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“On a scale of one to ten, how much trouble do you think you're in?"

“Thirteen." I sighed heavily and looked across the table at my friend Gertie's earnest expression. We were sitting in a booth at Francine's Diner sharing a basket of French fries. Recently, as in only a mere two days ago, Gertie and I had faced an almost certain death together. A very bonding experience, I assure you. But, not only had we lived to tell the tale, members of a ring of human traffickers were now in police custody in no small part due to our efforts. 

A most definite moral victory.

Now we were sitting in the diner sifting through the rubble of what had been my burgeoning romance with the very sexy, and now very irritated-with-me, FBI Agent Kase Mayeux.

Gertie dipped a fry in the pool of catsup on her plate. She chewed thoughtfully as I swirled mine in ranch dressing. Hardly the most ladylike of moves on my part. 

My name is Stephanie St. James, and I am prim and proper. Literally. As Miss Prim and Proper, I provide bi-weekly columns for a Boston newspaper, offering advice on the dos and don'ts of proper etiquette. An antiquated job? No, not when you consider how greatly our culture has shifted as a result of the digital revolution. Ours is an ever-changing landscape of social norms, and I am happy to act as a guide.

Despite the fact I now reside in Sinful, Louisiana, as long as I continued submitting columns, my editor appeared to be content with the current set-up.

As for my boyfriend, I doubt very seriously he'd say the same.

“Buck up, Stephanie." Gertie reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “Agent Hunky loves you. He'll forgive your little transgression."

“Little transgression?" I nearly choked on my French fry. "I handcuffed him to a table."

Gertie held up her hands, a wide grin stretching across her wrinkled face. "Hey, I'm all for a bit of kinky in a relationship."

I did the unthinkable and propped my elbows on the table and dropped my head into my hands. I knew Gertie's teasing was meant lovingly, but this was serious to me. Being locked up and left to die by human traffickers had taught me a few things about myself. High on that list was that I was head over heels in love with FBI Agent Kase Mayeux. I wasn't sure exactly when I'd crossed over the line from interested in him to being in love with him, but I most certainly had. Unfortunately, this realization came just about the time that our budding relationship was hitting the skids. "What should I do, Gertie?"

Gertie's smile was reassuring. "This isn't anything a little lingerie and pole dance can't fix, honey."

Ah, the world according to Gertie. It was a fascinating place, but nonetheless, I brushed her suggestion aside. "I'm afraid it's a great deal worse than you think," I bemoaned. "Kase is most decidedly not happy with me. I can't say I blame him."

Gertie's face grew serious. "What's his chief complaint?"

I sighed. How best to put this? "Kase finds the pace here in Sinful to be a tad hectic," I hedged. His exact words weren't fit to repeat. "On top of that, he's had enough of our—" I sought for a diplomatic way to re-phrase his exact words "—shenanigans."

Gertie raised an eyebrow. "Define shenanigans."

This wasn't hard to do. "Lacing his glass of milk with sedatives so we could chase after mobsters."

"That's it?"

"Well, no. He also strenuously objected to my handcuffing him to a table so that we could try to entrap the trafficking ringleader without his help."

“Help, interference,” she shrugged, “tomato, potato."

Even though I believe that I understood Gertie's point, I had no idea how best to respond to her unique version of the idiom. As it turns out, I didn't need to formulate a reply because she shifted her attention away from me and fixed it on something over my shoulder. 

She emitted a low whistle. "Oh, Lord, have mercy, it looks like the clowns have escaped from the circus."

I turned to peer over my shoulder to see what Gertie was referring to. I wasn't surprised to see that it was none other than Sinful's very own Celia Arceneaux. Celia's status as mayor-elect was officially being contested, but what wasn't being contested was her role as the town's busybody.

"Don't give that heifer the time of day," Gertie instructed me in a low whisper. "She's on her way over here, which I am sure you can tell by the way the ground is trembling."

I shook my head ruefully. As much as I disliked Celia, it was hardly polite to ridicule her. "Hush, she might hear you and get her feelings hurt."

