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One





THE EARLY-MORNING SUN slanted through the pines, throwing huge shadows across the dusty gray road. Bob Towers face was flushed, his heartbeat elevated. He was suffused with runners euphoria, his arms swinging easily, his stride long, his shoes thudding rhythmically on the soft dirt. He smiled, at peace with the world. When his run was over, Jessie waited for him, eager and loving. The kids would be off to school. God, what a wonderful


He was thinking of Jessie, already loving Jessie in his mind, when the Jeep careened around the curve. Suddenly the roar of the motor was upon him, louder and louder and louder, enveloping him. His head jerked. For an instant, he looked into the eyes of the driver. Pain was sudden and absolute, overwhelming, unendurable.


Crumpled in the ditch, too hurt to moan, eyes clouding, throat closing, the last thing Bob heard was the dwindling of sound as the Jeep raced away.





Tulips bloomed in red glory in a circular bed in front of the high school. Teresa Caldwell was chair of the moms committee that had planted the flowers, kept the weeds pulled. Shed been presented a plaque at the recent Mothers-Daughters Banquet: To Teresa Caldwell, Who Always Puts Her Family First. Teresa bit her lip. Why had she looked at the damn flowers? She didnt want to think, didnt want


Mom! Stop. Were here. Lilys voice sullen.


Teresa was accustomed to Lilys exasperated tone when confronted with what she judged to be yet another example of parental stupidity. Teresa had struggled with irritation at being viewed as only marginally competent. But oh, how she wished Lily would say, Oh, Mom! and flip her ponytail in mock disgust. Instead Lily, avoiding her mothers quick glance, yanked open the door of the Range Rover and lurched onto the sidewalk, a slightly built girl with frizzy brown hair and uncertain blue eyes, burdened by a backpack big enough to carry provisions for a jaunt to the Himalayas.


Teresa opened her mouth, closed it. Lily wouldnt listen. She wouldnt listen about the weight of the backpack and Teresa could not bear to ask Lily why she was cold and withdrawn.


Without a word of farewell, Lily moved slowly up the sidewalk, tilting to the left from the burden of the pack. Her head was down, her gait plodding.


Teresa stared after her daughter and then, at the sound of an impatient horn, pulled out from the curb. She drove sedately around the curving drive, her lips stretched into a determined smile, nodding, waving. She knew what other mothers saw: a superbly groomed, Lesley Stahlpretty suburban mother in a bright blue Range Rover with MOMSCAR plates. They couldnt see, would never see, must never know about the fever that raged within, the fever that might yet cost her everything. No one knew, of course. But Lily had looked at her oddly in recent weeks. What if someone had told Lily about the Range Rover parked on that dirt road? What if Lily had overheard one of those late-night calls? Oh, God, would Lily tell anyone? Would Lily tell her father?


Teresa drove automatically, slowing as she reached Sand Dollar Road. All right, shed turn left. Go home. Clean out the garage. Bake brownies, Ralphs favorite dessert. He was getting in tonight on a flight from New York. Hed had a hard week. When they talked last night, after Lily was in bed, shed heard the weariness, even a touch of fear, in his voice. The corporate world was always uncertain, and never more so than now. He loved brownies, a nice way to welcome him home. The car eased to a stop. Her hands clenched on the wheel. She heard the rumble of an SUV behind her. She checked the mirror. Cherry Sue Richards. She had to make up her mind. Now. This instant.


If she turned right, if she drove a mile and a half, turned onto a rutted gray road that jolted the car, streaked the gleaming blue paint with so much dust that Ralph kidded her, asked whether shed been plowing the fields, if she drove as fast as she dared up that narrow road to the cabin nestled among a grove of willows, Paul would be waiting. She knew how he would lookthick, curly black hair, dark eyes, sensuous lips. Hed probably not shaved yet, hed be bare-chested, his old, paper-thin Levis hung on slim hips. Paul. Damn him.



As the SUV stopped behind her, Teresa gunned the motor, turned to the right, the fever raging within her.





Frank Saulter moved stiffly in the mornings. He welcomed the late-March sun, a cheerful precursor to spring. Only a few more days and it would be April. In summer the heat from the Low Country sun rolled against his skin hot as oil and just as soothing; yet he loved the crisp sunny days of spring. He smiled. He might be stiff, but arthritis never kept a man from fishing. He had his day planned. The lagoon off Belted Kingfisher Road was full of crappie, bass and bream, and he was just the man to land himself a mess of good eating. He took his time as he walked down the crushed-oyster-shell walk to the mailbox by the side of the road. He didnt expect anything much. Too late in the month for bills. Maybe a note from his daughter, but Sue liked e-mail better than writing letters and every week sent a cheerful message catching him up on the kids: Megan off at school in Australia, if that didnt beat the band; and Tom, whod decided hang gliding off mountains in Montana had a lot more pizzazz than college. Frank shook his head as he pulled open the mailbox. Kids todayHe grabbed a handful of magazinesSports Illustrated, Ellery Queen Mystery Magazine, Fly Fishermansome circulars from the grocery and the Wal-Mart on the mainland, and a letter and a postcard. Oh, hey, the card was from Tom in Butte: GranddadWish you were here. Almost as much fun as our trip on the Amazon. Lots cooler. Love, Tom.


