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Hairstylist Marla Shore is eager to introduce her fiancé, Detective Dalton Vail, to her extended family over Thanksgiving weekend at Sugar Crest Plantation Resort. But that was before she found Aunt Polly suffocated in bed. Is it a coincidence that her aunt’s father once owned the property? According to rumor, he met with two mysterious Cossacks who vanished right before his premature death. Their spirits are said to haunt the place, and Marla believes it when she feels a cold presence inside the hotel’s rickety elevator.

Are ghosts at fault, or could politics be playing a part? A city council meeting is being held that weekend to determine the resort’s fate. Tensions deepen when another body turns up on the nature trail. Whatever is going on at Sugar Crest, someone is willing to kill to keep it hidden. It’ll take all of Marla’s sleuthing skills to untangle the clues and root out the killer, even if it means exposing her own family’s unsavory past.

****
[image: image]


“Cohen constructs a dandy murder mystery with a wonderfully thought-out story line that includes family secrets, historic preservationists, real estate developers, and some scary things that go bump in the night. Spend Thanksgiving with Marla and her family at the haunted Sugar Crest Hotel. You won’t be sorry.” Reviewing the Evidence

“Dead Roots has all right the ingredients for a great hair day, absolutely fun, winsome characters, a fast-paced, wonderful mystery read!” Heather Graham, NY Times Bestselling Author

“Condemned wings of the hotel, secret passages, and a gaggle of paranormal experts investigating the resident ghosts, all add up to a frenetic mixture of mirth and mayhem.” I Love A Mystery

“Well-developed characters and an intriguing historical background enhance this winning cozy.” Publishers Weekly
Map of Sugar Crest Plantation Resort
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Chapter One
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“Maybe I shouldn’t have come,” Detective Dalton Vail said to hairstylist Marla Shore while they drove north on I-75 along Florida’s west coast. “Your family is holding its first reunion. They may resent having an outsider present.”

“You’re my fiancé, not an outsider.”

“How many people do you expect?”

Marla swept a strand of chestnut hair behind her ear. “I have a gazillion relatives. Some of us will be meeting each other for the first time. We’re from all over the country.”

Keeping his hands on the wheel, Dalton gave her a disquieted glance. “I’d rather have you all to myself.”

“We’ll have our own room. You’re not nervous, are you?”

His broad shoulders stiffened. “Nothing bothers me, sweetcakes. You know that.”

“Right,” she murmured, her lips curving in a smile. I might have believed that before we grew close, but not now.

When they first met, she’d never suspected the gruff lieutenant could have a soft side. Memories flitted through her mind of their initial encounter. He’d been investigating a murder case where she was the prime suspect. His onslaught of questions had made her quake in her shoes. Later, when they started solving crimes together, her reaction changed to another sort of trembling under his skilled touch. Even now, Marla marveled that the lonely widower and his thirteen-year-old daughter included her as a special person in their lives.

She gazed at him fondly, absorbing the pleasing sight of his ebony hair streaked with silver, his sharp, angular features, and his tall, powerful frame. Too bad they couldn’t steal away for longer.

“I’ve never heard of Sugar Crest,” he commented.

“The resort isn’t widely advertised. Out-of-state tourists usually go to places like Naples and Sarasota.”

“What was that crack your Aunt Polly made? Something about being prepared for stormy waters?”

Her brow wrinkled. “I don’t understand what she meant. Hurricane season is over, and we’re supposed to have clear skies this weekend. It should be perfect for Thanksgiving.”

“Fireworks often happen when families get together.”

“She could be afraid of ghosts. The resort is listed in my guidebook under Haunted Florida Hotels. It dates to the 1800s and was a sugar plantation until new owners took over in 1924. I’m sorry Brianna couldn’t come. Your daughter would have had fun exploring the buildings.”

“My folks haven’t seen Brie in a long time. She was excited about visiting them in Maine. It’ll be good for her to be with her grandparents for a change.” Dalton’s gray eyes darkened to slate. “So it’s just you and me. This can be sort of a pre-honeymoon. What shall we say if your family asks what date we’ve set?”

“We’re still coordinating our schedules.” Marla swung her gaze to the window. They’d passed the Peace River near Punta Gorda. Fingering the amethyst ring on her right hand, she considered their options. Delaying the date for their nuptials had been her idea. “It’s only been three weeks since Wilda’s salon closed its doors in the same shopping strip as my place. We’ve been getting an influx of new customers as a result, and it’s all I can do to handle the extra business. I must have been nuts to consider Wilda’s offer to buy her shop.”

“You can’t do everything. I like your idea of adding spa services to Cut ’N Dye instead.”

