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“We are what we pretend to be, so we must be careful

about what we pretend to be.”

— Kurt Vonnegut

“A woman is like a tea bag—you can’t tell how strong

she is until you put her in hot water.”

— Eleanor Roosevelt

“She wasn’t looking for a knight. She was looking for a sword.”

— Atticus Poetry

“The road to hell is paved with leaky Tupperware 

and the best intentions.”

(Okay, this one’s fake, but Gertie would absolutely embroider it on a pillow.)
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Welcome back to 2016, Fortune’s early time in Sinful.

––––––––
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BACK IN APRIL 2016, I released my first Miss Fortune Mystery Novella, titled Fortune and Fame. It was then part of the largest fan fiction service in the world. I can’t mention their name because other marketing services will not allow it, but you probably know what it is. The original 130-page novella shot to the number one position in fan fiction sales rankings faster than Gertie could flash her tiger-striped undies, proving that readers were absolutely starving for even more adventures featuring Fortune Redding and the larger-than-life ladies of Sinful, Louisiana. 

When that fan fiction program was discontinued, Jana DeLeon, the creative and wonderfully patient creator of the Miss Fortune series, graciously allowed a very small group of authors to continue writing and publishing Miss Fortune Mysteries under the umbrella of Miss Fortune World novels. You can spot these books by the distinctive icon at the bottom left of the cover—like a secret handshake, but with the promise of antics and explosions.

This opportunity meant everything to authors like me who had become addicted to the zany, action-packed world of Fortune Redding and her indomitable senior friends, Ida Belle and Gertie. I wanted to contribute to their ongoing story, preferably without causing property damage in the process.

While my original novella achieved commercial success—hey, it went to number one on the fan fiction platform—I was never really satisfied with the final product. I didn’t set out to write a short novella, and it nagged at me like Gertie concocting a new way to prank Celia. 

Well-meaning advice from other authors convinced me that these fan fiction stories needed to be short and sweet, so I condensed my original manuscript. The novella received good reviews overall, but I was still bothered, not by the content of the story but by what was left out. 

I made the difficult decision to delist the novella. Despite its original commercial success, I wanted to tell the complete story—with full details and all their associated shenanigans. I loved the core storyline of the original—Fortune and friends investigating a gold-digging murderer—but I wanted to explore every twist, turn, and all the madcap obstacles that came with it.

I intended to rewrite it right away, but then—life happened (actually, grandkids happened)—and I didn’t get to it for almost ten years.

About a year ago, I pulled out the original manuscript and began the process of rewriting it from the ground up. This wasn’t just editing—this was full-scale renovation.

The result is: Fame and Fortune, a full-length novel that tells the story as I originally meant to tell it.

While the fundamental storyline remains similar to the original Fortune and Fame novella, much has been added, changed, expanded, and enriched like chilled banana pudding on a hot summer Sunday at Francine’s. The plot has been developed with additional twists and revelations. The characters have been given more depth, motivation, and personality—plus several new opportunities to terrify the local population. The antics and crazy situations that were cut from the original novella have been restored and amplified. New scenes have been added that provide context, humor, and heart to the story.

Most importantly, I’ve tried to better capture the sharp, witty voice that makes Fortune such a compelling narrator. The banter between the characters, the detailed descriptions of small-town Louisiana life, and the balance of mystery and humor that fans of the series love are all present in their full glory—like a perfectly seasoned gumbo, but with more gunfire.

Fame and Fortune is approximately twice the length of the original novella. This is the book I wanted to publish in 2016, and I’m thrilled to finally share it with readers who appreciate Fortune’s world as much as I do—and who don’t mind if their pulse rate increases a little while reading.

I hope you enjoy this expanded adventure with Fortune, Ida Belle, and Gertie as they navigate murder, mystery, and the complex world of small-town Louisiana politics—all while trying to keep Fortune’s true identity hidden and her cover intact. Let’s just say things get more tangled than Gertie’s Christmas lights—and twice as dangerous.

