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Lawyer-turned-herbalist China Bayles returns to the 
Deep South, where her family’s legacy of silence 
is at last broken—and the past finally, 
unforgettably, speaks the truth....

 

A frantic phone call from her mother brings China 
back to her family’s Mississippi plantation—a place 
she’d forsaken long ago. But the late-spring air is thick 
with fear—and from the moment of her arrival, China 
knows that something has gone desperately wrong 
at Jordan’s Crossing. An ancient property deed 
has surfaced—and the man who uncovered it has 
mysteriously vanished. And as the fates and fortunes 
of two very different families collide in frightening, 
unpredictable ways, China must face disturbing 
new questions about her family’s past—and 
her own future....

 

 

“Albert has created captivating new characters and 
settings dripping with atmosphere.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

 

“Albert’s characters are as real and as quirky as 
your next-door neighbor.”

—The Raleigh News & Observer

 

 

“Albert artfully [brings] the down-home town 
of Pecan Springs alive.”

—The Dallas Morning News
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Bloodroot...

 

“A wonderful reading experience.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

“A unique series.”

—Seattle Post-Intelligencer

 

 

Acclaim for  

Mistletoe Man ...

 

“The author is a brilliant teacher as well as an entertaining detective writer.... Ms. Albert artfully uses Texas language patterns to bring the down-home town of Pecan Springs alive with eccentrics in abundance in this colorful Christmas story.” —The Dallas Morning News

 

“Breezy ... The characters are an appealing bunch.... Albert also provides lots of interesting lore about mistletoe.... This is a nice book to curl up with on a blustery day, perhaps with a cup of Christmas tea.” —Chicago Tribune

 

“The pace is as peppy as a Texas two-step, Albert’s dialogue and characterizations put her in a class with lady sleuths V. I. Warshawski and Stephanie Plum, and her writing sparkles.... a funny, human story.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

 

“The local Texas color again proves charming. The mystery is taut and well plotted, the characters vivid and genuine. When Ruby’s secret is revealed, readers will be reaching for a second and third hanky.” —Booklist

Praise for the  

China Bayles mystery series ...

 

“[China Bayles is] such a joy ... an instant friend.”

—Carolyn G. Hart

 

 

“A treat for gardeners who like to relax with an absorbing mystery.” —North American Gardener

 

 

“One of the best-written and well-plotted mysteries I’ve read in a long time.” —Los Angeles Times

 

 

“Albert’s characters are as real and as quirky as your next-door neighbor.” —The Raleigh News & Observer

 

 

“Mystery lovers who also garden will be captivated by this unique series.”—Seattle Post-Intelligencer

 

 

“Gripping.” —Library Journal

 

 

“Entertaining.” —Midwest Book Review

 

 

“Cause for celebration.” —The Rocky Mount Telegram

 

 

“The best.” —Booklist
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Author’s Note
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Don’t get out your map and start searching the state of Mississippi for the setting of this book, because you won’t find it. Jordan’s Crossing, the Bloodroot River, and the town of Chicory exist only in the virtual landscape of the imagination. However, if you’re familiar with this beautiful state, you’ll certainly recognize the Delta country of the Yazoo River, west of the old Natchez Trace and north and east of Vicksburg. This is the homeland of the Choctaws and Chickasaws, the location of Faulkner’s fictional Yoknapatawpha County, the place where cotton was king until the abolition of slavery destroyed the plantation system and the boll weevil crossed the Rio Grande from Mexico and gleefully chomped its way north and east, destroying what was left. And yes, indeed, cotton is an herb, too, having been used medicinally in its native regions for many centuries. Medicinal uses are mentioned for it and other herbs in this book, but please do not use these pages as a treatment guide. If China Bayles were real, she would be horrified at the idea that you might use a murder mystery as a definitive handbook on the uses of medicinal herbs. (No, of course you wouldn’t.)




Women who are out of touch with their motherlines are lost souls. They are hungry ghosts inhabiting bodies they do not own, because for them the feminine ground is a foreign place.

—Naomi Ruth Lowinsky

 

 

A woman writing thinks back through her mother.

