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A yellow Volkswagen Beetle with white daisy decals barreled toward us, racing at a ridiculous speed on the narrow entrance road of Richard Rice Plantation. The car never slowed or swerved back to the other side of the lane. With my heart pounding, I jerked the steering wheel and then slammed on the brakes.

My best friend, Juliet Reed, screamed from the passenger seat of the landscaping truck I was driving. Her hands flew forward as if to clutch the dashboard and brace her body, but the seat belt had her pinned.

From the back seat, my German shepherd barked.

“It’s okay, Sunny.” I fought for control, but we slid off the road and into the sandy grass under an ancient oak, missing the massive trunk by inches.

The VW whizzed past us.

White-knuckling the steering wheel, I glanced at Julia. “Are you okay?”

Her face was pale. “I’m fine, I think.”

“Did you see the driver?” I loosened my grip one finger at a time, then reached back and rubbed Sunny’s head. “Good girl.”

“I think it was Wendy Conn.” Juliet pushed the button to release her seat belt, twisted around, and looked out the back window. “I didn’t actually see the driver, but it was her Bug. Had to be. Nobody else around here drives one with all those daisies.”

Perspiration broke out on the back of my neck. Un, deux, trois...I counted to ten in French, then edged back onto the plantation’s entry road. “Next time I see Wendy, I’m going to give her a piece of my mind. I don’t care how close you two are.”

“I wouldn’t go so far as to say we’re close. Old co-workers, but nothing more.” Juliet glanced behind us. “Wonder why she’s in such a hurry?”

I didn’t care. “There’s no excuse for reckless driving.”

“She’s probably running late for an appointment at the salon. I was always getting on her to be on time when I owned Lovely Locks, but I didn’t fire her because she’s a good stylist. Wednesdays are senior discount day, so she’ll have a full schedule.” Juliet dropped her head back onto the headrest. “Let’s discuss your brother. It was nice of Nate to leave us some mulch for the bed and breakfast.”

I couldn’t help but smile, which lessened my tension. Juliet thought my brother was more than nice. “Don’t try to change the subject.” I turned right.

“Take a deep breath. We were having a good day until Wendy almost killed us. We should count our blessings. Starting with the fact that we didn’t crash into that humongous oak.”

I sighed. “You’re right. We’re blessed with good family and friends. Not to mention our morning jaunt to Daily Java for coffee and blueberry muffins. Wendy’s not going to spoil our day.”

Except for Sunny’s panting, we crossed the large parking lot in silence. Oak trees and magnolias surrounded it—good shade trees for large groups of visitors during tourist season.

I thanked God for keeping us safe and for providing me with a fantastic brother. Even though Nate was younger, he’d always looked out for my best interest, like now. He’d brought over some mulch for us to use on the grounds of my B&B. “His landscaping truck should be toward the back of the lot.”

Juliet pointed. “I see his trailer.”

“But where’s his truck?” Odd. I stopped in the middle of the near-empty lot and reached for my phone. I punched in my brother’s number and waited for him to answer, but it rolled to voicemail. “Nate, we’re here. We’ll meet you at the trailer.”

A dark-colored SUV appeared from a blacktop drive leading from the river and the plantation chapel or schoolhouse. At least that’s what the green and white sign said. Richard Rice Plantation had transformed from a thriving rice plantation on the river to a historical site where visitors came to learn more about South Carolina history.

The SUV’s driver barely tapped his brakes before taking off in the opposite direction from us. He sped away toward the entry lane.

Juliet said, “How weird. Where’s everybody going, and where’s your brother? At this early hour, it seems like employees should be arriving. Not leaving.”

“We know Wendy doesn’t work here. The other driver probably doesn’t either. Too bad the dark windows concealed their identity.” The plantation wasn’t open for guests this early in the morning. In fact, it’d be a couple of hours before patrons could enter. So what were Wendy and the mystery person doing here? It wasn’t even eight o’clock. The parking lot was empty except for Nate’s trailer at the back. He’d parked parallel to the edge, giving us easy access to what we needed. 

A random car sat on the opposite side of the lot. The driver had parked in two spaces as if he didn’t want anybody to hit his vehicle. “I know. The only other vehicle in the lot is that blue sports car.”

“It’s a brand new Audi. See the four circles on the hood?” She whipped out her phone and snapped a picture. “For my dream board.”

I laughed. My friend had a weakness for fancy sports cars, while I needed big, dependable vehicles for my dog-walking business. I tucked away the fact that the Audi was Corey’s car. “If I ever wanted a cool car, it’d be the red one on Magnum.”

“It’s a Ferrari 488 Spider in the new series.”

I laughed. “Of course you’d know that, but I’ll never splurge on one. I’m still saving up to visit France.” I backed up to the trailer so we could load mulch into it more easily. “Let’s get to work. Nate keeps shovels attached to his trailer.”

Juliet pulled her hair into a bun and checked her reflection in the truck’s side mirror. “It’s warm for January, and we’re going to sweat like pigs if we do all the work ourselves. I don’t mind waiting a little longer.”

