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Annie Darling shivered as she sloshed through puddles. Usually she stopped to admire boats in the marina, everything from majestic ocean-going yachts to jaunty Sunfish. On this February day, she kept her head ducked under her umbrella and didn’t spare a glance at gray water flecked with white caps and a horizon obscured by slanting rain. She reached the covered boardwalk in front of the shops, grateful for a respite. She paused at the door of Death on Demand, shook her umbrella, then inserted the key.

The chill of the morning lessened as she stepped inside her beloved bookstore. In her view, Death on Demand was the literary center of the small South Carolina sea island of Broward’s Rock. She tipped the umbrella into a ceramic stand, wiped her boots on the welcome mat, and drew in the scent of books, old and new. She clicked on the lights, taking pleasure from the new book table with its glorious array of the best mysteries, thrillers, and suspense novels of the month.

She hurried down the central aisle, turned up the heat and put on coffee to brew. The island didn’t teem with visitors in February so customers would be as precious as a first edition of The Thirty-Nine Steps. Ingrid Webb, her faithful clerk, was enjoying a holiday in Hawaii with her husband, Duane, and many regular customers were also off-island sunseekers. If Max were next door at Confidential Commissions, his rather desultory business that offered solutions for any situation, he’d be very likely to pop in for a mug of coffee and suggest a prompt departure for home and afternoon delight, one of his favorite pursuits, but her husband was at Pebble Beach for the PGA tournament with a group of golf buddies. It would be quiet on all fronts.

What would be the perfect book to choose for a moment of leisure? As she poured a mug of French roast, she considered which title to select for her treat. Tasha Alexander’s The Counterfeit Heiress? J. A. Jance’s Beaumont struggled between past and present in Second Watch. Perhaps the new Darling Dahlia title by Susan Witttig Albert. Or on this rainy, cold (for a sea island) day, she might reach for an old favorite. Just as a baggy sweater and wellworn house shoes afford comfort, so did books from yesterday, Drink to Yesterday by Manning Coles, Ming Yellow by John Marquand, Murder’s Little Sister by Pamela Branch.

A sharp mew sounded. She felt a tiny prick on one ankle.

Agatha, the elegant black feline who ruled the store, gazed at Annie with unwinking green eyes.

Why did her cat’s stare make her feel like she was back in school and had received a summons from the principal’s office?

Agatha paused for one last meaningful look and marched determinedly toward the coffee bar.

Annie followed. She poured fresh cat food into a steel bowl. She lifted a ceramic bowl, swished it out, added fresh water, and placed it next to the steel bowl. She should now, if she were diligent, hurry to the storeroom, place orders, perhaps unpack books. Instead, she headed to the front of the store to the first bookcase, carrying her coffee mug. She smiled as she picked up Murder’s Little Sister.

She settled on a shabby sofa in an enclave with a Whitmani fern and slipped into Pamela Branch’s mordantly funny world, secure in the certainty that nothing exciting was going to happen today.

The front bell sang. Annie slid a crimson Death on Demand bookmark into her book and came to her feet, ready to smile. It was late afternoon and the store had been as quiet as a cemetery all day. She started up the central aisle.

Ellen Gallagher bolted toward her, shoes thumping as she ran. Her frizzy brown hair was in its usual unbrushed, tangled state, but her long, thin, ordinarily sallow face was flushed a bright pink. Near-sighted eyes behind thick lenses blinked rapidly. She clutched a feather pillow tight to her chest. “Annie.” Her voice was a mix between a squeal and a highpitched calliope pipe. She skidded to a stop a few inches from Annie, breathing fast. “It’s misty on the boardwalk. That’s why I covered it up. Maybe it’s worth something. It’s really old.” Then her face drooped, “But I know her books are everywhere. Anyway, maybe it’s worth something. I thought you could tell me.” She dropped the pillow to one side, thrust a book at Annie, as she burbled eagerly, “… they tracked me down … old friend of my Mum … both war brides … she was ninety-seven … no family left …all her things in a single box …”

Annie took the book. She looked at the cover and felt a curious breathlessness. “Mum always said Millicent was in service at the Palace … sounded so grand … the nursing home said they’d send her things, a single box, but I had to pay postage … sixteen dollars … I almost didn’t and then I thought of Mum … I thought maybe some little trinket from England.”

The cover was simple to an extreme.

The title: Poirot Investigates.

The author’s name: Agatha Christie.

The dusk jacket was white with a rectangular illustration in black and white of Hercule Poirot formally attired in a bow tie, morning suit, and spats, carrying a top hat and gloves in his right hand, cane in his left. His eternally curious, appraising, measuring stare challenged the viewer.

“… didn’t expect much of anything. Such few things in the box … a Kodak snapshot of an American sergeant and a pretty girl … my dad was a sergeant, too … Mum was working in a pharmacy shop … he had a toothache … Mum kept up with Millicent and then she lost track … guess they had an old Christmas card from Mum and that’s how they tracked me down …”

Gently, Annie opened the cover, turned the first pages. That curious breathlessness expanded and she felt dizzy. There it was.

London: John Lane. The Bodley Head, 1924.

A first edition.

She turned to the title page. An inscription, clear and distinct, wavered in her gaze:

To Her Majesty, the Queen

I have the honour to be, Madam, Your Majesty’s humble and obedient servant.

Agatha Christie

May 15, 1925

The signature was equally black and distinct with a large rounded A and a C with a little loop at the top. The inscription was in Christie’s unmistakable handwriting with characteristic wide spaces between each word. Signed to The Queen the year after publication.

Annie swallowed, tried to speak, all the while carefully easing the book free of the dust jacket. The cover was yellow cloth with black titles and border to the upper board. No nicks, no scrapes, no discoloration. Straight spine.

“… know the old lady must have treasured it … she kept it in a handmade pink quilt cover … the only book except for a Bible …”

The cover and the jacket were as fresh as the day the book was printed, a first edition in pristine condition. Very fine is the highest accolade that can be awarded to a rare book.

A first edition inscribed by Agatha Christie to The Queen in 1925. George V was on the throne and Mary was Queen.

Ellen once against clutched the pillow to her chest, arms wrapped tight. “I guess,” she was slowing down, eagerness fading, “it isn’t worth a whole lot.” Faded blue eyes looked at Annie hopefully. She sounded embarrassed. “I hoped it might be even worth fifty dollars or a hundred, but I guess not.”

A hundred dollars was a great deal of money to Ellen Gallagher, who eked out a sparse living from the her little second hand shop. She wore gently used clothes picked up at thrift shops. She’d scrimped and gone without to help her niece, her only living relative, attend medical school. The last time they’d had coffee, Annie inviting Ellen down for a free cup after work, Ellen’s thin face had wrinkled in worry about the staggering debt that Ginny was piling up in school. An extra hundred dollars would mean a better winter coat for Ellen or a pair of shoes.

Annie eased the book back into its dust jacket, held it with her fingertips. “A hundred dollars? This book is worth at least a hundred thousand dollars and I think more than that. A hundred and fifty, maybe a hundred and seventy-five.”

Ellen managed to push out thin high words, “A hundred thousand dollars?”

“More.” Annie placed the book on the coffee bar, first making sure the surface was absolutely clean. “I’ll get a plastic cover for it.”

