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Chapter 1




Iris Tilford held tight to the Exercycle hand grips, pumped the pedals. She was the last one working out tonight in the mission gym. A cool April breeze eddied through open windows in the ramshackle building. Red, green, and purple flashed in her eyes from the pulsating neon sign above the bar across the street. She tried to block out thrumming guitars and a nasal twang singing of love gone wrong. Iris didnt like country music, but shed closed down a lot of bars.

Her throat felt suddenly parched. A beer

No. Never.

One day at a time. Thats what she had to hold to, one day at a time. She pushed away memories of stuporous nights and drug-induced fantasies. One day at a time

She pumped harder. Thats what Kirk told her. When the demons come, push and pound and sweat. Youve got seventy-three days. Keep it up, one day at a time.

The gym in its former life had been Murrays Garage with an oil-stained floor, thin wooden walls, and a tin roof. Now the building housed partitioned sleeping areas for men and women, a kitchen and dining area, and a ragtag collection of exercise equipment. Iris wished the mission wasnt across from the bar and the neon flashes that pulled at her, but space was cheap in this seedy Savannah neighborhood where bar signs flickered and music wailed or thumped all through the night.

Good going, Iris. Kirks voice was surprisingly soft for such a big man. Brought you some Gatorade. Kirks face had the texture of beaten silver, but his brown eyes, eyes that had seen too much, were kind.

Iris felt a moments pride. Beaten silver. She remembered that from an art class shed taken. She drooped inside. She didnt know when or where shed been in an art class. There were so many things she didnt remember.

He held out a plastic cup in his left hand. His right arm was a stub that poked from a floppy T-shirt sleeve.

Iris realized she was breathing in short, quick gasps. She felt dizzy. Time to stop. But when she stopped, she felt the pull of the neon. She took the cup, drank greedily.

Youre doing great. His deep voice reminded her of a bears growl, a sunny Disney bear, not a fearsome north woods bear.

She stared at him, mournful and frightened. I got to make it better.

Cant remake the world in a hurry. He spoke slowly, as if there were hours and days and years enough for everything. One day at a time.

She finished the sweet orange drink, handed him the cup. Ill ride a little longer. That helps. Iris wiped sweat from her face, pushed back a tendril of damp hair, bent again to the handlebars. As the pedals whirred, she made her decision. Part of getting well was making things right. She couldnt change what had happened at the picnic. But she could go back to the island. Nana was dead. No one there cared about her. That made it easier to return. She couldnt have endured seeing Nanas face lined with grief. Shed broken Nanas heart. At the time, the decision had seemed simple. Leave the island, leave behind her questions and fears and doubts. Instead, shed carried misery with her, a burden that grew heavier with the passage of time.

Iriss memory was spotty. For years shed blocked away a picture of that night, Jocelyn hurrying into the fog, a figure slipping after her. Maybe shed dreamed that moment. There had been so many dreams. Jocelyns death might have had nothing to do with Iris. Iris wished she could remember the timing. Once she saw one person walk into the fog with Jocelyn. Another time she remembered a different person. Which person came last? And why, this was the terrible aching inescapable question, why hadnt anyone admitted going into the woods with Jocelyn?

Iris wouldnt know until she asked. If her fears were the product of dreams, she would finally rid herself of the deep dark emptiness that accused her. If she didnt go to the island and discover the truth, she would succumb to the insatiable lust for oblivion.

She had to be brave.

One day at a time



BUCK CARLISLE WALKED AT A DELIBERATE PACE TO THE FRONT hall. He was never eager in the morning to leave for his office. He moved quickly and felt young and alive only during those shining moments in his workshop. Last night hed almost finished a white pine table with a mosaic inlay. His workshop was as near heaven as he ever expected to come, the smell of wood as he planed, the feel of tools that seemed to fit into his hand as if specially made. Often he shared those moments with Terry. His daughter was the light of his life, her ebony dark hair cut in bangs above a round expressive little girls face with brown eyes that brimmed with love for her daddy. He and Fran had been closer ever since Terry came, watching in wonder as a toddler became a little girl, so cheerful and kind and caring. Fran was much too restless to spend time in the workshop though she always admired what he made.

He paused in the hallway, reached out for his briefcase. The briefcase was a deep, rich tan, made of finest English leather with his initials in gold. Fran had given it to him for his birthday. As he gripped the handles, he saw himself in the elegant rococo Chippendale mirror. Nothing in Frans house was anything less than perfect.

Except for him. He stared into puzzled brown eyes. He hadnt changed much since high school. Ten years later and his hair was still a thick, curly brown, his face squarish with a blunt chin, his expression befuddled. In a few minutes, his father would glare at him. I expected the Addison brief on my desk this morning. For Gods sake, Buck, most of the time I think youre half addled.

Somehow hed get through the day, one more day as the buffoon lawyer in his fathers office. The brief was due tomorrow.