“You look fine. Come on.” I hopped out of the truck, and Sunny followed me to where the trailer had been parked parallel to the edge of the blacktopped area. A few months earlier, I’d suspected Juliet cared for my brother, and this was one more clue to add to my list. I called to her over my shoulder. “I don’t want to wait all day. Nate will help when he gets here.”

Juliet glanced around before she joined Sunny and me at the landscaping trailer.

Mulch lay scattered on the ground, and I frowned. “Nate always cleans his workspace before leaving at the end of the day. He must be around here somewhere.”

“Should I get a rake and a broom off the rack in back?”

“Not yet. Something’s off.” My scalp prickled. Nate had scrimped and saved to buy the side dump landscaping trailer. With the front section, he could easily pour out mulch or grass clippings, saving him time and energy to focus on creating beautiful outdoor settings. I patted the ledge. “Our mulch is in here.”

Juliet inspected the deck space at the back of the trailer. “There’s no wheelbarrow.” Juliet planted her hands on her hips.

I hurried to check it out. “Where is everyone? Today, the men are scheduled to plant shrubs around the building where you pay to take tours of the plantation.”

“It makes me think his crew is late or working at other sites. Call him again.” She ran the zipper of her jacket up and down.

I hit redial, but still no answer. After leaving another message, I turned to my friend. “Let’s stay calm. Do you see Nate’s truck? He would’ve pulled the trailer here this morning, because the bin is full of mulch. I can’t figure out where he went with his truck.”

Juliet snapped her fingers. “Maybe he drove to town to get us coffee.”

“No, once he starts working, he only drinks water and stuff with electrolytes.” My stomach tightened. Big time. “He might’ve driven to another area of the plantation. Maybe he had trees or concrete pots in the back of the truck and drove to the exact area where he’s working. Let’s see if we can find him.”

Juliet nodded. “Should we split up?” 

“No. We stick together.” Nate had promised to meet us here, and he was a man of his word. “It’s not like him to stand us up.”

“I know.” She stuck to me like glue. “He could’ve run into a snake or an alligator or fallen into a hole. Anything could’ve happened.”

My heart thundered. In June, I’d found Peter Roth’s dead body. Bad things happened to good people. I shook my head, stopping the negative thoughts from forming. “It could be as simple as he lost track of the time.”

“You said Nate was supposed to landscape around the welcome center. Let’s go to see if he’s there.”

“Good idea.” I patted my leg. “Sunny, come.”

My brother was going to be fine, and we’d laugh about the mix-up later. My dog sniffed around a pine tree, paused, then bounded toward me.

“Good girl.” The three of us traversed the parking lot and took the path to the entry gate. Birds sang their morning songs as the sun continued rising. It was a typical morning, except it didn’t feel normal. A shiver stole up my back, and it wasn’t due to the brisk January breeze.

The flower bed around the gate held camellias and winter daphne. Buckets of liriope at the side waited to be planted, and a half-full wheelbarrow of chunky brown mulch needed to be spread in due time. There were also artistic pots filled with bright-colored pansies. Yes, it all looked normal, apart from a pair of men’s running shoes poking out of the mulch. I did a double-take. Yep, it was definitely a pair of shoes. My gaze traveled from one shoe to a black sock, a flash of skin, and blue jeans. I gasped. Was it my brother? Nate almost always wore work boots on a job site. Not Adidas. It didn’t make sense that he’d change his work habits.

Juliet screamed. “No!”

“Call 911.” I raced to the body. It couldn’t be Nate buried in the flower bed.

Juliet’s voice wobbled as she spoke to the person on the phone.

I fell to my knees and crawled toward the top of the body. Wood chips covered the person. A wadded-up handkerchief lay in the mulch with a slash of lipstick on it—a shade of scarlet with a slight orange tinge. Small slivers of wood clung to the material.

Pushing aside the man’s hanky, I dug through the mulch to uncover the head of the body. Bits of pine bark adhered to my sleeves and jabbed under my fingernails. I didn’t stop scooping away mulch until I uncovered a hand. My breathing hitched.

“No! It can’t be Nate.” Juliet’s high-pitched voice turned hysterical. She held the phone in one hand and collapsed at the border of the garden and the grass.

I cleared away more of the ground covering. A wedding band on the left ring finger and a fancy watch at the wrist sent waves of relief rippling through me. My single brother didn’t own an expensive watch. “It’s not Nate.”

“Then who is it?”

Who indeed? I moved to the head. Dirt and grime covered Corey Lane’s handsome face. I lifted my eyes and met Juliet’s gaze. “It’s Corey Lane.” The words left me panting. My head swam. The man in the mulch wasn’t my brother.

“Is he alive?” Juliet’s voice trembled. “The operator wants to know if he’s breathing.”

Sunny stood at attention next to my friend.

“Give me a minute.” I’d assumed Corey was dead, but I hadn’t checked his pulse. Gritting my teeth, I reached forward and felt his neck. Nothing. I moved my fingers to the inside of his wrist area. No pulsing sensation. No chest movement and cool skin. Not cold, like dead cold. Gathering my courage, I leaned my face close to Corey and listened for sounds of breathing. Zilch. I held my position, trying to feel Corey’s breath against my skin. Zilch. “I can’t feel anything.” Hysteria rose. This couldn’t be happening again.