Ellen stared at the book lying on the counter. Her lips trembled. “Oh, my goodness. But I don’t know what to do with it.”

“I’ll see what I can find out.” Ellen needed to be careful with a book that was worth a small fortune. “I’ll make inquiries. I’ll check out some rare book appraisal firms and bring you the information. I think the best approach is to contact an appraiser and get a valuation and then we can find out how it can be put up for auction or offered to a high level rare bookseller.”

The most collectible book ever owned at Death on Demand had been a first edition of S.S. Van Dine’s The Benson Murder Case, which Emma Clyde bought for nine thousand dollars. Sometimes when Annie and Max went to dinner at Emma’s, Annie browsed in Emma’s library which had a bookcase full of first editions, including The Dain Curse by Dashiell Hammett, A is for Alibi by Sue Grafton, and After Dark by Wilkie Collins.

“A hundred thousand dollars?” Ellen scarcely breathed the words.

“Absolutely.”

Ellen’s face looked suddenly young.

Annie was touched by the transformation. This must have been what Ellen looked like before life plucked at her, eroding confidence, piling worries.

“Oh. Oh,” Ellen breathed. “That would be … That could be … oh, how wonderful. I can help Ginny. And I hadn’t told you but I went to the doctor and he said I had to get treatment for my eyes or I pretty soon I won’t be able to see but that new insurance has a five thousand dollar deductible and I don’t have five thousand dollars. Oh, Annie.” Sudden tears glistened in her eyes.

Annie blinked back tears of her own. It was wonderful to be in the presence of unexpected happiness. “I’m so glad for you, Ellen. Now you can do what you want to do. I’ll help you find someone to buy it. Now, let me get the plastic cover.”

When the book was carefully eased into its protective holder, Ellen held the plastic-sheathed edition carefully. “If they hadn’t told me she was a war bride, I likely wouldn’t have bought the box.” Her voice was shaky. “They wanted sixteen dollars for the postage. I didn’t really have that much extra. I started a letter to say I couldn’t send the money and then I decided I would do it, I would.” She peered at Annie. “Just to think … the book in that box of her things …”

Annie slipped an arm around thin shoulders, gave a squeeze. “I’ll start checking. I’ll see what I can find out.”

Ellen nodded, started up the aisle, stopped. “If it turns out to be so, I don’t have to be afraid any more. I don’t have to be afraid …”

Annie walked with her to the front door. Ellen had arrived bedraggled, shoulders slumping a little in defeat, obviously tired, hoping for a little extra money. Now her thin face was alight, her faded blue eyes bright with happiness.

Annie took a last sip of lukewarm coffee, slipped several sheets into a folder, glanced at her watch. A quarter to five. No reason not to go ahead and close up for the day. She’d had a grand total of two customers since she opened, the rector, who wanted the new Julia Spenser-Fleming book, and Hyla Harrison, an off-duty police officer. Always attuned to her surroundings, Hyla was one of Police Chief Billy Cameron’s most careful and thoughtful officers. She was partial to police procedurals and picked up a new issue of Sadie When She Died by Ed McBain, observing, as Annie rang up the sale, that the weather was great for Spotted Salamanders and maybe that’s why they were the official South Carolina salamander and she’d seen one near the pond by her apartment house.

That being the extent of Annie’s contact with customers, she’d relished gathering up information for Ellen, a list of appraisers and auctioneers and rare book dealers. She tucked Murder’s Little Sister into her purse to finish tonight in front of a roaring fire and gave the dim store a last survey as she turned off the main lights, humming to herself.

Rain swept at an oblique angle beneath the protective ceiling, spattering the boardwalk. Annie passed three closed shops, their owners choosing the February doldrums to close down and sip Margaritas in the Bahamas. A small light gleamed in the window of Ellen’s Keepsakes. The display behind the plate glass was eclectic, eccentric: a rusted waffle iron that was new in the 1930s, a plaid raincoat with a sagging hem draped over a wicker chair, a battered small leather trunk with scuffed sides, a stack of Willow pattern plates, postcards with one-cent stamps, rhinestone-studded black satin heels, an accordion missing several keys, a cane fashioned from driftwood, a handpainted plaster statuette of the Virgin Mary.

Annie pushed open the door. Ellen’s shop was partway up the boardwalk in a much smaller space than Death on Demand. A narrow passageway between Ellen’s Keepsakes and a men’s clothing store, Dandy Jim’s, led to the alley that ran behind the stores.

Annie was already calculating whether it would be quicker when she left the shop to dart down the passageway and slosh through the alley, which always puddled in heavy rains, to reach the parking lot or to retrace her steps on the protected boardwalk. Her car was actually nearer the end of the alley than the end of the boardwalk, but she would avoid a drenching on the boardwalk.

She stepped inside, felt colder than on the boardwalk. “Ellen?”

Small tables jammed the shop, leaving a narrow passage to a counter. She passed tables overflowing with what Ellen fondly called collectibles. Annie recognized them for what they were, small, worn remnants of nameless lives. Jumbled willy nilly on every surface were costume jewelry, old clothing, picture frames, dishes, cooking utensils, assorted art ranging from a unicorn fashioned out of gum wrappers to a tray-sized mosaic of the leaning tower of Pisa, vinyl records, WWII dog tags, yellowed post cards with three-cent stamps, a stack of blue enamel basins, a washboard, feathered hats, even an assortment of swizzle sticks.

A thin gauzy curtain separated the shop from the storeroom. The cloth parted and Ellen hurried to a counter with some prized collectibles at one end and a rectangular gray metal cash box and ledger at the other. Ellen didn’t have a cash register or a reader for credit cards. She wrote down each sale in the ledger, provided a handwritten receipt to the purchaser.

In the center of the counter lay a pink quilted rectangle. The initials M and K were on the top.

Ellen saw her glance. She sounded a little defensive. “I put the book back in its quilted cover. It’s still in the plastic wrap you gave me, but I thought it was nice to keep it in her cover. I think Millicent must have made the cover. Her name was Millicent Kennedy.”

Ellen’s face was open and vulnerable as she continued to prattle. Passing thoughts popped out without thought or planning. She put the book in its quilted wrap and recalled dim memories of a long-ago meeting with the woman who skillfully created safe harbor for her most valued possession. “I was just a little kid … Mum took me with her … a tea shop … we met Millicent …” She smiled, her voice soft. “… Mum was so pleased …” Then the smile fled. She gently touched the M. “Don’t you suppose,” she searched for words, “she probably knew the book could bring some money but she kept it because the Queen gave it to her?” Pink tinged her cheeks. “I don’t know why the Queen would but maybe it was a memento when Millicent was going to leave to marry an American. Anyway, I know I’m guessing, but the Queen gave her the book and Millicent never parted with it, not even when she was old and poor and had only a little box full of belongings. Just think, the Queen held that book in her hands.”

There was awe in Ellen’s high voice.

Annie understood that breathless awe. It was the same feeling she had when she looked at old black-and-white photographs. A young woman in a long-sleeved blouse and long skirt stood on a bluff, face shaded as she gazed out to sea. Perhaps she’d been seventeen or eighteen, the photo made in 1914. That moment in time was forever captured. That moment had been real. She had lived and breathed and cared and now she had long been dust. But for that moment she was here again.

