
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


BAYOU COZY COLLECTION 3
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Bayou Cozy Romantic Thrills Series

Novellas and Short Stories 13-20 

The Bayou Cozy Romantic Thrills (Stories 13-20) were written for those who have already read the first two books in Jana DeLeon's original Miss Fortune series. These holiday and seasonal short stories revolve around key characters introduced in the first two novels and may follow an alternate storyline. 

Bayou Christmastime

An extravagant Christmas in Lights is set to take place in several Louisiana towns. When Fortune, Ida Belle, and Gertie realize the event will attract tourists from around the globe, they devise a plan to vet all visitors by offering rideshare. Soon, they come face to face with someone who has ten million reasons to visit the bayou. Unfortunately, those reasons don't have anything to do with Christmas lights and holiday festivities.

Bayou Winter

The Daigle men are back in town and Gomer Hollowman has cause for concern. After Deputy Arceneaux disappears, Gomer takes matters into his own hands. Unfortunately, his actions leave everyone in a volatile predicament, one which will require all hands on deck. With Swamp Team 3 ready for action, Gertie, Ida Belle, and Fortune realize time is of the essence and there's only one place they can turn.

Bayou Spring

When a mob war sends the Daigle family running back to the Louisiana bayou, Swamp Team 3 springs into action. Aware of the brewing trouble, Gertie, Ida Belle, and Fortune attend an unconventional Wasteland funeral where danger looms. Enlisting the help of a recently-deputized Gomer Hollowman, the women attempt to delay a crime until the proper authorities arrive, but a violent blast leaves the Daigle family forever changed.

Bayou Christmas Elves

When Gloria Hollowman and Elle Daigle are kidnapped, Deputy Carter LeBlanc fears there's more to the abduction than meets the eye, but he doesn't realize what he stands to lose until Fortune is taken from her home. With Swamp Team 3 one member down, Ida Belle and Gertie turn to their friends in low places. And Big and Little Hebert surprise everyone with a Christmas to remember.  

Bayou Christmas Eve

Gomer Hollowman hosts a bayou Christmas party with plans to propose to the new woman in his life, but when an unexpected guest shows up with plans of his own, the festivities take a twisted turn. Meanwhile, Fortune, Gertie, and Ida Belle are left to defend the Hollowman family while a criminal's legacy is shattered beyond repair.

Bayou Witness

Gomer Hollowman revitalized Wasteland, Louisiana. Since adopting the title of "Best Single Dad Ever" and living up to the mantra, too, he has been a content family man, but that's all about to change. This Labor Day, Gomer is looking forward to an exciting new chapter. After devising a plan to help criminals who are on the run, Gomer turns to Elle, a former mobster's granddaughter, for leads. With Elle's help, they spread the word far and wide: For a nominal fee, Wasteland is a safe haven for anyone who needs one.

With security measures in place, a point system for good behavior, and planned activities, what could go wrong?

Bayou Ghosts

There are dangerous complications in Wasteland, but no one knows what triggered a chain reaction that spells out trouble for the new Louisiana residents. To make matters worse, Gomer Hollowman sees the reappearance of an old friend as a serious threat, one that has the potential to destroy everyone he loves.

Bayou Festival

Gomer Hollowman is hosting a Louisiana Thanksgiving festival, but when his guests arrive, he is nowhere in sight. To make matters worse, Gertie Hebert is suddenly a bargaining chip in a criminal's dangerous game. 
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Chapter One

“It’s like knocking on heaven’s door.” I always felt this way when we visited the Hebert warehouses. The last time we were here, I mentioned it to Ida Belle, but she never said if she felt the same. Probably not. It wasn’t as if we would be greeted by angels. 

Big and Little Hebert were often feared, not revered. Based on what I knew about the men, we weren’t standing on sacred ground. 

“Give the gatekeeper a minute,” Ida Belle said, shooting me a smile as if to suggest we were on the same page. 

Gertie pointed to the door and whispered, “They’re here.” 

At the same time, the large doors parted and Little Hebert greeted us. “Ladies, it’s nice to see you again.” He waved us inside as if he were in a hurry. “We’ve been expecting you.” 

As Little and Ida Belle made small talk, Gertie and I took in the holiday décor. From the poinsettias seated around Santa and his reindeer to the gorgeous holiday wreaths thoughtfully displayed on the walls, the place looked more like a winter wonderland than a warehouse. 

Gertie said, “Can you believe they took the time to think about Christmas decorations?” 

“No one would guess they’re criminals,” I said, catching a stern look from Ida Belle. “What? It’s true.” 

She shook her head, but then walked ahead of us. 

“You can take your time,” Little said, turning around long enough to address Gertie. “We want our guests to enjoy their holidays, especially when they visit us.” 

“You heard the man,” Gertie said, stopping to admire a pencil-style tree cradled in the far corner next to the breakroom. “We should grab a snack on the way out.” 

I wouldn’t argue against sweets or any food for that matter. There were rows upon rows of candies and cookies, all of which were surrounded by mints, gingerbread houses, and fudge. 

“Maybe we should stop now,” I suggested, my stomach already growling. 

She quickly shook her head and fell in line behind Ida Belle and Little once again. We turned down a narrow hallway, one adorned with white trees and royal blue ornaments. The next open space showcased more traditional décor complete with homemade ornaments, those which could’ve easily been throwbacks from someone’s childhood. Christmas villages, snowmen, elves, Santa, and music boxes lined the tables. 

“This is amazing,” I whispered, never noticing that Ida Belle and Little were now out of sight until Gertie grabbed my arm and pulled me around another corner. We immediately stood in front of a glass wall. 

Big was seated behind a massive desk, likely special ordered to accommodate his size and needs. The elegant wood and chandelier in the center of the room suggested no expense was spared. 

“He’s waiting for you,” Little said, drawing our attention back to him. “Please pardon my quick leave. I have a meeting down by the bayou.” 

Gertie gasped, but right when she started to ask a question, Ida Belle stepped on her foot. I only noticed because Gertie moved so fast that it looked as if she were playing hopscotch. When she tilted sideways, I held my breath. Fortunately, Little caught her before she fell. 

He frowned. “Did you have a question?” 

Gertie quickly shook her head. “It can wait.”  

“You can ask me anything.” Little studied her. “We’re all friends here.” 

