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Would solving the mystery of her birth do anything at all to help Elizabeth?

She had always been a big “fixer.” The one people asked to organize dances, fund-raisers, the second-grade field trip. The one who gave her childhood friends advice on cheating boyfriends and broken hearts.



Ever since she’d learned the truth, she had felt disorganized and off center, angry and confused. But if she discovered her origins, she would finally understand the secret thoughts, like nightmares, that had haunted her for as long as she could remember.



She had been fearful and ashamed of those thoughts, because she had never known what they meant. But now she did. They weren’t nightmares.



They were memories. Memories of real events, real people.



Memories she needed Tommy Lee McCall to help her chase down.
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For Beth Harbison and Mary Ann Comparetto, two women who could teach the world about loving and supportive friends.







CAST OF CHARACTERS

Elizabeth Monette—While looking for her past, she finds her future love.

Tommy Lee McCall—This ex-cop has a chip on his shoulder and a lot to learn about fate.

India Heywood—This doctor’s wife has an ax to grind and a daughter who would be queen.

Bennett Heywood—The doctor preached about family values, but had a few skeletons in his closet.

Luvey Rose—Tommy Lee’s ex-wife liked to live dangerously.

Roman Prince—Belle Fleur’s mayor liked to talk, and often ended up in a corner.

Rosellen Heywood—India’s daughter tried hard to please, and made no one happy, especially herself.

Clay Willow—He worked for Elizabeth’s adoptive father, and kept a vigil only he understood.

Cracker Jackson—He was hired to kill, but took too much for granted.







Prologue

December, twenty years ago…



The man in the white coat bent down and kissed his only child on the top of her head. “Be good for your mother in the morning, sweetheart. No crying about brushing your teeth.”

“You going to be here when I wake up, Daddy?” the girl asked, her lips pursed expectantly.

“I’ll try, baby, I’ll try.” His expression showed none of his turmoil as he hugged her close. He had promised himself he would always treat his only child as if theirs was a normal family. But he realized as she pulled out of his embrace that each day she got older and more aware, and that this charade could not last.

He had to do something. Something to end this limbo in which he and his daughter lived. And he had to do it soon.

Silently the man crossed the kitchen to the back door and let himself out. He ignored the child’s mother who sat staring out the window at a stand of trees, outlined in silver blue, like a Christmas tree, by the moonlight. He could think of nothing to say to the woman that would not hurt her, or him. Not even “Good night.”

Especially “Good night,” as that well-worn phrase carried with it the full weight of his leaving them to reside in another woman’s home.

“Daddy’s going to try to be here in the morning,” the girl announced when the sound of her father’s footsteps had faded. She leaned her chubby arms against the dinette table as she peered into the empty wineglass clutched in her mother’s pale hand. “I’m going to ask him to tell me the story about the girls in the beautiful dresses and the ball. That’s my favorite.”

Blue eyes met blue eyes.

The woman snapped awake from an open-eyed dream. She reached out to stroke her daughter’s cheek. “Aren’t you getting tired of poor old Cinderella? Midnight comes and all the fun is over.”

“Not Cinderella, Mama. The new story about the Midnight Ball. Daddy told me it’s real, not a fairy tale. One girl even gets to be the Queen of Midnight.” The child’s eyes shone as she put her hands around the goblet and licked the bitter-tasting edge. “Daddy said I might get to be the Queen when I’m a big girl. Did you get to go to the ball, Mama? Daddy said all the beautiful girls get to go to the Queen of Midnight Ball.”

“No. No, I never went.” A flush stained the woman’s skin but she smiled and pulled the child to her. Her heart pounded with anger. The child’s father should never have told her about the Queen of Midnight Ball, Belle Fleur, Louisiana’s most revered social occasion. It was especially heartless to give her hope that she might someday be a part of it. Only girls with proper families and legitimately married parents were nominated as “electees” for Queen of Midnight.