The book held that same magic, a book touched by the Queen, a book touched by a writer with auburn hair and blue eyes who in 1925 was still in love with Archie and whose amazing life had yet to unfold.

Ellen’s brows drew down. She asked, the words uneven, “Do you think she minds if I sell it?”

Annie felt an odd shiver. It was as if another woman stood near, worn and stooped but clinging to remembered glory.

The money from the book would transform Ellen’s life, push away fears of poverty, save her eyesight, give her freedom to be generous to her niece. But Ellen worried that a long-ago war bride might grieve if her greatest treasure were auctioned off to the highest bidder.

Annie searched for words. “I don’t know what heaven is like. No one knows. But,” she traced her index finger on the knitted M, “she’s there now. I believe she’s caught up in magnificence and there’s no malice or uncharitableness. She will be happy for you.”

Ellen’s faded blue eyes looked misty. “Thank you, Annie.” She cleared her throat. “You are terribly kind to help me.”

Annie held out the folder. “It was fun for me to gather this up.”

Ellen took the folder, held it against her chest. Her gentle face glowed with happiness.

What a difference a day made, although it was still February chilly. Annie was grateful for a thick navy turtleneck, gray wool slacks, and a quilted jacket, but she stopped at the marina to admire a newly arrived white yacht gleaming in the sunlight. She shaded her eyes as she read the name on the hull: Hot Mama. She wondered if the yacht belonged to a wealthy woman on the prowl or signified a male owner’s fondest dream. Or best memory.

She was still smiling as she turned on the main lights in Death on Demand and greeted Agatha. “I’m sorry I’m late, sweetie. The breakfast chef is in California.” Annie hurried down the central aisle. When Agatha was contentedly munching, Annie turned on the coffee maker. Today she really must unpack that latest shipment …

“Annie.” The high shrill cry pierced the amiable early morning quiet. Rapid footsteps clattered. Ellen Gallagher, tears streaming down her face, mouth working, stumbled toward her. “Somebody took my book. I came to the shop this morning and when I went inside, the cover was lying on my counter and it was empty. I’ve looked everywhere but my book is gone. It’s gone, gone, gone …”

Officer Hyla Harrison, crisp in her khaki uniform and a belted jacket that read POLICE on the back, stood on the boardwalk and studied the window in the narrow passageway to the alley. The frame was warped, the sash pushed up. She knelt, poked her head inside, then withdrew from the opening and stood. She looked at Ellen Gallagher. “There’s no evidence of forced entry but it appears someone pushed aside a table to be able to climb inside. Is this window kept locked?”

Ellen Gallagher shivered in a thin cotton blouse and black wool skirt. She swallowed convulsively. “It wouldn’t lock. I couldn’t make it lock.”

Annie stared at the partially open window. It couldn’t have been easier. Last night when the marina and shops were deserted, someone slipped along the boardwalk. “Hyla, how about the surveillance cameras?”

Hyla’s cool green eyes scanned the passageway. She jerked a thumb. “The way they’re mounted, at either end, it isn’t likely they show this window. I’ll see what they show. And I’ll check for fingerprints, but perps who plan a crime don’t usually leave any.”

Annie doubted the thief was barehanded. It had been a good night for gloves. She was quite sure gloved hands patiently jerked and pushed and pulled until the old window was raised high enough to permit entry.

“For now,” Hyla’s voice was as expressionless as always, “let’s go inside and Ms. Gallagher can tell me about the missing property.”

It was cold inside the shop, but the window wouldn’t be pulled down until Hyla dusted for fingerprints that weren’t there. The three of them stood at the counter. As Ellen, wretched and drained, spoke in a dull monotone, Annie looked around the shop. She spotted a tartan plaid shawl in a pile of clothing. She hurried to the stack, picked up the shawl, shook it, then returned and draped the thick wool around Ellen’s slumped shoulders.

Hyla listened, making an occasional note as Ellen described the letter from the nursing home and her mum’s old friend and how she’d send the money though it was such a lot and when the box came how she’d thought perhaps, Agatha Christie and all, that the book might be worth a little money, and taken it to Annie.

Annie remembered too well. Ellen’s blue eyes had been young and excited and now they were stricken and defeated.

Hyla looked at the counter. “So the book was in the pink quilted thing when you left last night. Where did you put it?”

Ellen, moving woodenly, stepped behind the counter, pointed below the rim. “I put it right down there on the shelf. That’s where I put my ledger and cashbox every night.”

Hyla’s thin face remained expressionless.

Annie guessed at her swift thoughts, a book worth anywhere from a hundred to a hundred and seventy-five thousand dollars left on a shelf in a shop with no burglar alarm, no surveillance cameras, no security. Sure, the department patrolled during the night, showing up at unexpected times, flashing Maglites here and there. Petty crime was not much of a problem on a sea island accessible only by ferry. Crime happened, the occasional burglary in rural areas, stolen hubcaps and cell phones when the island teemed with vacationers in the summer, but burglaries on the boardwalk shops were rare.

Hyla tapped her pen on her notebook. “Who knew the book was here?”

Ellen lifted a shaky hand, pressed thin fingers against one cheek. She slid a hesitant, shamefaced look at Annie.

Annie wasn’t surprised. Ellen prattled. Ellen was open and guileless and yesterday afternoon no one could have helped observing that she was hugely excited. “Who did you tell?”

Ellen’s thin shoulders hunched. “I didn’t think it was wrong. I guess,” the admission came in a doleful voice, “I didn’t think at all. I was here and I was so pleased. I sat right down to write Ginny and when Mrs. Benson came in, why the first thing I knew, I was telling her all about it. Well, not everything. I didn’t tell her that I talked to Annie. I mean, I wasn’t going to tell anyone how much money. I didn’t tell any of them …”

Hyla interrupted. “Let’s take it from the first. You told some visitors to the shop about the book. Their names?”

Ellen clutched the edges of the shawl, pulled it tighter around her shoulders. “Nancy Benson came in about two-thirty. She was looking …”

Again Hyla interrupted, though her voice was gentle. “Let me get the names first.”

Ellen’s faded blue eyes stared at Hyla. “Nancy Benson. Professor Pickett. Walt Wisdom.”

Annie knew all three, though not well. They were familiar island names: Nancy Benson, a new arrival on the island who worked at Morris Pharmacy, an enigmatic woman with an oval Mona Lisa face and a disconcerting stare when waiting on customers; debonair Walt Wisdom, a divorced, middleaged raconteur with a taste for young women; and Calvin Pickett, a retired history professor always eager to share his knowledge (the first and second drafts of the Declaration of Independence were written on hemp paper, John Adams was the first president to live in the White House, German U-boats sank 24 ships in Florida waters during WWII, etc.).

“Did you mention the book to anyone else yesterday afternoon or evening?”

Ellen shook her head.

“In regard to the three persons with whom you spoke …”

Ellen’s eyelashes fluttered rapidly. She looked surprised, a little shocked, excited. “Do you think one of them came back last night and took my book?”

Hyla was careful in her answer. “There are several possibilities. A random thief entered the shop and went to the counter, possibly looking for small change. It may be common knowledge that you do not use a cash register, which would be locked and difficult to open. Are you missing any money?”

