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WHEN THE BRISK WINDS OF OCTOBER SKIM OVER THE DRYING bolls of cotton, I find myself caught in the web of time. In the rustle of the cotton leaves, in the clear light of autumn, and the grape smell of blooming kudzu, the past lurks like a siren, promising the pleasure of memory and delivering the pain of regret.

Sitting on the front porch at Dahlia House, sipping a third cup of coffee, I watch the sycamore leaves drift into the driveway. Dahlia House needs a coat of paint. I need so much more than that.

The leaves of the calendar seem to be shedding faster than the sycamores, and I’m caught in limbo. I went to bed last night thinking about Sheriff Coleman Peters and his pregnant wife, and I awoke this morning remembering the feel of Scott Hampton beside me. I sat up in bed, knowing that I let Scott walk away without a single word that might have encouraged him to stay. One word. Please. It might have been enough.

That I couldn’t ask him to stay while I sorted through the secrets of my heart doesn’t make it any easier to wake up alone, remembering a man’s touch. October arouses terrible longings. The Delaney womb is sending a series of demanding and not-so-subtle messages.

“If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were havin’ a case of the low-down and dirties.” The familiar voice came from behind me. “The blues, unless you’re singin’ ’em, are a total waste of time, Sarah Booth Delaney.”

I sniffed the air, catching the tantalizing scent of a cigarette. I hadn’t smoked in three years, but the craving was on me in a flash. Glancing over my shoulder, I was amazed to see Jitty, a circa 1850’s ghost, reclining in a rocking chair, with one leg draped over the arm. A lazy drift of smoke curled from a cigarette holder in her right hand.

“What are you doing?” I was astounded at the cigarette and her outfit. Her dress was a short, tight tube of glittery mauve material layered with black fringe. A matching band of material circled her head, allowing some artfully arranged curls to escape. Clunky shoes with high heels were strapped across her feet, leading up to stockings with a seam.

“Close your mouth,” she advised, clamping the cigarette holder between her teeth. “I ain’t smokin’, I’m just stylin’.”

“What would it hurt if you were? You’re a ghost,” I pointed out. “You can smoke without any ill effects.”

“Smoke won’t kill you nearly as quickly as regrets,” Jitty said matter-of-factly.

“What are you doing in that getup?” I asked, indicating her dress. “It’s nine o’clock in the morning.” Jitty, as the resident haint of Dahlia House, punched no mortal time clocks. She was on the job twenty-four/seven. “Not even ghosts have costume balls in the morning, and you’re about a week early for Halloween.”

“You are in a mood,” she said. “Scott Hampton wasn’t the man for you, Sarah Booth. He’da made one fine sperm donor, but he wasn’t built for the long haul. Quit kickin’ yourself and focus on the positive.”

“Like what?” I asked, and then instantly regretted it. Asking Jitty such a question was a bit like inviting a vampire into your house.

“Do you know when women got the right to vote?” she asked.

I sighed. “No, I don’t. And I don’t care. My own personal history is troublesome enough without taking on the world. I know everything there is to know about me, and I still can’t fix my life. Knowing all that history won’t help anyone. It just makes a person run around in strange outfits.”

“It was 1920. Up until your mother’s generation, women couldn’t even establish credit in their own name. Back then, a woman didn’t have a man, she didn’t stand a chance of survivin’. Leastways nowadays you can be an old maid and still keep your property.”

I looked at my black coffee and wished for a good dollop of Jameson in it. To that end I got up and went inside. Instead of going to the parlor where the bar was, at the last minute I turned left and headed for my new office. I’d been up since five arranging the two new desks, two new chairs, filing cabinets, telephones, fax machine, and other office paraphernalia. I’d had a busy and productive morning. Until I’d started thinking about Scott.

Jitty followed me, lecturing as she went, but I wasn’t about to encourage her by answering. The past haunted both of us, and I saw no good end in indulging in it.

