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        May 2022

        Corolla (Outer Banks), North Carolina

      

      

      “Hallelujah!” I yelled as I pulled into the driveway of the beachfront rental house. My sisters, Katie and Lily, had attempted this long-awaited trip to the Outer Banks of North Carolina, but due to my bright idea to make a side trip on the way down, we never made it.

      Katie laughed. “I’m not surprised you stayed on 95 instead of attempting another trek down the Delmarva. That set us back big-time last year.”

      Lily joked, “Are you kidding? Had she gotten off any exit that would have even led us to suspect a side trip, we would have taken over driving immediately.”

      Sally’s Tesla pulled in behind us, and the rest of the crew—Mo, Jackie, and Shelby—poured out.

      I admired her new ride. “I can’t believe you finally gave in to the temptation of Elon Musk.”

      She laughed. “Well, he is pretty cute. Besides, the idea of not polluting the atmosphere was pretty appealing.”

      I reminded her. “Let’s not even talk about the half-life of one of those batteries.”

      She scolded me. “Typical nonbeliever. Can’t you just be happy for me while you drive your 1980 Jeep Wrangler, killing generations of people, rainforests, and melting glaciers?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Oh please. Can we have a vacation without politics?”

      She agreed and we hugged. “Still best friends?”

      I kissed her on the lips. “Of course. And you know if I was ever going to switch teams, you’d be the one for me.”

      She frowned. “Well, I’d have to switch teams too, which isn’t happening any time in this century.” She then smiled and winked. “Although, you’re a pretty good kisser.”

      Shelby rolled her eyes. “When you two are done making out, could you help with the bags? I want to get to the beach.”

      Our six-bedroom oceanfront house with a pool, hot tub, and sauna was costing a mint, but there were seven of us to split the $1800 per night, so we figured it was around the cost of a hotel, give or take. We justified it that way anyway. Besides, we were all doing pretty well financially. Sally was running Kohrs. Mo and Jackie owned I’m A Local Beach House Café. Shelby was waiting tables while she went to school, and her tips were astronomical. A college girl in a college town could make out well, especially when she worked the after-bar hours. Of course, my sisters made enough to live in Westchester County, New York, and hire au pairs to take care of the kids. Yes, they both had one now. Lily had gone back to work as an attorney, and their life was pretty much back to normal. And my investigation business was thriving, now with three contracts: Point, Ocean City, Maryland, and Elkton, Maryland, which I got through a referral from the Ocean City contract, even though I didn’t solve their case. It was all about relationships.

      Speaking of relationships, as soon as we got settled in the house, Jackie asked, “So how did your first date with Lieutenant Stone go? I can’t believe he waited six months to ask you out after he made sure you were available after Clint and you ended things.”

      I grimaced. “I know. I had pretty much written him off. I figured he met someone else, got transferred to another precinct, became a priest. I had no idea. It was like he disappeared off the face of the earth.”

      Mo jumped in. “So, what was his explanation after all that time?”

      I defended him weakly. “Well, he claimed that he had a lot to clean up after we solved the case. And then Clint got out of the hospital, so he was giving him a chance to re-engage with me if we had anything left. He didn’t want to be the reason that we broke up. So, he was being a gentleman. Never mind my feelings.”

      Sally piped up. “Guys have these bizarre caveman rules that even they don’t understand. Did Clint even call you after he was released? That was kind of bizarre—how you two were so hot and heavy that you went to Atlantic City together, he gets hurt, and bam, it’s over.”

      I blushed. “I’m afraid that was all me. I just never recovered from him getting shot. It wasn’t his fault. It was just too real. I can’t explain it. It made me feel unsafe, like I could get shot when I was with him. I know it’s insane, and kind of selfish. I mean, my God, the guy could have died, and all I’m doing is thinking of myself.”

      Sally’s voice softened. “I get it. There’s nothing you can do to force feelings. I’ve tried it with several guys, and it got me nowhere. I think you did the right thing. Clint’s a nice-looking guy. He’ll find the right person.”

      I nodded. “But I really loved his adorable son, Josh, too. But I guess he deserves a new mom who is a little less flighty than I am. I can’t keep going in and out of the picture. So, I had to opt for ‘out.’”

      Katie had just come in from one of the three decks overlooking the ocean. “What did you opt out of?”

      I really didn’t want to get into it again. “Oh, my relationship with Clint. We’re probably both better off.”

      Lily had come in with her. “You’ll know when Mister Right comes along.”

      I laughed. “Like you two did?”

