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      Unraveling the past can change the future...if time doesn't run out for her first.

      In the third installment of the exciting Savannah time travel mysteries, Georgia Belle navigates speakeasies, flapper fashion, and a world without modern technology, all while attempting to solve a murder that has remained a mystery for a century. When she uncovers a secret Savannah society, the connections to the famous murder--and others--are undeniable. But the deeper she delves, the higher the stakes become—especially with what is happening unbeknownst to her in her personal life back in 2023. "The Cottonmouth Club" is a riveting blend of historical detail, thrilling mystery, and poignant family drama. This is a clean read with little graphic violence.
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      “So, explain to me again,” Mary said, lifting the teacup to her lips. “It just rolls around on its own and cleans your floor?”

      I reached for an iced cookie, enjoying the sunlight on my face. It was a perfect early fall day in Savannah, made more perfect by having tea in Mary’s glorious, southern-facing garden which was awash with the vibrant hues of blooming azaleas and camelias, their deep reds and pinks a striking contrast against the verdant greenery. The air was sweet with the scent of gardenias and magnolias.

      From where I sat in my wicker chair, I could see the butterflies as they flitted from flower to flower. Bees buzzed lazily among the blooms, their industrious hum a contrast to the sluggish heat of the southern summer.

      “Even I’m sort of amazed by it,” I admitted. “And it’s been around for years.”

      “You have an automated vacuum cleaner, but you still don’t have a cure for cancer in 2024?” she asked.

      I poured myself more tea and handed a half cookie to Libby, my rescue mutt—although that phrase hadn’t been coined yet.

      “Well, they invented the floor robot at the same time they’re working on the cancer cure,” I said.

      “I suppose it was easier to invent a robot vacuum cleaner than save millions of lives.”

      Mary shook her head, her dark curls shaking as she did. She was an attractive woman with soulful eyes that really held you when she looked at you. I should know since nine years from now I will do a portrait of her in oil that I’ll then find in an old antique shop a hundred years from now.

      “Having said that,” Mary said, squinting at the double French doors off the garden that led into her townhouse, “if you do go back again, I wouldn’t mind seeing one for myself. It runs on electricity, I suppose?”

      “Batteries,” I said. “But it charges with electricity.”

      It had been six months since I’d told Mary the truth of who I was and after a bit of a rough patch, she quickly adapted to the idea of her best friend as a time traveler. Now, after exhausting most of my Kindle library and downloads of Netflix videos, she was regularly grilling me for various items she might want to see for herself the next time I went back to 2024.

      It sounds so casual when I phrase it like that but the actual fact of my being able to travel between two centuries was, as you might imagine, literally earth shattering when it first happened to me. And like so many life-altering events, it was a total accident. I’d left my life in 2023 Savannah and transported back to the nineteen twenties where I met Mary. And then I fell in love with a very sexy, very traditional police detective named Sam Bohannon.

      “Seen Sam recently?” Mary asked, as if she could read my mind.

      She asked the question offhandedly as she poured herself a cup of tea, the steam rising in gentle curls and mingling with the fragrant air.

       “Not since the last time you asked,” I said, pretending to focus on how cute Libby looked chasing the garden butterflies.

      When I made my first appearance in 1923, Sam very quickly made his intentions known and began to court me, although at the time I wasn’t sure exactly how I felt. When it became clear he wanted to marry me—things tend to move more rapidly back in these days—I confess that I acted less than honorably.

      By that I mean I accepted his marriage proposal.

      And then left to go back to my own time.

      In my defense, I had a lot going on back in 2023—not the least of which was a job, a mother, and an apartment. But in truth, I’d been badly conflicted about what to do with Sam and so I took the easy way out. When I came back a few weeks later, he reacted with hurt and aggrieved feelings. Since then, we’ve made amends of sorts, but Mary is of the firm belief that I have permanently blotted my copybook with him. I have to admit one of Sam’s big attractions for me was his old-world southern gentleman style. Unfortunately, as an authentic old-world southern gentleman, he was much less enthralled with me and my way-too-modern ways. I try very hard not to put my foot in my mouth when I’m visiting this time. But it’s not easy. And sometimes the modern 2024 girl in me says things that can make a 1924 gentleman blush. Not a good approach when you’re trying to win someone back.

