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			Chapter 1

			The first time I died was all my fault. I’d been a brat. Relentless. Spoiled. But the second time? Not so much.

			Contemplating the error of my ways, I sketched angels in a cemetery at twilight and breathed in magnolias sweet as sin. Some called me rotten—to the core. Maybe I was, to have such awful things happen to me. The headache stabbed behind my eyes and I fought the voice. The one that said I was stupid, worthless, evil.

			Yeah, I was wrong. Would give anything to redo that night. My headache whined to let it go. The deed was done, my scars hidden beneath a blue, tie-dyed scarf and layers of sarcasm.

			I wasn’t stupid. I knew the scars ran deeper than any jerk of a ninth grader could see. But what was a girl to do? Marinate in my own pity party until I was pruny? I’d rather gut it out, rub some dirt on it, put on my big girl panties and act like it didn’t faze me. Just a girl sitting in a Confederate cemetery drawing vicious angels because I’m so freaking normal. Yeah. That’s me. Normal.

			Among the rusted cannons and sprawling live oaks, a marker rested in front of me. An angel hovered over it, her sharp-edged wings protecting her little plot of grass. Or, rather, Elijah Pickens’ plot of grass. He was six years old when he died, which sucked big time in anybody’s book.

			Somebody must have loved him, though. A low edging of bricks lined his small grave. A whole regiment of angels, all shapes and sizes, guarded the tiny wall, followed by a platoon of Easter bunnies, then two garden gnomes. I tried to ignore the candy wrappers and empty water bottle as I hatched charcoal pencil into my angel’s wings.

			Stupid tourists.

			The angel I’d drawn wasn’t as angelic as Elijah’s. She was at war, her legs braced for battle, her sword stabbing some invisible foe. Those are the worst; the ones you never see coming. She was the fifth angel I’d drawn that day, my sketchbook full of them. All dark. Avenging. Deadly.

			Sitting cross-legged on a stone bench, a line of pines shielded me from the narrow snake of Hamilton Bay Lane which led to the Hamilton Bay Country Club. Another stretch of pines blocked the eighteenth fairway. Don’t ask me why they thought it was a good idea to put a golf course next to a Confederate cemetery. But sketching here seemed to corral the headaches. Didn’t get rid of them, necessarily, but kept them from crippling me. They’d plagued me ever since my death. The first one.

			Beyond the two hundred and forty-two dead Confederate soldiers marked with white wooden crosses, a live oak stood guard, bearded with Spanish moss. I read somewhere that Spanish moss, though pretty and delicate, is really a parasite. So, it wasn’t so much an old man’s beard the breeze teased into a gentle snore. It was more like an old man’s beard that’d come alive and turned on him. It looked innocent, harmless, but was actually feeding on him, eating him alive.

			Nature’s pretty brutal that way; everything feeding off of something else, the same way the worms fed off those soldiers underground. Maybe that’s why I liked the cemetery. I knew better than most it can be a real struggle just to stay alive.

			I worked to match my breathing with the rhythm of the breeze easing through the moss. Counting one. Counting two.

			A violent splash of orange sunset bruised the sky purple before settling into a dreamy pearl gray. The scent of magnolia and jasmine gave heft to the air as the shadows crept long behind the tombstones. The breeze coaxed strands of my hair, duller than red Alabama mud, from my ponytail into my eyes. I brushed them aside. My hand cramped, and I stopped and dug the heel of it into my right eye. I fought the nausea, the stinging tears. I paused at the rustling of leaves and glanced up.

			A young man stood at Hiram Walker’s marker, his long, dark fingers resting on the stone. He seemed a bit older than me. And considerably taller. But solemn, with eyes more white than dark and a scar that ran beneath his lower lashes. He wore loose trousers, wrinkled like linen. His shirt hung nearly to his knees. His feet were bare.

			My heart raced. Was it the surprise of his appearance? Being watched when I wanted to hide? Or his fixed gaze that held the intensity of a freight train bearing down? He was dark and gray. Soot and ash. I imagined his skin, rough beneath my fingertips.

			“I been waiting for you,” he said.

			“Oh, yeah?” My pencil stuttered over the page. “I don’t think so. I’m Cat Turner. New in town. Nobody’s waiting for me.”

			He fell silent.

			I hatched a cross pattern into my angel’s wings, darker, fiercer, the tips spiky enough to impale heads. Hadn’t I learned my lesson? Do not engage. Ignore. Keep your head down. Eventually, they’d move on.

			“Your head,” he said, “it pains you? Queenie showed me a remedy. You soak your feet in hot water.”

			Well, heck, that wasn’t weird advice coming from a total stranger.

			I hatched and scratched onto the page and said, “How long have you been watching me?”

			“Not long.” He eased around the front of the tombstone and stopped at the foot of the next marker. I uncrossed my legs and lowered my green Converse sneakers to the ground.

			“Did you need something?” I perched on the edge of the bench. “Because my mama’s expecting me back at the hotel.”

			He scratched his elbow and glanced over his shoulder. “The hospital?”

			“Ho-tel,” I said. “The Fairly Grand?” Wait. I eyed his pajama-like clothes, his bare feet. “Are you looking for the hospital?”