Frank was still grinning when he glanced at the long gray official-looking envelope with the return address of the warden at the state penitentiary.


Franks smile froze, slipped away. He no longer felt the springlike warmth of the sun or heard the honk of northward-bound geese or noticed the swarm of no-see-ums swirling around him as he stared at the long gray envelope. He hadnt received official letters of any kind since hed retired as the islands chief of police. He told all his friends when they met for coffee at Parottis that he didnt miss the job. He didnt tell them how he had to steel himself not to respond when a siren shrieked or how he sometimes worried about the drugs being unloaded late at night in hidden inlets at the docks of million-dollar houses. He insisted that Pete Garrett, the new young chief, was doing fine. Pete didnt know the people yet, not as Frank knew them: where they worked and how many kids they had and who had cancer and all the other heartbreakshidden abuse, kids on drugs, and love dragged and tattered to nothing by troubles heaped on troubles.


Frank pulled his jackknife from his pocket, neatly slit the envelope. The paper was fancy office-proud, crinkly onion sheet. But the message was scrawled by hand:




Dear Frank,


Thought you should know. Jud Hamiltons been paroled. Ive got a trustee who keeps his ears open. He says Hamiltons out to get you. Do you remember Hamilton? Back in 90, he





Frank crumpled the letter into a tight, hard ball. His mouth tightened into a thin, straight line. He remembered Jud Hamilton and the flicker of sheer hatred in Juds eyes when he stared across the courtroom at Frank.





Laura Neville Fleming was halfway down the steps, almost to the cabins for the crew, when she stopped. She would wait until tomorrow, tell Captain Joe shed changed her mind, tell him to turn Leisure Moment around and sail back to the island. After all, Leisure Moment was hers to do with as she pleased. But what would Keith say? Did she even care what Keith said?



Laura turned and trudged slowly and carefully up the companionway to the main deck. She shouldnt have had that last drink. It was a little hard to walk and the lights blurred in her eyes. Shed go to the stern, lean over and gulp in fresh air. The dizziness would pass. She was Laura Neville and she never drank too much. That would be unseemly. She gently smoothed the skin on the bridge of her nose with her thumb. She mustnt frown. Nothing made a woman look older than lines on her face.


This whole evening had been odd, uncomfortable. She didnt like the young people from Keiths office. They laughed too loud, and often she didnt understand what they thought was so funny. And she didnt like Keiths booming voice or the way his eyes had followed that girlwhat was her name?oh yes, Cameronwhen she walked across the saloon. And that dressspaghetti straps and a black silk that clung to her. She might as well have been naked.




Laura stumbled. She gave a little exclamation of pain. Whod left a deck chair here? She would speak to Captain Joe tomorrow. Things were simply not being done correctly. It was so easy, wasnt it, if people only did the right thing?


She reached the stern, leaned against the railing, looked down at the wake from the propellers, the streaks of foam as shiny as satin ribbons in the moonlight. Her head ached. Tears stung her eyes. Why did she have to be so unhappy? But she wasnt going to cry. Nevilles didnt cry.


It all happened so quickly that her scream clogged in her throat: the violent push from behind, the crack of her hip as she banged over the railing and the hideous realization that she was falling into the wash of the propellers. The propellers





Meredith Muir dropped her pink cotton shorty pajamas on the floor. She glanced down in disdain. Stupid pajamas, nothing like the scarlet silk bikini lingerie from Victorias Secret hidden at the back of the closet in the bedroom of the cabana. She sped past the thought that she hadnt needed to hide the lingerie. No one ever looked at the back of that closet. Nobody cared. Her pleasure seeped away until she glanced at the full length mirror, at her smooth young body, the breasts high and firm, her hips curved, her legs long and shapely. She remembered the feel of the silk and the even more delicious sensation as the lingerie dropped away.


At first, she didnt hear the ring of the telephone. She stood irresolute for a moment, glancing at the bedside clock. It wasnt the right time for a call. Not the call that mattered. It would probably be somebody who needed a ride to school or wanted to copy her homework. School was stupid. Kids were stupid. She wasnt just a schoolkid anymore. Meredith shivered. Suddenly she felt cold, no longer warmed by her thoughts. Shed better get dressed. The damn phonethe peals continued. Meredith gave an impatient sigh and reached for the receiver.