—Virginia Woolf
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Chapter One

Many wild flowers which we have transplanted to our gardens are full of magic and charm, while others are full of mystery. In childhood I absolutely abhorred Bloodroot; it seemed to me a fearsome thing. I remember well my dismay, it was so pure, so sleek, so innocent of face, yet bleeding at a touch, like a murdered man in the Blood Ordeal.

 

Alice Morse Earle
 

Old Time Gardens, 1901


[image: 004]

For a long time, it has seemed to me that every chapter in my life’s story has held a meaning I’m meant to understand, a lesson I’m meant to learn—and this one is no different. Before I went to Jordan’s Crossing, I believed it was possible to cut myself off from a past I had rejected, to disinherit myself from my family and renounce its unhappy legacy. But the past, as someone has said, is always present, no matter how completely you reject its mysteries or pretend that they don’t exist. I think now that everything that happened during those difficult days at Jordan’s Crossing was meant to make me come to terms with what is in my blood, to force me (if you’ll pardon the metaphor) to dig out my roots. But perhaps the lesson was even more specific than that: I was  meant to rediscover the legacy I inherited from the women who bore me—as my friend Ruby Wilcox would say, from the motherline.

Whatever the reasons, I had a lot to learn during the days I spent with my mother at the place where she grew up, at Jordan’s Crossing. Now, it seems to me that we were able to resolve only a very few of the mysteries. Yes, we found out who killed Wiley Beauchamp, and why. We discovered an unsuspected branch of the family tree. And we learned far more than it is comfortable to know of the ugly truths wrapped in the bloody history of the Mississippi plantation where as a child I spent the hot, still summers, rich in the resinous scent of pine trees and the moist green smells of the swamp. But the deeper shadows in that house, the darker enigmas, the most puzzling mysteries—these ghosts haunted my childhood, and haunt me still.

I think they always will.

 

 

IN Texas, April is a spectacularly beautiful month. The meadows are an exuberant wildscape of bluebonnets, orange-red Indian paintbrush, and white prickly poppies—one of those hands-off plants that is defended by so many thorns that even a starving longhorn won’t touch it. By the thousands, the tourists congregate in the Hill Country to warm their winter-chilled bones in the spring sunshine and marvel at the wildflower meadows, and when they’ve seen enough bluebonnets and Indian paintbrush to last for a while, they drive to Fredericksburg for Bill and Sylvia Varney’s annual herb fair, or to Kerrville for the arts and crafts festival, or to Pecan Springs. And while they’re hanging around Pecan Springs, they have lunch at Thyme  for Tea and buy lots of pots of herbs and herbal products at Thyme and Seasons—enough to ensure that April is not just beautiful, it’s profitable. You can’t beat that.

My name is China Bayles. I’m the owner of Thyme and Seasons and the co-owner, with Ruby Wilcox, of a new tearoom called Thyme for Tea. In April, I’m lucky if I can find enough free time to scrub my teeth and flip a comb through my hair. In addition to the daily work in the shop and the tearoom, somebody’s got to look after the herb gardens. April showers (definitely a good thing) are guaranteed to bring a fine flowering of May weeds (definitely bad) so the spring battle plan calls for me to show up at the shop around dawn and get started on the day’s planting, mulching, and weeding chores. I try to leave by six in the evening so I can have dinner with my husband, McQuaid, and our thirteen-year-old son, Brian, but during the intervening hours, I go at a dead run all day.

In fact, April is so wild and woolly that Ruby and I often threaten that one of these years we’re going to give ourselves a Spring Break of our very own. We’ll throw our suitcases in the car and drive as far and as fast as we can, away from the tearoom and our shops and the gardens, far away from Pecan Springs. Who knows how far we’ll go? The still-snowy plains of Manitoba, maybe, or the steamy jungles of Mexico, where there are no bluebonnets and no tourists.

Ruby Wilcox—six feet tall in her sandals, with an unruly mop of curly red hair, a face full of freckles, and an arresting sense of style—is the proprietor of the Crystal Cave (Pecan Springs’s only New Age shop). Ruby is also my partner and very best friend, and while she frequently displays certain personal characteristics that can only be  called, well, weird, I know I can always count on her to listen when I’ve got something on my mind.