			“No,” he turned back to me, “just wanting to leave.” He eased forward, barely stirring the leaves that curled like dead beetles over the sandy ground. I jumped off the bench. Beneath the darkening sky, one tree blurred into another. A few stars already winked down at us. The paper crackled in my fist.

			“Can I see what you’re drawing?” He got as far as Elijah’s angel and reached toward me.

			Not a chance. I knew better than to show my sketches to anyone. A lesson painfully learned. My mouth ran dry. My head pounded. I clutched my sketchbook and tried to still my trembling hand.

			“You’re working something fierce,” he said. “I bet you’re skilled.”

			Well, I was no Picasso.

			Before I guessed what he was up to, he hovered over me. I stumbled backward, nearly dropping my sketches. He studied the marble angel, then my paper. Crickets thrummed in the weeds. A firefly flickered above the stones.

			“They don’t favor much, do they?” he said.

			“No.” I backed away and hugged the book to my chest, gripping my pencil like a dagger.

			He frowned and scratched the back of his wrist.

			I didn’t owe him any explanation, but offered one anyway. “Sometimes what I see in front of me and what comes out on paper don’t exactly match.”

			“Perhaps yours is closer to the truth.”

			“The truth about what?”

			“Angels.”

			Was he making fun of me? “I’ve got to go.” I sidled toward the road. “You gonna be okay, waiting for somebody?”

			“I need your help,” he said.

			

			I backed away. “I can’t help you, chief. I’m new here. I don’t know anybody.”

			“I’ve got to go home.”

			“Well, I don’t have a car. Or money.” I continued to put distance between us. “Maybe I could call somebody for you.”

			“Call?” He tilted his head.

			“Family? Friends? I don’t have a cell phone, either, but I can call from the hotel. Give me a name. Here, I’ll write it down.” I was close enough to the road to stop and flip open my book. He stopped beside my vacated bench.

			“Culver,” he said.

			“Culver?”

			“Culver Calhoun Washington.”

			“That’s who you want me to call?” I scribbled the name and said, “You got a number?” My foot crunched gravel. Somewhere in the distance, an engine rumbled to life. “What do you want me to say?”

			When he didn’t answer, I glanced up to see the edges of him shiver, not quite holding their shape.

			“I didn’t want to go to war,” he said. “I hope that doesn’t make me a coward.”

			“Well, no,” I said. “I mean, who wants to go to war? Are you talking about Afghanistan? You look awfully young to be a vet.”

			“Horace made me go,” he said. “Cannons thundering so’s you couldn’t scarcely hear over the roar. The air was alive with lead. Bullets ripping saplings in half. Balls screaming a hair from my head.” He hesitated and closed his eyes. “Bodies sinking legless, headless into the earth. Mudholes red with blood. Hogs gnawing on the scattered dead.”

			Wow, post-traumatic stress disorder?

			“Flames,” he opened his eyes and stared toward Mobile Bay, “lit the night like the seventh level of hell.”

			“Dante’s Inferno,” I said. “You’ve read it?”

			He stared at me. “Mister Josiah used to preach on it something powerful.”

			“I had a teacher like that at my school,” I said. “Scared the daylights out of me.”

			His gaze drifted to the relic of a cannon resting in the scrubby grass, moving toward it as if he was reliving the firefight over again. “The woods lit my face aflame. And lit Horace’s eyes like a demon come to life. The grin he give me was fearsome.”

			My own nightmare flared to mind. The cross ablaze in my front yard, Easter lilies scorched at the foot of it, flames leaping toward our porch and the moonless sky. Mama’s cries. Daddy’s cursing. The terror as I searched for my golden retriever through the flames.

			I didn’t want to remember. Hadn’t thought of that night in weeks. Hadn’t Mama and I uprooted ourselves and traveled hundreds of miles south not to be reminded? But now, as the boy relived his war, the image of that fire seared my brain. The vandalism didn’t drive Daddy away. It was simply one more horror in a series of catastrophes orchestrated to humiliate me.

			A screech of tires in the distance snapped me back to the present. I shook off the burning cross, scorched flesh. “Horace was your army buddy?”

			His expression lit up. “We grew up together. I worked for him, but we were more like brothers.” He faltered. “Until the war.”

			“What war did you say you were in?”

			He picked at his elbow. “It snatches something from you, war does. Draws terrible things from deep inside.”

			“We’ve all got our cross to bear, I suppose.” And I wanted to kick myself. Kill the image. Bury it so deep it’d never see the light of day. Didn’t Mama say we couldn’t change the past? We had to move forward, which was exactly what I intended to do. “I’ve got to go,” I said.

			“I need to leave this place.”

			I sighed. “Sorry, chief. Even if I had a car, I just turned fifteen. Not old enough to drive. And even if I were, I’ve only been here a few weeks, so I don’t know my way around.”

			He surveyed the cemetery as if seeing it for the first time. He settled his solemn gaze on me.

			“Best I can do is call your buddy when I get back to the hotel,” I said. I shoved the cross, the flames, my ex-best friend’s smirk deep into my gut, as the boy stood, transfixed in front of me. I adjusted my scarf and stepped through the pines to cross the road and leave him behind.

