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Chapter One
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“You’ve inspired us,” said Luna. “That’s true, isn’t it, Jeremy? Ann, you and Grayson are both an inspiration.”

Luna’s boyfriend, Jeremy, nodded, grinning at us. “You two never thought you’d be role models, did you?” 

“Never,” Grayson and I chorused. We gave each other rueful looks at the unintentional echo.

Grayson said slowly, “So, let me get this straight. Because Ann and I took a couple of fateful trips to Charleston, you’re now inspired to travel together.”

“Correct,” said Luna, her eyes sparkling. “Life’s too short, isn’t it? That’s what I keep telling Ann. Ann would be at the library all day every day if you weren’t prompting her to do something fun.”

“I actually think the library is fun,” I protested mildly.

Luna snorted at this. “Books may be fun. I’m not sure the library is fun when you’re working there. At least, not as much for me as for you. Anyway, the point is that it’s time for Jeremy and me to broaden our horizons. Jeremy hasn’t taken a vacation for years and years.”

Jeremy quirked an eyebrow at Luna. It was an expression Luna was likely quite accustomed to. Library patrons were always doing it at her because of her wildly creative outfits. At least, Luna found them wildly creative. The patrons might have found them a bedazzling cacophony of colors and patterns. But Jeremy’s eyebrow quirk was for a different reason.

“I have actually taken a vacation,” he protested. “Grayson and I went with one of our college buddies on a camping trip.”

Luna wrinkled her nose. “That’s not what I mean by vacation.”

“It was a break from work. Isn’t that the definition of vacation?” 

I looked up the word on my phone. “Oxford Languages says a vacation is an extended period of leisure and recreation, especially one spent away from home or in traveling.”

“I rest my case,” said Jeremy. 

Luna smirked at him. “Your case has a lot of holes in it. We’re not talking about an ‘extended period of leisure.’”

“Extended is relative,” said Jeremy with a shrug.

Luna said, “At any rate, we’re hoping for an adventure. Like what you two experienced.”

Grayson and I glanced at each other. I said, “Our adventures were closely tied to murder, as you might recall.”

“Well, aside from the murders. You got to explore Charleston’s art district, learn about sea turtles, and do all sorts of stuff. Jeremy and I need a break from the humdrum.” Luna added in a quiet voice, “And since my mom and Wilson are still so involved with each other, it’s a time when I feel like I can leave her to go out of town.”

We all glanced over at my library director’s glass office where he and Luna’s mother, Mona, were sitting. They appeared to be enjoying a cup of coffee and laughing together.

I said fervently, “I appreciate your mom’s ability to get Wilson to loosen up. Whenever Wilson gets too uptight, that’s when I’m suddenly saddled with all sorts of projects.”

Jeremy asked with interest, “What happened with the local historical project?” 

“It’s on the back burner,” I said. “Which is a huge relief. I’ve already got a lot on my plate right now.”

Grayson said, “Going back to your big adventure. Where are the two of you looking to go?”

Luna and Jeremy grinned at each other. “That’s the part we haven’t quite figured out yet,” said Luna. “But guess what? I work in a library. There are gobs of resources to help us plan a trip. I’m sure we’ll come up with something fantastic.”

“And affordable,” Jeremy added hastily.

“The budget is always a factor,” agreed Luna.

Fitz, the library cat, suddenly realized Luna and Jeremy were there. He bounded lightly over, rubbing his head gently on their arms.

“This is the sweetest cat I’ve ever seen,” said Jeremy. “I’m usually a dog person, but Fitz could convert me.”

Fitz closed his eyes as if acknowledging this fact. He had a gift for winning over even the most determined dog people, but more importantly, he seemed to have a sixth sense about which patrons needed him most.

As if to prove my point, he suddenly lifted his head and padded over to the reference section, where an elderly woman was hunched over a computer, her shoulders tight with tension. Mrs. Warwick was a regular who’d been coming in daily since her husband passed away, mostly to research medical conditions. Today she was tapping frantically at keys while muttering under her breath.

Fitz jumped lightly onto the empty chair next to her, and I watched as Mrs. Warwick’s shoulders gradually relaxed. She reached out absently to scratch behind his ears while still scrolling through medical websites.

“That’s a good boy,” she murmured to him. “Jim would have loved you.” Her voice caught a little on her late husband’s name.