On this bright, breezy morning on the last Tuesday in April, I had something on my mind. Her name is Leatha Richards, and she’s my mother—although we haven’t always been on the best of mother-daughter terms. While Ruby couldn’t offer much help, she was willing, as always, to listen.

“Leatha’s gone where?” Ruby sat down on the garden bench, folded her legs under her à la lotus, and closed her eyes. Ruby has taken yoga classes for years and is as foldable as a piece of rice paper.

“Mississippi,” I said, slowly getting down on my knees. I’m not as supple as Ruby, who can bend straight over and touch her nose to her knees. (If you think this is easy, I invite you to try it.) I popped a dill seedling out of its plastic six-pack and snuggled it into an open space at the back of the kitchen garden. Dill is not only a tangy culinary herb (fine with fish, zippy in scrambled eggs, and especially famous for what it does to pickles) but is also useful in repelling witches—something to keep in mind if you have a problem along those lines. “She’s at Jordan’s Crossing,” I added. “She’s been there about two months.”

Ruby opened her eyes. “You don’t mean she’s left Sam?” she asked, startled.

A few years ago, some fifteen years after my father’s death, my mother married Sam Richards, who owns an exotic game ranch near Kerrville: exotic as in buffalo, antelope, wild sheep, and wild boar—animals whose bloodlines are almost extinct in the wild. The two of them live on Sam’s ranch, which is a far cry from the palatial home in the affluent Houston suburb bequeathed to her  by my father. And they seem to be happy together, which has come as some surprise to me. In the beginning, it was hard for me to imagine Leatha trading in her hairdresser and beauty spa for a home on the range, but so far it seems to have worked out.

I pulled cedar-chip mulch around one seedling and reached for another. “Aunt Tullie is sick,” I said, pushing the trowel into the dirt. “Leatha’s gone back to the plantation to help out.”

My grandmother, Rachel Coldwell, died when my mother was born, and Leatha was raised by her father, Howard, and his sister Tullie at Jordan’s Crossing, in a plantation house built during the bitter years following the Civil War. Aunt Tullie stayed on at Jordan’s Crossing after her brother died in 1963, managing the plantation in the sternly autocratic style of her father and grandfather, keeping the place pretty much as it had been during her parents’ lifetimes. (Or so Leatha told me—I hadn’t been back since my early teens.) Tullie had to be in her mid-eighties now, and while I could not imagine her as anything less than absolute ruler over the kingdom of Jordan’s Crossing, it sounded from Leatha’s report as if she wasn’t well. Not dying, exactly (at least not yet), but suffering from some sort of debilitating illness.

When the end finally came, Aunt Tullie’s death would also be the death of an era—an era that had its roots in the bloodiest period of our nation’s past and in the darkest depths of the Coldwell family history. My family history, although I had already and quite deliberately cut the Coldwell connection, leaf, branch, and root—which accounts for the fact that I’ve had little communication with Aunt Tullie. Except for the obligatory exchange of Christmas and birthday cards, I put my mother’s family into a box,  closed the lid firmly, and slid it onto a shelf in the back comer of my mind. It’s not personal, mind you. After I entered high school and began thinking seriously about such matters, I began to hate the plantation and everything it stood for. I declared that I would no longer imagine myself in any way as a product of the Old South, with its brutal treatment of slaves, its contradictory veneration and exploitation of white women, its utter disregard for the dignity of human life. Like other women of my era, I decided to repudiate the patriarchal past and reinvent myself as a new kind of Southern woman, free to make her own choices, build her own life, write her own personal declaration of independence.

Ruby adjusted her orange tunic over her silky brown harem pants and closed her eyes again. The morning sun glinted off her bone-and-bead necklace, an African-style bib affair that made her look like a shaman.

