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Chapter One

 


 


Ever since Homicide Detective Clarissa Santy
solved the murder of a priest killed at Saint Michael’s Abbey in
Silverado Canyon, California, she’d been going through a spiritual
crisis. She started attending Mass again after having stayed away
since high school. The priests and brothers at the abbey helped her
come to terms with what happened when her father, a convicted
murderer who briefly lived with her, got sent back to prison. Since
he went away, she longed for someplace and some people whom she
could call her own.

When she married her father’s probation
officer, Ron Parker, she felt like she had a family again. They wed
at the abbey on her 37th birthday and had their reception at Cook’s
Corner, a motorcycle bar nearby.

Wanting to start over with her life, she
moved out of the Old Town Tustin house that she grew up in and
moved into Ron’s house in Santa Ana. He had a beautiful
Spanish-style home that was built in the 1930s. She’d always gone
on home and garden tours in Santa Ana’s Floral Park neighborhood
and was excited when she found out that he lived there. Each room
in their one-story house looked out at a fountain in the courtyard.
It was peaceful there--just what she needed.

During the move, she ran across boxes of
family treasures and genealogical records that her mother left her
before she died. Since then, she had been searching Ancestry.com
and had traced her family back to the 1700s. She found out that she
may be related to a famous Scottish landowner in Virginia who
supposedly had a buried treasure on his property that nobody had
been able to find. She would love to go there and learn more about
it.

When her husband told her that his new job as
an Investigator at the District Attorney’s Office required him to
go to FBI headquarters in Virginia for some training, she jumped at
the chance of going with him and extending their honeymoon while
they were there.

She’d been watching Genealogy Roadshow on PBS and had submitted her
name and family genealogy records, hoping they might feature her
story when the series came to the Los Angeles area. The
questionnaire had asked, “What genealogical questions are you
hoping the Roadshow can
answer for you?” When she told them that she wanted to find out if
there was a buried treasure or not, it was just the kind of
question to catch the interest of the show’s producer. She couldn’t
believe it when they picked her to be on their show. The TV
producers did some background research for her and found people in
Georgia who were her relatives. She’d been exchanging e-mails with
her newly found cousins who were planning to host a family reunion
in Savannah, Georgia so she could meet everyone.

 


***

 


On the flight to Atlanta, Clarissa had been
looking at all the genealogical material she had brought with
her.

Ron asked her, “Do you realize how lucky you
are to have this treasure trove of family information? I’ve been
trying for ten years to find out where my family came from ‘across
the pond’, as they say.”

“You’re right: am I lucky. But I’m nervous
about meeting my new cousins.”

“They’re Southern. They’ll be super-friendly.
Southern hospitality is famous. They’ll all be like Paula
Deen.”

“I don’t know if that’s a good thing or
not.”

“Well, I know they’ll be excited about
meeting a TV star from California.”

“Oh, yeah. I’m a real movie star, aren’t
I?”

“I’ll always be your number one fan.”

“That’s sweet,” she answered and reached over
to kiss him on the cheek.

After a lot of turbulence due to a
thunderstorm, the plane finally made a fishtail landing in Atlanta
and everyone seemed to breathe a sigh of relief.

 


***

 


Once in their hotel room, Clarissa was
stressed out about how to dress to meet her newly found cousins.
She looked in the mirror and all she saw was a 37-year-old woman
who looked every bit her age. She saw crow’s feet around her eyes,
a stress wrinkle between her eyebrows, and blonde hair that looked
over-processed. Her friends told her that she was beautiful, but
she just didn’t see it.

“Ron?” she asked her husband. “Does this
dress make me look fat?”

“No. Not at all. You look beautiful.”

“I just want to make a good impression.”

“You’ve made a good impression on me.”

She walked over and kissed him. “I don’t know
why but I’m so nervous. These people are strangers. What have I
gotten myself into? Why did I agree to do this?”

“I was wondering that myself.”

“Want to go back home and forget this whole
darn thing?”