Ten yearsHe pushed away memories. If Jocelyn hadnt died, if shed made good on her threat, his father would have kicked him out. Hed have had to get a job, maybe ended up a finish carpenter, holding wood in his hands, shaping it, loving it. Instead, Jocelyn died and he went to college and on to law school. If he hadnt gone to college, he wouldnt be a lawyer. Fran wouldnt have married him if hed been a carpenter. He knew that. But if he hadnt gone to college and on to law school and married Fran, he wouldnt have Terry.

He reached for the doorknob. He couldnt delay any longer or his father would be furious.



FRAN CARLISLES EBONY HAIR GLEAMED IN A SHAFT OF SUNLIGHT through her office window. She wasnt beautiful. Her features were irregular, her chin too pointed, her shoulders bony, her movements too restless and jerky, but everything about her was tasteful. Taste mattered to her. On the near wall hung a Richmond Burton oil on canvas with elliptical spheres in gold, blue, and white. A pebbly red-and-orange Ettore Spalletti sculpture sat on a teak stand behind her English oak desk.

She made a final entry on the spreadsheet. Fran was punctilious about recording income and expenses. For the fourth straight year, shed made more than seventy thousand dollars. Today marked the sixth anniversary of Yesterdays Treasures. Even her snooty mother-in-law with her pale eyes and thin mouth observed that the store was exceptionally tasteful.

Fran picked up a creamy envelope, pulled out an engraved invitation. Here it was, a genteel request for her presence at the next meeting of the Palmetto Club. Since its inception in 1878, the club had maintained the privacy of its membership rolls, but those who belonged knew and their membership set them apart. To belong was the height of social success on Browards Rock.

Frans smile was sunny. The Palmetto Club. Life couldnt be better.

Except for the party Friday night.

For an instant, her face was empty of all expression. Annie and Max Darling had no idea the picnic pavilion held meaning for some of their guests. Those who were there the night Jocelyn died avoided coming together this time of year.

JocelynFran steeled herself, refused to remember.

The Darling party had been scheduled to welcome friends to the Franklin house, the antebellum mansion they were restoring. When water damage delayed their occupancy, they rented the harbor pavilion for their event, styling it as a celebration of hospitality to come.

Fran enjoyed the close-knit social circles on the island, but that very closeness made it impossible to decline a party unless ill or off island. Her fingers ached. She drew in a breath, realized shed crushed her Palmetto Club invitation.



CARA WILKES HELD THE DOOR WIDE. SHE KEPT HER PERKY smile intact, a requisite for real estate agents selling to the superrich. She knew she was perfect for her part, sandy hair in a gamine style, dangling earrings framing a narrow face, loose silk blouse, white silk slacks, a multichain necklace with bright topaz beads, peony-pink leather sandals. She was stylish enough to enhance the clients experience, yet clearly subservient.

She appraised her quarry, a willowy brunette with wide-spaced blue eyes and a chunky balding man twenty years older. Good. Papa Bear would be eager to flex his financial muscles. Cara slipped into her patter. Youll note the terrazzo floor in the entryway and the Bohemian glass chandelier in the entry hall. The spirit of the housea sardonic inner voice murmured: conspicuous consumption on a Lalique levelis explicit in the magnificence of the main living area. Sixty-five feet in length, fifteen feet high with the dome reaching a center peak of twenty-five feet. She took two quick steps and pirouetted to gesture at the white room framed by marble pillars ridged like the trunks of coconut palms and topped by feathery bronze fronds. White marble walls were as cool as a crypt. Not an image she would share, but one that afforded her pleasure, a crypt and imaginary biers holding a willowy trophy wife and her pig-eyed husband. Light filtered through Chinese window tiles circling the central dome, providing a soft luster for the Chinese and Philippine rattan furniture.

Harry, the thin womans voice was breathy. Its gorgeous. Just gorgeous.

One of a kind, Cara chirped. Nine bedrooms, nine baths. Ten thousand square feet. A king master suite with a Carrara marble hot tub. One of two master suites, of course. The other adjoins the Olympic-size pool. There are three living areas in addition to this grand space. Another wave of her hand. She noted a chipped nail. Not appropriate for a servitor of the upper crust. Did she care? The theater and gaming rooms open to the back terrace that overlooks the ocean.

Harry was balding and fiftyish, his Tommy Bahama shirt open at the neck to reveal a mat of dark chest hair. His right arm was tattooed from shoulder to wrist in a blaze of purple and black. He wouldnt fit in with the Astors, but hed moored a four-million-dollar yacht at the marina. Todays new superrich had more marbles than almost any in history and many exulted in vulgarity.

He jingled coins in his pocket. Its got possibilities. Well look it over. You can wait here for us.

Ill be happy to show you

He cut her off. Dont worry, babe. We wont rip off any of the fancy john seats. With that he strode toward the hallway, his bellow of laughter echoing from the marble walls. The brunette trotted to catch up.

