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      For my husband, Rene’ DeLeon, 1973-2024

      My one. My only. My Carter.
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      Miss Fortune Series Information

       

      If you’ve never read a Miss Fortune mystery, you can start with LOUISIANA LONGSHOT, the first book in the series. If you prefer to start with this book, here are a few things you need to know.

       

      Fortune Redding – a CIA assassin with a price on her head from one of the world’s most deadly arms dealers. Because her boss suspects that a leak at the CIA blew her cover, he sends her to hide out in Sinful, Louisiana, posing as his niece, a librarian and ex–beauty queen named Sandy-Sue Morrow. The situation was resolved in Change of Fortune and Fortune is now a full-time resident of Sinful and has opened her own detective agency.

       

      Ida Belle and Gertie – served in the military in Vietnam as spies, but no one in the town is aware of that fact except Fortune and Deputy LeBlanc.

       

      Sinful Ladies Society – local group founded by Ida Belle, Gertie, and deceased member Marge. In order to gain membership, women must never have married or if widowed, their husband must have been deceased for at least ten years.

       

      Sinful Ladies Cough Syrup – sold as an herbal medicine in Sinful, which is dry, but it’s actually moonshine manufactured by the Sinful Ladies Society.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      If you and I aren’t meant for each other, then we aren’t meant for anyone. Will you marry me?

      The words hung in the air as thick as the humidity, and time seemed to stand still. I looked at the diamond ring, then at Carter’s expectant face and said the one thing I thought I’d never say.

      “Yes.”

      He blinked, seeming almost surprised at my answer.

      I grinned. “I hope you meant it, because you look like you expected me to say something different.”

      He jumped up and grabbed me, pulling me up into his arms and kissing me until I was breathless.

      “The truth?” he asked. “I figured you’d have to think about it. Or argue that marriage is for traditional people and that’s not us.”

      “I’ve already thought about it, and although the actual commitment might be traditional, there is no way in hell our marriage could be.”

      He laughed. “Truer words…”

      “Besides, I don’t figure we’re doing this show next week, right?”

      He raised one eyebrow. “You’re not going to keep me waiting fifty years like Ida Belle did Walter, are you?”

      “Probably a little less than that.”

      He kissed me again. “I’m leaving the timing of the big event up to you, but I’m calling the date on the practice run—I want to move in with you.”

      “You mean you want to move more of your clothes here? Because you’re practically living here anyway.”

      “I want it to be official.”

      “You going to put your name on the mailbox?”

      “More official than that. I’m parking my bass boat on your shoreline.”

      I raised one eyebrow. “If I didn’t know that was a literal statement, I’d consider it a very bad euphemism. Just so you know, you still can’t have my recliner.”

      “Can I drive your boat?”

      “You’ll have to ask Ida Belle.”

      He laughed. “This is going to be good for us, Fortune. The whole situation in Iran—I had time to reflect on things—and I made a promise to myself that if I got home that I wouldn’t put my life on hold anymore. That if I wanted something, I’d go for it. Then the whole thing with Kitts went down and I started doubting myself, my career, and every choice I’d ever made—except you—but I knew I couldn’t be the partner you deserved until I fixed myself.”

      “So you’re fixed now?”

      He shrugged. “I’m a flawed individual. We all are, just in different ways. But I’ve accepted my flaws, and hopefully they’re not so big that you can’t overlook them.”

      “I’m pretty sure you’ll be doing far more overlooking than me. Which leads me to the important question—are you certain that moving in with me is the best idea? Especially before the sheriff’s election?”

      “Maybe not. But I’m doing it anyway.”
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        * * *

      

      About two weeks after I agreed to marriage and cohabitation, we landed on Sunday afternoon for Carter’s official move. Getting Carter settled in my house was both easier and harder than I thought it would be. Easier because I truly wanted him there, which still surprised me every time I considered it for more than a second or two. My life had really done a 180 since I’d left the CIA, and my relationship with Carter was probably the biggest unexpected thing in a long list of unexpected things. It was harder because although Carter wasn’t a hoarder, he still had stuff that he declared himself unable to live without, and my house was pretty full already.

      The boat wasn’t a problem as there was plenty of backyard space, and since neither of us cared about cooking all that much, he was happy to donate his kitchen stuff to one of the young couples who’d just married and were setting up house. Except for his cast-iron skillet. Apparently, once they were seasoned right, you kept them for life and could request burial with them if you didn’t have a relative you liked well enough to pass it on to. According to Ida Belle, it also made a handy weapon if one were accosted in their kitchen, which led to all sorts of questions on my end, but I figured that was a story for another day.

      Since I’d recently bought new living room furniture and his was older and not as comfortable, the young couple got several rooms of their rental house furnished as well. I solved the recliner issue by putting an order in for another that matched mine and figured we could shift things around to make room once it arrived.

      Ida Belle, Gertie, and Ronald were on hand to assist with the moving and unpacking. Gertie took the living areas and bathroom. Ida Belle claimed the garage and getting a secure tie-off for the boat. Ronald insisted on clothes, which surprised no one at all, except Ronald, who was dismayed to see the entirety of Carter’s wardrobe packed in three medium boxes.

      When Carter and I carried the boxes into the bedroom and placed them on the bed, Ronald clapped, then gave us a dismissive wave when we didn’t rush off.

      “Get the rest,” he said. “I want this man completely unpacked and ready to shower at a moment’s notice by tonight.” He picked the boxes up one by one and raised an eyebrow. “These are undergarments, right?”

      Carter stared. “You think I should have three boxes of underwear? Good Lord, why? It’s cotton on your butt. You wear it until it gets holes, then toss it and break a new pair out of the package.”

      Ronald started fanning himself with his hand, and I wasn’t certain if it was because of the lack of apparel, Carter’s preference for underwear in a package, or because Carter had mentioned his butt, which I had to admit, looked awfully cute in packaged cotton. Possibly, it could have been all three.

      Ronald threw his hands in the air. “But this can’t be it. Your entire wardrobe cannot fit in three boxes. There’s not a single hanging bag in the mix. It’s just wrong.”

