
  
    [image: Killing Time in Georgia]
  


  
    
      KILLING TIME IN GEORGIA

      
        THE SAVANNAH TIME TRAVEL MYSTERIES

        BOOK 1

      

    

    
      
        SUSAN KIERNAN-LEWIS

      

    

    
      SAN MARCO PRESS

    

  


  
    
      Killing Time in Georgia.  Book 1 of the Savannah Time Travel Mysteries.

      Copyright © 2023 by Susan Kiernan-Lewis

      All rights reserved.

    

  


  
    
      Step into the exciting and tumultuous world of 1920's Savannah with 2023 police dispatcher Georgia Belle who is thrust into the past and into the center of a sinister mystery with personal ties to her future. As the body count rises, she joins forces with 1920’s police detective Sam Bohannon to find the killer. Book 1 in this electrifying new historical mystery series combines romance, suspense, and intrigue for a thrill ride that will have fans of Golden Age Mysteries on the edge of their seats.

      
        
        Books by Susan Kiernan-Lewis

        The Maggie Newberry Mysteries

        Murder in the South of France

        Murder à la Carte

        Murder in Provence

        Murder in Paris

        Murder in Aix

        Murder in Nice

        Murder in the Latin Quarter

        Murder in the Abbey

        Murder in the Bistro

        Murder in Cannes

        Murder in Grenoble

        Murder in the Vineyard

        Murder in Arles

        Murder in Marseille

        Murder in St-Rémy

        Murder à la Mode

        Murder in Avignon

        Murder in the Lavender

        Murder in Mont St-Michel

        Murder in the Village

        Murder in St-Tropez

        Murder in Grasse

        Murder in Monaco

        Murder in Montmartre

        Murder in the Villa

        A Provençal Christmas: A Short Story

        A Thanksgiving in Provence

        Laurent’s Kitchen

      

        

      
        The Claire Baskerville  Mysteries

        Déjà Dead

        Death by Cliché

        Dying to be French

        Ménage à Murder

        Killing it in Paris

        Murder Flambé

        Deadly Faux Pas

        Toujours Dead

        Murder in the Christmas Market

        Deadly Adieu

        Murdering Madeleine

        Murder Carte Blanche

        Death à la Drumstick

        Murder Mon Amour

      

        

      
        The Savannah Time Travel Mysteries

        Killing Time in Georgia

        Scarlett Must Die

        The Cottonmouth Club

      

        

      
        The Stranded in Provence Mysteries

        Parlez-Vous Murder?

        Crime and Croissants

        Accent on Murder

        A Bad Éclair Day

        Croak, Monsieur!

        Death du Jour

        Murder Très Gauche

        Wined and Died

        Murder, Voila!

        A French Country Christmas

        Fromage to Eternity

      

      

      

      
        
        The Irish End Games

        Free Falling

        Going Gone

        Heading Home

        Blind Sided

        Rising Tides

        Cold Comfort

        Never Never

        Wit’s End

        Dead On

        White Out

        Black Out

        End Game

      

        

      
        The Mia Kazmaroff Mysteries

        Reckless

        Shameless

        Breathless

        Heartless

        Clueless

        Ruthless

      

        

      
         Ella Out of Time

        Swept Away

        Carried Away

        Stolen Away

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Chapter 56

      

      
        Chapter 57

      

      
        Chapter 58

      

      
        Chapter 59

      

      
        Chapter 60

      

      
        Chapter 61

      

      
        Chapter 62

      

      
        Chapter 63

      

      
        Chapter 64

      

      
        Chapter 65

      

      
        Chapter 66

      

      
        Chapter 67

      

    

    
      
        Georgia’s Next Adventure

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      There’s something about waiting for trouble that is extremely unsettling.

      I’m not sure I should actually be getting paid for it. That just seems wrong on several different levels.

      I adjusted my headset and glanced around the office.

      The dispatcher’s center smelled of bad coffee and sweat, and weirdly, old plastic and paper. I’d already drunk too much of the bad coffee. I watched the buttons light up on my call screen and felt my stomach tighten.

      We had the latest in computer technology at the Savannah Police Department. Of course we did. It was 2023. But the office I work in has been in this part of the building since 1948. The air conditioning unit—literally the most vital piece of equipment in the building—heaved and shuddered as if it was on its last legs, often emitting a fine mist rather than cold air.

      I reached for my water bottle and took a long sip. I’d been doing the job for over three years now and I knew the drill. Nobody knew it better.

      Receive the calls, screen them, determine the nature and location of the emergency, dispatch law enforcement or emergency responders as necessary.

      I was good at it, too. I was fast, competent, and calm with hysterical people, plus I’d incorporated a vast knowledge base of basic first aid that the caller could attempt before help arrived.

      Last year I’d delivered a baby over the phone. Up until then, I’d not even seen a YouTube video of a baby being born. But I’d somehow managed to talk the young father through it. There was something distinctly surreal about interacting with people during the worst moments of their lives, and then just going home to watch Jimmy Kimmel as if none of it had ever happened.

