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Author’s note
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A Blooming Fortune was originally released as Devil’s Helmet, under my pen-name, Mark Len Mayfield.  Devil’s Helmet vaulted to number one in KindleWorlds before the program was eventually terminated. The creator and original author of the Miss Fortune Mystery Series, Jana DeLeon, entered into an agreement with many of the authors, myself included, to allow our cozy Miss Fortune mysteries to be republished.

I believe this re-write has made A Blooming Fortune better, but if you have read the original work please know that the basic storyline is the same.  

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

The timeline of story in this novella takes place shortly after Book 2 of the original Jana DeLeon series, Lethal Bayou.  Fortune has been in Sinful for only a short while.

As a bonus, I’ve included the first chapter of my latest Miss Fortune novella, “The Fish Bomb Caper.”  I hope you enjoy it.

This is a work of fiction. Certain long-standing institutions, agencies, events, criminal organizations, and public offices are mentioned, but the characters involved are wholly imaginary. Story timelines have been rearranged to suit the convenience of the book, and with the exception of public figures, any resemblance to persons living or dead is coincidental. The views and opinions expressed in the story are those of the characters only and do not necessarily reflect or represent the views and opinions held by the author.
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Chapter One
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I’d just finished my run and was cooling down, sitting on the park bench looking out over the lake. I pulled a small baggie filled with oats from my jacket pocket. I enjoyed feeding the geese just after sunrise. I loved how the clouds chewed away at the peaks of the distant rolling hills. The wind created a soothing rustle as it whipped through the trees.

Sundays in Sinful were peaceful and incredible. This one was unseasonably cool, meaning for this time of the year in Louisiana, the weather report projected the temperature to be in the low eighties. I’d recently developed a solid workout routine which included morning and afternoon runs, and I’d eaten healthier over the last month. I lost four pounds and decided a reward for my efforts was in order. When meeting with my friends later this afternoon, I intended to have two orders of Francine’s famous banana pudding—the best pudding on the planet, by far.

I arrived about fifteen minutes late, bounding into the restaurant with a smile on my face. Ida Belle, Gertie, and Walter were engaged in a serious conversation, I could tell. They hardly looked up at me.

Normally the three of them greeted me warmly, even when I was fashionably late. This afternoon was different, however. Their look was dour. Something was wrong.

“Am I interrupting?” I asked.

“No, of course not, Sunshine,” Walter said, pulling out a chair for me.

“We’re just processing very sad news,” Ida Belle added.

“Oh, dear, what happened?”

“Emma Peterson died yesterday afternoon,” Gertie said. “Heart attack.”

My heart sank. I gasped, “Oh no! Are you serious?”

I felt ill; blood was rushing from my face, making me slightly lightheaded.

“I’m afraid so,” Ida Belle chimed in. 

I took in a big breath and held it, trying not to hyperventilate. I exhaled after a moment. 

“I saw her a few days ago. I brought The Crucible and The House of Mirth for her to read. She seemed. . . I don’t know, happy . . . and healthy. I can’t believe it.”

“Well, you know how heart attacks can be,” Walter said. “They often have no warning signs.”

“And they can happen just like that,” Gertie added, snapping her fingers for effect.

“Such a shame,” Walter continued. “She was doing so well lately. I saw her not all that long ago, myself. Fortune is right. She seemed healthy—and happy.”

“When did you see her, Walter?” Gertie asked.

“I don’t know for sure. About ten days ago. It was so good to see her out of the house. She was in the store with Maxine Reed.”

“Maxine Reed? I don’t know her,” Gertie said.

“She’s a friend of Cindy Lou,” Walter told her. “She and Emma were in the store shopping for plant food.”

Cindy Lou was the Volunteer Election Coordinator in Sinful. 

“I think I remember Maxine. She lives just outside of town,” Ida Belle commented. “She’s widowed—doesn’t come into town all that much.”

“I didn’t know Emma was friends with anyone named Maxine,” I told her. “She did tell me she’d been getting out of the house some. I was happy to hear that.”