      Carter shrugged. “I cleared out some old jeans and T-shirts before we packed them up. Don’t need more than one pair of boots and a couple pairs of tennis shoes. Since my uniform consists of jeans and a T-shirt, nothing needed special treatment, although I started to just throw the whole lot into the bed of my pickup still on hangers. Probably would have saved some time with the hanging and unhanging thing.”

      Ronald started fanning again, and I wondered how long Carter would be officially living with me before my flustered neighbor started pushing links to men’s clothing sites on him. I was looking forward to the underwear suggestions—not because I thought he needed new underwear but because I couldn’t wait to see Carter’s response.

      Ronald stared at us for a bit longer, shaking his head. Then he finally let out a melodramatic sigh, and his shoulders slumped. “The two of you could store your entire wardrobe in a coat closet.”

      “That’s not a bad idea,” I said. “It would give us more space for weapons and ammo. There’s probably eight boxes of them in your truck.”

      “Get out!” Ronald said. “You’re depressing me, and my therapist is on vacation.”

      We were both chuckling as we hurried downstairs to grab the rest of his things. Ida Belle was making headway in the garage, managing to rearrange things so that Carter’s large toolbox could roll into a corner. Gertie was bent over in the freezer, restacking things to move in his seafood and venison.

      “I thought you were unpacking inside,” I said to Gertie.

      She popped up, her face looking a bit frozen. “I’ve finished. The man has exactly three framed photographs, his favorite coffee mug, and a bottle opener. Not a single piece of art, kitchen equipment, pillow, or throw in the one sad box designated for me. Tiny has more stuff.”

      “We’re about to haul in the good stuff,” I said.

      Gertie perked up. “Oh! Weapons. I can help with that.”

      “No way,” Ida Belle said. “You stick with that freezer. Nothing you lay hands on in there can kill someone.”

      “This chicken can if you don’t cook it enough.”

      Ida Belle ignored her. “I’ll help with the other boxes. Do you have room in the secret closet for it all?”

      “Doubtful,” I said as we headed to Carter’s truck. “Marge really designed that space for her own collection. I was thinking we could put the boxes in the guest room for now. Walter said he’d build us a bookcase that closes over the small closet in the corner. That should work great for the guns, anyway. If the ammo is sitting around, that’s not really a problem.”

      Ida Belle nodded. “Hard to kill someone by throwing a bullet at them.”

      “Actually,” I began, then waved my hand in dismissal. “Another time.”

      We made our way upstairs with the first of the boxes and met Ronald on the landing. His look of dismay and resignation was priceless.

      “I have finished folding, tucking, and hanging the paltry collection you adorn your body with,” he said. “You have got to get more clothes. You own exactly one shirt with a collar. Zero pairs of slacks, no suit, and certainly no tuxedo.”

      “Where the heck am I going to wear a tuxedo?” Carter asked.

      Ronald looked upward, then closed his eyes before looking back at Carter. “Please tell me you don’t intend to get married in packaged cotton and non-label blue jeans.”

      “I’ll get married in whatever Fortune wants me to wear.”

      “Smart,” Ida Belle murmured.

      I pretended to consider. “What if he opened a brand-new pack of underwear just for the wedding?”

      “My T-shirts come in a package too,” Carter added.

      “I’m getting the vapors,” Ronald said as he headed down the stairs.

      We managed to wait until he’d exited the house to start laughing. When we finally caught our breath, Carter looked over at me.

      “Am I wearing a suit?” he asked.

      “Not at the moment.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I haven’t really thought about it, which vexes both Ally and your mother. I’m pretty sure they’ve already started binders for wedding planning.”

      “They have,” Ida Belle said. “Emmaline picked up a couple from the General Store a few days ago. If she has her way, you will be in a white dress suitable for a princess and Carter will be in a tux.”

      “We could role-play,” I suggested. “You can be James Bond and I can be Jane Bond.”

      He laughed. “We’ll figure it out. Until then, I have to get over the fact that Ronald is going to spend entirely too much time thinking about what’s covering my butt.”

      Ida Belle grinned. “I would have volunteered that my underwear comes out of a package as well, but I didn’t think it would shift his focus. What are you going to do about Tiny and the lack of a back fence?”

      “Good question,” Carter said. “I definitely don’t want to put up a fence. The view is the whole point of the lot.”

      “I suppose we could do wrought iron,” I said, although any fence would change the landscape of the place.

      Carter shook his head. “Tiny’s getting older and calmer. He mostly lies around all day and he’s got good recall. I think he’ll be fine going out to do his business. I’ll just train him to use one area like he does at my house.”

      I nodded. “And I can take him running with me.”

      “Not if you expect to actually run,” Carter said. “Tiny is more of a slow stroll sort of guy.”

      “Then I’ll swing by and get him for the cooldown.”

      “What about Godzilla?” Ida Belle asked. “Tiny likes to swim. If he heads straight for the water…”

      “He doesn’t bother Merlin and that cat creeps around the edge of the water all the time trying to catch minnows,” I said. “Wouldn’t Tiny be too big for him to bother with anyway?”

      “Probably,” Carter said. “I’ve had him out in the bayou and gators tend to take a look then skedaddle. And they never bothered Bones to the best of my knowledge, and he was always wading in.”

      “I’m aware,” I said, and we all laughed.

      The day I arrived in Sinful, the old bloodhound had dug up a dead guy in my backyard and that had sent the rest of my life in an entirely different direction than I’d planned. It had turned out to be a good thing, but it certainly hadn’t felt that way at the time. I took a couple seconds to marvel at where I was then and now and shook my head.

      Carter grinned. “Quite the journey, right?”

      “That’s one way of putting it.”

      “Well, let’s get the last of those boxes up here,” Ida Belle said. “Then you can bring Tiny over and inform Merlin that he’s got a new housemate. I brought welder’s gloves and a hockey mask just for the occasion.”

      I nodded. “Good call.”

      Everyone changed into long sleeves and Carter fetched Tiny from his former residence. Ida Belle stood on the front porch, looking like a hockey player or a serial killer, depending on your TV preferences. Tiny took one look at her over the dashboard of Carter’s truck and slid onto the floorboard, refusing to move. It took Ida Belle removing the mask and Gertie offering up some hot dog weenies to finally get him up the walkway and into the house.