The room I’d selected as the official digs for Delaney Detective Agency was a master bedroom suite in the east wing of the house. It was perfect because it had its own entrance and a small sitting room that would serve perfectly for a receptionist, should that day ever arrive when we could afford one. I’d kept the entire project a secret from Tinkie, but I was expecting her at any minute so I could spring the surprise. Her desk even had a nameplate. And the frosted glass exterior door said Delaney Detective Agency. The next lines were Delaney and Richmond, Private Investigators.

“What do you think, Jitty?” I couldn’t resist asking her, though she had grave doubts about my ability to decorate.

“It would look a lot better if there were a few clients sitting around in it.”

“I’ll get another case,” I said, wondering if that was true. Six weeks is a long time for a detective to lay fallow. “Maybe we should celebrate the new office with a Bloody Mary?”

“There was a time when a woman couldn’t walk in a bar and order a drink.” Jitty’s chocolate eyes sparkled.

The part about bars got my attention fast. “When did that change?”

“Your mother’s generation. At least, that’s when it became publicly acceptable for women to drink in bars. ’Course, women have always drunk liquor, and I’m not talkin’ about a dainty glass of sherry. The rule was that decent women didn’t drink.” She raised perfectly shaped eyebrows. “I guess a gal like you would’ve ended up in the hoosegow or scrubbin’ floors in some mission.”

Jitty’s point was well taken. I was benefiting from many generations of work on the part of courageous women who demanded change in the way their gender was viewed and treated. I sat down at my desk and put my feet up. “Okay, so I’ve come a long way, baby. I concede that point. How about an exhibit of the Charleston?”

“Sit up straight and quit actin’ like some kind of tart,” Jitty said. “Our work’s not finished. Not by a long shot. It ain’t time to put your feet up yet.”

My glow of feminism paled. Jitty had an agenda; I was going to suffer. This was one equation that never failed to prove true. “I need a new case, Jitty, not a social conscience.”

“You need both of them. But even that won’t fulfill your female destiny. What you need is a man. You’re the generation that can have it all, remember?”

Leave it to Jitty to state the obvious when my friends weren’t doing it.

“Thanks. I’ll check the newspaper and see if they have any good sales going on men.” But she had backed herself into a corner, and I was going to enjoy watching her try to squirm out of it. “Think about it, though, Jitty. If I’m going to be the spearhead for women’s rights in Sunflower County, I think it would look a lot better if I were independent. You know, one of the I-don’t-need-a-man-for-nothin’ women. If I had a husband, it would make me look like a hypocrite, don’t you think?”

“Ticktock, Sarah Booth. You gonna rationalize yourself right into barrenness.”

“Go away and leave me alone.” Jitty knew my hot buttons way too well.

“I’ll be back,” she said, and though it was spoken in a soft drawl, it had the definite ring of the Terminator. And then she was gone.

My attention was drawn to the green Caddy coming down the driveway, and I felt a little tingle of happiness to see my partner arriving.

The new office had windows facing the front and the side, so I’d have a good view of anyone driving up. This is a great advantage for an investigator, who should always present the illusion of never being caught by surprise. I smiled at the thought of Jitty and her new obsession. Some would say I was discussing illusions with a delusion.

I heard Tinkie’s rap at the front door. “Come in,” I hollered. “I’m in the Peacock Suite.” So called because of the huge vase of peacock feathers that stood in a corner of the room. I’d thought about removing them but decided Tinkie and I needed all the luck we could muster.

“What in the world are you doing on this side of the house? I was thinking when you called so early that you were probably making a batch of French toast. I just had my mouth set on—” She made it to the doorway and stopped.

Her gaze moved around the room, taking in every detail. At last it stopped at her desk and the nameplate. “Sarah Booth,” she squealed in her best sorority sound of incommunicable happiness. She snatched up the nameplate. “It’s wonderful!”

I was grinning big when Tinkie lowered Chablis to the floor and gave me a hug, her head tucked under my chin. The little Yorkie, delighted to be free, rushed toward the kitchen and my own dog, Sweetie Pie. The two were as unlikely a pair as Tinkie and I, but they were also great friends.