Juliet moaned, then spoke to the emergency operator. “No, he’s not.”

“Corey, can you hear me? Open your eyes.” Tense seconds ticked by. Corey’s wife was a friend of mine. They’d met while attending Clemson University and had fallen in love. When Erin returned to Heyward Beach, Corey had followed, and despite family objections, they soon married. Corey was a businessman involved in many different ventures. Some legit, and some shady. Borderline illegal. I’d even considered him capable of murder the year before. Yet, despite his bad traits, on the surface, he was a likable guy in the prime of his life.

With one hand on his forehead, I tilted his head back and lifted his chin, in case something was obstructing his airway. Nothing visible in his mouth, and his tongue appeared free, but the incredible body depleted my hope. “Should I try CPR?” I glanced at Juliet.

“Probably.” My friend gripped the phone with both hands and spoke to the person on the other end. Juliet’s gaze drifted back to me. “She says yes.”

With the heel of my left hand on the lower part of his breastbone and my right hand on top, I began compressions. “What’s the song? You know the one that helps you keep a good rhythm.”

“‘Staying—’”

“‘Alive.’ Yes.” I hummed the tune softly and pressed the button. Soon, I had to stop humming and focus solely on compressions. My arms burned. “I’m not doing it right.” I tried to put more of my body into the motions.

“Yes, you are.”

“Can you do the rescue breaths?” How did I forget them? I paused my motions and gathered my strength.

Juliet dropped the phone and crawled closer. She pinched Corey’s nose and delivered two breaths. “Your turn. I can’t believe we’re doing this.”

I returned to compressions. “Juliet, ask the operator what the ratio of compressions to breathing is.” The Bee Gees tune played in my mind.

She scrambled for the phone and pushed the speaker button. “Ma’am, what’s the compression-ventilation ratio?”

The dispatcher said, “Thirty compressions to two breaths. Unless you get exhausted or feel like you’re in danger, don’t stop until the ambulance arrives.” Her voice was calm and matter-of-fact.

I counted twenty more chest compressions, figuring I’d at least done ten already. “Your turn. Man, I need to get in better shape.”

Juliet gave him two breaths, then stopped and looked at me with wide eyes. “Do you hear that?”

Not a soul was visible. The sound came from around the bend in one of the walking trails. One, two, three limping footsteps followed by a thud and a scraping against the sidewalk.

Had Corey fought his attacker before he died? Could the killer be returning to the scene? Would the killer off us, too?

“Juliet, somebody’s coming.”

Her face grew paler, and she snatched her phone.  “Tell the cops to rush. Somebody else is here.”

“Find yourself a safe place and get out of there.” The woman on the phone urged us. Juliet sucked in a breath and grabbed her phone. “Yes, ma’am.”

I might not have remembered how to perform CPR perfectly, but I knew a good idea when I heard one. I grabbed my friend’s hand, and we raced into the shadows under a clump of pine trees. Sunny stayed at my side.

“Oh, no.” Juliet stopped and tugged on my arm. “I dropped my phone.”

“Leave it. We’ve got to take cover.” A man’s image appeared in my peripheral vision. “Get down so he doesn’t spot us.” 

Sunny barked, circled us, and ran toward the other person.

“No, Sunny. Stop.” I sputtered as I looked around the narrow tree trunk, of all the times for her to disobey. 

Juliet shrieked and then ran from our hiding place. “Nate.” Juliet raced after Sunny toward my brother with me on her heels. I took off after Juliet and only paused to snatch her phone out of the faded winter grass. My dog beat both of us to my brother.

Nate’s wavy red hair was messier than ever. There was no sign of his ever-present ball cap advertising his business, Nate’s Landscaping and Designs. His long-sleeve gray T-shirt was ripped at the shoulder. Grass stains covered his shirt and jeans. One of his work boots was untied, and dirt smudged his face. To top it off, one eye was swollen and turning dark purple. Yet, he’d never looked so good to me. My legs quaked as I hurried to him, and tears leaked from my eyes.

Who’d beat up my brother? Why was Corey dead? Had the same thug attacked both men? Or had they fought each other? If Nate had killed Corey by accident in a fight, there was no way he would’ve tried to hide the man with mulch. Somebody else had to be involved, but who?

Juliet touched my brother’s arms and then held his hands. “Oh, Nate. What happened to you?”

His good eye widened, and he opened his mouth, but no words came out.

I swallowed hard and swiped at a stray tear. I had to get my emotions under control. For over a decade, I’d taken care of my siblings. I was entitled to a tear or two of relief, but Nate looked in no shape to deal with two emotional women.

I gave him a gentle hug. “Oh, baby brother. Let’s find a bench where you can sit before you collapse. Juliet, we’ll be his human crutches.” I slid under one arm and supported him on his right side, and Juliet did the same to his left. Sunny walked beside me, her head swinging back and forth as if watching for trouble.

Majestic oak trees appeared ominous. Tractors hitched to trailers with bench seats stood ready for tours. The little building where visitors bought admission tickets didn’t look cheerful or inviting. The killer could hide anywhere. 

