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SOME MEMORIES ARE BEST NOT REMEMBERED

“I don’t know anything about your missing files,” Max said.

“Do you expect me to believe you?” Jolie asked.

“I don’t expect you to do anything except cause trouble. That seems to be the one thing you’re good at doing. Dredging up old memories, putting people through the misery of reliving a past better left forgotten.”

Jolie took a tentative step toward Max, pausing when only a few inches separated their bodies. “Do you honestly think that anyone involved could ever forget about those brutual murders? If you’d been shot and left for dead beside your mother’s lifeless body, would you ever be able to forget?”

“Probably not,” Max admitted. “But you have no proof that the snooping you and Theron were doing is in any way connected to those men attacking Theron.”

“I don’t need proof. I know in here”—she slapped her clenched fist on her belly—“that somebody wanted Theron stopped before he unearthed any information that might force the D.A. to reopen the Belle Rose case. And so help me God, I’m going to find out who the son of a bitch is. Theron might not be able to continue searching, to keep digging for the truth, but I can. And I will.”

Max uncrossed his arms and eased away from the wall. “If what you believe is true, then you could wind up getting yourself hurt, maybe even killed…”
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To my husband, Billy,
 my safe harbor in all of life’s storms.
 Thank you, my love,
 for being at my side, day and night,
 when I needed you the most.




Prologue

Ivy wound around the crumbling chimney, gluing itself to the ancient brick. The ramshackle house nestled in the grove of cedar trees, its weathered wood gray from age, remnants of white paint staining only a portion of the surface. Most of the sharecropper shacks had been torn down years ago, along with the old slave quarters that had been located closer to the main house. Now almost totally reclaimed by nature, this one bedraggled structure remained standing. Jolie had overheard family tales about how her great-grandfather Desmond had kept his mistress here, back in the Twenties, and that various men in the family had used the place for clandestine meetings with bad women. Past sexual peccadilloes didn’t really interest her, but one present-day bad boy did. Maximillian Devereaux. Sandy had told Jolie that her older sister, Felicia, had given her virginity to Max in this very house. Jolie hadn’t wanted to believe it, but Sandy would never lie to her. They had been best friends since they were in diapers. And Jolie had been in love with Max almost as long. Of course, Max didn’t pay any attention to her. She was sure he thought of her as just a kid, which was probably good, considering he was, and always would be, forbidden to her. But she was fourteen now. Almost a woman. And only four years younger than Max.

Unrequited love hurt—hurt like hell.

She wasn’t supposed to be here. Spying on people wasn’t something she made a habit of doing. Nor was lying. She’d told her mama she was going to walk straight to Sandy’s house, which was three-quarters of a mile up the road from Belle Rose. Mama approved of Sandy as a friend. The Wells family had been a part of Sumarville, Mississippi, as long as the Desmonds had. Jolie’s maternal ancestors had been plantation owners prior to the War Between the States and afterward became part of a certain segment of Southern society Aunt Clarice referred to as the genteel impoverished. It had taken her years to understand what that meant. Her mother’s family had possessed good breeding and a lineage back to Adam, but they had been as poor as churchmice, except for their land and a large decaying mansion.

But her mother had made a good marriage to a rich man. Daddy’s ancestors had been sharecroppers years ago, but Great-Grandfather Royale had started his own business and invested wisely, so his son and grandson became very wealthy. Being rich wasn’t something Jolie thought about much. She’d overheard others referring to her as a spoiled brat or that snobby little princess. But Mama had pointed out that others were jealous of her because she possessed both good breeding and wealth. And Aunt Clarice reminded her to consider the source. A Desmond, or in her case the offspring of a Desmond, never paid any attention to what riffraff and underlings said about them.

Jolie really couldn’t explain what had prompted her to take the overgrown path through the woods that lay between the Desmond and Wells property instead of taking the graved road. She’d been daydreaming, a habit Mama said was a foolish waste of time. But Aunt Clarice told her to dream all she could now, while she was young. She’d wondered if that meant when people got older, they couldn’t dream anymore.

As she crept toward the cottage, she thought about what she would see when she peeped in through the dirty windows. Would Max be there with Felicia? Would they be making love? If she caught them together, she knew her heart would break and she’d want to scratch out Felicia’s big brown eyes. That girl had eyes as big as saucers!

No one knew how she felt about Max. Not even Sandy. She didn’t dare share her deepest, darkest secret with anyone. If Mama ever found out…

“That boy’s just like his mother,” Audrey Royale had said on more than one occasion. “And we all know that Georgette Devereaux was a New Orleans whore. How she duped poor old Philip into marrying her and passing off that bastard son of hers as his, I’ll never know.”

Jolie didn’t care if Max really was a bastard or if his mother had been a whore. If Max would ever look at her—truly look at her—and see what was right before him, she would be the happiest girl in the world. If Max were to ever love her the way she did him, she’d defy her mother to be with him. She’d defy the whole damn world.

As she reached the rickety steps that led up to the front porch, Jolie heard laughter. Fluttery female giggles mingled with deeper male chuckles. The sound stopped her dead in her tracks. Someone was inside the house. Was it Max and Felicia? In all the years she’d known Max, she’d never heard him laugh. But if he was having sex, maybe he was enjoying himself enough to laugh.

Well, are you going to look or not? she asked herself. Do you have the guts to see for yourself what’s going on in there?

Taking small tentative steps, she eased around to the side of the house, moving in the direction from which the laughter came. Small twigs and dried leaves crunched under her feet, the noise minuscule as it blended with the louder chorus of nature. Within the wooded area, birds chirped, squirrels scurried, and grasshoppers and other insects bounded hither and yon. As she neared the back window on the left side of the structure, her heartbeat drummed loudly inside her head. A sense of dread momentarily halted her, but youthful curiosity urged her forward until she reached the window. Standing on tiptoe, she pressed her face against the cracked pane and peered inside; then she blinked several times, trying to adjust her eyesight. Unable to make out more than two bodies writhing on a metal bed in the far side of the room, she lifted her hands, cupped them to either side of her face to block out the afternoon sun and took another look.

Jolie Royale gasped in disbelief; her shock and anger mixed with dismay. While a plethora of emotions bombarded her young mind and heart, she seemed unable to stop staring at the sickening sight. Her father, whom she adored, straddled the naked black-haired woman beneath him. His bare butt rose and fell as he hammered into the slut. Huge tears welled up in Jolie’s eyes. How could her daddy betray her mother this way? And with that woman? With Georgette Devereaux!

Forcing herself away from the window, away from a sight that she would never forget—not to her dying day—Jolie hurried through the woods as tears streamed down her flushed cheeks. What was she going to do? She couldn’t tell Mama. But she had to tell somebody, didn’t she? Oh, God, did Max know? Did he have any idea what sort of woman his mother was? A New Orleans whore!

As her mind filled with frantic jumbled thoughts, Jolie ran and ran, until she reached the gravel road. Out of breath, her lungs aching, she stopped to consider her options. Where should she go? What should she do? Go tell Aunt Clarice. She’ll know what’s to be done about Daddy and that awful woman. Aunt Clarice understood matters of the heart. She’d heard more than one person say so. It was because her mother’s older sister had loved and lost years ago and was still devoted to her dead fiancé.

When Jolie reached the iron gates that opened to the driveway that led to the 1846 mansion at the heart of the Belle Rose plantation, she doubled over and took several deep slow breaths. Using her fingertips, she swiped the tears from her face, then wiped her mouth with her hand. Just in case she ran into Mama or Aunt Lisette, she had to appear perfectly calm, as if nothing were wrong. Aunt Clarice wouldn’t be home until later, since this was Saturday and she kept the dress shop in town open until six.

Jolie decided that she’d just have to go to her room and stay out of everyone’s way. Mama and Aunt Lisette probably wouldn’t even notice her. They’d been arguing all week, but Jolie had no idea about what. Every time they realized she was nearby, they both shut up immediately. And there was nobody else around the house today, except probably Lemar Fuqua, who would no doubt be busy in the yard. Her daddy had loaned Lemar the money to start his own lawn service, and part of the repayment was that he come out to Belle Rose on Saturdays to maintain the grounds. The only servant who lived on the plantation was Lemar’s twin sister, Yvonne, who’d been the housekeeper for as long as Jolie could remember, as had Yvonne’s mother, Sadie, before her. But she wouldn’t have to worry about Yvonne today. Saturday afternoon was her time to do the shopping in town.

