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Chapter 1






Loretta Campbell tugged at the twisted sheet. She was so uncomfortable. And so cold. If she pushed the bell, no one would come. Or it would be that impatient nurses aide. Never saw a real nurse anymore. It wasnt the way it had been when Robert was a young doctor and she was a nurse. She was so sick. Too bad about knowing so much. Everyone pretended she was going to be all right. But she knew better.


Loretta wished shed changed her will. It still made her mad. How could Gary ignore the truth, treating Sam and Kate the same? It wasnt right. All these years shed not said anything. Aloud. Oh yes, Marie knew how she felt. One Christmas Eve, Marie had come up to her bedroom, stepped inside, closed the door and leaned against it. She was small, but that night shed been formidable. Marie made it clear: Not a word, not a gesture, not a hint of difference or shed make sure Loretta never saw Sam. Never.


Not right. She pushed the words out of her tight throat. The old resentment boiled inside her, blotting out the pain.


Of course it wasnt right. The voice was calm, soothing as ointment on a burn.


Loretta blinked but she couldnt see, not really, just a dark shape at the bedside. That woman. One of the hospital volunteers. Shed come before. Always so quiet. A listener.


A soft hand gently held Lorettas cold fingers. Tell me all about it. The voice was as soothing as honey to a parched throat. Dont hold anything back. No one will ever know but me. It will make you feel so much better.





Kathryn Girards hands moved swiftly, competently. She loved the steady, pulsing click of the knitting needles. She sat quietly, as comfortable as a cat in her cushiony easy chair behind the low Queen Anne table that served as her cash desk. She always smiled when customers commented on the lack of a cash registera cash box served her needsand the absence of computers or credit card paraphernalia. I enjoy the simple life, she always said with a slow, satisfied smile. No credit cards. Not even a car. People were accustomed to seeing her on her sturdy bicycle. Some even went so far as to praise her commitment to a slow pace. As for the store, Cash or a check, she always said, her lips curving.


When the bell tinkled at the door of her narrow, dimly lit shop on a steamy Tuesday in September, she looked up without much interest. Then her eyes widened. For an instant, her hands were motionless. But the needles were clicking softly as the woman neared the desk, sharp gray eyes scanning the display of Delft china. A careful observer would note that most of the pieces were chipped.


The woman approaching was a very careful observer.


Kathryn looked down at her knitting, ignored the woman. After all, the lighting was dim. Perhaps Frances wouldnt even notice.


The woman was tall and thin, with a jutting-out face and uncompromising wire glasses; she came to an abrupt stop in front of the table.


Kathryn continued to knit, her eyes downcast.


Frieda! The sharp voice rose in surprise. Frieda! Whatever are you doing here? Why, the police are still looking for you. Someone at church told me the other day that they never close a missing person case. It was a seven-day wonder when you disappeared.


Kathryn looked up slowly. I beg your pardon? Her eyes widened. A slight frown marred her heart-shaped face.


Frances Wilson clapped her hands on her bony hips, poked her face forward like a questing turtle. Frieda March. Id know you anywhere.


Im sorry. Kathryns voice was slightly amused with just the right dash of kindly condescension. Actually, you dont know me. Im Kathryn Girard. I suppose your friend must resemble me. But I assure you, Im notwho did you say


Frieda March, Frances snapped.


No. Kathryn was firm. And where are you from?


Winnetka.


Kathryn gave a slight shrug. Where is that?


Winnetka, Illinois. Suspicious gray eyes scoured Kathryns face.


Ive never been there. Kathryn put her knitting on the table. I hope you are enjoying your holiday. That was the trouble with resorts. People came from everywhere. Are you looking for anything special? I have a nice selection of sandwich glass. And some pewter candlesticks from Boston.


No. No, thanks. Frances was backing toward the door.


As soon as the bell tinkled, Kathryn rose from her chair. She was thinking fast. No matter who Frances contacted, nothing would likely happen for a few days. Today was Tuesday. Kathryn nodded. Thursday would be time enough. She needed a car. Usually her customers came to her. She thought longingly of her sleek black Porsche garaged at her hacienda in San Miguel de Allende. How could sheOh, of course. She laughed aloud. What fun. What a clever way to make one last run.





Vince Ellis clicked off his computer. He looked at the yellow legal pad next to his keyboard. He was on to a hell of a story. But there was no spring in his step as he moved away from his study, walked softly up the stairs and stopped by the first bedroom. He opened the door gently. In the shaft of light from the hall, Megs long blond hair splayed on the pillow. But even in a deep sleep, Piggy, the old ragged cloth animal, was tightly clutched to her side. Piggy was all shed brought from her old life. Meg was doing well now, although perhaps too often silent for a seven-year-old. And she still had nightmares. Doing well, but still oh so vulnerable.


Vince Ellis closed Megs door. Desperate danger called for desperate measures. He would do what he had to do.





Ruth Yates heard the slam of Brians car door. He was home early. Shed thought he would go by the church, check to make sure the east room of the basement wasnt flooding. It so often did in hard rains. Quickly, she returned the gun to the dusty cardboard box. She stood, swiping her hands against her navy slacks. Hurrying, she reached the attic door, was out and down the stairs to the second floor as the front door opened.


Ruth? Im home.


The sound of his deep, quiet voice, full of warmth and caring, stabbed at her heart. She couldnt bear for him to turn away from her. And he would if he ever knew.