“She’s—” 

Before Ida Belle could speak for her, Gertie said, “There’s a rumor about you and the bayou.” 

“I’ve heard the gossip, too.” Little Hebert sighed. “Unfortunately, tonight the rumors are true.” 

Gertie waited a moment, as if she were trying to think of the best way to ask for more details. “Can you tell me what happened to, um, warrant the sentence?” 

“Let’s not keep Big waiting,” Ida Belle stated flatly. 

“You go ahead,” Gertie said, standing her ground. “Little and I are talking.” 

“You’re prying.” Ida Belle’s voice held a raspy edge. “And we have better things to do.”

“Speak for yourself,” Gertie said, inching closer to Little.

Ida Belle entered the office, but not before she discreetly jabbed a pointed finger at Gertie as if she thought I might be able to handle this. 

Given the fact that I was Deputy Carter LeBlanc’s girlfriend and Ida Belle and Gertie had ties to practically everyone in Louisiana, it wasn’t a good idea to poke around in the Hebert’s underworld. 

Little hesitated, but eventually said, “Someone stole from us, but don’t worry, you won’t read about it in the headlines tomorrow.” 

“Who was it?” Gertie asked softly. “Anyone we know?” 

“Probably not,” Little said. “Now, please, enjoy your time here. Oh, and let me know when you’re open for business, I’ll call for a driver.” 

“I can’t wait!” Gertie smiled from ear to ear, but faced me and said, “If we can get him in the car, we’ll drive him around until he tells us everything we want to know.” 

Ida Belle was standing in the doorway when Gertie and I turned around. She narrowed her eyes and said, “And what will you do if Little calls you to pick up one of his thugs?” 

“I thought you were inside.” Gertie peered around her and waved at Big who waved right back. “But to answer your question, I’d pick him up, of course. Look around. We’re not at the Bayou Country Club with a bunch of lawyers, entrepreneurs, and doctors. Our friends are criminals and CIA agents.” She shrugged. “I don’t know about you, but I feel a lot safer with the friends we have.” 

“I see your point. Of the three you mentioned, only doctors could come in handy in our line of work.” I groaned. “On that note, can we talk to Big now?” 

“Don’t pretend you didn’t want to know who was about to be offed,” Gertie said.

“Do we know for sure that anyone will be offed?” I asked.

Gertie nodded. “Before you came to Sinful, there was widespread panic. Someone claimed Little and his men were dumping bodies in the bayou. No one was ever found so the rumors were put to rest, but now we know the truth.” 

“We know as much as we did when we walked in here.” Ida Belle gave us a cross look. “Now, let’s talk to the boss before he sends us home emptyhanded.”   

Big Hebert’s desk was set at least fifty feet away from the door. That’s when it hit me.

The glass was bulletproof. 

Since Ida Belle and Big had already spoken, Big focused on us. “Gertie! Fortune!” In some ways, perhaps we had become part of his unconventional friends and family. “It’s always a pleasure.” 

It’s always a pleasure until it isn’t. 

I sighed. I’d had one too many experiences with criminals like Big and Little Hebert. 

“Thank you for seeing us on short notice,” said Gertie. 

“It’s always good to see three of my favorite people.” He indicated the chairs across from his desk. “Please. Have a seat. Can we get you anything?” 

“No, thank you.” Ida Belle’s quick reply was deliberate. Gertie and I wouldn’t be afraid to ask for candy, cookies, and maybe even a gingerbread house. 

“Love the new warehouse,” Gertie said. “You’ll have to send me your decorator’s name and number.” 

Ida Belle rolled her eyes. 

“What? Don’t tell me you wouldn’t want them decorating your place, too.” 

“Finn is on our payroll. I’m afraid I couldn’t do without him.”  

“There you have it,” I said in a chipper voice that I almost didn’t recognize as my own. The fact that we were meeting criminals at midnight made me uneasy. I was hiding in the bayou due to a price on my head. 

CIA Director Morrow wouldn’t approve of our shenanigans, especially since Big and Little were often on law enforcement’s radar. I had been given specific instructions to lay low. This meet didn’t qualify.  

As we claimed our chairs, Big whispered something to the young man standing next to him. When he finished, he said, “Whatever these ladies need, provide it. No questions asked.” 

The man studied us for a moment before he said, “You got it, boss.”

“We appreciate your help with this.” Ida Belle’s voice was syrupy-sweet. 

She knows this guy doesn’t want to help us. 

“Thank you,” Gertie and I said together. 

“Welcome,” he muttered, pushing his glasses up about as quickly as he pushed the lone word past his lips. Both seemed like an effort. 

Big said, “This is Robbie Smith. He’ll be your point of contact if you need any help when you’re out in the field.” 

Robbie quickly handed us three boxes. “These phones are already programmed with my number. If you need anything, call.” He turned to Big. “Will there be anything else, Mr. Hebert?”

Big looked miffed. “We’re not done here. The ladies may have some questions.” 

“Actually, I do,” I said. “Most rideshare passengers have apps. Do we need to download something on our phones?” 

Gertie looked at me as if I’d spoken a foreign language. She wasn’t app-friendly and didn’t care for the smart phone models in the first place. 

“Mr. Hebert said you wanted the calls to come to you and no one else. It would be difficult, if not impossible, to funnel all the pickups to you. Since we aren’t using apps, the calls will be handled by me. I have a team in place to help. When you’re planning to drive, let me know. I need to reroute the calls. You’ll automatically receive texts when someone attempts to use a traditional app. When you’re driving, I’ll claim the ride for you and send directions.” 

“We don’t need directions,” Ida Belle said. “Send us an address. That’s enough. I know my way around Sinful and Wasteland.” 

“What about Cartier?” he asked. 

“What about it?” Ida Belle crossed her arms. “We’ll have all we can do in Sinful and Wasteland. We can’t work in Cartier, too.” 

Robbie grimaced. “Ignore the Cartier requests then.” 

“Or you could filter them out so we don’t see them,” I suggested. 

Big and Robbie exchanged a quick glance. Big then cleared his throat. “Robbie is using Cartier’s We-Drive system. He’s done a great job of setting up a simple, if not user-friendly, system for you, but since this request was short notice, that’s the best we can do.” 

Ida Belle studied us for a moment before she asked, “Is there a way to filter only the riders who want to go to the Christmas in Lights?” 