So, what are you going to tell Mama about not going to Sandy’s? Tell her Sandy wasn’t home. No, that lie could be checked too easily. Say you’ve got a headache and came back home to take some aspirin and to lie down for a while.

When she rounded the house and approached the expansive back veranda, Jolie saw Lemar’s old blue pickup parked on the north side. The truck bed held those new lilac bushes her mama had ordered to replace the ones that had died last year. Jolie glanced around, searching for any sign of the tall lanky black man who always greeted her with a smile and a piece of peppermint candy. Maybe he was taking a break and drinking iced tea in the kitchen, as he often did. She liked Lemar. He was one of the nicest people she’d ever known. She considered both Yvonne and Lemar family, as did Aunt Clarice and Aunt Lisette. On the other hand, her mama considered them only as loyal family servants.

As she headed for the back door, she noticed several dark spots, reddish in color and partially dried, splattered on the grass and back steps. Odd, she thought. Maybe Lemar had spilled something, some chemical that he used in his gardening. Jolie entered the house through the back door. From the mudroom just off the porch, she walked down the long center hallway. Suddenly a peculiar sinking feeling hit her square in the stomach. What’s wrong? She sensed something odd, then realized the house was eerily, unnaturally quiet. Aunt Lisette almost always kept music playing and when she didn’t, she sang or hummed. And often as not, when left alone together, Aunt Lisette and Mama argued. Especially lately. But there was no music, no singing, and no quarreling.

“Mama?”

Silence.

“Aunt Lisette?”

Silence.

“Lemar, are you here? I saw your truck outside.”

Silence.

“Mama, where are you?” Jolie called loudly.

Something was wrong.

“Aunt Lisette, please answer me.”

No response.

Oh, God. Oh, God!

Jolie ran down the hallway calling for her mother. She whirled around in the foyer and headed up the wide spiral staircase. When she’d taken only a couple of steps, she glanced up to the top of the stairs. Aunt Lisette! The name echoed inside her head.

Lisette Desmond’s half-naked body lay sprawled on the stairway landing; her diaphanous silk robe hung open, revealing one round white breast and the expanse of a long pale leg. Jolie forced herself into motion. She climbed the stairs quickly, despite the fact that she felt as if heavy lead weights hung about her ankles. As she neared her aunt’s still body, she looked down at Lisette’s billowing platinum blond hair, now stained with red. Blood!

Her aunt was dead. In a purely reflex action, Jolie lifted her hand to cover her mouth as she gasped.

“Mama!” Jolie screamed.

No answer.

Jolie thought she must be asleep and having the worst nightmare of her life. This wasn’t happening. It couldn’t be real. Aunt Lisette wasn’t dead.

Turn around and go back downstairs. Find Mama. She’ll tell you that everything is all right. Once you see her face, you’ll know you’re safe. You’ll be able to wake from this horrible dream.

As if in a trance, Jolie turned her back on the gruesome scene and fled down the stairs. She raced from room to room, searching for her mother, calling for her repeatedly. She found no one.

She swung open the door to the only remaining downstairs room, the recently remodeled kitchen, a large square room that overlooked the backyard. She scanned the area from the row of windows across the back wall to the pantry door at her right. As her gaze traveled down toward the glossy wood floor, she noticed first the feet and then the legs. Cold fear consumed her. After entering the kitchen, she made her way slowly toward the round wooden chopping block in the center of the room. Lying there, perfectly still, not a lock of golden blond hair out of place, Audrey Desmond Royale stared sightlessly up at the ceiling, a single bullet wound in the middle of her forehead.

Jolie dropped to her knees and grasped her mother’s hand. A warm hand. Maybe she wasn’t dead. Maybe Mama was still alive!

Call for an ambulance. Now!

When she rose to her feet, she heard movement behind her. Footsteps? Just as she started to turn to face the intruder, something sharp and stinging hit her hip. Despite the pain, she fell to the floor and rolled, seeking a place to hide or a means of escape. Within seconds she felt another sting as something hit her shoulder, and then a third burned into her back. She knew that this was no dream. Whoever had murdered Mama and Aunt Lisette was going to kill her, too. Only a split second before Jolie passed out, she fully comprehended the fact that she’d been shot. Three times…




Chapter 1

Max Devereaux tossed his jacket on the chair as he walked across the wide-plank wooden floor in his bedroom. Pausing momentarily outside the bathroom, he bent to untie his shoes. He removed them, then quickly ripped off his socks. Usually he didn’t scatter clothing—he’d always picked up after himself, despite having servants—but tonight he just didn’t give a damn. He was bone-tired and had the headache from hell. He hadn’t gotten more than two or three hours sleep each night for the past week, ever since Louis’s heart attack. His mother hadn’t left her husband’s side, so not only did he have to make time to continue to oversee all the Royale & Devereaux business interests, but he had to keep the household at Belle Rose running smoothly, too. Now it looked as though he’d be taking over both jobs on a permanent basis very soon. The doctors had told them this afternoon that there was little hope Louis would live another day.

Max loosened his tie as he shoved open the half-closed bathroom door. He didn’t have any time to waste. A shave, a quick shower, and some clean clothes. Then he’d rush back to Desmond County Hospital. The last thing he wanted was for his mother and sister to be alone when Louis died. He’d left Aunt Clarice with them, but she was a bundle of nerves herself. And that damn sycophant, Nowell Landers, who’d been sniffing around Clarice for months now, was with her. The poor woman didn’t realize the man was playing her for a fool, and she didn’t seem inclined to listen to advice from those who tried to warn her. Everybody in Sumarville knew that Clarice Desmond hadn’t been quite right in the head ever since she came home from her downtown dress shop on a warm Saturday evening twenty years ago and found her sisters, her niece, and Lemar Fuqua, lying in pools of their own blood. Only the lowest, most vile scum would take advantage of a dear, sweet, unbalanced soul like Clarice. But damn it all, he didn’t have time to deal with Nowell Landers, not right now, not with Louis dying and his mother falling apart before his very eyes.

Max stripped down to his black boxer shorts, turned on the faucets, and filled the sink with hot water. As he reached out to open the mirrored door of the medicine cabinet, he caught a glimpse of himself and chuckled mirthlessly. He was a sorry sight; that was for sure. He looked more like a bum than a businessman. But what could he expect—he’d stayed at the hospital last night and gone straight to the office this morning, still wearing his rumpled clothes. He had rushed back to the hospital for each ICU visitation period today; and tonight he’d said his final farewell to a man he loved and admired.

Hurriedly he lathered his face with shaving cream and ran a new disposable razor over his two-day-old beard. With small patches of lather still clinging to his skin, he turned on the shower, removed his shorts, and stepped beneath the tepid spray. As he washed himself, his penis grew hard. He hadn’t been with a woman in weeks, and his body badly needed release. He’d been too damn busy to even stop by to see Eartha, let alone take the luscious redhead to bed.

The impending death of someone you knew, someone close, had an odd effect on a person, making him want to reassure himself that life went on, to celebrate the fact that he was alive in every way that mattered to a man.

Just as Max stepped out of the shower, the phone rang. Without giving a thought to his wet naked state, he tromped out of the tan-and-white-tiled bathroom. His feet left moist footprints as he trekked across the bedroom floor. His heart raced wildly when he lifted the receiver, as fear coursed through his body, instinctively knowing bad news awaited him.

“Devereaux here.”

“Max.”

God damn it! His instincts had been right. He could hear the barely constrained tears in his sister’s voice.

“Mallory, honey, is everything—”

“Daddy’s dead, Max.” Mallory Royale choked on her tears.

“I’ll be right there, baby. Stay strong…for Mama. Okay? Can you do that for me?”

“Mmm-hmm…yes…I—I can.”

“Tell Mama that I’ll handle everything when I get there.”

“Max?”

“What, honey?”

“Aunt Clarice said that you should call Jolie.”

“Yeah. Okay. Tell her I’ll take care of that, too. Later.”

Max gently returned the receiver to the base, took a deep steadying breath, then swallowed the emotion lodged in his throat. There had been a time years ago when he’d hated Louis Royale, but his feelings about Louis changed drastically over the years, after his mother married the man whom he’d once blamed for his father’s death.