Cara shrugged. She strolled past nineteenth-century Ottoman glass lamps, a dhurrie rug, a nineteenth-century settee covered in green-blue silk and stepped onto the piazza. The ocean was placid today.

Passionate longing swept her. If she could be a kid again and run to the water and dive beneath a wave and come up wet and sleek and happy, sure of sunny days, unaware of the heartbreak and failure that lay ahead. How long had it been since shed been happy? Shed thought her burdened heart would mend if she came home, came back to the island where shed once been carefree, eager, confident that every day would be wonderful. Coming home hadnt helped. She still ached inside. The days, no matter how sunny, seemed framed in gray. Now there was the Darlings party at the pavilion.

She wouldnt go.

Buck would be there.

So would Fran.



RUSSELL MONTGOMERY CHECKED THE CALLER ID ON HIS CELL. Liz, of course. Calling to see how the meeting at the bank went. Or to ask whether hed like coconut cake or crme brle for dessert. The more she did for him, the worse he felt. Liz had nursed a squirrel with a broken paw back to health. She took soup to the sick, called on shut-ins, volunteered for most island charities, enjoyed running her own antique store downtown. Yet, there was another Liz. He blocked away the memory of the fury hed once glimpsed in her eyes, fury because she felt she was losing him.

He stood by the white pickup, red-faced beneath a grimy oversize Panama hat. Sweat stained his blue polo shirt. Mud splashes streaked his baggy khaki shorts. Wet clumps of gray dirt clung to his work boots. At the last ring, tension eased out of his body. He hadnt trusted himself to talk to her now. The misery that stained his soul was too near to the surface today.

Damn the Darlings.

His face ridged in resentment, but he tamped down the feeling as hed tamped down feelings for so many years. He tried to focus on the here and now, gazing at the scaffolding at the side of the church. The persistent day-after-day rain had finally stopped though thunder was due this afternoon. The men were making progress with the painting. If they didnt get done by June, a thousand-dollar-per-day penalty would begin to run. He shouldnt have agreed to that clause, but he needed the job and now he was behind because of the rains. The crew was three men short. That last shipment of two-by-fours was warped. The flashing around the chimney needed to be replaced.

Beneath the swirl of worries, he wished hed told Liz to turn down the Darlings invitation. Liz would have looked at him with concern, but she would have done as he asked. Now it was too late. Besides, it wouldnt be smart to offend Max Darling. Hed paid handsomely for the work on the Franklin house and he was being remarkably patient about the plumbing mess. The subcontractor hadnt shown up or returned Russells calls for two days. Maybe it was time to ask Buck to send a demand letter.

Russell gripped the cell phone. What if he called Liz now and told her the truth? Hed never been sure how much Liz knew. Liz had always been crazy about him. After he and Jocelyn broke up, hed started dating Liz. Several times shed tried to talk about Jocelyn. One night he told her to leave the past alone. She never asked again.

How would Liz feel if he told her the truth? Would she look at him with loathing? Hed kept quiet all these years, but the ugliness festered inside. If he told her, maybe it would be like lancing a boil and letting the poison stream free.

He was too late, years too late.

Russell shoved the cell into his pocket, moved toward the construction trailer.



LIZ MONTGOMERY PUSHED WITH HER FOOT TO JAM STEEL claws into the ground. She pulled on the shaft and gouged out the weed. She swung the tool over a plastic barrel to dump the weed with its dangling roots and fragments of sandy earth. A half-dozen members of the Sea Side Garden Club, all in dusty pink, wide-brimmed hats and pink-and-green-striped smocks, worked on the grounds of the Pickett house, the antebellum home maintained by the island historical society. Guided tours were available three times weekly and high tea was served every Thursday afternoon.

Liz braced the weeder against the trash bin and knelt to use a hand tool plucked from her smock. She loved the smell of freshly turned earth, the feel of dirt on her hands. She had gardening gloves, but she rarely wore them. Her verbenas were the envy of the garden club. She loved all the varieties of lavender plants. Tall spiky lavender plants grew in profusion on either side of their drive. The scent was heavenly from spring through early fall. She enjoyed making lavender potpourri and sachets, which she sold in her shop. Her beautiful flowersThey brought peace and joy even when she wasnt physically in her garden. She paused to rest for a moment even though the April morning was cool. In her peripheral vision, she glimpsed Fish Haul pier stretching into the Sound. She stiffened. She never saw the pier or the nearby picnic pavilion without a sense of dread. She would not think about the pierif only they didnt have to go to the Darlings partyRussell hadnt said anythingoh, Russell, do you still love her

She jammed the hand tool into the earth. Again and again.

A laughing voice spoke behind her. Youre ferocious this morning, Liz. Did the weed make you mad? You dont have to kill it.

A reddish haze of anger slowly lifted. She stared at the ruptured ground and the minced remnants of the dandelion.