Ellen lifted up the cash box, opened it. Her lips moving, she rapidly counted a small number of bills. “Everything’s here.”

Hyla nodded. “An intruder might assume anything below the counter to be of value and therefore might have looked at the book and decided to take it. Or it is possible that one of the persons who came to the shop yesterday afternoon realized its value and returned last night.”

Ellen gazed at Hyla in awe. “Why, then, you can get the book back, can’t you? Oh, that’s wonderful. How long do you think it will take?”

Hyla’s usually unreadable face revealed surprise, dismay, consternation, pity. She started to speak, stopped, took a breath. “I’m afraid it won’t be easy to prove what happened to the book.”

Ellen looked eager, fluttered a hand. “But now that we know it has to be one of them— and I think you are so marvelous to have figured that out—why then, can’t you get a search warrant and look at their houses and everything? They’ll have put the book in a safe place so it won’t be damaged and you can tell them—whichever one it is—that you know one of them has it and so it would just be easiest and the nice thing to do to give it back to me.”

“Ma’am, the fact that three people came to the shop yesterday and are aware of the book doesn’t give us the grounds to seek a search warrant. In fact,” Hyla sounded dubious, “there’s no reasonable basis to interview those people, much less accuse them of grand theft. Moreover,” Hyla held up a hand with fingers curled to the palm. As she spoke, she raised one finger after another, “there’s no physical evidence of a burglary, only you and Mrs. Darling …”

Annie would have smiled at Hyla’s formality but didn’t because her use of Annie’s married name was simply Officer Hyla Harrison’s observance of protocol.

“… can affirm the existence of the item, an empty quilted book cover is no proof that it contained a valuable volume, and, finally, from what you say about a box from a nursing home, you have no bill of sale, no,” Hyla thought for a moment, “no record that this particular book belonged to you.”

Hope faded from Ellen’s face. She seemed to shrink. She stared at Hyla in despair. “Is there anything you can do?”

Hyla closed her notebook. Her voice was brisk, though there was sadness in her eyes. “I will file a report.”

Annie opted for a Dr. Pepper from the vending machine in the station break room. As the can slid to the opening, she glanced to her left at a detailed map of the island, the northern end with rural roads, the center with the harbor and small downtown, the southern end with golf courses and winding streets in high end enclaves and the marina and its curve of shops, including Death on Demand and Ellen’s Keepsakes. She carried the cold can to a long Formica-topped table, slid into a chair opposite Hyla.

Hyla stirred two teaspoons of sugar into turgid black coffee, shook her head. “Annie, honestly, there’s no hope. I caught Billy on a break from that trial in Beaufort. He said it wouldn’t hurt to wait a day or so. When he gets back, he thought he would approach the people informally, like, ask if they’d mentioned the book to anyone, that we were looking for leads to someone who might have broken in. He can’t go around accusing people just because they came to a shop.”

Annie felt a hot flicker of anger. Not at Hyla. She was doing her job as best she could. But at the unknown intruder who struggled to open a warped window and clambered inside and took the book that could have transformed Ellen’s life, the book that for a few minutes made her face young again and her faded blue eyes eager and bright. Killing joy was the meanest theft of all.

Hyla was still talking, “… kind of breaks your heart, looking at me like I was a genius because I’d figured out the thief was one of her customers. When she said I could tell them—whichever one it was— that we knew one of them had it and so it would just be easiest and the nice thing to do to give it back.” Hyla was torn between incredulity and pity. In her ordinary crisp, non-nonsense tone, she was rueful. “She’s like a kid, but I know fiveyear- olds with more street smarts.”

Annie was lifting the can of Dr. Pepper. Her arm stopped in mid-motion. … just be easiest …

In the sudden silence, Hyla’s gaze locked on Annie. “Oh, come on, Annie.”

Annie quickly raised the can, drank, sputtered as the tart love-it-or-hate-it soda hit her throat.

Hyla sat stiff and straight, shoulders braced. “Don’t even think about it. For starters, that ploy went out a long time ago.”

Annie looked at her in surprise. As she well knew, Hyla was late to come to an appreciation of mysteries, yet she spoke with great certainty about a much-ridiculed means of confounding an adversary.

Hyla’s gaze was steady. “At the library detection club last month, the speaker debunked the story that Sir Arthur Conan Doyle sent a note to a highly respected man, saying, ‘Flee. All is discovered,’ and the man disappeared the next day. Henny said the story had also been ascribed to Mark Twain and that if it ever happened, Twain was the likelier candidate because he had a devilish sense of humor. She said the story had been around for a long time and who knew where it originated. But don’t think you can distract me.”

Annie wished she excelled at guile. According to her husband and his mother, Annie’s face was a road map a near-sighted cotton rat could easily follow. She lifted the can of Dr. Pepper in a salute. “I’ll admit the thought crossed my mind.”

Hyla continued to stare with suspicious green eyes.

“But you’re right.” Annie made her tone hearty. Once Hyla fastened on an idea, she clung tighter than a barnacle to a dock piling. “That would never work.” She smiled.

Hyla didn’t smile in return. “Don’t ever back anyone into a corner, Annie. So what could happen? You set up a meeting, maybe with Ellen lurking in the bushes. Your idea is you’ll see who takes the bait, maybe get a photo, have something to bring to Billy. But any one of those three has plenty to lose if they’re ever caught with stolen property. Plus, people will do a lot for a hundred grand. Plus, maybe one of them’s a nut, wants to have this book to get it out and look at Agatha Christie’s handwriting and gloat that they have a book no one else in the world has. So, don’t even think about it.”

Annie reached down and stroked Agatha’s back. “How dumb does Hyla think I am?” Flames danced from the logs in the fireplace. Death on Demand was at its winter best, warm, lights blazing, a wreath of steam rising from a mug of hot chocolate on the coffee bar.

Agatha twisted her head and nipped.

Annie yanked back her hand. “Et tu, my imperious feline?”

Mercurial as always, Agatha purred and pressed against Annie’s leg.

Annie leaned against the coffee bar, sipped hot chocolate. Sure, the old all-is-known ploy was trite, but triteness reflected a hard nugget of truth. Anyone with a secret was hypersensitive to exposure. Hyla had warned her off. But Hyla’s response underscored the fact that each customer in Ellen’s shop yesterday afternoon had a great deal to lose. That was real. That was a lever. Yes, it would be stupid to actually meet a respectable thief. Annie had no interest in arranging an I’ll-be-waiting-by-the-mausoleum-at-midnight moment.

Annie was too smart for that. She gave a decisive nod, carried the mug with her to the storeroom, settled behind the computer. She searched several sites, found what she sought, placed the order, delivery guaranteed tomorrow.

She pushed away from the computer. There was much to do between now and tomorrow. She pulled her jacket from the coat tree, turned off lights as she walked toward the front door.

Agatha followed, her gaze curious. This wasn’t Annie’s customary pattern on a winter afternoon. Annie paused at the main cash desk, picked up a brown catnip mouse from a dish holding Agatha’s favorite toys, turned and tossed it down the aisle.

Agatha leapt in pursuit.

Annie stepped outside. She locked the door, strode swiftly on the boardwalk, clattered down the steps. She didn’t stop to look at the marina. Vagrant thoughts jostled in her mind all the way to her car. She needed a spot easy to access. But her quarry would be alert to a trap. Where could the thief come and feel comfortable that no one was lying in wait?