      They choked a little bit. “Exactly.”

      I chuckled. “Oh, you two are so full of it. You don’t know what you’d do without your husbands, as much as you like to complain about them.”

      Katie smiled. “Whatever is said in the Outer Banks stays here.” It looked like it pained her to say, “Yes, I love Jack. I don’t know what I’d do without him. But, if any of you breathe a word of that to him, you are dead women.”

      Lily wasn’t quite as negative. “Rory completes me, but also my sentences, which sometimes can drive me to drink. I love him dearly, but one of these days I’m going to flog him.”

      Shelby swallowed hard. “I’m staying single. Watching you two be married is enough to make me steer clear for life. And you’re both in love. There are people with loveless marriages. What must their lives be like? No thanks.” She had an epiphany. “Hey, maybe I’ll just stay a waitress and flirt for big tips as long as I have my looks. Then get a job using my degree.”

      I laughed. “How are you going to answer the interview question, ‘What have you been doing for the past twenty years since you graduated college?’”

      She told the truth. “Serving drinks and flirting with guys. And I’ll bet I’ve made more than you have.”

      I advised, “Even if you had the nerve to answer with the first statement, which might garner you, ‘honest and refreshing,’ the second might get you labeled, ‘snarky and unemployable.’”

      She whined. “That’s the problem with this world. When you tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, no one wants to hear it. It’s only when you tell half-truths, buffered by lies, that you get any level of acceptance. It’s no wonder the workplace is a mess. All the people telling the truth are on the outside looking in, and the liars are all working.”

      All I could say was, “Touché.”
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      All this serious talk was getting too depressing. I stood up and grabbed my suitcase. “Shelby, what room did we decide on?” Since there were seven of us and six rooms, Shelby and I did the mature thing and decided to room together. We were so much like mother and daughter, even though the reality was, I was only eleven years older than her, so the biological reality was that I could never have been her mother. I didn’t care, though. For some reason, it worked. And even though her parents still lived right next door to me, for some reason, after over a year, she was still with me.

      She ran to the staircase leading to the third floor. Each floor had open balconies to the other, so communication was easy, even from floor to floor. The house was breathtaking and worth every cent. I followed her to the third bedroom on the right. I gasped. “This is amazing!” It had two queen beds, its own balcony, a private bathroom with a whirlpool tub, and a huge shower with at least ten showerheads.

      She lay on one of the beds. “I know! That’s why I grabbed it. I figured if we were going to share a room, we should at least have the best room.”

      I scampered out to the balcony. “Good thinking. I love it! Did you literally scope out every room to find the best one?”

      She gave me a proud grin. “Of course. We didn’t want to get stuck in some cramped room with bunk beds, now did we?”

      I laughed. “Certainly not.” I got more serious. “I just hope whoever ended up in a room that might be more suitable for kids isn’t mad.”

      She looked around. “Who could be mad in a place like this?”

      I thought about it. “Someone who has a single bed on a ground floor, infested with spiders and palmetto bugs.” I whispered, “You know what palmetto bugs are, don’t you?”

      She gave me a horrified look. “No, what are they?”

      I spilled the bad news. “Cockroaches, only like ten times the normal size. They thrive on water, so they love to live at ground level. I can’t remember if there were any bedrooms all the way down there, but if there were, watch out.”

      She suggested, “Hey, let’s take the tour of who got what room, and we’ll know immediately how people fared. Then if we need to suggest that some people bunk together, we can let them know that we did. We won’t mention that we just happened to take the best room in the process.” She thought about it. “Actually, there is one comparable to it on the other side. So, if there’s one person in there, they might want to share. Like, let’s face it, it would make sense for Mo and Jackie or Katie and Lily to room together. I guess Sally is going to be the only safe one unless she triples up with us.”

      We walked around the semi-circular hallway overlooking the living room on the floor below. As Shelby had mentioned, there was a room nearly identical to ours on the other side. Katie and Lily sat on the beds. I smiled, “Hey, I thought you guys were sleeping in separate rooms.”

      Lily stretched her legs out on the bed. “Well, when we saw this room, at first, we were going to fight over it, but that seemed futile, especially since neither of us really likes to sleep alone. So, we settled on rooming together.”

      I commented, “We were wondering what other people were doing. We were feeling a little guilty about snagging such a great room, but now that you have a room as nice as ours, I think we’ll get over it.” I looked down the hallway. “Do you know what the others are doing?”

      Katie thought about it. “I saw Mo and Jackie moving into a room on the main floor. I’m not sure if it had a balcony, but I’m pretty sure it had its own bathroom too.”