“I thought we needed a real office,” I said.

“My name is on the door.” There were tears in her eyes.

“You’re half the agency.”

“You’re too much, Sarah Booth.”

“And you’re hungry. Let’s go make some breakfast.”

“French toast?”

“If that’s what you’d like.”

We were halfway to the kitchen when the red telephones began to ring. I’d stolen the red phone idea from Kinky Friedman, and I got a real thrill when they rang.

We rushed back to the office. I started to pick one up, but then I nodded at Tinkie.

“Delaney Detective Agency,” she said, her eyes shining. “This is Tinkie Richmond speaking.”

There was a long pause. “Yes, I see. Let me confer with my associate, and we’ll call you right back.” She picked up a pen and made a note of a phone number on a pad. When she hung up the phone her eyes were wide. “That was a nun from New Orleans. She wants to hire us to help a woman in Sunflower County Jail.”

We needed a case. Or at least I did. Tinkie had a rich husband and a rich daddy. Financial needs weren’t part of her landscape.

“A nun?” Sunflower County had a Catholic church, St. Lucy’s. There was a priest, but the head count for nuns was zilch. “Did she say who the woman was or what she’d done?”

Tinkie nodded. “Her name is Doreen Mallory. She’s charged with murdering her infant girl in New Orleans.”
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THE DITCHES WERE FILLED WITH THE NODDING HEADS OF black-eyed Susans. Tinkie drove the big Caddy and talked excitedly about the upcoming interview with Doreen Mallory. I looked out the window and wondered what I would say to Coleman. I hadn’t seen him since the August night that Spider and Ray-Ban had been arrested for the murder of Ivory Keys. That was the night his wife had caught us in an embrace and announced her pregnancy.

All in all, it was a low point of my life.

“I heard Connie’s having a tough time with the pregnancy,” Tinkie said.

“I’m sorry to hear that.” But I wasn’t. Connie had deliberately gotten pregnant because she knew she was losing her husband. I wished her morning, midday, afternoon, evening, and night sickness.

“I heard Coleman was taking her to Jackson for psychiatric help.” Tinkie kept her eyes on the road.

“Probably a good thing.” I felt a pang, but I wasn’t certain if it was guilt or hope or revenge. I didn’t want to examine it further.

“Did you ever talk to Coleman?” she asked point-blank.

I looked at her. “No. What was there to say? I’m ashamed of myself. And I’m embarrassed for him. He’s married and his wife is having his baby. That’s all there is to it.”

Tinkie slowed the car. “I never thought you were dumb, Sarah Booth, but you’re sure acting like blonde roots have snarled up your brain. You and Coleman have to talk about this and settle it once and for all. You can’t leave things up in the air.”

“Why not?”

“You’re going to have to see him in just a few minutes. What are you going to do, pretend that you don’t feel something for him?”

“That was my plan.”

She rolled her eyes. “I never took you for a coward.”

That stung, and my first reaction was an urge to lash out, but I didn’t. Tinkie was never cruel. And this time she was right. Avoiding Coleman had been the easiest path. Now I was going to have to face him.

“I know I need to talk to him. I honestly don’t know what to say. He’s trapped. Nothing I say can change that. He can’t abandon Connie now. The best thing we can do is avoid each other.”

Tinkie sighed. “Do you ever hear anything from Bridge?”

Bridge Ladnier was a wealthy entrepreneur Tinkie had tried to set me up with. I’d mistakenly pegged him as a murderer in my last case. “He sent me my mother’s earring that I dropped in his house. I thought he and Cece had sort of hit it off.”

“He’s a nice man,” she said, picking up speed again. “He’s developed a friendship with Cece. I know he was smitten by you, Sarah Booth.”

Had Bridge come into my life at any other time, I might have fallen for him. “I made a mess of everything.”

Tinkie pulled into a parking space at the courthouse square. “Not everything. You solved the case, freed Scott Hampton, salvaged Ivory’s dream, and made Ida Mae a happy woman. That’s not bad.”