Her face drawn in a worried frown, Kay Nevis stepped out on the deck, looked at the sun-splashed inlet. Shed planned to get to school early this morning. There was always so much to do, and there was that wonderful new video retracing the Lewis and Clark expedition that should arrive today. But she wanted a moment of peace. The deck had always afforded her peace. She moved slowly across the wooden planks to the railing.


Kay loved the marsh, loved the way it changed by seasons: the cordgrass a rich yellow-green in spring and summer, a soft downy brown in fall; the song of the frogs in the spring, the scampering of the raccoons in winter. Spring was her favorite time of the year. In April the painted buntings arrived, the green-winged teals headed north, sulphurs and painted ladies and monarchs drifted near the plants like pieces of angel wings, their beauty yet another easily seen miracle.


Kay shaded her eyes against the brilliant sunlight. But she wasnt looking at the still, green water or the pelicans skimming low in search of food. She wasnt thinking about the marsh she loved. She felt isolated and disturbed. The perfection of her quiet way of life would not return until shed met a terrible responsibility. If only she didnt knowBut she did know and her knowledge imposed a duty. She had to do what was right, no matter how difficult.





Laurel Darling Roethke placed a pink-tipped finger on her cheek, tilted her head and studied the assortment of divining rods. And wasnt that simply the best description of them! She smiled, the beatific smile of a creature overwhelmed by a cornucopia of good fortune. Maxs secretary had been so helpful. Laurel took time to wonder if her son truly valued his secretary as he should. When was Secretaries Day? They must do something special for Barb. Of course, Barb had simply served as Laurels agent in obtaining the divining rods. The idea had been Laurels alone. Although she always made every effort to eschew vainglory, wasnt it appropriate to give credit where credit was due? Self-esteem was essential to mental health. Laurel permitted herself to bask. Truly, her idea was simply brilliant. More than that, there was no reason why it wouldnt work. As she had reassured a tearful Rosa on the drive to the airportRosa well hidden in the back seat beneath a huge papier-mch butterfly that Laurel had been intending to get out of the attic for yearsit would be no time at all before Rosa could fly home from Mexico; Laurel would see to everything and Rosa was not to worry for a minute.


Laurel smiled, a smile of utter confidence, and walked slowly past the divining rods. Five of them. A tiny frown marred the perfection of the elegant features. Would five be enough? Of course, she also had a pendulum, although a hex nut dangling from a short length of gold chain didnt seem quite as impressive as the divining rods. One rod was rather dark and heavy, fashioned from gnarled cypress. A pink plastic rod, its two arms glittering with paste jewels, was propped against the sofa. The third, made of aluminum, reflected a shaft of early-morning sunlight. Hmm. Quite lightweight, and that would be a plus. The fourth resembled a crimson broomstick that curved into sharp prongs at one end. Long silvery ribbons dangled from each prong. The fifth was majestic, shiny antlers with flashing lights at the tips. Laurel gave a soft coo, envisioning an expanse of snowy tundra glistening in sunlight. One, two, three, four, fiveLaurel beamed. Tallyho!





Annie Laurance Darling walked fast on the boardwalk of the Browards Rock Harbor. She scarcely spared a glance at the dozen or so boats, ranging from the huge yacht Leisure Moment to the little fiberglass sailboat J. P. Vanilla, and the richly green water slapping gently against the harbor front. Out in the sound, a half dozen bottle-nosed dolphins arced in an aquatic ballet. Annie heard the unmistakable whoosh of sound from their blowholes and she wanted to stop, but darn it, she didnt have time. There was so much to do. First, of course, she needed to see if Emmas books had arrived. Annie breathed deeply. If they hadntNot to worry, she reassured herself, as she skirted the thick hose pumping water out of the bottom of a cabin cruiser. Thats why shed ordered the books well in advance. Certainly Annie Laurance Darling, owner of Death on Demand Mystery Bookstore, was not going to be caught short of books when the islands famous mystery author, Emma Clyde, appeared at Annies store this coming Sunday to sign Whodunit, her latest Marigold Rembrandt adventure.


Annie looked up the boardwalk at the plate-glass windows of her store and felt the old familiar thrill. Her bookstore, the best mystery bookstore east of Atlanta, with the greatest selection of mysteries, everything from Susan Wittig Alberts China Bayles herbal series to Sharon Zukowskis financially savvy P.I. Blaine Stewart titles as well as wonderful adventures from Jeff Abbotts Do unto Others to Mark Richard Zubros A Simple Suburban Murder.


