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1

Dahlia House is haunted. No big revelation for those who know me and my family, but on this cold November morning, as I sit and watch the sun gild the harvested cotton fields with a false show of gold, I am acutely aware of the specters of the past. I suppose in one way or another, we are all haunted, though some of us more than others.

In my haste to get to a predawn murder scene, I accidentally picked up my mother’s car coat from the hook by the back door. Standing over the body of a dead twenty-three-year-old woman, I inhaled my mother’s scent from the folds of her coat. I heard the words she told me when I was ten, grieving the death of a pet. “Death comes to all of us, Sarah Booth. It is nothing to fear or despair of, merely another journey, like birth. It is the cycle of life.”

I hated those words then, and I’ve come to despise them. My mother and father died two years later, victims of a tragic car wreck. It’s an irony that now I make my living with death as my employer. I investigate deaths that are not accidental or natural. I’m an amateur authority on murder, and there’s no doubt in my mind that Quentin McGee met murder most foul in the bog of a cotton field.

Sometime during the hours of the harvest moon, someone overpowered Quentin and held her face in the rich gumbo of Delta soil until she suffocated. It was a cruel and gruesome death, and I’m still shaken by it. So I sit on the front porch of Dahlia House with a cold wind cutting into me and stare at my riding boots, coated in a three-inch layer of mud, and I remember my mother with a bone-deep longing.

“Sarah Booth Delaney, what are you doin’ mopin’ out here on the front porch like your best friend has run off with your man?”

It was the voice of Jitty, my resident haint and vocal subconscious. I turned to look at her and did a double take. She was wearing a floor-length gown of gold silk with a bodice cut low enough to show the tops of her nipples. If that weren’t enough, her hair was hidden beneath a powdered wig of white curls, and her normally bronzed skin was so pale that a beauty mark stood out in sharp contrast near her mouth. “Where the hell are you going?” I asked.

Jitty stepped closer, and I watched the fluid movement of the dress with awe. She frowned as she spoke. “That’s not the question of the moment. What I want to know is where have you been? It’s a scandal, you sitting out here in the dawn, covered in mud. You look like a participant in a bad reality show.”

The story of my life. I was merely dirty, but I was the one who had to give an explanation. “A young woman, Quentin McGee, was murdered last night. Gordon Walters wanted me to see the crime scene before the body was moved.”

“Sarah Booth, you’re never gonna catch a man unless you get enough sleep to keep the bags out from under your eyes.”

I stood up and faced Jitty. She would never have bags. She was dead. “What’s the story behind that getup? I prefer the flapper look.”

“I’m way over the Roaring Twenties. I’m headed to a ball.”

“I hope everyone else is going in costume, too.”

“Sarah Booth, this is the new me. I yearn for a time where there were social conventions. We need rules, structure. . . finesse! It’s time people learned there are choices and consequences.”

“Let them eat cake!” I thought I was funny, but Jitty gave me a look that would curdle milk.

“Look around. Our country is crumbling on its foundations. When there are no rules, nothing is valued.”

“And you think it was better when a king ruled on a whim? Let me just point out that you look French and dressed for the guillotine.” Jitty hopped decades and de-meanors like commuters hop trains. One month she was a Cosmo girl, and the next a novice for martyrdom. Today she was getting on my nerves.

“There has to be a ruling class. Even the Republicans know that.”

I made a chopping motion with my hand. “I hope you picked out a nice basket.” I wondered if it was Jitty or me who was remembering history incorrectly. I didn’t have time to discuss it. I saw Tinkie’s forest green Cadillac pulling down the long drive between the bare sycamore trees.

Sweetie Pie, my noble hound, was underneath one of the rockers on the front porch, and I heard her tail begin to thud a Latin dance rhythm when she saw Tinkie’s car. Sweetie rose, yawned, and trotted past me to the lawn to wait for Chablis, Tinkie’s dust mop of a canine.

The Cadillac stopped, and Chablis was deposited out the driver’s door before Tinkie stepped out. Even though it was just past six in the morning, Tinkie looked like she’d stepped out of the pages of Country Gentry. She wore an umber corduroy skirt and expensive boots that combined both the stables and chic.

“Is it true? Someone murdered Quentin McGee?” She headed toward me at full tilt.

I nodded. “It was a terrible scene.”

She came and put her arm around me. Though she was a good seven inches shorter than me, her compassion was never vertically limited. “Come inside and I’ll fix us both a Bloody Mary. We can have a little libation on a cold Sunday morning.”

She hustled me inside and back to the kitchen. Once I was seated, she prepared two spicy Bloody Marys and put one in my hand. “When I got your message, I was curious as to why Gordon Walters came and got you.” She pierced me with her blue gaze.

She had a point. Gordon was acting sheriff of Sunflower County because the elected sheriff, Coleman Peters, had taken an extended leave of absence to take his insane-slash-pregnant wife to a head-shrinking obstetrician. “I think Gordon was covering his bases. He’s figuring, what would Coleman do?”

“This could work to our advantage.”

I felt Tinkie’s sharp gaze on me. She was waiting for my reaction, but I refused to give her one. Only the previous month I’d been in the wretched position of having to choose between my love for Coleman, the sheriff, and my potential love for the wealthy and handsome Hamilton Garrett V. I’d made a muddle of all of it and lost my chance with Hamilton. I’d never really had a chance with Coleman. He was married, and crazy wife or not, he felt obligated to honor that commitment. Tinkie was watching to see if I was backsliding on my vow to keep Coleman out of my heart.

“Having Gordon roust me out at four in the morning could work to our advantage—if you think freezing your butt off in a cotton field is a good thing. We don’t have a client in this case.”

“But we could have, and you’re on the case from the very beginning.” Tinkie went to the refrigerator and got out bacon, eggs, heavy whipping cream, and bread. “I’m starving, and I’m sure Oscar has gone on to The Club for an early breakfast with Harold and the boys. I think they’re going to play a round of golf. That means we have all morning to figure out what happened to Quentin McGee.” She pushed the ingredients toward me, eyebrows arching.

Obediently, I began mixing the batter for French toast, Tinkie’s favorite.