Annie slid behind the wheel. “Oh, hey,” she spoke aloud, pleased with her cleverness. “I’ve got it.” She pushed the ignition, backed and turned, drove toward the beach.

Annie was waiting on the delivery dock behind Death on Demand when the UPS truck pulled up late Thursday afternoon. She took the package, hurried inside, put the ten-byten inch cardboard box on the worktable. Slitting the top, she lifted the lid, pulled out the bubble-wrapped contents. In a moment, she looked down at a small battery-powered camera. It took only a minute to set the timer for tomorrow morning. Once turned on, the camera would continue to run.

Annie loved the beach at dusk in winter, the sea oats with a last glimmer of gold from pale sunlight. She drew her plaid wool coat tighter as she neared the end of the boardwalk. Not even a solitary dog walker broke the solitude. The gentle waves curled, their foam gray in the fading sunlight. She slogged across the sand to the lifeguard tower. She chose a spot below one of the crossbars, applied a patch of adhesive. She pressed the snail-shaped plastic gray camera hard until it adhered to the sticky surface. When she stepped back, she nodded in satisfaction. Only someone aware of the camera’s presence would be likely to note it.

Annie felt clever as she drove on the main parkway toward town. It wasn’t dark yet. She had an hour before night fell, plenty of time for supper at Parotti’s Bar and Grill. Then she would walk to the old-fashioned phone booth, place three calls. But there was also time enough to take a stroll around town before businesses closed at five.

She succumbed to temptation.

Morrison’s Pharmacy was tucked in a narrow shop between the Mermaid Hotel, the island’s oldest hostelry—simple, inexpensive, and beloved by several generations of guests— and a beach shop closed for the winter. Annie stepped inside the pharmacy, paused to look at the display of chocolates in a cardboard stand. She appeared to take her time in choosing as she waited for a customer—Hazel Carey—to pay for her purchases.

Hazel turned away from the cash desk, yelped, “Annie Darling, I haven’t see you in forever!”

Annie liked Hazel, but usually felt as if she’d survived a typhoon after an encounter. After a loud exchange and promises of lunch and maybe a shopping dash into Savannah, Hazel hefted her bundle and departed.

Carrying three Godiva bars with raspberry filling, Annie stepped to the cash desk. “Nancy, how are you?” She put the chocolate bars on the counter. “I thought I saw you on the boardwalk the other day. You aren’t usually down on our end of the island.” The marina was on the southern tip of the island. Main Street and the harbor with the ferry dock were on the west coast, midway up the island.

Nancy’s cool blue eyes studied her unblinkingly. Her oval face, framed by silvery gold hair, appeared placid. “The boardwalk?”

“I think it was Tuesday.”

“Perhaps.” Her voice was deep for a woman. Those blue eyes continued to stare. “Will this be all?”

“Yes, thanks.”

Nancy rang up the sale, put the candy in a small plastic bag. Her features remained impassive. She handed the bag to Annie.

Annie tried for a chummy smile. “Next time drop in and see me. We have a lot of new books in. Who’s your favorite author?”

Nancy looked vaguely surprised, then said slowly. “I like Lee Smith.”

“She’s one of our bestsellers.”

Nancy said nothing.

There was an awkward pause. Annie tried for a smile, then turned away.

Calvin Pickett’s expression was dreamy, abstracted. He held a fountain pen in one plump hand, gazed toward a corner with a bust of Pocahontas.

“Professor Pickett?”

He looked up from behind a mound of books on a worn wooden table in the middle of the Island Historical Society. Slowly he focused. “Yes, yes, I know you. Darling. Annie Darling. The store on the boardwalk. Love those reprints of the Lily Wu books. Do you know the ones I mean?” He didn’t give her time to answer. “Quite striking. The first Chinese- American sleuth, much more than a sidekick to Janice Cameron. Lily was the brains of the outfit. And several of the books have provide a snapshot in time of Hawaii at mid-century. The author was an intriguing woman, rather sad life, but that’s so often true of greatly talented people. You have an impressive array of books. Much more interesting that the old tomes here.” He patted the stack of books. “Now,” he beamed at her, “what brings you to my dusty kingdom?” As if on cue he sneezed, managing to smother the eruption behind the arm of a floppy shirt sleeve. “That’s what we find with history. Lots of dust. I’ve just delved into a fascinating pamphlet about Queen Anne’s Revenge. Much more is known now that they’ve found Blackbeard’s ship. Edward Teach, of course, as we should call him. Quite a rogue. He and Stede Bonnet terrorized the area. Such a contrast from William Penn, both active in the same era, and Penn a man of great morality and character. But it was ever so in the annals of history.” He abruptly popped to his feet, his full stature of five feet and possibly four inches, and beamed. “How can I help you this winter afternoon?”

Annie said the first thing that came to mind. “I wondered if I missed you at the store?”

His faded brown eyes blinked rapidly. “Missed me? Have I been there recently? Dear me, sometimes I forget where I’m going but I don’t think I was going there. Though I will visit soon. I like to browse the used book section. You never know when you’ll find an old book that a collector might want. Not that I’d expect you to miss a copy of Poe’s Tales, but it never hurts to look.”

A current of cool air eddied. Annie felt a slight chill. Calvin Pickett looked like an academic, distinguished by a thatch of white hair and a trim white mustache, a rumpled tweed jacket, and a generally cherubic expression. Was he toying with her, enjoying dismissive inner laughter?

She gave him a steady look. “Since you like old mysteries,” she was scrabbling though titles in her mind, “I wondered if you’d be interested in a first edition of Constance and Gwenyth Little’s The Great Black Kanba? It’s in nice condition. I’ll let you have it for twenty dollars.”

He pursed his lips, looked judicious. “That’s a good price. Very good indeed. Why yes, I’ll drop by tomorrow and pick it up.”

Wisdom Investments occupied what had once been a stately dining room on the bottom floor of Walt Wisdom’s antebellum frame house a block back from Main Street. Walt had inherited the house from his grandmother. Set high on a tabby foundation, steps led to a front door protected from weather by a gallery. The formal living room served as a waiting area for clients. Walt lived in the upper story.

Annie hurried up the steps. It was a quarter to five, rather late for a prospective client to arrive, but Annie had no doubt Walt would welcome her. Although she enjoyed only a modest income from Death on Demand, Walt would be well aware that both Max and his mother, Laurel Roethke, were, as aficionados of wealth liked to say, seriously rich.

She stepped into a lovely hallway with an ormolu mirror over a small Georgian marbletopped side table. The heart pine flooring was original to the house. A graceful stairway led to the upper floor.

Walt loomed in the doorway to her left. Six feet tall with thick chestnut hair, sideburns a la the Tarleton twins, strong features and full lips, he fancied himself as irresistible to women. Annie was aware of the appraisal in his swift gaze and the invitation.

Her smile was restrained. “I have a friend who needs some investment advice and I told her I’d do some checking.”

He gave a partial bow. “Of course. Come in,” he stood aside for her to enter the room now used as his office. The walls were still the original pale blue of the old house. Red velvet hangings framed ceiling-high windows. An enormous mahogany desk was spread with papers. Flames flickered in a fire beneath an Adam mantel with two Chinese porcelain vases.