Annie picked up speed. Surely, surely, surely Emmas books had arrived. It was always a coup to persuade Emma to do a signing. And it would be a smashing beginning to April. Annie pushed back a prickly worry that Emma was simply playing a huge April-fool joke on Annie with her promise to come to the store. No, surely not. Emma might be flamboyant, but she was dependable and could be counted upon to entrance the customers. Emma was definitely memorable, from her outrageous caftans to her spiky orange (the latest color) hair to the iciest blue eyes shy of a serial killer. Emma was not an author to irritate. Annie, in fact, had managed to tempt Emma to the April 1 signing only by promising a most spectacular promotion, entitled, appropriately, Whodunit.


The promotion was right on schedule. Annie had scattered flyers around the island last weekend, everywhere from the Island Hills Country Club to Parottis Bar and Grill. Annie refused to think about the islands stiff litter laws. So, all right, she and Max and anyone else she could cajole were going to have to do major duty cleanup in a few days. Rachel had promised to get a gang of kids from school to help. Annie frowned, another worry. Rachel hadnt gone to school this morning. A stomachache? Well, sure, it could be true. Shed been fine when she went to her room last night, still bubbling with excitement over her date for the prom. But Rachels eyes were red-rimmed this morning and shed hardly had a word to say at breakfast. Annie enjoyed having her new stepsister living with them, but sometimes she felt the awesome responsibility, surrogate mom to a volatile teenager. Annie knew that Rachel was still grieving for her mother. It was too bad Pudge was off island for a while. A smile tugged at her lips. But hey, Annie understood. Her equally newly found dad meant to settle inand he loved Annies tree house, her first home on the islandbut he had an adventurous spirit and the idea of a trek to Nepal as chief of provisions was not one he could turn down. Oh, well, Rachel would surely be her old self by the weekend. Rachel loved mysteries, especially those by Jerrilyn Farmer and Katherine Hall Page, and she was as excited about Emmas signing as Annie. Shed plastered the school with flyers and said a lot of the kids planned to come.


Annie clung to that thought. She didnt care who came as long as there were lots of bodies with cash or credit cards. Of course there would be a big, big turnout for the signing. If notAnnie refused to contemplate the aftermath of a sparsely attended signing for Emma. Would Emma invite Annie to her palatial home and unveil a whirlpool patterned after Poes Maelstrom? Entice Hannibal Lecter to the island, offering Annie as suitable prey? Whip up puffer-fish sushi especially for Annie?


Okay, okay, it wasnt going to happen. Or, Annie thought confusedly, the Sunday-afternoon signing was certainly going to happen, and the event would be a huge triumph, such a success that even Emmas redoubtable demeanor would soften. Annie tried to envision Emma with a grateful smile, then immediately abandoned that attempt.


Annie paused at the front window of Confidential Commissions. She managed not to gape at the OPEN sign propped in the window. After all, why should she be so surprised? Max had promised to redouble his efforts to be gainfully employed. But for her laid-back, agreeable, easygoing husband to be at his office this early was nothing short of mind-boggling. It wasnt even nine oclock and hed had a rooted appearance in his easy chair, intently studying Baseball Weekly, when shed dashed out at eight for the Merchants Association monthly breakfast. She had presented all the association members with flyers touting Emmas signing and the Whodunit mystery contest that would surely draw even more readers than usual to the store.


Annie blinked at Maxs OPEN sign. She would scarcely have been more surprised had Emma Clyde materialized on the boardwalk clad in a sari and crooning Irish lullabies. Annie had smiled at Maxs pronouncement last week, considered it a sweet and well-meaning attempt to counter her occasional exhortations for him to become a worker bee, and consigned the promise to the back of her mind along with other high-minded plans, such as cleaning out the drawers in the kitchen, organizing the tax papers for their accountant before April 15, or arranging the cans of soups and vegetables in the cabinets in alphabetical order. As for the latter, maybe someday she could hire Jo Dereskes exceptionally precise librarian sleuth, Miss Zukas, to create order in the Darling kitchen.


Annie took a step toward Confidential Commissions, then abruptly marched past. Three doors down was where she must go. She had to get to the store. Now. What if Emmas books werent there? Shed check with Max later. Dear Max. Perhaps he actually was turning over a new leaf, finding joy in the possibility of work, not heretofore an obsession of his. Well, Annie thought loyally, as she charged toward Death on Demand, Max might not have the work ethic, but he was affable, genial, handsome, sexy as hell, and he loved her. And she loved him.


Annie was grinning when she reached Death on Demand. She paused for an instant to admire the display in the window, surely a prod to all green thumbs to head for the garden to enjoy mulch and murder. Red tulips, bright as splotches of crimson blood, and a bower of red azalea branches framed five gardening mysteries: The Grub-and-Stakers Move a Mountain, by Alisa Craig; The Spider-Orchid, by Celia Fremlin (definitely a collectible); The Murder of My Aunt, by Richard Hull; Death of a Garden Pest, by Ann Ripley; and Suddenly, While Gardening, by Elizabeth Lemarchand.