ANNIE DARLING RESTED ON HER ELBOW AND GAZED DOWN at Max, his face burrowed into the pillow. His thick blond hair was tangled, the portion of visible cheek stubbled. Night was lifting. She looked toward the window. Tendrils of rose streaked the milky sky. The view was unfamiliar. The last place she had expected to be this April morning was in a rental cabin facing the marsh. The travel clocks red numerals glowed 5:15. The last of their furniture was going into temporary storage today. The move into the Franklin house had been delayed until damage from a water leak was repaired. Max had worked hard to restore the antebellum home, but last week a newly installed toilet overflowed on the second floor. Theyd gone to Charleston to attend an auction and hadnt been by the house for several days. By then, the upper floor was flooded and part of the ceiling had fallen in the dining room. With their previous house promised to new owners, Ingrid Webb had been quick to offer them sanctuary at Nightingale Courts.

The marsh was dark beneath the sky, now tinged with pink and gold. Annie felt content and at peace. Sure, their move to the Franklin house was on hold, but how lucky she and Max were to have friends like Ingrid and Duane Webb, to live on the loveliest sea island (she had her prejudices) to grace the South Carolina coast, to be happy. Soon another day in paradise would unfold. There was much to do, books to unpack at Death on Demand, a dental appointment next Monday, the worrisome concern about Emma Clyde, the disappointment of moving their planned party at the Franklin house to the harbor pavilion. Still, friends would gather and there would be time enough for many parties in their refurbished home. Nothing onerous marred her horizon.

Most of all, how lucky they were to be together.

Her fingers lightly caressed her husbands stubbled cheek.

Max murmured, shifted, turned his face toward her. His eyes flickered open. The haze of sleep disappeared. His eyes told her she was beautiful.

Annie brushed back a tangle of blond hair.

Good morning, Mrs. Darling. He reached out and pulled her close, nuzzled her throat, then his lips sought hers.

Any day that started with love was certain to be stellar from start to finish.







Chapter 2




That cats done it again. Ingrids shout from the front of the store wasnt amused.

In the storeroom, Annie hit the wrong key and the list of thirteen-digit ISBN numbers on her computer screen disappeared, a list that had required forty-five minutes of intense concentration to input. As she zoomed the cursor toward undo, she inadvertently flicked c. A single letter appeared, c forThe answer was clear. Her computer was at the mercy of a cosmic force enjoying a joke. Clearly, c was for cat. Or maybe chump.

Shes hissing at me. Ingrid was outraged.

Annie rushed up the central aisle, her loafers (a soft pink to match her blouse) slapping against the heart-pine floor. Even in the midst of a minor crisis, she delighted in her bookstore, the pleasing tan of the gum shelves, the vivid ranks of bright book covers, the cozy enclave devoted to traditional mysteries with a full case of Christies. (Two billion sold worldwide and counting.) Whitmani ferns glistened green and luxuriant, reminders of the Mary Roberts Rinehart days when potted greenery was the epitome of Victorian taste. The latest addition to the comfortable furniture was a heavily upholstered walnut armchair with curly feet, a tribute to Patricia Wentworths indomitable Miss Silver who took quiet pleasure in her Victorian furnished flat.

Annie knew that pride puffeth up. She had a quick vision of a bulbous (and likely poisonous) mushroom. However, wasnt that false pride? She would have to ask Father Patton. Surely she could be excused for her delight in Death on Demand, the finest mystery bookstore north of Miami. The depth and breadth of Death on Demands stock included everything from the latest in thrillers (Alex Kava, Martin Cruz Smith, and Lee Child) to the most poignant tales of ordinary people and their passions (Nancy Pickard, Jodi Picoult, and Phillip DePoy). Death on Demand, in Annies view (hopefully she wasnt smug), rivaled Murder by the Book in Houston, The Poisoned Pen in Scottsdale, Mystery Lovers Bookshop in Oakmont, Mystery Bookstore in Los Angeles, M Is for Mystery in San Mateo, and Mysteries To Die For in Thousand Oaks.

Annie skidded to a stop near a Charleston-made Queen Anne table. On the heart-pine floor, books lay askew atop a green silk throw with orange tassels.

Agatha stood on the table, green eyes narrowed, back arched, tail flicking like an adders tongue.

Annie moved swiftly, interposing herself between Ingrid, standing with her hands on her hips, and the bookstores resident black cat.

Its my fault. Annie pointed at the remains of the exhibit shed completed only this morning. She loved to celebrate mysteries in particular times or places. The Penguin Pool Murder by Stuart Palmer, A Coffin for Dimitrios by Eric Ambler, The Listening House by Mabel Seeley, Ming Yellow by John P. Marquand, and The Case Is Closed by Patricia Wentworth afforded a fly-on-the-wall, you-are-there immersion in the nineteen-thirties.

