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FORTUNE AND GLORY is an original story created by me as part of the Miss Fortune World from the wonderful series created by Jana DeLeon.  Ms. DeLeon entered into an agreement with some authors, me included, to allow our cozy Miss Fortune Mysteries to be published.

This is my eighth Miss Fortune Mystery novel. Three of my first four Miss Fortune stories reached number one in KindleWorlds under my pen name, Mark Len Mayfield:  Fortune and Fame, Fortune and Glory, and A Blooming Fortune. Fortune and Pride reached number three in KindleWorlds.  The Welly Wheel Murder made it to the Kindle Top 100 Mystery Series for nine weeks.

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

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. 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.

If you like this book, check out my latest independent release, Night Music and my latest Miss Fortune release, The Welly Wheel Murder.

Stephen John



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


​CHAPTER ONE



[image: image]




––––––––

[image: image]


THE SOUND OF THE SHOWER caused my ears to perk. I buried my head deep in my pillow, warmly wrapped in a thick, downy blanket. The sound of the streaming water caused me to turn and look toward the bathroom. 

The door was cracked open six inches; a streak of light flooded into the otherwise dark bedroom. Steam from the shower drifted from the doorway. I sat up and rubbed my eyes. The blanket slid to my waist, revealing that I was wearing a long, lace negligee top.  

The water stopped flowing, and I heard the creak of the shower door as it opened. I ran my fingers through my hair and squinted as light from the doorway flickered with the movement in the bathroom. 

On the chair, just outside the doorway, I saw Carter’s uniform neatly folded and placed on the seat. The shiny badge twinkled in the light beaming from the bathroom. 

The door opened, and he emerged, wearing a smile and a towel around his waist. Carter and I had broken up recently. Our relationship to this point had been ... complicated. From the early days of my arrival in Sinful, a strong chemistry existed between us, but there were roadblocks to the development of a deeper relationship. Usually, those obstacles included him looking at me as a suspect, at least for a while, during various murder investigations that had taken place in the small Louisiana town. That was probably the most serious impediment to our relationship moving to a different level. Either that or it could be his extreme displeasure at my unwelcome involvement in his local investigations.  

Through all of it, we still managed to find enough time to start dating, and it’s been wonderful . . . for the most part. Since then, complications have driven us apart, at least for a while, but one thing is for certain: we both want to remain in each other’s lives – and now, here he was, all but naked, standing in my doorway, smiling, and looking magnificent. Mag-ni-fi-cent. 

His hair was wet and moppy, hanging low on his forehead and covering a portion of his dreamy eyes. His towel hung loosely around his tight waistline. He moved his muscular arms upward so he could run his fingers through his wet hair, giving me a full view of his sculpted chest. 

He looked at me and smiled. “Happy Valentine’s Day, Fortune,” he said. “Did you see what I brought you?” 

He nodded toward the dresser. On it sat the most beautiful flower arrangement I’d ever seen. A gorgeous vase held three dozen roses with purple statice. Each bloom varied slightly in the shade. I smiled, kicking off my covers and bounding from the bed, unashamed that I was barely covered. I felt Carter’s eyes following me as I approached the flower arrangement.  

I breathed deeply, taking in the wonderful fragrance of the arrangement. I felt Carter’s touch on my back. I froze and held my breath as his fingers brushed lightly across my shoulders.  

“Do you like them?” he asked. 

“I love them,” I replied. I arched my head back slightly, tingling at his gentle caress. 

He kissed my shoulder, then my neck. I sighed softly. I heard the sound of his towel hitting the floor. I felt his arms wrapped around my waist. I heard music beginning to play. The Beach Boys were singing “The Little Old Lady from Pasadena.” 

The Little Old Lady from Pasadena? Huh? What was happening? 

The sound of the music from my cell phone blared the same six-second notification over and over. It was the ringtone I used for Gertie.    

Go, granny, go granny, go granny, go . . . 

My wonderful dream had been rudely interrupted. In a matter of seconds, reality flashed before me, and I realized I was still in bed . . . alone. Carter had not been in my shower; there were no flowers on my dresser. I was in flannel pajamas, and the only person wanting to speak to me was Gertie. 

I answered, “Good morning, Gertie.” 

“Happy Valentine’s Day, Fortune,” she replied. 

That’s my name... Fortune. Fortune Redding. I’m a CIA agent, a sanctioned government assassin, banished by my superiors to the small town of Sinful, Louisiana, where I have been hiding out from terrorists - evil men who would not rest until I was dead. My undercover alias is that of Sandy Sue Morrow, the town librarian, and former high school beauty queen. My closest friends are two senior citizens, who are retired kick-butt government agents in their own right, and the Carter LeBlanc - the local law, my former boyfriend, and the protagonist of my recent dreams. The three of them know my true story. Together, we’ve solved a number of murders in or near the quaint little town of Sinful, Louisiana, much to the chagrin of Carter, who’d prefer that the three of us stay as far away from law enforcement as possible. 

