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READERS LOVE CAROLYN G. HART’S AWARD-WINNING DEATH ON DEMAND MYSTERIES:

SOUTHERN GHOST

“Pleasing … chillingly effective … remarkably satisfying.”

—Publishers Weekly

“[Annie and Max] make one of the most attractive pairs of sleuths since Dashiell Hammett’s Nick and Nora Charles.”

—Chicago Sun-Times

“If you like your mysteries suspenseful, with clues strewn everywhere, you’ll love this one.”

—The Sunday Oklahoman

“A true modern-day Gothic … The Darling duo is as winning as ever, and the book contains a marvelous bonus.”

—The Sun, Baltimore

“Carolyn G. Hart’s large following will likely hail this latest Darling caper as—what else?—simply darling.”

—The San Diego Union-Tribune





MORE PRAISE FOR CAROLYN G. HART:

THE CHRISTIE CAPER

“A clever, intricately plotted story, as well as a lovely romp through the mystery world.”

—Mostly Murder

“Carolyn Hart has constructed a puzzle for mystery buffs, a classic whodunit, and a loving homage to Agatha Christie—and put them into one book. All this and witty dialogue, believable relationships and an unpredictable ending, too.”

—Mystery News

“Christie fans should love the trivia that fills this book. This is a great mystery with a terrific twist.”

—Mystery Books

“A sharp and witty examination of what can happen when fans of each type of mystery confront one another … The Christie Caper is the best entry yet in Ms. Hart’s pleasurable series; eminently logical and meticulously plotted, it does justice to the Mistress of Mystery herself.”

—The Sun, Baltimore

“Agatha Christie devotees will be enchanted with The Christie Caper, as will mystery fans who relish a wickedly clever plot sprinkled with gentle wit and beguiling characters. Carolyn G. Hart has written a marvelous tribute to her mentor.”

—Joan Hess, author of Death by the Light of the Moon

DEADLY VALENTINE

“Carolyn G. Hart is the new shining star in the mystery galaxy.… Deadly Valentine [is a] marvelously plotted mystery.”

—Clarion-Ledger, Jackson, Mississippi

“Ms. Hart is on target once again with Deadly Valentine. Annie and Max are … one of the most charming and intelligent teams in fiction.”

—Mostly Murder

A LITTLE CLASS ON MURDER

“A classy mystery with … more twists than a Low Country river.”

—Mystery Scene

“Mystery readers will find this series a delight. Hart is on to a good thing.”

—The Drood Review of Mystery

“Hart has a light touch with her characters, a fresh heroine in Annie, and a delightfully different setting.”

—Alfred Hitchcock Mystery Magazine

DEATH ON DEMAND

“Irresistible! Expertly written. Hart drops big names from the mystery world like murderers drop clues, and it’s all great fun. The plotting is classic perfection. Annie and Max are the most endearing new pair of sleuths since Tommy and Tuppence. More, please!”

—Nancy Pickard, author of I.O.U.
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Author’s Note

It was a pleasure to set a mystery on Hilton Head, the island that inspired the creation of Broward’s Rock in Death on Demand. I hope I’ve provided enough of a glimpse of the island to bring happy memories to my readers who have vacationed there and to encourage others to discover its spacious beaches, moss-draped live oaks, and tranquil lagoons.

Everything in the book is true to the island except the Buccaneer Hotel, which I have placed just to the north of the Coligny Beach entrance, where the Breakers Villas stand, and Benedict Books, which is a composite of the several charming bookstores on the island.

The Dixie Book Festival is my own creation. It would be a tight fit on the Coligny Beach entrance plaza, but it could be done. And wouldn’t it be fun!


Chapter 1

The flurry of faxes began a week before the Dixie Book Festival. Sherry Felton’s first fax was circumspect. Sherry was well aware of her bestselling author’s temperament. She had a queasy feeling that she was damned if she did and damned if she didn’t, but a long-distance outburst was infinitely to be preferred over a face-to-face explosion.


FAX 1 - FROM: Sherry Felton
        TO: Leah Vixen Kirby



Dear Leah,

Biddy Maxwell tells me a Georgia publisher named Kenneth Hazlitt has approached her with an idea for a novel, a steamy sex-and-tell piece, all about some famous Southern writers and their indiscretions at a conference. He hinted to Biddy that it’s a roman à clef. She’s shopping the idea around.

Your latest sales figures are super. The paperback of Love’s Lost Splendour is shipping like hotcakes.

See you at Hilton Head.