Keeping a careful eye on Agatha, Annie reached down. I couldnt resist the throw. I saw it in the window of Yesterdays Treasures. Annie always found it hard to pass by Fran Carlisles window displays. The shop was a half-block from the ferry. Annie fought temptation every time she arrived or left the island. Its the fault of the tassels. The tassels move when we have the ceiling fans on. Annie pointed up at the softly whirring fan. We cant blame Agatha.

Ingrid might have been an ice carving. Her silvered brown hair was now cut short with a hint of curl. Ingrid looked spring-like in a white cardigan with appliqus of pelicans, but her bony face was set in irritation. Obviously, in her view, the fault lay not in the stars, but in the attitude of a green-eyed cat.

Annie flapped the throw. Agatha crouched. Annie hurried down the center aisle. Agatha loped after her. Annie tossed the throw over a wicker chair in the cozy enclave. Agatha flew through the air. She snagged the throw, pulled it to the floor, and batted at a tassel.

At the table, Ingrid rearranged the books. Theres a split in the Seeley spine. It was an unblemished first. She wasnt pleased.

Annie came up behind her and slipped an arm around rigid shoulders. Nobodys perfect. Especially not cats. Come on, lets have a mocha. Double whipped cream.

Annie led the way to the coffee bar, another point of pride in Death on Demand. She carefully measured todays special coffee from Ethiopia. The oily beans smelled heavenly. As the superautomatic machine, a birthday gift from Max, produced four shots of espresso, Annie looked over the shelves of white coffee mugs.

Each mug bore the name of a famous mystery in crimson script. She picked Dont Go Away Mad by Joseph Hayes for Ingrid and Black Sheep by Georgette Heyer for herself. In a flash, she mixed double shots of espresso and milk steamed with Mexican cacao, cinnamon, and a dash of almond.

She handed Ingrid her mug, lifted her own in salute. Pax?

A lopsided smile softened Ingrids face. She raised her mug. You spoil that beast.

We all have weaknesses. One of mine is Agatha. Anyway, shes a great attraction. People love cats.

Ingrid raised an eyebrow, her narrow face skeptical.

Okay, some people dont love cats, but most mystery readers do. Besides, Agatha never scratches anyone but me.

Ingrids expression was wry. Certainly that proves Agathas devotion to you.

To Annies relief, the front doorbell gave its tinkling peal. Glad to evade further consideration of Agatha and her foibles, Annie turned toward the front of the store.

A drooping figure shuffled toward them.

Annie looked toward Ingrid, gave a tiny nod toward the coffee bar.

Annie smiled brightly. Hey, Emma. Annie wished she could start over. The false heartiness in her tone was sure to elicit a snarl from Emma Clyde. The islands famous mystery author, revered creator of the bestselling world-famous Marigold Rembrandt series, never suffered fools or phoniness.

A subdued clatter at the coffee bar indicated Ingrid was concocting a special treat for Emma.

Emma never looked up. Instead of her customary brisk swagger, she moved at a snails pace, head down, spiky hair drooping. Silver roots gleamed beneath a half-inch of faded purple. Usually her brightly striped or patterned caftans swirled. Emma enjoyed relaxed-fitting clothing with an attitude. Todays caftan hung limp and looked muted, the colors obviously faded. Possibly shed dragged it from a castaway pile. The ruby ring on her right hand was the only remnant of her usual vivid appearance.

Annie was determined to dispel the aura of hopelessness. Emma, weve sold out of The Case of the Cadavers Coupe. Of course, a new shipment was due in this afternoon in preparation for next weeks book signing. I dont have a single copy. That admission should have guaranteed a vitriolic outburst. Emma had been known to threaten a bookseller foolish enough not to stock a plenitude of her new title with banishment to the Arctic accompanied only by a Game Boy for entertainment.

Today Emmas craggy face continued to droop. Her response was a shrug. It will go OP soon enough. Books always go out of print if there isnt a new one in the chute.

Have you seen this months watercolors? Annie loved all of these books which were guaranteed to lift readers spirits. Let me show you. Ingrids fixing espresso topped with whipped cream for you.

Emma let Annie lead her to the coffee bar. She settled on the high stool with her arms on the counter, her blue eyes dull. She ignored the paintings. Im through. She lifted the mugIngrid had selected Murder as a Fine Art by Carol Carnacand drank automatically. She was oblivious to a puffy mustache of whipped cream. She looked at the mug, morose as a nineteen-forties gumshoe nursing a double shot of bourbon. OP. R.I.P. Two months and no plot. It wont come. Every time I have an idea, do you know what happens? Her tone was mournful.

Annie and Ingrid bent nearer. What? Annie breathed.

Emmas square face sagged. Nothing.

Ingrid looked puzzled. Nothing?

Nothing. Emmas voice was as doom laden as the creak of a dungeon door in Poe. The idea lies there like a dead fish. I never understood about inert elements until now. She looked at them with desperate eyes. I should have everything I need: my sleuth, a victim, suspects who knew the victim, a title. Thats all Ive ever needed. Her voice quivered. This time, I cant start.