“Yeah, well, we’re not supposed to discuss work on this trip.” Marla felt edgy about leaving the salon even for a weekend. She’d had to assign her clients to someone else and ask Nicole to take over as manager in her absence. The other stylist didn’t mind. Nicole was always exhorting Marla to take time off, but being the owner didn’t allow such luxuries.

“I can’t wait to see the plantation,” she said. “Ma told me she’d be arriving early. She’s supposed to bring Aunt Polly. I wouldn’t want to drive in their car, the way those two argue.”

“You’ve told me so much about Aunt Polly that I’m curious to meet her,” Dalton said with a grin.

“You may be sorry. She’s quite a character.” Marla hoped her eccentric relatives wouldn’t turn him off about marrying her. Maybe that’s why Dalton hadn’t given her a diamond engagement ring yet as he’d promised. He wanted to check out her bloodlines first.

“Isn’t your Aunt Polly the one who came up with the idea of holding a reunion at this resort?” he asked.

“That’s right, although Cynthia made the arrangements.” Dalton had met her cousin while investigating the murder of a board member from Cynthia’s favorite volunteer organization. “She said there’s a lot to do in the area. The resort alone covers over two hundred acres, and if that doesn’t keep us occupied, we can drive to Sarasota or visit Solomon’s Castle. Four days probably won’t be enough, especially with the social events planned.”

Dalton’s lips tightened. “What do you mean?”

“Cynthia is working with the social director at the hotel to provide some mixers for our group. I know there’s a cocktail party tonight. We’ll get a schedule when we arrive. I want enough time to enjoy the beach.”

“If I can see you in a swimsuit, I’ll agree.”

Her eyebrows lifted, but she didn’t respond to his innuendo. “You should like the restaurants, although Cynthia may have secured us a private banquet hall.”

“I was hoping we’d have free rein during the day and would just meet your clan for dinner.” He gave a resigned sigh. “Whatever makes you happy.”

“Oh, I don’t know—after an extended weekend with my cousins, I might go home screaming. I’m more curious about Aunt Polly’s motives. I think she may have her own agenda for bringing us together.”

Dalton glanced at her. “You’re not thinking about that psychic’s prediction, are you?”

“What, that someone close to me will die during an upcoming trip? Wilda used that as an excuse to force me to solve Carolyn Sutton’s murder.”

“I thought you said another medium in Cassadaga confirmed her reading.”

“I’m not worried. We both need a break from work. Let’s try to relax.” Both psychics had advised her to devote more energy to herself. She intended to have fun this weekend, and that meant casting off her misgivings. “Look, there’s the sign. Turn here.”

The drive into the estate took them down a bumpy segment of road. According to her guidebook, the road was constructed from an early form of concrete called tabby—a mixture of lime, sand, oyster shells, and water. Their route wound through fields that had once yielded cotton, sugarcane, and citrus. Sunlight gave way to shade when they entered a wooded area where Spanish moss draped overhead from live oaks. In the distance, Marla spotted stately queen palms dotting grounds splashed with pink and red hibiscus and other perennial flowers.

Her attention shifted to various buildings looming within range, but nothing prepared her for the sight of the main hotel. The road segued into a paved brick driveway that ended in a circular swath. Their car slowed in front of an immense palatial structure.

As Dalton pulled up to a section marked FOR GUESTS ONLY, she gaped at the grand entrance. “Oh, my gosh. I didn’t expect anything so magnificent.”

He peered at the edifice. “This doesn’t look like a plantation manor to me. I was expecting some quaint old cracker residence.”

“I’ll bet this complex rivals the Breakers in Palm Beach,” she told him. “The only thing like it on this coast is the Don Cesar Beach Resort in St. Petersburg.”

She gazed at the French Renaissance design, craning her neck to regard the central tower, which stood higher than ten stories. The main portion appeared as a rectangle, with four offshoots sprouting like an X-Wing fighter.

Eager to see the place in detail, Marla stepped outside into the balmy November air. She’d brought mostly casual clothes, appropriate for a beach house, not for this opulence.

When she pushed beyond the massive double doors, she noted that time seemed frozen in the 1920s-era lobby. Crystal chandeliers, wood-paneled walls, and hunter green upholstered furnishings decorated an expanse intersected by a wide, carpeted stairway that climbed to a mezzanine level. The air didn’t have the modern smell of air-conditioned purity. It carried a faint mustiness with a tinge of lemon oil.

“Marla, I’ve been waiting for you.”

She whirled to see her mother bearing down on them. “Ma, you didn’t tell me this place was so fancy. I didn’t bring the right clothes.”

Anita kissed her and gave Dalton a brief hug. “Don’t worry about it. I’m a bit overwhelmed myself. Did you tell the porter to get your luggage? They still have old-fashioned keys here, none of that plastic card nonsense. Wait until you see the rooms. They’re enormous.”

