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Chapter One
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Kelly Green stood erect on the Beach Lovers Inn’s expansive wraparound porch. Fall was in the air. Although this was Myrtle Beach, the change was subtle but real. The air was a little dryer and a little bit cooler. Both were a pleasant change from the sometimes oppressive heat and humidity of summer. She appreciatively sipped her ritual morning coffee as the chaos of the Grand Strand Surf Invitational unfolded before her. Happy to be doing nothing while the world bustled. 

Erected only yesterday, a dozen or more white polyester tents flapped jauntily in the salty breeze, surfers checked and waxed their boards, and event staff barked last-minute instructions to the hundred or so entrants, plus a dozen or so assorted volunteers. The arrival of the coed surf competition had transformed the beachfront, usually a peaceful retreat for guests, into a buzzing hive of competitors, videographers, photographers, and eager spectators.

Kelly sighed, rubbing her temples, feeling suddenly self-conscious about her new hair color. A natural brunette, three days ago she’d spontaneously let her friend and co-worker, Drew Schiffer, bleach her shoulder-length locks light blonde. She still scared herself every time she looked in a mirror and saw that blonde stranger looking back at her with a startled look on her face. 

A sudden yawn distorted Kelly’s face. She’d been up late last night and early this morning, dealing with last-minute preparations and was feeling every bit of her nearly forty-two years. The Beach Lovers Inn was fully booked, which was good for business, of course. And her bank account. But she knew from experience that an inn full of restless, adrenaline-fueled surfers meant long nights, loud voices, and sand in places sand should never be.

The rhythmic crash of waves against the shore should have been soothing but today it only stirred up old memories—memories of sun-drenched afternoons and unkept whispered promises on moonlit beaches. She took another sip of coffee, trying to shake the thoughts away, but it was no use. Tommy Johnson, her first husband, was back in town.

And she was just going to have to woman up and deal with it.

“Why do I get the feeling you’re about to regret hosting a bunch of surfers?” That voice, laced with amusement, belonged to Harry Leland. He, for one, was of two minds about the surfers. On the one hand, he hated that their presence spoiled his normally tranquil and serene environment. As a writer he thrived on peace. But that same ever-working, ever-thinking-up-stories writer in him also reveled in the myriad new images, sounds, and smells. Lots of colorful language, too! Some he’d never heard before but was bound to stick in a book sometime.

Kelly turned to see him leaning against the porch railing, a steaming mug of brew in his hand. Dressed in his usual rumpled button-down shirt and cuffed gray trousers, the Inn’s permanent resident and mystery writer had found a way to work himself into her heart while still regularly getting under her skin. Harry was several years younger than her, although he dressed like a hundred-year-old accountant, so you wouldn’t necessarily know that. With his pallid, sun-fearing complexion, and wavy dark hair, she always imagined Harry to be the spitting image of a young Edgar Allan Poe.

“I don’t regret it yet,” she said. “But give it a day.”

Harry smirked. “Maybe I’ll ask your staff if they want to start taking bets on when your patience runs out.”

Kelly rolled her eyes but couldn’t resist smiling. As improbable as it would have once seemed, over the past year, Harry had become one of her closest friends—his dry humor and laid-back attitude stood in welcome contrast to the constant hustle and bustle of running the inn she’d taken over from her aunt. They made a good team, too. Not at hotel management but at solving murder mysteries. Working together, they’d solved a couple of murders that had had the police stymied.

Before she could respond to Harry, a voice rang out from the beach.

“Kelly!”

Tommy Johnson.

Not just a voice, a voice from her past.

Her breath hitched as she spotted Tommy, her first ex-husband, weaving confidently through the crowd like a rockstar, surfboard under one arm, an easy toothy-grin plastered across his sun-kissed face. That same easy grin that had once made her weak in the knees. He looked exactly the same—messy blond hair, an athletic build, and that familiar spark of mischief in his blue eyes. How was that possible when she looked so...old?