Fitz responded with his special chirping sound that seemed reserved for patrons who needed comfort. He settled into the chair, purring loudly enough that we could hear it from where we stood.

A gangly teen who’d been lurking in the stacks wandered over, drawn by Fitz’s presence. The boy had been coming in after school recently, though he never checked anything out. Just sat in corners with his hood up, looking lost.

“That’s some cat,” the boy said quietly to Mrs. Warwick. “What kind is he?”

Mrs. Warwick brightened at the chance to talk about something other than medical symptoms. “This is Fitz. He’s the library cat.” She gave him a conspiratorial smile. “He always knows when someone needs a friend.”

I nudged Luna gently. “See what I mean about the library being fun?” I whispered. “Fitz doesn't just make it less quiet; he makes it less lonely.”

We watched as the teen reached out tentatively to stroke Fitz’s orange fur, his hood falling back to reveal a slight smile. 

Fitz was a rescue in every way, but like a lot of rescues, he rescued me just as much as I’d rescued him. Wilson had been horrified at first, since the library director wasn’t exactly a cat person. But somehow Fitz had won him over, probably by keeping perfectly still and quiet during Wilson’s endless staff meetings.

Luna clapped her hands together. “Well, since we’re all here together, let’s make plans. Not for the vacation, obviously, but to do something. What are y’all doing after work tonight?” 

Luna and Jeremy looked expectantly at us.

“Actually, Grayson and I are going out tonight to see a band,” I answered.

Luna’s eyes widened. “Seriously? I’d love to hear a band. It’s not outside, is it? I mean, it’s February, so being outdoors isn’t exactly my jam this time of year. Unless it’s a really awesome band.”

I said, “No, it’s indoors. It’s in that new music venue by the lake. Have you heard about it?” 

Jeremy said, “Wait. Is that the building that has murals all over the outside?” 

“The very one,” I said.

Luna said, “Wow, I thought that was a gallery or something. What band is it, Grayson? You’re always the one who comes up with the cool music to listen to.”

Grayson gave Luna a smile, but I thought he looked a little tense. She realized he probably needed to finish his lunch break and get back to the newspaper office. “Thanks, Luna. It’s the Palmetto Pluckers.”

Now Luna was frowning. “Is that some sort of country band?”

“I wouldn’t call them country, no. They sort of defy classification. They’re based in Charleston, and mix bluegrass, jazz, and folk with unconventional instruments.”

“Is it fun?” asked Luna, her brow furrowing even more.

Grayson said, “Well, it’s enjoyable. But if you’ve had a long day at work, maybe you’d be in the mood for a quieter evening.”

I looked at Grayson with surprise. Grayson was the one who always thought going out on the town was the perfect antidote to a bad day at work. And he hadn’t done a great job categorizing the band.

I said, “I’d definitely call them fun, actually. Grayson and I have seen them a couple of times now. He’ll be writing them up for the paper. Their sound is kind of whimsical and upbeat.”

Jeremy grinned at Luna. “I’d say whimsical and upbeat is right up your alley.”

“True!” cackled Luna, looking down at her outfit. “And what I’m wearing today would be perfect. Do you think they’re sold out?” 

“I’m sure they’re not. It’s a weeknight, after all, and the band isn’t a huge name or anything,” I said. “Is it at seven or eight, Grayson?” 

“We’ll probably get there at seven-thirty, but it starts at eight,” said Grayson.

“It’s a plan,” said Luna. “As long as you’re cool with it, Jeremy.”

“I’m totally onboard.” Jeremy looked at his watch. “Yikes. I’d better get back to the office. Great having lunch with y’all. Luna, I’ll buy those tickets online.”

Jeremy hurried off, and Luna, seeing some parents with small children meandering into the children’s area, rushed off to see if they needed any help. 

I gave Grayson a rueful smile. “Sorry if they’re sabotaging a quiet evening for us. Were you wanting it to be just us? I know Luna can be . . . a lot.”

“Oh, Luna’s never a problem. I’m glad she and Jeremy are having so much fun together. I guess it’s just been a long day.”

I tilted my head to one side. “Stuff going on at the newspaper?” 

Grayson said, “Nothing too onerous. Just some staff issues. Maybe I woke up on the wrong side of the bed this morning. Don’t worry. I’ll rally before tonight.”