Best,

Sherry



It came as no surprise to Sherry when her fax machine signaled incoming material.


FAX 2 - FROM: Leah Kirby
        TO: Sherry Felton



Dear Sherry,

Kenneth Hazlitt is a mediocre publisher and he couldn’t write a decent novel if somebody handed him a mouse with an IQ of 200-plus. He’s a buffoon who loves Dracula, Frankenstein, and Little Orphan Annie with the Statler Brothers bellowing in the background. But who gives a damn about quality? How much sex and who are the main characters?

If I could get a spot on Oprah, Love’s Lost Splendour would sell five times what it’s doing now. I must talk to you about publicity. And whose idea was it to schedule my Festival signing at four o’clock? They’ve got to be kidding. I want nine a.m. And I mean it.

As ever,

Leah

Sherry read as the fax paper oozed out. Damn. It was too late to change autographing times. The conference program was already printed. Leah knew that, of course. But who expected the world’s most famous author of Civil War novels to give a damn about minor facts like printed programs? Sherry debated calling the Festival programmer. Maybe they could put up a sign announcing a time change at the information booth.… Oh, hell, what a bother. She didn’t reach for the phone. Instead, her eyes glinting with malice, she waited thirty minutes, then dispatched a reply. As always, she used her author’s full name. One had to take pleasure where one found it.


FAX 3 - FROM: Sherry Felton
        TO: Leah Vixen Kirby



Dear Leah,

The programmer regrets being unable to change your autographing time. The committee wants the most famous author available at four p.m. The local TV promises a crew, and they feed to CBS.

Lots of sex, according to Biddy. And the cast of characters includes the most famous author of Civil War novels; the author of the latest male romance novel à la Bridges and Love Story; the author of Southern sojourns of the soul; the author of good-old-boy diatribes against blacks, Jews, feminists, and women in general; and the world’s bestselling mystery writer.

Oh, and congratulations upon your receiving a Medallion at the Festival. I’ll be sure and attend the ceremony.

Best,

Sherry


FAX 4 - FROM: Leah Kirby
        TO: Alan Blake
              Missy Sinclair
              Jimmy Jay Crabtree
              Emma Clyde



Dear Fellow Medallion Honorees,

FYI, Kenneth Hazlitt is shopping a proposal using thinly disguised (if disguised at all) characters patterned after all of us. Remember Wynnewood?

The sorry bastard.

Leah Kirby


FAX 5 - FROM: Emma Clyde
        TO: Leah Kirby
              Alan Blake
              Melissa Sinclair
              Jimmy Jay Crabtree



Dear Fellow Honorees,

I smell a Medallion-sized rat.

Best regards,

Emma


FAX 6 - FROM: Errol Beatty, publicist
        TO: Leah Kirby
              Emma Clyde



Dear Ms. Kirby and Ms. Clyde,

Mr. Crabtree is presently on a book tour. I will bring your faxes to his attention when I speak to him this evening.

Best wishes,

Errol Beatty


FAX 7 - FROM: Alan Blake
        TO: Leah Kirby
              Emma Clyde



Dear Leah and Emma:

Let’s talk when we arrive at the Festival. They’re putting me up at the Buccaneer.

Fondly,

Alan


FAX 8 - FROM: Melissa Sinclair
        TO: Leah Kirby
        Emma Clyde



Ladies,

I’ll call Kenneth.

Ciao,

Missy


FAX 9 - FROM: Melissa Sinclair
        TO: Leah Kirby
        Emma Clyde



Dear Leah, Emma,

The dolt’s excited out of his mind. He says Barker, Dunwoody & Kell is interested. This is all on the basis of a three-page proposal. I can’t believe this!

By the way, who picked us as Medallion winners? Does anybody know? Kenneth swears the Medallions have NO connection with his book. And the Republican National Committee is proposing Clinton for the Nobel Peace Prize.

I am not a happy camper. Should we cancel?

Missy



On a separate sheet faxed solely to Leah Kirby, Missy appended the following:


P.S. The writer of Civil War novels is a redhead who always wears green—and there’s a broad hint of sexual dalliance NOT with her spouse.



In her Belle Meade mansion in Nashville, Leah Kirby savagely crumpled the fax. She was a strikingly beautiful woman, tall and slender with hair as fiery as molten lava. Today’s silk suit was a soft jade.

Footsteps sounded in the hallway.

Leah jammed the fax into her pocket as her husband, Carl, entered the room.