Marla and Dalton followed Anita to the registration desk, a wide mahogany counter. Here a concession to modernity appeared in the form of computer stations manned by uniformed clerks. Marla’s astounded glance lifted to the far wall where miniature wood cubicles were emblazoned with each guest’s room number on shiny brass plates. Past meets present, she thought, anxious to explore.

“Marla gave me the impression this hotel was built on the site of an old plantation house,” Dalton said after giving their names to a fresh-faced young man. “I expected southern-style comfort like ceiling fans and wraparound porches.”

“You’ll find those features at Planter’s House, a separate building from the main hotel. It’s the original residence, built in 1844, when the plantation was established,” the clerk explained. “When Andrew Marks took over in the 1920s, he constructed this hotel and converted the property to a resort. Planter’s House was renovated and is now reserved for concierge-level guests. You can tour some of our other buildings, though.” He handed Dalton a form to sign.

“How many of the original structures survived?”

“The sugar mill, some tabby slave cabins, the old barn, and the stable.”

Anita poked her arm. “I’d hoped our family would have exclusive run of the resort this weekend, but we’re not the only group here, since it’s a holiday. A team of paranormal researchers are staying at the hotel to conduct experiments. I met some of them already. They’re looking for ghosts.”

Marla gave Dalton a seductive glance. “Maybe you’d like to hunt spooks with me.”

“You left your poodle at the vet, remember?” he replied, his eyes twinkling.

“Leave Spooks out of this. I’m not talking about my dog.”

“Oh no? Some of those psychics you’ve met could be considered strange animals.”

“You’ll see. I’ll bet some of the ghost stories are real. Maybe Aunt Polly knows more about them. She’s the one who chose this place. Where is she?” Marla asked her mother.

“Polly is getting settled in her room. If I had to stay in her company for one more minute, I’d plotz.”

“Ma, that’s not nice.”

“You should have heard her on the drive over. She wouldn’t shut up about Roger and me.” Anita thrust her fingers tipped with red nail polish through her white layered hair.

Marla was grateful her mother hadn’t brought her annoying boyfriend. This was a family retreat, after all. It was also her fiancé’s first chance to meet the entire clan. She hoped he wouldn’t have to listen to arguments the whole time.

“There’s talk of converting this property into a Florida living-history experience,” Anita said in an undertone so the clerk wouldn’t overhear.

“Just what we need in Florida, another theme park,” Dalton commented.

Anita snorted her displeasure. “City council members are meeting to discuss the issue. If you ask me, the hotel shouldn’t have booked so many groups for one weekend. At least Cynthia reserved early enough to get the prime space. You’ll have to get a schedule, angel. Oh, there’s the social director.” Anita flagged down a lady coming off the elevator.

Dalton completed the room arrangements and handed Marla a heavy metal key. “I’ll go up with the luggage. You can join me when you’re ready.” He sped off, clearly anxious to avoid further entanglement.

A woman with hair like spun gold, ocean blue eyes, and a smiling mouth approached them. “Hello, I’m Champagne Glass, the social events coordinator.” With her shorts outfit, funky socks, and running shoes, the social director looked like a preppie camp counselor, even down to her ponytail tied with a navy scrunchie.

“This is my daughter, Marla,” Anita said, beaming.

“We’re so delighted to have your family with us this weekend.” Champagne pulled a stack of papers from her portfolio. “I’ve designed a schedule of activities for you to meet and greet each other. Most are casual affairs, except for Thanksgiving dinner tomorrow, and a dance party on Saturday night before everyone leaves. You’re going to love this place. If I can help you in any way, my extension is on this card. Otherwise, I’ll be around to make sure everyone is having a super time.”

Forced fun was never Marla’s favorite sport. “After I unpack, I’d like to explore the grounds. What time is the tour? Seeing the original buildings is a highlight on my list.”

Champagne’s smile dazzled like sunbeams on the ocean. “I’m leading a group at two o’clock. You’re welcome to join us. Um, there is one thing I must mention. The hotel is in various stages of repair. We ask that you don’t go near the northwest wing.”

“Why is that?” Marla’s natural nosiness compelled her to ask.

“Oleander Hall is unsafe. Termites, you see, and there’s some question about whether it’ll be torn down or renovated. In the meantime, it is imperative you don’t venture into that area.”

“Okay.” Odd that only a portion of the place would be affected by termites. The insects must have caused localized damage in that section. Otherwise, wouldn’t they have to clear out the entire hotel to fumigate it with poison gas? She really had no idea how larger structures were treated, nor did it matter at the moment.

“Is the beach far, and is there a charge for chair rentals?” she asked. Changing into a swimsuit and lazing under the sun were more tempting considerations.

“If you head down the Grand Terrace in the rear and go past the pool, you’ll come to the beach. Chairs are free, and you can rent cabanas,” Champagne informed her.