And Grayson did rally. By the time we arrived at the venue, his earlier tension had melted away, replaced by his usual enthusiasm for live music. The Palmetto Pluckers didn’t disappoint, filling the air with their eclectic blend of bluegrass, jazz, and folk. The audience, including Luna and Jeremy, found themselves tapping their feet and swaying to the infectious rhythms.

I couldn’t help but smile as I watched Grayson light up during an impressive banjo solo. He leaned in close, pointing out the intricate finger-work to me, his earlier stress seemingly forgotten. The band’s whimsical lyrics and unconventional instruments—including what looked like a modified washtub bass—kept everyone entertained.

As the night wore on, Luna’s enthusiasm for the Palmetto Pluckers kicked into high gear. She was vibrating with energy, her entire body moving to the music. Her purple-streaked hair whipped around as she danced with wild abandon, totally lost in the moment. Jeremy watched her with a mixture of amusement and adoration on his boyish face.

During a particularly lively number, the lead singer called for volunteers to join them on stage. Before anyone could react enough to even raise a hand, Luna had already bounded up the steps, her eyes sparkling with excitement. The band, clearly amused by her energy, handed her a tambourine. Luna needed no encouragement, throwing herself into the performance with gusto. Her infectious joy spread through the crowd, and soon the entire crowd was on its feet, clapping along.

As Luna took a theatrical bow at the end of the song, I laughed. Moments like these reminded me why I loved my free-spirited friend. Even Grayson, tense earlier in the day, was now grinning from ear to ear, worries apparently forgotten in the face of Luna’s impromptu performance.

As we left the venue, ears still ringing from the music, I felt a surge of contentment. It had been a perfect evening with friends. As an introvert, I ordinarily wanted to retreat at the end of the day with a book, a cup of herbal tea, and the cat. And with Grayson, of course. Grayson was a lot more outgoing than I was, and he was definitely changing the way I lived my life. I had to admit, it was often for the better.

The next day, however, I woke with a niggling sense of unease. As I went about my usual library duties, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off. It wasn’t until late afternoon that I realized what was bothering me. Dawson Blake hadn’t been in at the library the day before and wasn’t there again today. His absence from his usual spot in the periodicals section was conspicuous, breaking a routine he’d faithfully maintained for years.

Wilson, the library director, walked up to me with a frown. “Everything okay? You look worried.” 

I said, “Well, not really worried yet, but a little confused. You know Dawson Blake, right?” 

“Of course. He was a top reporter at the newspaper for decades. I’ve spent quite a bit of time talking with him. And he’s a regular here.” Wilson adjusted his tie, a bit distractedly. It was quite possible that his mind was possibly already on other library matters or projects.

“He’s a regular except for yesterday and today. It’s just so out of character for him.”

Wilson raised an eyebrow. “You’re thinking about having Burton run by to check on him?”

Burton Edison was the chief of police in the small town of Whitby and a friend of mine. I said, “Do you think it’s overkill? I’d go by myself if I knew where he lived. Or if I knew Dawson’s phone number. I don’t want to embarrass him by having the police run by if everything is fine.”

Wilson considered this, looking seriously at me over his rimless glasses. “I can’t think where the harm is. Burton doesn’t even have to say who asked for the welfare check. He could just say that there were some concerns that Dawson hadn’t been following his usual schedule. And he’s not a young man, of course. Perhaps having someone check on him would be a good thing.”

With that pronouncement, Wilson wandered away toward his office, his library projects calling him back from whence he came.
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Since there was a lull at the library, I gave Burton a call. 

“Hey there,” said Burton. “Everything okay?” 

His greeting made me think I should try harder to include Burton and his girlfriend, Belle, in more activities. Grayson and I should probably have thought to call him yesterday to see if he wanted to join up with us to see the band. Even though Burton and Luna used to date, they had both moved on and there was no awkwardness between them. I didn’t want to just call Burton when there was a problem. Like now.

“I’m not sure if everything is okay or not, actually,” I said. “There’s a patron of ours that’s a real regular.”

“Linus?” 

Linus Truman was most decidedly a library regular. He always started his day with the local newspaper before moving on to The New York Times. Although both Linus and Dawson were at the library each day at roughly the same time, it seemed unlikely Linus would have spoken with Dawson, as both men seemed to like keeping to themselves.