Philip Devereaux had been a good, decent man who’d made an honest woman out of Georgette Clifton and had accepted the child she carried as his own. Max didn’t know if Philip had been his biological father, and somehow it didn’t really matter anymore. He could have a DNA test run, but unless he planned to print the results on the front page of the Sumarville Chronicle, no one in the county would ever believe he was a legitimate Devereaux. There had been no physical similarities between Max and the small timid Philip, who like his father before him had been a freckle-faced redhead. Years ago Max had convinced himself that sometimes sons looked like their mothers. He certainly did.

He’d spent his entire life pretending he didn’t care that local society looked down their snobby noses at him, even after he became Louis Royale’s heir apparent. And those old rumors lingered to this day, those whispered innuendoes that Maximillian Devereaux—the bad seed—had possibly been the one who’d slain the Desmond sisters and Lemar Fuqua. Some people had said, “That boy just wanted to clear the way for his mama to become the second Mrs. Royale.”

The fact that Max’s wife had been murdered less than three years into their marriage had only added fuel to the ancient gossip flames. It didn’t matter, of course, that there had been no substantial evidence against him in either case. People simply enjoyed painting him as a villain.

As Max towel-dried his hair and then dressed hurriedly in jeans and a short-sleeved cotton shirt, he thought about the arrangements that would have to be made. The funeral would be a major event in Mississippi. The governor would attend the service. He and Louis were old friends; they’d been fraternity brothers.

Trendall Funeral Home would handle the arrangements. Here in Sumarville, there were only two funeral homes. Trendall for the whites; Jardien for the blacks. Burial was still a segregated event in Mississippi, even in the twenty-first century.

Max shoved his wallet into his back pocket, clipped his cellular phone onto his belt, then raced out of his room and down the stairs. He picked up his car keys off the intricately carved commode in the foyer as he headed for the front door. Hurriedly tapping in the security code, he wondered if he should stop by Yvonne’s cottage to tell her about Louis’s death. No, better just phone her on the way and have her come to the house and prepare things for the family’s return. Yvonne had been a part of the household long before he and his mother moved into Belle Rose. Indeed Yvonne and her brother had grown up on the plantation along with the Desmond sisters, and Yvonne’s mother had been the family’s housekeeper.

Within five minutes of his sister’s call, Max headed his Porsche toward town, his foot heavy on the gas pedal. He just hoped that Mallory would be able to handle things until he arrived. His half sister was only eighteen and quite immature for her age. She’d been spoiled rotten by their mother and Louis. Sometimes Max wondered if Louis had doted on Mallory and spoiled her so shamelessly because his only other child had cut him completely out of her life.

As the sleek black sports car sped along the back roads of Desmond County, Mississippi, Max made a mental list of what needed to be done as soon as possible. He wished that contacting Jolie Royale wasn’t on that list. He hadn’t seen Louis’s elder daughter since she was fourteen; nor had he spoken to her once in all the years since Louis had sent her away from Belle Rose. No matter how many times Louis had issued her an invitation to come home, even if just for a visit, or how many times Aunt Clarice had pleaded with her to return to Sumarville, Jolie had adamantly refused. She had told her father and her aunt that she would never set foot on Belle Rose property as long as that woman lived there. That woman being Georgette Clifton Devereaux Royale.





Yvonne lifted a fresh-baked skillet of cornbread from the oven, then turned it out onto a plate. Since he’d moved back to Sumarville after living in Memphis for the past eight years, her son, Theron, came to her house for a late dinner every Thursday evening. She had wanted him to move in with her, but he’d laughed at her suggestion.

“Mama, I’m thirty-eight and have lived on my own since I left for college twenty years ago,” Theron had told her. “Besides, you know I’d never live on the old plantation. Belle Rose may be home to you, but not to me.”

She didn’t necessarily believe her son was wrong to feel the way he did about her living in the cottage provided by Louis Royale, the same cottage her mother had occupied all the years she’d been the housekeeper for the Desmond family. Theron was a new breed of black man. A modern African-American who resented anything connected to the old ways, to anything that even hinted of subservience to whites. But there were things Theron didn’t know, things he couldn’t possibly understand. The Desmonds had been her family. As long as Clarice lived, Yvonne would never leave her. How could she ever explain to Theron the deep emotional bond that existed between Clarice and her? Even if she told him the complete truth, would he be able to accept her devotion to a white woman?

“Supper sure looks good.” After she placed the cornbread on the table, Theron pulled out a chair for her. “You’re the best cook in Desmond County.”

Yvonne simply smiled modestly as she sat down and lifted a white linen napkin from atop the white linen tablecloth. She had always loved nice things: elegant linens and china and crystal. Although her home was modest compared to many, she took pride in the cottage and its contents. She had learned from the Desmond sisters how to conduct herself as a proper lady.

“Being a true lady has nothing to do with the color of one’s skin,” Clarice had once told her.

As they ate the cornbread, fried potatoes, chicken, and okra, Theron discussed his plans to eventually run for district attorney of Desmond County, and perhaps one day, even governor. Yvonne responded positively to all his ideas. She was very proud of her only child, who even as a boy had been brilliant beyond her wildest dreams. If her husband were alive, he’d be so proud of their son. But Ossie had died when Theron was only ten. To this day she missed Ossie, but she could see the man she had loved in his son. Tall, broad shouldered, and handsome, with a thousand-watt smile that warmed her heart.

Yvonne had scrimped and saved and accepted help from Clarice to send Theron to college, and he had worked diligently, too, attending school and holding down a full-time job. But in the end, it had been worth every sacrifice. Theron had graduated magna cum laude and later went to work straight out of law school for a prestigious firm in Atlanta. After working there for several years, he’d taken an even better offer with a firm in Memphis, so she’d been surprised when, three months ago, Theron had returned to Sumarville and opened his own practice.

“I realize I need to live here for a year or so before I put my plans into action.” Theron lifted the jug of iced tea and refilled his empty glass. “But I have the backing to run for office whenever I say the word. And once I’ve established my practice here in Sumarville and folks get to know me again, the African-American vote alone would be nearly enough to elect me.”

“You have some fine ambitions, son.” Yvonne stretched her hand across the table and laid it on Theron’s arm. “But if you reopen that old can of worms about the Desmond murders, you won’t accomplish anything except to offend a lot of white people.”

The muscles in Theron’s arm tensed. He jerked away from his mother’s touch. “Damn it, Mama, when are you going to get it through your head that I don’t give a damn about offending any of the uppity white folks in these parts. If I can prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that Uncle Lemar didn’t murder Audrey Royale and Lisette Desmond and then commit suicide, all of our people”—Theron thumped his fist on the center of his chest—“and the decent, fair-minded whites will respect me for having solved a twenty-year-old murder case.”

When he’d first mentioned his intention to do everything within his power to reopen the case and clear his uncle’s name, Yvonne had hoped and prayed he would change his mind. If he tried to get the case reopened, he was bound to rile the whole county—both blacks and whites. She’d never forget how tense race relations were twenty years ago when the local sheriff’s office had come to the conclusion that Lemar Fuqua had murdered Audrey and Lisette and then shot himself. A double-murder and a suicide.

Everyone who’d known Lemar said he wasn’t capable of murder and she agreed wholeheartedly. Her brother had been a kind, gentle man. And he’d been fond of the three Desmond sisters his entire life. They had played together as children and grown up together at Belle Rose. Twenty years ago when Lemar had been branded a murderer, she had tried her best to persuade the local authorities that they’d made a mistake, that they should look elsewhere for their killer. But an ugly rumor that had spread like wildfire convinced the townspeople of Lemar’s guilt—the vicious rumor that Lemar had been deeply in love with Lisette and had gone mad when she became engaged to Parry Clifton. Even the whispered supposition of an interracial love affair had been enough to once again bring to the surface the fear, anger, suspicion, and hatred that had long existed between the two races.

“I know you don’t want to listen to what I have to say, but I’m your mama and you owe me the courtesy of hearing me out,” Yvonne said.

“You’ve already given me your arguments against my trying to get the case reopened. I understand your fears, but believe me, I know how to take care of myself.” Theron grabbed his mother’s hand and squeezed tenderly. “I realize there are remnants of the Klan still around these parts, but the days when they could get away with murdering a black man are long gone.”