“She met Maxine fairly recently,” Walter said. “I overheard them talking about visiting a nursery in Thibodaux. I figured they must have met there.”

“Emma loved her garden, that’s for sure,” Ida Belle said. “Meeting someone in a nursery would be no surprise.”

“But dying so suddenly certainly was,” Walter noted.

“She had heart problems,” Gertie stated. “Everyone knew it.”

Gertie was right. I’ve seen Emma’s medications on the kitchen counter before and knew she’d been treating a heart condition. Still, the news hit me like a ton of bricks. I felt nauseous. I’d grown attached to Emma Peterson. She was a widow and a longtime resident of Sinful. She’d suffered personal tragedies that no one should ever have to live through. After losing her husband and teenage daughter within a few years of each other, she slipped into a deep depression and became a recluse, leaving her house only occasionally to purchase food or necessities.

Over thirty years ago, her teenage daughter, Glory, seventeen at the time, was killed by an out-of-town stranger. Glory’s murder had gone unsolved for thirty years, that is, until Ida Belle, Gertie, and I dug up new information.

I found new evidence in Glory’s bedroom, which Emma had impeccably maintained in its original condition as a shrine to her daughter’s memory. The evidence wasn’t much but what little we had ignited a chain of events that allowed us to pick up the rest of the trail.

We traced a connection to the Teller Talent Agency in Santa Monica, California, where we found additional clues originally overlooked by investigators. That connection linked us to a B-movie actor and other persons of interest. To make a long story short, we ended up solving the murder and brought Glory’s killer to justice. The resolution finally gave Emma some closure and a measure of peace. Not only that, but the retired and wealthy owner of the Talent Agency, Steve Teller, was distraught over his unintended role in connecting Glory to her murderer. When he heard about Emma’s dire financial situation, he gifted her a half-million dollars.

Before Mr. Teller’s generous gift, Emma lived in near poverty. Her house had run down, and she’d sold most of her furniture and valuables to pay for her basic needs: utilities, food and medicine.

After we solved the murder, Emma was able to finally get closure. She came out of her shell, little by little. She developed interests again. Her passions were reading and gardening, however she still refused to leave the house to go to bookstores or the library, at least at first. I established a routine, bringing her a few books each month and returning the finished novels to the library. At first, my visits lasted only a few minutes, just long enough to drop off a few books, pick up those she had finished, and get her wish list for the following month.

However, more recently, she began to invite me into her house for tea when I stopped by. I’m normally a coffee person, but Emma loved her tea. We’d sit and talk—mostly about her garden. I would listen intently, as though I understood what she was saying about pollination, soil nutrients and grub damage. She seemed to enjoy my visits, and I enjoyed her friendship. It was a breakthrough. I’d grown to like her a lot. She was unbelievably sweet and caring. I always invited her to join Walter, Gertie, and I at Francine’s on Sunday afternoons. She said she wasn’t ready for that, and I didn’t want to push her, but it felt like she was close to engaging in more social activity.

“You say she seemed fine when you saw her?” Ida Belle wondered.

“Yes,” I replied. “It was early afternoon last Wednesday. She invited me in. We had tea, and she was telling me about her latest plans for the garden.”

“Latest plans?” Walter asked.

I nodded, “Yes, she had a lot of gardening plans in the works. She was unbelievably passionate.”

“She knew more about home gardening than anyone I know,” Walter said. “I can’t believe she’s gone.”

“It’s so sad,” I continued. “She was just getting that garden the way she wanted it.”

“Oh, my goodness, her garden was amazing,” Ida Belle said. “She loved it so much.”

“You haven’t even seen it lately, Ida Belle,” I replied. “Once she invested time and money into it, it became even more astonishing.”

“What about her family?” Walter pondered. “Did she have anyone else at all?”

“She talked about a younger brother and sister, who lived together in Rhode Island,” I replied. “They’re twins, I believe.”

“Vermont,” Ida Belle corrected. “I met them once, many years ago. A very . . . eccentric pair. Did you know Emma and her family were from England, originally?”

