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[image: ]




“WHAT’D YOU DO?” A deep tenor questioned me.

I stood over a dead body. Peter Roth’s body, to be exact. “I didn’t do anything.” The stranger glared at me. His expression implied I was to blame for Peter’s death. Of all the nerve. I was Peter’s friend.

Peter’s golden retriever puppy, Chubb, howled where he stood on the imported Persian rug between the dead body and me. Peter had been so excited when the rug arrived, and he often walked around it instead of on it to preserve its beauty. Now he lay dead on the carpet he treasured in the grand living room of his plantation home.

The stranger’s eyes widened. “Well?” Then he crossed his arms over his sweaty sky-blue T-shirt, obscuring the words I like my boat and maybe three people.

My throat tightened, but I had to defend myself against his accusation. “I just got here. To walk the dog. I’m the dog walker.” I pointed at Chubb, as if he could testify to my innocence.

“Why are you holding a paperweight? From here, it looks like you might have knocked Peter out with that thing.”

“No.” I backed away from the body, shaking my head. “I didn’t hit him.”

The man pulled a cell phone out of the pocket of his athletic shorts. Not the super-tiny shorts that many runners wore. Long enough to be decent. Short enough for me to notice his long, tanned, muscular legs.

He thumbed the phone’s buttons. “Did you call the police?” Despite the harshness of the man’s voice, his pale face proved he struggled with Peter’s death.

“Not yet. I heard your footsteps and grabbed the paperweight off the coffee table to protect myself. Why are you here? How do I know you’re not the killer?” I backed up a few more paces. In that attire, the guy had to be a runner. I probably couldn’t outrun him. Maybe I could outwit him.

“We’ll let the police sort it out. Maybe you’ll get a softie who’ll believe you.”

“How can you accuse me? Peter is my friend.” My eyes drifted down to the still body, and I held in a sob. Through the years, I’d gotten used to stuffing down my emotions. Finding Peter’s body challenged my ability to hold it together. I perspired, my legs shook, and my stomach churned. “Was my friend.”

“You want me to believe you showed up to walk Chubb and found Peter lying on the floor?” 

“Yes. It’s the truth. I’d never hurt Peter.” In one hand, I held an ace of hearts playing card I’d found on the kitchen floor moments before I’d entered the living room. The heavy glass paperweight weighed down the other hand. A colorful Baccarat, to be specific. Peter had always been specific when I admired an antique he had displayed in his South Carolina plantation home. He admired beautiful things, and he was a collector. Paperweights were just one of the things he enjoyed. “I know this looks bad. Let me explain.”

The man’s eyes narrowed, his finger poised inches from his cell phone screen. “You’ve got sixty seconds before I call the police. What you say will affect what I tell them.”

I slipped the slick playing card into the back pocket of my shorts. Telling the truth wouldn’t take long. “Peter called me last night to say he had an early meeting in Atlanta this morning. On Thursdays, he usually works from home, but something came up. He asked me to check on Chubb a couple of times today. When I got here, Chubb was barking nonstop. I entered the front door and walked through the foyer and breakfast room straight back to the kitchen. I never entered this room. Chubb’s a puppy, and I thought maybe he needed to go out in a hurry. I opened the door to his crate, and he ran in here. All I’ve done is feel Peter’s body for a pulse. His wrist and his neck. There’s not one. His body is cold and clammy.” The way I rattled on probably made me look guilty. I shivered. Talking too much when nervous was one of my bad habits. “Why are you here?”

His expression tight, he propped his hands on his hips. “I heard a scream while on my morning run along the river. When I got here, the front door was wide open. I came inside and found you standing over Peter with a weapon.”

“I don’t remember leaving the door open, and I’m not holding a weapon.” I looked down at the paperweight in my hand. If this man thought I killed Peter, the sheriff might jump to the same conclusion. Then another thought occurred to me. “Wait, who are you?”

“A neighbor. My land borders Peter’s property line to the north. We’ve got to report this.” He dialed.

I knelt beside Chubb and rubbed his back. Poor thing.

“This is Marc Williams.”

I jerked at the sound of his voice, but mystery man’s name was no longer a secret. Marc Williams stood a few inches over six feet, judging by the way I tipped my head to see him. I was five foot eight and didn’t strain to look up at many people. 

Marc paced around the room, never getting too close to the body. “I need to report a death. Possible murder. At Peter Roth’s home on River Road.”

My legs refused to hold me any longer. I shuffled away and collapsed onto the jacquard wingback chair. It was a Louis XVI in a “muted celadon,” according to Peter. Pain pounded through my head. Never again would Peter share his love of antiques with me. I used to stifle yawns at his lengthy descriptions, but now . . . . I’d give anything to have those conversations back. I’d lost too many loved ones in my life. 