I recently decided to leave the CIA once my life returns to normal. Who knows how long that’ll take? I’ve made great friends in Sinful and have been building a life here. I wasn’t positive if I would end up in this small town for the long haul. Still, my experience here made me realize that I wanted more from life than to live out of a travel bag, killing bad guys and constantly looking over my shoulder for evil people who’d love to slip a bag over my head and throw me in their trunk. 

“What time is it?” I asked. 

“It’s 6:30,” she said. “Are you still in bed?” 

“It’s 6:30 a.m. Of course, I’m in bed. Who gets up that early?” I replied.  

“You do,” she said. “Ida Belle and Walter are on their way over to get me. We are going to the Valentine’s Day jazz brunch at The Court of Two Sisters. You’re coming with us. Get ready. We need to pick you up in an hour to get there on time.” 

“Oh, Gertie!” I protested. “I love that you thought of me, but I just want to go back to this lovely dream I was having.” 

“Nonsense,” she barked. “You’re coming, and you’re going to have a great time. We’ll be there in forty-five minutes.” 

“You said an hour,” I replied. 

“That was before you started sniveling and whining,” she said. “Up and at ’em, Fortune.” 

I made one more half-hearted attempt to bow out and was immediately shot down. I sighed and agreed to be ready. I hung up and rolled out of bed. 

Although I’d never been there, I’d heard about The Court of Two Sisters many times. I thought about it for a moment and considered my options. I could spend Valentine’s Day alone, sulking and thinking about what could have been with Carter, or I could go hang out with wonderful friends, have some fantastic food, and enjoy live jazz. 

“I’ll be ready,” I said. 

The phone went dead. I squinted and looked toward the bathroom – still no Carter. hmpf. 

I got out of the bed and hopped in the shower. 

The jazz brunch at The Court of Two Sisters in the famous French Quarter of New Orleans was legendary, renowned for its incredible food and fabulous music.  

I dried my hair. I chose a pair of navy-blue casual pants and a tight-fitting salmon-colored sweater, appropriate for the sixty-five-ish-degree morning weather in New Orleans at this time of year. The brunch was held in an outdoor courtyard. Even though it was well-heated, I grabbed a light jacket. After applying a very soft touch of makeup and a hint of mascara, I was ready to go. 

Walter drove. I rode a shotgun. 

“Did you know Tom Selleck was the first choice to play Indiana Jones?” Gertie said. 

I rolled my eyes but smiled, nonetheless. Gertie loved to read during road trips and was very active about sharing what she was reading, as annoying as it sometimes became. On our last few trips, Gertie had shared a few dozen stupid state laws that had never been taken off the books. It appears she had moved on to little-known movie facts. 

“Magnum P.I. as Indiana Jones?” Walter replied, “Instead of Harrison Ford? That would have never worked.” 

“Magnum, what?” I inquired. “You have it wrong, Walter. Tom Selleck is the guy who plays Commissioner Reagan on Blue Bloods.” 

Walter chuckled, “It’s the same guy. He played a television detective named Magnum P.I. many years ago. His character was a private investigator living in Hawaii on a beautiful estate owned by a rich guy who wrote romance novels.” 

“It sounds awful,” I said. 

“Oh, it was a great show,” Ida Belle argued. “Tom Selleck is scrumptious.” She woofed twice and laughed. I forced back a small amount of vomit that formed in my throat. 

“That show was before your time, Sunshine,” Walter said.   

I smiled. I get weak in the knees every time Walter calls me ‘Sunshine.’ He was about the same age as Ida Belle and Gertie and happened to be the infinitely more charming uncle of Carter LeBlanc. He was a successful business owner in Sinful and had been carrying a torch -time torch for Ida Belle. I spent many an hour wishing he was 35 years younger. He was one of my very favorite people. 

“Did you know Robert Redford was the first choice to play Superman ahead of Christopher Reeve?” Gertie said, reading aloud from the book. 

“A blonde Superman?” Walter said. “What kind of craziness would that be?” 

“Robert Redford’s hair is strawberry,” Gertie said. “All the same, you’re right. A light-haired Superman would have been odd.” 

“They have this new thing,” Ida Belle said sarcastically. “It’s called hair dye. Maybe you’ve heard of it?” 

Walter looked back and feigned an angry look. “I know hair dye,” he said. “I even used some myself until about ten years ago. Now I am au naturale." 

“You should try it again,” Ida Belle replied. “Tom Selleck clearly does.” 