“No, I didn’t,” I admitted. “Emma didn’t have an accent of any kind.”

“She had one a long time ago,” Gertie said. “I remember it. She must have lost it over the years.”

“Emma was born in the United States,” Ida Belle said. “Her siblings were born in England. They moved back and forth when she was young.”

“Victor and Bessie are their names,” Gertie said. “Their last name had something to do with plants, as I recall. Branch? Rose? Flowers?”

“It was Bloom,” Ida Belle said.

“That’s right,” Gertie replied. “Victor and Bessie Bloom. How did you remember that?”

“I saw Carter earlier today,” Ida Belle said. “He contacted them to let them know Emma had passed. He mentioned their names.”

“You said they were odd people,” I commented. “I knew she spoke with them on the phone occasionally, but she never talked about them much. What makes you think they were odd?”

Ida Belle shrugged, “They were snotty—British snotty, uppity even, always insulting everyone, even each other.”

“Are they coming to town?” I asked.

“Yes, they are due here tomorrow from what Carter tells me,” Ida Belle continued.

“This will be interesting. They’re very weird,” Gertie added.

“And this is coming from someone who wears camo underwear and walks alligators on a leash,” Ida Belle said.

Gertie nodded and raised her hand, “Guilty.”

I sat there, still stunned, shaking my head, half listening, half distracted.

“Why are you shaking your head, Fortune?” Walter asked.

“I keep thinking about Emma passing. I know she had a heart condition,” I replied. “I saw her medications on the counter. I knew she was having sleeping problems, too. This should not be such a surprise. Still, she seemed more alive than I’ve ever seen her. It doesn’t feel right.”

“Fortune, she was seventy years old with health problems,” Walter said. “People get old—it happens.”

“I know, but still, doesn’t it strike anyone else as odd that a lonely widow comes into money and then dies suddenly a few short months later?”

“Not necessarily, Fortune,” Walter stressed. “Given the circumstances—her age and history of heart problems.”

“I’m sure Celia will be sniffing around soon enough,” Ida Belle suggested.

Gertie blew a raspberry, “Oh yeah,” she agreed. “You can count on that.”

I rolled my eyes. I had forgotten that, since Emma came into money, Celia Arceneaux had taken a strong interest in Emma’s ‘emotional recovery and well-being,’ as she liked to put it.

Celia has been on a mission to save face in Sinful ever since she lost the recount of the mayoral election. She had a burning desire to show people how useful she could still be in the community.

She got wind that Emma came into money when she learned that the widow was considering donating funds to the local high school drama department. The high school theater was in bad need of a makeover. Glory dreamed of becoming an actress. Emma told me her idea. I could not think of a more fitting way to honor her daughter’s memory. The donation was sizable and word of it quickly spread throughout town.

Celia knew Emma lived frugally and decided she would find out how Emma was suddenly able to make a donation of that size. In the small town of Sinful, it didn’t take long for her to find out all the details.

When Celia learned about Emma’s sudden good fortune, she made several personal visits to her house under the guise of checking in on her and offering to help. Her idea of helping was to offer ideas about what Emma could do to invest her money in ways that would advance Celia’s personal agenda.

Her latest brainchild was to gain support for the construction of a statue in the likeness of the late Huey Long, a highly-controversial political figure, Louisiana’s fortieth governor. Celia wanted to place the statue at the entrance of town.

Ida Belle, Gertie, and I all thought it was a horrible idea. Fortunately, the idea was not gaining traction in the community, but Celia, being Celia, pushed on and presented the idea to Emma. Emma mentioned it to me in passing but I got the feeling she wasn’t interested. She still dreaded having to tell Celia no. My best guess is that Emma was Celia’s last hope for funding the project, so in the absence of an emphatic “no,” Celia continued to push.

Still, Gertie had a fair point. When Celia got herself worked up on a mission, she was not easily dissuaded. And it would be just like her to overstate Emma’s intentions to Victor and Bessie.

“And you don’t know this, Fortune,” Ida Belle added, “but Celia met Victor and Bessie when they were here last, many years ago. Celia was quite smitten with Victor as I recall.”

