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This book is a love letter.

It is written for the women who were strong long before strength was fashionable.

For the women who knew how to survive, how to lead, how to decide, and how to endure—without asking permission and without expecting applause.

I was raised by Southern women. Alabama women.

Women who understood power not as something announced, but as something practiced.

They held families together, reputations intact, and futures open—often while men stood at microphones and took credit for the outcomes.

They taught me who I am.

They taught me how to listen before I speak.

How to read a room without owning it.

How to protect without humiliating.

How to be loyal without being small.

How to laugh when things are dire and how to remain silent when silence is the sharpest tool available.

They taught me how to be a man.

I learned confidence by watching women who never doubted their worth.

I learned leadership by watching women who led without titles.

I learned love by watching women who made room, held space, and expected respect—not as a favor, but as a fact.

I would not be the husband I am today without them.

I would not be as certain, as grounded, or as happy without the example they set.

There is a generation of Southern women—especially in Alabama—who shaped history without ever asking to be remembered. They organized, protected, negotiated, endured, and carried entire systems on their backs while history looked the other way.

This book exists so it can no longer do that.

These women were not accessories to power.

They were the infrastructure.

They mattered then.

They matter now.

And they will matter as long as these stories are told.

If you recognize yourself in these pages, know this:

You are seen.

You always were.

And this is my way of saying thank you.
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The Misadventures of the Ladies Who Lunch:

Well... That Doesn’t Sit Right


​A Very Polite Death
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Commander’s Palace knew how to behave.

The lights were low but flattering, the air cool, the room humming with conversation that never quite rose to noise. Linen absorbed sound. Crystal softened it. Everything was designed to make people feel important without demanding anything in return.

The table had been lively.

Too lively, perhaps.

He sat near the center — confident, expansive, laughing a little louder than necessary. A man accustomed to rooms responding to him. He gestured often, his napkin discarded early, his glass refilled without asking.

The women noticed this later.

At the time, it seemed unremarkable.

Dinner progressed beautifully. Courses arrived precisely when conversation needed interruption. Wine flowed. The staff moved like shadows — present, competent, forgettable.

At one point, he excused himself.

Just briefly.

No one thought anything of it.

He did not go far.

The hallway outside the dining room was narrow, serviceable, meant for movement not reflection. He paused there, hand braced against the wall, breathing harder than expected.

He frowned.

Something was wrong.

A woman passed him then — not a server, not quite a guest. She wore no uniform. Her shoes were sensible, quiet. She met his eyes only long enough to register recognition.

“You alright?” she asked softly.

He nodded, embarrassed. “Just need a moment.”

She smiled — kind, reassuring.

“You should sit,” she said. “You don’t want to cause a scene.”

That seemed sensible.

He turned back toward the dining room.

He did not make it.

By the time anyone noticed he was missing, the rhythm of the evening had already shifted. A server glanced toward the hallway. Another followed. The manager moved faster.

They found him seated awkwardly in a chair not meant for guests, his head tilted slightly, his expression almost thoughtful.

As if he were listening.

Someone said his name.

Someone else touched his arm.

The room went quiet in stages.

Later — much later — people would argue about what happened next. Who spoke first. Who screamed. Who did nothing.

What mattered was this:

He was already gone.

No sign of violence.

No overturned glass.

No disturbance worthy of remark.

Only a faint smell — something floral, almost medicinal — that lingered briefly before being swallowed by the room.

The woman was not there.

No one remembered seeing her leave.

Commander’s Palace closed ranks instantly, as such places do. The dining room resumed its murmur, though thinner now. Police arrived quietly. Statements were taken gently.

The official story formed quickly.

A heart.

A weakness.

An unfortunate timing.

Most people accepted it.

The Ladies did not.

Because Edith had noticed the way his fork had clattered earlier than necessary. Edith had learned that the smallest irregularities often protected the largest interests.

Because Nettie Ida remembered a woman moving through spaces she didn’t belong. Nettie Ida listened for what was said without meaning to be said.

Because Louella recalled how quickly the staff had been redirected. Louella had no patience for dishonesty dressed up as manners.

And because Edna knew that orderly places hide disorder better than anywhere else. Edna noticed structure the way others noticed weather; when it shifted, she paid attention.

The murder had been quiet.

That was the mistake.
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​Rooms Like That Close Ranks

[image: ]


The police arrived quietly.

Two uniformed officers first, respectful to the room, careful with their hats. A plainclothes man followed, eyes already working. Commander’s Palace did not erupt — it tightened.

The manager stood pale but composed, hands folded just so. He had made the call himself. Suspicious behavior. A death that didn’t sit right. The kind of decision that cost reputations if mishandled.

The restaurant was closed with everyone inside.

There was no announcement. No raised voices. Just the subtle redirection of movement, doors gently barred, staff instructed to remain where they were.

Conversation softened into whispers.

The officers began asking questions the way one did in rooms like this — softly, almost reverently.

Names.

How long had you been seated.

Had anyone noticed anything unusual.

They approached the Ladies’ table last.

Edith looked up with practiced calm. Louella smiled faintly. Edna folded her hands. Nettie Ida lowered her eyes.

