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CHAPTER |

didn’t mean to lose it. Really, I didn’t. It must have been

the two squabbling teenagers. Or the two annoying adults.
Or the pressure of setting up a new business and knowing that
if I couldn’t make a go of it, it would be just one more in a long
list of failures.

We won’t even mention the divorce.

All T wanted was a minute to myself. Just one simple, single
minute to sit there in the new office and take a deep breath
and look around and say to myself, 7%is is mine. And it’s going to
work.

But I hadn’t been there in the chair behind my new desk
more than ten seconds when the door burst open and Augusta
and Amelia came in snapping at each other over something.
They looked at me and said in unison, in the sort of plaintive

I held up one finger and closed my eyes. If they can do that
to me, [ can do that to them. They sighed. Together, of course.

Then I heard heavier footsteps, and Luke Edwards, my
assistant—and son-in-law—said, “Miz Delilah, the phone’s
not workin’. Are you sure you called ’em and told ’em we’d be
movin’ in today?”

“Of course she called them,” my daughter Melissa said from
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behind him. “She wouldn’t have forgotten something that im-
portant.”

I had hired Melissa, too, as secretary/receptionist. It was
sort of a package deal. She and LLuke hadn’t been married for
very long, and they thought it would be just darlin’ if they
could work in the same place and spend all their time to-
gether, since they loved each other so much.

I didn’t call them poor deluded fools. At least not to their
faces. You can’t do that to kinfolks.

“Aunt Delilah, she’s being totally unreasonable,” Amelia said.

“Well, she’s stuck in the nineteenth century,” Augusta said.
“There’s nothing wrong with body piercing. It’s an ancient cus-
tom.”

“We can’t run the office without the phones,” Luke said.

“Will you leave the poor woman alone? She knows that,”
Melissa said as she crowded into the room along with Luke,
Augusta, and Amelia.

“She’s going to mutilate herself and embarrass me—"

“Embarrass you? It’s my body—"

“I can call the phone company on my cell—"

“I’ll call them. It’s my job—"

“Aunt Delilah—"

“Miz D—"

“Aunt Delilah—"

I opened my eyes. I stood up and put my hands on the desk
and said, “Will y’all just Aush up for a minute?”

Now, I admit I raised my voice a little. But not enough so
that all four of them should have stared at me like 1 just
choked a kitten or something. Augusta and Amelia got that lit-
tle bottom-lip quiver—you know, like they were about to cry
because I'd yelled at them—and to tell the truth, so did Luke,
whose big ol’ country boy, football player looks hid a soul that



FRANKLY MY DEAR, I'M DEAD

was a tad on the sensitive side. Melissa had known me the
longest, so she recovered first and said, “I think we should all
go on and leave her alone for a minute. She’s got a lot on her
plate these days and we don’t need to be bothering her with
our petty problems.”

“There’s nothing petty about tryin’ to run a tour business
with no phones,” Luke grumbled as she shooed him out of
the office.

“You, too, girls,” Melissa said to her cousins, who, at six-
teen, were six years younger than she.

I could tell Augusta and Amelia wanted to argue with her,
but they left, too, and Melissa eased the door shut on her way
out. I was alone again.

Problem was, I didn’t want to be alone anymore. The mood
was gone. Like I said, all I'd wanted was a minute. I hadn’t
gotten it, and now it was time to move on.

But after Melissa had stepped in like that to help me, |
couldn’t very well act like I didn’t want to sit there in the of-
fice by myself. I took a deep breath and turned around to look
out the window. [ had a good view of the office complex park-
ing lot and the big-box discount store across the street and the
futuristic skyline of downtown Atlanta rising a couple of miles
beyond it. I had worked downtown for several years, in one of
the city’s biggest travel agencies, and I was glad I didn’t have
to go down there every day anymore. T'hat was one big reason
for starting my own business. I wanted to be able to slow down
a little, to take stock of my life, to devote more time to the
things that were really important.

Divorce will do that to you, I guess. Make you take a hard
look at your life and try to figure out what’s working and what
isn’t, before anything else breaks down beyond repair.

You figure out a way to go on, because you can’t just stop.
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I stood up, went to the door, and opened it. Luke and
Melissa had gone back to their desks in the outer office. Au-
gusta and Amelia were sitting on the sofa, one at each end
with as much room between them as they could get.

“Luke, I did forget to call the phone company and make
sure they turned the phones on today. I’'m sorry. Would you
take care of that for me?”

He grinned. “Sure, Miz D.”

“Augusta.”

She looked at me. I crooked a finger.

“You’re going to yell at me? It’s not fair. You’re not my mother.”

“No, but your mama’s my little sister, and I promised her
I’d look after you girls this summer. I just want to find out
what all this fuss is about.”

“And you’re going to listen to her side of it first?” Amelia
said. “It’s not fair!”

I could have told her a few things about how fair life is, but
I knew she wouldn’t want to hear it. So I just said, in as calm
and rational a tone as I could manage, “I’ll get to you in a
minute.”

She leaned back against the sofa cushion, crossed her arms,
and sulked.

When Augusta and I were back in the office with the door
closed, she said, “Aunt Delilah, you’ve got to talk some sense
into her—"

“What’s this about body piercing?” I couldn’t help but frown
as I said the words.

Her response was quick. “It’s very safe. It’s done by profes-
sionals, you know. And I just want to get a belly button ring
and maybe a little stud for my eyebrow. It’s really no different
than having pierced ears. You have pierced ears.”

“Yeah, but [ don’t have a hole in my belly button.” I leaned



FRANKLY MY DEAR, I'M DEAD

back in my chair. “What do you think your mama would say if
I was to call her and ask her if it was all right for you to get
these . . . piercings?”

Augusta looked down at the floor and didn’t say anything.

“That’s what I thought.”

“It’s still not any of Amelia’s business,” she muttered. “She’s
such a little suck-up. And a tattletale.”

Inside every sixteen-year-old lurks a twelve-year-old, I guess.
Especially when it comes to sisters. Twin sisters, at that.

“Can I at least call myself Gus?”

T'hat took me by surprise. “Augusta is a beautiful name.”

“An old-fashioned name.”

“Honey, you’re talkin’ to somebody named Delilah here,
you know.”

“I still want to be called Gus.”

I looked at her through narrowed eyes, or maybe I just
squinted at her. “Now #iere’s an elegant name.”

“There’s nothing wrong with Gus.”

“Not many sixteen-year-old girls named that, though.”

“I don’t mind being different. I want to be different, and
since you won’t let me get my belly button pierced . ..”

I’d lost track of all the pierced, Gothed-up sixteen-year-old
girls I’d seen, not that I'd been counting to start with. Au-
gusta’s concept of “different” wasn’t quite the same as mine.

“You say that now. How are you going to feel about it when
school starts again?”

“We’ll be back home then, so it won’t be any of your busi-
ness, will it? Anyway, it’s got to be better than Augusta.”

“Your sister’s never minded being called Amelia. You think
that’s a more modern name?”

I could see her digging in her heels. “All I’'m saying is that it
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ought to be my decision. It’s not any of her business what [
want to be called.”

She had a point there. And calling herself something else
wasn’t nearly as permanent as getting holes stuck in her.

“Go back out and send your sister in.”

“You’re not going to make me go by Augusta, are you?”

“Just send your sister in.”

I sat down behind the desk and waited. A few seconds later
Amelia came in and closed the door behind her a little harder
than necessary.

“Augusta is absolutely zmmmmpossible. Mama would have a
fit if she got her navel and her eyebrows pierced.”

“She’s not going to. But she’s going to change her name to
Gus for the summer.”

Amelia stared at me in horror for a second before she said,
“Gus? That’s horrible!”

“Your sister’s got a right to call herself whatever she wants
to.”
“But Gus Harris sounds like a boy! An ugly boy, at that.”

“Maybe she could call herself Gussie.”

Amelia gave me the look. You know, the one that teenagers
give adults when they want to say, Could you be any more ridi-
culous?

“You know, she’s probably going to change her mind about
this whole thing before school starts again. That’s still more
than two months off.”

“But what if she doesn’t? I’ll be Gus Harris’s sister! It’s al-
ready hard enough being a twin.”

“You liked having a twin sister when you were four. You
even liked it when you were eight.”

“I'm sixteen now.” She managed to sound terribly world
weary as she said it.

“I know, I know, everything’s different now. All I'm sayin’ is

6
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that if you just let things go for a while, a lot of problems will
sort themselves out so they aren’t problems anymore.”

“Oh? Like the problems you and Uncle Dan had?”

I felt my jaw getting tight. I didn’t know if I was more hurt
or mad.

She saw that and said quickly, “I’'m sorry, Aunt Delilah. I
didn’t mean that, you know I didn’t mean that.”

I held up a hand to stop her. “No, you’re right,” I said.
“Sometimes you can’t just let things go and hope they’ll get
better. The trick is knowing when those times are and which
battles are worth fighting.” I turned my chair so that I was fac-
ing the computer and turned it on. “Go on back outside, and
we’ll talk about this some more at home. For now, you and
your sister just try to get along, all right?”

“Yeah.” She caught her lower lip between her teeth for a
second. “Yeah, sure.”

I kept my eyes on the monitor and watched the screens
change as the computer booted up. I didn’t let myself sigh
until Amelia was gone. I didn’t let myself cry at all. I'd been
there. Done that. A lot.

A knock sounded on the door and Luke opened it without
waiting for an answer. “Talked to the phone company,” he
said. “Phones’ll be on by the end of the day.”

“Thanks, Luke. Sorry about the mix-up. My bad, as the
kids say. If they still say that. I haven’t checked lately.”

“That’s all right. You've got a lot to keep up with these
days, Miz D. It’s not easy opening your own business, you
know. Not to mention taking care of kids, even if they’re not
yours. I hope by the time Melissa and I have kids, I'm a lot
smarter and more grown up than [ am now.”

I smiled and said, “T'hat’s a good way to look at it.”

“’Cause sometimes [ think I’'m dumb as dirt.”

“No, you’re a sweet young man, and when the time comes,

7
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you’ll do just fine.” I sat up straighter, trying to be more brisk
and businesslike. “Now, let’s talk about this Gone With the Wind
tour.”

So that was how things started out on the first-ever day for
Delilah Dickinson Literary Tours. A little ragged, maybe, but
I had high hopes. We’d get over all these rough patches.
Things were going to get better as they went along. I was sure
of it.

Of course, folks hadn’t started getting killed yet. . . .



CHAPTER 2

Downtown Atlanta was hot and muggy, even at eleven
o’clock in the morning. Clouds scudded across the sun
every now and then and offered a little relief from its glare,
but that didn’t affect the humidity.

I was sort of used to it—although anybody who tells you
that you can get used to ninety degrees and ninety percent
humidity is a flat-out liar—but many of my clients weren'’t.
They were from cooler, drier climates.

The German couple was really sweating. I heard them sigh
in relief as we went into the air-conditioned Visitors Center
next to the Dump, as Margaret Mitchell had called the house
on Peachtree Street, which had been known as the Crescent
Apartments when she and her husband, John, moved into it in
1925. They lived there while she was writing a little book
called Gone With the Wind.

I’m sure you’ve heard of it. It’s not such a little book, actu-
ally. More of a doorstop. They could’ve sold it in the book-
stores by the pound. It’s been read by more people around the
world than any other novel ever written.

People love Gone With the Wind.

Some of them love it so much they’re willing to pay to come
to Atlanta and see the apartment where Margaret Mitchell
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lived while she was writing it, visit the Gone With the Wind
Movie Museum located in the same house, and have an au-
thentic, genteel Southern lunch at Mary Mac’s Tea Room
nearby.

The highlight of the tour, though, is the visit to Tara Planta-
tion. It’s not the real Tara, of course—not that there ever actu-
ally was a real Tara except in the mind of Margaret Mitchell
and the imaginations of Hollywood filmmakers. In the first
draft of the novel it was called Fontenoy Hall and was based
on the farm of Mitchell’s maternal grandparents, but the name
Tara and the image of the magnificent house were set firmly in
the minds of millions of readers and moviegoers. One of the
old plantation houses outside of Atlanta, a place originally
called Sweet Bay after the magnolia trees that grow there, had
been remade into a near-replica of the movie location. It was
also a working plantation, producing a good cotton crop most
years using only historically accurate methods.

Well, except for the slaves, of course. Historical accuracy
only goes so far.

I had a short spiel prepared and went into it as soon as all
the tourists were inside, along with Luke, Augusta, and
Amelia. Melissa was holding down the fort at the office.

I’d done quite a bit of reading about Margaret Mitchell,
from her birth in Atlanta through her early life and her disas-
trous marriage to Red Upshaw, the man most people believed
to be the model for Rhett Butler; her later marriage to John
Walsh and the ten years she had spent writing Gone With the
Wind, with John editing it page by page; her other works (most
people didn’t know she had ever written anything other than
the one book); and her tragic death after being run down by a
car on Peachtree Street, not far from here, as she and John
tried to cross it to go to a movie theater. I covered that ground
pretty fast, because I knew that what people really wanted to

10
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do was wander around the house, look at the exhibits, take
pictures, and buy stuff in the gift shop: the same things that
tourists do at every attraction in the world.

Luke sidled up to me after I turned the tourists loose to
sightsee on their own. In a quiet voice, he said, “I think it’s
goin’ pretty well, don’t you, Miz Delilah?”

“I hope so. Everybody seems to be having a good time.”

He hitched up his pants. “Yep, this here is a fine tour.
Gonna be real popular. You'll see.”

“It was my idea, Luke,” I reminded him. “I always thought
it would work.”

“Yeah, sure, but you had your doubts. I know you.”

He wasn’t telling me anything I didn’t already know. I had
doubts about everything. 'That’s just part of being a natural-
born worrier.

“Believe I'll just circulate,” he went on, “in case anybody
has any questions, you know.”

“T'hanks, Luke.”

“All part of the job.”

He moved off through the Visitors Center and on into the
Mitchell house itself. I walked into the gallery, where various
historical exhibits that had to do with the South, not necessar-
ily Margaret Mitchell or Gone With the Wind, were on display.

Right now it was a series of famous photographs from the
Depression. I was glad to see some of the younger members of
the tour group studying them. Too many young people don’t
have much interest in history these days. I think there’s a lot
of truth in that old saying about those who don’t learn from
history being doomed to repeat it.

“Mrs. Dickinson?”

I turned to see one of the men from the tour standing there.
“It’s Ms. Dickinson,” I told him, trying to sound nice about it.
But I had taken my name back when Dan and I got divorced a

11
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few months earlier. I wasn’t Delilah Remington anymore and
never would be again—although after more than twenty years
of marriage I sometimes had a hard time remembering that
myself.

“Sorry,” he said. “I just wanted to tell you what a fine tour
this is. I’'m really looking forward to visiting the plantation to-
morrow. I hope you’ll do me the honor of dancing with me at
the ball.”

The Gone With the Wind tour that I put together with Luke’s
help lasts three days. One day in Atlanta to see Mitchell’s
apartment, as well as through the Visitors Center next door
and the movie museum. The Tea Room lunch breaks up that
part of the tour.

T'he next day, the group loads onto a bus in the morning
and rides out to Tara—not the movie set, but the other planta-
tion remade into a tourist attraction—where they get not only
a tour of the whole place but also an elegant dinner and dance
hosted by actors portraying characters from the novel, before
staying overnight and having breakfast the next morning, then
returning to Atlanta.

It would be more accurate to say that the actors on the plan-
tation were portraying the actors from the movie. They were
chosen for their resemblances to Vivien Leigh, Clark Gable,
Olivia de Havilland, Thomas Mitchell, Hattie McDaniel, and
other cast members. It’s quite a show, I tell you. I'd seen it
several times myself. Being from Atlanta, when I decided to
start my own agency and specialize in Southern-oriented
tours, Gone With the Wind was a natural. Everybody’s read the
book. Everybody loves the book. And who wouldn’t want to
go hang around for an evening with Scarlett and Rhett?

“Oh, I’'m not much of a dancer...” I said to the man who
had come up to me—I was surprised at myself for feeling flus-
tered all of a sudden.

12
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“I have a hard time believing that. Why, a person can tell
just by looking at you how graceful you are.”

He was flirting with me, I told myself in disbelief.

And I didn’t know whether I liked it or not.

He was a nice-enough-looking man, I suppose. About fifty,
which made him approximately the same age as me. Medium-
sized, with dark hair that I was pretty sure was at least partially
a toupee, but a good, expensive one. The smile he gave me
was a little smirky. Not too bad, though.

But the important thing was, he was a client, and I don’t
like to mix business with pleasure. An old-fashioned attitude,
I know, but I’'m an old-fashioned girl.

How could I be anything else with a name like Delilah
Dickinson?

“I'm sorry, Mister...?” I'd heard his name earlier but
couldn’t remember it.

“Riley. Elliott Riley.”

“I'm sorry, Mr. Riley, but I have a policy about not frater-
nizing with my clients—"

“Fraternizing? What is this, the army? I just want to dance
with you tomorrow night at the plantation.” He moved closer
to me. A little too close. “I got a thing for redheads, you know.”

“No, I didn’t know that,” I told him, and this time I didn’t
bother trying to keep my voice pleasant. I let it get nice and
chilly. He had paid for the tour in advance, after all. But that
didn’t entitle him to any special privileges, no matter what he
appeared to think. “If you’ll excuse me . ..”

He took hold of my arm as I started to turn away. “What is
this? What happened to that famous Southern hospitality you
advertise on your Web site?”

“I’ll give you the same sort of hospitality we gave you damn
Yankees at Manassas if you don’t let go of me.”

I know, I shouldn’t have said it. You may have guessed that

13
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I have this problem with my temper when I’'m pushed far
enough. Just don’t blame it on my red hair. That makes me
mad, too.

Mr. Riley’s face sort of pinched in. He didn’t let go of my
arm. [ was trying to figure out whether I needed to take a step
closer to him before I kneed him or if I could reach the target
just fine from where I was, when Luke moved up behind him
and said, “Everything all right here, Miz D?”

My fiercely protective son-in-law was three inches taller
and probably thirty pounds heavier than Riley, who took one
look over his shoulder and then released his grip on my arm.

“Everything’s fine, Luke,” I said. “Just talking to one of our
clients. Isn’t that right, Mr. Riley?”

“Uh, yeah.” He looked nervous now with Luke looming
behind him. He gave me a curt nod and moved on into the
gallery. Luke didn’t try to stop him.

Instead he asked me in a quiet voice, “Was that guy both-
erin’ you, Miz D?”

“Oh, not too much. Just flirtin’ a little, I guess. Nothing I
couldn’t handle. But I appreciate you stepping in like that,
anyway.”

He nodded, looked satisfied with himself, and said, “T’hat’s
my job. I’m a troubleshooter. I see trouble, and I shoot it.”

“Didn’t Barney Fife originally say that?”

“What?”

“Never mind.”

“I hate to say it, but you’re gonna have to get used to things
like that, Miz D, now that you’re single and out on the market
again.”

“Being single is 7ot the same thing as being on the market,
Luke.”

“Yeah,” he said, like he hadn’t heard me, “a woman like you
who’s good-looking in, uh, an older sort of way, you’ve got to

14
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expect to get some attention from those older, desperate
kinda guys—”

“Luke,” T said, trying not to grit my teeth too hard. “Why
don’t you go back to circulating, in case any of our clients need
anything.”

“Oh. Sure, Miz D. But I'll be close by if you need me. Just
give a holler.”

“I’ll do that,” I promised, although I wasn’t sure I could
think of a situation that would make me holler.

Boy, was I wrong about that.

After everyone had had a chance to go through the Visitors
Center and have a look at Margaret Mitchell’s apartment,
which has been restored to look as much as possible like it did
during the years she was writing her novel, we all adjourned to
Mary Mac’s Tea Room for lunch. I kept an eye on Elliott
Riley, just to make sure he wasn’t bothering any of the other
single women. He kept to himself, though, and didn’t even
talk much to anyone else. Despite what had happened earlier,
I felt a little sorry for him, obviously vacationing by himself
like that. Had to be pretty lonely.

After lunch, we all returned to the Gone With the Wind Movie
Museum, which was part of the Mitchell house on Peachtree
Street. The exhibits there told the story of how the best-selling,
Pulitzer Prize-winning novel became one of the most popular
motion pictures of all time, and certainly one of the most ea-
gerly awaited when it was first released in 1939. The lengthy
search for the perfect actress to play Scarlett O’Hara, the trou-
blesome production that saw four different directors, includ-
ing Victor Fleming, George Cukor, and Sam Wood, and the
producer, David O. Selznick, work on the movie at one time
or another (despite the fact that only Fleming received screen
credit—see, I told you I read up on this stuff), and the contro-
versy over whether or not Clark Gable would utter an uncen-
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sored version of Rhett Butler’s famous final line from the
book. You know the one I’m talking about.

A screening room in the museum showed vintage newsreels
about the fabulous world premiere of the film in Atlanta, as well
as a documentary about the making of the movie. Let’s be
honest. As many people as have read the book, a whole lot more
have seen the movie. Without Gable and Leigh, de Havilland
and Leslie Howard, the story would be a lot less appealing. So
most tourists are more interested in the movie museum than
anything else. It has plenty to keep people entertained for
quite a while.

While the tourists were wandering around the museum and
watching the newsreels in the screening room, I found a quiet
spot in a corner and caught my breath. Things were going well
so far. I hoped that the word would get around about what a
nice tour [ had put together. We just had to get through the
plantation visit the next day without any catastrophes occur-
ring.

I had to rethink that a few minutes later when I heard an
angry shout from inside the screening room. It was followed
by another yell and then a growing commotion. I muttered,
“Oh, Lord, what now?” and looked around for Luke and the
girls. But I didn’t see them anywhere.

Whatever was going on in there, it wasn’t good. I hurried in
that direction. A couple of security guards employed by the
museum beat me to it. They slapped the door of the screening
room open and ran inside. I got there two or three seconds
later. My heart was pounding pretty hard, because I didn’t
know what was going on in there. All I knew was that there
was trouble.

And my hopes for a perfect tour were disappearing with
every yell.

16
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he lights were still down, the newsreel playing on the big

screen that had rows of seats curving in front of it. The
glare from the screen was enough for me to see what was
going on. A couple of men must have started fighting, and oth-
ers had stepped in to pull them apart. Luke, in fact, had hold
of a man I recognized as one half of the couple that had come
all the way from Germany to visit the Southern states.

One of the security guards was hanging on to the other
combatant—who was none other than the amorous Elliott
Riley, definitely wearing a rug. I could tell that because it was
skewed sideways a little on his head from the tussle.

“He is a thief!” the German shouted as he glared at Riley.
“A thief, I tell you! He tried to steal my camera!”

“I never touched his blasted camera,” Riley insisted. “Let
go of me, damn it.”

The other members of the group who were in the room, in-
cluding Amelia and Augusta, were watching the confrontation
like it was more interesting than what was on the screen. |
suppose it was. It’s not often you see two grown men throwing
punches at each other in public.

But all I felt at the moment was anger that something had
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gone wrong with my tour. My fi7sz tour. The one that was sup-
posed to be perfect.

"This was one instance when having a temper and a loud voice
came in handy. I stepped closer and said, “Settle down, both
of you. This isn’t a bar or a boxing ring.”

“He stole—” the German tourist began.

“I never—" Riley began.

“Hush!”

They all looked at me, including Luke and the security
guard, and I realized that my voice had been really loud that
time.

Amelia and Augusta said in unison, “Whoa.”

I tried to tone it down some as I went on. “L.ook, you’re ru-
ining the tour for everybody else. Why don’t we step out of
the screening room and try to settle this somewhere else,
where we won’t be disturbing folks?”

“We can go in the security office,” the guard suggested.

I nodded. “That’s just what I’'m talking about. Luke, you
take over the tour for a few minutes.”

“Hadn’t I better go with you?” he asked with a frown.

“No, I want you looking after the clients. I’'m sure I'll be
fine with—" I looked at the guard.

He supplied his name. “Dave.”

“I’'m sure I'll be fine with Dave,” I went on, “and anyway,
Mr. Riley and”—I searched my memory for the German’s
name and came up with it—“Mr. Riley and Mr. Mueller are
going to settle down and behave themselves. Aren’t you,
boys?”

Both of them looked sullen. Mueller said, “I believe the po-
lice should be summoned.”

“Fine with me,” Riley said. “T'hey can arrest this Kraut for
attacking me and making wild accusations.”

Mueller’s face started to turn red again. “Kraut? Kraut?”
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I took hold of Riley’s arm and hustled him out of there
while Dave followed with Mueller.

I felt a sense of relief when the door of the security office
closed behind us. At least this commotion wouldn’t be dis-
tracting my other clients from the tour anymore. But I still had
to deal with Riley and Mueller and try to make peace between
them. They glared at each other from opposite sides of the
room. I wished the office was a little bigger so they wouldn’t
be within fist-swinging distance of each other.

“Now,” I said, “what happened out there?” They both
opened their mouths to yap at me, so I pointed to the German
and added, “You first, Mr. Mueller.”

“Why does he get to go first?” Riley asked before Mueller
could say anything, reminding me of the argument between
my nieces a few days earlier. Riley sounded just about as ma-
ture as they had.

“Because he’s a guest in our country and we’re going to be
polite.”

Riley gave a surly shrug and didn’t say anything else.

“This man was sitting behind me and my wife,” Mueller
said. “I felt my camera move and looked down to see his hand
on the case. He was trying to steal it.”

“That’s not true and you know it,” Riley said.

The benches that formed the rows of seating in the screen-
ing room had no backs to them, so it would have been easy
enough to reach forward and try to sneak something away
from whoever was sitting in front of you, I supposed. But
Mueller had the strap attached to his camera case looped over
his shoulder, so I didn’t see how anyone, even the slickest
thief in the world, could have hoped to slip it away from him
without being noticed.

On the other hand, maybe Riley had intended to open the
case and take the camera out of it, leaving the case where it
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was. That might have worked, although he would have to be
pretty daring to attempt that in the middle of a crowd. Some
thieves are downright brazen, though.

“Is your camera worth a lot of money, Mr. Mueller?” I asked.

“It is a fine camera. | paid”—he paused to do the math in
his head—“what would amount to four hundred of your Amer-
ican dollars for it.”

A four-hundred-dollar camera was pretty expensive, all
right, but not something that was fabulously valuable. I had no
idea how much a thief could have gotten for it, but surely
quite a bit less than its retail value. Steal enough stuff, though,
and I supposed it would be a living, despite getting only pen-
nies on the dollar for it.

“Did anybody else see Mr. Riley try to take your camera?” [
asked.

“Of course not,” Riley said, “because I didn’t do it.”

I shushed him and turned back to Mueller. He frowned and
asked, “How would I know what the others saw?”

“Nobody spoke up to say you were right,” I pointed out.

“Naturally, they would take the side of a fellow countryman
over a foreigner.”

I wasn’t sure that was true; most folks were still pretty hon-
est, or so I liked to think.

“Look, you’ve still got your camera, so no harm was done,”
I'said. I took a deep breath, hating to do what came next, but [
didn’t see any other option. “If you want your money back, I’ll
be glad to refund it.”

Now #hat was a bald-faced lie. I wouldn’t be glad to refund
what he had paid for the tour at all. But I knew from my years
working at one of Atlanta’s largest travel agencies that you’ve
got to have a reputation for being honest and trustworthy if
you want to succeed in business. I would give Mueller his
money back if I had to—but [ wouldn’t like it.

20



FRANKLY MY DEAR, I'M DEAD

Mueller sniffed. “My wife is very fond of this Gone With the
Wind book. I would not deprive her of the enjoyment she gets
from this tour.”

[ looked over at Riley, who had tugged his toupee back into
place. “How about you?”

“I'm tempted, believe me, but...nah, I'm not going to
back out. A deal is a deal, I always say. But I'm going to stay as
far away from this guy as I can.”

I thought that was a good idea. The more distance between
the two men, the better.

I looked at Dave the security guard. “Does that work for
you?”

“They didn’t damage anything as far as I could see,” he
said. “Sure, they could be arrested for disturbing the peace, I
guess, but what’s the point? It’s all over, right?”

Mueller nodded, and a second later so did Riley. They had
made their peace, such as it was.

“All right,” I told them. “Mr. Riley, you go on back to the tour.
Mr. Mueller, give him a minute, then you can rejoin the oth-
ers, t00.”

“I could sue you for slander, you know,” Riley told Mueller.
“Making false accusations against me that way.”

I made shooing motions at him. “Go on now.”

Riley left the office. A minute later, so did Mueller. I looked
at Dave and said, “I’'m sorry about all the fuss.”

“You’re going to be bringing more tours here, right?”

“All the time, I hope.”

“Maybe the next bunch won’t start fighting World War 11
again. They’d better not.”

All I could do was agree with him.
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he rest of the tour went smoothly enough that day, with

Riley and Mueller staying well apart from each other.
The best part of the ruckus was that it got Riley’s mind off of
flirting with me. He didn’t bother me again about dancing
with him at the plantation ball the next night.

The bus that would be taking the tour group out to the
plantation the next morning would pick them up at their ho-
tels. They were on their own, free to enjoy Atlanta, until then.

By the next morning, I was over being upset with every-
thing that had happened the day before. When you’re trying
to get a new business off the ground, you can’t afford to brood
about the past. You have to just charge ahead and do your best.

So that was the plan. The girls and I were at the office early,
ready to meet the bus. Luke and Melissa showed up a short
time later, and right behind them, the charter bus pulled into
the shopping center’s parking lot. I walked out to meet it as it
rolled to a stop.

The door clattered open as the driver worked the lever. He
was a grizzled black man wearing the uniform of the charter
bus company. “You Mrs. Dickinson?” he asked as he leaned
toward me in the seat.
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I didn’t bother correcting him about the Mrs. part. “That’s
right,” I said.

“Name’s Cobb,” he introduced himself. “Wilson Cobb. I’ll
be your driver today.”

“I’'m mighty glad to meet you, Mr. Cobb,” I told him. I held
up a printout and went on, “I’ve got a list here of all the folks
we’ll be picking up and where they’re stayin’.”

“You folks put your bags in the luggage compartment and
climb aboard, then,” he invited, “and we’ll get started. That
is, if you’re ready to go.”

“I’'m ready,” I said.

The truth was I was more than ready. I was anxious to get
the second day of the tour started and anxious for it to go well.
I didn’t expect it to be otherwise. The folks at the plantation
hosted tour groups like mine all the time, so they were experi-
enced at this sort of thing and knew how to make everything
go smoothly.

Luke stowed our overnight bags in the compartment that
opened on the side of the bus. Melissa wouldn’t be going to
the plantation, but the rest of us would. We climbed on board
and spent the next hour riding around downtown and subur-
ban Atlanta as Mr. Cobb picked up the members of the tour
group. Then we headed north out of town. The plantation was
less than an hour’s drive away.

I watched for any signs of more trouble between Mr. Riley
and Mr. Mueller, but other than a sour glance exchanged be-
tween them, each pretended the other didn’t exist. They sat
at opposite ends of the bus, Mueller and his wife up front,
Riley in the back.

We reached the plantation at mid-morning, Mr. Cobb turn-
ing the bus from the main road onto a quarter-mile-long drive-
way lined with magnolia trees, some of which had hydrangea
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plants climbing them and blooming, in addition to the large,
snowy-white magnolia blooms. The cotton plants were just
beginning to flower in the fields that flanked the drive. It
would still be at least a couple of months before the cotton
started to produce fluffy white bolls. Workers hoed weeds out
of the field of plants. The men wore overalls and broad-
brimmed straw hats. The women were in long dresses and col-
orful kerchiefs. It was hard work out there in the sun, but they
were being paid excellent wages. These folks were actors as
much as they were field hands.

The house at the end of the driveway was magnificent, a
four-story structure with massive columns supporting a cov-
ered portico where the drive curved in front of it. White-
painted walls, set off by elegant wooden and wrought-iron
trim, shone in the sun. More magnolias, as well as towering
cottonwoods, surrounded the house. Well-tended flowerbeds
gave the grounds patches of brilliant color. Roses, lilies, gladi-
olas, and half a dozen other varieties were bursting with blooms.
Think of the most beautiful, stately plantation home you can
imagine, and that gives you a pretty good idea of what this
mock-Tara looked like.

Pretty girls in hoop skirts strolled the grounds, accompa-
nied by young men in swallowtail coats, silk vests, and fancy
cravats with jeweled stickpins in them. A few Confederate of-
ficers in spotless gray uniforms were mixed in for good mea-
sure. The sun shone on their brass buttons, scabbards, and
insignia. The men all had muttonchop whiskers. Some had
drooping mustaches and others sported Beauregard beards.
The women’s hair was done in elaborate arrangements of
curls, some of them adorned by flowers.

A burly, middle-aged man in a fancy suit was waiting for the
bus. As it came to a stop and the tourists began to get off, this
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man boomed out, “Welcome to Tara, folks!” He was bigger
than Thomas Mitchell but did a passable imitation of that
character actor’s voice. I thought I heard a hint of a British ac-
cent under the Southern drawl that he was putting on. He
held out a hand and continued, “Scarlett and I are so glad to
see you.”

The woman who came forward to take his hand was beauti-
ful, all right, no doubt about that. With her fair skin displayed
to advantage in the low-cut gown she wore and ringlets of
midnight-dark hair tumbling around her head and over her
bare shoulders, she did Scarlett O’Hara proud. She smiled
coyly and said, “Why, fiddle-dee-dee, Papa, who are all these
nice folks who’ve come to see us here at Tara?”

Her accent was thick as molasses. I felt a little like groaning
because her Southern belle act was so overdone, but the
tourists seemed to be eating it up, especially when she turned
her head and called, “Rhett, come over here and say howdy to
all these nice folks who’ve come to visit us.”

The man who joined them wore a white suit and a broad-
brimmed planter’s hat. He had an unlit cigar in his mouth.
The strong chin, the narrow mustache, the cocky grin, and the
twinkle in his eyes were all just about perfect. He took off his
hat, revealing thick black hair, and gave a little bow to the
group. Then he put the hat back on, took the cigar out of his
mouth, and said, “Hello, everyone. I'm glad you ran the
blockade to come see us today.”

“We’ll be splitting up into three separate groups,” the older
man explained. “I’ll take one group around and explain the
workings of the plantation, while Captain Butler will accom-
pany another group to the stables and Scarlett will show a
third group through the house. Then we’ll switch around
later, so everyone will get to see everything, don’t worry about
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that. There’ll be a picnic lunch served at one o’clock. After
that, we’ll finish the tours, and you’ll have plenty of time to
wander around the plantation on your own before the ball this
evening. Are there any questions?”

Mueller looked around and said, “Yes. Where are the slaves?”

Mr. O’Hara—that’s how I thought of him, since I didn’t know
his real name—looked a little surprised and said, “We, ah, don’t
have any slaves here, sir. Slavery is—”

“Illegal, yes, yes, I know. I meant people portraying slaves.
We saw the field hands, but there must be house slaves as
well, ja?”

“When you tour the house, you’ll see some servants work-
ing there,” O’Hara explained.

“Good. A plantation should have plenty of slaves.”

I didn’t like Mueller much to start with, and I was starting
to like him less. I glanced at his wife, a tired-looking woman
with red hair. She was supposed to be the Gone With the Wind
fan in the family, but she didn’t look as enthusiastic about see-
ing all this as her husband did.

You don’t have to /ife the people who sign up for your tours,
though; you just have to make sure they enjoy themselves.
That way, maybe they’ll come back sometime, or recommend
you to their friends. I put a smile on my face and said, “Let’s
get started splitting up into groups.”

With Luke’s help, I got everybody sorted out and on their
way. | would have made sure to put Mueller and Riley into
different groups if I needed to, but luckily I didn’t have to do
that. Mueller and his wife went into the house with Scarlett
while Riley attached himself to the group following Rhett to-
ward the stables. Augusta and Amelia went with that bunch,
too.

I stood beside the bus and said to Luke, “So far, so good.”
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“Don’t worry, Miz D. I¢’ll all be fine.”

Wilson Cobb said, “It’s air-conditioned inside the house, so
I’m going in there to cool off for a while before I head back to
town. Going to be a scorcher today.”

“That’s fine, Mr. Cobb,” T told him. “We won’t need you
until we’re ready to start back tomorrow.”

He walked off, moving with the caution of the elderly. He
didn’t want to fall and break a hip or anything like that.

When everyone was gone, I was left by myself standing
next to the bus. I looked around at the plantation and thought
about how pretty it was. With my back to the bus, I could al-
most believe that I had gone back in the past a hundred and
fifty years or so. The house and the grounds looked a lot like
they must have back in those days. I wasn’t foolish enough to
believe that things had been better back then for anyone, not
just the slaves. The hardships of life were a lot rougher on
everyone. Life was shorter, harder, and more brutal.

But, my, the flowers were pretty, and their delicious fra-
grance filled the air. The sky was a beautiful blue, dotted with
fluffy white clouds. The spreading trees around the house pro-
vided some welcome shade.