“With your help, Tinkie. But thanks, you always say the right thing.” I reached over to touch her hand but she was already a blur of motion exiting her car.

“I’m going to the ladies’ room,” she said, dashing up the courthouse steps. It was only when she’d disappeared inside that I realized why she was in such a hurry. Coleman Peters was getting out of the car beside me. His gaze was locked on mine.

I slowly got out of the Caddy and stood with one hand on the door. He walked over, and for a moment I thought he was going to pull me into his arms. But he didn’t. We stood staring at each other, and I realized that we didn’t need to say much. I read everything on his face: futility, exhaustion, lost hope, a grim determination to do the right thing.

“How’s Connie?” I finally asked, but there was no anger in it, no desire to wound.

“She’s not well. I never thought pregnancy could kill a woman, but it looks like she may be the first. She can’t sleep, can’t eat. She’s lost weight instead of gaining. She won’t consider termination.”

Coleman looked like hell. His blue eyes were still sharp, but they’d sunk into their sockets. Dark circles showed he wasn’t sleeping either. “What does the doctor say?”

His laugh was bitter. “She refuses to see a doctor. She acts like this is some sort of punishment. For her and for me. She’s going to endure it no matter what, with me suffering right by her side.” He took a breath. “I’m afraid for her.”

“I’d get her to a doctor.”

“That’s easier said than done.”

Coleman could manhandle her, there was no doubt of that. But the resulting damage might be worse than waiting her out. He was stuck between a rock and a hard place.

“I wish things were different.”

He didn’t answer for a moment and I could see all the ways things might have been different flash in his eyes. “Yeah, me, too. Sarah Booth, I never should have touched you. I was out of line. I don’t have anything to offer you and what I did by even letting you know my feelings for you was wrong.”

He was telling me that he’d fulfill his duty to Connie. He wasn’t even going to pretend that he wanted to “make his marriage work.” But he would stay with his wife, and if he couldn’t offer me a legitimate relationship, he wasn’t going to offer me anything at all.

I both admired him and hated him. And I imitated him. “I knew the situation when I . . .” I faltered. “You never deceived me about who you are.”

“Maybe I deceived us both.”

We stood there, so many things unsaid. At last he asked what I was doing at the courthouse.

“Doreen Mallory,” I answered.

His eyebrows arched. “How do you know her?”

“I don’t. We got a call from a nun.” I realized how strange that sounded. “Why would a nun in New Orleans call a detective to help this woman?”

Coleman considered a moment before answering. “I’ve talked with Ms. Mallory, and she was raised by nuns in New Orleans. She was an orphan. I’ve spoken with Sister Mary Magdalen myself, and I can tell you she sets quite a store by Doreen Mallory. She claims she’s a miracle worker.”

I watched Coleman’s eyes carefully as he spoke. He was a man who’d learned to be extremely cynical from his work, but there wasn’t a hint of mockery in his tone.

“A miracle worker?” I paused but he gave me nothing. “Like raising the dead and turning water into wine?” He still said nothing. “Or more like curing warts and reading tea leaves?”

“Talk to her yourself,” he said, beginning to walk to the courthouse.

Coleman frequently left me to make my own conclusions, but he was never without an interest in which path I went down. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“Let me tell you what I know about this woman,” he said. “We found her in Pine Level Cemetery talking to her mother’s grave. She’s being held on a warrant from New Orleans that charges her with killing her own infant, a ten-week-old female child.”

Doreen Mallory sounded more like a person with mental problems than a miracle worker. “How did the baby die?”

“Some type of sleeping pill, probably in her formula and fed to her. I don’t have all the details.”

We entered the courthouse, our footsteps echoing. “Is it possible she’s just nuts? I mean, what motive would she have for killing her own baby?”

“The baby was ill. We’re talking major birth defects.”

“You’re saying you think she killed her baby because she didn’t want to take care of it?” It had happened before. It had happened with women who didn’t want to take care of a healthy baby.