      “Some guard dog,” I said when he flopped on his bed next to the fireplace in the living room.

      Carter nodded. “I should have remembered that I close all the blinds on Halloween. Otherwise, it takes him days to recover from trick-or-treaters.”

      “At least it wore him out,” Gertie said. “Maybe that will help ease the transition with Merlin.”

      Merlin had been completely unfazed by Ida Belle’s mask and had sauntered out onto the porch swing to watch the entire debacle. Now he was perched on the back of the couch, glaring down at the sleeping dog, and I was certain the battle had not even begun.

      That cat was plotting something.
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      I awoke the next morning because I could feel someone staring at me. I knew it wasn’t Carter. He loved me but wasn’t so enamored he would watch me sleep. Also, he knew about my sixth sense about such things and that doing so was a good way to start the morning with a gun in your face.

      I opened one eye and saw Merlin sitting right at my shoulder, between Carter and me, glaring down at me. I knew it was too early for breakfast because the sun was barely creeping in, and he’d been out for his business around midnight, so it wasn’t that either. And although he preferred that he be the only male to share the bed with me, he’d gotten used to Carter being there. So I had to assume the reason for his consternation was the snoring dog in the corner.

      And boy could Tiny snore.

      Chain saws might have been quieter, but the noise exiting his mouth wasn’t the biggest problem. It was the air exiting from the other end. I popped out of bed and headed downstairs and opened the back door to let the cool morning breeze and the smell of Louisiana bayou mud waft over me, considering it a makeshift palate cleanse until I could get the coffee going.

      Ida Belle swore that diet was usually the culprit with gassy dogs, so first thing this morning, I’d be checking with her about how to freshen up Tiny’s insides. It was either that or he’d have to get his own room.

      The coffee was just starting to brew when Ronald, clad in a purple sequined robe and matching slippers, rapped on the back doorframe, and popped inside, an expectant look on his face. At least, I think it was expectant. It took a minute to zero in on since his entire face was covered in some sort of green gel.

      “Well?” he asked. “How was it?”

      “How was what?”

      “Last night.”

      “You do realize Carter has spent the night before, right? That I’ve even spent the night with men before I came to Sinful?”

      He waved his hand in dismissal. “But you’ve never officially lived with any of them. And you’ve never had engaged-living-with-him sexy time. That man’s cheap underwear are in your dresser next to all your guns.”

      I snorted. “That’s not even one-tenth of my guns.”

      “Regardless. Guns. Cheap underwear. Together. That’s huge. For you, anyway.”

      I motioned to the coffee, and he shook his head, so I poured up a single for myself, then slid into a chair at my kitchen table. Ronald, not about to leave without an answer, sat across from me.

      “I guess I hadn’t thought about it,” I said finally.

      “Liar. But I’ll give you a pass this once. I know how big a deal this is for you. But you have to know you’re perfect for each other. I know there will be challenges given the way you tend to tackle things versus Carter’s law-abiding ways, but you’ve managed them so far, right?”

      I nodded but I wasn’t sure it was a convincing nod.

      Apparently Ronald wasn’t either, as he raised one eyebrow. “You’re afraid it will be harder with him underfoot 24/7. Well, not 24/7, but you know what I mean.”

      I sighed. “I predict there will be a lot more lying in my future, unless I want to give him a heart attack or compromise his job.”

      “You think? I figured given how well Carter knows you, he’d just stop asking questions he didn’t want to hear the real answer to. Kinda like he pretends to know nothing about Nora and her illegal concoctions.”

      “You’re probably right. That would make things easier on both of us.”

      Ronald laughed. “Girl, you spit out lies like breathing. You were the best the CIA had to offer. You could probably lie your way through the pearly gates.”

      I shook my head. “My father was the best the CIA had to offer.”

      “Like father, like daughter.” He rose from the table. “I’m going to bounce before that sexy man with horrible taste in underwear wakes up. I don’t want to block any potential morning shower action that might be in your future.”

      Ronald disappeared out the back door and Carter popped into the kitchen a couple seconds later while I was pouring another cup, still looking half asleep.

      “Did I hear someone mention shower action?” he asked.

      “Yeah, Ronald did.”

      He grimaced. “That puts a different spin on things. I’ll take the coffee instead. And apparently, I need to clean out my ears.”

      “Or wake up,” I said, passing him a cup. “Did you think I was discussing shower sexy time with Merlin? Or did you envision me talking to myself?”

      He took a big sip of coffee. “Yeah, now that I’m coming out of the fog, Ronald makes a lot more sense. Or Gertie.”

      “Oh, I expect I’ll be quizzed by Gertie later on.”

      “They all realize I’ve spent the night before, right? That we didn’t sleep in separate rooms?”

      “I asked Ronald the same thing. They’re excited. This is a big step for us, individually and together. As Ronald pointed out.”

      He reached over and took my hand in his. “The step isn’t bigger than what’s between us. When I think about waking up here every morning to you…having coffee in the kitchen while I look out and see the morning sun coming up over the bayou…it’s just right.”

      I smiled. “I agree.”

      Except for the gassy dog, but that was a task for later.

      “So what do you have going on today?” he asked. “Any cases on the agenda?”

      “Nope. Apparently no one is faking an insurance claim or cheating on their spouse, and I haven’t run across a dead body lately, so I’m clear. It’s been quiet ever since that Voodoo Island gig.”

      He nodded. “I’m sure it will pick up soon—the insurance stuff anyway. I’m kind of hoping for a continued lull in the dead body thing.”

      “I agree. The murder cases are more exciting, but the damage is just so vast. And the cheating spouses are just pathetic and depressing. I have to admit I enjoy the ones trying to commit insurance fraud. Their level of stupidity is entertaining at least, even if the legwork doesn’t get the heart rate up. What about you? Any goings-on in Sinful?”

      “There is always something going on in Sinful, but we’ve hit a lull on the more egregious stuff as well. Thank God. I’m happy for the break.”