Tinkie perched on the edge of her chair. “I hear there was quite a fracas at the bookstore yesterday. Quentin’s book has everyone talking, and when she went to her afternoon signing, there were no books to be had. Someone bought all of them and burned them in the alley behind Booking It.”

That was a juicy tidbit indeed. “That must be some book,” I said. “The title, King Cotton Bleeds, was enough to make me steer clear of it.”

“Quentin named names. Along with washing some mighty dirty laundry, she even pointed out who has and who doesn’t have a legitimate claim to belong to the United Daughters of the Confederacy.”

“Do you actually think that matters today?” Tinkie was my touchstone in the world of high society and blue-blood pedigrees.

“You bet it matters. The book has been selling like hotcakes.”

“Quentin was so young.” I thought about what I’d witnessed. “Why would she want to write such a book? Gordon was saying that she dissed her own family.”

“And everyone else in the Delta.” Tinkie handed me the cream. “The McGee family is a prominent part of the book, and I’ll bet they’re howling. If you’re looking for motive, that would be the first place to go.”

“It still bewilders me.” I got up and put the bacon on to fry.

“When Booking It gets more books, I’m going to buy a copy for you,” Tinkie said. “I haven’t had a chance to read mine all the way through, but Quentin did a good job of digging up dirt.”

While the bacon popped in the pan, I turned to face her. “Now that pisses me off. There comes a time when the past has to be laid to rest. Dragging it up over and over again isn’t fair.”

She began to soak slices of bread in the batter. “I guess—”

The ringing of the telephone interrupted her. I picked up the receiver on the table as I returned to the bacon. “Hello.”

“Sarah Booth Delaney?” The voice on the other end was male, cultured, and high class.

“Speaking.”

“This is Humphrey Tatum.” A slight pause. “Of Tatum’s Corner.”

I knew the location, and I gathered this had to be a member of the founding family. “What can I do for you?” I didn’t add, “At six forty-five in the morning.”

“My sister, Allison Tatum, has been charged with murder in the death of Quentin McGee. I’d like to hire you to represent Al. She’s going to need all the help she can get.”

I put my hand over the receiver and signaled Tinkie to pick up the extension in the other room. “Hold for a moment while my partner picks up.” When I heard Tinkie on the line, I asked him to repeat everything and then said, “Mr. Tatum, why don’t you come around to Dahlia House? I think it would be better if we spoke in person. Say eight o’clock?”

“I’ll be there.”

 



Tinkie washed the dishes while I showered and dressed. When I came back downstairs, she’d spruced up our office. I thought, not for the first time, how Tinkie Bellcase Richmond, wealthy and spoiled Daddy’s Girl, would never have been my first choice for a partner in a PI agency, and how wrong I would have been. In the year we’d worked together, Tinkie had saved my life more than once, and she was the most loyal, constant friend a woman could ask for.

“Are you okay?” she asked as she handed me the recorder she’d set up with a new tape and batteries.

“I’m better than okay. You’re the best, Tinkie.”

She blushed becomingly, then gave me a sidelong glance. “You aren’t going to be able to sweet-talk me into going to that surgeon.”

Tinkie’s breast lump was a serious bone of contention. I sighed. “I’m not going to try that tactic. I’m going to drug you, tie you up, and take you there. You’re going to have that lump biopsied.”

She shook her head. “Not necessary.”

Now wasn’t the time for a full-tilt head-to-head with Tinkie. For someone who could be as pliable as licorice in the hands of a man, she was more stubborn than a mule. Before I could tackle her need to have her lump seen to, a silver gray Jaguar pulled up in front of the house. “Here’s our client.” An exceedingly handsome Humphrey Tatum it was, too.

We watched as he took note of the glazed glass that read DELANEY DETECTIVE AGENCY and listed our names as investigators. He swept into the room on a hint of interesting cologne.

“Ladies,” he said, nodding at both of us, “I put my sister’s fate in your hands.”

He was tall and lean, with corn-tassel hair and eyes a blue so pale they looked colorless at first. His skin was bronzed, as if he spent time under a sun unhampered by humidity and haze. The image that came to mind was Apollo.

“What is the exact charge against Allison?” I asked as I showed him a chair.

He sat with grace, taking in the office. “Murder One. Deputy Walters said there were footprints at the murder scene that matched Al’s shoes.”

I remembered the scene vividly. There had been clear prints around the bog where Quentin was killed. I’d thought it was strange, because the obvious presumption was that the murderer had been careless enough to leave such vital evidence. As if he or she had wanted to be caught. “What does Allison have to say about that?”

“She said she didn’t wear those shoes last night. Someone must have taken them from her closet. They were found, covered in mud, on a small back porch at The Gardens B&B, where she was staying.”

I didn’t have to glance at Tinkie to see how she was reacting to that flimsy excuse. “Does Allison have an alibi?”

He shook his head. “She was alone, reading a book.”

“What is Quentin and Allison’s relationship?” Tinkie asked, cutting to the chase.

“They were lovers,” Humphrey said, without batting an eye. “Both families were scandalized by the idea of Lezzie-lous, of course, but Al never cared about anyone but herself. In fact, she and Quentin were planning some big wedding.” He actually rolled his eyes.

Tinkie leaned forward. “Sounds to me like both Allison and Quentin did their utmost to piss off their families.” She gave it a ten-beat pause. “That makes me wonder why.”

Her implication was clear, and Humphrey smiled. “Quite clever, but why would I be hiring a private investigator if I wanted Al to go to prison? She’s two-thirds of the way there without my help.”

He had a point, and I decided to try another tack. “Who do you think might want to murder Quentin?”

“Pick up a copy of King Cotton Bleeds. I’d say there are at least a hundred people who have motive. A good number of them were at the local bookstore yesterday, so a lot of them were in town.”

Humphrey wasn’t only handsome; he was smart. “Good leads,” I said.

“Just to be sure we’re all on the same page,” Tinkie said, “where were you last night?”

Humphrey’s smile was charming. “Patti Tierce.” He reached across my desk and picked up a pen and wrote a number. “Call her. I think she’ll remember our evening together quite vividly.” He reached into the side pocket of his coat and brought out a checkbook and began to scribble.

