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  Chapter 1




  Nola Dean Buckingham was tired. She’d driven four hours from her home in Greenville, SC to Winston-Salem, NC to enroll her only child, Emily, at Salem College, and then back to Greenville. As she depressed the garage door opener, she wondered how she was going to cope without Emily at home.




  Then an idea hit her. She wouldn’t stay in the house. She’d go to her condo at Myrtle Beach for a few days. She always felt better at the beach.




  She’d made sure everything was taken care of at the office before leaving with Emily, and she was sure Danny, her manager, would take care of anything that came up.




  She’d pack the necessities in an hour, head out, and make the five-hour drive tonight. She shook off the thought that told her the smart thing to do would be to wait and head out in the morning. She didn’t want to stay alone tonight even though Maxie, her eight-year-old poodle mix and Bubbles, her five year Main Coon cat were in the house. She wouldn’t admit, even to herself, that not having a man in her life at this time added to her loneliness. But since the fiasco with Link Holloway, she was in no hurry to have another man around.




  “I guess I’m experiencing the empty nest syndrome everyone warned me about,” she muttered as she picked up her purse and the empty flashlight beside it. She’d given Emily the batteries from it for one of her appliances. They needed to be replaced before she put it back in the glove box where she always kept it.




  Once inside, she moved quickly. She fed and watered the pets, then headed to her room and pulled out her suitcase. She didn’t have to pack a lot because she kept clothes at the beach. Slipping out of her knit dress, she changed to a comfortable pair of denim slacks and a summer sweater.




  When she tossed the bags, Bubbles’ carrier, Maxie and a few odds and ends of food in the car, it was seven twenty-five. This meant she’d arrive at the condo by midnight and wake up to relaxing sounds of crashing waves in the morning instead of having the long drive before her. With a smile on her lips, she pulled out of the driveway, popped a George Strait CD in the player and sat back to relax and enjoy the ride.




  She stopped relaxing when on I-20 near Columbia. It was dark and rain had begun falling. She slowed and grew a little tense, but she knew she’d come halfway. It was too far to turn back. She took a deep breath and kept going.




  * * * *




  Arthur Brown was a happy man. As they had prearranged, he met with Mr. Smith at one in the afternoon in the luxury suite of one of the grand hotels of Myrtle Beach’s Grand Strand. As he’d been told to do, he stopped at Walmart on the way and brought the new doorknob and a screwdriver. Mr. Smith told him there was a door in his room which didn’t work and he needed a new lock on it. As soon as he entered the suite, Mr. Smith asked him to put the new lock on the closet door. Arthur wondered why Smith didn’t get the hotel to put a new lock on for him, but he didn’t ask. He didn’t mind doing this small favor for a man who had promised him five thousand dollars.




  “While you’re working on that,” Smith said. “I’m going to get something out of my car. I won’t be long.”




  “No problem, Mr. Smith,” Arthur said and began replacing the knob. It didn’t take him long. He was finished before Smith returned.




  Putting away his screwdriver, Arthur looked around the room. He noticed a stack of papers on the table in the living room area of the suite. Giving in to his nosiness, he moved to the table and thumbed through them. A torn sheet containing a list of numbers fascinated him. It had been ripped down the middle and only half of each line of numbers was visible. For some reason, Arthur thought these numbers were important. If they weren’t, they wouldn’t be torn in half. Without hesitation, he took out the small notebook he always kept in his pocket to write down names and numbers of women he met. He flipped to a clean page and hastily wrote down the numbers. He replaced the paper and stuck the notebook in his pocket as he heard the entrance door open. He moved back to the closet door and began putting the new lock wrappings in the Walmart bag.




  Mr. Smith nodded at the well-done job and said, “Here’s the up-front money we discussed, Mr. Brown.” He counted out five one hundred dollar bills and handed them to Arthur.




  It was the most money Arthur had had in his hands in a long time. And there was so little he had to do for it. Mr. Smith told him to go, but to meet him back at the hotel at eleven o’clock that evening wearing the black pants he had on and a black shirt.