“Ladies,” the officer said politely. “Just a few questions.”

“Of course,” Edith replied.

They answered — truthfully, briefly.

Then Edna asked one.

“How long after he excused himself was he found?”

The officer hesitated. Answered.

Louella followed. “Who discovered him?”

Another pause.

Edith tilted her head. “Has anyone left the building since?”

The officer realized then — not unpleasantly, but unmistakably — that the exchange had shifted.

They weren’t being questioned.

They were interviewing him.

Too many questions. Too few answers.

Something wasn’t right.

The officers moved on.

Louella did not remain seated.

She rose smoothly, circulating under the pretense of needing air, sympathy, a word here or there. She spoke with other patrons, voices hushed, shared concern binding strangers together.

One man speculated — quietly — that it must have been a mistress.

Another shut that down immediately.

“Absolutely not,” he said sharply. “Church every Sunday. Best health I’ve ever seen.”

A woman dabbed her eyes. “He was laughing just moments before.”

Louella stored it all away.

Nettie Ida positioned herself near the service corridor, a study in invisibility. Staff passed. Conversations overlapped. She listened without seeming to.

A captain murmured to another that he’d smelled something odd.

“Like cheap perfume,” he said. “Thought it was one of the guests.”

Nettie Ida did not forget that.

The maître d’ was asked about the reservation.

“It wasn’t made by anyone I recognized,” he said carefully. “That struck me as unusual.”

That struck Edith too.

At their table, the Ladies leaned close over untouched drinks.

“Too careful,” Edna murmured.

“Too polite,” Edith replied.

“And too many people filling in gaps,” Louella added.

Nettie Ida finally spoke. “Someone doesn’t want this questioned.”

That did it.

They were released eventually — apologies offered, assurances made. The police were concerned, but reluctant. A room like that carried consequences.

As they stepped out into the night, Edith paused.

“We’re going to CeeCee’s,” she said.

Louella nodded. “Of course we are.”

What none of them knew yet was that CeeCee already knew.

By the time the Ladies reached her door, the death was already being discussed in whispers across New Orleans — discreet, tantalizing, incomplete.

And that was when they decided:

They would find out what had really happened.

They had gone quiet once they reached the sidewalk.

Commander’s was still glowing behind them — polite light, soft music, the illusion that nothing had gone terribly wrong. The kind of place that didn’t acknowledge death unless it absolutely had to.

Edith stopped beneath the wrought iron gate and turned, already composed.

“Well,” she said calmly, “this won’t do.”

Louella glanced back toward the restaurant. “I don’t see how it can do anything else.”

Edith adjusted her gloves. “No. What I mean is — I know exactly who can help us figure out what just happened.”

Nettie Ida perked up. “Do we know her?”

Edith smiled thinly. “You will.”
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The house announced itself before anyone spoke its name.

Tall. White. Set back just enough to imply discretion, but not humility. The kind of house that had hosted both charity luncheons and whispered confessions — and remembered all of them.

Louella let out a low whistle. “Oh.”

“Yes,” Edith said. “That’s the reaction.”

Before anyone could knock, the door opened.
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The Woman With Access
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Lucille “CeeCee” Beauregard Montrose Dupré stood framed in the doorway, a martini in one hand, a cigarette balanced perfectly in the other. She wore silk — the kind that didn’t wrinkle — and a smile that suggested she already knew why they were there.

“Well,” she said warmly, “if this isn’t my favorite surprise.”

Her eyes went straight to Edith.

“Edith.”

She stepped forward, kissed her once on each cheek, careful not to spill a drop. Edith accepted it without comment, as though this were precisely how things were meant to be.

“I was hoping you’d come,” CeeCee said. “Though I’d hoped for a happier reason.”

Louella laughed softly. “She hasn’t changed a bit.”

CeeCee tilted her head. “You’re Louella. We met at that dreadful party with the ice sculpture.”

“I fell into it.”

“You did. Magnificently.”

She turned to the others.

“And you must be Edna,” she said, already certain. “And Nettie Ida.”

Nettie Ida blinked. “Have we met?”

“No,” CeeCee said lightly. “But I know you anyway.”

She stepped aside. “Come in, ladies.”
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They hadn’t made it past the foyer before Edith spoke.

“There’s been a death,” she said simply.

CeeCee paused only long enough to take a sip.

“At dinner?” she asked.

“Yes.”

CeeCee nodded once. “Alright.”

That was it. No gasp. No questions. Just acceptance.

She gestured toward the sitting room. “Sit. Start at the beginning. Don’t leave anything out — especially the parts you think don’t matter.”

As they spoke, she listened the way experienced women do — eyes sharp, body relaxed, cigarette untouched. By the time Louella finished, CeeCee was already reaching for the phone.

She dialed without looking.

“Yes, it’s me,” she said. “I’ll need four sets of luggage brought over from the hotel. Immediately.”

A pause.

“Yes, all of it.”

She hung up and smiled.

“I’ve got plenty of room,” she said. “And you ladies need a base of operations.”

Nettie Ida smiled. Louella looked relieved.

Edna folded her hands. “That’s very generous,” she said carefully. “But we don’t even know—”

CeeCee turned to her, pleasant as ever.