Gertie made a face. "Don't worry about her, she doesn't have any feelings."

But this was where Gertie was wrong. Celia most certainly did have feelings. They were written all over her face, disdain and impatience chief amongst them. 

"Where's the other Yankee?" Celia demanded once she reached our table, skipping a greeting. She couldn't have looked more disgusted with us if she'd tried. Which made no sense considering she'd sought us out; we certainly hadn't invited her over.

"What do you want?" Gertie demanded, ignoring her question.

"Your manners are atrocious, Gertie," Celia snapped.

Pot meet kettle.

Celia looked down her nose at us as if we were sticky gum on a hot sidewalk. "As I am sure you must have heard by now, I am the Chairwoman of the first annual Sinful Carnival."

Gertie's eyes grew round. "Sinful carnivore?"

I shot her a curious glance, but I couldn't tell if she truly hadn't heard Celia or if she was baiting her. Probably the latter.

Celia leaned in toward Gertie. "Carnival," she shouted. "Not carnivore, you meat head."

Because her voice had risen at the precise moment the diner had grown quiet, everyone turned to stare at her. Her face grew even redder.

"Quit looking at me that way," Gertie chuckled. "Your inner zombie is coming out."

I glanced between the two women, knowing that they wouldn't stop harassing each other unless they had outside assistance. Which, in this case, would be moi.

"May we help you with something, Celia?" I asked.

To my surprise, she nodded. "As a matter of fact, yes," she said, carefully avoiding Gertie's eye. "I need volunteers for the carnival planning committee."

This was the closest I'd ever heard to Celia sounding even remotely polite. This change appeared to render Gertie silent. But only for a few seconds.

"I'm in," Gertie piped up. "I'll handle the kissing booth."

Celia's response was akin to an imitation of a little teapot, one about to tip over.

"Of course, I'll help," I hastened to say, "all four of us will."

Celia and Gertie's surprised expressions were mirror images of each other.

"I don't want the riffraff you associate with involved with the carnival," Celia protested. "I'm only extending an individual invitation to you, Stephanie."

"Oh, dear. That's going to be a problem. You see, Gertie, Aunt Ida Belle, Fortune, and I are a group package." My firm expression challenged the protest she looked about to lodge. "One for all, all for one."

"Like the Musketeers," Gertie chimed in.

"More like Mouseketeers," Celia scoffed. "But I am desperate enough that I'll lower my standards and graciously accept."

Clearly, Celia and I had very different definitions of graciousness.

"I'm bringing in special attractions to make this carnival stand out," Celia announced with obvious pride. "I've secured rides from a company in New Orleans, and," she paused for dramatic effect, "I've hired a renowned fortune teller. She’s from Boston. You might know her.”

“Oh, I doubt that,” I downplayed the suggestion. 

"From Boston?" Gertie asked. "What's her name?"

"Madame Zora," Celia replied, her chest puffing out. "She comes highly recommended. She's done readings for celebrities, politicians, and even royalty." 

Celia's exaggeration was as transparent as cellophane, but I wasn't about to correct her. Visits to Madame Zora had been a secret guilty pleasure of mine when I’d lived in Boston. She was a former private student of mine with whom I occasionally had readings, despite knowing better than to believe in such nonsense. I glanced at Gertie to see if she remembered a conversation we’d had about Madame Zora several months ago. If she had, there was no sign of it. 

Celia mistook my shock for being impressed. "Yes, we're quite fortunate to have secured her services. She commands quite a fee, but nothing's too good for Sinful's first annual carnival." She straightened her already rigid posture. "She's arriving tomorrow and will be staying at the Gator Bait Inn. I expect you all to make her feel welcome."

"Oh, we will," Gertie said, a mischievous glint in her eye. "I'll send her a welcome basket full of local treats. Maybe even introduce her to some of our bayou wildlife."

"Don't you dare scare her off," Celia warned. "She's the centerpiece of our attractions. The carnival proceeds will fund a new bookmobile for the library."