Forcing a smile to her face though her skin felt like leather, she moved to the top of the stairs. Im here, Brian. Ill be right down.





Janet Pierce knew the eggshell white of the drawing room flattered her. She could see her reflection in the massive ormolu framed mirror on the opposite wall, ash-blond hair drawn back in a severe chignon, finely boned face, sapphire-blue eyes, pale pink lips now curved in an appreciative smile. She managed to invest every conversation with a breathy attentiveness. She could hear her voice, so well bred, saying, you dont mean it? Bridget, thats simply shocking! I cant believe a bracelet could disappear without


Neither her words nor her demeanor reflected the panic fluttering inside. Shed looked forward to this moment for months. She, Janet Pierce, was serving tea at the Thursday Book Clubs annual tea, an honor accorded every year to the Most Outstanding Volunteer of Browards Rock, a pinnacle of social achievement in the small and exceedingly exclusive group of women who ran island society, women who often were only minimally polite to second wives and so assured of their own social eminence that they didnt care how powerful the husband might be. Janet had worked hard, curried favor from old biddies with poisonous tongues and fat purses. This was her moment of triumph and instead of enjoying it, she teetered on the edge of ruin.


Sugar or cream, Adelaide? What a supreme moment. She, Janet Pierce, easily using the given name of the islands wealthiest and most prominent resident. Its just marvelous the way youve lifted the Art Center out of obscurity by bringing


But inside, thoughts ricocheted in her mind: What choice did she have? None, none, none. This afternoon she had to provide a written assurance that would be returned Saturday morning in exchange for the desired package. It would be madness to make the attempt. But what else could she do?





The jagged bolt of lightning split the sky, the harsh light emphasizing the huge lumps of coal-black clouds. Dave Pierces hands closed tightly on the steering wheel, his grip so hard his fingers ached. But nothing moved in his smooth face. His dark eyes stared through the heavy wash of rain on the windshield. He used to love these storms. Theyd always reminded him of Tahiti and Lynn. He pushed memories away. He didnt permit memories anymore.





Henny Brawley pushed open the shiny white front door, peered through the sheeting rain. The weeping willows that masked the parking lot were scarcely visible through the gusts. But it was pointless to look. If the van was there, Kathryn Girard would have struggled through the rain to the Womens Club Building. Or she could have used her cell phone to call Henny, who was the only person in the building at the moment. Only one car waited in the crushed oyster-shell lot and that was Hennys black 1982 Dodge. Besides, Kathryns bicycle was still in the green metal stand to the left of the entrance. Where could Kathryn be? Henny checked her watch. Almost six. Kathryn had left two hours ago, insisting the imminent storm was no problem. Shed smiled that ostensibly pleasant, infuriatingly obdurate Mona Lisa smile and said in the patronizing tone that always offended Henny, We cant let a little rain keep us from our duty.


Henny sighed and turned back to the graceful room, now a repository for boxes, bags and stacks of discarded items that would be offered, once they were arranged and priced, at the Womens Club annual White Elephant Sale, opening at nine A.M. Saturday. The volunteers would arrive tomorrow to begin the pricing. Henny grinned. This years sale, as always, would be great fun. How much did you ask for a necklace of sharks teeth? Or a basket from India with the dubious claim that it once housed a cobra? Or an Olivetti Lettera 22 typewriter? Henny strode to the bulletin board on an easel. A banner across the top read: THE WOMENS CLUB ANNUAL WHITE ELEPHANT SALE, MORE MARVELS THAN THE BIG TOP. Henny was charmingly modest about her authorship of the slogan. Usually even a fleeting thought of it elevated her to high good humor. But right now thanks to Kathryn Girard, she was too irritated to take pleasure. Damn Kathryn. If she werent the most stubborn woman in the worldand a master of passive aggressionshed have waited until tomorrow to make the collections. It wouldnt have taken a moment to call the scheduled pick-ups and change the time. What was sacrosanct about Thursday afternoon?


Now Hennys own plans were askew because of Kathryns stubbornness. It would serve Kathryn right if Henny simply locked up and left. See how Kathryn would enjoy riding her bicycle in this downpour!


Henny was tempted. Then she sighed. The Womens Club van was her responsibility. Shed checked it out to Kathryn Girard, and she damn well was going to check it in.


Four oclock she muttered aloud. Now it was almost six. Surely Kathryn would have called if she was stalled somewhere. Reluctantly, Henny pictured the island, the beautiful South Carolina barrier island of Browards Rock, with its pristine beacheswhen not being pounded by a stormy high tideand miles of wilderness slashed through by only a few roads.


Finding Kathryn should be easy enough, however. Emma Clyde, the islands claim to literary fame, author of the fabulously best-selling Marigold Rembrandt mysteries, was chair of the sale. Henny thoroughly enjoyed the Marigold Rembrandt books and was always more than a little surprised at the contrast between the charming, fluffy sleuth and her cold-eyed, tart-tongued, totally unfluffy creator. Emma Clyde, in fact, was as far from fluffy as a Doberman from a toy poodle. Actually, Henny would never admit itit would tarnish her own reputation as an intrepid sleuthbut she found Emma Clyde downright intimidating. But so did everyone else, including sloe-eyed, mealy-mouthed, two-faced Kathryn Girard. Emma Clyde had used her computer to create the pick-up schedules and had posted them on the bulletin board with directives to sale volunteers. Therefore, finding Kathryn should be easy enough.