“Well, that was not a two-way street, I can tell you that,” Gertie said, chuckling. “Victor couldn’t stand Celia.”

“I think I like this guy already,” I offered.

“Don’t get carried away,” Ida Belle warned. “I don’t think Victor likes anyone very much. He’s mean as a snake and has an ego the size of Texas.”

“Big ego, huh?” I replied. “Because he’s so . . . what, handsome?”

“He’s actually not bad looking, for a heavy, cranky old cuss,” Gertie interjected. “The attraction had nothing to do with his looks, though.”

“What then?”

“He’s British,” Ida Belle replied. “He’s prim and proper—he carries an air of sophistication.”

“Yeah, hot air,” Gertie barked.

Ida Belle shrugged, “Whatever. He’s got the whole Downton Abbey thing going.”

“He is a little like Carson, the butler, isn’t he?” Gertie noted.

“How long ago was it that Victor and Bessie were here?” I asked.

“It’s been at least five years,” Gertie said. “I wonder if Victor has mellowed since then?”

Ida Belle rolled her eyes, “You’re asking if a cranky old fart has mellowed now that he’s five years older? Really?”

Gertie shrugged, “Now that you say it that way . . . forget I asked.”

We changed our conversation to more pleasant topics, like what Gertie might do next to torment Celia, but I could not get poor Emma Peterson out of my head. I could not finish a single order of banana pudding. After two bites, I pushed it away.

After a long while, we said our goodbyes, and I headed home. I needed to make two stops beforehand, but called Carter first. Carter Le Blanc is the Deputy in Sinful, and my on again, off again boyfriend. He happened to be working an extra-long shift.

He answered on the third ring. I got right to the point.

“I have a bone to pick with you, Mister. Why didn’t you tell me Emma Peterson passed away?” I asked.

“Well, hello to you, too,” he replied.

“Sorry,” I replied, “but . . . why?”

“I meant to call you, Fortune,” he replied. “I’m so sorry; I got busy. Plus, I ran into Ida Belle and I figured she’d tell you.”

“Were you on the scene?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said. “I was the closest responder when the nine-one-one call came in on Saturday afternoon. When I arrived, she had already been dead for many hours.”

“How long had she been dead?”

“Based on body temperature, the EMT set the timeline at fifteen to twenty hours.”

“So, she passed away sometime early Friday evening, between seven o’clock and midnight?”

“Something like that.”

“Who found her?”

“Her gardener, Gus, I think his name is,” Carter said. “He showed up around two o’clock on Saturday, his normal time and regular day. He found her.”

“That had to be quite a shock for him,” I said.

“I would think so. He was doing work at her house for over two hours before he realized something was wrong. He mowed her lawn, like always, did the trimming and watering. When he finished, he knocked on her door, but Emma didn’t answer. He knew she almost never left the house, so he got worried. He walked around back and knocked on the back door. When she didn’t answer, he turned the knob. She’d left the door unlocked. He pushed it open and saw Emma laying on the kitchen floor.”

“That’s so awful. Will there be an autopsy?” I asked, knowing what the answer would be.

“No,” Carter said. “There was no sign of foul play; no forced entry; nothing missing. She was seventy years old, Fortune. She died five feet from four separate heart medications.”

“Still . . .”

“Still what?”

“She came into a lot of money, Carter,” I replied. “Doesn’t the timing seem odd?”

“It might,” Carter admitted, “but given the circumstances, it doesn’t seem all that out of place. There’s a couple of things you don’t know. I called her primary care doctor to inform him of Emma’s passing. He was not surprised. He’d seen Emma earlier in the month and upped her medication after her most recent examination and bloodwork. It worried him that her condition was worsening. She skipped a follow-up appointment with him early last week. And when the EMT arrived and looked at the actual meds she was taking, he noticed more pills were in the bottle than should have been there—meaning she had been missing quite a few doses. According to the doctor, Emma complained that the meds were bothering her stomach.”

I let out a breath. None of that supported my wild speculation there was foul play involved.

