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Jingle Bones

A thick ribbon of pink lazed in the sky as the sun edged toward the horizon, casting the bare cotton fields in a warm light. The third week of December hit Sunflower County, Mississippi, with a whammy of freezing temperatures. My fingers were so cold, I fumbled with the loppers as I wrestled with the cedar tree. I only needed a few more branches.

Reveler stamped his hoof with impatience, his snort condensing in the cold air, as I worked. The delicious smell of fresh cedar wafted up to me and I stuffed the limber branches into the large cloth sack I’d found in the barn.

Christmas was just around the corner. I’d make garlands when I got back to Dahlia House. I’d bind the cedar branches together and twist them with colored lights and popcorn-cranberry strings to decorate the balustrades on the front porch and the stair rail inside. My mother had done this every Christmas for the first twelve years of my life. It was the opening salvo of the holiday madness that I loved beyond measure.

I’d hang the garlands while my fruitcakes baked. Definitely fruitcakes. And cornbread stuffing. And sweet potato fluff. And pumpkin pies. And green bean casserole, and Brussels sprouts with chestnuts, and dirty rice with sausage, and—I had to go to the Pig to pick up the groceries I needed just to get started on the feast.

So much to do to prepare for the first annual Dahlia House Christmas Eve fete. I had begun a new tradition.

When I survived The Black and Orange Ball in New Orleans this past Halloween, I made a vow. I would not allow my breakup with Graf Milieu to ruin the holiday season. I had much to celebrate. First and foremost, Cece Dee Falcon, my most stalwart friend, who had endured pain beyond measure to be the person she was born to be, had fallen in love. And Jaytee, a hot and rocking harmonica player for a terrific blues band, was a guy that I thought matched my friend perfectly. On this Christmas, Cece would have a special friend to kiss under the mistletoe. My Christmas wish for her was that she’d never again be alone for a holiday season.

With a last clack of the loppers, I finally had enough cedar for the garlands. I mounted Reveler and headed back across the fields to Dahlia House, the sack of boughs bouncing behind me.

The sky burned peachy gold, and clouds of fuchsia climbed high. A windrow of trees stood silhouetted against the magnificent sky, and a gentle breeze rattled the dying leaves, reminding me of the rustle of widow’s weeds. As I cleared a small creek and the land opened up to reveal the big white house on a slight rise, I slowed Reveler and took in the vista I loved so much. The fields were bare—the cotton all picked, pressed into round bales, and loaded onto flatbeds for transport. White tufts, like lost snowflakes, had scattered around the edges of the fields. Next spring, they’d be plowed under and the new crop planted. The cycle of life: planting, growth, harvest, and rest. Christmas brought family and the fallow period of winter. While I loved the holidays, it was also the time I missed my family more than ever.

The sycamore trees that lined the driveway were bare, their pale branches dancing lazily in an erratic December breeze. Reveler’s mane lifted on the wind and he stamped a foot, eager for a hot mash, and the company of Miss Scrapiron and Lucifer. Reveler loved me, but he loved his herd, too, and I had kept him busy all afternoon.

I whistled up Sweetie Pie, who’d taken off down the branch. For a dog who hated a bath, she didn’t mind running through the icy water of a creek in pursuit of some delicious smell. There would be plenty of tantalizing aromas coming from the Dahlia House kitchen in the next few days. Millie Roberts, the best cook in the county, had offered to help me prepare our Christmas Eve feast.

As I drew close to the house, I caught sight of a black sedan traveling fast down the driveway. Something sleek and expensive, like a Jaguar. Who the heck was coming to visit me? When I finally recognized the driver, I was more than a bit surprised.

I met Theodora Prince at the front of the house. As I jumped from the saddle, I couldn’t wait to hear why she had called. As far as I knew, Theodora was of the mindset that I was headed straight to hell. Merely being in my presence put her squeaky clean little soul at risk.

“Sarah Booth,” she said, getting out of the car. Theodora was a beautiful woman, but somewhere along the line she had decided that dressing to emphasize her looks insulted the man upstairs. Her long black hair was pulled into a ponytail so tight it lifted her eyebrows almost to her hairline. If the rubber band popped, her face might shoot to Texas.

“Theodora, what can I do for you?” We’d gone to high school together, and when I left for Ole Miss, Theodora had gone to a place that trained women to be good wives and mothers. She had certainly gone forth and multiplied, with six kids to her credit. Her husband, Perry Prince, was the minister of the Final Harvest Church, a place I’d never visited. The name, so Stephen Kingish, was enough to keep me away. Another reason I was destined to burn in the fiery lake.

“I’m desperate or I wouldn’t come to you.”

No news there. “So what can I help you with?”

“It’s the Christmas pageant. There are forces at work to make a mockery of it. I want you to stop them.”

I wasn’t sure I’d heard correctly, so I slowed down the conversation. “We’re talking about a Christmas pageant with the birth of baby Jesus, where all the Wise Men wear bathrobes and mumble their lines?”

“Exactly. Under my direction, Final Harvest’s pageant will be the best in the state. We have real farm animals, and this year we’ve rented a llama.” She was triumphant. “A camel is just too big, but the llama works perfectly and lends a real Bethlehem aura to the pageant. The other churches will be envious.”

The only thing I knew about llamas was that they could spit a really long distance. And it was stinky, slimy spit. I side stepped her envious comment. “What can I do?”

“Marjorie Rush is determined that her children participate in the pageant this year. Those children are heathens. They’re too old and completely out of control. Heck, they may be cannibals for all I know.”

Okay. Cannibals. I hadn’t expected that. “So what is it you think I can do? You’re the pageant director. Kick them out.”

“I can’t. Not without cause. My husband won’t allow it. I want you to investigate the Rush family. Last year, someone stole the baby Jesus from the crèche, and I know it was those Rush hellions. If I can prove they did it, I can ban them from the pageant. It’s my only hope. Perry says it’s unchristian to prevent children from participating in the birth story of baby Jesus.”

“This sounds like something you should take up with your husband.”

Theodora looked at me like I’d grown two heads. “The Rushes are the biggest tithers in the church. Perry is naïve. He has no idea what those two little bas … boys can do. Last year, one of them had a whoopee cushion and every time the Angel of the Lord tried to speak, the little monster made this horrific farting sound. It tore up the whole pageant. Mary started crying and the angel got so frustrated she cursed in the church!”

I patted Reveler’s shoulder to keep from laughing. When the spasm passed, I said, “Theodora, don’t you think hiring a private investigator is a little extreme? They’re kids. It’s one night. Wouldn’t you really prefer to just dig in and get through it?”

“Those children are possessed. They’ll ruin everything and their half-wit parents won’t lift a finger to stop it.” She leaned forward. “They’re downright gleeful about the mayhem those kids generate. Marjorie and her absentee husband think concocting mischief shows intelligence. That’s what I’m up against. Now will you take the case or not?”

“I’m not sure I can prove they stole a baby doll from the Christmas crèche a full twelve months ago. I’m afraid it would be wasting your money.”

“You take the case and let me worry about my money.” She pulled a roll of greenbacks held by a rubber band from her purse and tossed them at me. “Just don’t tell Perry what I’m doing. He says the church is the best place for those kids. He believes he can work some godly influence on those unevolved monkeys.” She clapped a hand over her mouth. “I say Hell is where they need to be. Not in the middle of my pageant. Thanks for your help, Sarah Booth. Maybe this will be a mark in your favor when the day of judgment is upon you. Based on your church attendance, you’re going to need all the help you can get.”

She sped off in her expensive car and I was left holding a wad of money big enough to choke my horse. Okay, then, my Christmas gala was in the black, and I was on the trail of a missing baby doll. From twelve months before. This might be the first case I couldn’t solve.

*   *   *

Once Reveler was untacked, groomed, and all three horses slurping a hot bran mash, I started across the lawn to the house. The last sliver of the sun sank beneath the horizon, and Dahlia House beckoned with warmth and light as the blue hour settled over me. Clear as a bell, I heard a sultry voice belting out, “Merry Christmas, baby, I heard you was doin’ fine.”

I recognized a version of the Hop Wilson song that turned me inside out. Jitty, the resident haint of Dahlia House, was singing the blues. But who was that on harmonica? Jitty was free to invite whomever she wished to visit, but mostly the dead weren’t all that eager to socialize with me. Jitty was the exception, sent by my dead parents to watch over me—and boss me as much as possible.

When I opened the front door, I halted in my tracks. Cece and her boyfriend Jaytee were stringing popcorn and cranberries and singing away. “Wow, Cece, you can belt that song.” My friend never ceased to amaze me.

“Jaytee and I thought we’d perform at your Christmas bash. If you want us to.”

“I would love it.” Jaytee played with Bad to the Bone, Scott Hampton’s house band at the blues club located at the crossroads. “Have you seen Tinkie?”

“She’s in the office.” Cece waved me toward another wing of the house where Delaney Detective Agency had desks, files, phones, computers, and the many things necessary to man a small office.

