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Prologue





WHAT AM I going to do? Happy heard her own voice, high, breathless, uneven. And shrill. Her mouth curved down, forlorn as a sad-faced clown. She stared in the mirror and spoke again. Now, Happy, no more of this! There, she sounded better, sounded like herself. A soft voice, sweet as summer berries. Appealing.


But the change in pitch didnt solve anything, didnt show her any way out of the cloud of discord that was going to surround all of them as surely as the December fog curled and eddied around the house, swirled over the marsh. Throughout her life, shed made it a point to avoid unpleasantness. But this time


Marguerite, of course, left trouble trailing behind her. She always had and always would. Daddy had called Marguerite Scarlett because every place that Scarlett OHara went, trouble followed. But he had nicknamed her, his other daughter, the child of his late middle age, Miss Happy-Go-Lucky, saying that when she breezed into a room, she made everybody happy. And she had, hadnt she? Even though the laughter in later years seemed too often to turn to tears. But that was when she moved on, happy-go-lucky, determined to be carefree. Because thats who she was.



Tears filmed Happys blue eyes, eyes that so long ago had mastered the art of beguilement, eyes that had made a lifelong practice of never seeing anything they didnt want to see. For an instant, her protective mental mantle parted, just long enough to wonder how it might have been different. What if Daddy had called Marguerite Lionheart? Would Marguerite have envisioned herself as courageous and undaunted, devoted to her followers, rather than beleaguered and alone? What if, instead of Happy-Go-Lucky, her own nickname had been Maid Marian? Would she have been stalwart and steady?


Happy. Shed always tried to be happy. But how could she be happy when it seemed obvious that everyone in the family was destined to quarrel? As soon as the others learned of Marguerites mad plan, tempers would erupt. The atmosphere was already tense. Scholarly Wayne, who usually kept his nose in a book and his study door shut, had taken to walking about the grounds, staring up at the house, a house he had always refused to leave. Self-effacing Alice, whod put up with Marguerite through a lifetime of tempests, was increasingly somber. The others would arrive today: platinum-haired Donna, who loved objects more than people; bluff and hearty Terry, who swaggered and always needed money; and hapless Joan, whod never really gotten over her divorce from Wayne. Even her own spunky Rachel was being difficult, flipping her dark hair, glaring at Happy with rebellious eyes. As for Marguerite, she was flaunting her the-world-be-damned look.


Marguerite: famous, still beautiful in a gaunt, haggard way, vain, spoiled, vulnerable. And, of course, rich. Very, very rich. Generous certainly in her own fashion, making a place for Happy and Rachel, for Wayne, and always welcoming Donna and Joan and Terry. But that generosity might end. Unless



Happy fingered the gold chain at her throat. She felt a flutter of fear. Where could she and Rachel go? Nowhere, nowhere.


Deep in the recesses of her mind, a solution stirred. She shivered. Confrontation, a word and act alien to her. But she had to do something. And do it soon.


At least she could count on Pudge. Shed felt much better since Pudge had arrived. Shed traced him down in Puerto Vallarta. Trust Pudge to be in a warm place. Visiting friends, of course. There was never a fixed address for Pudge. His arrival yesterday had seemed an omen that all might come right.


For an instant, a sweet, happy smile softened her face, brought a glow to her eyes. Dear Pudge. Theyd made quite a good pair, she and Pudge. Her smile dimmed. But it hadnt worked. Pudge had charm, but he was here for a while, then there. Sweet as could be, but always saying good-bye. In fact, shed been pleased and surprised that hed responded to her call. Shed invited him for the holidays. Time enough to ask his advice. Of course, shed told him her worries about Rachel. Pudge adored Rachel.


Happys eyes were suddenly shrewd. Pudge was probably broke. But that was all right. There was enough money. Or had always been until now. Oh, what was she going to do?





Wayne Ladson finished the sentence:


apparent that the appraisals of Abernethy and Turner slighted the importance of the Eastern urban laboring classes on Andrew Jacksons presidency. The question then arises


Wayne paused and stared unseeingly out the casement window at the terraced garden sloping down to the lagoon, a part of his mind still engaged in his essay, picturing Jacksons elegant face, high forehead, long slender nose, piercing blue eyes, rounded heavy chin. Interesting to wonder just how desperate Jackson had felt when promissory notes hed signed in a land deal came back to haunt him.


Money.


Waynes vague gaze sharpened. He felt a wave of distaste. Why did everything always come down to money? Then and now. Behind the dash and glamour of history were always columns of figures, pots of gold, hunger for land, for minerals, for power. He put down his pen. He was drawn to the past because it was at a remove, the passions and clashes reduced but still stirring, like the sound of distant trumpets. Abruptly, he pushed away the legal pad, stood and walked to the window.


Normally he would have worked throughout the day, taking time to eat lunch on a tray, absorbed and happy in his work. But he couldnt continue to ignore Marguerites idiocy. Not that he cared what causes she embraced. However, that latest vague comment worried him. Marguerite had murmured, The market is so high now. Why, the house could sell for as much as two million. Two millionwhy, that could make such a difference in psychic research. Surely she didnt mean to get rid of this house. She couldnt do that to him.


But, he realized, his gaze grim, she very well could. Dad had left the house to Marguerite, the house and all his estate. Of course, this was Waynes home. Marguerite knew that. Shed never suggested that Wayne leave.


Psychic research. Dad would have hooted at that. How could Marguerite be such a fool?


Wayne stood at the window. Slowly, he began to smile. There might be a solution. There was the research hed once done on the wave of spiritualism that swept the country after the Great War. Hed written a piece or two. He swung about, walked to an old wooden filing cabinet, pulled out the middle drawer.





Alice Schiller held the orchid silk dress carefully. She was always careful with Ritas clothes. That had been one of her duties for so long. She was accustomed to the feel of finery, had known loveliness secondhand for almost a lifetime. She stared into the ormolu-framed mirror into dark mocking eyes so like her own. Even after all these years together, she always felt a shock of amazement when she saw Ritas face, the so-famous face of Marguerite Dumaney. She remembered the first time theyd met on a set in Santa Monica and Rita, young then, had gestured to her. Come closer. Let me see you. Rita had reached out, tousled Alices dark red hair until it drooped like her own. Some makeup and shell be perfect. At least at a distance, and her low throaty laugh welled. It could have been insulting. Instead, Alice had looked into those compelling eyes and been enchanted as all the world was then. Almost forty years ago, the exciting years as Ritas stand-in punctuated by Ritas marriage, travel, successes and, finally, escape. When they left Hollywood, Rita tossed that richly auburn hair, still with its memorable wave, and said huskily, Always leave while the bands still playing.