“Like I said, we’re not using an app.” Robbie was agitated, but I was used to it. Technology and I didn’t have a love-hate relationship. It was all hate. “Ladies, it couldn’t be any easier than I’ve made it. I’ll let you know when we have someone who needs to be picked up, but with the hotels and other rentals sold-out, there’s no way three drivers can handle all the calls.” 

“Three?” Gertie blinked. “We’re not driving separately.”

Big rested his clasped hands on his desk. “You’re vetting people, tourists specifically, coming into the bayou—for reasons unknown to us—and you felt like providing rides would be the best way to do this, but you’re not driving separately?” 

“That is correct,” Ida Belle said. 

Big cleared his throat. “May I ask why?” 

Gertie said, “It’s safer if we stick together.” 

“Are you in some kind of danger?” Big asked, true concern in his expression. 

“Heavens, no,” Gertie said, waving her hand in dismissal. “But the world is not a safe place. We may be old school, but our mothers told us a long time ago that we shouldn’t talk to strangers. Imagine what they’d do if they knew we were driving around with a couple of them in our backseats.”  

“Maybe it would be easier if you let my team find whoever it is that you’re trying to locate.” 

“We don’t know who’s coming into the bayou to kill—” 

“We’ll do it our way,” Ida Belle said. “Thank you for the offer.” 

“Do you think someone is coming to kill one of you?” Big narrowed his eyes. 

“It’s a feeling I had,” Gertie said, nervously wringing her hands for show.

“Thank you for the phones and for setting this up for us,” I said, standing. 

“It’s not like I had a choice,” Robbie mumbled. 

Big gave the poor guy a chilling look. Then, he slowly said, “I assure you that you had a choice. We all have choices. You just made the better one.” 



Chapter Two

The next day, Gertie, Ida Belle, Marie, and Ally arrived early to help with Christmas preparations. Walter and Scooter brought over the tree around noon. It took some maneuvering, but we tugged, pushed, and eventually hauled the large pine tree to the center of my living room. Additional effort was required before we found its final resting place next to the window. 

“After all that, I’m thankful we chose one with lights,” Gertie said, collapsing on the sofa. 

“Too bad you didn’t buy one that was already decorated,” Walter said, studying the mess of boxes and unwrapped ornaments on the coffee table. “By the looks of things, you and Ally will be hanging ornaments on your own. Ida Belle and Gertie are ready for a nap.” 

“I’m okay with that,” Ally said. 

“Thanks,” Ida Belle grumbled.

“She’s giving you an out.” Marie tossed a dishtowel over her shoulder as soon as she left the kitchen to admire our tree. 

Ida Belle said, “We’ll help Marie in the kitchen.” 

“I’ll never turn away a good cook.” She hurried back to the other room, but called out, “But hop to it. We have a lot to do.”  

Gertie closed her eyes. “I need a minute.” 

“If she starts snoring, wake her up.” Ida Belle followed Marie back to my favorite room. In a matter of seconds, I heard Ida Belle’s chair scooting across the floor. 

Walter shrugged. “She’s providing moral support.” 

I laughed before turning to Scooter. “Thank you for bringing over the tree.” 

“Glad to help.” Scooter shoved his hands in his pockets and shifted his weight from one foot to the next. “Ally, if you’d like to come over for Christmas, I’d love to have you.” 

Ally blushed, which was a good sign that she would struggle for an excuse. Ally and I had formed a solid friendship, and I knew how to read her expressions. She wouldn’t want to hurt Scooter’s feelings. 

“Scooter, why don’t you join us?” I should’ve invited him long before now. “We’ll be eating around noon tomorrow.” 

“My family gets together for Christmas Eve, too,” Scooter said, turning to Ally. “My cousins really want to meet you.”

Before Ally could accept or decline, he darted out the door. 

“Are we missing something here?” Gertie sat upright. 

Walter smirked. “Did you have a good nap?” 

“Don’t patronize me,” she snapped, trying to resist a smile of her own. “Ally? Is something going on with you and Scooter?”

“No, but I’m starting to think Scooter might have told his family that we’re a thing.” 

“What kind of thing?” Gertie asked, a look of mischief on her face. 

Ally laughed. “With Scooter, who could say?” 

“You could do a lot worse,” Walter told her. 

“Where have I heard that before?” I referenced a time when Walter tried to play matchmaker for me as well. As luck would have it, I was able to “do a lot better” with Deputy Carter LeBlanc, not that Scooter was a terrible option, just not one for me. 

Ally felt the same, I thought, but we didn’t discuss Scooter all that often. 

“Okay,” Gertie said, standing. “I’ll help in the kitchen. Walter, can you grab the rest of the ornaments. The last box is upstairs, next to Fortune’s room.” 

“I’ll get it,” he said. “Maybe Marie has some of those sausage balls ready.” 

My stomach rumbled at the mention. “I can always take a snack break.” 

Ally smiled. “You could eat around the clock.”

“You say that as if it’s a bad thing.” I entered the kitchen and immediately sensed that we were in the way. 

Marie was removing pies from the oven. Gertie was raking a layer of sausage balls into a Christmas tin while Ida Belle had some sort of mixture all over her hands. 

“Better you than me,” I said.

“Agreed,” Marie and Gertie chimed together. 

I narrowed my eyes. “I could do it though.” 

Ida Belle lifted an eyebrow. “Remember who you’re talking to.” 

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’d rather fight beside you than cook beside you.” Gertie popped a sausage ball in her mouth. 

“Ditto,” Ida Belle agreed. 

“Don’t hold back,” I teased. 

“There’s fruit salad in the fridge.” Marie put a lid on the sausage treats. “First tin goes to Francine.”

“One of the conditions attached to my day off,” Ally explained, almost apologetically.

“Fair enough trade,” Walter said, returning with the ornaments. 

Minutes later, we draped garland across the mantel while Walter removed snow globes from their packaging. He carefully considered where to place each one. It was as if he had committed to memory where Marge previously showcased them. 

“What do you think?” he asked, finishing with a traditional Santa-in-the-box musical. 

“I wish I could’ve known Marge,” I said, never taking my borrowed life for granted. 

Walter cleared his throat. “The two of you would’ve been inseparable.” 

Ally nodded. “You get along with her best friends. That’s a good indication.” 