Walt seated her ceremoniously, his hand lingering on her arm, in a shield-back chair that faced the desk.

He didn’t move to his chair, but remained quite near Annie, leaning against a corner of the desk. “A friend?”

Annie nodded, molded her face in an admiring gaze. “She’s never had any money, but it looks as though she may realize perhaps a hundred and fifty thousand dollars from an item she can sell.”

Walt nodded, placed his fingertips together. “Does she have other investments?”

Annie shook her head. “Actually, she has nothing.” She gave him a steady stare. Was she being foolish? Perhaps. But anger burned deep inside; Ellen thrilled, Ellen thinking she had money to save her sight, Ellen left with nothing.

“Hmm. Perhaps she should consider an annuity. Or a mutual fund with a good record on rate of return.” His smile was kindly. “That’s not the sort of thing I handle for clients, but,” he stood, “you can share that information with her.”

Annie rose, too, resisted saying thanks for nothing, and turned toward the door.

A large warm hand touched her shoulder. “Would you care to have a drink before you leave?”

Annie looked up into a suggestive gaze. “Thanks, Walt. But I have some errands to run.”

She walked briskly to the door, opened it, was on the porch.

Walt stood in the doorway. “Getting rather dark out now. That’s one of the hazards on the island. Poor lighting. Don’t take a wrong turn.”

The words rang in her mind as she hurried to the curb and slid into her car. His deep voice had been smooth. Had it also carried a note of amusement? And threat?

Walt was right about dusk falling. The street was full of shadows and any faraway figures were indistinct and unrecognizable. She parked in front of Parotti’s Bar and Grill, feeling that she had earned a self-indulgent dinner.

Night covered the small commercial district like a pall of black velvet. Brilliant stars glittered, providing a faint radiance, but street lamps were few and far between, shedding small pools of light. Annie waited for her eyes to adjust when she stepped out of the warmth of Parotti’s, replete after a bowl of chili topped by grated Longhorn cheese and onions and a cheerful welcome from gnome-sized Ben Parotti, who owned the island’s oldest eatery combined with a sawdust-floored bait shop.

Ben’s farewell lingered in her mind. You and Max are letting us down. How about scaring up some excitement? She wished she could share the next few minutes with Ben, lift him out of winter doldrums. She walked briskly toward the end of Main, her goal the old-fashioned telephone booth. The boardwalk was deserted. The brisk breeze off the harbor carried not only the February chill but was heavy with moisture. She shivered, walked faster.

The booth was as she remembered, worn wood, the door partially open. She grabbed the cold moisture-slick handle, pulled. The door jammed midway, but she squeezed inside. The light didn’t work. She used a pencil flash from her purse to illuminate the battered pay phone. She stacked change on the metal counter, dropped coins into slots, dialed.

“Hello.” Nancy’s deep voice evinced neither welcome nor hostility.

Annie took a breath, whispered, “I saw you Tuesday night. I know you have the book. I want the book. Bring it to the lifeguard stand next to the south beach pavilion. Ten o’clock tomorrow morning. Leave the book there, or I’ll tell the police.” She depressed the hook switch.

Calvin Pickett’s voice mail message was ebullient: As Lewis Carroll said, Who in the world am I? Ah, that’s the great puzzle. If you can top that, leave a message after the tone.

Despite her task, Annie was amused. But quite clever people can also be quite cleverly dishonest. She whispered into the receiver, depressed the switch.

She fed coins, punched the third number. After several rings, an answering machine responded. Walt Wisdom was almost surely home, but likely he ignored calls that registered Unknown in Caller ID. It took only a moment to record her whispered threat.

Dorothy L, their ebullient white cat, crouched and watched intently as Annie built a fire. She gave a last puff from the bellows, watched flames dance. She closed the metal mesh screen, settled on a plaid sofa facing the fireplace. As she tucked a cushion behind her, her cell phone rang. Her heart sang. She loved her ring tone for Max, the first few bars of Anything Goes.

They both spoke at once. Then Annie breathed in awe, “You saw Rory McIlroy?” Annie practically quivered with envy. She’d adored the Irish golfer ever since his heroics at the Masters.

Max’s tenor voice was chiding. “You are only to lift your voice in that tone for your adored spouse.”

Her laughter rippled. “All you have to do is win the Masters. Is he playing great?” She snuggled on the sofa in their den, Dorothy L cuddled in her lap.

“Three birdies in a row. If I …”

Annie listened, smiling, soaking in Max’s voice, glad he was having fun.

“… enough about me. What’s up there?”

“Oh, not much.” Her tone was careless. “Grand theft …”

“On the island?” He was startled.

Quickly she related Ellen’s glorious discovery and heartbreaking loss and the three customers. “… so I left each one a message.”

“Do you honestly,” his voice was amused, “think the thief is going to obligingly arrive at the lifeguard stand at oh ten hundred?”

“Probably not. But if the camera picks up one of the three, we know where to start. Anyway, all it cost me was the camera and shipping fee.”

“Right.” His tone was kind, an obvious indication he thought she was wasting her time. “When I get back, we’ll put together a description of the book and send it off to everyone we can think of. That’s more likely to have some results.”

“But even if some buyer alerts us, how can we prove the book belonged to Ellen?”

“Someone at the nursing home packed that box. We’ll get a statement and you can identify it on this end.”

“Spoken like Perry Mason to Della Street. But your plan will probably work better than mine.” Annie was feeling generous. “Anyway, I’ll let you know if the camera picks up anyone— and tomorrow get a photo of Rory … have a great weekend … root for Rory … love you, too.”

As she clicked off the cell, she smiled. “Dorothy L, your favorite human will be home in four days.”

By then, if all went well, they might have some idea about the identity of the thief. Her telephoned threat might not work, but if she had stolen a book worth more than a hundred thousand dollars and a whispering voice called to say she had been seen, she would scarcely settle in for a long winter nap. The call would surely elicit a response.

A frightened thief might decide to take the book tonight to the lifeguard stand, make certain no one was near, use gloved hands, wrap the book in newspaper, place the bundle on the seat. The camera would not yet be running. But apprehending the thief wasn’t as important as restoring the book to Ellen, once again opening up vistas of happiness for her.

The worst outcome would if the thief walked down to the harbor tonight, threw the book into the ocean. Or the thief might gamble on denying an accusations, hold on to the book. But nothing ventured, nothing gained, and, she blinked drowsily, if she didn’t get the book back, no harm, no foul. The refrain rippled in her mind, no harm, no foul, definitely time to re-read Sarah Caudwell. If she were as clever as Sarah Caudwell, she’d figure out another way to retrieve the book. And Max’s idea was very good …

Annie felt utterly relaxed in the warmth of the fire. Only nine o’clock. Too early for a solitary bedtime. She turned to the stack of TBR books on the end table, Predator by Janice Gable Bashman, The Skin Collector by Jeffrey Deaver, Queen of Hearts by Rhys Bowen, Riders on the Storm by Ed Gorman. Her hand hovered …

Squeak.

She looked toward the hallway to the kitchen.