  “No problem,” Arthur said again and headed out to run some errands. He tossed the bag with the old locks in the back seat of his rusty, fourteen-year-old Mustang and pulled out of the parking lot. He decided to spend some of the money on the women in his life. “Hell,” he said aloud. “I might even give them a little cash. Sure would surprise Denise when I lay a hundred on her. Especially when I tell her there’s going to be a lot more to follow.” He sighed. “And in good conscious, I guess I ought to give Nellie some, too. In fact, I’ll go see her first. She can fix that rip in these black pants that I got in a bar fight the other night.”




  He turned toward the main section of Myrtle Beach and continued muttering. “Thank you, Mr. Smith, or whatever your real name is. You’ve made a new man out of me.”




  He wheeled into the gravel drive in front of Nellie’s trailer and went inside without knocking. “Got a job for you, Nellie,” he yelled.




  “What’s that?” she yelled back.




  “You need to sew up a rip in my pants.”




  “I figured it was something stupid like that.” She pulled her rubber gloves off and tossed them in the sink. “Well get them off and let me get it done. I don’t have time to wait on you all day.




  Arthur sat on the worn living room sofa in his boxers and played with the kids while Nellie fixed the pants. When she brought them back to him, he handed the surprised woman a hundred dollar bill.




  He grinned when she began to cry. “Now don’t start blubbering. I figured you could use it.”




  “We can. Thank you so much, Arthur.”




  “No problem.” He turned to go then stopped. “By the way, put this in a safe place.” He handed her the sheet of paper he’d written the numbers on. “This is my insurance. It’s gonna bring me a lot of money and maybe I’ll give you some more.”




  Nellie took the paper and nodded. Arthur grinned again and gave her a quick peck on the cheek. He then headed to the strip club where Denise worked.




  For once he was smart enough not to drink too much before his meeting at eleven. He was glad he’d kept his head clear because by the time he got back to the hotel all the lights were out and it was raining so hard he was having trouble seeing. If he hadn’t been sober he probably wouldn’t have made it. He parked in the back of the lot, like Mr. Smith told him to do.




  When he got out of the car, he felt he was in a tunnel with the roof leaking. There were no lights anywhere. He looked in his glove compartment and pulled out his flashlight, but the batteries were dead.




  “Maybe this will help,” a voice said beside him.




  Arthur jumped back. “I didn’t see you there, Mr. Smith.”




  “I know you didn’t. That’s the point.” He handed Arthur a flashlight. “Come this way. I’m parked over here.” They got into Mr. Smith’s dark-colored, nondescript sedan and rode to the North Myrtle Beach condo in silence.




  When they parked under the high-rise building, Mr. Smith said, “Are you sure you’re up to this, Mr. Brown?”




  Arthur laughed a nervous little laugh. “I’m ready and able because I know as soon as this is over I’ll have that five thousand dollars you’re paying me right here in my hands.”




  “You sure will.” Mr. Smith grinned into the night. “Let’s be on our way.”




  * * * *




  By the time she reached Florence, South Carolina Nola Dean was sorry she hadn’t waited until morning to start on this journey. Though she didn’t want to make a stop in all this rain, she had to. Maxie had whined for the last ten miles and she knew his whine meant he had to go for a walk. She pulled into a Burger King and parked beside the building. There was a nice grassy area along the edge of the parking lot. She grabbed her umbrella, put Maxie on his leash and took him for a quick walk. She was thankful the rain had let up a bit.




  Maxie wanted to sniff every bush and every leaf on the ground, but she hurried him along. Finally she wiped his feet with a paper towel and put him back in the car.




  Because she’d missed supper, she went through the drive through and ordered a cheeseburger and an iced tea. She balanced the hamburger and fries she bought on the armrest and fought Maxie off as she tried to drive and eat at the same time.




  A few miles further, the rain began to come down hard again. She knew it was going to be nasty all the way to the coast. At times she could drive a little under normal speed. At other times, she had to crawl. In Aynor, she had no choice. She had to pull into the parking area of a closed service station to wait for the rain to slacken. As she sat there and watched the water wash across the windshield, she thought about her life.