“Thanks, Carter, I guess I’m just being silly,” was all I said.

“I’m sorry Fortune,” he replied. “I know you were close with her. She was a fine woman—a sweet lady.”

“Thank you. You’re right, she was,” I replied. 

He sighed, “Are you all right?”

“I will be. When will I see you again?”

“I’m up to my eyeballs for the next few days,” he said. “I’m pulling four twelve-hour shifts, all back-to-back. Can I call you later in the week?”

“Sounds good. One last thing, do you know when Emma’s brother and sister arrive?”

“They fly in from Vermont tomorrow,” he said. “They arrive in New Orleans and are renting a car to make the drive. I think they’ll be in Sinful sometime around four o’clock in the afternoon. I’m meeting them at Emma’s place and handing over the key. I think they intend to stay there.”

“Do you mind if I tag along?” I asked. “I’ve probably spent more time with her than anyone in town over the last few months. I’d like to express my condolences.”

“I’m sure they’d like that,” Carter said.
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Chapter Two
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I could not sleep well that night. I tossed and turned, thinking about poor Emma Peterson. I spoke to Carter two hours after my initial call and he took me through everything once again. I looked at the facts one last time. They were compelling: a woman in her early seventies suffering deep depression; history of heart problems; medications increased; it worried the doctor that her condition was worsening; she was not taking the medication as directed; the EMT believed she suffered a heart attack; no sign of forced entry; no sign of foul play; nothing was missing. Everything—all of it, points to death by natural causes. That’s what Carter believed. My head told me he was right.

My heart didn’t believe it, though—not for one minute.

I couldn’t get past the timing. For over thirty years Emma lived on nickels and dimes, wallowing in a deep state of depression. She comes into some money and starts to enjoy life a little and—wham! She falls over dead? It was ironic or there was foul play. My instincts told me it was the latter, not the former.

If there was a trigger for a foul play argument, it could only be one thing. I knew what I needed to do. I flashed back to what my CIA boss and mentor always told me—when in doubt...

... follow the money.

I knew who I needed to speak to next. The next morning, I ran an extra mile. Adrenaline was surging through my veins. I ate a piece of toast and waited for nine o’clock to come around. Unable to wait any longer, I hopped in the car at eight-thirty and headed to the offices of Mark Baker, CPA.

It was I who ended up delivering Steve Teller’s generous gift to Emma; a cashier’s check for $500,000. At first, Emma didn’t want to accept it, even when she understood the gesture was a heartfelt one. I told her I understood how she felt. 

Yet, as I explained to Emma, Steve Teller was guilt-ridden over his unintended role in Glory’s murder. It was Teller who received the original letter of inquiry from Glory. It was Teller who set up the meeting to introduce her to the people who would later murder the young girl. So, even though he had no inkling what would happen, it was, in fact, Mr. Teller who started a chain of events that led to Glory’s murder.

Mr. Teller was wealthy but older and in ill health, himself. His only family was a son who was a well-to-do businessman in his own right. I told Emma the gift would not only ease a little of the pain he felt, but would help her move on with her life, and after thirty years of pain, guilt, depression and emptiness, it was now time for her to do so.

Emma relented, but it was only after I reintroduced her to Mark Baker, CPA, and discussed a facelift for the high school drama department. Between the theater renovation and a revitalized interest in gardening, Emma Peterson began a new course for a fuller life. 

Mark Baker was Glory’s best friend in school and carried some measure of guilt himself for not doing enough to recognize she was meeting a strange older man with Hollywood connections, and all that implied. He was a professional accountant and money manager, and was all too happy to help Emma with the tax implications of the gift and to set up a safe financial plan for her.

He also set up the foundation to fund the high school project. Emma was beaming when the school honored the donation by announcing they would rename the stage to, The Glory Peterson Theater.

I was sitting on the steps leading to his office when Mark arrived. He approached me, smiling. The smile told me he had not yet heard Emma had passed.

When I didn’t return the smile, he asked me what was wrong. I told him I had news. Tears welled in his eyes as I explained what had happened.