An eddy of cool air reached her, just as if the back door had opened. A hinge on the door needed a pump of three-in-one oil. She hadn’t yet locked up the house for the night. Like most islanders, she never bothered with locked doors when she was home. Was she imagining …

Calvin Pickett stood in the doorway, dark cap, dark sweater, dark jacket, dark trousers, dark running shoes, right hand jammed in the bulging pocket of the jacket.

She felt her eyes widen in shock, her face tighten, her breath draw in.

His gaze locked with hers. He stepped into the room.

She had never seen him without that bush of white hair. A navy seaman knit cap hid his hair. His rounded face no longer appeared cherubic. He balanced on his feet, like a wary boxer, faded brown eyes cold and intent. “I was right.”

“You were right?” She heard her words and knew she’d made a mistake. She should have come to her feet, asked why he was here, pretended surprise. I didn’t hear you knock.

“You have quite an expressive face. It was rather interesting to watch. Easy to read.” His tone was clinical. “You were afraid. You had no reason to fear me unless you left that message on my answering machine. So Ellen did take the book to you.”

Annie struggled to breathe. Calvin was speaking openly about the book, the book he had stolen. Dark clothes … Why was he here? “What do you want?”

“Silence. Your silence.” He pulled his hand from his pocket. The gun he held with easy familiarity was dark, too, blue black steel. “Ellen told me how she opened a box and her life changed in less than an hour. She’d found an old book, thought it might be worth a few dollars and,” his voice went falsetto in an eerily accurate imitation, “You could have knocked me over with a feather when I found out it’s worth thousands.” He moved nearer. “She isn’t an expert. She’ll never be able to prove I haven’t had a similar book for some time. As I reflect,” his tone was amused, “I came across my book in a box of books I bought some- where or other. I’ve enjoyed having such a precious book, slipping a finger across the page with that inscription to The Queen. But now I’m ready to see the world and that’s why I’m selling it.” His full lips moved into a mocking smile. “Do you like my musings about a book I’ve owned for several years?”

Annie stared at the barrel. If he pulled the trigger … There was no escape. He was too near. Pain …

“As for Ellen, apparently she opened a box a little while before I came and found a book but she didn’t know if it was valuable. Yet by the time I came in, she’d learned the book was worth thousands of dollars. What did that reveal? She doesn’t have a cash register, much less a computer. She had to ask someone. Who told her?” There was sharp intelligence in his brown eyes. “There was only one person near enough with the knowledge to realize the book’s value. So I knew who called a little while ago. Whether you saw me or not doesn’t matter. Somehow you knew or guessed I took it. If you alert appraisers and rare book collectors that the book was stolen, it would be hard for me to make a sale. No one will pay any attention to Ellen. But you have expertise.”

He gestured with the gun. “Get up.”

Annie’s lips were dry, her throat tight. Slowly she stood. She couldn’t dodge him. He was too near and the gun’s barrel never wavered. Maybe if she rushed him … He would shoot and she would feel hot agony and fall. Max would come home to find her lying there, blood congealed into blackness. With Ingrid out of town, there would be no one to notice the store hadn’t opened, no one to notice and come and see. Even if someone came, it would be too late for her. She had to do something, figure out a way. Max mustn’t find her lying on the heart pine floor stained with blood. He would know the killer was one of Ellen’s customers, but it would be forever too late to matter to her. Whatever she had to do, she would do.

“Or maybe,” his tone was considering, “you thought I’d leave the book on the beach for you and you’d sell it. Your husband’s rich. You’re rich. Maybe you’re never rich enough. Trips to Paris, a safari in Africa. I read all about the favored ones in The Gazette.” Dislike and envy curdled his voice. “That’s how I knew your husband was at Pebble Beach. A Broward’s Rock golf foursome is enjoying the best of the links with a trip to Pebble Beach. I never had enough money to play golf. After I sell the book, I can take trips, too. I’m going to get the money. I’m going to sell the book and you aren’t going to get in my way. I’ve never had anything. I told everybody I was a retired professor. Professor. That’s an honored word. You know what I was? An instructor. Adjunct faculty. The lowest of the low. Bastards with tenure never bothered to say hello in the halls. No recognition for adjunct faculty scum. I went from college to college. Then I couldn’t get hired anywhere. Do you know how much I get paid to squat in that little hole in the wall with its lousy collection of second-rate historical documents? A thousand dollars a month. Did you ever live on a thousand dollars a month?”

“Calvin, please leave.”

His full lips spread in a sardonic smile. “Oh, my, a rich woman speaks. She orders a minion begone. But give your request some thought. Are you in a hurry for me to go? You’ll be dead when I walk out of here.”

Cool air eddied.

Annie felt the coolness. Or was she chilled by the specter of death?

A slim, athletic figure stepped lightly into the doorway. Hyla Harrison’s green eyes stared at her in warning. Hyla, too, was dressed all in black, sweater, slacks, sneakers, her red hair hidden beneath a dark cap.

Annie steeled her face. She would not, must not reveal she saw Hyla.

Hyla carried a rope loose in her right hand.

Annie was suffused with thanksgiving and understanding. During their conference at the station break room, Hyla looked at Annie with suspicion, warned her against trying to set a trap for the thief. Hyla obviously wasn’t persuaded Annie would remain quiescent. Probably she had been trailing behind when Annie went to the beach and the lifeguard stand, likely later explored and spotted the camera. She then figured Annie would set up a meeting. Once Hyla set out on a course, she never deviated. She would watch Annie’s every move, day or night. She was outside when Calvin Pickett arrived. The instant he entered the back door without knocking, Hyla had been at work, likely summoning other officers as well.

Hyla lifted her left hand, touched her lips with a forefinger, then rapidly fluttered closed fingertips against her thumb.

Talk. Talk. Talk. She had to talk, keep Calvin talking.

A second figure eased into the doorway, stocky, powerfully built Officer Lou Pirelli, he in uniform. Lou was in a slight crouch, both hands holding his pistol, his eyes locked on Calvin. But Calvin Pickett was dangerous. If he realized they were behind him, he could whirl and fire. Possibly Lou might shoot in time. If not, if either Hyla or Lou were hurt, Annie was at fault.

Annie kept her gaze focused on Calvin. “You don’t want to take this kind of chance. If you walk out …”

Calvin’s eyes flickered away from her. His gaze was riveted for an instant beyond her. What was he seeing?

Too late she knew. On the wall behind her hung a large glass-covered framed print. The glass reflected the room, the shine of the lamp, Annie and Calvin face-to-face, and behind him in the doorway to the hall, Hyla and Lou.

Calvin took three fast steps, grabbed her arm, turned her to face the doorway. He pulled her in front of him, jammed the barrel of the gun against her neck.

Hyla started forward, Lou moved, too, his gun leveled toward them.

“Stop where you are. Drop the gun.” Calvin’s low, hoarse voice held the darkness of death.

Hyla rocked to a stop, the cord in her hand moving eerily back and forth. Lou stopped too, his eyes measuring the distance between him and Calvin with a rigid Annie as a shield.

Chaotic thoughts seared Annie’s mind. Everyone remained frozen in place … a tableau … Lou still held the gun … Calvin could push her ahead of him out into the night … Would he decide better to kill all of them now … her fault … gun looked huge in Lou’s hand … superb shot … had to distract Calvin … up to her … she’d played roles in island theater … Elaine Harper in Arsenic and Old Lace … Judy Bernly in Nine to Five …

Annie wavered unsteadily… her body relaxed … she gave a sighing moan, sagged toward the floor, a terrified woman fainting …

The blast from the guns was huge, magnified in the small room, the smell of gunpowder acrid.