I’d spent twelve years raising my siblings. When I was eighteen, my parents were killed by a hit-and-run driver in a white sports car. Mom and I had been making plans for my dorm room the week of the accident. Afterward, it was only the three of us kids. No grandparents. Nobody to jump in and offer assistance. The first time I heard the words Social Services, I’d known what I had to do. There really wasn’t another choice. I shelved my plans to attend the University of Georgia and remained in Heyward Beach, South Carolina. Then I met Peter. He’d been new to the area at the time. For some inexplicable reason, he’d looked out for me, acted as my mentor and life coach. He never flat-out gave me money, but he’d advised me on finances and encouraged me. Peter had shown extraordinary kindness to a lost young woman when there’d been no reason for him to reach out.

Marc paced from the doorway to the window overlooking the vast front yard. “I’d say we need an ambulance. No, the coroner. And the sheriff.” The man spoke to the emergency dispatcher with authority, as if he were accustomed to giving orders and expecting them to be obeyed.

I released the paperweight, and it dropped onto the soft chair. I leaned forward and held out a dog treat to the puppy. A good dog walker always carried some treats, and I was good at my job. “Come here, Chubb.”

The puppy raised his head and looked at me. The pain in his brown eyes about broke my heart.

“It’s okay, boy. You’re safe.”

Chubb’s ears flopped back before he stood and plodded toward me. His nails clicked on the old pine floor until he stopped and sniffed my hand before biting into the dog bone.

“Good, boy.” I rubbed his dark golden sides as he munched on the treat appropriate for forty-pound puppies. “I know how you feel. It’s hard to believe somebody would hurt Peter.” The puppy whined, and I slid down to the floor so I could wrap my arms around him.

Marc walked our way. “Maybe we should move to the kitchen. Less chance of contaminating the crime scene in there.”

I gasped. This was Peter’s living room. Not a crime scene. However, my friend’s dead body made Marc Williams’s words true. This was a crime scene. Peter was the murder victim, and it looked like I might be the number one suspect.

My legs barely held me as I stumbled through the foyer and breakfast room on my way to the kitchen. I sat on the first available barstool. Chubb plodded to his crate and collapsed onto the soft blankets with a heavy sigh.

Marc opened the refrigerator door and pulled out a can of Coke. He dampened a paper towel and wiped off the top before placing the can in front of me. “You look pale. Have you eaten today?”

“Yeah. I ate a nut bar when I first woke up.” I popped the top and drank deeply. The bubbles tickled my throat, and my nose burned at the familiar taste. Cokes and coffee were my two big weaknesses. “It’s probably too late to worry, but do you think the cops will mind I’m drinking one of Peter’s drinks?”

“I’m sure they’d prefer it over you passing out. You looked like you were about to faint.” Marc took another paper towel and ran it over his face.

I finished the drink and checked on Chubb’s water and food supply. Both bowls were empty, so I went about the simple task of filling them.

The golden retriever lay in the crate, stretched out with his head resting on his big paws.

I paused beside him. “Poor boy. Do you know who hurt Peter?”

The dog’s eyes rolled up, and I scratched him behind the ears.

Marc Williams cleared his throat. “Peter isn’t hurt. He’s dead.”

How could the man be so blunt? I settled on the floor and reached for Chubb. The energetic puppy had lost his spunk. A stranger might not realize Chubb was five months old because he was so large. I managed to wrap him in my arms and rocked sideways in hopes it’d soothe the golden retriever. I also needed soothing, but I’d worry about myself later.

“In case you missed it, I’m Marc Williams. And you are?”

I willed back the tears threatening to erupt from my eyes. “I’m Andi Grace Scott. I was Peter’s dog walker and pet sitter for the last twelve years. He was my friend.”

“Twelve years?” Marc’s eyes narrowed. “That dog’s just a puppy.”

“I took care of Lincoln for years, but he died back in the winter. Peter adopted Chubb in February, and they were a good fit for each other.” Did the man think I was lying? If he didn’t believe me about watching the dogs, he probably didn’t believe I was innocent of Peter’s death. “How well did you know Peter?”

He huffed, strode to the refrigerator again, and opened it. Soon, I was holding another cold can of Coke. Marc twisted off the cap of a water bottle and chugged it dry. “Peter and I were neighbors and worked together when a land developer wanted to buy our land to build a hotel and casino. Our properties connect, and we could’ve made a nice profit, but we weren’t interested.”

The playing card singed me through the pocket of my denim shorts, and I rubbed my thigh. Why had I picked it up? It might be important. Where were the other fifty-one cards? Fifty-three if you counted the jokers. I shrugged off the chill across my neck and refocused on Marc. His calm tone made me want to trust him. “Are you a cop?”

“No.”

“Military?”

“No.”

Despite his denials, something about the man exuded a sense of authority. “Are you associated with the law in some way? An attorney? A judge?”

He yanked off his hat and ran a hand through his wavy blond hair. It was a couple of shades darker than mine but probably thicker. “Used to be an attorney.”

“Aha. So is anything I tell you protected?”

“That only goes for clients. What do you want to tell me?” He tugged his hat back on.

I studied Marc’s eyes. Gray, if anything. My gaze switched to coast over his strong chest. He’d quit perspiring, but there was still a damp ring on his T-shirt. The brim of his ball cap had a perfect curve. I should know after all the times I’d watched my brother, Nate, work a curve into the bill of his hats. “I want to hire you.”