      The phone buzzed and I reached for the button to connect. I could feel my heart racing as I took the call.

      “911. What’s your emergency?” I asked.

      “My hubs fell offa the ladder,” the woman said, her voice whiney and shrill. “He just laying there!”

      I checked on the map to see what section of Savannah the call was coming from. Garden City. Not a great area of town.

      “I’m sending an ambulance now,” I said. “Don’t move him.”

      “Hell, he three hundred pound if he a pound,” the woman said. “I ain’t touchin’ him.”

      “Is he conscious, ma’am?” I asked.

      “No, but his eyes doin’ some blinkin’.”

      I reached for a water bottle. I felt my mind easing into neutral. Sometimes all the calls sounded the same. Bad habit to get into.

      I took another long sip, hoping the cold water would jolt me back into the job. I’ve started  having to do that more and more. Usually it worked.

      “You still there?” the woman said. “When that ambulance coming?”

      “Let me check,” I said. I put her on hold while I connected with one of the mobile field medics.

      “I have a from a fall from a ladder,” I said into my headset. “6 Main Street in Garden City.”

      “We have someone enroute. ETA ten minutes.”

      “Ma’am?” I said to the woman on the line. “The ambulance will be there in ten minutes.”

      “Do I have to be here when it come?”

      Nothing surprised me anymore.

      “Yes, Ma’am. You need to lead them to the—”

      “Well, they can see what happened! He laying there big as life!”

      "Ma'am, can you tell me exactly what happened? You said your husband fell off the ladder? Has he regained consciousness?"   

      But she had hung up. I sat staring at my computer screen, wondering as I did nearly every minute of every day on this job who these people were. Unless I called the hospital later, I never learned how it all turned out.

      Would the man live? Was he dead right now? Who was that woman who wouldn’t stay with her own husband? What had he done to create that situation? How was the baby I’d helped deliver last year?

      “Hey, girl,” a voice said from behind me.

      I turned to see my friend Jazz standing by my desk holding a pile of file folders.

      “Who was that?” Jazz asked, wrinkling her nose.

      Jazz felt like the people who called 911 had somehow gotten themselves into these predicaments. She was rarely sympathetic.

      “Some guy fell off a ladder,” I said

      “Ugh. You still up for lunch?” She dropped a folder on my desk.

      “Yeah, sure.”

      I watched her walk down the aisle toward the bull pen to deliver her armful of folders to the various teams and detectives, her long dreadlocks swinging rhythmically behind her as she moved. It always amazed me that even though the office was completely automated in so many ways, we still did so many things the old-fashioned way. Hand-delivering files? And then filing them away in cabinets? I wondered if that’s how they did things in Atlanta or Jacksonville. Or was it just Savannah and Pooler that did it like we still lived in the eighteen hundreds?

      I stared around the dispatchers room which had been freshly painted. The walls held a faint scent of pine and lemon. All the dispatchers sat like I did in front of large computer screens pinned with notes. A coffee machine sat on a counter next to a stack of stained mugs, which smell of rough morning coffee.

      Down the hall, a dozen detectives gathered each morning around a large table in the center of the room. On one wall was a large whiteboard filled with details of the cases—suspects, evidence, alibis, and the like. On the opposite wall hung a giant map of the city with red push pins marking key locations.

      My workspace didn’t have any windows. I suppose that was so as not to distract us as we dealt with our daily life and death phone calls—as if we might be distracted by seeing a bird fly by or maybe get thrown by the appearance of a rainbow.  

      I turned back to my desk and glanced at the folder Jazz had left there. I’d read through this particular case file several times already, even committing the details to memory. It wasn’t my case, of course. I’m a dispatcher. I don’t have cases.

      It was a copy of one of Rob Lockwood’s cases.

      Detective Rob Lockwood worked in another part of the facility. He walked with lazy swagger as if he was constantly bored. His shirt was always crisp, rolled up to his elbows, his shoes always polished. He wore his hair cropped short and his cologne was a mix of musk and sandalwood. I had a fantasy that I might be able to tell Rob something about his case that would impress him. I have a very good eye for detail, a trait extremely useful for a detective which I’d once had high hopes of becoming.

      My lack of credentials aside, I knew I had the skills to solve Rob’s current case. The way I saw it, it was going to make an awesome story of how we finally got together.

      The case involved a conman—one Jimmy White—who had been in the Savannah area for about six months, had a very slick pitch and a long list of victims.  White offered shiny new iPhones, the latest models at unbelievable prices to his customers whom he found on the street. His victims—all elderly on fixed incomes—were always giddy to find such a great deal until they took their new phones home and found that none of them worked.

      White’s MO was to stand outside strip malls, dressed in a natty suit—seersucker usually (and yes, I’m aware of the irony). He would smile at passersby, especially if they came by on walkers or just looked all alone in the world. Promising “the latest, greatest cellphone on the market” he showed them a handful of boxed cellphones, each one identical to the next. Then he offered an unbeatable price, often throwing in a free faux-leather carrying case. The elderly buyers happily bought the phones—happy to have made a new friend on top of getting a new phone—only to find out later that they’d been conned.