He rose and put the check in front of me. It was made out for ten thousand dollars. “I hope that will suffice.”

“For the first week,” Tinkie said as she saw him to the door. “We’ll be in touch.”

When he was gone, I arched an eyebrow at her and waited for an explanation. Tinkie was the classiest broad I knew, and she never acted rudely, or seldom ever.

“Humphrey dated Eleanor Hinton.”

I remembered Eleanor, though I’d lost touch with her when she moved to Vicksburg. She was a pretty girl who grew into a pretty woman, yet she couldn’t hang on to a man. Or at least that’s how the Cult of Daddy’s Girls would diagnose it. She’d never made it to the altar, sort of like me, so she was offically out of the DG Club. “So?”

“He tied her up to the bed in some kind of sexual fantasy game. He put on a Superman costume and was going to leap from a tree into her second-floor bedroom window and rescue her.”

“That’s outrageous, and if I were Eleanor, I wouldn’t have repeated all of this.”

“It gets worse. He fell and struck his head and was knocked unconscious. One of the neighbors had to call 911.” Tinkie walked around her desk, her boots clicking on the parquet floor. “The fire rescue squad had to untie Eleanor.” She shook her head. “Eleanor was so humiliated, she had to move out of town.”

It wasn’t the kind of rumor one was likely to live down, I supposed. “So why blame Humphrey? She obviously signed on for the game.”

“He never called her or even apologized. Once the rumors got out, he was too busy fielding all the date offers he got from curious women.”

I had to laugh. “Isn’t that the way it always works. The guy gets all the glory, and the woman wears the scarlet A.”

“He’s one of the most eligible bachelors in Mississippi, Sarah Booth, yet I can’t try to fix any of my friends up with him!” She put her hands on her hips and stared at me. “Although, he might be perfect for you. Both of you are a little off.”

Her insult was good-natured, and I took it as such. “It’s almost nine o’clock. We’ve already had breakfast. Maybe we should head over to the jail to see Allison.”

“Then we can go out to The Club for a mimosa,” Tinkie said. “I’m sure we’ll run into some people who will be more than willing to talk about Quentin’s book.”

 



As Tinkie and I drove into Zinnia, I noticed several county prisoners in their green-and-white uniforms, planting poinsettias around the Bradford pear trees that marked Main Street. Tiny white fairy lights were already woven around the trunks and through the branches. Christmas would soon be upon us, a fact that left me depressed and melancholy.

“I’m going to give Oscar a call,” Tinkie said as she whipped out her new cell phone, a flip device with a suede carrying case. It matched her purse and boots. “I’m more than a little curious about the McGee and Tatum family finances.”

Tinkie had come to realize that most murders were about money. Money could buy sex and power, among other things.

“Good idea.”

She pulled into a parking space along the empty courthouse square. I got out and walked up the courthouse steps and down the hall to the sheriff’s department. It was going to be difficult to go in there and not see Coleman at his desk. He’d become such a big part of my life, both professional and personal. Since he’d taken an unpaid leave of absence and left for Jackson with Connie, I hadn’t heard a word from him and didn’t expect to. Whether it was vanity or deluded fantasy, I believed that it had cost Coleman a lot to walk away from a possible future with me and stick with his psycho wife. But I respected his decision. Coleman wasn’t a man who gave his word lightly.

My footsteps sounded hollow on the linoleum, and Deputy Walters met me with a carefully blank expression. “I hear you’re working for the Tatums,” he said.

Word did travel fast in a small town. “Humphrey hired us. Can we see Allison? Tinkie’s right behind me.”

He unlocked the door to the jail and escorted me between two rows of cells. Only a few weeks before, Sweetie Pie had been incarcerated on trumped-up charges of biting. Coleman and Gordon had been good to her. I could see that Gordon had done what he could to make Allison comfortable. She had four pillows and three blankets, though the temperature was comfortable. She was a pretty young woman with her brother’s Nordic coloring and a petite but athletic figure.

“Who are you?” she asked, rising to her feet. She came to the bars and grasped them to get a better look at me.

“This is Ms. Delaney,” Gordon said. “She’s your private investigator. She was also at the crime scene and saw your footprints clear as day.”

I didn’t dispute Gordon but merely waited until he was gone. While I was waiting, I took Allison’s measure. Her hair was cut in a chin-length bob, and her blue eyes were without make-up. She didn’t need any. Her long eyelashes were thick and dark, and her complexion as smooth as a child’s, except for three angry-looking scratch marks across her left cheek.

“Why did my brother hire you? He hates me,” Allison said.

“Why does he hate you?”

She sighed. “I messed up his life. Quentin fell in love with me, instead of him.”

That was something to ponder, but I filed it away and got down to the basics. “Where were you last night, Allison?”

“Quentin and I had a fight.” She spoke softly and looked down, blinking her eyes rapidly. Her fingers drifted up to her cheek. When she looked back up at me, tears hung in her lashes. “We’d had a terrible fight. The first book was a tremendous success. Her publisher had already gone back to print another twenty thousand copies, and the book had only been out for a week. Quentin said she was going to write a second book. I didn’t want her to.”

A good investigator learns there are always multiple ways to bend a motive. Allison had just handed me a gold-plated one. But somehow, I believed her when she said she’d had an argument with Quentin. That was a far cry from a desire to murder her. “So you argued. Where and when?”

“We were having dinner at The Club. Several people overheard us. Quentin got rather loud.” She frowned. “That was about eight o’clock last night.”

“What happened after that?”

“Quentin stormed out of The Club. By the time I got the car from the valet, she’d disappeared. That was the last time I saw her.” She wiped at her cheek. “I really loved her. I hate that we parted with angry words.”

“Where did you go?”

“I drove around Zinnia for a while. Then I drove to Tatum’s Corner. I was so close to home, I thought I might see Mom and Dad.”

This was good news. “Did you see them?”

She shook her head. “No. I didn’t stop. There were things in Quentin’s book that only I could have told her. I felt like a Judas, so I didn’t stop.” When she looked into my eyes, there wasn’t a hint of self-pity in her gaze. “Quentin and I both believed that people who built their lives on lies should be exposed. That’s what her book was about. Somewhere along the way, I guess I lost the taste for unadulterated truth. We hurt a lot of people.”