“Why?”

“What if the sheriff thinks I killed Peter? You thought I did. Maybe I need a lawyer.” I blinked, trying to clear my vision from the threatening darkness. The last thing I needed to do was faint.

“I don’t officially practice law anymore.”

“Kinda young to retire, aren’t you?” The rudeness of my tone shocked me, but didn’t seem to faze Marc. “That was uncalled for. I’m sorry.”

He shrugged. “Consider it a career change. I build boats.”

“I remember Peter mentioning a boat builder. Any chance you’re still licensed to practice law?”

“Yes, but I don’t.” His jaw tightened.

“I’m hiring you.” I’d go with my woman’s intuition and trust him. “I found a card.” I shouldn’t have picked it up, but I did, and now it burned a hole in my pocket. “Specifically, an ace of hearts.”

“What are you talking about?”

“On the living room floor.” I pulled the card from my pocket, and a tube of lip balm slid out with it and dropped to the floor. “I found this card close to Peter’s body. Do you think there’s a connection to the casino man? Or could it be the killer’s calling card? Maybe we’ve stumbled across a serial killer.”

“Hold it. Serial killers are rare. Why’d you pick it up?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. Peter always liked things neat. I just didn’t think.”

“Where exactly did you find it?” His fists landed on his hips.

“It wasn’t touching the body. I’d say it was close to the end table by the couch. On the dining room side. Not the foyer side of the couch.”

“We’ll show it to the sheriff.”

“It’s got my fingerprints on it now.” I was too young to go to jail, although truthfully, thirty approached with the speed of a 310-horsepower jet ski. I’d find a way to prove my innocence, because as much as I respected the police, they didn’t always catch the bad guy. 

“It might also have the killer’s fingerprints. Lay it on the counter.” He pointed to the golden granite countertop on the white cabinet base.

The slick playing card was cool in my hand. “What if the cops arrest me? Don’t forget I’ve hired you.”

“You’re not listening. I’m a boat builder now.” His spine straightened, making him much taller than me. “Did you kill Peter?”

The faint wail of sirens drifted through the air. We were out in the county, so it’d probably be the sheriff or a deputy. I took a deep breath and released it. “I already told you. I didn’t kill Peter.”

“Then you’ve got nothing to worry about.” His gaze drifted to the counter where I’d placed the ace of hearts.

“Easy for you to say. You were second on the scene.” I reached for my tube of lip balm and rubbed it across my sunburned lips.

“Have you ever been arrested? Do you have a record?”

“No.” My answer came out shrill. I was a good girl who followed the rules. I even drove down the appropriate aisles in a parking lot. How had I gotten myself into this fix?

The sirens grew louder, and Chubb howled.

“It’s okay, boy. The good guys are coming.” I dug through Peter’s box of dog supplies and retrieved Chubb’s ThunderShirt.

Marc’s eyebrows rose, and wrinkles waved across his forehead. “What are you doing?”

“Even though there’s no storm, maybe this will calm Chubb down. He’s still an excitable puppy, and the sirens and activity may put him on edge.” I secured the jacket around his belly and under his neck. “There you go. It’s going to be okay.”

Although if you considered the puppy was now an orphan, people would soon be stomping in and out of the house, and the coroner would take Chubb’s deceased master away, nothing would be okay again.

Marc left us alone in the kitchen and returned moments later. “They’re here. I’ll meet them at the front door and explain you’re back here with Peter’s dog.”

I nodded. “No, wait. Can I trust you? Or do you plan to rat me out?”

“You’re something else, Andi Grace. First, you try to hire me, and now you don’t trust me.” He ran a hand over his face.

“You refused to represent me, but you make a good point.” I met his gray-eyed gaze, and something unexplainable flowed through me. “I trust you.”

He sighed and left Chubb and me alone in the kitchen until Sheriff Wade Stone appeared. “Andi Grace, I hear you’re the one who found Peter’s body. I need you to tell me what happened.”

Chubb whined before I could reply.

Marc appeared. “Excuse me, how about I take the dog for a walk? Give y’all some privacy.”

I attached Chubb’s leash and passed it to Marc. “Thanks.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He disappeared out the back door just off the laundry room.

I faced Wade. “I showed up this morning to walk Chubb and found Peter’s body in the living room.”

“Did you touch anything?”

“I’m afraid so.” The room tilted on me. “Uh, Wade, can we sit down?”

“Sure. Take a seat at the island.” He pulled a tall chair out for me, and I sank into it. “Andi Grace, any chance you know why there’s only one playing card here?”

I propped my arms on the cool granite countertop. “It’s going to have my fingerprints on it. Please don’t get mad at me, but I picked it up earlier.”

He stiffened. “That wasn’t a brilliant move. Tell me everything.”

I shared my story with him and answered his questions. It took almost an hour, and I was beyond exhausted.

Wade studied me. “Did you kill Peter?”

“No, he was always kind to me. I had no reason to hurt him.” A tear rolled down my cheek, and I swiped it away. Nobody cried pretty, but with my blond hair, blue eyes, and freckles, I was a legit ugly crier. “Do you believe me?”