While this book is being released in 2025, the storyline takes place in the very early days of the series, when Fortune is still fairly new to Sinful, posing as Sandy Sue Morrow, an ex-beauty queen and small-town librarian. This is before the formal formation of SWAMP TEAM 3, back when Fortune’s relationship with Carter was more “touch and go” than “go,” and when she was still figuring out that small-town life could be just as dangerous as international espionage.

Welcome back to the early days of Fortune in Sinful, where the sweet tea is cold, the gossip is hot, the new schemes are frequent, and Fortune Redding is about to discover that even in small towns and roadside diners, some secrets are deemed to be worth killing for.

Because when Fortune, Ida Belle, and Gertie team up, it’s less “mission accomplished” and more “bless this mess—with backup.”

Fair warning: Side effects of reading this book may include some chuckles, an inexplicable craving for banana pudding, sweet tea, one of Gertie’s casseroles, and a sudden urge to visit small-town diners with one eye on the door. The author is not responsible for any resulting adventures, misadventures, or sudden relocations to witness protection programs.

Laissez les bons temps rouler!​
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PROLOGUE
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Jogging around the lake in the mornings had become one of the few things in Sinful that didn’t involve gunfire, gossip, or Gertie’s questionable driving. The air was thick with humidity even at 7:00 a.m., carrying the scent of magnolias and something vaguely swampy that I’d learned not to investigate too closely. Moss hung from the ancient cypress trees like gray curtains, and the only sounds were birds chirping like they had something to prove and the occasional splash of a gator reminding everyone who really owned this place.

The lake was still, glassy, and peaceful—like it hadn’t yet remembered it was in Louisiana, where ‘peaceful’ was usually just the calm before someone started shooting at something.

A pair of fishermen floated near the far bank in a weathered aluminum boat, barely moving. I envied them. They looked like they hadn’t had to tackle a purse snatcher, dodge a sniper, or explain why there was a body in their backyard in years. 

As I rounded the bend, I spotted an older woman on a weathered wooden bench, tossing peas and sweet corn to a mob of geese that had no concept of personal space. They blocked the path like they owned it, honking and flapping with all the authority of a small-town police force. I slowed to a jog in place, waiting for the feathered traffic jam to clear.

The woman looked up and smiled. Her face was sun-worn and lined like well-used leather, but her eyes were sharp and kind. She had to be at least ten years older than Ida Belle and Gertie, which put her somewhere between ‘vintage’ and ‘immortal.’ Her gray hair was pulled back in a neat bun, and she wore a faded Saints t-shirt that had seen better decades.

“Sorry,” she said in a voice that carried the musical cadence of old Louisiana. “Didn’t mean to interrupt your run with my goose entourage.”

I kept jogging in place, assessing her automatically. Kind looking. Probably lived here her whole life, the kind of woman who knew everyone’s business and most of their secrets. “No problem. They’re just doing their job—being aggressively adorable.”

She chuckled, a sound like wind chimes in a gentle breeze. “Aren’t mornings like this just perfect?”

“They’re growing on me,” I admitted. “Not bad for a town with more alligators than stoplights.”

“You’re the new librarian, right? Sandy Sue?”

I winced. I hated the alias I was given and that librarian cover story was going to be the death of me. “Yes, but I go by Fortune—childhood nickname.”

“Well, Fortune, I’m Myrtle. Myrtle Cormier.”

“Nice to meet you, Myrtle.”

She pointed down the trail toward a cluster of houses barely visible through the trees. “I live in the yellow house about a hundred yards that way. Been there forty-three years, if you can believe it. If you ever want to stop by for morning tea, you’re welcome.”

“I’m more of a coffee girl.”

“I’ve got Folgers, but fair warning, I make it strong enough to wake the dead.”

I grinned. “Only way I drink it. I’ll take you up on that sometime.”

“Looking forward to it, hon. It gets lonely out here sometimes. Not too many folks my age left to talk to.”

I gave her a wave and jogged past, the geese finally deciding I wasn’t a threat to their corn supply. Another hundred yards down, I slowed to grab a sip of water from the bottle in my waist pack.