It was only after a few moments of enjoying the solitude
and the sense of being transported back in time that [ began to
notice things like the humming of the central air-conditioning
system’s round condenser at the side of the house and the
whisper of traffic from the nearby highway. I looked up and
saw the little satellite dish attached to the fourth-floor balcony.
There sure hadn’t been anything like that back in the real
plantation days. Shoot, the country hadn’t even been crossed
by telegraph wires back then.

T'hat was proof you couldn’t keep the modern world out,
even when you tried.
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With a shake of my head at that thought, I went into the
house to join the group being shown around by the actress
playing Scarlett.

T'he tour went well during the rest of the morning and the
afternoon, with the three groups swapping around and, I
hoped, learning a lot about life on a Southern plantation in the
antebellum days. Luke and I kept ourselves available in the
house all afternoon in case anyone had any questions or prob-
lems, but everybody seemed to be enjoying themselves. Even
Elliott Riley gave me a smile when he ambled by during the
time devoted to wandering freely around the grounds and the
house.

Dinner was served in a huge dining room lit by glittering
crystal chandeliers. I knew there were electric lights con-
cealed here and there, but they weren’t in use. The oil lamps
and the hundreds of candles provided plenty of illumination.
The only real concession to the modern age was the air condi-
tioning, and nobody who was used to modern conveniences
could do without that, not even for the sake of authenticity.

Following the banquet, everybody adjourned to an even
more vast ballroom with gleaming parquet floors, and walls
hung with tapestries and landscape paintings. An orchestra
played waltzes and other dance music of the period. The ac-
tors who worked there started the dancing, but the tourists
were welcome to join in, too, and they did. I kept expecting
Riley to show up and ask me for that dance he had mentioned
the day before, but he didn’t. In fact, I wasn’t sure where he
was.

But he had to be around somewhere, because the bus
wouldn’t be back until the next morning.

The phony Scarlett was the belle of the ball, of course. She
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danced with everyone—Rhett, Ashley Wilkes, the Tarleton
twins, and several of the men from the tour group. The actors
playing the Tarletons, who looked like real twins, made a
point of dancing with Augusta and Amelia, which made the
girls smile and laugh and prompted several people to take pic-
tures of them.

I didn’t dance at all, although Luke asked me. I knew he
didn’t really want to and was asking more out of a sense of
duty than anything else, so I told him that was all right, not to
worry about it.

A little later, I was standing next to the wall, under one of
the big paintings, when an unfamiliar voice said from beside
me, “Enjoying yourself, Ms. Dickinson?”

I looked over, expecting to see one of the staff from the
plantation house, but instead I saw a man wearing a corduroy
jacket and jeans, rather than the period costume that the peo-
ple who worked here wore. He wore glasses and had thinning
blond hair touched here and there with gray.

“Have we met?” I asked him.

“No, but I know who you are. Mr. Ralston, who owns the
plantation, pointed you out to me.” He put out a hand. “I'm
Will Burke. Doctor Will Burke.”

I shook hands with him and asked, “Doctor as in physician,
or professor?”

“Professor, definitely,” he said. “My doctorate is in English,
and I teach at one of the local colleges. But I do some work on
the side as a consultant here on the plantation, as well as at the
Center for Southern Literature.”

“So you’re here because of the Gone With the Wind connec-
tion?”

“That’s right. My thesis was about the interrelationship be-
tween literature and history. I’ve always been interested in the
subject.”
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“Well, no offense, Professor Burke, but I’'m not that acade-
mically minded.”

He smiled. “I try not to be except when I’'m teaching a
class. Kick me in the shin if I start sounding stuffy, okay?”

“You’ve got a deal. What do you do here, anyway?”

“It’s my job to keep things accurate both from a historical
perspective and as they relate to Mitchell’s novel.”

“I guess you know about other books, too?”

“Some,” he said with a shrug and another smile. “Why do
you ask?”

“I was thinking about trying to set up some other tours that
would be centered around different books and authors. I
might just have to pick your brain about that sometime.”

“Pick away,” he said. “I’d be glad to help if I can.”

I chatted for a few more minutes with Dr. Will Burke, then
he had to go off to check on some detail. He gave me a wave
and a smile as he left, and I smiled back at him. He was a nice-
looking, interesting guy, I found myself thinking. Soft spoken,
but he was friendly and he obviously knew a lot.

And I knew better than to be thinking such things, with the
ink on my divorce papers barely dry, relatively speaking.
Keeping my new business going would take all of my time for
the foreseeable future.

By late in the evening, I was convinced everything was
going to be just fine for the rest of the tour. I’'m not supersti-
tious enough to believe I jinxed it by thinking that, but look-
ing back now, I shouldn’t have done it anyway. No sense in
tempting fate.

Because right about then, somebody screamed and men
started to yell in confusion and I looked around for the source
of the commotion, halfway expecting that Mueller and Riley
had gotten into it again. | was worried about my nieces, too,

30



FRANKLY MY DEAR, I'M DEAD

since I had sort of lost track of them during the evening and |
was supposed to be looking out for them.

I found Luke, grabbed his arm, and tugged him along with
me. We bulled our way across the crowded ballroom toward
the French doors on the far side, which seemed to be where
most of the yelling was coming from.

When we got there, I saw that one set of doors was standing
open. They led out into an elaborate garden behind the
house, which was lit by small colored lamps in the trees.
Those lamps were electric, not gas, because nobody wanted to
take a chance on setting the trees on fire.

I spotted someone standing just outside the doors on the
flagstone terrace. It was Elliott Riley, and he was staring down
at his hands in horror. I saw the dark red stains on them and
felt my insides go hollow. I hadn’t seen a lot of freshly spilled
blood in my life, but my instincts told me that was what was
smeared on Riley’s hands.

“He—he’s out there,” Riley stammered, pointing toward a
path that led through the garden. I looked where he was
pointing and saw the shape sprawled there on the ground.
The crazy thought flashed through my head that Riley and
Mueller had been fighting again, and that Riley had killed the
German somehow.

But the man on the ground wasn’t Mueller at all, because
Mueller came up to the French doors, craning his neck to see
out.

I started toward the motionless shape, but Luke pulled me
back. “You better stay here, Miz D,” he said. “Whoever that
guy is, you don’t want to see him.”

“Let go of me, blast it,” I told him. “I’'m in charge of this
group, and if something’s happened, it’s up to me to see what
itis.”
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Luke let go of my arm, but he stayed stubbornly beside me
as I went along the walk. Within a few steps, I recognized the
man lying there. He had changed from the white planter’s out-
fit he had worn earlier in the day, donning a tuxedo instead for
the ball. Now there was a dark stain spreading on the snowy
white front of his frilly shirt, spreading from the knife that was
buried in his chest.

Rhett Butler—or the fella playing him, anyway—was dead,
as dead as the antebellum South that had been recreated here
on this plantation.
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on’t ask me how I knew Rhett Butler was dead. I’'m not a
medical person, and outside of a funeral home or an ac-
tual funeral, I’d never even seen a dead body.

But as I looked down at him, there was no doubt in my
mind. His eyes were open wide, staring but not seeing any-
thing. His mouth was open and his jaw was slack. His face
seemed to be getting paler by the second. I knew from watch-
ing crime shows on T’V that that meant the blood was pooling in
the back half of his body, since that was lower. Lividity, I think
they call it. The bloodstain on his shirt was ugly, but it wasn’t
spreading anymore because the heart had stopped pumping.

All that’s logical enough now, looking back on it, but at the
moment all [ heard was a frantic voice in my brain yammering,
Oh, no, he's dead, he's dead, he'’s dead!

I took a step back and bumped into Louke. He jumped a lit-
tle and I did, too, but both of us managed to keep from yelp-
ing. I guess Luke felt like letting out a holler. I know I sure
did.

“Holy cow, Miz D! Is that . . . is that...”

“Rhett Butler,” I said. The strain made Luke’s voice sound
strange to my ears, but my own voice sounded even more
strange.



Livia J. Washburn

“Is he—"

I knew what Luke was going to ask, but he didn’t get a
chance to finish the question. Instead another voice boomed
out, “What’s going on here?”

We turned to see a bulky, tuxedo-clad figure hurrying along
the garden path toward us. The lights out here were bright
enough for me to recognize the actor who played Scarlett’s fa-
ther, the man with the faint, underlying British accent who
slightly resembled Thomas Mitchell.

He saw the man on the ground and said, “Oh, my dear Lord.”
His hand went to his pocket and pulled out a bandanna he
used to mop away some of the beads of sweat that suddenly
popped up on his forehead. The night was warm and humid,
but not enough to make a fella look like he was in a steam
bath in a matter of seconds. “What happened here?”

“He’s dead.” Even as the words came out of my mouth, I
knew it was a dumb, obvious thing to say.

“He can’t be.” The man brushed past Luke and me and
dropped to one knee on the path beside the corpse. The path
was made of flagstones arranged on a bed of gravel, and the
gravel crunched a little as the man leaned over and his weight
shifted. “Steve! Steve, wake up!”

So the dead man’s name was really Steve, not Rhett, I thought.
The Thomas Mitchell look-alike reached for him, as if he
were going to grab hold of him and try to shake him back to
life, and I said, “You better not do that.”

He stopped and looked back over his shoulder at me. “Why
not?”

“The police won'’t like it if you disturb the body.”

“Police?” His stunned eyes opened even wider. “Oh, my
God. You’re right. We have to call the police.”

“Got my cell phone right here,” Luke said as he pulled it
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from his shirt pocket. Before anybody could say anything else,
he had thumbed in 911 and hit SEND.

The man kneeling next to the body leaped to his feet.
“Wait! We don’t know . ..” He stopped, his voice trailing off
for a second before he went on, “We don’t know anything, do
we? Only that he’s dead.”

The police would have to be involved. This was a murder,
after all. Unless, of course, Steve/“Rhett” had shoved that
knife into his own chest, which didn’t seem likely to me. I was
starting to get over my own shock to a certain extent, although
I was still as horrified and, I admit it, creeped out as any per-
son would be who doesn’t deal with violent death all the time.

After he finished telling the 911 operator where we were
and that we needed the police and an ambulance right away,
Luke said, “You know, I guess we really should check his pulse
and make sure he’s dead .. .”

By now, other people from inside the plantation house had
gotten curious enough—and courageous enough—to start
edging down the path toward us. [ was vaguely aware of lots of
whispering going on. A thought occurred to me, and I turned
and called to the crowd, “Is anybody here a doctor or a nurse?”

“Or a paramedic?” Luke added.

The only responses we got were shaking heads and mut-
tered denials.

I turned to look at the man who played the plantation owner.
“I guess you can do it, just try not to move him.”

The man looked a little queasy. “I don’t think I can.”

That left it up to me or Luke, since we were the ones stand-
ing there, and when I hesitated, he said, “Don’t worry, Miz D.
I'll do it.” He didn’t sound real enthusiastic, though, and he
swallowed hard as he approached the body and then knelt be-
side it, the other fellow moving back to give him plenty of
room.
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Luke grimaced as he felt around on the stabbed man’s neck,
searching for a pulse. After a minute or two he looked up at
me and shook his head.

“He’s dead, all right.”

Luke made that grim announcement just as a young woman
wearing a fancy ball gown with a hoop skirt and lots of petti-
coats pushed through the crowd and reached a point where
she could see the corpse. She screamed, “Steven!” then
clapped her hands to her face, and darned if she didn’t swoon,
just like the character she was supposed to be might have. As
she lay there in a faint, I recognized the pretty face and dark
curls. She was the actress who played Scarlett O’Hara.

She wasn’t the belle of the ball anymore. She was just a
crumpled heap on the flagstones. But at least she wasn’t dead,
like the phony Rhett Butler.

I heard a siren somewhere in the distance. As it began to
wail, a couple of men in uniform trotted up to us. They
weren’t policemen. Logos on their gray shirts identified them
as guards from a local security service.

The portly Gerald O’Hara—the Thomas Mitchell character—
turned to them and demanded, “How could you let some-
thing like this happen?”

The two security guards shook their heads, and one of them
said, “Sorry, Mr. Ralston. I checked out here in the garden just
a little while ago, and everything was fine then.”

“Well, it’s not fine now. Mr. Kelley is dead.”

The guard nodded. “Yeah, I can kinda see that. The cops’re
already on the way?”

“That’s right, no thanks to you.”

Ralston was getting his bluster back. The way he was acting
made me wonder if he really did own this plantation, in addi-
tion to playing Thomas Mitchell for the tourists. The name
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Ralston was familiar to me, too, and I recalled that I had seen
it on some of the paperwork when I was setting up the tour
with the management company that handled business affairs
for the plantation.

I took a chance and approached him while we were waiting
for the police and the ambulance to arrive. “Mr. Ralston, I'm
Delilah Dickinson. . ..”

I saw by the look in his eyes that he recognized my name,
too. “Mrs. Dickinson,” he said with a grave nod. “I’'m sorry we
had to meet under such tragic circumstances. I’'m Edmond
Ralston. This is my plantation.”

T'hat confirmed my suspicion. It surprised me a little that a
rich man like Ralston would take part in the play-acting,
putting on a show for the tourists. From the way he had been
acting earlier, though, he seemed to get a kick out of it.

“Oh! Oh!”

We looked around to see that the woman who had fainted
earlier was coming around. 'Two more ladies in ball gowns hov-
ered over her, helping her sit up. Both were young, a blonde in
her early twenties and a brunette who was probably still a
teenager. “Scarlett” began to sob as she once again saw the
corpse lying a few yards away on the path.

“Maybe we ought to cover him up,” Edmond Ralston mut-
tered under his breath.

“The cops wouldn’t like it,” Luke said, echoing what I had
told Ralston a few minutes earlier about messing with the
body.

“I just hate for her to have to see him like that.” Ralston
lowered his voice even more as he added, “She’s his wife.” He
spoke up. “Janice, why don’t you and Lindsey take Maura
back into the house?”

T'he brunette teenager nodded. “All right, Dad.”
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She and the other young woman helped the sobbing Maura
to her feet. Maura didn’t want to go, though. She tried to pull
away, saying, “Let go of me! I have to help Steven!”

Ralston said, “There’s nothing you can do for him now, my
dear. It’s a matter for the authorities.”

He sounded a little more British now, although his voice
still held a trace of the Southern drawl he affected as Thomas
Mitchell.

I turned to Luke and said, “Keep an eye on things here. [
want to make sure the girls are all right.” I had thought about
them right away, after Luke and I came out here and saw the
body, but I'd seen them dancing in the ballroom only a short
time earlier so I wasn’t really worried about them. Still, since
I’d promised my sister I would take care of them, I knew I’d
feel better about it if I saw them with my own eyes.

Luke nodded. “Don’t worry, Miz D. I won’t let anything
happen.”

I looked at the corpse and shook my head. “I'd say it’s al-
ready happened.”
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Istartcd making my way back through the crowd of onlook-
ers, but I didn’t have to go very far before I ran into Augusta
and Amelia. Both of them were standing up on tiptoes and
craning their necks, trying to see what was so interesting in
the garden.

“I heard somebody say there’s a dead guy out there,” Au-
gusta said.

“Is that true, Aunt Delilah?” Amelia said.

I nodded. “It’s true. A man’s been stabbed. You girls go on
back inside.”

“Can’t we go and look at him?” Augusta asked.

Before I could tell her that no, they couldn’t go and look at
him, Amelia made a face and said, “Oh, my God. You want to
look at a dead guy?”

Augusta shrugged. “I’ve never seen one before.”

“I don’t want to see one!”

I made shooing motions at the two of them and said, “Nei-
ther of you need to see a dead man. Go on back inside.”

“Are the police coming?” Amelia said.

“Will they question us?” Augusta said.

“Yes, they’re on the way. Don’t you hear the sirens? And no,
I don’t know if they’ll want to question you.”
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I didn’t see any reason why the police would have any ques-
tions for my nieces. After all, they’d both been inside when
Steven Kelley was killed. But, once again going by what I'd
seen on TV and in the movies, I figured there was a chance
they’d question everybody who was here tonight, regardless
of where they were when the crime was committed.

As 1 started to herd the girls toward the house, Augusta
looked back over her shoulder and said, “At least tell us who it
was that got killed, Aunt Delilah. That can’t hurt anything,
can it?”

I didn’t see any reason not to tell them. “It was the man
who played Rhett Butler.”

They looked at each other.

“Oh,” Amelia said.

“Him,” Augusta said.

I got the distinct impression that the murdered man’s iden-
tity meant something to them, but before I could ask them
about it, Will Burke came up to me. I introduced him to the
girls, then he said, “I heard about what happened, Ms. Dick-
inson. People are saying that you discovered the body? Are
you all right?”

The question took me a little by surprise, both the concern
that was evident in his voice and expression and the rumor
that I was the one who’d found the murdered man. “I’m fine,”
I said, “but I’m not the one who found him. That was—" 1
stopped and looked around for Elliott Riley but didn’t see him
anywhere. “Now where the heck did he gor”

As I asked the question, I recalled that when I'd first seen
Riley just outside the ballroom doors, he’d been upset and
had dark stains on his hands—Ilike blood. There was no doubt
in my mind now that it was Steven Kelley’s blood. Obviously
Riley had touched the body. I knew it was selfish of me, but
my immediate reaction was dismay that not only had some-
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body been killed during my first tour, but also that one of my
clients had found the body. That couldn’t be good for busi-
ness.

And then a little voice in the back of my head asked, What if
the killer is one of your clients? That’s going to be even worse, isn't it?

I must have groaned at the thought, because Dr. Will Burke
leaned closer to me and asked, “Are you swre you're all right?
Even if you’re not the one who found the body, this must still
be quite a shock for you.”

I held up a hand. “I’ll be fine. You’re right, Doctor. Murder
is just . . . shocking.”

“You’re sure it’s murder?”

I glanced at Augusta and Amelia, who were watching and
listening with avid interest, especially Augusta. “T’he man was
stabbed,” I said. “It didn’t look like an accident or suicide to
me.”

“Do you know who he was?”

“Mr. Ralston called him Steven Kelley.”

I could see that the name meant something to Will. His
breath hissed between his teeth.

“I guess you knew him, since you said you work here.”

Will nodded. “He and I teach at the same college. He’s the
head of the drama department there.” He stopped and shook his
head. “Taught at the same college, I should say. It. .. it’s hard
to believe, hard to grasp when someone you know dies sud-
denly like this, especially violently. . ..”

“Were you good friends?”

“No, I wouldn’t say that. Just colleagues. But I've known
him for several years.”

Augusta said, “Who’d want to kill him?”

Will looked surprised at the blunt question, but no more
surprised than I felt. “I have no idea,” he said, at the same
time I was telling Augusta, “I'hat’s none of our business.”
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But it might be my business, I reminded myself, if one of
my clients turned out to be the killer. This news was going to
spread fast through Atlanta’s travel agency community. Con-
ventional wisdom says there’s no such thing as bad publicity . . .
but at the moment I wasn’t so sure about that.

The sirens had gotten a lot louder while I was talking to my
nieces and to Dr. Will Burke, and now they cut off abruptly. I
took that to mean the police and the ambulance had arrived,
and sure enough, before I could manage to get Augusta and
Amelia back inside, several uniformed officers hurried through
the French doors in the ballroom and into the garden. A cou-
ple of paramedics carrying emergency Kkits trotted after them.

The officers were sheriff’s deputies, I saw—from the patches
on their shirts—as they went past me. The plantation was well
outside the Atlanta city limits, so that made sense. They
moved the crowd back, telling everyone in brisk, no-nonsense
voices to return to the ballroom and stay there. One of the
deputies went along with us, I guess to keep an eye on us and
make sure nobody tried to sneak off.

Edmond Ralston spoke to one of the deputies and was al-
lowed to remain in the garden as the paramedics knelt on ei-
ther side of Steven Kelley and opened their kits. I saw one of
them take out a stethoscope and press it to the dead man’s
chest as he listened for a heartbeat.

He wasn’t going to find one.

Luke found me once we all got back into the ballroom. He
looked relieved that Amelia and Augusta were all right, as |
had been. “I’ll bet it won’t take very long for the cops to find
out who killed the guy. They’ve got all that forensic stuff now,
like on T'V. There must be fingerprints on the handle of that
knife.”

“Will they have to fingerprint everybody here?” Augusta
asked.
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“They’ll get that icky black ink all over our fingers,” Amelia
said.

“We’ll just cooperate, answer all their questions, and do
whatever they say,” I told them. “It’s nothing to worry about.”

I was worried, though. The more I thought about Elliott
Riley discovering the body, the more I wondered about him.
He had a temper, as was obvious from that fight he had gotten
into with Gerhard Mueller at the Gone With the Wind Movie
Museum the day before. And he’d had blood on his hands.

T'hat was easily explained. When he found Steven Kelley’s
body, he could have touched Kelley while trying to see how
badly he was hurt and maybe help him if he was still alive.
Perfectly innocent.

But where had Riley vanished to after that, and where was
he now? That was a little more suspicious, even though
Riley’s absence might not really mean anything.

I turned to Luke. “Have you seen Elliott Riley?”

“Who?”

“The man who had that trouble with the German tourist at
the museum yesterday.” I lowered my voice and leaned closer to
him. “The one who started yelling tonight when he found the
body.”

“Oh, yeah, him.” Luke looked around the ballroom. “I don’t
see him anywhere.”

The people who’d been told by the deputies to wait in the
ballroom had split up into two main groups: the guests from
my tour, and the actors and staff who worked here on the plan-
tation, recreating the antebellum lifestyle for the tourists’ en-
joyment. Within those groups there were smaller bunches, all
standing around with shocked expressions on their faces, talk-
ing in hushed conversations about how terrible all of this was.
At least, that’s what [ assumed they were talking about. I spot-
ted “Scarlett O’Hara” sitting next to the wall in a white chair
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with a lot of elaborate scrollwork on the arms and back. She
had been married to the murdered man, I recalled Edmond
Ralston saying. She was still crying, but she wasn’t sobbing
loudly and wailing anymore. She dabbed at her eyes with a
lacy handkerchief while the two young women who had
helped her in from the garden stood by rather awkwardly.
From time to time one of them would reach over and pat her
on the shoulder in a feeble attempt at comforting her in her
grief. The other people who worked here all looked pale and
shaken, too. They would have known the dead man pretty
well, I thought. My clients were sympathetic, of course, but I
got the sense that some of them were also annoyed that some-
thing like a murder was threatening to interrupt and possibly
ruin their tour.

Nowhere among any of them, though, was Elliott Riley, and
that was downright odd.

I couldn’t very well go looking for him; the deputies had
told us all to stay put in the ballroom. I wasn’t sure I wanted to
find him, anyway. [ hadn’t liked him to start with, and I liked
him even less now.

A stocky, gray-haired man in a brown suit came into the
ballroom. His tie was loosened, and he had a weary expression
on his face, as if this were a long day that was about to get
even longer. He was followed by a couple of men and a
woman, all wearing polo shirts that had the sheriff’s depart-
ment logo on the front and the words CRIME SCENE on the
back.

The people with all that forensic stuff LLuke had been talk-
ing about earlier had shown up.

The gray-haired man, who must have been a detective, led
the investigators through the ballroom and into the garden.
He closed the doors firmly behind them, making it clear that
he didn’t want any interruptions. That left the rest of us cool-
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ing our heels inside as time dragged. Within fifteen minutes,
both Augusta and Amelia were whining about wanting to go to
their rooms. I made an effort to hold on to my temper, even
though it wasn’t long before they were getting on my last
nerve.

The wait stretched to forty-five minutes. Even though a
couple of deputies were standing in front of the French doors
now, from time to time I caught a glimpse of camera flashes
going off in the garden as the crime scene folks photographed
the body and its surroundings.

Finally, the paramedics came out through the ballroom,
were gone for a couple of minutes, and came back wheeling a
gurney between them. That quieted down the buzz of con-
versation in the big room, but absolute silence fell a short time
later when they reappeared. A long, motionless shape shrouded
in a black body bag lay on the gurney now.

Rhett Butler would never run the blockade or return to Tara
again.



CHAPTER /

he gray-haired man came back into the ballroom a few

minutes after the paramedics removed the body of
Steven Kelley. He was trailed by a couple of deputies, one of
whom asked in a loud voice for everyone’s attention. When he
had it, the gray-haired man stepped forward and spoke.

“My name is Timothy Farraday. I’'m an investigator for the
sheriff’s department.”

That confirmed my guess about him being a detective.

“I’'m sorry for any inconvenience, but my men and I will be
taking statements from all of you before you’ll be allowed to
return to your rooms this evening.”

One of the actors—I think he was supposed to be a Tarleton
twin—said, “T'hat’s fine for #em.” He gestured toward the
guests who had come there on the tour. “But what about the
ones who just work here? Can’t we go home?”

Timothy Farraday shook his head. “Not yet. Sorry.”

He didn’t sound particularly apologetic. The irritated, im-
patient muttering that greeted his answer didn’t appear to
bother him, either.

“Everyone just be patient, and we’ll get to you as soon as
we can.”

Farraday headed for Maura Kelley, the murdered man’s wife,
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and led her out of the ballroom. Her face was pale and her eyes
were red, but she appeared to have stopped crying. In fact, she
had that overly calm look that said the shock was really begin-
ning to settle in on her. While Farraday was doing that, two of
the other deputies picked someone else to question, and the
others kept an eye on the rest of us.

“They’re going to fingerprint us,” Amelia said. “I just know
they are.”

“It’ll be fun,” Augusta said.

“If that’s your idea of fun—"

“That’s enough,” I said. I had already decided that I wasn’t
going to let either of the girls be interrogated unless I was
there. They were minors, after all.

Luke whispered to me, “I bet they do fingerprint us. You
know they got some latents off that knife.”

I looked at him. “Latents?” I knew what he meant, but his
use of the technical term surprised me.

“Yeah . .. Hey,  watch TV, Miz D. I know all about that kind
of stuff.”

He wasn’t the only one. I'd read that, because of the popu-
larity of forensics-based police procedural series, people thought
they knew so much that it was making life difficult for real-life
detectives and prosecutors. Juries expected a ton of forensic
evidence, all of it as conclusive as what they saw on TV, and
when they didn’t get it, they were less inclined to convict a
defendant.

One thing about TV, though: no matter how realistic they
make the corpses look these days—and they’re usually pretty
dad-gummed gruesome—when you’re watching it there’s a
part of your brain that always knows it’s just a 'T'V show. You
can tell yourself it’s not real, that it’s just make-believe, an
actor made up to look dead.

Well, Steven Kelley had been an actor, but there was noth-
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ing make-believe about the blood on his clothes or the pasty,
fish-belly look of his skin or the sightless, staring eyes. The
real thing always looks different from what you see on the
screen.

The angry muttering in the ballroom grew louder as more
time went by. The hour was getting kind of late. The fancy
dress ball would have been over by now, and the guests would
have all retired to their rooms for the night. The people who
actually lived here, like Edmond Ralston and possibly his
daughter, would have gone to their own quarters, and the ac-
tors would be on their way home.

Instead, the burly deputies made sure that no one left the
ballroom, even the people who had already given statements.
Timothy Farraday obviously thought there was a good chance
the killer was still here—a reasonable assumption, I suppose—
and he wanted to make sure that he didn’t let a murderer slip
through his fingers.

Eventually, he got around to me, coming across the ball-
room and saying as he walked up, “Ms. Dickinson?”

“I’m Delilah Dickinson,” I told him.

“Would you come with me, please?”

I hesitated and made a motion toward Augusta and Amelia.
“These are my nieces.”

Farraday smiled, but the expression didn’t reach his eyes.
“And they’re lovely young ladies. Would you come with me,
please?”

“They’re minors. I don’t want any of your men questioning
them while I’m not there.”

His eyebrows rose. “And why is #hat?”

“Yeah, Aunt Delilah,” Augusta said. “Why’s #hat?”

I suddenly realized that I’d made it sound to Farraday like
the girls might have something to hide. That was ridiculous,
of course. They couldn’t have possibly had anything to do
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with Steven Kelley’s murder, and since they’d been inside
when it happened, they couldn’t even be of any value as wit-
nesses.

I guess I've always been just a wee bit too stubborn for my
own good, though, because I said, “I just don’t think it would
be right. They’re not of legal age.”

“And they’re not being charged with anything.” Farraday’s
voice had a patient tone to it, as if he were explaining some-
thing to a child—or somebody too dumb to understand what he
was talking about. “We’re just taking statements, Ms. Dickin-
son, not officially questioning anyone yet.” He paused, then with
weary patience asked for the third time, “Would you come
with me, please?”

I didn’t see any way around it. I turned to Luke and said,
“Keep an eye on the girls.”

He nodded. “Will do, Miz D.”

I followed Farraday out of the ballroom and down a hall to
another room. He stood by the open door and ushered me
through it.

“Right in here, please.”

This was an office with a couple of good-sized desks and
some filing cabinets. I figured Edmond Ralston ran the busi-
ness of the plantation from here, or rather, employees of the
management company he used did.

Farraday motioned me into a leather chair in front of one of
the desks and took the chair in front of the other desk, rather
than sitting behind either of them. As he slipped a notebook
and a pen from his jacket pocket, he said, “Mr. Ralston is
being kind enough to let us use this office.”

I nodded toward the notebook and pen in his hands. “Sort
of low tech, isn’t it?”

He chuckled, and for the first time this evening he seemed
genuinely amused. “I’'m a low-tech sort of guy.” That moment
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of good humor lasted only a second, and then he was all busi-
ness again. “Now, if you would, tell me everything you re-
member about what happened tonight.”

“You mean after the body was discovered?” I was anxious in
one way to tell him about Elliott Riley finding the body, reluc-
tant in another. I was running a business after all.

Farraday shook his head. “No, start before that. In fact,
since you’re in charge of the tour, why don’t you back up all
the way to the time you and your clients arrived here at the
plantation and take it from there.”

I stared at him. “T'hat was this morning.”

He nodded. “I know.”

I had already figured out that he wasn’t the sort of fella who
could be talked out of anything very easily, so I took a deep
breath and then launched into as detailed an account as |
could remember of the day’s activities. I actually went back
further than he had asked, explaining how the bus driven by
Mr. Cobb had picked up the tourists at their hotels and motels
to bring them out here. Farraday wrote something down, and |
figured it was Mr. Cobb’s name. That probably meant he’d be
questioned, too, the poor man, and I felt bad about dragging
him into this.

From there I went over the details of the tour, and after a
few minutes I started to feel like I was giving a sales pitch, not
being questioned by the authorities. Farraday didn’t seem to
mind, though. He kept taking notes, occasionally interrupting
me to ask a question and get something straight. I reached the
part where the ball started, but I didn’t say anything about
the conversation I’d had with Dr. Will Burke. It didn’t seem
the least bit relevant.

“Then I heard some sort of commotion going on and went
to see what it was all about. Mr. Riley was yelling and pointing
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out into the garden. He said, ‘He’s out there,” or something
like that.”

“What did you think he meant by that?”

I took a deep breath. “Well, Mr. Riley had something on his
hands, and it looked like blood to me, so the first thing I
thought . . . I thought he’d gotten into a fight with Mr. Mueller
again.”

Farraday’s eyebrows were a little bushy. Not prominently
so, just a little more than normal. They climbed up his fore-
head now.

“Who’s Mr. Mueller?”

T'hat opened up a whole new can of worms, as the old say-
ing goes, so I had to explain about the trouble at the museum the
day before. “There was bad blood between those two, so |
thought they’d been tusslin’ again. I was afraid that maybe
this time Mr. Riley had really hurt Mr. Mueller, because of the
blood and all, you know. So Luke and I hurried out there to
see what had happened.”

Farraday consulted his notebook. “That would be Luke
Edwards, your assistant?”

I smiled. “He’s my son-in-law, too.”

“Okay. So you thought you’d find this man Mueller out in
the garden, maybe hurt. How’d you feel about that?”

How did I feel about that? Was he a detective or a psychol-
ogist? Either way, I had to answer the question.

“I was so mad I was about ready to spit. This is my fi7s7 tour
since | opened my own agency, Mr. Farraday. I was afraid two
of my clients had gone and messed it all up.”

He grunted. “It’s messed up, all right, but this guy Mueller
doesn’t appear to have had anything to do with it.”

“What about Riley?”

He looked surprised that [ was asking a question, instead of
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answering one. He was noncommittal in his reply. “We’ll be
talking to him.”

Even though I didn’t like Riley, and even though I was the
one who had brought up his name, I felt compelled to defend
him. “There could be a perfectly innocent explanation for
how he got the blood on his hands. He could have found the
body and tried to see if the man was still alive, or something
like that.”

“We’ll ask him. He’ll have a chance to tell his story.”

Farraday wasn’t going to give me anything else. Instead he
had me go over what had happened in the garden after Luke
and I walked out to where Steven Kelley’s body lay, and then
I told him about Edmond Ralston joining us, and Maura Kel-
ley’s reaction when she saw her husband, and that was about
it. He nodded, thanked me, and told me I could go back to the
ballroom.

I stood up. “How long are we going to have to stay here?”

He closed his notebook and looked up at me. “I was under
the impression that you and your assistant and the rest of the
tour group were going to spend the night here anyway.”

“That’s right.”

“So you already have rooms assigned to you.”

I nodded.

“It shouldn’t be too much longer before you’re allowed to
go to your rooms for the night.”

“What about tomorrow?” I asked. “T'he bus will be here in
the morning to take everybody back to wherever they’re stay-
ing.”

Farraday shook his head slowly. “We’ll have to wait and see
about that.”

“You mean we may not be able to leave the plantation to-
morrow morning?” I knew that would really upset some of my
clients.
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He got to his feet, and the lumbering motion reminded me
a little of a bear. “We’ll have to wait and see,” he said again.

I had figured out by now that I’d run into somebody who
was just as stubborn as me. When somebody challenged him,
Timothy Farraday fell back on repeating what he had said be-
fore, refusing to be budged from his position. I didn’t like him
very much, I didn’t like the possibility that we were all going
to be stuck here on the plantation while Farraday carried out
his investigation, and I especially didn’t like the chance that
before this was all over, some of my clients might be thinking
about suing me.

And the chances that some or all of them would be asking
for refunds were just, well, astronomical.

My business was going to go bust before it even had a good
start. As I went back to the ballroom I felt a little like murder-
ing somebody myself. Problem was, I didn’t know who to kill,
because I didn’t know who was responsible for what had hap-
pened.

If I did know, though, I wouldn’t have stabbed him.

I’d have strangled the son of a gun.

(9,1
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CHAPTER &

f going through a relatively amicable but still painful di-

vorce had taught me one thing, it was that no matter how
bad the situation is, it can always get worse.

That was what I found when I returned to the ballroom.
Luke was standing where I'd left him, all alone now with a
frantic look in his eyes.

“I couldn’t help it, Miz D,” he said as soon as I walked up,
before I could even ask him where Augusta and Amelia were.
“The deputies came and got ’em, and when I said that you
didn’t want them questioned unless you were there, they told
me to back off or they’d arrest me for interfering with an in-
vestigation.” He shook his head. “I thought about sluggin’
one of them, figured that would distract them from the girls,
but then I thought about what Melissa would say if she had to
come and bail me out of jail. . ..”

I was upset, but I managed to pat him on the arm. “That’s
all right, Luke. Your getting arrested wouldn’t really help any-
thing. Did they take the girls somewhere together?”

He shook his head. “No, ma’am. They separated ’em . .. 1
guess to see if they told the same story when they were apart.”

T'hat was what the deputies would do, all right. I suspected
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that Farraday had given them instructions to handle it that way,
as well.

“Did you see where the deputies took them?”

He shook his head again, still looking miserable. “Nope. 1
followed them all the way to the ballroom doors and told them
again you didn’t want it this way, but the deputy there stopped
me.”

“There was nothing you could do, Luke. Don’t worry about
it.”

“You’re sure?”

“I’'m sure,” I told him.

There hadn’t been anything Luke could do... but that
didn’t mean I couldn’t.

I went to the ballroom doors and the deputy there stopped
me, just as [ expected he would.

“Some of your men took my nieces away to question them,”
I said. “They’re minors. I want those interrogations stopped
right now.”

“You’d have to talk to Lieutenant Farraday about that,
ma’am.”

“I was just with the lieutenant. He knows how I feel about
this.”

The deputy shrugged. “If you’re not the legal guardian of
the girls, I don’t imagine there’s much you can do. A7e you the
legal guardian?”

“Well . . . no. But I know their mama wouldn’t want them
being questioned about a murder they didn’t have anything to
do with!”

The man just shook his head, and I knew it wasn’t going to
do any good to keep arguing with him. I knew what Luke
meant about wanting to slug one of them, but that wouldn’t
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help, either. I settled for glaring and muttering under my
breath as I turned away from the doors.

"To take my mind off the girls and what they might be going
through, I made my way across the ballroom to where Ed-
mond Ralston was standing with his daughter Janice. Ralston
still looked upset, naturally enough. The tourist trade was im-
portant to him, and once the word got around that a murder
had taken place here on the plantation—during one of the
tours, even—that might cut into his business.

Or, depending on how morbid people were, I told myself, it
might even increase the number of tourists who wanted to
come out here.