      I had started my investigation by reading Rob’s case notes and comparing the victims' stories against the con artist's version of events, because yes, he had been interviewed under caution. They’d brought White in for questioning but didn’t have enough to hold him. It was his word against his victims’ word that they’d been sold nonfunctioning phones.

      I’d actually driven by White’s house once and waited until he came home and then went and looked inside his vehicle. I wasn’t too worried about him catching me since I’d seen him go in with a case of Budweiser under his arm. I waited just long enough for him to get started on the beer before I crept over to peek inside his car.

      I figured if I found anything then Rob would be able to get a search warrant to nail White. I was looking for any kind evidence but more specifically for a bunch of discarded phones with broken or scratched display screens that White had gotten from repair stores. That was the other problem with the case—there was no evidence of inventory.

      When White sold the phones, the boxes that supposedly contained them all looked new to the point of being wrapped in clear plastic. The victims all claimed that White never took the phones out of their boxes. He kept up a steady patter touting the wonders of the product and how it was going to change their lives for a fraction of the retail cost. The victims all assumed the boxes contained brand new working iPhones. Instead, of course, they contained battered cellphones with no battery, no microchip, and no working parts.

      I’d overheard Rob talk in the lunchroom the other day about the case and knew he was trying to find where White procured his junk phones. My theory—as yet unexpressed to Rob—was that he bought them unlocked and nonworking on eBay.  But I was pretty sure Rob didn’t want to hear my theories. Why would he? I wasn’t a detective. I just worked the phones here.

      Regardless, I felt sure I could solve this case. In fact, I longed for the thrill of unraveling it, of doing the detection work I knew I was capable of. More than that, I longed to see the look on Rob’s face—his eyes wide and impressed, as if seeing me for the first time—when I handed over the proof of existence of the junk cellphones that would lead him straight to a conviction of Jimmy White.

      I closed the copy of the case file, and turned back to my desk phone, suddenly willing another call to come in and then felt instantly guilty for trying to prompt someone’s emergency to distract me. I glanced around the dispatchers center. Cindy, the other dispatcher, was chatting on her personal cellphone. She’d just had a baby and said she looked forward to coming to work to get away from all the noise at home. Becca, like Jazz, was a file clerk. She’d moved to Savannah two years ago to follow a man who later dumped her. But the barbecue and the beach were better here, so she stayed.

      I wasn’t particularly close to the ladies in my office. I knew what they thought of me. I heard the snickers and whispered comments in the lunchroom. They would all be shocked to learn that I’d actually gone to the police academy.  My grades were good, my marks high. My instructor referrals, not so much.

      I was graded as stolid but timid. And as one instructor so coldly put it:

      “This is not who you want showing up on your doorstep at two in the morning with an intruder in your house.”

      I’d never tell my workmates that I’d gone to the academy because then they’d want to know why I hadn’t graduated. They could probably guess the answer.

      I hadn’t graduated because I’d been too afraid.

      Too afraid of the constant barrage of people’s problems, of people’s anger. Afraid that I couldn’t rise up to meet the challenge of helping them. Or of failing them.  Afraid of holding a gun. Afraid of facing one pointed at me. Afraid of getting hurt.

      Any way you looked at it, I thought as I rubbed a tired hand over my face, while it was true that I’d failed the academy, I’d mostly just failed myself.
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      The magnolia tree stood over the slightly gnarled picnic table giving shade and dropping its dark green leaves in the hot afternoon. To me, it felt like an oasis in the concrete jungle of downtown. Its leaves were dark green and lush.  A cool breeze blew through the shade of the tree making the branches sway.  

      It was a typical muggy, summer day but still nice to be outside. Jazz and I often ate our lunch at the picnic table under the trees on the back side of the police station. It smelled more like gas and garbage than a park landscape—the picnic table was close to the trash bins—but considering what I did for a living, I needed to get out and feel the sun on my face.

      Jazz frowned at the contents of her sandwich baggie. She was petite but she had an outsize personality. Her brown eyes were always probing and sparkling.  

      "I don’t know what you’re fussing about,” she said, as she unwrapped her tuna salad sandwich. " I’d kill to have your job. And you know you could always push yourself if you wanted to do something else.”

      “Thanks,” I said wanly.

      “But if you’re just trying to get Detective Lockwood’s attention, I’m pretty sure there are easier ways to do it than creeping around dodgy neighborhoods after dark to find a phone counterfeiter.”

      “He’s not the only reason I want to solve this case,” I said. “My whole life, I always thought I was going to be a detective, you know?”

      “Well, you tried, right? You did the police academy thing. And you’re a killer with crosswords. Don’t think I haven’t noticed.”

      She laughed and I smiled. But it wasn’t funny. Not to me.

      “Georgia?” a shrill voice pierced the air.