She would give him a piece of her mind about this tomorrow and warn him never to mention it to their child again. She would not let hopeless dreams poison the child’s spirit and set her up for such a big disappointment. “Come on, darling. It’s time for bed. When Daddy comes back, we’ll get him to tell you a lovely story. Just remember, though. He works long, long hours. So don’t count too much on him being here first thing in the morning.”

With a hug, the woman glanced back out at the magnolias. She had been thinking of the summer night when she had made love under those trees and become pregnant in the thick, sultry air of summer. A night six years ago last August.

If someone had asked her then, she would have agreed that her baby might well have a chance at being Queen of Midnight. But not now.

She kissed the spot on the soft blond hair where the man’s lips had rested a moment before, wishing against reality that “happily ever after” existed in life like it did in fairy tales. “You need to get ready now, child. It’s very late and we’ve got a big day tomorrow. We’re going over to Fairbreeze.”

“With Daddy?”

“No. No, just us girls.”

“I want Daddy to come. We never go anyplace with him.”

“Oh, but we’ll have fun. I promise.”

The child made a face. “Can we get lunch out? At that house with the strawberry ice cream?” “It’s not a house, it’s called a restaurant. I don’t know if they have strawberry ice cream so close to Christmas. But we’ll get you something, okay? If you brush your teeth tonight for two whole minutes, then get right into bed and wait until I come up. Deal?”

“That’s a deal, Mama.” The girl shook her mother’s outstretched hand excitedly, then scampered toward the doorway. Suddenly she stopped. “You’ll come up soon, won’t you, Mama? I don’t like it upstairs at night when daddy’s not here.”

“I’ll be up in a bit to tuck you in, darling. You remember now, brush for two whole minutes. Watch the little blue fish clock on the wall till it moves two bubbles.”

The girl held up two plump fingers. “This many bubbles?”

Her mother nodded and flashed two fingers back. “That many. Very good. Now, hurry up. It’s late.”

As her child disappeared up the back stairs, the woman stood and cleared the table, mulling over the next day’s appointment. The woman shivered suddenly. Deep in thought, she reached into the bottom drawer of the bureau that held her grandmother’s china and fished out a small, velvet-covered box. She stroked the cover for a moment, then opened it. Inside, the diamond-studded pin sparkled and danced. Five small rubies glittered in the miniature crown. Tugging at the bottom of the box, she pulled up the lining to check that the child’s birth certificate was still tucked inside. It was, the footprints on it impossibly small.

With tears in her eyes, she snapped the case shut and pushed it back into its hiding place. Was seeing an attorney the right thing to do, she wondered? Not for herself. Nothing she could think of seemed the right thing for herself. But for her daughter? Was it the best thing to hire a lawyer and force the girl’s father to do what was only fair and right? To force him to do what he had once promised he would, without any urging or threats from her?

Her mood darkened as several possible results of her action—among them, his prominent family’s retaliatory response—flashed through her thoughts. Belle Fleur was nothing if not small and devoted to gossip; the more shocking the rumor was, the quicker it was passed on.

She glanced upward toward her daughter’s room. If their story came out, it might ruin the child’s father. It would surely tar her own family name even blacker with the brush of scandal. As if that were possible.

Despite herself, she smiled grimly, then tossed the newspaper into the trash and shook her head. Those women she read so much about who talked up “power for females” might change some laws for women up north, but they couldn’t change the way people in Belle Fleur judged other people, wouldn’t change how those with money and a good name judged a woman with no living male kin or property who bore a child out of wedlock. No, there wasn’t anything she could do to change that. There wasn’t anything she could do to change anything in her life, it seemed.

Except try and make sure her daughter had more than she did. Who you were mattered the world in Belle Fleur. Who you might be would gain you nothing but whispers and finger-pointing. She knew firsthand how the ugliness of that treatment seeped into a person, ate away parts of your soul.