I unwrapped the first ornament in a box marked as keepsakes. As soon as the porcelain figurine fell in my hand, I couldn’t help but laugh. 

“Ida Belle, I think Fortune found those ornaments you’ve been looking for!” Walter called out after a closer look. 

My senior friends rushed to the room like excited children. One by one, they unwrapped the ornaments that were small creations of how a commissioned artist had undoubtedly viewed them. 

Noticing how carefully the women handled these beautiful mementos, I stepped away from the tree and sat on the edge of the sofa. 

Walter joined me. “They had a friend who lived over in Cartier. She would’ve been in the war, too, if her parents hadn’t died. She chose to stay behind and care for her younger siblings, but never failed to inform her friends of Louisiana happenings. While they were away, she sent them care packages, and eventually made these knick-knacks for everyone she knew.” 

“What happened to her?” 

He frowned. “She was involved in a tragic car accident and never regained consciousness.” 

“That’s horrible,” I whispered. My friends had endured their share of heartache, but somehow managed to stay connected to their loved ones and community.

After their keepsakes were unwrapped, Ida Belle looked up with a sorrowful expression. “One day, when we least expect it, we’ll run across the one she made for you, too.” 

Walter nodded. “The important thing is that you found yours.” 

Mentally, I swooned. If any man truly loved a woman, Walter was it. He looked at Ida Belle with this unconditional compassion, a love that I’d rarely seen. 

I handed Ally a glass angel. “I’ve never seen a man look at a woman like that.” 

“I have.” She waited a beat. “It’s the way Carter looks at you.” 

Dumbfounded, I shook my head and hurriedly picked through the ornaments. 

“So where do you want to put these?” Ally asked.

Gertie said, “Wherever they can be seen. Now that Bones doesn’t live here, we don’t have to worry about them being knocked off and broken.” 

“Merlin?” Ally asked. 

“Merlin is a nuisance but I don’t think he’ll play in the tree.” I pointed at a large unopened box. “He’ll have his own with a hide-and-seek hut.” 

“If he doesn’t like it, let me know,” Walter said, slapping his thigh before he slowly stood. “I’ll find him something else to keep him busy.” 

“What’s wrong with your hip?” Ida Belle asked.

“Nothing. Why?” 

“You’re moving slower than usual.” Ida Belle frowned. “We’re not getting any younger. Instead of working so late, why don’t you ask Scooter to help you?” 

“I never even thought about it,” he teased, lifting a few empty boxes. “I’ll put these in the garage so they’ll be handy when you’re ready to put all this stuff back in storage. And then I’ll be on my way.” 

“Thank you for helping,” I said. “See you Christmas Eve?” 

“I wouldn’t miss it,” he said, shooting Ida Belle a wink. 

Ally and I fell against the sofa and covered our hearts in an exaggerated swoon. 

“Such is love,” I said, quoting a line from a Christmas romance movie that we had recently watched. 

“It is indeed,” Ally said, following my lead. 

“Really?” Ida Belle tossed a throw pillow our way. “Let’s finish this tree. They’ll be plenty of time to tease me on Christmas Eve.” 

I glanced at Ally and grinned. “Are you thinking what I am?” 

“Mistletoe?” Ally asked. 

“What’s Christmas without it.” I rushed to the foyer to grab some. About that time, the door swung open. “Carter? What are you doing here?” 

He grinned. “I heard someone needed my assistance.” 

“For what?” I looked up and immediately noticed that someone had already hung the mistletoe. 

“For this,” he said, sweeping me into his arms and kissing me as if he didn’t care that we had an audience. 

When our lips parted, I heard Ida Belle clear her throat as she dramatically fell to a nearby chair. Even before she muttered the first word, I knew what she was thinking. 

“Such is love,” she said as dramatically as possible. 

Gertie sighed. “It is indeed.” 



Chapter Three

The day before Christmas Eve, I slept until noon. Getting out of bed wasn’t the problem, but staying out of the delicious dishes Marie had prepared for our Christmas celebration presented significant challenges. 

Fortunately, Ally realized ahead of time that this would be a dilemma. They’d set aside some sausage pinwheels and homemade bread with blackberry jam. After breakfast, I took a hot shower, dressed in comfortable clothes, and called Harrison. 

“I’m off, Redding. Please tell me this isn’t an emergency.” 

“It isn’t. And you’re always off. Have you taken early retirement?” 

“You’ve almost driven me to it,” he said, sounding more like Director Morrow than my appointed handler and former partner. “Want to know what I think?” 

“Sure, that’s why I called. I’m always interested in what you think. Sometimes, I’m so curious that I pick up the phone and call for your vast knowledge on various subjects.” 

“Are you drunk?” 

“It’s early afternoon.” I waited a beat. “I’m bored.” 

“The arthritic army hasn’t made it to your place yet?” 

“Try and remember Ida Belle and Gertie are my friends.” 

“After watching those two in action, I’d never think anything else.” 

“I just wanted to check in and tell you all is well here. We haven’t had any trouble. Things are good. And Merry Christmas.” I realized this all sounded rehearsed, but whenever Harrison mentioned Ida Belle and Gertie in a less than positive way, I became defensive. 

“Redding, I would say it back, but do you realize what you’ve done?” 

I thought for a moment. Coming up empty, I said, “I’ve wished you a Merry Christmas?” I considered why this might be considered a strange happening. “If I’ve never done that in the past, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t let the holidays pass without wishing you a good one.” 

“You jinxed us,” he stated flatly. “CIA-agents-in-hiding don’t say things like, ‘all is well’ or ‘we haven’t had any trouble’ unless they’re ready for some.” 

While I understood his point, I wasn’t about to prescribe to his theory. “I called to wish you a happy holiday. Let’s end by focusing on that.” 

“How’s the job going?” he asked.

“What job?” 

“I heard you and your friends paid Big Hebert a late night visit. After some digging, I found out that your guy hired ours. Robbie Smith is on Morrow’s radar and has been since before you were sent to the bayou. Don’t use him for illegal activity.” 

“Would I do that?” 

“If you wouldn’t, the frail Fredas might.” 

“Harrison? Let’s try calling Ida Belle and Gertie by their names.” 

“Why? Picking out nicknames for them is one of the few challenges I have when you’re behaving yourself.” Harrison waited a beat. “I wouldn’t have this concern if you would knit and bake, or whatever it is that your senior friends do. What you shouldn’t be doing, especially with them, is cruising around Louisiana pretending to be cab drivers.” 

