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Chapter One
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"SANGRIA SUNSET! THIS is my all-time favorite. Oh, and look at this one, I love this color too." I lifted a bottle of nail polish from the box on the counter in front of me and turned it upside down so I could read the name of the shade. "Parisian Pink. How perfect." I held the bottle next to my fingernails and nodded approvingly. The demure shade of pink was genteel, ladylike, refined. Essentially, it was everything I aspired to be. I smiled at Walter. "Thank you for placing this special order for me, Mr. LeBlanc."

"Call me Walter, please," the owner of Walter's General Store, who was also the uncle of Sinful, Louisiana's, Deputy Sheriff Carter LeBlanc, nodded his head. "I'm glad you're satisfied, young lady. Why don't you finish taking a look through your order and make sure everything you need for your camping trip is here."

"We're not going camping," I corrected him. "We're going glamping."

"Glamping?" Walter's brow knit in confusion. "I don't follow."

"Lucky you." My Aunt Ida Belle tossed a package of beef jerky onto the counter. "Give me plain old "sleeping in a tent, cooking over a fire" style camping over this new fangled glamour camping crap any day."

"Now, Aunt Ida Belle, you agreed that you were going to keep an open mind," I reminded her. I hadn't known my great-aunt for very long, less than two weeks actually, but it was obvious to anyone with a functioning set of eyeballs that she wasn't a woman who coveted luxury. 

We might well be related by blood, but we were as different as night and day. Take the way we were dressed as the perfect example. Aunt Ida Belle had on a pair of well-worn denim jeans that were probably manufactured in the early nineties, a faded Coors beer t-shirt, and a pair of boots that would have looked far more appropriate on a construction site than on the feet of a woman her age. By contrast, I wore a white cotton blouse with cap sleeves, a multi-colored floral cotton skirt, and a pair of low-heeled lemon yellow sandals.

Aunt Ida Belle and her friends had not only welcomed me upon my arrival in Sinful, they'd managed to save my life when I'd been kidnapped by members of the Russian mob. This was no small thing, and I was more grateful than I could ever say.

"So you're Miss Prim and Proper, eh?" Walter asked.

I looked up and smiled. He seemed like such a pleasant man, by far the most normal person I'd met in this town. "That's right, I am. At least as long as my job at the newspaper holds out."

"You need to get back to Boston in a real hurry then?" 

"Not just yet," I answered. "My editor said he'd run some of my old columns until I send him some new ones. He suggested I write a series on Southern manners."

"Well, here's your first tip," Walter said, his eyes darting over to where my aunt was looking at some fishing tackle. "Keeping your elders waiting isn't considered very polite in southern society." When he smiled, his eyes crinkled at the corners.

"Duly noted, Walter. Thank you." I turned my attention back to the box of supplies. The box held a new makeup kit, several bottles of nail polish, fluffy hand towels, facial masks, and a set of body lotions from my favorite Swiss spa. "It looks like everything is here. Oh, except for the champagne flutes I ordered."

"Champagne?" Aunt Ida Belle crossed over to the counter and looked between Walter and me with a disgusted expression on her face. "I don't know which one of you is more crazy. You, Stephanie, for thinking that Gertie, Fortune, and I are up for this level of nonsense, or you, Walter, for setting me up like this. You know I don't cotton with all this girly stuff."

I watched as an amused smile spread across Walter's lined face. Ah, so it was true. Gertie had filled me in on his unrequited feelings for my aunt, but I wasn't sure how fanciful she was being. Now I could quite clearly see a great tenderness in the way he looked at her. I didn't try to hide my smile. 

Maybe this whole glamping adventure was going to be more productive than I thought. We could give Aunt Ida Belle a makeover and then invite Walter over for a candlelit dinner.

"I have your glasses packed up with the wines you ordered," Walter said. "I'll have Scooter deliver it along with your food order in about an hour. That okay?"  

I opened my mouth to express my gratitude, but my aunt cut me off.

"No, it's not okay. This is about the most fool thing I've ever been talked into. Wine glasses on a camping trip?" She narrowed her eyes. "And what's this about food? What's wrong with taking some hot dogs and roasting them over a fire, huh?"

"Nothing is wrong with hot dogs," I hurried to assure her. The last thing I wanted to do was get this trip off on the wrong foot. "You've all been so warm and welcoming to me since I arrived here in Sinful that I wanted to do something special for you."

Walter's eyes twinkled. "I saw some smoked oysters in your box of goodies. You'll like that, won't you, Ida Belle?"

She groaned. "Just shoot me now." 

And then, realizing how ironic her word choice was, her eyes met mine and an unspoken understanding passed between us. A shooting, namely mine, was exactly what we were trying to avoid. I'd been walking around Sinful with an invisible target on my back.