“It’s not so much the Klan that I’m worried about.” Yvonne looked deeply into her son’s hazel eyes—eyes identical to her own. “Since we know that Lemar wasn’t the murderer, that means the real murderer might still be alive and still living in Sumarville. Don’t you think he’s going to feel threatened? If he believes there’s any way you can unearth the real truth, he’s going to try to stop you.”

“Good.” Theron hit the table with his fist, rattling the dishes and silverware. “I’d like nothing better than for my investigation into the Desmond sisters’ murders to smoke out the real killer.”

“Son, why now?” Yvonne asked. “It’s been twenty years and—”

“You know I’ve wanted to prove Uncle Lemar’s innocence all these years, but I needed enough time so that I could reach a point in my life where I felt confident that I could do it without being stopped by the local authorities. I’m a wealthy respected lawyer, with a lot of powerful connections. The time is finally right. That’s why I’ve come home. The time is now.”





Jolie Royale locked the door of her condo, then tossed her purse and keys on the table in the small foyer. As she meandered slowly into the living room, she kicked off her red three-inch heels and padded barefoot across the beige carpet. Her date with Gene Naughton had ended on a sour note. She’d been seeing the Atlanta investment broker for over a month now and he expected their relationship to move on to the next stage, which for Gene meant sex. She liked Gene well enough and enjoyed his company, but she thought of them more as friends than lovers. He was attractive and virile for a man of forty-five, but he didn’t arouse any unbridled passion in Jolie. Maybe she expected too much; maybe she had always expected more from relationships than she’d ever found. It wasn’t that she was a simpering virgin, but even at thirty-four she didn’t have a long list of former lovers. In fact the exact opposite was true. Not counting any girlhood infatuations, she’d been in love twice. Or thought she had. Both relationships had ended years ago. The first affair had occurred when she’d attended Instituto Marangoni in Milan, Italy. She’d been twenty-one when she’d lost her virginity to a gorgeous young Italian named Arturo.

She’d been in love the way only the young and foolish can be in love. He’d broken her heart, of course, when she’d discovered him in bed with another woman. Five years later, while still working in New York, she’d convinced herself that she was in love with a brilliant, struggling actor who swept her off her feet. Paul Judd had sprinkled stardust in her eyes, and it had taken her nearly a year to realize she wasn’t in love with the man, but with the man she thought he was.

After making her way into the kitchen, Jolie opened the refrigerator to retrieve a can of diet cola. She popped the lid and lifted the drink to her lips before returning to the living room. Sinking down into the overstuffed white damask sofa, she felt between the cushions for the remote control and punched the ON button. The nightly newscast appeared on the TV screen. Jolie hit the MUTE button, then lifted her feet to rest atop the glass and wrought-iron coffee table.

What was the matter with her? Why hadn’t she just invited Gene home with her? What horrible sin would she have committed by sleeping with a perfectly charming man who wanted to advance their relationship to a more intimate level? Remember what Cheryl says, “You’re just going to have sex with the guy, not marry him.” But the trouble was that she wasn’t Cheryl Randall. The woman who’d been her personal assistant since she’d moved to Atlanta and started her own fashion design business six years ago was a free spirit who went through men the way some women go through Kleenex. Jolie was a far cry from a free spirit. She took things seriously—her personal life as well as her professional life. Talent alone had not made her one of the premiere designers of children’s wear in the United States. A lot of hard work, determination and a very serious, focused personality had made her a success.

But was a successful business all she wanted from life? Didn’t she want more, need more? At thirty-four her biological clock had begun ticking a little faster, so if she wanted a husband and children… But did she want a husband? Did she want children? Maybe. If she could find the right man. Someone she could envision spending her life with, growing old with and loving with a mindless passion unlike anything she’d ever known. Was that asking too much? Probably. Most people simply settled for what they could get, for whatever came along that passed for that once-in-a-lifetime love.

As Jolie finished off the cola, she chuckled at her own romantic stupidity. Love never lasts.

Okay, so for a few really lucky people, it did last. But for the majority, it didn’t. Most of her friends were either divorced or had gone through a series of unsuccessful live-in relationships. At least she’d never made those mistakes; she’d never married and she’d never lived with a man. She had always liked her independence far too much.

More than one man had told her that she kept a protective shield around herself and sent out negative vibes, rejecting a guy before he ever made an advance. She wasn’t consciously aware of being an ice queen bitch—something she’d overheard one acquaintance telling another about her at a party a couple of years ago—but maybe she was. Maybe, despite years of therapy, she had never truly recovered from the trauma she’d experienced twenty years ago. Even now there were times when she awoke in a cold sweat after dreaming of discovering Mama’s and Aunt Lisette’s bodies. In those horrid nightmares, she could feel the sting of the bullets that had entered her body. Thank God the killer had thought she was dead.

Stop this! Stop it right now! Just because Aunt Clarice called last week to tell you that Louis Royale had a massive heart attack is no reason for you to dredge up the past. The painful, better-off-forgotten past. What did it matter to her that a man she hadn’t seen in twenty years might be dying? She had stopped thinking of Louis Royale as her father a long time ago. The day he married Georgette Devereaux, she had cut him out of her life forever. She could never forgive him for bringing that woman into her mother’s home less than a year after her mother’s murder.

Leaving the empty cola can on the coffee table, Jolie stood and made her way to the bedroom, pausing en route to lift her discarded high heels from the floor. In order to get a good night’s sleep, she should probably take a sleeping pill. She seldom resorted to drugs to sleep, but in the past week, she’d taken something twice. Tonight would make three times. Lifting her arm, she reached behind her and clasped the zipper tab on her dress, but before she could yank it down, the phone rang. God, don’t let it be Gene. She hadn’t broken things off with him tonight and she should have. Ending an affair before it began had become her trademark. What the hell was she so afraid of?

Jolie sat on the edge of the bed as she picked up the telephone receiver. “Hello.”

“Jolie Royale, please.”

Her heart skipped a beat. After all these years, she recognized the voice. Deep baritone, thick Southern accent, and undeniably commanding.

“This is she.”

“Jolie, this is Max Devereaux. I’m sorry to inform you that your father passed away tonight.”

Her breath caught in her throat. What could she say? What should she say? No one, least of all Max, would understand if she told him that Louis Royale might have died tonight, but her father had died nineteen years ago, on the day he married Georgette.

“Did you hear me?” Max asked, his tone sharp with displeasure.

“Yes, I heard you. You said that Louis Royale passed away tonight.”

“Visitation is planned for Saturday night and the funeral for Sunday afternoon, but I can change those plans if—”

“No. There’s no need to change the plans for me.”

“You will come home for the funeral, won’t you?”

“I…I don’t know.”

“Damn it, woman, the man was your father. If you couldn’t show him any love and respect while he was still alive, the least you can do is show up for his funeral.”

“Go to hell, Max!”

Jolie slammed down the receiver, then fell across the bed and curled into a fetal ball. Tremors racked her body as she tried valiantly to control her emotions. But suddenly, uncontrollably, she cried. Tears of regret. Tears of loneliness and hopelessness. Tears for herself. Her mother. Aunt Lisette. And yes, tears for her father, too.




Chapter 2

There were days when Eartha Kilpatrick hated everything about Sumarville, and on those bad days, she found herself being less than charitable toward others. At thirty-nine, she felt trapped in a life that wasn’t anything like the one she’d once dreamed of having. A teenage pregnancy, then marriage to a real louse had set her on the wrong path. Raising two kids after her divorce hadn’t been easy, nor had taking care of her father, who’d died four years ago, after suffering from Alzheimer’s since he was fifty. She supposed she should be thankful for her blessings. She’d inherited the Sumarville Inn from her parents and had taken over the management of the town’s only hotel/ motel after her father’s illness made it impossible for him to continue running the business. Both of her daughters were away at college on scholarships. And she had an interesting man in her life, even if their relationship was pretty much a backstreet affair.

As she passed the mirrored wall in the lobby area of the hotel, she caught a glimpse of herself and smiled secretly. Unlike a lot of women approaching forty, she hadn’t lost her figure. Men still found her attractive. Men like Max Devereaux. Of course she knew the limits of their relationship. Friendship and sex. He’d been totally honest with her from the very beginning. The guy had been burned badly by his one and only marriage. And it didn’t help that the rumors about him having killed Felicia Wells Devereaux still surfaced from time to time. Although she knew Max was no saint and he possessed a dark, dangerous side, she had never believed him capable of murder.