Even though Ralston was still shaken, he was back in master-
of-the-plantation mode, at least to a certain extent. He gave
me a little half-bow and said, “Ms. Dickinson, I simply cannot
begin to express my regret at the pall these circumstances
have cast over the evening’s festivities.”

His daughter gave a quiet, hollow laugh. “Dad, you’re not
really Thomas Mitchell, you know. You just look a little like
him.”

Ralston sighed. “I know. Would that this was a movie, be-
cause the director would have yelled ‘cut’ before now.”

“Poor Steven was the one who got cut,” Janice said. “Or
rather, stabbed.” A shiver went through her.

“Had you known him for very long?” I asked.

“He’s been our creative director for the past couple of
years,” Ralston said. “He supervises all the actors, and he’s in
charge of the costuming and things like that. And of course he
supplies most of the performers. They’re students of his.”

I recalled Will Burke saying earlier in the evening that Kel-
ley was the head of the drama department at a nearby college.

“I don’t know what we’ll do without him,” Ralston went on.
“We’ll have to find someone else to take charge, I suppose.”
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“What about Dr. Burke?”

Ralston looked surprised. “You know Will?”

“Not until tonight. We met earlier during the evening, be-
fore...”

[ didn’t have to finish. They both knew what I meant.

“Dr. Burke’s areas are history and literature,” Janice said.
“He doesn’t know anything about theater and things like
that.”

She looked to be about the right age to be in college, so [
asked, “Were you in Mr. Kelley’s classes?”

“Oh, yes. Steven was a wonderful teacher. Perry can tell
you.”

She turned to a young man standing near us and reached
over to tug on the sleeve of his brown swallowtail coat. He was
one of the actors, dressed in swallowtail coat, tight, tan whip-
cord trousers, high-topped brown boots, white frilly shirt, and
a gray silk cravat. He was tall and lean and had sleek, dark
blond hair, and I realized he was the actor who played Ashley
Wilkes. He even bore a slight resemblance to Leslie Howard,
the movie Ashley, just as Edmond Ralston looked a little like
Thomas Mitchell. I looked at Janice, with her rounded face
and wholesome prettiness, and realized she was supposed to
be Melanie Hamilton, or rather, Olivia de Havilland. She was
a little young for the part, but I thought she could probably
carry it off.

“Perry works with Steven,” Janice continued. She caught
her breath as she realized what she’d just said, and with that
catch in her voice she added, “I mean . . . worked with him.”

The young, blond Leslie Howard look-alike gave me the
same sort of half-bow that Ralston had. Obviously it was a
common mannerism among these folks. “Perry Newton, ma’am,
at your service,” he introduced himself. “I was Steven’s teach-
ing assistant.”
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I managed a smile and a nod for him, but before I could say
anything, Ralston spoke up again. “Perry, it just occurred to
me that you’re the natural candidate to take over Steven’s job,
since you were his assistant. Are you interested?”

“Dad!” Janice said. “You shouldn’t be . . . it’s too soon after. . .
after what happened . ..”

“Nonsense. Business is business, and it doesn’t stop for
anyone’s death. How about it, Perry?”

Stiffly, Perry Newton answered, “I think Janice is right, sir.
"This discussion isn’t very seemly at the moment.”

“Seemly be damned. I have tours to put on, and I need
someone to run them. You’re the best qualified.”

Perry shrugged his narrow shoulders. “I suppose I ought to
do what I can to help out, for the time being, anyway.”

“That’s good.” Ralston slapped him on the back. “Thanks,
son.” Perry Newton still didn’t look very happy about it, though.
Ralston sighed and went on, “Of course, we don’t know when
we’ll get to go ahead with the tours. That detective from the
sheriff’s office is acting like he’s going to shut us down until he
solves this murder. He’ll be hearing from my lawyer if he tries
a stunt like that.”

“Finding out who killed Steven is more important than keep-
ing the tours going, isn’t it?” Janice said.

Ralston smiled humorlessly and put a hand on his daugh-
ter’s shoulder. “Ah, spoken like someone who doesn’t have to
pay the bills.”

She looked a little resentful at his attitude, as well she
should have, I thought. She was upset about Kelley’s murder, and
he seemed to be concerned only with how it was going to af-
fect the bottom line. I understood how someone could worry
about a business—I was sure as heck worried about mine right
about now—but ultimately, human life is more important.

Before father and daughter could get into an argument, the
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blonde who had helped Janice earlier with Maura Kelley came
over to us. She slipped her arm through Perry Newton’s, and
the way she stood next to him told me that they were a couple.
It’s an indefinable something, but most people know that con-
nectedness when they see it.

“Have any of you seen Maura recently?” she asked, direct-
ing her question to the Ralstons and Perry, not me. Even
though I was standing there, I wasn’t part of their little circle.

“She hasn’t come back since the detective took her away to
question her,” Ralston said. “He either let her go on up to her
room, or he’s holding her somewhere else with a deputy
guarding her.”

“Why would he have a deputy guarding her?” Janice asked.
“Do you think she’s in danger, too, Dad?”

Ralston shrugged his heavy shoulders. “There’s that,” he
said, “but you also have to remember: anytime someone is
killed, the person who’s married to them is the most likely
suspect.”

Janice, Perry, and the blonde all stared at him. After a few
seconds of stunned silence, Perry said, “You can’t believe that
Maura would kill Steven! It’s impossible.”

“I’'m just saying what the police are thinking. And they’re
probably not the only ones.”

I thought about what he’d just said, and even though I didn’t
really know the people involved, I knew that the statistics were
on Ralston’s side. Most people who are murdered are killed by
somebody they know, and the closer the relationship, the
more likely the suspect. That’s just common knowledge.

But I had witnessed first-hand Maura Kelley’s reaction
when she saw her husband’s body with the knife sticking out
of his bloody chest. She had been so shocked that she fainted
right on the spot.

On the other hand, she was an actress, I reminded myself.
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The question might well be, just how good of an actress was
she?

While I was pondering that, the blonde turned to me and
put out her hand. “We haven’t met. I'm Lindsey Hoffman.
I’'m one of the performers here.”

That last bit of information wasn’t really necessary, what
with the elaborate upswept hairdo, the low-cut ball gown that
left her shoulders bare and a considerable amount of cleavage
showing, and the big hoop skirt with numerous petticoats
under it that rustled every time she moved. She sure as heck
wasn’t dressed for the mall.

I shook hands with her and said, “I’m Delilah Dickinson. I
arranged this tour. Which of the Gone With the Wind characters
do you play?”

She laughed. “Oh, I'm not one of the main characters. |
guess you could say I’'m just a generic Southern belle. Window
dressing for the ball.”

“You’re not being fair to yourself, Lindsey,” Perry pro-
tested. “You're a fine actress. It’s only a matter of time until
you move up to a better role. That is, if the performances con-
tinue.” He glanced at Edmond Ralston.

The plantation owner jerked his head in a gruff nod.
“They’ll continue . . . as soon as the blasted detectives tell us
that we can get back to business as usual.”

Perry turned back to Lindsey. “You know, with everything
that’s happened, I’'m sure Maura’s not going to want to play
Scarlett again any time soon, if ever. With a dark wig, you
could play that part, Lindsey. Mr. Ralston wants me to take
over temporarily as the creative director, so . ..”

A big smile lit up Lindsey’s face, making her even prettier.
“You think so? You really think I could do it?” Then, abruptly,
she covered her mouth with her hand for a second and looked
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shocked. “What am [ saying? I can’t be happy about anything
that happens because . . . because of a tragedy like this . ..”

“Like I've been saying, life goes on,” Ralston said, “and so
does our work. There’s nothing disrespectful about thinking
ahead, my dear.”

[ wasn’t quite as sure about that as he was. While everyone
seemed to be shocked and saddened by Steven Kelley’s mur-
der, they were also thinking about how it was going to affect
them. 1 supposed that was just human nature; I’d had several
moments this evening, after all, when I had done the same
thing, going all the way back to the commotion at the French
doors leading into the garden. When I’d hurried toward them,
all I’d been worried about was how whatever was going on was
going to affect the tour and my business. Then I'd seen Elliott
Riley with blood on his hands.

And I'd s#// thought more about the tour than anything
else, right up until the moment I had seen the corpse sprawled
on the flagstone path.

And speaking of Elliott Riley . . .

There he was again, the rascal.
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Hc was standing by himself on the other side of the ball-
room, a sour look on his face. I excused myself to Ralston
and the others I’d been talking to and started making my way
across the room toward Riley.

He saw me coming and for a second looked like he wanted
to run away and hide. I guess he figured I was mad, and he was
right about that. At the same time, unless he’d killed Steven
Kelley, none of this was his fault just because he had discov-
ered the body. If he hadn’t stumbled over it, somebody else
would have. But everybody has a tendency to blame the mes-
senger at times, and I’m no different from anyone else in that
respect.

He gave me a curt nod as I came up to him. “Ms. Dickin-
son.”

“Mr. Riley. Where have you been?”

“What do you mean? I’ve been in here with the rest of this
mob ever since the cops got here.”

I knew that wasn’t true, because I’d looked for him. I sup-
pose it was possible that I had just missed seeing him in the
crowd, but I didn’t think that was the case. I couldn’t help
glancing down at his hands.
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No bloodstains. They were clean, and the nails were cut short,
I noticed.

“You sneaked off somewhere to wash the blood off your
hands,” I said.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“It was a waste of time. Plenty of people saw you after you
found Kelley’s body. I already told Lieutenant Farraday about
the blood on your hands, and I'll bet I’'m not the only one.
Anyway,” 1 added, thinking about those TV crime shows,
“you can’t wash blood off well enough so that the police can’t
find it. They’ve got those special lights that make it show up.”

His jaw tightened, and he said through clenched teeth, “All
right, already. I didn’t want to stand around with the guy’s
blood on my hands. Do you have any idea how ¢regpy that is?
So before the cops got here, I slipped upstairs to one of the
bathrooms and scrubbed it off. Damn near took the hide off,
too, but it didn’t really help.” He held his hands open in front
of him and looked down at them. “I can still feel it on there.”

My anger at him eased a little. “How’d you get back down
here without the deputies seeing you?”

“I didn’t. One of them collared me as [ was trying to sneak
back into the ballroom. I thought that would be better than
hiding in the bathroom and letting them find me there. I gave
him some story about being sick to my stomach and looking
for a place to throw up.” He grunted. “It wasn’t that far from
the truth, either. I keep thinking about the way that guy
looked.”

“You mean Steven Kelley?”

“Was that his name?” Riley shook his head. “I didn’t even
know that much. [ don’t know anything about the guy, or what
happened to him. I told the deputies that when they ques-
tioned me.”
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“Why don’t you tell me what you did and saw out there in
the garden?”

“Why would I do that? You’re not a cop.”

“No, but this is my tour that’s gotten all lummoxed up, so
I’m makin’ it my business to find out what happened.”

I didn’t really think about what I was saying. It just sort of
came out in a burst of anger and frustration and determina-
tion. And other than feelings of natural curiosity, it had never
occurred to me that I ought to try to figure out who killed
Steven Kelley. But even as the words came out, they felt right
to me.

Riley looked convinced. “All right, all right,” he muttered.
“I’ll cooperate, but only because I've got this thing for—”

“Redheads, I know. What were you doing out in the garden
instead of dancing in here?”

“Why bother dancing when the prettiest woman in the
room already made it clear that she didn’t want anything to do
with me?” Even under the circumstances, he managed to leer.

I suppressed the urge to give him a quick slap to the back of
the head. “Just tell me what happened?”

He shrugged. “I got bored. Decided to take in a little of
that moonlight and magnolias stuff I’'ve heard so much about,
so I went out into the garden. I gotta tell you, the whole
Southern charm bit is overrated. The moonlight was nice, but
the smell of all those flowers was a little overwhelming. Al-
most sickening.”

“Get to the part where you found Kelley’s body.”

He looked offended. “Hey, you’re the one who said you
wanted to hear all about it. I’'m tellin’ you. I wandered around
in the garden for a while and then started back in on the main
path. If the moonlight hadn’t been so bright, I probably
would’ve tripped over the body.”

“But you saw it before you stumbled over it?”
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“Yeah. I thought at first somebody’d had a few too many
mint juleps, if you know what I mean. I said, ‘Hey, buddy, you
better get up from there before somebody falls over you.” But
he didn’t budge, and then when I got closer I saw why. You
couldn’t miss that stain messing up his fancy shirt, and then I
realized there was a knife sticking up in the middle of it.”

Riley frowned and sighed, and I knew that going over the
story again had rattled him.

“Look, I’'m not the nicest guy around, you know. I’'m not
just overflowing with the milk of human kindness, if you get
my drift. But the guy was hurt, and I’'m not some kind of ogre.
I got down on one knee beside him and shook him to see if he
was still alive. Then I thought I ought to take the knife out of
his chest. I even put a hand on his chest to brace myself while
I grabbed the knife with my other hand, before I realized 1
ought to leave it alone.”

“That’s how you got the blood on your hands. . ..”

“Yeah.”

“And your fingerprints on the knife.”

He rolled his eyes. “You don’t have to tell me how stupid
that was. I know. Believe me, I know. I gave the cops a tailor-
made suspect, didn’t I? But I never thought about that at the
time. When you nearly trip over a dead body, you don’t think
very straight, lemme tell you.”

I’d have to take his word for it because I’d never tripped
over a body and didn’t want to, thank you very much. And it
occurred to me that his whole story might be a clever concoc-
tion, a way of explaining away his fingerprints on the murder
weapon if he was the one who’d killed Steven Kelley.

But if that possibility was so obvious to me, then surely it
would be even more so to the authorities, and if Riley was the
killer, he’d try to come up with something better. Unless he
was counting on everybody feeling that way . . .
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I shoved those tangled thoughts out of my head. That was a
good reason right there why I was a travel agent, not a detec-
tive. I could sort out a lot of complicated things, but a murder
wasn’t one of them.

“Anyway,” Riley continued, “I had a pretty good idea the
guy was dead and I knew I couldn’t do anything to help him,
so I ran inside and started looking for somebody in charge so [
could tell them what happened. Then some of the people saw
the blood on my hands and started yelling, and you and Li’l
Abner came up, and since you’re the one who put on the tour,
I tried to tell you what I’d found. I still wasn’t thinking any too
good, though. All I could do was point and say that he was out
there.”

Now that Riley reminded me of it, I knew he was right. He
hadn’t been the one doing the yelling; that was other people
who had seen the blood on his hands. He was shaken up when
Luke and I reached the doors into the garden, of course, but
he was still relatively calm.

“Did you see anybody else out in the garden?”

“You mean besides the dead guy?” Riley shook his head.
“Not a soul. Everybody else was in here, | guess, doing the
waltz or the polka or whatever the hell dance it was.”

I found it hard to believe that Riley didn’t know the differ-
ence between a waltz and a polka, but maybe he didn’t. Some
people just don’t have any appreciation for music.

Elliott Riley didn’t seem to have much of an appreciation
for anything, come to think of it. He’d made disparaging com-
ments about moonlight and magnolias and hadn’t been im-
pressed with the plantation, the movie museum, or any other
part of the tour.

So why had he booked it in the first place? I could under-
stand if his wife or girlfriend was a big Gone With the Wind fan
and had dragged him along. But he was traveling by himself,
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as far as [ knew. His reservation had definitely been a single,
and he hadn’t acted like he knew anybody else in the group.

I couldn’t answer the question, and I knew it was going to
nag at me.

“Nobody else was around the body when you first saw it?”

“You mean like the killer bending over it, cackling fiendishly?
No, sorry.”

“You just make people want to slap you, don’t you?r”

He smirked at me. “Only women. It’s a gift.”

Iignored that and said, “You've already told all of this to the
deputies?”

“Yeah. I didn’t see any point in lying. They would have just
found out the truth anyway.”

“But you haven’t talked to Lieutenant Farraday yet?”

“Nope. I’'m sure he’ll get around to me soon enough, though.”

I suspected he was right about that. Farraday might have
been tired, but his determined nature would keep him going,
all night if necessary. Don’t ask me how I knew that, I just did.
Stubborn knows stubborn.

I might have kept on talking to Riley, even though I had a
feeling he had already told me everything he had to tell—
about his discovery of the body, anyway—but right then Luke
came up to me. I could tell that he’d been looking for me, and
that something was wrong.

“Miz D,” he said, “the deputies are through with Augusta
and Amelia.”

“T'hank God,” I breathed.

But I had spoken too soon, because LLuke went on, “Now
that detective who’s in charge wants to talk to them, and to
you, too.”

I stiffened. What in the world could the girls have told the
deputies that made Lieutenant Farraday interested in them? |
was glad he wanted to see me, too, because that meant Au-
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gusta and Amelia wouldn’t have to face him alone, but at the
same time that seemed to indicate it was something fairly seri-
ous.

He had said earlier that it didn’t matter whether the girls
were minors because they weren’t being charged with any-
thing or even officially questioned.

Was he going to question them now—or charge them with
something?

“Where are they?”

“Right over there, Miz D. One of the deputies was gonna
come looking for you, but I said I’d find you.”

I followed him across the ballroom toward the main door. A
small, grim-faced group stood there, consisting of Timothy
Farraday and three deputies. They encircled Augusta and
Amelia, who looked young and frightened now.

Before Farraday could say anything, I lashed out at him.
“You ought to be ashamed of yourself. Does it take four big
strong men to surround a couple of scared little girls?”

Even under the circumstances, Augusta said, “We’re not lit-
tle girls, Aunt Delilah.”

“Close enough,” I snapped. I glared at Farraday. “Well?”

He didn’t lose his temper. He said, “I just thought that you
might like to be present while I talk to your nieces some more,
Ms. Dickinson.”

“Do they need a lawyer?”

“I don’t think so.”

I relaxed, but only for a second before I remembered how
tricky police detectives could be. I didn’t know that from per-
sonal experience, of course, but I was pretty sure it was true.

“We’ll just see,” I told Farraday. “If I think they shouldn’t
answer your questions, I'm gonna tell ’em so.”

“That’s fine.”

He and the deputies escorted the girls and me out of the ball-
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room. Luke would have come with us, but one of the deputies
put a big hand on his chest and shook his head. Luke gave me
a helpless look, and that was the last thing I saw before the
ballroom doors swung shut, leaving us in the hall with Farra-
day and the deputies. We started toward the office where Far-
raday had questioned me earlier.

“You’re sure about that lawyer?” I asked him again.

“Yes. Your nieces aren’t suspects in Steven Kelley’s murder,
at least right now.”

Then he smiled and said something that knocked me back
on my heels.

“On the other hand, before this night is over, yo# may want
to be represented by legal counsel, Ms. Dickinson.”
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might have stopped short in surprise at the implication of

his words, but one of the deputies was walking behind me
and put a hand on my shoulder to keep me going. You’ve
heard about the heavy hand of doom falling on a person? Well,
that’s what it felt like . . . even though I knew darned well |
hadn’t done a thing to feel guilty about.

“Me? What in the world are you talkin’ about?” I demanded
of Farraday as we reached the door of Edmond Ralston’s of-
fice.

Farraday opened the door. “Let’s just all go inside and talk
about it, shall we?”

The room was more crowded this time with me, Augusta
and Amelia, Lieutenant Farraday, and the three deputies in it.
In fact, Farraday sent two of the deputies back to the ball-
room, saying, “I think Perkins and I can handle this all right.”

He went behind one of the desks and sat down this time, so
I had the girls take the two chairs in front of the desks. I stood
between them, my left hand on Amelia’s shoulder, my right on
Augusta’s. Perkins, the deputy who had remained behind,
leaned against the closed door.

“All right now,” Farraday began as he took a couple of
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folded sheets of paper from inside his coat. As he unfolded
them I saw that they had been torn from notebooks like the
one he carried. “These are the statements the young ladies
made to Perkins and Renfro. I'd like for them to look them
over and see if there’s anything they’d like to change or add.”
He stood up and started to hand the papers to the girls, then
stopped and looked a little sheepish. “I don’t, ah, know which
one of you ladies is which . ..”

“I’'m Amelia,” Augusta said. Even scared like she was, she
couldn’t resist trying to stir things up.

“No, she’s not,” Amelia said. “I am.”

“Girls, this isn’t the right time for this,” I said. “Lieutenant
Farraday, this is Augusta”—I pointed—*“and that’s Amelia.”

“I don’t see how you tell ’em apart. No offense, ladies,”
Farraday added as he handed over the written statements.

Amelia and Augusta nearly always dressed differently, but
their physical features were so similar that it was difficult for
most people to tell them apart. Augusta had a tiny mole near
the right corner of her mouth, but it was hard to see if you didn’t
know it was there. Amelia’s eyes were a little more gray than
blue, but it was only a slight difference. Once you got to know
them, though, the easiest way to tell them apart was their per-
sonalities. Augusta had always been the tomboy of the two
when they were little, and even though she had lost that qual-
ity as she grew older, she was still the more daring. More of a
hell-raiser, I guess you’d say. She gets that from my side of the
family.

Farraday continued, “Later on, these notes will be typed up
into formal statements, and you’ll be asked to sign them. So
it’s a good idea to be sure that they’re complete and correct.”

Augusta thrust her paper toward him. “T'hat’s what I told
the deputy. I don’t have anything else to add.”
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“This looks correct, too,” Amelia said. “Other than some
spelling and grammatical errors I can correct for you if you’d
like.”

Farraday shook his head. “No, that’s all right, but thank
you.”

I put out my hand. “Can I see those?”

He put them on the desk behind him. “No, I’d rather you
didn’t right now, Ms. Dickinson. But I can tell you what they
say, and if I get anything wrong, your nieces are right here to
correct me.” He smiled. “As I’m sure they will.”

Augusta made a noise in her throat, as if to say, Darn right we
will, buster.

Instead of going behind the desks to sit down again, Farra-
day leaned back and propped a hip against one of them. He
said, “Earlier today, when the bus carrying the tour group ar-
rived, everyone split up into three different bunches.”

I nodded. “T'hat’s right. I was there, remember?”

“Of course you were. But you didn’t go with any of the
groups, did you?”

“Well . . . no, not really. I sort of wandered around, keeping
an eye on things and making sure that all the tours were going
all right. I guess I spent most of my time in the house.”

“You didn’t go to the stables with Steven Kelley and his
group.” It was a statement, not a question.

“No. And at the time, I didn’t know he was Steven Kelley.
He was just the actor playing Rhett Butler. Doing a Clark
Gable impersonation, actually.”

“And a pretty good one, too,” Farraday commented. “With
that fake mustache, he actually looked quite a bit like Gable.”

I hadn’t known the mustache was fake and didn’t see what
that had to do with anything. When I said as much, Farraday
agreed with me.

“You’re right, Ms. Dickinson, that’s not important. The rea-
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son we’re here is because while the group of tourists with
Steven Kelley was touring the stables, Kelley managed to get
your nieces alone and suggested to them that they both have
sex with him—at the same time.”

I was so shocked by his blunt statement that all I could do
for a moment was stare at him, speechless. Then my mouth
started working again, and I yelled, “Whaz!”

“I’m sorry to have to tell you like that—"

“The hell you are! You did it that way just to see how I'd
react!” I glared at him. “Satisfied?” Then I turned to Augusta
and Amelia, who didn’t seem to want to look at me. “Is this
true?”

“It’s true that he asked us,” Augusta said.

“Well, actually, he implied it more so than actually came
right out and asked us,” Amelia said.

“But we didn’t do it.”

“Of course not.”

“I mean, he was like twenty-five or thirty years old. Ooh.”

If there had been a chair handy, I would have sat down. My
knees felt weak, and the room was trying to spin. “Did he
touch you?”

“No,” Amelia said. “I would have screamed.”

Augusta said, “I would’ve kicked him right in the—"

I held up a hand to stop her. “That’s enough.”

She smiled. “Right there in the stable, that’s what I was going
to say.”

I still felt a lictle dizzy. I said, “I may be sorry I asked this,
but what exactly did he do?”

The girls looked at Farraday, who shrugged as if telling
them to go ahead.

“He asked us . ..” Amelia began, but then she stopped and
blushed.

Augusta didn’t have any trouble carrying on with the story.
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“He wanted to know how experienced we were. He said that
if we hooked up with a guy together it would be a lot of fun.
Then he offered to show us.”

“Where the heck was this? And where was everybody else
when it was going on?”

“In a little room behind the tack room in the stables. Every-
body else was looking at the horses. There’s a little racetrack
down there, and the grooms were working out some of the
horses.”

“What in the world were you doing in there alone with him?”

“He said there were some things stored in there that he
needed for the tour, and he asked us to help him bring them
out. Of course, that was a lie.”

“What did you do when he ... when he said those awful
things?” I saw Farraday watching the girls closely, and I sup-
posed he was interested in their answers because he wanted to
know if they would match what had been told to the deputies
carlier.

“We told him we weren’t interested,” Amelia said.

“I called him a perv,” Augusta said.

“Then he begged us not to tell anyone what had happened,”
Amelia said.

“We told him we wouldn’t, and then we got out of there,”
Augusta said.

I could only stare at them and sigh. “Why didn’t you tell
me? Or Luke?”

“We promised we wouldn’t,” Amelia said.

“And it’s not the first time a guy ever hit on us like that,”
Augusta said. She nodded knowingly. “Things have probably
changed since your day, Aunt Delilah, but there are a lot of
horny high school boys today, not to mention sleazy older guys.
And look at us. We’re twins. We’re hot. What do you #hink is
going to happen?”

74



FRANKLY MY DEAR, I'M DEAD

I looked over at the wall of the office and wondered how it
would feel to pound my head against it. Then I glanced at
Lieutenant Farraday and saw that he at least had the decency
to look a little embarrassed.

“It hasn’t been #at long since my day,” I said, “and things
haven’t changed all that much. But you should have told
somebody.”

Augusta shrugged. “He’s dead now, so we figured we didn’t
have to worry about keeping the promise we made to him.”

“He was really rather pathetic, actually,” Amelia said. “Like
it was a compulsion of some sort that he couldn’t help.” She
lowered her voice to a whisper. “I think he might have been a
sex addict.”

Farraday cleared his throat, and the girls looked at him.
“All right, ladies. I know talking about that wasn’t pleasant
foryou...”

Augusta gave her no-big-deal shrug. Farraday continued,
“But what I need to know now is whether or not you told any-
one about Kelley’s actions before my deputies questioned
you.”

“Who would we have told?” Amelia asked.

Farraday nodded toward me. “What about your aunt? She’s
the one taking care of you this summer, isn’t she?”

“We can take care of ourselves,” Augusta said. “Besides,
like we just said, we promised the guy we wouldn’t tell any-
body.”

I was starting to get the idea, and I thought I understood
why Farraday had made that comment earlier about how I
might need a lawyer. I said to him, “You think I killed Kelley
because I found out about him propositioning my nieces?”

Augusta and Amelia both looked around sharply at me, and
Augusta said, “Uh-uh! That’s crazy!”

“Aunt Delilah would never kill anybody,” Amelia said. “Any-
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way, she didn’t know about what Mr. Kelley said to us in the
stable. We’ve explained over and over that we didn’t tell her.”

“And I’'m sure you wouldn’t lie to protect your aunt,” Farra-
day said.

But he didn’t sound convinced of that at all.

I took a deep breath, uncertain just how much trouble I was
really in here. Farraday sure looked and sounded like he con-
sidered me a legitimate suspect in the murder, but maybe that
was just his way, I told myself. Maybe he just wanted me to go
ahead and clear myself so he could concentrate his deductive
efforts elsewhere.

“You saw how I reacted when I heard about what happened
to the girls, Lieutenant,” I said. “Unlike some of the folks on this
plantation, I'm #or an actor. That was genuine surprise. This
was the first I'd heard of the incident with Kelley.”

“Can you prove that?”

“Well, nobody was with me all the time during the day, so [
suppose not, but ’m telling you I didn’t know about it, and
the girls have confirmed that.”

“Their testimony could be biased.”

“I was in the ballroom when Kelley was killed. There were
people all around.”

“And is there anyone who can swear that you never left the
ballroom during the evening, even for a few minutes?”

I thought about it for a second and realized that there wasn’t.
In fact, the size of the crowd sort of worked against me. I had
been circulating, making sure everything was going all right,
and I don’t suppose there was anyone who could swear that |
was in there the whole time. With that many people around, I
could have slipped out and back in without being noticed.

I could see how Farraday could make a case against me. But
it would be purely circumstantial. There couldn’t be any phys-
ical evidence against me, for the simple reason that I hadn’t

76



FRANKLY MY DEAR, I'M DEAD

killed Steven Kelley. And with the girls and me all testifying
that I hadn’t known about the incident at the stables, I wouldn’t
have had any motive for wanting to murder him.

I looked at Farraday and shook my head. “No one can swear
I didn’t leave the ballroom, Lieutenant, but even so, you don’t
have a case. You’d have to prove that I knew about what hap-
pened and that I did slip out of the ballroom, and you can’t
prove either of those things because they didn’t happen.”

“That’s telling him, Aunt Delilah,” Augusta said.

I wasn’t through, though. “If you ask me,” I went on, “you
ought to find out if Kelley’s wife knew he was the sort of man
to make indecent advances to teenage girls.”

“His wife?” Amelia said. “He was married?”

“Double ooh,” Augusta said.

“Don’t worry, we’ll be looking into that,” Farraday said. “I
think we’re done here.”

“That’s it?” I said. “You’re not going to arrest me?”

“You didn’t do anything wrong, did you?” he asked, his face
and voice bland.

My eyes narrowed. “This whole thing was just a test to see
what I’d do when I heard about what Kelley said to my nieces.
You knew I didn’t kill him, but you had to be sure.”

He didn’t admit to anything. “Thank you for your coopera-
tion. The three of you can go back to the ballroom.”

[ couldn’t let it go. “Are you convinced now?”

A little flare of anger appeared briefly in his eyes before he
banished it. “To tell you the truth, Ms. Dickinson,” he said,
“I’'m not convinced of anything right now . . . except that this
is probably going to be a long night for all of us.”
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o I wasn’t completely out of the woods yet, I thought as

Deputy Perkins escorted Augusta, Amelia, and me back to
the ballroom. I didn’t believe that Farraday seriously consid-
ered me a suspect in Steven Kelley’s murder, but he hadn’t
ruled me out completely, either.

And I was willing to bet that he still considered the girls to
be suspects, too, no matter how remote the possibility. They
came closer than I did to having legitimate alibis, because
they had been busy dancing most of the evening. It was true
what Augusta had said: the fact that they were good-looking
twins meant that they drew a lot of attention. I supposed that
was sometimes a good thing, like when it meant that there
were witnesses to swear that you couldn’t have committed a
murder.

Luke must have been watching the door, waiting for us to
come back, because he showed up as soon as we entered the
ballroom. His face wore an anxious expression. “T'hank God,”
he said.

“Did you think they hauled us off to the slammer?” Au-
gusta asked him.

“I didn’t know what was going on. I’'m just glad to see that
you’re all okay.”
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“That detective practically accused Aunt Delilah of mur-
der,” Amelia said, sounding properly outraged.

“What?” Luke stared at me. “Miz D, a murderer? That’s
just crazy! She couldn’t hurt anybody.”

I said, “I wouldn’t be so sure about that, Luke. If anything
else goes wrong with this tour, I might start to feelin’ like killin’
somebody.”

“Yeah, but you’d never do it. You're harmless. Wouldn’t
hurt a fly. I never heard a sillier idea in all my life.”

“That’s enough, Luke.”

“Why, they might as well accuse me of murdering that guy.
That’s how far fetched it is. Why did the detective think you’d
want to kill that actor, anyway?”

Augusta answered before I could. “Because he hit on Amelia
and me. At the same time.”

Luke’s eyes widened, and his nostrils flared like those of an
angry bull. “He what?”

“It’s a sordid story,” Amelia said. “Do we have to tell it again?”

“Darn right you have to tell it!” Luke said. “Why, if I'd
known about this, I would have—"

“What?” I broke in. “Punched him out?”

“I might have. And he’d’ve had it comin’.”

“Or would you have been so upset you might have stabbed
him?”

Luke stared at me. “Miz D! How can you think such a
thing?”

“Not me, you big goof. But that’s what Lieutenant Farraday
would be asking you if he heard you carryin’ on like that. Now
just settle down, and I’ll tell you what happened.”

“We’re gonna go mingle,” Augusta said. “I don’t want to lis-
ten to all this again.”

“You’ll do no such thing,” I told her. “I don’t want any more
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wandering around tonight. Go over there and sit down.” I
pointed to a couple of chairs next to the wall nearby.

“Just sit? That’s boring.”

“I think we’ve had enough excitement for one night. I
could use a little boredom.”

The girls grumbled about it, but that was nothing new.
They nearly always grumbled about whatever I told them to
do. They went to the chairs and sat down. I knew I'd have to
keep an eye on them, though, if [ wanted them to stay put.

While I was doing that, I told LLuke what had happened,
both in the stables that morning and in the office as Farraday
interrogated the three of us a few minutes earlier.

“I guess it’s a good thing I didn’t know about it,” Luke ad-
mitted when I was finished. “If I had, I don’t know what I
might have done.”

From behind him, Lt. Farraday said, “T'hat’s interesting,
Mr. Edwards.”

I hadn’t seen him come up. As Luke and I turned toward
him, I said, “Don’t tell me you suspect Luke now? He was
here in the ballroom all evening, just like me.”

Farraday looked steadily at him. “Is that true, son?”

I punched my son-in-law on the arm. “Tell him, Luke.”

Instead, Luke grimaced and said, “Welllll . . .”

“You were in here,” I insisted. “I saw you.”

“Not. .. exactly... the whole time, Miz D. I had to step out
for a little while . . .”

“But for a good reason, right?” I prodded. “And somebody
must’ve seen you.”

Luke didn’t say anything.

Farraday filled the silence, though, by saying, “Why don’t
you come with me, Mr. Edwards? We need to talk.”

I grabbed the sleeve of Luuke’s coat. “You don’t need to drag
him off to your interrogation chamber. He didn’t know about
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what happened with Kelley and the girls, either. We just told
him, and he was just as shocked to hear about it as I was.”

“Actually, Ms. Dickinson, I wasn’t planning to ask him
about that . . . not that I need your advice on how to conduct a
murder investigation.”

“Well, then, how could Luke possibly have anything to do
with it?” I demanded.

Quietly, Farraday said, “I thought maybe Mr. Edwards
would like to tell me about Lauren Holcomb.”

At that moment, LLuke turned paler than I had ever seen him
in the time I’d known him. He looked shaken, too, even more so
than when we’d gone out into the garden and seen Steven
Kelley’s body. In fact, he looked more scared and pale than he
had the day he married Melissa, and I’d thought then that he was
fixing to faint as he watched her father walk her up the aisle of
the church.

“Luke?” I said. “What’s he talking about? Luke?”

He ignored me and stared at Farraday. “He can’t be the
same one,” he muttered. “He didn’t look anything like him.”

Farraday took Luke’s arm. “Come on, son.” His voice was
gentle, but I could tell by the way his fingers dug in that the
grip was a tight one.

Luke went with him, but he shook himself out of his
stunned state long enough to glance back at me as Farraday
led him out of the ballroom. “I’m sorry, Miz D,” he said, and
then they were gone.

Leaving me there to wonder what in blue blazes was going
on.

And who was Lauren Holcomb?

I went over to where Augusta and Amelia were sitting.
They had seen Farraday take Luke out of the ballroom, and
both of them wore anxious expressions.
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“What happened, Aunt Delilah?” Amelia asked.

“That detective looked like he was ready to arrest Luke,”
Augusta said.

“I think Lieutenant Farraday is just questioning Luke like
he’s been questioning everybody else,” I said, even though I
knew from Farraday’s attitude that it was more serious than
that. “Do either of you girls know who Lauren Holcomb is?”

“Never heard of her,” Augusta said without hesitation, and
Amelia shook her head. “Who’s she supposed to be?”

“I don’t know, but Luke recognized the name.”

I cast my memory back to when Melissa had met Luke
when they were both in college. He was from a small town in
southern Georgia, had gone to school on a football scholarship,
and then had injured his knee in the first practice. He wasn’t
hurt so badly that he could never play again, but he lost his
starting safety job while he was laid up and couldn’t get it
back from the player who had stepped in for him. Eventually,
tired of sitting on the bench, he had quit the team, given up
his scholarship, and finished his business degree on his own.
By then he’d met Melissa and they had started dating. They
got engaged during their senior year and then married as soon
as they both graduated. During that time I had gotten to know
Luke pretty well. I had figured out quickly that he was going
to be my future son-in-law, so I made it a point to take an in-
terest in him.

But I didn’t recall him ever mentioning anybody named
Lauren Holcomb.

I pulled over another chair and sat down with Augusta and
Amelia to wait for Luke to come back . . . if the police let him
go. While we were sitting there I looked around the room.
T'he animation that had gripped the place after the discovery
of Kelley’s body was long gone by now. It had been replaced
by boredom, impatience, and anger. The dance floor was
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empty because everyone was sitting around the tables, and of
course there was no music anyway. Deputies stood guard at all
the doors leading out of the big room, including the ones that
went to the garden. I could see through those doors, and the
view included the crime scene, illuminated now by powerful
lights set up by the crime scene technicians as they went over
it, searching for evidence.