He quickly strode up the steps like no time had passed at all.

“Hi, Kel. Still running the best inn on the coast, I see,” Tommy said. 

“Hello, Tommy.”

The pair had first crossed paths at the University of South Carolina in Columbia. She had been majoring in advertising. Tommy had been majoring in athletic training with a minor in sport and entertainment management. They shared a course in media planning. Tommy, all tan and teeth, and oozing Southern charm, dropped out of college to join the pro surfing circuit while Kelly remained behind to complete her degree. On one of his infrequent returns to Columbia, Tommy suggested they marry. Kelly had been young, impressionable and filled with optimism. 

Swept off her feet by Tommy’s rugged outdoor looks and laid back attitude, Kelly said yes to his proposal. The marriage ceremony took place at the Chapel Of The Beach in Daytona Beach in the middle of the Surfari Surfing Competition. Tommy was not a very good surfer back then and had failed to place. 

But that didn’t stop him from continuing to compete every chance he got. He surfed the world, leaving her home. Time, the great physical distances between them, and Tommy’s philandering ways put an end to their marriage. Not with a proverbial bang and barely a whimper.

Now here he stood. Mere inches from her. So close she could smell the sweet smell of him. This was the first time she’d seen him since the divorce. Kelly folded her arms, as if shielding herself from his evil powers and spellcasting. “Still stirring up trouble wherever you go?”

Tommy laughed. “Come on, Kel. Can’t an ex say hello?”

Harry cleared his throat loudly beside her. “Ex?” he said, arching an eyebrow. “You’ve been holding out on me, Kelly.”

Kelly sighed. “Tommy was my first husband. He’s competing in the Invitational.”

Tommy gave a mock bow. “That’s right. Hoping to prove I’ve still got what it takes.” He thrust his hand at Harry. “Pleased to meet you. You must be the mystery writer.”

“You’ve heard of me? Read my books?” Harry said excitedly. It wasn’t every day he met a fan.

“Huh?” Tommy appeared nonplussed. “No, I mean, a lady from the hotel, Dru, I think it was, mentioned you. She told me you live here for free. Sweet deal.” He shot an elbow into Harrys ribcage. “How’d you swing it? Scam this one?” He bobbed his chin at his ex. “Got some dirt on her?”

“No,” Harry said, clearly deflated. “Nothing like that.” How could he explain that Kelly’s aunt had taken a shine to him and had allowed him to stay at the inn for free. On her arrival, Kelly had intended to kick him out, or make him start paying for his room, whatever. But here he was, still living beachside. Still paying nothing. 

In fact, now that he thought about it, Kelly hadn’t even brought up the subject of rent nor threatened to boot him for months! The last thing he needed was for Tommy to start her thinking about that again.

“Suuure,” drawled Tommy, clearly expressing his disbelief. He winked. “You can tell me later, Har.”

Harry fought to change the subject. He was never happy being the center of attention. “So, Kelly’s mysterious first husband.” He was ever the writer in search of hidden truths. “I bet there’s a long, dramatic backstory here.” Surfer boy’s hand was damp—and firm. “Feel like sharing?”

Kelly ignored Harry. Tommy gave him a conspiratorial wink of encouragement. “What do you want, Tommy?”

Tommy put a hand over his heart. “Maybe I just wanted to see you. Maybe I—”

A loud commotion from the beach cut through the crisp morning air, interrupting him. Shouts rang out, urgent and panicked. A crowd was forming near the north rock pile, a manmade collection of rocks the city put up to help ease beach erosion.

Kelly turned in time to see more people gathering near the shoreline, murmurs of concern rippling through the spectators.

Now what? A strange, sinking feeling settled in her stomach. Something was wrong.

“Hold that thought,” she muttered, setting her coffee down on the wooden railing. She hurried down the steps to the beach. Harry and Tommy followed behind.

The air was thick with tension. As Kelly pushed through the murmuring crowd, she caught snippets of conversation.