That instants pause kept her on the boardwalk long enough to hear the buzz of a small airplane. The drone of the engine was louder and louder. Annie moved to the edge of the boardwalk and craned to see. A bright yellow Piper Cub swooped down, curved up, then down, then up, leaving behind a trail of silvery smoke.


Annie clapped her hands. Skywriting. What fun. But how unusual over the placid little island of Browards Rock. This was the kind of display that arced above ball games with thousands of viewers. Who would see the message here?


As she watched the planes curving flight, she spelled out the letters:


W-H-O-D-U-N-I-


T! Annie exclaimed. WHODUNIT.


The word hung in the sky, the silver smoke clear and distinct against the clear blue sky.


Fabulous! Annie exclaimed. Fantastic! What a super promotion for Emmas signing and Annies mystery contest. This was a stroke of advertising genius.


But Annie hadnt ordered the skywriting. As for EmmaAnnie knew the answer. If Emma ordered skywriting, the smoke would spell:


E-M-M-A C-L-Y-D-E.


There could be only one answer. As the plane droned away, its mission accomplished, Annie moved with glad purpose toward the door of Confidential Commissions.












Two





MAX WAGGLED the putter. Maybe he should order one of those new ones advertised on the golf channel. In the testimonials, cheery golfers claimed to drop putts with more regularity than quarters click into slot machines in the Las Vegas airport. (Get em going and coming.) Max pondered the analogy, wondered if it had cosmic significance, thought briefly of his mother, then consciously relaxed his knees, bent his head, addressed the ball, tried to move the club head with both ease and precision


Max! It was an exuberant shout.


He jerked. The ball shot off the indoor putting green, hit the hardwood floor, bounced against a wooden magazine stand and barreled past Annie to skid through the office door into the anteroom.


His secretary, Barb, called out, Feeling vigorous this morning, are we?


Max! Annie exclaimed again, her face glowing. You are wonderful.


Max wished he had a camera. Here was Annie as he always pictured hersun-streaked golden hair, serious gray eyes, kissable lips curved in a joyous smile. Reaching out a slim tanned hand, she beamed at him. He loved the way she stood, as if captured in mid-stride, ready to move, always in a hurry, always eager and enthusiastic. Apparently he was the object of this moments enthusiasm. As far as he was concerned, that was a status even more desirable than shooting sixty seven.


He tossed the putter, didnt care that it clattered on the floor, reached her in two strides, took her hands in his, pulled her close. All kudos are happily accepted. He loved the feel of her body against his. Heyhis voice was eagerIve got a great idea. Why dont we go home and


Max! she managed to invest the three letters with appreciative interest, regretful dismissal and the hint of future pleasures, then proceeded to focus on the present. The skywriting! How did you ever think of it?


Max had a 5 handicap at golf, was ranked a 4 in tennis and was rather proud of his capacity to relaxthe hammock factor, as he fondly deemed it, always an advantage in dealing with people who attacked life like pit bulls run amok. Not, of course, that he included Annie in that category, oh, certainly not. But skywriting?


Is this on some sort of astral plane? he inquired gently. Had Annie been communing with his mother? Laurel was rather well known around the island for her enthusiasms. Was skywriting a new one? Had Annie confused him with his mother?


Annie ran her fingers through her flyaway hair and looked at him blankly. She waggled her hand in the general direction of the ceiling. Skywriting, she repeated. WHODUNIT. In the sky.




Max was equally blank. Whodunit? I thought that was the title of Emmas new book. And the name of your mystery contest.


Oh. Annie jammed her hands in the pockets of her floral skirt, one Max particularly liked, a bright cherry with silver thingamabobs on the hem. Oh yeah. Annie said it was scalloped. Sounded like a recipe.


Annie grabbed his arm, tugged him toward the anteroom. Come on.


He was perfectly willing to follow. Who knew? Maybe they might go home for a little while


On the boardwalk, he followed her pointing finger and looked up at indistinguishable blobs of gray in the sky.


a little plane and it skywrote WHODUNIT. It was just gorgeous. I thought youd ordered it as a surprise.


Max wished like hell he had. Maybe Emma did it.


I dont think so. Annie squinted at the now indecipherable message. Ill call her and ask. But I really dont think so. EmmaAnnies lips quirked in a wry grinEmma would either do herself or Marigold. Product identification, thats her motto. Annies voice was suddenly lower, a little raspy, cool as a mountain stream. Annie, my dear, readers read my books because they know my name. Always put the authors name first in any advertisement. In the largest letters, of course. Titles come and go. The author is forever.