Henny paused on her way to the bulletin board, grabbed up a phone and dialed a long-memorized number.



A familiar cheery voice answered obligingly, Death on Demand, the finest mystery bookstore east of Atlanta.


Annie, Henny. Im at the Womens Club and running a little late. Kathryn Girard hasnt turned in the van. She didnt try to keep the irritation out of her voice. Ive got to track her down, then Ill come by for the books. Do you mind staying open for me? In the summers the store stayed open until eight, but after Labor Day, Annie closed up at six.


Annie Laurance Darling had long ago embraced the shopkeepers dictumthe customer is (usually) rightand said agreeably, Sure. Ive got them packed up for you. See you in a while.


Henny was smiling as she hurried to the bulletin board. She scanned the pick-up cards. Hmm. That was odd. The addresses on Kathryns card were scratched out. Written below the original list in a bold back-slanting script were four addresses: 31 Mockingbird Lane, 17 Ships Galley Road, 8 Porpoise Place, and 22 Sea Oats Circle.


Henny yanked the card from the bulletin board. What would Emma Clyde think if she saw the changes? Emma didnt encourage improvisation. Tucking the card in the pocket of her slacks, Henny hurried toward the door, pausing only long enough to retrieve her purse and her gray poncho. The sooner she found the van, the sooner she could go to Death on Demand and pick up her wonderful box of books.





At the Death on Demand Mystery Book Store, owner Annie Laurance Darling spoke firmly to the resident feline, although in her innermost heart Annie knew she was on the losing side. Agatha, you cant eat again.


Green eyes venomously slitted, the imposing black cat stalked to the end of the coffee bar and crouched.


Agatha, no! Do not attack Annie jumped sideways to avoid a hurtling mass of fur.


Agatha thumped to the ground, turned a graceful pirouette and moved toward Annies left knee, fangs clearly visible.


Annie may not have moved as gracefully as the cat, but she was damned fast as she sought refuge behind the coffee bar. All right. All right. A snack. A healthy snack. But the vet said you were too heavy and you know it. She rattled dry diet food into a blue plastic bowl, set it atop the coffee bar.


Agatha floated through the air, emitting piercing yowls on the order of, I am starving. I am neglected. I am riven by pangs of ferocious hunger and you do not care. She poked her lovely face into the bowl and, growling between bites, ate like Joyce Porters Inspector Dover on a binge.


You are much prettier than Inspector Dover, Annie cooed.


Agatha continued to eat and growl, growl and eat.


Annie would have liked to stroke the cashmere-soft black fur, but she wasnt stupid. A series of small scars on both forearms reminded her that Agatha in a bad mood was not to be trifled with.


Annie moved a safe distance along the coffee bar. She resisted the temptation to forage in the refrigerator for a Reeses Peanut Butter Cup. After all, fair was fair and she couldnt feed Agatha diet food while munching on delectable candy. Annie glanced at her watch. She, too, was beginning to feel like a starving castaway on a desert island. Where was Henny Brawley, her bestand sometimes most demandingcustomer? Henny, of course, was a Serious Collector, which meant the fact that books were available in paperback mattered not a whit. Hardcover firsts only, please. Annie regretted having reported the arrival of the special order, but she was so pleased with her success in finding the books that she hadnt been able to resist. After all, it was quite a coup to come up with hardcover first editions of books that had been published more than a year earlier. Henny had been on a trek to the Himalayas when the books came out. Except for stars like John Grisham and Mary Higgins Clark, the shelf life of new hardcover books ran about three months. Not to worry, so long as Annie Laurance Darling, bookseller extraordinaire, could come to the rescue. She looked in satisfaction at the box, wonderful books all: Bellows Falls by Archer Mayor, Fertile Ground by Rochelle Krich, Death of a Rodeo Rogue by Robert Greer, and Killing Time by Cynthia Harrod-Eagles.


As Annie glanced at her watchalready half-past sixa huge blast of thunder almost coincided with a vivid crackle of lightning. The lights in the store wavered, went out, came on again. Rain gurgled in the waterspouts behind the store. The roads were probably an inch deep in water.


The phone rang.


Annie felt a quiver of relief. That would be Henny, saying shed turned back, the storm was too much, and Annie would be free to slosh home to Max, who would welcome her with a glass of California Cabernet and homemade ravioli and a Caesar salad. Annie could scarcely begin to count her blessings. Her handsome blond husband was not only a sexy grown-up version of Joe Hardy, he had recently embraced cooking as his latest hobby. Only in quiet moments of reflection did Annie worry about his genetic inheritance. Her mother-in-law Laurel was forever and anon embracing new enthusiasms. But surely Max would never be tempted to raise anacondas or scale forty-story office buildings. Not that Laurel had succumbed to any such peculiar interests. Yet. Certainly Laurels latest preoccupation was inoffensive. Wasnt it? Annie glanced at the beautifully executed flowers drawn on a note card her mother-in-law had left at the cash desk earlier in the day, a pink rose, a bunch of sweetpeas and a Christmas rose. Each flower was carefully labeled, perhaps for the elucidation of the florally impaired, i.e., Annie. Though she knew she was succumbing to Laurels ploy, she couldnt resist unearthing an old book on the language of flowers and trying to decipher the message. Annie wasnt at all certain, but she was afraid it translated to something like: Please believe me, your departure would calm my anxiety.