      I chuckled. “So, we got six bedrooms, but we’re only using four. We should rent the other two out. Maybe we could break even on the vacation.”

      Shelby did the math. “Um, I think we’d have to rent them out for $900 a night to make that work.”

      I deadpanned. “Yeah. So? Look at this place. It’s got multiple balconies, a beachfront location, a pool, a hot tub, and a sauna. $900 a night is a steal. We should run an ad on Facebook Marketplace.”

      Shelby looked horrified. “You’re serious. We can’t legally sublet this place, Cordelia. I think if you read the fine print, we’d be fined or asked to leave or something equally unpleasant.”

      I laughed. “Okay, then we could just pick up a couple of guys on the beach and see if they want to stay for free in a house full of women.”

      Shelby didn’t even smile. “Not a chance. Not these days. People are too crazy. People camp out on beaches now just for an opportunity like that. And believe me, it’s not all fun and innocent like it was years ago. It’s a scary world. I guess we just have to face that.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. “Wow. I’ve done a pretty good job as a surrogate mom, don’t you think?”

      She nodded. “If your job was to scare me to death, you certainly did. Back when I was in high school, I would have thought the prospect of a beach house, meet some guys on the beach, and who knows what, would have been so cool. Now, the idea has no appeal at all.”

      I shook my head. “It’s kind of sad in a way. I mean, not that you have no interest, but the reason you have no interest, which is completely legitimate. Things aren’t like they were twenty years ago, or even ten years ago. But thanks for taking my warnings seriously. It makes me very proud of you.”

      She smiled sadly. “It’s too bad my parents never saw in me what you do.”

      I hugged her. “Maybe one day they will. Never give up hope on family. Sometimes it takes years, but they often come around when you least expect it.”

      Lily suggested, “Hey, before you guys drag us all down, let’s go see which room Sally picked. I’m a little concerned she might feel like the odd woman out, especially now that everyone has a roommate but her.”

      I agreed. “Good idea. I’d hate for her to have a terrible week because we were all inconsiderate of her feelings. Shelby and I even thought of taking her in with us if she felt bad.”

      Katie smiled. “You guys are something else. No wonder everyone likes you better than us.”

      I spanked her softly on the butt. “That’s not true.”

      She returned the favor. “Sure, it is, but we don’t care. We’re not actually as nice as you are. We’re New Yorkers. We’re fine with that. Besides, we need to keep an edge to scare our husbands. If we lose that, we lose the big advantage at home.”

      I shook my head. “Let’s go find Sally.”

      We searched high and low and finally found her on the ground floor in a smallish room with bunk beds, clearly designed for kids. It had an original Super Nintendo hooked up to the TV, circa 1990. She was playing Super Mario and had already made it to Princess Peach’s castle. It looked like she knew where she would be spending her vacation.

      I was glad to know that we were all happy. It was a rare and wonderful day. So, why was I so uneasy? I tried to put the feeling aside as we headed back upstairs to get ready for the afternoon at the beach.
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      After lying in the sun for a couple of hours longer than we all should have, I suggested, “Hey, before we all get fried and have to spend the rest of the vacation inside, red and peeling, maybe we should head up to the end of the beach where we can drive and look for the famous wild horses of Corolla.”

      At least Katie was with me. “Great idea! I’m bored. I don’t know how I used to do this for days and days at a time when I was in high school. I craved the sun.”

      Lily agreed. “We must be getting old. I feel the same way. Remember back then? The only activity we partook in was watching guys walk down the beach, and maybe letting a strap slip off our shoulder, hoping they’d see and walk a little closer. We were so innocent back then.”

      Mo, Jackie, and Shelby were all snoring.

      Sally laughed. “I don’t know how you’re going to wake those three. They were born for sunbathing, I guess. But I’m with you. I like to actually do stuff on vacation.”

      Katie poked her. “You mean other than play Super Mario?”

      She whined. “Hey, at least I came out. I finally beat the castle. It took me three hours.”

      I chuckled. “You are such a nerd.”

      We all stood up, with the exception of the sleeping beauties.

      We headed for the house. I looked back at them. “This works out well. We probably wouldn’t all have been able to squeeze into the Jeep, and I don’t know about the Tesla on the beach. I mean, it’s all that, but a four-wheel drive it isn’t.”

