffened. “Define unauthorized.”

“Anything not purchased by the town and handled by a licensed professional.”

“That is biased against family tradition.”

“It’s biased against fires, injuries, lawsuits, and you.”

Ida Belle folded her arms. “Convenient.”

Celia ignored her. “Rule two: no privately operated boats within the marked celebration zone during the fireworks display. Rule three: no firearms, concealed or otherwise, at any official event.”

Ida Belle went still beside me. “If she thinks I’m leaving my .357 at home, she’s mistaken.”

Gertie raised her hand.

“No,” Celia said.

“You don’t even know what I was going to ask.”

“I do.”

Gertie went on anyway. “What about antique firearms used solely for decorative purposes?”

“No.”

“Not even ceremonial cannons?”

The room went silent.

Ida Belle closed her eyes. “Tell me you don’t have a cannon.”

“I don’t have a cannon.”

Ida Belle opened one eye. “Are you lying?”

“Depends how strict we are about definitions.”

“If it fires something, it’s a cannon.”

Celia slapped one hand onto the clipboard. “This is exactly the sort of reckless senior-citizen paramilitary behavior these rules are designed to prevent.”

Gertie looked offended. “That seems oddly targeted.”

“It is targeted,” Ida Belle told her. “She just forgot to include our names because even Celia knows that would make the rule sheet too long.”

Celia’s lips thinned. “The rules apply to everyone.”

“Then why does rule four say no unauthorized birds, animals, reptiles, or Gertie within fifty feet of the parade route?” Ida Belle asked.

Gertie leaned forward. “I’m not an animal.”

“The rule doesn’t say you are. Just that you behave like one.”

“She listed me after reptiles.”

Celia lifted her chin. “You were placed where space allowed.”

I had been in ambushes that felt less personal.

Celia drew herself taller. “Moving on. This year, Sinful will present a proper parade, a children’s patriotic recitation, a pie auction, a boat blessing, and a dignified evening ceremony before the fireworks display.”

“Dignified twice in five minutes,” Gertie whispered. “She’s nervous.”

“She’s always nervous,” Ida Belle murmured. “It’s what happens when your conscience has a warrant out.”

“The centerpiece of the evening ceremony,” Celia continued, speaking louder, “will be the presentation of the town’s historic Liberty Strongbox.”

Two men in American Legion caps carried a small iron strongbox to the front table. It was about two feet wide, a foot high, and heavy enough to make both men breathe hard by the time they lowered it. Its dark surface was scarred and pitted, the corners reinforced, the front secured with an old lock that looked as if it had survived floods, fires, and at least one family argument involving a hammer.

Celia laid one possessive hand on the lid. “This strongbox was donated by the Baptiste family and is believed to contain historical items connected to Sinful’s early Independence Day celebrations. Old letters, photographs, patriotic memorabilia, perhaps even original records from the town’s first official Fourth of July picnic.”

“Riveting,” Gertie said.

Ida Belle lowered her voice. “Don’t underestimate old boxes in Sinful. If that thing has secrets, Celia will weaponize them. Half the town’s secrets are stored in attics, trunks, and ladies who pretend they don’t remember things.”

I studied the box. The lock was old, but not decorative. The hinges had been oiled recently. Someone had handled it more than Celia’s speech suggested.

“The box will be opened publicly tonight,” Celia announced, “by a person selected to represent dignity, grace, and the wholesome spirit of Sinful.”

My instincts fired half a second before her attention shifted to me.

No.

Absolutely not.

“Sandy-Sue Morrow,” Celia said, then smiled wider. “Or Fortune, as she apparently prefers to be called.”

I had been living under the cover identity of Sandy-Sue Morrow long enough to know the name rarely preceded good news, especially when the name was uttered by Celia. Sandy-Sue was supposed to be soft, sweet, feminine, and harmless. Fortune Redding, my actual self, had killed people in countries most committee members could not find on a map.

Unfortunately, Fortune Redding was not supposed to exist in Sinful.

“Yes?” I made my voice pleasant.

Celia’s smile widened. “Since you have pageant experience, the committee has selected you to serve as this year’s Miss Liberty Belle.”