      I rose from my chair and patted him on the back on my way out of the room. “Enjoy it while you can. Jeb’s back is better and according to Gertie, they’re about to make up for lost time. She mentioned costumes and a new brew that Nora is working on that’s supposed to put Viagra out of business.”

      I didn’t even have to see his face to know the exact look of horror on it.
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        * * *

      

      After Carter left, I threw some bread in the toaster, supervised Tiny while he took care of business, fed him and Merlin, and tossed in a load of laundry. Then I outdid myself and ran the vacuum and the mop to clean up all the moving tracks from yesterday. By the time I was done, it was barely 10:00 a.m. and the feeling of domestic life was so overwhelming that I really needed to shoot something. I was just about to call Ida Belle and see if there was anything in season to hunt when my phone signaled an incoming call from her.

      “We have a situation,” she said.

      “What kind of situation?”

      “Gertie’s going to practice riding Clyde through downtown.”

      “Ah, so it’s a ‘bring the good folding chairs’ situation.”

      “Walter’s hauled out the old movie studio popcorn machine, and I’ve put some stock boxes on the sidewalk to save our spots. The popcorn should be ready to go by the time you get here.”

      I hurried into the garage and tossed the comfortable lawn chairs into the back of my Jeep, then took off for downtown. Despite everyone’s attempts to get Gertie to rehome the camel to a more suitable situation—like the desert—she had not only insisted on keeping him but had started up afternoon riding lessons every day at River Hayes’s place, where he was currently stabled.

      Gertie had refused to let Ida Belle and me go with her for her training sessions, which immediately set up alarms, so we’d sneaked into the woods and watched as River attempted to help Gertie train Clyde to ride properly. Clyde appeared to have zero interest in any of it and spent most of the training time either sticking his head through the rail fence to sniff the foliage outside the pasture or leaning against the barn napping. His ‘heavily discounted’ sales price that Gertie had touted as one of the big selling points had started to make a lot of sense.

      Mind you, we’d just gone on our latest spy mission a couple weeks ago, so the fact that Gertie thought Clyde was ready for a public foray was a level of ridiculousness that I didn’t think even she was capable of. But I was definitely here for the show. And probably the rescue. Because Clyde’s last public outing had been an adventure in sprinting, illegal drugs, and lawsuit avoidance.

      Ida Belle texted me to park at the loading dock behind the General Store—as if I needed that bit of advice. No way I was parking my Jeep on the street where that camel was going to be. And I definitely wasn’t taking my boat over, as the boat launch downtown had been worn away to mostly silty sand and led right into the water. Sand and water were two things Clyde had already shown an affinity for. Those and THC.

      Ida Belle popped outside as I pulled in and helped me haul the chairs in front of the General Store. Then I went back and grabbed my binoculars so I wouldn’t miss any details at the start, and Ida Belle hurried off to get the popcorn and drinks. Walter was pulling down the hurricane door over the big plate glass window and gave me a nod.

      “Good call on covering the window,” I said. “If that camel thinks there’s snacks inside, he’ll barrel right through the door.”

      “Gonna pull down the front door cover as soon as we get situated out here,” he said. “And put the Closed for Lunch sign out.”

      “I didn’t know you had a Closed for Lunch sign,” I said.

      “I do since Ida Belle made one up this morning.”

      I grinned as I looked down Main Street. “Apparently word has spread.”

      Shopkeepers all up and down the street were pulling down their hurricane doors and Open signs were being flipped to Closed and Be Back at ____. They’d left the line blank. Smart call.

      “It’s a good thing she’s pulling this nonsense midweek,” Walter said. “Otherwise, people would be mad about their profits.”

      “People coming downtown to grab something from the bakery or pick up their orders aren’t likely to be too happy about it.”

      Walter waved a hand at the street. “Take a good look. Word’s gotten out. The street wasn’t this bare last hurricane. Probably going to be busier during the apocalypse.”

      “How do you know Gertie riding that camel downtown isn’t the apocalypse?” Ida Belle said as she stepped outside with the popcorn.

      I took the popcorn from her, and Walter pulled down the metal hurricane roller over the front door and hung the sign on the front of it.

      “I’m not locking these,” he said as he took his seat alongside Ida Belle and me. “In case we need to make a run for cover, we can just throw up that door and head inside.”

      I nodded. “We could ride out the Gertie apocalypse in there—food, ammo, bathroom. All the important things covered.”

      “Tell that to Carter,” Walter said. “He’s going to have a stroke.”

      “Hmmmmmm. Did anyone tell him? Because now that you mention it, I figured he’d be trying to stop that freight train.”

      Walter shook his head. “We took a vote and decided Celia couldn’t hold it against him if he didn’t know about it beforehand.”

      I frowned. It wasn’t that I didn’t agree with them in theory, but I was certain Carter would be of a different mind.

      “Is he even at the sheriff’s department?” I asked. “I don’t see his truck.”

      “I moved it,” Walter said. “I have a spare set of keys. It’s around back.”

      Before Walter had even finished his sentence, I saw Carter rush out of the sheriff’s department, then he abruptly stopped and stared up and down Main Street.

      “I think the secret’s out,” I said, and popped up to help the florist, who was struggling with her storm door. We’d barely gotten the door down when Carter rushed up.

      “Thank God! You’ve heard about Gertie then.”

      I nodded and pointed to the General Store. “I brought the good chairs.”

      His look of dismay was priceless. “You brought chairs?”

      “And I wore my best running shoes.”

      “You knew this was coming, and you’re not stopping her?”

      “To be fair, I only found out about it fifteen minutes ago, and you and I both know there’s no stopping Gertie when she’s got her mind set.” I wave my hand at the storefronts. “Besides, everyone’s ready for it, and they even did you a solid by leaving you out of the gossip chain. That way, Celia can’t make waves after about you not doing anything beforehand. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I want to get some of that popcorn before the butter cools.”

      I hurried off before he could reply. Now that we lived together, I figured he had all night to complain about it, so there was no point cutting into my good time with hot buttered popcorn with another pointless conversation about things Gertie ought not to do.