So many years. Rita Alice carefully laid the dress on the bed, but then she stood straight and tall. She didnt really sound like Rita now, though she could still recreate that throaty drawl. She heard her own voice, thin and bloodless in comparison with Ritas, but challenging, nonetheless.


Before Alice could get the words out, Rita pushed back the gilt chair and turned, one thin, elegant hand outstretched. She was, as always, a dramatic actress, blazing eyes, hollowed cheeks, blood-red lips.


Alice, the husky voice commanded, you will do as I say.





Donna Ladson Farrell always flew first class. But not today. Her face was sullen as she boarded, angry at sitting in the tourist section, wishing she could shove Marguerite into the seat next to that squalling baby. How dare Marguerite send a cheap ticket! After all, she was Donna Ladson! She slammed into the seat and thrust her Louis Vuitton bag beneath the seat in front. She didnt have the miles to upgrade because thered not been enough money to travel this last year. Shed just managed to keep the gallery open and make the first night parties in new gowns. But she couldnt get any more dresses, not until she paid the outstanding bills. Thirty-five thousand dollars. Outrageous how much it cost to dress properly. But if she didnt wear a new dress, the whispers would start, that she was old hat, and worse, that she was poor. No one in Hollywood would have anything to do with her if word got out that she was short on money. It was bad to be old; it was death to be poor.


Donna smoothed back a ringlet of white-gold hair. She might be sitting among hoi polloi, but she looked first class. Shed almost refused to make this hellish flight across country. But she had no choice. Marguerite was generous at Christmas. This time Donna needed a big infusion of cash.


Generous. Donnas mouth twisted. With Dads money. The bitch.





Terry Ladson checked the fuel gauge. God, it was hell to be broke. Hed have to take on fuel before he could leave. The cruiser moved smoothly through the water. A dark green smudge loomed suddenly out of the low-hanging cloud bank. Terrys sunburned face split in a grin. Oh well, what the hell. It was always good to be on the water. If those last two charter parties hadnt canceled, hed have been in the chips. Well, maybe not in the chips. Thered been the cost of rebuilding the motor down in San Juan and that old pirate had taken him for a cleaning. But when you dont have a choice, you pay the freight. Anyway, the food was good at Marguerites and shed always liked him. He was willing to bet shed ante up at least ten grand. Then he could go to Bermuda. And somedaythe old hag couldnt live foreverthere would be money to burn. He envisioned a forty-five-foot yacht with mahogany paneling, the latest in sonar, big enough for a crew and he would be captain.


He was still smiling as he turned the wheel and the cruiser headed for a familiar channel. He was never down for long and he always had a grand picture of himself, a hell of a swaggering guy in his white captains hat and blue jacket. If hed looked at his own photograph, he would never have noticed that he was middle-aged and running to a paunch with a too-red, bloated face topped by thinning hair.





Joan Ladson struggled to push her suitcase into the overhead rack of the bus. No one offered to help. She stood on tiptoe and shoved, then sank into a hard seat and stared out the window. She didnt see the graceful fronds of palmetto or the fences draped with bougainvillea. She clutched her purse. She mustnt lose her purse. It contained her return ticket. When shed received the letter from Marguerite with the invitation to spend Christmas on the island, shed wanted to fling it into the trash. Why should she go there and be humiliated, as shed felt humiliated ever since Wayne and that girl got involved? At least Wayne hadnt married the little tramp. Joan had waited, expecting that final blow, but it never came. And now Marguerite asked her to come, demanded that she come, really. So she was on her way. She hadnt had a choice, really, even though the timing was awkward. Shed had to take off before the official Christmas vacation began. It was vintage Marguerite, asking everyone to come for her birthday celebration on the fifteenth, then stay for Christmas though that was ten days away. Could she be in the same house with Wayne for ten days? Well, she was leaving the day after Christmas. If the girls didnt need money, she wouldnt have come. But they did need money, more money than she as a librarian or Wayne as a teacher could managethough, to give Wayne his due, he helped out as much as he could. But Eileen was in Europe for her junior year and it would be stupid to be there and never go and see anything. And Rosalie was expecting the baby next month and Chris had just lost his job and they needed everything.


Marguerite had everything. Joan stared at the window. How much would Marguerite give her?





Rachel Van Meer stopped beside the lagoon. She stared at her reflection, wavering, uncertain, making her look thinner than ever. She was just a jangle of bones. Thin and stupid and terminally ugly.


Mike didnt think she was ugly.


Mike


She looked over her shoulder. The dumb house was so big it had more windows than a Disney castle. She hated the house. But if they hadnt come to live with Aunt Marguerite, she would never have met Mike. At least the place didnt seem so much like a mausoleum since Pudge and the others had come. And there were fun Christmas decorations everywhere. Best of all, nobody was paying any attention to her, not with so much company, and she could slip away and spend more time with Mike. Her dark mood was swept away by a flash of happiness, a feeling so unaccustomed and so delicious that she waited a minute longer, savoring the golden sensation even though she heard the steady snip, snip, snip of clippers, calling to her as clearly as throbbing drums.


Mike was there within the maze, clipping. And waiting for her. Rachel glanced once more toward the house, the immense many-windowed house, then darted into the opening in the dark, tall, heavy-scented shrubbery.


The evergreen branches slowly ceased to move, the cessation as gentle and unremarkable as the curtain that slowly drooped into place at a window on the second floor.





Pudge Laurance ambled on the walk that curved around the harbor. He wasnt much for fog. Or early morning walks, for that matter. But he needed to get out of that house. No wonder Happy was spooked. Although she was vintage Happy when he tried to find out what was bothering her, fluttering her eyelashes and murmuring vaguely, Everything will be all right. I feel so much better since youve come, and we do want to have a happy Christmas. We wont worry about a thing until after Christmas, and she stared at him with those huge blue eyes that begged for reassurance. Oh well, she wasnt the real reason hed come to Browards Rock. When Happys call cameOh Pudge, it would be so nice to see you again at Christmas. And Rachel will be thrilledhed had a swift picture of a long-ago Christmas and a little girl with golden ringlets, reaching up to him with chubby hands.