			“Someone’s coming,” he said, and I turned back to him. An engine rumbled behind me, followed by a shout of laughter. The boy’s hands blurred into his sleeves, then disappeared, a trick of the dying light.

			I ignored the growing rumble, the high-pitched whine of shifting gears, as I searched the shadows for the boy’s outline. Air whooshed behind me, and I turned too late. Metal flashed and the golf cart slammed into me.

			There was a scream, mine, I think, as the cart lifted me off the ground. Gravity slammed my head into asphalt and I stared at the sky and struggled to focus on the one bright star above me. Maybe it was Venus. Or Mars. Paper fluttered to the ground like wounded birds, and I attempted to shut out pain so bad I thought I might be sick. And then the air exploded around me.

			Someone cursed. Someone made a phone call. Footsteps crunched through gravel toward me, brown docksiders loose around tanned feet. They paused before stomping away and cursing some more.

			I stared at the stars as the road melted warm against my back and pain seared my elbow. I guess hiding was out of the question now. I closed my eyes.

			Taunts and accusations. Betrayal and pain. An endless cycle, apparently. Flames scorched my elbow, sticky with blood. Flames leapt at my chest, stealing my breath. Memories engulfed me, threatening to snuff me out. I rolled my head and found the strange boy hovering beside the bench, staring at me. He shimmered like a thousand stars before fading away.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			My legs dangled off the white slab of an examination table, crackling the paper beneath me. The triage was usually reserved for more critically injured patients, but the examining rooms were full, and we’d already been waiting for what seemed like hours. It smelled of antiseptic and somebody’s dinner of Kung Pao chicken.

			Monitors beeped. Nurses padded in and out in their orthopedic shoes. Operators paged doctors overhead.

			The room held five other beds, each partitioned off by curtains the nurses scraped back and forth as patients came and went.

			A woman with a spike of blonde hair and deep black roots slumped in a corner. A small girl sucked her thumb and wrapped herself around the woman’s leg. A man rustled behind a curtain, calling for someone to fetch him food. I sat closest to the door, near the wall of glass separating us from the hallway.

			Mama and Sheriff Stone Hamilton stood near the window, their voices raised in agitation. The man behind the curtain called for food.

			Really, weren’t most hospitals pretty much the same? Bright lights, noise, blood, sickness, death.

			I didn’t remember the last emergency room I was in. But I remembered the stay afterward. The stares. The faces shying away. The shock of it. Mama crying and Daddy sitting in the corner of my hospital room, staring blankly at the muted television on the wall.

			

			This accident was a bit of a blur, too. I remember lying on the ground, gravel digging into my shoulder blades, my sketches fluttering around me. I remember much cursing in the dark. I thought there was whimpering. I think it was me. I wish I didn’t remember that. I was pretty sure I begged someone, anyone, to call 911. Someone called their mother instead.

			The doctor stitched the gash beneath my chin, and it stung as the shot of lidocaine began to wear off. I fingered the stubby black thread and wondered how bad it would scar. As if I didn’t have enough of those already.

			While Mama and the sheriff discussed the accident, we waited for the x-ray of my elbow, the one with a bloody hole in it, and the results of the CAT scan of my head, which throbbed like I’d been hit by a semi-truck and not some souped-up golf cart.

			The doctor said I probably wouldn’t have sustained any injuries by the average cart. They couldn’t travel faster than fifteen or so miles per hour. But the cart that hit me had been going at least thirty. He reckoned it must’ve been due to the special oversized tires.

			I touched my tongue to the cut inside my cheek and tasted blood and grit. I wiped it with the edge of my scarf. The paramedics attempted to cut the cotton free, but I freaked out so totally they agreed to leave it on if I would loosen it so they could check for injuries. It dangled from my neck, ragged and stiff with dried blood.

			On the ride to the hospital, I begged the paramedics to go back. I didn’t have my sketchbook. And I had to have my sketchbook. These weren’t just any drawings. People tended to react badly to these drawings. And I’d already suffered a nasty taste of what could happen if my sketches fell into the wrong hands. The paramedics refused. I couldn’t make them understand.

			Through the wall of glass, I saw the two boys who’d run me over leaning against the corridor wall. According to the sheriff, the dark-haired pretty boy decked out in a polo shirt and plaid shorts was Bobby. The scruffy blond in raggedy basketball shorts and a tattered Bob Marley tee was Tate Channing.

			

			Bobby was the driver, and the mother he called did not arrive at the scene of the accident or the hospital. She did call the sheriff, however, who transported the boys in the back of his patrol car. I almost felt sorry for them. Almost.

			A nurse with a brown ponytail bounced past them in green scrubs. They flashed a number of fingers, a handful from Bobby, a hand and thumb from Tate. A few seconds later, a tiny brunette with dimples swaggered past them and received a seven from Bobby and an eight from Tate. Next, a tall blonde with long legs and a cascade of curls received two tens, as well as much elbowing, ribbing, and high fiving after she disappeared from view.