Annie grabbed the phone. Death on Demand. She loved saying the name of her store. Shed taken the narrow, cramped, admittedly dingy mystery bookstore shed inherited from her Uncle Ambrose and turned it into a spacious, welcoming enclave with heart-pine floors, the best in current mystery fiction from Albert to Zukowski, a fabulous selection of classic mysteries from Allingham to Zangwill, and a used book section with plenty of collectibles including some super recent acquisitions: The Blunderer by Patricia High-smith, a letter written by Raymond Chandler and a signed map of Maggody drawn by Joan Hess.


Dinner is served, madame. Maxs voice was smooth and deep. Then he spoke in his usual easy tone. The master chef is producing yet another delicious delight. When may I expect my appreciative audience?


Annie glanced toward the front window. Even though the boardwalk was covered, wind-driven rain splatted against the front window. Im waiting for Henny. Shes on her way. Annie frowned. The entire island could be traversed in eight minutes. Even doubling it for the rain, Henny should have arrived. Of course, shed said she had to find the club van first. But how long could that take?


Maybe she changed her mind, Max suggested. Its rugged out there. Static buzzed on the line as another bolt exploded.


Shed call and tell me. Annie heard the worry in her own voice. This was a small island. A very small island. She has to be here pretty soon. Do you mind waiting?


Nope.


Annie was grateful Max had not assumed the temperamental qualities of a master chef. He was, in fact, his accustomed good-humored self, even though she was delaying the arrival of his oh-so-appreciative audience.


Max continued to win husband-of-the-year awards. Dont worry, Annie. Everythings on warm. Its probably better to wait until the storm eases anyway. Dorothy L. and I will relax with a good book. Ive got Steven Womacks latest.


Annie smiled as she clicked off the phone. Max was especially fond of the elegant white cat that shed rescued from the alley behind the store only to find that Agatha was implacably opposed to sharing her territory. Dorothy L. by default became their home cat and she was Maxs devoted admirer. Annie couldnt resist occasionally telling the blue-eyed feline that after all if it werent for Annie, Dorothy L. would be a foundling. In the usual manner of cats, Dorothy L. took no notice and continued to adore Max and ignore Annie. But Dorothy L. was so endowed with charm that Annie didnt hold a grudge.


Annie glanced down the coffee bar. Agatha now sat with her back to Annie as she scrubbed her face with a decisive paw. Okay, so Agatha was short on charm. What she lacked in charm, she made up in intelligence, determination, clevernessand ferocity. Annie loved every dangerous black inch of her.


Annie reached gingerly for the empty bowl, rinsed it, refreshed Agathas water. She glanced around the store. Everything was in order. As soon as Henny came, Annie could scootokay, splashhome to a wonderful dinner and other delights. Her eyes softened as she thought about Max, her unflappable, good-humored spouse. Not that Max was perfect. He lacked application. He wasnt lazy, of course, but hed never equated self-worth with work, a concept difficult for type-A Annie to comprehend. He did have his own business. Of sorts. In fact, Max was very proud of Confidential Commissions, which was not, he was quick to point out, a private detective agency, but was a counseling service devoted to solving problems, problems of any sort. Annie had to admit that Max took an interest in promoting Confidential Commissions. He had, in fact, recently revised the ad which ran, boxed, in the Island Gazette personals:





CONFIDENTIAL COMMISSIONS


17 Harbor Walk


Problems?


Ask Max.




Hed thrust the paper across the breakfast table with a proud grin.


Annie had managed to squelch the tart response that immediately came to mind: Well, honey, thats fine. But how long has it been since youve actually had a client and done any work?


If you have as much charmand moneyas Max, who needs to work?


Annies eyes widened. Shed not said it aloud but the thought had come so clearly, the words seemed to ring in her ear. Her Calvinistic rectitude immediately protestedit was amazing the dialogues she could manage to have with herselfthat charm was no substitute for effort.


Charm, so impossible to define, so joyous to encounter. Shed been thinking a good deal about charm lately. What made a mystery charming? Perhaps that accolade would differ with every reader. But Annie didnt think so and shed devised a perfect test. Every month, she commissioned a local artist to paint five watercolors, each representing a mystery that Annie considered to be very special indeed. The mysteries always had a common theme: American history, women PIs, romantic suspense, comedy. Always before, the theme had been readily apparent. This time, she was asking the contest winner not only to name the title and author represented by each painting, but to define the quality common to all the books. The prize would be the winners choice of a current hardcover plus a month of free coffee.


Annie glanced toward the paintings hanging over the fireplace. She grinned. The various books certainly didnt fit into any obvious category.



In the first watercolor, flickering candlelight fitfully illuminated the inside of an old stone burial vault. An old mans body lay in stiff repose atop a tomb. A handsome young man with curly dark hair and vivid green eyes and a slender young woman with long flowing hair stared in horror at the wet cement being slapped on the still form atop the tomb by an old woman with a rhinoceros-wrinkled face and crazed eyes.


In the second watercolor, a muscular, bronze-skinned man in his fifties with a head as bald as a cue ball glowered at two deputy sheriffs as they hitched a twenty-four-foot silver Airstream Excella to the back of a mustard-yellow Chevy truck with Coconino County badges on the doors. A round-faced woman with a short, light brown Afro anxiously watched.