      Sally defended her electric toy. “Well, you’d be surprised at some of the things she can do, but I wouldn’t subject her to salt water. Elon suggested that salt water and batteries was not a good combination last week in his blog. He didn’t actually say that you couldn’t drive one on the beach. He just suggested that you might want to do a full service afterward, which I’d like to avoid.”

      I capitulated. “Well, I guess that’s the closest we’ll get to you admitting your dream machine isn’t perfect. At least we’ll get to have you ride with us. You can stand up in the Wrangler and be one of the lookouts for wild horses.”

      She looked excited. “I can’t wait! Can we take one home if we find one?”

      I read a brochure that had been left at the house. “You’re supposed to leave them in their natural habitat. You are supposed to observe them. Do not feed them, pet them, ride them, or take them home.”

      Lily grabbed the brochure. “It doesn’t say you can’t take them home.”

      Katie grabbed it back. “Well, no, but that’s pretty much assumed when you can’t do any of those other things.” She read the rest of the brochure. “Besides, this is why they are ‘wild horses.’ The only place that breaks that rule is Chincoteague, Virginia, and that’s just once a year, to shrink the size of the herd. That, evidently, hasn’t been an issue here.”

      I grabbed the brochure. “Neither of you can read. It says: ‘That feeding the wild horses or getting within 50 feet of them is punishable by law. Cruelty, enticing, harboring, luring, seizing, and failure to report injury are unlawful. Additionally, the Currituck County Code of Ordinances also states that it shall be unlawful for any person to keep, harbor, maintain, possess, ride, walk, or bring a horse into or upon that area of the county on the Outer Banks from the terminus of the paved portion of N.C. State Highway 12 to the Virginia state line.’ That means you can’t take them home.”

      Lily smiled. “Why don’t they just say, ‘You can’t take them home.’ It would be easier, and it’d be easier to prosecute when someone breaks that obscure law.”

      I continued reading. “Hey, did you know that there are only a hundred of these horses left and that they are called Bankers?”

      Sally asked, “Why are they called Bankers?”

      I shrugged. “That’s their breed, I guess.” I handed her the brochure.

      We all jumped in the Jeep.

      Katie yelled, “Let’s find those horses!”

      On the way to the beach, Lily noticed, “Hey, there’s the Currituck Beach Lighthouse. Let’s go up.”

      Sally said, “Yeah, I love that stuff.”

      My stomach churned. “I think I’ll watch.”

      Katie chuckled. “Remember when we tried to get her to go up the Bennington Monument in Vermont? That thing was like three stories. We still couldn’t get her to go.” She and Lily high-fived. “You’re such a chicken.”

      I protested. “I am not a chicken. I just happen to have a fear of heights. It’s an actual thing. It’s called ‘acrophobia.’ I’m not making it up.”

      Lily argued. “Well, you went parasailing. Why wasn’t that scary?”

      I couldn’t explain it. “I guess because it was over water. I have no idea. It just wasn’t. Call my psychologist.”

      Sally begged. “Please come up with us. We’ll make sure you are safe.”

      I looked at the brick lighthouse off across the parking lot. “Okay. I’ll try, but if I throw up, it’s not my fault.”

      Lily and Katie cheered.

      We all ran from the car to the lighthouse. It seemed to get taller with every step. By the time we got to the base, it looked like the Empire State Building to me. By the time I paid my twelve dollars to climb up and headed for the stairs, I was starting to feel better. Even though the stairs were metal and headed up the outside edge of the lighthouse, there was a landing at about the height of a normal flight of stairs. So, it wasn’t like climbing straight up into oblivion. Knowing that I could go around one circumference of the lighthouse and get a break by standing on a flat and non-see-through landing made it palatable for me. I was barely lightheaded by the time we reached the top. Even walking around the perimeter outside the lighthouse once we got to the summit wasn’t so bad.

      Of course, I stood back from the five-foot wrought-iron railing. I didn’t want to tempt fate. Sally took my hand. “Come on, scaredy-cat. At least look over the edge.”

      I held my ground. “What is it with you people? When you declare you are afraid of spiders, I don’t purposely catch one and set it free on your arm. For some reason, this phobia gets no respect. I think I’m going to do a national campaign on acrophobia awareness.” I thought for a second. “Hey, do any of you have a fear of playing miniature golf on a real grass course?”

      Katie laughed. “You’re kidding, right?”

      I chuckled. “Well, I’m kidding about the phobia. But they do have one of those here. It’s the only one I’ve ever heard of. Want to play?”

      Lily jumped in. “I’m definitely in. I love mini golf. But with real grass! That sounds amazing. Do they have real drinks too?”