“We haven’t started our new careers yet. And, for the record, We-drive is not a cab company,” I said, thinking I’d have to be more careful in the future. Sometimes, it was easy to forget that CIA-agents-in-hiding still belonged to the  CIA.

“Yes, I know. We-drive is a legitimate business. I used them when I was there at Thanksgiving. It’s owned by a little old lady who is tech savvy, but a straight-up nightmare. She’s the reason I rented a car. After an hour with her behind the wheel, I realized there were greater terrors than working with gunrunners and drug lords.” 

I understood the dilemma. My greatest fears often materialized when Gertie was driving without her glasses. 

“Does this little old lady have a name?” I asked. 

“She does, but you don’t need to know it, especially since you’re rerouting her calls. Mind if I ask why?” 

“Wasteland’s Christmas in Lights is drawing a crowd. Since the Feds asked Gomer to postpone his vacation, we didn’t really have a reason to hang out in Wasteland, but tourists are coming in by the truckloads.” I picked up that little tidbit from Gomer. “Gertie and Ida Belle were afraid we’d have some trouble. With so many newcomers rolling into town at once, we wanted to have a way to vet some of the tourists.” 

“Uh-huh, and how are you supposed to do that with three cars? You’ll need all of Ida Belle’s group behind you if you’re offering rideshare options. Most people don’t want to wait a couple of hours for a driver.”  

Harrison sounded like he was in such a terrible mood that I didn’t have the heart to tell him that only one car would be making trips from the hotels to Wasteland and back again. 

Assuming he might read something more into my silence, I hurriedly said, “I have to go. Gertie and Ida Bell will be here soon. Merry Christmas, Harrison.” 

“You too. Have a good one, Redding. And please, let me enjoy my vacation. If I hear from you at all, it better be life or death.” 

“Right,” I said, disconnecting our call. And he thought I’d doomed us?

****
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Hours later, I pulled Gertie’s Cadillac to a stop under the awning at Sinful Sleep, a motor lodge that was widely known for hosting those who were often engaged in scandalous affairs. I briefly wondered where the cheaters and crooks stayed when the motel was sold out for a more legitimate reason. 

“Our first customer isn’t anything to worry about,” Gertie said. 

“A woman with three kids?” I glanced over my shoulder and studied them for a moment. “Doubt they’re here for a bounty.”  

“Good point.” Ida Belle used her two fingers for a slicing up and down motion. “Let’s go. Floor it.” 

A few miles down the road, we took a left on Bayou Avenue, a backroad to Cartier. We were a couple of miles outside of their pristine downtown area when the phone buzzed. 

Ida Belle read the text and pointed. “Take the next left. Cartier Motor Lodge has a couple of guys looking for a ride.” 

“Could be our guys,” Gertie said, leaning forward. 

“Maybe,” Ida Belle agreed. “But with a name like Scott and a request for three riders, one of which is his dog and best friend, I don’t think so.” 

“Where’d you get that information?” Gertie asked, squinting. 

She held up her phone. “He sent a picture to Robbie and asked if his dog could ride in the car, too.” 

“Tell him we’ll strap him on top.” Gertie never cracked a smile. 

“You always let Bones ride in here,” I pointed out. 

Gertie said, “If this guy is a tourist, we don’t need his business. We need to focus on those who might reappear in our lives at another time.” 

“And when have you ever known an assassin to show up here with his companion animal?” Ida Belle asked. 

“Adira comes to mind,” I said, recalling one of the assassins sent to kill me.

“No, Adira traveled with men who resembled bulldogs,” Ida Belle said.  

“Or wolves,” I offered.

They both nodded and we continued our journey in silence. 

A few minutes later, we pulled in front of the motor lodge. There, waiting on the sidewalk, were two young men with a yappy terrier. 

“They look harmless enough,” Gertie said. “Give them a lift or pass them off to the real rideshare company.” 

“We need to head for the lights anyway,” Ida Belle said. “Might as well give them a lift.” 

Gertie swung the backdoor open and scooted across the seat. “What are you waiting for?” 

The taller one peered down. “No offense, mam, but we don’t need to share ride costs with someone we don’t know. We can afford our own.” 

“No offense taken.” Gertie crawled across the seat, slammed the door, and yelled, “Hit it, Fortune!” 

I glanced at Ida Belle and she shrugged. 

Before I could step on the pedal, Gertie rolled down the window and hollered, “It’s my car, you buffoon!” She fell against her seat and laughed. “I haven’t had this much fun since we put laxatives in Celia’s coffee at Francine’s.” 

“You did that?” I asked, adjusting my rearview mirror so I could see her.  

“It wasn’t the first time, just the first time that we’d done it at Francine’s. It was so much fun watching her squirm as she tried to pretend that she didn’t need to excuse herself.” 

“And that’s amusing?” I could almost picture it. Sometimes, I felt sorry for Celia. She endured a lot just because she had the wrong rivals. 

“You have to ask?” Ida Belle laughed hysterically. “It was one of the funniest things I’ve ever seen.” 

“Sure was.” Gertie sighed. “It was the first time that the Catholics had won the pudding wars in over four months. They’d had a dry spell. When Celia finally admitted she needed to leave, she didn’t want to say that she had to go to the bathroom. Instead, she said she was having excruciating upper back pains. The GWs were convinced she was having a heart attack so they all left together.” 

“We ended up with the pudding by default,” Ida Belle said. “It was a subtle victory, but a win is a win.” 

“Especially against Celia,” Gertie added. 

Another text came in and Ida Belle excitedly waved her phone. “Next right. Bayou Bungalows. Number Four. You should be able to park in front.” 

A few minutes later, we finally welcomed our first real passenger. 

“I’m Gertie.” She cocked her head as she checked out the man next to her. 

He didn’t say anything so my shotgun passenger grumbled, “And I’m Ida Belle.” 

“Steve,” the man said, almost hugging the door. 

“Well, Steve, this is my car,” Gertie stated proudly. 

“It’s not a limo, but a nice car all the same,” Ida Belle said. 

“Swell. It’s a swell car.” The large man looked petrified, and deliberately avoided eye contact. I wasn’t sure why. If this man wanted to kill me, he could probably swat all of us like flies and we’d all fall down. 