With a deep breath, the woman turned on the water and rinsed out the sink, mulling over her child’s fascination with the story of the Queen of Midnight Ball. Was it just love of a good story, or did her daughter intuitively connect with the town’s event of the season, at which several of her ancestors had danced and laughed and shone as members of the society “court”?

After all, the girl’s grandmother had been a Queen of Midnight. The painting that hung in her lover’s family’s hallway sprang suddenly alive in the woman’s mind. The smiling, lovely young face, the glittering ball gown, the crown of twinkling gems nestled in the blond hair so like her daughter’s.

Tears of humiliation and frustration suddenly clouded the woman’s vision. Angrily she pushed them away and filled her thoughts with simple tasks. She poured soap in the dishpan, ran the water till it steamed and plunged the few dishes off the counter into it with a splash. She furiously washed and rinsed and scrubbed, finally relaxing a bit as she held the crystal wineglass—a long-ago gift from her lover—up to the light to check for soap bubbles. As she did, a moving shadow from outside her window tossed a reflection against the curved, wet surface.

Someone was here, walking up the drive, she realized. It was too late for visitors. Besides, no one came to see them, except the child’s father. Not ever.

She stood motionless as footsteps creaked the gray boards of the back porch. Why had he returned tonight, she wondered? She glanced at the table and searched it for keys, wallet, his hospital identification tag.

But the tabletop was bare. Nothing of his remained, which meant he had returned for…what? A word with her?

For an instant she wished—she hoped with a startling surge of emotion—that tonight might be like other, long-ago nights. As if his hand were on her face now, she remembered with a rush of sensation the warmth of his touch, the tenderness in his arms, the gentle way he had always kissed her, even in the heat of passion.

At the sounds of a brief knock and the back door opening, the woman dried one trembling hand against her skirt and turned, her mouth tense, lips parting to speak his name.

The first blast from the shotgun hit her in the chest. She cried out when hot lead from the second bit into her skin in a hundred stinging places, and she crumpled to the floor.

Beside her the goblet shattered, its pieces glimmering in the moonlight like a fairy-tale slipper in a little girl’s dream.







Chapter One

December, twenty years later…



Elizabeth Monette pressed the pink linen napkin to her lips and whispered to the girl on her right. “I’m going to slip out in about five minutes, Aspen.”

Aspen Carter’s eyes narrowed as she worriedly scanned her friend’s face. Elizabeth was, hands down, the most beautiful woman she knew, but today, despite the blue dress that brought out her lovely coloring and accentuated all the positives of her figure, Elizabeth looked like hell. She had circles under her eyes and none of the usual gaiety in her voice. “I’ll cover for you. But why won’t you tell me where you’re going?”

Elizabeth shook her head, then with a forced smile murmured, “I can’t right now. But don’t worry. And don’t tell Miss Lou about me leaving for an appointment. I don’t want anything to ruin her day.”

Both women’s glances traveled to the tiny, elegantly dressed lady sitting ten feet away at the head banquet table. Luisa Monette—“Miss Lou” as she was fondly called by everyone who knew her for more than five minutes—was a past Queen of Midnight winner. As befitting this honor, today she sat at the head table when the Queen of Midnight Search Committee hosted their annual event honoring past queens.

This luncheon introduced the past “Royal Ladies of Belle Fleur, Louisiana,” and formally invited them to place sealed envelopes containing the names of their nominees in the silver chest that sat prominently on the speaker’s lectern.

It was a day of great happiness for Miss Lou, for her envelope held the name of her only child on the nominating ballot. Of the fifteen past Queens m the room, thirteen of their ballots held the names of blood kin to the Queens, so Miss Lou’s choice would come as no surprise to the two hundred and fifty-odd guests gathered there.

What would come as a surprise, one of the guests sat thinking as she watched Elizabeth Monette chat with the mayor’s niece, was that it was unlikely Elizabeth Monette would live to hear her name read at the Queen of Midnight Ball.