“...wasn’t moving when I found him...”

“...thought he was just passed out...”

“...someone needs to call 911...”

“...hit the rocks...”

Then she saw him and her stomach dropped.

Brett Helm—the competition’s top contender—lay sprawled in the damp sand, motionless. Kelly swallowed hard, her pulse pounding as she stared at Brett’s lifeless body. He was clad in a full-body wetsuit bearing his sponsors’ logos. Wet black hair clung to his head. She’d waved hello to him only this morning as he trudged down to the beach to catch an early wave before sunrise. 

The world around her seemed distant, telescoping out, like she was watching from outside herself. From far away, she heard a woman calling 911 but it felt like time had slowed too.

Brett Helm’s cobalt-blue surfboard leash wrapped tightly around his left ankle. The other end hooked to his board several feet away, bobbing in the surf. His arms were limp, head tilted at an unnatural angle. His usually tanned skin had taken on an unnatural pallor. 

A couple of other surfers hovered nearby, shifting uneasily. She heard voices, some startled, others subdued. One of them, a wiry young man with dark curls, looked up as Kelly approached. “I—I found him like this,” he stammered. “I thought he had just taken a tumble. I tried to help him but...”

Kelly crouched down, bile rising in her throat. She wasn’t a doctor, but she’d looked death in the face before. Brett’s lips were slightly parted, his chest eerily still. She reached out instinctively but stopped just short. Something seemed off.

“Kelly?”

She turned to find Harry and Tommy standing behind her. Harry eyed Brett with sharp-eyed curiosity.

Tommy knelt in the sand beside Brett, shaking his head. “Damn. We weren’t friends, but I never wanted this...” He raked a hand through his hair. “This is bad.”

Kelly’s gaze flicked to Brett’s ankle. The surfboard leash was pulled so tightly that the skin beneath it was raw. 

The distant wail of sirens cut through the sound of the crashing waves and interrupted her thoughts.

Within a minute, two patrol cars pulled into the inn’s side parking lot, followed by an ambulance. A brown four-door sedan joined them, coming to a jerky stop at an odd angle and taking up two parking slots in the process. A familiar figure stepped out of the sedan, his sharp gaze sweeping over the scene with an eagle’s eyes.

Detective Nick Burns.

Kelly’s heart did a small, entirely unhelpful flip.

Four police officers took charge and ordered everybody to keep their distance. 

Nick was all business as he approached. The EMTs hovered urgently over Brett. “Someone want to tell me what happened?” He was looking at Kelly.

Kelly cleared her throat. “I—I found him like this. Well, this man did first but...” Her words trailed off, she was aware of how flustered she sounded. To take attention off herself, she gestured toward the surfer who had spoken first. He nodded a confirmation.

Nick studied her for a moment, noticing the blonde hair, before crouching to examine Brett’s body for himself. The paramedics checked for a pulse, but they didn’t need to. Their grim expressions said it all.

“Drowned?” Nick asked.

“Maybe,” said one of the paramedics. “But look at this.” He lightly turned Brett’s head so the detective could get a look at the back of the skull. “He took a good shot to the back of the head.”

“He must have hit the rocks,” said the second paramedic.

“That’s what killed him?” Kelly asked.

“It didn’t do him any good,” allowed the medic.

Nick nodded thoughtfully. He called an officer over to take the young man’s statement. He crouched beside Brett, his expression giving nothing away.

They didn’t find one.

Kelly already knew that, but something about the official confirmation sent a cold chill through her.

Nick stood up, dusting damp sand off his hands. “Until we determine the cause of death, this is a crime scene.” His gaze flicked to Kelly. “And I’d rather not have any amateur detectives getting in my way.”

“I didn’t say anything!” Kelly said, throwing up her hands. “I’m staying out of this. This is your job. Besides, I’ve got important things of my own to deal with. Like an inn to run, and a competition to host in my backyard.” She gnawed at her lower lip, twisted her foot into the beach sand. Refused eye contact.