Carl Kirby was slender, sixty, with thinning gray hair. His face was pale and drawn, but when he saw Leah, his mouth curved into a cheerful smile. “It looks good on the interview with People. They’ll focus on you as the greatest living writer of tender love stories.” His voice was full of pride. For Leah. Of Leah. “The People crew wants to follow us around for a week or two. Maybe right after the Festival. They want to get the flavor of our true-life love story.”

He stepped close, held out his arms.

Leah moved into his embrace, pressed against him.

The fax crackled in her pocket.


Chapter 2

“What do you mean, they want to give me less for the next contract?” Jimmy Jay Crabtree smacked the table and shifted the wad of chewing tobacco in his right cheek with his tongue. “That’s a mother lode of crap, Harold. No way am I going to accept less than a half mil.”

“You aren’t selling, Jimmy Jay. That’s the bottom line. The returns on your book are running around eighty percent. You’re lucky they’re even willing to talk a new contract. And Buzzy’s not positive he can get it by the editorial board even if your advance is cut in half.” A thoughtful pause. “Truth is, things go in cycles in publishing, Jimmy Jay. Limbaugh. Grisham. Nobody could believe their sales figures. Outer space. So everybody started publishing down-home think pieces and lawyer books. Limbaugh and Grisham are still at the top of the charts.”

Jimmy Jay waited.

But his agent didn’t go ahead to say the obvious: The clones weren’t coming through. Readers wanted the real thing.

Jimmy Jay’s mean little mouth closed in a tight hard line. He couldn’t trust himself not to fire Harold on the spot.

But Harold was one of the best literary agents in New York.

If Harold couldn’t get him a new contract …

“Talk to you later.” Jimmy Jay slammed the phone down. It wasn’t his fault. He was just as good as Limbaugh. Better. Because he really laid it on the line. He didn’t bother to try and be cute. He told it straight out, and if people didn’t like it, they could take a flying leap.

If his book wasn’t selling, well, the asshole, knee-jerking liberals would laugh themselves silly if the word got out. Jimmy Jay knew they hated him for telling the good old unvarnished truth, like what a joke it was for the bleeding hearts to moan about poor little mamas on welfare. The bleeding hearts squealed like stuck pigs when he said it was time to cut those ladies off the dole if they kept on having babies. Look at it: If those sorry broads didn’t want Uncle’s check every month, they’d sure as hell figure out what made babies. It wasn’t like it was a state secret. And all this crap about AIDS. As far as he was concerned, it was time to worry about ordinary, everyday Americans, not rejects who played Russian roulette in their sex lives.

But The New York Times had sure had it in for him ever since Straighten Up and Fly Right came out.

He’d mailed a copy of the bestseller list to The NYT Book Review for twenty-three weeks and circled his title on it.

No answer, of course.

Christ, he couldn’t let those Yankees have the last laugh.

But he had an empty feeling in his gut. He aimed at the wastebasket. Tobacco juice splattered the side and dribbled onto the rug. So let the maid earn her salary.

Yeah, Straighten Up made the bestseller list for twenty-three weeks.

But that was based on titles shipped, not sold. His publishers had gambled that he could sell like Rush and Grizzard and Howard Stern. So the sales reps leaned on booksellers, gave special discounts to entice them to up their orders. The pub effort was great—radio spots across the country, a drive-by radio tour, signings in sixteen cities.

But none of that mattered if Harold was right. Returns around 80 percent. The book was not selling.

They’d toss him out like yesterday’s headline.


Chapter 3

Alan Blake hummed as he shaved. (“Oh, What a Beautiful Morning.”) Then he stopped and grinned. Green gel dripped from his chin. Sometimes he couldn’t believe his own instincts. Jesus, that was perfect. Corny but lovable. The right touch for his upcoming Parade interview. He’d have to remember to tell the reporter in a half-chagrined way how he always hummed when he shaved. “A Day with Alan Blake.” His readers would love it. He smiled at his reflection in the steamy mirror. An engaging smile. Good, white, even teeth. Steady blue eyes. Wavy chestnut hair. A manly chin with just the hint of a cleft. He carefully eased the razor over his upper lip. A few more strokes and he was done. He heard the telephone above the rush of water. He patted his face with a washcloth and reached for the bathroom extension.

His eyes admired the luxurious bathroom—a whirlpool, mirrors with lights that could brighten or dim, the heated towel rack—as he picked up the receiver.

“Hi, Alan. Long time no see.”

He felt like a boxer hit in the kidneys.

“You there, Alan?”