“Which brings me to a logical question. Who would want to hurt Quentin?”

Allison’s eyes filled, but she didn’t cry. “Who wouldn’t? Everyone hated us. I told Quentin that I just wanted to live our lives together. We could have moved to New York or London. We could have gone somewhere we’d be accepted, but she said we weren’t going to run away. We were going to rub their noses in it.”

I’d learned one thing from Lawrence Ambrose, a truly famous literary figure who’d been murdered last Christmas: People will do a whole lot to keep their secrets out of print. “Can you give me some specific names?”

“Lots of people were angry about the book. Yesterday afternoon at the book signing, Umbria, Quentin’s sister, was saying horrible things. I think she bought all the books and burned them.”

I’d already planned to visit the McGee family members. “Anyone else?”

“For the past six months someone had been sending Quentin threatening notes.”

I gripped the bars and leaned closer. “Who?”

“They were anonymous. I thought they were creepy, but Quentin just laughed about it. She said we were getting someone’s goat, and the book hadn’t even come out yet.”

“Do you have any of those notes? Did she keep them?”

“I’m not certain,” Allison said. “Quentin might have saved them. You could look through her things at the B&B or maybe at our cottage in Oxford.”
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Tinkie was sitting on the courthouse steps when I finished my interview with Allison. To my surprise, my partner was deep in a phone conversation with someone who must have been distraught.

“There’s no point in making yourself sick,” Tinkie said, and I knew she was talking to a man. In a well-trained Daddy’s Girl, there’s a tone that both soothes and strokes the ego of a MWP—Male With Potential. There was a pause and Tinkie continued. “Nothing can change it now. Sarah Booth and I will check it out, and I’m sure we’ll find everything is okay.” She looked up and blew her sun-glitzed bangs off her forehead in a gesture of impatience, but there wasn’t a hint of it in her voice. “I’m certain Sarah Booth doesn’t think any such thing. She’s always had great admiration for you.”

I arched my left eyebrow—the only one I could arch after months of practice—as she hung up the phone.

“I’m sorry I didn’t get into the jail to interview Allison, but I knew you had it covered, and I thought it best to talk to Harold out here.”

“Harold? What’s wrong with him?” Tinkie was only half right. When Harold had tried to buy my affections with a four-carat diamond, I hadn’t felt very warmly toward him, but he’d proved himself a good friend in the last eight months.

“He’s worried.”

“Is it about that book?”

“Partly, but there’s something else. He’s in a real dither.” She patted the step, and I took a seat beside her on the cold cement slab. The courthouse square was lined with white oaks, their limbs all bare. In one tree a murder of crows hunkered down against the wind. It was a bleak and dismal day.

“What’s wrong with Harold?” The faintest tingle in my thumb let me know that my appendage hadn’t totally forgotten Harold and his attentions. I reminded myself that Harold Erkwell was the president of the Bank of Zinnia, the bank Tinkie’s father owned and where her husband was chairman of the board of directors. I’d seen Harold in a fit of passion but never in a dither.

“He had a run-in with Quentin McGee last night. Gordon has already been out to question him.”

“It’s Allison who’s locked up. Why is Harold worried?”

“He doesn’t believe Allison killed Quentin, and once she’s released, he thinks he may be the prime suspect.”

“Why in the world would he think that?”

“Because he threatened to kill Quentin in front of about eight people at The Club.”

My mouth made a silent little O. “That doesn’t sound like Harold.”

“He’d been drinking. I gather he just broke up with Rachel Gaudel and was upset. Then that ass Marcus Kline started teasing him about the book and some dirt on the Erkwell family. About that time, Quentin bumped into him and spilled her drink all over him. That was the last straw.”

Harold normally was the most levelheaded person I’d ever met. It was hard to visualize him making rash death threats. “Did Harold say what time this happened?”

“After nine and before ten, but he couldn’t be more exact. He knows that because Rachel left at nine, and Harold said he went home around ten.”

That time frame put Harold talking to Quentin after Allison had left The Club. “Did Oscar have any information on the financial scene?” My butt was freezing off, so I stood and offered Tinkie my hand. She grasped it and rose.

“He just said we’d better cash that check first thing in the morning and see if it clears.”

“Damn.” I turned to face her. “I thought the Tatums were the wealthiest family in Crystal County.”

“That was before 2000. A lot has changed in this country.”

That was a vast understatement. “What about the McGees?” I asked.

“Seems that Franklin and Caledonia McGee had much better financial advice. They bought low and sold high. They’re one of the wealthiest families in the Southeast.”

“One thing about this case, we have plenty of suspects.”

“Most of them are Oscar’s friends.” Tinkie started toward the Cadillac. “Want to go check out a few leads at The Club?”

“I think we should forgo the champagne and see what we can find at The Gardens.”

Tinkie sighed. “Harold is at The Club, and I think he could use a dose of your humor.”

“I’ll catch him later today,” I promised as we got in the Cadillac and headed the few blocks to the bed-and-breakfast run by one of the matrons of Sunflower County.

When we pulled down the shell driveway, Tinkie slowed. Live oaks lined the way, some with magnificent limbs that crossed over the roadway and touched the ground on the other side. The place hadn’t been named The Gardens without reason.

Unfortunately, the owner of the place, Gertrude Stromm, bore no resemblance to the bounty and generous beauty of her establishment. Her pinched face held eyes that shifted left and right, as if she might miss some social faux pas. I’d heard from several people who’d spent the night at the B&B that she served breakfast at seven. If you were late, you didn’t eat. It was only the beauty of the place that kept her in business.

“Mrs. Stromm,” Tinkie said as she stepped up to the front door. “It’s good to see you. Oscar sends his regards.”

“You’re here to poke your nose into that terrible business with Quentin McGee.” She said this to me, not Tinkie.

“Allison Tatum has asked us to pick up some things from her room,” I said smoothly. In the sunlight Gertrude’s red-tinted hair looked like tiny copper wires bent at the ends.

“You’ll need a court order to get in there,” she said.

“No, we don’t,” Tinkie said evenly. “Allison needs a change of clothes, and we’re going to get it for her. We’ve been hired by her brother, Humphrey, to help her out.”