Nate groaned. His eyes opened and closed in slow motion, almost like he was drunk, but my brother had never been a heavy drinker, and he didn’t smell like alcohol. Did he have a concussion?

I spotted a horizontal wooden slat bench on the other side of the walking path and pointed with my free hand. “Let’s go over there.”

Sirens wailed in the distance.

We helped him sit on the bench, and Juliet plopped down beside him. She took his hand and turned to face him. “Nate, I’m so glad you’re safe. What happened?”

“Not sure.” He stared at the ground and shook his head.

I paced, and Sunny matched my steps. “Nate, what’s going on? You’re hurt, and Corey is dead. Who did this?”

His eyebrows drew together. “I don’t know.”

“What do you mean, ‘you don’t know?’ How can you not know?” I paced in front of him—if I stood still, my knees might lock and cause me to faint. 

“I remember driving over this morning, but everything else is like a thick fog.” He fisted his hands on his thighs.

Sunny whined, and I stopped walking back and forth to rub her head.

“I hope the fog clears before the cops get here.” The sheriff would expect a better answer when he learned Corey Lane was dead and partially buried under a pile of mulch that most likely came from Nate’s business.
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Chapter Two
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Nate squinted, even though the trees surrounding us filtered the winter sunlight. He ran a hand over his face. “All of my men called in sick, so I decided not to waste time waiting for you. I was to start planting on my own, then help you.”

“Keep going.” I made a circular motion with my hand.

“I never saw the attack coming. A twig cracked, and I turned to see if it was you. That’s when I got clobbered in the back of my head.” He winced. “Do you have ibuprofen or anything?”

I kept some in my Suburban’s first aid kit, but I’d driven his old truck. “No, I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.” He ran his hands up the sides of his face before speaking again. “I turned to defend myself, but my ankle twisted. Next thing I knew, the goon hit me in the face with a shovel. I don’t remember anything after that until I woke up on the ground.”

“Where did this happen?”

“Near the cotton gin, past the entrance gate, where you buy tickets for plantation tours. I was sprucing up the area.”

Sunny propped her head on Nate’s thigh.

“Who attacked you?”

Nate shrugged. “I, um, it was fuzzy because of the black spots in front of my eyes. I never got a solid look at the man, but I feel like he was shorter than me.” My brother’s words slurred. 

A siren whooped-whooped and tires squealed. A sporty patrol car angled to an abrupt stop. Another followed close behind the first one.

Nate stood and swayed.

Juliet slipped her arm behind his back and braced him with a hand on his abdomen. “Whoa, there.”

Two deputies jumped out of their vehicles and raced to us with guns drawn as another patrol car slid to a stop near them.

At the sight of weapons from the first two deputies, Nate and I raised our hands. Juliet didn’t release her hold on my brother.

My brother emitted another groan but remained vertical.

“Nate, are you okay?” Juliet’s voice rose with each word.

“I’m fine. You can let go of me.”

She stepped away and lifted her hands.

“You again, Andi Grace?” Deputy Hanks barked deeper than my dog.

“We’re the ones who called for help.”

The second deputy kept his gun trained on us but didn’t say a word. I’d lost track of the third officer.

“Hmm.” Deputy Hanks frisked each of us, starting with me, then Juliet. After patting down Nate, he stepped back and eyed my brother. “What’s the matter with you? Get in a tussle with the victim?”

“No, sir.” He cleared his throat. “I was attacked.”

The younger deputy holstered his weapon but remained vigilant in keeping his eyes on us.

Deputy Hanks leaned closer to Nate. “Some shiner you got there.”

Nate fingertipped his black eye and winced. “Ow. Somebody snuck up on me.”

Deputy Sawyer jogged to us. “I’ve established the perimeter.”

“Good job. We’re shutting down the place to tourists until we wrap this up. Find out who to notify, then do it.”

“Yes, sir.” He glanced toward Corey’s body and then hurried away.

An ambulance and the coroner’s van arrived and parked on a wide sidewalk near the butterfly pavilion, some distance away.

I raised my hand. “Can we get an EMT to look at my brother?”

“It can wait.” Deputy Hanks frowned and looked right and left. “Let’s head to the plantation café. I’ve got a few questions for you while this morning is fresh on your mind.”

“No. Nate’s hurt. He got hit on the head, and it knocked him out. He needs some treatment.” 

His nostrils flared. “Seems fine to me.”

“Where’s the sheriff?”

The plantation café was located near the building where we could buy admission tickets, and Nate pulled us in that direction. “Andi Grace, don’t antagonize the man. Let’s go with him and get this over with.”

More law enforcement vehicles appeared. Some deputies strolled around the property, likely searching for evidence. Others took notes and talked among themselves. Was the sheriff inside one of the vehicles, or was he en route? Once he arrived, I’d feel a lot better about the situation.

Juliet and I supported Nate between us until we entered the building. We walked across the no-frills café, putting some distance between us and Deputy Hanks. The three of us sat in sturdy chairs at an old maple table.

Deputy David Wayne arrived and spoke to Deputy Hanks. 

