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Chapter 1

When the cold January wind blows across the empty cotton fields, it’s hard to remember the lush summer heat. Dahlia House has weathered more than a hundred and fifty winters, standing against wind and rain and war. Sitting on the porch, bundled in the new, red, polar fleece jacket that was one of my love’s many Christmas gifts, I try not to let the fading daylight leave me blue. The holidays have come and gone, another season slipped away, a new year begun.

My resolution this year is to leave the past behind. Since the death of my parents, I’ve dragged my guilt behind me like a ball and chain. No more. Coleman Peters, the sheriff of Sunflower County, is recuperating from a gunshot wound to his chest and has filed for divorce from his psycho wife. By springtime he’ll be a free man. I, too, must shed the things that bind me to a time and place that no longer exist. Divorce, a mere legal maneuver, is easy compared to severing memories.

Looking out on the brown fields that meet the gray sky on a distant horizon, I find it impossible not to think of the past. Only a year before I was in the Big Apple learning that my Big Dream wasn’t going to happen. I would never tread the boards of Broadway as a leading lady. While my talent was a blinding star in Mississippi, I was barely a fizzle in New York City. I’d come home in defeat.

“I do declare, if there’s one word that won’t be allowed on the premises of Dahlia House, it’s de-feat!”

I didn’t have to turn around to realize who was speaking. Jitty, the resident haint of Dahlia House, had come to devil me in the broadest Southern accent I’d ever heard. It wasn’t bad enough that I was suffering from SAD; now I was afflicted with SMG, sassy-mouthed ghost.

“Jitty, I’m not in the mood for your cornpone rendition of Scarlett. Can’t you see I’m sinking into a perfectly good funk?” I swiveled to take a gander at her. She had the annoying habit of skipping through the decades for her wardrobe. When last I’d seen her she was all Marie An-toinetteish. My jaw dropped several inches as I took in the layers and layers of pale pink tulle that swung on hooped petticoats. The dress was perfectly fitted to her nineteen-inch waist. With her wide-brimmed hat she looked like the unthinkable—an antebellum belle.

“Honey chile, you keep sittin’ out here on the gallery mopin’ about the past, you gone put the funk in dysfunctional.” She snapped a fan open and laughed beguilingly behind it.

I rose to my feet. “Jitty, I’ve put up with hot pants and flapper fringe, poodle skirts and Trekkie suits. I’ve even been through French Revolution garb, but I draw the line at this”—I pointed at her dress—“mockery of my heritage!”

“You’re the one who can’t let the past go.” She sashayed around the porch, her hoop skirts swinging to reveal ruffled pantaloons.

I was saved from a response by the sound of a tooting horn. Tinkie’s new Cadillac cruised down the driveway. When I turned back to Jitty, she was gone.

The Cadillac stopped and Tinkie sprang from behind the wheel, her gaze sweeping over the drying garlands of cedar and magnolia leaves I’d used to decorate the porch.

“Christmas is over, Sarah Booth. It’s bad luck to leave those decorations up.” She snatched an end of a garland and pulled. Since her visit to Dr. Larry Martin had revealed that the pecan-sized lump in her breast was completely gone—vanished!—Tinkie had been a ball of fire.

“I’ll help you with this,” she said as she tore the greenery free of the house, “but then you’ll have to help me.”

“Help you what?” I was wary of Tinkie’s deals.

She dropped the garland at her feet, her face alive with pleasure. “Finish the preparations for the cast.”

“No!” I wanted no part of it. “When I left New York, I gave up all ambitions of hanging out with actors. I don’t even like actors.”

Her bottom lip protruded slightly in a pout that brought grown men to their knees. “Don’t be that way, Sarah Booth. This is going to be wonderful. A New York production of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof is the biggest thing that’s ever happened in Zinnia.”

“And it wouldn’t be happening now if a hurricane hadn’t destroyed the entire Gulf Coast.” It was true. The production had been booked into the Beau Rivage Casino and a category-five hurricane had devastated the coastline of Mississippi.

“I hate to benefit from someone else’s misfortune.” She pulled another garland free of the balustrade. “They had to go somewhere, though, and we’re fortunate that The Club had a stage and auditorium.”

“Yes, what would the debutantes in town do without the facilities of The Club?” I rolled up the garlands she was destroying. Inside the door was a garbage bag for just this purpose, and I grabbed it and began stuffing. Tinkie was half-finished pulling down what had taken me two days to put up.

“You’re just upset about Graf Milieu.” She yanked a garland with such force that the tacks I’d used to secure it scattered over the porch.

“Graf is nothing to me.” If I said it often enough, it would be true. In fact, I had no romantic feelings left for him, but I did have shame. He’d seen me defeated, running home from New York with my tail between my legs because I wasn’t talented enough.

The sound of a loud bay drew both of our attention to the Cadillac. Sweetie Pie, my invincible hound, was standing on her hind feet, paws against the window, looking for Tinkie’s little dust mop, Chablis.

“Where is your dog?” I asked. Tinkie seldom went anywhere without the Yorkie.

“I’m having her topknot layered and glitzed. She has a seat for opening night. Chablis, in case you’ve forgotten, is a huge fan of Tennessee Williams.”

I cast a sidelong look to see if she was teasing. Tinkie sometimes took it a little too far with Chablis, who was manicured, primped, and treated like a child prodigy. I loved the little rascal, but I didn’t believe she cared for stage productions.

“I’m only kidding,” Tinkie said as she grasped the last of the decorations. “But I am having a cocktail party at Hill Top on opening night, and I want Chablis to look her best.”

“Right.” I stuffed the last of the cedar into my trash bag and tied it shut. “So what, exactly, is it you want me to help you do?”

“The cast is due to arrive tonight. I want to have fresh flowers in the dressing rooms—”

“Dressing rooms?” I wasn’t a member of The Club, but I’d been there plenty. There weren’t any dressing rooms.