Across the room, Elizabeth shivered from a sudden chill and glanced around to determine if she was being stared at. With a nearsighted squint, she saw no one. As she gave Aspen’s hand a quick squeeze, she cast a last glance at Miss Lou. “I’ll see you later.”

“Your hands are like ice, Elizabeth,” Aspen replied. “Are you sure you’re not ill?”

Elizabeth smiled at the girl who had attended nursery school with her. Though they had been separated when Elizabeth moved to Maryland, they had kept up a correspondence. Aspen was really the only friend she had in the town where she was born. She looked at Aspen with affection and winked. “I’m fine. It’s all the excitement.”

Aspen made a face. “Right. You’re excited about being in the running for queen. Miss ‘I’m Not Interested, ’ who said no to Miss Lou six—count them—six times in the past. Tell me another lie, and I’ll not believe that, either.”

Elizabeth gave a self-deprecating shake of her head and discreetly fished around under her seat for her purse. Locating it, she eased it onto her lap and again scanned the room. She couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was staring at her, but without her glasses she wouldn’t have been able to see Kevin Costner blowing kisses from the next table. As far as she could tell, everyone’s attention appeared to be concentrated on the speaker, Dr. Bennett Heywood, chairman of the Midnight Ball Committee.

The tall, bald president and chief of surgery of the town’s hospital was halfway through his speech, regaling the gathering with stories of past Queen of Midnight Pageants and the honors they had bestowed on the women who had led them. For the most part, Elizabeth felt it was a lot of foolery to treat what was basically a small Louisiana town’s society party of the year as if it meant anything significant, but she mentally gave herself a shake.

In this crazy old scary world, there was a lot to be said for tradition, and besides, it meant a lot to her mom and dad that she’d agreed to move home for a while and take part in something that had been a high point in Miss Lou’s life.

Besides, Elizabeth reminded herself, since she didn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of winning, she didn’t have to worry about upholding the Belle Fleur civic agenda for the next year. All she had to give up was a couple of weeks of nights spent at parties and glad-handing the folks of Belle Fleur and Fairbreeze, the two tiny cities in Farquier County that made the Queen of Midnight Ball the event of the year. Even she could do that for her folks, her brain lectured. She might as well just relax and enjoy it. Let her mom and dad wish upon a star. Then get on with life.

As Dr. Heywood finished his remarks with a joke, the room broke into laughter, led by the loud, squeaky voice of Belle Fleur’s mayor for the past six years, Paris Prince. Elizabeth saw her chance and grabbed it. Rising gracefully, she slipped out of her seat and mouthed the words, “I’ll see you tonight at the party,” to Aspen. Without attracting too much attention, she crossed the room and had exited before her mother noticed. Elizabeth hurried through the lobby, past one of the young women she recognized from the banquet. The so-called Queen “electee” was deep in conversation with an older, foreign-looking man standing near a darkened phone booth.

Elizabeth looked away before she had to make any kind of an explanation to one of the girls on the court. As she hurried past, she experienced another odd intuition that the furtive-looking pair did not wish to be spoken to any more than she did. I’m being a bit paranoid, Elizabeth chided herself, realizing her overly active imagination was probably due to the appointment she was secretly rushing to keep.

Reminded of that errand, she clenched her teeth and continued through the revolving doors, emerging nervous, once again, into the chilly winter air. If she thought about it too much, she’d probably postpone this meeting until after all the Queen of Midnight nonsense, and then maybe forever.

Could she live the rest of her life not knowing? No, her mind replied. No, you couldn’t. With that conclusion, Elizabeth retrieved her gym bag from the bellman and stood patiently while he beckoned the cabbie waiting beside the curb. In a moment she was off on a trip that might change her life forever.

With a smile she leaned into the leather seat, not once noticing the rusty pickup parked across the street, or the thin, gray-haired man sitting inside who had waited for three hours just to catch a glimpse of her.