“The sheriff’s department has already sent someone here, tromping mud all over my polished floors. I won’t have this. I’m going to pack up all of their things and have them removed from the premises.”

“How far in advance did Quentin pay the room?” I asked.

“That doesn’t matter one bit. I don’t have to have snoops and cops disturbing my other guests.”

“Mrs. Stromm, it looks as if you’re going to need a new roof here before long.”

Tinkie’s observation was out of the blue, and it stopped both me and Gertrude in our tracks. It took only a few seconds for the meaning to register on each of us.

“How dare you!” Mrs. Stromm was honestly shocked.

“It’s very easy.” Tinkie laughed charmingly. “This is called business. Now we’d like to see Allison’s room, please.”

The B&B was run like an old-time hotel, with a registration book on the front counter and pigeonholes behind the desk, where keys with large room numbers attached were kept. Gertrude got the key to Room 18. “Just follow me.” She started to stomp away, but I stopped her.

“Who stays at the registration desk?”

“I do. I have to check and be sure the people who stop by are quality folk. If I’d had any idea about Quentin McGee, I would never have rented her or her friend a room.”

I didn’t doubt that for an instant, but it wasn’t my point. “So when you’re overseeing lunch or the gardens, who stays at the front desk?”

She frowned, and her cool gray eyes grew even icier. “What are you implying?”

“Is the desk left unattended?”

“Perhaps.”

It was as much as I was going to get out of her without thumbscrews, but it was enough to tell me that anyone could have picked up a key and gone into Allison’s room to steal her shoes. This was a point in our favor.

The hallway was long and dark. The floor was polished pine with dark beaded board wainscoting edging the walls. The upper half was wallpapered with hunting scenes. Not my idea of great décor, but it was part of the planter tradition.

When we got to Number 18, Gertrude unlocked the door and pushed it open. “I’ve made an inventory of every single thing in the room that belongs to me. If one thing is missing, I’ll have both of you in a jail cell beside your client.”

“Do you think you’ll go with shingles again or perhaps steel?” Tinkie’s face was a careful blank.

Gertrude made a sound like a dog choking on a bone and stomped down the hallway, leaving us alone.

“Oscar would never hold up a loan on our account,” I said to Tinkie.

“Of course not, but she doesn’t know that. You take the dresser, and I’ll take the suitcases.”

The only interesting thing I found in the dresser drawers was a choice in undies—white lace thongs. Tinkie hit the mother load when she went through Quentin’s brown travel valise. She held the note out to me, satisfaction in her eyes. She read it aloud. “You’re going to pay for dragging your family’s name through the mud.”

It was short, sweet, to the point, and virtually untraceable. Even I could tell it was printed on a laser printer. I held the note gingerly and finally dropped it into a plastic bag that had once held panty hose. “We’ll take this to Col—Gordon.” My correction had come too late. Tinkie gave me a look.

“Coleman probably won’t come back to Sunflower County, Sarah Booth.” There was no malice in her tone.

“I know. Just a hard habit to break.” In more ways than one. “Let’s take this to Gordon. He’s going to be testy because we found something and he didn’t, but we knew what to look for.”

She nodded. “This is very good in Allison’s defense.”

“Allison could have planted the note,” I pointed out, “but we can hope to find others in Oxford.”

“And we can hope that Gordon has some technology that can trace these notes,” Tinkie said. “Or fingerprints.”

Always the optimist, I thought. That’s why I loved Tinkie so. “Let’s get out of here. I’m afraid if I stay much longer, the Wicked Witch of the West will try to steal my dog.”

We were laughing as we opened the door.

Gertrude Stromm blocked the doorway. “I heard Quentin and Allison arguing,” she said. “It was ugly. That young woman killed her friend, and I’m going to testify to that.” She spun around and stormed back down the hallway. When she was at the end, she wheeled to face us. “For your information, Miss Sarah Booth Delaney, I don’t like dogs, or cats, or any other animal.”

“What a surprise,” I replied, feigning shock.

 



Holding my second Bloody Mary of the day, I sat down at my desk to make a few notes on the Allison Tatum case. Tinkie had gone on to The Club to see her husband, and to see what new suspects she could dig up. The truth was, Tinkie would be able to function better without me tagging along. Zinnia was a small town, and everyone knew I didn’t have enough money to be a member of The Club. Since returning to Zinnia the year before—an unsuccessful actress trying to save her family home from the bulldozer—my economic woes were in the public domain. My presence would be a distraction.

And I had other fish to fry. My hand reached out to pick up the phone.

“Don’t you dare call that married man,” Jitty said.

I looked up to find her gazing at me from behind a domino. “I have a right to call Coleman when I need some professional advice.”

“You need to remember he’s chosen to honor his marital obligation. If he wanted you, he’d be right here at your side.”

Jitty had a way of making her point. Coleman could have divorced his loony wife and stayed in Sunflower County, but he hadn’t. He’d left his job, his career, and me. All for Connie. And for his child—the child she’d deliberately conceived to hold him. I had to keep that in mind. This was all about Connie’s pregnancy, and it was the choice he should have made.

I withdrew my hand and picked up my pen. “Okay, you’ve emotionally bludgeoned me into submission.”

Jitty moved toward me on the soft rustle of petticoats and silk. “No Delaney woman has ever been desperate enough to go chasin’ after a married man.”

I was sufficiently shamed; no witty retort came to my rescue.

“Why don’t you call Hamilton Garrett V?” she asked.

I considered it but knew I wouldn’t. I’d treated Hamilton shabbily. I had my reasons, just like Coleman had his, but in the long run, it wouldn’t make a difference to Hamilton. I’d chosen and he’d lost, or at least it would seem that way to him. After all, I’d left him in an airport waiting for me while I ran off to help Coleman. No, it was better to let Hamilton alone.

“There are other fish in the sea,” Jitty said.

“I prefer pork.”

“Your palate will change.” There was a hint of softness in her tone.

I examined her outfit, complete with sumptuous jewels and what appeared to be ermine on the collar. “You’re advocating an era when members of the court slept with whomever they chose, married or not, willing or not. It was a time without morals or decency. That’s what brought on the French Revolution.”