“Renata Trovaioli insisted that she must have her own dressing room, so while I was ordering new construction, I had one fixed up for Graf and Sir Alfred Bascomb. Can you believe it?” She clutched my hand. “Sir Alfred Bascomb is going to be here in Zinnia. He’s incredible. I saw him in Lolita.” She looked like she was going to swoon.

“An incredible bore.” I’d had one encounter with the Brit, and it had left me emotionally gutted. The man had looked down his hawkish nose at me and told me to get elocution lessons. “He doesn’t find Southern drawls the least bit interesting.”

“Did you see him in The Gentleman Caller? I mean ...” Her hand went to her heart. “I cried for days!”

“Yeah, boo-hoo.” The more she talked the more I knew I didn’t want any part of her plans.

“Sarah Booth, did you really sleep with Graf ? He’s probably the most handsome man I ever saw. I’ll bet—”

The question came out of the blue and struck like an arrow in my heart, bringing a kaleidoscope of images of the two of us as young lovers in the most fascinating city in the world. I held up my hand, palm toward her face. “Talk to the hand, Tinkie. My New Year’s resolution is to leave the past behind me.” I gave her a glare. “Graf is the past. No good comes of digging it up.”

“You did sleep with him!” She arched an eyebrow. “I sure hope Coleman isn’t the jealous type. Then again, he survived your fling with Hamilton Garrett V, and he is still married.”

“Not for long. His marriage is a technicality.” Coleman had filed for divorce in November. The case was slowly winding its way through the court system, and hopefully by spring he’d be shed of Connie and her insanity.

“Coleman hasn’t been sleeping over here.” She spoke fact. “The two of you haven’t consummated your relationship, have you?”

I kept my gaze on the bag of Christmas rubble. “Coleman has honor. He doesn’t want to start with me until he’s completely free of Connie.” I cleared my throat. “He was also shot in the chest, if you remember.”

She shook her head slowly, her blue gaze holding mine until I looked away. “Honor is one thing, Sarah Booth, but to leave you all alone Christmas Eve. That’s just plain stupid. He could sleep over and hold you. What’s—”

“I haven’t been alone.” In another minute my blabbering mouth would be telling Tinkie my concerns—or even worse, all about Jitty. Tinkie would call the men in white suits. “I mean Sweetie Pie was with me, and Coleman came by. We built a fire, and we exchanged our gifts.” What I didn’t say was that he’d been careful to leave before our passions sent us upstairs to my bed.

“I hope you didn’t serve him any of that fruitcake you made. After Virgie’s deadly batch, I can’t imagine ever eating fruitcake again.”

“Coleman understands tradition. And fruitcake is the only tradition I keep at Christmas.”

Tinkie’s expression shifted to something close to pity and her blue eyes brimmed with tears. “I’m sorry, Sarah Booth. I know how much you miss your family.”

I shrugged because I didn’t trust my voice. I did miss my parents. Years hadn’t dimmed the hurt, and the best thing to do was simply not to talk about it. “I’ll help you, but only today. I’ll take my car; I want to be home before the actors arrive.”

“Don’t trust yourself with Graf?”

The devil had danced away her tears. I couldn’t help but smile. “I have no feelings for Graf except regret. I remember too well what a pompous ass he is.”

“Then why won’t you stay and welcome all of them?”

“Because I have a date with Coleman at eight.” It was a lie born of pride. The trouble was that I hadn’t seen Coleman all week. All I could do was pretend.

“Okay,” she agreed. “I’ll meet you at The Club.”

 


 



I grabbed the huge vase of American Beauties and started back into The Club. My back was killing me. I’d never thought I could be exhausted by hauling flowers and fruit baskets, but Tinkie had worked me like a field hand. She was a regular Patton at cracking out orders. I had serious sympathy for the numerous employees of The Club who fell under her regime. Oscar, as president of Zinnia’s only bank and largest stockholder of The Club, wielded a big stick. Tinkie had borrowed it for this event, which had become her special baby. She was determined that Graf, Renata Trovaioli, Alfred Bascomb, and company would have every amenity a large city could provide. Zinnia would not be looked upon as a backwater.

I put the flowers on the dressing table especially crafted for Renata Trovaioli, a woman I’d once been an understudy for in a Marsha Norman play called ’Night, Mother. Renata had been the worst kind of prima donna, and there wasn’t a night that went by that I didn’t wish she’d fall into the orchestra pit and give me my chance. I’d loved the play. Renata, though, was healthy as a horse. The only thing that might kill her would be a flying house from Kansas. I couldn’t conjure one of those up, so I never had a chance to speak even a line of the play. Renata, on the other hand, won a Tony.

“Sarah Booth, quit daydreaming and put that vase down. I need someone to help me hang these pictures. They’re only reproductions, but Renata is a huge fan of Van Gogh. I thought these would be homey.” Tinkie held a painting of a vase of sunflowers with a frame that must have weighed ninety pounds.

“Could you hold it up there so I can see how it looks?” She pointed at a wall.

Hefting the painting with a small grunt, I lifted and lowered and shifted and eased until she declared perfection. “Hold it right there. I’ll be back with a nail and hammer.”

This work was far more difficult than pulling down a bit of garland. I’d make Tinkie pay.

When at last the picture was hung, I stepped back. “I’m going home, Tink. It’s after six.” I was starving and my shoulders were on fire. “Everything looks great.” And it did. She’d done a spectacular job. The space looked like the backstage area of an elegant theatre. The lighting was flattering, the area for costumes plentiful, the sofas and chairs more comfortable than what I had at home. She’d blown through a wad of cash, but her plan was to auction off everything any of the actors touched. She’d recoup her outlay and make additional money for The Club’s Hurricane Relief Fund.