Nick just arched an eyebrow, clearly unconvinced.

“I know that look, Kelly,” Harry said. “You were definitely about to say something.”

Kelly shot him a look. “Not helping, Harry.”

Nick sighed, rubbing his jaw. “Fine. You’re already here, so you might as well tell me—what’s bothering you?”

“Well, it’s just that...” She hesitated, knowing once she spoke, there was no going back. Of course, anything she said was only going to annoy Nick, too. And why did it seem like everything she said had a way of annoying Nick? That was the opposite effect from what she wanted.

But her instincts were screaming that something wasn’t right.

She glanced at Brett’s ankle, then back at Nick.

“I don’t think this was an accident.”

Nick’s expression didn’t change, but Kelly saw the subtle shift in his posture—the way his stance squared slightly, his focus sharpening.

“What makes you say that?”

Kelly gestured toward Brett’s leg. “The surfboard leash—it’s on his left ankle.”

“So?”

“I was watching Brett and some of the others practice for over an hour yesterday afternoon. I-I don’t think that’s right.”

“Huh?” Nick followed her gaze, his eyes narrowing. “I don’t see anything. Perfectly normal.” Nick was a surfer himself.

“Hey, wow, I get it,” Tommy butted in. “That’s goofy!”

Nick shot Kelly’s ex a sharp look. “Who are you?”

Tommy smiled and stuck out his hand. “Tommy, Tommy Johnson. Kelly’s husband.”

“Kelly’s—” 

“Ex-husband!” Kelly corrected. 

“Oh, I see. So tell me, Mister Johnson—”

“Call me Tommy.”

“Tommy. What’s goofy?”

“The leash. Brett always tied his leash to his right foot. Normal, you know. He always surfed with his left foot. That was his lead foot. You gotta have a lead foot up on the front of the board—for stability. We call surfing left foot up like that regular-footed.”

“Then what’s goofy?” Harry asked.

“The leash tied to his right foot? That’s what we surfers call goofy-footed.”

Nick lifted his leg and rubbed his ankle. “Damn. You’re right.” He exhaled sharply, considering. Then, turning toward the officers, he called out: “I want photos of the scene before anything is moved. And someone get a full history on Helm—who he’s been talking to, any conflicts, everything.”

As the officers scattered, Nick turned back to Kelly. “You may be onto something.”

Kelly blinked, caught off guard. “Wait, did you just admit I might have spotted something you missed?”

Nick’s lips quirked. “Don’t get used to it,” he said, unwilling to give her point too much credence. It might mean nothing. Besides, in the time he’d come to know Kelly Green, he’d learned how stubborn and obstinate the woman could be. And how she, and Harry, would insinuate themselves into his cases. He wasn’t about to get her started. “Everybody gets lucky once in a while.”

Kelly snorted. “Not Brett.”

Nick locked those inscrutable eyes of his with hers for a moment. 

Despite the gravity of the situation, Kelly felt a strange flutter in her stomach.

Harry, however, looked entirely too excited. “Well, Kelly,” he whispered in her ear, “it looks like we’ve found our next mystery.”

Kelly sighed. She had hoped this would be a simple, if chaotic, week at the inn. Instead, she may have just landed in the middle of a murder investigation. 

Kelly tried to backpedal. “Maybe I’m mistaken. Brett could have bumped his head on the rocks...or a piece of coral? And maybe accidently leashed the wrong foot, just a coincidence and—”

“I need you both to step back, please,” Nick said, giving Harry and Kelly the brush off. “Hey, Leslie, let’s get the rest of these people back. And set up a perimeter.”

The officer waved and she and her colleagues got busy doing just that, staking off the scene with yellow police tape.

As Kelly realized there was no going back, a chill ran through her despite the warm morning sun.