Max laughed aloud. Annies rendition of Emma was uncannily close. Sorry I didnt think of it first. Ill tell you what, Ill find out who did it. I know you have a lot to do


Annie clapped her hands to her head. What am I thinking of? What am I doing? Things to do! Oh, Max, Ive got to hurry. The books, have the books come


The last words were lost as she raced down the boardwalk, yanked open the door to Death on Demand and plunged inside.


Max grinned. Dear, kissable Annie. Oh, well, evening would come. Maybe even afternoonMaybe the books would be there and all the arrangements for the book signing and the contest would fall into place. Afternoon delight


Max ambled back to Confidential Commissions. He paused in the anteroom and his secretary, Barb, looked at him inquiringly. We have a mystery to solve, he announced grandly. Max wished it were a real challenge, not a matter to be resolved by two or three phone calls at the most. After all, puzzles were the business of Confidential Commissions. His latest newspaper ad, which appeared daily in The Island Gazette Personals column, said it best:





Troubled, puzzled, curious?
 Contact Confidential Commissions.
 321-HELP.





Max was always quick to explain he was not a private investigator. To set up shop as a private detective in South Carolina required a license achieved through a good deal of work and experience, much more effort than Max intended to expend. But who could complain about a man eager to counsel those in need of solutions?


It would, in fact, be a most interesting career if only his office phone rang a bit more often. He didnt want to admit how eagerly he had seized upon this small challenge. For an instant, he felt a qualm. Was he becoming imbued with the work ethic? Surely not.


A mystery? Barbs eyes lighted in anticipation. Recently shed been scouring the Internet for information about dowsing. Her usual recourse when bored was to utilize the tiny kitchen at the back of the office and create elegant desserts, everything from confetti corn pudding, in which dots of red and green pepper achieved a striking visual effect, to pineapple-coconut cookies, a taste treat for sweetness freaks. However, with the advent of spring, she was trying to lose weight and had forsworn cooking. Max was reluctant to probe the interest in dowsing, a subject that held no interest for him. As far as he was concerned, water came out of pipes.


Barbs brown eyes gleamed and she already had her hands poised over the keyboard. Whats up?


The phantom in the sky. Well, maybe it wont really turn out to be much of a mystery. He described the vaporous appearance of Emmas title. How many skywriting companies can there be? See what you can find out.






Annie usually took a moment to savor the marvelous (in her estimation) mystery milieu of her bookstore: Edgar, an imposing stuffed raven in honor of Edgar Allan Poe, the founding genius of the mystery; the display case of mystery collectibles, this month focusing on advertisingMurder Must Advertise by Dorothy L. Sayers, Design in Diamonds by Kathleen Moore Knight, And Be a Villain by Rex Stout, The 31st of February by Julian Symons, and Cover-Up Story by Marian Babson; the coffee-bar mugs emblazoned with the names of famous mysteries and their authors, ranging from Eric Amblers Epitaph for a Spy to Israel Zangwills The Big Bow Mystery; the enclave especially for children with all the Nancy Drew and Hardy Boys books, as well as the newest titles from George Edward Stanley, Bill Crider, Beverly Hastings, Betsy Haynes, Joan Lowery Nixon, Katherine Hall Page, and, of course, J. K. Rowling. However, pride of place always went to the paintings hung at the first of every month to provide a competition for the stores keenest readers. Each painting represented a well-known mystery, and the first person to identify all the paintings correctly by title and author received a free new book and coffee privileges for a month.


As Annie skidded into the main aisle, admiring the fresh shine of the lovely heart-pine floor, she had a fleeting regret about the free coffee. Henny Brawley, island club woman, close friend, the stores best customer, and a mystery reader on a par with mystery author and famed critic H. R. F. Keating, hadnt paid for coffee in months. Annie glanced down the aisle at the watercolors. They looked wonderful.


In the first painting, twin Confederate flags flanked the entrance to the ornate Victorian Gothic mansion distinguished by rose-red brickwork and sand and ivory gingerbread decorations. Four women in smocks unloaded a cleaning cart from the back of a van with the legend: HOUSE MOUSE CLEANING SERVICE. A youngish woman with gray-streaked, curly black hair pointed up the steps to the ornate door. An index card posted next to the painting mysteriously announced: FYI11/8/20, brown thrasher.


In the second painting, two huge furniture showrooms offered startling contrast. In the first, rococo couches, tables and chairs glistened with antique ivory paint and gleaming encrustations of gilt. But the slender young woman in a black jacket and beige slacks hurried toward the display of outdoor furniture. She stared at the man lying facedown on the cushions of a swing, his cowboy boots unmoving. FYI13/13, cardinal.