			“What do you mean you can’t do anything?” Mama’s voice was loud enough to quiet the man calling for food behind the curtain. “Not even a ticket?”

			“Ma’am,” the sheriff scratched the back of his blond buzz cut with a freckled hand, “we don’t issue tickets for pedestrian accidents.”

			“Excuse me?” Mama moved to my side, and I grabbed her arm in warning. She pulled away.

			“You’re new here, aren’t you, ma’am?” the sheriff said. “From Georgia?”

			“Shelby, yes. Outside Atlanta.”

			“Been in town a few weeks, right?”

			“I’m the new manager at the Fairly Grand Hotel.”

			“Assistant manager, I heard.”

			Mama’s green eyes narrowed, the skin beneath them puffy. As angry as she was, she still managed to appear fatigued. “Yes,” she said, “assistant manager.”

			“Funny how that came about,” the sheriff said. “Thought Andrew Hamilton had the job. Well, never mind. It’ll get worked out.”

			“Excuse me?”

			He heaved a sigh and scratched his chin. “Well, ma’am,” he drawled, “in the state of Alabama, the law used to be that an officer had to witness a pedestrian accident to write a ticket.”

			“But he admitted he hit her.”

			

			“Yes, ma’am.” The sheriff swiveled toward the boys wrestling in the hallway, banging off the walls. He frowned and turned back. “But by law, he could’ve hit your daughter in a car going a hundred miles an hour and killed her and still not gotten a ticket. It’s really up to the discretion of the officer on duty.”

			“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” Mama said. “My daughter has a hole in her arm. She’s covered in scrapes and bruises. She’s traumatized.”

			“I’m not that traumatized,” I said.

			She gave me a look that shut me up.

			“Mrs. Turner,” the sheriff tucked the pad of paper he had yet to write anything on into his khaki uniform pocket, “it was a golf cart. Your daughter appears okay to me.”

			“Okay? Okay?” Mama gestured at me. “She has stitches in her chin, her arm’s probably broken, and she may have a concussion.”

			“You need to calm yourself, ma’am.”

			“While those, those...”

			We turned to find Tate pushing Bobby in a wheelchair. He shoved him so hard Bobby ricocheted off the opposite wall and into the path of a wiry woman in a white lab coat with a stethoscope slung around her neck. She shook a finger at them, and they meekly abandoned the wheelchair and eased it back against the wall. The woman disappeared from view. Bobby gave her a zero and Tate gave her a one—no, he raised another finger, a two. They doubled over, laughing.

			“They’re good kids,” Sheriff Hamilton said and hitched up his khaki slacks. “I know their mamas and daddies. They’re good people. They’re just a little bored since school let out. Once I get ’em home, I’m sure their parents will set ’em straight.”

			“Set them straight?” Mama said. She ran fingers under her bangs and through her hair. She was missing one of her favorite pearl earrings. “What does that mean?”

			“It means they’ll get a good talking to.”

			“A good talking to?”

			“Ma’am, it was just a golf cart.”

			

			“You keep saying that like it was a tricycle. We’ve been in this emergency room for over two hours. I don’t think my insurance has even kicked in yet. How am I going to pay for this?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” he nodded, “I’m awfully sorry for your trouble. Maybe if your daughter could be more careful in the future, you might avoid these situations. Stepping out in the middle of the road at night, she’s bound to get hurt.”

			“I wasn’t in the middle of the road,” I said. “I was—”

			“It was dark,” he interrupted. “You’ve got nothing white or reflective on. It’s a wonder you weren’t hit by a car.”

			“I was on the side of the road,” I said, “and it wasn’t that dark. There was another boy there. He could tell you.”

			Nurse Avery, who helped stitch my chin, entered with a smile and a tiny paper cup of water. Thin and fresh faced, she scooted around the sheriff and stopped beside me. “Here’s some pain medicine for that elbow, sweetie.” She laid two tiny blue tablets in my palm and handed me the water.

			“Oh, Sheriff,” she turned, “Bobby says, could you please hurry? His daddy’s going to be awful sore if he misses dinner.”

			Mama growled close to my ear. I stared at the pills in my palm.

			The sheriff strolled over to the door and stuck his head out. “Pipe down,” he said to the boys. “I’m not finished yet.”

			The nurse leaned toward Mama, giving us a whiff of Juicy Fruit gum. “I swear,” she said, “Bobby’s daddy and the sheriff look nothing alike. One’s as dark as the other is blond. You’d never know they were brothers.”

			“Brothers?” Mama pushed her wilting bangs off her forehead. I thought she might cry. Or hit somebody. I pocketed the tablets and tossed back the water.

			“Can we go, Mama?” I said. “I’m beat. I’ve got to find my sketchbook and then I just want to crash.”

			The sheriff returned and hitched up his pants.

			“Your nephew?” Mama said. Her eyes shimmered. “That boy’s your nephew?”

			

			The nurse winced and eased toward the door. “I’ll see what’s keeping those x-rays,” she said and edged into the hallway. When she passed the boys, she got a five from Tate and a two from Bobby.

			Idiots.