“Mississippi in the spring.” She sighed softly. “I did that once—Natchez. It was gorgeous. Azaleas, magnolias, live oaks draped with Spanish moss. Beautiful antebellum mansions, Greek Revival architecture, wide verandas, tall white columns.” Her eyes popped open. “I’ve got it, China! Next year, let’s go to your plantation for our Spring Break. We’ll wear white dresses and Scarlett O’Hara hats and sit in the shade and sip frosty mint juleps and pretend we’re Southern belles with a dozen adoring beaux.”

“Whoa,” I said, clambering to my feet. “You’ve got the azaleas and magnolias right, but the rest of it’s all wrong. For one thing, it’s not my plantation, it’s Aunt Tullie’s. For another, the Mississippi you have in mind is southern Mississippi, between Natchez and New Orleans. Jordan’s Crossing is in the delta of the Yazoo River, too far north  for live oaks and Spanish moss. And while the house is definitely antebellum, there’s nothing even remotely Greek about it. There was a place like that once, but it burned. This house started out as a trading post, you see, on Choctaw Indian land. It’s—” I stopped, thinking what I could say. “It’s big,” I said, imprecisely. “And old, and built out of native cypress, cut and milled on the plantation. But it doesn’t have Greek columns and—” I stopped again, remembering my Sunday phone conversation with Leatha. “Anyway,” I added, “there might not be a next year. Aunt Tullie’s sick. And there are ... well, complications.”

Ruby cocked her head, curious. “What kind of complications?”

I smiled teasingly. Ruby tends to get excited about anything that sounds even vaguely supernatural, and I sometimes like to lead her on just a little. “Leatha hasn’t been very specific,” I replied, bending over to pull a weed out of the chive border. “But I think it’s got something to do with Uncle Jed.”

“And who is Uncle Jed?”

“Who was Uncle Jed,” I amended, surveying the luxuriant rosemary that had flopped across the path like some loose-limbed Jezebel. The plant needed shearing, or people would break branches as they brushed past. Here in Pecan Springs, rosemary can grow five feet high and just as wide. I should have planted it farther away from the path in the first place. Now, all I could do was trim it back.

Ruby’s orange eyebrows went up. “Uncle Jed isn’t around any longer?”

Another teasing smile. “Yes and no,” I said. “He’s a ghost. At least,” I amended, taking my clippers out of  their pouch at my belt, “that’s what people say he is. You can’t prove it by me.”

Which isn’t exactly true, I thought, remembering a little uneasily the shadow like smoke twisting in a moonlit corner of my bedroom at Jordan’s Crossing, when I was five or six. I might have been dreaming, of course, but I don’t think so. I had seen Uncle Jed’s smoky shape as clearly as—a few years later—I had seen Aunt Tullie and the witch woman and the skeletal hand reaching up out of the earth. The stuff of nightmares.

“A ghost?” Ruby’s heavy bead bracelets jangled excitedly. “You have a ghost in the family and you’ve never even mentioned it?”

“It’s just a story Aunt Tullie used to tell,” I said drawing it out, leading her on. “Anyway, all old Southern houses have a resident ghost.”

Ruby leaned forward. “Tell me, China,” she commanded in an imperious tone.

“Well, if you insist.” I clipped as I talked. “Jedediah Coldwell was my great-great-grandfather’s older brother, you see. He acquired Jordan’s Crossing back in the 1830s, when it was nothing but a log trading post on the Bloodroot River, plus a couple hundred acres of rich bottom land and wild swamp—Muddy Bottom, it was called.”

The words began to come easily now, and the rhythms—Aunt Tullie’s familiar words and rhythms, remembered from hot summer evenings on the veranda, when she was in a storytelling mood and I had been an eager audience.

“The land had been open to white settlement for only a few years, after the federal government—Andrew Jackson was president then—talked the Choctaws into trading their lands east of the Mississippi for territory in Arkansas  and Oklahoma. The Yazoo Delta was the frontier in those days, and wild. The piney woods were full of game, and you could still find hold-out Choctaws and Chickasaws who had refused to leave, and bears and panthers, too, which the old-timers called ‘painters’ and whose screams sounded like a dying woman. The river bottoms were flat and fruitful and seductive, and the promise of rich soils and plentiful water enticed settlers from their worn-out fields in Virginia, Georgia, Carolina. It lured land speculators, too, and bad money and—”

“So?” Ruby demanded impatiently. “Cut to the chase, China. What happened to Uncle Jed? How did he get to be a ghost?”