“At this point, I’m gathering facts. Walk me through your story from the moment you entered the house.”

I followed him to the foyer and retraced my steps for him. Outside the living room window, the sun shone bright. Marc played with Chubb in the shade. I smiled before my thoughts returned to the murder scene.

It seemed like hours before the sheriff finished interrogating me. I plodded out the door, and Marc entered the house. He wasn’t allowed to speak to me, and a deputy watched as Marc handed me the leash.

I didn’t speak a word until climbing into my Suburban. I’d parked under an old oak tree in front of Peter’s home, and it wasn’t steaming hot. I sat in the driver’s seat, and Chubb lay in the passenger seat.

A breeze drifted up from the river. Combined with the shade, the heat was bearable. I took notes in my journal on everything that came to mind about the crime scene. When I wrote all I could remember, I tapped my pen against the paper. Would the sheriff question Marc as thoroughly as he had me?

I wasn’t sure what to think about the handsome, tall, and somewhat brooding attorney. Of course, finding a man dead wasn’t the occasion to crack jokes and be the life of the party. I fanned myself with the journal.

Chubb propped his head on the console next to me. His heavy breathing filled the air. Crickets chirped in the surrounding woods. A peaceful day, if not for the fact that my friend had been murdered.

What had Peter been wearing? I remembered what Marc wore. If the situation were different, I might be attracted to him. Too bad, I’d always think of him as the man who thought I was capable of murder. I wouldn’t hurt a mosquito. Okay, that might take it a bit far, but I ever hurt another person.

“What are you doing?” Marc appeared beside my SUV and propped an elbow on the ledge of my rolled-down window.

I gasped and reached for my heart. “Whoa. You gave me a fright.”

“Sorry. Thought you saw me coming.”

“How’d your interview go?”

He shrugged his broad shoulders. “Fine.”

“Did they mention me?”

“Yes.”

“You’re a man of few words, aren’t you?”

“No need to say a lot when one word will do.” He gave me a half-smile.

I’d never get any information if he played coy. “Are you sure you’re an attorney? I thought y’all had lots to say.”

“Might be the reason I quit practicing law.”

Arg. He was about to get on my last nerve. “Let’s get more precise. Sheriff Stone drilled me on my relationship with Peter and why I was at the house this morning. He asked about my normal dog walking procedures. I’m worried he thinks either I killed Peter or maybe the killer got my key. It’s impossible the killer got my key, because I still have it.” I held up the key on a ring with a code tag. “Everybody I work for has a key with their own code. Even if somebody had broken into my house to get Peter’s key, they’d have to know my coding system of matching keys to homes.”

“Sounds like you’ve thought of everything.” He clamped his lips together.

I expelled a long breath and shook my head. “Not even close. I never considered stumbling upon a dead client.”

“I’m sure most people don’t plan on that.”

Un, deux, trois, quatre. “You aren’t helping. What’d you tell the sheriff?”

“The truth.”

It was going to take more than counting in French to calm me down. I needed to remain cool so Marc didn’t think I was a deranged killer. “Did you tell him you accused me of murdering Peter?”

“I confessed that my first thought was you’d hurt Peter.”

“You what?” I straightened in my seat. “How could you?”

“Hold on a second. I cleared up the misunderstanding, then stuck to the facts.”

Relief swooshed through me. “How did Sheriff Stone react?”

“He’s got a good poker face.”

So did Marc, and I didn’t seem to be making any progress with him. I gave up. For the moment. “Can we leave now?”

“The deputy has our information and said we’re free to go.”

I tapped the pen against my purple journal. “Do you remember what Peter was wearing?”

“Braves T-shirt and jeans. Black Converse.”

“You’re right.” I jotted the information down. Why hadn’t I remembered? 

“Why are you taking notes?”

I avoided meeting his gaze. How could I explain my desire to solve Peter’s murder? The police had never found the hit-and-run driver who killed my parents twelve years ago. They called it a cold case. Nobody was perfect, and I’d never blame them for the lack of clues. Still, I realized the sheriff might see me as the most likely suspect and quit looking for the real killer. If I helped find the person responsible for Peter’s death, I’d be able to clear my name and get justice for Peter.

Marc rested both arms on the top of my SUV. “Well?”

“What?” Oh, yeah. He’d asked about my notes. “I wanted to be a journalist when I was growing up. Here’s a chance to put my investigative skills to the test while trying to get justice for Peter. Any chance you’d tell me the name of the casino developer?” A warm breeze drifted into the truck which gave me a bit of relief from the late afternoon heat.

Marc pushed back and stood straight. “George Reeves. He’s not a local.”

That much I had figured out on my own. I’d lived in Heyward Beach my entire life, and I knew the locals. To say so would sound bad-mannered. Instead, I nodded and added the name to my list. “Thanks.”

“Before you start investigating, do you have a husband or boyfriend to protect you?”

My shoulders tightened. “Don’t you think you’re being a little chauvinistic?”

“Not when it comes to murder.”