      “You should forget him, Georgia,” Mary said. “I love Sam. You know I do. But he’s never going to understand who you are—even if he never learns about the time traveling thing.”

      “I hear you,” I said.

      This was my standard answer to her when I didn’t agree with what she was saying but didn’t want to argue with her about it.

      “He’s not speaking to you, is he?” she asked.

      “No, and can you believe that?” I said with irritation. “I literally solved his last murder case—his last two murder cases! I made him look like a hero to his boss. And in spite of that, he avoids me!”

      “Did you ever think it’s because of you winning those cases for him that he avoids you?” Mary asked, arching an eyebrow knowingly.

      “Well, that just makes no sense at all.”

      “On the other hand, how is your Mr. O’Connell?”

      I blushed at her word choice. Jim O’Connell was a private detective with whom I’d worked a case with recently. He’s tall and capable and very handsome in every sense of the word.

      “You know very well he’s not my Mr. O’Connell,” I said.

      “Not for lack of trying on his part.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m sure Jim has hundreds of women hanging all over him.”

      “Lovely image, my dear. But it doesn’t address the question of the two of you.”

      “There is no two of us. I like Jim. He’s great. He literally saved my life last year.”

      “But he’s not Sam.”

      “I can’t help how I feel,” I said in frustration. “A famous filmmaker from my time has this great line that ‘the heart wants what it wants.’”

      “That is a good line,” Mary said, nodding. “But it sounds like an excuse for wanting the wrong thing.”

      I was a little amazed at how on-the-nose Mary could be. Even so, there was no way I believed her view pertained to me. There was nothing wrong or inappropriate about two unmarried consenting adults wanting each other. Even if that wanting was currently a little one-sided. That situation could be fixed. Sam had wanted me desperately at one time. He’d asked me to marry him, for heaven’s sakes! I was sure we could get back there again if he would just give me another chance.

      “And does this torch you’re carrying for Sam mean you’ve decided to stay in 1924?” Mary asked.

      That was a fair point since the whole reason Sam and I fell apart in the first place was because I didn’t feel I could commit to him or to living a hundred years in the past. I still couldn’t make that commitment, but my heart didn’t want to hear that. I missed him. I’d never met anyone like him. Certainly not in my own time. On some sleepless nights, I even convinced myself I could get Sam to travel with me to 2024. Although how I’d do that, is anybody’s guess. I didn’t fully comprehend how I did it myself.

      “And what about the dangers of your time traveling?” Mary asked, munching a cookie and squinting at me in the sun.

      There she went, making another stellar point just when I thought I had all the tricky details ironed out. The fact was, time traveling took it out of me. And by that, I mean it prematurely aged me. I’d done it three times in three weeks last year and later when I went to my doctor in 2023 for an answer to why I was feeling so tired lately, he did a series of tests that came back with baffling results. Chronologically, I was thirty years old. But biologically I was closer to forty. The fact was, I was aging at an accelerated rate. It had to be the time traveling. 

      “I think I’ve figured that little mystery out,” I said.

      “Oh?”

      “I believe I did an aging jump because I went back and forth so much last year between the centuries, so naturally there were physical repercussions.”

      Mary frowned. “Does that mean you’re not going back to 2024?”

      “Not any time soon.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      She smoothed out the wrinkles in her linen shirt dress and then held out a piece of cookie to Libby. For all the complaining she’d done when I first rescued the dog, I have to say Mary is possibly even crazier about the pup than I am.

      “I guess I’ll just have to wait a little longer for my robot vacuum cleaner,” she said.
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      I live in a two-hundred-year-old townhouse on East Perry Street, not far from Mary’s place and two blocks from the famous Colonial Park Cemetery. I bought the townhouse with ill-gotten gains because for a brief time I’d needed a place to live other than Mary’s. Now since that time was past, I had been tempted to sell the townhouse and move back in with Mary.