      Sally took out her phone. “Looks like it.”

      Katie voted. “I’m in too then. I’m not much of a putter, but I’ll take you all on.”

      Just then, my phone rang. It was Jackie. “Hey, where are you guys? We woke up and you were gone. We thought you went to lunch, but you never came back. Mo and I like each other and all, but we don’t want to spend the whole vacation alone together.” She laughed.

      I wasn’t sure where to go with this. “Um, we’re at the lighthouse, and then we are heading to see the wild horses.” I hesitated. “How about Shelby? You didn’t desert her, did you?”

      She laughed. “Are you kidding? A looker like her? She was playing volleyball with like five guys when we headed back to the house. She had no desire to go anywhere.”

      I laughed. “Okay, I think.” I asked, “So what’s your plan?”

      She yelled into the phone over some blaring music in the background. “Don’t move. We’ll be right there.” She hung up.

      Everyone looked at me. I shrugged. “I guess Mo and Jackie will be right here.”

      Lily said the obvious. “They don’t have a car.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I know.”

      Katie asked, “Should we wait for them?”

      I smiled. “I would. Never underestimate Mo or Jackie. They’ve already done some amazing things in the short time I’ve known them.”

      Katie asked, “What about Shelby?”

      I hoped for the best. “She can take care of herself.” I swallowed hard. “I hope.”

      Lily assured me. “She’ll be fine.”

      I looked out over the parking lot from the top of the lighthouse to see Mo and Jackie arriving in a lowrider 1962 Chevy Chevelle convertible with the top down and the stereo blaring ZZ Top. They were both sitting on top of the back seat with their legs dangling over the seat, looking like they were in a parade and were the homecoming and prom queens. I had no idea who the guys in the front seat were, or how they had met them so quickly. But sometimes it was better not to ask.

      I pointed to Katie. “Looks like we won’t have to wait.”

      She did a double take. “You’re kidding, right?”

      Just then, we heard a scream from the other side of the circular lighthouse deck. We couldn’t see over there, and we all took off running around to the other side. At first, we saw nothing until we looked straight down. A small crowd was beginning to gather around what became immediately clear was a woman’s body lying on the ground below. From this height, if she had fallen or jumped, I could only assume she was dead.
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      Katie and I ran down the stairs. Lily and Sally stayed on top to see if anyone had seen anything. By the time we got down there, Mo and Jackie had arrived at the scene of the crime. Jumping immediately into investigative mode, they were both questioning witnesses.

      There was a woman, probably around forty-five, kneeling by the body of the victim. She looked a bit like Tina Fey, only more serious, and was speaking into a personal digital recording device. She looked at her watch and said, “Victim confirmed deceased at 12:43 PM Eastern Daylight Time. Likely cause of death: internal trauma caused by a significant fall from the Currituck Lighthouse observation deck, which is approximately one hundred and fifty-one feet from the ground. It is generally accepted that a fall of one hundred and fifty feet or more is fatal between 95 and 98% of the time.”

      She reached into what was evidently the victim’s handbag. She pulled out a small change purse that appeared to contain her driver’s license. She continued recording. “The victim is Sarah Jane Moorefield from Englewood, New Jersey. She is thirty-two years old.” She turned off her recorder, then had second thoughts and turned it back on. She continued. “My name is Dr. Emily Rose, Medical Examiner, from Rosemont, Texas. I was here on vacation when this horrific event happened, so I thought I could lend some of my expertise while I was here.” Then she left her contact information for whoever might be reviewing the recording.

      She stood up, and it looked like she was going to walk away, so I tried to get her attention. “Dr. Rose, could I spare a second of your time? My name is Cordelia Corbett, and I am a private investigator. I also witnessed this horrible tragedy, and I wondered if you’d be willing to send me a copy of your report. There’s a good chance that I’ll be working with the police department to help investigate the case, and having your report would be very helpful.”

      She looked at me skeptically. “Do you have a card or any sort of identification? You know how crazy people are these days. You could be getting this to put up on your Twitter page, for all I know.”

      I was glad I finally got my cards made. It was kind of amazing how much credibility a little piece of paper could give you, considering anyone could get one printed. I handed it to her. She seemed relieved that it appeared I hadn’t made the whole thing up. She asked, “Can I email the PDF to you?”

      I smiled. “Absolutely. That would be great.” I thought for a second. “Do you have a card? I know you put your identifying information on the recording, but sometimes it’s just nice to have a hard copy.”