A grunt of pain. Calvin fell heavily across her, pushing her down.

Footsteps thudded. Shouts. “Grab him. Get him.”

A blow caught her in the ribs. Annie struggled to pull away from the terrible weight that pressed against her as they tangled in a struggle. Calvin pushed Annie out of the way, staggered to his feet. He punched with his left hand, kicked at Hyla as he lurched toward his gun lying a few feet away. Blood streamed from his shattered right hand. Lou moved in, used his gun as a truncheon.

Calvin dropped to the floor, a gash on the side of his head.

Annie waited on the boardwalk. All was well, bright sun, calm sea, seagulls wheeling above the marina, a day full of promise. Annie glanced at her watch. From what she’d learned since yesterday, Calvin Pickett, now in jail and charged with a series of crimes, lived in a small one-bedroom unit in a rundown apartment house on the north end of the island. How long could it possibly take to search that small space? It had been more than two hours since Hyla called, told her they had the warrant, were on their way.

Hyla Harrison strode around the corner of the shops, trim and athletic in her khaki uniform. Though Hyla moved with her head high, shoulders back, her narrow face was somber. She stopped a foot away, slowly shook her head.

Annie blurted, “You looked …”

“We looked everywhere. We went over every inch of his place. We even took the seats out of his car.” Hyla’s nose wrinkled. “Found a dead mouse. Weird.”

“The book has to be somewhere.”

Hyla’s face squeezed in thought. “He didn’t expect trouble when he came to your place. So, it makes sense he hadn’t hidden the book some place special. We’ve checked and he hadn’t mailed any packages to himself. He didn’t have a safety deposit box. Nobody who knows him admits to taking care of anything for him. Plus these folks are people we know and they wouldn’t cover up for him when he’s accused of attempted murder and kidnaping and resisting arrest and a bunch of stuff. So it figures,” Hyla worked it out, “that he left the book that night where he’d been keeping it. But,” she turned her thin hands up in expressive defeat, “we can’t find it.”

Annie didn’t ask if Hyla was sure. She knew Hyla. Any search she undertook would be careful, complete, exhaustive.

“… a locker at the Historical Society. Not much in it. Half empty bottle of bourbon. Thought Jane Corley would surely have a hissy fit …”

Annie knew, without pleasure, Jane Jessop Corley, director of the society, tall, thin, iron gray hair in rigid waves, humorless and self-important.

“… and I asked her,” there was a wicked gleam in Hyla’s green eyes, “if bourbon was the drink of choice at the society. I imagine he sipped along as he worked. She wasn’t amused, insisted I take my evidence case and leave. Very grudging about letting me see the locker.”

Annie imagined Calvin Pickett found it demeaning to be relegated to a small employee locker, probably enjoyed keeping whisky there. She remembered him sitting behind the old wooden table and the stack of books …

Jane Corley barred their way, her bony face flushed with anger. “You have no right to intrude here. He was an employee, nothing more. I permitted you access to his locker. I demand you leave …”

“Ma’am,” Hyla was stolid, “I have a search warrant that gives me the right to search the premises. If you wish to be arrested for impeding an officer in the discharge of her duties, I will escort you to the police station and then return and proceed to fulfil my orders.”

Jane drew herself up to her full height, folded her arms. “Very well. But I will have recourse to the law if you damage any society papers.”

Annie pointed to the table to the right of the entrance. “Look at the books stacked there.”

Jane followed them to the table, head jutting forward, face twisted in anger.

Hyla Harrison placed a fingerprint kit on the edge of the table. She flipped up the lid, pulled out plastic gloves, drew them on. She stepped around the table. She lifted up a book with leather covers that were crumbling, looked at Annie.

Annie came around the table, bent forward, shook her head.

One book, two, three …

The fourth book had a garish jacket with a woman’s head bent back, long hair falling, gloved hands at her throat.

Not a likely book jacket to be found in a historical society.

“Take off the jacket.”

Hyla carefully eased the tattered cover away to reveal a white dusk jacket with a rectangular illustration in black and white of Hercule Poirot, formally attired in a bow tie, morning suit, and spats, carrying top hat and gloves in his right hand, cane in his left.

“That’s it.” Annie was triumphant. No wonder Calvin had been amused when she came to the society and the book she sought was included in a stack in front of him.

“Everything in here belongs to the society.” Jane Corley had no doubt read in The Gazette about the missing book and its worth. If she could claim it for the society, there would be money to achieve great historical glory for the island. “No one can prove this is a book that belonged to someone else …”

Annie pointed at the book. “Do you see the plastic cover?”

Jane’s gaze shifted to the book.

“Hyla, fingerprint that cover. My fingerprints will be on it because I put the book in that cover. Ellen Gallagher’s prints will be on it because she took the plastic covered book and placed it in its knit cover. And besides,” she felt comfortable stretching the truth a bit, “a statement from the nursing home where the previous owner lived will prove the box belongs to Ellen Gallagher.”

The front door bell at Death on Demand sounded. Ellen Gallagher bolted to the cash desk, eyes wide behind the thick lens of her glasses. “I just heard. Annie, the book sold for,” her voice dropped to a shaky whisper, “one hundred and seventy thousand dollars.” She reached across the counter, took Annie’s hand. “Thanks to you.”
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    Now the Mysterious Press has gone digital, publishing ebooks through MysteriousPress.com.


    MysteriousPress.com offers readers essential noir and suspense fiction, hard-boiled crime novels, and the latest thrillers from both debut authors and mystery masters. Discover classics and new voices, all from one legendary source.

  


  FIND OUT MORE AT


  WWW.MYSTERIOUSPRESS.COM


  FOLLOW US:


  @emysteries and Facebook.com/MysteriousPressCom


  MysteriousPress.com is one of a select group of
publishing partners of Open Road Integrated Media, Inc.
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The Mysterious Bookshop, founded in 1979, is
located in Manhattan’s Tribeca neighborhood. It is the
oldest and largest mystery-specialty bookstore in America.

The shop stocks the finest selection of new mystery
hardcovers, paperbacks, and periodicals. It also features a
superb collection of signed modern first editions, rare and
collectable works, and Sherlock Holmes titles. The bookshop
issues a free monthly newsletter highlighting its book clubs,
new releases, events, and recently acquired books.


58 Warren Street

info@mysteriousbookshop.com

(212) 587-1011

Monday through Saturday

11:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m.




FIND OUT MORE AT

www.mysteriousbookshop.com

FOLLOW US:

@TheMysterious and Facebook.com/MysteriousBookshop
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Open Road Integrated Media is a digital publisher and multimedia content company. Open Road creates connections between authors and their audiences by marketing its ebooks through a new proprietary online platform, which uses premium video content and social media.


Videos, Archival Documents, and New Releases

Sign up for the Open Road Media newsletter and get news delivered straight to your inbox.

Sign up now at

www.openroadmedia.com/newsletters





FIND OUT MORE AT

WWW.OPENROADMEDIA.COM

FOLLOW US:

@openroadmedia and

Facebook.com/OpenRoadMedia
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