“Not Linus. Dawson Blake.”

Burton’s voice now had a note of recognition. “Dawson Blake. Retired from the newspaper. Sure, I know him. He’s MIA?” 

I could imagine Dawson’s consternation if Burton came flying over to his house, sirens blaring and lights flashing to rescue him. Because Burton sounded like he did care what happened to him. “I’m not sure he’s MIA at all. Maybe he’s just caught a cold or something. So maybe keep everything on the down-low? I wouldn’t want to make him embarrassed. It’s just that he hasn’t been at the library the last couple of days.”

Burton said, “Don’t worry, I’ll just say I was stopping by to say hi since I hadn’t seen him out and about lately.” He paused. “Does Grayson know him?” 

“He does. He’ll walk over in the library to chat with him for a minute or two when he’s here. Of course, Dawson was a reporter at the paper before Grayson’s tenure there, but Dawson was legendary at the office.”

Burton said, “Okay. I’ll run over there real quick, then I’ll call you back. Nothing much going on today in town anyway.”

He signed off, and I returned to the research desk. My focus was back now that I’d handed off my concerns to Burton. I delved into research on dementia for a patron who was concerned about a spouse and looked up the best doctors in the area for diagnosing the condition. 

When my phone rang, I started. “Burton?” 

“Afraid Dawson’s not at home,” said Burton grimly. “I checked in with his neighbor, too. She said she hadn’t seen him for a couple of days.”

“And that’s unusual, I guess?” 

Burton said, “Apparently so. As you’ve mentioned, Dawson follows a regular routine. He’s always outside on his deck in the mornings, drinking his coffee and reading the newspaper. But he hasn’t been out there.”

I bit my lower lip. “I see. And you couldn’t see Dawson inside?”

“He wasn’t inside, period. A door was unlocked around back, so I let myself in. He wasn’t there. Neither was his car.”

I sighed. “I think I remember he lived alone, right?”

“Exactly.”

I asked, “What are the next steps, then? Is he considered officially missing?” 

“I’ll file a missing persons report. I’ll also call around to the area hospitals to make sure Dawson hasn’t been admitted for some reason. Maybe he’s visiting a relative, so I’ll try to find out the names of any family. Plus, I’ll ask other law enforcement to be on the lookout for his vehicle.”

“Thanks, Burton,” I said. “I appreciate this.” I wished I felt more relieved that steps were being taken to track down Dawson. But I couldn’t help but feel a sinking sensation in my gut. 

I heard an apologetic clearing of someone’s throat. I looked up to see Linus Truman, my favorite patron in front of me. 

“Sorry to disturb you, Ann,” said Linus. “But is everything okay? You look worried.”

“Oh, hi, Linus. I’m not sure if everything is okay or not, actually. You might help me out. You know Dawson Blake, I think?”

The old man gave me a smile. “Not well, but we’re acquainted. We have the same routine, you know. And we’re both in the periodical section quite a lot.” He paused. “I’ve noticed I haven’t seen Dawson in the library the last couple of days.”

“That’s exactly what I’ve been worried about. It’s not like him. Then Burton did a welfare check on him, and Dawson isn’t at home. His neighbor hasn’t seen him doing his usual routine at home, either.” It occurred to me that, when we ran our lives on the same schedule, it meant a lot of bystanders knew more about us than we might think.

Linus frowned. He said slowly, “As a matter of fact, I overheard a phone conversation Dawson was making, over the weekend when we were here.” He flushed. “I wasn’t trying to listen in, but it was quite impossible not to.”

“I’m sure it was,” I said. Linus, of all people, would definitely want to observe the proprieties. 

Linus’s face wrinkled in thought. “Just trying to remember the salient details. It wasn’t like Dawson to take phone calls in the library, you know. He was always very cognizant of everyone who was trying to read around him. So it was something of an extraordinary moment. Plus, he seemed a bit agitated.”

“Was he?” 

Linus nodded. “He was asking for directions somewhere. A warehouse.”

“That seems odd,” I said slowly. 

“Yes, that’s what I thought, too. Dawson is retired, of course, like I am. I couldn’t really imagine a reason he’d be asking for directions to a warehouse. It made me wonder if he might be working on an article for the paper. Maybe something freelance.”