“There was a fire at the trading post,” I said, scooping the rosemary clippings into a basket. “There’s rosemary, that’s for remembrance, ” Ophelia says; “pray, love, remember.” This was one of the family stories I’d never been able to forget. “Uncle Jed and some of his drinking buddies had been carousing all night in front of the fireplace. After they stumbled off to bed, the soot in the chimney ignited the shingle roof. That’s how some people tell it, anyway. Others say that Uncle Jed had cheated a Choctaw out of a section of land that was rightfully his under the terms of the treaty—that would be the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek—and the man got even by putting a torch to the back wall. However it happened, Uncle Jed’s cronies managed to escape, but he burned to death.”

Aunt Tullie always concluded the story at this point with a grim smile and evident relish, as if she were saying to herself, Good riddance to bad rubbish! I was obviously too young to be entrusted with the unseemly details of Uncle Jed’s riotous life, but I was old enough to realize that he did not occupy an honored place in Aunt Tullie’s  bloodline, her pantheon of paternal ancestors. Or perhaps she was smiling because his unfortunate ending had led to a fortunate outcome, at least as far as the Coldwells were concerned. For at Uncle Jed’s death, Jordan’s Crossing had come into the hands of his brother Abner, her grandfather, a Memphis lawyer who wanted to become a wealthy planter. Abner took possession of his new property and promptly married his rich neighbor’s only daughter, Samantha, thereby adding nearly thirteen hundred acres and fifty slaves to his holdings. From Abner, the plantation (five sections at that time, or thirty-two hundred acres) had come to Aunt Tullie’s father, Clancy, who was still a boy when the Civil War broke out, and on Clancy’s death in the 1940s to her brother Howard, my grandfather. When Howard died, he passed it on to her, in gratitude for taking over the care of his motherless child. Perhaps Aunt Tullie’s enigmatic smile was not a judgment on Uncle Jed but merely the expression of an understandable satisfaction with the way things had turned out.

“And now he’s come back?” Ruby asked excitedly. “Uncle Jed, I mean?”

“He comes back periodically, when something happens to threaten Jordan’s Crossing.” I picked up the basket of rosemary clippings. “At least, that’s what people say. But it’s really just a story, Ruby. I certainly don’t believe it.”

Just a story. But there were those spiraling wisps in the shadows of my room and the faint but unmistakable odor of green cypress logs burning. And Leatha’s odd comment, in our phone conversation on Sunday, about the past coming back to haunt the present. When I’d asked her what that meant, she only said, “There are ghosts here,  China. This is an unhappy place. And some of those ghosts are coming to life.”

Ruby unfolded her long legs and stood up. “Why don’t we get in the car and drive to Mississippi?” she said impetuously. “We could see for ourselves whether there’s any truth to—”

“I don’t think so, Ruby,” I said. “Leatha’s already been after me to come, but I told her that I’ve got too much to do here to go digging around my family tree.”

Which is more or less what I’d said to my mother when she’d phoned from Jordan’s Crossing the night before, to extend Aunt Tullie’s invitation.

“Just for a few days, darlin’,” she’d said, in that slow, sugar-sweet Mississippi drawl that she’s never lost. (Was it my imagination, or was her drawl flavored with gin and

tonic?) “You can relax and have plenty of time for yourself. It’s lovely just now, with the azaleas in bloom.” She’d paused and given an extra weight to the next few words. “Aunt Tullie is ’specially anxious for you to come, China. She’s got something important she wants to talk to you about.”

And then, uneasily, she’d added that enigmatic comment about the past haunting the present, and old ghosts coming back to life. Uncle Jed, no doubt, although he wasn’t the only one. There was Great-grandmother Pearl, for instance, who committed suicide in 1918 by taking some sort of poison—digitalis, perhaps—a deeply mysterious event that has troubled the family down through the years. I’ve never seen Pearl’s ghost, of course, although as a girl I often liked to think I caught a whiff of her lily of the valley scent on sultry evenings in the upstairs hall. Given the age of the Big House and the tumultuous times through which it has come, it would be something of a surprise if there weren’t quite a few more ghosts lurking in the attic or the cellar or the family graveyard.