The Russian mob, specifically the Sidorov family, was after me. Based on a tip from an organized crime unit back in Boston, we had every reason to believe that this was the weekend that Boris Sidorov planned to avenge his son's death by taking my life. I reached up and touched my pearl necklace for comfort. As brave a face as I was attempting to put on, I was more than a little scared, so I welcomed the chance to distract myself with a girls-only glamping trip. Although I knew my companions were reluctant participants, I also knew they were willing body guards. And I was grateful. Deeply and desperately grateful. 

"Well, let's work on my order now," Aunt Ida Belle said. "I want some corn chips and cheese dip to go with that jerky. Let's see, how about a twelve pack of beer and some ear plugs to drown out Gertie's snores." She looked around the store as if she was taking a silent inventory of what she'd need for our weekend away. "That ought to about do it, Walter." She opened up her wallet and drew out a small wad of bills, which she handed over to him.

He counted them out but she'd given him too much. He held out a couple of twenties, but she waved them away. 

"Tell you what, Walter," she said, intentionally not meeting my gaze, "why don't you do me a favor and throw a couple of extra rounds of ammo in that box for me?"

***
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AS GERTIE'S BEAT-UP, rusted-out old Cadillac bumped over a rutted road somewhere deep in the Louisiana Bayou, I made a mental note to add a chauffeured limousine to my list of glamping must haves for our next trip. During my short time in Sinful, I'd grown accustomed to what I called "Gertie's Wild Rides", but now she was giving speed demon a whole new meaning. As the Caddy hit a rut, I bounced up and hit my head against the roof of the car. Ouch. Glamping and concussions, not a good mix. 

"No complaining allowed," Gertie called out in a pre-emptive effort to forestall our inevitable protests. "Focus on the bright side, at least no one's riding in the trunk. They'd have fallen out a mile back."

I looked over at Fortune, who sat beside me in the back seat. "What is she talking about?" 

"You don't want to know." Her smile was rueful. "Seriously."

If I could tell you how many times I'd heard that since I'd arrived in town, you wouldn't believe me. It was as if Aunt Ida Belle, Gertie, and Fortune had a shared understanding of, well, just about everything that happened in Sinful. The dynamic between my aunt and Gertie, I understood. They'd been friends since before forever. Their relationship to Fortune was a little more difficult to decipher. 

Fortune, aka Sandy Sue Morrow, was the niece of a close friend of theirs who had recently passed away. Fortune, who hadn't arrived much before I had, was spending the summer in Sinful cataloguing her aunt's estate. Which, I figured, she must do in the middle of the night, because I'd never seen her actually work on the massive project. But then, this discrepancy shouldn't surprise me. Fortune was nothing if not a contradiction in terms.

Fortune was blond with bright blue eyes, beautiful skin, and a trim, athletic figure, so it was easy to believe that she was the former beauty queen she claimed to be. But there was another side to her personality that made me wonder what I wasn't being told about her. She was watchful, wary, and reactive, none of which appeared to concern my aunt and Gertie. Quite the contrary, actually. While they weren't overly obvious about it, I sensed their desire to protect her. 

From just what, I didn't know. And truthfully, it wasn't any of my business. If anything, I should take a page out of Fortune's book and sleep with one eye open too. 

I was shaken from my reverie when Gertie slammed on the brakes and we all pitched forward and then backward in our seats. The seatbelt was no match for Gertie's driving. 

"We're here," she called out. "All in one piece, I'll point out."

"No thanks to you," Aunt Ida Belle grumbled. "Your driving is so far beyond insane that there are no words to describe it."

Gertie turned in her seat, an "oh, yeah?" expression clear on her wrinkled face. "If that's true, then why am I the one who's always driving?"

"Because you're the one who needs the most practice," my aunt shot back. 

Fortune caught my gaze and rolled her eyes. I shared the sentiment in spades.

I reached for the door handle. "Well, since we're here, let's start unloading our glamping goodies." 

"Hold up," Fortune said. "Let me just take a quick peek around first." Without waiting for anyone to agree or argue, she slid out of the car and approached what was to be our home away from home for the next few days. 

I craned my neck to watch as she approached the cabin. Although it was late afternoon, there was plenty of light left to see by. A quick glance around assured me that my instincts were correct. We were smack out in the middle of Nowhere, Louisiana. The cabin in front of us, halfway between semi-disrepair and somewhat maintained, was the only building of any sort in view. 

"Have you been here before?" I asked.

Gertie and Ida Belle exchanged a quick look before my aunt answered me. "No."

I resisted the urge to ask more questions because I knew that when Aunt Ida Belle was acting this circumspect, no number of questions would elicit any further information. I'd have to wait and see. I turned my attention back to Fortune, who was now mounting the front porch steps. My eyes widened as I watched her pull a gun from her waistband. She looked in each of the cabin's front windows and then eased open the door, all the while standing with her back to the wall like I'd seen on TV cop shows. I leaned forward. "What's she doing?"

"Picking daisies," Gertie said
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