“Change is inevitable.”

I rolled my eyes. “You’re a walking advertisement for excess and out-of-control consumerism. I’m just glad no one else can see you!”

“Jealous?”

I pushed back my chair and got up. “When the guillotine drops, don’t come crying to me.”

She was laughing softly as I walked up to my room for my riding boots. In less than ten minutes, I had Reveler saddled and Sweetie Pie circling my legs with eager anticipation. I mounted, and we set off at a trot across the cotton fields. Soon the picked plants would be disked under, and the ground would be prepared for next year’s crop.

There was something about farming that kept a person connected to the soil, and I felt myself relax as I thought about the passing of the seasons. I’d started my career as a PI last fall. In that short time I’d saved Dahlia House from the developers, found a stray dog that turned out to be a real treasure, obtained the best partner in the world, and been gifted with a horse from my friend Lee McBride. All in all, romantic train wrecks aside, it had been a good year. I had to put aside my longing for Coleman and my regrets about Hamilton. I was where I was supposed to be.

Reveler’s long trot was a pleasure to ride. The wind whipped my hair across my face, and my ears were numb with cold, but it was pure bliss. Sweetie Pie bounded along beside me as we rode the edges of the fields. We could cover miles without running into a single vehicle.

The land spread out before me, a flat vista of wealth. The Mississippi Delta is some of the richest land in the world. Top soil eight feet deep. I could not imagine ever leaving it again, not even for Hamilton Garrett V.

We made a circle of the surrounding properties, and then I turned back to Dahlia House as early nightfall was drifting over me. It was only about four, but the cloud cover blocked the light. I wanted to get home before it got too dark to see.

Reveler eagerly took the canter, and I pushed aside all my negative thoughts and feelings and gave myself to the ride. When I trotted down the drive of Dahlia House, I saw a strange red Porsche in front of the house.

Slipping off Reveler’s bridle, I walked him cool and left him grazing on the front lawn while I crept up the steps and into my front parlor. My mind was focused on who would enter my house without permission, and it was with relief that I found Harold sitting on Aunt Loulane’s horsehair sofa, sipping a Scotch.

“I knew you were riding, so I made myself at home,” he said.

“I need to take care of Reveler.” I waved him to follow me. “New car?”

“Rachel encouraged me to get it. I’m selling it tomorrow as soon as the dealership opens.”

“Nice color.”

“I think I want a truck.”

I burst out laughing. Harold was one of the most refined men I knew. He was a gourmet cook and a banker who kept a Haviland china service in his office at the bank. “Keep the Porsche. It suits you better.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.”

The worry in his eyes troubled me. Harold wasn’t paranoid, and he didn’t go around looking for something to obsess over. He occasionally paid me a visit, but not often. Perhaps it had been due to his involvement with Rachel, or perhaps it was my involvement with Coleman. It didn’t matter; I was glad to see him.

I led Reveler to the barn by his mane, and Harold unsaddled him while I cleaned his hooves and poured up his ration of grain. We worked in companionable silence, but he’d come to talk with me about something important. I’d learned the art of waiting for the talkee to bring it to me.

“Allison Tatum didn’t kill Quentin McGee,” he said.

I could hear the comb running through Reveler’s mane as he worked. “I know. I think she was framed.” I walked around and put my hand on Harold’s arm and gave it a gentle squeeze. “But I know you didn’t kill her, either, Harold.”

His smile was warm. “Thank you, Sarah Booth.”

“Thanks aren’t necessary. I know you wouldn’t harm anyone. Once Tinkie and I investigate further, we should have some viable suspects.”

“I was so angry with her,” he said.

I hugged him lightly. “If that were a crime, we’d all be in jail. Hey, I’m sorry about Rachel.”

“Me, too. She’s a great woman. I was just never comfortable with all those French hairdressers. And she wanted to travel, something I’m not free to do.”

I could see on his face that he’d cared for the eccentric businesswoman who’d built an empire of beauty salons staffed by handsome French stylists. It was a mecca of Daddy’s Girl fantasies—the sensual touch of a sexy, foreign man without guilt or repercussions. Rachel was a genius.

He sighed. “Just think, if I’d gone to Paris with her like she asked, I wouldn’t be in this predicament.”

“You aren’t in a predicament,” I pointed out. “No one has accused you of anything. Just wait and don’t borrow trouble.” Aunt Loulane’s words were out of my mouth before I could bite them back.

“I can just see your aunt,” he said, and this time his smile was real. “I think of you sometimes, living here alone.”

“But I’m not alone,” I answered. Harold’s concern was one thing. His pity was another. “I have Sweetie and Reveler.” And Jitty, but I wasn’t about to admit to a haint.

“Let me take you to dinner, Sarah Booth.”

“Okay, but let me go inside and clean up.” I didn’t have to look down at my stained breeches and muddy boots to know I needed a little feminine care.

“Perfect. I’ll pick you up in forty-five minutes?” He waited for me to calculate the time allotment for cleaning up.

I nodded. “Where are we going?”

“It’s going to be a surprise.”
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Highway 1, which topped the thirty-foot levee on the Mississippi River, was the perfect place to open up the Porsche. The road was one of my favorites. On the west side were the river breaks, small sloughs, and swamps, where wildlife flourished. On the east side were pastures filled with grazing cattle. Sometimes the pastures included part of the road. Harold left a whirlwind of leaves behind as we flew through the night. It was perfect November weather, cold with a hint of ice in the crackle of the leaves. With the top down, the wind was freezing, but also invigorating. It brought the first flush of color to Harold’s pale cheeks. As we left the levee and hit the interstate to Memphis, I watched Harold’s profile. He had begun to relax. I was glad, because I’d never seen him so tense.

“What’s wrong, Harold? Did you have to evict some little old lady on a Sunday?”

He smiled. “You give me too much credit, Sarah Booth. You think I might worry about someone else’s plight. It’s my own neck I’m concerned about.”

For all his bravado, Harold was a kind man. There were several elderly matrons around town who owed their homes to his gentle intervention in banking rules. “Right, Harold, I know how hard-hearted you are.”

He slowed the car enough so that he could really look at me. “Why didn’t we make a couple, Sarah Booth?”