“Here comes Polly. You talk to her, Marla. I need to ask Champagne about our cocktail party,” Anita said.

Before Marla could protest, her mother hurried away with Champagne in a huddled conversation. Oh great, Marla thought. Aunt Polly had spotted her. Now she was stuck, while Dalton waited upstairs. He must be wondering what was keeping her.

“Aunt Polly, how good to see you,” she said, catching the elderly lady’s frail shoulders in a quick embrace. Was it her imagination, or had Polly grown thinner since their last visit? Marla had begun helping her aunt with financial affairs at home, and she’d just seen her two weeks ago. She hadn’t remembered Polly’s bones being so prominent. It gave her face a hollow appearance and her wrinkled skin a sallow cast.

“It’s about time you got here,” her aunt scolded, wagging a gnarled finger. “I have something for you to do.” She peered at Marla through new glasses, thanks to Barry Gold, an optometrist who kept up his pursuit of Marla even though her affection was engaged elsewhere. Now if only Marla could get Polly to shop for new clothes. Her aunt’s shirtwaist dress was clean, with the hem in place, but the style dated back a few years. Knowing Polly, Marla figured the garment might be that old.

“What can I help you with?” she asked her aunt, wishing Polly would listen to reason. The older woman saved money by eschewing air-conditioning, recycling trash, saving junk-mail envelopes, and doing her laundry by hand. Rejecting Anita’s offer of assistance, Polly had allowed Marla into her frugal life but refused to change her ways.

“It’s a long story. We’ll need to sit down,” Polly said.

“Then I’ll need time to listen. I’m here with my fiancé. Could we possibly meet later? Dalton is waiting for me, and I have to unpack.”

“Whassat? Something is wrong with your back?”

Why don’t you get a set of hearing aids already? “I’ve got to go,” Marla explained in a loud voice, moving away from a laughing couple in tennis outfits.

“We all have to go sometime. Did you know your granddaddy passed away in this place?”

“What?” Startled, Marla glanced into Polly’s rheumy eyes, but they held intelligence, not senility.

“Yep. We used to live here when I was young. Those were the days when everything was golden, mind you. By the time I was old enough to spell my name, Papa had moved us out of the antebellum mansion and into this grand hotel. He had vision, Papa did. That’s your granddaddy Andrew.”

Marla put her handbag on a lamp table to give her shoulder a rest. “How long ago was this? Ma never said anything about your living here.”

“You don’t remember your grandma, do you? She took on the place after Papa died.”

“Do you mean they managed the resort?”

“Oh no, dear. They owned it.”

Marla’s jaw dropped. Ma had alluded to some lost wealth in her past but she’d never indicated their family owned property this extensive. “What happened?”

“Eh? Speak up.” Polly cupped her ear, a motion that nearly knocked the red felt hat off her head, exposing scraggly gray hair with self-shorn ends.

“I said, what happened?” Marla shouted. Several guests glanced in their direction. She wondered if any of them were cousins she hadn’t met. Her mother had seven siblings, and all but two of them had produced children. She’d met most of her relatives from the Northeast and South, but their family tree was so expansive that mapping it took seven landscape-formatted sheets of paper placed end to end. A large contingent of extended family members lived in Colorado. Some resided in Canada, and still others remained in Israel and Russia.

“Ruth, that’s my mama, sold the resort in the 1960s,” Polly explained.

“I never really knew her. She died shortly after I was born.”

“You’re too warm? Why don’t you take off that blazer? You’re on vacation, dear. You shouldn’t be so dressed up. Go to your room and get changed.”

“That’s a good idea. I’ll dash off right now.” Grateful for the excuse, Marla snatched her purse from its resting place.

“Come see me later, child,” Polly ordered. Her face paling, the old woman swayed.

Marla felt a jolt of alarm. “Aunt Polly, are you okay? Shall I take you to your room?” She grabbed her aunt’s elbow.

“I’ll be fine,” Polly said, shaking her off, “but only if you’ll agree to help me with my search. Where are you staying?”

Marla glanced at her key. “Room 407 in Hibiscus Hall. Where are you?”

“I have a suite in the tower, but I don’t sleep there. Too many memories. The tower is where...Well, I’ll tell you more about it next time.” She snorted. “Your cousin Cynthia wouldn’t demean herself to stay in the main building. She and Bruce reserved the entire top floor of Planter’s House along with that no-good brother of hers. It’s time she kicked him out. It’s the only way he’ll learn to stand on his own two feet.”

Give him a break. Corbin just got out of jail. “Cynthia is glad her brother has come home.”

“Yes, I’m home now.” Polly’s expression took on a wistful look. “I’ll see my parents soon. Have you talked to them yet?”