“Thanks. Carry on with the rehearsal, please.” I left them to it and sauntered forward to share the new case with my partner. Tinkie wouldn’t be thrilled, but she was pragmatic enough to know cash in the hand was a great incentive.

I was halfway to the office when I heard, “Pssssst!”

Jitty, in the cutest elf suit I’d ever seen, accosted me. She was the only person I knew who could make green fishnet hose look sexy. “Already dressed for the holidays?” I teased her.

“This house is so full of your friends I can’t find a minute to tell you somethin’.”

“Just think how it would be if I had children.” Jitty was forever gigging me to get married and spawn. She wanted an heir to haunt and so far, I was the last of the Delaneys.

“If it was my young’uns, it wouldn’t bother me a lick.”

What was mine was Jitty’s and what was Jitty’s was Jitty’s. Waste of breath to point that out. “What do you have to tell me?”

“Don’t tie yourself up with Theodora Prince. That woman’s got a bad Christmas mojo.”

“Very helpful, Jitty. You should have flown across the porch and scared her away before she assaulted me with this big chunk o’ change that is going to keep me in cranberries and Jack Daniel’s.”

“She’s messed up in the head, Sarah Booth. Your mama once quit the PTA because of Theodora whining about the dress lengths of the teenage girls. It was a regular Harper Valley moment.”

Jitty referred to an older country song by Jeannie C. Riley where a local mother goes off on the hypocrites in a small town. My mom was known to be a firebrand when it came to injustice, hypocrisy, or cruelty. “Okay, she’s an unpleasant woman.” I pulled out the cash and flashed it at Jitty. “But this will keep the lights on at Dahlia House. And it’s an easy case that doesn’t involve murder or guns or death.”

“What does it involve?” Jitty’s grin told me she already knew.

“Finding the person who stole the baby Jesus from the crèche at Final Harvest Church last year.”

“Your case is a missing doll?”

I refused to dignify her sarcasm with an answer. “It’s a case. It’s a diversion for me.” I shooed her away. “Take a powder. I have work to do.”

In front of my very eyes, she vanished. And Tinkie Bellcase Richmond, my partner, yahooed to me. “Sarah Booth, who are you talking to?”

“Myself,” I answered. “Some days I need to have an intelligent conversation.”

Tinkie came down the hallway, her high heels tapping. She was only five-two, and she could run faster in five-inch stilettos than I could in my PF Flyers. Tinkie was a woman of many talents and excellent taste in accessories. Today she wore umber corduroy slacks, a forest green sweater, and a scarf of fall colors. Even her tawny hair matched, as did her wonderful little dog, Chablis.

The Yorkie launched herself full tilt, trusting that I would catch her in my arms. Of course, I did. Chablis and I had a long history of learning to trust each other. The chatter brought Sweetie Pie, my hound, out of the kitchen, and Pluto, my huge black cat, from his nap on the horsehair sofa in the front parlor.

Tinkie put her hands on her hips. “One day, Sarah Booth, you’ll quit lying to me about the phantom you chitchat with.”

A change of subject was overdue. “We have a new client. Theodora Prince.” Instead of waiting for her to pick up her jaw and ask, I filled her in on our case.

“We are actually going to track down that ratty doll that was in the crèche last year? Did you see it? It looked like an escapee from a doll mental institution. Someone had pulled most of the hair out of its ugly little head and one glassy blue eye was cockeyed. I ask again, did you see that repugnant thing?”

I had to tread lightly. Tinkie was righteously upset. “Can’t say that I did. Doesn’t matter. We’ve been hired to find the people or persons who stole it. What desperate momma is rocking that little ugly doll?”

“Stop it! You are mocking me.”

“Only a little.” I couldn’t stop the grin as I pulled out the money. “Paid in advance. The only answer she’ll be happy with is the Rush boys. And they are a handful.”

“Theodora doesn’t part with money easily.” She rolled her eyes. “Did I mention that she’d squeeze a penny until old Abe yelled? This must be really important to her.”

“This is”— I counted through the bills—“five grand. Now where does a church lady come up with that kind of cash? To find a baby-doll thief?”

“Make sure it isn’t counterfeit.”

“Let’s go pay a visit to the Rush family.” The Case of the Baby-doll Thief was growing on me.

“I’m staying in the car,” Tinkie warned. “This could wait until tomorrow, you know. Cece and Jaytee are decorating your parlor.”

“I brought a sack of cedar boughs to them. They’re making popcorn-and-cranberry strings. They’re happy as pigs in mud. They have liquor and that wonderful chicken salad Millie made. And they have each other.”

“I should have a drink before we go. You do know the Rush family, don’t you? Remember the year those boys set the Santa float on fire? The boys said if he came down the chimney he should be fire retardant. Or the time they stole Mayor Havard’s brand-new Dodge Ram dually and drove it into the Sunflower River? To see if it would float. They were only eight years old and knew how to drive.”

The Rush boys were notorious. The family had plenty of money and therefore the kids had never been punished for their misconduct. With each year, their pranks escalated. Now the boys were in fifth grade. I doubted their mother could control them even if she’d had a belated motherly instinct to instill some self-discipline.

Tinkie tossed me the keys to her Cadillac. “You drive. I intend to drink. Heavily.”

She picked up a bottle of Stoli, a jar of olives, and the ice bucket on her way out the door.

Who was I to argue with Tinkie Bellcase Richmond, queen bee socialite of Zinnia, Mississippi.

*   *   *

The soft December night spangled stars across the sky. A waxing moon illuminated the white shell drive as the car crunched toward the road, “Joy to the World” playing softly on the radio. Sweetie Pie and Chablis were in the backseat. They loved the cold. The night beyond the headlights of the car was a rich black. Not a streetlight or any other form of human habitation polluted the perfection.

Tinkie mixed a martini or, more accurately, straight vodka on the rocks with olives, and kicked back in the passenger seat. “You know those boys will never give up the baby doll.” She swigged her drink. “I can’t think what they may have done with it. Remember when they stole Frances Roberts’s lacy bra-and-panty sets and ran them up the flagpole at the high school? That was her first year teaching. It almost broke her spirit, and those naughty high schoolers wolf whistled at her the rest of the year.”

“We don’t want that wretched baby doll back. We want a confession so Theodora can boost them from the Christmas pageant.”

“They came out of the womb wicked and cunning. And good luck with a confession. Those boys are professional criminals. They’ll never own up to anything.”

She was probably right, but we’d taken the case and now we had to try.

The Rush family lived in a high-end subdivision that had once been a beautiful pecan orchard. Mr. Rush, the developer, had bulldozed every single tree. That told me a lot about family sensibilities. The house had to be eight thousand square feet, and when we pulled up in the driveway, a young boy watched us from an upstairs window. He had red hair and the wily eyes of a fox. Maybe it was a good thing Tinkie preferred to watch the car.

The doorbell chimed and the heavy door opened quietly. Marjorie Rush looked annoyed. Her beautiful red hair offset a rare alabaster complexion. She came from money and she’d married more.

“Sarah Booth, what brings you here?” she drawled. “Collecting for world peace or some other pie-in-the-sky scheme?”

We’d gone to high school together but never traveled in the same clique. Marjorie had been head majorette, leader of the jazz dance team, Miss Sunflower County High beauty queen, and president of at least six school organizations. At Ole Miss, she zoomed straight to the top of Delta Delta Delta sorority and was the Sweetheart of Sigma Chi four years in a row.

“I’m in the middle of something important. What do you want?” She inched the door nearly shut.

“I need to talk to Heathcliff and Lord Darcy.” Not Darcy. Lord Darcy. I patted myself on the back for saying the names without laughing.

“About what?”

“The Final Harvest crèche.”

“They had nothing to do with the theft of the baby Jesus.”

Defensive, some? “Could I speak with the boys?”

“Do you have a warrant?”

“Marjorie, I’m a private investigator. I don’t use search warrants. I just want to ask them what they know, if anything.”

She put a hand on the edge of the door, opening it a little wider, and cocked a hip. “Why my boys?”

“They’re boys. This was a prank. They may know something about who did it.”

“Hogwash.” She turned from the door and screamed, “Heathcliff, Lord Darcy, get down here.”

I considered the possibility that if someone had given me such ridiculous names, I might have become a serial killer. The boys tumbled down the stairs, punching and trying to trip each other. The fact that neither of them was a paraplegic or dead testified to their toughness. At the bottom of the stairs, Heathcliff, a handsome boy with black hair and dark eyes, stuck a foot into Lord Darcy’s legs and they both tumbled and rolled to a halt at the door.

“Boys, Miss Delaney wants to ask you some questions. Watch her. Her fiancé dumped her for a blonde and she may be a bit on the snarky side. Be courteous unless she acts rude first.”

Ignoring Marjorie was the best route open to me, for the moment. When this case was done, I’d drive to New Orleans and see about buying a voodoo curse. “Boys, do you know anything about the theft of a baby doll from the Final Harvest crèche last year?”

“Us?” Heathcliff, the older by three minutes, looked suitably shocked at such a suggestion. “Why would we take a doll?”