      Frankly, it is a little lonely, Libby notwithstanding. In the end, I decided to hang onto the house, I think in part because I knew how much it cost in 2024. I can barely afford to walk across the street from this townhome in my own time, let alone live in it. So, I was enjoying owning it. Even though I had almost no furniture, and it was way too big for just me and one small dog.

      The other problem of living here alone was the fact that since I have no staff, and there was no such thing as convenience foods back in 1924, I was basically eating a loaf of bread with cheese and apples for most of my meals. Or eating at the local diner. And trust me, if it looks weird to eat alone back in 2024, it is practically certifiable to do it in 1924. People stare and whisper when a woman comes into a restaurant alone. I’m not sure I wouldn’t rather go hungry.

      Back in my shabby little block apartment in 2024 I often whip up an Instagram recipe or get my crockpot going on the weekend. But here, not only are the ingredients for meals much harder to come by, but the kitchen appliances are prehistoric. Mixing bowls, eggbeaters and a toaster are about the full range available to me, which tends to short-circuit pretty much any culinary endeavor on my part. I like to cook but I’m less excited about the prospect of having to make the dough before cutting out my spaghetti noodles. It’s true that everything back in this time tastes amazing. But it also takes forever to prepare.

      This morning, I risked the toaster malfunctioning so I could start my day with buttered toast. I made a mental note to bring some Nutella back with me next time I visited my own time. I do have a jar of homemade preserves that I got here from a market over the weekend that is so good it literally brings tears to my eyes.

      After breakfast, I dressed and took Libby across the street to a very pretty little pocket park and gave her a full ten minutes to sniff the grass before putting her back in the townhouse so I could head downtown.

      While I greatly appreciated Mary’s words of advice when it came to Sam, I also knew that she didn’t know the look I’d seen in his eye many times since we’d broken up that made me believe it wasn’t over between us.

      Horse-drawn carriages clattered slowly down the cobblestone road next to me, their iron-shod hooves echoing between the moss-draped oaks that lined the street.  My plan to win Sam back was simple. I would wear him down with daily intrusions. I would make him realize I wasn’t running off again. I would make him believe that he could trust me. I knew he didn’t answer his own phone at work, and I couldn’t tie up the main police line by calling him nonstop. But I could pop into the police department and sit in the waiting room until he had a moment to see me. At any rate, I thought my best chance to win him back would be in person. In the process, I would impress him with how patient and accommodating I could be. This was especially important since one of the things Sam didn’t care for was my impulsiveness. This plan, I decided, was a great way to show him how tenacious yet self-possessed I could be.

      As I walked down Oglethorpe Street toward the police station, I spotted a familiar form ahead of me on the sidewalk leaning on a streetlamp. I glanced at my watch. It was just a bit after ten in the morning. Jim O’Connell liked his night life so to see him before noon was an oddity to say the least. There was a distinct possibility he hadn’t been to bed yet.

      Or at least not his own bed.

      I smiled as I approached him.

      “Waiting for me?” I asked as he gave me a nod of greeting.

      “Thought we could walk together,” he said, “if we’re going in the same direction. And I have a proposition to make to you.”

      Jim cocked his head and shook his hair out of his eyes. He wears it longer than most men do in this time, but it suits him. On top of that, he has a crooked grin that makes me blush just to see it.

      “Why, Mr. O’Connell,” I said with a coy smile. “Whatever do you mean?”

      “If that’s your Southern belle act,” he said with a grin, “it needs work.”

      “Hit me,” I said.

      He frowned in confusion.

      “I mean,” I said, “kindly tell me what proposition you have in mind.”

      “It’s a job,” he said as he fell into step beside me. “I’m investigating a possible embezzlement for a new client. Trace paperwork and that sort of thing. I could use a female operative to interview the employees. It’s not dangerous and it pays well.”

      I certainly didn’t need the money these days, but I didn’t want to say that to Jim. He was always curious about how I was living and by what means. I should really make something up to tell him, but so far, I hadn’t had the time to come up with anything believable.