Eartha entered the restaurant and walked straight to the bar. Glancing around, she inspected her employees as they swept the floor and set the tables for breakfast the following morning. Only two customers remained at the bar, which would close in thirty minutes. A couple of regulars, both middle-aged men who didn’t want to go home to their wives.

“What’ll it be, boss lady?” R. J. Sutton, her recently hired young bartender asked.

She smiled at him. The guy was damn good looking, and if her instincts were right, a bad boy to the core. If she were a few years younger, she’d be tempted to find out just how bad he was. Perhaps that was the reason she found Max so irresistible—she’d always had a weakness for hellions.

“Whiskey and water.” Eartha watched R. J. as he lifted a bottle of Jack Daniels from the shelf. He was tall, lanky, and broad shouldered, with thick blond hair that hung almost to his shoulders.

After he filled her glass halfway and added the water, he turned and set it in front of her. Just as she started to say thanks, she noticed his gaze leave her face and settle at the restaurant’s entrance.

“Trouble’s back,” he said.

She glanced over her shoulder, then groaned when she saw Parry Clifton, shirt halfway unbuttoned and dark hair rumpled, leading a woman half his age through the doorway. “Well, that didn’t take long.” She’d checked Max’s uncle and his latest “lady friend” into the hotel less than an hour ago.

“That guy’s been here a couple of times a week since you hired me,” R. J. said. “Why do you put up with him? You’ve got to know that the women he brings here are hookers.”

“Sumarville doesn’t have hookers. Our little town has two-bit whores. Well, actually, probably twenty-dollar whores might be more accurate.” As Parry approached, Eartha took a couple of sips from her glass, then turned to face him. “The bar’s closing in a few minutes. Maybe you should take your friend over to the Firewater since they stay open until one o’clock.”

“Trying to get rid of me?” Parry plopped down on a bar stool, then yanked his companion down onto the stool next to him. “Candy here will think we aren’t welcome.”

With an aggravated expression forming on her face, Eartha glanced at R. J. “Get Mr. Clifton and his guest a drink, then close the bar for tonight.” With her glass in her hand, she rose from the stool, made her way around to inspect each table, then headed for the kitchen.

Sipping leisurely on her drink, she surveyed the entire room, checking to make sure everything was clean and sanitary. Here she was going through her nightly routine, bogged down in mundane chores, when what she wanted—what she’d always wanted—was to run away to Nashville. Silly woman! She was too old to start a singing career. All the new country singers were young, just kids. She’d lost her chance, thrown it away in the backseat of Trent Kilpatrick’s daddy’s old Mercury more than twenty years ago.

On Friday and Saturday nights when the restaurant provided live entertainment, she always sang a couple of songs to an appreciative audience. And every time she heard the applause, she pretended she was at the Grand Ole Opry.

“Miss Eartha?” R. J. cracked open the kitchen door and peeped inside. “Phone call for you.”

“Who is it?”

“Mr. Devereaux.”

“I’ll be right there.” Why would Max be calling her on a Thursday night at nearly eleven o’clock? Her heart caught in her throat. Lord, maybe old man Royale had died. Poor Max would take it hard when his stepfather passed away. He thought the world of his mama’s husband.

Eartha entered the restaurant, slipped behind the bar, set down her glass, and lifted the receiver from the counter. “Hello.”

“Is my uncle there?” Max asked.

“Yes, he’s here.”

“Do me a favor, will you? Get one of your guys to drive Uncle Parry out here to Belle Rose. Do whatever you have to do to get him here. He’s needed at home. Mama needs him.”

“Has Mr. Royale—?”

“Louis died a couple of hours ago.”

“I’m so sorry. If there’s anything I can do…”

“Just get Uncle Parry home as soon as possible.” Max paused, sighed loudly, and said in a long quick rush, “Make sure that whoever he’s got with him tonight doesn’t come home with him.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll see to it.”

“Thanks, Eartha.”

“Sure, Max. Anything for you.” As she listened to the dial tone she realized just how true that last statement had been. Anything for you. She had warned herself not to fall in love with Max, warned herself that there was no love in the man. He was a passionate lover, but an unemotional one. He gave her physical pleasure and took his own but kept his heart—if he had one—hidden and well protected.

“We’re closing up a little early tonight,” Eartha said, glancing at the two male customers, who quickly finished off their drinks and left.

“You’ll lose your loyal clientele doing stuff like this,” Parry told her.

“Mr. Clifton, my bartender, R. J., is going to drive you home tonight.” Eartha glanced at Candy. “Has he taken care of you?”

The twenty-something bimbo blushed and nodded. “Yeah. I get my money before…” She cleared her throat. “In advance.”

“Fine.” Eartha came out from behind the bar, laid her hand on Parry’s shoulder and squeezed. “Max just called. Mr. Royale died a couple of hours ago. Max wants you home. Now.”

“Louis died?” Parry stared at Eartha, his eyes bloodshot and glazed with tears. “Poor old bastard. I’m going to miss him.”

“R. J., leave everything. I’ll finish here and lock up.” She delved into her pants pocket, retrieved her car keys and tossed them to R. J. “Drive Mr. Clifton to Belle Rose in my car. See him inside and take him straight to Max.”

“I’ve got my own car,” Parry said.

“Your car will be safe here overnight,” she told him. “You’ve been drinking and don’t need to drive. Max and Mrs. Royale and Mallory are going to need you in one piece. The last thing they could handle right now would be your having a wreck.”

Parry heaved his thick broad shoulders, then sighed as he slumped over in defeat. He eyed R. J. “Boy, you know where Belle Rose is, don’t you?”

“Yes, sir,” R. J. replied. “I reckon everybody knows where Belle Rose is.”

“I sure as hell hope Louis did right by my sister and her children in his will,” Parry mumbled. “Guess we’ll be seeing something of Miss Highand-Mighty Jolie Royale now. She’ll be coming home to claim Belle Rose.”

As R. J. led Parry out of the restaurant, Eartha busied herself with clearing away the dirty glasses, washing them and wiping the bar clean. Jolie Royale. She barely remembered the girl. Plump. Blonde. High-strung. And totally spoiled. The princess of Desmond County. Only months after his first wife’s death, Mr. Royale had sent his daughter away. Folks had said how sad it was that the girl has survived the Belle Royale massacre only to lose her mind and have to be sent away to an asylum. Of course, later on, they’d learned that Jolie had never been in the nuthouse at all; she’d been sent to an expensive boarding school in Virginia.

Eartha had asked Max once about his stepsister, but she’d never asked again—not after the deadly glare he’d given her and the sharp response, “I don’t discuss Jolie with anyone.”





Parry Clifton snored like a freight train roaring down the tracks. The guy had talked nonstop for the first fifteen minutes, then he’d quieted and fallen asleep. The snoring was a great improvement over the jabbering. R. J. instinctively didn’t like the man. His drinking and womanizing reminded R. J. too much of his own worthless father. After his mother’s death when he was six, he’d been at his old man’s mercy. He’d learned to steer clear of him as much as possible, to become invisible. That way, he didn’t get knocked around as much. He had no idea if Jerry Sutton was alive or dead and didn’t give a damn either way. He’d run away at fifteen and had stayed on the move ever since. For the past seven years, he’d drifted from one town to another, picking up whatever job he could. He’d lucked out when he arrived in Sumarville. Eartha Kilpatrick’s bartender had up and quit on her that very day. Fate had dealt him a winning hand three weeks ago.

The huge white wrought-iron gates came into view, the entrance to Belle Rose. He could see the old plantation house from the road, although it set way back at the end of a long tree-lined drive. He’d learned pretty fast once he arrived in Sumarville that a couple of old families still ruled the roost in these parts. He hadn’t learned all the players or their roles in this antiquated Mississippi town’s drama, but he knew that Louis Royale was the richest and most respected man in the county and that his stepson, Max Devereaux, wielded the power of a prince.

When he drove up to the gate, he noticed the security cameras and realized he’d have to identify himself before he would be allowed inside. He rolled down the car window and said, “I’m delivering Mr. Clifton home.”