Christmas. Not a good time to be alone, wishing you could change things that could never be changed. He looked out at the foggy harbor. Damn pretty, the boats strung with Christmas lights, soft pools of color in the mist. He shivered. It wasnt really cold, but cold enough to a fellow whod been on the Mexican Riviera. And damn refreshing after his encounter with Happy. Lord knows it was no wonder theyd split. He should have remembered, when shed called, how maddening she could be. Didnt the woman ever come to the point? All this jumble about Marguerite and the awful man who was taking advantage of her. From what Pudge remembered of Marguerite, hed like to meet the man who could take advantage of her. What harm did it do if the old girl wanted to dabble in ESP and talk tohe frowned, trying to remember what Happy had saidnot controls, not gurus. Whatever, somebody on the Other Side. He grinned. Youd think ghostsspirits?would have better things to do than rock tables or talk with odd accents through heavy-breathing yogas. Yogas? No, no. Oh well, it didnt matter a tinkers damn to him. He would have turned Happy down flat except for the island. Browards Rock. Hed not sent a letter to Dallas in a long time. They always came back: Addressee Unknown. But Judys brother Ambrose lived on Browards Rock. Pudge had called him a couple of times, but Ambrose wouldnt tell him a thing. Said Judy was through, it was over, leave it at that. Quite a speech for a man who measured out words like hundred-dollar bills. Ambrose had a little bookstore somewhere near the harbor. Maybe after all these years


Pudge had pretty well given up his quest. But maybe, just maybeHis shoes clicked on the boardwalk. He walked faster. There, down at the end.


He reached the window and looked up at gilt letters:





DEATH ON DEMAND





He checked the display. Lights twinkled on a small Christmas tree. Red letters hung from a green strand: SANTAS PICKS FOR A MYSTERIOUS CHRISTMAS. The books were arranged in a semicircle: The Last Noel by Jean Hager, A Holly, Jolly Murder by Joan Hess, Midnight Clear by Kathy Hogan Trocheck, Mistletoe from Purple Sage by Barbara Burnett Smith, Ransome for a Holiday by Fred Hunter and We Wish You a Merry Murder by Valerie Wolzien.


Times must have changed. As he remembered, Ambrose was a private eye fan, loved John D. MacDonald, James M. Cain and Erle Stanley Gardner.


He pulled at the doorknob and a CLOSED sign jiggled. Oh. Hours: ten A.M. to six P.M. Monday through Friday, ten A.M. to 4 P.M. Saturday. The store would open in about fifteen minutes. He was turning away when he saw the small gold letters at the bottom of the window:





ANNIE LAURANCE DARLING, PROP.












One





ANNIE LAURANCE DARLING crouched on the floor by the coffee bar. She peered into a deep crack. Maybe if she got a skewer she could reach the silver bell. A skewer? This was a bookstore, not a culinary shop. Whatever made her think of skewers? Probably the box of Diane Mott Davidson books waiting to be unpacked. Readers loved books with sleuthing cooks at Christmas. Maybe shed better order some more of the Katherine Hall Page and Janet Laurence titles.


Annie popped to her feet, tried to push back a loop of yarn into her sweater and glared at Agatha. Agatha, this is my favorite Christmas sweater.


The elegant black cat lifted a languid paw, the same paw that an instant before had swiped swiftly through the air and ripped the silver bell from atop the green yarn Christmas tree on Annies red sweater.


Agatha tilted her head and looked for all the world as if she were smiling.


Annie finally grinned. Okay. I dont blame you. Its what anybody deserves who goes around with a bell dangling from their front. Happy holidays, sweetie. Annie reached out, carefully, and stroked the velvet-soft fur, then moved behind the wooden bar and poured Kona coffee into a mug. Each mug at the Death on Demand Mystery Bookstore carried the name of a famous mystery. This one emblazoned: MURDER FOR CHRISTMAS by Agatha Christie. She also had a mug with the English title: HERCULE POIROTS CHRISTMAS.


Annie held the warm mug and smelled that wonderful Kona aroma. How cheerful to think of lacy waterfalls and champagne music when it was cold and foggy outside. Annie loved the South Carolina Low Country and especially the barrier island of Browards Rock, but even she had to admit that December, with its sharp winds and drab brown marshes, was a good time to stay inside, read wonderful mysteries (perhaps Renowned Be Thy Grave; Or, the Murderous Miss Mooney by P. M. Carlson, Death at Dearly Manor by Betty Rowlands or False Light by Caroline Llewellyn) and drink Hawaiis best coffee. December was also a good time for shelling, especially an hour or two after dead low tide. Yesterday she and Max had found channeled whelks and two lettered olive shells. The olive, South Carolinas state shell, was glossy with a pointed spire. Max had picked up the first olive and smiled. Hey, this ones perfect. A Low Country Christmas present just for us.


Annie grinned. She adored Christmas, but sometimes she thought Max loved the holiday even more. Last night theyd made red and green taffy and one evening soon they would whip up a batch of divinity. As far as Annie was concerned, there was never time enough in December to do all she wanted to do. There were boxes of books to unpack and a big stack of luscious bound galleys to read. Publishers sent out early paperback versions of forthcoming books to alert booksellers, and many of her favorite authors would have new books out in the coming year: Anne George, Harlan Coben, Peter Robinson, Deborah Crombie and Caroline Graham. Hmm, what riches. Her Christmas present to herself would be the time to savor these books.


Annie picked up the fragrant coffee, happily drank. Christmas was her favorite season. She loved everything about it: the tangy scent of pine, decorating the tree, the lighting of an Advent candle at church each Sunday, buying presents and wrapping them, making divinity and pumpkin bread. After all, Max wasnt the only chef in the family.


She put down the cup. Family. Christmas was a time for families. Shed always envied friends with big, sprawling, though sometimes noisy and cantankerous families. Her own memories were, perforce, of small gatherings. But happy ones. There were the years with her mother before she died. Later Annie had come to the island to spend the holidays with her Uncle Ambrose, a taciturn man who seldom spoke but whose every gesture to Annie spoke of love. These recent years, Christmases with Max. Dear Max, who always looked toward her when he entered the room and whose dark blue eyes held a special warmth that was for her alone. Dear Max, who was definitely not the Prince Charming she had imagined. Oh, of course he was charming and handsome and sexy, but he was light-years different from any spouse shed ever envisioned when she was growing up. To be honest, shed thought of someone like herself: serious, intense, hardworking.