Aunt Tullie’s invitation came as a surprise, too. I hadn’t been back to the plantation since I was a bored, rebellious kid, and I couldn’t think of a single reason why my mother’s elderly spinster aunt should be anxious to entertain a grandniece whose obstreperous preteen behavior she had clearly considered unacceptable. I knew I’d enjoy the gardens, if they’d been kept up, and it was tempting to imagine myself in a rocking chair on the old veranda, iced tea at my elbow and a novel on my lap. But I subscribe wholeheartedly to Margaret Mead’s observation that while there is such a thing as familial duty, it is not necessary to be intimate with one’s blood relations. I remembered Aunt Tullie as stern and joyless, her step firm and unhesitating, her back straight as a poker, her dour spirit casting gloom over the whole place. I doubted that age and ill health had sweetened her temper, and I hoped that her legendary tantrums weren’t driving my mother to drink.

“I couldn’t go anyway,” Ruby said, being realistic for a change. “Shannon’s birthday is next week, and Amy and I are planning a big bash. And my checkup is scheduled for the day after the party.”

Ruby had surgery for breast cancer at the end of December, a traumatic event that brought her and her two grown-up daughters, Shannon and Amy, closer together. It’s brought us closer, too. The possibility of losing her—breast cancer is such a frightening thing—made me value our friendship in a new way. My eyes went briefly to her loose, gauzy top, which completely disguised the fact that  she has only one breast. With a defiance that was typically Ruby, she’d refused reconstructive surgery, preferring, she said, to belong to the Tribe of One-Breasted Women. If I asked, she would be glad to lift her top and show me the permanent fern-and-flower tattoo she’d gotten recently to embellish the scar that arched across the flat half of her chest.

But I didn’t. I said, instead, “Shannon is how old now—twenty-six?”

“Don’t rush it,” Ruby said, pushing her hair out of her face with both hands. “She’ll be twenty-five.” She took two deep breaths and added, “And don’t let McQuaid forget about the party. It’s Wednesday night, and he’s definitely invited.”

“I’m sorry, but he won’t be there,” I said, as we started down the path together. “He’s scheduled to give a talk at a law enforcement conference in Baton Rouge.” Brian and I would be batching it, and McQuaid’s absence would give me a little extra catch-up time. I planned to finish my taxes, instead of waiting until the extension ran out. And when that was finished, I could write a couple of Home and Garden pieces for the next few issues of the  Enterprise—in addition to all the daily stuff, of course. When you’re self-employed, you work around the clock.

“Hey, China, it’s your mother!” Laurel Wiley, my shop helper, had stuck her head out the back door and was holding up the cordless phone. Cupping her hand over the mouthpiece as she gave me the phone, she added, “She sounds sort of upset.”

“If I know Leatha,” Ruby said, “you’re on your way to Mississippi after all.” She waggled her fingers sympathetically, and she and Laurel went inside.

I put my basket on the step and sat down beside it,  feeling uneasy. When I was a girl, my mother’s lack of personal authority, her apathy, her alcoholism, had filled me with confusion and pain. Like many daughters of my generation, just beginning to sense the possibilities of a new kind of power, I feared that my mother was a mirror of the self I would inevitably become. So I turned myself into my father instead—until I found the flaws in that pattern and was forced to begin inventing my own life, free of both of them (or so I thought).

But a few years ago, Leatha began going to AA and got control of her drinking, more or less. Since that time, the two of us have moved a long way toward repairing and refloating our derelict relationship. I’ve even begun calling her Mother when I speak to her, although she is still Leatha when I think about her. But her ongoing recovery hasn’t been entirely without incident. A couple of times—when she and Sam had a crisis, or one of Sam’s several children made life difficult—she’s fallen off the wagon, and when that happens, the ghost of the woman she was comes back to haunt us both. I thought back to last night’s telephone conversation (had she been drinking when she called?) and felt a swift apprehension. Was there a crisis now?