      Jazz and I both looked over toward the door leading into the dispatchers center, but we both knew who it was. Sergeant Jennifer Turlington, specialized traffic division and Grade A Bitch.

      “Over here,” I said, although I knew she knew where I was.

      She didn’t walk over to me, but stood with her hands on her hips, her feet planted wide, the very picture of obstreperousness. Her hair was pulled back into a severe ponytail and she blinked into the sunlight.

      “Dennis wants to know what happened with that last call,” she said.

      Dennis Gibson was the center’s Communications Chief. I frowned. It was true I’d not sent the police to the address, just the ambulance. I hadn’t picked up that there was more to the story than just an unfortunate accident. But now I felt a tingle of foreboding. It wasn’t Jen’s place to track me down to tell me my boss was annoyed with me.

      Just her idea of fun.

      “The caller disconnected and the ambulance was on its way,” I said.

      “Protocol says you fill out a report,” she said.

      “I made a judgement call.”

      “Okay,” Jen said. “I’ll just let Dennis know you’re writing new interdepartmental protocol now.”

      She turned and left.

      “What a bitch,” Jazz said. “Why does she ride you?”

      I gathered up my sandwich wrappings.

      “I don’t think it’s personal,” I said.

      “You’re kidding, right?” Jazz scrunched up her face to look in the direction Jen had gone.

      I’d like to think that Jen hates me because she’s jealous of my perfect attendance record or possibly because she’s insecure about how her colleagues interact with me, as if they were willing to see past my dispatcher staff rank. But bottom line, I know it’s a lot simpler than that.

      Detective Rob Lockwood kissed me at last December’s holiday party and Jen saw it. I’m not sure if they ever dated or if he’s just on her wish list, but she went from totally ignoring me to actively targeting me.

      I stood up and waited while Jazz picked up her own lunch trash. I knew I did a dependable job as dispatcher. I wasn’t worried what Dennis would say. It was true he did enjoy chewing people out for his own pleasure, but he wouldn’t push me too far.

      It wouldn’t be easy finding someone willing to do what I did, day in and day out.
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      As I’d predicted, things were just a little too busy that afternoon for Dennis to waste time reaming me for a case that ultimately didn’t matter. The guy who’d fallen off the ladder had been picked up by EMS and taken to Candler Hospital on Reynolds Street. His wife either wasn’t there or didn’t look suspicious since she wasn’t questioned. Everyone’s life went on as usual. Well, I’m not sure what happened to the husband, honestly.

      My afternoon was fairly dull after that. We had a moment of excitement when a woman called to say her daughter was missing only to find the child playing on the other side of the house while I was on the line with her. There were no fires, no heart attacks, no home break-ins, and I was able to spend the rest of my day tracking the location of all on-duty officers in case I needed them, and monitoring traffic in the areas of our jurisdiction, tidying up my desk, and reflecting on my life and how exactly it was I had ended up here.

      How that happened was this: After walking out of the police academy, I spent a couple of years doing temp work in Atlanta for various companies before my mother fell and broke her hip, prompting my return to Savannah to take care of her until she mended.

      She lived in a small two-bedroom cottage in Pooler, about ten miles from the Savannah historic district, and I used the six weeks I spent with her to sort out what I was going to do next with my life. My mother is a very supportive person which can sometimes slosh over into nagging when the thing she wants to support seems more important to her than whatever you had in mind for yourself.

      But since I didn’t have anything in mind, I was open to hearing what she said. And she suggested I join the Savannah police force as a dispatcher.

      You know how when you’re depressed, doing anything, even without much thought is easier than properly analyzing your life? That’s how I ended up taking the certification course to be a police dispatcher—or certified public-safety executive as we’re called before we get our diplomas. After that, we’re just police dispatchers, even though most of what I do is dispatch ambulances, not the police.

      That was three years ago. Sometimes I wondered if the fact that I was still here meant I’d chosen my path forward well. Or maybe I was just so out of the habit of analyzing my life that I couldn’t tell any more.
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        * * *

      

      I left the office at a bit past five o’clock. Once I put my uniform away in my locker, said goodbye to Jazz, and headed out, I started to relax the further I walked away from work. A major part of my job is to sound calm and knowing on the phone.

      It’s amazing how stressful pretending can be.

      I turned left off West Congress Street and headed toward Barnard Street where I live. I have to say that my walk home at the end of a shift is probably the best part of my day. I know that sounds pathetic but at least I’m aware enough that I can appreciate it.

      Savannah is beautiful any time of year, day or night. It just is. There’s a reason why it’s clogged with tourists twenty-four seven. Once I broke free of the worst of the tourist scrum, my walk took a winding path through ancient beautiful neighborhoods decorated with Spanish moss draped on the branches of the rows of Southern live oaks. Shafts of sunlight pierced the tree line and glowed in the dust rising from the streets.