Agatha, have you ever heard of the Odd Couple?


Agatha lifted her head to sniff the coffee mug, wrinkled her black nose.


Quickly, Annie said, Well, we arent that odd.


From the front of the store, Ingrid Webb, her longtime clerk and friend, called, Annie, are you talking to that cat again?



Annie called back, Ingrid, she didnt mean to bite you.


Humph. There was a slap of books being shelved.


Annie understood Ingrids coolness. Of course Agatha had damn well meant to bite. Agatha was bright, quick, gloriously beautiful and exceedingly temperamental.


Annie bent down, whispered, Agatha, you shouldnt have.


Agatha eyed the green-yarn Christmas tree on Annies sweater.


Annie took a step back. Not, of course, that she was afraid of her own cat. But prudence prompted retreat.


Prudence. Yes, Annie knew she was prudent.


Max was not prudent, although he was too mellow ever to be reckless. Max didnt believe in schedules. When they traveled, he was always ready to turn down an enticing road even if it wasnt going in the right direction. He liked the unexpected. Max was handsome and fun and adventurousand lazy? She brushed away the word. To be fair, Max was quite capable of intense and excellent work. It was only that he so rarely found any reason to work. Max was debonair and clever and kind. So, all right, he wasnt an overachiever. Okay, okay, he wasnt even an achiever.


Did it matter?


So far, so good.


She felt a sudden breathlessness. Why had that phrase come to mind? She could over the years hear her mothers light, dry voice: So far, so good. Implicit in the words was the suggestion that the future was yet to be proved. Her mother had said it about the course of friendships, the quality of clothing, the promises of politicians.


Annie stepped behind the counter, turned on the water to wash the mug. What a silly phrase to come to mind now. After all, her mother had reason to be wary, to distrust current good fortune. Nonetheless, despite the fact that it was only the two of them, shed made every Christmas glow and Annie held those distant days in her memory, shining like the long line of luminarias theyd put down their walk to light the way for Santa Claus.


Annie turned off the water, dried the mug and replaced it on the shelves behind the coffee bar. Speaking of Christmas, she needed to get busy, Christmas lists to make, parties to plan, special groceries to buy, mincemeat and pumpkin, pine nuts and candy canes. But for now, it was time to concentrate on the store. Although mornings were never terribly busy, the store would open in a quarter hour and there were sure to be a few shoppers, especially since the weather was foggy. Ingrid had readied the front counter, and Annie needed to call and check on a shipment of Dick Francis books that hadnt arrived and print out the invitations to the stores annual Christmas party. First there was regular work to be done. She lugged the stepladder from the showroom, then unwrapped the paintings stacked against the back wall. Every month, she hung five watercolors by a local artist. Each painting represented a scene from one of Annies favorite mysteries. The first customer who identified each painting by title and author received a free book.


Not, of course, a collectible. Annie glanced toward her New Treasures table where she arranged recently acquired firsts. She was especially thrilled to have found The Sea Kings Daughter by Barbara Michaels, The So Blue Marble by Dorothy B. Hughes and Dark Nantucket Noon by Jane Langton.


It took only a moment to hang the paintings. Annie climbed down from the ladder and admired the watercolors.


In the first painting, a lean, dark-haired man knelt on the carpet in front of a safe. He concentrated, eyes intent. There was an aura of underlying sadness about him, of difficult times and dark days, even though his face was young. A tube led from a box on the floor to one ear. Another tube led from the box to the safe, fastened next to a small window with five dials by a rubber suction cup. Nearby, an older man with sandy hair lounged in a comfortable chair, smoking and watching.


In the second, the hospital operating room was large and green-tiled. Glass cabinets held supplies and metal sterilizing drums awaited scalpels and clamps. A huge circular metal lamp beamed down on the operating table. Their faces stricken with shock, two surgeons, an anesthetist, a chief nurse and two assistants stared at the leaden gray face of the dead patient.


In the third, the group of people on the terrace, high above a river, looked constrained and ill at ease. At a glass door leading out to the terrace, an older woman placed a restraining hand on the arm of a dark young man who stood close to a beautiful young woman. The older womans face was grave. She was a compelling figure, despite the fringe of mousey brown hair, dangling pince-nez and old-fashioned brown dress with a bog-oak brooch as a demure decoration.


In the fourth, a single-masted white ketch rode quietly on the steel-gray water of the estuary. The name was painted on the hull, Peacock. A young woman rowed a dinghy, a basket and milk jug carefully balanced mid-ships. She handled the sculls with competence. Her face was eager, intelligent, quite lovely and utterly determined.


In the fifth, the group in the shabby drawing room appeared stiff and uncomfortable. An old woman, her white hair mussed from sleep, stared toward the doorway with bright pale cold seagulls eyes. She sat on an Empire sofa, her hands folded in her lap. There were three men, two of whom had an official air, one of them a youngish spare man in a well-tailored suit. A pleasant-faced man in his forties stood by a lean dark woman with hazel-gray eyes, a gypsy swarthiness and a sardonic expression. All eyes were focused on the doorway. A young girl of fifteen or sixteen in a school coat and childish low-heeled clumpish black school shoes stood next to a police matron. The girls darkish blue eyes were set wide apart in a heart-shaped face. Mouse-colored hair and hollowed cheeks gave the face charm and pathos. The lower lip was full, but the mouth too small. So were her ears. They were too small and set too close to her head.


Annie knew her smile resembled Agathas when licking whipped cream from an unwary coffee bar customers cappuccino. But a shopkeeper did what a shopkeeper had to do. No way was she going to put up paintings of Christmas mysteries. Those would be duck soup to her customers. As for the books represented here, no one could say they werent among the best of the British mysterieseven if they were all written fifty years ago. Her best customer, Henny Brawley, prided herself on her knowledge of British mysteries. Maybe, maybe not.


Okay. So far, so good.


She felt an instant of stillness, then shrugged. The recurrent phrase only meant she realized there was much yet to do. The front windows were done, but there were all the interior Christmas decorations yet to put up. Shed hang the garlands of holly next, the glossy green leaves and vivid red berries superb harbingers of the season. It would look awfully nice for the party, when longtime customers were invited for egg nog and sherry and offered a ten percent discount on all book purchases if they donated a book to The Haven, the islands public recreational center for teenagers.