“It’s so bazaar. I spoke to her a couple of weeks ago,” Mark said, fighting back more tears. “She came to my office, if you can imagine. When Barbie told me Emma Peterson was in my lobby, you could have knocked me over with a feather. She almost never left the house. I always had to go to her. We had a great chat. She seemed so . . . I don’t know . . . happy.”

“You know how heart attacks can be. They can happen without warning,” I replied in a consoling tone, not believing a word I was saying. “You said you saw her two weeks ago?”

“I did,” he said. “She came in with another woman, another client of mine.”

“Was it Maxine Reed?” I asked.

“Yes, do you know her?”

“No. I’ve heard her name. Why was Emma visiting you?”

He looked at me with raised eyebrows, “Oh, you mean you don’t know?”

“Know what?”

“I’m sorry, I knew you were close to her when you brought her to me. You helped her with the high school donation, so I assumed you knew . . .”

I was confused, “Knew what?” 

“Sorry, Fortune,” he said. “It’s a personal financial matter of Emma’s and I’m not allowed to discuss it without her consent.”

“Mark, Emma is dead,” I spouted. “She had no one looking after her. From the way you are reacting, something odd might have been going on with her finances.”

“Again, sorry,” he repeated. “Can’t say more.”

I took in a deep breath and let it out, “Mark, listen. I’ve been rolling it over and over in my mind and I can’t get past the timing of her dying so soon after coming into money.”

Mark gave me a solemn, understanding look. He nodded but remained silent.

“Doesn’t that strike you as odd?” I asked.

”Yes and no—maybe a little. She was older and her health wasn’t the best but . . . Do the police suspect foul play?”

“No,” I admitted. “All initial findings point to death by natural causes—a heart attack.”

“I see,” he said, falling silent. “I know it’s tough to accept.  I share your observation that she was as healthy looking and happy as I’ve seen her since Glory died.”

“Mark, if you know something—anything . . .”

“I’m sorry, Fortune, believe me,” he said. “My license could be suspended for discussing her financial information. If not that . . . this is a small town. If word got out that I discussed . . .”

“I understand,” I assured. “Just tell me this and I’ll leave. Do you agree I should continue to look into this matter?”

He brushed his fingers over his mouth and scratched his chin as he thought. Ten seconds went by; then fifteen. I sat there waiting. He interlocked his fingers and placed his hands on the desk.

He said nothing.

I took that as a yes.
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Chapter Three
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I found Carter in the office at the station.

“I knew it,” I said. “There is something amiss.”

“What? With Emma Peterson’s death?” he replied.

“Yes,” I said. “I went to see Mark Baker.”

“The accountant?”

“Yes, Emma’s accountant. I spoke with him. Something is wrong.”

“What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “He wouldn’t tell me—it’s privileged information.”

“Then how do you know something related to her death is wrong?”

“Well . . . because I feel it.”

Carter rolled his eyes.

“Someone murdered Emma Peterson. There, I said it.”

Carter sighed. He took in a deep breath and held it for a second before speaking.

“You made the leap from death by natural causes to murder because her accountant wouldn’t break privilege to discuss her financial matters? Really, Fortune? That’s a huge stretch, even for you.”

“Well, when you put it like that, it doesn’t sound all that good.”

“Look, Fortune, I know you,” Carter said. In this situation, it’s possible you’re a little too close personally. . .”

“Someone murdered her, Carter,” I interrupted.

He sighed.

“Close the door for a second, Fortune,” Carter urged. “I was going to tell you about this later.”

I closed the door and sat across the desk from him.

“I thought about what you said last night,” he began. “I’ve learned to trust your instincts. So, I broke protocol . . . a little.”

I leaned forward, “What did you do?”

He looked over my shoulder toward the door to see if anyone was lurking outside. Satisfied, he sat back, “There was no sign of physical violence, no struggle of any kind, so we can rule that out.”

“Carter,” I interrupted.

He raised his palm in the air to stop me from speaking.

“But . . . I’ve learned when you get something in your head you will not quit until it’s resolved, so . . .”
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