The inaugural Grand Strand Surf Invitational may have just taken a deadly turn.
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Chapter Two
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The next several hours were a whirlwind of police activity. Officers roped off the area, taking statements from anyone who had been near the water that morning. Spectators lingered at a safe distance, whispering and speculating amongst themselves.

Kelly stood on the shady side of the big blue registration tent. She watched as Nick spoke with the event organizer, Rick Delaney, whose face showed pale beneath his tanned skin. She couldn’t blame him one bit. The first Grand Strand Surf Invitational might also become the last.

“Brett was our star,” Rick Delaney said. He appeared shaken by the unfortunate and deadly turn of events. “His death is a big loss to the competition. But ask any surfer, surfing, for all its glamor, can be a dangerous sport. There may not be many deaths per year. I don’t know, I’ve never seen the statistics. But I do know, and can tell you from my own first-hand experience, that accidents happen. Stats do show that nearly a third of all surfers will suffer an injury of one sort or another over the course of any given year.”

The organizer appeared to be in his early fifties. Rick had dark hair and dark eyes. He was fit, tan and maintained a surfer’s lean build. He was an ex-pro surfer himself who’d gone from riding a board to running a lucrative surf-related business. His interests included the Grand Strand Surf Invitational in addition to several other surfing exhibitions and competitions, mostly in the southern US. Kelly heard he also had his name on a brand of surf boards, surfing accessories, sunblock and had an IPA.

Brett Helm himself had also had an entrepreneurial streak. His name and face were plastered all over merchandise, everything from surfboards to shirts and board shorts. There was an entire tent here at the Invitational that featured nothing but Brett Helm merch.

“That high, huh?” Nick traced his pen along his hairline. “I had no idea. You know, I’m a surfer myself.”

“Are you, Detective?” Rick smiled. “Have you registered for our competition?” He grabbed a clipboard holding a sheaf of blank entry forms.

“No, I’m not...how should I say it...competition ready,” Nick replied. “I surf strictly for fun.”

“Still, it can’t hurt to test your limits, am I right? Of course, I am,” Rick said, without waiting for a reply. “Besides, day one is an amateur coed competition. Shall I sign you up?” He held a pencil over the top form. “It’s only a hundred bucks to enter and a portion of the proceeds is going to local charities.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“Go ahead, Nick,” Kelly chided. “Care to show us what you’ve got? Not afraid of a little competition, are you?” Kelly battered her eyelids at him. “Then again, maybe you are?”

Catching Kelly’s undercurrent, Nick frowned at her. “I can assure you, Kelly Green, I do not fear competition. In fact,” he said, hastily scratching his name and contact info to the entry form, “I thrive on it.” He pulled out a black wallet from his front pocket and handed the organizer his credit card. 

Rick ran the payment and handed back the card.

Kelly smirked. “So I see. Good luck tomorrow!”

“Thanks. What about you?” Nick asked.

“Me?”

“Yeah,” he thrust the sign-up sheet her way. “How about signing up? Making this a friendly competition?”

Kelly glanced in horror at the clipboard. “I’ve never surfed a day in my life!”

“We offer lessons,” Rick interjected. “In fact, my daughter’s got some time available this afternoon, if you’d like?”

“Sure she would, wouldn’t you, Miz Green?” Nick stared her down. If she wanted to butt into his case, make it a competition, he’d see how she liked a real challenge.

“My daughter, Mia, works with beginners all the time,” pushed Rick Delaney. “You’ll do fine. She does great with older beginners.”

Older? Kelly reddened as Nick snorted.

“Love to,” Kelly agreed, feeling anything but love. In fact, feeling pressed relentlessly through a stainless-steel juice presser. She scratched her name on an entry form and instantly regretted it. But if Nick Burns thought he was going to scare her off and get her to back down, well, the detective had another thing coming!

“Great,” Rick said, passing over both filled-out forms to an assistant seated on a canvas folding chair to his left. “Will that be cash or credit?”