“Is that—it couldn’t be Sarah Booth Delaney!”

The baritone voice froze me to the spot. I closed my eyes and swallowed while Tinkie did her best sorority squeal.

“Why, it’s Graf Milieu! Sarah Booth, turn around and look. It’s really him!”

I knew it was him. I’d recognize his voice anywhere. I’d saved phone messages from him, simply to hear that rich, sexy voice. I spun around, pasting pleasant on my face. “Why, Graf, you look marvelous.”

No hardship to say that. His dark hair was touched by gray at the temples, and there were a few additional character lines at the corners of his eyes, but the hand of time had touched additional handsomeness into perfection.

“Sarah Booth, you’ve never looked lovelier.”

Before I could do anything, he swept me into an embrace. His lips, so warm and firm and tasting of peppermint, closed over mine. The kiss went from friendly to sexy in a nanosecond. “I’ve thought about you every day for the past year,” he whispered into my ear. “The only reason I came to this godforsaken hole was to see you.”

“Easy, Graf.” I wiggled free of his arms. My heart was pounding, and I couldn’t look at him. His words were vindication for an old, ugly wound. When I’d left New York, he hadn’t made a single attempt to stop me. Not even a please. He’d remained silent as I picked up my last suitcase and walked out into a bitter winter day. He’d watched from the window as I’d gotten into the taxi. He didn’t even wave.

Since I’d been home, he hadn’t bothered to call. Not even once. Not even to make sure I’d gotten home safely. When I left New York, I left his sphere of awareness. Or so I’d thought.

“Why, Sarah Booth, you look pure flushed.” Tinkie sucked in her bottom lip. It popped free and I heard a gasp behind me. Sir Alfred Bascomb stood only two feet away.

“I am flushed. With hunger.” I strode away from Graf and Sir Alfred, heading for the hallway that would, eventually, lead to an outside exit. I had no use for either of them. “I’m going home, Tinkie,” I called behind me. “I have plans.”

“In the arms of the great, big, handsome sheriff, who is still legally married,” she called after me, and I knew it was for Graf’s benefit. I heard her high heels tapping after me.

Betrayal stung me. “Coleman is your friend,” I whispered to her even though we were well out of earshot. “How could you?”

“Every cook knows an extra hunk of meat improves the stew.” She grinned. “Sarah Booth, Graf looked at you like a starving man would eye a T-bone.”

“How flattering. And how accurate. I’d be his next meal, and then he’d move on to dessert—if I were even slightly interested, which I’m not.” I put my hand on her arm. “Tinkie, you don’t know the history between us. He treated me poorly.”

The mischief fled from her eyes. “You’re right. I don’t know the history. It’s just that you’ve been so down lately. Coleman isn’t making you happy, and I thought a harmless flirtation with Graf might perk you right up.”

The problem was that Graf was never harmless. He could charm the knickers off the Queen Mother, and there was always a price to pay for being the object of his attentions. “Not a good plan. Let’s get this production up and running so these people can vamoose.”

“Okay. No more meddling.” She stood on tiptoe and kissed my cheek. “If you promise to laugh a little more.”

“I promise.” Anything to keep her from trying to set me up with Graf.

Renata Trovaioli swept into the hallway. Her hair was a tangle of Medusa curls and her ice-blue eyes were offset with kohl that gave her an exotic aura. “That stalking bitch is hanging around the front door. I was promised there would be security to protect me. She’s going to kill me. She is! She’s got a poster and is marching back and forth calling me a heartless killer!”

I had no idea what Renata was talking about, but Tinkie stepped forward to handle it.

“I’ll call the sheriff.” Tinkie whipped out her cell phone and began the call, as Graf and Sir Alfred came down the hallway toward us.

Renata’s bosom heaved dramatically, and her hand fluttered as if she nearly fainted. “Someone, please! Help me!”

She slumped artfully into Graf’s arms. As he looked at me, he rolled his eyes. While Renata’s theatrics were annoying, they did give me a chance to slip out the door and depart.

As I stepped into the cold January dusk, I saw a petite woman with auburn hair and a huge sign. When she turned toward me, I could read the neatly lettered words.

“Renata doesn’t brake for pets!”

I walked over to the woman. “You probably have every right to despise Renata, but I should warn you they’re calling the cops.”

“My name is Kristine Rolofson, and I’ve been arrested at every venue Renata has played since she struck Giblet and left her lying in the street, bleeding and in pain.” Anger sparked in her eyes. “She’s going to pay, and I won’t stop until the laws are changed. She should’ve been prosecuted for leaving the scene of an accident.”

“If you want to live to picket another day, you should leave.” I pointed in the distance to the flashing blue lights. Coleman, Gordon, or Dewayne was on the way. Or, it could be all three of them. Even law officers weren’t immune to the intrigues of celebrity.

Kristine lowered her sign. “She really called the police.”

I nodded. “Renata is acting like you’re a security risk.”

Kristine laughed. “Right. I’m so deadly. She just doesn’t like the bad publicity that comes with me.”

I had an inspired idea. “Put your picket sign in my car, and I’ll take you straight to Cece Dee Falcon, the reviewer for the Zinnia Dispatch. She’s a close friend, and I’m sure she’d love to hear all about Giblet.” My grin was wicked.

“Great.” She tossed her sign into the backseat of my roadster, whistled up her dog, and both of them jumped in.

In less than a minute we were on the road to town and what I hoped would be a huge thorn in Renata Trovaioli’s side.




Chapter 2

By eight o’clock, I was in my pajamas and under a fleece throw in front of the fireplace. My lie to Tinkie gnawed at my conscience. I had no date with Coleman, and hadn’t seen him since New Year’s Eve, when he’d given me a chaste kiss on the cheek and ducked out the front door as the ball was dropping in New York City.