I cleared my throat. "I'm sure Madame Zora will feel right at home." The last time I'd seen her, she'd dramatically predicted a "mysterious journey south" in my future. At the time, I'd assumed she meant a Caribbean cruise. Now I wondered if her prediction had been more accurate than I'd given her credit for.

"Our first planning meeting will be tonight at the library. Seven o'clock," Celia announced. "Don't be a minute late or you're out." Without waiting for our response, she turned around and marched out of Francine's.

"Well," I said after she'd gone, "this ought to be interesting."

Gertie chuckled. "It ought to be a hoot."

"It'll be a disaster," intoned a deep voice from behind me.

I didn't need to turn around to know who it was. The familiar scent of his cologne and the way my heart skipped a beat told me everything I needed to know. Kase Mayeux slid into the booth beside me, not quite close enough for our legs to touch. The distance, small as it was, spoke volumes.

"Agent Hunky!" Gertie's face lit up. "Join us for some fries?"

"No, thank you, ma'am," Kase said politely. "Just stopped by to see if Stephanie had time to talk."

Gertie was on her feet before I could blink. "Well, would you look at the time! I promised Ida Belle I'd help her clean out her freezer today." She threw some bills on the table. "You two talk all you want. I'll see you tonight at the meeting, Stephanie."

And just like that, I was alone with Kase for the first time since our argument two days ago. The silence between us felt heavier than the humid Louisiana air.

"So," he said after moving into the seat across from me that Gertie had just departed, "a carnival, huh?"

I nodded. His expression was carefully neutral, those dark eyes revealing nothing. "It's for a good cause. The proceeds will help buy a bookmobile for the library."

"And the fortune teller from Boston? That's quite a coincidence." His gaze was too perceptive for comfort.

I shrugged, aiming for casual. "I suppose Celia wanted someone exotic."

Kase leaned forward, his voice dropping. "Stephanie, look at me."

I did, albeit reluctantly.

“Let’s be straight here if we want any chance of making things work between us.”

I nodded.

“Don’t think I’ve forgotten that you used to consult with this woman back in Boston,” he said.

Darn the man’s steel trap of a mind. 

“Did you have anything to do with inviting her to visit Sinful?”

I raised my right hand and laid my left over my heart. “The absolute truth, Deputy Mayeux, is that I had no idea there even was a carnival until ten minutes ago. I had nothing to do with Madame Zora’s selection.” 

Kase studied me for a long moment before nodding. “Fine. I trust you.”

My heart leapt at this admission. “Thank you. I promise I’m being honest. And I’m sorry for all the times I wasn’t.”

Kase nodded. "I was scared to death, not knowing where you were or if you were hurt. I can’t live through that again," he said, his voice softening just enough to make my heart ache. "I want things to be good between us again. I miss you."

Three simple words, but they melted something inside me. I reached across the table and took his hand. "We're going to be fine." I squeezed his fingers. "I'm sorry about the handcuffs."

A ghost of a smile played at the corners of his mouth. "Those might have been okay under different circumstances."

I felt my cheeks flush. "Kase Mayeux! We're in public."

His smile widened, and something inside me relaxed. We weren't entirely back to normal, but we were on our way.

"So, this carnival," he said, his thumb tracing circles on the back of my hand. "Are you sure getting involved with Celia's pet project is a good idea?"

“I’m sure everything will be fine. After all, Gertie, Fortune, and Aunt Ida Belle will be involved too.”

He pulled a face. “That’s meant to reassure me?”

I laughed. “Well, only Gertie has agreed at this point.” I could only hope that Fortune and my great-aunt would be game too. Something told me I was going to need all three of them on my side if Madame Zora was involved. The woman had a knack for finding trouble. 

Or perhaps trouble had a knack for finding her... and by extension, me.

"It'll be fine," I assured him, with more confidence than I felt. "What's the worst that could happen at a carnival?"

The look Kase gave me said he could think of plenty of possibilities, none of them good. He squeezed my hand and said, "I guess we'll find out."
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