“We’re not into playing house,” Lord Darcy said. “Dolls are for sissies. Why do you even care?”

“I don’t. But someone does, and I’ve been hired to find out who did it. Ever hear any talk at school about the prank?”

“Everyone was shocked. Downright appalled.” Lord Darcy could barely contain his amusement. “I mean, who would want that scabby-looking doll.” He crossed his eyes in imitation of the doll’s disfigurement.

The boys knew exactly what had happened to the doll, and they were so full of themselves they didn’t even try to hide it.

“My boys wouldn’t touch a doll,” Marjorie insisted. “Now why don’t you jump in your car and drive on out of here. Oh, and you can tell Theodora that she’s not going to put my boys out of the pageant no matter what she tries. Now beat it.”

I was more than happy to oblige. There was nothing else I could accomplish—I had warned Theodora that it was futile to take this on—and I wanted a drink and the rousing company of my friends. We had garlands to make and fruitcakes to bake.

*   *   *

I awoke to the sound of “Jingle Bell Rock,” and I had to admit, Jitty sounded exactly like Brenda Lee. Before I realized it, my toes were tapping. Joining in on the chorus, I jumped out of bed and hurried down to the kitchen to make coffee. The smell of cedar filled Dahlia House, and a million wonderful memories of childhood teased me. If I closed my eyes, I could visualize my parents decorating a tall cedar tree in the parlor, singing and laughing. They had made each holiday special and fun.

This day wasn’t earmarked for old memories, though. It was time to make new ones. As I sipped my coffee I chopped pecans for bourbon balls, divinity, date loaf, and other Christmas goodies. I was going to bake the day away.

“Jitty?” I called out for my haint. I wanted to sing “Rocking Around the Christmas Tree,” but I needed Jitty’s excellent vocal chords. I was a little on the froggy side.

“Jitty?”

Wherever she’d gone, she wasn’t answering my summons to a singathon. It was just like her to be ornery and bossy. No matter, I could sing on my own.

When the phone rang, I was surprised to see Coleman Peters, the sheriff of Sunflower County, on caller I.D. “Happy holidays,” I greeted him.

“Sarah Booth, DeWayne and I are out on the road. Your horses are on the right of way and I’m not having a lot of luck catching them.”

“My horses?” My gates were securely locked. How had they gotten out? But technicalities didn’t matter. “I’m on the way.”

I pulled a coat and boots on over my flannel Betty Boop pj’s and headed to the barn. With halters, ropes, and a bucket of feed, Sweetie Pie and I tore down the driveway in my car and immediately saw two patrol cars, lights flashing, blocking traffic while Reveler, Miss Scrapiron, and Lucifer leaped back and forth over the ditch, toying with Coleman and his deputy, DeWayne Dattilo.

One rattle of the feed bucket—and a little help from my herding hound—and I had all three horses haltered and in hand. “I don’t know how they got out of the pasture, but I’ll sure find out.”

“It won’t take much sleuthing.” Coleman pointed to the wooden fence where several sections had been knocked down. “That was done deliberately, Sarah Booth. Someone turned your horses out on the road.”

Once the angry knot in my throat passed, I could talk. “It’s the Rush boys. I went over there yesterday to question them about the stolen baby doll from the church crèche last year. This is retaliation.”

“Those boys belong in a juvenile offender facility. The problem is their mama has bought them out of all the trouble they get into. They have no respect for anyone, least of all her.”

“They’re going to learn some hard lessons.” It was one thing to mess with me, but endangering my animals was something else entirely.

“Remember, they have no appreciation for consequences. That makes them very dangerous.” Coleman pushed his hat back. “I’ll do what I can to prove they did this, but”—he shook his head—“without an eyewitness or physical evidence, I can’t charge them.”

“I’ll take care of it.”

“Be careful, Sarah Booth. They’re juveniles, and their mother defends everything they do.” He put a hand on my shoulder. “We need to find some time to talk over the holidays.”

Coleman’s determined look gave me pause. “About what?”

“There’s unresolved business between us, Sarah Booth. I respected your choice with Graf, but everything is changed. This is fair warning that I intend to press my case.” He gave my shoulder a little squeeze to back up his words. “Now what can I bring to the dinner party?”

A fire extinguisher? He’d actually flustered me. “Just yourself. Millie is helping me cook, and everyone is helping me decorate. It’s a collaborative effort.”

“Looking forward to it. Friday at eleven, after the pageant. I still can’t believe you talked everyone into attending the Final Harvest Christmas pageant.”

“I think it’ll be the event of the year.”

“I’ll drive your car home if you want to walk the horses.”

“Thanks, Coleman.” My heart did a little flutter when he leaned down to kiss my cheek.

“Love the pajamas,” he whispered, his breath warm against my neck. “Betty was always the sexiest cartoon around. And even with your hair standing out at all angles, dough on the point of your chin, and mismatched boots, you are one sexy Christmas delight.”

*   *   *

Candy and cookies could wait. Coleman’s teasing whisper had ignited a fire under me and I needed action, not baking. I would call Tinkie and we’d employ the divide-and-conquer tactic. She bird-dogged Heathcliff while I shadowed Lord Darcy. The hellion was obviously out for a little Christmas shopping, and I had no choice but to discreetly follow along.

Forty minutes later, I had Lord Darcy cornered in a dressing room at the Casual Corner, a boutique that catered to wealthy socialites and their men. I’d caught the foxy little boy red-handed, shoplifting a jade necklace. I had my phone with the video footage to prove it. After I’d forced him to return the necklace to the display, we’d ducked into a dressing room for privacy.

“So what?” he bluffed. “I didn’t actually steal it.”

“Because I made you put it back. This is a serious crime. That necklace was worth a couple thousand dollars, which translates into grand larceny. You’ll do time for this.”

“Mom will buy any jury. She’ll get me out of it.”

“Do you know Judge Bingham?” I could see he did. “She’ll hear the case. Not a jury. I seem to recall that you and Heathcliff slashed her car tires as a prank.”

“What do you want?” He was nobody’s fool. I had him by the short hairs and he knew it. Negotiation was the smart alternative.

“I want to know where the crèche doll is, and I want you and Heathcliff to withdraw from the Christmas pageant.”

He frowned as he calculated his best option. “The doll is nailed to the wall in our tree house. And okay, we don’t want to be in the stupid pageant anyway. Mom made us. She hates Theodora.” I dialed Theodora and handed him my phone. “Heathcliff and I withdraw from your stupid pageant.” He disconnected and handed the phone back to me.

“You’re smarter than you look, Lord Darcy.”

“Bite me.”

I didn’t care that he was totally unrepentant. My case was solved with only three hours of work, the hour it would take to recover the doll and write a report. It was time to celebrate.

*   *   *

“I’m dreaming of a white Christmas.…” I sang the words with all my heart, even though my friends looked on with amusement. “I love Christmas songs,” I said for the hundredth time. “I wish I could sing.”

“And oh, lord, so do we,” Harold said, causing everyone to laugh. We sipped the nutmegy eggnog in the parlor—Tinkie and Oscar, Cece and Jaytee, Millie, Harold, and me. The house twinkled with lights and candles, and fresh cedar spiced the air. A number of wrapped gifts had magically appeared under the tree, thanks to my friends. Even the cat was in the mood. Pluto found a jingle bell bow and batted it around the floor while Sweetie and Chablis chewed the bones Millie had brought from her café.

We’d gathered at Dahlia House for a pre-pageant toast. The llama had been the draw when I’d convinced my friends we had to see the Final Harvest pageant. Then we’d return to Dahlia House for a midnight dinner. I missed my former fiancé, Graf Milieu. And I missed blues wunderkind Scott Hampton, who was away on business. Coleman and DeWayne would join us for dinner, but they’d gone to help supervise parking at the church. Showtime at the church was two hours away, so I poured another round of eggnog and went to put the pitcher in the refrigerator.

The sound of jingle bells came to me and I turned around. Jitty, all decked out in a red velvet mini-frock with a white collar and cuffs, sashayed toward me. “Girl, I have to hand it to you, you did an excellent job. Your mama couldn’t have done any better.”

I would have put my hand on her forehead to check for a fever, but it would go right through her. She seldom complimented me. “Are you sick?”

“Sick with pleasure at seein’ you surrounded by friends.” She sighed.

“What’s wrong?”

“Your time here is a short road, Sarah Booth. It is for all of us. If I could make every day just like this one, I would do it.”

“You make every day better, that’s for sure.” Normally we sniped at each other, but Christmas was a time to tell those you loved your deepest feelings.

“Lord, the Christmas spirit has jumped on both of us.”

“You won’t ever leave me, will you?” The thought of Jitty moving on was too much to bear.

“I’ll be here as long as you need me. Count on it. But don’t count on me being so nice.” With a laugh and a little jiggle of the bells on her shoes, she was gone.

The kitchen door opened and Cece entered. “You need some help?”