“That, on top of the fact that it looks mighty bad for a woman who claims to work miracles not to be able to help her own child.” Coleman opened the door to the sheriff’s office.

When we walked inside, I stopped dead in my tracks. Coleman should have warned me. Connie’s best friend, Rinda Stonecypher, was sitting at the dispatcher’s desk. Her brown eyes blazed with intense dislike as they focused on me. For a moment I felt a real pang of sympathy for Coleman. He was far more imprisoned than anyone in his jail. Connie was extracting a terribly high payment for his infraction with me.

“Rinda, you remember Sarah Booth,” Coleman stated, setting the tone.

“Yes, I remember her,” Rinda said. “Mrs. Richmond is in your office, waiting.”

Coleman put his hand on my arm and led me into his private office, closing the door behind us. It was something he never used to do. Tinkie was seated in front of his desk. She scanned us with the intensity of a laser beam, looking for any signs of damage. Satisfied, she leaned back in her chair.

“So, it’s your theory that Doreen Mallory killed her baby because it might interfere with her ambitions?” I asked him, taking the other chair that faced his desk.

“Not my theory. That comes from the NOPD. They’re extraditing her for trial.”

“Have you talked to her, Coleman?”

He hesitated. “Yes. I picked her up in the cemetery.”

“And?” I saw something flicker in his eyes.

“She was cooperative. She denied hurting her child. In fact, she was shocked that she was being charged. The baby’s death was originally ruled natural causes. There were a lot of physical complications, and the supposition was that she simply stopped breathing. Sudden Infant Death Syndrome seemed the most plausible explanation. Then the blood work came back and chemicals were found.”

“I know you’re impartial, Coleman, so what did you think about her?” Tinkie pressed. “This isn’t your case. You can afford some thoughts.”

I cast a sidelong glance at my partner. She was getting better and better. Finding out what Coleman thought would be a big asset in the long run. Normally, he was a “just the facts, ma’am” kind of guy, but as Tinkie so astutely pointed out, Coleman had no dog in this fight. He could afford an opinion.

“When I got the request from New Orleans to pick her up, I didn’t think much about it at all. When I found out she was in the cemetery, I was curious. When I saw her, I was . . . stunned. And after I talked with her—” This time his pause was extended. “I’m not certain what I think, but I’m sure the two of you will form your own opinions.”

“Now tell me again, exactly, what she was doing in Pine Level Cemetery. Talking to a grave?” I asked. Pine Level was one of the few cemeteries integrated since its inception. For many decades, the front of the cemetery was filled with the dead bodies of white folks. The back of the cemetery contained some of the oldest graves in the county. Slaves were buried there, many of the graves marked only with simple wooden posts.

“She was visiting her mother,” Tinkie said. The excitement in her tone made me give her my full attention. “Her mother was Lillith Lucas. Rinda ungraciously gave me a few details.”

I couldn’t quite grasp the information. “Crazy Lillith?” I asked, a vivid picture of the flamboyant street-corner preacher coming to my mind. “Lillith never had children. She wasn’t married. She had every one of us kids terrified of sex.”

Coleman’s soft chuckle accompanied the memory of a woman with long, stringy hair, raising a Bible over her head as she chased us along the streets of Zinnia, telling us that if we participated in the Devil’s pleasure, our organs would wither and fall off.

“She didn’t practice what she preached,” Tinkie said, giving Coleman a wink.

“Are you sure about this?” I still couldn’t believe it.

“Doreen says Lillith was her mother. She was given away in infancy or early childhood. Left at a convent in New Orleans, actually. Why would anyone claim Lillith for a mother if it wasn’t true?” Coleman asked.

“A very good question,” Tinkie said.

“And one we need to ask our client,” I pointed out. “Can we see her?”

“Sure,” Coleman said. “But she’s headed to New Orleans.”

“When?”

“As soon as they send someone to retrieve her.”

We all stood up and walked into the main office. “Rinda, could I have the jail key?”

“Dewayne forgot to leave it,” she said, not looking at any of us.