      “Looks like that went well,” Ida Belle said as I took my seat.

      I shrugged. “Gertie was a problem long before I came to town.”

      “Lord, isn’t that the truth,” Walter said. “But I have to say, she’s ratcheted things up since you arrived. Not that I’m blaming you, of course. She’s a grown woman.”

      Ida Belle snorted.

      “Chronologically grown,” Walter clarified. “I just think you brought her back to the time when she was happiest—when she wasn’t just in the middle of things but had been the one who set them off.”

      “I don’t disagree with that,” Ida Belle said. “Unfortunately, I’m sure Carter has noticed the correlation as well, so you’re probably in for an earful tonight.”

      Ida Belle’s phone went off, and she pulled it from her jeans pocket. “That’s River. She’s just unloaded Gertie on the south side of town.”

      She stood up and yelled, “Showtime!”

      Cheers went up among the spectators, and the few who were still conducting business scrambled to get out of the street. A car and a motorcycle fled downtown as if they were drag racing. I grabbed a handful of popcorn and stuffed it in my mouth. Once Gertie hit downtown with that camel, there probably wasn’t going to be any time for eating. I fully expected to be on a rescue mission of some sort.

      It was just a question of who I was rescuing.

      I heard a cheer go up at the end of the street and all three of us walked to the edge of the sidewalk and looked. Sure enough, there was Gertie, astride Clyde and plodding toward downtown.

      “She didn’t tell us about the wardrobe,” Ida Belle said.

      “She didn’t tell us about riding that camel down the street either,” I said. “But I smell Ronald’s hand in this one.”

      “Have you seen him downtown today?” Ida Belle asked.

      I shook my head as I lifted my binoculars. “Probably hiding somewhere nearby so he can see the show but not get any flak for his involvement. That’s definitely his tailor’s work.”

      Gertie was decked out in a bright purple bodysuit and a long teal-sequined robe, matching teal-sequined tennis shoes, and a purple mask.

      Walter squinted. “What’s that logo on the front?”

      “It looks like Superman but with a G.”

      Walter scratched his head. “I would have thought she’d go for Batman or the Flash—something darker or racier.”

      Ida Belle shook her head. “If she went with Batman, they’d call her an old bat. And the only person in Sinful who should be called the Flash—but not in a good way—is Celia.”

      Walter grimaced and his eyes widened as Gertie drew closer.

      “Good God, she’s got a purple holster and gun,” Walter said. “Where the heck do you find a purple gun?”

      “The internet.”

      Ida Belle and I both spoke at once.

      Walter sighed. “That place is going to put me out of business.”

      “Not unless you start up a gossip page on social media,” I said. “You know that’s what most people come in for.”

      “I’m not a gossip,” he said. “I merely dispense the truth along with groceries.”

      Ida Belle patted his hand. “Of course you do.”

      The camel was approaching the middle of the street now and so far, had been surprisingly calm. Carter was stood just off the sidewalk in a parking space in front of the sheriff’s department, watching the whole event closely. Waiting, I’m sure, for the whole thing to go south. This was Gertie, after all.

      Gertie was grinning from ear to ear and clearly enjoying her moment.

      “That camel has really settled down,” a lady nearby said.

      Another nodded. “If we have a live camel for the Christmas show, we’ll definitely beat out Mudbug’s llama that they put a padded hump on.”

      As if mentioning Christmas had somehow summoned Jesus, the church bells across the street at the Catholic church started ringing. I stiffened and looked over at Ida Belle, whose eyes widened.

      “That fool!” she said. “There’s a christening this morning. We told Father Michael that Gertie would have that camel downtown and to make sure no one set off those bells.”

      The first peal of the bells had the camel drawing up short, but that was the quiet ring—as far as church bells went, anyway. They tended to grow louder over time. Gertie’s head whipped over to stare at the bell, and I could see her hands tense on the reins. The camel glanced around, blinking in the beginning of a panic that I’d seen once before. I sighed and handed Walter my popcorn and binoculars before heading for the middle of the street.

      The second peal of bells startled the camel out of his frozen stupor and he bolted. Gertie, in a good bit of fancy riding, managed to keep her seat but she lost the reins and was now grasping the saddle horn and was clearly just a passenger. The superhero robe flapping in the wind behind her looked impressive but wasn’t going to save the day.

      “Here we go again.”
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      I heard Ida Belle behind me as I sprinted for the camel. He ran straight for the sidewalk, and people scrambled to get out of the way. Carter stepped out into the street and made a grab for the reins as Clyde ran by, but the camel caught sight of him and swerved at the last minute.

      I shifted direction, hoping to cut the camel off in the street, and prayed the church was done with the bell ringing. The camel was about twenty feet from me when the bells went off again. I cursed as a clearly terrified Clyde came to a complete stop, whirled around in a circle, and then took off across the street.

      “Yeehaw!” Gertie yelled as the camel spun.

      She was enjoying the chaos entirely too much. As usual.

      I ran for the sidewalk at an angle, hoping to cut the camel off before he got to the end of Main Street. If he broke free of the row of tightly nested buildings, then he’d have options— neighborhoods on the left and straight ahead and the bayou on the right. All were highly problematic, so I needed to get a hold of him and figure out a way to stop him before he had those choices up for consideration.

      I saw Ida Belle running for the Catholic church and figured she was going to shut down the bells, but before she was even halfway there, the front doors opened and a young couple with a baby and two older couples I assumed were the grandparents stepped outside with Father Michael, Sister Mary Catherine, and Celia right behind them. I yelled a warning, and they looked our way, then scrambled to get back inside.

      Except Celia, of course.

      That idiot stomped down the steps and started screaming for Carter to arrest Gertie and the camel. Ida Belle hollered at her to get back in the church, while also calling her a few choice names, but it was too late. Clyde had zeroed in on her hat—the straw hat with sprigs of spring flowers on top. To a camel, it probably looked like a salad bowl.

      Celia spun around, full of indignation and clearly ready to tell off Ida Belle, when she must have finally locked in on the reins, which were dangling from the camel’s halter. Her eyes widened and she scrambled back up the steps and ran into the church.