Gertie made a sound like a goose choking on a prayer mint.

Ida Belle’s mouth twitched.

“And,” Celia continued, “I’ve taken the liberty—no pun intended—of having the costume made for Fortune to wear during the festivities.” She looked to her left. “Please bring it out.”

Two men pushed a mannequin on rollers onto the stage.

For one blessed second, my brain refused to identify what I was seeing. It was a survival mechanism. Then the image sharpened, and I realized the mannequin was wearing a bell.

Not a dress with bell-shaped accents. Not a patriotic gown with tasteful historical flair. An actual bell.

The costume was an enormous gray foam monstrosity shaped like the Liberty Bell, complete with a jagged black crack painted down the front in a location that made several people in the room shift uncomfortably and one of the retired men cough into his fist. The bell flared out from the waist so wide that I would have to enter doorways on an angle, and the lower opening narrowed around the knees, which meant running would be impossible unless my attacker agreed to chase me at parade speed.

A glittery red, white, and blue sash stretched across the front and read MISS LIBERTY BELLE in letters large enough to be seen from space.

Around the mannequin’s neck hung a strand of oversized faux pearls, each one the size of tennis balls and painted with enough cheap shine to blind low-flying aircraft. They sat above the bell like a necklace on a cement mixer.

On top of the mannequin’s head perched a matching gray foam hat with a round knob that bobbled every time the wheels hit a bump.

Then the mannequin jingled.

I stared at Celia. “It makes noise?”

Celia beamed. “Tiny bells sewn into the hem. Festive, don’t you think?”

Ida Belle leaned toward me. “Well, there goes your career in covert operations.”

Gertie had one hand pressed to her chest. Her eyes were wet.

“If you cry,” I warned her, “I will hurt you.”

“I’m not crying. I’m witnessing history.”

The men rolled the mannequin another foot, and the little bells gave a delicate, humiliating tinkle.

Gertie lost the fight and laughed out loud. “It’s perfect. You’ll be adorable. Like a founding father’s doorstop.”

Ida Belle studied the costume with a tactical eye. “You won’t be able to sit.”

“I won’t be able to breathe.”

“You might be able to conceal a small weapon under the flare.”

Celia’s eyes narrowed. “There will be no weapons.”

Gertie wiped her eyes. “What about snacks? Because if she’s stuck in there all day, we could pack emergency banana pudding.”

I looked at the costume again. The armholes were positioned high on the sides, which meant my range of motion would be limited to waving, flapping, or surrendering.

“This is not a costume,” I said. “This is a mobility restriction with glitter.”

“On the bright side,” Gertie offered, “if someone shoots at you, they’ll probably aim for the crack.”

“Do not help.”

“I’m just saying, tactically, it draws the eye. That thing has the turning radius of a shrimp boat.”

Ida Belle nodded. “If you fall over, we’ll need a forklift.”

Gertie brightened. “Nah. If she falls over, we can roll her to the parade.”

I grunted. “You two are not helping.”

Celia’s smile sharpened. “Surely a former beauty queen is not afraid of a little public attention.”

There it was. The trap.

Celia had never believed my Sandy-Sue act. Not fully. I assessed her as a low-level threat with high-level pettiness. A dangerous combination in unstable regions and committee meetings. She didn’t know I was CIA, obviously, because if she did, she would have already posted a YouTube video and called a press conference in front of the Catholic church. But she had sensed gaps. She had been poking at me since I arrived in Sinful, and now she had found a weapon: my cover’s fake pageant past.

If I refused too strongly, she would wonder why. If I performed badly, she would wonder why. If I performed too well, she would probably still wonder why, because Celia considered suspicion a form of cardio.

I inhaled slowly.

“That’s very kind,” I began, “but I’m not sure I’m the best choice.”

“Nonsense. You’ll ride in the parade, assist at the pie auction, pose for photographs, and present the Liberty Strongbox at the evening ceremony.”

“No.”

The word came out before I could stop it.

Celia’s brows rose. “No?”

I smiled. “I mean, no one would want me taking attention from the children.”

A woman in the second row sighed. “That’s sweet.”

Celia glanced at the woman, then back at me. “The children recite at three. You present at seven.”