That’s when I heard it.

“Stop! Thief!”

My CIA training kicked in instantly. I turned, scanning for threats, exits, and weapons. Myrtle was on her feet, pointing and shouting. A young man sprinted toward me, clutching a large bag. Myrtle’s bag.

He was fast—athletic. Maybe six-two, lean, and moving like he had somewhere to be. I stepped into his path, automatically calculating angles and force vectors.

He stopped, “Who the hell are you?”

I offered a wry smile, “Why, I’m the unexpected twist you didn’t count on.”

He looked me up and down.

“You got a gun?”

“Nope.” I kept my voice casual, non-threatening. 

“Mace? Pepper?”

Nope.

“Knife?”

“What makes you think I need any of that?”

He frowned, clearly confused by my calm demeanor. “You’re a woman.”

“You must do well in school. Yeah, I’m a woman. And?”

“What do you think your chances are of stopping me?”

I shrugged. “Better than average.”

He hesitated, and I could see the conflict in his eyes. This kid didn’t want to hurt anyone. He was scared and a little desperate.

He bit his lip nervously, “Look, I don’t want to hurt you.”

“No offense, junior, but there’s not a lot of chance of that happening.”

“Ma’am, please—just let me by.”

“Ma’am? Really?” I raised an eyebrow. “What are you, nineteen and already handing out honorifics?”

He blinked. “Eighteen.”

“Close enough. Let me guess—six-two, one-ninety?”

His eyes widened. “How’d you know that?”

“I’m psychic.”

He shifted his weight, trying to look tough. It wasn’t working. His stance was all wrong, his hands weren’t positioned for a fight, and he kept glancing back at Myrtle, already regretting this decision.

“Just get out of my way, lady.”

“First purse snatching?” I asked.

“You don’t know me.”

“True. But I know a rookie when I see one. You’ve got the posture of a kid who’s never thrown a punch and the moral compass of someone who still calls his grandma on Sundays.”

“Leave my grandma out of this,” he snapped, and there it was—the confirmation that he was still a good kid making a bad choice. “I warned you.”

He dropped the bag, let out a yell that sounded more like he was running from a rat than attacking an opponent, and charged me.

His punch was wild and slow—exactly what I’d expected. I ducked, swept his legs with a textbook takedown, and watched him hit the ground with a thud that knocked the wind out of him. He tried to sit up, but I planted my foot on his chest and shoved him back down.

“Ow... that hurt!”

“Then stay down.”

I flipped him over, twisted his arm behind his back in a standard restraint hold, and knelt on his spine. He groaned like I’d just ruined his weekend plans.

“Let me go!”

“Not yet.” I fished his wallet from his back pocket and flipped it open. “Eddie Melancon. Huh. You look more like a Chad.”

“Bite me.”

“Wrong answer.” I twisted his arm a little more, added a little extra knee pressure for good measure—not enough to cause real damage, but enough to make my point.

“Okay, okay! It’s my first time!”

“You should probably rethink your career choice... Eddie. I’m calling Carter.”

“No! Not Deputy LeBlanc! My mom’ll kill me!”

“You should’ve thought of that before you stole Myrtle’s purse.”

“I only needed forty dollars. I was gonna drop the purse and the rest of her cash at her doorstep tonight after she went to bed. I swear.”

“You’ve got a lot to learn about gallantry, Eddie.”

I pulled out my phone. Just as I tapped the screen, it rang. Gertie.

I sighed and answered the call, putting her on speaker. “Gertie, can I call you back? I’m a little busy.”

“I won’t keep you. Just reminding you—you’re picking us up at nine. We’re going to New Orleans, remember?”

“Yes, I remember.”

I rolled my eyes. Ida Belle and Gertie made a day-long sojourn to New Orleans once a month to add time to their cell phones. I tried to explain that this was not something that had to be done in person any longer, but they insisted they liked it. They got to enjoy New Orleans for a day, hit up some restaurants, and generally terrorize the French Quarter. During a moment of weakness, I’d agreed to go with them this time.