His behavior had been puzzling at first. Now it was frightening. Coleman was a man who took his vows seriously, but I couldn’t help but wonder if the gunshot—or Connie’s shenanigans—had done something permanent.

Though we’d never acted on our feelings for each other—with the exception of a few kisses—I was afraid that somehow he felt as if he’d dishonored his marriage vows to Connie. Forget that she was a psycho bitch who’d tried to kill me. Forget that she’d tricked Coleman into staying in the marriage by pretending to be pregnant. Forget that her entire life with Coleman had been a lie. Connie had never been capable of the type of love that Coleman had committed to. Now I had to wonder if he would ever really be free of her.

I sipped the Jack I’d poured over ice and lifted my latest book. I was way into the preternatural adventures of Sookie Stackhouse when a vigorous knock on the front door almost made me jump out of my skin.

Coleman! At last he’d come to spend some time with me. I did a fashion check to be sure the snowflake pajama bottoms matched my top and hurried to open the door.

The blast of winter wind was nothing compared to the chill that raced through me at the sight of Graf Milieu. I tried to close the door, but he was quicker. He wedged in a foot and then slipped inside.

“We have to talk, Sarah Booth.”

“No, we don’t have to talk.” There was nothing to say.

“I need your help.”

“People in hell need ice water.” It wasn’t original, but it expressed my desire to help him perfectly.

“Renata is driving me insane.”

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. I’d heard that Graf had become romantically involved with Renata about two minutes after I left New York. Good. Whatever Renata was dishing out, he deserved it.

“Stop it.” He unwound his scarf, revealing his dimpled chin. “She’s impossible.”

“Perfect for you.” I’d been so damn possible that it hurt me to remember.

“She’s forgetting her lines. We’ve done this play a thousand times, and she can’t remember her cues.” Frustration rippled across his handsome face. The problem with Graf was that he was an actor. A superb actor. I never knew when he was telling the truth or when he was acting.

“That’s not a problem I can help you with, Graf.”

“But it is!”

Despite myself, I was intrigued. “How?”

“Would you be her understudy?”

The request was absurd. “You have some nerve. I left New York because you let me know that you didn’t have any faith in me as an actor. Now you come here and ask me to be Renata’s understudy. Are you insane?” The more I talked the angrier I became.

“It was never your acting ability I doubted, Sarah Booth. It was that you didn’t believe in yourself as an actor.”

“Get out.” I had enough emotional turmoil in my life without him dredging up a past that was more than painful.

“At least hear me out.” He brushed past me and walked into the parlor. “This is a great house. No wonder you came home.”

I prayed that Jitty would appear in full belle regalia and run him back into the dark winter night. No such luck. Jitty was not a ghost to be summoned. I watched helplessly as Graf went to the sideboard and poured himself a Scotch.

“Graf, I’m going to call the sheriff if you don’t leave.”

“I’m surprised that Mr. Peters isn’t here with you, all snuggly in those lovely flannel pajamas.”

“Victoria’s Secret isn’t my game anymore.” I drew myself up to my full height. “I don’t need subterfuge and artifice.”

His laughter rang in the big room. “Well done!”

The room was suddenly too hot as the blood rushed to the surface of my skin. “Graf, I want you to leave.”

Instead he took a seat in one of the wing chairs. “Not until you agree to be Renata’s understudy.”

I shook my head. “Positively not. I have a business to run. In case you haven’t heard, Delaney Detective Agency is a very successful enterprise and—”

“Your partner told me you were between cases.”

Damn Tinkie! I’d strangle her when I got my hands on her. “The phone could ring any minute with another case. I can’t afford to be tied up every night in some production.”

“Don’t you still dream of acting?”

He was Satan. “No. I don’t. You made it clear enough that I didn’t have the necessary talent.”

Jitty couldn’t move as fast as he did. He was in front of me, his hands on my shoulders, fingers warm through the flannel of my top. “It wasn’t talent you lacked, Sarah Booth. It was conviction. You never gave it a hundred percent. You always held something back, in case you failed. The rest of it you had in spades—talent, beauty, a presence on the stage. All I tried to do was shake you up enough to make you risk everything.”

“Stop it!” I shook free of him and went to the sideboard. I still had plenty of Jack left in my glass, but I went through the motions of freshening my drink. My mind was in a whirl. A year too late, Graf told me the things I’d needed to hear when I first went to New York. He was right. I’d always held a little back, just in case it didn’t work out. Just a little bit to save my heart from totally breaking.

“Sarah Booth, the year you’ve been away has only added to your beauty. You’ve gained that confidence. I see it in the way you walk, in the way you look directly into my eyes.”

Which was the one thing I didn’t want to do at all. In Graf’s eyes, I could see the past, and the glimmer of a future promise. I didn’t want either. “I have changed, Graf. Enough to know that I don’t want that life anymore. I’m a private investigator, and a dang good one. I make a difference in people’s lives. I’ve come home to my heritage and my friends. This is what I want.”

“A six-month gig in Hollywood could get you enough money to paint this old house and make a few necessary repairs.” His glance swung around the room. “If you had a hundred thousand dollars to put into it, this could be a showplace.”

“And if frogs had wings they wouldn’t bump their asses.” I walked to the door. “Please leave. I’m not interested. Besides, the last time I was Renata’s understudy she never even had the sniffles.”

He caught the whiff of my desire like a bloodhound on a scent. “It won’t be like that this time. Renata isn’t herself. I promise you. She can’t remember her lines. It’s getting obvious to everyone. I heard her talking with her brother about her forgetfulness. Even she knows it. Sarah Booth, Maggie the Cat is a part written for you. Tennessee Williams must have dreamed you when he wrote it.”