      I’ve only lived here as an adult for three years, but I fell under Savannah’s spell when I lived here as a child. With its historic squares and monuments, and its cobblestone alleyways meandering throughout it like a lazy river, it’s hard not to be captured by its haunting magic.

      Plus, I love a river town. Practically everywhere you walk, the Savannah River makes itself known. It’s not just the noise of the horns on the enormous ships and barges that go up and down its length constantly, but the air itself that you breathe on every street in a ten-block distance from the waterway. Air which is thick with humidity and the scent of salt and fish. But also, for me, adventure. A lot of women I know hate what the humidity does to their hair, but I don’t care. I wear my hair short, and I like how the moisture in the air clings to it.

      As I passed Ellis Square, I began to feel the tight knots in my neck start to unkink even more. Everywhere I looked, there were signs of this city's long and storied past: old brick buildings and churches, each with its own unique story to tell; ornate iron gates, black and rusted with age, standing like silent sentinels against time.

      Before I turned down my street, I wanted to visit a shop I’d seen a few times but never had the time to enter. It was called Antiques and Things. It looked like the sort of shop where one might find Civil War memorabilia or things from an antebellum estate sale.

      I glanced at my watch. My mother had some appointments in Savannah so we were doing dinner at my place this evening. She would do the cooking, so I had time.

      The signs hanging from the door of the antique shop creaked in the humid air as I opened the door and went inside.

      Inside, there were shelves of dozens of porcelain dolls in delicate lace dresses, dusty books held together with ancient bindings, a few amateurish paintings of lush landscapes, and old photographs of people long gone. An old grandfather clock ticked in one corner of the shop, the sound of the pendulum echoed through the space. There seemed to be something special in every nook and cranny, from rare coins and hat pins to crystal goblets and porcelain figurines.

      I looked around and saw a young black woman at the front register. She smiled as I passed but went back to the book she was reading.

      I don’t know why I am drawn to these artifacts of yesteryear. It’s not like I have space for any gee-gaws in my one thousand square foot apartment. Nor am I into dusting said gee-gaws. But I look at them here in this shop and I feel myself drawn to them. I try to imagine who these items belonged to. Were they treasures? Cherished gifts from a beloved? Memories of a happier time?

      I have to admit to feeling that life had to be more romantic in the old days. I’ve probably seen too many old movies. There was something less snarky, more forthright in those days. I don’t care what kind of cad Humphrey Bogart played on the silver screen, his character was always genuine at heart. Plus, he didn’t fill every available space in conversation with talk about himself.

      I know that’s probably not true in real life back then. Surely men talked about themselves as much in 1945 as they do now. But it was still an ideal that for whatever reason, I took pleasure in wanting to believe.

      Just as I was about to leave, I saw it. It was propped up against the wall, on the floor and unframed. A canvas of an oil portrait—dusty and muted, its colors long faded and dim.

      It drew me down the aisle like a strong magnet. My eyes never left it once my feet started moving.

      It was a portrait was of a beautiful young woman. She had dark eyes and hair. Her eyes held a hint of sorrow, almost a world weariness, although I didn’t think she could be forty yet. Her chin was set firm, and her lips were formed into a determined line. Her suit was cinched at the waist as was fashionable in the 1940s. Around her neck she wore some sort of locket on a gold chain.

      The woman in the painting was looking straight into my eyes.

      And she was asking: Remember me?
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      There was a grayish cast to the sky by the time I made it home through the first few drops of rain. I’d made it back mere minutes before my mother showed up. Although I knew she wouldn’t have minded waiting, I hated to make her do it, just because I’d gotten lost down a rabbit hole of would-be dreams.

      I swear I thought of that painting and the creepy way it affected me all the way back to my apartment. I couldn’t get over the feeling that the woman in the portrait had sat for me and that I’d painted this portrait of her.  I wondered if the reason she looked familiar to me was because I’d seen her on some cable TV series.

      My mother knocked on the door of my apartment and then used her key to let herself in. She had brought chicken and dumplings which was an absolute boon since I hadn’t had time to pick up any groceries. After hugs and shedding her raincoat, we set up our meal on the coffee table in the living room with the beautiful porcelain dishes that she had given me last year. She’d wanted to give them to me on my wedding day but when it began to look like that wasn’t going to happen, she just gave them to me.

      Amanda “Dixie” Belle has always been the epitome of the true Southern woman to me: beautiful, refined and sharp as a razor.  My mother was everything I would never be. She was beautiful, calm, pleasant and always knew the right things to say and do. Her own mother, Pearl, who I’d never met, had been the quintessential southern belle, too, and had raised my mother to be the very picture of genteel womanhood. My mother had mentioned to me on more than one occasion that she was glad her mother never lived to see her divorce my father.

      I’m sure she didn’t mean she was happy for her mother to have had a shortened life. After all, Pearl never lived long enough to know me either. More than once I thought that was just as well because I couldn’t imagine what she would’ve made of me. Thirty and unmarried with no prospects. Yeah, now that I think of it, I have a very clear idea of what she would think.