She found the holly garlands in a long, heavy box on the storeroom worktable. She pulled the box into the coffee area. Climbing up on the stepladder, she looped the garland around exposed beams, humming Rudolph, the Red-Nosed Reindeer, with pauses for an occasional Ouch! as the sharp leaves pricked her.


One end of the swag drooped across the coffee bar.


Eyes glittering, Agatha whipped her paw, knocking the holly on the floor.


The phone rang. Annie glanced over the book stacks. Will you get it, Ingrid? And smiled. Ingrids tribute to the season was a huge red bow that wobbled atop her iron-gray perm.


Ingrid picked up the phone. Death on Demand, the finest mystery bookstore east of Atlanta. How may IOh hi, Pamela. Ingrid pointed at the phone, then at Annie.


Annie shook her head so vigorously, the stepladder wobbled.


Shes hanging holly right now. No, not really hanging it, Ingrid explained patiently, shes wrapping it around the exposed beams in the coffee bar. Yes, its very pretty.


Annie reeled in the strand and flipped the end over a beam. Pamela Potts without a doubt. Pamela was an indefatigable volunteer for island charities and a very literal person. And lonely. Annie was already feeling a pang of guilt that she was evading the call.


Would you like to leave a message? Oh? Something personal? Well


Ill take it, Ingrid. Annie perched on the stepladder and took the portable phone from Ingrid, nodding her thanks.


Annie. Pamelas serious voice quavered with uncertainty.


Hi, Pamela, whats up? Ouch! Blood welled from Annies right index finger.


Annie! Alarm lifted Pamelas voice.


Its nothing. The darn holly Knowing this could entail a laborious description of the offending sharp leaf and her resultant wound, Annie said firmly, What can I do for you, Pamela?


A casserole for a church dinner? A donation to the Salvation Army? But Max had already taken care of that. Annie was a firm believer in the Salvation Army, which offered hope to those without hope. A raffle ticket for an island charity?


AnniePamelas voice falteredyou know that I dont gossip.


Actually, Pamela didnt. She was much too serious and, further, she was as good-hearted as she was dense.


Of course not. Annie tossed the holly over the back of a chair. As she walked behind the coffee bar and picked out another mugREST YOU MERRY by Charlotte MacLeodshe said soothingly, Dont pay any attention to what people say.


There was a startled pause. Annie, what are people saying?


Annie poured more coffee. It wouldnt do any good to bleat at Pamela. And an explanationAnnie sighed. Sorry, Pamela. I was talking to Ingrid. What did you say?


Oh. Well. The thing about it is, I absolutely empathize with the right of every individual to grieve as he or she wishes. I meanher voice deepened with earnestnessthere are God-given rights.


Annie carried her mug around the bar and slid onto a stool. She glanced at the clock. Opening in five minutes. Surely by thenI couldnt agree more, she said heartily. She sipped the coffee.


So you understand that I find this very, very difficult.


Im here for you, Pamela. Annie waved away Ingrid, who was looking anxiously toward her.


You always have been. A ragged breath. Thats why I feel I must tell you about Maxs mother, even though I obviously came upon her in a most private, delicate moment. Oh, and Annie, I was with Gertrude Parker.


Annie sat bolt upright. Her brain absorbed three messages at once:


Pamela Potts didnt have a problem. The problem, whatever it was, belonged to Annie and Max.


Maxs mother, with the best will in the world and flashing an absolutely enchanting smile, was capable of creating problems which would confound even Judge Judy.


And whatever Laurel had done, word would reach even the least curious and most unsociable on the island because Gertrude Parkers mouth never shut.


Laurel. Annie pictured her mother-in-law, her fjord-blue eyes, her smooth cap of golden hair, her patrician features. Youd never think just to look at herWell, maybe you would. There was Laurels otherworldly gaze. To put it nicely. Actually, loopy was an equally appropriate description. Oh Lord. What in the world could Laurel have done? A most private, delicate moment? Did Annie even want to hear what Pamela had observed? Probably not. Almost certainly not. Did she need to hear? Oh yes.


Annie, are you there? Pamela spoke gently.



Yes. Im sure everythings all right. Annie was proud of her self-command. Then she ruined it by demanding worriedly, Whats wrong?


Pamela oozed reassurance. Annie, dont be upset. I assure you that Gertrude and I didnt intrude.


That was good of you. Annie took a deep breath. Now, if you could just explain. Annie was reminded of the old vaudeville joke when an actor, greeted after a humorous skit by neither laughter nor applause, leaned over the lights and said, And now my partner and I are going to come into the audience and beat the bejesus out of you.


We were at Sea Side Cemetery


Annie felt the tension in her shoulders ease. The cemeterythat didnt sound too threatening.


taking Christmas wreaths to the soldiers graves. And you know that gravestone with the steering wheel?


Indeed Annie did. It was a favorite spot to take island visitors, and chauvinist islanders considered it right on a level with the nose-up Cadillacs buried along the highway outside Amarillo. However, even the headstones biggest boosters admitted the island couldnt compete with Savannah since the publication of In the Garden of Good and Evil. Still, the steering wheel headstone remained a point of pride. It was the resting place of a locally famed stock car racer. The inscription read:





JOHNNY GO-DOG DAVIS


JUNE 5, 1944MAY 22, 1968


FROM CHAMPION RACER


TO GODS FASTEST CHARIOTEER


GO-DOG, GO!





And Laurel was there!



Annie gulped coffee in relief. She hadnt known her mother-in-law was keen on stock car racing, but what the hey! Live and let drive.


Pamela, I appreciate your


She was talking to Go-Dog. Pamelas tone was sepulchral, but even so, Annie heard the Southern intonation, Go-o-o Dawg.


Annie slid off the stool, paced back and forth. She couldnt talk to him, Annie said gently. Hes dead, Pamela.


Annie, I swear, it was the spookiest thingI mean, I dont want to insult anyones beliefs and I firmly support everyones right to approach the hereafter in whatever manner they find most comforting


Annie braked the philosophical discussion. Im sure you do. What did Laurel say?


She didnt say anything to us.


Annie spoke through clenched teeth, the better to refrain from verbal assault. What did Laurel say to Go-Dog?