  Though they were from the same town, she’d met Marcus at the beach when she and some girlfriends had gone to celebrate their graduation from high school and he was there with a group of his college friends. After a short courtship, they were married. The newlyweds moved in with his widowed mother. Nola Dean was eighteen years old at the time and Grace Buckingham accepted her as the daughter she never had. A year later, Emily was born. Though the couple thought of buying a place of their own, the baby brought so much delight into the older woman’s life, they continued to live with her. The money they’d saved for a house was used to expand the real estate business Marcus’ father had left.




  With her mother-in-law as a built-in babysitter, Nola Dean would often go to work with Marcus. She soon found herself immersed in the business and was eventually as good at it as her husband. But when the family felt they had to get away from the phones and clients for a little while, they would spend time at Myrtle Beach. After a few visits, they decided they wanted a second home in the area. Though it stretched their budget, they made a down payment on one of the condos under construction, expecting the property to increase in value. They were right. In two years, they could have recouped their money and made a tidy profit, but the condo meant too much to both of them. They said they’d keep it as long as they enjoyed going there. Nola Dean still owned it.




  The storm around the car grew fiercer. Lightning flashed and she was sure there was hail in the water that was sheeting down. Nola Dean couldn’t help thinking back to the storm which had changed her life forever.




  It was the winter Emily turned five and Nola Dean turned twenty-four. A group of Charlotte investors invited Marcus to a meeting to discuss the possibility of him finding the right property for them to relocate to Greenville. The weather had been threatening all day and there was a forecast of possible ice storms, but Marcus felt this was a wonderful opportunity for the company and decided to attend the meeting despite the weather. Nola Dean stayed behind to handle the office. “I’ll leave early enough tonight to get home before the storm hits,” he assured her with a kiss good-bye.




  He was wrong. The storm came sooner than expected. It started in the Atlanta area and headed north. After missing several wrecks on his way home, Marcus’ luck ran out. Thirty miles from Greenville on Interstate 85, there was an eight car collision with two tractor and trailer rigs. Twenty-eight year old Marcus Buckingham was one of six people who didn’t survive.




  At the time, Nola Dean wanted to give up on everything, but knowing her daughter and her mother-in-law now depended on her, she managed to go on. It took effort, but the real estate company continued to grow and Nola Dean became known as one of the most honest and reliable realtors in the business. Three years later, Grace Buckingham succumbed to a heart attack. It was then Nola Dean learned Grace had left the family home and the real estate business to her.




  For the next eight years Nola Dean worked diligently expanding the business and making improvements on the home. She knew if she wanted to, she could sell out and she and Emily would have enough money to live comfortably for the rest of their lives. But she also knew she wouldn’t do that, not even if she had to go on without Emily in the house. Why would she want to? Nola Dean was now only thirty-seven years old. Much too young to retire.




  The rain finally slackened and Nola Dean shook off the thoughts of her past and pulled away from her parking place. It was almost one-thirty when she finally got to the beach and turned onto Ocean Boulevard. She had only gone a block down the street when she noticed all the lights were out. She frowned. The storm must have been even worse here. It gave her an eerie feeling as she drove through the deep standing puddles on the road. Though the rain wasn’t coming down in torrents now, it was still falling in a steady flow. The lightning and thunder were filling the sky and the wind whipped the car. As she’d had to do most of the way, she fought to keep the vehicle on the road.




  In a few more blocks, she saw a power truck. Two men, wearing yellow slickers, were in a cherry picker working on the power lines.




  “Good,” she said aloud. “They’ll have the electricity back on soon.”




  She bowed her head and thanked God she’d made it when she pulled into the parking lot under the condo building in Cherry Grove. She was exhausted. There was no way she could unload the car tonight. She made quick choices as to what to carry inside. Of course she had to take Bubbles in the cat carrier. She put Maxie on his leash because he was going for a quick walk. She knew she wasn’t coming back out with him tonight. She got the small sack of groceries, her purse and her make-up case. She then opened the glove compartment to get her flashlight. It wasn’t there.




  “Oh, no.” She gasped. “I took it in the house to put in new batteries. I bet I left it on the kitchen counter.”