TEN MINUTES LATER, Elizabeth’s cab pulled into another hotel parking lot in an older, less charming section of Belle Fleur and deposited her at the door. Elizabeth stared at the office building across the street for a moment, tucked her purse under her arm, settled her gym bag over her shoulder and set off.

She had never met a private detective before, never even considered meeting one before last week. To tell the truth, if anyone she knew had said they were going to hire one, she would have smiled politely and wondered what on earth a nice, well-bred person like her friend was doing going to a private detective.

Ordinary people didn’t need private detectives, she would have thought. “What a difference a few weeks makes,” Elizabeth whispered to herself as she stepped out of the creaking elevator on the second floor of the Montrose Building. She walked slowly toward the door on which were hand painted the words D. Betts, Investigations and rapped sharply.

There was no answer.

With a thud, the elevator doors across the small hallway shut and the slow, whining sound of the car’s cables filled Elizabeth’s ears. She began to feel a sense of panic, almost of foreboding. From the edge of her consciousness a piece of a memory surfaced, like a ripple on dark water. The echo of her knocking, of knuckles against wood, were followed in her mind by the sound of…of what?

Of a horrendous popping sound. Of glass breaking and a woman screaming. Of a little girl sobbing, and calling out for her mother.

It wasn’t the first time she’d had this memory, but as they had a hundred times in the past, sadness and fear overwhelmed her. Blinking back the static terror that accompanied these haunting thoughts, Elizabeth took a breath and forced her concentration back to the present. Though her palms were damp and her heart was racing, she silently thought of the words the psychologist had told her when she’d first been treated for panic attacks years before.

“It’s only imagination. It’s only imagination. You’re safe. You’re safe. Don’t push to remember what it means, Elizabeth. When your mind is ready—if it ever is ready—the memory will return.”

She knocked again, this time more firmly.

No answer.

Elizabeth looked behind her at the elevator doors, reassuring herself she was alone, though suddenly not reassured by that thought. Where was Dorothy Betts, the investigator she had talked to yesterday evening? Why wasn’t she in her office? The woman had told her to stop in today. “I’m always there at two. Typing up notes, or on the phone. Don’t bother to call ahead, just come on by no later than two or you’ll have to wait a couple of weeks to see me,” the woman had told Elizabeth.

Elizabeth leaned closer to the door and listened again. Had she heard something inside? The muffled sounds of talking? Was Dottie Betts on the phone? If she was, perhaps she hadn’t heard her knock. With that thought, Elizabeth turned the doorknob and opened the door.

And came face-to-face with a man who looked every bit as surprised to see her as she was to see him.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Elizabeth said in a rush, her voice too loud to her own ears. “I didn’t mean to intrude…”

“No problem,” the man replied, taking a step back toward the desk he had been leaning against when she’d entered into the room. “Can I help you find someone?”

“I’m looking for Ms. Betts.” Elizabeth smiled. She had been expecting to find the friendly-voiced woman whose gentle manner had reached out to her through the phone lines. She had been expecting to find the ex-legal-secretary-turned-private-detective, whose specialty was tracing the birth parents of adopted people through public records.

But instead of the kind Ms. Betts, Elizabeth was confronted with a tall, big-boned, firm-jawed man whose black hair needed combing, mustache needed smoothing and blue jeans needed mending.

It was a wholly disconcerting turn of events, and Elizabeth felt her face flush from the man’s open scrutiny of her. She didn’t feel threatened, for his appearance wasn’t unsavory or ill-groomed, except for the holey blue jeans. If anything, he looked scrubbed, a tiny nick on his chin evidence of the very recent pass of a razor. But though he looked civil enough, the man had an almost-animal-like air of watchfulness about him. Like a pet dog an owner tells you to go ahead and pat, but when you reach a hand toward the animal, it responds with a growl, or a bark, or worse.