      “Sounds interesting,” I said. “But I think I’ll pass. I’m pretty busy these days.”

      He snorted.

      “If by busy you mean hounding the city’s number one police detective, you might want to save your effort.”

      “How dare you!” I said, suddenly flustered.

      Had he talked to Mary? Unlikely. They were only acquainted through me. I don’t know how he realized my plan. Had I said something to him? I mean, he is a private investigator. But it was just too annoying! It’s one thing to have a plan as to how to get your beau back but it’s another thing entirely to be seen as desperate. Jim held up his hands as if to fend me off.

      “It’s just an observation,” he said, “which is after all the keystone of what I do for a living.”

      “I don’t know where you got that idea,” I said, feeling my ears burn with embarrassment. “I have no intention of hounding anyone.”

      “Oh? So, you don’t care that your boyfriend was just seen along with three other officers in a police car heading south on Oglethorpe?”

       “He’s not my boyfriend,” I said grumpily.

      But the news spoiled my mood. As disappointed as I was that Sam wasn’t available to see me this morning, I hated worse that Jim could predict that the police station was where I was headed. I stopped walking, needing a moment to gather my thoughts.

      “Sorry to reroute your plans for the day,” Jim said.

      “Not at all,” I said loftily, as my mind raced for some way to wipe that smug look off his face. “As a matter of fact, I was thinking of checking out that new jazz place that opened on Barnard Street.”

      He frowned. “At ten in the morning?”

      “I’m a big fan of jazz music.”

      “You’re not talking about The Cottonmouth Club, are you?”

      “Yes, that’s it,” I said. “Do you know it?”

      I was feeling better now that he seemed so unhappy at the idea of my going there.

      “I know it’s a speakeasy,” he said firmly.

      “As I understand it, some of the best music is found in speakeasies,” I said.

      “I presume you’ve heard of Prohibition?” he said crossing his arms.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “As you say, it’s too early to go anyway.”

      “Any time is the wrong time,” he said. “They’re drinking illegal booze in there, Georgia.”

      “Heavens,” I said in mock horror. “You shock me, Mr. O’Connell. So, I don’t suppose you would go there?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      I could tell by the way he said it that he truly believed that was the end of the discussion. It would never occur to him that I might decide to get dressed up tonight and go alone. It’s a shame, too. Sam wasn’t the only man in this time who was adorably chauvinistic.

      Honestly, it’s like none of them have ever even heard of women’s liberation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      After leaving Jim, I continued on to the downtown district and did a little grocery shopping and then had lunch at The Rusty Spoon diner in the middle of town. I knew for a fact that Sam often ate at the diner, but I didn’t see him today. Then I walked back home with my bag of groceries and did what I suppose most women of comfortable means did back in the twenties. I took a nap and read a book and tossed the ball with Libby in the back garden and then spent no less than two hours getting ready for tonight.

      I’d gone on a shopping spree a few weeks earlier, so I had a couple of very nice frocks to choose from instead of my usual ragtag selection of largely unacceptable 2024 clothing. I’d long figured out that the shoes in this time period didn’t do my feet any favors, so I wore very pretty strappy high heels that I’d brought with me from DSW. Nobody had ever noticed them at least enough to comment on them and they were way more comfortable than any I’d found in 1924.

      Then, after a long soaking bath—after all, I had plenty of time—I dressed in a fun little ensemble that I’d found in a vintage consignment shop back in my own time. It was a beaded flapper dress that hit just above the knee that I finished off with a cloche hat and fingerless silk gloves that came up to my elbow. I felt like I was going to a costume party but of course I was au courante for 1924.

      I hated leaving Libby alone for the evening and in fact I nearly ran her down to Mary’s so she wouldn’t be alone, but I didn’t want to have to answer any questions about where I was going tonight. Instead, I put on some music from my cellphone—I was able to play music on it but that was about it—and set it in the living room to keep the little dear company. If anybody were to hear it, I’d have way too many questions to answer over what it was, how it played music and where I got it, but I didn’t anticipate any callers in the evening.