Sheriff Wade Stone appeared and shot a glance in our direction. He shook his head, then crossed the room without first speaking to his men. “Andi Grace, why am I not surprised to find you here?”

I ignored his taunt. “Wade, Nate’s in bad shape. He needs to go to the emergency room. Please, can you let us go?”

A growl formed in his throat. “Andi Grace—”

“Please, Wade.” We’d forged a friendship of sorts seven months earlier when Peter Roth was murdered. “I’m really worried about him.”

The sheriff sighed. “Keep your seat, and I’ll assess the situation with Nate.”

Nate, walking unassisted, and Wade stepped outside on the porch, where I’d left Sunny. Wade was a reasonable man and wouldn’t make somebody suffer unnecessarily.

Deputy David Wayne stood before Juliet. “Come with me, where we can speak in private.”

Juliet’s eyes widened. “Okay.” She trudged beside him to a table in the opposite corner of the room and answered his questions. David had graduated from high school with Nate and seemed to be a decent guy. He was on Heyward Beach’s unofficial most eligible bachelor list. 

A few minutes later, Wade re-entered the room and sat across from me.

“How’s Nate?”

“The EMTs are looking him over as we speak.” Wade pulled out his Toughbook, his special laptop for taking notes on investigations. “Tell me what you saw this morning.”

I relaxed a smidgen, knowing somebody was concerned about my brother. Wade had done me a favor, so I gave him my full attention. As close to complete as possible. “Juliet and I came here to get mulch for my place.”

“You get your mulch from Richard Rice Plantation?”

I straightened in the chair. “Like steal it? Never. Nate brought extra over on his truck for me. His trailer is divided into sections, and I’d paid him for mulch for the B&B.”

“Continue.”

“As we drove in this morning, a Volkswagen ran me off the entry road. It was bright yellow with daisies, like the one Wendy Conn owns. When we arrived at the parking lot, an SUV pulled out from a private driveway and hurried away. It was dark gray. Maybe black. Those are the people you need to question.”

His thick, dark eyebrows rose. “Did you see the driver of the SUV?”

“No. The windows were tinted.”

“What next? And please slow down. I don’t want to miss any details.”

I took a deep breath and launched into the rest of the events. When I finished, I studied the man in hopes of reading his expression, not that I’d ever been able to before.

He picked up his computer and stood. “Stay here.”

I sat and prayed we’d be released soon. Through the window, Sunny paced on the building’s front porch. I longed to comfort her, and yeah, she’d comfort me as well.

Finally, Wade returned to my table. “We’re releasing you. For now. Your brother is being taken to the hospital, but this isn’t over.”

I nodded. “I can leave? As in right this minute?”

“Yes.”

Relief swelled over me, and my knees buckled. Juliet had crossed the room, and she caught me before I collapsed. After I steadied myself, I grabbed her hand and rushed outside to rub Sunny’s head. “Let’s go, girl.” The back door of the ambulance was still open, and we hurried over. If my brother had a head injury, he might not be out of the woods. “Nate, we’ll be right behind you.”

His eyes were closed, but he lifted a hand and pointed a finger at me—his typical sign for agreement.

The medic said, “Ma’am, I’m going to close the doors now. We’ll meet you at County Memorial Hospital.”

I glanced over the man’s shoulder. “I love you, Nate.”

“Love you, too.” His words lacked strength.

I backed away, and the door slammed.

Gray was the only color to describe my brother’s face. He was big and strong at six-two and didn’t carry an ounce of fat on his frame. His job kept him fit. I rubbed my chest, willing the tightness away. Memories of Nate as a red-headed toddler hit me. His sense of humor often made me laugh, and his sweetness sometimes moved me to tears. The stereotypical hot-tempered redhead didn’t describe my brother.

Juliet latched onto my arm. “Why are we standing here? Let’s go.”

“Right.” Juliet, Sunny, and I jogged all the way to the old work truck, my thoughts jumbled. After we settled with my dog between us, I drove as fast as I dared, gripping the steering wheel, holding back my tears. Crying now would only slow us down.

Juliet said, “I don’t like the way Nate slurred his words. That stinking deputy made me so mad when he insinuated Nate might be hungover instead of hurt. I bet the knock on his head gave him a concussion. His eyes didn’t look good.”

Everything she said was true. I felt sick, and my stomach churned. Once again, a friend had been murdered, though friend might be a stretch. “Acquaintance” better described my relationship with Corey. His death meant a killer was on the loose—again. At least this time, the sheriff wouldn’t suspect me. This time, I had a witness.

But Nate did not.
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Chapter Three
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Forced to cool my heels in the hospital waiting room, anticipating word on Nate’s condition, was about to drive me nuts. I leaned forward and placed my elbows on my knees, allowing my face to fall into my hands. On a TV situated in the corner of the light blue room, a national weatherman droned on about a blizzard in the northeast United States.

Lord, please watch over Nate. Amen. No more words came.