“Ow! You’re hurting me, lady!” Eddie groaned.

“What’s going on over there?” Gertie asked, her voice sharpening with interest.

“I just tackled a purse snatcher.”

“That voice sounds familiar. Who do you have?”

“It’s me, Ms. Hebert. Eddie Melancon.”

“Eddie?” Gertie repeated, and I could practically hear her brain switching into full-on community management mode. “What the hell are you doing, boy?”

“You know this guy, Gertie?” I asked.

“Sure. I’ve known him since he was knee-high. His mama used to take him to church every Sunday until he was about sixteen. Good family—hard times though. Eddie, you still obsessed with boogers?”

“I stopped that years ago!” Eddie cried out, clearly mortified.

Gertie grumbled. “I play bridge with his grandmother every Thursday. His momma works two jobs. He’s not a bad kid, Fortune. You can let him up.”

“He just stole Myrtle’s purse.”

“Myrtle Cormier? Lives in the yellow house by the lake?”

“That’s her.”

“I was just about to call Carter.”

“Nah, no call for that,” Gertie told me. “Eddie, can you still hear me on the speaker?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Now, you listen to me, young man. You’re gonna take that purse back to Myrtle and apologize like your mama raised you better—which she did, by the way. If your daddy finds out about this, there’ll be hell to pay, and I’m not talking about a time out.”

“Ma’am, please don’t tell him. I’ll apologize. I swear.”

“You’ll do more than apologize. Do what I say and I won’t say a word. But don’t think I’m doing it for you. I’m doing it because your mama’s a good person, and this would break your grandmother’s heart.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

“So here’s what you’re going to do,” Gertie continued, her voice shifting into full-on general mode. “Myrtle’s roof is leaking over her kitchen. I want you to go into your daddy’s garage, grab some of those mismatched shingles he’s been hoarding since the Clinton administration, and patch it up. Bring that no-account brother of yours, too. He’s been loafing so long he’s practically a porch decoration.”

“But daddy’s shingles don’t match her roof.”

“They’ll keep her attic from rotting and her floor from turning into a slip ‘n slide. That’s good enough.”

“I just started school,” he mumbled. “I don’t have time to—”

“Not my problem. Take it out of your loafing time at the arcade. I’ve seen you there twice this week alone, playing those shoot-’em-up games instead of looking for a job.”

“I still can’t—”

“Better think again, Eddie. It’s that, or I let Fortune call Carter,” Gertie snapped. “And you know Carter’s already got a weed up his patootie where you’re concerned. He still believes you let the air out of old man Adam’s tires last Halloween.”

“He shorted me five bucks when I trimmed his hedges.”

“Still no reason for cheap revenge.”

Eddie groaned. “Okay, ma’am.”

“Then you’ll do it?”

Eddie looked like he’d just been sentenced to hard labor. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Fortune, go ahead and let the boy go. Then get your butt over here. I’m itching to hit the road. I can already smell the King Cake, and if I don’t get some, I’m gonna be in a mood all day.”

I hesitated. “Gertie, I can’t just let him go. He committed a crime, and he took a swing at me.”

“He probably missed you by a good foot.”

“Well, yeah, but—’

“Don’t worry. He’s gonna pay for what he did. I’ll see to it.”

I looked down at Eddie, who was still face-down in the dirt, and then over at Myrtle, who was watching the whole scene with a mixture of concern and curiosity. This wasn’t exactly CIA protocol, but then again, nothing about my life in Sinful followed any protocol I’d ever learned.

I sighed and eased off Eddie’s back. “You’re lucky I answered the phone,” I muttered.

He scrambled to his feet, rubbing his ribs like I’d rearranged them. “Yes, ma’am. I mean—thank you. I think.”

I handed him the purse. “Go on. And if you even think about running, I’ll catch you again. And next time, I won’t be so gentle and you’ll end up in Carter’s iron bar motel.”

He nodded and jogged back toward Myrtle, purse in hand, shoulders slumped like a kid headed for a pop quiz he didn’t study for.