      Leaving the front door wide-open.

      I had no idea if Clyde or camels in general knew how to walk up steps, but I had a feeling we were about to find out. I was about ten yards behind and closing in when Clyde reached the steps and didn’t even hesitate before barreling up them. Ida Belle had just made it to the doors but didn’t have time to close them before the camel barreled past. She made a grab for the reins, but the camel was too big and moving too fast for her to make him stop. He yanked her inside the church with him and she wisely let go before he dislocated her shoulder.

      I ran inside the church, Carter on my heels, and slammed the door shut behind us. It wasn’t the optimum situation, but at least he was contained. The family with the baby was up in the choir loft with the terrified parents and grandparents. Father Michael and Sister Mary Catherine were on the pulpit. Father Michael—clearly drunk or confused—probably both—lifted a goblet of wine and began the Communion ceremony, taking a sip every time he said amen, which was about every third word in the Father Michael drinking game version. Sister Mary Catherine gave him an exasperated look and started flinging Communion wafers onto the floor in front of the pulpit in an apparent attempt to stop the camel’s charge should he angle in their direction.

      Unfortunately, Clyde was still running because Celia was still running. She had an advantage while running through the pews because the camel didn’t fit down the narrow aisles, but instead of just getting to the middle of one and staying put, she ran the entire length and popped out on the main aisle on the other side. The camel loped around the back of the church and down that aisle, and Celia reversed course and ran back in the direction she’d come.

      Gertie, who could have taken a dive into a pew and gotten out of the circus, chose instead to stay on the camel, singing the Celia version of “Holy, Holy, Holy” which included alterations to the lyrics like “Holey in the britches, Mighty” rather than the correct “Lord God Almighty.”

      I figured I wasn’t expending any more energy until Celia ran out of gas, which shouldn’t take long. So I came to a complete stop in the middle of the center aisle and Ida Belle stepped beside me, rubbing her shoulder as we watched the spectacle.

      “I’m not sure who’s the bigger idiot,” she said.

      “I am.” Carter strode past us and yelled at Celia. “Stop running and take off that hat!”

      Celia slid to a stop and pulled off the hat, just now realizing that she’d been fleeing with a camel buffet on her head. I figured she’d drop the hat in the middle of the pew where the camel couldn’t reach it, and then he’d stop running and we could get control of him. But Celia, as usual, made a mockery of intelligence.

      She flung the hat like a Frisbee, and it landed on the pulpit.

      Right between Father Michael and Sister Mary Catherine.

      Clyde’s head jerked around as the salad went by, and he skidded sideways and scrambled after the flying entrée. Father Michael was face-deep in his wine goblet and looked up in time to see the camel coming up the steps of the pulpit. He gave Clyde a huge smile and extended the goblet.

      “Let us partake of the blood of Christ.”

      “You’ve partaken enough, you fool!” Celia yelled. “He’s going to run you over!”

      Father Michael finally realized that the camel wasn’t slowing and ran for the choir loft. He flipped over the half wall separating the loft from the pulpit and disappeared for a moment, then popped up, holding the goblet over his head.

      “I didn’t spill any!” he declared.

      The camel, who’d reached the top of the pulpit, suddenly came to a complete stop. He sniffed the air, then took a step forward and leaned over to check the hat. Ida Belle, Carter, and I all walked as quickly and quietly as possible, not wanting to startle Clyde into running again.

      “Get off and grab the reins,” Ida Belle called to Gertie.

      “I can’t!” Gertie said. “My cape is twisted around the saddle horn.”

      Ida Belle gave her an exasperated took. “Then take off the cape.”

      “It’s attached to the bodysuit. And today is Commando Monday. I didn’t do laundry yesterday since I was helping with the move.”

      “Good God,” Ida Belle grumbled as she pulled out her knife and held it behind her back.

      We inched forward, praying the camel was distracted long enough by the hat for us to creep up on him, but all of a sudden, he threw his head up, cracking Gertie in the face as he sniffed the air.

      “Oh no.” I’d seen that move before.

      Someone had Clyde goodies.

      He sniffed again, then lowered his head and swung it in the direction of Sister Mary Catherine.

      Things had just gone from bad to sacrilegious.

      I abandoned creeping and sprinted for the pulpit just as Clyde launched at the unsuspecting nun. Sister Mary Catherine yelled at the camel in Latin and managed to make the sign of the cross while dodging the camel’s effort in a move a matador would have envied.

      “Shoot him!” Celia yelled. “If he kills a nun in here, Christ will pass us right over when he returns.”

      I was hoping since it was a nun in danger, inside a church, that a miracle might occur. But in keeping with my opinion that God had a wicked sense of humor, a divine intervention wasn’t forthcoming. Sister Mary Catherine froze, eyeing the side steps and the choir loft, sizing up her options. Then Clyde swung around, and I figured the nun could probably feel his breath on her back because she abandoned both choices and instead, flung herself onto the newly rebuilt cross nearby and shinnied up it like a ten-year-old being chased by a German shepherd.

      Not to be deterred, Clyde grabbed her habit as she went, and for a moment, I thought he was going to yank her right off the cross. But apparently, unlike Gertie, Sister Mary Catherine saw no shame in giving us a view of what she had on underneath her nun wear and pulled the habit over her head. Fortunately, she’d gotten her laundry time in, but the lime-green spandex workout shorts and matching bra gave away far more than anyone wanted to know about the nun’s birthday suit.

      The habit dropped right over Clyde’s head, and he panicked and started spinning. Gertie clutched wildly at the garment, trying to tug it off the camel’s head, but she couldn’t tug and hold on at the same time. Clyde suddenly stopped mid-spin, and in a move that would have made cutting horses and Bruce Lee jealous, immediately spun the opposite direction. I heard the unmistakable rip of fabric as Gertie lost her grip and her seat, and I prayed that her outfit had torn loose from the saddle horn rather than her body.

      But God’s sense of humor struck a second time.