“Hello, Mother,” I said into the phone, as lightly as I could. “What’s up?”

“I need you, China.” Her voice was taut and urgent, and low, as if she were afraid of being overheard. “I want you to come right away. Come today.”

I cleared my throat. “How’s Aunt Tullie? Is she—”

“Some days are better than others. But that’s not why.”

“Well, then, what is it? I told you last night: Unless it’s really important, I can’t just drop everything and—”

“I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important,” she said, and I  thought that the longer she stayed at Jordan’s Crossing, the more Southern she sounded: I wudn’t ask if it wa‘n’t impawt’nt. “There’s trouble here, China, and there’s nobody to talk to. Nobody I can trust, anyway. And you’re a lawyer. You can help.”

Uh-oh. That kind of trouble. “Mother,” I said carefully, “you know I don’t practice now. And I’ve never done wills and estates, if that’s what this is about.” I used to be a criminal defense lawyer before I cashed in my retirement fund, moved from Houston to Pecan Springs, and bought Thyme and Seasons. I keep my bar membership current, just in case, but the old life has no appeal for me, and I hate it when people ask legal questions. “If you and Aunt Tullie need property advice or help with her will or whatever,” I added, “you should find somebody local. Anyway, you must have a family lawyer. Can’t he—”

“China,” Leatha snapped, “this has nothin’ whatsoever to do with your great-aunt’s will, and the fam’ly lawyer is part of the problem. And if you keep on ditherin’ back and forth and draggin’ your feet, Aunt Tullie could be in  jail by the time you get here. Is that important enough for you?”

I sucked in my breath. “In jail?”

“It’s a distinct possibility,” Leatha replied darkly. “The police haven’t been here yet, but ...” Her pause was pregnant with significance. “Well? Can you leave today?”

“I suppose, if Mother McQuaid is available to stay with Brian. McQuaid is going to a conference.” I scowled. “What do the police have to do with anything? What the  hell is going on there?”

“I can’t go into it on the phone,” she said evasively. “What time can I look for you?”

I glanced at my watch. It was just after nine. “If I leave  in a couple of hours, I suppose I could be there by ten or eleven—midnight at the latest.”

“Good,” Leatha said, and I could hear the relief in her voice. “I’ll wait up. Do you remember how to get here? Take Route 61 north from Vicksburg. When you get to Middle Fork, go east to Chicory.”

Middle Fork Chicory. The names brought back images of dusty towns, unpaved streets arched With green trees shimmering in the summer sun, barefoot kids in straw hats, cane fishing poles over their shoulders, heading for the river.

“If I get lost, I’ll call,” I said.

“Drive safe, dear.” The urgency came back. “But please hurry.”

I turned off the phone and went into the tearoom. “You were right,” I said with a sigh to Ruby, who was checking the menu. Thyme for Tea doesn’t open until eleven-thirty, but Janet, our cook, was already in the kitchen, getting things ready for the day.

Ruby glanced at my face. “When are you leaving?”

“As soon as I can arrange it, if it’s okay with you. McQuaid will be out of town, too, so I’ve got to call his mother and see if she can come and stay with Brian. I’m sure Laurel can manage the shop by herself, though, now that things have slowed down a little.” I looked around at the tearoom, with its original limestone walls and hunter-green wainscoting, green-painted tables cheerful with floral chintz napkins and terra-cotta teapot centerpieces, pots of lush ivy and philodendron hanging from the ceiling. Janet was humming happily in the kitchen, the tables were laid for lunch, and I knew that Ruby could handle anything that came up.

“Of course it’s okay,” Ruby said. “You don’t have to  worry about this place. Just be sure to leave a phone number where I can get in touch with you.” She gave me an intent look. “Has Aunt Tullie taken a turn for the worse?”

“I don’t think that’s it,” I said. “This is ... different.”  Jail? I turned on the phone and punched in the McQuaids’ number.

“Well,” Ruby said, “if it turns out that Uncle Jed is causing trouble, you can always give me a call. I’m sure I can come up with something that will help, even long distance.”