“I wonder what warehouse Dawson was talking about. I don’t know of any warehouses in Whitby.” The town thrived on its tourism, with its generous lake, mountains, and cute downtown. 

Linus looked apologetic again. “I did overhear some of that, too, because Dawson was repeating the directions to make sure he got them correct. It sounded as if it was in a fairly rural area of town, down a narrow, forgotten road.”

I shook my head. “I just don’t understand that. Dawson is retired. I wonder what he was doing there.”

“It did seem unusual,” Linus agreed. “Dawson kept asking about zoning changes and assessed value. The sorts of details a reporter might want to know if they were investigating something.” He looked apologetic again. “I did overhear him repeating the directions to make sure he got them correct. Would you like me to tell you what I remember?”

I wasn’t liking the sound of this at all. Had Dawson been walking into some sort of trap? A set-up? I jotted down a couple of notes as Linus told me the little he remembered.

“Thanks for this,” I said. “I’m going to call Burton back and fill him in.” It occurred to me that maybe I should call Grayson as well. He knew Dawson, at least a bit, and might want to be part of this, or at least looped in.

“Are you busy?” I asked, when Grayson picked up my call. 

“Just writing what’s basically a promo story for the state fair this fall. Which is a long way off, obviously. What’s up? Everything okay?” 

I said, “I’m not sure. I might be making a mountain out of a molehill. You know Dawson Blake?” 

“Sure. Something wrong with Dawson?” 

I said, “He hasn’t been at the library for the last couple of days, and he’s usually here like clockwork.”

“Like Linus is.”

“Right,” I said. “I put a bug in Burton’s ear, and he went over to do a casual welfare check on Dawson. But he wasn’t home, and his neighbor said he hasn’t been. Now Linus is telling me he overheard a phone call Dawson made in the library. Something about meeting someone in an old warehouse.”

Grayson said slowly, “Okay. That doesn’t sound right. Was he investigating a story?” 

“Dawson was still doing articles for the paper?” 

“No, he hasn’t freelanced for the paper since he retired. At least, not since I’ve been the editor. Unless he was going to send something in once he’d gotten the story finalized.” Now Grayson sounded just as concerned as I was. “Are you calling Burton?” 

“Right now. But I thought you might want to come with me. I have some sort of vague directions to the warehouse that Linus gave me. And my shift is almost over.”

Grayson said, “I’m on my way.” And he hung up the phone.

I called Burton next to fill him in. “I’ll pick you and Grayson up at the library,” he said, before getting off the phone.

Minutes later, I showed Burton the sketchy directions I’d gotten from Linus. “Can you make any sense of these?” I asked him.

Burton’s brow crinkled as he read them. Then it smoothed. “I know exactly where this place is. It’s on the edge of town, out in the sticks.” He started driving in that direction.

“I’m surprised you know about this warehouse,” said Grayson. “You’re still kind of a newbie here in Whitby, like me.”

“The only reason I know about it is because we had a bunch of teens using the place to party before we put a stop to it.” Burton paused. “Hey, could you give us a little background on Dawson, Grayson? Ann and I don’t know the guy really well. Maybe you can give us some info.”

“Sure. Dawson’s a great guy. I’m not going to say he and I are the best of friends or anything, but we’re acquaintances. I always like saying hi to him when he’s in the library. From the old articles I’ve read, he was a fantastic reporter. He was one of those old-school journalists who started out with typewriters before computers were even around.”

Burton said, “How did he end up in Whitby? I’d think a go-getter like him might want to go to a big city.”

“From what Dawson told me, he did cut his teeth in the big cities. I heard from other old guys who’d retired from the paper that Dawson liked his drink, unfortunately. When he got fired from a big paper up north, he ended up down here. His parents were still living at the time.”

I said, “That’s too bad. I hope he was satisfied with his career, even if it was in a smaller town.”

“I think he was,” said Grayson. “He didn’t seem bitter to me. And the guy was great, like I said. From what I’ve heard, he could smell a story a mile away. Still, his talents were probably wasted on stuff like council meeting write-ups and bake sale copy. From what I heard, though, he’d made his peace with living in Whitby. He never misses a potluck.”

I considered this for a few moments. “I wonder if he ferreted out one last story. If that’s why he was going to the warehouse.”