“I’m sorry. I don’t believe—”

“Come off it, man. We had a fun time in L.A. We’ll have to get together. Talk about old times. I read in the paper you’re gonna be at that book deal in Hilton Head. I’ll look you up, man.”


Chapter 4

Blue Benedict’s back ached. Carefully, she bent her knees, keeping her lower back muscles straight, as she hefted another box of books into her Jeep Cherokee. She couldn’t, absolutely could not, have back trouble now. She picked up another box. There were dozens more boxes yet to be transported to the booth. And more boxes for the signings at the hotel. Oh, Lord, had she remembered to call and see if the book room was open today? Okay, that was—

The startled half-scream brought Blue sharply around. The box thudded to the ground. Pain flared in her back.

“Mother!” Ginny’s voice rose in a panicked squeal.

Blue Benedict scrambled through the open back door, skidded around stacks of boxes, plunged into the rear of the bookstore.

Ginny was blundering down the middle aisle, her hands held out in front on her. “Mother!” Her voice broke into a sob. “I can’t see. I can’t see! The box blew up.”

White powder covered Ginny’s face, speckled her black hair.

Blue reached her daughter. “This way. Into the john. Let’s wash it off.”

“I can’t see!” Her daughter’s voice shook with fear.

Blue didn’t hesitate. She grabbed an empty vase and filled it with warm water. “Hold your breath, Ginny.”

Blue splashed the whole of it into her daughter’s face, then gently dabbed her eyes.

Ginny blinked. “I—it’s smeary—but I can see. I can. I can.”

Blue was trembling by the time she reached the front of the store and the pile of mail that Ginny had been opening. She looked grimly at the small ripped-open package. The still-hot flashcube inside it accounted for Ginny’s sudden blindness. It was clever enough: The flashcube exploding as the lid was lifted. And the now uncoiled spring had flung up whitish powder.

Blue dampened a finger, touched it to the powder, gave a delicate lick.

Flour.

Flour pure and simple.

A practical joke.

But there was nothing funny about the message in all capital, cut-out letters:

THIS COULD HAVE BEEN A LETTER BOMB.
TRASH JIMMY JAY CRABTREE NOW.
OR LOOK FOR A BIGGER BANG.


Chapter 5

Annie nosed her Volvo behind the dumpmaster in the alley. She gazed at the back door to Death on Demand—the finest mystery bookstore this side of Atlanta—with wariness, trepidation, and deep yearning.

If she could survive this weekend, her store would once again be her pride, her joy, her refuge, and her delight.

But the Dixie Book Festival would have to be history before Annie’s life was once again predictable.

As predictable as life could ever be.…

She glanced at an ornately decorated square of shiny cardboard lying in the passenger seat atop a haphazard stack of files, packets, and notes to herself (Tomorrow pick up the hotel keys FIRST, Stop by liquor store, GAS, Cleaners, Sugar? MAX?), and sighed. In ornate script, the card held this legend:
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An Eagle Soars.
From Simplicity by Laurel Darling Roethke. Page 2.



Despite Annie’s intense effort to discipline her mind, she immediately envisioned a majestic eagle, its imperious head held high, its magnificent wings spread wide.

And, dammit, it gave her a surge of energy.

Maybe her spacey mother-in-law was on to something.

“Come on,” Annie muttered. “Don’t lose it now.” She absolutely was not going to get roped into the collective insanity on the part of Laurel and her fellow conspirators, Henny Brawley and Miss Dora Brevard. Just because Annie owned a bookstore and somehow had been persuaded to serve as an author liaison to this year’s Medallion honorees at the Dixie Book Festival on Hilton Head Island, that did not—emphatically did NOT—mean that Annie had entree to the world of publishing, as in the ability to find publishers for the proud authors of three distinctly varied manuscripts.

Annie slid out of the car. “No,” she said aloud. “No, no, no.” She gave a hunted look over her shoulder. The three hopeful authors had bombarded her with ideas for finding publishers that ranged from the absurd (Miss Dora, imperiously: Simply inform them our books must be published) to the sensible (Henny, briskly: I’ve surveyed the lists of publishers who are coming and Mint Julep Press is perfect. Extremely aggressive marketing.)

Annie completed her survey of the alley. The coast was clear. Still, she ducked in the back door of Death on Demand like a fugitive. Jean Valjean had nothing on her.

Annie had learned to her dismay that entrapment could come so unexpectedly. Miss Dora didn’t even live on Broward’s Rock, but she’d turned up on the ferry that morning, and Annie had been trapped for a twenty-minute discourse on the originality and superiority of Miss Dora’s cookbook.