Uh-oh. Polly’s mental light bulb was loose. Mentioning her siblings might help to straighten her circuits. “No, tanteh. Is Uncle Moishe coming? I heard he wasn’t well.”

“Moishe? He couldn’t stay away. His kids are here, along with their children. I wonder how much he’s told them. Be careful what you say to anyone, dear.”

Marla opened her mouth, then closed it again. Polly would explain at the appropriate time. “If you’ll be all right, I’m heading for my room. Which way do I go?”

Dalton must think she got lost. Her stomach rumbled, and she decided to check out the restaurants after getting changed. That is, unless Champagne had arranged a family get-together for lunch. She’d study their schedule after unpacking.

“You’re too young to go,” Polly said, misinterpreting her words. Her eyes shone as she clutched Marla’s arm. “Steer clear of Oleander Hall and you’ll be all right.”

Wasn’t that the same section Champagne had warned her away from? “Don’t worry, I’m not going in that direction. The social director told me it needs repairs and might be dangerous.”

“That’s not the only reason.” Polly leaned forward, giving Marla a whiff of fetid breath. “Bad spirits inhabit that wing, and only they know what really happened there.”
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Marla gaped at Polly. Did her aunt believe in ghost stories? “You grew up here. Who’s haunting the place?”

Polly’s eyes misted. “After the tragedy, our family drifted apart. No one wants to heal our dynasty more than I do. This is our last chance to mend fences and right old wrongs.” Her voice shook with emotion. Glancing furtively about the lobby, she added, “Those ghost hunters may rattle a few cages. We don’t want them finding anything that belongs to us. Stay alert, mind you.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ll see. You’re a smart girl, so I’m sure you can handle this bunch.” Polly shuffled off, muttering to herself.

A motley crew of young people surrounded Marla. They wore jeans and matching orange tee-shirts saying Seeing is Believing. An array of equipment dangled from their belts or around their necks—cameras, recorders, light meters, and other gadgets.

“We’re with the West Coast Florida Ghost Chasers,” said one young man with a crewcut and a toothy grin. “Are you one of the family?” He pronounced those last two words with extra emphasis, as though he were talking about the Kennedys or another famous dynasty.

Considering the hotel’s past history, maybe he referred to one of Florida’s finest, like Henry Flagler or James Deering. “Which family? This is a holiday weekend. Lots of people are vacationing here.” Marla gestured at the expansive lobby.

“You know, Andrew Marks, the man who built the place. Aren’t you one of his descendants?”

Hearing her grandfather’s name from the mouth of a stranger startled her. “What if I am?”

“You can help us prove our point.” At his pronouncement, the other paranormal folks nodded their heads. “Andrew’s spirit walks the halls. Maybe he’ll manifest himself to you.”

Been there, done that. Didn’t I solve Carolyn Sutton’s murder to put her ghost to rest? “No, thanks. I’m here for recreation, nothing more. I don’t want to be involved in anyone else’s business.”

The young man squinted. “But it’s your family, and rumor says the treasure was never found. Those two strangers may still be here, guarding its secret.”

“Treasure? What strangers?” she asked, confused.

“The two men who visited Andrew the night he died.”

“I’m unaware of the resort’s history. Are you implying these people are ghosts?”

The guy gave her an odd look, as though she were the one treading on unknown territory. “We’re called in when people suspect a haunting. We look for evidence to substantiate their claim. In many cases, we’ll disprove it.”

“I don’t get your point.”

“There have been incidents at the resort, and management hired us to determine if the entities are real. In that case, we’ll ask them to leave.”

“Oh, right. Tell me,” Marla said, crossing her arms, “why would my grandfather’s soul linger here? Does he have unfinished business relating to the property? I’d think he would hover by the cemetery where his body is buried.”

“Not necessarily,” a woman with mousy brown hair said in a high-pitched voice. She’d been scribbling in a notepad like Dalton did when he was on a murder case. “Some spirits are attached to a place, and they don’t want to leave. Or, as you say, Andrew has unfinished business. Since this was the site of a traumatic event, you know, where he—”

“Miz Shore?”

Marla whirled around. “Yes?” she said to the man leering at her. He had wild hair the color of buckskin, narrow-set amber eyes, and a thin build nearly obscured by an oversized maroon staff jacket. His name tag read Harvey Lyle.

“I’m one of the stewards, ma’am. Yer roommate called the front desk. He’s wondering why ya been gone so long.”

“I guess I’d better go upstairs.” She addressed the waiting group, “Thanks for the information. I’ll catch you later.”

She turned to follow the man toward the elevator. She’d had enough communiques from the spirits after her trip to Cassadaga. If Andrew’s ghost inhabited this place, it had better have a reason that wouldn’t involve her. Nonetheless, curiosity compelled her to learn more.