“It’s tempting, but we’ve come all this way.
Might as well see it through.”

He came over and put his hands on her
shoulders, trying to help her relax. “Clarissa, it’s normal to feel
nervous in a situation like this. Don’t be so hard on yourself.
You’ve come face to face with some pretty tough people in your
career. These people should be a pushover for you.”

“But they’re family! And there are so many of
them.”

“They’re going to love you. I’ll be right at
your side.”

She let out a deep breath and touched up her
red lipstick. “Let’s roll,” she told him, wanting to get the whole
family reunion thing over with.

 


***

 


Her cousin Timothy owned and lived in a bed
and breakfast inn in Savannah’s historic district and had wanted
Clarissa and Ron to stay in a room there, but they preferred to
have the privacy of their own Marriott hotel room. The family
reunion was at his inn which was near Forsyth Park in downtown
Savannah.

“It’s so beautiful here,” Clarissa told Ron
as he was driving them there. They saw a sign that read, “Savannah
Bed and Breakfast Inn,” and Clarissa said, “This must be the
place.”

“Looks like your cousins have some money,” he
answered as he parked the car.

“I was thinking the same thing.”

They walked up the steps to the inn’s
entrance and Clarissa cleared her throat. She reached for the
doorbell, and told Ron, “Okay…Here goes.”

A well-dressed, balding man in his forties
answered the door and asked, “Are you Clarissa?”

“Yes. And this is my husband, Ron.”

“How do you do? I’m Timothy McAndrews.” He
shook hands with both of them.

“What a lovely inn you have,” Clarissa told
him.

“Thank you kindly.” He led them into a dark
blue room with toile wallpaper and a fully stocked bar that took up
half the room. “What can I offer you to drink?”

“How about a mint julep?” Clarissa suggested.
“Or do I sound too much like a tourist?”

“Not at all. Mint julep comin’ right up. And
for you?” he asked Ron.

“I’ll have one, too. Thank you.”

Just then, a blonde-haired, slim woman
wearing a loud pantsuit swooped over to them and introduced
herself. “Hey. I’m Dahlia. I have a little real estate business
here in Savannah.”

“A little real estate business?! You own this
town! Everyone else is afraid to set up shop,” said an overweight
brunette.

She introduced herself as Martha and told
Clarissa and Ron that she worked for Gray Line Tours.

Clarissa said, “I’d love to go on a
tour of the city. Is it true that there’s a tour that concentrates
on Midnight in the Garden of Good and
Evil?”

“Boy, is there ever.”

“Don’t get her started about ‘The Book’.
She’s obsessed with it,” Dahlia said.

“Well, I was in the movie version of the
book, you know,” Martha answered defensively.

“Clint Eastwood was the director and I got to
meet him,” she bragged to Clarissa.

“How exciting! I’d like to go on your
tour.”

“How’s about tomorrow?”

“Sure!”

“It’s a lot of fun. You’ll love it!” Dahlia
admitted.

An effeminate-looking man in a shiny teal
suit came over to shake Clarissa’s hand. “My name is Drew. I’m an
art dealer in town.”

“I sure have some interesting relatives!”
Clarissa told them.

“Wait until you meet Maribel. She owns a
famous restaurant here in town.”

A redhead wearing a long flowing peasant
skirt, white blouse, and heavy jewelry came over to introduce
herself to Clarissa and Ron. “I’m hardly famous. They’re just
pulling your leg.”

Clarissa told her, “But you are famous. I’ve
seen you on the Food Network.”

“Speaking of food,” Drew interrupted, “bring
out the hors’ d’oeuvres, Maribel. I’m positively famished.”

She went to the kitchen and came back with a
tray of crab cakes and puffed pastries stuffed with lobster.

Dahlia turned to Clarissa and said, “So,
you’re a detective. I find that fascinating. What’s it like?”

Where to
begin? Clarissa thought. “Well, there’s always
something new every day. It never gets boring.”