Annie stood tensely in the storeroom. But there was no sound beyond the partially open door. She tiptoed across the floor, peered into the bookstore, her wonderful, dear store, full of fabulous mysteries from the newest (the delightful debut of Gar Anthony Haywood’s Dottie and Joe Loudermilk series) to the oldest (leather-bound copies of the Collected Edgar Allan Poe). Reassured, she pushed the door wider.

“Dear Annie.”

Annie froze.

Laurel Darling Roethke uncurled from the petit point sofa in front of the fireplace. It was a new acquisition to make readers feel quite at home. Just as cozy as the nooks and crannies in Denver’s Tattered Cover bookstore. Though, of course, the Death on Demand hearth was cold now. South Carolina was much too balmy in May for a fire.

Agatha rose, too, stretching and hopping down to twine around Laurel’s ankles.

Annie ignored a pang of jealousy. But it was irritating for her very own cat, the pampered prima donna of the store, to treat Laurel with such affection, especially since Agatha had ignored Annie for the past three days. That, of course, was why the sleek black cat was so ostentatiously pirouetting about Laurel. The message couldn’t have been clearer.

To be fair, Annie understood. Nothing in the store was quite on schedule, despite Annie’s best efforts. And nothing would be on schedule until the Festival was over. Agatha despised change. Or any other aspect of life that didn’t suit. Too much wind. An unaccustomed frost. As far as Agatha was concerned, Annie was responsible. Period.

Annie crossed her arms and regarded her mother-in-law gravely. And tried hard not to let her mouth curve into a grin. She pressed her lips together. God, she mustn’t encourage Laurel.

Laurel beamed. “Dear Annie,” she caroled.

Annie’s lips quivered. Steady, she warned herself. Laurel must not detect any softening of Annie’s refusal to cooperate. No way did Annie intend be outmaneuvered by her silver-tongued, crafty, incredibly determined mother-in-law. Absolutely no way.

No matter how appealing Laurel looked in her simple white cotton blouse and beige linen skirt.

Anyone else would look like the class nerd in a Fifties movie. Laurel, of course, looked sublimely elegant and as gloriously and agelessly beautiful as ever, her hair as softly gold as moonlight, her patrician features touched with warmth, her vivid blue eyes merry with laughter and a hint of childlike expectation that bordered on the otherworldly. Bordered, hell. Crossed over, in Annie’s opinion.

Laurel clasped a hand to her chest. “The Sun Shines.”

Annie waited.

“Don’t you think, my dear,” Laurel’s distinctive husky voice rose slightly, “that says it all?”

Now those beautifully manicured hands—shell-pink polish—were clasped soulfully to her chin.

A smooth, wrinkle-free chin, Annie noted acerbically. But Laurel insisted she’d never had cosmetic surgery.

Yeah.

Those deeply blue eyes continued to regard Annie patiently.

Annie realized a response was expected. “Uh … yes. Yes, I guess that sums it up pretty well.”

Laurel darted to her, gave her a swift embrace. Annie felt the whisper of lips on her cheek, smelled a faint hint—Annie’s nose wrinkled—rose? Hmm. Usually Laurel preferred the scent of lilac. Out of long experience, Annie wondered sharply what the change in fragrance augured. That it augured something, she didn’t doubt. Oh, of course. Laurel’s latest enthusiasm, the theme of her book: Simplicity. She was probably gathering up roses, drying them, squashing them, and making her own perfume. Were roses more easily obtained than lilac blooms? Who knew? Who cared? That was harmless enough. If only Laurel would confine her activities to similarly socially harmless pursuits. But, unfortunately—

Annie felt a piece of paper being tucked in her skirt pocket. Then Laurel wafted past her into the storeroom. “Dear Annie. Thank you, thank you, love. For everything. For your sweet nature. For your support. The Sun Shines. That shall be the opening truth. Page one. Oh, Annie, I can’t wait until tomorrow.”

The storeroom door closed.

Annie didn’t retrieve the piece of paper.

Not now.

Maybe never.

As for tomorrow …

Tomorrow was the opening day of the Dixie Book Festival on the South’s premier holiday island, Hilton Head. There would be more than seventy Southern authors to be wined and dined and showcased at breakfasts, luncheons, and dinners. Everybody from Carl Hiaasen to Celestine Sibley.

Booksellers from throughout the South.

Publishers and editors from small regional presses.

Plus a goodly number of booths from some of the big New York publishing houses.