“What do you know about ghost stories associated with the hotel?” she said to the steward.

Stepping aside so she could enter the elevator, Harvey shot her a bleary look. Was it the lighting, or did his eyes look somewhat jaundiced? In the lift, he pushed the button for the fourth floor.

“Well, ma’am, I suppose yer aunt could tell ya about them spooks. Miz Polly been comin’ to the hotel every year since her mama sold the place. She always stays in the same room. Looking for the loot, she is, if ya ask me.” He laughed, emitting fumes of rum like a drunken sailor.

“What loot is that?”

“I’m surprised ya haven’t heard about it before. Ya bein’ family and all. First time I’ve seen the whole caboodle gathered here, though, so maybe Miz Polly plans to let you in on her secrets. Ya might ask Seto Mulch what he knows. The old crow has been here since the beginnin’. He’s our groundskeeper,” Harvey added with a belch that fouled the air.

Fortunately, the elevator jerked to a halt and the door slid open. Harvey led her onto the top level of Hibiscus Hall.

“Where are we? I’m lost already,” she said.

“We’re in the southeast wing. The main building has seven floors, but the owner’s tower in the center goes to fourteen. That’s where Mr. Marks used to live. After he died, the family moved down to twelve. No one goes there now ’cept the spooks.”

“I’ve been told not to go near Oleander Hall.”

He nodded vigorously, guiding her down a carpeted corridor where Marla noticed peeling wallpaper, flickering electric lights in wall sconces, and black-painted doors. Windows, spaced at wide intervals, provided a minimal view of the grounds beyond curtains that billowed without any visible breeze. Her nose wrinkled at the musty odor. She’d say the resort had more than one wing needing renovation.

“Oleander is in a bad way,” Harvey said, tripping over a fold in the carpet. He didn’t regain his balance so readily, tottering for a moment before steadying himself. “The whole place needs fixin’ but we dunno what’s gonna happen. The political bigwigs are here this weekend to hash it out. One side wants to restore the hotel to its heyday. Others mean to tear it down and then rebuild on the early plantation site.”

“How does the staff feel about it?”

He shrugged. “Mr. Butler—he’s the manager—is tryin’ to get the owners to remodel instead of sellin’ to real estate people who’ll turn the property into a theme park. We likes things the way they are, ya know?”

Stopping in front of her room number, Marla fit her key in the lock. “Thanks, Harvey. I appreciate the information.”

He winked. “Yes ma’am. If ya need anything, give me a holler. I’m always willin’ to share a drink and a few stories.”

Marla handed him a two-dollar tip before entering her room.

Inside, Dalton sprang off the bed where he’d been watching a football game on television. “What took you so long?” he said, his expression edged with concern.

“I was talking to Aunt Polly, and then some of those paranormal people came over. They’ve been hired to chase away ghosts and mentioned something about incidents. I’ll tell you about it later. I want to take the tour, so we don’t have much time.”

“You didn’t unpack.” He sauntered closer, a familiar gleam in his eyes. “I was hoping we could, you know, relax in our room.” His arms encircled her, and he pulled her close.

She kissed him, then let her lips hover by his mouth. “That’s a tempting offer, but I’m hungry. Would you mind waiting?”

“Actually, I’m starving. We’ll have plenty of time for this later.” Releasing her, he grinned. “The spa complex has a café. If we hustle, we should be able to catch lunch on the way to the tour. It leaves from the movie house not far from there.”

Marla regarded her suitcase sitting on a luggage rack. “I’ll get washed and hang up my dresses. You can take charge of our schedule.” She reached into her handbag and withdrew the papers from the social director. Dalton groaned as she tossed him the stack. Before he could make any sarcastic remarks, she scurried into the bathroom.

At least the facilities had bright vanity lighting and modern plumbing, she thought gratefully as she scrubbed her hands. Their hotel room wasn’t so bad, either. The king-size bed looked inviting with its floral bedspread. Side tables with lamps, a generous dresser, a desk, and a sitting area seemed spacious, although stodgy in design. No coffeemaker, and probably no free WiFi either. She’d forgotten to ask about it. No matter. She had her cell phone if people needed to reach her. Nor did she plan to spend much time in their room with so many things to do.

After hanging up her more delicate outfits, setting her shoes in rows on the closet floor, and putting her beaded evening purse into a drawer, she pronounced herself ready to go. She’d unpack the rest later.

They wound through various corridors searching for the elevator. She could have sworn Harvey had led her in a straight line, but it appeared there were more hallways than legs on a spider. Losing all sense of direction, she came up short when they reached a roped-off section with a sign that said NO ADMITTANCE. TRESPASSERS WILL BE PROSECUTED.