It was a hard question to answer. When I’d first met Harold, with his plan to raze Dahlia House and build a shopping mall, I had good reason to dislike him. Then, things had changed. Antipathy had turned into attraction. Yet we’d never followed through. Why? I still couldn’t say.

“You’re just hurting over Rachel,” I said, touching his arm gently. “And you know what a muddle I made of my romantic life. I have no answers for either of us.”

“Coleman Peters.” He said the name as if it were the title of a book.

I wisely said nothing as he pressed the accelerator and sped us through the night to a small, expensive Memphis restaurant called The French Connection.

The food was good, the wine excellent, and the crème brûlée to die for. Throughout the meal, we talked about my past cases, Oscar’s reaction to Tinkie’s involvement in the private investigation business, and the passing of the year.

“Will you be making fruitcakes this year?” he asked.

“Tradition, Harold. It rules my life.” I’d had enough wine to believe I was witty, and I was rewarded with his bold laugh. Several patrons of the restaurant turned to look at us, and not without envy.

We ordered coffee, and I watched his face change. “I need your help, Sarah Booth.”

“Harold, you know that Humphrey Tatum has already hired us to help Allison. Besides, you don’t have a thing to worry about. Gordon would never seriously consider you a killer.”

He frowned. “I’m not so certain. I don’t think Tinkie conveyed the full scene to you. Because I didn’t convey it to her.”

Looking into his dark eyes, I could see he was genuinely worried. Though I might not take his predicament seriously, he did. To belittle his concern was not the action of a friend. “Tell me what happened.”

He leaned closer, glancing left and right as if he were about to reveal a state secret. “I was in the bar at The Club. Rachel and I had had a terrible row in the dining room. It was”—he grimaced—“tasteless and regrettable.”

“You really care for her, don’t you?”

He dropped his gaze, and I could read nothing on his face. When he looked up again, he was composed. “Rachel has such a gift for life. To be with her makes me feel more fully alive than I’ve ever felt. But it isn’t fair for me to hold her back. She wants to travel, to live in Europe, to experience life. I’m happy here in Zinnia, living my dull life with the people I’ve grown to care about.”

I swallowed, thinking of Hamilton. He’d offered me the chance of a lifetime, to live in an exotic city with a man who stopped women in their tracks, a man who loved me. For another woman, it would have been the perfect match. Somehow, though, Mississippi had gotten into my blood, and I couldn’t abandon her. My roots had grown too deeply in the rich Delta soil. I understood what Harold was saying. “I just played out this scene, I’m afraid.”

“I know that Hamilton offered you Paris. I’m sorry. It’s hard to tear your heart in half.” He picked up my hand, and I felt the weakest pulse in my thumb. It made me smile.

“We’re a lot more alike than you once believed,” he said.

“We are.” It was an easy admission. “That’s how I know you couldn’t hurt Quentin. But tell me the rest of the story.”

Harold released my hand and looked down at his coffee cup. “As I said, Rachel and I had had an argument. She’d given me back a ring. Not an engagement ring, but a gift I’d bought her. She left, and I went into the bar and proceeded to polish off my image as an ass.”

I grinned. “So you got drunk.”

“Drunker.” He signaled the waiter for the check. “I don’t remember everything I said or did, but Marcus Kline came up to me in the bar and started picking at me about the things Quentin had written in the book.”

“I haven’t read it.”

“She detailed my aunt’s unhappy love affair, her suicide.” He shrugged. “I swung at him, but Bobby Deneff pulled me off. I was spoiling for a fight.”

“That’s when Quentin arrived.”

“Right. She came in the bar with an attitude. She plopped a hundred down, and when Bernard Jacks couldn’t change it, she acted like a little bitch. I told him to put her drink on my tab. That’s when she got really nasty.”

“How so?”

“She told me that I couldn’t bribe her to leave my family out of her second book. She said she was going to dig up every bone I had buried and pick it to death. That’s when she stood up and stumbled. Her drink flew all over me. I was furious.”

“Charming,” I said, hoping to take the edge off. Harold was frowning as he twirled his coffee cup in the saucer.

“She downed the remains of her drink and stalked off, and I followed her outside. I intended to tell her off. In my drunken stupor, I thought it would be better to do it outside rather than in public.”

This wasn’t good news. After a public argument, Harold followed a lone woman into the night—right before someone murdered her. On a positive side, no one heard what must have been a heated exchange between them.

“So the only person who heard you was Quentin, and she won’t be talking,” I said, hoping to make light of the situation.

“If only that were true.”

“Who heard?”

“Marcus.”

“Good grief.” Marcus and Harold were bitter enemies. Long ago, Harold had foreclosed on the Kline plantation. The bank can carry a debt for only so long; it was an economic fact even I understood. Rather than accept that the bank had acted in a prescribed way, Marcus found it easier to blame Harold for his personal failure.

“It gets worse. I threatened Quentin.” He refused to look up at me. “She said some nasty things, and I responded by telling her if she didn’t leave my family out of her books, I’d”—he finally looked up—“kill her.”

“How long did it take Marcus to beat a trail to the sheriff’s office?”

“He was there as soon as he heard that Quentin’s body was found. Gordon came by to talk to me. I admitted the whole thing.”

My exasperation with Harold made my voice sharp. “Don’t you watch any television? The airwaves are filled with cop shows with the mantra ‘don’t talk to the police.’”

“I didn’t touch Quentin.”

“Neither did Allison, and look where she is.”

“My point exactly. I need you and Tinkie to help me out.”

I sighed. After the things Harold had done for me, I could hardly say no to him, yet I was obligated to work for Allison. When I hit on the solution, I smiled. “You’re both innocent, so when Tinkie and I find the real killer, it’ll clear you both.”

He leaned forward and picked up my hand, his fingers stroking it gently. “You’re a clever woman, Sarah Booth.”

I shook my head. “Not really. But you are a good man, Harold. I can prove that.”

He squeezed my hand, and my thumb tingled. Then the waiter brought the check, and we were out in the cold night, with a starry drive back to Zinnia.