Oh, she wasnt actually talking to Go-Dog. I mean, he wasnt there, Annie.


Annie was proud of her measured tone. What did Laurel say while standing by Go-Dogs grave?


She was asking him for help. She wanted him to look up someone namedI think it was Roderico or Rodolfo or something like thatand tell him to get in touch with her, that she had received the one message and now she was waiting for more, that she didnt know what she should do about some family matters and she just knew that he and Go-Dog must have met and if Go-Dog would pass along her request she would be awfully grateful. Thats when I yanked Gertrude back into that path that runs behind the big pines and marched her out of there. But Annie, I thought you ought to know.


Yes. I appreciate your telling me. Yes, we should know. Was it possible that Laurel had finally skidded beyond the normal barriers? She had always been spacey, but there had been an earthy, solid base beneath her enthusiasms. And, frankly, a fey sense of humor that enjoyed tweaking the pompous and especially the proud.


But thisThanks, Pamela. Annie clicked off the phone. Should she talk to Laurel? Or should she tell Max? After all, Laurel was his mother.


Maxs mother. Maxs ocean-blue eyes were so much like Laurels, brimming with good cheer, refusing to take the world too seriously, intent upon good times. Heredity. Surely Laurel hadnt gone bonkers. Annie refused to entertain the possibility that Laurel had been bonkers forever. No. That wasnt true. But this graveyard soliloquy must be investigated. Did Laurel need help? If she was talking to a steering-wheel headstone, yes, she did.


The front doorbell jingled. Annie looked up at the clock. Ten oclock. Agatha stretched, flowed through the air to land on the heart-pine floor and then she was gone, slithering into a favorite nesting spot beneath the Whitmani fern. The ferns raffia basket had a lopsided bulge in front, courtesy of Agatha. Agatha always disappeared when a stranger entered the store.


Well, Ingrid would take care of everything.


Annie didnt bother to retrieve her red jacket from the storeroom. Maxs office was only a few steps along the boardwalk that curved around the harbor. She would likely find him immersed in Golf Digest or the Atlantic Monthly or the New York Times. The fact that he was able to keep abreast of all current affairs simply underscored, in Annies view, the paucity of demands on his time. Max always retorted that anyone in the service industry had to remain informed. He considered himself a member of the service industry in view of his rather unusual businessConfidential Commissionswhich offered help to anyone with a problem. Confidential Commissions wasnt, of course, a private detective agency. Confidential Commissions, Max would say earnestly, strives to assist individuals who are perplexed, bewildered, bedeviled.


Okay, bub, Annie thought, have I got a candidate for you. She was so absorbed in her thoughts that she was halfway up the central corridor before Ingrids call stopped her; stopped her, in part, because of the peculiar, choked sound of Ingrids voice.


Annie looked toward the cash desk, at Ingrid, with her eyes wide, her jaw slack, one thin hand outstretched protectively toward Annie.


Forever after, Annie would retain an indelible imprint of her surroundings, the True Crime books to her right, the Christie collection to her left. Edgar, the sleek black stuffed raven, looked down with glassy eyes. A cardboard display case in front of the childrens mystery section held an assortment of George Edward Stanley paperbacks.


And she would always remember her first glimpse of the stocky middle-aged man and his familiar, oh so familiar rounded face with hopeful gray eyes, mist-dampened sandy hair, broad mouth, sandy mustache flecked with gray, and spatter of freckles. He wore a yellow crew neck sweater over a tattersall shirt, chino slacks, tasseled loafers.


The bookstore receded, the brightly jacketed books and Ingrids shocked face and the heart-pine floors blurring. She saw only the man standing a few feet from her. She stared into eyes that mirrored her own, at features that were a masculine version of her own. She saw the flutter of sandy lashes.


That was the way she blinked when shocked or upset.


He tried to speak, struggled for breath as she struggled.


Annie? A clear tenor voice.


She simply stood there. And waited.


He stepped forward, reached out.


She held up her hands, palms forward.


Anniethere was wonder and hope and delight in his voiceIm your dad.












Two





SHE TOOK A step backward.


God, Annie. A smile crinkled the too-familiar, too-strange face, a smile that found a ready home. This was a face accustomed to smiling. Youre so beautiful. You were a beautiful little girl. And now Those damnably familiar, yet strange gray eyes filled with admiration.


Her sandy hair, her gray eyes. And yes, her smile. She felt utter confusion.


He held out both hands, strong hands. Ive looked for you for a long time, Annie. His smile was eager, sweet, engaging.


Sudden anger flamed through Annies icy calm. Have you? Her voice was thin and tight and uneven.


Ingrid came around the cash desk. Annie felt Ingrids hand on her arm, but the touch seemed far away.


He took a step forward. Annie, I wrote and wrote. But the letters came back Addressee Unknown. I


I dont care. She spaced the words like barriers at a closed road. She remembered in a jumble all the Christmases when she used to pray for a daddy like all of her friends and the tears that stained her pillow and the questions she never asked her mother. She thought of scraping by and making do and going without. She remembered the years when shed spun fantasies about her father, and she remembered even more clearly the years shed no longer spun fantasies, when the idea of a father was remote and unreal. He had never been there for her. Never.


She stared at him, saw his smile slip away, his eyes widen, his hands drop.


You walked out a long time ago. She spoke crisply, as if to a late deliveryman, polite but firm, dismissive. As far as Im concerned, you can keep right on walking.


Eyes straight ahead, Annie moved past him, brushing against his suddenly raised arm. For an instant, her heart quivered, but she yanked open the door and plunged out into the fog. She broke into a run, her steps echoing on the boardwalk though the fog dulled the sound. Behind her, she heard a call, muffled by the fog.


Annie, Annie, please


Annie banged into Confidential Commissions.


Maxs buxom blond secretary looked up, a tiny Christmas wreath blinking from her bouffant hairdo. Her welcoming smile froze, then fled. She pushed back her chair. Annie, whats


Annie was already across the narrow anteroom and flinging open Maxs door.


Max lounged in his oversize red leather chair, holding a copy of Golf Digest, feet propped on an Italian Renaissance desk that would have looked at home in a Vatican office. A putter leaned against the desk. The in box held a dozen varicolored golf balls. The desk lamp was twisted to illuminate the artificial putting green.


Max!


She scarcely had time to see his shocked face, he moved so fast, and she was clinging to him, clinging with all her strength.