Beyond the warning stretched a darkened corridor with closed doors, much like the one in the Haunted Mansion at Walt Disney World. Marla took a step forward, wondering if she’d see an apparition at the far end.

“You’re not allowed in there,” barked a voice from behind.

“Who are you?” Dalton asked, while Marla whipped around to face the newcomer.

“I’m George Butler, the hotel manager. This is a restricted area.” The man’s impeccably tailored suit backed the authority in his voice. He regarded them with a disapproving expression.

Marla’s glance swept to his receding hairline. His slicked-back hair was artificially darkened, she noticed with a smirk.

“This must be Oleander Hall,” she gathered. “It’s supposed to be in disrepair, but it doesn’t look that bad to me.” Certainly it wasn’t any worse than the Hibiscus wing.

The manager’s shoulders stiffened. “Much of the structural damage isn’t evident to the naked eye. Be assured it is not safe until extensive repairs are done.”

“Is it true they may tear down the hotel and build a theme park in its place?”

Butler’s gaze hardened. “Not if I have anything to say about it. I’m attending the city council meeting later on that’s being held in one of our ballrooms. It would be a disgrace to destroy such a monument to our history. This hotel, if restored to its former glory, could rake in much needed tourist dollars to help repay the construction costs.”

Marla caught a reflection of light from a corroded mirror on the wall. There weren’t any windows nearby. Had that glimmer come from the deserted hall? The hairs on her neck prickled with her unease. “What about ghosts? I’ve heard the place is haunted. You hired a bunch of ghostbusters, I understand. We met earlier.”

The manager bristled. “They’re paranormal investigators, here at my request. We’ve had some episodes, and I felt it prudent to bring in experts.”

Dalton gawked at Butler. “You consider ghost-chasing groupies to be experts? What kind of problem are you having?”

“Nothing that concerns our guests.”

“Oh no?” Dalton’s persistent tone demanded an answer.

Marla almost felt compelled to explain his role as a police detective but held her tongue. “Something bad happened here,” she told him. “Aunt Polly mentioned the tower, and the young woman I met earlier hinted at a traumatic event.”

Butler compressed his lips. “Then may I suggest you ask your aunt about it. She’s more closely related to the history of this place than anyone else. As for the rest, Dr. Rip Spector is in charge of my consultants. If you see or hear anything extraordinary, kindly inform him.”

After escorting them to the proper elevator, Butler took his leave while Marla and Dalton descended to the ground floor.

Getting her bearings, she pointed toward an exit door. “Let’s go out here so we don’t pass through the main lobby again. Which way is the cinema?”

Dalton held the door open for her. “We’ll head to the spa complex first. We have to go around the tennis courts to get there. I hope they have something substantial to eat at the café. Or if you’d rather, we could hit one of the other restaurants for a sit-down lunch.”

“We don’t have time if we’re going on the tour. We can go somewhere nice for dinner tonight. You have our social schedule. Is there anything planned besides Cynthia’s cocktail party from six to eight?” Marla asked, striding along a gravel path among manicured lawns.

“Not that I could tell. I’d like to try the steakhouse. It’s located in the former stables.”

“Okay.” Marla didn’t care where they ate. She was more interested in delving into the fascinating history of the place and figuring out how it affected current issues facing the resort.

After stuffing down turkey and cheese sandwiches at the spa café, they headed toward the movie house, located in a converted barn. Marla spotted Cynthia loitering among the tour members who’d gathered in front of the renovated building.

She exchanged air kisses with her cousin while Dalton offered his greetings. He’s really being a mensch about all this, she thought with a swell of warmth.

“Where are Bruce and the kids?” she asked.

“They’re at the beach. We have so many exciting events planned that I hope we have time for everything.” Cynthia patted her well-coiffed blond hair. Diamonds glittered on her left hand and in her pierced ears. Her husband made his money in real estate, and they had an extensive property of their own in east Fort Lauderdale.

“I can’t wait to lie on a lounge chair.” Marla admitted, “but I couldn’t resist the tour. It sounds like there were some strange events in this place’s history. Have you heard about—?”

“Hi, Marla. I’m glad you could join us.” Champagne breezed past, drowning out Marla’s words with a booming greeting to the group and a round of introductions.

“After the cocktail party tonight, some of us are meeting at the Jasmine Court restaurant for dinner if you want to join us,” Cynthia offered, hovering close to Marla. “And we’re having a bingo game by the west veranda at ten o’clock for night owls.”

Dalton grimaced. “It’s been a long day, so we’ll probably turn in early.”

“Which rooms are you in?” Cynthia asked.

“Hibiscus 407,” Marla replied automatically.

Cynthia stared at her. “You’re staying together? Is that wise? I mean, it doesn’t bother me, but some of our other relatives might talk. You’re not married yet and...” Cynthia flushed deeply. “I’m sorry, it’s none of my business.”