Elizabeth stood her ground and met the man’s brown eyes with her own steady gaze. “Do you know where Ms. Betts is?”

“Yes, I do. Why don’t you have a seat?”

The man motioned to a straight-backed chair and surprised Elizabeth by walking behind the desk and settling into what was presumably Dorothy Betts’s chair.

“Excuse me, but where is Ms. Betts?”

“In the hospital.”

Elizabeth gasped. “Oh, my. Is she all right?” Several lurid scenes from television detective dramas flashed into her mind.

The dark-haired man smiled and put his feet up on the desk. “Yes. Or at least she will be in a bit. As soon as those two rascals she’s fixing to give birth to are ready to make an appearance, I’m sure she’ll be her old hell-raising self.”

“Oh, then she wasn’t hurt on the job.” Elizabeth sat down and sighed. “I’m glad to hear that.”

The man shot her a look, then smiled. “No. No crazy ex-husband or maniac creditor took a gun after her, if that’s what you mean. Though if one did, I’m here to tell you they’d be the ones ending up in the hospital.” He grinned again, more kindly than watchful this time, then abruptly stood and extended his hand across the desk. “I’m Tommy Lee McCall, Dottie’s brother.”

Elizabeth accepted Tommy Lee’s firm, warm handshake. “Elizabeth Monette. Nice to meet you, Mr. McCall.”

“And you, Miss Monette.” He sat back down, his eyes seeming to measure her in every way imaginable. “Now, what can I help you with?”

“You?” she said quickly.

“Yes, me. You see, last night when Dottie found out her doctor was sending her to the hospital in New Orleans, I agreed to help out here until she can come back. So unless you can wait for help for three or four months, I’m it.”

Elizabeth now took a closer look at Tommy Lee. The first thing she decided was that he was impatient. Several things about his quick movements and penetrating gaze told her he was a man who made instant judgments, who never walked if he could run. He probably never chatted or shot the breeze with his neighbors, and when he wanted to ask a woman out, he spent little time working up to the question.

This last thought surprised her, and quite suddenly Elizabeth couldn’t imagine discussing with Tommy Lee McCall anything as intimate, or as painful, as what she had come to confide to Dottie Betts.

“Well, Miss Monette, whenever you’re ready,” Tommy Lee said.

“I’m sorry, Mr. McCall. It’s just that I was expecting to meet with your sister. We’ve talked several times on the phone. I’ve just two weeks ago moved back to Belle Fleur from Baltimore, and before I arrived I contacted her to look into a, uh, situation with my family, and I guess maybe I’d better wait—”

“Suit yourself,” Tommy Lee answered abruptly. He leaned back in the chair, which creaked with his weight, then shifted one boot-clad foot onto the desk and looked up at the painted ceiling, as if mentally counting to ten. “But as I told you, Dottie’s not going to be back in business for four or five months, if you ask me. So if what you need help on can wait until spring, that’s fine. I’ll tell her you stopped in.”

Elizabeth cleared her throat. “Did your sister mention my name at all to you when she passed her duties over?”

“Not that I recall. But then she didn’t exactly have time to give me much detail on anything. Her husband was hovering, as was her little girl. Also, her bigshot doctor was pacing up and down, looking like Dracula’s kin ready to suck some more blood out of her arm.” He smiled. “Your name didn’t come up, but I’m ready to listen as soon as you’re ready to talk.”

“Yes. Well, it’s not that simple.”

“It’s not?”

“No.” Their eyes locked for a moment, then she turned away. Elizabeth debated with herself as she stared out the second-story window at a massive magnolia tree, its branches black against the gray December sky. The city Christmas ornaments seemed cheerless, devoid of color, and hung limp from the overhead wires. “You should put a note on the front door, warning people that your sister is out for a while.”

“Good idea,” he replied easily. “’Beware of Tommy Lee, All Ye Who Enter Here.’”