In the third painting, two attractive black women, one young, one middle-aged, stood near a crumbling fireplace in the dilapidated, empty front room of an old house. They stared in shock at the mans body on the floor. Animals had scavenged the body, mutilating it. The older woman, her wise face sad and troubled, had smooth golden-brown skin the color of candied sweet potatoes. FYI14/4, Carolina wren.


In the fourth painting, a petite older woman with graying strawberry-blond hair stood by the open door of a car in the parking lot of a Chinese restaurant. A woman stretched on the seat, arched in a convulsion. Among those hurrying to help was another older woman, a six-foot-tall bleached blonde who must have weighed 250 pounds. An index card posted next to the painting mysteriously announced: FYI1/7, yellow hammer.


In the fifth painting, an attractive young redhead in mussed white slacks stood at the foot of some stairs, holding a frayed rope. She stared warily at the woman perched midway up the steps. The womans nutmeg-bright hair gleamed beneath a fluffy hat. Her Easter-grass-green suit would have looked great on Greer Garson in a World War II movie. FYI15/6/2, cardinal.



Maybe this time Henny wouldnt sail to victory so easily. Several of the paintings were not the first in the mystery series. Annie had simply selected a title she had particularly enjoyed which might or might not be the first. She had not, of course, changed her usual procedure simply to make the contest harder. Definitely not. For example, the second watercolor featured the fifth (some might say sixth) book in a series by an author famous in the mystery world. The first title (not counting the prequel) in that particular series was the only book ever to win all of the major mystery awards in a single year. A painting of that winning title would have been a lay-down for most of Death on Demands sophisticated readers. However, to be fair, Annie had posted beneath each painting an index card with cryptic hints. To Annie, the cards made the identity of each author and locale so easy, Encyclopedia Brown would have solved them in an instant.


A tiny frown wrinkled her forehead. Maybe the hints made it too easy. Maybe she should take down the index cards. After all, the oh-so-Southern centerpiece of Spanish moss and pinecones on the coffee bar was a dead giveaway. Annie took two steps toward the back of the store, then stopped, sighed. Was the compulsion to play fair the result of reading so many mysteries? Or was the hunger for fairness the reason she and her customers loved mysteries? Dammit, shed leave the cards in place as well as the centerpiece. After all, the month was almost over and no one had solved the contest yet.




Her store, her wonderful storeAnnies sense of euphoria evaporated as she heard the clipped words of Ingrid Webb, standing behind the cash desk, the portable phone clutched in her hand. must receive those books by FridayLook, I dont care if you have to get some recruits from Parris Island and storm the warehouse; we have to have those books.


Annie felt a presentiment worthy of any Victoria Holt heroine. She forced herself to remain calm. After all, it was just a signing. Surely Emmano, Emma would not be reasonable, understanding, or equable. EmmaAnnie took a deep breath.


Ingrid clicked off the phone, ran a hand through her tight gray curls. Annie, dont panic. I was talking to the distributor. I told him Dirty Harry would look him up pronto if we didnt get the books. A swift grin lighted her face. That, combined with the name of the store, got his attention. So I think well be okay. He promised the books would be on the afternoon ferry tomorrow.


Tomorrow Annie clasped her hands together.


Take it easy. Ingrid came around the counter. Come on, lets have coffee. But watch out, Agathas furious. And somethings got Emmas dander up. And what does the light of the moon have to do with dowsing?


Annie focused on first things first. She moved swiftly down the broad center aisle, taking only a moment to reach down and straighten the Anne Perry titles, which occupied their own shelf. Agatha, the imperious black cat who ruled both the bookstore and its owner, was newly slim from a restricted diet. And always hungry.


Annie reached the coffee bar, where Agatha paced, green eyes glittering, sleek black coat glistening like polished ebony.


Agatha, you are gorgeous. But Annie slipped gingerly behind the bar, alert for a swift black paw, claws extended. She didnt even think about serving Ingrid and herself first. She opened a cupboard, reached for the dry diet food.


Agatha leaned so far over the edge of the counter, she challenged the law of gravity. Her growl verged on desperate.


Oh, Agatha. Have you had a hard day, too? Annie ignored the fact it was just past nine in the morning. Dammit, it had been a hard day. Would the books really come tomorrow? And why should Emma be irritated? And who cared about dowsing or dowsers, whether in daylight or dark? Annie grabbed a Reeses Peanut Butter Cup, ignored Agathas dry food (after all, fair was fair) and picked up and opened a can of lamb and rice, which might not be the equivalent of a T-bone but Agatha liked it a lot better than the dietary dry food. To be fair, Annie wasnt crazy about rice cakes. Annie filled and put down Agathas bowl.