  She had no other choice. She’d have to go up to her sixth floor condo in the dark. Opening the car door, she looked around while the inside car light was still on. When she saw nothing else, she locked the car and walked to the edge of the garage so Maxie could do his business.




  She stood under the building as he sniffed around the grassy area. Finally he lifted his leg. When he finished, he wanted to pull her along for a walk, but she jerked the leash and headed him inside.




  Of course the elevator wasn’t working. She gritted her teeth and headed up the stairs.




  “Don’t complain,” she told herself. “You’re the one who wanted to get to the beach tonight.”




  “Yeah,” she answered. “But how was I to know there would be no lights and no elevator?”




  It was as dark as she’d ever seen and the thought flashed across her mind that a fiction writer would have a great setting for a mystery story. A lot of books she’d read had had the preverbal dark and stormy night in them. And if there had ever been a dark and stormy night, this was it.




  She felt her way up the stairs and counted the landings so she’d know when she reached the sixth floor. As soon as they were in the sixth floor hall, Maxie jerked the leash out of her hand and headed down the passageway to the door of their condo.




  “Smart Boy,” she said to him, panting for breath.




  She slipped the key into the knob and she pushed the door open. Maxie ran inside ahead of her. Immediately he began barking and growling.




  “Calm down, Maxie!” she commanded. It was so dark she couldn’t see what had excited him, but she knew it was probably something as simple as a cat toy Bubbles had left on the floor.




  “I said pipe down, Maxie,” she commanded as he continued to bark and growl. He didn’t listen.




  She dropped the bag of groceries on the kitchen counter and felt her way through the hall and into the living room. She was trying to get to the end table beside the sofa to put her other items down when, without warning, she ran into something and went sprawling face down on the floor. Her make-up case went in one direction, the cat carrier in another. Bubbles let out a screech. At the same time she screamed because she realized what she’d stumbled over was a human body.




  “Who are you?” she demanded in a panicky voice, scrambling to her feet. She didn’t know if she expected the form on the floor to answer. In the dark she couldn’t see the person she was talking to.




  She backed away in, what she hoped was, the direction of the bedroom. “Candles,” she said aloud. “I have some candles in there.” If she could get one and light it, maybe she could figure out what was happening.




  “Now where did I put them?” She knew she was muttering, but she didn’t care. Talking aloud kept her from screaming or passing out.




  “I know! The night stand.” She edged her way into the master bedroom and felt until she had her hand on the drawer. She knew this is where she had some candles because her daughter had teased her about them the last time they were here. Emily had said, “Now Mom, what have you been up to? Here’s the candles, where’s the wine and the man?”




  They laughed and Nola Dean had playfully told her to shut her dirty mouth, explaining the candles where here in case of a power outage. Right now she was glad Emily had ragged on her about them. It made her remember where they were.




  She felt the items in the drawer. She had her hand around some matches and was in the process of straightening up when an arm came from behind and encircled her torso. A hand clapped down hard on her mouth.




  Nola Dean thought her heart would lurch out of my chest as she tried to struggle and scream at the same time. She could do neither. The vicelike grip held her firmly in place. She knew at any minute the beating of her heart would split her chest and leave her bleeding on the floor. She had never been as frightened, yet all her senses seemed to be at their highest. She knew the person who held her was wearing a flannel shirt. Though he was only average height, it was a man because she caught the distinctive scent of Polo. She recognized it because Marcus had often worn that fragrance. Her nose also told her the man smoked because there was a faint smell of tobacco.




  She then realized he was transferring his other hand to her face. He put a cloth to her nose. In an instant she smelled something strange. Something she would normally associate with a hospital.




  Oh no. He’s killing me.




  She didn’t have time to think of anything else as she crumpled to the floor.




  Chapter 2




  “Why can’t we leave them both here?” Arthur Brown looked at Mr. Smith. He didn’t see any sense in moving the man’s body.




  “It has to be moved. If it’s found here, they’ll know he had a connection with the condo owner. We don’t want that known.”