      I caught a glimpse of her bare butt as she flew off the camel and into the choir loft. I was certain it was her butt because it was as white as the driven snow and the rest of her was tan. She was still clutching the nun’s habit when she launched, and it lifted from the camel’s head as she flew. I could only imagine what the scene looked like for the couples in the choir loft because from the rear, it was definitely one of the strangest things I’d ever seen, which was saying pretty much everything.

      The choir loft couples screamed, and everyone bolted for the sides as Gertie crashed in the first row. Clyde, hell-bent on finding Sister Mary Catherine’s stash, butted the cross while the frightened nun hugged it like a sloth.

      “Throw the pot down!” I yelled up at her as I ran onto the pulpit.

      Her eyes widened just a bit too much for her outrage to be genuine. “What? I’m a woman of God.”

      “You’re going to be a half-naked woman of God still on that cross come Sunday if you don’t hand over the THC. That camel is addicted and he smells it on you. So dig it out of your bra”—please God, let it be in her bra—“and toss it down. He won’t move until he has it.”

      Sister Mary Catherine narrowed her eyes at me, then looked over at Carter, who threw his hands in the air.

      “I didn’t see a thing,” he said, then mumbled, “But I’m still bleaching my eyes when I get back to the sheriff’s department.”

      Resigned to her plight, Sister Mary Catherine dug a baggie out of her bra and dumped the gummies onto the pulpit. Clyde practically snorted them up a nostril, then folded his legs underneath himself and lay down at the bottom of the cross, where he promptly started munching on Celia’s hat.

      Gertie, now wrapped in the nun’s habit, poked her head over the side of the choir loft. “Jeez, he’s already got the munchies. As soon as he finishes that hat, he’ll sleep for a good hour or two. I’ll have to come back and get him later.”

      “Return my habit this instant!” Sister Mary Catherine yelled.

      “No!”

      Everyone, even Celia, answered at the same time.

      Sister Mary Catherine glared. “Clinging to the cross is not a literal requirement for my kind. I’m breaking at least a hundred vows right now.”

      “Gertie’s naked under that habit, and all of us seeing that would be a far bigger sin,” Ida Belle said. “She’s not coming out of that robe unless it catches fire.”

      “Don’t jinx it,” I said, then looked up at the nun. “If it helps, I see people running in exactly what you have on every day—right past my house in broad daylight.”

      The nun pursed her lips. “No. It does not help to know that others are sinning too. It just makes my prayer list longer.”

      Carter, who’d been avoiding looking in the nun’s direction, walked up to Father Michael, who’d slumped down on the piano bench and was currently leaned across the keys snoring. He gave the priest a good shake.

      “Peace be with you!” Father Michael yelled, and gave a shaky leap upward.

      “Father, the Lord requires the use of your frock,” Carter said. “Assuming you’re dressed underneath.”

      Father Michael stared. “Why on earth would I be unclothed under my robe?”

      “Apparently, it’s a thing,” Carter said, and waved a hand in Sister Mary Catherine’s direction.

      Father Michael caught sight of the sleeping camel and his eyes widened, then his gaze trailed up the cross until it rested on the stranded nun.

      “Good heavens, what happened in here? Was it the rapture?”

      “Sort of,” Carter said. “So if I could borrow that robe, we could get the sister down from the cross.”

      “She’s not nailed there, is she?” Father Michael asked as he started pulling off his robe. “I still don’t understand this lack of clothing under one’s religious wear.”

      “Less laundry,” Gertie said. “Clothes are supposed to hide your nakedness, right? Why wear clothes over clothes?”

      His brow creased in concentration. “Hmmmmmm.”

      “Excuse me,” one of the ladies in the choir loft called down. “Is it safe for us to leave? We really don’t want to witness any more accidental undressings.”

      “We’re all called to witness,” Father Michael said as he flapped around in a circle, his robe twisted around his head.

      “You’re good,” Carter said to the choir loft group as he tugged the robe from Father Michael’s head. “Just head quietly and slowly down that side aisle and out the front.”

      “Door’s locked,” I said. “So flip it to get out.”

      Ida Belle gave me an appreciative nod. “I was wondering why we weren’t full up with spectators. Looks like I’m going to get all the YouTube views on this one.” She held up her phone.

      Celia stomped up, hands on her hips. “If you post this on YouTube, you’re going straight to hell.”

      Ida Belle grinned. “If I didn’t, you’d miss me.”

      Celia whirled around and strode over to Carter, who was standing in front of the cross, holding up the robe to give Sister Mary Catherine some privacy for her climb down.

      “I want you to arrest that woman and this beast for trespassing and destruction of private property.”

      “The church is open to all residents right now,” Carter said. “Gertie isn’t trespassing.”

      “She’s Baptist!”

      “Clyde’s not,” Gertie said. “He came from a Catholic family. Therefore, that is a Catholic camel.”

      Celia threw her hands in the air. “A camel cannot practice religion!”

      “Well, since most Catholics don’t either, I guess he’ll fit right in.”

      Carter fixed his gaze on Celia. “At the moment, my biggest concern is securing that camel and making sure Sister Mary Catherine didn’t sustain any injuries while reenacting the Crucifixion. And before you start down the next avenue, there are no laws against riding a camel down Main Street, and I doubt there’s any against riding one in the church, either.”

      “Because no one is supposed to own a camel!”

      “The sheriff’s department cannot assist with changing the law. I suggest you take that up with the mayor. Gertie will receive a bill for any damage to the church and for Sister Mary Catherine’s habit and any medical expenses. Let me know how much the hat cost and I’ll add it to her tab. Now, will you please get out of here and let me do my job?”

      “You have no authorization, Carter LeBlanc, to kick me out of the Lord’s house.”

      Clyde let out a huge fart, so loud it echoed in the mostly empty room. Celia blanched and pointed her finger at Gertie, then Carter.

      “This is not over,” she declared before gripping her nose with her hand and hurrying out.

      Ida Belle followed her with her phone as she stomped away. “And cut,” she said when Celia slammed the door behind her.

      Sister Mary Catherine had managed to shinny down from the cross and was now clad in Father Michael’s robe. She and Gertie stood next to each other on the pulpit, staring down at the camel, who was passed out on the floor, flowers from Celia’s hat hanging out of his mouth. Father Michael stood off to the side, studying the nun and scratching his head.