Dahlia turned to Ron and admired his good
looks, sizing him up from head to toe. “So, you’re going to the FBI
headquarters for training?”

“Just for a few days.”

“Impressive,” she told him then looked over
at Clarissa and winked.

“You look so familiar,” Dahlia told him. She
continued staring at him. “Oh, now I know who. It’s that actor. The
one who was in that movie with Lady Gaga.”

“Bradley Cooper,” Clarissa suggested.

“Yes. That’s it. He looks just like him.”

“He gets that all the time.”

Wanting to change the subject, Clarissa
asked her cousins, “Isn’t it interesting about our
6th great-grandpa? I read that
he fought against the British and had to flee from Scotland in
disguise.”

Drew answered, “Yes. He had to flee in a
barrel. And his family sent over a trunk of gold coins after they
found out that he made it safely to America.”

Clarissa asked, “Is it true that the trunk
has never been found?”

“Well, if it has been found, nobody’s fessing
up.”

“You think this motley crew would be able to
keep quiet and not brag about something like that?” Maribel asked
as the mint juleps started making her feel a little tipsy.

Drew told everyone, “What I love about him is
that he lived to 104 and when he died, he still had a full head of
dark hair and all of his teeth. He didn’t even need to wear reading
glasses. And he married for the second time when he was 80! Sounds
like the old guy didn’t need any Viagra. I hope I can be as strong
and virile when I’m his age.”

Mirabel lectured, “Don’t be crass, Drew.
We’ve just met these people.”

She put her arm around Clarissa as if
sheltering her from the rest of the family.

Dahlia added, “Let’s not forget that George
Washington was his friend and spent the night with him several
times. And not in the way you’d take it, Drew.”

“Did I say anything?” he protested. “Besides,
he’s not my type. His wooden teeth would have been a
deal-breaker.”

Timothy told Clarissa, “You know that he
owned several plantations and refused to own slaves. How’s that for
a Southern Gentleman?”

“Good for him!” She looked around the room.
“I just love this house, Timothy, and this neighborhood. The park
across the street with its fountain is lovely.”

“It’s especially beautiful when it’s lit up
at night.”

Martha said to her, “You and Ron should take
a carriage ride around the different squares in the city. It’s
beautiful with all the hanging moss on the oak trees. Very
romantic! Especially at night.”

Maribel pulled Clarissa aside and asked, “Do
you want to take a walk over to the fountain?”

Timothy overheard her. “Let’s all go.”

When Clarissa set her drink down on the bar,
he told her, “No, no. Take your drink with you.” He poured hers
into a paper cup and handed it back to her. “We call this ‘a
traveler’.”

Clarissa laughed and the entire party headed
out the door to walk in Forsyth Park on a beautiful Southern
night.

Maribel pulled Clarissa closer. “You know, I
feel a special bond with you. I’m a very good judge of character.
You have a nice face.”

“That’s sweet of you to say. I don’t think
anyone’s ever told me that I have a nice face before.”

“I mean it. Come to my restaurant tomorrow
night and I’ll whip you up something special.”

“We’d love to come. Thank you for the
invitation!”

“You’re welcome.” Maribel pulled Clarissa
even closer and whispered, “I do have an ulterior motive, though. I
have a new lead on where the buried treasure might be. I’m closing
in on an area.”

“Have you told the rest of the family?”

“No. No. It’s too soon to know for sure. I’ll
tell you more about it tomorrow night.”

“Umm...Okay,” Clarissa said, looking
bewildered but excited about Maribel’s discovery.

 



Chapter Two

 


 


On the drive back to their hotel, Ron asked
Clarissa what she thought of her cousins.

“I like them. They’re quite the cast of
characters, aren’t they?”

“Yes. They’re very colorful.”

“They made me feel right at home.”

“They were very hospitable.”

“Very
hospitable.”

“Now that wasn’t so hard, was it?”