He was Satan, come to tempt me with a long-ago dream that I’d had sense enough to put behind me. The truth was, of all the plays in the world, Cat on a Hot Tin Roof was the one I most adored. Maggie was a role both strong and weak, cunning and naïve. It was a test of an actress’s skills. My idol, Elizabeth Taylor, had done the role justice, and it was a mark that any actor worth her salt aspired to.

“I have a real job.” I pointed to the door. If I could just get him to leave, I’d be okay. I’d find some holy water and douse the house.

“What if I told you that Renata said you’d be even better at Maggie than her, but you’d never get the chance?”

“I’d say there’s a lot of truth in that statement, especially the part where I’ll never get the chance. She’d crawl out on that stage to keep me from getting there.”

“But you want to be there!” His grin was so bright I needed sunglasses.

“Go away. Please.”

“I’ll leave if you promise that you’ll be the understudy. Just learn the lines and watch a couple of rehearsals. That’s all.”

“How did you get here?” My brain had suddenly begun to function. I walked to the door and looked out. Tinkie’s Cadillac idled in the driveway. “I’m going to kill her.”

“I was calling a cab. She simply gave me a ride. Everyone in town knows where you live, Sarah Booth. I would have found it on my own.”

The window of the Cadillac glided down. Tinkie waved. “You’d be the best Maggie ever, Sarah Booth.”

Before I could frame an indignant reply, her window closed.

“Do I have your word?” he asked.

A year ago I would have given my toes for a chance to play Maggie opposite Graf’s Brick. Now it sounded like trouble. I’d grown wiser, but had I grown stronger, more able to risk? I’d never know if I didn’t step onto that stage. “Okay.”

He leaned down and kissed my cheek. “I can’t wait.” He opened the door and left, his footsteps on the porch reminding me that the past could be left behind, unless it walked right back in the front door.

 


 



Keith Watley, the director, stood in the costume dock with his hands on his hips. “Big Mama, you’re just not big enough! Bobbe! Bobbe, find the wardrobe girl and put more padding under that muumuu. I hire a hefty actress and she goes on Atkin’s Diet. What am I to do?” He looked around the auditorium for someone to blame.

I sat in the back of the theatre and watched. Renata looked fabulous and fit as a fiddle. I’d wasted three very precious days waiting for the leading lady to fall sick. Unless I slipped a little salmonella into her salad, she wasn’t going to miss a single performance.

“It’s going to be wonderful!” Tinkie sat on the edge of the seat beside me. “I just wish the dragon lady would get a tiny bit sick. Just enough to give you a chance. I heard Renata and Graf arguing backstage. It’s a good thing this isn’t a love story or they’d never be able to pull it off. They hate each other.”

Tinkie was happy as a clam with the inside gossip. “Two big egos do not a happy romance make.” I slumped farther in my seat. I’d let my dreams rise up, and they were going to bite me on the butt. Jitty was right. I was still living in the past. My acting days were over, and I was foolish to spend my valuable time waiting for someone else to get sick. I pushed myself up. “I’m going home.”

Tinkie tilted her head and glanced up at me. “What’s going on with Coleman?”

“I wish I knew.” I was tired of trying to make excuses for the fact that the man I’d given my heart to had abandoned me.

“I saw him in town this morning, and he doesn’t look good.” Tinkie rose and followed me from the auditorium as Keith sent us a death glare.

“You’re breaking the focus of my actors!” he yelled at our backs as we made an escape.

“It’s for the best,” I told Tinkie. “If he yelled at me like that onstage, I might clobber him.”

“He’s a bit high-strung, but nothing you can’t handle.”

“What I could handle right now is a good case. I see nothing on the horizon for us.” I was down in the dumps. The new year had started off with a big, wet fizzle. My love was absentee, my business was nonexistent, and my bills were mounting by the minute.

“The play opens Friday night. That’s tomorrow. It’s a seven-day run. After that I’ll be ready for a case, but I hope nothing happens before then. I’ve got my hands full with these people.”

I couldn’t help but smile. Tinkie had Oscar and her father for financial backup. I was the Lone Ranger. If I didn’t get a case soon, I’d be at the Burger Shack flipping patties. “I guess another week won’t sink me.”

“What are you wearing tomorrow night? I found this incredible off-the-shoulder black dress.” She rolled her eyes. “You can’t wear jeans, so what are you going to wear?”

“I’ll think of something.” The truth was, I hadn’t given opening night a single thought. If I wasn’t on the stage, what difference did it make what I wore? I didn’t have a date.

“Is Coleman coming with you?” Tinkie honed in on my bruise.

The doors to the auditorium burst open and Renata strode up to me. “I won’t go on tomorrow night unless I have my lipstick!”

Bobbe Renshaw, the makeup artist, was right on her heels. “This shade is perfect with your coloring.” She brandished a tube of red lipstick.

“I want my Almond Mocha Retreat.” Renata glared at her and then turned to Tinkie. “Get my lipstick or the show is over.”

“Certainly, Ms. Trovaioli.” Tinkie spoke as if Renata were a two-year-old. “What lipstick would that be?”

“It’s a special brand made just for me at a shop in Memphis. Someone will have to run up there and pick it up.”

I edged toward the door. I saw “gofer” written all over this, and I had no desire to be Renata’s step-and-fetch-it.

“I’m not going anywhere,” Bobbe said firmly. “I don’t have a driver’s license.”

Tinkie turned to me. “I’m meeting with the caterers this afternoon. I can’t go.”

“Sorry, I have an appointment with Reveler.” It was a perfect afternoon for a ride, and my horse was one thing that would pull me out of my blues.

“If I don’t get my lipstick, I’m going home.” Renata aimed the threat at the only one who would care—Tinkie.

She turned pleading blue eyes to me. Tears glistened in them, and I thought about all the work she’d done to make this happen.

“We’ll find someone and pay them to go,” I said.