In the third watercolor, pale fluorescent light illuminated the large open L-shaped room divided by book stacks and tables. A yellow plastic tape inscribed POLICE LINE DO NOT CROSS blocked access to the Mo-Ne fiction aisle. Four uniformed policemen and two men in suits watched as a young woman studied the body sprawled face down between the book stacks. Everything about her proclaimed order and neatness, from her short curled hair to her navy heels. The blue of her skirt exactly matched the blue of the Brazilian enameled bird on her burgundy sweater. In sharp contrast, the dead mans brown hair and beard were matted, his jeans and sweater worn and the laces of his Rockports untied.


In the fourth watercolor, two old women energetically jitterbugged in a country and western bar. The big blond womans turquoise T-shirt featured a pelican peering around the slogan TOUGH OLD BIRD. She swung the small woman, gray-haired and petite, over a glowing inlaid glass boot in the dance floor. Overhead spots glowed red, green and yellow. Neon behind the bar announced SCOOT N BOOT.


In the fifth watercolor, a blinding glare of light speared down into a water-filled pit. Sheer panic distorted the sharply curved features of a gorgeous young woman with light brown skin and almond-shaped hazel eyes. She stared at a massive hippopotamus only a few feet away. Reaching out to her was a determined young white woman with dark brown eyes, auburn hair and an oval face with fine features and a tip-tilted nose.


Would the winner immediately comprehend that these were the first books in series that resonated with charm?


Time would tell.


Timeshe glanced at her watch.


Annie grabbed the mobile phone, punched in Hennys home number. Maybe her most intrepid reader had decided to escape the storm. When the voice mail came on, she said slowly, Henny, this is Annie. Its a quarter to seven Annie broke the connection. Forty-five minutes since Henny had called. This was wrong, all wrong. Henny: responsible, thoughtful, punctual Henny. Where was she?


Thunder exploded. Lighting flashed, so near the boardwalk sizzled with a sulfurous glow. The lights went out.





Sure we can go look. Max Darling cradled the phone under his chin as he snapped the plastic casserole top on the dish and slipped it into the refrigerator. Dont be frightened, honey. He pictured his wife pacing with the telephone, her curly blond hair rumpled from nervous hand swipes, her usually cheerful face strained, her gray eyes dark with worry, her eminently kissable lips drawn by a frown.


Max, do you think Im overreacting? Static blurred Annies worried voice.


No. Henny may just be stalled


She has a cell phone. Annie spoke with finality. A woman with a cell phone was never more than the push of a button away from a connection.


She may be trying to get a wrecker. Maybe she forgot to call you


Max! Henny would call. And now its almost an hour


Okay, honey. Lets figure it out. She called from the Womens Club Max pictured the skillet-shaped island. The club, housed in a restored, very old plantation chapel, was at the north end of the island, Annies store in the curving harbor on the southwest tip.


She said Static drowned out Annies voice. had to find the club van andcome here.


Max sketched the island on a kitchen pad. Where was she going to look for it?


Annie paused before she said slowly, Henny said something about it being on the way to the store.


Max marked the club on the map. The club was in an isolated area on the east side of the island and perhaps a half mile north of St. Marys Church. If Hennys search for the van was en route to the bookstore, that meant she was heading south and the only road going south was inside the gated community of the retirement and resort area. The gate was manned at all times, usually by a retired Marine sergeant or former cop. Residents cars had decals.


Hold on, Annie, let me call the gate, see if the guard remembers Henny coming through. In a moment, he came back on Annies line. Willards on duty. He said Henny drove through shortly after six and turned right. Sand Dollar Road circled the resort. Streets poked off into exclusive neighborhoods. Narrow dusty roads twisted beneath live oaks to remote homes. Hennys west-side house was one of these, with no near neighbors and a spectacular marsh view.


Then she intended to look for the van on the west side of the island, somewhere between the entry gate and the harbor. That makes a lot of sense, Max. Annies voice sounded brighter. Action always pepped her up. Okay, Henny was looking for the van. Well find Henny.


Max reached into a cabinet for a flashlight. Lets check out the west loop of Sand Dollar. Ill drive to the gate and go south. You drive north. And Annie, keep your cell phone turned on.






Rain slid thickly over the windshield like water cascading from a fountain. Max doubted he could find an ark outlined in neon, much less an old black car. The gusting rain cut visibility to a couple of feet. As for the woods to his left and the salt marsh to his right, they existed only in his memory. He knew they were there, but they were shrouded in fog and rain. He was more worried about Henny than he wanted to admit to Annie. Of course, Henny could have gotten stuck, or slid into a ditch, but surely shed found her way to shelter. Even the most remote houses were not more than a mile or so from a neighbor. She might even now be drying off in someones clubroom, awaiting a wrecker.


Just in case, Max used his cell phone. There was a recorded message at Ronnies Wrecker Service. After the tone, he said, Ronnie, this is Max Darling. Annie and I are out looking for Henny Brawley. Please let me know he left his cell phone numberif Hennys called for help. Were afraid shes stuck out in this storm. Thanks.