      She reached into her pocket. “Sure, I do. Here you go.” She stuck her hand out. “Nice to meet a fellow professional, Cordelia.”

      I looked around proudly. “Thankfully, I’ve got my whole team with me on vacation. My two sisters and my three best friends are all here too, so we aren’t likely to miss anything before we leave this scene.” Then I asked her the obvious question. “So, what did you see? Were you down here, inside the lighthouse, or up on the observation deck?”

      She smiled. “Once an investigator, always an investigator. I know. I had just gotten here. I’m on vacation with my husband, and he wanted to get some beach fishing in. Quite frankly, I would rather gouge my eyes out with fishhooks, so I decided to do some sightseeing. I was heading out to see the wild horses when I chanced upon the lighthouse.”

      I laughed. “Us too. That must be a common story.”

      She continued. “I had just bought my ticket to go up when I heard a scream. I stepped outside and found this woman lying on the ground. I looked up from where she had to have fallen or jumped but didn’t see anything or anyone.”

      I asked, “Did you have a chance to ask anyone else if they’d seen anything?”

      She shook her head. “No, I just instinctively did what I do. I got into Medical Examiner mode. It was all too familiar considering that I was supposed to be on vacation.”

      I nodded. “I know the feeling. Just minutes ago, my biggest concern was how I was going to cram seven women who should know better into a 1980 Jeep Wrangler so we could take her down the beach to check out the wild horses. Now, we are back in investigation mode. I swear I can’t catch a break. The last time we tried this vacation, we never even made it down here before we were sidelined by a murder in Ocean City, Maryland.”

      She gave me an odd look. “Sounds like you are in the right line of work.”

      I shivered at the thought that I’d suddenly become a dead-body magnet since my Gram died. “I suppose so. Not by choice, I assure you of that.”

      She seemed ready to move on as the ambulance pulled up. “Well, I’m gonna pass the baton to the first responders. Looks like they weren’t quite first today. But, hey, good luck if you end up working the case. I hope it was just an accident.”

      I smiled. “Me too, but that scream puts a big doubt in my mind. It’s hard to slip by mistake over a five-foot fence.”

      She agreed. “I’m with you there.” She shook my hand. “See you.” She headed toward the ambulance.

      The EMT and the doctor exchanged a few words before she took off for the parking lot. He headed directly to me. “The M.E. let me know you could get me her report. Can you email it to me?”

      I was surprised she didn’t do it herself, but she seemed to be in a hurry. I smiled. I had to admit, even in uniform, the EMT was pretty cute. “Sure, what’s your email address? And I’ll take your phone number while you’re at it. My name’s Cordelia.”

      His buddy, the driver, came around from the other side of the ambulance. “Whoa there, little lady. This guy just got engaged last week. Now, I’m totally free if you’re interested.”

      He seemed like a nice enough guy but wasn’t my type. He’d probably be more comfortable cleaning a fish and a gun than vacuuming the living room. I’d have to take a pass. I smiled. “Thanks, but there’s a victim to take care of here. We’d better concentrate on her.”

      He took the hint and headed over to Sarah Jane, who, of course, hadn’t moved since we left her. He tried her pulse. Clearly, she didn’t have one. He—according to his nametag, James—and his partner, Buster (really?) loaded her body onto a stretcher. They made quick work of it, and by the time I got Buster’s email address to send him the M.E.’s report, they were gone. That was just in time for the local police to arrive.

      As it turned out, the local police were the Currituck County Sheriff’s Office. The officer in charge immediately identified himself. “Sergeant Tim Holub, Ma’am.”

      I wasn’t sure why he was addressing me other than the fact that I was trying to appear like I was in charge of something. “Cordelia Corbett, Five Female New Jersey Investigators, Sir.”

      He gave me an odd look. “Well, it didn’t take you long to get here. What I can’t figure out is what you’re doing all the way from New Jersey.”

      I tried to remain professional. “As it turns out, we were on vacation and happened to be here when the unfortunate crime happened.”

      The other officer with Sergeant Holub introduced himself. “My name is Ryan Royall with the Felony Investigation Division. Could I ask you where the deceased is?”

      I thought they knew. “The first responders just left with her.”

      The Sergeant got on his phone. “Buster, will you get that body back here? We have an investigation to complete here. We can’t very well do it with no body.” He hesitated. “I don’t care what you thought.” He listened again. “Yes, we’ll be here. See you in a minute.” He hesitated. “And Buster, don’t do this again. I already told you once. You wait until we have investigated before you transport. Bye.”

      I smiled. “Got some new EMTs there?”

