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Chapter One
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"NEXT STOP, SINFUL." The bus driver's voice rang through the crowded bus. "Anyone crazy enough to want to get off here?"

A wave of laughter rippled through the bus. Clearly the joke was something only my fellow passengers would understand. Seeing as I was from Boston, and had never been further south than Philadelphia, the humor was lost on me.

Encouraged by the response to his little joke, the bus driver looked up into his rear-view mirror and grinned. "Because I'm not crazy enough to stop here if I don't have to."

I stood up, remembering at the last minute to duck so I didn't hit my head on the overhead luggage racks. "Please stop, sir," I called out, somehow managing to be heard despite two days worth of thirst and dust lodged in my throat. "Sinful is my final destination."

A howl of laughter escaped an elderly man with a wizened face. "I hope it's not, for your sake." He grinned, exposing a mouth that lacked more than a few teeth. "You're too pretty a little filly to be facing your last stop in life."

I forced myself to smile, despite not finding his comments the least bit humorous. The man had to be sixty to seventy years my senior at the very least. Decorum dictated that I respect the elderly. But Sinful, a place I'd never visited, couldn't possibly be a worse place to spend my time than this bus had been for the past few days.

I'd just reached up into the overhead bin for my red vintage Samsonite suitcase when the driver slammed on the brakes. The bus came to a shuddering halt and I pitched forward, landing rather inelegantly in the lap of a gentleman who resembled a seedy Santa Claus.

With a startled cry, I jumped to my feet and apologized profusely while he got my suitcase down for me.

I'm Stephanie St. James, known to gentle readers of a Boston newspaper as "Miss Prim and Proper". I prided myself on my strict adherence to proper etiquette at all times.

With as much as élan as I could muster under the circumstances, I shuffled toward the front of the bus, my suitcase thumping each seat as I passed it. Despite offering a "pardon me" and an "excuse me, please" as I moved forward, I was given nothing but the stink-eye from my fellow passengers. 

I stopped beside the driver's seat. "Thank you, sir, for ensuring our safe delivery to—"

He reached past me and jerked the lever that opened the door. "Lady, you want to thank me? Get off my bus."

Stunned, I lifted my chin, grabbed hold of my suitcase, and alighted. Once I had my two feet planted squarely on the ground, I turned back for one last look at the driver. Never one to end any conversation in a contentious manner, I bid him a good day. In answer, he drew the bus door shut and peeled away, leaving me standing in a whirling dervish of dust and dirt. 

I held a white lace trimmed handkerchief over my mouth as the dust settled, grateful that I was where I needed to be at long last. I didn't know much about the town I'd just arrived in, but I knew that compared to that filthy bus, Sinful was going to feel like heaven. 

***
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I HEARD MY GREAT-AUNT Ida Belle's voice before I saw her. 

"Lord above, I think that preppy little gal is my niece." 

Two elderly ladies and a much younger blonde materialized in front of me. "Aunt Ida Belle?" I was only ninety percent sure that the taller of the two older women was my aunt. Truth told, I'd never met her in person. But, boy oh boy, had I heard stories. Most of them so wild I knew they couldn't possibly be true.

"Stephanie?" she said, confirming that my guess about which one she was had been correct. "Child, you're covered in dirt."

I picked up my suitcase and headed toward the gawking trio. I could only imagine how disheveled I looked. I held out my hand to my aunt. "It's lovely to finally meet you, Aunt Ida Belle." 

Her eyes wide, she reached out and gripped my hand. "Welcome to Sinful."

"Thank you. I appreciate you and your friends meeting my bus." I waited for her to introduce me to her companions, but when she stayed silent I turned my attention to the other woman. This senior was much shorter than my aunt, although as far as wrinkles went, the two appeared to be in a virtual tie for who had the most. I smiled brightly. "Hello, I'm Stephanie St. James."

A wide grin stretched across her face. "I reckon we're in for a good 'ole time." She elbowed my aunt in the ribs. "Your niece looks like a cross between Mary Poppins and Jackie O." 

I looked down at my shirtwaist dress, knowing that it boasted almost as many wrinkles as the ladies in front of me did. I reached up and smoothed my hair back. "I certainly would like to freshen up."

The younger woman held out her hand. "I'm Fortune. You'll have to pardon Gertie here. Not too many new people our age pass through Sinful." She cast a sideways glance at Gertie, who was still staring. "Let me take your bag and we'll head back to my house so you can get cleaned up. It's closer than Gertie's or your aunt's."