“Thanks,” I told her, tapping my fingers impatiently. “But I’m sure I’ll be able to manage.”

Yeah, right. If I’d have known how the trip was going to turn out, I would have insisted that Ruby get in the car and go with me. She’s the only one I know who’s qualified to handle the weird things that happened in Mississippi.

 

 

“ARE you sure you don’t want me to drive you?” McQuaid asked as I sat at the kitchen table, making a list for his mother, who’d said she’d be delighted to come and stay with Brian for as long as necessary. “I could drop you off at the plantation and then go back to Baton Rouge. It can’t be more than a hundred and fifty miles extra.”

“But then I wouldn’t have a car,” I objected. “I’d have to borrow Leatha’s.” At the disappointed look on his face, I added quickly, “It would be great if you’d come up after the conference, though. You’ve never seen the plantation, or met Aunt Tullie.” A few years ago, on a visit to New Orleans, I’d introduced him to my father’s mother, Grandmother Bayles, the China Bayles for whom I’d been named and from whom I inherited my love of gardening.  But Grandmother Bayles was dead now, and there was no one left on my father’s side of the family. Besides Leatha, Aunt Tullie Coldwell was the only relative I had left, and this might be McQuaid’s last chance to meet her.

McQuaid chuckled. “Your aunt sounds like one fearsome lady. Is that where you get your determination?” He put his hand over mine. “Listen, China. With Mom here to look after Brian, we wouldn’t have to rush right home. We could check into a nice private B and B with a Jacuzzi, lock the bedroom door, and take off all our clothes.” He waggled his eyebrows suggestively and put on an exaggerated leer. “Whad’ya say, babe? Just you and me and some good wholesome sex.”

I love my husband’s face. It’s not handsome, but it has a certain rakish appeal that’s emphasized by his crooked nose and the scar that zigzags across his forehead, under the loose thatch of dark hair. McQuaid is an ex-cop who is now an associate professor in the Criminal Justice Department at Central Texas State University, on sabbatical leave this year to recuperate from a shooting that happened when he was doing undercover work for the Texas Rangers. When he’s feeling good, he walks slowly, with a limp; when he’s tired or the pain gets bad, he leans on a pair of aluminum canes. But I’m thankful that he’s walking at all. I still shiver when I think how much worse it could have been.

I picked up his fingers and kissed them. “All our clothes, huh? Now, that’s something a girl can look forward to.”

Holding my hand, he gave me a quizzical look. “Leatha didn’t say what the problem was, or why the big rush?”

I shrugged my shoulders, being casual about it. “Just that if I didn’t hurry, I might find Aunt Tullie in jail.”

“Jail?” McQuaid exclaimed incredulously. “She wasn’t serious, I hope.”

“Probably not,” I said. Thinking about it on the way home, I’d come to the conclusion that Leatha must have been overstating her concern, just to get me there. I couldn’t believe that Aunt Tullie could be in any danger of arrest—unless she’d been driving the car and had hit somebody. That was possible, I supposed, and it would explain the business about legal advice. Criminal charges aside, Jordan’s Crossing was a substantial financial asset, and under the right circumstances, Aunt Tullie would make a damned good target for a lawsuit.

I frowned. There was no point in worrying, since I had no idea what to worry about. I went back to the list, jotting down Pick up Brian’s band uniform at Jake’s Dry Cleaners and BRIAN: NO OVERNIGHT GUESTS!, then added the phone number at Jordan’s Crossing and a big heart with an arrow through it, hoping that Brian wouldn’t give his grandmother a hard time. But he’s a good kid, usually. And Mom McQuaid raised his father with great success. She probably knows how to handle boys better than I do.

A half hour later, my suitcase was loaded in the trunk of my shiny white two-door Toyota (a replacement for my beloved old blue Datsun, which had rattled itself to death) and McQuaid was giving me a lingering good-bye kiss and wishing me a safe journey.

And then I was on my way, back to the blood relations I had repudiated and the past from which I had resolutely turned away. Back to the women who had gone before me. Back to the motherline.
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