Annie, whats wrong? Instead of Maxs usual easy, amused tone, his voice was hard, the tone of a man prepared to attack whoever had hurt her. It was like watching a shaggy, well-loved Irish setter transformed to a German shepherd. Her Max, her affable, civilized, laughing Max with a glint in his eye and a grim set to his mouth.


Annie looked up, seeing a face she knew well, handsome features and Nordic blue eyes and golden hair with the glisten of wheat in the sunlight, and a face shed never seen, eyes steely, jaw taut.


Its my father. Her voice was still clipped and harsh.


Max slipped his arm around her shoulders, drew her to the red leather sofa. Father?


No wonder his voice was puzzled. He knew Annies family history as she knew hisin bits and pieces. Shed never said much about either of her parents. Why talk about things that hurt when there were always so many happy things to discuss? And, of course, Annies mother had died of breast cancer years before Annie had met Max. All Max knew of Judy Laurance were snapshots in albums and one studio photograph, a delicate face with sparkling blue eyes, a high-bridged nose, hollow cheeks and a pointed chin. Straight dark hair parted in the middle. The high-necked blue polka-dot granny dress had a lace collar.


The picture didnt reflect Judys grave smile or the way her eyes lit when Annie came into a room. Annie had always wished shed looked like her mother, but she knew she didnt with her short blond hair and serious gray eyes and round chin.


She looked past Max, not seeing the bright modern paintings on his walls, seeing instead the figure of a stocky man with sandy hair and mustache and a round face with laugh lines.


Now she knew where her face came from.


She didnt care.


I dont care, she said explosively.


Max grabbed her hands. Annie, what about your father?


He walked in the store. Just now. I dont know where he came from. Or why. Oh, he said hes been looking for me. For years. Finally there was a prick of tears. Max, thats not true.


Max squeezed her hands. It could be true, Annie.


No. You remember how you found me? She looked into dark blue eyes that softened as he smiled.


It was a favorite memory. She and Max had met in New York when he was involved in off-Broadway plays and Annie was an aspiring young actress fresh from Southern Methodist University in Dallas, Texas. Theyd looked at each other across a crowded room and when their eyes met nothing was ever the same for either of them.


Except Max was rich. Annie was poor.


Max had lived in big houses all over the world. Annie had grown up in a shabby bungalow in Amarillo.


Max dabbled. Annie flung herself wholly into any enterprise.


Max delighted in ambiguities and prized the unexpected. Annie insisted upon order and effort.


Max took almost nothing seriously. Annie took everything very seriously.


Max proposed the second time he saw her. Annie left town.


She did have a reason: her Uncle Ambrose Baileys unexpected death. But she left no forwarding address.



It didnt take you any time at all. Annie pulled her hands free, gestured energetically. You called SMU, got the name of one of my roommates, phoned her and, presto, you came to the island.


I knew youd gone to SMU, he said mildly.


He could have figured it out. Anybody can find anybody with the Internet. The point isnow her gray eyes were deep pools of resistancehe didnt try. He didnt really try.


Max sprawled back against the soft cushion, folded his arms behind his head. He came to the store today. Her husband looked at her gravely.


She sat up stiffly. So I should jump up and down and shout with joy?


Max gazed up at the ceiling. You lost your mom. He was silent for a moment and the office was so quiet she could hear the dull boom of the foghorn out in the harbor, a sad, forlorn, lost sound. His blue eyes swung down to meet her gaze. Youve been all alone. Maybe you ought to give him a chance. Then he said quietly, My dad was too busy working to have any time for me, too busy making more money when he had so much he could have used stacks of it for firewood. Then he died.


Maxs father would never walk into this office.


Annie folded her arms. He could have found me if hed tried. She was past the shock now, but resentment lodged deep inside, hard as granite. She pushed up from the couch. Im okay. But hes twenty-five years too late, Max.


Max rose, too. When he started to speak, she reached up, touched his lips. And we have plenty to do. With Christmas and everything.


Christmas, a time for families. She pushed away the thought. She wasnt a sucker for sentimentality. FamiliesShe clapped a hand to her head. Max, listen, I had a phone call. Your mom




Laurel walked across the dance floor toward them. Annie couldnt help observing her mother-in-law more carefully than usual. Annie turned toward her husband, looking from Laurel to her son. What an incredible resemblance: the same golden hair, the same handsome features (or lovely, as sex decreed), the same eyesNo, dammit, Maxs eyes might, on occasion, gleam with eagerness, soften with tenderness, dance with glee, tease with amusement, but they were never spacey.


As for Laurel, no one, not even Max, could deny that tonight Laurel was at her spaciest. Spacey and lovely, her golden hair curled softly around her patrician face. Laurel lifted a beautifully manicured hand, the coral polish an exact match for lips now curved in a sweet (otherworldly?) smile.


Annie shot another look at Max, then wished she hadnt. Now was not the time to be reminded of how much Max looked like his mother. Annie didnt want to ponder family resemblance and the fact that on this island, right now, was a man with her face, an unreliable Johnny-come-lately she never wanted to acknowledge. But acknowledged or not, her fathers reality couldnt be denied. Just as no matter what she or Max did, nothing could change the reality of Laurel. Or the unreality.


The band belted out Chattanooga Choo-Choo. The Island Hills Country Club had always been an enclave for music of the forties and fifties, responding to the tastes of its members, but the recent revival of swing on college campuses had resulted in a weekly Friday night dance attended by members of all ages, not simply jiving geriatrics. Their table was near the front, so they had a good view of the dancers.


Laurel beamed at Annie and Max. My dearsthe husky voice was kind, tolerantthe minute I saw you, I came straight to you.


Max rose. Hi, Ma. He grinned in his usual easygoing fashion.


Just as if, Annie thought resentfully, nothing remarkable had occurred.


Annie cleared her throat. Laurel. She spoke loudly.


Laurels gaze moved to her. Dear Annie. As if Annies presence absolutely, positively topped off a day packed with glorious moments.


Annie wasnt deflected. I came by your house. I called. I left messages. I need to talk to you.


Max was waggling a hand. She didnt need a primer in body language to understand. Max had not taken seriously Annies report of Laurels session with Go-Dog. He had, in fact, hooted with laughter, rolled those dark blue eyes and murmured, Good old Go-Dog. Ill bet it made his day. Max dismissed Annies efforts to contact Laurel as unnecessary. But if it makes you feel better


Annie ignored Max.