My face warmed. I didn’t want to answer, but he’d given me George Reeves’s name. “My brother lives in town.” No need to explain Nate stayed busy from dawn to dusk with his landscaping business.

“Be careful.” He stepped away then turned on his heel and returned. “I know I’m going to regret asking, but why does it matter what Peter’s wearing?”

“It was around ten when he called me last night to take care of Chubb. I think the killer came over after our call instead of this morning.”

“Why?”

“Peter always wore suits to business meetings. If he’d been killed early today, he would’ve been dressed up.”

“Gotcha. Why do you care so much?”

Anger bubbled up in me. I counted to ten in French before answering. “Why don’t you care more?” I shot him the sweetest smile I could summon.

“Touché.” He scratched the stubble on his jaw. “I feel terrible for Peter, but we barely knew each other. I know how to research, but I’ve never tried to track down a killer. Have you actually taken any investigative reporting classes?”

Busted. “No.”

“And you don’t think the sheriff’s department can handle this case?” He crossed his arms and stared at me.

I gripped the steering wheel and could picture the man questioning a witness in a courtroom. “That’s my point. To the cops, this is just another case. But it’s different for me. Peter was my friend. When I wanted to start my dog walking business so I could have more time with the kids, Peter believed in me. He even helped me create a business plan.”

Marc’s eyes widened. “You’ve got kids?”

I opened the door to allow a better breeze into the vehicle. “No. My parents died when I was eighteen, and I raised my brother and sister.”

His stance relaxed, and he stepped closer to the Suburban. “I’m sorry.” His voice was silky smooth and comforting.

“I miss them every day. I’d registered for college and had a dorm assignment. I couldn’t wait to start, and then my parents died. The driver was never caught. The sheriff says it’s a cold case. You have no idea what it’s like to lose both parents at the same time.”

Marc looked down and scuffed the toe of his running shoe in the sandy grass. “Amazingly, I do know. Seems like we’ve got that in common.”

Me and my big mouth. “I’m sorry, Marc. What happened?” I slid my purple journal onto the dash and stepped out of my SUV. I leaned back, hoping to look casual, but I wanted to hear every word he uttered.

He looked me in the eyes. “I was six at the time. It was also a car wreck, but not a hit-and-run. My parents ran off the road and hit a palm tree in the median. An off-duty fireman drove by at the time and rescued me first. He cut me out of my child safety seat and carried me to his truck.”

His voice was so quiet, I had to step closer to hear. “And?”

“The car caught fire. The fireman had blocked oncoming traffic with his pickup truck. I guess the traffic on the other side stopped as well. The flames were so intense nobody could reach my parents. They died before anyone could get the fire extinguished.” He broke eye contact with me and stared at the ground.

“Oh, no. I can’t imagine how terrible it was for you to lose them at such a young age. Do you have any siblings?”

“Only child. I ended up in foster care. Thirteen different homes before I graduated from high school.” Marc strode toward an oak tree with Spanish moss draping off its branches. He looked skyward.

I didn’t want to intrude on his private moment, especially if he was praying, so I waited.

At last he spun on his heel and walked back to me. “I’ll help you.”
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Chapter Two
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DUMBFOUNDED WAS the only word to describe my feelings the moment Marc Williams agreed to help me.

He laughed, a rich, warm, genuine laugh. “You look stunned.”

“I am.” My voice caught on the words—whether from his comment or his deep tones, I couldn’t say. I blinked. “Why the change of heart?”

His lips twitched in a smile. “I should’ve known you couldn’t just accept my offer to help.” He looked behind me as if the answers of the universe were in the surrounding oaks. “In all of the years I spent in foster care, I only had one good home placement. Mr. and Mrs. Bobby Joe Wilkes. I moved in with them the summer before I started high school. I was a smart-aleck teenage boy mad at the world with a chip the size of a boulder on my shoulder. Bobby Joe changed me.”

“How?”

He pulled his gray-eyed gaze back to me. “The short version is for once I had a family who believed in me.” The smile he gave me might make some women go weak in the knees.

Who was I kidding? It was a good thing I’d been leaning against my SUV. “I’m still not sure why you changed your mind.”

One shoulder hiked up. One powerful-looking, muscular shoulder. “Let’s say I’d lost faith in the system. Lost faith in a lot of people as well. The Wilkeses were different. They saw me as more than a paycheck. I was loved and appreciated. I thrived in their home. I know what it’s like to fight a battle all by myself, and I understand how much easier it is to have somebody stand beside you. Andi Grace, I sense you don’t trust the authorities to solve Peter’s murder. You need help. I understand what it’s like to feel like nobody’s on your side, and I’m willing to help you.”

His words thrilled me. No way he’d have made his offer if he thought I killed Peter. I threw my arms around him and gave him a quick hug. “I’ll take you up on your offer. Why don’t you put your contact information into my phone?” With a simple swipe and fingerprint, I’d opened my phone to the contact page. “Here you go.”

He tapped in his information while I watched his quick movements. In no time, he pushed save and returned the phone to me. “Text me your information when you have time.”