Suddenly, without any response or any warning, the gates opened. He shifted gears on the five-speed sports car and zipped through the entrance and up the drive. As he drew closer to the house, he noted the grandeur of the mansion. Tall double columns flanked the two-story portico that divided the two wings of the house. A huge wraparound veranda spread out across the front and down the sides. The twin second story balconies, graced with intricate white wrought-iron latticework topped the veranda. He knew what kind of people lived in houses like this. Over the years he’d picked up odd jobs from the rich snobs who lived in luxury and were suffocating from breathing such rarified air. These people were wealthy, ancestor-worshiping snobs who considered themselves better than the rest of the world.

R. J. stopped the car in front of the house, right in the middle of the circular drive. He hopped out, rounded the hood, and opened the passenger door. Mr. Clifton sat there, his head thrown back, his mouth wide open. R. J. shook the guy. His eyelids fluttered several times before he forced open his bleary gray eyes and glared at R. J.

“You’re home, Mr. Clifton.”

“Home?”

“Belle Rose.”

Parry Clifton struggled to get out of the car, bumping his head in the process. “Damn!”

R. J. slid his arm around the man’s waist and lifted him to his feet. Where the hell was Max Devereaux? He sure could use some help with this guy. Clifton was six-feet tall and probably weighed a good two-sixty. R. J. headed Clifton toward the veranda. Thank God, there were only half a dozen steps up to the porch.

When he finally managed to half-carry half-lead the guy up on the veranda, the massive double front doors opened and Max Devereaux appeared. Devereaux sized up the situation and seeing his uncle’s condition, scowled before he came forward.

“Well, you’re a sorry sight,” Max said, then turned to R. J. “Thanks for bringing him home.”

“No problem. He slept most of the way.”

Placing his arm around Clifton’s waist, Max took his uncle from R. J. and all but dragged him into the house. Max paused in the doorway, glanced over his shoulder, and said, “Tell Eartha thanks.”

“Sure thing.”

The front door closed in R. J.’s face, effectively dismissing him. What had he expected? He was nothing more than a servant who’d done his job. Hell, at least Max Devereaux had said thank you, which was more than most of his kind ever did.

R. J. headed down the steps to Eartha’s car, but before he reached the bottom step he thought he heard someone crying. Stopping abruptly, he listened. The sound came from the side of the house. A rather loud, mournful weeping. So what? he thought. The lord of the manor has just died. It was only natural that the family would be mourning. But what the hell was somebody—some woman from the sound of the crying—doing outside on such a hot, humid night?

Get in the damn car and go back to town. Whoever is crying has nothing to do with you. This is none of your business.

Instead of following his own good judgment, he walked back up the steps and around to the side veranda, searching for the source of the pitiful crying. Huddled against one of the one-story columns that supported the veranda, R. J. saw the shadow of a woman. Her black hair shimmered in the moonlight, which outlined her slender curves. He knew he was asking for trouble if he spoke to her, but damn if he could just walk away and leave her.

“Hey, there. Are you okay?”

She jumped and gasped simultaneously, jerking her hand to her mouth. “Who are you?”

“R. J. Sutton,” he replied. “I work at the Sumarville Inn. Miss Eartha asked me to drive Mr. Clifton home.”

“Is Uncle Parry all right?”

Uncle Parry? That meant this woman was Clifton’s niece, sister to Max Devereaux no doubt. “He had a little too much to drink, but he’s all right.”

When she took a tentative step in his direction, he saw that she was young, just a teenager. But she was beautiful. Breathtakingly beautiful. “I heard you crying,” he said.

“My father died tonight.”

“Mr. Royale. Yeah, I heard. I’m sorry.”

“Did you know my daddy?”

“Never had the pleasure.”

“He was a very special man.”

“I’m sure he was.”

When she moved closer to him, only a couple of feet separating them, he caught a whiff of her perfume. Something subtle and probably very expensive. One good look at her told him that she was not only too young for him, but way out of his league. Miss Royale lived in this big fancy house and belonged to whatever upper-crust society that existed in Mississippi.

“Is there anything I can do for you?” he asked, all the while his common sense warning him to back away, to leave this damsel in distress to be taken care of by a real knight in shining armor.

“That’s very kind of you, Mr.—?”

“R. J. Sutton.”

“Oh, yes, you told me already. Well, hi there, R. J.” She offered him a fragile smile. “I’m Mallory. Mallory Royale.”

Heaven help him! He wanted to put his arms around this sweet thing and comfort her. Big mistake.

She looked up at him with a pair of dark blue eyes, so rich and deep a blue that they appeared almost black. Totally disregarding the warning bells going off inside his head, he reached out and wiped a tear from her cheek.

“Mallory!” A rough baritone voice called from behind them.

Every muscle in R. J.’s body tensed. Damn! Max Devereaux had just seen him touch his baby sister. R. J. swallowed hard. The last thing he wanted to do was to be forced to confront the big man himself.

“I’m here, Max,” she replied, “talking to Mr. Sutton.”

“You shouldn’t be out here alone. Come back inside.”

R. J. sensed rather than saw Max. Actually, he kept his back to the man, just the least bit uncertain what would happen if he turned to face him.

“I had to get out of there for a while,” she told her brother. “I can’t bear to look at Mama, to see her in such pain.”

R. J. felt Max’s powerful presence as he moved past him, then saw his long lean shadow hovering over Mallory. “It was nice meeting you, Miss Royale. Again, I’m sure sorry about your daddy.” R. J. didn’t make eye contact with Max as he backed away.

“Mr. Sutton?” Max called.

Damn! Another couple of minutes and he’d have been in the car. He forced himself to turn and face the new master of Belle Rose. “Yes, sir?”

“Wait up a minute.” Max turned to Mallory.

“Go inside and force yourself, if you have to, to stay at Mother’s side. She needs both of us now.”

Groaning softly, Mallory nodded, then headed toward the back of the house. Max strolled leisurely toward R. J., his movements a slow, steady stalking.

“I don’t want to see you anywhere near my sister again,” Max said. “Is that clear?”

“Perfectly clear.”

R. J. didn’t wait for Max to say more. He wasn’t a fool. He knew a warning when he heard one.

Mallory Royale might be the prettiest thing he’d ever seen and she might bring out the male animal in him, but no woman was worth getting the hell beat out of him. And he was one-hundred-percent sure that Max Devereaux didn’t make idle threats.





“I want to telephone Jolie.” Clarice nervously twisted the lace handkerchief she held in her hand.

“Max has already called her,” Yvonne said.

“But she didn’t agree to come home and she must. She simply must.”

“If you haven’t heard from her by tomorrow, we’ll phone her.” Yvonne put her arm around Clarice’s small shoulders in a comforting gesture. “Calm down and don’t fret. You can’t make that girl come home if she doesn’t want to.”

Yvonne worried continuously about Clarice’s mental health. Her dear friend had been high-strung and emotional as a girl—a trait of all the Desmond females—then overly sentimental and a bit melancholy after her young fiancé’s death in Vietnam years ago. But ever since discovering the bodies here at Belle Rose twenty years ago, Clarice had been slightly unbalanced. Everyone pitied the poor woman, believing her to be crazy. But Clarice wasn’t crazy. She had simply dealt with a horrific tragedy in her own way—by withdrawing from reality.

“Clarice, honey.” Nowell Landers took Clarice’s small hands into his large ones. “Yvonne is right. You’re getting yourself all worked up. I can’t bear to see you this way.”

Clarice pulled away from Yvonne and went directly into Nowell’s arms. That man had woven a spell over Clarice these past six months, and Yvonne wasn’t sure she liked the power he held over her. He’d shown up in town on a Harley, rented a room at the Sumarville Inn, and came calling on Clarice. The man claimed to have known Jonathan Lenz, Clarice’s long-dead fiancé.

“We were buddies in Nam,” Nowell had told them. “I was with Jon when he died.”

That was all he’d needed to say to entice Clarice, to have her open her heart to him. Yvonne wasn’t as opposed to Nowell’s devotion to Clarice as Max was, but like Max, she didn’t quite trust Nowell. But the man seemed to make Clarice happy; happier than she’d been since her fiancé died thirty-six years ago. But what did a rugged, rough-around-the-edges, former military man see in a frail, mentally unstable, albeit lovely, sixty-year-old woman? Clarice had a little money of her own, but surely not enough that a man would marry her for it.

“Why don’t you let me take you upstairs and put you to bed?” Yvonne suggested.