“Thanks to my friends, I have help whenever I need it.” I hugged her impulsively. “I’m so happy for you. I really like Jaytee.”

The doorbell rang and Cece took over the eggnog service while I answered it. Maybe it would be carolers! The perfect thing!

Perry Price, dapper as ever, stood at the door. “Is Sheriff Peters here? I was told I could find him here. Theodora is missing. I felt I should report it.”

“Isn’t she at the church?” I asked.

“No. And the pageant starts in two hours. I fear she’s been abducted. There was a note.”

The lined notebook paper he pushed at me sent up a red alert. Cancel the pageant or Mrs. Prince dies. The handwriting was youthful. “The Rush boys?”

Perry nodded. “I believe so.”

“Come in. I’ll call Coleman.” Calling in the law qualified as smart. I doubted Theodora was in serious trouble from two pint-size gangsters, but the Rush boys were also smart and didn’t care about consequences.

As soon as the law officers arrived, Perry handed Coleman the ransom note. I watched him struggle not to laugh. I, too, had to turn away until Tinkie kicked me in the ankle bone hard enough to straighten me up.

“When was the last time you saw Theodora?” I asked.

“About an hour ago. She was going out to Jackson Farm to supervise the transport of the farm animals. Mr. Jackson said she never arrived.”

Somewhere between the church and the farm, which was about twenty minutes away, the Rush boys had waylaid the pageant director. How did two preteen boys mastermind a kidnapping? Especially of someone like Theodora, who could peel the bark off a cedar tree with one glare.

“Sarah Booth, could you head out to Jackson Farm and see what you can learn?” Coleman asked. “DeWayne and I will talk to Marjorie Rush.”

“Better take a warrant. Marjorie isn’t cooperative.”

“Theodora can’t be far, Perry.” Tinkie was all consoling kindness. “We’ll find her.”

Perry cleared his throat and looked down at his shoes. “Uh, maybe it would be best if you didn’t.”

Coleman’s eyes widened. “You don’t want me to search for her?”

“If I don’t search for her and something terrible happens, will I be criminally liable?”

Tinkie and I held our breath, waiting for the sheriff’s answer. “Not as long as you weren’t involved in the abduction. No one can make you search for a missing spouse.”

“You don’t want to find your wife?” Tinkie asked.

It was my turn to kick her ankle.

Perry held her gaze. “I don’t. I don’t want anything bad to happen to her, but I really don’t want her to be found and returned to me. She’s a good woman, but she wields her goodness like a club. Nobody can live up to her expectations. She only sees the flaws in others. Maybe I’m ready for a little bit of badness in my life. I’d like to try a bite of the apple before I die.”

From the dining room the clear sound of a bell ringing echoed through the house. Pluto and his jingle-bow had interjected himself into the case. The bell rang again.

“An angel just got his wings,” Tinkie said.

“Holy Christmas,” I whispered. “And I thought we had made some easy money for once.”

*   *   *

Jackson Farm was a well-manicured petting and teaching facility. The animals were tame and friendly, and I had great memories of grammar school field trips. The same couple, Vannessia and Huey Jackson, still ran the facility.

“Have you seen Theodora Prince?” Tinkie asked Vannessia after we’d gotten out of the Roadster. I’d chosen to take my car. Both dogs and Pluto sat primly in the backseat. The animals loved it, but Tinkie was right—the convertible was a lot more fun in the warmer months.

“I’ve been waiting for over an hour for her to arrive. We’re going to have to load up without her.”

“Have you heard from her?”

“She called an hour ago and said she was on the way.” Vannessia frowned. “Nothing after that. Now I’m happy to talk to you, but I really have to put the animals in the trailer.”

The array of animals haltered and ready to load included three sheep, two donkeys, a llama, and a large black-and-white pig who did not look like a happy camper.

Tinkie nudged me. “There’s no pig in the Bible story.”

I’d been thinking exactly the same thing. “What’s with Porky?” I asked Vannessia.

“Oh, Elmo,” she pointed at the llama, “won’t go anywhere without Petunia. They’re bonded. Petunia will wait in the trailer during the pageant. It’s the only way I can get Elmo to load.”

As soon as Petunia got on board, Elmo followed. Vannessia climbed behind the wheel. “Look around all you’d like. Huey’s in the back pasture, but Theodora isn’t here. When you find her, tell her to meet me at the church.”

“Dead end,” Tinkie said, stepping back from the dust kicked up by the dually. We were both still dressed for dinner and church. “What now?”

“Coleman.” I placed the call and put the phone on speaker. “Did you find the Rush boys?” I asked.

“Marjorie was extremely uncooperative, as you warned. Luckily Judge Porter signed a search warrant.”

“What did you find?”

“We searched their rooms and found nothing concrete regarding Theodora’s abduction, but the Rush SUV is missing and no one will tell us where it is. Marjorie refuses to say anything, so I’m taking her down to the courthouse and holding her on obstruction.”

“Can you do that? If so, can I come take a photo?”

“It’s debatable whether it’s legal or not, but I’ll keep her until after Christmas, because Judge Porter said if we interrupted him one more time he’d put us all in jail. And no, you cannot mess with her. Gotta go. DeWayne found something. I’ll get back with you.”

After a few hours in a cell surrounded by Christmas drunks, Marjorie would break. I would be willing to pay good money to watch that YouTube video! I could make a killing.

“What next?” Tinkie asked.

“Let’s look for Theodora’s car. She was driving out here. If the boys ran her off the road, they’d have to leave the car behind.”

“Excellent deduction, Sherlock.”

We plotted the route that Theodora would have driven to Jackson Farm and worked backward. I had a cue-beam light in the car for horse emergencies, and Tinkie shined it on either side of the road as we rolled slowly toward the church. The black Jaguar would be easy to miss on a dark December night. Tinkie had to keep the window rolled down, which had both of our teeth chattering.

We’d almost given up when we found the sedan. The passenger fender was badly dented and that tire was flat. Theodora had hit the ditch hard and rammed into a speed limit sign. If the boys had caused this accident, they had terrific timing.

It didn’t take long examining the car to discover the right front tire had been blown to smithereens. “I think those little bastards put an explosive device on the tire and triggered it.” Tinkie was appalled and impressed. “They aren’t even teenagers and they have perfect criminal instincts.”

“They could have killed her.” I was all for a good prank, but causing wrecks didn’t qualify.

Tinkie opened the car door to find the keys still in the ignition and blood on the steering wheel.

“Looks like Theodora smacked her head hard enough to cause a gash. She could be really hurt.” Tinkie dialed Coleman and reported the accident. “He’s on the way here,” she said.

Blood frozen on the ground got my butt in gear. Red was a great color for Christmas, but not bloodred. “All of this over a Christmas pageant.”

“Speaking of which, it starts in thirty minutes.”

I stated the obvious. “Theodora will be really put out if she misses directing her pageant.”

“She’s going to be more put out if she’s dead. I don’t think Heaven would be much of a fit for Theodora. Something tells me tormenting others is frowned upon.”

Sweetie Pie’s dolorous howl made the hair on my neck stand up. I took the cue beam to the side of the road where she and Chablis were pointing at footsteps. Two pairs of tennis shoe prints and one set more feminine. They headed down the side of the road to tire indentions. “Those little monsters have taken her. At least she was upright on her feet,” Tinkie said, studying the prints.

The car Theodora disappeared in had headed south. That was the direction Tinkie and I followed with Sweetie in the backseat sniffing the wind. I’d read stories of cadaver dogs who could sniff a body under a river or deep in a lake, but I’d never considered that Sweetie could sniff the wind and follow a vehicle.

We let the top down to give Sweetie the best chance to help. When we came to an intersection I continued south. My hound barked sharply until I realized she preferred east. Despite the discomfort of the cold, we passed dozens of homes decorated with holiday lights. In the distance red, green, white, and multicolored light displays pulsed and twinkled.

“I love the holiday decorations,” I said, my teeth clacking and my shoulders shaking.

“I’d love to put the top up,” Tinkie said, her teeth chattering like maracas. “But, yes, it’s a magnificent night. I can’t wait to get back to Dahlia House for our late dinner. I’m almost tempted to skip the pageant at Final Harvest.”

“Not on your life! We promised Theodora we’d be there to guard the proceedings.”

“Will they go forward? I mean, since Theodora isn’t there to direct.”

“I can’t imagine they wouldn’t. I mean it’s a pageant. How hard could it be to direct?” I slowed. Where had those bad boys taken Theodora?

Tinkie had had enough. “I vote we call off this fool’s errand. I’m so cold I’m afraid Oscar may have to wait for a spring thaw before he gets his Christmas surprise.”

“Give Sweetie a chance.” At the next intersection, Sweetie Pie indicated north. I had no idea where the boys were driving Theodora. It was fifteen minutes to pageant time at the church. When the next intersection turned us westward, I looked at Tinkie. “We’re headed back to Zinnia. We’ve driven in a damn circle.”

“Do you think they’re taking her to the church?”

“Then what was the point of abducting her?”