I worried that Myrtle might be afraid of the guy who’d just robbed her, but she was shaking her finger at him. Eddie looked downtrodden, moving dirt around with his foot.

She patted his shoulder like a grandmother forgiving a wayward grandson, then pointed toward her house. Eddie nodded and jogged off, presumably to start his community service sentence.

Myrtle waved at me and called out, “Thank you, hon! That coffee invitation still stands!”

I waved back and resumed my jog, thinking about the difference between justice and punishment. In my old life, Eddie would have been arrested, processed, and probably given a criminal record that would follow him for years. In Sinful, he’d been given a second chance, a purpose, and a support system.

Maybe Gertie was onto something.

Justice in Sinful wasn’t always by the book, but it usually came with baked goods, a bruised ego, and a to-do list long enough to make you forget why you screwed up in the first place.

And somehow, that felt righter than anything I’d learned in my years with the CIA.
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CHAPTER 1
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The sun was just starting to stretch across the Louisiana sky as we hit the road to New Orleans. Gertie was behind the wheel of her ancient Cadillac, which rattled like a coffee can full of bolts every time she hit fifty. Ida Belle rode shotgun, armed with a tote bag full of snacks, a paper map that hadn’t been updated since the Cold War, and a spiral-bound Louisiana Weekly Tour Guide she’d picked up at a flea market for seventy-five cents.

I was in the backseat, wedged between a cooler full of deviled eggs and a suspiciously sticky beach towel that smelled like it had been marinating in fish bait. I’d survived covert operations in hostile countries, but nothing prepared me for a road trip with these two.

“We need to talk about Celia,” Gertie announced, swerving hard right as she turned her head toward Ida Belle.

Ida Belle groaned. “Gertie, we’re barely out of the driveway.”

“She humiliated me in front of half the parish,” Gertie snapped. “I’m not letting that clown-faced menace get away with it.”

“You’re not willing to just let it go?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

“Would you let someone make you look like a fool in front of the entire Sinful Folk Festival?” Gertie shot back.

“Probably not,” I answered. 

“Which is exactly why she’s going down,” Gertie declared.

I sighed. Here we go. The next two hours were going to be a rolling strategy session on how to prank Celia Arceneaux into oblivion. I leaned my head against the window and braced for impact.

It all started at the Sinful Folk Festival. Gertie had shown up in her finest polyester pantsuit and her good dancing shoes, ready to enjoy a funnel cake and maybe flirt with the man who ran the kettle corn booth. Instead, she got ambushed.

Celia, who had the soul of a DMV clerk and the heart of a tax auditor, had told the square dance caller that Gertie was an expert dancer who wanted to demonstrate the “advanced moves” with the caller’s nephew—a 6’4” college kid who thought he was supposed to lift and spin Gertie like she was a professional dance partner.

Gertie spent the entire song twirling, dipping, and nearly launched into the crowd while wearing a skirt that was not designed for acrobatics. Her neon-colored, tiger-striped underwear was certainly not intended for public display. The kid spun her so hard she went horizontal, lifted her so high her feet left the ground, and dipped her so low she nearly kissed the floor. Meanwhile, her skirt had a mind of its own, and let’s just say the whole festival got a view they would not soon forget.

The crowd was in hysterics. People were laughing so hard they were crying, pointing, and taking pictures. Even the band stopped playing to watch the spectacle. Gertie looked like a human tornado in polyester, spinning and flailing while the poor college kid kept trying to execute increasingly dramatic moves, completely oblivious to the fact that his dance partner was not a trained professional.

The whole thing ended when Gertie’s shoe flew off during a particularly enthusiastic spin and hit the caller in the head. She finally managed to gasp out “Stop!” but not before half the town had witnessed what would go down in Sinful history as the most memorable square dance demonstration ever.

Celia stood on the sidelines the entire time, clapping and cheering like she was watching a Broadway show, with the biggest smile on her face.

The whole town had been talking about it for days. I couldn’t go to Francine’s without someone asking if I’d seen the video on Facebook. Even Carter mentioned it, trying not to smile while he asked if Gertie was “recovering from her dance performance.”