      “Did the parish send a new priest?” he asked.

      Carter sighed. “Sister, I’m going to leave this one to you. I’d appreciate it if you and Father Michael would exit the building sanctuary, though. I don’t want any more mishaps when I go to get that camel out of here.”

      “And we’re running short on robes,” Gertie said.

      Sister Mary Catherine gave us all a look that only a severely pissed-off nun could manage, then grabbed Father Michael’s arm and pulled him down the aisle.

      “I’m Father Michael,” he said. “It’s so nice to have some new blood here, so to speak. What diocese were you at before this one?”

      “Does he still have a driver’s license?” I asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Ida Belle said, “but he still has a car, so…”

      Carter shook his head. “Let’s not dwell on things I can’t fix at the moment.”

      “You’re in the perfect place to pray about them,” Gertie said. “Celia left, so God’s probably back in residence.”

      The main door opened and River poked her head inside. She caught sight of the sleeping camel and Gertie dressed as a nun, and her eyes widened.

      “I saw Sister Mary Catherine in Father Michael’s robe and didn’t know what to expect,” she said. “What the heck happened in here?”

      “It will all be on YouTube shortly,” Ida Belle said.

      “What happened to Clyde?” she asked as she strode our way.

      “He got into Sister Mary Catherine’s illegal gummy stash then ate Celia’s hat,” I said.

      She grinned. “I can’t wait for that video.”

      “Do you have a cattle prod or something?” Carter asked. “Because I’m not sitting here waiting for this camel to sleep it off. Believe it or not, there’s actually more to my job than the problems Gertie creates.”

      “This was a fluke,” Gertie said.

      We all stared. Except Clyde, who farted.

      River frowned. “He’s pretty hard to roust when he’s down for a nap, but I bet those church bells would get him up.”

      “And send him through a wall,” Ida Belle said. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m maxed out on cardio today. We’ve already defrocked a priest and a pot-toting nun and then there’s Gertie’s naked flight into the choir loft. I’d say we’ve reached our monthly quota on sin.”

      “Do you have the trailer outside?” I asked.

      River nodded.

      I pulled out my phone and dialed. “Nora. Can you come down to the Catholic church with a handful of stash? No chocolate. Just enough to get the camel out of the building. Yep, again.”

      I slipped the phone back in my jeans. “She’s on her way.”

      Carter stared at me in dismay. “You asked Nora to bring illegal drugs down here?”

      “No. I asked Nora to bring alfalfa down here. She’s working on a new strain for protein shakes.”

      Carter sighed. “If I started praying now and didn’t stop until I took my final breath, it probably still wouldn’t be enough to get me through the pearly gates.”

      “God sent you Gertie,” Ida Belle said, “so you’re probably getting extra credit.”

      Nora arrived ten minutes later with the goods. She bustled into the church and hurried down the aisle, then stopped short at the sight of Gertie in the nun’s habit.

      “You didn’t tell me it was a costume party,” she said. “Otherwise I would have dressed appropriately.”

      Since she knew she was coming to a church and was currently wearing a string bikini bottom, pasties with tassels on her chest, combat boots, and a turban, and clutching a sword in her left hand and the bag of goodies in her right, I didn’t even know how to respond. So I motioned for the baggie.

      “Cookies?” I asked as I checked the contents. They looked and smelled suspiciously like sugar cookies, but the green running through them gave it away.

      “You said no chocolate,” Nora said. “I was baking when you called.”

      Carter blinked and I knew he was trying to reconcile Nora’s outfit with baking, but I had a feeling he was coming up as blank as I was.

      “I’m going to have to start charging that camel,” Nora said with a sigh. “He’s cutting into my profit and my high. Can’t give both away.”

      “Send Gertie a bill,” I said as I waved the baggie in front of the camel’s nose. The snoring stopped and he opened one eye, then he took a sniff of the baggie so hard he almost sucked the whole thing up his nostril. I took a step backward and waved the baggie in the air. Clyde pushed himself up and I headed down the steps and up the aisle.

      River grabbed his reins and gave him a little tug. That was all that was needed to send him down the steps after me. When we got to the front door, Ida Belle slipped outside to make sure the path was clear, then she opened both doors and I headed out.

      “Give us a minute,” Gertie called from behind me. “He’s drinking the holy water.”

      I shook my head and looked over at Carter. “Might want to make sure they clean out that bowl in case he backwashed some of that weed. Otherwise, he’ll be chasing down half the town to lick their foreheads.”

      The camel finally emerged from the church and hesitated at the steps until I waved the magic baggie again. He hurried down and I tossed the cookies into the trailer. He hopped right in and we secured the door, then River gave us a thumbs-up and headed off. She’d barely gotten ten feet away when Celia stomped across the street and glared at Carter.

      “What are you going to do about that camel?” she demanded.

      “I just did it,” he said. “Did you talk to Marie? Of course not. Bottom line, unless you can get laws on the books restricting ownership of camels or where they’re allowed, the only thing I can do is charge Gertie for the damages. Sheriff Lee’s been riding a horse around town for twice as long as I’ve been alive, and that animal has crapped on half the car hoods in the parish. I don’t see you telling me to arrest him.”

      “Now you’re just being ridiculous! Sheriff Lee was the sheriff.”

      “He’s still not above the law. So just as soon as you get Marie to put some laws on the books about riding animals downtown, I’ll be happy to put both of them in jail.”

      Celia pointed a finger at him. “You think you’re so smart, but I don’t have any more use for Lee than I do Gertie. I’ll get those laws on the books, and I hope they enjoy each other’s company behind bars.”

      “As long as I don’t have to listen to you yap, it will be better than this,” Gertie said.

      “Well, looks like our work here is done,” I said and gave Carter a pat on the back. “We’ll just leave it to our trusty law enforcement. I think I’ll take my popcorn home and finish it in the backyard.”

      “I think I’ll put on some clothes,” Gertie said.

      “I told Walter to put a pack of underwear on your tab,” Ida Belle told her.

      “You want me to wear packaged underwear?”

      I just laughed.
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