      He kicked the dirt. “Seems like they are always getting new ones. As soon as they get any experience, they get a job in Greenville or Raleigh, where the money is better, and we’re stuck training a new pair.” He looked frustrated. “Worst thing is they already disturbed the crime scene, so I’m just teaching them a lesson. There’s nothing that can be done to make it pristine again.”

      I thought for a second. “Well, I’m sure it’s not as good, but I can show you the exact spot that Sarah Jane hit the ground and how she was positioned.”

      He smiled. “Not much consolation, but I appreciate it. Lead the way.”

      It was only about ten feet from where we were standing. I led them to it. “Okay, here we are. She plummeted over one hundred and fifty feet from the observation deck to this spot. I would say there’s a dent in the ground here if you look closely enough.”

      They looked at the spot. Ryan agreed. “I think I see it, Ma’am.”

      I added, “She was face down when she landed. According to the Medical Examiner, she died instantly.”

      The Sergeant complained, “The M.E. has been here and gone, too?”

      I corrected his misconception. “Oh, this was not your usual M.E.—she was visiting from Rosemont, Texas. She just happened to be buying a ticket when poor Sarah Jane fell or jumped or whatever happened.”

      He looked around. “Is she still here?”

      I shook my head. “No, but she emailed me her verbal report. It’s fairly comprehensive. I’d be happy to send it to you.”

      He smiled. “Thanks. That would be helpful.” He looked around and then looked straight up. “Doesn’t seem to be much to see here. You said that she was in a prone position when she landed?”

      I agreed. “Yes, she was on her front, face down.”

      He continued, “Where were you when she fell?”

      I pointed up. “We were up here.”
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      He asked the obvious question. “Did you see her fall?”

      I knew he was going to ask, and I was ready with the answer. “God, no. There wouldn’t be an investigation going on if we saw why or how she jumped or fell, right?” I nearly rolled my eyes but held back. “But one thing did happen. Someone screamed right before it all happened, whether it was her or someone who saw her going over the top of the railing. If it was a witness, all we need to do is find them, and we’ve solved that part of the case. Unfortunately, my sisters, best friend, and I were all up there, and when we ran over to the opposite side from where we were standing, we saw nothing. We didn’t see anyone heading toward the stairs or hear anyone going down the stairs.”

      He asked, “Were there others up there on the observation deck before all of this happened?”

      I thought about it. “Well, I have acrophobia.”

      He looked at me for an explanation.

      I did roll my eyes this time. “Fear of heights. So, I was a little freaked out the whole time I was up there, but my perception was that there were others up there because I was afraid someone would be walking around and force me to move from my spot against the side of the lighthouse.”

      Katie, who hadn’t said much since the police arrived, offered, “Oh, there were quite a few people, at least when we got up there. I’m not sure how many people had left by the time Sarah Jane departed.”

      The Sergeant asked her, “Did you see Sarah Jane up there before she fell or jumped?”

      Katie thought about it. “Not that I specifically remember. I think she must have arrived up there after we did.”

      Lily offered, “I agree. I never saw her until we ran down the stairs and saw her on the ground. She had unusual clothes on. She was very noticeable. It was like she was going to, or coming from, a horse show that she’d competed in. It was English riding garb.”

      I teased her. “Just how do you know that, Lady Lily?” I used one of the silly names we used to call her when we were children because of her love of fancy dress and sophistication at a young age.

      She reminded me. “I used to ride my friend’s Arabian mare in horse shows. Remember?”

      I thought back. “Where was I? I don’t remember that at all.”

      She smiled. “Oh, you had discovered boys by then, so you didn’t pay me any attention.”

      I was disturbed that there was a whole part of my sister’s life that I had no idea about, but decided I had to move on. Just at that moment, the ambulance arrived back. This would give us all a chance to verify what Lily was saying. The EMTs pulled the stretcher from the back of the vehicle and carefully placed the body where she had originally been. It was kind of eerie.

      Lily whispered to me, “See, I told you.”

      She was right, right down to the thigh-high black riding boots. “You don’t miss a thing, Sis.”

      She wondered out loud, “So, what was someone doing in English riding gear here at the lighthouse?” She yelled over to the Sergeant, who was talking quietly to his partner. “Are you aware of any horse shows or riding events in these parts today? That might give us a clue about what she was doing here from Englewood.” Then she asked me, “Where is Englewood, New Jersey, anyway? It sounds familiar, but I can’t place it.”

      I thought for a second. “I think it’s north of Fort Lee, not far from the George Washington Bridge.”