			“That has nothing to do with how I do my job,” the sheriff was saying. He hitched up his pants, and I wished to high heaven he wore a belt. “The law’s the law and I treat everybody the same.”

			“Right,” Mama said. “Are we done here? Because I need to get Cat home.”

			“Well, yeah,” he said, “I guess.”

			“Mama,” I said, “I have to search for my drawings.”

			“Not now, honey.”

			“Yes, Mama.” I grabbed her arm. “The paramedics didn’t find my sketchbook, so it must still be there. I’ve got to go back and get it.”

			“Cat, sweetie,” she pulled her arm out of my grasp, staring at the boys outside the window, “we are not going back to the cemetery tonight. It’s too late and too dark. Tomorrow will be soon enough.”

			“Mama,” the paper rustled beneath me as I scooted to launch myself off the bed, “I need it now!” I snagged the cream silk of her sleeve and jerked her around to face me. “You do remember the last time my sketches went missing, don’t you?”

			Her gaze finally left the boys to note my flushed face, my grip on her arm, the blood dried and crusted where my knuckles scraped pavement.

			Facing the sheriff, she said, “Cat and I need a little privacy, please.”

			He glanced between us. “Yeah, sure. You be careful, now, Miss Turner. We don’t want to hear about any more accidents.”

			“Sheriff,” Mama’s gaze locked with mine, “hadn’t you best get those boys home for their supper?”

			The doctor burst through the door, his white coat flapping behind him. He presented the x-rays with a flourish. “Results are back.”

			“Good,” Mama said, “we’re ready to go.”

			The sheriff moved toward us, thumbs hooked in his pants. There was a weighty silence as we stared at him.

			

			“What?” he said.

			The doctor coughed into his fist. “HIPAA laws, Stone. Unless Mrs. Turner wants to waive her rights.”

			“Mrs. Turner would appreciate some privacy,” Mama said and turned her back on the sheriff. He frowned, but had little choice but to mosey toward the door.

			The doctor whipped the x-ray toward the track of fluorescent lighting. “Good news,” he said, “nothing broken. And the CAT scan was normal, so she probably has only a mild concussion.”

			“Thank heavens.”

			“She’ll need to rest, though. No texting.”

			No problem, I thought, thanks to those jerks back in Shelby. No phone.

			“No computer, either.”

			No problem there. After what I’d been through, I couldn’t stand to use one.

			“And no physical exertion for at least the next week.”

			A trifecta. Working out had never been my friend.

			“I’ll want her to wear a sling for her arm,” he said. “At least a week or so, to be safe.”

			A phone rang shrilly. The sheriff pulled his cell phone from his pocket and turned his back on us. “Stone, here. What’s so dang urgent?” He turned back and fixed his gaze on Mama. “The Fairly Grand,” he said, “on fire?”

			Mama’s mouth fell open and she sagged against the bed.

			“I’ll be right there,” he said. And before she could ask, he banged out the door.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			I awoke the next morning to hammering outside my window. Mama and I were given a suite in the oldest part of the hotel, on the third floor above the main lodge. It was the last wing left to be renovated. The carpet unraveled along the edges and the peach-striped wallpaper peeled at the seams, but we had a balcony with a nice view overlooking the narrow strip of beach and Mobile Bay.

			By the time we returned from the hospital, the fire had been extinguished. But not before it destroyed the bicycle rental hut along the beach. Mama spent all night talking to the fire chief, reassuring the panicking guests, organizing the maintenance crew, and ordering a new thatch roof to be shipped overnight from San Diego. The maintenance crew wasted no time rebuilding the frame beside the investigation site, so they were nearly finished by the time the guests were even out of bed the next morning.

			Mama also ordered me to stay in my room and rest, but I couldn’t relax until I found my drawings. And fast.

			I stared around my room in disgust. Clothes spilled out of the suitcase I tossed onto a luggage stand when we first arrived. Mama said I needed to unpack and settle in. But it didn’t feel right, yet. Not without my dog, Ruby. I had gotten as far as storing my underwear in the armoire, but mostly to hide the makeup Mama hated for me to wear.

			In Mama’s room, face creams, lotions, and perfume bottles lined her bathroom sink. Color-coordinated tan and cream blouses, navy and black suits hung in her closet. Yawn-worthy pumps lined the floor.

			I encouraged her to branch out and add one of my scarves for color, but she said it wasn’t her job to stand out. It was her job to blend in. And I said if she blended in, then how would guests and staff find her so she could help solve their problems? She simply stomped over to the mirror and stuck some boring pearls through her pierced ears.

			Personally, I believe the whole blending-in thing was left over from her housekeeping job at the Shelby Motorcourt. She’d been hired as housekeeping manager after she lost her job with the Atlanta mayor’s office. To say it was a step down was a major understatement. She worked longer hours for a fraction of the pay, which I wasn’t supposed to know. Given her meager hotel experience, I still didn’t understand how she got the job at the Fairly Grand.

			After my accident back in Shelby, when Daddy lost his job and everything fell apart, she decided we needed a fresh start. So, she interviewed to be housekeeping manager at the Fairly Grand and was hired as assistant manager of the whole shebang. Nana and I never got an explanation as to exactly how it happened.