Tommy Lee chuckled, but was irked a bit by this woman’s attitude. He had seen people beat around the bush to avoid talking about painful issues hundreds of times in his thirteen years as a cop, but this woman was a champ at avoidance. Tommy Lee glanced over her head at the clock. It was time to move her out of here, then call up Dottie and let her know his spur-ofthe-moment agreement to baby-sit her private-investigation business was a bad idea.

He wasn’t cut out for patiently waiting for someone to spill their guts. He had realized this all morning while fielding calls and meeting with Dottie’s other visitor, a sixty-year-old woman who wanted him to investigate her seventy-year-old neighbor, Miss Leticia Prince, who happened to be the mayor’s aunt, for flirting with the postman and “delaying the official business of the federal government for several minutes every day.”

He was a cop, ready to investigate, act and react. Actually an ex-cop now, as all those damned disability folks had insisted on calling him on their computerized forms. But he still felt and thought like a cop. And he realized as he stared at the gorgeous-but-closemouthed Miss Elizabeth Monette that he would muck up this private-investigator thing in short order if she and the other woman were typical of the clients his sister dealt with.

That decided, Tommy Lee moved swiftly. He stood and motioned toward the door. “May I walk you to your car?”

Elizabeth snapped out of her mulling and stared at him. “Excuse me?”

“Your car. If it’s parked downstairs, I’d be glad to walk you to it.”

“But our meeting…”

“I thought that was over, Miss Monette.”

Flushing, Elizabeth stood and dropped her purse. She bent to get it, annoyed that Tommy Lee McCall watched, or rather stared, at her when she bent down. She retrieved her purse and stuck it into the gym bag. Standing quickly, she stiffened her back and glared at him, while she couldn’t help noting that the man was well over six feet tall and not at her eye level, like most men. The blood ran warmer in her cheeks. He was incredibly attractive, and openly appraising her. She thought suddenly of what kissing a man with a mustache would be like, how the silky hair would feel on her lips, on her tongue.

Elizabeth experienced a moment of mental dizziness and blinked to regain her composure. She was not used to having this type of elevated physical reaction to a man, but as she met his glance straight on, she realized she had never really met anyone quite like Tommy Lee.

“Well, no. Our meeting’s not over. I mean, well, I have some business and…” Her voice drifted off. She looked out at the dismal winter grayness. She didn’t want to leave, but she was suddenly afraid he might just laugh at her if she began confiding her worries to him.

But the letter she carried in her purse was no laughing matter—not after what had happened in Baltimore. Twenty sleepless nights of worry overruled her generally cautious nature, and Elizabeth decided to take the plunge. She snapped open her purse and removed a folded white paper. Handing it to Tommy Lee, she said, “I received this three weeks ago.”

He took it from her, unfolded it, frowning as he read. Before he could say anything, she handed him a second, smaller sheet, inside a pale yellow envelope. “This came yesterday. It was stuck under the front door of my parents’ home, not sent through the post office like the other.”

Still silent, Tommy Lee took the second note and scanned it, his face expressionless, but the playful light in his brown eyes disappeared. “What else?”

Elizabeth realized she’d been right about Tommy Lee’s inability to make small talk. “Three weeks ago, before I moved here from Baltimore, someone may have tampered with my car. My brakes failed. According to the mechanic I took it to, it looked as if someone may have cut the brake line and the fluid drained out.”

“Were you hurt?” Tommy Lee asked dispassionately, though his eyes were gentle as he again inventoried her from head to toe.

Elizabeth touched her forehead, smoothing her heavy bangs. “A little bump. I always wear my seat belt. The telephone pole I hit took the worst of it.”

“What did the police say?”

“Nothing. I—”

“What do you mean, ‘nothing’?” he interrupted. “They didn’t investigate? They have tests they can do easily to tell if the line was deliberately cut.”

Elizabeth put her purse on the desk and sat down, turning her face away. She was suddenly more than tired; she was frightened. “I didn’t call the police.”

“Why the hell not?”