Ingrid patted Emmas arm. There, there. You can do it, Emma. Youve always done it.

Not this time. The words dropped with the finality of a guillotine. Absently she licked away the remnants of whipping cream.

Sudoku? Ingrid offered.

Emma didnt bother to answer.

To get your brain started. Ingrid was eager.

Emma clutched her head. Brain dead.

I have an idea. Annie was emphatic.

Emma sighed. I have ideas. D.O.A.

Annie felt impatient. Emmas ingenious mind had devised plots that turned on the color of a birds feather or the muted sound of a faraway bell tolling. Surely she could pull up her socks.

A tear rolled down Emmas cheek.

Annie slapped the countertop. The solution is obvious.

Emma looked toward Annie, her gaze beseeching.

Annie was no authority on true crime, but there were classic cases. You know Dorothy L. Sayerss brilliant analysis of the William Herbert Wallace affair?

Hope warred with despair in Emmas blue eyes.

Annie beamed. Well find a crime for you, Emma. Theres the Hall-Mills murders, Lizzie Borden, Sir Harry Oakes, the Mullendore shooting, none of them solved. You pick a crime and once youve solved it, starting a new book will be easy as pie.

Emma drooped again on the counter. Pie in the sky. Im finish

The front door opened.

Ingrid? Duane Webbs call was hurried and strained.

Ingrids eyes flared in alarm. She moved swiftly to the center aisle. Whats wrong?

Annie too recognized trouble when she heard it. She squeezed Emmas arm and hurried after Ingrid.

Duane, his rounded face drawn and worried, rushed to Ingrid. His bow tie was askew. Despite the fine mist outside, he was in his shirtsleeves. He held open his arms and Ingrid came into her husbands damp embrace. He spoke quickly as he always did, but his tone was grave. Sissys in the hospital. They think its a heart attack.

Annie had met Ingrids older sister from Tallahassee on a recent holiday on the island.

Her neighbor got an ambulance and called us. I dont know what the prognosis is. Duane sounded angry as well as worried. Nobody at the hospital will give out information. That damn privacy law again. For Gods sake, nothing works right in this country anymore. One damn roadblock after another because of some damn bureaucratic idiot. I told the hospital they actually can give out information. Its their prerogative. I might as well have talked to a stone monolith. Everybody at a hospital is scared theyre going to be sued. I told the neighbor youd come. Ive got the car packed. You can drop me off on your way to the ferry. Ill call around, find somebody wholl watch over Nightingale Courts and get there as soon as I can.

Annie took two quick steps. Max and I will take care of everything. Were already there, for heavens sake. She touched Duanes arm. Ingrid needs you. You go with her.

Duanes staccato words peppered her. I left folks waiting to check in. Told em I had an emergency. The units arent cleaned yet. Our housekeepers in Mobile. Her daughters having a baby. We thought we could manage until she got back. Id cleaned one cabin, but everything else needs to be done. Ingrid will have to go on without me.

Annie gave him a gentle nudge. Grab your toothbrush and catch the ferry. Tell the guests your clerk is on the way. Give them free Cokes and they can relax on the deck and watch the marsh hawks. Ill be out there as soon as I make a couple of phone calls. Ill check them in and clean the cabins.

Ingrid fought back tears. Sissy will be all right. Her voice was thin. I know she will. Annie, bless you. All the keys are tagged. The extras hang on a hook in the office. The cleaning supplies are in the cement block building with the ice maker and washing machines. She gave Annie a quick hug, swung away.

Duane was right behind her. He was halfway out the door when he stopped and looked back. Duane was a hard-bitten former newspaper editor, unsentimental and brusque. Hed fought the dragon of alcohol, his past sorrows eased by Ingrid. He knew people. Worry puckered his face. That girl in Six. I think shes got trouble. Maybe nothing anyone can do to help, but keep an eye out. She rented a cabin yesterday evening. She came in the rain. Alone. On a bicycle.


MAXS CELL PHONE DIDNT ANSWER. ANNIE PICTURED IT lying in the front seat of his new Jeep Cherokee. Sports cars, hed told her solemnly, were part of his past. He cherished his black Corvette, but he had officially deemed it Annies run-about, insisting her Volvo was creaking with age. Annie still drove the Volvo so Max drove the Corvette on sunny days to keep it in running shape. The Jeep was his choice for hauling. Today he would be here, there, and everywhere, putting things in place for the Friday night oyster roast. Hed insisted on handling everything. She was not to worry. Annie was sure he planned a surprise. She loved Maxs surprises, but at this moment she wished he wasnt determined to avoid entrapment by technology. True, life was freer before electronic tethers made solitude an elusive quest. However, all wasnt lost. She left a message. call me as soon as you can.

Emma came up beside her. In the rain. Alone. On a bicycle. Emmas face squinted in thought. I can see her. Young. Dark curls tangled, drenched clothes plastered to her. Duane didnt say anything about a raincoat. Who wears a raincoat on a bicycle? Why a bicycle?