“Ms. Dickinson.”

The tightly controlled but still obviously angry voice made
me look around. Gerhard Mueller stood there.

“What can I do for you, Mr. Mueller?”

“How much longer will we be forced to endure these indig-
nities, Ms. Dickinson? My wife is tired and wishes to go to
bed.”

“I’'m sure she’s not the only one,” I told him. “Lieutenant
Farraday will let us know when we can go up to our rooms. I'm
sure it won’t be too much longer.”

[ wasn’t sure of any such thing, but I hoped that would sat-
isfy Mueller and he would go away. He stayed where he was,
glaring down at me.

I'sighed. “Is there something else?”

“This high-handed treatment by the police is unconscion-
able.”

I wanted to make some comment about the Gestapo, but
that would just make a bad situation worse, I decided. “Well,
they @o have a murder to investigate.”

“Murder is not the only crime that has taken place here to-
night.”

I frowned. “What do you mean by that?”

“I have overheard people talking. Wallets and jewelry have
been stolen.”

That made me sit up straighter. In fact, it made me get to
my feet. “What?”
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“You heard me. There is a thief in the group.” He sneered.
“And I think we both know who it is.”

“Riley,” I breathed.

“Ja. Herr Riley. Yesterday he tried to steal my camera.
Tonight he has, how do you say it, picked the pockets of these
people.”

“Why hasn’t anybody said anything to me about it?”

“No one wanted to interfere with the police investigation,
for fear that we would be here even longer.”

That seemed a little far fetched to me, and I wondered sud-
denly if Mueller was just trying to stir up more trouble for
Riley because of the grudge he held against him from the day
before. Elliott Riley was so unlikable that even he knew it,
but I hadn’t seen any evidence that he was a thief.

“Look, everybody’s still here,” I said. “I’ll talk to one of the
deputies. If there are any items missing, the deputies can
search everyone. That’s bound to turn up anything that was
stolen.”

“Unless the thief has already hidden it somewhere for safe-
keeping until he can retrieve it later. Or perhaps Herr Riley
has a confederate, so to speak, among the people who work
here and has already passed along the things he stole.”

Now Mueller was just looking for conspiracies where none
were likely to exist, I told myself. But considering everything
that had already happened on this tour, maybe nothing was
too crazy to rule out completely.

“Tell the people who have lost things to come talk to me
about it,” I said. “I’ll make a list of everything that’s missing,
and then I'll talk to Lieutenant Farraday. If somebody’s really
stealing stuff, we don’t need to ignore it.”

“Very well. But if this results in a longer incarceration for
the entire group, people will not be happy.”

“We’re not incarcerated.”
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“We are being detained against our will. I fail to see the dif-
ference.”

Mueller turned around and stalked away. I closed my eyes
and rubbed my temples for a moment, wondering what else
could go wrong.

A word of advice: never ask yourself what else could go wrong.

Because it was right then that a vaguely familiar voice called
out loudly, “Let go of me, blast it! I haven’t done anything!”



CHAPTER 12

t took me a few seconds to place that cranky tone, but then

I recalled who it belonged to. I swung around and saw an el-
derly man struggling in the grip of one of the deputies by the
ballroom’s main door. I was surprised because I hadn’t ex-
pected to see him again until the next day.

But I hadn’t expected a lot of things that had happened
since the bus pulled away that morning, so I wasn’t sure why
anything still surprised me. I told Augusta and Amelia to stay
where they were and hurried toward the door.

“Mr. Cobb,” I said, “what are you doing here?”

The deputy who was holding Wilson Cobb by the left arm
turned to look at me. “You know this old guy, ma’am?” he
asked.

“Of course I do. He’s Mr. Cobb. He drove the tour bus out
here this morning.”

“You sure about that?”

“I’m not blind,” I said. “He’s Mr. Wilson Cobb, and I
reckon he’s old enough to be your grandfather. Now show a
little respect and let go of him.”

I could tell that the deputy was thinking of telling me that
he didn’t take orders from me, but then he thought better of
it. He shrugged and let go of Mr. Cobb’s arm.
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With an offended sniff, Mr. Cobb straightened his jacket.
“Old enough to be your great-grandfather,” he said to the
deputy, then turned to me. “Thank you, Ms. Dickinson.”

“Mr. Cobb,” I said again, “what in the world are you doing
here? You weren’t supposed to bring the bus back until in the
morning.”

“I’ll tell you what he was doing,” the deputy said. “He was
sneakin’ around like a burglar. That’s why I grabbed him. I
figured Lieutenant Farraday would want to talk to him.”

“I wasn’t sneaking around like a burglar,” Mr. Cobb in-
sisted. “T'he front door was open. I came in to see if I could
find anybody, and when I opened #s door to look in, this
bruiser pounced on me. Like to broke my arm. Haven’t you
ever heard that old bones are brittle, boy?”

“Why did you come back out here to the plantation?” I
asked him. His story about the front door being open sounded
unlikely to me. There should have been at least one deputy
watching it. But that was just part of what I wanted to know.
“You didn’t bring the bus back tonight, did you?”

He drew himself up. “Of course not. The tour’s not over
until tomorrow. But when I heard about the trouble out here, |
figured I’d better find out for sure what you wanted me to do.
Thought maybe you’d want me to pick you folks up tonight.”

“You could have called me on my cell phone.”

“Tried. Didn’t get an answer.”

That didn’t make any sense. I reached in the pocket of my
blazer where I keep my phone.

It was gone.

While I was trying to digest that startling bit of information,
something else occurred to me. “Wait a minute. You said you
heard there was some sort of trouble out here?”

He nodded. “That’s right. It’s all over the newsbreaks on
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the T'V tonight. ‘Murder on the Plantation,” some of them are
calling it.”

“How did the TV people find out?”

“You’re asking me? I don’t work for 'T'V, I just watch it.” He
chuckled. “But a lot more people are going to know pretty
soon. I must’ve passed half a dozen news trucks on the way
out here.”

I had a feeling Lieutenant Farraday wasn’t going to be too
happy when he found out about that. But then, he hadn’t
been happy about any of this so far, so why should things be
different now?

One of the main double doors leading into the ballroom
from the hallway was partially open; it must have been left
that way when the deputy nabbed Mr. Cobb. Now, through
that open door, I heard a commotion from the front of the
house. I couldn’t make out all the words, but male and female
voices were yelling what sounded like questions, and angry
male voices were responding.

Mr. Cobb smiled. “Reckon those TV news folks have got-
ten here.”

I knew he was right. Those were reporters shouting the
questions, and deputies telling them to get back and be quiet.
Edmond Ralston came up and demanded, “What’s going on
here?”

“The story’s gotten out,” I told him. “T'he media’s arrived.”

Ralston paled. “Lord, no. They’ll make a circus out of it.
Everybody will know that someone was killed in my garden.”

“People would have found out anyway. You can’t keep
something like this quiet.”

He rubbed a weary hand over his face and then sighed. “I
suppose not. I just wish it would have taken a little longer.”

I didn’t see what difference it made if the story broke
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tonight, tomorrow, or the next day. The end result was going
to be the same, whether it was for better or worse.

Those of us near the ballroom doors weren’t the only ones
who heard the commotion. A familiar voice called, “What the
devil! Get those people and those cameras out of here!
There’s an investigation going on!”

That was Lieutenant Farraday. I didn’t know if he was fin-
ished with questioning Luke or if the arrival of the media
horde had interrupted the interrogation. But a moment later
Luke appeared in the doorway, accompanied by Deputy
Perkins. Luke still looked pale and shaken as he came into the
ballroom. Perkins shut the door behind him, cutting off the
sound of Farraday’s angry voice. I could still hear the lieu-
tenant, but his words were too muffled to understand.

Anyway, I was more worried about Luke at the moment.
“Are you all right?” I asked him.

“Yeah. Yeah, I guess.” He glanced over at Mr. Cobb, and a
look of surprise appeared on his face. “Hey. What are you
doing back here, Mr. Cobb?”

I took Luke’s arm and said, “It’s a long story, and right now
I want to hear about what Lieutenant Farraday said to you.”

Luke hesitated. “I dunno if he wants me to talk about it. |
dunno if / want to talk about it.”

“Luke, you better ask yourself just who you’re more afraid
of here . .. him or me?”

I knew I was being too rough on him, and I felt bad about it.
But I had the feeling that things were spiraling out of control
and that this tour was going to turn into even more of a cata-
strophe than it already was unless I could do something to
stop it. So I had to know what was going on to have any hope
of figuring out a solution.

“All right,” Luke said after a moment. “I guess you’ve got a
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right to hear about it, Miz D. But let’s find someplace quieter
than this.”

Ralston was arguing with the deputy at the door. He wanted
to go out and issue a statement to the media. “This is my
house, damn it!” he argued. “I have a right to talk to the
press.”

I knew he wanted to put the best spin he could on the story,
but the deputy was equally determined to follow the orders
Farraday had given him and not let anybody out of the ball-
room. | took Luke’s arm and left them wrangling. LLuke and |
went over to the wall where Augusta and Amelia still sat, avidly
watching everything that was going on. They looked glad to
see Luke, too. I noticed that Mr. Cobb was trailing behind us,
now that the deputy was distracted by the argument with Ed-
mond Ralston. I let him come along, figuring that it wasn’t
going to hurt anything. I had just met him earlier that day, but
somehow I thought of him as an ally.

“Luke!” Augusta said as we came up. “You're all right?”

He frowned. “Why wouldn’t I be? The detective just wanted
to ask me some questions.”

Amelia said, “She thought maybe they were going to work
you over with a rubber hose.”

“I did not!” Augusta protested. “I just said it would be ter-
rible if they did.”

“Yeah, I think so, too,” Luke agreed, “but nothing like that
happened.” He got a faraway look in his eyes. “I almost wish
it had. That might not have been as bad as all the questions
Farraday asked about me and Steven Kelley.”

“You and Kelley?” I echoed. “How can there be a you and
Kelley? You never saw him before today, did you?”

Keeping his voice pitched low, LLuke rubbed his chin and
said, “I, uh, sort of . . . went to high school with him.”
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All'T could do for a moment was stare at him. When I got my
voice back, I said, “You didn’t recognize him?”

Luke spread his hands. “He looked like Clark Gable!
That’s all I saw.”

“But you’ve heard his name probably two dozen times this
evening. It didn’t occur to you that it was the same fella you
went to school with?”

He shook his head. “I just figured it was somebody with the
same name. Steven Kelley’s not that odd a name, you know.
And he grew up a long way from here, like I did, and I hadn’t
seen him in years, and . . . and he looked like Clark Gable!”

When I thought about it, I supposed that what Luke was
saying made sense. Steven Kelley wasn’t as common a name
as, say, John Smith ... although how many John Smiths do
you actually run into these days, I asked myself. And the
Steven Kelley who had gotten himself murdered in the gar-
den was years older than when Luke had known him, as well
as looking completely different.

“When I first heard the name,” Luke went on, “I thought,
huh, I went to school with a Steven Kelley. But that brought
back a lot of bad memories, so I tried not to think about it any-
more.”

“What sort of bad memories?” Augusta asked. “Was this
guy, like, your nemesis in high school or something?”

Luke sank onto one of the empty chairs. “Yeah, I guess you
could say that. We were rivals all the way back to grade school
and Little L.eague. He was always just a little bit faster than
me, a little bit smarter than me, a little bit better than me at
anything we both tried to do. You know how there’s always
somebody that you just can’t quite catch up to?”

“I have the highest grade average in my class,” Amelia said.

“I’'m head cheerleader,” Augusta said.
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“You’re both wonderful,” I said. “Luke, go on.” I made a
guess. “Does this have anything to do with Lauren Holcomb?”

Luke didn’t look shocked by the name anymore. He just
looked sad. Incredibly sad.

“I’ve got a confession to make, Miz D,” he said.

“You’d better not say that too loud, boy,” Wilson Cobb ad-
vised. “Not with all these badge-wearin’ fellas standin’ around.”

I thought that, too, but at the same time I had to know what
Luke was talking about. “Go on,” I told him as I glanced
around to make sure that none of the deputies were nearby
eavesdropping. “Just be careful.”

“Well . . . I hate to say it, Miz D, since she’s your daughter
and all . . . but Melissa wasn’t my first love.”

Augusta leaned forward and asked breathlessly, “You mean
you and this Lauren chick hooked up back in high school?”

“It wasn’t like that. Lauren and [ started dating when we
were in eighth grade. We gave each other promise rings when
we were juniors. We were gonna get engaged as soon as we
graduated from high school.”

“Wait a minute,” I said. “Have you told Melissa about this?”

“Of course. We don’t have any secrets from each other.”

“But neither of you ever saw fit to tell me?”

“Well, no offense, Miz D, but it’s sort of ... none of your
business.”

I didn’t like it, but I knew he was right. So I reined in my
temper and told him, “All right, keep going. You and this girl
Lauren were in love.”

He nodded somberly. “I thought so. And then at the begin-
ning of senior year, she . . . she broke up with me.”

“Dumped,” Augusta said. “Always tragic.”

“And I’ll bet Steven Kelley had something to do with it,”
Amelia said.

“Yeah,” Luke said. “They had gotten together somehow
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over the summer between junior and senior year. And of
course he took her away from me. Was there ever any doubt?
He’d had his eye on her ever since we started going together.
If I had something, he always wanted to take it away from me.
It just took him longer this time than it usually did. But in the
end, he wore down her resistance and...he got what he
wanted.”

I thought about Lt. Farraday’s attitude earlier. “This doesn’t
make sense, Luke,” I said. “Are you tryin’ to tell us that Far-
raday thinks you killed Kelley over a high school break-up? I
know it must’ve hurt, but that was years ago. And you’re hap-
pily married now. At least, you’d better be.”

“Of course I am. Melissa and I are happy as we can be. But
you’re right. Lieutenant Farraday does think I’m a suspect in
the murder.”

“Because of an old girlfriend Kelley took away from you?” I
shook my head. “T'hat’s crazy. Anyway, how did he even know
about what happened years ago in another town? He couldn’t
have found out about it tonight, in the time since he got
here.”

Luke took a deep breath. “That’s not all the story. You see,
Kelley did more than just take Lauren Holcomb away from
me.” His eyes were more haunted than I’d ever seen them.
“He killed her, too.”



CHAPTER 13

1l of us stared at him this time, obviously finding it diffi-
cult to grasp what he had just said. Augusta was the one
who spoke up first.

“You mean, the guy who got murdered tonight murdered
your old high school girlfriend?”

“The one who tragically broke up with you because of him?”
Amelia added. “It’s like a novel by one of the Bronté sisters!”

“He didn’t murder her,” Luke said. “They were in a car
wreck a few weeks later. Kelley was driving, going too fast like
he always did. And Lauren was killed, while he walked away
with hardly a scratch.”

“Wait a minute,” I said. “If he was driving too fast and
somebody was killed, shouldn’t he have gotten in trouble with
the law?”

Luke nodded. “He did. I'm sure that’s how Lieutenant
Farraday was able to find out about it so quickly. He probably
had a couple of his deputies runnin’ everybody through the
computers as soon as he got our names. Kelley was arrested
and charged with vehicular manslaughter. But his parents had
a lot of money and got him a hot-shot lawyer, and the lawyer
got him off. He even walked on the stage at graduation. The
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principal wanted to keep him from doing that, but his folks
threatened to file a lawsuit if he tried it.”

“And this is the fella who wound up playing Rhett Butler
for a bunch of tourists?”

“He was in the drama club at school, always had the lead in
the plays they put on, of course. And I heard he got his doc-
tor’s degree in theater from one of those Ivy League schools.
My guess is that he worked here because he liked it.”

“And so that he could hit on hot teenage tourists,” Augusta
putin.

I thought she might have something there. Plenty of attrac-
tive women would pass through during the tours of the planta-
tion, and if Kelley had really been a sex addict, as Amelia
speculated, he would have had plenty of chances to approach
some of them with a proposition.

Of course, he was married and his wife worked right here on
the plantation with him, I reminded myself. She even played
Scarlett to his Rhett. But clearly, based on what had happened
with Augusta and Amelia, that didn’t stop Kelley. Carrying on
right under his wife’s nose might even make it better for him.

I was making a lot of assumptions and jumping to a lot of
conclusions about the man, considering that I had never seen
him before today and hadn’t spoken to him even once. But
Luke knew him, and I believed my son-in-law. I believed my
nieces, too, at least about Kelley’s behavior in the stables. I
thought I had enough evidence to reach some of those conclu-
sions in a logical manner.

But I had no evidence whatsoever about who might have
killed Steven Kelley. As far as I could see, that was still com-
pletely up in the air. Lieutenant Farraday had his suspicions
about me, Augusta, and Amelia, but right now, based on the
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grudge that Luke had held against the dead man, he had to be
the leading candidate for the role of murderer.

“You said you weren’t here in the ballroom all evening, Luke.
Where did you go?”

He looked up at me. “Miz D! Don’t tell me you think I
killed him, too?”

“Oh, of course not.” I stopped myself before I called him a
lunkhead. “I just want to know if you’ve got an alibi.”

“Not really.” He glanced at Augusta and Amelia and then
lowered his voice. “I was indisposed.”

Mr. Cobb said, “Boy must mean he had the trots.”

Luke glared at him. “I have a delicate stomach sometimes.”

I happened to know that was true. LLuke was a big strong
boy with the stomach of a little girl. “So you were in the bath-
room.”

“Yeah. And since I was in there by myself. ..”

“No alibi.”

“That’s right. T could have slipped out of the ballroom,
stabbed Kelley, and gotten back in without anybody noticing
because there were so many people around and there was so
much going on.” Luke grunted and shook his head. “That’s
the way the lieutenant sees it, anyway.”

And I had to admit that it was a fairly strong theory, espe-
cially to somebody like Lieutenant Farraday who didn’t know
Luke. Who didn’t know that he couldn’t possibly murder
somebody, even a sorry son of a gun like Steven Kelley. Like
Luke had said when he found out what Kelley had pulled
with the girls, he might take a swing at somebody who de-
served it, but that was as far as he would ever go. I believed
that with all my heart.

On the other hand—and I hated myself for thinking this
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way—all I really knew about Luke Edwards was how he had
been the past few years, since he’d met and married my
daughter. I didn’t want to believe that Melissa could have
married a murderer.

And I wasn’r going to believe it.

“Dad gummit,” I said, “it doesn’t matter what Lieutenant
Farraday thinks, L.uke. We know good and well you didn’t do
it. Don’t we, girls?”

“Sure,” Augusta said, and Amelia nodded.

“I don’t think you did it either, son,” Mr. Cobb said. I didn’t
point out that he barely knew Luke. At the moment, any
voice of support was welcome.

“At least he didn’t go ahead and arrest me,” Luke said.
“And it’s not like I'm the only one he’s holding here, either.”

I looked around the ballroom, which was still crowded with
tired, impatient, frustrated people, and said, “Not hardly.”

“You know,” Augusta said, “if the guy was such a sleaze that
he hit on innocent teenage girls, there could be a lot of people
here who were mad at him. He’s bound to have done other
things he shouldn’t have.”

That made a lot of sense, I thought. And then Amelia
brought up something else that was worth thinking about.

“Where’d the knife come from?”

I had no idea, and somehow I didn’t think that Farraday
would tell me what they’d found out about the murder
weapon, even if I asked nicely. But I was going to keep it in
mind and keep my eyes and ears open for a possible answer.
The idea was taking root in my brain that if I could figure out
who killed Steven Kelley, this whole crazy nightmare would
be over.

The murder wasn’t the only mystery, though, I recalled
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abruptly. I checked my pockets again. My cell phone was def-
initely gone. I hadn’t used it since I’d checked in with Melissa
at the office during the afternoon, and I was sure I’d had it after
that. So I didn’t think I had laid it down anywhere and acci-
dentally walked off and left it.

Thinking of the call to Melissa reminded me that by now
she might have heard that there was trouble here at the plan-
tation, especially if it was all over the T'V news like Mr. Cobb
said. The media didn’t have the full story yet, but they might
know that there had been a murder. The way they reported it
might range all the way from “one person suspected to be
dead” to “an alleged bloodbath among the magnolias.” Me-
lissa hadn’t been expecting us back until the next day, but if
she heard that sort of report on T'V, she would probably be
scared out of her wits.

“You have your cell phone?” I said to Luke.

“What?” He was still distracted by being suspected of mur-
dering somebody. “Oh. Yeah, sure, it’s right here.” He reached
into his jacket pocket. “Or here.” He slapped his trouser
pockets, then frowned. “That’s funny. I was sure I had it.”

I turned to Augusta and Amelia. “Girls?” I knew at least
one of them would have a phone. Even though we had all put
our bags in the rooms we’d been assigned earlier for the over-
night stay, no teenage girl was going to be without a phone.

Both of them looked completely aghast, though, as they
searched their pockets and didn’t find their phones. “It’s
gone!” Augusta announced in a shocked voice.

“T'hat does it,” I said. It looked like there was some truth to
Gerhard Mueller’s story about things disappearing.

I told Luke, Mr. Cobb, and the girls to stay put, then went
looking for Elliott Riley.
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Even though I had no proof that Riley was a pickpocket
and a thief, /¢ was where I was going to start. It was bad
enough that somebody had gotten murdered on my first tour;
I sure didn’t want the word getting around that my clients got
robbed, too.

I spotted Riley standing by himself—that was no surprise—
and was making my way toward him when the doors into the
ballroom opened and an angry-looking Lieutenant Farraday
came in, followed by a couple of deputies. Farraday raised his
voice and called, “Everyone give me your attention, please!”

It didn’t take much to quiet the place down since all the
conversations in the room were pretty subdued by now. In
fact, things got noisier as people turned toward the lieutenant
and started calling out questions, all of which could be summed
up as “When the heck do we get out of here?”

Farraday had to lift his hands over his head and call for
quiet several more times before the room settled down again.
Then he turned to gesture at his deputies and said, “My men
are going to confiscate your cell phones. I hoped that it wouldn’t
come to this, but I have no choice.”

That brought more protests. Farraday let them run their
course, then went on, “I should have done this as soon as I ar-
rived on the scene, but I thought it might be a good idea to let
you people contact your loved ones if you needed to, since
you’re going to be stuck here for a while. Unfortunately, sev-
eral of you decided to contact the news media instead.” His
expression was as dark as a thundercloud. “In fact, some of
you even sent video footage of the crime scene to local TV
stations. | suppose your fifteen minutes of fame was more im-
portant to you than allowing the authorities to do their job and
catch a killer,” he added bitterly.
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That answered the question of how the TV news crews had
come to show up at the door of the plantation house. And Far-
raday was right, of course: these days everybody with a camera
phone has the potential to be as famous as that Zapruder fella
with his JFK film, or whomever it was who shot the Rodney
King video. All you needed was to be on hand for a big enough
news story. Heck, Larry King might even call and want you to
appear on his show.

One of the tourists asked, “If we give up our phones, how
do we know we’ll ever get them back?”

“Yeah!” another man said. “What if you keep all of them as
evidence?”

“The likelihood of that is remote,” Farraday answered,
“and you’ll all get receipts for the phones.” He didn’t bother
trying to keep the disgust out of his voice as he added, “Be-
lieve me, people, we have more important things to do than
try to steal your cell phones.”

The police might have had more important things to do,
but somebody sure as heck didn’t, because over the next cou-
ple of minutes all sorts of commotion broke loose in the ball-
room as people reached for their phones and found them
gone, just like Luke and the girls and I had done. As the angry
outbursts spread, it took Farraday several minutes to restore
order.

People weren’t just yelling about their phones being gone,
cither. Wallets and jewelry were missing, too, as Mueller had
told me earlier. Once Farraday realized that he was dealing
with widespread robbery as well as murder, he looked like he
was torn between the urge to shoot us all or sit down and cry.

What he wound up doing was ordering his men to search us.
“Each and every one,” he said. “Call for more female deputies
if you need to. But it’s past time we find out what everybody
in this room is hiding.”
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Lindsey Hoffman, the good-looking blonde in the low-cut
Southern belle outfit who seemed to be Perry Newton’s girl-
friend, said in an outraged voice, “Do I look like I could be
hiding anything in this outfit, Lieutenant?”

“Lady,” Farraday said, “you could have an elephant under
those hoop skirts for all I know!”
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indsey was outraged by Farraday’s comment, of course. |

would have been, too, if I'd been wearing hoop skirts.
Not that I ever would. And because Lindsey was mad, Perry
was, too, and the feeling spread quickly among the other per-
formers from the plantation, which added to the already
prevalent ill-feeling in the ballroom.

But there was nothing anybody could do except submit to
the patdown that Farraday’s deputies carried out with brisk ef-
ficiency. Searching the men went quicker that it did with the
women, because Farraday had brought only two female
deputies with him. They led the women one by one into a
small cloakroom just off the ballroom and conducted the
searches there. The men were frisked out in the open.

Most of them didn’t like it. I could tell they felt humiliated
and angry, and despite the fact that Lieutenant Farraday wasn’t
one of my favorite people, I felt a little sorry for the guy.
There were going to be plenty of formal complaints lodged
about this investigation, and maybe even some lawsuits. But
all Farraday was really trying to do was find out who killed
Steven Kelley, and that was something I wanted, too. It was
too late to salvage any sort of success out of this tour, but |
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wanted the damage minimized as much as possible. That was
all I could hope for at this point.

While I was standing in line with Augusta and Amelia, wait-
ing to be searched, I kept an eye on Elliott Riley. By now I
hoped that he really was the thief, as Mueller had claimed,
and that the deputies would find the stolen items on him.
That would put an end to this part of the debacle.

But from the usual smirk Riley wore as one of the deputies
patted him down, I knew that the search wouldn’t find any-
thing on him. Of course not. He couldn’t hide dozens of cell
phones and wallets in his suit, even though it was a little
baggy.

No, Mueller was right. If Riley was the pickpocket, he had
already stashed everything he’d taken or passed it on to some-
one who was working with him. It seemed unlikely that he
could have done that with so many deputies around.

But maybe he did it before the murder was discovered, |
thought. I hadn’t missed my phone until later; it was possible
that was the case with most of the other victims, too. They
could have had their pockets picked during the dance. It
would have been easy for somebody who knew what he was
doing.

I had no proof that somebody was Riley. I told Farraday
about the dispute between Riley and Mueller the day before,
but that wouldn’t prove anything.

Especially since Mueller was braying like a jackass about
being searched and making comments about America being a
police state while his long-suffering wife just stood in the
women’s line and ignored him. He was just about as unlikable
as Riley was; given the choice, most folks wouldn’t want to be-
lieve him or Riley.

The girls and I were getting closer to the head of the line.
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They were in front of me. Amelia looked over her shoulder
and said, “I don’t like this very much, Aunt Delilah.”

“Neither do [,” Augusta said. “It’s creepy.”

“I know,” I told them, “but there’s nothing we can do about
it except wait for it to be over.”

Amelia frowned. “It’s not like you to be so passive, Aunt
Delilah.”

“Yeah,” Augusta agreed. “You usually don’t put up with
something if you don’t like it.”

T'hey were right. I’d never been the sort of person who kept
my mouth shut if I thought something wasn’t right. [ spoke up
instead, and raised my voice if I had to.

But everything that had happened this evening—the mur-
der; the things I had learned about Augusta, Amelia, and
Luke; falling under suspicion of being a killer myself—had all
combined to beat my spirits down, I supposed. I thought that
I had dealt with some hard times in my life, including that re-
cent divorce, but never anything like this.

I was about to tell the girls that I was sorry when I realized
it didn’t have to be this way. I felt my backbone stiffening as |
said, “Wait here.”

“Uh-oh,” Augusta said. “We shouldn’t have said anything. I
know that look.”

“Please, Aunt Delilah,” Amelia said. “Don’t get into trou-
ble on our behalf.”

“This doesn’t have anything to do with you girls,” I told
them. “This is all me.”

I left the line and stalked toward Lieutenant Farraday, who
was standing by as some of his deputies searched the men.
One of the deputies keeping the women in line called out to
me as [ made my move, but I ignored him.

I had barely gotten started, though, when a hand grasped
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my arm, not roughly by any means, but firmly enough that I
had to pause and see who it belonged to.

I was a little surprised to find Dr. Will Burke beside me. “I
need to talk to you, Ms. Dickinson,” he said, and his voice car-
ried a note of urgency to it.

I still wanted to go chew out Lieutenant Farraday, but Will
Burke looked like he had something serious on his mind, so I
nodded and stepped to the side. He came with me.

“All right, Dr. Burke, what is it?”

He still wore the grim expression, but I suddenly noticed
humor twinkling in his eyes. “I thought we were going to call
each other Will and Delilah.”

I curbed my impatience and said, “All right, Will, what’s so
important?”

“Keeping you from getting shot.”

My eyes widened. I couldn’t help it. “Shot?”

“Well . . . Tasered, more likely. That deputy who was trying
to stop you from leaving the line was reaching for his hip. He
probably would have gone for the Taser instead of the service
revolver, since you don’t look 700 dangerous.”

I looked around and saw the deputy he was talking about
glaring at me. “Oh, Lord. He thought I'd gone nuts and was
charging Farraday, didn’t he?”

Will chuckled. “To tell you the truth, that’s sort of the way
it looked to me, too.”

I shook my head. “My temper gets the best of me some-
times, | guess. I was gonna give the lieutenant a good talkin’
to, but [ wasn’t about to attack him or anything like that.”

“I thought I’d better step in anyway. Maybe distract you a
little.”

He was right. Whether it was my nature or not, it wasn’t
going to do any good to lambaste Lieutenant Farraday. I had
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already seen how stubborn the man was, and I didn’t think
he’d change now.

Besides, while I didn’t think this search was going to turn
up the missing items, maybe it would find something else.

Like a motive for murder, maybe. It didn’t hurt to hope.

“What about you?” I said to Will. “Won’t you get in trouble
for leaving the line?”

He shook his head. “They’ve already searched me.” A grin
broke across his face. “I’'m not the thief. Or the murderer.”

Now that was something that had never occurred to me.
But if what Augusta had said about other people who worked
on the plantation having grudges against Steven Kelley was
true, then I supposed Will Burke would have to be considered
a suspect, too. My instincts told me he wasn’t a killer. . . but
again, [ had never met him before this evening and didn’t really
know him at all.

“I guess I'd better get back in line before that deputy gets
trigger happy,” I said. “Want to come along and keep me com-
pany?”

Will was still smiling as he nodded. “I guess I could do that.”

I moved back into my place just behind Augusta and Amelia.
Augusta said, “I was afraid you were gonna rip that cop a new
one, Aunt Delilah.”

I frowned at her. “I don’t think your mama would like you
talkin’ that way, Augusta.”

“Call me Gussie.” She turned her high-voltage smile on
Will Burke. “Hi, Dr. Burke.”

She wasn’t flirting with him, at least not any more than she
flirted with every male she met. Both girls seemed to be a lit-
tle taken with him, Amelia because of his smarts, Augusta be-
cause he wasn’t hard to look at.

T'hat combination sort of appealed to me, too, or at least it
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would have if I hadn’t still been hurting a little from the di-
vorce and stressed out over starting my own business, which
was on the verge of getting ruined by that blasted murder.
"This was no time for me to be thinking about some man being
smart and good-looking, whether he was or not.

I figured it might be a good idea to distract the girls from
Will; T didn’t have to worry about distracting /4im, because he
was being polite to them but that was all. I said, “Since you work
here and at the college, you must’'ve known the murdered
man pretty well.”

Will’s smile went away. “I knew him. Like I said earlier, we
were just colleagues, though.”

“I’'ve heard some things about Kelley since we talked
then,” I said. “Things that make him sound like he wasn’t. . .
well, wasn’t a very good person, even though I hate to speak ill
of the dead.”

Will suddenly frowned. “Did Kelley make a pass at you,
Delilah?”

“Me? No, I never even talked to him.”

Will looked at Augusta and Amelia. “Did he try something
with you girls?”

“Oh, wow,” Augusta said. “How did you know that?”

“Because Mr. Kelley must have done things like that be-
fore,” Amelia said. “Isn’t that right, Dr. Burke?”

Will hesitated for a second, then shrugged. “Kelley had a
reputation among the faculty. Some of his more attractive fe-
male students occasionally got better grades than they seemed
to deserve. He wasn’t too blatant about it, though, and I never
heard any rumors that students who turned him down had
their grades lowered. That wouldn’t have been tolerated. Uni-
versity administrators are very sensitive to charges of sexual
harassment these days. Nobody wants their school to be the
target of a lawsuit.”
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“But some professor/student hanky-panky still goes on any-
way,” I guessed.

Will inclined his head in agreement. “Some of it still goes
on. As long as everybody keeps it low-key, and as long as the
students who are involved are willing, blind eyes get turned.”

“I reckon Kelley had a pretty good idea what he could get
away with and what he couldn’t.”

“I suppose, because like I said, I never heard about him
getting into any official trouble over it. There were just ru-
mors, and vague ones at that.”

“And he had to be careful because he was married, too,” 1
pointed out.

“To a former student.”

“Really? Maura Kelley was a student of his?”

Will nodded. “Several years ago.”

“So she must’ve known what he was like.”

Will’s shoulders rose and fell. “I wouldn’t hazard a guess
what she knew or didn’t know. Maybe he convinced her that
he’d changed his ways.” He glanced at Augusta and Amelia.
“Although from what I’'m hearing now, it sounds like he actu-
ally might’ve gotten worse. He didn’t hurt either of you girls,
did he?”

Amelia said, “No, he just made some suggestive com-
ments . . . after he had gotten us alone under false pretenses.”

“But we shot him down pretty quick,” Augusta said. “No
harm, no foul.”

I hadn’t seen Maura Kelley since right after the discovery of
her husband’s body. I asked Will, “Do you know what’s hap-
pened to Kelley’s wife?”

Will’s face grew more solemn as he nodded. “I heard that
since she collapsed, she’s been held under guard in one of the
rooms upstairs. Lieutenant Farraday has a deputy outside the
door. That’s what Ralston said, anyway.”
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“If she knew that her husband was carrying on with other
women and had been ever since she was his student, she ei-
ther accepted his behavior or finally got so sick of it that she
couldn’t stand it anymore.”

Will frowned at me. “Are you saying you think Maura killed
him?”

“I don’t have any idea,” I answered honestly. “But it seems
to me she’d have as good a motive as anybody.”

Will nodded slowly as he thought it over. “I suppose you’re
right. Maura never struck me as the violent type, but she does
play Scarlett O’Hara, and Scarlett was capable of doing just
about anything she thought she had to do.”

I wasn’t sure that the role Maura Kelley played had any
bearing on this case, but for all I knew, Will was right.

Before I could think about it anymore, Luke came up to us.
He had already been searched, too, he explained, and so had
Wilson Cobb, who trailed after him.

I was introducing Luke and Mr. Cobb to Will when Au-
gusta’s turn came to be searched. Making a face, she went into
the cloakroom with the two female deputies. When she came
back out a few minutes later, her features were red. I knew it
must have been a bad experience, because it took a lot to
make Augusta blush.

Looking nervous, Amelia went in next. She was blushing
even more than her sister when she emerged from the cloak-
room. “Watch out for that brunette deputy, Aunt Delilah,” she
whispered to me. “I think she may have Sapphic tendencies.”

I thought Amelia was probably overreacting, and after
being searched myself, I knew that was true. Both deputies
were professional about it. Brusque, uncomfortably thorough,
and a mite humiliating, but not unprofessional.

I came out of the cloakroom and rejoined my little group,
which was drifting off toward one of the walls now that the
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deputies were through with us. The girls and I had been to-
ward the rear of the women’s line, and it took only a few more
minutes for the deputies to wrap everything up. As far as [
could tell, they hadn’t found any of the missing items, al-
though they had confiscated all the cell phones that the thief,
whomever he was, hadn’t gotten around to stealing before all
hell broke loose.

A disgusted Lieutenant Farraday faced the crowd in the
ballroom and said, “I’m sorry to report that we didn’t find any
of the stolen property, but we’ll keep looking. I'll be honest
with you, though, that’s not as high a priority as catching who-
ever murdered Steven Kelley.”

Edmond Ralston spoke up. “It’s nearly midnight, Licu-
tenant. How much longer are you going to keep us penned up
like cattle in this ballroom?”

“I think the furnishings here are a little more comfortable
than in a corral, Mr. Ralston . .. but I know what you mean.
You already had rooms arranged for the guests who were tak-
ing Ms. Dickinson’s tour, correct?”

Ralston nodded. “That’s right.”

“Are there enough bedrooms to accommodate the actors who
put on the show, too?”

Ralston rubbed his chin and frowned in thought. After a
moment he said, “We can probably crowd everybody in, espe-
cially if some people are willing to double up.”

Farraday nodded. “That’s what we’ll do, then. Figure out
the arrangements and let me know the details. I'll want a list
of who’s in which room.”

“You mean you’re s77// not going to allow anyone to leave?”
Ralston sounded flabbergasted, and the angry mutters from
some people in the crowd showed that the reaction was wide-
spread.