“Any chance you’re looking to adopt a dog as well as help me solve Peter’s murder?” I texted him my number while I asked.

For the second time, he laughed. A resonant sound I could get used to hearing. “Not likely.”

I couldn’t explain the connection I felt to Marc at that moment. If he’d offered sympathy or comfort earlier, I might have broken down and gone into hysterics. Instead, he’d questioned my innocence and called the sheriff. His calm and authoritative attitude had forced me to function when the world crumbled around me.

Sheriff Wade Stone stepped out of the house and walked toward us.

“Uh, oh.” In high school, I’d watched Wade quarterback on the football field, score and block on the basketball court, and knock home runs on the baseball field. He’d grown more muscular over the years. Thicker. I didn’t want to get plowed down by the man he’d grown into.

Wade’s nostrils flared. “Thought I told you two to leave.”

“Yes, sir.” I pushed off my SUV and looked at Marc. “Need a ride?”

“May as well.” He strolled around to the passenger side with the grace of an athlete. Shoulders back and head held high.

I slid into the driver’s seat. From my days of dating jocks in high school, I’d learned how arrogant some athletes could be. I didn’t know about Marc, but I’d give him the benefit of the doubt. Most people were good. That’d been my mantra for years, and I’d continue to believe it. I cranked the SUV. Of course, there were always exceptions to the rule. The person who murdered Peter and the person who left my parents to die were excellent examples of bad people. “Move over, Chubb.”

The puppy whined but wiggled to the back.

Marc settled into the passenger seat.

“You can scoot the seat back.” I held in a chuckle. His long legs barely squeezed into the allotted space. His knees were scrunched almost against his chest. “My best friend rode over there last. She’s much shorter than you. She’s also nearsighted and likes to ride with the seat pulled up.”

He slid the seat back, allowing his long legs to stretch. “Ah, much better. Thanks.”

Chubb hopped onto the console between us, but he was too big to fit. His front paws landed in Marc’s lap, and his tail swooshed against me.

I laughed. “So much for staying in the back seat.”

With my left hand on the steering wheel and my right patting Chubb’s back, I drove away from Peter’s house. It’d probably be the last time, and I took it all in. The view of the river, stately magnolia and oak trees with Spanish moss, grown up rice fields, the manicured lawn and landscaping closer to the main house, and woods bordering the property. “I don’t know anything about Peter’s family, except that he has a sister. They were estranged. Since I’ve known him, he has either spent holidays with us or traveled to some exotic island.”

“How’d you meet Peter?” Marc rubbed Chubb’s ears between his long, tanned fingers.

“After I decided to raise my brother and sister, I knew we needed a smaller house. I visited Seaside Realty, and Peter was there, looking for a home in the area. He’d been renting and decided to make it permanent. First time we ever met.” I choked up and stopped petting Chubb to reach for a tissue from the box I kept in the glove compartment. I bumped Marc’s knee with my wrist. Chills shot up my arm, and I yanked my hand back. “Sorry.”

With his right hand, he opened the compartment, pulled out some tissues, and handed them to me. “Want me to drive?”

Yes, but I couldn’t show weakness to this stranger. I would’ve liked nothing more than to curl up in bed with my German shepherd, Sunny, my favorite soft, faded quilt, and allow myself to cry. Cry for Peter, whose days were cut short in the prime of his life. Cry for myself. I was going to miss him.

When I didn’t answer him, Marc must have sensed my thoughts were gloomy, because he changed the subject. “Tell me about buying a house. You would’ve been what, nineteen?”

“Eighteen. I didn’t think I could keep up with the house payments. Between selling our big house and receiving the life insurance, I was able to buy a modest beach home and not have a house payment. Some would call it a cottage. Fine by me. Money was always tight, but I never had to worry about losing our home.” I stopped at the end of Peter’s driveway. “Peter was always so nice to me. He looked out for my little family. I worked as a veterinary assistant at Dr. Hewitt's office. One day, Peter was in with his dog, Lincoln. He needed somebody to watch him and asked me if I could.”

“Was that the beginning of your dog walking business?”

I nodded. “I discovered it gave me more flexibility with the kids. Peter helped me create a business plan, and when the bank balked, Peter gave me a loan.”

“Impressive.”

“It was a loan which I’ve paid off.”

Marc quirked an eyebrow. “Why do you sound so defensive?”

“Not everybody understood Peter’s motives. I’m not sure I did, either.” I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel. I’d never really figured out what had prompted Peter’s generous offer, but I’d been too grateful to question him. I sighed. “Which way do you live?”

“Turn right. You’ll see a sign for my business. MAW Wood Boats.”

“How’d you come up with that name? Is it a boating word?” I made the turn onto River Road.

“No, it’s my initials.”

“Oh. Okay.” I kept my eyes on the road. Poor Marc. He needed a better name for his business, but he wasn’t asking for my opinion.

“Go ahead. You won’t be the first to laugh.”

My face heated. “I’m not going to tease you about your name, but you might come up with a catchier title for your business. Is there anything else you do besides build boats?”