“Fine,” Renata said, her nose in the air. “If that lipstick isn’t here, and it isn’t the proper shade, the curtain won’t rise. That would please you to no end, wouldn’t it, Sarah Booth? You’ve always been jealous of me.” Renata’s pale eyes were ice daggers.

“It’s difficult to be jealous of someone whose career depends on a tube of lipstick.”

“You stole the tube I had, didn’t you?” She snatched at my purse.

“That’s ridiculous.” Tinkie stepped in. “Sarah Booth hasn’t been near your dressing room, and besides, she wouldn’t take your lipstick.”

For all of Tinkie’s stalwart defense of me, she was misinformed. I had been in Renata’s dressing room to deliver the fresh roses Tinkie had ordered. It was a daily standing order—two dozen red beauties—until the play closed. Since I’d been doing errands for Tinkie, I’d been the one to take the bouquet into the dressing room. Now, though, wasn’t the time or place to correct Tinkie, even though Bobbe Renshaw cut me a knowing glance.

“Defend Sarah Booth all you want,” Renata said. “When the play fails to open, she’ll be to blame.”

I’d had enough. Memphis was a couple hours away, and it would be worth going just to get away from Renata’s ceaseless harping. “I’ll go get your lipstick, just to shut you up.”

Tinkie’s smile was worth whatever it was going to cost me. I was doing this for her, not Renata.

The leading lady pulled a card from her purse. “They sell this shade to no one but me. You’ll have to give them my card before they’ll give it to you.”

“How exclusive.” I refrained from rolling my eyes, but just barely. Taking the card, I stared into Renata’s perfect face. She was a great beauty, but there was something plastic about her expression. Perhaps it was the lack of warmth in her eyes. Whatever, she’d lost the facile expressions of her youth and had become hard and brittle. She was only thirty-seven, but I could see the hardness of her future. Gloria Swanson in Sunset Boulevard. If I worked at it, I could almost pity her.

“Get it right.” She dismissed me with a wave of her hand. “Since you had no talent on the stage, Sarah Booth, perhaps you’ll work out as an assistant.”

“Did it ever occur to you, Renata, that if you don’t get your precious lipstick, I’ll open the show in your stead?” I’d hoped to harpoon her, but she only chuckled.

“The dream of the understudy. Fetch the lipstick, dear, and stop wasting all of our time with your futile dreams.”

It wasn’t the sting of Renata’s words that forced me to walk away, it was the look of pity on Tinkie’s face. I realized then that Tinkie knew more about my rusty dreams than I’d ever believed. She knew, and she hurt for me. I had to get out of there before I decked Renata Trovaioli and ruined all of Tinkie’s hard work.




Chapter 3

Standing outside the cosmetic shop on a busy Memphis street, I forced myself not to rip open the hermetically sealed lipstick. The old man who’d run the shop—a crank who looked like Ebenezer Scrooge—told me he didn’t keep samples of the colors, so I had no idea what Almond Mocha Retreat looked like. It had to be something pretty special for Renata to have such a fit over. Then again, she could have a hissy fit over the sequin count on a gown. She was that kind of gal.

Tapping the lipstick against my palm, I fought against the urge to rip it open and write Renata’s name coupled with obscenities on the sidewalk. Only my friendship with Tinkie saved the lipstick. I got in my car and turned toward home. Renata would have her Almond Mocha Retreat, the curtain would rise, and Tinkie could bask in the success of the production. I’d seen enough during the rehearsals to know it was a superb rendition of Tennessee’s work.

Although the playwright had never lived in Zinnia, he’d spent plenty of time in the Mississippi Delta. He would be proud that his work was being performed by such a talented cast. Despite the fact that she had the personality of Godzilla, Renata was a spectacular actor.

As I crossed the mighty Mississippi, my cell phone rang. Tinkie checking up on me for sure. I answered in a fake Japanese accent.

“Sarah Booth?”

Coleman’s voice sent chills down my spine. “Sorry, I assumed it was Tinkie.”

“We need to talk.”

Four little words that could stop a perfectly healthy heart. “Sure. When?”

“I have to go to Jackson this afternoon.”

“What’s in Jackson?” As if I didn’t know. Connie Peters was institutionalized in the Bridge, an upscale mental ward. I suspected that Coleman was footing the bill, but I’d never asked. He had to assuage his guilt in the way that worked best for him.

Coleman opted not to answer the question. “Tomorrow is the opening of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. Would you like to go with me? Maybe we can talk after the play.”

That would leave me in torment for only twenty-six hours. “Sure.”

“Good. I’ll pick you up about six. Maybe we can have a cocktail at The Club.”

“Perfect.” I put the cell phone away and gripped the wheel with both hands. Something was definitely on Coleman’s mind, and I didn’t think it boded well for our relationship. I’d deliberately left him alone to deal with his feelings about Connie. He carried a lot of guilt about her mental condition, though Connie had always been half a bubble off plumb as far as I could tell. In high school she’d been the Energizer Bunny or Gloomy Gus. There was never that happy balance. Bipolar would be my uneducated guess. Since it was chemical, Coleman couldn’t assume the blame, no matter how hard he tried. And he was trying hard.

The truth was, he was trying much harder to feel guilty over Connie than he was trying to have a relationship with me. There was also the nagging fear that his wound wasn’t healing properly.

My own spirits sank even lower as I drove through the empty cotton fields toward home. My life was a void. Any minute I could step into the chasm and completely disappear. Only Tinkie, Sweetie Pie, and Reveler would notice.

I pulled into Dahlia House as dusk was settling. Perhaps I should have gone by The Club and delivered the lipstick, but I wasn’t up to verbal sparring with Renata. I’d let Tinkie take it in the morning. It was too late for a ride, but I went to the barn to feed Reveler. The cold weather had made him frisky, and he reared and bucked as I gathered his feed.