“There’s an excellent chance that the person who murdered

110



FRANKLY MY DEAR, I'M DEAD

Steven Kelley is still in this house. Until I’'m certain that’s not
the case, I'd prefer to have everyone stay here.”

Farraday left unsaid the fact that it wasn’t just a preference
on his part; it was an order.

“So we're stuck here,” Augusta said.

“Cut off from the outside world,” Amelia said. “Like the
people in an English country house mystery. Like something
out of Agatha Christie.”

“But we’re not in England,” Augusta said. “And this is a
plantation. I thought Margaret Mitchell wrote Gone With the
Wind, not Agatha Christie.”

“Margaret Mitchell never wrote anything like this,” I said.
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CHAPTER 15

Accompanicd by Lieutenant Farraday, Ralston went up-
stairs to try to figure out the sleeping arrangements. A
few minutes later, one of the deputies came over to me and
said, “The lieutenant wants you upstairs, ma’am.”

“Me?”

“You’re Ms. Dickinson, aren’t you?”

“Yeah, but what does Lieutenant Farraday want with me?”

“I dunno, ma’am, he just called down on the radio and said
to get you and bring you upstairs.”

That didn’t bode well. I looked at the girls, Luke, Will, and
Mr. Cobb and shrugged, then followed the deputy. There
wasn’t anything else I could do.

The deputy took me out of the ballroom and down the hall
to the main entrance of the plantation house, where a grand
curving staircase led from the foyer to the upper floors. As we
started up the stairs, | had the wild idea that maybe Farraday
and Ralston had found another body. Will had said that Maura
Kelley was being held in one of the bedrooms. Maybe the
killer had struck again, getting to her some way and murder-
ing her, too, just like her husband. Maybe there was a knife-
wielding maniac on the loose in the house. . ..

And maybe I was letting my imagination get the best of me,
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I told myself. As we reached the second-floor landing and I
saw Lieutenant Farraday and Edmond Ralston standing in the
long corridor that had bedrooms on either side of it, I took a
couple of deep breaths to settle myself down. Neither man
looked like he had just discovered a second corpse.

“Thanks for coming up, Ms. Dickinson,” Farraday said—
like I'd had any choice in the matter. “We need your help with
something. You have a list of all the guests on your tour, cor-
rect?”

“That’s right.”

“Maybe you can help us work out who can double up in a
room so that we can fit everybody in.”

I managed not to heave a sigh of relief. Administrative de-
tails like that, I could handle, as long as I didn’t remind myself
that the only reason there was a shortage of rooms was because
everybody was a suspect in Steven Kelley’s murder and had to
stay at the plantation tonight.

At Jeast for tonight, I reminded myself. I'd heard that most
murders are solved in the first twenty-four to forty-eight
hours, if they’re ever going to be solved. The cops break cold
cases every now and then, but those occurrences are rare.
What if Farraday didn’r find the killer tonight or tomorrow? I
had this sudden wild vision of all of us being stuck here from
now on as Farraday conducted a never-ending investigation.
The men would all have long white beards, and I'd be a little
old lady.

A tiny shiver went through me, and I shook my head to ban-
ish those thoughts. Farraday couldn’t keep us all locked up
here indefinitely. It wasn’t even legally possible.

I nodded and told Farraday, “T'hat list is in my briefcase,
which is in the room where [ was supposed to stay. I can get it
for you.”

“Thanks. Deputy Morton will go with you.”
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The deputy who had brought me upstairs walked down the
hall beside me to my room. Like in a hotel, the bedroom doors
all locked, and each guest had a key to his or her room. My key
was in my pocket.

At least, I hoped it was. As I reached for it, I was reminded
of my missing cell phone. Maybe my room key was gone, too.

But it wasn’t. I used the key to unlock the door, went into
the room, and retrieved the client list from my briefcase. Out
of habit, I turned the case so that Deputy Morton couldn’t see
as I worked the combination locks to open it. When I closed
the lid, I reset the locks.

We rejoined Farraday and Ralston, and I handed over the list.
“I can make a suggestion to start with,” I said. “There are two
queen-size beds in my nieces’ room. I can move in there with
them. That’ll free up my room.”

Farraday nodded. “All right. | hope everyone is as coopera-
tive as you’re being, Ms. Dickinson.”

“] wouldn’t count on that,” I warned him. “And I’'m not
known for bein’ all that cooperative myself. I guess this is just
your lucky night, Lieutenant.”

He sighed, obviously thinking about the murder and a
killer being on the loose. “Yeah. Lucky.”

It took close to an hour to get everything sorted out so that
everyone could be accommodated in the bedrooms on the sec-
ond and third floors of the plantation house. That meant it was
well after midnight before deputies began escorting small
groups of people upstairs, either to the rooms where they’d
originally been assigned to stay, or to the new rooms they’d be
sharing with other guests.

Nobody felt like a guest anymore, though. They all felt like
prisoners, and I couldn’t blame them for that. Even though
the rooms here in the plantation house were comfortable, bor-
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dering on luxurious, everyone was aware that they couldn’t
leave. That made them nervous, angry, and frustrated.

I was moving my stuff into the room I’d be sharing with Au-
gusta and Amelia when Wilson Cobb called my name from
down the hallway. He came toward me with one of the
deputies following him.

“Miz Dickinson, this young fella says I can’t go home,”
Mr. Cobb complained. “I wasn’t even here when that killin’
took place. I don’t see why I should have to stay.”

“Because the lieutenant says you got to,” the deputy ex-
plained in a tone of strained patience.

“He’s not holdin’ all those T'V reporters who showed up not
long after I did,” Mr. Cobb pointed out.

"T'hat was true, but the 'T'V reporters weren’t leaving, anyway.
Farraday had succeeded in banishing them from the inside of
the house, but their news trucks with the satellite dishes on
their roofs were still parked out front. Some of the cameramen
had tried to sneak around to the garden to get live shots of the
murder scene itself, but Farraday had put a stop to that, too.
Pretty much everything except the long, tree-lined drive was
off limits to the TV people. Farraday considered the whole
plantation to be a crime scene.

“I’ll see what I can do, Mr. Cobb,” I said. “I wouldn’t get
your hopes up, though. I don’t have any more influence with
the lieutenant than anybody else.”

That was true, too. | had a feeling that, to Lieutenant Far-
raday, I was just another murder suspect. He would feel that
way about everybody until he nabbed the real killer.

I finished putting my bags in the girls’ room. Augusta and
Amelia were already there, getting ready for bed. They had the
resilience of youth, but even they looked tired. It had been a
long day, and I guess falling under suspicion of being a killer is
enough to wear anybody out, even teenagers.
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“I’ll be right back,” I told them. “I have to go talk to Lieu-
tenant Farraday.”

“Something about the murder?” Amelia asked.

I shook my head. “No. He won’t let Mr. Cobb go home, and
I thought I’d see if I could convince him he ought to. After all,
Mr. Cobb wasn’t even here when Kelley was killed.”

“I like him,” Augusta said. “He’s kind of grumpy, but in
that lovable-old-man sort of way.”

I knew what she meant. I felt the same way about Wilson
Cobb.

I stepped back out into the hall and looked both ways along
it. People were going in and out of their rooms, getting situ-
ated so that they could settle down for the night. A lot of
grumbling and complaining was still going on. A couple of
deputies were posted in the hallway to keep an eye on things.
I figured that Farraday would have guards on duty all night to
make sure that nobody tried to slip out.

I approached one of the deputies and asked if he knew
where Lieutenant Farraday was. He nodded toward the land-
ing and the curving staircase and said, “Downstairs in the
command post, ma’am.”

“And where’s that?”

“The ballroom.”

“Thanks.” I turned and started toward the stairs.

“Wait a minute, ma’am.” The deputy’s voice was sharp and
commanding.

I paused and looked back over my shoulder, halfway ex-
pecting to see him reaching for a Taser—or a gun.

Instead he just looked worried. “The lieutenant said no-
body was supposed to leave this floor until he gave the word,
ma’am.”

“You know I worked with the lieutenant and Mr. Ralston
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arranging rooms for everybody, don’t you?” I didn’t figure that
would confer any special status on me, but it wouldn’t hurt to
try.

“Yes, ma’am, but that, uh, doesn’t really have anything to
do with my orders.”

“And I really need to talk to the lieutenant.” I pointed at
the little walkie-talkie clipped to the deputy’s belt. “Can you
raise him on the radio and ask him if it’s all right for me to
come down there and see him?”

He nodded. “I suppose so. He didn’t give me any orders
not to do that.”

He took the radio off his belt and pushed whatever button
it was that connected him with Farraday. “Lieutenant,
Ms. Dickinson wants to come down to the command post and
talk to you.”

Farraday’s voice crackled back. “What? What does she want?”
He sounded annoyed.

“I don’t know, sir, but the lady’s right here if you’d like for
me to ask her.”

“No, no, that’s all right. Let her come on down. Straight to
the command post, though. No wandering around.”

“Thanks, Lieutenant.” The deputy broke the connection,
hooked the radio to his belt again, and told me, “You heard the
man, ma’am. Please do like he said so I won’t get in trouble.”

The deputy was young, probably no more than twenty-two.
Just a kid, really. Young enough to be my kid. So I smiled at
him and said, “Don’t worry, Deputy. Straight to the command
postitis.”

[ knew my way around the plantation house pretty well, so
when [ reached the bottom of the stairs I was able to turn to-
ward the ballroom without any hesitation. The double doors
stood open, I saw as I approached. The brilliant crystal chan-
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deliers were still lit up, as if the room were filled with men in
tailcoats and hoop-skirted ladies twirling gracefully around
the dance floor.

Instead the big room was empty except for Lieutenant Far-
raday, who sat at one of the tables with stacks of papers in
front of him. I guessed that they were the statements that had
been given earlier in the evening by everyone who had been
questioned.

He looked up at me and grunted. “What can I do for you,
Ms. Dickinson?”

I didn’t answer him right away. Instead I waved a hand to-
ward all the papers and asked, “Sorted out who the killer is
yet?”

He grimaced. “If I had, we’d all be going home by now.”

I pulled back one of the chairs at the table and sat down. It
was a deliberate move in a way, an attempt to put things on a
more equal, informal basis between us, like we were allies in-
stead of adversaries. And it was just my nature, too, the sort of
friendliness that even under bad conditions comes naturally to
anybody who was raised in the South.

“Sorry, Lieutenant,” I said. “I reckon I knew you hadn’t
found the Kkiller. Can’t blame a girl for hoping, though.”

He shook his head. “No, I suppose not. What can I do for
you?”

Lord, the man was a bulldog. If you didn’t answer a ques-
tion, he waited a minute or two and then asked it again. I said,
“I need to talk to you about Mr. Wilson Cobb.”

“The bus driver? What about him?”

“He says you won’t let him go home. There’s no reason to
keep him here, Lieutenant. He didn’t know Steven Kelley,
doesn’t have anything to do with anybody on the plantation,
and he wasn’t even here when Kelley was murdered. He
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drove us here this morning and then went back home to At-
lanta. He didn’t come back until after the murder.”

“How do you know that?”

The question made me blink. “Well . . . he told me so.”

Farraday nodded. “I’m sure he did.”

Something about his attitude set me off again. I leaned for-
ward in my chair and said, “Now wait just a doggone minute.
It almost sounds like you consider Mr. Cobb a suspect now,
and that’s just crazy!”

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why is it crazy?”

“Because it is!” I couldn’t keep myself from waving my
hands around a little. “Why in the world would you think that
a nice old man like Wilson Cobb would kill anybody?”

“Because he has before,” Lieutenant Farraday said.
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CHAPTER 16

here had been too many of these unexpected revelations

since the discovery of the murder. I was getting jaded, |
supposed, because although I stared at Lieutenant Farraday, |
wasn’t as shocked as I had been a couple of times earlier in the
evening.

“Wait a minute,” I said. “You’re telling me that sweet old
man is a murderer?”

Farraday shrugged. “I don’t know how sweet he is. And |
didn’t say that he was a murderer, just that he’d killed some-
body.”

“Same thing, isn’t it?”

“Not always.”

He was right, of course, and if I’d been thinking straight |
would have realized that right away. There are all kinds of sit-
uations where you might wind up being responsible for an-
other person’s death and still not have committed an actual
homicide. Like a car wreck, or self-defense, or involuntary
manslaughter . . .

“Cobb was convicted of voluntary manslaughter twenty-
five years ago,” Farraday went on. “He was sentenced to ten
to twenty years in the penitentiary, but he was released after
six years. Then the governor pardoned him. That’s why he
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was able to get a commercial driver’s license and be bonded
by the bus company, because his record was wiped clean. All
the records of the case are still available to law enforcement
agencies, though. I have a laptop that’s connected to the com-
puter network back in the sheriff’s office, and Cobb’s history
popped right up when I ran his name.”

“Why would you do that?”

“What, run him through the computer?” Farraday shrugged.
“I’ve been doing that for everybody. Well, one of the deputies
has handled most of the actual computer work, not me person-
ally.”

That was exactly what Luke had said earlier, so I wasn’t
surprised. I was still mighty curious about Mr. Wilson Cobb,
though.

“You said Mr. Cobb was pardoned. That means he didn’t do
it, right?”

Farraday shook his head. “No, that means the governor felt
there were enough mitigating circumstances to set aside the
conviction.”

“So he actually did kill somebody?”

“No doubt about it.”

“And he meant to, because you said it was voluntary man-
slaughter.”

“Not much doubt about that, either.”

“Enough so that the governor pardoned him.”

“Yeah. I didn’t say I agreed with the pardon, though.” Far-
raday’s mouth twisted. “It made for some nice publicity for
the guy who was governor at the time. Maybe I’'m being too
cynical about it, but it didn’t hurt him with the civil rights peo-
ple or the federal government, either, since Cobb’s black and
his victim was white.”

Twenty-five years ago, Farraday had said. I tried to remem-
ber any high-profile criminal cases from that time period but
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came up blank. I’d been a young mother with a baby at the
time, so I’d had other things to occupy my mind ... not to
mention the fact that I hadn’t been sleeping much then and
was in sort of a daze most of the time like all parents of infants,
especially cranky ones. And Melissa had been cranky.

Mr. Cobb had served six years of his sentence, which meant
it had been nineteen years since he’d been released and par-
doned. From the way Farraday talked, the pardon had re-
ceived quite a bit of press, but again, nothing jumped out at
me as [ searched my memory. By that time Melissa had started
school and I’d been busy juggling those responsibilities along
with work and being married to Dan. I was trying to be Super-
Mom, in other words—a common ailment among my genera-
tion. It didn’t leave much time for paying attention to what
was going on in the rest of the world, outside of home, school,
dance lessons, soccer practice, and the like.

“All right,” I said to Farraday. “You’re gonna have to tell me
the rest of the story, like Paul Harvey.”

He hesitated, a frown creasing his forehead. “T'hat wouldn’t
be proper. You’re a civilian, not law enforcement personnel.”

“Oh, come on. If you weren’t going to tell me all of it, you
shouldn’t have brought it up, especially makin’ a dramatic
pronouncement of it like you did.”

“I didn’t do that.”

I just crossed my arms and gave him a caustic look.

After a second he sighed. “All right, maybe I did. I still can’t
share official information with you. For God’s sake, you’re still
a suspect in this murder, to put it bluntly.”

“That’s blunt, all right. Allow me to be equally blunt, Lieu-
tenant. We both know there’s not a chance on God’s green
earth that [ killed Steven Kelley.”

“He made improper advances to your nieces—"
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“For which I might’ve slapped him upside the head if I'd
known about it at the time, but I didn’t.”

“You’re the mother-in-law of another leading suspect.”

“Who didn’t do it, either.” I was tired of arguing with Farra-
day, so I played my trump card. “Anyway, you already told me
enough so that five minutes on the Internet would get me the
whole story. You said the governor got some nice publicity out
of it, so I'm sure there were newspaper stories galore, stories
that are now archived online.”

He looked at me for a long moment and then nodded.
“You’re right about that. I suppose it wouldn’t do any harm.
Might be a good idea for you to know the sort of man you’re
attempting to defend.”

“I believe in Mr. Cobb.”

That was my stubbornness talking. I didn’t know Wilson
Cobb, didn’t know what he was capable of doing. But I
wanted to find out, and Farraday was the one who could tell
me.

“I won’t sugarcoat it,” he warned me. “Cobb beat a man to
death with a piece of iron pipe. 've seen the crime scene pho-
tos—which you can’t get on the Internet—and they’re not
pretty.”

I didn’t think they would be, when I heard that about the
iron pipe. It would be hard to beat anybody to death with any-
thing and leave a pretty picture, I thought.

“Twenty-five years ago, someone was attacking teenage
girls in the neighborhood where Cobb lived,” Farraday went
on. “The Atlanta police tried to catch him, but they hadn’t
had any luck.”

That rang a bell in my brain. “I remember a case where
some little boys were killed. . ..”

“T'he Wayne Williams case.” Farraday shook his head. “This
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one was completely unconnected to Williams. He was never a
suspect in the rapes, because he was already in custody at the
time. The cops didn’t really 4ave a suspect . . . until Cobb caught
the guy attacking a girl who lived in the same apartment build-
ing as he did.”

“It was just luck, then?”

Farraday nodded. “Good luck for the girl, because Cobb
heard her cries from a stairwell and got there before the rapist
could hurt her. Bad luck for the guy, because Cobb took that
pipe to his head. And the worst luck of all for Cobb, I guess,
because he went to prison for saving a girl and killing a worth-
less piece of trash.”

“How in the world does something that unfair happen?”

“An ambitious prosecutor and a certain ambiguity in the
facts of the case. Also the fact that Cobb hit the rapist in the
head thirty-seven times. If he’d clipped him once and killed
him, there might not have been any charges filed. But thirty-
seven times? That shows that he really wanted the guy dead.”

“You said something about a certain ambiguity in the case?”

Farraday leaned forward. “Yeah. You see, the girl could tes-
tify that the man attacked her, and Cobb could testify to what
he’d seen before he started swinging that pipe—namely that
the girl was struggling and the man was hitting her and trying
to tear her clothes off—but there was no direct evidence link-
ing him to the other rapes.”

“DNA,” I said.

“It was twenty-five years ago,” Farraday said heavily. “Using
DNA evidence in criminal cases was in its infancy then. None
of the other victims were able to make a positive identification,
because the man always wore a ski mask when he attacked his
targets. There weren’t any credible eyewitnesses to the crimes,
because until he slipped up and went after the girl in Cobb’s
apartment building, he always struck when his victims were
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isolated and alone. He was a bad actor, let me tell you.” Farra-
day paused. “And I mean that literally.”

“You mean he was an actor?”

“Yep.” The informality took me by surprise. I supposed that
the lieutenant was getting more comfortable talking to me.
“Mostly dinner theater stuff, local TV commercials, things like
that.”

“So his face might have been easily recognized. That’s an-
other reason he wore the mask.”

“Right. It concealed his features. Didn’t do a thing to stop
that iron pipe from crushing his skull, though.”

[ shuddered. I could see it in my head: the dimly lit stairwell,
the terrified girl, the sinister ski-masked figure, and Mr. Cobb
with that pipe in his hand, rising and falling, rising and falling,
with more blood on it each time. . . .

Farraday wasn’t the only one who had gotten a mite dra-
matic, | told myself as I forced my thoughts back to what the
lieutenant was saying.

“The rapist came from a fairly good family, and of course
they didn’t want to believe that he was the monster he really
was. They denied that he’d had anything to do with the other
attacks. They said that the girl was a prostitute and had lured
the guy into the building. They even hinted that she and
Cobb were working together in some sort of robbery scheme
that had gone wrong and turned into murder. Enough people
believed it so that the district attorney presented the case to
the grand jury, got an indictment, and then took it to trial. He
couldn’t prove that Cobb and the girl were planning to rob the
man, but those thirty-seven blows with the iron pipe ...” Far-
raday shook his head. “The jury just couldn’t get past that.
They wouldn’t bite on murder one, but they did go for volun-
tary manslaughter.”
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“What changed six years later to make the governor pardon
Mr. Cobb?”

“New evidence. Cobb still had his defenders, and they
kept pushing to have the investigation reopened. The politi-
cal climate changed, too. There was a different district attor-
ney, a different chief of police, more media pressure. . ..
Eventually, the investigation was reopened, and the detec-
tives found a witness who had seen the man Cobb killed tak-
ing off a ski mask after one of the earlier attacks. He had alibis
for some of the attacks but not all of them; he was smart
enough to know that if he had alibis for @/ of them, that would
look a little suspicious, too, like he’d set them up. The inves-
tigators were able to break down some of the alibis and place
him near the scenes of the earlier crimes. Cobb had been a
model prisoner, so after all this came out, the parole board rec-
ommended that he be released early. That wasn’t enough,
though. The governor pardoned him. That was showboating,
in my opinion. I mean, Cobb 44 kill the guy, and to hit him
thirty-seven times . . . Anyway, that’s the story.”

I had taken it all in, listening carefully, and now I said, “It’s
not a pretty story, but there’s not a dad-gummed thing in it to
make you think that Mr. Cobb might've killed Steven Kel-
ley.”

“You mean other than the fact that Kelley had a thing for
teenage girls, like your nieces?”

And some of his students, 1 thought. I didn’t know if Farraday
was aware of that yet.

I didn’t have to wonder about it for long, though, because
the lieutenant went on, “He had a reputation on the campus
where he taught, too. Supposedly he liked some of his female
students a little too much.” He paused, then asked, “You
know who goes to the same college where Kelley taught?”

I had to shake my head. A bad feeling started to dog me.
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“Wilson Cobb’s granddaughter,” Farraday said.

“Oh, now, come on!” I said. I couldn’t hold in the reaction.
“You really think that Kelley might've made a pass at Mr. Cobb’s
granddaughter, so Mr. Cobb got the job of driving the bus out
here for my tour group so he could murder him? That doesn’t
make any sense. Anyway, he drove the bus back to Atlanta!
Surely you can check with the bus company and find out if it’s
where it’s supposed to be.”

Farraday nodded. “It is. I already checked. Cobb returned
to the city on schedule and turned in the bus. I don’t know
what he did after that, though. He could have driven back out
here, parked somewhere in the area, and walked onto the
plantation grounds after dark. He could have hidden in the
garden and waited for a chance to kill another actor who liked
to take advantage of young women.”

I supposed the logistics of it were possible, and there was
that link of Kelley being an actor to consider, too.

While I was pondering that, Farraday continued, “Then
after he killed Kelley, he went back to his car, waited a little
while, and drove up here openly, making sure one of my men
grabbed him so he could establish that he didn’t arrive on the
scene until well affer Kelley was killed.”

I didn’t want to believe it for a second, but it made sense.
Too much sense. Except for one thing.

“Why would Mr. Cobb wait in the garden for Kelley? How
could he know that Kelley would even come out there during
the dance?”

Farraday shrugged. “He probably didn’t know. He was just
lurking around the place, waiting for a chance, and Kelley
handed it to him.”

“Where did he get the knife?”

“It’s just a regular kitchen knife. He could’ve brought it
with him.”
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“Isn’t it more likely it came from the kitchen here in the
house?”

“We’re looking into that,” Farraday said. “Nothing’s been
established conclusively yet.”

But I knew more now about the murder weapon than I had
before, which was a good thing. At least I thought so. The
more I could find out about everything, the better. That
would mean [ was closer to figuring out who the killer was, so
I could bring this disastrous tour to a close. Of course, it would
have been just fine with me if Farraday had found the mur-
derer and gotten a confession. That was his job, after all. I didn’t
care who solved the case, as long as it got solved. Soon.

“So you can see why I don’t want to let Cobb go right now,”
Farraday went on. “I plan to question him and see if he can ac-
count for his whereabouts after he left here with the bus this
morning.” He grunted as he looked at his watch. “I mean yes-
terday morning. Midnight was a long time ago.”

T'hat was true. And it was going to be even longer because [
had to go back upstairs and tell a sweet old man that he couldn’t
go home yet.

A sweet old man who, years earlier, had taken an iron pipe
and bashed a man in the head with it. .. thirty-seven times.
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Mr. Cobb was sitting on a spindly legged antique chair
under a big landscape painting as | approached him in
the second-floor hallway. A deputy stood nearby, close enough
to make it obvious that he was keeping an eye on Mr. Cobb,
not so close as to be overbearing. When Mr. Cobb saw me
coming, an eager, anxious expression appeared on his face.

“What about it?” he asked as he got to his feet. “Is that lieu-
tenant friend of yours gonna let me go home, Miz Dickin-
son?”

[ don’t know where he’d gotten the crazy idea that Farraday
was a friend of mine. I mean, only a few minutes earlier down-
stairs the licutenant had made it plain that he still considered
me a suspect, at least officially, whether he really believed I
might have killed Steven Kelley or not.

But I let that go and said, “I’m sorry, Mr. Cobb. I’'m afraid 1
didn’t do a lick of good. Lieutenant Farraday still says you
have to stay here tonight.”

Mr. Cobb shook his head and let out a little groan of de-
spair. “Lord have mercy. That ain’t right. It just ain’t right.”

“It’ll be okay,” I told him, trying to reassure him. “I’m sure
everything will be cleared up by tomorrow—or later on today,
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however you want to look at it—and then we’ll all be able to
go home.”

“You don’t understand. I need to get back tonight. I can’t
wait until morning.”

I couldn’t help but frown. The desperate edge I heard in
Mr. Cobb’s voice and the frightened look on his face suddenly
made me wonder if there might be something to the lieu-
tenant’s suspicions after all. Mr. Cobb wanted out of here
mighty bad, there was no doubt about that.

“Whatever it is that’s got you so worried, I'm sure it’ll be all
right. ...” I let my voice trail away. I admit that I was fishing
for information, rather than coming right out and asking him
what was so important about him needing to leave the planta-
tion.

He sank back onto the fragile-looking chair. “I got some-
body waitin’ for me at home,” he said. “There’s liable to be
trouble if I don’t get back there until sometime tomorrow.”

“Oh. Well, maybe Lieutenant Farraday will let you use the
phone long enough to call your wife and let her know that you
won’t be home tonight.”

He shook his head. “It’s not a wife I'm worried about. I'm
not married.”

“You could still call.”

“Wouldn’t do any good. She wouldn’t understand.”

“I’'m sure if you explained about what’s happened—"

“Wouldn’t do any good, I tell you. She doesn’t speak Eng-
lish.”

“Maybe somebody here could translate for you,” I suggested.

A grunt of humorless laughter came from him. “Only if one
o’ these folks speaks Schnauzer.”

Now I understood at last. “You have a dog!”

“That’s right. Sweet little miniature Schnauzer named Betsy
Blue. I need to be there to feed her and take her for her walks.
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If 'm not . . .” He shook his head. “Well, it’s not gonna be
pretty, that’s all I can say. And if she makes a big mess in the
apartment, the landlord’s liable to kick me out or tell me I got
to getrid o’ Betsy if [ want to stay there.”

I saw his problem, but I didn’t have any sort of solution to
offer him. After listening to the story Lieutenant Farraday had
told me, I knew the lieutenant wasn’t going to let Mr. Cobb
leave the plantation because of a dog. Like the rest of us,
Cobb was stuck here until Farraday found the murderer.

“I’'m sorry, Mr. Cobb. I’m afraid you’re just gonna have to
hope for the best. Maybe you’ll get home before Betsy causes
any problems.”

“I sure hope so. Don’t have a family. That dog’s about all I
got.”

“That’s not true. You have a granddaughter.”

Mr. Cobb had been gazing gloomily at the floor. When 1
said that, though, his head came up in a sharp movement, and
his eyes narrowed as he stared at me.

“How do you know I have a granddaughter?” he asked.

I realized my mistake. “You must have mentioned her
sometime—"

“I didn’t. It’s true I have a son and a daughter-in-law and a
granddaughter, but I wouldn’t have said anything about them
because they don’t have anything to do with me.” His face
hardened. “You found out some way about what happened, all
those years ago, didn’t you?”

I didn’t see any way out of admitting it. “I'he lieutenant
told me some things when I went to talk to him, to see if he’d
let you go home.”

“And I’'m guessin’ he told you the real reason he said no.
He figures since I killed once, I must’ve done it again.”

I didn’t say anything. I knew that Farraday wouldn’t want
me to share his theory about how Mr. Cobb could have com-
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mitted the murder and then tried to make it look as if he didn’t
arrive at the plantation until after Steven Kelley’s death.

“That son of a bitch had it comin’. Pardon my French,
ma’am, but he surely did.”

“You mean Steven Kelley?”

“I mean Jerome Chantry.”

“The fella you ...” I couldn’t bring myself to say it.

Mr. Cobb didn’t have that problem. “Yeah, the fella I hit
with that pipe. He had it comin’. The way he was fightin’ with
Shondra, he would’ve hurt her bad for sure, maybe even killed
her, if I hadn’t heard the commotion and stopped him.”

“Shondra was the girl who lived in your apartment build-
ing?” Lieutenant Farraday hadn’t mentioned the names of ei-
ther the rapist or the victim.

Mr. Cobb nodded. “That’s right. And Chantry was the piece
o’ scum who attacked her and a dozen other girls. Maybe more
that never came forward. I’'m a Christian, Miz Dickinson, and
I believe in forgiveness . . . but Jerome Chantry didn’t deserve
to be forgiven. He deserved just what he got.”

“All thirty-seven times?”

He grimaced, and I regretted saying it. But the words were
already out. He nodded and said, “Maybe I got a mite carried
away. But let me tell you, he was a big, strong man. [ was a lot
younger then, but I was older than he was, and not as big. |
was afraid he’d get back up again, after I knocked him down. I
was afraid he’d get back up and hurt me, and then he’d go
after Shondra again, and so while I could, I kept hittin” him. I
never knew it was no thirty-seven times. I didn’t keep count. |
just kept hittin” him until I was sure he wasn’t gonna get back
up and hurt anybody else. I didn’t even think about the fact
that he was dead.”

Chantry had probably been dead for most of those thirty-
seven wallops with the iron pipe, I thought. But Mr. Cobb
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hadn’t known that. And I could understand the fear he must
have felt. He had performed a heroic action by going to the
girl’s rescue, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t scared out of his
wits at the same time.

“I told folks at the trial I didn’t mean to kill him,” Mr. Cobb
went on. “If I'd stopped to think, I would’ve known what hit-
ting him like that was gonna do . . . but I didn’t stop to think.
I’ll bet most folks wouldn’t at a time like that.”

He was probably right. I don’t know what I would have
done if I'd found myself in the same situation. I’d like to think
I'd be clear-headed enough not to lose control, but deep
down, I don’t 470w that. I don’t reckon anybody can be really
sure what they’ll do until the time comes, if it ever does.

Mr. Cobb heaved a sigh. “But that didn’t mean anything to
the folks on the jury. Not enough to keep ’em from convictin’
me, anyway. Didn’t make my boy feel any better about havin’
a jailbird for a father, either. He turned his back on me, wouldn’t
even come see me while I was in prison. My wife was dead by
then, so didn’t anybody come to see me. My son got married
while I was behind bars. I didn’t get to go to the wedding, not
that I would’ve been invited anyway. And my first and only
grandchild was born before I got out, too, and I missed that.”

“You must’ve seen her since then.”

He shrugged. “A few times when she was little. But even
though I’d been paroled and then pardoned, my son still didn’t
want anything to do with me and didn’t want me around his
family. He was still ashamed o’ me. Reckon he still is, since he
never calls or comes around and won’t return my calls.”

“Why, dad gummit, he should’ve been proud of you! You
saved that girl’s life.”

“Yeah, but all he saw was a jailbird who beat a man to death.
Never could get that outta his head. Reckon he still can’t, to
this day. I haven’t seen or talked to any of them in more’n ten

133



Livia J. Washburn

years, Miz Dickinson. So you can see why I said the only fam-
ily I got is that sweet little dog o’ mine. She doesn’t judge me
by the past. Not ever.”

My heart went out to him. His story was tragic. And more
than that, it shot holes in Lieutenant Farraday’s theory. If
Mr. Cobb hadn’t had any contact with his granddaughter in
over a decade, then it didn’t matter if she went to the same
college where Steven Kelley had taught. It didn’t matter if
Kelley had made advances toward her or if she had just heard
rumors about him. Either way, she couldn’t have told her grand-
father about it.

At least, according to Mr. Cobb’s story...which Liecu-
tenant Farraday would probably say was uncorroborated, since
all anybody had to go on at the moment was what Mr. Cobb
said. It was just his word.

T'hat was good enough for me, I decided, but I understood
that it wouldn’t be for the law. And even if I went back down-
stairs and talked to Farraday again, told him everything that
Mr. Cobb had just told me, it wouldn’t accomplish anything.
Farraday would just shake his head and, as unbending as ever,
refuse to let Mr. Cobb leave the plantation.

“I’m sorry,” I told him. “If I could fix things, I sure would,
Mr. Cobb, but I don’t know of anything else I can do, except
hope that things work out for you and Betsy Blue.”

He smiled faintly. “I appreciate that.” Resting his hands on
his knees, he got ready to push himself to his feet. “Reckon
I’d better figure out where I’'m gonna stay tonight, if I can’t go
home.”

“I’ve got that worked out already,” I said. “You can double
up with Luke. I asked him about it earlier, and he said that
would be fine.”

Mr. Cobb nodded. “He seems like a decent young fella. |
suppose that would be all right.”
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I took his arm and helped him to his feet. “I’ll show you the
room.”

We walked down the hall, followed by the deputy, until we
reached the door of the room where Luke was staying. |
rapped on the door, and when it swung open Luke smiled out
at us. He was already in his pajamas.

“Howdy, Mr. Cobb,” he said with a welcoming smile. “Come
on in.”

“Thanks, son. I appreciate you bein’ willin’ to put up with
an old reprobate like me.”

“Oh, it’s nothing,” Luke assured him. “I put up with Miz D
all the time, and I don’t reckon you could possibly be any
crankier than...” He saw me frowning at him. “I mean, uh,
nicer than...uh...”

“Oh, give it up, Luke,” I said. “Nobody expects a fella to
get along that well with his mother-in-law, anyway.”

“But I do,” he protested. “I think you’re great, Miz D. You
know that. But you can be a little . . . I mean, what’s that old
sayin’ about sufferin’ fools gladly? Not doing it, I mean. Not
suffering. Fools. Gladly.”

“Good night, Luke,” I said, reaching for the door to pull it
closed. “Get some rest. You’re babblin’.”

I shut the door.

Quiet had pretty much descended on the plantation by
now. Folks were in their rooms, guests from the tour as well as
the actors who’d been forced to stay here. I had a feeling that
Farraday and his men would be up all night, trying to find the
evidence they needed to nail a killer, but everybody else, at
least, could get some sleep.

Except for maybe the killer. As I walked back toward the
room I’d be sharing with Augusta and Amelia, I wondered if
the person who had murdered Steven Kelley was lying in bed
wide awake, perhaps even tossing and turning restlessly as he
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or she remembered what it had felt like to drive the blade of
that knife through flesh, deep into Kelley’s chest. Were they
recalling the hot spurt of blood, the gasp of pain that must
have come from Kelley’s lips, the look of shock and agony in
his eyes?

Or did the Kkiller think that Kelley had deserved it, and now
whomever it was slept the sleep of the just?

I wondered if Mr. Cobb had ever lost any sleep over the
death of Jerome Chantry. I would have been willing to bet
that he had, even though he’d said that Chantry had it com-
ing. He didn’t strike me as the sort of man who could take a
human life and never have it prey on him. That was just one
more reason I was convinced Mr. Cobb hadn’t killed Steven
Kelley.

But it wouldn’t be enough for Licutenant Farraday. Noth-
ing would except evidence. Concrete proof.

And so far there wasn’t any of that, just theories and specu-
lation about Mr. Cobb, Luke, Amelia and Augusta, me, and
who knew who else? As far as the lieutenant was concerned,
this plantation was just full of suspects.

Maybe things would all be clearer in the morning, I told
myself. It seemed to be worth hoping for, anyway.
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Ithought maybe Augusta and Amelia would be asleep by the
time I got back to the room I was now sharing with them,
but I should have known better. They were teenagers, which
meant it was difficult for them to go to sleep until the wee
hours of the morning and well-nigh impossible to rouse them
before noon. So they were still wide awake, sitting up in the
queen-size bed they’d be sharing tonight.

“What happened with Mr. Cobb?” Augusta asked.

“He’s such a sweet old man,” Amelia said. “I really like him.”

I wondered for a second if she would feel the same way
about Mr. Cobb if she knew what he had done a quarter cen-
tury earlier. [ wasn’t going to tell her. It wasn’t any of her busi-
ness, and I felt bad enough already that I had wound up
prying into his tragic background.

“Lieutenant Farraday isn’t going to let him go home,” I told
the girls. “He says Mr. Cobb has to stay here tonight like the
rest of us.”

“That’s crazy,” Augusta said. “He can’t think Mr. Cobb had
anything to do with the murder.”

“He suspected Aunt Delilah and Luke, remember?” Amelia
reminded her sister. “Not to mention you and me.”

“He didn’t really think we killed that guy.”
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“I’m not so sure about that.”

“I’d like to know when we could have. We were dancing all
evening, remember? My feet even hurt a little.”