			It wasn’t that Mama wasn’t plenty smart. She helped the mayor of Atlanta run the city for five years. But she knew diddly about running a hotel as fancy as the Fairly Grand.

			The walls of our rooms were devoid of any artwork, and I wondered if the manager, Ed Winer, didn’t count on us being there long enough to waste it on us. I propped a picture of Ruby on my desk. But on the bad days it hurt too much to miss her, so sometimes I flipped it face down.

			I also brought a picture of my ex-best friend, Mary Grace Chappell, with our faces painted like tigers at the school fair. But because she hadn’t spoken to me in three months, I kept it stuffed in the bottom of my suitcase. And dang, if the cheap metal frame she gave me didn’t stab my finger each time I rummaged for something. Why did I keep the stupid thing, anyway?

			I hid it beneath the turquoise leopard scarf she gave me right after my accident. It was real silk, and she’d used her babysitting money to purchase it. She said the leopard print would help me get back to my Cat-like self, which sounded cool at the time. But after she quit speaking to me, the scarf seemed kind of lame. And even though we were apparently no longer friends, and I refused to wear it, it was still one of my favorites. Which kinda made me hate my wussy self.

			Favoring my arm, I dressed as quickly and painlessly as possible, even though I could barely lift it over my head. The idea of my sketchbook falling into someone else’s hands spurred me on. I wound a green scarf with gold glints around my neck, eased my arm into the canvas sling, and left the room.

			The Fairly Grand was built overlooking Mobile Bay in the early 1800s. Having survived two hundred years of war, fires, hurricanes, and floods, she wore her trauma well. I skipped down the staircase in the center of the lobby to the first floor. The circular room radiated outward from the brick fireplace that soared past the second and third floor balconies toward massive beams crisscrossing the ceiling.

			Original oak paneling covered the walls. Oriental rugs splashed red onto hardwood floors beneath rose velvet sofas and gold-striped chairs. Glass cases embedded in the walls displayed antique Southern curios. Floral china, silver spittoons, steel whiskey flasks, and silver mint julep cups.

			One showcased authentic Civil War weaponry, including a bayonet, a naval cutlass with a brass handguard and a wicked, curved blade, a .32 caliber Smith & Wesson, and a Bowie knife with a handle carved out of deer antlers. There were a few rifles and short blades I couldn’t remember much about, except they appeared old and rusted. The day before, I’d stopped to study a surgeon’s kit. The scalpel handle was carved from bone, and I refused to speculate on the purpose of the surgeon’s hatchet.

			

			I hit the bottom of the stairs as Mr. and Mrs. Ira Fischer exited the Baytowne Grill with the smell of bacon wafting after them. With no time to hide, I had no choice but to stand my ground.

			“Catalina, dear,” the elderly Mrs. Fischer approached me. “How are you feeling this morning?”

			“Fine,” I lied.

			Irene and Ira Fischer were ensconced at the hotel when Mama and I arrived. One thing I’d learned in the last three weeks was that sometimes it was better to avoid them, if possible. They had frequented the place since they were newlyweds in the 1960s, and I’d already heard more stories than I could recall.

			At eighty-something, Irene Fischer carried herself with the gliding grace of an aging film star with a bob of silver hair and long, fake eyelashes curling toward two perfect, black-penciled brows. Her skin stretched taut over high cheekbones, her nose long and narrow, lips thin and painted carmine.

			Encircling her skeletal fingers, a chunk of ruby, overlapped a band of diamonds next to a cluster of emeralds, alongside a blue topaz. Barely an inch taller than me, she was known to defy her orthopedist with three-inch stiletto heels.

			Not much taller than his wife, Ira Fischer sported seersucker suits in the summer, and according to the hotel staff, a Mediterranean tan year-round. Bald and well-oiled, he wore a single diamond stud in his left ear, which his wife pierced at some wild Mardi Gras celebration in the eighties. He smelled of maple syrup.

			“No dizziness?” Mrs. Fischer said. She grasped my chin in her long fingers and tilted it to study beneath it. “You gave us quite a scare, Catalina. It appears that might scar.”

			I winced and pulled away. “It’s only a few stitches.”

			“Even so,” she tapped a metallic silver nail against my chin, “vitamin E.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“For the scarring. You’re much too pretty to mar your lovely face.”

			“It’s already marred,” I said. “It’s covered in freckles.”

			

			“Darling,” she said, “they’re the best part of you. I can’t imagine why you try so hard to hide them. You’re much too pretty for makeup. I’m surprised your mother allows it.”

			“She doesn’t. Much.”

			“Oh, dear. A bit of a rebel, are we?”

			“Girls younger than me have been wearing makeup for years,” I said.

			“Leave her alone, Mrs. Fischer,” Ira Fischer said and plucked a knife from the pocket of his blue seersucker blazer and cleaned under his nails. “She’s fine as she is.”

			“Exactly what I was saying, dear.” She spread her palms wide. “It’s practically a sin to cover such a face.”

			“Mrs. Fischer,” he concentrated on his nails, “you wouldn’t know a sin if it bit you on your lovely derriere.”