Juliet had taken Sunny outside, but I wasn’t alone. A middle-aged couple sat on orange vinyl chairs in one corner, holding hands. The woman’s splotchy, red face and puffy eyes spoke of her pain... her fear. Was she praying for her loved one like I was? I added them to my prayers for Nate. The only other occupant of the waiting room, a young Hispanic woman, held a sleeping toddler in her lap and stared at the floor. Who was she concerned about? I also included her in my prayer. We all needed strength, and our loved ones needed healing.

A shadow drifted across the floor in front of me. I looked up and met Wade’s gaze. The sheriff hadn’t wasted time following us to the hospital. “Hey.”

“You by yourself?” Wade held his broad-brimmed hat in his large hands in front of him like a shield.

“Juliet’s outside waiting for Marc to pick up Sunny and take care of her until I get home.” Not only was Marc Williams my friend, but he was also my attorney. We’d even gone on a couple of dates.

“Gotcha.”

Marc planned to drive Sunny home to my cottage on Heyward Beach. Juliet would be back inside to wait with me as soon as Marc came.

Wade stepped closer. “Andi Grace.”

“Why are you here? Didn’t you get enough information at the café?” The words slipped out before I could stop them. Wade probably had expected my verbal assault. No wonder he held his hat like a defensive shield. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude.”

“I understand you’re worried.”

“Today I had a witness. You’ve got no reason to suspect me.” The only other time I’d found a dead body, I’d ended up helping the sheriff solve the crime to make sure he didn’t arrest me. As long as Wade didn’t suspect Nate of murdering Corey, I’d stay out of his way.

One side of his mouth lifted. “You’re not on my suspect list.”

The tightness in my shoulders eased. “Good. This time, I won’t help with your investigation.” I didn’t ask if Nate was a suspect because I didn’t want to plant any ideas in Wade’s mind.

“Interfere.” This time, he didn’t crack a smile.

It became hard to swallow. Of all the nerve. “We caught the killer, didn’t we?”

His face reddened. “Yep. Any updates on Nate’s condition?”

“They’re scanning him for a concussion. I can’t imagine why it’s taking so long.”

“He stated somebody hit the back of his head, then punched him in the face.”

The hairs along my arms stood at attention. “It’s obvious somebody attacked Nate.”

Wade avoided my gaze and glanced around the room with a grimace. “Not obvious, but it’s clear he participated in some kind of altercation.”

“What are you insinuating?” My heartbeat increased.

Before Wade answered my question, Juliet entered the room. Her eyebrows lifted.  “What’s going on? Is Nate okay?”

Wade shot a glance at her but didn’t answer. 

“Yeah, Wade. Why don’t you tell us what’s on your mind?”

His fingers tightened on the hat. “Nate appears to have been in a fight. Plain and simple.”

Juliet’s eyes widened. “He was attacked. From behind.”

Wade’s nostrils flared. “Did you see it happen?”

“No, but I believe Nate.” She clenched her hands.

The situation was getting worse by the second, and my chest hurt. I reached for my phone and texted Marc before uttering another word. Please come to the waiting room ASAP. Wade is asking more questions. Sunny will be okay in your truck for a while.

Juliet planted her fists on her hips. “Nate never lies. If he says he was attacked, then he was attacked.”

Three sets of eyes watched us, and the toddler whined in his mother’s arms.

Our voices had gotten too loud. I touched Juliet’s arm. “Shh. You’ll upset the child.”

Wade surveyed the area. “Why don’t we continue our conversation in the hall?”

Juliet nodded. “Fine by me. As long as we’re available when Nate gets back.”

The tightness in my chest lessened. If Juliet and Nate ever got together, she’d make a great girlfriend. Maybe this incident would propel them to leap from friendship to dating. Nate needed somebody he could laugh with, and Juliet helped him relax and enjoy life.

I dismissed matchmaking thoughts, and we followed Wade to the end of the hall and stood by a window. “What are you trying to say, Wade?”

“It appears Corey may have suffered a deadly blow to the head. I would guess that a shovel was the weapon, since there’s a landscaping truck and equipment. Keep in mind, the obvious answer isn’t always the correct one. In time, the coroner will give us the official cause of death.”

“How gruesome.” Heat infused my body, and I shrugged out of my jacket. If I could cool down, I wouldn’t faint. “Why was there blood on Corey’s body? If he’d been attacked with a shovel, there’d be bruising. Not blood. He may have been clobbered with a baseball bat, a golf club, or even a lacrosse stick. How about a fire poker? Oh, a fire poker could cause bruising and bleeding. Right?”

“Whoever attacked Corey was seriously angry.” He shifted his hat in his hands.

“Well? What kind of weapon caused the bloody wounds?”

He hesitated, clearly debating his answer. “This stays between us, because I know you won’t give me any peace until you know more. We found blood on a pair of hedge shears, not too far from the body.” Wade spread his feet shoulder-length apart. “In addition, there’s blood on the shovel. Once we confirm the shovel and hedge trimmers are the murder weapons, and because they belong to your brother, we’ll possibly have our killer.”

My palms grew damp. “Just because they belong to Nate doesn’t mean—”

Juliet interrupted. “What makes you think the tools belong to Nate?”

I touched her arm. “It’s his landscaping business, so it’s a safe assumption.”