He peered through the watery glass. He was speeding along at about fifteen miles an hour, but even so, he should be nearing the first major turnoff, Red-Tailed Hawk Road, which angled south. Annie said Henny was looking for the van used to pick up donations. He was no expert on club duties but it seemed odd to him to frolic about collecting discards in this storm. Maybe the van skidded off the road. Whatever, the sooner he and Annie scoured the area, the sooner he could present Annie with his latest superb repast. Had he used just a touch too much garlic? But the master touch was the freshly grated Romano cheese


Max braked. Slowly. Carefully. He turned onto Red-Tailed Hawk.





The windshield wipers struggled against the downpour. Annies eyes swung from one side of the road to the other. She fished out her cell phone, called Emma Clyde. Annie knew that number by heart. Emma was a cherished customer of Death on Demand as well as being one of the star authors with her very own shelf. Emma had long ago refused to go on author tours. Though she refused to do a formal signing, Emma did deign to come by and autograph her new books. Annie was pleased to be able to offer signed copies of Emma Clyde titles to her mailing list and Internet customers. Emma had dropped by the store a couple of weeks ago to autograph the latest Marigold Rembrandt novel, The Adventure of the Purloined Python, and she and Annie had talked about the upcoming Womens Club White Elephant Sale. Knowing Emma, Annie could count on her having a computer file on pick-up routes. The phone rang and rang. No answer. Damn. Annie thought for a moment, then took a deep breath and punched in her mother-in-laws number.


Laurel? Listen, Henny may have had car trouble. Max and I are out looking for her


Oh my dear. I knew there was a reason for my concern. The husky voice could have led a dirge. Out of nowhere this afternoon, I pictured monkshood! Monkshood!


Annie wasnt about to go down this byway. Look, Laurel. We need your help. Please get a phone bank busy calling everybody in the Womens Club. Find out if anyones heard from Henny since six oclock. Call me on my cell phone if you find her.


Monkshood, came the sepulchral tone. Oh, I shall. But, Annie, the blooms were purple. I am very much afraid. There could be no clearer presentiment that danger is near.


Annie clicked off the call. Dammit, that was spooky. Trust Laurel to make her feel like a beleaguered heroine in a Mary Stewart novel. However, Laurel, in her own dippy fashion, was dependable. Annie knew that even now phones were ringing across Browards Rock. The search for Henny was in full swing.


Annie slowed as she reached Laughing Gull Road, a narrow blacktop that ran east, intersecting Red-Tailed Hawk. Winding, reclusive roads poked south from Laughing Gull in the islands most prestigious development around the Island Hills Country Club golf course. Annie hesitated, then pressed ahead on the main road, unhappily aware that Hennys car could easily be in a ditch, invisible behind the curtain of rain. Annie was nearing the northern entrance to Red-Tailed Hawk when her cell phone squawked. She punched it on.


Annie dear, picture a fleur-de-lis. A pause while, presumably, Annie pictured a fleur-de-lis. Oh, the dear iris, harbinger of spring, a message of lovely weather to come, if you will.


Annie wouldnt. She gritted her teeth.


Laurels throaty voice brimmed with cheer. Harbinger. Isnt that a gorgeous way of indicating a message? To make the point clear, she said distinctly, Fleur-de-lis. Message. IndeedLaurel spoke at a brisk clip, perhaps sensing impatience in her listenerI have an important message. Serena Harris just calledand isnt it a wonder how much her hair looks like parsley, so spriggyalthough only faintly greenbut certainly so appropriate to one imparting useful knowledge. Just in case Annies wits were moldy from the rain, Laurel added sotto voice, Parsley, useful knowledge. Then, loudly and very quickly, Serena reports that she saw Hennys car turning onto Marsh Tacky Road shortly after six. Serena did wonder a bit, since thats a dead end, but she simply had to get home in time for the rerun of Andy Griffith. Which always brings to mind the red camellia, which symbolizes unpretentious excellence and


Annie forbore saying it sure as hell didnt bring any such thought to her mind. Laurelforcefullyis Serena sure it was Marsh Tacky Road? The little lane that runs west from Red-Tailed Hawk and dead-ends at King Snake Park?


My dear. Laurels tone indicated disappointment in such churlish questioning of her source. Quamoclit.


Annie pressed the receiver against her ear. What? What did you say?


Truth to tell


Always an interesting claim when made by Laurel.



Ive not actually encountered the quamoclit flower. However, the import is clear: busybody. Add to that a dash of thistlesternnessand I believe we may rest assured that the message is correct. In fact, we may adorn Serena with a wreath of liverwort, the token of confidence. Of course, liverwort is rather thick, like a bunch of moss on a log. Perhaps it might be difficult to create a wreath but


Thank you, Laurel. Annie ended the connection. Liverwort. She hoped it looked better than it sounded. As she punched in the number of Maxs cell phone, she slowed to a crawl, peering through the rain. Yes, she was at the turnoff to Red-Tailed Hawk.


Max answered on the first ring. Quickly, Annie reported the sighting of Hennys car.


Marsh Tacky Road? His voice was puzzled.


Yes. It runs west off Red-Tailed Hawk between Laughing Gull and the south loop of Sand Dollar.


Im on Red-Tailed Hawk and almost to Sand Dollar. I must have passed Marsh Tacky. Ill find a drive and turn around.


No matter the static and buzz, just hearing his voice made Annie feel brighter and happier. Was the rain easing just a little? She felt a surge of relief. Yes, oh yes. And they had a definite place to go. Ill meet you there.