I pictured Ahmad. No one would be more amused than the one who had the bounty on my head. 

“Thank you,” Gertie said, continuing the small talk. “We like the Cadillac. We’ve seen a lot of miles together.” 

“Where are you from, Steve?” Ida Belle said, losing her seatbelt so she could turn and see our passenger.

“Up north,” he said, pointing at a sign straight ahead. “If you don’t mind, drop me at the Sinful Sleep. My wife is going to the lights. Maybe you can take her? She was worried about using rideshare, and would appreciate riding with other females.” 

“We’ll be happy to have her as a customer,” I said. 

He withdrew some cash and waved it over the seat, “I’m supposed to pay you, correct?” 

“We’ll never turn down cash,” Gertie said. “But the rideshare company should’ve charged you.” 

“I tried to use the app, but couldn’t. I was directed to call an eight hundred number. When I spoke to the help line, the guy on the phone said cash would be best.” 

“Then cash it is,” Gertie said, grabbing the bills. 

As we reclaimed our earlier parking spot under the Sinful Sleep awning, Steve opened the door and paused for a moment. “We’re on the end. If you don’t mind, pull down there. She’ll be right out.” 

“We’ll wait,” I said, peering in the rearview mirror. 

Gertie looked as if she were sitting on a hot piece of intel, but I wasn’t sure what it might be. 

“There’s enough cash there for my wife also.” 

“Thanks.” Ida Belle nudged me. “What should we tell the wife if she asks where we picked you up?” 

“She won’t, but if she does, tell her nothing.” He slammed the door behind him. As if he’d reconsidered his actions, he pecked on the passenger window and Ida Belle rolled it down. “I’m sorry, that was impolite.” 

“You read my mind,” Ida Belle said, looking straight ahead. 

Sometimes, I was convinced that she’d missed her calling. She would’ve been a perfect gangster’s wife or just a gangster, which is probably what she would’ve preferred. 

“It looks bad, I know, to be picked up at one vacation rental only to be taken to another, but it isn’t what it seems.” 

“Do I look like I’m ready to take your confession?” 

“No, but—” 

“You can sit on that. Don’t explain anything to mere strangers,” Ida Belle interrupted him. 

“In other words, we’d like to thank you for your business,” I said, leaning down so I could see him. “We’ll wait for your wife.”

Ida Belle still refused to look at him which made everything tense, but after I peered up at our customer, I realized things were about to get a lot worse.



Chapter Four

Steve looked as if he’d seen a ghost. All the color washed out of his face.

Ida Belle squared her shoulders and glanced at me. She’d caught the man’s sudden change in demeanor, too. 

“Is there something else?” Ida Belle asked.

He kept staring at me. “No, I um, have we met?”

“No, dear, I’m afraid not.” Gertie patted my shoulder as she leaned forward. She’d take it from here. “So many men ask us this very question, but don’t feel bad. It’s us. Not you.” 

“I wasn’t talking to you,” he snapped. “And since I’m looking at her, I think we all know that.” 

“There go the manners again.” Gertie scoffed. “Maybe your wife will be more gracious.” 

“Fortune, it’s all you,” Ida Belle whispered. 

“We haven’t met,” I assured him.

“Oh,” he said, looking somewhat confused. “Just have a familiar face.” 

“Guess so,” I said. “Thanks for riding with We-Drive.” 

“Aren’t you the little Miss Entrepreneur,” Ida Belle whispered. 

As soon as Steve sauntered off, I said, “If he isn’t our guy, I’m not driving.” 

“Well, I didn’t want to mention this, but your driving does leave a lot to be desired,” Gertie said. 

“She’s just sore because she is stuck in the backseat,” Ida Belle said. 

“We drew straws,” she reminded us. “I accepted the loss.” 

“What do you want to do?” I couldn’t shake the feeling that Steve was definitely there for something more than tourist attractions and lights. 

“We wait,” Ida Belle said. “He recognized you. That wasn’t an accident.” 

Gertie pointed at a woman heading our way. “There’s his wife. Let’s give her the bayou tour.” 

“What’s that?” I asked. 

Ida Belle sighed. “Just drive anywhere. That man recognized you. We need to find out why he’s here.”

“He’s here for Fortune.” Gertie leaned over the seat for her purse. She pulled free a bag of raisins and quickly added, “We don’t need to waste time with the wife. We need to find out who or what is in that bungalow.”

Ida Belle frowned. “She’s right. If Steve had wanted to cheat, he could’ve waited until his wife left to see the lights.” 

“Let’s drop her off. Then, I’ll drive us back to the bungalow.” 

“I don’t think that’s our best play,” Ida Belle said. “Whatever, or whoever, was there will be long gone. Steve was startled to see you, but he made you. If there was any doubt about who you are, he’s now put that to rest.” 

“On the flipside, he knows we’ve made him, too,” Gertie said. 

“Maybe,” Ida Belle agreed. “There’s no reason to go back because we know who we’re looking for. Now, let’s see if the wife offers anything more.”

Once our passenger was buckled up for the ride, we headed for Wasteland. We passed the first turn and the second. No one said a word. Sometimes, silence allowed for the best course of action, and this seemed like one of those times. The longer we remained silent, the more our passenger stirred.

“I think you missed the turn.” Steve’s wife wore a black pencil skirt and white blouse, and appeared to have been poured into both, which must’ve made it difficult to turn and look over her shoulder. “It’s the third time that we’ve missed it.” 

“Are you driving or is Fortune?” Ida Belle asked, remaining stoic.  

Gertie cleared her throat. “Not to sound critical or anything, but I’m beginning to think you’re a habitual complainer.” 

I thinned my lips and tried not to giggle. The woman hadn’t spoken until that point and Gertie was calling her names? It was too much. 

“And that’s not critical?” she asked, brushing her short brown hair over to the side. “What else have I said to warrant such a comment from someone who doesn’t know me?” 

“When you first sat down in the car, the seat was too low,” Ida Belle said. 

“The windows were foggy,” I added, playing along. 

“It was too cold and then too hot,” Gertie said. 

“Why, I um, I’m uh—” 

“You’re looking for ‘I’m sorry’ which we graciously accept as long as it doesn’t continue,” Ida Belle said. 

Outside of introductions, the woman hadn’t uttered a sound. 