Horses are herd animals, and I wanted to get him a companion. While a goat might work, I had my eye on a beautiful little mare at Lee’s place. She was a half sister to Reveler and shared his good nature and common sense, but I’d have to break several big cases before I could take on another mouth to feed.

Sweetie Pie met me in the barn as I was finishing. Her tail wagged furiously in greeting, and she gave one low, sweet, hound-dog howl. Jitty had another greeting entirely as I stepped through the back door.

Her dress was rich green velvet, and before I could stop myself I hurried into the parlor to make sure the curtains were still in place.

“Fiddle-dee-dee,” she said. “Don’t get your panties in a wad. I haven’t pulled down the draperies.”

“And it’s a good thing.”

I had forgotten that her costumes came from another plane altogether. The ghostly seamstress who’d constructed this concoction must have used fifty yards of lush velvet and a half-mile of satin trim. “Panties in a wad isn’t exactly a saying from the pre-Civil War era. Scarlett didn’t wear panties.” I eyed the liquor cabinet but decided that Jack on an empty stomach was begging for a hangover.

“You look like someone stole your lunch money.”

“You look like a Cecil B. DeMille production.” I matched her tit for tat.

“Where’s that lawman?”

The one thing I didn’t want to do was explain Coleman’s whereabouts to Jitty. It wasn’t that she didn’t like him. She just wanted me in the state of nuptial bliss. Until the divorce came through, Coleman wasn’t a good prospect to put me there.

“I’m going to—” The phone rang and saved me from a spur-of-the-moment lie. I picked it up and answered.

“Put on your best miniskirt and let’s go dancing.” Graf’s voice was a rough purr.

The one other thing I didn’t want to do was stay in the house moping about Coleman and arguing with Jitty. Heck, there was hardly room for her dress and me. “Sounds like a plan.”

“I’ll pick you up at ten when we finish rehearsals.”

“I’ll be waiting.”

Jitty didn’t follow me to my room, and I bathed and dressed in privacy. Her absence worried me a bit, but I figured she was dancing the Virginia Reel with some Rhett Butlerish ghost. I intended to tap my toes to a far different sound. Super Chicken was singing at Playin’ the Bones.

Not caring that I might appear too eager, I was on the porch when Graf arrived. He kept the conversation light on the drive and through dinner. When Super Chicken took the stage, I’d forgotten how much fun it was to dance with a man who knew all my moves.

“What did you do to Renata today?” he asked after we returned to the table for more drinks.

“Not nearly as much as I’d like to.”

“She was fit to be tied for the whole rehearsal.” He leaned close and his breath touched my ear. “She said she was afraid you were going to try to kill her so you could get on stage.”

“Right. That’s my plan.” Around the club couples were dancing to a sexy tune. I was glad Graf and I were sitting this one out. My body had a mind of its own when it came to hot music and men.

“She told everyone that you were out to get her.”

“She’d better worry about Kristine Rolofson. That woman has a reason to kill Renata. Imagine, hitting a dog and then driving away to let it die on the side of the road.”

Graf’s finger tucked the hair behind my ear. He leaned in so close his lips touched my lobe as he spoke. “Renata doesn’t like dogs.”

“Renata doesn’t like anyone.” I got up. Playing with fire would only get me burned. It wouldn’t warm the cockles of my heart. Only Coleman could do that. “I’d better head home, Graf. It’s a long day tomorrow.” I reached into my purse and withdrew the lipstick and charge slip. “But you could give this to Renata. I picked it up for her in Memphis.”

His left eyebrow arched. “You picked it up for her?”

“Is there an echo in the room?” When a Daddy’s Girl repeated a question, it worked. Graf was merely being sarcastic. “I charged it to my credit card, so here’s the slip so she can reimburse me.”

His laughter was warm as we stepped into the cold night. He put his arm around me and pulled me close, just as I noticed Deputy Dewayne Dattilo coming in with a date. Dewayne’s kicked-puppy look turned red-hot with betrayal. Coleman’s deputies were loyal to a fault.

I turned to Graf and whispered that I was cold. He pulled me closer. Let Coleman stew on that!

It took only long enough for me to get seated in the car to regret my actions. I wasn’t a high school kid; I was supposedly an adult. Yet I was acting like a hormonal teenager trying to make an uninterested boy jealous. Great. Move over in the loony bin, Connie, I’m about to book a room.

Now I’d simply have to live with the consequences of my actions. I’d admit the truth to Coleman when I saw him. I’d tell him that his absence had hurt me, and that I’d struck back in a truly childish action, using Graf, who deserved such treatment, but nonetheless I didn’t want to be the one dishing it out. By the time that train of thought ended, I was exhausted, and Graf pulled in front of Dahlia House.

“I’d love it if you invited me in for a nightcap.”

I didn’t remember him being so blunt. Then again, we’d been lovers for nearly two years in New York. Perhaps subtlety was only necessary for a first conquest.

“I’m in love with someone else.” It was time to be a grown up.

“You loved me, once.”

“Once upon a time is for fairy tales, Graf. What we had wasn’t real. I thought it was. I wanted it to be. But it wasn’t. Nothing about my life in New York was real except the disappointment and the fact that I didn’t have the talent to make it on Broadway. Those are the only truths I brought home with me.”

“I never thought you’d be a bitter woman, Sarah Booth. I’m sorry for the hand I’ve had in making that happen.”

I wasn’t bitter! I was a realist, and he was an egotist. Take a lesson from the past, Sarah Booth! “Good night, Graf.” I got out and walked into the dark and empty house.

 


 



During the week of rehearsals, I’d prepared my dresses to be Maggie the Cat. Since it was unlikely that Renata wouldn’t finish a week’s run in Zinnia, Keith Watley hadn’t allocated any funds for an understudy wardrobe. No matter, I had my own inspiration. My mother’s dresses, though a bit snug in the waist and bosom, were perfect for the part. I was holding them up on hangers, wondering how I could get them into Coleman’s truck without an explanation, when his knock came at the door.