Annie turned back to the phone. Emmas singlemindedness never came as a surprise, but it would have been helpful if shed offered to take over the store for a while.

Annie dialed Henny Brawleys number. Again she left a message. and if you could give me a hand at the store, it would be great. Ill be at Nightingale Courts.

Emma began to pace, eyes glittering. Alone. Did she come to the island to see someone?

Annie grinned. Maybe all Emma needed was a good hard puzzle. Annie punched familiar numbers. Dulcet tones answered. Breathe deeply, dear child. Laurels husky voice was as soothing as a tai chi moment.

Oh no. Annie wasnt going to go there. Tai chi was her mother-in-laws new enthusiasm. She kept urging Annie to attend a class she was teaching. Not in this lifetime. Annie felt a moment of suffocation. She wasnt stressed. Absolutely she wasnt.

All right. She was.

How did her mother-in-law know?

Annie envisioned Laurels patrician face framed by spun gold hair. Laurels Nordic blue eyes would be shining with empathy, her perfect lips curved in a caring smile, the mother-in-law fromAnnie squelched the thought. Laurel, after all, always meant well. Didnt she?

The husky voice exuded support. You wouldnt be calling if you were in the chapel

Annies eyes darted to the round clock. To her surprise it read ten minutes after ten. She regularly attended Holy Communion at ten oclock on Wednesdays in the chapel of St. Marys, but Ingrids abrupt departure had deranged, as Hercule Poirot might remark, her routine.

so obviously something unexpected has occurred. I am thrilledhumbledexaltedthat you are seeking my help. A sigh of contentment wafted over the wire. Henny and I have just completed our morning tai chi on my deck overlooking the lagoon. Happily a portion of the deck is covered so the swirling mist over the marsh was lovely, much as you might see in a hanging scroll of a Chinese landscape. Annie, would it surprise you if I told you that a great blue heron, Laurels tone was hushed, executed a most perfect Stork Spreads Its Wings. Oh, the grace of that long golden bill, the symmetry of that curving neck, the delicacy of those trailing feathers.

Annie resisted the impulse to say that she would not only be surprised but astounded since most great blue herons of her acquaintance did not attend tai chi classes. Herons and storks were cousins so it might be assumed the exercise was patterned after the birds and not the birds after the exercise.

As was often the case in exchanges with her mother-in-law, Annies mouth opened and closed with a sense once again that she had been bested, but wasnt quite certain how it had happened. Laurel, I need help. Ingrids sister

Emma paced back and forth near the counter, muttering. Who is she? Not a stranger to the island or she wouldnt know about Nightingale Courts.

Annie spoke a little louder. so Im going to Nightingale Courts right now.

The front doorbell sounded.

Annie looked up in time to see Emmas caftan swirling out into the mist.

Sweet child, dont give the store a moments thought. Laurels laughter was a gay trill. Henny and I will be there at once. Everything shall be splendid. Henny and I have often discussed how we would chaThat is, Death on Demand will receive our most loving and careful and insightful supervision.


MAX DARLING BALANCED NEAR THE TOP OF THE WOODEN ladder, one hand gripping the top step. With the other hand, he maneuvered a furled banner toward a hook projecting from the rafter. He eased the rod into the hook. With both sides secure, he started down the ladder, pulling the banner down as he went.

When he reached the flagstone floor of the harbor pavilion, he looked up. The ten-by-twelve-foot banner hanging from the central rafter rippled in the onshore breeze that swept gently through the open-air structure. If he turned, the view of the Sound would be magnificent, a light haze of fog over jade green water, sailboats scudding before the wind, steel gray dolphins leaping and diving. Instead, he focused on the banner. Maybe he should hook some trolling sinkers to each end. He had some eight-ounce sinkers.

It looks pretty, moving in the breeze. The soft voice was admiring.

Max swung around. A much-too-thin girlhis mind amended the thoughta much-too-thin young woman, in a faded yellow blouse and age-paled jeans, stood astride a bicycle at the foot of the pavilion steps. She looked damp from the mist.

She gave an apologetic smile. I didnt mean to interrupt.

Youre fine. Come on up. The harbor pavilion was a public picnic facility and anyone could reserve it. Since he and Annie had switched their party plans at the last minute, he was glad it was early enough in April that the property was available on a Friday night and that Ben Parotti, proprietor of the islands famed Parottis Bar and Grill, would cater for them. If the party had occurred at the Franklin house, Max had planned to don his chef hat and serve shrimp and crab okra gumbo, baked chicken breasts with a Madeira wine and whipped cream sauce, corn pudding, and cold asparagus with a vinaigrette dressing. His signature lime shortcake, light and zesty, would have been the dessert.