“But I’m needed down here.” Clarice lifted her head from Nowell’s shoulder and scanned the room, her gaze traveling from a weeping Georgette to a forlorn Mallory to a quiet, withdrawn Max.

“Everyone will be going to bed soon,” Yvonne said. “There’s nothing more that can be done tonight. Besides, Max will take care of everything.”

“Yes, of course he will. Max is such a good man.” Clarice patted Nowell’s cheek. “I do wish you and Max liked each other.”

“Don’t worry about Max and me,” Nowell said. “He’ll eventually come around, once he realizes I’d never do anything to hurt you.”

“Mr. Landers, I really think I should get Clarice to bed.” Yvonne looked at him pleadingly.

“Certainly. You go on with Yvonne.” Nowell turned Clarice around and placed her hand in Yvonne’s. “I’ll come by tomorrow morning. But if you were to need me, have Yvonne call the inn any time of the day or night.”

“You’re so dear and sweet, so much like…” Clarice’s thoughts seemed to trail off into nothingness, as if she’d suddenly forgotten what she intended to say.

Nowell kissed her cheek, then turned and walked out of the front parlor and into the foyer. Clarice watched him leave, her gaze soft with tenderness. If that man broke Clarice’s heart, Max would have to stand in line to beat Nowell Landers to an unidentifiable pulp. Yvonne wouldn’t tolerate anyone hurting Clarice.

No one, least of all her own son, understood her devotion to Clarice Desmond. But then, no one knew the secrets they shared. Secrets that bound them together forever.




Chapter 3

While balancing the breakfast tray with one hand, Max eased open the door to his mother’s bedroom. Yvonne had fixed only toast and coffee. Georgette was a picky eater. He supposed that was why at fifty-six, she maintained her youthful figure. The early-morning sunshine filtered through the sheer panels covering the windows that faced east. After entering the room, he set the tray on the seat of one of the two Louis XV-style chairs flanking the fireplace. The room had been redecorated three years ago by a Memphis interior designer, a project his mother had greatly enjoyed.

“Good morning,” Georgette said, as she lifted herself into a sitting position in the middle of the massive iron bed, which was draped in red-and-gold-print toile and dressed in antique Desmond linens.

“Did you get any sleep?” Max asked.

Georgette pushed the long strands of her black hair away from her face. A face that had aged well and still retained the great beauty on which she prided herself. And hair that a skillful beautician colored to subtle perfection. “On and off. Did you?”

“A couple of hours. Maybe.”

She glanced at the tray resting in the velvet-upholstered chair. “Did you bring my coffee?”

“Yes.” He lifted the tray and brought it to the bed. “And some toast, too. You should try to eat something.”

He placed the tray on her lap, then removed the decoratively embroidered white cloth covering the meal. Four slices of lightly buttered cinnamon toast on a china plate. He lifted the small silver coffeepot and poured the hot black liquid into a china cup. The china and silver had been in the Desmond family for six generations.

“Do you mind if we talk while you eat?” he asked. “We have a great many decisions to make.”

Georgette brought the cup to her lips and sipped the gourmet coffee that she had sent in from New Orleans every month. “I suppose there are things that can’t wait. But I do so dread having to face the reality of Louis’s death.”

“Do you want to go with me to Trendall’s this morning?”

Shaking her head, Georgette responded quite adamantly. “Mercy, no! I couldn’t bear it. Please, darling, you handle all the details.”

He had assumed this would be her reply. He loved his mother dearly but knew her shortcomings better than anyone. She was not an emotionally strong woman and depended on others to handle life’s mundane chores. She had relied on her husbands, first Philip and then Louis, to make her decisions and take care of her. Now that Louis was gone, Max understood that it was his place to assume those responsibilities.

“Considering all the people who have to be contacted, I think it best to have visitation tomorrow night and the funeral Sunday afternoon,” Max told her.

“Yes, of course, dear,” Georgette replied as she tore a half slice of toast in two. “Whatever you think best.” She nibbled on the toast, then suddenly looked directly at Max. “Will you call her again?”

Max didn’t have to ask his mother who her was. “I think Aunt Clarice is going to call her today. I see no reason I should contact her again.”

“Do you think she will come for the funeral?”

“I don’t know.”

“She broke his heart. Such a spiteful, unforgiving girl.”

“She’s not a girl any longer, Mother. She’s thirty-four.” Max would never defend Jolie to his mother or to anyone else, but he thought he understood Louis’s elder daughter. She hated Georgette the way he had once hated Louis. But where he had lived in Louis’s home and learned on a firsthand basis what sort of man his stepfather was, Jolie had never given his mother a chance. Louis had begged her numerous times to return to Belle Rose for a visit, but she had cruelly refused time and again.

“This house is hers, you know.” Georgette’s ring-adorned hand trembled ever so slightly. “I’m sure he bequeathed Belle Rose to her. She’ll probably kick us all out the minute she learns that she can.”

“What makes you think Louis left the house to Jolie?” Max pulled up one of the Louis XV-style chairs next to the bed and sat.

“He told me, years ago, that Belle Rose belonged to Jolie because it had been her mother’s home, because it had been in the Desmond family since the day the land was purchased and the house was built.”

“Louis could have changed his mind.” Max didn’t know the details of Louis’s will, which Louis had kept private, but he couldn’t—wouldn’t—believe that Louis had left Belle Rose to Jolie. Surely he had at least divided it equally between his two daughters.

“You mustn’t let her take everything away from us.” Georgette reached out for Max. “She hates me, Hates all of us. She’d like nothing better than to see us left penniless.”

Max rose, sat on the bed and took his mother’s hands. “Louis would never leave you penniless. You were the love of his life. I’m sure he left you well provided for. You and Mallory.”

“And you, too, dear. You became a son to Louis.”

He supposed she was right. In many ways he had become the son Louis never had. With each passing year, the two had grown closer. But there was no blood tie between them; he was not Louis’s biological child, as were Jolie and Mallory.

Max didn’t bother pointing out to his mother that even if Louis had left them penniless—something he never would have done—Max was now a wealthy man in his own right, perfectly capable of supporting Georgette and Mallory in the lifestyle to which they were both accustomed. Had she forgotten that he had inherited Philip Devereaux’s shares in companies in both Mississippi and Louisiana and by shrewd business dealings had turned those practically worthless shares into a sizable fortune? Probably not. Georgette never bothered her pretty little head with business. Besides, she’d made it clear that she preferred not to dwell on the past, and that included her first husband, the man who had killed himself and left her a widow. Poor Philip. Had he embezzled from the businesses he and Louis had co-owned in Desmond County in order to pay for Georgette’s elaborate spending? If so, he’d been a fool. No woman was worth such a risk.

Max kissed his mother’s cheek, squeezed her hands, then released her. “Stop worrying. I’ll handle all the arrangements for the funeral.” He rose to his feet. “And if Jolie returns to Sumarville and tries to cause trouble, I’ll handle her, too.”

Georgette sighed deeply. “You must speak to Garland today.”

“I’ll phone him and set up a time for a formal reading of the will after the funeral.”

Tears welled up in Georgette’s eyes. “Oh, Lord, if anyone could hear us talking this way, they’d think all that mattered to us was Louis’s money. But that’s not true. You know that’s not true. I loved Louis more than anyone…but—”

“Everything is going to be all right,” Max assured her. “Finish your breakfast. I’ll send Mallory up when I leave.”

“Yes, dear, you do that. I really don’t want to be alone. Not today.”

Just as Max entered the hallway, he saw Aunt Clarice emerging from her bedroom. As always she looked neat as a pin, with her gray-blond hair arranged in fluffy curls atop her head and small gold-framed glasses shielding her hazel eyes. Her reed-thin body displayed the white linen slacks and billowy white silk blouse to perfection.

“Max. I’m so glad I caught you before you left.”

He took a deep breath. He knew before she spoke what she would say. “Good morning, Aunt Clarice.”

“How’s Georgette this morning?”

“Coping,” Max replied.

“I’ll go in and sit with her for a while, later.”

“I’m sure she’d like that.”

“Max?”

“Yes?”

Clarice licked her bottom lip then bit down on it nervously. “If Jolie refuses to come home for the funeral, I want you to postpone it until we can persuade her. If necessary, you should go to Atlanta and bring her back here yourself.”

“What?” He shook his head. “You can’t mean you expect me to drag her back to Belle Rose kicking and screaming.”