Several thousand festivalgoers.

It should be a fabulous success, would be a fabulous success, and certainly Annie shouldn’t let small embarrassments—

The storeroom door opened swiftly; her mother-in-law’s golden head popped out. “One for All, All for One.” Laurel’s husky voice brimmed with confidence. A final beaming smile, then Laurel withdrew, and the door softly closed.

“Oh, God,” Annie groaned, “that’s what’s driving me—” Annie felt a prick on her ankle. She looked down. “Dammit, Agatha, you could at least ask first.”

The pressure from Agatha’s two exceedingly sharp incisors increased, just a little.

“Okay, okay. I’ll feed you.” Annie moved fast. Once Agatha reached the incisor-to-the-ankle stage, bloodletting wasn’t far off. As Annie pulled the tab on a can of savory salmon, she told the feline sternly, “I’ve about had enough of everybody. You, Laurel, Henny, Miss Dora, my authors.” Actually, although she’d quite soon realized that dealing with authors meant handling very fragile egos accompanied by the ability to be creatively demanding, she still enjoyed—mostly—getting to know five very bright and gifted people. She’d even begun to think of them proprietorially. All except Jimmy Jay Crabtree, of course.

She picked up the coffee thermos, then turned behind the coffee bar to select a mug.

This was one of the great pleasures of Death on Demand. Annie took pride in her collection of coffee mugs, each inscribed in red script with the name of a famous author and title. Usually, it put her in a good humor simply to pour a cup of special brew—sometimes Kona, sometimes Colombian, sometimes Kenya—into one of the mugs.

This afternoon, however, she eyed the mugs without enthusiasm. She considered Phantom Lady by William Irish. Maybe she could disappear. No. It wasn’t quite that bad. She was tempted by Carolyn Wells’s Murder in the Bookshop because that’s what she felt like committing. First victim: Blue Benedict of Hilton Head’s Benedict Books, who’d talked Annie into serving as an author liaison. “Annie, it won’t take much time at all!” The memory of that hideously inaccurate prediction made Annie’s lip curl. Annie had spent so much time on the telephone with her authors—and charming as most of them were (except, of course, Jimmy Jay Crabtree)—it had kept her up late at night and working weekends to get her ordering done and keep Death on Demand running smoothly, especially since Ingrid Jones, her wonderful assistant, had been out with foot surgery until this week.

But it was fascinating to get to know these very famous authors (except for Jimmy Jay Crabtree) and to try and make them feel comfortable and welcome. Annie had quickly read all their books, and now she felt she knew them very well indeed.

The phone rang. Death on Demand closed at five, and it was already past six o’clock.

The sharp peal sounded again.

Annie ignored the rings. She felt she could count on two verities. The call wasn’t from the Georgia or Florida lotteries; the call was from one of her authors, and right now she absolutely couldn’t handle one more task. Nada.

Annie poured coffee into V as in Victim by Lawrence Treat, took a sip, and sighed. The coffee was tepid. She poured it out. Finally, the ringing stopped.

Annie swished out the sink, then moved around the coffee bar to the central aisle. She did take time to look up at the month’s mystery paintings hanging over the fireplace. The first customer to correctly identify the author and title represented by each painting received a book and free coffee for a month.

Henny Brawley, her most knowledgeable customer, was the all-time champion. She had, in fact, won the past three months in a row.

But Henny hadn’t visited Death on Demand even once this month. Definitely a financial loss, but maybe it would give someone else a chance to win.

Henny would know these five books, of course, because they were the start of something wonderful in mystery fiction, something that had changed the course of mystery publishing in the United States.

The first painting captured so beautifully the crowded, tatty splendor of an antique store. Furniture, vases, lamps, books, and artwork were jammed together. In the sharp, white glare from the floodlights set up by the police, the chalked outline of a corpse was starkly apparent against the Oriental rug. A golden chain dangled from the key still in the lock of the glass cabinet that contained small pieces of value, including a set of bone-handled knives. One knife was missing. A young woman, her black hair marked by a streak of gray, stood in a narrow aisle, staring at a mannequin of a small boy. The mannequin’s feet had been fitted with an ornate pair of iron shoes.

In the second painting, the young woman on the temple stage was pinning a Berkeley police badge to her blouse. At her feet, a knife protruding from his chest, sprawled a handsome Oriental man in a loose gold robe. His thin T-shirt and pants were also gold. A crimson sash circled his waist. Behind them rose an altar draped with gold, electric blue, and orange brocade. Prayer wheels flanked each side of the altar. Overlooking the altar was a giant picture of the man who now lay so still with the ugly weapon in his chest.