“Mine, too.”

“But those Tarleton twins were kinda cute. If #2ey had asked
us to go out into the garden—"

Amelia shushed her sister before Augusta could say any-
thing else. I took the opportunity to get a word in edgewise.

“Girls, you’d better go ahead and try to get some sleep. |
don’t know when we’ll be going home.”

“They’ll let us go tomorrow,” Augusta said, as if there was
no doubt in her mind. “They have to. I only brought enough
clothes to stay one night. If we can’t go home I’d have to wear
the same outfit more than once.”

I wanted to say Heaven forbid, but I managed not to. I sure
as heck wouldn’t want to go back and be a teenager again, but
there are times when I wouldn’t mind having some of the sim-
ple concerns of youth instead of the problems of adulthood.
Not that it’s easy being a kid these days. When you come right
down to it, it probably never was.

I went into the bathroom and got into the pair of pajamas
I’d brought along, and by the time I came back out the girls
had at least settled down and were trying to sleep. I climbed
into the other bed and turned off the lamp. As I lay back I was
aware of just how tired I was.

But when my head hit the pillow, my eyes were still wide
open and my brain was racing a mile a minute.

I suppose it was too much to expect that after everything
that had happened, I would drop off to sleep right away. My
mind started replaying the entire tour, starting at the Gone With
the Wind Movie Museum the day before. The trouble between
Elliott Riley and Gerhard Mueller had indeed been a bad omen,
although I never would have dreamed that it would be followed
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by murder. Maybe another fight between those two trouble-
makers, but not a fatal stabbing.

Thinking about Riley made me wonder again about all the
things that had been stolen during the tour, including my cell
phone. Since searching everyone in the ballroom hadn’t turned
up any of the missing items, it seemed logical that the thief
had hidden them somewhere. That was the only answer that
made sense. If Riley was the thief, as Mueller insisted, then
where could he have hidden all the things he had lifted?

In the garden, of course.

T'hat had to be the answer. I’d been on the verge of figuring
that out earlier, I realized now, but then I’d gotten distracted
by some other uproar. There had been plenty of distractions
during the evening. But Riley’s answer about why he had
been in the garden hadn’t satisfied me. It made a lot more
sense that he had gone out there to stash his loot. If not for
Kelley’s murder, Riley could have returned to the garden
later, after everyone had settled down for the night, and re-
trieved the stolen items. He could have brought them back to
his room, hidden them in his bags, and then walked out the
next day with no one being the wiser. The more I thought
about it, the more I was convinced that the theory was plausi-
ble.

More than plausible. Heck, I was convinced I was right.

The only thing wrong with Riley’s plan was that he had
practically tripped over Steven Kelley’s body. Once that hap-
pened, all bets were off. The plantation was crawling with
sheriff’s deputies, and he couldn’t get back to the garden to
get his loot. The smart thing would be to write off the loss of his
ill-gotten gains, keep a low profile, and get the heck out of here
so he could move on to his next job. I didn’t know if Riley was
smart enough to do that, but I suspected that self-preservation
was more important to him than anything else, even his loot.
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Still, T wondered if I should share my ideas with Farraday.
He could have his deputies conduct a thorough search of the
garden, and if the stolen items were found, I would know I
was right about Riley’s plan.

Of course, it was still just an assumption that Riley was the
thief. But he’d been out there in the garden for no good rea-
son. Maybe it was time the lieutenant questioned him some
more about that.

And maybe, I thought suddenly, maybe Riley had been
hiding the loot when Steven Kelley discovered him at his
dirty work. Then Riley could have reacted without thinking
and plunged that knife into Kelley’s chest.

What was Riley doing with a kitchen knife, though? I didn’t
have an answer for that question, and as I thought about it, my
pulse, which had started to race, slowed down again. For a sec-
ond there I’d had visions of being able to present Licutenant
Farraday with the solution to the whole thing, so that the rest
of us could get the heck out of here.

Still, T didn’t think it would hurt to tell Farraday my idea
about the thief hiding the stuff in the garden, so I slipped out
of bed and stood up in the darkened room. By now exhaustion
had caught up with Augusta and Amelia. Two sets of soft
snores came from the other bed. I felt around on mine and
found the robe I had tossed on the foot of it. I put it on, tied
the belt around my waist, and went to the door, figuring that I
would step out into the hall and tell one of the deputies stand-
ing guard there that [ wanted to talk to the lieutenant.

When [ opened the door I saw that the lights in the hallway
had been dimmed. They were set in wall sconces and most of
the bulbs were turned off. The only lights burning were at the
ends of the hall and the landing.

And there wasn’t a deputy in sight.

T'hat surprised me. I turned my head back and forth, check-
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ing in both directions. The corridor was empty of deputies
and everybody else. All the doors were closed, and everything
was quiet.

Farraday didn’t have unlimited manpower. I wondered if he
had pulled the deputies who had been up here back down-
stairs to help search the garden or some other chore. Farraday
wanted everybody to stay in the house, but he could post a
few men outside to make sure that nobody left. People were
tired and scared and angry, and it made sense that once they
were settled down, they would stay in their rooms until morn-
ing . .. especially if they #ought that a deputy might be right
outside their door.

The lack of guards in the hall surprised me, but it didn’t really
change anything. I still wanted to talk to Farraday again, and [
figured he was probably still down in the ballroom. I started to
open the door wider so that I could step out into the hall.

That was when another door, somewhere down the hall,
opened with a faint click. As soon as I heard it I froze for a sec-
ond, then eased my door up so that it was almost closed.

I left enough of a gap that I could put my eye to it and have
a narrow view of the hallway. I wasn’t sure I could see what
was happening from this angle, but I intended to try.

Don’t ask me why I reacted like that. I guess by now I was
so caught up in the whole thing that the natural-born snoop in
me was coming out more than ever before. But if somebody
else was about to slip out into the hall, I wanted to see who it
was.

Sure enough, I caught a glimpse in the dim light of a
woman leaving one of the rooms and slipping along the corri-
dor. She wore a long gray "[=shirt that came down over the tops
of her thighs, and apparently not much else. Blond hair fell
around her shoulders and down her back. It took a moment for
me to recognize Lindsey Hoffman without her Southern belle
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outfit and with her hair loose and down instead of swept up
and pinned in an elaborate arrangement of curls.

Lindsey must have peeked out and discovered that there
were no deputies in the hall, just as I had. I had a suspicion
why she had taken this opportunity to sneak out of her room,
but I wasn’t sure. Since she had her back turned toward me, I
risked opening the door of my room a little more and leaning
out to watch her as she moved stealthily along the corridor.

She went to a room near the other end and tapped on the
door, so lightly that even though I could see what she was
doing, I couldn’t hear her knuckles striking against the panel.
The door opened a moment later. From where I was, I couldn’t
see who was inside, and I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to tell
for sure whose room Lindsey was visiting, even though I had a
pretty good idea.

A second later, though, my hunch was confirmed as Perry
Newton came out into the hall just enough for me to recog-
nize him. He wasn’t dressed as Ashley Wilkes anymore, of
course, any more than Lindsey was wearing her costume. He
was in a T-shirt and a pair of boxers. Most of the actors hadn’t
come prepared to spend the night, so they had to sleep in their
underwear or whatever else they could scrounge.

Perry also wore a big grin on his face as he reached for Lind-
sey and took her into his arms. As they kissed, Perry tugged
up the hem of Lindsey’s T=shirt in the back and revealed that
I’d been wrong.

She wasn’t wearing anything under it.

Feeling my face start to get warm, I looked away and was
glad when Perry pulled Lindsey on into his room and closed
the door behind them. Obviously he wasn’t sharing the room
with anybody. I couldn’t remember if he was supposed to be
doubling up with one of the other actors or not, but I supposed
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he wasn’t—Dbecause he was doubling up with Lindsey now, so
to speak.

I sighed to myself and shook my head. For a second there,
as I’d seen the door of the other room opening, I had thought
that I might witness the murderer skulking out to kill again,
like in one of those movies where there’s an old dark house
and secret passages and hidden dumbwaiters and stuff like
that.

Instead it was just a couple of horny college kids taking ad-
vantage of the opportunity to get together. So much for sinis-
ter.

Augusta and Amelia were still sleeping soundly, so I re-
turned to my original plan. I'd go downstairs, find Licutenant
Farraday, and tell him to look in the garden for the stolen loot,
just in case he hadn’t already thought of that himself. Now
that some of my initial enthusiasm had had a chance to wear
off, I wondered if I was wasting my time. Farraday wasn’t an
idiot. Surely he had realized by now that the missing items
might be hidden in the garden. Maybe what I ought to do, I
told myself, was go back to bed and try to get some sleep.

At the moment, though, I wasn’t sure I’d ever sleep again.
And I can be stubborn, too, as anybody who knows me very
well will tell you.

So I stepped into the hall, closed the door quietly behind
me, and started toward the staircase.

[ hadn’t yet reached it when somebody came up behind me,
grabbed my shoulder with one hand, and reached around me
to clamp the other hand over my mouth.
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kay, so I've exaggerated a little bit. He didn’t exactly grab

my shoulder. But he definitely put his hand on it to stop
me. And the hand over my mouth was too gentle and careful
to say that it clamped. My nerves were stretched so tight,
though, that both of those things felt like that, and I would
have let out a holler they could have heard back in Atlanta if [
hadn’t had a hand over my mouth. I jerked free and whirled
around, ready to fight.

“Don’t, Delilah,” Will Burke said in an urgent whisper. “It’s
just me.”

My heart was hammering like John Henry on steroids. 1
stared at Will and opened and closed my mouth without say-
ing anything several times until I realized that I probably
looked like a fish. With an effort, I got my breathing under
control and managed to stop staring bug-eyed at him. That
whole fight-or-flight thing was right; when I spun around I'd
been ready to either start throwing punches or run for my life.

When I was able to talk again I leaned closer to him and
hissed, “What in the Sam Hill are you doin’ out here?”

Will smiled, which made me want to smack him all over
again. “I could ask you the same question. We’re fellow
skulkers.”
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“Yeah, well, / was about to go talk to Lieutenant Farraday.”

“What happened to the deputies?”

“I figure he’s got them all downstairs, searching for clues.
Telling us that they were going to stand guard up here all
night was just a bluff so folks would stay put in their rooms.”

He thought it over and then nodded, evidently agreeing
with my logic. “Yeah, that’s probably right.” He paused. “Or
maybe the lieutenant’s trying to lure the killer back out into
the open.”

I frowned. “Are you sayin™—”

“No, of course not. I don’t think you’re the killer. I’'m just
not sure it’s a good idea for either of us to be out wandering
around in the hall, under the circumstances.”

“You haven’t told me yet what you’re doing here,” I pointed
out.

He chuckled. “I don’t suppose you’d believe me if I told
you I was looking for a midnight snack.”

The look I gave him was all the answer he needed.

“This is an old house,” Will whispered. “No matter how
quiet you try to be, the floor makes some noises now and then.
I thought I heard someone go by in the hall, and something
about it seemed more . . . stealthy, I guess you’d say . . . than if
it was just one of the deputies. So I decided to take a look, and
sure enough, I saw that red hair of yours.”

“I didn’t hear you come out of your room.”

He shrugged. “I’m light on my feet.”

I didn’t know whether to believe him or not, but one of the
nearby doors stood open, which seemed to back up his story. |
supposed I was willing to accept it.

Like me, Will was wearing pajamas and a robe. His weren’t
silk and didn’t have any lace around the collar, of course, but
still, the nightclothes and the fact that we were standing out in
the hall whispering in the middle of the night gave the whole
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situation a definite feeling of intimacy. I liked that in a way—
it had been a while since I'd had any sort of middle-of-the-
night conversation with a man—but it made me nervous, too.
I had met Will Burke less than twelve hours earlier; we sure as
heck shouldn’t have been to the pajama buddies stage yet.

“Well, now that you know what’s going on, you can go back
to bed,” I told him, “and T’ll go find the lieutenant.”

“I’ll come with you,” Will suggested.

“There’s no need for that.”

“Don’t forget there was a murder here tonight. Even with
all the cops nearby, I'd feel better if you weren’t walking
around by yourself.”

“I appreciate the concern, but I don’t need you to protect
me. | can take care of myself just fine.”

“I’'m sure you can, but there’s such a thing as being too
stubbornly independent.”

My eyes widened again, but with anger this time, not sur-
prise and fear. “Are you callin’ me stubborn?” I demanded.

“Well . . . aren’t you?”

I jabbed a finger at him. “Yeah, but that’s not the point. You
and I barely know each other. But like all the rest of you
Southern men, you figure that I'm just a fragile little female
who needs lookin’ after by some big strong redneck—"

“I’'m not your ex-husband, Delilah,” he broke in. “I don’t
know if that’s the way he treated you or not, but either way,
I’'m not him.”

I stood there taking deep breaths, trying to bring my anger
under control. “How’d you know I was divorced?” I asked
after a moment. “I don’t recall mentioning that.”

“You didn’t. But you said that Luke is your son-in-law,
which means you have a grown daughter. You don’t wear a
wedding ring, which you probably still would if you were wid-
owed. I can see the untanned line on your finger where one

146



FRANKLY MY DEAR, I'M DEAD

used to be, though. It was just a guess that you were divorced,
but I thought it was a pretty good one.”

“Who the heck are you, Sherlock Holmes?”

A smile lurked around the corners of his mouth again. “I’'m
right, though, aren’t [?”

“Yeah, yeah, but for your information, Dan didn’t treat me
the way I was talkin’ about. Not often, anyway, even though
he might’ve liked to.”

“I can understand why he wouldn’t, with your temper. That
red hair—”

I lifted a finger again. “Don’t you say it. Just don’t you say
it.”

Will held up both hands, palms out in surrender. “Sorry. I'll
make a note of that for future reference. Don’t equate hair
color with temper.”

“I reckon you are smart enough to be a professor. Maybe.”

“But I still think I ought to go with you. Just in case.”

With a sigh, I gave up. I didn’t want to stand around in the
hall arguing with him all night, not when Elliott Riley was
looking better and better to me as the killer, especially if I
could figure out why he’d had that knife with him.

Or maybe Kelley had had the knife, and the murderer had
taken it away from him. . ..

That would bear some thinking about, too. I whispered to
Will, “All right, if you’re gonna insist, then come on.”

I halfway expected either Lieutenant Farraday or one of
the deputies to show up anytime and shoo us back into our
rooms, but we reached the stairs without running into any-
body. Looking down the grand, curving staircase with its elab-
orately carved banister and the portraits of previous generations
of Ralstons on the wall, I didn’t see anybody.

Will and I were about to start down when I heard the sound
of angry voices somewhere above us. I couldn’t make out the
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words, but I thought there were two voices and that they be-
longed to a man and a woman.

Will must have heard them, too, and realized why I stopped
short at the top of the stairs, because he put his mouth close to
my ear and asked, “Who’s that?”

I shook my head to indicate that I didn’t know.

“Should we find out?”

He was asking if I thought we should play detective. I had
already been leaning in that direction because I wanted this
mess cleared up before it did too much damage to my fledg-
ling business. And, to be honest, because I was curious. Like I
said, I guess I’m just a natural-born snoop. Maybe all mothers
are, to a certain extent. When our kids reach a certain age,
they make us work like detectives to find out what’s going on
in their lives, and some of us never get out of the habit, I sup-
pose.

So I hesitated only a moment before I nodded in response
to Will’s question and inclined my head toward the stairs that
led up instead of down.

As we climbed them, staying close to the wall so that the
steps were less likely to squeak under our weight, I felt ner-
vousness tingling along my veins. I didn’t know what we’d
find up there on the third floor. Some of the tour guests were
staying there, and the Ralston family quarters were on that
floor, too. And just because there were no deputies in the hall
on the second floor, it didn’t mean there wouldn’t be any up-
stairs. If Will and I kept this up, we ran the risk of getting into
trouble with Lieutenant Farraday.

Of course, the man already considered me a murder sus-
pect, and he had the whole lot of us under house arrest, pretty
much, so how much more trouble could I get into, I asked my-
self.
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As we followed the curving staircase and neared the third-
floor landing, the voices became more distinct. “I tell you, it’s
none of your business,” I heard a woman say. Her voice was
just familiar enough so that I knew I’d heard it before, but I
couldn’t place whom it belonged to.

That wasn’t the case with the voice that replied, “And I tell
you, it most certainly zs my business.” I would have known
those plummy, slightly British tones anywhere.

Recognizing Edmond Ralston’s voice tipped me off that
the other one belonged to his daughter Janice. I motioned for
Will to stay where he was and went up another step, craning
my neck to try to see down the third-floor corridor.

Ralston’s quarters were on the left at the far end of the hall;
his daughter’s were across the hall. Both of them had spacious
suites. I had discovered that earlier when I was working with
Ralston and Farraday, figuring out the accommodations. Ral-
ston had said nothing about a wife and I hadn’t seen any evi-
dence of one, so I assumed he was either divorced or a
widower. And Janice was either an only child or the only one
still living here on the plantation, because there were no sib-
lings around.

The hall was empty except for Ralston, who stood in front
of the door to his daughter’s suite. Janice faced him in the
open doorway, with one hand on the edge of the door itself.
She had changed into a nightgown, but Ralston still wore the
costume he’d had on earlier, during the ball.

Even at this distance, I could tell that Janice’s eyes were red
and puftfy, like she’d been crying. And I could hear the strain
in her voice as she told her father, “Just go away and leave me
alone.”

“It’s just that I hate to see you suffering so over that. . . that
disreputable . . . weasel!”
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Janice took a step toward him. “Don’t call him that! You
have no right to judge him. You don’t know what he was really
like.”

“I know he was married,” Ralston said coldly. “And so do
you.”

I became aware that Will Burke had edged up beside me,
even though I had told him to stay back. That came as no sur-
prise, since I didn’t really have the right to boss him around.
He gave me a look of surprise as we both digested Ralston’s
comment.

“As far as I’m concerned, you’re well rid of him,” Ralston
went on. “Whoever killed that bastard did you a favor, my
dear.”

Janice’s hand flashed up and cracked across her father’s face
in an angry slap. Ralston didn’t hesitate. He slapped her. Jan-
ice gasped in pain and shock and put a hand to her face as she
took a step backward.

Ralston reached out to her. “Janice, I’'m sorry. I didn’t mean
to do that. It was just a reaction—"

She closed the door in his face, hard enough so that it was
just short of a slam. Ralston stood there staring at the door for
a long moment, then shook his head heavily and turned away
toward his own rooms across the hallway.

Will and I both sunk down quickly, sitting on the steps, as
Ralston started to turn. It would have been pretty embarrass-
ing if he had caught us spying on him—which was exactly
what we’d been doing, of course. We sat there listening to his
footsteps, and I don’t know about Will but I was sure hoping
that Ralston wouldn’t come this way and start down the stairs.
If he did, there was no place for us to hide.

He went into his suite instead, closing the door behind him.
I breathed a sigh of relief and relaxed slightly. As I did, I be-
came aware of how closely Will and I were huddled together
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on the step. My leg was pressed against his. I didn’t figure I
could move it without being too obvious about what I was
doing, so I left it where it was for the time being.

“Kelley was carryin’ on with Janice Ralston, too,” I whis-
pered. “Were there any women on this plantation he wasn’s
foolin’ around with?”

“I don’t know, but from the sound of it, Mr. Ralston wasn’t
happy about the situation.”

“Did you know about Kelley and Janice?”

Will shook his head. “No. They must have been pretty dis-
creet. And you saw Janice earlier, after the murder. She didn’t
act like somebody who was all broken up about Kelley’s death.”
He grunted. “She’s an even better actress than I thought she
was, but she could only keep up the fagade for so long. Once
she was alone, it was too much for her.”

“Her daddy knew about it, though, and he didn’t like it.”

Will looked intently at me. “What are you thinking, Delilah?”

I said, “I'm just wonderin’ how far Edmond Ralston would
go to break up a romance between his teenage daughter and a
married man with the habit of sleepin’ with everything in a
hoop skirt.”
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Will continued looking at me with an intensity just short
of a stare. After a moment he said, “Do you really think
Ralston could have killed Steven Kelley?”

“He had the same opportunity as anybody else,” I said.
“The big crowd in the ballroom meant that anybody could
have slipped in and out of the place with a good chance of not
being noticed. And he would have known where to get that
knife, too, since he lives here.”

“Anybody could have gotten hold of that knife. I just work
here, and I know where the kitchen is and where the knives
are kept.”

“Then maybe you killed Kelley.”

I don’t know why I said it. Sheer contrariness, maybe. [
know I didn’t mean it.

And yet when the words came out of my mouth, I felt a chill
go through me. Despite the comfortable feeling between us
that had been there right from the start, I didn’t really know
Will Burke. I didn’t know what he was capable of doing.
Maybe he was involved with some woman at the college, and
Kelley had taken her away from him, just as Kelley had stolen
Luke’s girlfriend back in high school. Maybe Will wanted
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vengeance on Kelley for some other reason. As Will had just
pointed out, he would have been able to get his hands on the
murder weapon. I didn’t know about motive, but that gave
him means and opportunity.

Just like dozens of other folks, I reminded myself. Still, it
was a little creepy to think that I was sitting on a dimly lit
staircase with a man who was, at least within the realm of pos-
sibility, a murder suspect.

He might have been thinking the same thing about me, [
reminded myself. And because of Kelley’s improper advances
toward my nieces, I had a motive, even if it wasn’t a very
strong one. So | was three-for-three on the whole means, mo-
tive, and opportunity business.

“I didn’t kill him,” Will said. “I’ll admit, I didn’t really like
the guy, but I didn’t kill him.”

“I believe you,” I said, and I did. “I didn’t kill him, either.”

“And I believe you. Now that we’ve got that established,
what do we do?”

“We were going to talk to Lieutenant Farraday. I suppose
we still can.”

“Do we tell him about Ralston and Janice?”

I thought about that. I didn’t want to cast any suspicion on
innocent people ... but I was beginning to doubt that any-
body in this plantation house was really innocent. Put any
group of people together, and chances are that quite a few of
them will have secrets they don’t want anybody else to know
about. I knew that from working with tour groups in the past.
Dig under the surface of anybody’s life and you’re liable to ex-
pose things that aren’t meant for the light of day. Most of them
don’t have anything to do with murder, of course, but folks
will go to surprising lengths sometimes to protect their privacy
and that of their loved ones.
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“I reckon we ought to,” I said to Will. “T’he more informa-
tion Farraday has, the better the chance that he’ll be able to
solve this murder.”

“I was under the impression that yox# wanted to solve it.”

“What gives you #hat idea?”

He smiled. “Oh, just the fact that we’re sneaking around in
the middle of the night and eavesdropping on other people’s
conversations to see if we can uncover some more motives and
suspects. We’ve just found two more.”

“Two?” I repeated. “Janice is just a kid. I could see her fa-
ther killing Kelley to protect her from him, but why would she
want to stab him?”

“Your daughter was a teenager once, and your nieces are
now. They’re not always capable of making rational decisions,
especially where passion is concerned. Look at Romeo and
Juliet. They didn’t think things through.”

He had a point there.

“Just because Janice plays Melanie doesn’t mean that she’s
as sweet as Melanie was in the book,” Will went on. “She has
a temper. ['ve seen it. And I think she would have loved to
take Rhett away from Scarlett.”

“You’re talking about Kelley and Maura.”

Will nodded. “If Janice was having an affair with Kelley, she
might have thought that sooner or later he’d leave his wife for
her. Maybe they met in the garden tonight and Janice gave him
an ultimatum. Kelley chose his wife and told Janice that he
wasn’t going to leave Maura.” Will shrugged. “It holds together.”

It did. It held together as well as any of the other theories
I’d come up with. I wanted to groan in frustration but held it
back. One thing you can say about a sleazy character like
Steven Kelley, there was no shortage of people who might
want to see him dead—and would be willing to stick a knife in
his chest to bring that about.
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“All right,” I said, getting ready to rise to my feet. “Let’s go
find Lieutenant Farraday.”

Will stood first and put a hand on my arm to help me up. A
part of me wanted to pull away from him and tell him I didn’t
need any help. But a part of me enjoyed it, too, so I didn’t say
anything.

“We’re going to get in trouble for not staying in our rooms,
you know,” Will said as we started down the staircase.

“What’s he gonna do? Lock us up? Consider us murder sus-
pects? I’'m not scared of the licutenant.”

Farraday did make me a little nervous, though, with his bull-
dog determination. If I really was a criminal, I sure wouldn’t
want him on my trail. He might not be flashy about it, but
he’d stick with it for however long it took, I sensed.

We were just about down to the second-floor landing again
when I heard a door open and then close. Or one door open
and another one close, it was impossible to make that distinc-
tion. Will heard the sounds, too, and put out a hand to stop
me.

He leaned toward me and whispered, “It didn’t take people
long to discover that there aren’t any deputies up here after
all, did it?”

Another door opened and closed. The noises were faint but
audible—and unmistakable.

“This is startin’ to remind me of one of those Bugs Bunny
cartoons,” I said, “where Bugs is being chased by Elmer Fudd
or Yosemite Sam and they run in and out of all those different
doors.”

Will grinned at me. “You must’ve watched a lot of cartoons
on T'V when you were growing up, too.”

“Everybody our age did.”

“There was a Bugs Bunny cartoon that was a parody of Gone
With the Wind, you know, called Southern Fried Rabbit. 1 refer-
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enced it in a paper I wrote on Mitchell’s influence on popular
culture. Bugs was Scarlett O’Hara.”

“I remember it. I can still see Bugs in that long, curly wig. ...’
I started to laugh and had to hold my hand over my mouth to
keep the sound in. I had been so long without sleep and had
been under such a strain that I was getting giddy. Will was
grinning, too, and that didn’t help. Here we were faced with a
serious, even deadly situation, and we were about to start gig-
gling like a couple of eight-year-olds. I swatted Will lightly on
the shoulder and told him, “Settle down now. We’ve got work
to do.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, but that grin was still lurking around
the corners of his mouth. “T'hings seem to have quicted down
again. Do we try to make it to the first floor and find the lieu-
tenant?”

“Yeah. Come on.”

We went down the stairs to the second-floor landing, where we
paused and peered both ways along the corridor. Nobody was
tiptoeing in or out of any of the rooms. I wondered if what we
had heard were the sounds of more romantic rendezvous being
carried out. Probably not among the tourists—although such
things weren’t unheard of in my business—but with all those
college kids working here, it stood to reason that there would
be plenty of “hooking up,” as they call it. I had already seen
evidence of that in Lindsey Hoffman’s visit to Perry Newton’s
room.

Will was about to move on down the stairs when I touched
his arm and whispered, “Wait a minute.”

“What is it?”

I had noticed something that wasn’t quite right. One of the
doors about halfway down the hall to the left was ajar. It was
only open a couple of inches, but that was enough to make it
stand out from all the other doors. I cast my mind back over

5
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the arrangements I had helped Edmond Ralston and Lieu-
tenant Farraday make earlier.

That was Elliott Riley’s room, I realized. He was by himself
in there, because I'd figured that nobody would want to share
the room with him and had warned Ralston and Farraday
about that.

The thought that Riley was out and about somewhere in
the house, long after midnight like this when all the other
folks were supposed to be asleep—but obviously weren’t—
made my pulse jump a little. What was he up to? [ was willing
to bet that it wasn’t anything good.

But if he wasn’t in his room, that also gave me the opportu-
nity to look around some in there. No telling what I might
find, I thought.

I pointed out the open door to Will. “That’s Elliott Riley’s
room,” I told him.

“Who’s Elliott Riley?”

It was too long a story to tell him all the details, so I just hit
the highlights running. “I want to take a look in there,” I fin-
ished.

A dubious frown creased Will’s forechead. “I'm not sure
that’s such a good idea. If you’re really suspicious of this guy
Riley, let’s go find Lieutenant Farraday and tell him that
Riley’s not in his room. Then Farraday and his men can search
it if they want to, and look for Riley, too.”

What he said made sense, but I shook my head anyway. [
was a little like a bloodhound with a scent, I guess, unwilling
to give it up. “Riley’s been nothin’ but trouble for me since
this tour started. I think he’s the strongest suspect in Kelley’s
murder, and [ want to have a look for myself.”

“It’s a mistake,” Will sighed. “But I've already learned that
it’s also a mistake to argue with you. Let’s go.”
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“You don’t have to,” I told him. “You can stay in the hall
and keep an eye out for Riley coming back.”

“You don’t know that he’s actually gone,” Will pointed out,
and I realized he was right. “I’'m not letting you go in there by
yourself.”

I liked the way he didn’t try to stop me but insisted on
going with me, instead. For some reason [ liked the idea that
he’d started to think of us as a team.

We moved as quietly as we could along the hall toward the
door of Riley’s room. As we got closer I could see some light
coming through the narrow gap. It wasn’t very bright, and |
figured the lamp on the bedside table was on. That was good,
because it would give me enough light to take a look around
without being bright enough to draw any unwanted attention.

My nerves started jumping around. Even though I wanted
to do this, it wasn’t the sort of thing that I did every day, or
ever. I had never searched a murder suspect’s room. But even
more undesirable was the feeling of being suspected of mur-
der myself. If I could turn up some proof that Riley had killed
Steven Kelley, then my name would be cleared, along with
those of Luke and Mr. Cobb and everybody else who’d been
unlucky enough to be on this plantation tonight. Mr. Cobb
could go back to Betsy Blue, and the rest of us could go home,
too. I wouldn’t even wait for morning. I'd head back to Atlanta
just as soon as Lieutenant Farraday said it was all right for us
to go.

Despite those feelings, I still had the urge to turn and run,
rather than going in there, and I was glad that I had Will with
me so that I wouldn’t chicken out. I wasn’t sure why, but it
was important to me that he didn’t think I was a coward.

We paused outside the door and looked back and forth
along the hall, just to make sure that no one was coming.
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Then I took a deep breath and reached out to push the door
open.

Will’s hand on my arm stopped me before I could touch the
panel or the knob. Grim lines had appeared on his face. He
leaned forward, putting his nose close to the opening, and
sniffed. When he turned to look at me, I knew something was
really wrong.

Smell that, he mouthed at me. At least, I think that’s what he
said. I put my nose closer to the gap and took a sniff anyway.

T'he smell was faint and reminded me of something. A sec-
ond later I realized what it was: firecrackers, like the ones we
had popped on the Fourth of July when I was a kid.

Nobody had been setting off firecrackers inside Elliott Riley’s
room, though, and there was something else that smelled like
that.

Gunpowder.

“Oh, Lord,” I whispered. My heart started its hammering
in my chest again. I hadn’t heard a shot and it seemed impos-
sible that somebody could have fired a gun here in the house
without making a big racket, but that smell was unmistakable,
even for somebody like me who normally didn’t have anything
to do with guns. “We better find the lieutenant right now.”

A determined look had appeared on Will’s face. “I’m going
to have a look,” he said.

“Dang it! Not without me, you’re not.”

If he could be stubborn, so could I. He looked like he
wanted to chase me off, but he didn’t try. Instead he used his
foot to push the door open enough so that we could see into
the bedroom.

[ felt a little sick as [ saw a pair of pale, bare feet sticking out
on the floor past the end of the bed. Whoever they belonged
to lay beyond the bed. The hem of a pair of pajama pants
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came down around the ankles of those feet. I had a feeling [
knew who they belonged to.

Elliott Riley hadn’t snuck out of his room after all, I thought.
He was still here.

Will shuffled forward. Even though every instinct in my
body was telling me to turn and run, I was right beside him,
clutching his arm. I knew that [ was holding on to him tightly
enough that I might be hurting him, but I couldn’t seem to let
him go. My fingers dug in even more when I saw the ugly red
splatters on the lampshade and the wall behind the lamp.

We reached the foot of the bed and both leaned forward,
trying to see what was on the other side of it. The covers were
pulled back, the sheets were rumpled, and there was a dent in
one of the pillows caused by someone’s head. Riley had put on
his pajamas, turned in for the night, and evidently gone to
sleep, before something had woken him up and caused him to
get out of bed.

He would never go back to bed, but he wouldn’t ever wake
up again, either. He lay on his back, arms limp at his sides, the
fingers of his right hand still partially curled around the butt of
a small revolver. His eyes were wide, bugged out, staring
without seeing anything. Blood hadn’t just splattered on the
lampshade and the wall, it had pooled under Riley’s head, too.
I knew without seeing it—I didn’t want to see it—that the
back of his head was probably a real mess, and he didn’t even
have his toupee to help cover it because the rug was on a stand
on the dresser across the room.

Elliott Riley had blown his brains out.
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Wcll, I pretty much had two choices right then. I could get
the fantods at the sight of the dead man and run scream-
ing from the room ... or I could suck it up and stay where I
was and try to figure this out.

I managed not to scream and run. It was a few moments,
though, before I could move on to the figuring-it-out part. |
had to stuff my heart back down my throat first and wait for
the anvil chorus in my head to settle down.

Will brought me back to something resembling coherent
thought by saying, “He killed himself. Put the barrel in his
mouth and pulled the trigger. That’s why we didn’t hear a
shot. It was muffled by...by...”

Will looked about as sick as I felt. I swallowed hard and
said, “By his head. I reckon you’re right. But why would he do
it?”

Will shook his head. “I don’t know. Guile?”

“Over being a thief?” Even knowing Riley as little as I did,
that didn’t seem very likely to me.

“Over killing Steven Kelley. You said that as far as you’re
concerned, he was the leading suspect.”

“Oh. Yeah.” I was still too shocked by this discovery to be
thinking straight.
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“He went to bed, but he couldn’t sleep.” Will gestured to-
ward the tangled bedding. “He couldn’t forget how he
stabbed Kelley, and it gnawed at him until he got up and . ..
well, did away with himself.”

I looked around the room. “In that case, wouldn’t there be a
note?” I didn’t see any pieces of paper on the bed or the table
or anywhere else.

Will shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. People who commit
suicide don’t always leave notes. Most do, I think, but not all.”

He was probably right about that. Everything that had hap-
pened had gotten me in the habit of looking for complications
where there might not really be any. It was pretty obvious that
the gun was in Riley’s hand and that it had been in his mouth
when it went off. That spelled suicide, plain as day.

And being a murderer was sure a good enough reason for
somebody to kill themselves. I wouldn’t have been able to
live with it, if it had been me.

Besides, this was what I’d been hoping for all evening: a so-
lution to the case. Something that would let me call an end to
this unmitigated disaster of a tour and hope that there wouldn’t
be a bunch of lawsuits that would put me out of business.
Something that would let us all go home.

“By the way,” Will went on, and his voice sounded a little
pained now, “you might, uh, let go of my arm if you could.”

I realized I was still latched onto his arm, with both hands
now. I must have grabbed him with the other one when we
found the body. I forced my fingers to straighten out and let
go, but it wasn’t easy.

“We’d better go find Lieutenant Farraday,” I said as I turned
toward the doorway.

“You won’t have to.” The voice was hard and angry. “I’m right
here.”

I gasped as [ saw the lieutenant standing there, just outside
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Riley’s room. I wondered how long he had been there and
how much of the conversation between Will and I he had
heard.

Not much, evidently, because he continued, “What are you
two doing out of your room? What’s going on here?” His eyes
went to the bare feet sticking out into view at the foot of the
bed. “And who’s #hate”

As Farraday stalked forward so that he could see the body, [
said, “T'hat’s Elliott Riley. You must remember him from ear-
lier.”

“Of course I remember him,” Farraday practically growled
at me. “What’s he doing dead?” He motioned Will and me back
away from the body and hunkered next to Riley. He didn’t
touch the body, but his eyes roved intently over it, taking in
everything there was to see. After a few moments, he grunted
and said, “Suicide.”

“That’s what we thought, too,” Will said.

“The medical examiner will make the official determina-
tion. But with that blood spatter”—he gestured toward the
stain—"“and with the gun in his hand like that, there’s not
much doubt.” With a groan of middle-aged effort, Farraday
straightened from his crouching position and then ushered us
back around to the other side of the bed, away from the body.
“You still haven’t told me what you’re doing out of your
rooms.”

“We were about to come lookin’ for you,” I said, “to tell you
about Riley.”

“What happened? Did you hear the gunshot? If you did,
you should have called one of the deputies.”

“No, we didn’t hear the shot,” Will said, “but speaking of
that, what happened to all the deputies? I thought they were
going to be up here on guard duty all night.”

“I pulled them off to help with the search of the garden,”
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Farraday explained, confirming the guess I’d made earlier. His
tone was caustic as he added, “I didn’t know people were
going to disregard my orders and start wandering around the
halls.”

“Did you find anything in the garden?” I asked. “Like all
the stuff that was stolen earlier in the evening?”

“As a matter of fact, yes. It was hidden in a tool shed that
the gardeners use—Wait just a minute! You two are supposed to
be answering the questions here, not me. If you didn’t hear
the shot that killed Riley, what are you doing in his room?”

I glanced at Will. With Riley dead, I wasn’t sure there was
any point in telling Farraday what we had learned about Jan-
ice Ralston having an affair with Steven Kelley, or about the
way Janice’s father had said that whoever killed Kelley had
done Janice a favor. That didn’t amount to anything now ex-
cept an argument between father and daughter, because for
the life of me I couldn’t see any reason for Riley to kill himself
unless he was the murderer.