			“Oh, Mr. Fischer.” She shoved him playfully, stumbling him backward, and he nearly nicked his thumb. She grabbed his arm to steady him, and he winked at her and resumed his manicure.

			“I’ve got to go,” I said. I scooted past them and made it all the way to the front desk.

			“Cat,” Mama emerged from the hallway leading to the managers’ offices between the front desk and the concierge. “You’re supposed to be resting.”

			I kept going and called over my shoulder, “I’m fine. Just going to find my sketchbook.”

			“Catalina Angelica Turner,” Mama said. “You stop right there.”

			With a groan and a roll of my eyes, I stopped and turned. Irene Fischer stood by the stairs, dabbing at her husband’s lapel and studying us. I had a few seconds at best.

			Mama propped her hands on her hips. Her rumpled silk blouse had already untucked itself from her skirt. A chunk of hair escaped its bun and curled at the base of her neck.

			I stomped back to her. “Why’d you start wearing your hair like that?” I said. “It looks awful.”

			“Thanks, kiddo.” She tucked a strand behind her ear. “I’m trying to appear older.”

			“Why do you need to look older?”

			“Why do you?” I opened my mouth, and she sighed and raised a hand to deflect my retort. She lowered her voice. “I want them to think I’m competent.”

			I gripped her shoulder and stared her in the eye. “Mama,” I said, “you are competent.”

			“Cat, you know I’m in over my head. Besides the fire last night, nobody can get the Wilkersons’ room keys to work, the pool keeps running out of towels, the spa’s overbooked, and Finnegan is freaking out over the new baby ducklings waddling throughout the property and into his crew’s equipment. Marci, the new maid, didn’t show for work again, and Ed Winer’s breathing down my neck. And that’s just this morning.”

			The night before, when Mama and I had arrived back at the hotel from the emergency room, Mr. Ed had been waiting for us in the lobby in a wrinkled shirt and skewed tie. His shirt was soaked through, and his slick black hair was even slicker and winging out over his ears.

			We couldn’t manage to slip past him, so Mama left me in front of the concierge desk to follow Mr. Ed into his office. The front desk clerk, blonde, willowy Giselle from Sweden, left her post long enough to stroll over to investigate my stitched chin.

			Benito from Malta, sporting a sliver of a mustache so neat it appeared to be penciled on, had gone off in a stream of Italian, pointing and gesturing at the ceiling. I caught the words ‘idiot’ and ‘imbecile’ but wasn’t sure if he was talking about me or the boys who hit me.

			Mr. Ed’s voice rose so loud we heard most of the conversation through the closed door.

			“While your daughter was getting herself run over,” he said, “the roof of the bicycle hut caught fire and burned to the ground!”

			Mama murmured something I couldn’t make out.

			“The fire department put it out,” he said. “Fortunately, the bikes were already moved. But it looks and smells like an unholy mess. We had to evacuate the entire west wing.”

			Mama’s voice rose. I sidled closer to the door.

			“Most guests were just coming in from dinner,” he said. “Only a few were on the beach when it happened. Some of the old timers had to be dragged out of bed to stand around in their pajamas until we got it under control.”

			“I’ll check on them,” Mama said.

			“You better believe you will. And don’t go promising free wine and fruit baskets like you did with that Jorgenson debacle. You figure out how to smooth things over without costing me an arm and a leg.”

			“Do we know how the fire started?”

			“The fire department’s investigating. But if I find out those slacker twins were smoking, I’m going to fire their butts from here to kingdom come. And if you ever leave this hotel again without making sure there’s coverage, I’ll send you hightailing it back to Atlanta, missy.”

			“I didn’t leave without coverage,” Mama said. “I put Giselle in charge, and apparently you were here as well.”

			“Giselle? Giselle doesn’t know squat about running a hotel, and I’m starting to think you don’t either.”

			“My child was rushed to the emergency room in an ambulance,” Mama said. “She was run over.”

			“By a freaking golf cart!”

			“I didn’t know that at the time. I heard she was injured. I had to check on her.”

			“I could hire twenty people this minute with no kids who could do your job without the unnecessary distractions.”

			“My daughter is not a distraction,” Mama said. “And you knew I was a mother when you hired me.”

			“I didn’t have much choice in the matter, did I? At any rate,” his voice lowered, and I strained to hear, “I thought you were a professional and could handle the demands of the job.”

			“I am and I can. But I cannot ignore my child when she’s hurt. And I certainly couldn’t predict a fire would break out in the two hours I was gone.”

			“You better get your priorities straight, Ms. Turner,” he said, “before you land out on your ear. Dismissed.”

			The door opened, and I scurried back to the concierge’s desk as Mama appeared. Her cheeks were pink, her eyes bright. Her smile trembled, and she took a deep breath and tucked her hair behind her ear.

			“You’ll be okay, Cat?” She ran a hand over the top of my head and along my cheek. “I have to check on the bicycle hut.”

			“I want to see,” I said.

			Mr. Ed stuck his head into the hallway and said, “No, ma’am. We can’t afford a bunch of kids traipsing through the investigation site. It’s been hard enough keeping the guests away. I had to pay Bachus overtime to do nothing but stand around and shoo people away.”