      After that, I called for a hired car and stepped outside onto my porch to wait. I didn’t plan on staying late at the night club. I figured that people liked to drink at all hours, so I only waited for it to get dark. I instructed the driver to let me out a block from the club and kept to the shadows as I made my way to the speakeasy in case I ran into anyone wanting to rob me. Or worse.

      Like most establishments of its kind, The Cottonmouth Club was tucked away in a dimly lit alley, its unmarked entrance making it as discreet as possible. If you knew, you knew. It’s what made it half the fun, the fact that it was forbidden. That and the titillating but all-too-real possibility of a police raid.

      I stepped cautiously inside through the clandestine entrance, the heavy door closing with a muted thud behind me. The transition was immediate and disorienting as I stepped from a shadowed back alley of Savannah into the pulsing heart of The Cottonmouth Club. The band was playing with a wild energy, the drums beating like a racing heart while the saxophone wailed. Inside, the walls were draped in deep red velvet curtains, creating a sense of intimacy and secrecy.

      The only sources of light were candles scattered throughout the room, casting dancing shadows on the faces of the patrons. As soon I entered the place I detected the aroma of cigarette smoke and perfume. Beneath it all, a hint of forbidden excitement lingered in the air which was heavy with the sweet and smoky scent of cigars, mingled with musky perfume and the sharp tang of bootleg liquor.

      I heard the sound of glasses clinking as I entered, punctuated by the hushed mixture of whispers and muted laughter.

      Most speakeasies were dimly lit with flickering lighting with décor consisting of walls lined with outdated posters, giving them a dingy and secretive atmosphere. The Cottonmouth Club was different. It seemed to exude a sense of clandestine luxury. The clientele was different too. Everywhere I looked was a veritable tableau of the city’s elite: ingenues in beaded flapper dresses and feathered headbands laughing too loudly with politicians whose vested interests were always as hidden as the establishment itself. Wealthy tycoons, their pocket watches glinting, debating business over brandy and cards, contentedly ignoring the world beyond the club's walls.

      A few couples were dancing on a small floor, perfectly embodying the spirit of the Jazz Age.

      I’d heard so much about The Cottonmouth Club—not to be confused with the Cotton Club in New York which was for black patrons only. The Cottonmouth Club was segregated as nearly everything in the South was at this time. But it’s main difference from other speakeasies was how elegant and refined it was.

      Although of course still totally illegal.

      Waiters wove through the crowd with trays of illicit cocktails: martinis, sidecars, and mint juleps prepared with a wide assortment of bootlegged spirits.  At the bar, a bartender with slicked-back hair and a knowing smirk mixed drinks with an air of showmanship. I looked around and saw private booths tucked away, along with doors that no doubt led to hidden rooms—all accessible to those needing privacy for whatever backdoor affair or dirty deals needed concealment.

      I immediately felt many sets of eyes upon me as I moved deeper into the speakeasy, the vibrant energy of the Cottonmouth Club seeming to wrap around me like a seductive embrace from a world thriving in the shadows of Prohibition.

       The first person I saw that really stuck out to me was a mousey young woman with nondescript looks but wearing million-dollar clothes. She had on the same sort of flapper dress that I and every other woman in the place was wearing, but she wore a headband outlined in pearls with a matching beaded clutch purse and of course the de rigeur long pearl necklace—a default flapper accessory. She sat in a deep chair with a book in her hands, but I could tell she wasn’t really reading. It was so dark in here, I couldn’t imagine how reading would even be possible. Beside her sat someone who, by rights, should have caught my attention first.

      This creature was the epitome of glamour. She had flashing dark eyes accentuated by thick lashes and delicately arched brows. Her hair was bobbed in the fashionable short style of the flapper and shone like raven silk. Her full lips, stained a vivid shade of crimson, were wrapped seductively around a long white cigarette holder inlaid with mother-of-pearl.  Whoever she was, she must be famous. Nobody this gorgeous just walked in off the street. She was movie star material if ever I saw it. I was to find out exactly who she was within the next few seconds when the waitress came to her and breathlessly requested her autograph for the owner of the speakeasy.