“She was dizzy for four hours after it,” I told him.

Gertie had been plotting revenge ever since.

“I say we fill her mailbox with fire ants,” Ida Belle offered, deadpan.

“I like it,” Gertie said.

I sat up straighter. “Okay, wow. That escalated quickly. Maybe a little dangerous.”

“She deserves it,” Gertie muttered. 

“Fire ants are illegal,” I continued, “but what about sugar ants? Those are just annoying.”

“Or we could put shrimp shells in her air conditioning vents,” Ida Belle suggested. “Let her house smell like low tide for a month.”

I decided it was time to intervene before this turned into a federal offense. “Maybe we should focus on something less... felony-adjacent?”

Gertie curled her lip, “You’re no fun. Fortune, what would you do?”

I thought about it. In my previous life, I’d taken down international criminals with less planning than these two were putting into pranking a small-town busybody. “I’d probably go with psychological warfare. Make her think she’s losing her mind.”

Ida Belle snapped her fingers, “Now you’re talking.”

“I was kidding,” I corrected, quickly.

Gertie grinned, “Too late. You’re in this now.”

My stomach growled. “I’m getting a little hungry. Did we bring anything edible?”

“Absolutely,” Gertie replied. “Want a pickled egg?”

Ida Belle opened a container of eggs. The aroma nearly made me gag—it was like someone had pickled gym socks in vinegar and despair.

“Absolutely not.”

“Suit yourself. They’re homemade. I used Ida Belle’s special spice mix.”

I cracked the window, “That’s why they smell like they died twice.”

“My spice mix is perfectly fine,” Ida Belle protested. “It’s got character.”

“So does a herd of buffalo,” I muttered.

Ida Belle reached into the glove box and pulled out a protein bar. “You want something healthier?”

I took one look at the faded wrapper. “That thing expired during the Bush administration.”

“Which one?” Gertie asked.

“Exactly.”

“It’s still good,” Ida Belle insisted. “Those expiration dates are just suggestions.”

“So are speed limits,” Gertie added, taking a curve like she was qualifying for Daytona, “but I don’t see you ignoring them.”

“That’s because I don’t have a death wish,” Ida Belle replied. “Unlike some people who think pickled eggs are a food group.”

“They’re full of protein,” Gertie defended.

I curled my lip, “So is roadkill.”

We passed a sign that read “Thibodaux - 60 Miles” in faded blue letters. Spanish moss draped from the oak trees lining the highway like nature’s own curtains, and the air shimmered with heat waves even though it was barely ten in the morning.

“Want me to read about Thibodaux?” Ida Belle asked, unfolding her paper map like she was launching a kite.

“Only if it doesn’t involve goat urine or ritual sacrifices,” I replied.

She flipped through the pages of her tour guide. “Let’s see... Thibodaux is the parish seat of Lafourche Parish. French colonists settled it in the 18th century.”

“Riveting,” Gertie said sarcastically.

“I’m not done,” Ida Belle continued. “Incorporated in 1830 under the name Thibodauxville, after Henry Schuyler Thibodaux. He donated land and served as acting governor in 1824.”

I blinked. “That was... surprisingly normal.”

“I can be educational,” Ida Belle claimed, looking smug.

“Only when it’s accidental,” Gertie shot back.

We passed a roadside stand with a hand-painted sign that read ‘Fresh Pralines & Possum Jerky.’ A weathered Cajun man sat in a lawn chair under a faded umbrella, waving at passing cars like he was greeting long-lost relatives.

Gertie perked up. “Ooh, should we stop?”

I was emphatic, “No.”

“Yes,” Ida Belle said at the same time.

Gertie grinned, “Majority rules!” 

Ten minutes later, we were back on the road with a bag of pralines that tasted like sugar-coated drywall and a vacuum-sealed pouch of jerky that smelled like something that had lost a fight with a discarded truck tire.

Gertie held up the jerky like a prize. “Want a bite of possum jerky?”

I recoiled. “I’d rather lick the floor at Francine’s.”