“Because I couldn’t believe it was done deliberately,” Elizabeth replied, her voice rising. “I don’t have any enemies. It just didn’t make sense. I mean, I assumed it was a prank, or some kids who went further than they meant to…” Her voice trailed off and she turned her eyes back to Tommy Lee. “But then I got those letters and I thought maybe it wasn’t an accident.”

Tommy Lee handed her back the letters. “Call the police. Now.” He jerked his head toward the phone on the edge of the desk. “Use that one. Ask for Chief Foley. He’ll probably come out himself, considering that second letter.”

Elizabeth stared at the note Tommy Lee passed back to her. The words were scrawled in feverish black felttip slashes and cut-up pieces of printed ads. “The Queen of Midnight means death for you. Leave town now,” it read. The first letter’s contents were identical, though the ink was blue. They were as insane looking and meanspirited a thing as she could imagine.

“I don’t think I want the police involved,” she said softly.

“Are you running for Queen of Midnight?” Tommy Lee replied, trying not to allow his personal opinion of the overhyped New Year’s Eve event to seep out.

“Yes, well, I am ‘running,’ I guess you call it. I haven’t lived in Belle Fleur for ages, but my parents moved back two years ago and got all involved in the committee again. It means a lot to them,” she added. “You know what the Pageant is?”

“I know,” he said in a controlled voice. Tommy Lee sat down behind the desk and picked up the phone. “Look, let’s get the police down here and go forward from there.” He began to dial but stopped when Elizabeth clicked the disconnect button.

“No.”

Tommy Lee hung up the handset and crossed his arms over his broad chest. He stared angrily into Elizabeth Monette’s vivid blue eyes. “This is serious, Miss Monette. If I were you, I’d be worried about my safety and that of my parents, and do what is right by them. This person came to your house, or sent someone. Either way, they know where you live. Who are your parents, by the way?”

She lifted her chin defensively. “Baylor and Luisa Monette. Of Fairbreeze.”

Tommy Lee snorted and shook his head. “Judge Baylor Monette, retired federal circuit-court judge? I’ll bet he doesn’t know anything about this little mess.”

“No. He doesn’t. He’s not been well lately, Mr. McCall, which is why I was hoping that your sister could quietly look into this and—” She stopped abruptly and leaned forward to look him directly in the eye. “Listen, I’m not going to be elected Queen—some girl who has lived here her whole life and is planning on staying forever will be. That’s certainly not me. So I think in another month, when the Pageant is over, this nonsense will stop. This is probably just some prank. But I don’t want my parents to have to deal with a scandal, and bad publicity, which in a town like Belle Fleur will last for years. And I especially do not want my father worried silly over this.”

“So what exactly do you want?”

“I want to find out who is sending these notes and stop them from sending any more to my parents’ house. Reason with them. Discuss it. Or at least let them know I know who they are. Surely that alone will stop it.”

Tommy Lee couldn’t help himself from frowning over this woman’s naiveté, but he kept silent. It wasn’t his place to lecture Elizabeth Monette, socialite and babe in the woods, about the psychosis of anger and jealousy that usually prompted people to send hate mail and sabotage cars. “And if it doesn’t stop when we find this person and confront them?”

“Well, we’ll go to the police then. But I need to try this my way first.”

“And what’s your way, exactly?”

“Discreetly ask around, I guess. Find out if anyone else who has been nominated has received letters like this. After all, I was thinking, I might not be the only one.” It sounded lame to her and under the ex-cop’s scrutiny, Elizabeth’s felt her face begin to grow hot. “I don’t really know. I just want you to stop this hate mail.”

“Well, what do you suggest? Should I get a list of Queen of Midnight electees and ask around to see who is green-eyed jealous and crazy enough to try and kill her competition? Then I can sit them down and say ‘No, no,’ and put an end to this?” Tommy Lee leaned back in the chair, his eyes full of challenge.
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