      “Miss Latour,” the waitress gushed. “If you could sign the menu for the boss? I’ve seen all your movies.”

      The movie star looked over the waitress’s shoulder and smiled at a tall bald man standing at the bar. She wrote her name with a flourish on the proffered menu card, and then flicked her fingers as if to shoo the waitress away. The waitress murmured a hurried, “Thank you, Miss Latour,” and turned to bring the autograph to the bar.

      Celeste Latour. Even I knew who she was, though her fame hadn’t extended to my own time in 2024. She wasn’t a Vivian Leigh level of famous, but she was a pretty big deal even so. Beside Latour stood a man with a singular expression on his face. I’d seen that look before on YouTube videos of the security hired to handle the crowds around Taylor Swift. This fellow was wide as a barn door and nearly as tall. His beefy arms strained the seams of his sleeveless undershirt, and I could see tattoos vivid against weathered skin. He was so obviously a bodyguard that my eyes moved on once I’d sussed him. I looked around until I saw the man sitting on the other side of the star who was most likely her husband.

      This man was definitely not from Savannah. Not that we don’t have good-looking men in Savannah. But he looked continental although with American style. He had a dimple in his chin and blue eyes. Also, he was constantly smiling which I’ve noticed that most normal people in the nineteen twenties don’t do. He wore a double-breasted jacket, a pressed shirt and French cuffs. I could see gold glinting from his wrist every time he used his hand—obviously an expensive gold watch. I don’t know when Patek Philippe or Rolex came into fashion, but if they were a thing in this time period, then he was probably wearing one of them. Oddly, although he sat right next to Celeste Latour, not once did she look at him as she sipped her drink or waved to various people in the crowd.

      Unhappy marriage, I decided as I watched him get up without a word and make his way to the bar. Curious, I followed him. Another man standing at the bar was watching him come.

      “Is she giving you a hard time?” the man at the bar asked him.

      The possible husband snorted and gave his drink order to the bartender. 

      “Don’t worry,” the other man said. “She’s just got a lot on her mind with this new script.”  

      The man I assumed was Latour’s husband turned and glared at the other man.

      “Are you seriously trying to tell me how to handle my own wife?” he said indignantly. “I don’t need your advice, Gerald.”

      “Yeah, sure, Don, don’t get hot under the collar,” Gerald said.

      Gerald wasn’t dressed quite as expensively as Don, but he wasn’t embarrassing anyone either. He too wore a double-breasted jacket with pin-striped slacks, although I must say I think I could smell his eau de toilette from where I was standing. Just then someone jostled me, and I lost my spot at the bar. I was intrigued though, so I maneuvered myself to the other side of Gerald. I can’t help my natural curiosity about these things. When I see tension happening between people, I’m automatically fascinated. These two guys knew each other, maybe needed each other. But they definitely didn’t like each other.

      “If that’s how you feel, Don,” Gerald was saying, “why not just walk away?”

      Don gave him a scorching look.

      “And lose everything? Great advice, Gerry. Is that the kind of advice you’ve been giving Celeste? A lot of things are making sense now. No wonder she stopped getting decent scripts.”

      “Now, now,” Gerald said. “I’m just telling you, if you really want out, you need to get up the nerve and just go.”

      Don dismissed him with an irritated wave of his hand and signaled to the bartender for another drink. Just then I felt someone caress my hip and I turned to see a greasy young man with hair sticking out of his head, staring drunkenly at my mouth.

      “Do you mind?” I said slapping his hand away.

      “I don’t if you don’t,” he slurred.

      I gave him my most disgusted look which seemed to dissuade him from any further contact, then turned back to the two men at the bar. However, they’d both moved on. That was annoying. I found it so fascinating to hear the inner workings of a celebrity couple—especially one not of my own time. It was very clear that old Donny boy was wanting out of the marriage with his famous wife but that annoying prenup was in the way. I find it so interesting the sorts of things one overhears after people have had a few drinks and don’t seem to care if anyone hears them.

      Little did I know how crucial this brief and fortuitous spate of eavesdropping would become to me later.

    

  