She cackled. “Relax, I wasn’t going to let you try it. Even I wouldn’t eat possum jerky. I bought it for Celia.”

Celia was a self-important, image-obsessed busybody who’d been trying to assert social dominance in Sinful long before I arrived. She had become a thorn in Gertie’s side for quite some time.

Ida Belle glanced over. “And why would you think Celia would accept possum jerky from you?”

Gertie grinned like a cat with a canary. “She won’t know she has it until she eats it. She’s always bragging about her fancy beef jerky—keeps it in that little designer pouch in her purse like it’s gold bullion. Next time I see her at Francine’s, I’m gonna slip this in and wait for the magic.”

I stared at her. “You’re going to swap out her beef jerky with possum jerky?”

“She’ll never know what hit her. One bite and that woman’s going to think she’s been poisoned by a raccoon with a grudge.”

Ida Belle snorted. “You’re going to get us banned from Francine’s.”

“Worth it,” Gertie said, tucking the pouch into her bag like it was contraband. “Besides, I’ve got a whole plan. First the jerky, then I’m going to replace her hand sanitizer with honey. She’ll be sticky for days.”

I was impressed, “That’s diabolical.”

“I’m just getting started,” Gertie added. “I’ve also ordered a case of those little plastic spoons from the ice cream shop. I’m going to fill her car with them.”

“Why plastic spoons?” I asked.

“Because they’re annoying and pointless, just like her,” Gertie replied.

I had to admit, it was creative. In my former life, I’d seen elaborate revenge plots involving international espionage and million-dollar schemes. But there was something beautifully petty about plastic spoons and possum jerky.

“Have you read the newspaper yet?” I asked, desperate to change the subject before I got recruited into Gertie’s revenge army.

Ida Belle was nodding, “Oh yeah, I did. In fact, I meant to read you a classified ad from the personals.” She reached down and grabbed the paper from the floorboard like it was a treasure map.

“What are you doing reading the personal ads?” I asked, genuinely curious. Walter owned the general store in Sinful and had been in love with Ida Belle since before I was born. He was the most adorable man in town, and the only person in the world that I allowed to call me ‘Sunshine.’ Actually, I kind of liked it.

I could never understand why Ida Belle hadn’t snatched him up like a half-price pie at Francine’s.

“I read these ads for entertainment,” she chuckled, flipping pages. “Listen to this. ‘Man, 55, seeking woman, 50–60. Must own a boat. Please send picture... of boat.’”

Gertie started laughing so hard she snorted. “Are you reading from a personal ad or a marine equipment catalog?”

“It gets better,” Ida Belle continued. “Here’s another one. ‘Widower, 62, seeking companionship. Must be willing to relocate to my mother’s basement. No pets, no perfume, no opinions.’”

I broke out laughing, but I was mentally calculating how many miles were left until I could escape the rolling comedy club.

“Here’s the winner,” Ida Belle announced. “‘Retired taxidermist seeks life partner. Must appreciate the beauty of preserved wildlife and tolerate the smell of formaldehyde. Cooking skills a plus.’”

I furrowed my brow, “Oh my God. He’s looking for someone to cook his trophy kills.”

“That’s true love right there,” Gertie added.

As we passed through small towns with names like Paincourtville and Napoleonville, I watched the landscape change from pine forests to sugarcane fields. The air grew thicker, more humid, with that distinctive Louisiana mix of flowers, decay, and possibilities.

“Look at that,” Gertie said, pointing to a roadside attraction shaped like a giant alligator. “Boudreaux’s Gator Palace. We should stop there on the way back.”

“Why would we want to do that?” I asked.

“Because it’s there,” she replied, as if that explained everything.

“That’s not a reason,” Ida Belle pointed out.

“It is in Louisiana,” Gertie added.

Somehow, I made it the rest of the way into New Orleans without rolling my eyes into another dimension. The weather outside was hot and muggy—more so than I remembered from my first trip years ago. Gertie and Ida Belle looked cool and dry, like they were powered by some internal air conditioning system that came standard with being born in Louisiana.
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