She smiled and put her hand on his. “No, it
wasn’t. Thank you for being with me. It made all the difference.
Oh, the strangest thing happened when we were walking to Forsyth
Park. Maribel took me aside and whispered that she’d discovered a
map of a buried treasure on my great-grandfather’s property. It
supposedly shows where he buried the gold coins.”

“Do you think it’s legit?”

“Who can say? I’ll ask her more about it when
we have dinner at her restaurant tonight.”

Clarissa wasn’t ready to go back to the hotel
just yet, so she told Ron, “You know what I’d like to do?”

“What’s that, honey?”

“I want us to go on the horse-drawn carriage
ride through the city that Martha told us about.”

“Okay. Where do we catch a ride?”

“Down by the river. Martha told me.”

“There’re a lot of mosquitos out tonight. Are
you sure?”

“Why’s a big-strong-FBI-trainee like you
afraid of a little ole bug?”

“Now you’re starting to talk like Scarlett
O’Hara.”

“I can’t help it. It just comes out like
that. Please, Rhett? Maybe I should ask Ashley Wilkes,
instead?”

“Okay, Miss Scarlett. Time for the dog and
pony show.”

Ron drove down to the river and hired a
carriage to take them on a tour. They boarded the carriage feeling
high and silly from the Mint Juleps.

The driver took them through the city and
informed them that Savannah was set up on a grid with wide streets
and shady public squares. He told them that there were twenty-two
squares. Clarissa loved how each square had large oaks with moss
dripping from their limbs and had either a fountain or statue of a
famous person in the middle, bordered on all sides by stately
mansions and old churches.

Ron asked, “Where did the people get all the
money to build these fancy homes?”

The tour guide answered, “From cotton.”

“It’s all so picturesque and serene,”
Clarissa said, as she snuggled up next to her husband.

“It’s hauntingly beautiful,” he told her.

“That’s a good way to describe it, Ron. Very
poetic.”

He continued, “I mean it. I love how all
these public squares force drivers to slow down as they wind their
way through the neighborhoods. They are like resting stops of
tranquility.”

Their guide told them that during the Civil
War, the city was spared from being burned by Sherman because of
its beauty. Sherman didn’t have the heart to burn it. It was
December when his troops took Savannah and he told Lincoln that he
was offering the President the city of Savannah as a Christmas
present.

Ron whispered to her, “That’s not exactly how
it happened.”

She scolded him. “Be nice.”

As their horse-drawn carriage came around a
corner, it almost ran over a couple of revelers. They said, “Hey.
Give us a ride.”

“This is a private tour,” their carriage driver told
them.

“Oh. Private, huh? La-tee-dah…”

Clarissa and Ron waved goodbye to them,
feeling like they were the chosen few and were on top of the world.
Their tour guide played some Johnny Mercer music on his boom box
and they were lost in a world of skylarks.


Chapter Three

 


 


Clarissa and Ron had a hearty Southern
breakfast of eggs, grits, and bacon. Ron had picked up some
brochures and postcards in the hotel lobby and showed them to
Clarissa. One postcard had a beautiful street lined on both sides
with blooming red azaleas.

Clarissa looked at the postcard and said,
“Victory Drive, huh? We’ll have to check it out. It’s so pretty.
Look at how those oak trees and draping Spanish moss make an arch
across the street.” He showed her another postcard of beautiful
Reynolds Square. It had a statue in the middle and a gorgeous
garden. Clarissa said, “We sure picked the right time of year to
come see all the azaleas blooming. These little neighborhood
squares are wonderful. I wish we had a city like this at home.”

Ron said, “If I were a town planner, I’d
emulate the way Savannah is laid out. All of these squares are
meeting places for the locals to walk their dogs and catch up on
the latest gossip. There’s such a sense of community here.”

Clarissa told him, “I can’t wait for
Martha to pick us up for the Midnight in
the Garden of Good and Evil
Tour. This is going to be
fun.”

“I still find it hard to believe that all the
events in the book happened. What a group of characters in this
town.”