“Insults typically come from Ida Belle,” Gertie explained. “But never on Fridays. We’re far too busy on Fridays to argue about frivolous things.” 

The woman sighed. “You make it sound as if an argument is time-consuming.” 

“Isn’t it always?” Ida Belle asked. 

“I’m sure it is, especially if someone is trapped in a vehicle with a driver who clearly doesn’t know where she’s going.” She dragged her fingers through her hair. “Can we go back? I’m not feeling well.” 

“You’re not trapped,” I assured her, taking the next right to circle back again. “We’re trying to find the staging area.” 

Since our passenger didn’t mention that she hadn’t said these things that we’d pointed out, did she believe us? If so, was she focused on something else, maybe something like a bounty? If she were involved on some level, wouldn’t her husband mention that I looked like the one with a bounty on her head? 

Prior to becoming a We-Drive driver, I watched a few videos. I was bored and thought it might be interesting to find out more about rideshare. In the instructional video, there was something called a staging area. I had no idea what it was, but guessed this woman probably didn’t either. 

Our customer leaned forward and broke my concentration when she asked, “I had no idea this was such a happening place. Where’s the stage? Who’s playing tonight?” 

Gertie held up her hand, suggesting she would provide an answer as soon as she thought of one. Gertie was at her best when she winged it. “Christmas in Lights is a busy exhibition so the staging area is where the drivers drop off their current riders and pick up new ones. Entertainment is not provided.” 

“Close enough,” Ida Belle muttered. 

I nodded. Besides, as soon as the Mrs. answered our questions, I planned to drop her off at the Wasteland Steakhouse entrance. If she wanted to call it a staging area, who was I to stop her? 

“So this staging area is where I’ll go when I want to catch a ride back?” 

I glanced at Ida Belle. She shrugged. We really hadn’t thought about providing return transportation. All we cared about was vetting the tourists, even if it delayed or postponed their visit to Wasteland.

“Surely I’ll be able to catch a ride back,” the woman said, apparently catching on to the fact that we hadn’t planned to provide further services. “Just point me to the stage and I’ll be fine.” 

“We’ll do it,” Gertie said, confident enough to be believable. “So, what brought you to Wasteland?” 

“We’re here for the Christmas lights.” 

“We?” Ida Belle asked, turning to face our customer. “Do you have a mini-you in your pocket?” 

The woman laughed. “No. Remember? You met my husband. He’s working so I wanted to have time to take in the festivities by myself. He has some business tonight. Tomorrow, we’ll see the lights together.” 

“I see.” I glanced at Ida Belle who seemed to have the same concern. Steve could be planning to make a move against me. If he’s our guy, tonight’s our night.

“Wasteland seems like a place with a lot to offer,” she said. 

“Maybe for alligators, turtles, and frogs,” I mumbled. 

“You gathered that from the name, did you?” Ida Belle asked, lifting a brow.

She laughed uncomfortably. “Well, doesn’t it? I mean, the hotels were all booked.” 

“And yet your husband was able to secure two reservations,” said Gertie. 

Ida Belle cleared her throat multiple times and Gertie quickly added, “I mean a reservation for two. What do you like to do when you’re on vacation?” 

“Well, you know, good restaurants, shopping, historical places to see, that sort of thing.” She watched the passing traffic, apparently concerned when the other cars were swinging wide enough to pass us on a two-lane road. I was concerned, too, especially since I was pressing the pedal to the floor and unable to gain any significant speed. 

“Are you planning to stay?” Ida Belle asked.

“For a little while,” the woman said. “I guess. We never know how long Steve’s job will keep him in one spot.” 

“What does he do?” Ida Belle asked. 

At the same time, Gertie said, “So you’re from Louisiana?” 

“Michigan.” She offered nothing about her husband’s chosen career. 

Ida Belle’s sigh sounded more like a bored hum. “Michigan isn’t a mile down the road. What city?” 

“Lansing,” she replied. 

“Lansing.” Gertie’s deliberate enunciation was a fair warning. She was about to slip into a full-fledged mobster-style inquisition. “I’m surprised that you didn’t find another light show before you reached Louisiana. It’s that time of year, you know.” 

“We saw a few last night, but, Wasteland’s Christmas in Lights is ranked number two in the country.” 

“Number two,” Gertie said cryptically. “We sure know a lot about number two.” 

A snivel fell from Ida Belle’s lips. 

“Don’t even,” I whispered in warning. Number Two was a place in the bayou that I hoped to never see again. Passing remarks about two still gave me nightmares. 

“Okay. That’s it. Are you ladies drunk?” She unhooked her seatbelt. “You were paid good money for a lift. I’m starting to feel like this is a joke. Did my husband put you up to this? He always rambles on about my lack of patience.”

“You caught us,” Gertie said, snapping her fingers. 

I missed the turn again. This time, I held my breath and hoped our customer wouldn’t notice. In an effort to distract her, I said, “Out of curiosity, is there such a thing as ‘bad’ money and if so, does that mean the money is counterfeit?” 

“Heaven’s no,” Gertie said. “If the money were counterfeit, we’d have to report it.” 

“Fortune dates the deputy,” Ida Belle explained.

“But we’re never opposed to making citizens’ arrests, when certain situations call for such actions,” Gertie added. 

“Stop the car,” the woman said firmly. 

I slammed on the brakes quicker than intended. The woman flew forward. After grumbling about whiplash, she said, “Unlock these doors. I’ve had enough of this. I’ll be writing reviews about this situation.” She waited a beat. “Someone, help me out of this car! Open the blasted door!” 

“This isn’t white glove limousine service,” said Gertie. “If you want to unlock the door, use your fingers and thumb.” 

The woman grunted. “I have never in my life.”

“Really?” Gertie shot her a bewildered look.

I stopped watching in the rearview mirror for fear I’d burst into laughter. 

“Don’t they have cars in Lansing? I’ve never been there, but have visited Lansing, Pennsylvania. The Amish have the most beautiful buggies in the world. Do you use the same mode of transportation in Michigan?” Gertie sighed. “Is that why you called We-Drive? Is your ass—or horse—resting this evening?” 

The woman was completely stunned. Ida Belle stared straight ahead and whispered, “You can’t fix that. I promise. I’ve tried.” 