Brazen was the choice I made. “Coleman, please put these dresses in the truck.” I handed them to him at the door without an invitation to enter.

He hung them in his truck, and when he got back to the door, I handed him a drink and ushered him inside. “Let’s have a drink here, where we can talk alone. What did you want to tell me? That I’d make a perfect Maggie the Cat?” I played it for humor because my heart was thudding.

“The play has sort of been the last thing on my mind.”

Looking into his eyes, I could see that. Panic struck me. He’d come to break up. The sadness was there, just behind the intelligence. “What’s been the first thing?”

“They’re going to operate on Connie. There’s a tumor. In her brain. It might explain her behavior for the past few years.”

My knees jellied and I found myself sitting on the horsehair sofa. Of all the things I’d expected, a brain tumor wasn’t one of them. “Shit.”

“I’ve been at the hospital talking with the doctors. It’s a very dangerous operation, but it’s her only hope of regaining her old life.”

Regaining her old life. I pondered the many things that could mean. “When is the surgery?”

“Next Monday.” He cleared his throat. “I realize with Graf Milieu in town you undoubtedly have better things to do, but will you go with me to the hospital while they operate?”

“Yes.” I spoke without a second’s thought. Whatever I could do for Coleman, I would. “Graf is nothing to me, Coleman, except for a few good memories and a lot of pain. Once I thought I loved him, but that was a long time ago. I was a different person then.”

He looked away. “The only person I’ve ever loved is you. No one else has even come close.”

Could I feel any more like a cad? “I’ll be ready to leave whenever you say.”

“Thank you.” He kissed the top of my head. “Once this is over, Sarah Booth, I want us to talk about the future. I have to find out what’s going to happen to Connie. Right now she’s still my wife. I have an obligation.”

It was why I loved him, and why I despaired. “I understand.” I did, but I also hated it.

“Let’s go to The Club. I want to imagine you on the stage.”

“If Renata would drop dead, I’d have my chance.” Coleman was chuckling softly as we walked out the door.

The Club was spectacular. Tinkie had outdone herself, and the “little black dress” she’d picked up was nothing less than Prada. Coleman got me a Jack on the rocks, and as he walked toward me I realized I’d never seen him in a tux before. He cut a handsome figure, right down to shoes so brightly polished I could see my reflection.

“You two make a handsome couple,” Cece Dee Falcon, the society editor at the Zinnia Dispatch, said as she came up to kiss me on both cheeks. “Coleman, I was wondering if you’d dumped Sarah Booth. I haven’t seen the two of you together at a single Christmas party.”

“Sarah Booth won’t get away from me that easily.” Coleman wasn’t the least bit flustered.

“You’d better treat her right.” Cece gave him a look that said she meant business. “She has friends in high places, you know.”

“Are you writing the review?” I wanted a change of topic.

“Indeed. I went backstage to interview Renata and she slammed the door in my face. I’d say unless she develops a new attitude, she isn’t going to do well in Hollywood.”

“Hollywood?” I’d been around The Club on and off all week, and I hadn’t heard a word about Hollywood. “Renata has a movie deal?” It was almost more than I could bear. “What, they’re refilming Bride of Dracula?”

Only Coleman appreciated my humor.

“I’m interviewing Graf.” Cece had lost interest in me completely. Her gaze had caught Graf’s lean, handsome figure moving across the room. Though Cece had once been Cecil, she still had impeccable taste in men. Graf was mesmerizing as he worked his charm on a bevy of Daddy’s Girls. Their response was a high squeal of pleasure in perfect five-part harmony. They must have practiced that for months in the Ole Miss sorority house. Cece didn’t even hear them. She was moving toward Graf. “I’ll find out about the movie deal with Renata. My understanding is that Graf got the deal, and Renata is a tagalong.” She was gone.

“Graf certainly works on women.” Coleman’s tone was lighthearted, but there was a hint of worry in his eyes.

“He used to work on me.” My past with Graf would be the talk of the town, but I could look at Graf objectively now. He was extraordinary, in physical detail. But the perfect exterior hid a flawed heart.

“Are you sure that’s past tense?”

Oh, the thought of tormenting Coleman with jealousy. It flitted through my mind, delicious and awful. “I’m sure it’s the past tense.” Coleman obviously knew of my dancing with Graf the night before. “I’ll be very glad when this production is over and gone from Zinnia. My New Year’s resolution is not to live in the past. Graf is the past. Acting is the past.”

“I wish I could see you on stage.” Coleman let his finger trace my jawline. “I regret I never got the chance to see you perform.”

Tinkie appeared at my elbow. “Sarah Booth, could you check the dressing rooms and be sure the fresh flowers are there?”

“Sure.” I kissed Coleman’s cheek. “I’ll be right back.”

Everything in the dressing rooms was perfection, including the tube of Almond Mocha Retreat set prominently on Renata’s dressing table. I’d just returned when Tinkie tapped a crystal goblet with a spoon. “Everyone, please take your seats. The show starts in five minutes.”

Coleman and I were front and center. Tinkie had reserved the seats for us. The auditorium was full, and I was happy for Tinkie.

When the curtain came up, I was transported into the world of Big Daddy. Sir Alfred was stupendous, but it was Graf as Brick, hobbling about on his crutches, that held the audiences’ attention. And Renata. Whatever her flaws as a human, she was mesmerizing on the stage.

The curtain for intermission came down at the end of the first act. Tinkie had decided on two intermissions in the hopes of selling even more booze. It was a great idea. Coleman and I were in the drink line when a scream shattered the laughter. Bobbe Renshaw came running into the room, a makeup towel in one hand and a brush in the other.

“It’s Renata! She’s dead!”
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