A whoosh beside her indicated Ingrid was busy at the cappuccino machine. They carried their mugs to a table with a good view of the front of the store, just in case a customer arrived. Annie clutched the mug like a lifeline. Ingrid, if I live through Emmas signing on Sunday, I want a gold star, some Godiva chocolate and an afternoon in my hammock to read the new James Lee Burke. Now, whats this about Emma?




Ingrid pushed her wire-rim glasses higher on a bony nose and frowned. She opened her mouth, closed it.


Annie tensed. She had the same hollow feeling she always experienced when confronted by Emma, even a genial (oh, rare day) Emma. She pictured Emma, imperious blue eyes sharp as stilettos, spiky hair that should have made her ridiculous but never did, statuesque appearance as daunting as a Sherman tank despite the colorful caftans.


Oh, God, Annie said simply. Whats wrong?


Ingrid did not look at Annie and her tone was falsely cheerful. Im sure its nothing. But Emma called a little while ago. Ingrid came to a full stop.


Annie didnt want to know, but ignorance is rarely bliss. And? she prompted, then took a reviving gulp of cappuccino.


Ingrids thin shoulders lifted and fell. It wasnt what she said. I mean, she didnt say hello or how are you or anything. She snapped, Wheres Annie? I said you would be in around nine.


Annie stared at Ingrid, waiting for the guillotine to slice.


There was time for a full turn of the tumbrel wheel before Ingrid concluded, She hung up.


Annie considered the full import. No salutation. An imperious demand. Abrupt termination. Annie swallowed. Did she sound Annie didnt have to finish.


Ingrid studied the carnations in a slender green vase. Colder than the Greenland ice cap in Night Without End.


Annie registered in a far corner of her mind the title of the superb Alistair MacLean suspense novel while a similar icy emptiness spread through her. So Emmas on the warpath. Annie drank from her mug, still felt cold. Ingrid, I cant imagine whats wrong. Annie snatched up the top flyer from the stack next to the vase. Similar stacks sat on every table as well as the coffee bar and the cash desk. Flyers were taped to the end of every bookcase. Flyers, in fact, were scattered the length and breadth of the island.


Annie plumped the cerise sheet on the table. How can Emma be mad? Annie pointed at the flyer. This is the cleverest promotion in the history of bookselling! And the Whodunit contest sponsored by Death on Demand was the sole creation of Annie Laurance Darling, mystery bookseller extraordinaire. In grid, this contest is fantastic! She looked down at the flyer. Honestly, she would probably never tire of admiring the contents of the flyer, even though she knew every word by heart. For starters, the sheet featured Emmas name in huge letters. Annie smoothed the paper and read her masterpiece aloud:





WHODUNIT???





In whodunits, the detective captures the murderer in the last chapter. Now you have a chance to outdo fictional sleuths. Prove you are a Champion Mystery Reader and you will win:





A SIGNED FIRST EDITION
 of
 WHODUNIT






A Marigold Rembrandt Mystery
 by
 EMMA CLYDE





Heres how to win: Identify the AUTHOR (not the villain) and give the title of these famous mysteries from the following clues:


Book 1A country doctor knows there is more behind the murder of his old friend than anyone else realizes.


Book 2A messenger dies in a mysterious plane crash, leaving behind a list of ten names.
 

Book 3Two strangers travel on a train and talk about murder.


Book 4A smart-mouth reporter investigates the drug scene on a California beach and meets a man who wants to die.


Book 5A half-English, half-Egyptian con man, who never quite succeeds at anything, drives a car to Istanbul and finds himself in the middle of a daring robbery.


Book 6A very conventional English lawyer defends an attractive dark-haired woman and her eccentric mother against a charge of kidnapping.


Book 7A middle-aged spinster takes a house in the country for the summer, a man is shot to death in the clubroom and her niece and nephew seem to know more than they admit.


Book 8Three children try to solve a neighborhood murder while their mystery-writer mom races to meet a deadline.




Book 9Can the new mistress of Manderly ever escape the shadow of her husbands first wife?





NINE FAMOUS MYSTERIES
 WHODUNIT???





Be the first to name the authors and the titles and take home your very own signed





WHODUNIT
 by
 EMMA CLYDE





Annie glowed. So, okay, maybe her pride was over weening, but who would not admire her brilliance and guile? If Emma didnt appreciate the thought and effort behind the flyers, she was an ungrateful, rude


The front door of Death on Demand banged open. Heavy steps pounded down the central aisle.


Annie came to her feet.


Emmas spiky orange hair and purple-and-pink caftan were no match for the icy brightness of her blue eyes and the vivid red splotches on her pale white cheeks. She marched up to the table, flung down a crumpled pink flyer. Emmas voice, deep and rough as a rumbling river, always commanded attention. Now the words crashed into the waiting silence with the force and power of icebergs slamming into a ship. Have you lost your mind?
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