“I’m not much for public speaking.”

“Only a short speech.”

Gertie leaned closer. “I can help you write it.”

“Not in a million years.” I turned back to Celia. “I can’t do it, really.”

“Of course you can,” Celia replied. “A former beauty queen should be perfectly comfortable representing her community in a tasteful historical costume.”

Gertie snorted.

Celia glared at her. “What?”

“Nothing. It’s just that I’ve seen uglier pageant costumes, but most of them were on livestock.”

Ida Belle gave the bell costume another slow inspection. “If Carter sees her in that, he’ll either arrest you or propose trauma counseling.”

Celia ignored both of them and fixed on me. “Well?”

Ida Belle cleared her throat. “Man up and do it.”

I looked from Celia to the bell, then from the bell to the room full of witnesses. Refusing would make me look suspicious. Accepting would make me look like a county-fair parade float with legs.

My options were bad and worse.

“Okay, I’m in.”

Ida Belle’s gaze slid toward me. Her expression said we would discuss my definition of okay later.

“Excellent.” Celia checked the clipboard. “Final fitting at noon. Rehearsal at two. Parade at four. Ceremony at seven. Don’t be late.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

Gertie raised her hand again.

Celia’s shoulders tightened. “What?”

“If Sandy-Sue is Miss Liberty Belle, does Fortune get a tiara?”

Celia’s expression turned smug. “No. The hat is historically appropriate.”

Gertie turned to me, delighted. “I knew this day had potential.”

“It has a name,” Ida Belle said.

“What does?”

“The costume.”

Gertie nodded solemnly. “Liberty Hell.”

The meeting broke up with the particular speed of people fleeing unpaid labor. Celia stayed near the front table, one hand never straying far from the Liberty Strongbox. She watched Ida Belle and Gertie as if she expected them to tunnel under the floor and steal it in broad daylight.

Which was insulting.

They would wait until dark.

Outside, the heat hit like a wet towel. Sinful in July didn’t have weather so much as a damp personal grudge. The flag outside the community center hung limp from its pole, too hot to wave.

Gertie fanned herself with a copy of Celia’s rules. “No unauthorized fireworks. No boats. No cannons. No reptiles. No me. What kind of Fourth of July is that?”

“It would certainly be a quieter one,” Ida Belle said.

“Quiet is for funerals and Methodists.”

I looked back at the community center doors. “Is she serious about the costume?”

“She is always serious when humiliation is involved.”

“She thinks she can expose me.”

“She thinks a lot of things,” Gertie said. “Most of them are wrong, but she says them loud enough that people agree just to get her to shut up.”

Ida Belle studied me. “How much pageant experience does Sandy-Sue supposedly have?”

“Ex-beauty queen. Enough to be inconvenient.”

“That sounds like a number between zero and disaster.”

“Much closer to disaster.”

Gertie brightened. “I can coach you.”

“She was banned from a cobbler contest,” Ida Belle reminded me. “That’s not coaching material.”

“I don’t need coaching.”

Gertie didn’t give up. “You sure? I was in a pageant when I was nineteen. Lost because my knees were too big for my legs.”

“I remember you in that pageant,” Ida Belle said. “Your knees had nothing to do with it. You were disqualified after accusing a judge of taking bribes in peach cobbler.”

“He was taking bribes. And the winner’s cobbler had canned filling.”

I started toward Ida Belle’s SUV. “I am not learning pageant skills from someone banned from a cobbler contest.”

We had made it halfway across the gravel lot when a white pickup came around the corner too fast and braked near the side entrance of the community center. Two men climbed out. One was lean and sun-browned, wearing a polo shirt with a local construction company logo on the chest. The other was shorter, heavier, and carrying himself with the jumpy impatience of someone whose caffeine intake had outpaced his judgment.

The lean one glanced toward us, then away too quickly.

“That’s Nolan Broussard,” Ida Belle said under her breath.

“Fireworks sponsor?”

“And real estate, construction, drainage work, campaign donations, and anything else with an invoice due.”

Gertie squinted at him. “His daddy sold bad septic tanks in the eighties.”