“Yeah, I refurbish old boats. I can tackle everything from kayaks to whalers to yachts.”

I spied the uninspired black and white wood sign nailed to a tree with an arrow pointing to Marc’s drive. I turned on my blinker. I’d never been artistic, but I could make a better sign than he had. “Do most of your clients drive here?”

“I also have a dock on the Waccamaw River. Some customers arrive by water.”

“Interesting. You have access by water and land.”

“Exactly. Do you think I should change the name to Waccamaw Wood Boats?”

I shrugged. “MAW boats and Waccamaw Boats sound similar. It could work.”

“You don’t look impressed.” Marc swiped his face with the sleeve of his shirt. “I’ll keep thinking.”

I cranked the air conditioning higher. “How long have you been in business?” Even though our paths hadn’t crossed before today, I’d heard there was a new boat builder in the area. There were fewer than eight thousand people who lived here year-round. Spring break and summer vacation were a different story. We were well into June with the usual influx of tourists.

Chubb turned and repositioned himself to sit entirely in Marc’s lap.

“Bobby Joe Wilkes—”

“The good foster dad?”

“Yes, the best. He taught me how to work with wood. Building boats was part of it.”

“Do you visit the Wilkes often?”

“He died while I was in high school. Heart attack.” Marc took off his hat and ran his fingers along the brim. “I learned a lot from him. After he died, I stayed with Momma Wilkes until graduating. Her memory deteriorated, and her sister moved her to a retirement community in Kentucky with memory care.”

“Maybe you could name your business for him. Bobby Joe Wilkes’s Wood Boats. No, that’s too wordy. How about Bobby Joe’s Wood Boats?”

“We could shorten it to BJ’s Wood Boats.”

I smiled. The man was catching on. “I like it.”

“Me, too. In answer to your first question, I’ve only been here a few months.”

“What brought you to Heyward Beach?”

“I didn’t like the way my law career was heading and decided I needed a change. I love the water, and this property seemed perfect. Hang a right here.”

The fork in the sandy drive had caused me to slow. “Toward the river?”

“Yeah. I need to check on something in the shed.”

Had the sheriff noticed I was giving Marc a ride? What if he did murder Peter? Even worse, what if he planned to make me his next victim? The stupid girls in horror movies were often tortured and murdered in a creepy outbuilding.

With my heart about to beat out of my chest, I gulped down a scream begging for release. Peter had appeared to die from a head wound, and Marc couldn’t have concealed a weapon in his running clothes. Yet, with his well-toned body, it wouldn’t take much effort for him to hurt me.

“There it is.” Marc pointed to a wooden building more the size of a barn than I’d imagined.

“Is that your boat shed?”

“Yes, ma’am.” He hopped out. “Thanks for the ride.”

Chubb tilted his head and whined until Marc rubbed his head once more.

“Anytime.” I didn’t literally mean anytime, but the words slipped past my lips. After making a three-point turn, I sped away.

The drive home passed in a blur of questions about Marc. I was surprised when I found myself pulling into my driveway. Never a good thing to be so absorbed you didn’t remember driving. I needed to be more careful in the future. “Okay, Chubb. Time for you to meet Sunny.”

I leashed the dog because the last thing I needed was for him to run away. Once we settled in the kitchen, I let Sunny out of her crate. “Hi, girl. This is Chubb. He’s only staying a few days.” I loved on the German shepherd and led both dogs through the sliding glass door to the fenced-in backyard.

I pulled out my purple notepad and flipped to a clean page. The time had come for me to start a list of suspects. I wrote down my name and Marc Williams' in case the cops thought we were guilty. Who had a motive for killing Peter? 

Maybe George Reeves, the man who wanted to buy Peter’s land. I racked my brain but couldn’t think of another soul to add to my list of suspects. If it were George Reeves, was Marc in danger? I hoped not. Even though he’d scared me more than once, he’d seemed to care about Peter and Chubb.

Had I left the front door open? Chubb had been frantic, and I’d hurried to help him. I might have raced in without slamming the door shut.

I’d walked Peter’s previous dog on different plantation trails, including the river path. It was the cleanest and most level. Marc claimed he’d been running on it when he heard me scream. If I believed his story, he was innocent. Just like me. I needed more suspects because I had no intention of rotting in prison for Peter’s murder.
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Chapter Three
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AFTER TAKING CARE of the dogs on my Friday morning schedule, I drove to Lovely Locks, with Chubb riding in the back of my SUV. My best friend, Juliet Reed, had bought the local beauty shop a few years ago and brought it into the twenty-first century. Quick-fix facials, total hair design, reconstructing, weaving, color and highlights, and bridal services were all offered. When a tanning booth went in next to the salon, Juliet’s business grew. Next to the booth was a massage salon, and at the end of the strip of stores was Paula’s Pickings, one of my favorite vintage stores.

I gave the puppy a treat and headed for the salon. All the SUV’s windows were down, allowing the marsh breeze to keep Chubb cool while I went inside.

The door to the beauty shop opened, and Phyllis Mays walked out. “Andi Grace, how are you doing, honey?”