Marla straightened her shoulders. “In this modern age, I wouldn’t think anyone cares.”

“You’d be surprised.” Cynthia lowered her voice, leaning forward. “Everyone is asking me where Corbin has been for the past few years. I can’t tell them my brother just got out of jail.” Her blue eyes implored Marla. “You won’t say anything, will you?”

“Of course not.” Both of their gazes swung toward Dalton.

He raised his arms in surrender. “Hey, I didn’t hear anything. Don’t look at me.”

Marla felt her elbow bumped and turned to face a bevy of relatives from Massachusetts who she hadn’t seen in a while. “Uncle William and Aunt Harriet, how delightful.” They’d arrived with Joan, the oldest of their three daughters. Marla cast an admiring glance at her cousin’s cascading waves of ash blond hair.

“Who’s this lovely young lady?” She indicated the pretty brunette who’d accompanied them. The girl had a slightly upturned nose and an impishly curved mouth along with a strong resemblance to Joan.

“Meet my daughter, Rochelle. She’s recently turned sixteen and earned her driver’s license.”

“Lucky you,” Marla said in response. “Where is everyone else? Lori is here, isn’t she?”

“Lori and Jeff have arrived and are getting settled. We’ve already seen Julia and Alan, but they didn’t have far to come, did they?” Joan said with a chuckle. Her youngest sister and brother-in-law lived on Florida’s east coast.

Dalton cleared his throat, and Marla stepped aside to introduce him. “This is my fiancé, Dalton Vail. Joan’s father, my Uncle William, is my mother’s brother,” she explained.

“They’ll give you a quiz before the weekend is over,” Rochelle put in laughingly. The teenager wore a skimpy tank top exposing a navel ring and a pair of distressed jeans.

“So what do you do?” Joan asked Dalton. “I thought Marla would shy away from permanent relationships after she divorced good old Stan.”

“I’m in the law field,” Dalton stated with an aloof air.

“Stan was an attorney, too.”

“That’s not what I do. I work for the Palm Haven Police Department as a homicide investigator.”

“Awesome,” Rochelle cried, trotting beside him as the group followed their guide. “So, like, do you carry a gun?”

“Usually.”

“Have you caught many bad guys?”

“Uh huh.”

“Has anyone shot at you?”

“There have been a few incidents.”

“Ever been wounded in action?”

“Just a few bumps and bruises, nothing major.”

“So, like, how do you keep fit?”

“I chase Marla around the block. It’s tough to keep up with her fast pace.”

Behind them, Joan winked at Marla. What a hunk, she mouthed. Marla wondered what she could do to rescue Dalton from Rochelle’s barrage of questions.

She needn’t have bothered. After leading them through a forest of pines where dead needles cushioned the ground, Champagne stopped to lecture. A hush descended upon the group as everyone listened to her spiel.

“Tobias Rutfield established Sugar Crest Plantation in 1844 at the end of the Second Seminole War,” she said in a didactic tone lacking her usual gushy timbre. “He bought thirty-five hundred acres and planted sugarcane, Sea Island cotton, and citrus. At his peak, he owned three hundred slaves. In 1924, a hurricane caused extensive damage, and it required too much money to rebuild. His son sold the property to Andrew Marks.

“When Marks took over, he decided to change the place into a winter retreat for vacationing northerners. That’s when he built the main hotel. I’m going to show you the earlier structures including the sugar mill, some tabby slave cabins, Planter’s House where Rutfield resided with his family, and the conservatory.”

The social director offered a benevolent smile. “I highly recommend the Sugar Garden Restaurant adjacent to the greenhouse for afternoon tea. It has a delightful view of the formal gardens. When you get a chance, check out our renovated structures. The movie theater is now housed in the former barn, and the steakhouse is located where horses once lived. The barbecued ribs are astounding.”

“Yo, Marla,” hissed Joan. “Have you set a date?”

“What?”

“When are you two getting married? I’ll have to reserve the day on my calendar.”

Marla glanced at Dalton’s stern profile. He’d stepped aside from the women, but Rochelle still dogged his footsteps. His expression told her he was trying hard, but failing, to pretend interest in the historical monologue.

“We’re, um, still coordinating our schedules.”

“You’re not going to tie the knot at the same synagogue where you wed Stan, are you?”

“I doubt it, since Dalton isn’t Jewish.”

Joan’s eyes widened at the same time that her parents, hovering within listening distance, gave a collective gasp. Marla returned her attention to Champagne, whose finger pointed to a small pile of shells on the ground.

“The Indians who lived here harvested shellfish for food,” the blonde stated. “They piled empty oyster shells into four-foot-high mounds known as middens. Early builders used this material to make a primitive form of concrete
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