I gave into temptation and turned to look at my passengers. Gertie kept a straight face, but Steve’s wife looked exasperated, as if she didn’t know what to say or do next. 

“That’s Lancaster. Lansing is in Michigan. Lancaster is in Pennsylvania,” the woman snapped, attempting to escape once again. “What is going on with this door!” 

“I don’t have automatic locks,” said Gertie. “I told you how to unlock them.” 

“Do you have the video on your phone?” Ida Belle asked. 

“What kind of video?” The woman waited. “Please tell me that you people don’t actually watch videos in order to learn how to operate cars that are older than the Spruce Goose.” 

“Scratch the video. She probably knows how to unlock a door, something ‘we’ people need videos to learn,” Ida Belle said. “Detroit is the Automobile Capital of the World and it’s only about three and a half hours from Lansing. If anyone knows about cars, she should.”

The woman finally unlocked and opened her door. “If I can’t get a ride to the festival, I’m certainly not listening to this senseless conversation.” She exited the Cadillac. 

“You’re about three miles from the lights. Are you sure you don’t want us to take you back?” I asked. 

“I do not. I’ve been in this jalopy for over thirty minutes. You’ve passed the festival four times. I left Lansing because I’d had enough crazy to last a lifetime and what happens?” 

“Sounds like a psychological problem, if you ask me,” Ida Belle said. “Is there someone we can call for you?” 

I stepped out of the car and gave the woman an apologetic look, but tried not to become frightened when I spotted a gator crawling into the marsh. “Ida Belle’s right. Maybe we should call your husband. We can go back and pick him up if you’d like to wait here.” If she chose to wait, I’d suggest the other side of the road, not that I thought she’d listen, but it would clear my conscience.

“No.” The woman paled. “Do not go anywhere near my husband. He would be wrecked over this sort of thing.” 

“Did she say wrecked?” Ida Belle asked, bending her ear. “Fortune, did you wreck Gertie’s car?”

Gertie scoffed. “I knew I shouldn’t have let you behind the wheel.” 

“The only accident here is my husband’s recommendation when he suggested that I ride with you!”

After noting a scaly tail, I had high hopes that I could convince her to return to the vehicle. Before I could say anything, she held up her hand. “You look sensible. Not that it matters what strangers think, but I’m neither crazy nor without a car of my own, I’ll have you know.” She straightened her skirt. “I knew coming South was a bad idea.” 

“I’m offended,” Gertie said. 

“I assure you, you’re not alone in that feeling.” The woman looked at me as if she wanted me to break some sort of tie. “Well? You have nothing to say now?” 

“I lived in DC so think of me as common ground.” I wanted to warn her about the scaly creature that just slivered away from the curb. If she walked in the grass, she might become a gator’s next snack. 

“DC? How do you handle these people?” 

I gritted my teeth. I was one insult away from giving this woman a piece of my mind.

“She’s not going to answer you,” Ida Belle said. 

I shrugged. “Neutral ground.” I saw the gator move then and quickly reached for her. “You might want to walk on the other side of the road.” 

“What do you think you’re doing?” Her eyes were wide. “I can manage by myself, thank you very much.” 

“I hope you like company.” Ida Belle yawned. “Come on, Fortune. She isn’t our problem now.” 

I wasn’t so sure about that, especially since her husband seemed like a man on a mission. “It would be safer if you’d let us take you to the lights.” 

“Nothing could be more dangerous than riding around with the three of you.” 

“Want to bet?” Gertie said, hanging out of the window and pointing at the scaly tale that slivered across the last bit of pavement. 

She gulped. “What was that?” 

“It isn’t a companion animal,” I promised her.

To my surprise, the woman reached in her purse and threw a lipstick tube at the weeds. 

“You shouldn’t have done that,” Gertie said in a singsong voice. 

About that time, the gator whipped around so fast that everyone was startled. I dove in the backseat and Gertie slammed the door behind me. As I righted myself, the front door slammed and the car lurched forward. 

That’s when I realized that our Lansing passenger was now driving. And we were not headed back to Wasteland’s Christmas in Lights. 



Chapter Five

The first couple of minutes were rough. Steve’s wife may have lived near the car capital of the world, but she must’ve skipped driver’s ed. 

As she weaved from one side of the road to the next, Gertie prayed. I buckled my seatbelt, and Ida Belle told her, countless times, that if she didn’t stop, we would sue. I wasn’t sure what grounds she had for the potential lawsuit, but if anyone could find a legitimate reason, it was Ida Belle. 

We eventually made our way back to Wasteland, but came to such a screeching stop that Gomer ran from the ticket booth as if it had caught on fire. 

“What’s going on?” He looked at the empty driver’s seat, peered in the back, and then studied Ida Belle. 

I was pretty sure if she’d stuck her finger in an electrical socket, her hair wouldn’t have looked any different. Her short strands were standing straight up as if she’d combed them that way. 

Gertie must’ve spotted Steve’s wife right away. She tapped the glass. “Gomer, do you see that woman?” 

“Yes. Why?” 

“Don’t sell her tickets unless you charge her mixed change for everything.” Gertie smiled. “I have a feeling that she’ll like that.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Do you want me to drive us home?” 

“No,” she said, practically jumping at the chance to drive again. “I feel safer, and imagine you do too, when I’m behind the wheel.” 

After our last driver, I couldn’t argue there. 

“Are y’all staying?” Gomer asked. 

“No. We have to get back,” Ida Belle said. 

“Do you have plans for Christmas Eve?” I asked. 

“We’re going to my ex-mother-in-law’s house.” 

“I didn’t know Jeanette Ann was still living,” Ida Belle said. 

“Well, she’s been dying for the last twenty years,” Gomer stated flatly. “Never had a thing wrong with her until now.” 

“She’s sick?” Gertie asked. 

Gomer nodded. “She has an infected toe. She said the doctor gave her about six weeks.” 

“Hmm,” Ida Belle mumbled. “Tell her we’ll be thinking of her.” 

“Will do,” he said, waving. “Thanks for the invitation!” 

“Don’t mention it,” I said, somewhat relieved. 

“Wait.” Ida Belle pointed. “We might want to watch this.” 

“We definitely want to hear it,” I said, rolling down my window. 

“Are you here for the lights?” Gomer asked our former passenger. “I can help you with tickets.” 

“Yes, and I’ll also need help getting a return ride back to my motel afterward.” 
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