“I dread to think,” Tinkie said. “Let’s go back to the church. We’ve had a lovely tour of the county. I don’t really give a toot if we find Theodora or not. We did what we were paid to do. We found the baby doll and the boys confessed. They are not in the pageant. If Theodora wasn’t smart enough to avoid being kidnapped by preteens, that’s on her, not us.”

Tinkie was normally the soul of compassion and I was the snark. I chose not to point that out. If she whacked me, my nose was so cold it might crack and fall off.

As we pulled into the parking lot of the church, the strangest sight was illuminated in the car lights. The church was aglow with the twinkling lights of Christmas, but in front of the church a woman bear-hugged the flagpole. Two imps cavorted around her.

“This isn’t going to be good,” I warned Tinkie. Before I could halt, Sweetie leaped out of the car baying nonstop as she ran toward the flagpole. Chablis shot after my hound.

“Theodora!” Tinkie cried, in hot pursuit of the dogs.

Lord Darcy and Heathcliff, laughing like fiends, took off running. Sweetie Pie and Chablis weren’t about to let them get away. Pluto, on the other hand, sat down and stared at Theodora, transfixed by the noises she was making.

“Mmnmmmmt!” Theodora gurgled.

I hit her with the cue beam and gasped. Theodora was in a lip-lock with the flagpole. Her tongue was frozen to it. “That has got to hurt,” I said.

“Huuunnnk Hoooooo!”

“I don’t think that phrase is in the Bible,” Tinkie said calmly as she called Coleman. “Bring some hot water, please. Out front. We have Theodora and the dogs are after the Rush boys.”

I took no pleasure in tossing the jug of hot water on the flagpole, Theodora, and her tongue. At least I tried to convince myself of that. When she was free, she turned on me.

“Dith hou haf to thrown me?”

“Did you have to get intimate with a flagpole?” I responded.

“Theyh thead theyh hould thather me.” She was so indignant the freezing cold hadn’t hit her yet.

“Thather?” Tinkie pretended concern.

“She means taser,” I interpreted.

“Oh, my.” Tinkie tapped her diamond Rolex. “Time for the pageant to start. You’d better hustle, Theodora. The animals are already here.”

Theodora marched past us, muttering dire threats in her strange frozen-tongue.

“Hurry!” Tinkie said as she grabbed my arm. “I wouldn’t miss this for the world! Coleman and the dogs will catch those boys. Our work is done. Let’s see the pageant.” We entered the warm church and slid into the back row beside Cece, Jaytee, Harold, Oscar, and Millie. “Theodora is found and back in charge,” Tinkie told them.

The choir began to sing “Joy to the World” and I relaxed into the warmth. I did love Christmas carols. The makeshift curtain that had been put up at the front of the church was pulled back, revealing the manger scene. Joseph and Mary talked of their journey and the lack of room in the inn for them. Around them the donkeys and sheep munched contentedly on a bale of hay.

“We’ll be fine right here in this stable,” Joseph told the weary Mary. “The donkeys and sheep will share their lodging with us.”

I had to admit, the kids were cute. Joseph’s beard kept coming off and he kept putting it back.

When the baby Jesus—a somewhat more attractive doll than the previous one—was born, Mary rolled him up in a towel like a sausage and put him in the manger. The children sang “Silent Night” with a bit of help from the choir.

“They’re doing a great job,” Tinkie whispered to me. “I’m glad we came.”

The doors of the church opened, ushering in a cold wind and the wise men, leading the llama.

The appropriate ohhs and ahhs accompanied the llama, and I could see Theodora at the front of the church nodding her approval. The camel was a huge hit.

Before the doors could close, though, a galloping pig with a boy atop hurtled down the isle of the church, knocking two wise men into the pews. Lord Darcy rode Petunia into the church hanging onto a leather strap around the pig’s shoulders. Heathcliff stood in the open doorway with a hotshot in his hand. He’d obviously poked the pig with the electric charge to get her into the church.

His evil grin was cut short when Sweetie jumped on his back and flattened him.

As Heathcliff thrashed on the floor, the breath knocked out of him, Petunia rammed the manger scene, sending Joseph, Mary, and the shepherds running for their lives. The poor angel hung suspended over the mayhem, swinging dangerously back and forth. Theodora clung to the rope used to secure the angel in the air. “Hellth! Hellth!” she screamed, her tongue not fully recovered from the licking session with the flagpole.

“Fantastic,” Tinkie said, standing up as if she meant to do something. But there was nothing we could do. Everyone in the church stood frozen in place.

The wise man leading the llama abandoned the rope, leaving Elmo to his own devices. With a cry between a horse whinnying and a car trying to start, Elmo charged forward to aid Petunia.

“This is awesome,” Jaytee said, camera in hand as he filmed away. “This is way better than anything I ever saw in Chicago!”

Petunia, clearly panicked, ran back and forth in front of the manger, smashing into hay bales and the support posts for the stable, which crashed down, frightening the two donkeys and the sheep. The little angel, screaming at the top of her voice, swung wildly. Reverend Prince took a flying leap at Lord Darcy atop the terrified pig but he missed and rolled into Theodora, knocking her down with an oufff.

“Youth he-vil liddle basthard!” Theodora yelled at the gallivanting Lord Darcy. “Both of youth will burnth in hellth.” The rope securing the swinging angle slipped from her hands. She gave a cry of alarm.

Cece bolted out of her seat and flew down the aisle, jumping one of the wise men and two elderly females who clutched lace handkerchiefs to their hearts and began speaking in tongues. Cece made it to the rope just as Theodora let go. The angel dropped a sickening five feet before Cece managed to stop her fall and lower her gently to the ground. The little girl tore out of the harness and went screaming to her mother.

“Praise the Lord!” Reverend Prince called out.

“Watch out!” I called, because Petunia was making another pass. Lord Darcy was kicking the pig in her sides. Petunia squealed in terror and rooted down a pew, knocking it over backward.

That’s when panic hit the crowd. The choir ran for the back exit, red Christmas robes flapping. The congregation rushed the front door, but the press of upset humans created a bottleneck. Folks trampled each other despite Coleman’s and DeWayne’s best efforts to restore order.

Lord Darcy turned the pig and zeroed in on Theodora. He kicked Petunia with all of his might. The frightened sow leaped forward, heading straight for the hapless Theodora as she sat in the middle of the floor. She saw the inevitable and held her hands up in self-defense, screaming, “Tath me, Lordth!”

Elmo chose that moment to act. He cut loose with a vile, slimy green wad of regurgitated stomach contents and hit Lord Darcy in the back of the head. Unprepared for the assault, the boy was unseated. He tumbled to the carpet and Pluto appeared from behind the altar and took a deadly swipe at one ear. Blood gushed and Lord Darcy screamed and writhed.

Tinkie strode forward swinging the metal hotshot Heathcliff had used to torment the pig. Lord Darcy was about to throw up from the horrid stench of the llama spitt that covered the back of his head and seeped down into his collar, mingling with the blood from his ear.

“Stay down,” Tinkie ordered him.

“Leave me alone,” he replied, crawling to his hands and knees.

“Give me a reason,” Tinkie said, pushing the hotshot into his butt. “Please, give me a reason.”

Theodora goaded Tinkie. “Do ith! Do ith!”

“Not necessary,” DeWayne said as he grabbed the boy up and then nearly gagged himself. “He’s going to the courthouse as soon as I hose that stinky crap off him.” He dragged him down the aisle and out the door with Coleman, who had Heathcliff by the collar. At the front door, Coleman halted.

“Listen up, everyone. Return to your seats. Calm down. No one is injured.”

And just like that, it was over.

As Vannessia gathered up the animals and loaded them into the trailer, Theodora managed to get the choir back in place.

Without further ado, she managed to whip them up into a jazzy rendition of “Away in a Manger.”

The pageant was over.

*   *   *

Coleman pushed back from the table. “How about some of your mama’s famous fruitcake, Sarah Booth? I’ve saved just enough room for a thin slice.”

The meal had been a wonderful success. My friends were full, replete, and we had laughed ourselves silly recounting the Christmas pageant. Harold delivered the best line, “Behold, fiasco is born!”

“This is an evening I’ll tell my grandchildren about,” DeWayne said as he patted his stomach. “Thanks for including me.”

I got up to serve the fruitcake and coffee. It was after midnight, and while I was tired, I was also happy. It was Christmas Day. I’d made it through Christmas Eve without tears for my parents or Graf.

In another few hours, we’d gather again at Harold’s for the official Christmas party. I turned the coffee on and loaded a tray with fruitcake slices. The red and green candied cherries had been soaked in Jack Daniel’s and gave off a whiff of Tennessee bourbon.

The kitchen door creaked open and I turned, expecting Jitty. Instead it was Coleman. He had one hand behind his back and a grin on his face. “You came to help?” I asked.

“Not exactly.” He brought the mistletoe from behind his back and held it over my head. “I told you I intended to press my case. I don’t intend to run at the back of the pack this time.”