Laurels eyes widened. What a wonderful idea. To talk, dear Annie. She cupped her hands as if cradling a rainbow. However, this evening there are so many wonderful friends I must greet. She glanced happily around the ballroom.


Laurel was undeniably one of the loveliest women in the room. But there was more to Laurel than sheer beauty. She exerted an attraction to the opposite sex that Annie compared to a tidal pull. As Laurel paused at their table, elegant in a cocktail-length ice-blue dress, men headed their way. Men of all ages and all stations. A retired admiral. The mayor. The captain of the high school mens tennis team. A waiter. A visiting golf pro. Howard Cahill, an old friend and sometime beau. Fred Jeffries, intrepid sailor and current beau.


Laurel knew, of course, and she showered hellos and lifted a graceful hand and the men eddied around her, each eyeing the other and awaiting an opportunity to break through. So many friends to greet, she murmured. You and Max are such a dear couple. Do have a lovely


Laurel, please. Laurel, what were you doing at the cemetery? As Annie leaned forward, the music stopped and the last word seemed to reverberate.


Did faces turn toward them? Or was Annie simply imagining the feeling that hundreds of eyes covertly observed their table? Certainly the long list of messages taken by Barb at Confidential Commissions and by Ingrid at Death on Demand and the frenzied blinking of the red light on Annie and Maxs home answering machine were not figments of her imagination. Laurel may have been seen only by Pamela and Gertrude, but the eyes of two had done the work of hundreds. Call after call reported hearing about Laurels cemetery visit. The facts were garbled by some:


Max, I really hate to tell you, but Junie Merritt said Agnes Phillips told her sister that your mother put a model of a demolition derby car by the double-trunked live oak at the cemetery


Max, fun is fun, but pantomimes at the cemetery


Max, apparently Laurel is going to take vows! Now, I havent heard what kind of vows, but will the church let a woman whos been married five times


Annie, I left word on Laurels machine, but she hasnt called. Please tell her wed like to have her speak at our luncheon next week and tell us about the Other Side. Everyone is so excited


Annie, I hope you can arrange things quietly for Maxs sake. Perhaps a nice rest home might be


Annie, Go-Dog is my very favorite driver. I havent been able to get in touch with your mother-in-law, but Ill do anything


In the pause after Annies plea, Laurel placed a hand over her heart. The cemetery. She could not have projected her husky voice more professionally from the apron of a New York theater. She waited a beat, her limpid eyes circling the room. Ive had no success yet, but in my heart I know Go-Dog will come through, just as he always did on Memorial Day. Murmurs across the ballroom sounded like muted cheers. Laurel smiled with utter confidence. Ive asked Go-Dog to find Arturo. I know he will.


Go-Dog, go! a deep male voice shouted. Smiles flashed. Heads bent in eager conversation.


Annie glimpsed a flash of utter satisfaction in Laurels eyes, a sharp, totally cognitive flash.


Laurel lightly patted Annies arm. Your aura is rather worrisome, dear. A rather mustardy color. However, Maxshe blew a kiss at her sonisoh, its coming to meaquamarine, undoubtedly. A throaty laugh. She turned toward her admiring coterie, Oh, Howard, Fred, how utterly divine to see you both, and swept away.


Annie looked after her with amazement. A beau on either arm. Hot damn. But beneath Annies admiration, worry pulsed. That satisfied look of Laurelswhat did it mean?


Max bent down, kissed the top of Annies head. Come on, sweetie, its vintage Laurel. Shes having a blast. Everybody in the room heard that exchange. Shes obviously decided to be the village eccentric. He was half amused, half exasperated. If theres anyone in town who hasnt heard about her performance in the cemetery, they will know after tonight.


Annie stared across the floor at Laurel, still circled by admirers. All male, of course. Why does she want to talk to him?


Max blinked. Annie, dont ask questions that cant be answered. Who knows? It cant be anything too serious. They were only married for two years.


Annie had never sorted out the order of Laurels spouses. Maxs father, of course. And a sculptor. Arturo, the race car driver. A general. And a professor. Maybe Arturo was the most fun.


Max grinned. Actually, I liked Arturo. Laurel called him Buddy. Man, did he drive fast!


The band swung into Tuxedo Junction. Max grabbed her hand. Come on, Annie, lets dance.


Annie felt the old familiar thrill course through her. She loved to dance, but she wasnt sure you could always dance your troubles away. As she and Max swung onto the floor, she couldnt quite dismiss her memory of Laurels savvy, satisfied look.


Or the face of the man whod left her and her mother behind so long ago.




A pale streak of silver speared into the dusky room, the crescent moon free for a moment from scudding clouds. Annie lay wide awake, Maxs body curved next to hers, his arm warm over her waist, his breath soft against her neck. The silvery beam briefly illuminated a white wicker divan and a table with photographs and a small china Christmas tree decorated with sugarplums. When she was little and awoke in the December night, she imagined sugarplums dancing along the moonbeam. The ever-present Great Plains wind rustling the sycamore trees became Santas husky laughter as he directed his sleigh over head. The pale moonlight wavered, was gone, prisoner again of the capricious clouds. How many years had it been since shed pictured plump and luscious sugarplums on an avenue of silver?


How many years? She moved restlessly.


Maxs arm tightened, pulling her nearer. Penny for your thoughts?


Christmas memories fluttered like brightly patterned cards slapping into a pilea heavy snow and the rush of icy air as her sled careened down a hillher mothers face flushed from the heat of the oven as she lifted out loaves of pumpkin bread meant for gifts, but there was always one for Anniethe procession at the Midnight Service, joyous and triumphantopening presents on Christmas morning


He was never there. Her voice ached with unshed tears. I used to thinkoh, when I was really littlethat someday he would come. I even wrote letters to Santa Claus. Oh well. Now her voice was dry, removed, cool. I grew up.


Max gently turned her to face him and their faces were inches apart on the pillow. Annie, maybe


Its too late, Max. But she knew as she spoke that her fathers unexpected appearance, this confrontation with a past that she had never even known, had cast her adrift on a sea of memories, expectations, lossesand fears. Was her fathers instability a part of her? Shed always made plans, followed them. How much of that tenacity sprang from her early loss? Would she ever walk away from those who cared for her?



But hes alive. Maxs hand gripped hers. 
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