Wade shook his head. “It’s more than an assumption. His initials are carved into the handles. NWS.”

Nathan Ward Scott was indeed my brother’s name. The implications chilled me to the bone. “Only Nate can say for sure if they are his personal tools. Many men mark their belongings so they don’t accidentally lose them when working on big projects, but it doesn’t mean somebody else hasn’t used them in the meantime. Anybody could’ve picked up Nate’s shovel and clobbered Corey.”

Familiar footsteps sounded on the tile floor behind me. I turned, expecting to see Marc, and wasn’t disappointed. The man had a special walk, making it easy to identify him by sight or sound. Not a clip-clop or tapping. He had a light step, but his Cole Haans made a gentle click on the tile floor.

Marc met my gaze and smiled. “Andi Grace, you okay?”

“Better—” Now that you’re here. The words almost slipped out of my mouth. I smiled back. To reach us so fast, he probably never left the parking lot. Knowing Marc, a phone conversation with a client delayed his departure.

Wade cleared his throat. “You trying to lawyer up?”

I turned my attention to the sheriff. “Should I? You said I wasn’t a suspect.”

“You’re not.”

Marc touched my shoulder, but his gaze was trained on Wade. “I’m here as a friend, unless you’re about to arrest somebody for Corey’s murder? Are you?”

Juliet looked from Marc to Wade. “Andi Grace and I’ve been together all morning. The only one left to arrest here is Nate.”

“I’m not planning to arrest anybody. Yet. Once the lab has reviewed the forensic evidence and tested for fingerprints and blood, we’ll have more information. Deputy Wayne will take the lead on this case.”

Doors at the end of the hall opened. A nurse walked briskly toward us. “Your brother is back in his exam room. One of you may go with me.” She glanced at Wade. “If it’s okay with the sheriff.”

Wade pointed toward me. “Take his sister back first. Andi Grace, I’ll need to question Nate. Soon. If he didn’t use the shovel to attack Corey, who did? Your brother could be a witness.”

Now we were getting somewhere. A rush of relief washed over me. Wade thought Nate could be a witness instead of the murderer. “Don’t forget Wendy was on the property as well as the driver of the dark SUV.”

“We’re checking out all leads. For now, Nate is at the top of my list to question.”

The sheriff’s words rang in my ears as I wound my way back to Nate’s cubicle, following the nurse through the maze. Questions buzzed through my brain. Who would want to kill Corey? Did the killer try to frame Nate on purpose? Why? 

If I could find the motive, maybe I could find the killer.

I’d promised not to help with the investigation, which I’d meant at the time. However, if he arrested my brother for Corey’s death, I’d be right in the middle of another murder investigation, whether Wade wanted my help or not.
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Chapter Four
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Wrapped in what looked to be my red puffer coat and a checkered red and black scarf, my sister Lacey Jane paced the front porch of my beach cottage when Nate, Juliet, and I arrived from the hospital. We parked, then plodded up the driveway.

Nate’s steps were wobbly and uneven. Juliet walked close to his side with a frown etched on her face. My brother didn’t lack for attention. If you counted Sunny, four females were looking out for him.

Sunny stood at the top of my stairs, eyeing us like a worried momma. Ears forward, eyes wide, mouth closed, standing on all four legs, and tail horizontal.

I trotted to her and knelt by her side. “It’s okay, girl. We’re all here.” Nate had insisted on leaving the hospital against the doctor’s advice to stay for observation. 

Sunny barked and licked my face before heading to Nate.

I stood back and observed the two of them. Nate’s stiff movements and Sunny’s cautious response. She remained at his side as he climbed the steps to my front porch with the white wooden columns and protective railing. Years earlier, I’d bought this house and made a home to raise my siblings. As a bonus, we were close enough to walk to the beach. Sunny and I strolled or ran on the beach almost daily. This was actually where my German shepherd and I first met. I’d been walking on the beach one day after my parents died. I don’t know which of us adopted the other, but she’d become part of our family.

It’d be hard to let go of my beach cottage when my house was finished being renovated at the plantation. It made financial sense to move, but my heart remained at the cottage—my beautiful seafoam blue home with the cornflower blue hurricane shutters. Picking the color combination had taken weeks. To save money, the three of us painted it ourselves, which turned into a long, labor-intensive project.

“I’m so glad y’all are here. What took so long? Next time somebody’s in the hospital, you'd better tell me right away. I don’t appreciate being the last to know when something bad happens. Just because I’m the youngest doesn’t mean I’m not part of this family.” Lacey Jane held the door open for us, and once we were all inside, she threw her arms around our brother. “Oh, Nate. I was so scared. Are you okay?”

He grabbed a chair with one hand and steadied himself before wrapping an arm around her. “I’m fine. It’ll take more than a knock on the head to keep me down.”

Sunny stood firm at Nate’s side. She belonged to all of us.

Nate’s eyebrows dipped down. He was probably trying to mask the pain from us. The middle-aged doctor had diagnosed him with a slight concussion and preached to us the importance of keeping an eye on Nate for at least twenty-four hours. Once we’d promised to keep him under our watchful observation, we signed the necessary paperwork and hightailed it out of there.