He pulled me into his arms and kissed me, deep and hard. My last kiss with Coleman had been on Harold’s front porch at another Christmas party. He’d melted my bones, and then chosen to sacrifice his life tending his crazy wife. Connie, though, had been exposed as a manipulative bitch who faked a pregnancy. She wasn’t in the picture anymore.

I would regret it later because it was too soon, but I kissed him back. I drank in the smell of starch and sunshine embedded in his uniform. I laced my arms around his neck and clung to him.

In the living room, my guests began to sing “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing.” Cece led the singing and Jaytee accompanied her on the piano. I kissed Coleman harder. When we finally came up for air, I was flushed and panting. Coleman, too, looked slightly singed.

“I’ve been wanting to do that for a long time,” he said.

I didn’t have a ready answer.

“Hey, are you bringing the fruitcake or should we come help?” Cece called out.

“We’re coming,” we answered in unison.

I put the fruitcake tray in his hands. Mine were shaking. “I’ll bring the coffee.”

“Merry Christmas,” Coleman said, and the very devil danced in his blue eyes. He knew he’d worked a Christmas mojo on me, and it pleased him to no end.

“Back at you,” I said and gave him a push. “Get out of here.”

He left and I leaned against a window to cool my cheek. The slight jingle of bells came to me and I saw Jitty reflected in the glass. She wore the sexiest red satin pajamas and cute red high-heeled pom-pom slippers.

“Merry Christmas, Sarah Booth,” she said, grinning in victory. “Now do the right thing and set to work making a baby with that man. Next year, we could have a little Delaney to buy presents for!”

“Jitty, don’t push,” I warned her. “I’m going as fast as I can. I don’t want to make a mistake.”

“Lord, girl, the world is full of mistakes. We call them Christmas miracles. Looks like you just got handed one.”

Pluto chose that moment to fly through the door batting one of the bells he’d stolen off a package.

Jitty and I looked at each other. “An angel just got her wings,” we said together.

“Get busy!” Jitty made an indecent motion with her hands as Tinkie came to see what the hold up with the coffee might be. By the time the door opened, Jitty was gone. I poured the aromatic drink into the cups and Tinkie helped me with the sugar and creamer.

“Who do you talk to?” she asked.

“Let’s just call her a Christmas elf.”

Tinkie nodded. “Coleman looks good in your shade of lipstick.” She nudged me with her toe. “Merry Christmas, Sarah Booth.”

“Merry Christmas to you…” I balanced the tray and leaned down to kiss her cheek, “partner.”

“I can’t wait for a new year and a new case. Now let’s serve this coffee.”
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Chapter One

Thanksgiving is no time to leave a desperate woman alone in a haunted house with a knife and a giant squash. Pumpkin spatter covers every horizontal and vertical surface in the spacious kitchen. I heft the five-inch blade and advance on the nine-pound vegetable that defies me. I intend to magically turn the gourd into homemade pumpkin pie but, so far, things are not working out the way I envisioned.

“I’m a lot better with jack-o’-lanterns than pies,” I say to my red tick hound, Sweetie Pie Delaney, who wisely sleeps under the kitchen table, an area still free of pumpkin guts. She lifts her bloodshot eyes to send a sympathetic stare, and then dozes off. She knows that if I make a mess of the pies, she’ll have a treat. Sweetie is not a finicky hound, but it happens that pumpkin pie is one of her favorites. She doesn’t care if it’s tumbled out of a bowl or baked into a flakey homemade crust.

A shutter bangs against the side of the house, reminding me to call a repairman to make a few necessary improvements before Old Man Winter comes to Zinnia, Mississippi, for an extended visit. Outside Dahlia House, my family plantation in the heart of Sunflower County, the wind is sweeping across the barren cotton fields. The harvest is in, and winter is coming. But in the warm, cinnamon-smelling kitchen I am looking forward to a festive Thanksgiving dinner with my best friends in the world. I am playing host—a new role for me.

I turn to the recipe and study it harder. Always the overachiever, I have two large pumpkins. Part of one is baking in the oven, but I have another big one on my cutting board. I have been assured by Millie Roberts, owner of Zinnia’s most popular café, that pumpkin puree from scratch is far superior to canned. I’m beginning to have second thoughts. What sounded so easy coming from Millie’s mouth has turned into an orange orgy in my kitchen.

Putting the knife down, I decide on a break. Cinnamon-and-maple flavored coffee in hand, I step out onto the front porch. Sweetie and my black cat, Pluto, are at my side. White wicker rockers offer comfortable seats, but I settle on the steps. Here I can look straight down the driveway. The sycamore trees that line the shell drive are leafless. The white skinlike bark, peeling in places, always makes me sad. November, like the gloaming, can be a melancholy time. Endings. I’m not good with endings.

Soon, though, the barren fields that stretch to the horizon will sprout new growth. Spring will return. Another cycle. This year, I have determined to make the holidays joyful and festive.

I’ve invited all of my Zinnia friends to have Thanksgiving dinner at Dahlia House. Normally I enjoy the holidays at Tinkie’s or Harold’s—the two designated party givers in the Delta. This year, I want to be the party location. November marks the anniversary of my return to Sunflower County. When I’d come home, tail between my legs, I was destitute. Dahlia House was on the tax assessor’s list to be auctioned off for back taxes. Since my return, I’d opened a successful private-eye business, Delaney Detective Agency, hooked up with the best partner on the planet, Tinkie Bellcase Richmond, and acquired three horses, a dog, a feline ruler of the universe, and one very badass haint named Jitty. All and all, a very busy time.

The first months I’d been home, Dahlia House had felt cold and empty. My parents had died in a car accident when I was only twelve. My aunt Loulane, my father’s sister, had raised me until I went to college. Not so long ago, she passed away, too. While I was adjusting to the failure of my acting career in New York, my first breakup with Graf Milieu, and the return home in bitter Broadway theatrical defeat, I’d also found Jitty, my resident ghost.

Jitty is part comforting parent, a big dollop of Hell Hound, and an equal measure of butt-kicker and provoker. She links me to the long history of Dahlia House, the Delaney family, and a system of morals and values instilled in me at an early age. From my father, I learned about justice and fair play. From my mother, I was gifted with a firm resolve to never be a victim, never accept defeat, and never, ever betray a friend.

When my parents were alive, Dahlia House was a holiday destination. My mother loved parties and she loved to dance. She had luncheons, coffees, drink gatherings, formal dinners, game get-togethers—whatever sounded fun.

My favorite memories, though, centered around Thanksgiving and the preparation of the traditional food that defines the holiday for me. My mother was an exceptional cook, though never a slave to the kitchen. Roasted turkey, dressing, fresh green beans, Brussels sprouts and chestnuts, ambrosia, and pumpkin pies were always on the menu. Even as a little girl, I was allowed to help with the food preparation. I can still remember my mother watching closely as I chopped celery for the dressing.

“Chop it fine, Sarah Booth. No big chunks.” And she would lean over me, her hair tickling my face and filled with the scent of Opium, so light and yet enticing. No matter how I try, I’ll never be able to duplicate those holidays when I was wrapped so tightly in the protection and love of my parents. But for one Thanksgiving, I want to bring Dahlia House to life the way my mother had.

Only one small problem. My mother was a born chef and party giver. I, on the other hand, am a much better guest at someone else’s table. Speaking of tables and guests, I slipped back inside the house. I had to get back in the kitchen and accomplish something other than mayhem. When I returned to the scene of my defeat, I inhaled deeply. At least my kitchen smelled like Thanksgiving.

“Good lard almighty!” A whiff of gardenias came with the outraged voice. Jitty had arrived. I closed my eyes and bit my lip. Though I wouldn’t trade her for anything, she is a bane. If she says one word about dying ovaries, I am going to chase her around the kitchen with my knife. Of course she’s dead already so it’s an empty threat, but it would still give me great satisfaction.

“What have you done to the kitchen?” Jitty asked. She sashayed into the room in the most outrageous outfit I’ve yet to see her wear—a black-and-white nun’s habit.

“I’m making dessert, and while the kitchen may be a mess, it isn’t nearly as bad as that getup you’re wearing. You are officially cut off from any more Whoopi Goldberg movies.” My threats were empty and we both knew it. “Get out of the house right this minute. If you draw a lightning strike down on you by pretending to be a nun, I don’t want any part of it.” I edged away from her. “What order do you belong to, the Holy Tormenters, or maybe the Our Lady of the Aggravators? No religious leader in her right mind would let you into a convent.”

“I’m not just any nun, I’m Mother Superior, and you’d best be listenin’ to my advice, Missy.” She pointed at the chunks of pumpkin and the blob of guts and seeds. “That’s supposed to turn out to be a pie?”

“Pumpkin pies.” I am a bit hesitant to admit that a pie was my goal. What I have is a panful of rubbery and disgusting baked pumpkin chunks. The slimy guts are spilling off the table and half out the garbage can. Add to that the flour spilled across the floor and the eggs I meant to whip but accidentally dropped and, I have to admit, I’ve made a remarkable mess.