“I still thought Riley must’ve stolen all that stuff,” I said. “I
was going to try to get him to admit it. Will just came with me
so [ wouldn’t have to confront Riley by myself.”

Farraday looked from me to Will and back again. It was im-
possible to miss the fact that we were wearing pajamas and
robes. “Are you two...” He held a hand out flat in front of
him and wobbled it back and forth. “Like that?”

“What?” Will said in a tone of disbelief, at the same time as
I exclaimed, “No! Not at all.”

Will glanced over at me, and [ wondered fleetingly if he was
offended by my emphatic denial—or if, being an English pro-
fessor, he thought maybe I doth protest too much.

“Ms. Dickinson’s right, Lieutenant,” he said. “We just met
this evening. But I was happy to help her out with Riley. This
has been quite an ordeal for her, you know.”
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Farraday looked like he wasn’t sure if he believed Will or
not, but he didn’t press the issue. Instead he said, “So the two
of you came over here and . . . what? Knocked on Riley’s door?”

I was about to lie and say that we had, when I realized that
if I kept piling on the untruths, our story was going to get so
complicated that I couldn’t keep up with it. So I said, “No,
when we got here, the door was already open a couple of
inches.”

Farraday frowned. “Really? What did you do then?”

“Pushed it open and looked in.”

“You didn’t knock, or call out to see if Riley was here?”

Again I told the truth. “I thought that if he wasn’t here for
some reason, I’d take a look around and see if [ could find any-
thing to prove that he stole all those things.”

“Then we saw the feet on the other side of the bed and
smelled gunpowder,” Will said.

“You should have gone for help right then.”

“Probably,” I agreed, “but whatever had happened in here
was already over and done with. We didn’t figure it would hurt
anything to take a quick look around.” I had to swallow again.
“It nearly made me sick to my stomach, but that’s all. We didn’t
touch anything, Lieutenant. Riley is just like we found him,
and so is everything else in the room.”

Farraday looked at us for a long moment and then finally
nodded. “I'll get the ME and the crime scene people back out
here, but I don’t think they’re going to find anything that isn’t
pretty obvious already. Scanlon’s fingerprints were on some of
those things hidden in the shed, so we know he put them
there.”

“Scanlon?” I repeated. “Who’s Scanlon?”

Farraday waved a hand toward the body on the other side of
the bed. “Ernest Scanlon, aka Elliott Riley, aka Peter Carlin,
aka Jason Wilbur. .. you get the idea. The real Elliott Riley
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died of pneumonia at the age of seven in South Bend, Indiana,
in 1959.”

“So this Riley stole his identity!” Will said.

Farraday nodded. “That’s right. It took us a while to wade
through all the aliases and match up this guy’s fingerprints
with Ernest Scanlon, who had a record as a pickpocket and
petty thief and low-level drug dealer in California back in the
seventies. Then he dropped out of sight, and nobody knew
whether he’d been killed or what had happened to him. Now
we know. He continued being a professional thief; he just got
better at it and started stealing people’s identities, too. But he
never broke the habit of picking pockets, looks like.”

“He was hiding the loot in that tool shed,” I said, “when
Kelley came across him. Riley went after him, caught up to
him closer to the house, and stabbed him.”

Farraday nodded. “That’s the way it looks to me. You had
pretty much the same idea all along, didn’t you, Ms. Dickin-
son?”

“It occurred to me,” I admitted.

“I guess you have a detective’s instincts, then. Don’t know
how much good that’ll do you in the travel business, but I
guess it can’t hurt.”

I still wondered about the knife, but Farraday could figure
that one out. Or not. I supposed that in a lot of crimes, a few
unanswered questions remained.

What was important was that this ordeal was over, and now
I could get started on the important job of minimizing the
damage it was going to do to my reputation.

Farraday shooed us out of the room and came out into the
corridor himself. He pulled the door up but didn’t close it all
the way, gripping the edge of the door instead of the knob. I
guess he wanted to make sure it could be dusted for prints, or
whatever they do these days to check for fingerprints.
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Something occurred to me, and I risked annoying the de-
tective by asking, “Why were you coming up here, Lieutenant?
"To question Riley about those things y’all found in the shed?”

Farraday nodded. “Yeah, once I got the report linking Riley
to Ernest Scanlon and all those other phony IDs, I figured 1
might be able to break him down on the murder, too. Too bad
it didn’t work out that way.”

“You clear the case either way, though,” Will said.

“Not the way I like to,” Farraday said.

“Can we get out of here now?” I asked.

“Soon. When we get everything nailed down.”

"T'hat wasn’t the answer I’d been hoping to hear. “If the inves-
tigation is over, there’s no real reason to keep us here, is there?”

“The investigation isn’t over,” Farraday said. “I have to get
the medical examiner and the crime scene people back out
here. There’s still work to be done before we can close every-
thing out. Anyway, since most of the people here are in bed
asleep, except the ones out wandering in the hallways”—he
gave us a hard look as he said that—“we might as well not dis-
turb them. Besides, you can’t get all your clients back to At-
lanta until morning anyway, because you’ll have to get a bus
out here to transport them.”

I tried not to wince as I realized that he was right. Mr. Cobb
was going to have to return to Atlanta, pick up the bus, and bring
it back out here to the plantation. It did make more sense to
let people get their rest, give them breakfast in the morning,
and then take them back to Atlanta the way we would have if
the murder had never happened. Summoning up a vestige of
normalcy like that might even make folks a little less inclined
to sue me later on.

I could hope, anyway.

“All right, Lieutenant,” I said. “You need us for anything
else right now?”
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Farraday shook his head. “No, you can go back to your
rooms. In fact, I’d appreciate it. The more everybody stays out
of our way, the faster we can wrap this up.”

He used his radio to summon some deputies and then
planted himself in front of the door to Riley’s room. Obviously
he wasn’t going to let anybody else in there until he was good
and ready, and I had no desire to enter the room again. I didn’t
need to look at Riley’s body again. I had seen two corpses al-
ready tonight, and that was two too many, as far as I was con-
cerned. I wasn’t sure I would ever get those sights out of my
brain.

Will walked with me to the room I was sharing with Au-
gusta and Amelia. We paused in front of the door, and he said,
“Well, that didn’t work out exactly like we expected it to.”

“This night’s been so crazy, nothin’ surprises me anymore,”
I said.

“Do you still want to discuss doing some more of these lit-
erary tours sometime?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

He laughed. “I don’t know, I just thought maybe all the
trouble had convinced you to forget the whole thing.”

I thought about it for a second, then said, “No, I still think
it’s a good idea. Can I get in touch with you through the col-
leger”

“Sure, but I’ll give you my phone number and e-mail ad-
dress in the morning before you leave, just to make sure you
can contact me whenever you're ready.”

“Thanks. That’s a good idea. I'll give you my info, too.”

He looked hesitant and uncomfortable, like he wanted to
say or do something else, and suddenly my mind flashed all
the way back to the time when I was a teenager, because at
that moment Will Burke looked for all the world like a boy on
a first date who couldn’t decide whether he wanted to kiss the
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girl or not—or if he had the courage to do so, even if he
wanted to.

But then he just smiled a little, lifted a hand in farewell,
and said, “Well, good night . .. what’s left of it, anyway.”

He turned and started along the hall toward his own room. I
didn’t know whether to be disappointed or relieved. I decided
on relieved. It really hadn’t been long enough since the di-
vorce to be thinking about getting involved with somebody. If
I did, I would always wonder if it was real or just one of those
rebound things.

I opened the door and slipped into the darkened room. The
two sets of deep, regular breathing from the nearer of the
beds told me that the girls had slept peacefully through the whole
thing. I was glad of that. When they woke up in the morning,
which was just a few hours away now, it would be to the wel-
come news that we could all go home.

I felt my way to my bed, took off the robe and dropped it on
the foot, and crawled gratefully between the covers again.
This time I was determined to go right to sleep and salvage
what rest I could.

So wouldn’t you know it? A little voice piped up in the back
of my head, yammering insistently at me.

What it was saying was that something was still wrong.
Something didn’t make sense.

It wasn’t over, no matter what Lieutenant Farraday said. No
matter what Elliott Riley had done. Something didn’t tie to-
gether just right.

And at that moment, [ began to wonder if I was ever going
to sleep again.
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forced myself to close my eyes, but when I did I saw Bugs

Bunny in a hoop skirt and a Scarlett O’Hara wig. I shook my
head and tried to force that image out. Then I thought about
the doors Will and I had heard opening and closing as we came
down the stairs from the third floor. One of those doors could
have been Riley’s.

But Riley’s door had been open when we found it, not
closed. So that didn’t work. I tried to reconstruct the sounds.

It was possible that someone had left one of the other
rooms, opened Riley’s door, seen the body, and then left with-
out closing the door. I'd been wondering w/#y the door was
open and was leaning toward the explanation that Riley him-
self had left it open so that his body would be discovered
sooner . . . but the theory that was forming in my head was
just as plausible, maybe even more so. Anybody finding a
body like that with the back of its head blown off might be so
shaken that they would rush out and not pull the door all the
way closed behind them.

It didn’t matter, I told myself. Riley was dead either way,
and it seemed obvious that he had killed himself because of
guilt over Kelley’s murder. Farraday was convinced of that.

But suddenly, I wasn’t.
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If we assumed that Kelley had discovered Riley hiding
those stolen items in the gardener’s shed, then there was a rea-
sonable motive for Riley to kill him. Unfortunately, there was
no way to 4zow that was what had happened, because Riley
and Kelley were both dead.

If that wasn’t the case, then we were right back where we
started, with numerous suspects under the roof of the planta-
tion house who wouldn’t have minded seeing Steven Kelley
dead. We were worse off, actually, because now Elliott Riley’s
suicide complicated everything. If it was a suicide . . .

I rolled over, buried my face in the pillow, and tried not to
groan in despair. Why couldn’t I stop #inking about all of this?
Why couldn’t T just accept Riley as the murderer, as Licu-
tenant Farraday had done, and let it go at that? I wanted to get
back to Atlanta with the tour group and not even think about
plantations and Rhett Butler and Scarlett O’Hara for a while. I
could think about it tomorrow, because after all, tomorrow was
another—

Crap. The rug. That was what wasn’t right.

I’d never seen Elliott Riley without his toupee. It was an
expensive hairpiece, the kind that a man who was vain about
his appearance would buy and wear. If he was going to kill him-
self, knowing that his body was going to be found, wouldn’t he
have taken the time to put on his toupee?

He hadn’t been wearing it when he shot himself, because if
he had been, even if it had flown off because of the shot, it
would have landed on the bed or the floor close to him. In-
stead it had been on a stand on the other side of the bed, I re-
called.

One part of my brain argued that even asking the question
was too much of a stretch. A man on the verge of killing him-
self would have more important things to worry about than his
appearance.
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But that wasn’t necessarily true. I didn’t know a lot about
suicide, but I recalled that even those people who committed
the act on the spur of the moment often took the time to
arrange the scene just the way they wanted it. A lot of them
made sure they were dressed neatly, as if they wanted to make
sure that they presented the best possible picture. It would
have taken Riley only a couple of minutes to put on the
toupee. I just couldn’t see him not taking the time to do it.

Of course, if I tried to explain that to Lieutenant Farraday, I
was sure he would laugh in my face. Well, maybe not laugh,
because he wasn’t the type to be easily amused. .. but he
would think 1 was crazy, more than likely. He wouldn’t throw
out a reasonable solution to the case just on the basis of
whether or not Riley had been wearing his rug.

So I was left to wonder: had Riley really committed suicide?
Or had someone murdered him and made it look like Riley
killed himself? Who would do such a twisted thing?

A lot of people were extremely upset because of the thefts.
Would somebody really take a human life just because their
pocket had been picked? I sure wouldn’t have, but I've
learned over the years that [ can’t judge everybody else’s reac-
tions to situations based on what my own would be. Every-
body is different. There is no telling what people might do.

So it was possible, I decided, and it fit with those opening
and closing doors Will and I had heard. Somebody could have
gone to Riley’s room, suspecting that he was the thief. The
visitor could have tried to force Riley to confess, they could
have gotten into an argument, Riley could have been hit on
the head, or fallen and hit himself on the head, and died from
the blow.

In that case, the visitor could have panicked, stuck the gun
in Riley’s mouth—using Riley’s hand to do it because of the
fingerprints—and pulled the trigger, again using Riley’s hand.
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That would destroy the evidence of the blow to the back of
the head. If the slug hadn’t gone all the way through Riley’s
skull—if it had just bounced around in his brain—then that
wouldn’t have worked, but the killer could have been willing
to take that chance. And of course, the way things had turned
out, the bullet Zad blown out the back of Riley’s head.

It made sense, as had so many other theories that had
passed through my mind tonight. But if it was true, then that
same pesky question remained: who could have done such a
thing?

Most of the people on the tour had either witnessed first-
hand or heard about the ruckus between Riley and Gerhard
Mueller at the Gone With the Wind museum. Given everything
that had happened since then, it seemed likely that Riley ac-
tually /ad tried to steal the German tourist’s camera. The man
had been a pathological thief, a kleptomaniac who had turned his
mania into a career as a professional criminal. So it could have
been almost anybody who was convinced that Riley was the
culprit and went to his room to confront him.

But I knew someone who had already demonstrated a vio-
lent reaction to Riley’s attempt to steal something.

Gerhard Mueller.

Maybe it was because I just didn’t like Mueller, but I could
see him walloping Riley in the back of the head, knocking
him to the floor, shattering his skull. And I could also see him
coming up with the plan to conceal his crime by making it
look as if Riley had killed himself. There were probably oth-
ers in the group who could have done the same thing, but I
definitely believed that Mueller was capable of it.

Like it or not—and I was pretty sure I didn’t and he wouldn’t—
I had to talk to Lieutenant Farraday again.

Before I lost my nerve, I got out of bed, put on my robe, and
went to the door. There would be deputies in the hallway for
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sure now since Riley’s room was a crime scene, at least offi-
cially, and Farraday would want to protect it. | eased the door
open so that [ wouldn’t disturb Augusta and Amelia, although
it would probably take an earthquake that was at least a six on
the Richter scale to disturb a couple of teenagers sleeping as
soundly as they were, and stepped out into the hall.

Sure enough, a couple of deputies were standing in front of the
door to Riley’s room, which was closed at the moment. I thought
they were the ones called Perkins and Morton. They turned
toward me immediately and frowned as I started toward them.

“You’re supposed to stay in your room, ma’am,” Perkins
said. “Lieutenant Farraday’s orders—"

“It’s the lieutenant I want to talk to, Deputy. You reckon
you could get him out here for a second? I’'m assumin’ that
he’s in there.” I nodded toward Riley’s room.

“Yes, ma’am, but I’m not sure he wants to be disturbed.”

“I’m pretty sure he doesn’t want to be, but ’'m gonna have
to disturb him anyway.” I wasn’t looking forward to this. I fig-
ured that when Farraday heard my theory, he’d tell me that
I’d gone nuts and order me back to my room. But I had to try
to convince him anyway, since [ knew I couldn’t live with my-
self if I just ignored everything about the situation that was
wrong.

Perkins and Morton hesitated and looked at each other. After
a moment Morton nodded. “You might as well get the lieu-
tenant,” he told Perkins. “I don’t think the lady’s going away.”

He was right about that. Crazy or not, [ wasn’t budging until
I heard Farraday’s reaction to the ideas I’d had.

Perkins opened the door—I guess they’d dusted the knob
for fingerprints by then—and went inside, pulling it closed
behind him. I wondered briefly if Riley’s body was still in
there. I wondered, too, how much trouble it was going to be
to get his blood out of the carpet and the lampshade and off
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the wall. If it was me, I think I would have replaced the carpet
and the lampshade and repainted the wall. Maybe even torn it
out and replaced the sheetrock. The whole thing gave me the
creeps.

A couple of minutes dragged by before the door opened
again and Farraday came out into the hall, followed by
Deputy Perkins. He didn’t quite glare at me, but he came
close as he said, “What is it, Ms. Dickinson? I thought you
were going to get some sleep.”

“I tried, but there’s something bothering me about Riley’s
suicide, Lieutenant.”

“What’s that?” he asked through not quite gritted teeth. I
could tell he was trying hard not to lose his temper with me.

“I’m not sure it was suicide.”

His eyes narrowed, and he grunted. I had managed to sur-
prise him. He took me down the hall, away from Riley’s door
and out of easy earshot of the two deputies.

“Is that so?” he said. “T'he gun was in Riley’s hand, and the
barrel was in his mouth when it went off. That’s pretty dog-
gone conclusive.”

I stalled a little, unable to come right out with my theory
just like that. “Whose gun was it?” I asked instead, not know-
ing if Farraday would tell me.

He did, though. “It’s registered to Elliott Riley. The regis-
tration appears to be legitimate, even though Riley’s identity
was bogus, of course. He didn’t have a permit to carry it here
in Georgia, but it was definitely his gun. That’s another thing
indicating that he killed himself.”

I took the plunge. “Yeah, but what about his toupee?”

This time the lieutenant’s eyes widened, as if he couldn’t
believe what he was hearing. He struggled to get the words
out as he said, “His . . . toupee?”

“Yeah.” I gestured toward my head. “His hairpiece. His rug.”
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“I know what a toupee is, Ms. Dickinson.” He scrubbed a
hand over his face. “What does Riley’s toupee have to do with
whether or not he killed himself?”

“I think he would have put it on before he did it. You saw
that bald dome of his. He wouldn’t want to be found with that
showing.”

“If he was dead,” Farraday grated, “what earthly difference
would it make to him?”

“You’ve heard folks say that they wouldn’t be caught dead
doing so-and-so?”

Farraday nodded.

“Well, I think Riley was that way about not wearing his
toupee whenever anybody could see him. He was pretty
vain.”

“You knew him, what, two days? That’s not a very long time
to make such a definitive judgment about somebody’s person-
ality.”

“Maybe not, but I’'m convinced that’s the way Riley was.
And there was no suicide note, either.” I paused. “Unless
you’ve found one since I was in here?”

Farraday shook his head, then grimaced. “Blast it, there you
go again, getting me to tell you as much as you’re telling me.
Listen, Ms. Dickinson, I'm not saying that I believe what
you're telling me about Riley and his toupee . . . but if he didn’t
shoot himself, then who shot him?”

“I’ve got an idea about that.”

“I thought you would.”

I considered being offended at his resigned tone of voice,
then decided that it wasn’t worth the effort. Instead I laid out
my theory that someone who was upset about having their
things stolen had come to Riley’s room and confronted him,
leading to a struggle, Riley’s death, and the killer’s attempt to
make that death appear to be self-inflicted.
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When I was finished, Farraday stood there frowning and
nodding for a moment before saying, “Tell me, Ms. Dickin-
son, do you watch a lot of mystery shows on television? Read a
lot of mystery novels?”

This time [ was offended, and I didn’t bother trying to hide
it. “No more so than anybody else, Lieutenant, and I’m not
just some crazy woman makin’ things up, no matter what you
think. I don’t believe Elliott Riley killed himself, and what I
just told you makes perfect sense.”

“Maybe. It would also mean that Riley didn’t commit sui-
cide out of remorse over Steven Kelley’s murder. It might
even mean that Riley didn’t kill Steven Kelley at all.”

“Well . .. yeah.” I had thought of that. I had even tried to
consider all the implications of it, which weren’t any too pleas-
ant.

“Which means we would be right back where we started on
Kelley’s murder,” Farraday went on, “and #at means the
killer is still on the loose. You’d still be under suspicion, along
with your son-in-law and Wilson Cobb and who knows who
else in this insane asylum of a plantation!”

I was shocked that Farraday raised his voice like that. It was
the first sign I had seen of his self-control slipping since this
whole thing began.

He paused, took a deep breath, and went on, “In that case,
Ms. Dickinson, you and your group might not be returning to
Atlanta in a few hours after all. Is that what you want?”

“You know it’s not,” I told him. “But if Riley didn’t kill
Steven Kelley and didn’t commit suicide, then it wouldn’t be
justice to blame him for those things, would it? Do you want
to close this case so much that you’d let a murderer go? I didn’t
think you were like that, Lieutenant Farraday.”

I was getting a little hot under the collar myself now, even
though the robe I was wearing didn’t have a collar. Farraday
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and I stood there glaring at each other as a couple of long mo-
ments ticked by. Then he said, “Thank you for sharing your
thoughts with me, Ms. Dickinson. I'll take your ideas under
advisement and see if they warrant further investigation. I’'d
appreciate it if you’d go back to your room now and let us get
on with our work.”

“That’s it, is it?” I demanded. “You’re gonna just sweep
everything under the rug and let a killer—or maybe two—get
away with it.”

“I'm going to forget that I heard you say that.” He took
hold of my arm, not roughly but firmly. “I’ll escort you back to
your room.”

I was too mad to put up an argument, almost too mad to see
straight. And [ was shocked that Farraday had turned so lax in
his determination to ferret out the truth. The bulldog had
turned into one of those little Foo-Foo dogs that celebutantes
carry around in their purses.

I had done all that I could, I told myself. It wasn’t my job to
solve murders. That was up to Farraday, and if he didn’t want
my help, then it was his own lookout.

We were almost back to the door of my room when rapid,
heavy footsteps suddenly sounded on the staircase leading
down from the third floor. Edmond Ralston appeared on the
landing, looked around wildly, spotted us, and exclaimed,
“There you are, Lieutenant! Thank God!”

Farraday let go of my arm and took a step toward the frantic
plantation owner, asking, “What’s wrong, Mr. Ralston?”

“You’ve got to come quick,” Ralston gasped. His face was
flushed with exertion, excitement, and possibly fear. “It’s
Maura Kelley. She’s gone mad, and I think she’s going to kill
my daughter!”
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was too surprised to do anything except stare at Ralston,

but Lieutenant Farraday reacted like the professional he
was. “Where is she?” he asked as he started swiftly toward the
stairs.

“In Janice’s suite,” Ralston replied. “I heard them shouting
at each other and went to see what was going on, and when |
came out into the hall I saw Maura force her way into Janice’s
sitting room. She had a knife, Lieutenant! She’s going to hurt
Janice!”

Farraday was on his way up the stairs by now, with Ralston
at his side. Farraday didn’t look back to see whether I was fol-
lowing them.

What do you think I did? I was right behind them, of course.

Farraday jerked his radio off the clip on his belt and started
barking orders into it. He called for some of the deputies to
come up to the third floor, and since what was going on was
basically a hostage situation, he ordered that the sheriff’s
department SWAT team and hostage negotiation team be
alerted, too.

Maybe it wouldn’t come to that, though, if he could get up
there and talk some sense into Maura Kelley.
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“Why would Ms. Kelley threaten your daughter, Ralston?”
Farraday asked as they continued to hurry up the stairs.

“I...I don’t know. I couldn’t understand what they were
arguing about.”

Why, that was a bald-faced lie, I thought, and I almost
blurted that out. The argument had to be over Janice’s affair
with Maura’s husband, and Ralston knew that. If Maura was
aware of the affair, that was one more reason to suspect her of
murdering Kelley. She might be trying to finish the job now
by going after Janice.

The two men reached the third-floor landing, and as they
did, Farraday finally noticed that I was following them.
“Ms. Dickinson!” he said. “Get back downstairs and into your
room! Now!”

“I can help you, Lieutenant,” I said, instead of following his
orders. “I know why Maura Kelley’s upset. Janice was having
an affair with her husband.”

Ralston let out a groan of dismay and shot me a look like 1
had just stabbed him in the heart. I couldn’t believe he was
more worried about keeping the affair a secret than he was
about saving his daughter’s life. Then I realized suddenly that
he might be worried about more than that. He might believe
that Janice had killed Kelley.

Will Burke and I had discussed that very possibility a while
carlier. The meeting in the garden, the ultimatum, Kelley’s
refusal to leave his wife for Janice, an explosion of anger . . . It
sure as heck could have happened that way, and Ralston
might have figured out the same thing. 7%at was why he hadn’t
wanted Janice’s involvement with Kelley to come out.

T'he secret had been revealed, though, and Farraday swung
toward Ralston with a glare and demanded, “Is that true?”

“I...I don’t know,” Ralston stammered. “I don’t know
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anything anymore except that Janice is in there with a crazy
woman who has a knife! Do something, Lieutenant!”

Farraday didn’t waste any more time trying to chase me off.
He drew his gun, went to the door of Janice’s suite, and called,
“Ms. Kelley! This is Lieutenant Farraday! Come on out of
there right now, please.”

The only response from inside was a muffled scream. Farra-
day muttered a curse and grabbed the doorknob. It turned
easily. Clearly, Maura hadn’t bothered to lock the door, and
Farraday shoved it open.

He went into the room swiftly but cautiously, the gun held
in front of him. He didn’t know where Maura was or if she
might come at him with that knife Ralston said she had. As
Farraday entered the room, I realized that we had only Ral-
ston’s word that Maura was even in there and that she was
armed. Ralston hadn’t seemed like he was faking his near-
panic . . . but he was an actor as well as the owner of this plan-
tation.

[t occurred to me as well that if Ralston was telling the truth
and Maura had threatened Janice with a knife, that was an-
other direct link to Kelley’s murder, since he had been killed
with a knife.

Either of the women in that room could be a murderer. Be-
fore tonight, I would have thought that if I ever found myself
in such circumstances, I would want to hightail it out of there
as fast as I could.

Instead, I crowded forward right behind Farraday and Ral-
ston, eager to see what was going on and what was going to
happen. The strain of being mixed up in a murder investiga-
tion really 4ad changed me.

Or maybe I’d been a little weird all along and just hadn’t
known it until now.
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Either way, there I was, standing up on tiptoes and craning
my neck, trying to see past the two men who were blocking
the door. They moved farther into Janice Ralston’s airy, lav-
ishly furnished sitting room, and at last I could see the two
women on the other side of the room.

Maura Kelley wore an old-fashioned pair of bloomers, prob-
ably what she normally wore under the corset and petticoats
and hoop skirt of her Scarlett O’Hara role. I suspected that
when she’d been put to bed following her collapse after see-
ing her husband’s body, whoever had gotten her undressed
had just taken off the cumbersome outer garments and left
the underclothes on her.

The knife she had pressed to Janice Ralston’s neck wasn’t
the sort of accessory you’d associate with the outfit, though.

Terror had drained Janice’s face of color and put haggard
lines on it. She was still wearing the nightgown I had seen her
in earlier, when she was arguing with her father. Neither Ral-
ston nor Farraday had thought to ask me just how I knew
about the affair between Janice and Kelley. There would be
time enough later to explain all that, although it would mean
admitting to the lieutenant that Will and I had done more
snooping and sneaking around than what we had told him
about earlier.

All those thoughts flashed through my head in a matter of
split seconds. We hadn’t even been in the room long enough
for Farraday to say anything else.

Maura beat him to it. She tightened the grip of her left arm
around Janice’s neck and cried, “Get out of here or I'll cut the
little slut’s throat!”

“Maura, p-please!” Ralston begged. “Please don’t hurt her!”

“Why not?” Maura shot back. “She hurt me! She tried to
steal my husband away from me!”
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[ wanted to say, Honey, she was a long way from the first and she
sure as heck wouldn’t have been the last.

But [ didn’t, of course. It wouldn’t help anything at the mo-
ment for Maura to know that she never really had a husband
to steal. With his history, it was obvious that their marriage
meant nothing to Steven Kelley.

Or maybe it did. Danged if I know what’s in the depths of
somebody else’s heart. I wasn’t sure I even knew what was in
my own anymore.

“Ms. Kelley,” Farraday said in a firm, level voice, “if you’ll
just put the knife down and release Ms. Ralston, no one else
has to get hurt here.”

Maura let out a dramatic, scornful laugh worthy of Scarlett
herself. “No one gets hurt but me, is that what you mean? |
don’t think so, Lieutenant. I’'m not going to carry this pain
alone. I lost my husband, so now Ralston can lose a daughter.”
She glared at the plantation owner. “And the little bitch can
lose her life!”

I was vaguely aware of commotion behind me in the hall.
The deputies would be out there by now, probably with some
of the tour group and the other involuntary “guests” who had
been awakened by the earlier argument between Janice
and Maura. From what Ralston had said, it had gotten pretty
loud before Maura forced her way into the suite.

Ralston took a faltering step forward, ignoring the warning
look that Farraday gave him. He reached out his hand and
said, “You’re wrong, Maura, I swear you’re wrong. Janice
never had anything to do with Steven. They were just friends,
that’s all.”

I knew that was a lie, but if Ralston could convince Maura it
was the truth, he might be able to save his daughter’s life. I
kept my mouth shut, and so did Farraday, perhaps sensing
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that the best chance of ending this standoff without any more
violence lay with Ralston’s pleas.

Maura wasn’t having any of it, though. “Shut up, you fat old
fool!” she told Ralston. “I know they were having an affair.
Steven boasted about it, threw it in my face! Told me all about
his young lover!”

Well, shoot, 1 thought, that could’ve been a lot of people other
than Janice Ralston.

“He said he always got what he wanted, always,” Maura
went on. “He said all he had to do was snap his fingers and she
would come running back to him, no matter who else she’d
taken up with. Even if Melanie married Ashley, he bragged,
Captain Rhett Butler would never be denied what was his!”

Lord, things were getting jumbled up. In her grief, Maura
was confusing Margaret Mitchell’s novel with reality. In the
book, Rhett hadn’t been romantically involved with Melanie.
Melanie had married Ashley Wilkes.

Real life didn’t have to mirror Mitchell’s fictional world ex-
actly, though. Janice Ralston played Melanie in the re-creation,
and her affair with the man who played Rhett had landed her
in this moment of deadly danger, with a knife at her throat and
a crazed, jealous woman ready to plunge that blade in.

“Please, Ms. Kelley,” Farraday said again. “Let go of
Ms. Ralston and put the knife down. Otherwise you’re going
to get hurt again, worse this time.”

Maura shook her head. “Nothing could be worse than los-
ing Steven.”

She sounded like a woman gone mad with grief and anger,
but not like one who had killed her own husband.

Suddenly, Ralston drew himself up straight, squaring his
shoulders, and said in a voice thick with a Southern accent,
“Scarlett, honey, I demand that y’all stop this nonsense this
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minute, you hear me? Put that knife down and let go o’ that
poor girl. That’s jus’ Melanie, sweet little Melanie. She
wouldn’t hurt a fly, honey, and y’all are scarin’ her.”

Maura blinked at him and looked confused. Was it possible
that by falling back on his make-believe role as /Zer father,
rather than Janice’s, he was getting through to her? It was a big
gamble, but in Maura’s precarious mental state, it might just
work.

Ralston pushed the masquerade even further by stepping
closer and extending his hand to her. “Jus’ gimme the knife
now, child, ’fore you hurt yourself. You don’t need to be han-
dlin’ knives. You’re too genteel for that, Scarlett. You’re made
for dancin’ at balls and breakin’ the hearts of all the young
men and livin’ your life here at Tara, blessed Tara. Think
about Tara, m’dear, think about all it means to you. This
place, and the dirt, and the cotton watered with the blood and
sweat of all the O’Haras. You’re home here. You’ll always be
home. Now gimme the knife . ..”

He got too close. Maura let out a strangled cry as the spell
Ralston had woven with his words shattered. She lunged at
him, slashing with the knife. Ralston yelled in pain as the
blade sliced deeply across his outstretched palm.

But to do that Maura had to jerk the knife away from Jan-
ice’s throat, and as soon as she did, Farraday leaped forward
and chopped down at her wrist with the edge of his free hand.
The blow connected solidly and knocked the knife out of
Maura’s grip. As it fell to the floor, Farraday tackled both
young women. They toppled back on the big four-poster bed,
pulling down the sheer drapes that hung around it. Ralston ig-
nored the blood welling from his slashed palm to grab Janice
and yank her free from the struggling Farraday and Maura.

Maura was a wildcat. I thought about trying to give Farra-
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day a hand, but I figured I might get in the way more than |
helped. Anyway, several of the deputies rushed into the room
as Farraday managed to get Maura flipped over on her stomach.
They grabbed her arms, pulled them behind her back, and in
the blink of an eye some of those plastic restraints they use
now instead of handcuffs were looped around her wrists, se-
curing her.

Farraday pushed himself up off the bed and said in a slightly
breathless voice, “Get her out of here.” Then he turned to
Ralston, who had his arms around Janice. “How bad are you
hurt, Mr. Ralston?”

“I don’t know and I don’t care. Just as long as Janice is safe.”

I still didn’t like Ralston very much, and I thought Janice
was a silly little fool for falling for Kelley’s smooth lines and
letting him seduce her into an affair. But at that moment,
watching the burly plantation owner cradle her in his arms as
she sobbed against his chest, my heart went out to them. I was
glad that Janice hadn’t gotten hurt. Maybe she was heartbroken
over Kelley, but that would go away, just like the gash on Ral-
ston’s hand would heal.

Maura had been half led, half carried out of the room by the
deputies. She would be in custody for the foreseeable future.
A couple of the deputies took Ralston and Janice downstairs,
too, at Farraday’s order. The lieutenant told his men to see to
it that Ralston’s wound received medical attention.

T'hat left Farraday and me by ourselves in Janice’s sitting
room. He looked at me and shook his head. “I don’t think I've
ever seen a civilian who manages to stick her nose in where it
doesn’t belong as much as you do, Ms. Dickinson.”

“Heck, Lieutenant,” I said, “I’ll take that as a compliment.
And as much as we’ve been through together tonight, maybe
you ought to call me Delilah.”
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[ wasn’t sure why I said that. [ was still mad at Farraday, too,
but I admired the way he had acted so swiftly and decisively
to save Janice’s life.

I couldn’t forget, though, that he was willing to let the
blame for Steven Kelley’s murder fall on Elliott Riley, and
even though I had considered Riley the leading suspect, I no
longer believed he was guilty. I thought he was probably a
murder victim himself.

Farraday frowned and said, “I don’t think it would be
proper for me to call you by your given name, Ms. Dickinson.
I may not sound like it most of the time, but I’'m a Southern
gentleman myself.”

He didn’t sound like it at all. His accent was about as neu-
tral as it could be. And at times tonight he hadn’t acted like
much of a gentleman, either, although to be fair I supposed
that his job made that difficult.

I changed the subject by saying, “I don’t think Maura Kel-
ley killed her husband, do you?”

Farraday shook his head. “Despite the fact that she threat-
ened Ms. Ralston with a knife ... no, she certainly didn’t
sound like she killed Kelley. Of course, we’ll question her
again, just to make sure, but my gut never did think she was
much of a suspect.”

“And yet your gut doesn’t understand that Elliott Riley
would’ve put that toupee on before he killed himself.”

Farraday’s eyes rolled in their sockets. “Let’s don’t start #at
again. Tell you what. I’'m sure the whole house is awake by
now, and since it’s”—he checked his watch—“only an hour or
so until dawn, why don’t I go ahead and send Mr. Cobb back
to Atlanta to fetch that bus? You and your people can get an
carly start, as soon as he gets back.”
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“Sounds good to me,” I said. “The sooner we all get out of
here, the better, and if I never see another plantation, that’ll
be just fine with me.”

“Sho’ nuff.” He flashed an unexpected grin at me. “See? [
told you I was Southern, too.”
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CHAPTER 24

hen I finally came out of Janice’s suite with Lieutenant

Farraday, I found Luke, Augusta, Amelia, Will Burke,
and Wilson Cobb among the crowd in the third-floor hallway,
waiting for us. The girls threw their arms around me, and then
Luke enveloped us all in a relieved group hug.

Will looked a little like he wanted to get in on that hug, too,
but he hung back with a smile on his face. I reckon he was just
a little too shy to demonstrate how glad he was to see that |
was okay.

After a minute or so the hug broke up, and suddenly every-
body was full of questions.

“Did somebody else get killed?” Luke asked.

“Has the murder been solved?” Amelia asked.

“When can we go home?” Augusta asked.

“Soon,” I said, answering the last question first. “Nobody
else was hurt too bad in there just now, although Mr. Ralston
got a nasty cut on his hand. And yeah, Licutenant Farraday is
in the process of closin’ the case, even as we speak.”

“So who did it?” Luke asked. “Who killed Steven Kelley?”

The words tried to stick in my throat, but I was able to force
them out. “T'he lieutenant thinks Elliott Riley did.”

“Riley?” Augusta said. “That creepy old guy with the toup?”
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“You could be a little more respectful than that, young lady.
The man’s dead.”

“Dead?” The surprised exclamation came in unison from
Augusta, Amelia, Luke, and Mr. Cobb.

But not from Will Burke, since he already knew about Riley’s
so-called “suicide.” He didn’t know I had come to doubt that
Riley actually killed himself, though, because I hadn’t had a
chance to talk about that with him yet. Will might not believe
my theory, either, since he hadn’t known Riley at all, and didn’t
even have the limited acquaintance that I had with the man.