The big black car loomed out of the rainy night, its taillights bright as warning lights on a channel buoy. The interior of the car was dark but the headlights speared through the night, twin beams illuminating silvery slanting rain.


As Annie jammed on her brakes, Maxs crimson Maserati roared to a stop behind her. Annie was grateful for her yellow slicker and billed hat and rubber boots. She was already slogging toward the old black Dodgewhy had Henny left on the lights?when Max caught up with her.


Henny! Annie shouted. The call sounded as forlorn as the cry of a mourning dove.


They reached the car. Max pointed an oversize flashlight inside. Hennys cell phone lay in the passenger seat. A crammed-full book bag rested on the floor. Henny never took a step without plenty of books to read.


Max swung the beam to the back. Empty.


Annie bent close to him. Where can she be? There arent any houses on this road. It just leads to a little park supported by the Womens Club. Theres a big lagoon and some picnic tables. The golf course is on the other side of the lagoon. Not a destination of choice on a rain-drenched night. Why in the world She didnt complete the sentence. There didnt seem to be a rational reason why Henny would turn onto this road. Except


Annie turned, moved quickly to the front of the car. The headlight beams shone straight ahead. Look, Max, look! Annie broke into a run, or the nearest approximation, her boots squishing and sliding on the muddy road. If she hadnt looked hard, shed never have seen the dark blue van. Henny had driven into the storm in search of the Womens Club van.


Annie swung her flashlight, and yes, there was the insignia on the door: WOMENS CLUB, BROWARDS ROCK, SOUTH CAROLINA. But Annie couldnt imagine what had led Henny here, to this remote and unfrequented lane. Oh well, of course she could imagine, as could any sophisticated mystery reader: a sighting on the main road, a determined chase, the cornering of the quarry on this deserted road.


But what then?


Despite the warm embrace of her slicker and only a vagrant splash of rain on her face, Annie suddenly felt as cold as Roderick Usher approaching Madelines tomb. She took a deep breath, tried to stave off a clammy sense of horror. Maybe deep familiarity with detective fiction had its drawbacks. This was no dreary House of Usher, it was simply the club van. And yes, Hennys car was abandoned, but there were no indications of violence or injury. Annie had a sudden mental picture of the sailing ship, the Mary Celeste, found adrift off the Azores on December 3, 1872, breakfast partially prepared in the galley, and not a soul aboard and never a hint to the fate of the crew and the captain, his wife and daughter.


Max pulled open the front door of the van. His light danced across the seats, revealing the disarray of an upended purse on the passenger seat and the gaping car pocket with tangled papers. Tape cassettes and CD cases spangled the floorboard.


Annie whirled and ran to the back of the van. She reached up, grabbed the handle and pulled.


The door swung open. The beam of her flashlight skimmed across bulging piles of clothes thrown helter-skelter. A broken wooden chair leaned against the mound of clothing. Wadded brown grocery sacks were stuffed in a corner. A worn wool blanket covered a lumpy form. The flashlight in Annies hand wavered as she stared at the exposed sole of a womans shoe and at a pale white ankle.















Chapter 2






Max! Annies voice was thin and terrible, piercing the sodden night. She knew there was a body beneath that blanket, an utterly still shell without life.


Maxs strong arm came around her shoulders. Hold on. He swung his flashlight into the van. The beam illuminated the uneven bunching of the thin olive-green blanket, the mud clinging to the black leather shoe, the bare ankle.


Annie. He spoke quietly. Go to your car. Ill call


But she was already moving, shrugging free of Maxs touch, thrusting her flashlight at him, clambering into the van, reaching for the blanket. Yes, she knew the protocol for crime scenes, how the evidence would be handled by Ed McBains Steve Carella of New Yorks 87th Precinct, Barbara DAmatos Chicago officer Suze Figueroa and Susan Dunlaps Berkeley cop Jill Smith. But Annie wasnt a cop, she was a friend. Henny. Dear Henny, so crisp and clever and kind. Annie gave no thought to fingerprints or DNA as she grabbed the end of the blanket and yanked, pulling hard against a dreadful, unyielding weight. She scrambled next to the still form, pushed and pulled until the blanket slid away.


Blood matted dark hair.


Annie was so shocked that for an instant she could scarcely believe what she saw.


Not Henny. Its not Henny. Oh Max, its not Henny. It felt like a shout even though she scarcely managed a whisper. There was an instant of unimaginable relief, but that was swiftly superseded by a wash of horror as she recognized Kathryn Girard, a brutally dead Kathryn, her skull crushed by a powerful blow. The ferocity of the attack made Annie feel sick and frightened.


Unwillingly, Annie reached past Kathryn, making sure there was not another body there. But no, that was only a quick nightmarish fear, impelled by the grisly discovery. There was no room for anyone else in the van.


Dear God, where was Henny? One murder was clear to see. Had there been two?




Annie heard the wail of the siren, but she didnt pause in her slow, careful survey of the rain-drenched salt myrtle and bayberry and yaupon holly shrubs on either side of the road. Water glistened on ferns. She was looking for some trace of crushed branches or, worst possibility, another still form. Back and forth she swung her flashlight. She didnt bother to hunt for footprints in the sticky mud of the narrow road. The steady rain would have washed out any trace. The siren choked off in midsqueal. Bright lights pierced the darkness behind her, signaling the arrival of the police. Max was at the van to hail them. Hed been reluctant to let her seek Henny, but he understood that she must. And, as shed informed him, murderers dont linger. Annie felt she was safe enough. If only Henny was safe


A police radio crackled. She glanced back. A stark light flared behind the van. The methodical gathering of evidence had begun. No doubt a careful search was being organized.