			“We may need to set up another location to rent bikes in the meantime,” Mama said.

			“Then get on it,” Ed Winer barked. “You’re way behind on this one, Eva. For three weeks I’ve covered for you, but if the Algenons arrive unexpectedly, well...” He dismissed her with a flick of his wrist, disappeared into his office, and slammed the door.

			•

			“Mama,” I squeezed her shoulder bringing us both back to the present, “take a deep breath. You’re fine.”

			“Well, you’re not. Look at your arm. You could’ve been hospitalized. And how could we afford that? And what about your father? What if he appears?”

			“He’s not going to appear,” I said. “Stop expecting trouble.”

			“I know. I know.” She tucked the stray curl behind her ear again. “Do you think it was a mistake to come? I didn’t think so before. But with last night’s fire and your accident, it feels, I don’t know, like we’re running away.”

			

			“Well, we didn’t exactly have a choice, did we? You needed a better job. And I needed...” I had no idea what I needed.

			“I feel so selfish,” she said. “Taking you away from Ruby. She always makes everything better, doesn’t she?”

			“I don’t want to talk about it.”

			“We’ll get her here as soon as we can,” she said. “Even board her at the kennel if we have to.”

			“Gee,” I said, weighing the options, “running free on Nana’s farm or cooped up in a pen. Which would be better for Ruby?”

			“Cat, I was just trying to—”

			“What? Make me feel better about leaving my dog behind?”

			“It’s not forever.”

			“It sure feels like it.”

			“I told you I’m working on it.”

			“Never mind. I’ve got to go.”

			“Where?”

			“To look for my drawings.”

			“I don’t want you going back to the cemetery.”

			“Mama,” I gritted my teeth, “you know why I need to find them.”

			“Cat, this is a new place. A fresh start.”

			“Yeah?” I said. “Well, let’s keep it that way.”

			Mama blew her bangs out of her eyes. “Okay. I’m with you. But can you please be careful?”

			“Sure.” I waved over my shoulder. I was nearly out the door when she caught me again.

			“Before you go, can you run this out to the twins?” It was a cheap, cardboard-backed appointment book. “It’s temporary until we get the computer running again.”

			I heaved a sigh and took the book from her. “Sure,” I said. The bicycle hut was in the opposite direction I needed to go, but at least I’d get to see it. I pushed my way into the bright sunshine and trotted around the hotel to the beach and the new bicycle hut, the stench of scorched pine still in the air.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			By the time I reached the Hasher twins, the new bicycle hut frame was finished. The stink of burned thatch mingled with the scent of freshly-cut lumber and coconut oil from sunbathers on the beach. The morning sun blazed onto the blue plastic tarp the maintenance crew constructed over the new frame.

			Wearing a cheesy Hawaiian shirt, Corbin Hasher leaned against the wooden frame and picked at his cuticles with a cocktail straw. I distinguished him from his brother by his scruffy ponytail and patch of blond chin fuzz. Cody leaned over the rental counter in a matching shirt, texting furiously on his cell phone, wavy blond hair tucked behind his ears and curling against his square jaw.

			“Hey guys.” I strolled over. “Heard you had some excitement last night.”

			Corbin grunted and Cody glanced from his phone. “You too,” he said and nodded at my sling. “Heard you got yourself run over by a golf cart. Wicked.”

			“Yeah. Whatever. Here, Mom sent this for you.” I handed the ledger over the counter. He ignored the book so I dropped it onto the rough surface. “So, what happened?”

			Cody glanced at his brother, then resumed texting, his thumbs moving faster than I could follow. Corbin studied a piece of torn cuticle.

			“You guys weren’t smoking, were you?” I said. “If you were, I won’t tell.”

			“Do we look like camel crushers?” Corbin said. His eyes glittered green before he focused on his nails.

			It was true. With the lean, tanned bodies of surfers, they definitely did not appear to be smokers.

			“So, you were just messing around, then?”

			“Look, Nancy Drew,” Corbin stopped picking his nails, “we already got the third degree from big man fire chief and Ed The-Brain-Dead Winer. We don’t need you interrogating us, too.”

			“Ease up, bro,” Cody said without pausing.

			“I’m not interrogating you,” I said. “But my mom’s in real trouble about it, and I’m trying to help her find out what happened.”

			“We didn’t do anything,” Corbin said and turned his back on me to stare out at the bay. He chewed on his thumb. I noticed the pile of ashes beyond him in the sand.

			The staff occasionally burned bonfires on the beach, but always controlled, and always in a designated fire pit. This fire had been built in the sand and suspiciously close to the hut.

			“But you were here when it happened,” I said.

			Cody shrugged and stretched to his full height. “We were getting ready to knock off, you know, riding the last bikes into the shed. The sun had set. We were on the verge of clocking out.”

			“What about the bonfire?” I nodded toward the pile of ashes. “Was it lit yet? It’s awfully close to the hut.”

			Cody turned to study it. “No,” he said. “It was definitely not burning.”

			“Maybe it hadn’t been put out completely,” I said. “The wind caught a stray spark and
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