“That explains a lot,” Ida Belle said.

Nolan and the jumpy man moved to the back of the truck. They opened the tailgate and pulled out a medium-sized wooden crate stamped with red letters: SINFUL FOURTH OF JULY CELEBRATION — FIREWORKS CREW ONLY.

“That is not the town fireworks delivery,” Ida Belle said.

“How do you know?”

“Because official deliveries are going to the fairground storage shed. And because Nolan is looking around like a man with a bag of stolen chickens.”

Gertie made a thoughtful noise. “That crate looks familiar.”

I turned to her. “Why would it look familiar?”

“No reason.”

Ida Belle’s eyes narrowed. “Gertie.”

Gertie looked a little sheepish. “I may have received a delivery this morning. Only I didn’t order it.”

My first instinct was to look for exits. My second was to remind myself that I was no longer operating in foreign territory and could not simply disappear for seventy-two hours.

Ida Belle peered at Gertie over her glasses. “Were they addressed to you?”

“My name was on them. It said G. Hebert.”

I stared at her. “You accepted three crates of fireworks addressed only to G. Hebert?”

“There are a lot of Heberts. If people want accuracy, they should pay for better labels.”

“What kind of delivery?” I asked.

“From the label, I gathered they were, you know, festive supplies.”

“So. Fireworks.”

Gertie lifted one shoulder. “Possibly.”

“Celia banned unauthorized fireworks less than ten minutes ago.”

“These arrived before the ban. Technically, they’re grandfathered.”

“That is not how laws work,” Ida Belle said.

“Celia doesn’t get to make up rules.”

“Try telling her that.”

Nolan and his helper disappeared through the side door with the crate.

I watched the door close. The crate had been ordinary enough, but the men handling it had moved with too much care. Fireworks were dangerous. People respected them. But those two had not looked careful because they were afraid of blowing off fingers. They had looked careful because they were afraid someone would see what they were doing.

I looked at Gertie. “Where is your delivery?”

“At my house.”

“Unopened?” Ida Belle asked.

“Yes, unopened. I was in a rush.”

“For crying out loud.” Ida Belle headed for the SUV. “Let’s go.”

The drive to Gertie’s house should have taken six minutes. Ida Belle made it in four. I didn’t comment on her speed because I was too busy replaying Nolan’s body language and the stamp on the crate.

Gertie’s small house looked peaceful from the outside, which was generally how disasters concealed themselves. A ceramic frog wearing a flag-themed hat sat by the porch steps. Someone had stuck a sparkler in its mouth.

“Please tell me that is decorative,” I said.

“It’s currently decorative,” Gertie said.

Ida Belle brushed past her. “Come on. Let’s see these festive supplies.”

We followed Gertie into the house and through the living room, down a hallway, and into a back room stacked with boxes, fabric, old kitchen equipment, and what appeared to be half of a papier-mâché eagle.

Three wooden crates sat in the middle of the floor.

They were stamped: SINFUL FOURTH OF JULY CELEBRATION — FIREWORKS CREW ONLY.

Ida Belle stopped dead.

I looked at Gertie.

Gertie smiled weakly. “See there. Festive supplies. Surprise?”

“Who delivered these?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Some man in a brown van. Not UPS brown. More swamp brown. He had a clipboard, I signed G. Hebert, and then he left before I could ask why he looked like he’d rather be anywhere else.”

“Company name?” Ida Belle asked.

“I couldn’t find one. No return label either.”

“That’s not suspicious at all,” I said.

“I thought maybe the town was sending me an apology gift for Celia’s rules.”

Ida Belle stared at her.

“What?” Gertie said. “A person can hope.”

I crouched beside the nearest crate. The wood was newer than the one Nolan had carried. Same stamp. Same red paint. But the nail pattern was different, and the edges had been reinforced. I touched one corner and smelled oil, packing straw, and something metallic underneath.

Not gunpowder.

I reached for a pry bar hanging from a pegboard.

Ida Belle shifted beside me. “Careful.”

“I know.”

Gertie edged closer. “If those happen to be Thunder Pig 3000s, stand back. The reviews were mixed. There have been complaints about deafness and the occasional missing pinky.”
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