I smiled my gratitude and gratefully handed her my suitcase. Despite her lack of a Louisiana accent, her gracious manner was certainly southern. "Thank you. Your hospitality is much appreciated."

My aunt shook her head. "Well, my word, you're sure grown up, aren't you? I haven't seen your father since he was about five years old. How old is he now?"

I tried to hide my surprise. "Daddy passed on about a year and a half ago."

Embarrassment flitted over Ida Belle's face. "Sorry. I didn't know."

I followed the ladies through the parking lot until we stopped in front of a Cadillac that had not only seen better days, it had probably seen better decades. My eyes traveled over the length of it. I'd wager my last five dollars that rubber bands held it together. I watched in shock as Fortune slung my suitcase in the trunk. Was that pavement I could see through the bottom of the trunk?

"Don't worry." Fortune smiled knowingly. "The hole is too small for your luggage to fall through." She held open the rear passenger door. "Hop in and, whatever you do, hold on."

I got into the backseat at the same time Gertie slid in the driver's seat, but I'd barely shut the door before the engine roared to life and the Cadillac peeled away from the curb, its tires squealing loud enough to wake three generations of the dead. 

"Hold on like I told you," Fortune shouted over the sound of the muffler. 

I grabbed onto the side door handle just in time. Gertie peeled around the corner as if she were driving a stunt car in an old seventies movie. To avoid screaming out in sheer terror, I bit the inside of my cheek until I tasted blood. 

"I heard you're in some kind of trouble, Stephanie," Gertie shouted. She caught my gaze in the rear-view mirror. "Ida Bella said—"

"Ida Belle says to keep your eyes on the road, you old fool," my aunt shouted. She shot an apologetic glance over her shoulder at me. 

I did my best to muster a reassuring smile, no easy task when traveling at ninety miles an hour down a dirt road with Louisiana size mosquitoes making a beeline for my face through the open window. 

Yes, I was in trouble. Deep trouble. And if I managed to live through Gertie's driving, I'd tell Aunt Ida Belle and her friends all about it. 

After all, I'd come to Sinful to hide. And I was going to need their help. 
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Chapter Two
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"SO WHEN'S THE BLESSED event?"

I took a dainty sip from the mason jar of sweet tea in front of me. All three women stared at me with wide eyes that reflected sheer terror. Fortune clung to the edge of the kitchen table, her knuckles white. 

In my entire twenty-four years of life, I've never had trouble keeping up with a conversation, until this one. These ladies were a whole world unto themselves, and I was still reeling from Gertie's wild car ride to Fortune's house. After I'd showered and changed into a clean black linen skirt and powder blue cashmere sweater set, and once my pearls were clasped around my neck, I'd settled down for what I'd hoped was going to be a proper tea party. But it appeared that the word "proper" wasn't one I was going to be often using to refer to these three ladies. "I'm not sure," I hedged.

"We don't know nothin' about birthin' no babies," Gertie said. 

"And we don't particularly want to find out either," Fortune said. She shot me an apologetic glance. "No offense or anything."

I looked to my aunt for an explanation, but she appeared to still be stuck somewhere between horrified and petrified. "Aunt Ida Belle? What are they talking about?"

It took her three attempts before her words were coherent enough to understand. "The growing problem you've been carrying around."

"Oh, I see. Unfortunately, it isn't going away, you're right." 

"Cousin Mabel said you've got a little trouble on your hands. Is that right?" 

I blushed. "Well, yes, but I'm not so sure it's going to stay little for long."

My aunt emitted a sound somewhere between a low moan and a groan just before her eyes rolled back in her head.

"She's going to faint," Fortune cried. "Gertie, do something."

I watched in horror as Gertie grabbed a pitcher of iced tea and hurled its contents straight into Ida Belle's face.

"What the hell did you do that for, you fool?" Aunt Ida Belle shook her head like a wet dog, sending a spray of sticky sweet tea everywhere. 

A wave of foreboding crashed over me. I'd come to Sinful to hide with my elderly maiden aunt, but suddenly I realized that things here weren't going to turn out the way I'd imagined. Yes, Aunt Ida Belle was elderly, and an old maid to boot, but she wasn't at all what I'd expected. Right now she looked more like a prickly cactus than a shrinking violet. 

We sat in a painfully awkward silence for several minutes as Ida Belle mopped her face with a wet towel while Fortune wiped down the kitchen table. Once order was restored, my aunt turned her attention to me. "Now, listen, young lady. While we're all women here, none of us has traveled the road that you're about to head down," she said, her voice stern.

"Well, that's a relief. I wouldn't wish this mess on anyone." I took another sip
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