      “You look tired, darling,” my mother said as she spooned up my plate over my usual protests that I could do it myself.

      “I’m fine,” I said. “I have a stressful job.”

      I was sorry I said it as soon as the words were out of my mouth. Even though she’d been the one to initially suggest my getting a job as a police dispatcher, my mother eventually decided she didn’t love the idea after all. She’s never come right out and said it’s not ladylike, but I have a strong suspicion that that was Reason Number One with her.

      “I wish you would go back to school, darling,” she said, scooping up her own meal.

      We’d had this discussion many times before. There was no point in my saying anything in response. She could probably imagine my side of the conversation.

      “You are such a talented artist,” she continued. “And with SCAD right here in town…”

      SCAD was short for the Savannah College of Art and Design. It was a famous and well-respected art school in Savannah. I have to admit there had been a time when I’d thought about taking classes at SCAD. But someone in the family had to be practical about where the money was coming from, and it was clear it wasn’t going to be my dreamy-eyed mother.

      “Jessie in dispatch does sculpture,” I said, reaching for the baguette she’d brought.

      “Well, there you are!”

      Her face lit up as if I’d finally relented and jumped onto her team.

      “She pays more to rent the space in the art market where she shows her stuff than she earns in sales,” I said.

      “Well, maybe she’s not very good,” she said.

      “Her stuff looks really good to me.”

      This was our same old argument. My mother couldn’t imagine that real talent went unrewarded. She couldn’t believe that an author who wrote an amazing book wouldn’t be nationally recognized and appropriately compensated with money and fame. Or that an artist who created something beautiful would be forced to sell it for peanuts in a strip mall parking lot. On the way to their day job.

      I love that about my mother. But this wonderfully romantic notion was not a blueprint for living. Not in today’s world anyway. Not with brilliant Julliard pianists playing in subway stations.

      “Even if you didn’t make a lot of money from your art, think of the satisfaction and joy!” she said.

      This was a bit of a detour from Mom’s usual argument, and I nearly smiled to hear it.  

      “I like my job, Mom.”

      “I can’t believe that.”

      “I’m helping people.”

      She sighed and leaned back in her chair.

      “Daisy and I were thinking of taking a cruise this spring,” she said.

      Daisy was one of the widows who lived in her neighborhood in Pooler. I think they belonged to the same knitting club or something.

      “That sounds nice,” I said guardedly. Mom didn’t have a lot of money. I would’ve thought a cruise was financially out of reach.

      “She says it’s important to keep learning new things, even after one retires.”

      I think I saw where she was going, and I couldn’t help but smile.

      “Daisy is right,” I said. “That’s why I’m constantly updating my accreditations at work.”

      She snorted.

      “It’s not all about the arts, Mom,” I said. “Some people need their plumbing fixed and their shoes repaired.”

      “It is all about the arts, darling,” she said, leaning forward again. “For those with a gift, it definitely is.”

      “Well, the arts don’t offer health benefits,” I said. “By the way, these dumplings are delish.”

      “That’s just it, darling! The arts are nothing but health benefits! They feed your soul!”

      “Just not your stomach. Mm-mm, so tasty.”

      She shook her head and smiled, clearly seeing my attempt to reroute her argument.

      “You could help people by teaching them,” she said. “Daisy has a niece who teaches at Savannah Technical College. Seems to me that’s the best of both worlds. She’s in an art community and she’s getting paid.”

      “I’m glad for her. But I like my job.”

      “Seriously? Darling, you come home, tense and stressed. And no husband at your age? No children?”

      “And that’s my job’s fault?”

      “Well, it’s not helping.”

      “There’s a woman in my office who does the exact same thing I do, and she just had a baby. And yes, before you ask, she has a husband to go along with it.”

      “You are so amusing, darling.”

      She added salad to her plate.

      “No wine tonight?” I asked looking around.

      “I was running late,” she said. “Didn’t have time to pick up any.”

      She glanced around my kitchen and the unspoken but loudly communicated message was: what about you? But she already knew the answer to that. After the last major problem with my ten-year-old Toyota, wine had become a luxury I could no longer afford, at least not regularly.

      I nearly asked her how she thought giving up a paycheck with benefits to paint landscapes of Spanish moss over the river was going to help me buy wine.

      But sometimes, I think it’s an act of love to let an argument go and allow the arguer to believe she’s won.

      Or has at least made me think.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, I felt like I had a better attitude about things. Not to disappoint my mother, but it had nothing to do with her words of wisdom night before. What it had to do with was the fact that there was an office party after work today that I was looking forward to.

      After my mother left last night, I’d done a little research on the Internet about the White case. While I don’t have access to the National Crime Information Center or any other police database, sometimes just basic curiosity and logic can go a long way to unraveling a mystery. Well, at least that’s what my Idiot’s Guide to being a Detective says.

      I found a thriving business of broken cellphones for sale on eBay. While the website made a big loud deal of announcing they did not support the sale of counterfeit phones, the fact was that there was hard to tell what the seller was ultimately doing with the phones if not that. All White had to do was open up multiple eBay accounts in different names and voila, he had his criminal inventory.