      Katie and Lily immediately started singing, “George Washington Bridge,” in their best Kermit the Frog voices, to the tune of some famous song I can’t place right now. I gave them a dirty look, as this seemed way too silly for an accidental death or murder scene, even though it was pretty hilarious.

      When they were done, I asked, “Are you two done? We have a possible murder to solve here.”

      They both pouted.

      I ignored them. “I’m going to talk to the Sergeant about the possibility of us helping with the investigation. These days, most police departments will jump at the chance to get some assistance, but you never know with sheriffs. They can be a different breed.”

      Katie whispered, “Shhh. They are right there, you know.”

      I meandered over to where they were talking and waited for them to finish. “Sergeant Holub, how is your force staffed for an investigation like this? Are you in need of any outside assistance? We’ve carved out a specialty in assisting in murder cases up and down the East Coast.” Okay, that might be a bit of an exaggeration, but I had to start somewhere.

      He looked at me like I had just dropped from the sky. “Were you listening to our conversation?” I assumed that was a rhetorical question since he didn’t wait for an answer. “My partner here and I were just discussing the same thing. We don’t have the resources to put together the kind of investigation that this case is likely going to take, especially due to the fact that the victim is from out of state. And even though remote meeting technology has helped with interviews, sometimes there is nothing like a face-to-face conversation. It’s my understanding that you are based in New Jersey, correct?”

      I nodded. “Yes, we are. If you’re thinking what I’m thinking, we could be your eyes and ears in New Jersey, and we could save you a lot of travel time.”

      He smiled. “Well, let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves. We don’t even know if there has been any foul play here yet, but if it is determined that there has been, I imagine that we will be able to come to some agreement.”

      I thought back. “Well, if you had heard the scream, I think you’d agree that it’s likely that some sort of foul play was involved. We examined the railing, and there didn’t appear to be anything wrong with it, so she had to have jumped or been thrown over. And I suppose if she jumped, she may have screamed, realizing what she had done, but in my opinion, it wasn’t that kind of scream. I’ll get the consensus from the others. But it sounded like fear of more than falling. Again, just my opinion.”

      He grabbed a pad. “Well, since I’ve got you, this would be a great time to take your statement. We are trying to get as many as we can before the crowd disperses. People have been fairly patient, but I’ve already seen a few wander off.”

      I looked around. “Well, we certainly aren’t going anywhere, so you might as well get as many of those who are at risk of bolting as you can. In fact, we could make this happen a lot faster if my partners all helped. There are six of us and two of you. Based on the number of people left, it looks like if we all grabbed one, we’d be done. Then you and your partner can get my two sisters and my best friend, Sally. Mo and Jackie arrived after it happened, so they won’t be much help.”

      He agreed. “I have to admit that sounds like a better plan than taking a few statements and counting on people to stick around. I can order them to, but quite honestly, unless I can threaten to throw them in jail, people don’t usually take my threats very seriously.”

      So, we split up the remaining witnesses. The stories were pretty consistent. The witnesses were either on the ground and had seen the woman fall to the ground, but hadn’t seen how she fell, whether or not she was alone or with someone, whether she had jumped or was pushed. Those at the top had heard the scream, went running, but found nothing but open space and a woman a hundred and fifty feet below. No one saw anyone on the stairs or heard anyone going down them. This was the craziest thing I had ever heard of. How would we ever determine if this was an accident, a suicide, or a homicide?

      Before we departed, I questioned a few of the employees, wondering if they had seen or heard anything unusual. The woman who had sold us our tickets had been working all day and was the only person selling tickets, so she was the most likely to have seen everyone who went up in the lighthouse. Her name was Hilda Bly, and she was probably in her early sixties. We sat down in her small office.

      “So, what can I do for you?” she asked.

      I could feel that I only had one chance with the no-nonsense woman. If she sensed that I was insincere or out to waste her time, she’d shut me down like there was no tomorrow. I smiled, but not too broadly under the circumstances. “My name is Cordelia Corbett, and I’m working with the local police to get statements from anyone who came in contact with the victim of today’s tragedy or who saw anything that might be helpful to the case.”

      She jumped in immediately. “How do you even know there is a case? Couldn’t this have been an accident? I’ve seen people do some stupid things up there. This is probably the shortest overlook railing I’ve seen on the many lighthouses I’ve visited, and I’ve often wondered why we haven’t had more accidents. Maybe this was just the long overdue one that we’ve been waiting for.”

      I stared at her. Speechless.
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