In the third painting, a good summer tan darkened the face of the woman in the yellow cotton top and blue jeans. She looked athletic. Her face was somber as she stared at the decomposing body of a man slumped face forward over a kitchen table. The back of his head was a mess from the bullet’s exit.

In the fourth painting, the woman in jeans knelt beside the body in a kelly green bathrobe. The bullet hole was at the base of the dead blonde’s throat. The body lay straight back, arms flung out, hips turned slightly. The green eyes were half open. The living room carpet held no footprints.

In the fifth painting, the bathroom was Las Vegas style with plenty of mirrors, pink marble, and gleaming white tile. The only out-of-the-ordinary occupant of the sumptuous room was the young girl lying on the red-and-white tile floor. Her throat had been cut, and there was blood everywhere. On a nearby pink velvet couch, a middle-aged woman sobbed. The house detective talked into his handheld radio. An attractive young woman with brown hair and green eyes stood to one side, taking everything in.

These books had made a difference in the mystery world.

Annie nodded in satisfaction.

Her good humor restored, she headed up the central aisle, passing the Romantic Suspense. She paused at the Psychological Suspense section to put a Rochelle Majer Krich title on the proper shelf. She took time to be sure she still had plenty of titles by Mary Higgins Clark and Patricia Highsmith and Judith Kelman.

Comedy mysteries—a whole shelf full of Joan Hess!—were on her right, and spy novels and thrillers to her left. She so enjoyed Eric Ambler and Manning Coles.

Annie reached the front desk. She looked thoughtfully at the answering machine. Blink. Blink. Blink. Blink. Blink.

Five red blinks.

Five messages.

Agatha flowed through the air, settled beside the answering machine, and delicately began to wash her face.

“Want to bet it’s the Gang of Five?” Her authors could be both charming and imperious. “Or another of the Three Musketeers?”

Agatha’s cool green eyes looked through Annie as if she were indeed a phantom.

Annie reached out, gently stroked the shiny, sleek fur. “I’m sorry, Agatha. I know everything’s topsy-turvy. But it won’t be for much longer.” Annie yanked her hand back just in time to escape the razor-sharp teeth. “Ingrid will be here all weekend. She loves you, too. And it will be a fun weekend.”

That was for sure.

It was a great opportunity to see authors she’d admired and sold for so long: Lee Smith. Alexandra Ripley. Sharyn McCrumb. Louise Shivers. Ernest Gaines. Margaret Maron. And many, many more.

Although she did have a presentiment—no way were those the sole prerogative of damsels in distress—that she was going to be very busy with her own special charges. She could almost hear Blue Benedict’s soft South Carolina accent: “Annie honey, you’re just so good with people, and it’s so important to keep these special honorees happy.…”

But enough was enough. Annie shook her head at the blinking lights, grabbed the notebook with the conference itineraries for her authors, and headed out the back door.

By the time she turned the car into the long, curving, dusty road leading home, she was humming. It increased her cheer that she no longer had to slow for the gated entry. Since the Burgers had moved to Australia, the Scarlet King Neighborhood Association, made up of the homeowners with houses around the lagoon, had agreed to remove the ugly gate. Annie was pleased. She pushed on the accelerator, and the car picked up speed.

Almost home. Sunshine glistened through the graceful swaths of Spanish moss. With the windows down, she could smell the sweet scent of blooming magnolias. She loved her island, the dusty unpaved roads, the palmetto palms and quick-growing ferns. Almost home.

As for her Festival duties, she would follow the example of the South’s most famous literary heroine. “After all, tomorrow is another day,” she murmured.

The gray road curved, and there was her beautiful house, hers and Max’s.

As always, her heart lifted and her mouth curved into a smile. She loved the glistening expanses of glass that let streams and rivers of golden light pour into the sand-toned, two-story wooden house. Sometimes she couldn’t believe her good fortune. Married to the most fun guy she’d ever known (and Max was undeniably as good-looking and sexy as a grown-up Joe Hardy), living on Broward’s Rock, the most beautiful island off the coast of South Carolina, owner of the best little mystery bookstore east of Atlanta!

How could life get any better?

The thought was swift: When she was once again her own boss, the Dixie Book Festival successfully behind her …

Annie parked next to Max’s red Maserati. Max! What had she promised? Oh, yes. The sugar. He’d left a message asking her to pick up sugar. Why sugar? She shrugged and picked up the five-pound sack. As she slammed the car door, she dropped the keys into her pocket and felt the square of paper Laurel had tucked there. Annie wanted to ignore it.