      I knew it wasn’t a huge deal, and possibly Rob had already thought of it, but it was at least a conversation starter with him tonight. I wouldn’t be stepping on toes by mentioning my idea to him. I would merely be showing him how interested I was in what he was doing. And if it turned out that my tiny bit of Intel proved useful in closing his case, then I didn’t mind at all being the recipient of his gratitude.

      Normally I wore slacks and a polo shirt to sit behind a desk all day with a headset strapped to my head. But today I wore a dress. It was summertime in Savannah, and anything more than gauze-thick cotton was always going to be too hot. In the South, nothing is more feminine than a dress, freeing your legs from the entrapment of heavy twill or khaki or, heaven forbid, polyester.

      And if the fact that I’d once overheard Rob say how he likes women in dresses comes into play then that’s just a win-win.

      I put my drivers license and phone into a tiny cross body bag hanging from a hook in the hall and gave my reflection in the hall mirror one last glance before heading out the door. I was traveling light today since I was sure someone else was buying drinks tonight.

      I strode down the street toward Bay Street. I’m lucky in a number of ways to live so close to work and shopping—although it costs the earth to live this close to the river. When I need to shop at the Kroger a few miles away, I take my car, but there’s a small family run grocery store near me that’s just fine for small runs for milk or eggs. Also, because it’s in my neighborhood, I’ve had the chance to get to know the proprietors’ at least a bit. They’re an elderly very friendly Indian couple.

      I’ve seen a few lemonade stands in the strip mall where their grocery sits and the Girl Scouts own the corner every block or so. Every now and then I see a vagrant, but Mr. and Mrs. Chakrabarti usually call those sightings in pretty quickly.

      This morning as I approached the small strip of stores, I saw a man standing in the shade of a giant live oak tree with two old ladies whom I instantly recognized as living on my street. They were sisters, both widowed.  As I neared, I felt the back of my neck begin to tingle ominously. I swear I didn’t realize what I was seeing until I was nearly in the parking lot, but some part of me must have, because I instinctively slowed my pace and felt my breathing begin to speed up.

      It was him.

      Jimmy White.

      From the photos I had seen of him in the case file, I knew exactly who it was. He spoke to the two old ladies, his face shifting as he twisted his neck around to survey the area. His hands held out a shiny new box, and I watched as the older sister reached for her purse.

      I hurried forward, rummaging in my bag for my phone, my chest tightening with anticipation. Fear pulsed through me, but it was as if the fear itself was driving me forward. I knew White was dangerous. He was a criminal who, when confronted with a potential obstacle, could react violently.

      Could I film him without him seeing me?

      Just then one of the sisters looked up and saw me. Like a horror movie, I saw her smile and then reach up to wave at me.

      Everything slowed down then like it always does when the stupid girl goes down to the basement where the monster is. I watched White turn his head slowly, painfully slowly, until he was looking right at me.

      My hand was up, my cellphone positioned in it outstretched. It was clear what I was doing—filming a crime in process. His eyes met mine and that’s when the deal got sealed. He pulled the cellphone box out of the hand of the old woman, turned toward me, his eyes now focused on the camera in my hand.

      Fear shuddered through me as I looked around desperately. He charged me.

      Even then, in the split second of all that was happening, I knew if I dropped my phone, he’d let me go. But right then a light breeze caught the hem of my pretty summer dress, and I was reminded that I was doing this for Rob and that he was going to be so proud of me.

      But only if I had the video to show him.

      I held my ground, clutching my phone tightly in my hands. My breath hitched in my chest and my legs felt as if they’d been trapped in cement.

      I turned to look behind me, ready to run, and then back again where I gasped to see he was not two feet away. Before I could change my mind and run, I watched in frozen horror as a long dark bat materialized in his hand.

      It came at me swinging faster than I could imagine anything happening. The explosion in my head immediately sucked all the light out of the world.

      My vision went to black, leaving me with a detonation of pain and then, blessed nothingness.
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      It was the smell I noticed first. 

      Mold and rot with an overlaying stench of antiseptic cleaner—mixed with the scent of blood and decay.

      I opened my eyes. A nurse stood next to me, dressed in white, looking at me as if I were a math problem she couldn't figure out. Her frown made her wrinkles deeper, and more severe. Correction. Not a nurse. A nun. In white. Like an angel.

      I struggled to sit up and she immediately put a hand to my shoulder to keep me still. I tried to turn my head, but it hurt, and the room began to spin. Something was wrong and only part of it was me.

      I was in a hospital but one that smelled like rotting wood and sour breath.

      “The doctor said you are to lie still,” the nun said.

      I tried to remember what religious hospitals there were in Savannah. I knew all the medical facilities according to location and Square. I didn’t remember any religious hospital, at least none still in operation. Had I been life-flighted out of Savannah?