“Oh, ah... My purse is back in the office. Can I pay you later?”

“Of course,” said Rick. “And I’ll tell Mia to expect you. Three o’clock, shall we say?”

Kelly agreed. Great, now she was out one hundred dollars. Oh, well, at least she’d be supporting some local charities. But how much was this surfing lesson going to add to her bill?

“Now, about Mister Helm,” Nick said. “From what you said earlier, are you saying you think his death was an accident?”

Surprise showed on the organizer’s face. “Of course, Detective! Don’t you?”

Nick took a moment to consider his answer. Finally, he said, “It certainly appears that way.”

“Yes, so I heard.” Rick glanced towards the rockpile where Brett’s corpse had been discovered. “I mean, I never saw the-the body but from what people say...” He frowned big. “Well, what can I say? Losing Brett is a big blow to the competition.”

“Yes, you said that. Kind of a big blow for Brett, too, wouldn’t you also say?” Kelly asked.

Nick turned to Kelly. “Don’t you have an inn to run?”

“I was just—”

“Just interfering in a police investigation,” Nick finished her sentence for her, changing it in doing so.

“Fine.” Kelly stomped off.

“What’s this about a police investigation?” The folding table wobbled in the sand as Rick pressed his hands against it.

“Just routine. Anytime there’s a death. We have to dot the i’s and cross the t’s. That’s all part of the job.”

“I understand,” Rick said. “I-I hope you don’t mind me saying this, but I hope you, that is, the police won’t be too large a presence for too long, if you know what I mean?” Rick gazed around the crowded beach. Several uniformed officers were still conducting interviews. “It might put a-a damper on things.”

“I understand,” Nick said. “I promise, we’ll do our best not to interfere with the Invitational.”

“Thanks.” Rick appeared visibly relieved.

“Tell me, Mister Delaney—”

“Call me, Rick.”

“Let’s stick to Mister Delaney. Nothing personal. I find it important in my line of work to maintain professional distance.”

“Of course. I get that,” Rick said but his face belied his words. “What did you want to ask me?”

“When did you last see Mister Helm?”

“Brett? Hmm.” Rick suddenly twirled his fingers through his protruding curly-black chest hairs. “I guess that would be last night. A bunch of us were partying out by the pool.”

“Here at the inn?”

“That’s right.”

“And how did Mister Helm seem?”

“How do you mean?”

“Did he behave normally? Did he say anything that you might have thought odd or unusual?”

“No, nothing like that. He was the same old Brett he’s always been. Fun, life of the party.”

“What time would this be?”

“I got back from dinner down the street around nine or so. Saw everybody hanging out at the pool, so I joined them. I had a few beers. Stayed until maybe eleven? Yeah, around then. I was tired and went back to our room. I’m not as young as I used to be. Need my beauty sleep. The young guns hung around till I don’t know when.”

“And Mister Helm was still there when you departed?”

“Yep, Brett was still there. So were practically all of the competitors, staff and volunteers. It’s like a traveling party.”

“Yeah, except the party has ended for Mister Helm.”

Rick cocked his head. “That gives me an idea.”

“What’s that?”

“We should hold a memorial service for old Brett. Dedicate the Invitation to him even. Yeah,” Rick smiled. “That’s what we’ll do.”

“Nice.” Nick cleared his throat. “You’ve known Mister Helm long?”

“Sure, Brett and I go way back. I was on the pro circuit back when he was still a boy. I watched that boy grow into one of the greatest living surfers on tour.”

“How did he get along with everyone? The other surfers? Any resentment? Jealousy?”

“Nah. It’s hard not to love Brett. He is-was a good man. Everybody loved Brett.”

“So he never argued with anybody? Last night, in particular?”

“Again, no. Listen, Detective Burns, no offense, but you’re barking up the wrong tree here. Brett’s death, horrible as it is, was an accident. That’s it. Nothing more. He may have had quote-unquote arguments with some people now and then but so what? Who doesn’t, right? But those were just heat of the moment things, competition-related, you know? Or business stuff. But nothing personal. Everybody loved Brett.”