Instead of asking Ben to replicate Maxs dinner, theyd settled on an oyster roast with the usual suspects from the menu at Parottis Bar and Grill: rice with almonds, raisins, and chopped cooked chicken; apple fritters; cheese grits; curly fries; candied sweet potatoes; and pineapple-coconut cookies. A grill would offer hamburgers and hot dogs for nonoyster fans. Beer on tap, sweetened and unsweetened iced tea, assorted soda pop, and chicory coffee strong enough to march in a parade would satisfy thirst.

The slender woman propped her bike and came up the steps. She joined him to look up at the silk hanging. The banner held a life-size picture of Max and Annie, standing hand in hand on the piazza of the Franklin house, framed by alabaster white columns. The photo had been taken on a brilliantly sunny day.

Maxs gaze scanned past his own image to Annie, his beautiful, fun-loving, fascinating Annie with flyaway blond hair and steady gray eyes and kissable lips, soon to be hostess of the Franklin house. Her smile would welcome their guests Friday night to what should have been their inaugural party. The banner would proclaim the hospitality they hoped to offer at the Franklin house for years to come. The ripple of the fabric made it seem as if he and Annie were moving toward the viewer. Maybe he didnt need any weights.

The visitor looked curious. Is it an ad for a movie?

He squinted. The banner did have the quality of a movie poster with its vivid colors and crisp images. Certainly the South Carolina Low Country had been the site of its fair share of films in recent years, thanks to the success of the hardworking South Carolina Film Commission in wooing films and TV programs.

Nothing that grand.

The girl looked at him, recognition quick. Youre on the banner.

Max pointed. Thats my wife. The banners a surprise for her. We were supposed to have a party in our new house Friday night. An old house, actually. But we had some water damage. Since the party was already scheduled, we decided not to cancel He broke off because she wasnt listening.

She stood beneath the banner, gazing around the old pavilion. A seat-level stone wall, conveniently placed for marshmallow toasting, framed a huge fireplace. Picnic tables and benches filled the remainder of the pavilion. More picnic tables dotted the grassy expanse between the pavilion and the harbor boardwalk. Diners could choose between the cover of the pavilion or the open-air tables.

The breeze stirred dark curls that sprang away from a thin face, emphasizing too-sharp features. She looked at the pavilion and the tables beyond on the grass, then turned toward the woods. She stood with her shoulders hunched, tense and stiff.

Maxs first impression had been of the accentuated thinness that often marked models, but her hollow-cheeked face was worn, older than its years, with dark smudges beneath somber brown eyes. Max wondered if she had been ill.

She turned toward him. A party Friday night. She brushed back the straying curls. I hope you have a good time. With that, she gave a slight nod and hurried to the steps and down. She swung onto the bike and pedaled fast.

Max had a sense of escape as he watched her disappear behind a grove of pines. He was left in silence broken only by the caw of seabirds and the clang of a buoy, lonely sounds both.


ANNIE DROVE FAST ON SAND DOLLAR ROAD, HOPING SGT. Hyla Harrison and her patrol car werent tucked in the shadows of a live oak. Annie and the aloof officer wouldnt be termed friends, but now they were friendly. Sgt. Harrison usually dropped by on her day off to order a double espresso poured into half-and-half and buy the next title in Ed McBains 87th Precinct series. Annies fingers clamped on the wheel. She was ready to brake if she saw a bicyclist, deer, or Sgt. Harrison.

Annie turned left from Sand Dollar Road onto a narrow, sandy twisting lane. A hand-lettered arrow pointed west: NIGHTINGALE COURTS 2, MILES. Dust churned beneath the Volvos wheels as she passed beneath the arch of the honeysuckle-laden arbor and nosed into a parking slot near Cabin One.

Grateful that the mist had eased and the gray sky was beginning to lighten, she hurried to the managers office. The small space was filled to capacity. As she slipped behind the counter, she was relieved when a quick count added up to five. She could handle five. Without thinking, she sucked air deep into her abdomen. Breathe from your center, peace will follow. She almost strangled, realizing she heard Laurels husky voice in her mind, but darned if the inflow of oxygen wasnt helping.

Ingrid and Duane had never upgraded to a computer. They registered their guests in an old-fashioned leather-bound book that had come with the property when Ingrid bought it twenty-five years ago. They did have a small credit card scanner. Two couples from Ohio, the Gormans and the Hasseldorfs, were quickly checked into Cabins Three and Four. Annie noted their license plate numbers and felt a quiet pride that shed remembered everything. She smiled at the new lodgers. Due to a family emergency, the cabins arent ready yet, but they will be available within the hour. Please be the guests of Nightingale Courts for lunch at Parottis Bar and Grill.

Smiles replaced frowns and in a flurry the couples were on their way, clutching a handwritten note to put the meals on the Darlings tab. Annie took another centered breath and felt cool, calm, and collected. She turned to the waiting areas final occupant, a slouch-hatted, raincoat-clad figure hidden behind the fronds of a potted banana tree.

How may I help you? She tried not to sound hurried though she felt
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