“I know. They’re all so colorful.” She took a
small mirror out of her purse and applied some lipstick. “It’s so
great to have a break from work and all its craziness. It reminds
me that there’s a whole beautiful world out here.”

Fifteen minutes later, Martha picked them up
in her tour bus. They were the first to board. Martha had her
“tour-guide persona” on and told them about different locales as
she drove to various hotels to pick up others for the tour. She
honked her horn and waved at different acquaintances as she drove
around the many squares. The last group of people she picked up was
a bunch of middle-aged ladies who acted like they had some mimosas
with their brunch. They were laughing over a private joke when they
climbed into the bus. Martha said, “Well, well. We certainly have
an interesting group of people this morning. This is going to be
fun!”

The tour officially began when she
drove by the courthouse where the trial of Jim Williams took
place. In Midnight in the Garden of Good
and Evil, he was accused of killing his lover, Danny
Hansford. Martha talked about the trial a little before she rounded
a corner and drove by Club One, where the comedienne/drag queen in
the book and movie, Lady Chablis, performed. Clarissa asked, “Is
Chablis still performing here?”

Martha said, “Whenever she’s in town. She’s
playing the next three nights if you want to go see her.”

“Great!”

Clarissa turned to Ron and asked, “Can
we?”

“Sure. It’ll be fun.”

Martha informed the group, “Chablis puts on
two shows: the one at 7:00 PM is for the little-grey-haired ladies
in the tour groups and the one at 9:00 PM is the raunchy one. The
one that I prefer.”

Everyone on the tour bus laughed. Martha
continued, “You do know, don’t you, that Lady Chablis wrote a book
about her life. Anyone know what the title is?”

The bus was quiet, and Martha said with
a laugh, “It’s called Hiding My
Candy.”

Everyone on the bus started laughing; she
really knew how to loosen up the crowd.

Martha asked, “Who’s ready to go see the
scene of the crime?”

The passengers on the bus shouted, “We
are!!”

She drove over to the Mercer House on
Monterrey Square. As she was driving, she asked if anyone knew any
Johnny Mercer songs.

One of the ladies said,
“Moon River.”

Martha asked if they knew any others.

Clarissa told her, “Zip A Dee Doo Dah.”

“Very good. Anymore?”

When nobody answered, Martha started
singing Ac-Cent-Tchu-Ate the
Positive.

Everyone sang along, and then Martha
led them in a rendition of Zip-A-Dee-Doo-Dah.

They were all having a good time as Martha
pulled up to Monterrey Square. She told them about the murder of
Danny Hansford. She asked, “Was Jim Williams acting in self-defense
when he killed him? Or did he murder Danny after the boy damaged
one of his priceless antiques? It took four trials before the jury
acquitted Jim. He must have had some help from Minerva, a voodoo
priestess he knew. She was known to have spread roots, herbs, and
bones in the courthouse.”

Martha next told them about what a rebel Jim
Williams was. When he was upset about a film crew taking over “his
beautiful square” for a photoshoot, he hung a huge Nazi flag in
front of his house, which just ruined the backdrop for the
filmmaker. Whenever his neighbor’s barking dog got on his nerves,
he would play his pipe organ at high volume with the windows all
opened. He had parties each year that all the people in Savannah
wanted to come to. It was the social event of the season and it was
always the talk of the town who he’d invite and who he didn’t.

Martha’s next stop was Bonaventure Cemetery.
It was a gorgeous cemetery that had stately oak trees dripping with
Spanish moss, statues of life-size angels, headstones, and
flowering azaleas. She pulled up in front of Conrad Aiken’s bench.
There was a scene in the book where its writer accompanied a local
lady to the cemetery. The lady brought along a martini shaker and
two glasses. Martha said, “Sorry, guys. I don’t have a shaker with
me.”

One of the ladies on the tour who looked like
she’d already started her day with drinks, peered inside the tote
bag that she’d brought with her on the bus and pulled out bottles
of gin
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