“Except maybe somebody didn’t,” Nick said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“The paramedic noticed a gash on the back of Mister Helm’s head.”

“So? He probably hit his head on his board, or those damn rocks. That happens more than you might think. The ocean can be your friend but you’ve got to respect it. Respect its immense power. Now,” he looked at the two-deep line of people crowding the registration tent, “I really need to get back to work.”
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Chapter Three
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Hundreds of beachgoers of all ages filled the sand bordering the Beach Lovers Inn. Some splashed where sand met sea. More than the usual number—due to the Invitational no doubt—rode the slow-moving six-foot waves. And a whole bunch of people lolled on colorful beach blankets soaking up as much sun and heat as they could manage. 

Kelly and Harry stood in the sand, joined by Rick’s daughter, Mia, on a relatively quiet stretch of beach near the shoreline. All three had surfboards provided by Mia. With their respective surfboards floating on the sand, she put them through their paces. She explained the basics of surfing, stressing the importance of balance and the need for patience.

“These shorts are too big!” complained Harry. He pulled up his board shorts for about the hundredth time since putting them on. He was still irked, very irked, that Kelly had insisted he join her. Worse yet, that he wear these clumsy board shorts. Pink and yellow vertical strips ran the length of the baggy shorts. They were definitely two sizes too big. Maybe twenty sizes too big? How was he supposed to stick his arms out like Mia Delaney kept scolding him to do when he was forced to use one hand just to keep the stupid shorts up!?

“Sorry,” Kelly said, trying and failing to stifle a giggle, “but you and Dad are hardly the same size!” Her father, Ben, was a big, manly sort. Harry was more the little scrawny type. If this was a beach movie, the mean surfer boys would be making fun of him and kicking sand in his face.

“Let go!” Mia hollered. “Hands extended! Like I showed you!”

“I can’t,” Harry complained. “If I let go, my shorts will fall down.”

Mia and Kelly shared a laugh.

“Come on, Harry, you worry too much!” replied Mia with sparkles of amusement dancing in her green eyes. Rick Delaney’s daughter Mia was a tan and lithesome twenty-year old with a deep tan and long brown hair. She was wearing a high-cut bright-red swimsuit. A coral necklace hung around her slender neck on a leather cord.

“I am not wearing any underwear!” Harry said, tugging tighter at his waistband. 

“Ew. In that case,” Kelly said, “don’t let go!” His knobby knees were the highlight of his skinny white legs. If he had any muscles, he kept them well hidden. And had that alabaster skin ever seen the light of day? If he’d had his way, he would have hit the beach in a long-sleeve shirt, cuffed trousers and Oxfords.

“Ha-ha. I don’t know what I’m doing here anyway.” He wobbled atop his longboard. “You’re the crazy one who signed up for the competition, not me.” 

Kelly had insisted he come as much for her own entertainment as to force him out of his room and his comfort zone. Besides, she figured that, between the two of them, they may learn something more about Brett Helm.

Harry cried out as his board tried to throw him off. And they hadn’t even made it to the water yet! Mia had them spending the first half-hour standing on their borrowed surfboards six feet from the ocean’s edge, practicing dumb drills and balance exercises.

“Now, move your left foot closer to the nose but keep your right foot planted near the tail. Slowly, now.”

Kelly inched her foot forward. 

Harry did the same but lost his balance and landed in the hot sand. “Ouch!” he complained, hopping about on his burning feet and making a beeline for the ocean to save himself from the third-degree burns threatening to melt the soles of his feet. “Ahh.”

“Good idea, Harry,” Mia said. “I think it’s time we put what you’ve both learned into practice. Grab your boards. Let’s get in the water and try paddling out like I showed you. We’ll put some of your new skills to the test—see how much the two of you were paying attention—when you ride your first wave.”
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