“I left my keys in my coat pocket,” Coleman said, patting his hips. “I’ll be right back.”

As soon as the door closed, Rinda was out of her chair and churning toward me. She, too, had been a cheerleader, but she’d put on sixty pounds and lost her bounce.

“How dare you come in here?” she hissed at me. “You’re determined to break up their marriage, aren’t you?”

“Does Coleman know you’re off your medication?” Tinkie asked sweetly.

“I’d watch my step, Mrs. Richmond,” Rinda said. “She’ll be after your husband next.”

“I have no concerns about my husband’s loyalties,” Tinkie said, and her normally merry eyes were a chilly blue. “And you should be worried about your job, not other people’s personal business. If Coleman had an inkling of this incident, you’d be fired.”

“I doubt that,” Rinda said with a smile. “Connie got me this job.”

“Coleman will take only so much,” Tinkie warned her.

She ignored Tinkie and pointed one red-tipped fingernail at me. Her figure had gone to hell, but her manicure was impeccable. “I’ve got my eye on you. I know what kind of woman you are, and I can make you one promise: Keep chasing Coleman and everyone else in the Delta will know you for the slut you are.”

“Has the elastic waistband of your pants shut off the oxygen supply to your brain?” Tinkie asked.

“You’re a fine example that money can’t buy brains,” Rinda spat back at Tinkie.

I started to interject something, but Tinkie held up a hand to stop me. “Rinda, the only thing you ever had going for you was cute. I’d quit worrying about everyone else and start hunting for some of what you lost. If I hear one word of gossip about Sarah Booth, I promise you I’ll be back to take it up with you. It won’t be pretty.”

Rinda was back at her desk before the door opened and Coleman reappeared. He assessed the room, probably catching just a whiff of verbally singed hair. “Everything okay?”

“Let’s talk to Doreen,” Tinkie said, her blue eyes clear and untroubled. “I can’t wait to meet her.”
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IT WAS A RITA COOLIDGE ALBUM COVER THAT CAME TO MIND WHEN I first saw Doreen Mallory. The long hair, the slender body, the stance. “Bird on a Wire” played in my head. Doreen Mallory lacked the Indian heritage of the singer; the freckles lightly scattered across Doreen’s nose spoke of another gene pool. But her black gypsy hair hung to her waist, and her hazel-green eyes never flinched. She wore boots, jeans, and a loose white shirt that only heightened her willowy elegance. There wasn’t a single chromosome of Lillith Lucas in Doreen’s features that I could see.

Tinkie made the introductions, and I studied the haunted smile that touched Doreen’s lips. “I told Sister Mary Magdalen not to waste her money on a private detective,” she said in a voice both cool and soothing.

“Why would she be wasting her money?” I asked, wondering if Doreen was admitting to murdering her child. She certainly wasn’t your typical grieving mother.

“Because I didn’t do anything wrong,” Doreen said. “I’m sure the police will sort it all out. I’m innocent. This is just a mistake.” Her lips pressed together. “No one would hurt Rebekah. She was just a little baby.”

“There were sleeping pills in her blood,” I said, surprised at the harshness of my own tone. “That doesn’t sound like a mistake. Someone put them in her baby bottle.”

“The police must have mixed up the blood,” Doreen said, undisturbed by my tone. “Rebekah wasn’t drugged.”

I was about to say something else when Tinkie stomped my foot so hard I thought her stiletto heel had gone through muscle, bone, and tendon. I stumbled back into the cell across the aisle, grasping the bars for support.

“What if this isn’t a mistake?” Tinkie asked very gently. “What if someone did . . . something to Rebekah? Is there someone who might have wanted to hurt your baby? Or you?”

Doreen blinked. “No. No one would want to hurt either of us.”

“What about the father?” I inserted.

“He has nothing to do with this. Nothing.”

“We’ll still need to talk to him,” I said.

“No, I don’t think so,” Doreen answered with a hint of polished steel. “You’ll have to take my word on it. He isn’t involved.”