“No, of course not, but we have to do something. If she doesn’t come to Louis’s funeral, she’ll regret it for the rest of her life.”

Max gently grasped Clarice’s shoulders. She lifted her face and smiled at him. “Call her and tell her that you need her,” Max said. “If she’ll come home for anyone, she’ll do it for you. But just remember, that if she comes home, there’ll be trouble.”

“You’re quite good at handling trouble,” Clarice said. “You’re a very strong, very commanding man, Max. I think you could handle just about anything, including Jolie.”

Max groaned. “I’ve got to run.”

“Yes, yes. Go on, dear boy.”

Max released Clarice and headed toward the spiral staircase, then paused momentarily. “When you speak to Jolie, tell her that there will be a formal reading of Louis’s will after the funeral.”

“Oh. Yes. I’ll tell her. But I don’t think she’ll be interested in any money Louis might have left her. You know she’s quite a wealthy young woman.”

“Tell her anyway.”

Clarice had kept in touch with her niece during the past twenty years and had visited her often, especially after she moved to Atlanta. He knew only what Clarice had told them—that Jolie was a big-time fashion designer. Would it matter that Jolie didn’t need Louis’s money? If as Georgette suspected, he’d left Belle Rose to his elder daughter, was there even the slightest chance that she wouldn’t throw everyone out, everyone except Aunt Clarice? Max didn’t really know the woman Jolie had become, but if her thirst for revenge was as strong as her hatred, then they all had a great deal to worry about.





Jolie had been avoiding Aunt Clarice’s calls the entire morning. Four calls in four hours. Damn, the woman was persistent. She could avoid her for only so long, then she’d have to speak to her and tell her that she wasn’t coming back to Mississippi for Louis’s funeral. It wasn’t as if she didn’t know exactly what tactic her aunt would use; she did. Aunt Clarice would try some version of her guilt trip persuasion that she’d tried in the past.

“If you don’t come home, you’ll regret it. I’m not getting any younger and neither is your father,” Clarice had said numerous times. “You should forgive and make peace before it’s too late. Please come home. I need you.”

Now it was too late to forgive her father and make peace with him. She supposed a part of her regretted that fact; the little girl and teenager still alive within her, the daughter who had once adored her father. Before the events of that ungodly day! Before she’d seen him making love to Georgette Devereaux. Before her mother had been murdered and Jolie had begun wondering if Georgette had been somehow involved in the massacre at Belle Rose. Had the woman hired someone to kill Audrey Royale? Had she sent her son to do the horrific deed? Even now, after all these years, she couldn’t bear the thought that Max might have committed the triple murders. At fourteen, she had thought herself madly in love with the brooding Max, so why had it been easier for her to believe him capable of the killings than to believe Lemar Fuqua was the gunman? Because she’d known Lemar all her life. The man had been practically family. Lemar had been kind, soft-spoken, gentle, and friendly. Just about everyone in Sumarville, both black and white, had liked Lemar.

To this day she couldn’t understand how the local authorities had so easily ruled the three murders a double-murder and suicide.

Jolie pushed aside her sketch pad and pen, leaned backward in the cushioned swivel stool behind her drawing board and closed her eyes. The sleeping pill she’d taken last night had left her with a hangover that was only now, at one thirty in the afternoon, beginning to subside. And despite the medication she’d taken before going to bed, she had suffered with nightmares. Cruel jumbled memories. Half-formed thoughts. Terror and pain. Caught in the dark trap of yesterday’s tragedy.

“Coffee. Black and strong,” the feminine voice said.

Jolie’s eyelids flew open as she jerked in reaction to the unexpected sound. “God, Cheryl, you scared the bejesus out of me.”

“Sorry. I knocked before I came barging in.” Tall, model thin, with a mane of strawberry blond hair worn in a loose ponytail, Cheryl Randall extended her hand holding the bright purple mug. “You haven’t stopped for lunch, so I thought maybe you needed a jolt of caffeine.”

Jolie accepted the coffee. “Thanks.”

“Your aunt called again,” Cheryl said. “She’s beginning to doubt that I’m telling her the truth about your being out of the office. She told me to tell you that if you don’t take her next call, she’s going to have someone named Max come to Atlanta and fetch you home.” Cheryl chuckled. “I had no idea people still said things like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like ‘fetch you home.’”

Jolie sipped the coffee, then smiled at Cheryl. “That’s because you’re a Yankee.”

Cheryl laughed. “Want to tell me what’s going on? Why are you avoiding talking to your aunt? I know you adore the woman.”

She and Cheryl had been friends for the past two years, ever since she hired the New York native to come to Atlanta and work as her assistant. But she hadn’t shared all the gory details of her youth with Cheryl; only the highlights. They were more buddies, who swapped stories about men and enjoyed an occasional spa-day together, than best friends, who shared intimate secrets.

“My father died last night and—”

“Oh, Jolie, I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, thanks. I’m okay. It’s not as if he was really a part of my life. I told you that I hadn’t seen him since I was fourteen.”

“Bummer.” Cheryl plopped down on the sofa in the corner. “So what’s the problem about talking to your aunt?”

“She wants me to come home for the funeral.”

“And?” Cheryl gazed at her, bewilderment in her expression.

“I don’t want to go back to Sumarville. Not now or ever.”

“Not even for your father’s funeral?”

“Especially not for my father’s funeral.”

“There must be quite a story behind why you don’t want to—”

“It’s a story I’m not going to share with you today or anytime in the future.”

Cheryl shrugged. “You could at least tell me who this Max guy is that your aunt is threatening to send to Atlanta to fetch you home.”

“Max is my stepbrother. His mother married my father less than a year after my mother’s death. Let’s just say that in comparison to my wicked stepmother, all fairy-tale witches come off looking downright angelic.”

“Ah-ha.”

Jolie glowered at Cheryl.

“Don’t give me the evil eye,” Cheryl told her. “So you hate the stepmother and never forgave your father for marrying her. Do you hate Max, too?”

Heat rose up Jolie’s neck and flushed her face. Her feelings for Max were complicated, perhaps more now than in the past. “I don’t know how I feel about Max. I suppose I don’t hate him, but—”

“There was something going on between you two. A little Southern-style incest maybe?”

“That’s ridiculous! Your imagination is working overtime. I was fourteen the last time I saw Max and we weren’t romantically involved. He was dating my best friend’s sister at the time. And even if there had been something between Max and me, it wouldn’t have been incest. We aren’t blood related. And our parents weren’t married then.”

Cheryl looked Jolie square in the eyes. “Do you realize that you’re practically shouting?”

“What?”

“A fourteen-year-old girl can have the hots for a guy,” Cheryl said. “I was just kidding about the incest thing, so there’s no shame in admitting that you—”

“My big crush on Max Devereaux ended the day I realized that I suspected he was capable of murder.”

Cheryl gasped. “Murder? Who? Who do you think he might have murdered?”

“My aunt and my mother.”





Now isn’t the time to panic. After all, there’s no need to think Jolie Royale will return to Sumarville for Louis’s funeral. And even if she does make a quick visit, staying for a few days and then returning to Atlanta, how much trouble can she cause?

I’ve been lucky—damn lucky—for twenty years. Back at the time it happened, perhaps a few people whispered my name, daring to consider me a suspect, but the authorities never seriously considered me. They had their man—Lemar Fuqua. His death was quite conveniently ruled a suicide. Even the slightest hint that there might have been an interracial romance between Fuqua and Lisette Desmond had been enough to make the man the chief suspect, and in the end, the only suspect.

Jolie was supposed to die that day. I shot her three times. Why didn’t the damn girl die? Once she was in the hospital, I couldn’t get to her to finish the job. Louis kept a guard at her door twenty-four-seven. Hell, even now, I break out in a cold sweat whenever I think about how I felt when she finally regained consciousness. At first she couldn’t remember anything, then gradually her memory returned, until she recalled every detail of the day she’d been shot. She swore she never saw the person who shot her, had no idea if it had been a man or a woman, if it had been a black person or a white person.

But who’s to say that she didn’t block out that one memory. What if a visit to Sumarville unearthed that forgotten knowledge?

If she returns, I’ll have to keep a close watch on her. And if she gives me any cause to suspect she knows the truth, then I’ll have to finish the job I started twenty years ago. And this time, I’ll make sure Jolie dies.
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