Annie followed the curve in the road. The road widened into a turnaround. An iron grillwork arch marked the entrance to King Snake Park. Annie suppressed a shudder, though a naturalist friend had once waxed rhapsodic about the glorious nonpoisonous Eastern King with its golden markings and its penchant for eating poisonous snakes. Annie took comfort in the fact (surely this was true) that snakes dont like to be cold, so none of the glorious creatures should be writhing about near her on this rainy night. Her light played across a series of picnic tables, the beam poking here and there, as ineffectual in illuminating the darkness as the flicker of fireflies. Beyond the tables was the murky lagoon, undoubtedly home to alligators. Alligators hunt at night. The fearsome creatures reach fourteen feet, weigh five hundred pounds and have mouths with teeth that can rip small dogs into morsels.


If Henny was in the lagoon, she was long past help. If she was lost or hurt somewhere in this rugged terrain, she had to be found and found soon. The rain had eased. Now it was a steady, fine drizzle, but the temperature had dropped into the sixties. Obviously, Henny wasnt on her feet, wasnt able to call for help. If she were to lie unmoving too long, hypothermia would kill her.


Annie whirled and ran back toward the lights and the metallic squawk of the police radio.




A searchlight on the bed of a small pickup threw the back of the Womens Club van into garish relief. Rain misted against the open rear door, beaded the floor.


Max was gesturing toward the woods. need to round up a search party. Theres no trace of Henny Brawley. My wifes looking for her.


Im in charge here. Rain dripped from a snap-brim hat sheathed in plastic, rolled down the gray plastic poncho. The voice was gruff, the posture straight and stiff, and both seemed at odds with a youthful, rounded face with plump cheeks, dogged blue eyes and a snub nose. In the blazing spotlight, the earnest young man staring up at Max looked more like a choirboy than a law officer. Chief Garrett. My immediate duty is to secure the crime scene


ChiefMaxs voice was dangerously quietwe have a missing woman. Shes elderly, defenseless and


Thought your wife told you this Brawley woman had chased after the victim. He pointed at the van.


Annie skidded to a stop beside Max. Henny went after the van because she was worried about Kathryn


Well see what the lady says when we talk to her. You folks can wait over


Chief! Annie wished she were as imperious as Amanda Crosss sleuth Kate Fansler. You dont understand. Henny Brawley is missing. Theres her carit was Annies turn to pointand we havent found any trace of her. None.


She cant get far. Now you folks need to get out of the way. This is a crime scene. He swung toward the van. Pirelli, make sure you get a complete sweep with the videocam


Lou Pirelli was stocky and muscular. His posture didnt change, but he stared at his boss in surprise for an instant, then said, Yes, sir.


and Cameron, get on the horn, get some dogs out here. Tyndall, check out that carhe pointed toward Hennys old black Dodge, the headlights beginning to dim as the battery ran lowerlift some prints from the steering wheel, see if you find a match in the van.


Billy Cameron had been on the Browards Rock police force ever since Annie had arrived on the island, a gentle, sweet giant, towering at six-foot-three, handsome as a rugby player in a sport drink ad. He ducked his head as he passed Annie, obviously unhappy with his new boss, but Billy followed orders. As would Officers Pirelli and Tyndall, who made up the rest of the Browards Rock police force. Joe Tyndall had a complete collection of Mike Hammer paperbacks. He liked to kid Annie that the Mickey Spillane novels were the only politically incorrect books still in print. He, too, avoided her gaze as he broke into a trot, heading for Hennys car.


This was Annies first meeting with the new chief, who had succeeded their old friend Frank Saulter. Frank was celebrating his retirement by going on a round-the-world trip with his oldest grandson via tramp steamers, hostels and hitchhiking. Yesterday theyd received a card from South America: Going up the Amazon. Found a signed first edition of The Glass Key in a little store in Tef. Cost $2 American. Love, Frank.


Annie felt the quick burn of tears. Shed shown the card to Henny, who considered Frank an intense rival in the world of mystery collecting. Henny had clapped her hands together. Thats a real coup. Well have a party for Frank when he gets back.


Annie wished Frank, dear laconic, saturnine, dyspeptic Frank, were here tonight instead of this newcomer who was too busy establishing his authority to listen. Annie forgot to remember her long-standing resolve to curb her quick tongue. Look here, it doesnt matter whether Hennys fingerprints are on the van. You could find her prints on the murder weapon and it wouldnt mean a thing! Henny would never hurt a soul. And shes out there somewhereAnnies arm swept toward the wet shrubs and dripping forestand she could die if we dont find her soon.


A satisfied smirk transformed the plump face. Garrett looked like Hamilton Burger confident hed finally cornered Perry Mason. Do I understand that you have searched the immediate area and found no trace of the missing woman? His voice had the stentorian ring of a prosecutor.


Garrett certainly lacked people skills, but Annie was pleased that he finally seemed to get the point. Thats right. Annie once again gestured into the darkness. Ive checked along both sides of the road all the way to the park.


Chief Garrett nodded. The conclusion is clear. She has not been a victim of
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