“Tell us about your ministry,” Tinkie said, giving me a “back-off” look. “I understand you’re a preacher.”

“Not a preacher,” Doreen said. “More like a teacher. I try to show people how to live in peace and freedom. With themselves and others. The first step toward harmony is always made with ourselves.”

“I understand you can work miracles?” I said, wary of Tinkie’s right heel. She’d obviously taken a liking to Doreen Mallory and was ready to defend her.

Doreen’s smile was amused. “Everyone can work miracles, Ms. Delaney. I’m no exception.”

“But you have healed people?”

She considered it. “No, I can’t really claim that I’ve healed people. On some occasions, I’ve shown people how to leave illness behind.”

“Sort of like checking your coat at the door?” I asked, stepping away from Tinkie before she stomped me again.

“Yes, sort of like that,” Doreen said, not the least offended by my flippancy. “If you believe the weather outside is warm, you don’t need your coat. Illness is sort of like that. If you don’t believe you need it, you can leave it behind.”

“Science of mind?” I asked.

“Nothing that formal. This is very simple. It has to do with thought and energy,” Doreen answered, and I got the feeling she was trying to explain herself to me in a way that I’d grasp. “May I ask you a question?”

“Me?” I was surprised, but nodded. “Sure.”

“Why do you invest so much of your energy in the past, Ms. Delaney?”

When Doreen Mallory turned her green gaze on me, I felt totally naked. And exposed. “I’m not really the issue here,” I said, deflecting the question. “What do you call yourself?”

“Doreen Mallory,” she said, not bothering to hide her amusement at my discomfort. “As I’m sure you know, it isn’t my birth name. There was an older nun at the convent who cared for me most of the time. Her name had been Mallory before she took her vows.”

“I was asking what title you applied to yourself. Reverend, doctor, what?”

“I have no title and need none. Just Doreen is fine. Can you tell me about my mother?”

“What do you want to know?” I hedged. I didn’t believe Doreen was a miracle worker, but I didn’t see the need to tell her that her mother had been considered the town crazy.

Doreen’s calm gaze never faltered. “I only found out a few weeks ago where I really came from. I thought perhaps my birth mother would have some answers about Robert’s syndrome, which is a genetic condition. The nuns finally broke down and told me enough about how I came to live at Rosebriar that I was able to piece things together and find Lillith. It was too late, though; she was already dead.”

It was the first hint of a chip in her perfect composure. Her daughter’s many medical problems had sent her looking for answers into a past that, if Lillith Lucas was truly her mother, could hold only unpleasant surprises for her. But at least she’d made an attempt. That made me feel a little better about her.

“We didn’t know Lillith well,” Tinkie, ever the diplomat, answered. She didn’t say that we were all terrified of Lillith because she had the fire of madness in her eyes and a tangle of gray hair that looked like Spanish moss. “The only thing we really knew about Lillith was that she was a religious woman. Some might say obsessed with religion.”

“Everyone considered her crazy, didn’t they?” Doreen asked.

Tinkie stepped closer to the bars and studied Doreen’s face. “Yes. I’m sorry, but most folks in town thought she was a little mad. We kids were afraid of her. She waited for us on street corners, yelling Bible verses at us. We avoided her whenever possible. To be honest, I don’t ever remember looking her in the face.”

Doreen’s hands went to the bars. Her slender fingers circled them. “Sheriff Peters told me a little about her. And that woman in his office said Lillith was insane. She told me she burned to death. And she said Lillith was nothing more than a whore who used religion to intimidate people out of their money.”

“I wouldn’t give you a plugged nickel for anything Rinda Stonecypher said.” It aggravated me that Rinda could be so unnecessarily cruel.

“No one in town knew my mother had a child?” Doreen asked.

I shook my head. “None of us,” Tinkie said. “Of course, grown-ups didn’t talk about stuff like that in front of us kids, but we would have heard it somewhere. I’d have to say that somehow Lillith kept your birth a secret.”

“She must have felt very alone and isolated,” Doreen said.