“Don’t listen to her, Walter. I like your hair just the way it is,” I objected. 

He smiled and gave me a wink. “We can discuss my hair color in more detail when we get there. We’re only about ten minutes away.” 

The Court of Two Sisters is in the historic French Quarter section of New Orleans. It sits in an area originally called ‘Governor’s Row,’ dating back to 1726. The current building was constructed in 1832 during the city’s first economic boom. The property changed hands twice before 1886, when it was purchased by Bertha and Emma Camors, who set up a notions shop called The Shop of the Two Sisters. Their shop outfitted the city’s most sophisticated women with Mardi Gras costumes and formal gowns imported from Paris during the ‘Gay Nineties.’ The sisters served tea and cakes to their favorite customers in the large courtyard, beginning the tradition that continues to this day.  

The court itself was beautiful. Fine white linen covered an endless sea of circular tables resting on beautiful cobblestone. Red and yellow umbrellas were evenly spaced throughout, and jazz musicians dressed in black tuxedos sauntered from table to table, playing lively music for the patrons. The atmosphere was positively heavenly. 

The food itself was phenomenal. The cold buffet displayed marvelous samplings of boiled shrimp and crawfish, with Creole remoulade sauces, seafood and pasta salads, ceviche, pâtés, cheeses, and fresh fruit. There were also delicious desserts: homemade French vanilla ice cream, king cake, and my favorite, Courtyard Bread Pudding with whiskey sauce.  

During brunch, the four of us talked and laughed. I was enjoying the moment. I didn’t even think about Carter. I just wanted the company of the wonderful people who were with me. 

I had just taken my first bite of bread pudding when I noticed Ida Belle staring off to her right. She looked troubled. 

“What are you looking at?” I asked. “You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.”
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IDA BELLE SIGHED. “Look to your left,” she said. “See the woman wearing the red hat, sitting by herself? That’s Emma Peterson.” 

Gertie looked and gasped. “Oh, my god, you’re right. It is Emma Peterson,” she said. 

“That poor dear,” Walter added. “Do you think we should ask her to join us?” 

“No,” Ida Belle said. “I’ve tried to reach out to her many times. She will not socialize. There’s no reason to embarrass her. She’s obviously here in New Orleans because she doesn’t want to be recognized.” 

“Who’s Emma Peterson?” I asked. 

“She lives in Sinful,” Ida Belle said. “Her house is less than three blocks from where you live.” 

I looked at her more closely. The woman was dressed neatly but plainly. Her face was heavily lined and careworn.  

“I’ve never seen her before,” I said. 

“That’s because she almost never comes out of her house,” Gertie replied, “except, of course, on Valentine’s Day.” 

“Why Valentine’s Day?” I asked. 

Ida Belle, Gertie, and Walter all paused as though my question had made them feel awkward. Finally, it was Walter who said, “It was on Valentine’s Day when it happened. I remember that day well. It was horrible.” 

My curiosity was killing me. “What... what? What was horrible?” 

“Emma’s daughter,” Gertie said. “Glory Peterson. She was killed on Valentine’s Day over twenty-five years ago.” 

“It happened in 1986,” Ida Belle corrected.  

“My word,” Walter said. “I’d lost track of time. You’re right. It’s been over thirty years now.”

“That poor child was only seventeen when she died,” Ida Belle added. “She was a beautiful girl, a high school senior, a cheerleader, and a straight-A student. She was going to major in drama. She wanted to be an actress.”

“Emma and her husband were devastated,” Gertie said. 

“Glory was their only child. Emma’s husband slipped into a deep depression and killed himself a year later. 

Poor Emma was left alone.”

“How did she die?” I asked.

“Glory was murdered,” Walter said. “The authorities believed the murder was committed by an out-of-town stranger, but they never found the killer.”

“Oh, my god!” I gasped, looking again at Emma. “That’s horrible. Why did they think it was an out-of-town stranger?”

“She was last seen in the company of a stranger in his early to mid-thirties,” Walter said. “He was described as handsome and charming.”

“That’s right,” Gertie added. “It was said he was a well-built, tall man wearing a suit with a red tie and a gray Fedora. He was spotted talking to Glory on the day of her death in the soda fountain shop. Witnesses said that they spent more than two hours talking with each other. They were then seen getting into his car and leaving together. That was the last time she was seen alive.”

“She went missing that night,” Walter said. “It was Valentine’s Day, a Friday night. When she disappeared, the town went crazy. I think every man, woman, and child in Sinful was out looking for her. Her body wasn’t discovered until the following Monday morning. Still, forensic specialists said she had been dead since Friday evening about 10:30 p.m. The stranger vanished. They looked for that man for more than three years and came up empty. Never found him.”
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