  Arthur started to ask why not, but changed his mind. He’d done okay so far by listening to Smith. There was no need to stop now. “Whatever you say, boss.” He began rolling the body onto the big blanket Smith had spread on the floor. “Are we going to kill her too?”




  “No. I gave her enough ether to keep her out for a while. When she does wake up, she may be so confused she won’t remember finding the body.”




  “I sure wish we had some light in here,” Arthur grumbled as he pulled the blanket around the body. “I can’t see what I’m doing.”




  Mr. Smith held the flashlight on the rolled up bundle. “This should help.”




  “Thanks.” Arthur tied the rope around the body so the blanket would stay in place. “He’s a big one. I don’t think I can carry him down to the car alone.”




  “Pull him to the door and I’ll help you after we straighten up. The woman is on the bed and the animals are in there with her. All that’s left to do is to put up the items she brought in and wash the rug under him. I don’t want any tell-tell signs of body fluids on the floor.”




  When they were finished cleaning, the two men carried the body down the stairs and placed it in the back seat of the sedan. “Boy, it’s dark,” Arthur said as he climbed in the passenger side of the car and slammed the door.




  “That’s in our favor. We’ll get rid of the body and then we’ll be able to relax.”




  “I think I want to hit the clubs and get good and drunk.”




  “When we get back to the hotel, I’ll give you your money. Then you can go to all the clubs you like.”




  “Sounds good to me.”




  They drove toward the inlet and stopped near a public walkway to the beach. “This looks like a good spot.” Mr. Smith pulled over.




  It didn’t take long to get the body to the beach. They untied the blanket, rolled him out onto the sand and left him with his blank eyes staring into the night sky.




  They talked very little on the drive back to the hotel. There were candles burning everywhere in the lobby and with the help of a generator, there were a few lights. Because the elevator wasn’t working, they made their way up the stairs and into the room. Nobody noticed them.




  “Well, Mr. Brown, would you like a glass of wine while I get your money together?”




  Author’s eyes glowed. He couldn’t wait to get his hands on the five thousand dollars he’d been promised. “Don’t mind if I do.”




  After lighting the candle on the cocktail table, Mr. Smith uncorked the expensive wine and poured two glasses. He held his up to Arthur. “Here’s to our success. I think we did a good job.”




  “Yep. We sure did. Too bad you couldn’t find what it was you wanted in the condo though.”




  “I’ll find it eventually.” He set the glass down. “Relax and I’ll go into the bedroom and get your money.”




  “Thanks, Mr. Smith. Do you mind if I get a little more wine?”




  “Help yourself.”




  Arthur poured another glass and sat back in the green upholstered chair. He closed his eyes and thought of all the things he was going to do with the money that was about to be his. He was so relaxed he didn’t hear Mr. Smith come up behind the chair.




  “Here’s your money,” Smith said in a quiet voice.




  Arthur set his glass down and reached for the money. He was so delighted to see the money he didn’t notice that Mr. Smith was wearing gloves. With a big smile, he began counting the bills and didn’t see the syringe in Mr. Smith’s hand. His eyes grew wide when he felt the sharp needle slip into his neck. He dropped the money, but it was too late. In only seconds his body quivered and went limp.




  Mr. Smith removed the needle, picked up the money and the wine glasses. He emptied the glasses and poured the remaining wine in the commode. He put the plastic glasses, the bottle and the syringe into the bag from the ice bucket. He then pulled Arthur Brown’s body to the closet and stuffed it inside. He tossed the wallet he’d taken from the dead man on top of Arthur and shut the door, locking it. He slipped the key into the plastic bag with the other items and double-checked the suite. There was nothing here to let anyone know he’d ever been in the room. He picked up his coat, the bag with the wine glasses and the bottle, hung the do-not-disturb sign on the door and hurried down the hall. It was beginning to get light and he wanted to get away as quickly as possible.




  * * * *




  Though September was not considered part of the peak tourist season at North Myrtle Beach, many of the motel parking lots along Ocean Drive attested to the fact it was going to be a busy weekend in the Cherry Grove section. That was why Olive Brunson put out a can of Fancy Feast for Mansford, her black Burmese cat, and left her condo at Tilgman’s Point shortly after five o’clock. She wanted to get in her daily walk before the beach became crowded with tourists. Tucking a wisp of gray hair back into the bun at the nape of her neck, she adjusted the clip-on sunglasses and rounded the point.