“Lillith was obsessed with sex. That’s mostly what she preached against. We never considered that she was having sex, much less that she’d had a baby.”

Doreen smiled. “So often it’s the demons we rail against in others who have us by the neck.”

“Do you believe in demons? In possession?” I asked, wondering if she might have killed her baby in some attempt to cast out the evil demons of medical illness.

“No, not the kind you’re thinking of. Rebekah wasn’t possessed by Satan. To me, she was beautiful. I felt her spirit. She was truly a gift from God, even with all of her problems. She came to show me something wonderful, and then she returned to paradise.”

For one split second, I caught the power of peace that Doreen Mallory offered. To honestly believe that your baby’s death was part of a plan, part of something other than horrible bad luck and the normal grind of human suffering—that would be nothing short of miraculous.

But only a madwoman could really believe such a thing. As I stared into Doreen’s calm green eyes, I wondered exactly who lived there.

“Coleman said you were at Pine Level Cemetery when he picked you up,” Tinkie said.

Doreen nodded. “I went to visit my mother. I needed to talk to her.”

“Doreen, you know she’s dead.” Tinkie was very gentle.

“Exactly what is death?” Doreen countered. “Her physical body has been shed, but that doesn’t mean her spirit, her energy, is gone.”

“Oh, so she’s just hanging out at Pine Level?” I asked.

“It was the only place I knew to go. I don’t have any idea where she lived in Sunflower County. I wanted to feel close to her. Sometimes the easiest way to do that is to go somewhere familiar to a spirit.”

“Did you talk to her?” Tinkie asked.

“I was just beginning, when this older woman came up to put some flowers on a grave. I chatted with her instead. She told me a good bit about my mother. I think perhaps Lillith sent her to me.”

Doreen had a neat way of turning events in her favor. She wanted to talk to her dead mother, but a live person showed up. Very convenient.

The door between the jail and the sheriff’s office opened and Coleman ushered in a short woman in a flowing aqua habit. Coleman took in the scene before he closed the door, giving us our privacy.

The sister hurried toward us, worry etching a line between her eyebrows. “Michael is taking care of everything, but your followers are worried. The sisters have been praying nonstop. The sheriff says he can’t set bond, that it’s in the hands of the New Orleans justice system—as if there were such a thing!” The small woman almost hummed with angst and energy.

“Sister Mary Magdalen,” Doreen said. “You shouldn’t have come all this way. I’m fine.”

Though we were standing only a few feet from her, Tinkie and I didn’t register on the nun. She had eyes only for Doreen. “I look at you behind those bars and I feel an awful fear.” Her eyes were large, her face pale.

“Fear isn’t necessary,” Doreen said. “As you can see, I’m perfectly fine. The sheriff was quite the gentleman.”

“We hired a detective. We have to get you out of jail.” The sister looked around with dismay. “I can’t believe this is happening. I told you not to come here. The past holds no answers for you. There’s only trouble here. I told Sister Mary Grace not to tell you about any of this. I—”

Doreen broke the riptide of the sister’s words with an introduction of Tinkie and me.

“I’m sorry,” Sister Mary Magdalen said breathlessly. She struggled to regain her composure. “It’s just hard to see Doreen in a place like this. She wouldn’t hurt a fly. Really. For them to say that she killed her baby is preposterous. She’s a healer, not a killer.” She flung a tear from her cheek with a gesture of frustration. “As if the loss of that dear child wasn’t enough to bear. Now this!”

Doreen reached through the bars and lightly grasped the sister’s shoulder. “I’m fine, Sister. It’s a misunderstanding. Ms. Richmond and Ms. Delaney will straighten it all out for us. You can’t get excited like this. It isn’t good for you.”

Sister Mary Magdalen took a deep breath, her gaze locked with Doreen’s. Age lifted from her face. “Of course,” she said. “Things will be just fine. I gave myself over to worry for a little bit there.” She took another breath and smiled at us. “Okay, now what are we going to do to help Doreen?”
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