Harold left me at the door with a kiss on the cheek. As I watched his taillights disappear down the drive, I felt a sense of foreboding. Gordon Walters knew that Harold wouldn’t kill Quentin or anyone else, but I had a feeling this case was going to get much larger than Sunflower County and the reach of local law enforcement. I was worried about Harold.

 



Sleeping late is an art form at Dahlia House—and one that both Sweetie Pie and Jitty seem to take as a personal affront. The bedside clock showed eight when I heard Sweetie’s tail thumping the floor and felt her hot breath on my face. Groaning, I rolled over and tried to burrow beneath my pillows.

“I would have thought you’d get more than a kiss from Harold Erkwell, Sarah Booth.”

I opened my eyes to find Jitty standing at the foot of the bed, a shaft of morning sunlight falling directly across her. The peacock blue of her dress was so bright, I held up my hands in the sign of the cross. “You’re about to fry my eyeballs. Pull the shades!”

Jitty, of course, didn’t move an inch. I got up and closed the shades. I gave the bed one last, lingering glance. “What do you want?”

“Some action.” She swished by me as she took a seat on the side of the bed, petticoats rattling.

I wasn’t ready for verbal combat with Jitty, but I had no choice. “What about a society that has no morality? I thought you were for rules and order and propriety. How would it be proper for me to sleep with a client?”

“If he became a husband, it would be just fine. Sarah Booth, a whole year has passed, and you’re not any closer to the altar than you were in New York City.”

“Go away.” I went to the bathroom and began my morning ablutions.

“You like Harold.” She harangued me through the closed door of the bathroom.

“Which is the best reason I know to stay away from him. Every time I get the idea that I like a man, he ends up in a world of hurt.”

“My, my, who are you feeling sorry for, Hamilton or yourself?”

I was saved from answering by the sound of the doorbell. As I zipped my jeans and ran barefoot down the stairs, I considered the advantages of finding a roommate. Jitty didn’t appear when anyone else was in the house. A roommate would solve a lot of problems.

“You aren’t going to believe what I found out,” Tinkie said as she hurried through the front door and headed east rather than west. She was going to our office instead of the kitchen. That in itself intrigued me enough to follow along, my bare feet slapping on the cold wood floor as my brain murmured “coffee, coffee, coffee.”

“What?”

She went in the office and plopped down at her desk. She’d learned that from me. In her formal DG days, Tinkie would never have plopped. A true DG descended into a chair.

“The McGee family has refused to claim Quentin’s body!”

“Are you sure?” This was scandalous.

“Absolutely. I heard it directly from the horse’s mouth—”

There was a light in her eyes that told me more was to come. “And—”

“Mrs. Virgie Carrington is coming down to claim the body and handle all of the funeral arrangements.”

“The Virgie Carrington? Founder and director of the Carrington School for Well-Bred Ladies?”

“None other.”

“I didn’t realize Quentin had connections with the school.” I should have. She was a McGee, and as such, she’d undoubtedly graduated under Virgie’s guiding hand.

“She and Allison both are graduates.” Tinkie frowned. “I just can’t imagine the family not handling the funeral, though.”

“Obviously, they’re very angry with Quentin.”

Tinkie nodded. “I have to wonder if the whole book wasn’t written just to get even with Franklin and Caledonia.”

I picked up a pen and scribbled a few notes for future reference. “Do you know the McGees?” In a strange twist of fate, Tinkie hadn’t gone to the Carrington School. Her family had certainly had the bucks to pay the tuition, but Tinkie’s father had intervened, saying he wanted Tinkie to establish roots in the place she would live, Sunflower County. He was a smart man.

“We’re not really friends of the McGees. Daddy and mother have socialized with them in Memphis and Jackson.” She tapped the end of her pen against her chin. “They’re sort of clannish.”

She knew something. Tinkie had the best network of gossip in the Southeast. “So what’s the story?”

“If what I’m hearing is true, Quentin had a reason to be angry with her family.”

I settled onto the edge of my desk, my desire for information even stronger than my need for caffeine. “What have you heard?”

“Umbria, the older daughter, has always been the favorite. To the point that when Quentin was born, her mother put her in the arms of a nanny and almost never touched her. She was too busy dressing Umbria and fixing her hair. Umbria was the hope of the family.” Tinkie leaned forward to lower her voice. “There’s talk that Caledonia groomed Umbria to marry Prince William.”

“Are you serious?” My own childhood had been so different. Thank God my parents hadn’t tried to squeeze me into some preconceived mold.

“Dead serious. Umbria spent her sixteenth on the continent, attending parties and functions in the hope of catching the young prince’s eye.”

“I gather it didn’t work. Isn’t Umbria married now?”

“Her husband is a real estate developer with his eye on the McGee land. From what I understand, Franklin and Caledonia are bitterly disappointed in her. And it wasn’t until Umbria made her matrimonial choice that Caledonia even acknowledged she had another daughter. That’s when they started applying the heat to Quentin.”

“Who totally rebelled.” No plot twist there.

“Not only rebelled, but began to exact revenge. The venom in her book is a clear indication of how much she was hurt by them.”

Tinkie had become quite the psychologist. “What a shame,” I said and meant it.

“Yes.” She stood up and yawned. “Why don’t we go to Millie’s Café and get some breakfast. I’m starving.”

“I thought you’d never ask.” I looked around. “Where’s Chablis?” Tinkie always brought the dust mop.

“She’s having her nails done and her teeth whitened. Shall we take Sweetie Pie down to stay with her at the Cut and Curl?”

“Sure. But no beauty treatments.” Tinkie had once dyed my red tick hound a shade called Ravishing Redbone. It was not, and it had taken months for her to shed out.

“Whatever you say. I don’t know why you have this block against cosmetic treatments,” she said as she preceded me out of the house. “The idea that someone figured out how to use a deadly poison to kill wrinkles is a sign that God wants us to look better.”

“If you’re so eager to see a doctor with a needle, why don’t you get that lump biopsied?” I asked as I opened the back door of the Cadillac for Sweetie.

“Because it isn’t necessary. End of topic.”

Oh, but it was. Though I would remain silent, for the moment, I hadn’t given up on making Tinkie take care of her health. I had the best partner in the world, and I didn’t intend to let anything happen to her.
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