“Oh, I know,” she said. “You’re wondering why I’m helping.”

Edna didn’t answer.

CeeCee took a slow sip of her martini.

“Because,” she said, “something happened tonight that shouldn’t have. And when that occurs, it’s best handled quietly — by women who know how to listen.”

She smiled again.

“And I’m here.”

Edith finally spoke.

“This,” she said, “is CeeCee.”

CeeCee raised her glass.

“And, ladies,” she added, “whatever this turns out to be — we’ll be comfortable while we sort it out.”

Edna studied her for a long moment.

Then, slowly, she nodded.

The drinks appeared without instruction.

Crystal glasses, cut thin and elegant, each one precisely suited to the woman holding it. Edna noticed that before she noticed anything else. Not just the quality — the accuracy.

Nettie Ida cradled hers happily. Louella examined hers as if it might talk back. Edith accepted hers without comment.

CeeCee settled into a chair opposite them, finally lighting her cigarette.

Only three of them smoked — Edith, Nettie Ida, and CeeCee. The smoke curled upward, faint and controlled, never quite reaching the ceiling. Louella waved it away once, delicately.

“I don’t know how y’all do that,” she said. “It’s dirty.”

“And unnecessary,” Edna added.

CeeCee smiled. “That’s what the martinis are for.”

She listened.

Not politely — intently.

No interruptions. No corrections. No expressions of shock. Just eyes moving from speaker to speaker, cataloging details the way Edna herself might — except CeeCee wasn’t sorting facts.

She was sorting people.

When the story finished, CeeCee set her glass down.

“Alright,” she said. “Here’s what we have.”

Edna stiffened slightly. This was the moment she’d been waiting for — the test.

CeeCee continued, unbothered.

“I know the chef,” she said. “I’ve used him for private dinners here. He’s excellent, proud, and deeply offended by disorder in his kitchen. If something was off tonight, he noticed.”

Edna’s eyes narrowed, just a fraction.

“The maître d’,” CeeCee went on, “is a dear. I dine there often. I drink there more often. He tells me things he shouldn’t, usually after midnight. He likes feeling important.”

Louella smiled knowingly.

“Two of the men at the table,” CeeCee said, “are social acquaintances. One flirts too much. He always has. It’s a weakness — men who flirt compulsively talk far more than they intend.”

Nettie Ida nodded. “That tracks.”

“And the police chief,” CeeCee finished, “is a friend. Strictly speaking. I chair two benefits he cares deeply about. He will not obstruct us — and he will warn me if someone else tries to.”

She took a sip of her martini.

“That doesn’t mean we interfere,” she said calmly. “It means we’re informed.”

Silence settled over the room.

Edna studied her then — really studied her.

Not the silk.

Not the house.

Not the cigarette balanced perfectly between her fingers.

The network.

The placement.

The quiet certainty.

The way she hadn’t offered opinions — only access.

Edna set her glass down.

“Well,” she said carefully, “that does change things.”

CeeCee smiled at her — not triumphant, not smug. Just patient.

“Yes,” she said. “It usually does.”

Edith exhaled smoke and nodded once.

“That’s why I brought us here.”

Edna inclined her head, the smallest acknowledgment — but real.

“I may not approve of your methods,” she said to CeeCee.

CeeCee lifted her glass.

“Oh, I don’t expect you to.”

Edna paused.

“But,” she added, “I do recognize value.”

CeeCee’s smile softened — just a touch.

“Welcome to the table, then,” she said.

And that was it.

Edna didn’t smile.

She didn’t relax.

But she stopped doubting

CeeCee was already on the phone.

Not pacing — never pacing — just standing near the sideboard as though this were a call she made every evening. One of the maids hovered nearby with a small leather notebook, writing as CeeCee spoke in that soft, precise voice that suggested favors were neither begged nor owed — merely exchanged.

“Yes,” CeeCee said. “Not urgent, but sensitive. I’ll explain later. Tonight would be preferable.”

She glanced toward the parlor, where Nettie Ida and Louella were already volleying questions at her between sips of their drinks, both talking at once. CeeCee listened to them even as she spoke, nodding, cataloging.

The house moved around her.

A cook passed through quietly toward the kitchen. Two maids crossed the hall with the efficiency of women who knew where everything belonged. A houseman stood near the back doors, waiting without being told.

Large homes required staff.

Well-run homes required loyal staff.

Edith drifted toward the courtyard doors without comment. Edna followed.

—
[image: ]


The courtyard was lush and perfectly contained — tall hedges, wide stone paths, and a fountain at its center, lit from below so the water caught the light and fractured it into soft movement across the walls. The air smelled faintly of night-blooming jasmine.

Edna folded her arms.

“Well,” she said, “is she for real?”

Edith smiled slightly. “Yes.”

Edna turned to her. “That was quick.”

“It wasn’t,” Edith replied. “You just didn’t see the years it took.”

Edna looked back toward the house through the glass. “Where is all this coming from? The staff. The access. The confidence.”

Edith adjusted her stance, leaning her weight onto one hip.

“Marriage,” she said. “Observation. Knowing when to leave
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