I did a double-take. Phyllis looked amazing with soft, rusty color tresses. “I’m fine. Your hair looks pretty. I like the new shade.”

“Thanks. I came into a little extra money and decided to splurge.” The fifty-something woman touched the straight strands that stopped below her ears. “Juliet is amazing. It doesn’t look as brassy. She called it a soft ginger something or other.”

“It’s a great cut and style for you.” Much better than the too-orange color she must have chosen for herself for at least the last five years.

Phyllis smiled. “Thanks. I’ve got to go. Have a good day.”

“You too.” I slipped into the beauty shop. The usual odors assailed me at the entry. Hair spray, nail polish remover, and some perfume tickled my nose. I didn’t know how Juliet breathed in those smells all day long. They always gave me a dizzy buzz, and I sneezed.

“Bless you.” Juliet made eye contact through the mirror at her station and nodded to me as she continued to blow dry a young woman’s long, dark hair.

“Thanks.” I pointed to the back of the shop. “I’m going to help myself to a cup of get-me-to-lunchtime.”

“Go ahead.” Juliet continued working her magic with the round brush and blow dryer.

The station next to Juliet’s was empty, and across the room, her other stylist, Wendy Conn, worked on a highlight. I stuck to haircuts only these days, after being Juliet’s guinea pig when she was in beauty school.

I scooted to the deserted break room. Since I hadn’t slept much the night before, I beelined it to the coffee maker. After pouring myself a mug of coffee, I added hazelnut creamer and sugar. Despite the June heat, I needed the comfort only a hot cup of java could provide. A plate of homemade brownies and a bowl of fruit sat on the circular break table. Chocolate and coffee. Who could resist the temptation? Not me. I reached for a brownie. The chewy morsel burst with flavor, and the chocolate chips gave an extra punch of delight. A rare treat for me because I wasn’t much of a cook and hardly ever baked. After taking another bite, I closed my eyes and breathed deeply. Mmm, délicieux.

Leaning back, I sipped my coffee. The tension seeped out of my shoulders. The shakiness in my limbs dissolved. One more brownie couldn’t hurt.

“Aha, I caught you. One day, all the junk food you eat will catch up with you.” Juliet joined me, her ever-present glass of water in hand, and reached for a green apple. “You look tired.”

“I am. Do you know Marc Williams?”

“Hunky boat builder?”

“That’s the one. He heard me scream when I found Peter and came to the house. At first, he thought I’d killed Peter.”

“How are you holding up? I know how much you cared about Peter.”

A bit of brownie stuck in my throat, and I coughed. “I’m hanging in. What’s the rumor mill saying about Peter’s murder?”

“Most everybody is in shock. Phyllis said Pastor Larry was asked about contacting Peter’s family. He doesn’t know any family members. What about you?” She crunched into the fruit.

“He has a sister somewhere, but they’re on the outs. Have been for years. I used to wonder if Peter considered us his replacement family.”

“He was around quite a bit during the years I lived with you all.” Juliet used a paper napkin to swipe at the bit of juice dribbling down her chin. “Did you know Peter had been engaged?”

The breath whooshed out of me. A fiancée? I didn’t even know he’d seriously dated anybody. Maybe Peter hadn’t cared about me as much as I thought if he’d kept his girlfriend a secret. Fiancée. I’d always thought he treated me like a little sister, but a real brother would’ve mentioned an engagement. “No way. Who was it? I never saw him hanging out with a woman.”

“Regina Houp. She’s the new owner of Paula’s Pickings.”

“Oh, is Paula her aunt? I’ve heard rumors she planned to give the store to her niece.” With a shaky hand, I reached for my coffee. It sounded like I wasn’t as close to Peter as I’d imagined. I didn’t know his family or his fiancée.

“Yes. I’m relieved Regina kept the business. It makes all of our stores stronger to have a full cluster.”

“How long have you known about Peter and Regina?” My jaw stiffened as I uttered the words. It was like the time I’d gone to Colorado as a youth group chaperone. The cold had frozen my face while snow skiing, making it hard to speak.

Juliet pushed her thick blond hair behind her ear. “I found out yesterday.”

“Wonder why he kept their relationship a secret? What do you think about Regina?” I held tight to the mug.

Juliet’s shoulders hiked. “We met briefly last week. She seems nice enough.”

I Googled Regina on my phone. “She could be a suspect. I need to meet her.”

“What if she doesn’t know about Peter’s death?” Juliet’s eyes widened. “Even worse, what if she does? How tacky for us to show up right now.”

Juliet always feared appearing tacky. Maybe because growing up, her parents drank and used drugs. In an effort to distance herself from their reputation, Juliet strove to make good choices. “I won’t embarrass you. We’ll take Chubb with us.”

“Why are you so fixated on meeting Regina?”

“I want to help solve Peter’s murder.”

Her eyes bugged. “Oh, my goodness. You think Regina killed Peter?”

I brushed brownie crumbs off my shirt. “It’s possible. Love gone horribly wrong or something.” I raised the cup to my lips and sipped the coffee.
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