“You did all of this to make a pumpkin pie?” She honestly can’t take it all in. “Let me know if you ever decide to make cream puffs and I’ll take out extra insurance on Dahlia House.”

“That’s so funny I forgot to laugh.” I should be used to Jitty’s acerbic commentary, but she can still get me riled, which is great fun for her.

“Have you ever heard of canned pumpkin?” Jitty is appalled. “Seriously, Sarah Booth, this looks like the jolly orange pumpkin exploded in here. How about 9-1-1, call Millie’s Café and beg her to come to the rescue.”

“What’s with the nun getup?” I’ve learned to keep the focus on Jitty and off me.

“I’m doing my part to get that difficult Delaney womb filled up with an heir to Dahlia House.”

“And you intend to accomplish that by dressing as a nun?” Not even I could follow that logic.

“I’m the ultimate mother,” she said. “Now listen up. I’m about to lay some wisdom on you.”

I had to think fast to avoid another lecture on how my biological clock was ticking and how my ovaries were turning black and shriveling with each passing second, not to mention the Delaney penchant for tilted wombs and bad judgment in the romance department. To Jitty, an heir was the only thing that mattered. Since I’d recently broken off my engagement, she was doubling down on dire Fallopian predictions. “It would be a lot more helpful if you would help me roll out the pie crust. So far, I haven’t had a lot of luck with that.”

She took a look in the bowl where I’d mixed flour, butter, a little salt, and some cold water—just as the recipe called for. Instead of workable dough that could be rolled thin and placed in the bottom of a pie pan, I’d achieved a glutinous mass of … paste. And it kept making noises, as if it were alive, possibly suffering from a bad case of gas.

“Baby girl, that lump of glue is beyond my help. Divine intervention can’t save that mess. Fact is, I’d burn it before it turns into a golem. I think it may have a heartbeat.” She backed away from it.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake!” I picked up the bowl of lumpy, pasty dough and realized, for once, Jitty was not exaggerating. A little bubble of air escaped the goop, followed by a burp. That was enough for me. I used the big wooden spoon and scraped it into the trash. If it came to life, it could do so at the end of the driveway, not in the kitchen.

“Maybe I should call a priest to give it the last rites.” Jitty was so pleased with her wit she could hardly contain her glee.

“Do that. It’ll be worth watching, since you can’t use a phone.” My illusions of being the master chef were taking a serious drubbing. Thank god for Millie. She could bake a pie with a snap of her fingers. I could call her if I got desperate.

“Is this is a bad time to discuss what I’ve come to talk about?” Jitty asked.

“Depends on what you want to discuss.” The fact that she asked didn’t bode well. “If it’s about sperm or ovaries, this is definitely not a good time.”

“Which man you gone put at the head of that holiday table, Sarah Booth? Being the hostess, seems to me like you’ve got yourself in a pickle. You’ll be at the foot of the table by the kitchen door, but who’s gonna sit at the head, which implies a whole lot? The man you put there is the one leading the pack for your affections.”

She had a point, and I had a solution. “Harold will sit at the head of the table.” I hadn’t given it a lot of thought, but this was the perfect seating arrangement. “Harold is always the host. Coleman and Scott can each sit on a side.” I was very pleased with my resolution.

“You can’t keep all those men dangling like meat in a processing plant. They keep hangin’, there’s gonna be an awful stink.”

“Jitty! That is a truly awful visual. I may have to scour my brain with Comet to clean it out.”

Her soft, low chuckle told me how pleased she was. When I looked at her again, she’d removed the wimple and was shaking out her dark Afro. “That head gear gets hot.”

“Not as hot as the pit of hell, which is where you’re destined for impersonating a nun.”

She only laughed. “Thanksgiving is only days away. You should throw out all that mess you made and order everything from Millie’s.”

She had a point, but I wasn’t defeated yet. “I’ll give it one more try. Most girls learn to cook from their mothers, but I never really had that chance.”

Jitty instantly softened. “Aunt Loulane tried, Sarah Booth, but you didn’t want to learn from her. You missed your mother, and Loulane was wise enough to know she could never fill those shoes.”

“Yes, she was very wise, and to this day I remember most of her adages. As she used to say, ‘Time heals all wounds and brings wisdom to those who seek.’” Aunt Loulane had a saying for every occasion. While I’d hated hearing them when I was a teenager, now I used them with relish.

“Why don’t you give me a hand with the cooking?” I asked Jitty. “Surely during the time when you were alive with great-great-great-grandma Alice you were a good cook.”

“I’m drawin’ a blank…”

“Jitty, give me some tips on pie crust.”

“Can’t do it, Sarah Booth. It’s time for vespers.” And with that she was gone. And I’d learned something new about the ghost who shared my home. She didn’t like to cook. She was, for all of her one hundred and fifty years, a thoroughly modern ghost.

With the pie failure undeniable, I sacked up the sad remains and took them out to the road for trash collection early the next morning. I stamped down the driveway, my breath fogging in the crisp air. Above me, the stars kept the black night company. The acres of Dahlia House spread on either side of the long drive, and I stopped when a startled herd of deer broke in front of me and leaped the pasture fence. In a moment they were absorbed by the darkness.

When I’d left the trash I jogged back toward the house and my warm bed. Before I made a second assault on pie production, I needed a trip to the Pig (our local Piggly Wiggly grocery) to buy more flour and butter and two cans of pumpkin already processed to perfect pie consistency. Perhaps I would call Millie in the morning and see if she could give me some tips.

I washed up the dishes, prepared the coffeepot to turn itself on at six A.M., and went to bed. I had plenty of time to master the art of pie baking. Even if I didn’t, my friends would step up. I had many blessings to count, and as I walked through the dining room, I started on my list.

I caught a glimpse of a terrifying specter in the mirror above the sideboard and let out a squawk of fright before I realized it was only me. The new growth of my hair, which gave me the appearance of Woodstock the bird in the Snoopy cartoons, was standing straight on end and coated in flour. Even though Tinkie had taken me to “her girl” at the most expensive salon in the Delta, my hair was still a terrible mess. I’d caught it on fire in the last case we’d worked, and I was very lucky that it was only hair that burned. It could have been so much worse.

Still chuckling at my fright, I went to my room and promptly keeled over in bed. I’d entered a dreamless state of deep slumber when I heard the doorbell ring. I checked my phone beside the bed—three o’clock in the morning. It had to be part of a dream. Though I heard the chime again, and even Sweetie set up a bark, my attempts at baking had exhausted me. I rolled over, pulled the pillow over my head, and refused to get up.

The creak of a squeaky wheel finally drove me to wakefulness. When I found out who was interrupting my sleep, I was going to have a hissy fit all over them.

Creak, creak, creak! I opened one eye to catch a glimpse of a woman in a black mini-dress pushing one of the huge old baby prams with the folding leather top.

The only thing I could think was Rosemary’s Baby and I leaped from the bed to land on the far side of the room. “Get out!” I hissed. I’d watched the movie with my mother and a group of my friends when I was in sixth grade, and the image of that black perambulator sent a primal chill through me. “Get out!”

“It’s just a baby.” The woman pushed the carriage slowly toward me. “Just an innocent baby.”

A shaft of moonlight came through the window and I saw Mia Farrow’s shorn head—which looked too much like my own. “You have to get out of here.” I gauged the distance to the doorway and wondered if I could leap the bed and make it to the door before she got me—and I had no doubt her intention was to do terrible things to me.

“Remember, Sarah Booth, it’s only a baby.”

At last the Mia image faded to reveal Jitty, still looking sexy in the mini-dress. I didn’t always like her antics, but she’d never before awakened me in the dead of night while impersonating an actress who played the role of a woman who gave birth to the Antichrist.

“You have taken this one step too far,” I said through gritted teeth. “Not only did you wake me out of a dead sleep, you scared me into next year. I’ve missed Thanksgiving and Christmas and all I have to show for it is my stubbed and bleeding toe.” I had smashed my toe on the bed frame, and that didn’t help my mood.

“Answer the damn doorbell, Sarah Booth. I wouldn’t have to resort to extraordinary measures if you didn’t sleep like you’d fallen into a forever coma.”

“What doorbell?”

“The one that rang about two minutes ago. And rang again. And—”

Before she could finish, the bell rang nine times in rapid succession. “What the hell?” I found a pair of jeans, pulled them on, then trotted barefoot down the stairs to the front door. Before I opened it, I turned on the light and stared into the empty night. There was no one on the porch.

“Screw that,” I said, flipping off the light.

“At least open the door,” Jitty said. She was suddenly right behind me.

“There’s no one—”

“Sarah Booth, please open the door. Right this red-hot minute.”

Jitty seldom said please, so I opened the door fast. I was in the process of slamming it when what I’d seen registered to me. A white wicker bassinet had been pushed close against the front door. A pale pink blanket covered the basket, hiding whatever was inside. More ominous was the pool of blood that seeped from the basket and slowly crossed the bitter cold boards of the porch.