Quite a crowd gathered around me as I explained about
finding Riley’s body earlier. Farraday hadn’t instructed me not
to talk about it, so I figured there was no reason to keep any of
it a secret now. | told them about how the stolen items had
been found hidden in the tool shed in the garden, too, and
how Riley had been identified as a professional thief with a
long criminal record and several phony identities.

“I told you so!” Gerhard Mueller practically crowed when
he heard that. “The man tried to steal my camera while we
were at the museum, just as [ said!”

“Yeah, Mr. Mueller, he probably did,” I said with a weary
sigh.

“There is no ‘probably’ about it, as you Americans say.” He
pounded a fist against his pajama-clad thigh. “There is no
doubt!”

“Sure, whatever you say.”

Mueller sneered, seemingly determined to be as arrogant
and unlikable as possible. “If you ask me, this man Riley got
what was coming to him. I am glad that he is dead.”

His wife finally spoke up, for one of the few times on the
whole tour. “Gerhard!” she scolded. “You should not say such
things.”

“Why not? It is true.”
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Why not? Because if Lieutenant Farraday hadn’t been so
willing to accept the idea of Riley killing himself because he
was guilty of Kelley’s murder, comments like that might make
somebody start wondering whether or not Mueller had some-
thing to do with Riley’s death.

Somebody besides me, that is.

Perry Newton pushed his way to the front of the crowd.
“You said this man Riley killed Steven, Ms. Dickinson?” he
asked.

“That’s what Lieutenant Farraday believes, yes. That’s
why he’s releasing all of us. The investigation into Kelley’s
murder is wrapping up now.”

Perry frowned. “But why would Riley do that? He never
even met Steven until yesterday during the tour. He didn’t
have any motive.”

“Kelley must have found Riley hiding those stolen items in
the shed, and Riley killed him to keep him from telling any-
body about it.” As I repeated the lieutenant’s theory, I knew
that the words had the ring of truth to them. Things could
have happened just that way. They surely could have.

So why was I so reluctant to accept all of it? Just because of
a wig that was on a stand instead of its owner’s head? That was
crazy.

Or was there something else, I suddenly asked myself.
Something I had seen or heard and not fully understood, just
sensed that it was wrong somehow, that everybody, myself in-
cluded, was looking at things from the wrong angle?

Perry Newton had begun to nod as if what he’d heard had
made sense to him, though. He said, “Yeah, it could have hap-
pened like that. Since that guy Riley killed himself, I guess
there’s not much doubt that it really did.”

His girlfriend, Lindsey, had come up beside him. She nod-
ded and muttered agreement, and other people in the crowd
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did, too. Acceptance of Riley’s guilt was beginning to spread,
and I had a feeling there was nothing I could do to stop it, no
matter what I believed.

And it sure as heck wasn’t my job to be the defender of El-
liott Riley’s reputation now that the man was gone. He’d been
a slimy thief, and #ar 1 didn’t doubt at all.

Of course, there was a difference between being a thief and
being a murderer. A big difference.

A feeling of utter weariness swept over me. I hadn’t slept
for nearly twenty-four hours, because excitement and antici-
pation had woken me up early the day before. At the time [
had expected the plantation tour to go just fine and had no
idea that before it was over I'd be dealing with a murder or
two, a bunch of stolen stuft, and a mob of angry clients.

I guess you never really know what to expect when you get
up in the morning, do you?

“What about our valuables?” Mueller asked. “You say that
the police discovered the place where they were hidden?”

I didn’t want to deal with this annoying man anymore, but it
was a legitimate question. I nodded and said, “Yes, they did.”

“When will they be returned to us?”

And that was a good question, one that I didn’t have the an-
swer to. Farraday hadn’t said anything about returning the
stolen items to their rightful owners.

I still had a responsibility to my clients, no matter how worn
out [ was. “I’'m not sure, but I’ll try to find out,” I told them.
“There’s a chance the authorities may have to hold those
items as evidence, so you may not get them back right away.”

"That news brought a fresh wave of angry muttering. I held
up my hands to quiet it and went on, “I’ll check with the lieu-
tenant, and you have my word that I’ll stay on top of this situ-
ation until everybody gets their stuff back and gets what’s
comin’ to ’em.”
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I don’t know why I phrased it exactly that way; wishful
thinking, maybe. I wished I could see to it that everybody got
what was coming to them, including me.

But then, there’s an old Chinese saying: May you get what you
deserve.

It’s a curse for one’s enemies, not a blessing for friends.

The members of the tour group were excited that they
were going to get to leave right after breakfast, or as soon as
Mr. Cobb got back to the plantation with the bus, anyway.
T'he actors who worked here wanted to head for home right
away, but Farraday nixed that, explaining that everyone would
be released at the same time.

“Just so we can keep things straight,” he said.

A few people wandered back to their beds to get another
hour or so of sleep, while others stayed up to get their things
packed. It didn’t matter to me what people did; I was too tired
to care anymore.

M. Cobb hunted me up to have a private word with me before
he left to get the bus. “I just want to thank you, Miz Dickin-
son, for believing in me. When you found out about what hap-
pened all those years ago, you could’ve turned on me and
figured I was guilty of killin’ that fella Kelley, too.”

“I never thought that, Mr. Cobb. And as far as I’'m con-
cerned, what’s past is past. It sounded to me like you had a
good reason for doing what you did . . . some of it, anyway.”

“Yes, ma’am. But if I could change it, I reckon I would. It’s
hard to live with knowin’ that you killed a man, even an ani-
mal like Chantry who didn’t even deserve to be called a man.”

I didn’t know if he would answer me or not, but I risked one
more question. “If you had known about Steven Kelley, about
the kind of man he was . .. if he had made advances to your
granddaughter, say . . . what would you have done?”
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His eyebrows lifted in surprise. “You don’t still think I'm a
suspect, do you?”

“No, of course not,” I said quickly. “And you don’t have to
answer. | was out of line to even ask.”

He smiled, showing that he wasn’t offended. “Can’t blame
a person for bein’ curious, I reckon. If I’4 known about Kelley,
I wouldn’t have killed him. Might’ve taken a swing at him—
not with an iron pipe—but with my fists and that’s about all.”

Luke had said just about the same thing. I believed Mr. Cobb,
just like I believed my son-in-law. Because when I'd heard
about the things Kelley had said to Augusta and Amelia, / felt
like punching him, too. That was a normal, common reaction
when you found out somebody was a sleazy, disgusting son of
a gun like Kelley.

Murder was different. The stakes had to be higher to pro-
voke murder, I thought, at least in most people.

Like preventing exposure as a professional thief? Maybe. It
stood to reason that Riley wouldn’t want to go to jail. If the
only way to prevent that was to kill Kelley, I supposed he
might have done it.

Dad gummit, I thought. I was starting to accept the theory
that Riley was the murderer and had committed suicide be-
cause of it, too. It made too much sense, and I was too tired to
keep on being stubborn.

Go home, I told myself. Go home and forget all about it. ..

“I’d best be headin’ for Atlanta,” Mr. Cobb said, “before
the lieutenant changes his mind about lettin’ me out of here.
I’ll be back in a couple hours or so with the bus.”

“Thanks, Mr. Cobb.” I risked giving him a hug, hoping that
he wouldn’t mind the familiarity. “You go ahead and drop by
your place to check on your little Betsy Blue before getting
the bus. We can wait that long. I’ll see you later.”

He returned the hug briefly, giving me an awkward pat on
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the back, then turned and started down the curving staircase
from the second-floor landing where we’d been talking.

I went back to the room and found that Augusta and Amelia
were awake and talking as they got dressed and packed their
bags. “T'his was a really exciting tour, Aunt Delilah,” Augusta
said. “Are they all going to be like this?”

“Lord, I hope not! Have you forgotten that two people died
here?”

“No,” Augusta said, “but you’ve got to admit that just tour-
ing the plantation and going to a dance would have been more
boring.”

Amelia stared at her. “You’re setting a new standard for cal-
lousness, you know that, don’t you?”

“No, I'm not,” Augusta protested. “I’m just saying what
everybody knows already. Murder is interesting. If it wasn'’t,
there wouldn’t be so many books written about it.”

Maybe she was right, but at that moment, as far as [ was
concerned, murder was just exhausting. I got my clothes and
went in the bathroom to get dressed. I thought I could manage
to keep going until the bus returned to Atlanta and I had seen
all my clients delivered back safely to their hotels.

But after that I was headed home, and when I got there 1
was gonna crash. Boy, was I gonna crash. I thought I might
sleep for a week. Around the clock, at the very least.

When I came out of the bathroom wearing slacks, blouse,
and blazer, the girls were gone, although their bags were still
on the bed. I went looking for them and found them down-
stairs in the big dining room, where people were starting to
congregate even though it would be a while before Ralston’s
kitchen staff had breakfast ready. Augusta and Amelia were
talking to the two college boys who played the Tarleton twins.
E-mail addresses were being exchanged, I suspected.

I didn’t want to interrupt their flirting, so I looked around
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the room. I saw Gerhard Mueller sitting with his wife and
looking sour. I sure didn’t want to talk to him. I wasn’t totally
convinced that Mueller hadn’t had something to do with El-
liott Riley’s death . . . although if that was the case, he’d been
pretty blatant in his satisfaction when he heard about the way
Will and I had discovered Riley’s body. I had to admit that
crowing about it didn’t seem like the reaction of a guilty man,
unless Mueller was really tricky and was trying to throw every-
body off his trail by acting that way. I didn’t believe he was
that cunning. He was just a natural-born jackass.

Perry Newton and Lindsey Hoffman were sitting at one of
the tables with some of the other kids from the college. They
were pretty subdued, and I reminded myself that they had
lost their mentor. Sure, Steven Kelley had been pretty much
of a scumbag where women were concerned, but he had also
been a decent drama teacher, from what I had seen, and he
had gotten all of them acting jobs here on the plantation for
the summer. Most college kids always needed extra money,
and this would be a professional acting credit they could put
on their resumé, too. It couldn’t hurt when they went on audi-
tions in the future.

Edmond Ralston wandered into the dining room. He had fi-
nally changed out of his Thomas Mitchell outfit and now wore
jeans and a polo shirt. A white bandage was wrapped around
his hand where Maura Kelley had cut him.

He spotted me and came toward me. [ summoned up a smile
and asked, “How’s your hand?”

He lifted it and looked at the bandage as if he had forgotten
it was there. “Hurts like the dickens,” he said. “I’ll be going to
the doctor later this morning to get some stitches taken in it.
But I think it’ll heal up nicely in time.”

“I hope so. That was mighty brave of you, trying to get the
knife from Mrs. Kelley like that.”
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Ralston shrugged. “I had to do something. My daughter’s
life was at stake. And I thought Maura might respond if I
acted like Scarlett’s father. Steven was a believer in the
method school of acting, you know. He liked to immerse him-
self in a character, and he demanded that all the other actors
do so as well. That’s the way he taught them in their drama
classes.”

“So you thought that a part of Maura might still be so
wrapped up in playing Scarlett that she would react like Scar-
lett.”

He nodded. “That’s right. It almost worked, too. But at least
Janice is all right. That’s all that really matters to me.”

“Where is she now?”

“Upstairs, sleeping. She has a prescription for sedatives,
and she took one of them. What she needs to do now is rest
and forget all about everything that’s happened.”

I understood that feeling. That was exactly what I wanted
to do. I didn’t think I would need a sedative, though. Sheer
exhaustion was going to take care of the problem for me.

“I’'m going to go out to the kitchen and see how breakfast is
coming along,” Ralston said. He started in that direction and
then paused to look back at me. “I hope all this unpleasant-
ness won’t keep you from bringing some of your tours back
here in the future, Ms. Dickinson.”

“You’re going to continue with the Gone With the Wind re-
creations?”

“Of course. Perry’s already agreed to take over as creative
director on an interim basis, and if he does a good job, I'll
keep him on. He knows all the actors, of course. With a wig
and a mustache, he can even take over as Rhett. .. although
he won’t be as good in the role as Steven was.” Ralston sighed.
“For all his faults, that young man made a really good Rhett
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Butler. Sometimes I thought he believed that he really was
Rhett.”

With that, Ralston lifted his uninjured hand in farewell and
went on to the kitchen. I strolled around the room for a few
more minutes, then finally realized that I was looking for Will
Burke. He’d said that we would exchange contact info this
morning, and I didn’t want to miss him before the bus left.

But I didn’t see him anywhere in the dining room. He was
probably still upstairs. He might even be getting a last-minute
nap before breakfast. I knew which room he was in because
I’d been part of the arrangements with Ralston and Lieu-
tenant Farraday, but I couldn’t bring myself to go up there and
knock on his door. Despite the friendship that had sprung up
quickly between us and a few intimate feelings that had
cropped up here and there, I figured it would be too forward to
go calling on him in his bedroom before dawn.

So I left the dining room instead and wandered down the
hall, looking idly at the antique furniture and the paintings on
the walls. I came to a partially open door, pushed it back fur-
ther, and looked into the big library. It was a beautiful room
with several mahogany tables and chairs, some comfortable
armchairs, and built-in bookshelves on three walls. The other
wall was a sort of Gone With the Wind shrine. It was hung with
framed photographs of scenes from the movie and of the ac-
tors who had played in it, of various editions of the novel, and
of Margaret Mitchell herself.

I went in and walked slowly around the room, looking at
everything. A valuable first-edition copy of the novel, signed
by Mitchell, was safely locked up behind glass, but there were
numerous other editions on the shelves. I ran my fingers over
their bindings, then selected one and carried it to a table and
sat down.

I wasn’t going to read the book, but I felt a certain sense of
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peace steal over me as I sat there slowly turning the pages of
the most popular novel of all time. The wall of photos was be-
hind me, and it seemed almost like Clark Gable, Vivien
Leigh, Olivia de Havilland, Leslie Howard, Thomas Mitchell,
Hattie McDaniel, Butterfly McQueen, and even poor, doomed
George Reeves were looking over my shoulder at the words
that had given birth to the characters they played. All of them
rose up from those pages, figments of one woman’s imagina-
tion, phantoms who had taken on life and become real in the
minds of millions of people.

I looked up suddenly from the book on the table in front of
me, then twisted in the chair to peer up at the photographs on
the wall. Things started coming together in my brain with
dizzying speed, so fast that they took my breath away. Because
of that, it was several moments before I could put into words
some of what was filling my head.

“Son of a gun,” I said. “Ashley Wilkes.”
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CHAPTER 25

19 hat?” Will Burke asked from the doorway.
I was so deep in thought that his voice surprised me

and made me jump a little. I stood up and turned toward him.

As he stepped into the library, Will went on, “I’m sorry,
Delilah. I didn’t mean to scare you. [ was just going past in the
hall and happened to see you sitting in here. I was about to say
hello when you said something about Ashley Wilkes.”

My heart was doing that trip-hammer thing in my head again.
I saw now that I might have misinterpreted something I had
heard earlier. That was understandable, because 1 had been
under a considerable strain at the time, wondering whether or
not Maura Kelley was going to cut Janice Ralston’s throat.

Despite the early hour and the long night that had pre-
ceded it, Will looked good, very professorlike in jeans and a
corduroy jacket, but I was barely aware of that. My head was
still filled with new connections and speculations. He proba-
bly thought I’d completely lost my mind, the way I was staring
and maybe even muttering to myself. ’'m not sure what I said,
if anything. But after a moment he took a card from his shirt
pocket and held it out toward me.

“Here’s my phone number and e-mail at school, and I wrote
my home phone and e-mail on the back.”
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I took the card without really thinking about it and slipped
it into the pocket of my blazer. I did manage to mumble,
“Thanks.”

Will’s eyes narrowed. “I assume you still want to keep in
touch...?”

“Yeah, sure.”

He definitely looked a little hurt by my lack of interest now.
I remember it plain as day, but there was nothing I could do
about it at the time.

“You were going to give me your contact info . ..”

“Yeah, I’ll do that before we leave.” I rushed on, “I've gotta
ask you a question.”

Obviously, he wasn’t so offended that he wasn’t going to an-
swer, because he said, “Sure, go ahead.”

“All the college kids who work here as actors, they were in
Kelley’s classes? Every single one?”

“That’s right. Well, except for Janice Ralston, who just
graduated from high school. But she’s already enrolled and
signed up for Kelley’s freshman class in the fall.” Will shook
his head. “They’ll have to find somebody to replace him.”

“Kelley wouldn’t like that. He was Rhett Butler. He couldn’t
stand to have Ashley Wilkes get the better of him.”

Will frowned. “What are you talking about, Delilah?”

[ didn’t answer. I just said, “I’ve got to go. Got to find some-
body.”

Then I rushed out of the library, leaving Will there staring
after me in confusion.

I headed straight back to the dining room and looked
around, not spotting the people I was looking for. I turned
around, thinking frantically about where else they could be. I
headed for the ballroom, knowing that was a longshot.

Now, of course, it seems obvious even to me that I should
have gone looking for Lieutenant Farraday and told him what

201



Livia J. Washburn

I had figured out in the library. But my brain wasn’t working
along those lines at the time, and besides, Farraday was hung
up on the idea that Riley had killed Steven Kelley.

I knew that wasn’t true. I didn’t have any proof, but I knew
it anyway.

I pushed one of the doors to the ballroom open and saw that
it was dark inside. I was about to turn away when I caught a
glimpse of one of the French doors swinging shut on the other
side of the room. Somebody had just gone out into the garden.
Dawn was less than an hour away, but shadows still covered
everything under the magnolia trees outside.

I’d like to think that my mama didn’t raise any fools, but
she did raise one stubborn, redheaded daughter. I hurried
across the ballroom and slipped out through the same door,
easing it closed behind me without making any noise.

"T'his early in the morning, there was a faint hint of coolness
in the magnolia-scented air. It might have been pleasant if
there had been even a breath of a breeze, but there wasn’t. A
humid stillness hung over the place. Since it was a garden, full
of growing things, it should have seemed like a place full of
life.

Instead I seemed to smell decay and death. The garden had
lost its beauty and was just a murder scene to me now.

The two people I was following must have slipped out here
to make one last check to be sure there was nothing left be-
hind to tie them to Steven Kelley’s murder. Crime scene tape
was still strung up around the place on the path where Kel-
ley’s body had been found, but there were no deputies guard-
ing it. The three of us were alone in the garden.

I guess I wasn’t as stealthy as I thought [ was. Lindsey must
have heard my foot scrape on the gravel or something, be-
cause she whirled halfway around, grabbed Perry’s arm, and
said, “There’s somebody out here.”
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The beam from a small flashlight lanced out and caught me.
“Ms. Dickinson!” Perry exclaimed. “What are you doing out
here?”

I swallowed hard. “Just thought I’d come out for one last bit
of moonlight and magnolias before we leave after a while.” 1
managed to chuckle. “Sorry I interrupted you lovebirds. I'll
let you get back to whatever you were doin’.” I knew it was a
mistake, but I couldn’t resist asking, “Did you two get en-
gaged out here?”

Perry turned the flashlight beam down toward the path so
that it wasn’t in my eyes anymore. As they started to adjust, [
saw him smiling. He said, “T'hat’s right. How did you know
we were going to get married, Ms. Dickinson?”

Before I could answer, Lindsey tightened her grip on
Perry’s arm and said in a horrified voice, “She knows, Perry.
Just look at her. She knows!”

I started backing up. “Yeah, and so does Lieutenant Farra-
day,” I said with a show of bravado. “He’ll be out here in just
a minute with some deputies—"

“That’s a lie,” Perry said. He took a step toward me. “Farra-
day wouldn’t have let you come out here after us by yourself if
he knew anything about this.”

“Get her,” Lindsey urged.

I wondered if she had urged Perry to stick the knife in Kel-
ley’s chest or if Perry had come up with that idea on his own.
Heck, Lindsey might even be the one who had stabbed Kel-
ley. I was pretty sure, though, that it was Perry who had strug-
gled with Elliott Riley, either knocking him out or maybe
even killing him with a blow to the head, then staging things
to make Riley’s death look like suicide.

“It won’t be near as easy to get away with killin” me as it
was with Kelley,” I said as I continued to back away. “You
won’t have a fall guy for this murder who serves himself up to
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you on a silver platter the way Riley did.” The words bubbled
out of my mouth, giving voice to the theory that had begun to
form in the library. The picture was becoming clearer all the
time. “What did he do, tell you to come to his room so you
could talk about the blackmail money you were going to pay
him?”

Perry wasn’t giving up on the idea of talking their way out
of this. He said, “Ms. Dickinson, I don’t have any idea what
you’re going on about. Lindsey and I didn’t hurt anybody, and
we certainly weren’t being blackmailed by that poor Mr. Riley.
He’s the one who killed Steven, remember?”

“He didn’t have near as good a motive as you did. Kelley
was going to ruin everything for you, wasn’t he? He was your
boss, both at the college and here in this show on the planta-
tion. He was gonna fire you from both jobs unless you broke
off your engagement with Lindsey, because he wanted her
back. He’d been involved with her before, but she dumped
him for you, and then when the two of you got engaged, it was
more than Kelley could stand. He always had to win. He’d
been like that since he was a kid. And he sure as heck wasn’t
gonna let Ashley Wilkes take a woman he wanted away from
him.”

Yeah, a lot of it was guesswork, but it jibed with everything
I knew about these people. And it fit with what Maura had
said earlier about her husband. When Steven Kelley had
ranted about not allowing Melanie to marry Ashley Wilkes, he
hadn’t been talking about Janice Ralston at all. He was talking
about “Ashley Wilkes”—Wis teaching assistant, Perry Newton.

That meant the “Melanie” he’d been referring to was
Lindsey, Perry’s girlfriend and—I now knew—fiancée. Sure,
Lindsey didn’t play Melanie, but that hadn’t mattered to Kel-
ley. What was important to him was not letting “Ashley” take
the girl away from “Rhett.” "To Kelley, that was just wrong on
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more than one level. He was the one who was supposed to
steal the ladies from other men, not vice versa.

But in his determination to force Lindsey back into his
arms, he had pushed Perry too far. With Kelley dead, not only
could the two of them go ahead and get married, but Perry
would also take over as creative director of the troupe that
worked on the plantation. His position at the college would be
secure. He might even win some sympathy because the pro-
fessor he worked for had been murdered. Heck, he was even
going to play Rhett Butler!

Yeah, Perry Newton had the starring role in “T’he Revenge
of Ashley Wilkes,” all right.

But now I stood between him and that goal, and he must
have been able to tell from my face that no matter what he
said, I could never be persuaded that I was wrong about him.

So at that moment he leaped forward, breaking into a run
toward me. Lindsey was right behind him.

[ spun around and tried to run, but they were too close. And
too blasted young, to boot. Perry grabbed the collar of my
blazer and slung me to the ground. I rolled over the flagstones
on the path. Lindsey tried to kick me, but I got out of the way
just in time.

I don’t know what they thought they were going to do with
me. Pry up one of those flagstones and beat me to death with
it, maybe. Then they could’ve hidden my body in that shed or
somewhere else and slipped back into the house. When the
bus got here and I didn’t show up, there would be a search for
me, of course, but that would be a whole lot too late to do me
any good. I'd already be dead.

And with some luck, the two of them might get away with
that murder, too.

I wasn’t going to let that happen. Anger mixed with self-
preservation sent me scrambling off the path and into the
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shrubs and flower beds that bordered it. I knew I couldn’t out-
run them to the house, so my only chance was to give them
the slip in the still-dark garden.

They came after me, of course. They couldn’t afford to let
me go now. I could hear them crashing through the brush—
but they could hear me as I tried to get away from them, too. |
darted around a magnolia tree and then pressed my back
against the trunk, standing stock-still in hopes that they would
go on past me. | forced myself to hold my breath so they
wouldn’t hear me gasping for air, but my pulse was thundering
so loud inside my head that it seemed inevitable they would
hear it and know | was there.

“Where the hell did she go?” Perry whispered. He wasn’t
more than ten feet away from me. He had turned the flash-
light off, and I figured he didn’t want to go flashing the beam
around for fear of attracting attention inside the house.

“We have to find her,” Lindsey said. “She’ll ruin every-
thing, and then it’ll all be for nothing.”

Perry was silent for a moment, like he was trying to figure
out what to do next. Finally he said, “All right. She can’t have
gone very far. We’ll split up. If you find her, grab her and hang
on. I'll be right there.”

“We need to hurry. What if she starts screaming?”

As a matter of fact, I had thought about doing just that.
Perry’s answer was the reason I hadn’t.

“If she does, we’ll get to her first and shut her up. Nobody
else knows we’re out here.” He gave a curt laugh. “Who knows,
maybe we could even pretend to find her and start yelling for
help because there’s been another murder.”

The little weasel, I thought. It was high time I stopped
feeling even a little bit sorry for those two. Sure, Kelley had
put them in a bad spot. That didn’t justify anything that they
had done.
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I’d been holding my breath for about as long as I could. I
tried to take a shallow, silent breath, but it still sounded loud
to me. I heard movement in the shrubs nearby, then Lindsey
muttered a curse.

She was almost right on top of me. I could have reached out
and touched her.

Instead I stayed frozen, my back pressed against the tree
trunk. I’'m convinced she would have gone on past without
noticing me, too, if she hadn’t stumbled on a root just then
and put out a hand to brace herself. Instead of leaning against
the tree, her hand went right into my shoulder.

“Perry!” she cried in a low, urgent voice. “She’s here!”

She grabbed at me, trying to tic me up and pin me against
the magnolia. I planted my hands on her chest and shoved
hard, sending her stumbling away from me. She tripped over a
low stone wall covered with honeysuckle and toppled back-
ward.

I broke into a run. I knew that Perry was somewhere close
by and just wanted to get away from him. I didn’t know if I
was going toward the house or deeper into the garden. Fear
and the shadows that still cloaked everything had disoriented
me.

Noises of pursuit came from behind me and made me run
even harder. Suddenly, something loomed up in front of me,
and I just managed to stop before I ran full tilt into a stone
wall that would have knocked me silly. I had reached a small
building of some sort, and even without seeing it before, I was
convinced this was the tool shed where Elliott Riley had hid-
den his loot.

[t was after leaving the shed and starting back to the house
that Riley had come across Steven Kelley and witnessed ei-
ther Perry or Lindsey shoving that knife into Kelley’s chest.
Riley was no murderer, but he was a career criminal who cer-
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tainly wasn’t above attempting a little blackmail. How much
he thought he could collect from a couple of young actors like
Perry and Lindsey was a good question. Unless they came
from wealthy families—which was a possibility, I guess—they
wouldn’t have much money.

Riley had tried to cash in anyway and gotten killed for his
trouble. I wasn’t going to mourn him. Not too much, anyway.

Right now I was more worried about saving my own life. |
felt around to the front of the tool shed. There might be some-
thing inside that I could use as a weapon to fight off the two
people who wanted to kill me, I thought. I found the door. It
was closed and latched, but not locked. As quietly as possible,
[ unfastened the latch and swung the door open.

A few strands of pinkish light had begun to filter down
through the leafy branches above me, signifying the approach
of dawn. But it was still pitch-black inside the shed. I had to
feel my way around. After a minute my fingers brushed
against what felt like the wooden handle of a shovel or a hoe
or something like that. I clutched it and lifted it carefully, then
ran the fingers of one hand along the handle. It was a shovel,
all right. That would go a long way toward evening the odds
for me against Perry and Lindsey, I thought. Even if they had
another knife like the one they had used to kill Steven Kelley,
the shovel was a lot longer. I thought I could keep them at bay
with it while I yelled for help.

That was the plan as I stepped out of the tool shed. Unfor-
tunately, Perry was waiting right outside the door.

I didn’t know he was there until he grabbed the shovel with
one hand, ripping it out of my grasp, and swung the other
against my head in a punch that knocked me to the ground.
Stars seemed to burst in front of my eyes. I knew I had to get
up and that there was no time to waste. But my muscles didn’t
want to work and all I could do was lie there.
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“I'm sorry, Ms. Dickinson,” he said. “I really am. But you
shouldn’t have tried to play detective.”

He didn’t understand. I hadn’t been trying to play detec-
tive. Things had just sort of worked out that way.

But now it was too late to explain. Perry shifted his grip on
the shovel handle and lifted it so that the head was poised
above him, ready to come slashing down and crush my skull.
It was light enough now in the garden for me to see him. [
would be able to see my own death descending on me.

Then flame spurted in the shadows near the tool shed and
the loudest thunderclap I'd ever heard slammed through the
early morning air and Perry went flying backward to land on
the flagstone path in a moaning heap. Lieutenant Farraday
rushed out from under the magnolia trees with his gun in one
hand. He kicked the shovel well out of Perry’s reach, then hol-
stered the service revolver, rolled Perry over, dug a knee into
the small of his back, and slipped the restraints on his wrists.

While Farraday was doing that, Will Burke appeared beside
me and knelt to put his arms around me and help me up. “Are
you all right?” he asked, and when I nodded he pulled me against
him and wrapped his arms around me.

Maybe I was just a little loopy from getting punched in the
head, but him holding me like that felt pretty darned good. A
heck of a lot better than getting my brains beaten out with a
shovel would have, I’ll bet.

Deputies showed up, a couple of them with Lindsey Hoff-
man in tow. Two more lifted Perry to his feet. He was pale and
only half conscious. Blood welled from the bullet wound in his
right shoulder where Farraday had shot him. The lieutenant
told his men to take Perry and Lindsey away, then turned to
me.

“Well, you almost got yourself killed,” he said to me. “Are
you satisfied now?”
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I was still a little out of breath. “You know that. .. Perry
and Lindsey ... killed Kelley and Riley? I don’t know who
did what, but they were in it together . . . I reckon.”

“We’ll sort that out, don’t worry. They’ll probably be testi-
fying against each other before we even get them locked up.
That’s pretty much what I had in mind when I let everybody
think I was blaming Riley for Kelley’s murder.”

“You knew Riley wasn’t guilty?” Will said.

Farraday made a face. “Please. I know a phony suicide
when I see one.” He glared at me. “I was hoping that would
make you stop poking around, though, and lull the real killer
into making a mistake. I realize now the mistake was mine,
thinking that a redheaded bulldog like Ms. Dickinson here
would ever let go once she sunk her teeth into something.”

I started to sputter. “Redheaded bulldog? You’re the bull-
dog, you...you...”

Farraday grinned. “Take it easy, Red. You don’t want to
bust a blood vessel.”

Will tightened his arms around me. “You just made another
mistake, Lieutenant,” he said. “I’ll hang on to her. You’d bet-
ter run while you’ve got the chance.”

I have to admit, I wanted to give Farraday a good piece of
my mind right about then.

But what the heck. I liked the sound of Will Burke hanging
on to me even better.
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€6 Y don’t understand,” Augusta said. “Ashley Wilkes killed
Rhett Butler? That’s just wrong.”

“They weren’t really Ashley and Rhett, Augusta,” Amelia
said. “T'hey were just actors.”

“I #now that! You don’t have to act like I’'m an idiot or some-
thing.”

“Well, I don’t see why you don’t understand. Aunt Delilah
explained everything perfectly clearly.”

I was glad Amelia thought everything was perfectly clear. |
was so tired, I wasn’t really sure of anything anymore, plus I
had a little headache, probably from getting punched.

But at least this time it actually was over. With Mr. Cobb at
the wheel, the bus full of my clients had pulled out of the
plantation driveway past all the 'T'V news trucks and the re-
porters clamoring for exclusive statements. The trip back to
Atlanta had gone off without a hitch and everybody was back
where they were supposed to be, including the girls and Luke
and me. I sat in my office along with Melissa. She had wanted
to know everything that had happened, of course, so I had just
gone through all of it again.

Now she shook her head and said, “I was so worried when 1
heard that there was some sort of trouble at the plantation. [
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couldn’t reach any of you on your cell phones, and I didn’t
know what was going on. I started to drive out there, but then
I thought you might need me to hold down the fort here this
morning.”

“You did exactly the right thing,” I told her. “There was
nothing you could have done to help, anyway.”

“I dunno, Miz D,” Luke said. “We could’ve used a hand
with all our detective work.”

Augusta laughed. “ ‘Our’ detective work? I don’t remember
you doing anything to help Aunt Delilah solve the murders,
Luke.”

“Well ... I would have. I sure wouldn’t have let her go out
there into that garden by herself and nearly get killed.”

T'hat comment sobered the place up real quick. Now that it
was all over, it was easy to get caught up in the solution to the
mystery and forget about how close I had come to dying.

Easy for the rest of them, maybe, I should say. | wasn’t sure
I’d ever forget what it had felt like to lie there on the ground
and watch Perry Newton get ready to kill me.

But it was over and done with now, and I said, “Here’s
something you can do for me, L.uke. You and Melissa take the
girls back to my house, okay?”

“Sure. What are you gonna do, Miz D?”

“I thought I'd just sit here for a while. You know, decom-
press.” As exhausted as [ was, I still wasn’t sure I could sleep.

“Are you sure you’ll be all right, Mom?” Melissa asked.
“You’ve been through a lot, and you’re not as young as you
used to be.”

“I’'m not as old as I'm gonna be, either,” I said, flaring up a
little. “Now go on, all of you. Git, and let me have a little
peace and quiet for a change. Just turn on the answerin’ ma-
chine on your way out.”

They all stood up to leave. Augusta said, “I still want to talk
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to you sometime about getting my belly button pierced, Aunt
Delilah.”

“Augusta!” Amelia, Melissa, and Luke all said at once.

Finally, they were gone and I was alone with my thoughts. |
was still worried about what this mess was going to do to the
reputation of my business, not to mention the possibility of
lawsuits and things like that, but I would deal with all that
when the time came. I pushed all of that out of my mind and
tried to think about the future instead. My hand stole into the
pocket of my blazer and found the card Will Burke had given
me.

If I was still in the business of setting up literary-oriented
tours when all the hoopla from this one blew over, I would
definitely need to call Will and get his advice. I was already
thinking about other Southern authors. There were plenty of
’em: Tennessee Williams, William Faulkner, Harper Lee, Tru-
man Capote, even old Mark Twain himself. We just might be
on to something here, I thought.

I went to sleep right there in my office chair, with Will
Burke’s card still in my hand and a smile on my face.
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Gone With the Wind Tours

Experience the legendary land of Gone With the Wind:

e Margaret Mitchell House & Museum, birthplace of Gone
With the Wind, where Margaret Mitchell penned the world’s
best-selling novel

e Lunch at Mary Mac’s Tea Room, authentic Southern
hospitality and cuisine

And in nearby Clayton County:
e Stately Oaks Plantation, antebellum plantation home

Margaret Mitchell House & Museum
990 Peachtree Street

Atlanta, Georgia 30309

404-249-7015

The Visitors Center, located next to the house on the corner of
Peachtree Street and Peachtree Place, includes the ticket
counter, a small theater, and a visual arts exhibit gallery. Ex-
clusive photographs and exhibits tell the story of Margaret
Mitchell before, during, and after Gone With the Wind made her
a household name. The tour starts in the Visitors Center with
“Before Scarlett: The Writings of Margaret Mitchell” and con-
tinues into the house, through her apartment where she wrote
Gone With the Wind, and finally to the Gone With the Wind Movie
Museum, which includes objects such as the legendary door-
way to Tara from the movie set. The museum shop offers
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unique gifts, souvenirs, and Gone With The Wind collectibles
and memorabilia.

Margaret Mitchell and her husband, John Marsh, moved
into the house in 1925, when the building was known as the
Crescent Apartments. Apartment #1 is the only interior space
of the restored house that is preserved as an apartment. Archi-
tectural features include the famous leaded glass window out
of which Margaret looked while writing the book, and tile in
the foyer of her apartment. All furnishings are of the period.

Moving on to the Gone With the Wind Movie Museum, attrac-
tions include the front door of the Tara Plantation house and the
portrait of Scarlett from the Butler house, both taken from the
actual movie sets. The portrait still bears a liquor stain from a
drink Clark Gable’s Rhett Butler threw at it. Other original
materials on display include storyboards from the film studio’s
art department created to choreograph movie scenes, and cos-
tume sketches by Walter Plunkett. The exhibition also features
Margaret Mitchell’s original correspondence from 1938 and 1939,
discussing her hopes that the novel over which she had labored
so long would be portrayed accurately in the film version.

Mary Mac’s Tea Room

Not far from the Margaret Mitchell House, Mary Mac’s Tea
Room opened in 1945. Over the years a series of hard-working
proprietors developed it into one of the South’s best-known
restaurants with a great tradition of Southern cuisine and hos-
pitality. Still in the same place it has always been, the Tea
Room offers a menu that remains very similar to what it was
when the restaurant was founded all those years ago.

Plantation Tours—While Tara Plantation in this novel is fic-
tional, there are many plantations to visit like Stately Oaks.
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Experience history and genuine Southern hospitality when
you visit the historic 1839 Greek Revival Antebellum planta-
tion home, Stately Oaks. Stately Oaks is a beautifully restored
home with the original log kitchen and other historic outbuild-
ings located in Jonesboro, Georgia. Nineteenth-century, au-
thentically costumed docents provide guided tours depicting
the rural South during the mid-1800s. Recapture the past with
a visit to Stately Oaks!

For more information about Gone With The Wind and for
tour information check out the website http://www.gwtw.org.
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