      My lips were parched. When I licked them, the nun turned to pick up a small paper cup next to the bed. I was so thirsty I didn’t hesitate to drink from it, spilling most of it down my front. When she set the cup down again, I remember thinking nonsensically, no straw?

      “What happened?” I croaked, closing my eyes again, hearing for the first time a muted chorus of moaning noises down the hall.

      “You were attacked,” the nun said. “The police are looking for him now.”

      Then I remembered White, the look in his eyes—panicked and desperate—when I’d frozen in his path and waited for the bat in his hand to strike me.

      Dear God, why had I done that? I groaned. Just stood there waiting for it?

      “How badly hurt?” I asked.

      “You rest now,” the nun said, turning and picking up a large hypodermic needle.

      That was the moment I began to wake up. I have never seen needles that large except possibly in horror movies.

      From the twenties.

      “My mother,” I said. “I need to tell her…”

      The nun stopped and frowned as she held the needle like a threat over me.

      “What is your name?” she asked.

      “Georgia Belle,” I said. “My mother is Dixie Belle.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “It’s not a joke,” I said. “Did you find my cellphone? Her number is there under Mom.”

      Her face was as determinedly unhappy with me now as if I hadn’t spoken. And unfortunately, the needle was even larger the closer it got to me. 
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      The next time I woke up, I was alone and very thirsty. It was dark but I was able to see a little more of my surroundings. There were at least four other people lying in beds in the room with me. I felt a stab of fear at that since I do not know of any hospitals that don’t provide private rooms. And certainly none with four patients to a room.

      I sat up. The room was small, with a single narrow window framed by lace curtains that looked as if they’d been dipped in tea. I was sitting in an old-style hospital bed, with metal railings on each side. Across the room was an armoire, of all things. Its doors were open showing shelves of bandages, gauze, and vials of different colored fluids.

      Where am I?

      I stretched my neck to look out the window near my bed. A half-sheet of frosted glass stretched down the length of it, letting in only the faintest glimmer of light. My eye traveled to the head of the bed where the figure of a winged cherub—so emaciated it looked like a corpse—hung on the wall staring at me.  

      The panic started deep inside my chest and began to build like a bird desperate to escape its cage. I didn’t know where I was, but I knew there was no reputable clinic anywhere in the country that looked like this. I searched the top of the bedside table, hoping my phone would be there but of course it wasn’t.

      I glanced down at my night gown which was made of a rough cotton with irregular stitching on the sleeves and the neck.

      “You’re awake,” a voice said to me.

      I was so intent on figuring out what kind of place I’d been taken to, that I hadn’t seen him come in. The man who stood there was wearing a complete three-piece checked suit that looked to be made of worsted wool. He had a hat on too.

      In Savannah? In summer?

      I pulled the sheet up to my chin. He wasn’t a doctor or a nurse and he certainly wasn’t a visiting relative.

      “I need the nurse,” I said hoarsely, glancing at the door and wondering what kind of security this place had that any weirdo could just walk in off the street.

      “Are you in pain?” he asked, furrowing his brow.

      He seemed genuinely concerned but I knew a few things about sociopaths, and they were usually great actors. I looked around frantically for a button to push to call for the nurse.

      “Hello!” I called out loudly, clutching the sheets to my chest. “Anyone?”

      “Calm down, Miss,” the man said. He approached the bed and opened a small leather notebook revealing a badge. “I am Detective Samuel Bohannon of the Savannah Police Department. I’ve been waiting to talk to you about what happened.”

      I stared at him.

      “What…?” I felt a fluttering in my stomach as I tried to understand what was happening. “I was…where is the police?”

      “I am the police,” he repeated patiently.

      I stared at him and then past him. The nun I’d seen before paused in the doorway of my room.

      “Hello, Ma’am!” I called to her. “Sister?”

      The man turned to the nun but instead of trying to evade her or make up a story, he folded his wallet and tucked it into his breast jacket pocket.

      “She still seems confused,” he said to her. “Shouldn’t the sedative have worn off by now?”

      “Don’t talk like I’m not here!” I said. “Where is the doctor?”

      “The doctor is busy,” the nun said to me.

      I didn’t forget she could always whip out that monster needle to end any further discussions, so I watched her warily.

      “Detective Bohannon needs you to make a statement, Miss,” she said firmly. “Do you feel up to doing that?”

      I looked from one to the other, my body heat rising.

      “I need to make a phone call,” I said. “My mother will be worried.”

      Bohannon pulled out a notebook and a pen from his vest pocket.

      “What is your mother’s name?” he asked.

      I glanced at the nun who crossed her arms as if daring me to give my mother’s name again.

      “Look,” I said. “Yes, it’s an odd name. I get that. Her name is Amanda Belle. Her number is 708-342-4533. It’s listed in my phone, as I told you…Sister.”

      Now it was Bohannon’s turn to look confused.

      “And you are?” he asked gently.

      “My name is Georgia,” I said.

      “Like the state?” he asked, bemused.

      “Yes, like the state,” I said. “Georgia Belle
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