Before I could do anything, a vehicle’s engine fired and a dark-colored Ford pickup, an older model, sped away from Dahlia House at breakneck speed.


Chapter Two

“Call 9-1-1!” I commanded Jitty as I pushed back the blanket to reveal the still face of an infant. The newborn had been wiped clean, but the blood of birth still smudged its features. I couldn’t tell if the child was breathing or if it was bleeding. My bare feet seemed to have frozen to the gray porch boards, but I managed to pick up the bassinet and haul it inside. I ran to the kitchen, where the oven I’d heated earlier still warmed the room. Hands shaking, I lifted the blanket and examined the infant, who began to squirm and cry.

“She’s okay,” I said aloud, as if to reassure myself. “Jitty, she’s okay.”

Still wearing the black guise of Rosemary, Jitty leaned against the wall. “See why I had to wake you up? The doorbell rang several times, but you just hid under your pillow.”

I had a vague recollection of the doorbell, but I didn’t have time to argue. I picked up the phone and called the Sunflower County Sheriff’s office. While the baby wasn’t bleeding, someone surely was and the pool of blood on the front porch told me the baby delivery person was badly injured. I wondered if the mother of the infant was bleeding out.

When the dispatcher said she’d call Coleman and send him to Dahlia House, I called Doc Sawyer and then Tinkie. Until help arrived, I bundled the infant in a blanket I warmed by the oven and pulled her into my arms and held her close. The small sounds of fretfulness stopped, and the baby was instantly asleep.

“She likes you,” Jitty said, as if it were a miracle.

“I saved her from freezing. Why shouldn’t she like me?”

“That maternal instinct is kickin’ in.” Jitty tugged at her black mini-dress. “Time for a wardrobe change and company is at the door.” In a little sprinkle of black confetti that disappeared before it hit the ground, she was gone.

Before I could turn around, I heard Coleman Peters, the sheriff of Sunflower County and a man I had unresolved feelings for, call to me from the front door. “Sarah Booth, what’s all the blood at the door? Are you okay?”

“In the kitchen,” I answered.

He strode toward me, his footsteps loud on the hardwood floor. When he pushed the swinging door into the kitchen, he stopped dead in his tracks. “Where’d you get a baby?”

The tone of the question was wrong. “As if I couldn’t have one myself? There’s nothing wrong with my reproductive organs.”

“Hard to do without having sex, and that hasn’t happened for a while,” he said drolly. “I know. I’m keeping score, as best I can.”

I wanted to smack him, but I was holding the infant. “She was left on the front porch. Someone took off in a dark pickup, like maybe a 1990 model Ford, single cab, long wheel base.” I’d come to know my pickups because I’d been shopping for a used truck. A 1990 model was a little too used, but I liked the design.

“Someone just abandoned her?”

“I’d tell you in sign language but I’m holding the baby.” I was aggravated and didn’t try to hide it.

“I didn’t realize just holding an infant could send a body into hormonal fluctuation but you’re sounding might testy, Sarah Booth.”

“Indeed she is.” Tinkie pushed through the swinging door and stopped beside Coleman. Instead of saying anything else, she merely held out her arms to the infant. Without her saying a word, I clearly heard, “Give her to me.”

“How do you know it’s a her?” I asked.

“The blanket is pink. Don’t you know anything about babies?” Tinkie advanced and I put the baby in her arms.

“Is she okay?” Coleman asked. “There was a lot of blood on the porch.”

“She’s fine, and Doc Sawyer is on the way. But someone is seriously hurt. We need to find the person in the truck before she dies.” Who else would leave a newborn but the mother?

“Good point. I’ll call the sheriff’s office and put out an APB on the truck.” He kept staring at the baby as if he’d never seen one before. She was exceptionally pretty, with a mop of red hair. Her eye color was undetermined, but her pale complexion hinted that she would likely be a fair-eyed lass.

“Who would leave a baby at your door?” Tinkie asked.

“Is that some slur against my maternal abilities?”

Tinkie’s laughter was like a delicate chime. “You are so sensitive! Of course not, but Dahlia House isn’t exactly on the beaten path. Why would a person drive all the way down your long driveway to leave a baby on the front porch? There are plenty of houses closer to the road.”

She made a certain kind of logic. “Maybe they didn’t want to be seen.”

“Or maybe, this baby was left here especially for you,” Coleman said. “Sarah Booth, you haven’t been buying babies on the black market, have you?”

“Have plenty of fun at my expense,” I said, pretending to still be aggravated. “What we need to focus on is finding the bleeding person. What if the mother is really hurt?”

All humor was gone from Coleman’s voice as he put an arm around me. “We’ll find the mother, Sarah Booth. Now I’ll call child services and we’ll get this young lady into a foster home until—”

“No!” Tinkie and I said together.

“You can’t do that.” Tinkie had instinctively turned to shield the baby. “Sarah Booth and I will take care of her until we find the mother. It shouldn’t take long. She simply can’t go into the system.”

Coleman frowned. “I can’t just let you take her. I have to turn her over to child services.”

“If you do that, it could take months for the mother to get her back. These first few days are so important for the bonding process,” I said. I didn’t have a lot of experience, but I’d read articles. And I could lay a line of bullshit when necessary. “Failure to bond can be a very serious psychological issue. It could damage her permanently.”

“That’s right.” Tinkie followed my lead perfectly. “If a child develops an attachment disorder it can ruin her life. Sociopaths and psychopaths start with attachment disorders. This baby needs love, security, the chance to bond.”

“And you and Sarah Booth can give her that?” Coleman sounded more than a little skeptical.

I looked at Tinkie and the way she held the baby cuddled to her chest. She’d always wanted a child. Fate had decreed she’d never have one. “Tinkie and Oscar would be the best home,” I said. “She’ll have everything a baby needs to thrive. And it’s just until we find the mother.”

“What if the mother doesn’t want her?” Coleman asked, and deep in his blue eyes I saw real concern. “What if she dumped the kid and took off? Or what if she wants the baby back but has issues of her own? Tinkie, you know you’ll have to give her up. I don’t think this is a smart move.”

Tinkie inhaled slowly. “I know it’s emotionally dangerous, but I promise you, Coleman, I won’t fight the natural mother. That wouldn’t be right. I just want to give the little girl a good start.”

The debate halted as Doc Sawyer, a “retired” general practitioner who still ran the emergency room at the county hospital, entered the kitchen.

“Well, well,” he said, eyeing the baby and all of us standing around in the kitchen. “Looks like the stork came by and left a bundle of joy. Where’s the mother? Why am I here?”

“Long story,” I said, “Tinkie will fill you in.”

As Doc picked up the baby, I followed Coleman to the front door.

“I don’t like this. There are a million ways this could go south and Tinkie is going to be crushed. She’s only held the baby for ten minutes and she’s already attached.” He opened his forensic kit to begin working the blood at the front door. “If this turns bad, Tinkie is going to be hurt.”

He spoke with wisdom, but there were also dangers to the child. “The mother can’t be far away. The baby hasn’t even been properly cleaned. And you know as well as I do that once that baby is in the system, it could be devastating to the child.”

“I don’t disagree. Child services does the best job they can, but they have no budget and they have more cases than they can work.”

“This fostering is temporary. I promise. Just for a day or two?”

He nodded. “You’ve got forty-eight hours. After that, I’ll have to follow the law.”

“Thanks, Coleman. Now let me throw on some jeans and a jacket. Dawn will be here soon and I need to get to work on finding the woman who had that baby.”

“There’s a lot of blood here, Sarah Booth. I’m no expert on childbirth, but this doesn’t look right to me, even if she had it right here on your front porch.”

He was right about that.

“That baby could have frozen to death out here. How’d you know to look out the door at three in the morning?” Coleman took blood samples and photographs as he talked.

“The person who left her rang the doorbell. Repeatedly. She waited in the driveway until I went out on the porch and picked the baby up. She made sure the infant was safe before she left.” And she had been bleeding heavily. It tore at my heart. “I think whoever left the baby was trying hard to make sure she was taken care of.”

Coleman pushed his hat back on his head as he stood up. “The more I hear, the less I like it. It sounds like the person was desperate.”

“And the question to ask is ‘Why?’ Why didn’t they just wait for me to help them once I’d taken the baby inside?”

“Because they have something to hide.” Coleman’s frown said a lot. If it was the mother who’d left the baby and who was bleeding so profusely, she was in serious trouble. A woman who abandoned her child—but made sure it was safe—and then ran away had to be in a world of hurt.

“You think she’s a criminal?” I somehow couldn’t put the mother of that beautiful child in the category of felon.

“I don’t know, but she’s running from something or someone. The bigger question is why you, Sarah Booth? Why Dahlia House? You weren’t picked at random. The baby was brought here, specifically, to you.”

“Because the mother wants someone to find her. That’s what I do. I find people and things.”

“And you’re damn good at it.” He gathered his evidence and came to stand only inches from me. “I’ll let you know what I find out.”

“Thanks, Coleman.” He’d helped me more than he knew. I hurried back inside before my feet froze to the porch.
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