But delay would not make it more palatable.

She stood in the deep shadow from a live oak tree. The sun slanting through the branches cast a pattern on the paper, but it didn’t mute the brilliant crimson of the letters—in script—or the bright blue foil border:

[image: ]


Cherish Good Humor.
From Simplicity by Laurel Darling Roethke. Page 9.



A yellow Post-it was stuck to the bottom. She read the note:


Dear Annie - This mock-up is just one of hundreds (Annie didn’t doubt it) of possible formats. More anon. Laurel.



Annie shoved the sheet back into her pocket. No matter what she said, Laurel refused to believe Annie had no clout in the world of publishing. Annie shook her head, then hurried up the oyster shell path. Of course, once the Festival was over, Laurel and Henny and Miss Dora would have to give up badgering Annie for introductions to publishers.

Annie skipped up the steps at the thought. And, despite the Three Musketeers, she was certain the Festival was going to be fabulous. She’d just have to be patient with Broward’s Rock’s publisher-obsessed wannabe authors.

She hurried up the steps and opened the front door.

“Max?”

She stopped in the entry hall, tilted her head, and, quite frankly, sniffed. Something was burning, something terribly sweet.…

“Annie!”

She doubted that Max had ever managed to put quite so much expression into the sound of her name.

She followed her nose toward the kitchen.

“Annie.” Hope mingled with frustration.

She stopped in the doorway.

It was Max all right, blond hair that she always wanted to touch, eyes a darker blue than a Minnesota lake—vivid blue eyes usually shining with laughter, but not right now—an expressive mouth that could turn her resolve to jelly.

But Max with a difference. His face was bewildered, his polo shirt stained, his navy shorts—and he did look so good in shorts—dusted with flour. Actually, heavily splotched with flour.

There was flour on the floor, in his hair, dappled across the range, in interesting swirls and eddies atop the table. Dorothy L., too white for flour to show, sat on a countertop, gingerly licking her front paws. Annie could see dainty cat pawprints in the swirls and eddies.

“Uh—you’re cooking.” Annie said it with a straight face, without even a glimmer of sarcasm.

Max shot her a look of suspicion.

Perhaps being around Laurel had its recompenses. Annie smiled benignly. She did refrain from clasping her hands soulfully to her chin.

“Annie, I need help.”

“Yes.”

“You see, it’s Miss Dora’s Delectables.” Max pointed at the welter of cooking implements. “Apple Pan-Dowdy.” He didn’t say it with any conviction.

“Oh.” Annie weighed her response. She knew what she wanted to announce. She wanted to shout: “Miss Dora’s Delectables be damned.”

But Max was talking as fast as she’d ever heard him.

“… after all, Annie, my own mother. And she made a commitment. She and Henny and Miss Dora swore a blood oath—that’s how Laurel put it—One for All—”

“All for One,” Annie joined in.

Max’s face brightened.

“You know about it?”

Annie knew. The impossible trio had probably met at high noon or on the stroke of midnight to plight their awesome pact: The three hopeful authors would together brave the cold world of publishing (the Dixie Book Festival), and they would not rest, they would not flag, they would not fail until each had found a publisher for her book. Three books, of course. Quite disparate in tone and content.

Laurel was offering a small volume filled with simple, quiet, pithy comments that celebrated simplicity. The Sun Shines. Cherish Good Humor. Annie was tempted to quote these excerpts to Max. But she did want to preserve her marriage.

Not to be outdone, Henny, Annie’s most persistent customer, had decided to come up with her own small book of comments: The Quotable Sleuth.

And Miss Dora? A cookbook: Miss Dora’s Delectables.

“… Mother called this afternoon. They really needed help. She said it was easy, and she faxed me the recipe, but I wonder if I got something wrong?”

Annie’s shoes scuffed up flour. Laurel, of course, waited comfortably at the bookstore to pounce on Annie, instead of cooking up a storm at her condo. Henny Brawley was probably cooking and writing at the same time. Henny excelled in efficiency.

Annie was grinning by the time she reached her husband. “You know something, Max? You look good enough to eat,” and she slipped her arms around him.

“Oh—” Max brightened immediately. He tossed the wooden spoon toward the disaster in the sink. “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” He murmured something indistinct about cooking later, and his mouth sought Annie’s.

Neither paid any attention to the ringing of the telephone.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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