“Gotta be some reason for him to come out here,” said Burton with a grunt as he maneuvered the police cruiser down a forgotten road into heavy woods.  

A few minutes later, we finally arrived in front of a weathered building that had clearly suffered decades of neglect. I saw the bare bones of old timber under faded and peeling paint. Vines crept up the walls, their tendrils snaking through any available crack or crevice. 

“Nice place,” said Grayson.

“Yeah. Guess nature is reclaiming the building for its own,” said Burton.

The building was squatting amid overgrown trees and a tangle of foliage, despite it being February. 

I glanced over toward the back of the building and stilled. After a moment, I said, “Isn’t that Dawson’s truck over there?” 

“It sure is,” said Burton grimly as they surveyed the old pickup. Dawson had kept the truck in good shape, despite its age. Seeing it partially obscured by the warehouse and the overgrowth made me shiver.

“That’s not a good sign,” said Grayson. “Even though the truck looks empty.”

“Do you have a way of getting inside, or are we breaking in?” I asked.

Burton said, “I had to put a padlock on the door when the teens were here. I’ve got the key with me.” He pulled it out of his shirt pocket, and they headed for the door. 

“Does anyone else have the key?” asked Grayson.

“Sure. County council is talking about some sort of land deal, so I left a key at town hall, too.”

They stepped inside the door into what was mostly darkness, the only light coming from cracks in the roof and gaps in the walls. Like many warehouses of the time, there were no windows in the building. 

Burton turned on his heavy-duty flashlight and swept the beam across the area. It was a cavernous space, dust motes hanging in the air and spotlighted in the flashlight's beam. The floor was concrete and cracked and stained. In the corner stood a rusted conveyor belt. Piles of decaying crates littered the floor. There were scattered beer cans and plastic cups, a testament to the teen parties Burton had mentioned.

“Why on earth would Dawson come here?” muttered Burton. He walked further into the warehouse, then stopped again to cast his beam carefully across the space. He paused at one point, directing the light into a specific area.

“Oh no,” groaned Grayson. 

They could see the slumped body of a man with steel-gray hair. A coil of wire was around his neck.
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Burton asked them to go outside to wait for him there. They waited back near the cruiser, Grayson perched on the hood of the vehicle and I stood beside it.

“I’m sorry, Grayson,” I said.

Grayson shook his head. “It’s a shock. I mean, I didn’t even know Dawson well. Not as well as I should have.”

“Well, from what I could tell, Dawson was kind of a prickly guy. He wouldn’t have been the easiest person in the world to get better acquainted with.”

“True,” said Grayson with a short laugh. “He wasn’t one for small talk. But this is crazy, you know? What was Dawson doing out here in the middle of nowhere? Did you see that wire around his neck? Somebody killed him.”

“Do you think he was investigating a story? It sounded like he was a really talented journalist. Maybe something fell into his lap, and he thought he should check it out.”

Grayson shook his head. “I guess. But why wouldn’t he pass it by me first? He had plenty of opportunity. I talked to the guy at least once a week when I was visiting you in the library.”

I considered this. “Maybe he was worried you’d like the idea for the story, but would want to reassign it to one of the reporters on your staff. That would make sense, right? Why pay Dawson for a freelance story when you could have one of your staff members write it.”

“Yeah, that could have been the reason. Although I wouldn’t have done that. If Dawson had brought me a story about an investigation of some kind, I’d have paid for it. After all, he’d have put in all the work.” He looked toward the warehouse again. “I can’t believe this has happened to him.”

I wondered if Dawson had been meeting someone or if he’d gone to the warehouse to investigate a lead related to the land deal Burton had mentioned. “I don’t know very much about Dawson, other than what you’d told Burton and me today. In the library, he was always very quiet. But did he have a big social circle? Was he connected with people?” 

“Dawson was mostly a solitary guy. I mean, he knew just about everybody from working in the community for so many decades. But he wasn’t the kind of person to have a group he played cards with, or anything.”

I said, “You mentioned he didn’t pass up a potluck.”

“And he didn’t. But he wasn’t there shaking hands and hanging out with people. He was there to eat.” Grayson sighed. “Like I mentioned, he definitely liked his alcohol, too. That might also have affected his behavior. Or made him behave more erratically.”
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