I touched my brother’s arm. “Do you want to rest on the couch?” A fire crackled in the white brick fireplace on the far wall of my family room. White bookshelves filled with pottery, family pictures, and books occupied every available shelf. Nancy Drew, Lassie, The Call of the Wild, and Old Yeller were among my favorite childhood stories, which I included in my collection. I loved the coziness of this room on a cold January day. Honestly, I loved this room every day, regardless of the season. Nate’s response drew me from my thoughts.

“No, I’m fine. Hungry though.” His voice lacked strength.

“Let’s eat. Do you think you can sit at the kitchen table?”

“I’ve got a killer headache, but I’m not an invalid.” He bent over to rub Sunny’s side.

“Are you sure you shouldn’t have stayed at the hospital?” Lacey Jane stared at Nate.

“According to the CAT scan, there’s no bleeding in my brain. Doc said I needed to rest.”

“Rest? That’s all?”

Nate leaned against the chair. “You know it’s only a mild concussion. Rest. Peace. Acetaminophen. Dark room. No TV, and no looking at my phone. He mostly focused on rest, though.”

“I’ll feed you, then we’ll kick everybody out so you can have a quiet place to lay low.” Lacey Jane moved to the kitchen, and we followed. “I made chicken noodle soup and fresh pimento cheese. Or I can make grilled cheese if you’d rather.”

When I’d taken over raising my siblings after our parents died, Lacey Jane often fixed simple meals for us. “Pimento cheese sounds good. I’m going to let Sunny out back and then help you pull it together.”

Juliet said, “Count me in on lunch preparations.”

Nate sank into a kitchen chair and gazed out the window to the backyard, where Sunny sniffed around the fence. His hair appeared redder, and the freckles popped out on his pallid complexion. He looked better than before, but still not great.

While my sister prepared sandwiches, I pulled potato chips from the pantry, and Juliet sliced apples. She’d lived with us for a couple of years and was as comfortable in my home as the rest of us.

In no time, we’d placed lunch on the table and said a quick blessing.

I stirred my soup, waiting for it to cool. “What do you remember, Nate?”

He chewed his bite of pimento cheese sandwich slowly. “I was carrying large flowerpots from my truck to place around the front gate. They were filled with purple, yellow, and white pansies, which are hardy enough for the cool weather.”

"Why were you carrying them?”

He tilted his head and squinted at me. “The wheelbarrow was full of mulch. I didn’t want to spread it until the layout was perfect.”

Now I felt stupid. “I didn’t see any pots of pansies when we were looking for you.”

“That’s because I hadn’t made it to the entry gate.” He spoke like explaining something to a child. 

Perhaps I had the concussion instead of Nate, as I struggled to make sense of his morning. “Okay. Then what?”

“When I heard footsteps, I expected it to be you. The person got closer to me, and before I got a good look, they whacked me in the back of my head. I dropped the ceramic pots and grabbed a tree to stay on my feet. You know when the cartoons show a character seeing stars?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“It’s a real thing. I literally saw stars.” He crumbled saltine crackers into his soup.

“Do you remember getting hit in the face? You’ve also got bruising there.”

“It hurts, but I don’t remember specific details.” Nate reached for his Coke and drained the glass. “I planned to fight back, but I don’t think I got a swing at the thug before I was out.”

My pulse picked up. “Are you certain it was a man who attacked you?”

He shook his head and winced. “I can’t say for sure, but if it were a woman, I’ll never live it down.”

“Well, the good thing is, I can’t rule out female suspects.”

Nate glared at me. “You don’t need to have a suspect list. The cops will handle it.”

Lacey Jane said, “We all know you’re going to make a list. Corey was a womanizer, and it wouldn’t surprise me if his wife killed him. Make sure to include Erin.”

“Oh, honey. I hope it wasn’t his wife.” I ran my hand along Lacey Jane’s arm.

Erin Lane owned the coffee shop where my sister used to work. Daily Java served the best coffee around Heyward Beach, and nobody could come close to her delicious baked goods. “I wonder how Erin’s taking the news of Corey’s death? She’s too young to be a widow.”

Lacey Jane shrugged. “My guess is she’s celebrating.”

A shiver zipped up my spine. “Shh, you don’t really mean that.”

Red splotches tinged Lacey Jane’s neck. “Fine. Maybe she’s relieved. If she hadn’t done the deed, there’s a long list of women Corey used and dumped. Being married didn’t mean Corey stopped prowling.”

“Don’t talk ugly.” How many times had our mother said the exact words to us, and now I was repeating them? Although turning into my mother wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.

Lacey Jane frowned. “Again, I’m an adult and can say anything I want.”

“True, but I wish you’d be kind. Please don’t say anything that the authorities can use to harm Nate. I understand why you feel the way you do, but we’ve got to protect Nate.”

“You and Nate are the only two I told why I quit my job. I suppose Juliet knows.”

Juliet reached for my sister’s hand. “I accidentally overheard you and Andi Grace discussing it. I didn’t want to embarrass you, but I did confess to your sister. I’m sorry it happened, Lacey Jane. You can trust me. I never revealed your secret.” 
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