  The tide was out and she was delighted to find an unbroken sea shell at the high tide line. She picked it up and examined the perfectly swirled design. “Oh,” she said aloud, “you so seldom find an auger shell which isn’t chipped or broken.” Then she spied a slipper shell and a whelk and of course a lot of coquinas. Olive giggled with glee as she realized the storm of the night before must have deposited them on the sand.




  “This is marvelous,” she said into the breeze. “They’re so lovely.” She bent to pick up another one. “They’ll add a lot of variety to my collection.”




  Olive was intrigued by the number of shells scattered along the beach, some of which were half buried in the sand. It was not often good shells could be found anymore. The waves broke a lot of them and there were too many people in the area picking them up.




  She wished she’d brought a bag with her to collect good specimens, but at least the old blue sweater she wore had big square pockets.




  Because she was walking slowly, bending often to pick up a shell, and looking directly at her feet, Olive was almost on top of the man’s body before she saw it.




  She gasped and backed up wondering what to do. After catching her breath, she wondered if he was a drunk who had passed out on the beach, but as she looked closer, she realized the glaring eyes didn’t belong to anyone alive.




  For a moment she was rooted to the spot staring into those awful dark eyes. Though she wanted to, she couldn’t scream. Finally she was able to divert her eyes from the corpse long enough to glance around. There was no one on the beach. Shaking herself back to reality, she knew she had to go back home and phone the police. It was the first time in her life she wished she’d agreed to let her sister give her a cell phone.




  Within minutes of her call, sirens sounded on Ocean Drive.




  Olive headed back to where the body lay. She knew there was little she could do to help the officers, but she wanted to be there in case they needed to question her. This was part of the civic duty she’d tried to impress on her history classes in the years she’d spent in the classroom. Being retired for fifteen years didn’t give her the right to shirk her duty.




  She’d been correct in thinking they would want to talk with her. As soon as she was back at the beach, a pretty young woman with short brown hair came up and introduced herself as Officer Bett Willis.




  “Are you Mrs. Brunson?”




  “Yes. I found the body and called you.”




  “Do you mind answering a few questions?”




  “Of course not.”




  “Do you happen to know who the man is?”




  “No, officer, I’ve never seen him before. I was on my regular morning walk when I came upon the body,” Olive said.




  “Did you see anyone else out at the same time you were?”




  “No. The beach was deserted. I don’t have one of those cell phones so that’s why I had to run back home to phone you.”




  “I see. Thank you, Mrs. Brunson.” The officer asked for Olive’s address and closed her notebook. “Please wait around if you don’t mind. When the detective is through going over the scene I’m sure he’ll want to talk with you.”




  “I’ll be glad to wait.” Olive backed away and watched as an ambulance and a news van pulled onto the sand at the same time. Only a few minutes passed until she saw the man she figured was the medical examiner nod at the white-coated attendants. They returned his nod, put a sheet over the man’s body, lifted it onto a gurney and hoisted it into the waiting vehicle.




  A news crew was filming everything including the crowd that had gathered. Olive wondered if they would talk to her, but decided they probably were not going to. They kept following Bett Willis and the other police officer around outside the yellow crime scene tape.




  Olive glanced at the crowd and recognized a few neighbors. Others she classified as the tourists who were taking advantage of the off-season rents at the high-rise condominiums in the area.




  Olive didn’t know, with all that was going on, why she could only think of one thing. The tourists are out now and I won’t be able to find any more pretty shells. By the time the police are through with me, they’ll have all been picked up.




  * * * *




  Dolly Overton didn’t usually get out of bed before nine or ten o’clock, but today was different. She awoke around six and tried for a while to go back to sleep. When thirty minutes passed and she was still unable to doze back off, she gave up and got up.




  By seven-thirty she had her shower and was in the kitchen at the breakfast bar having her second cup of coffee. A slice of country ham was sizzling in the cast iron frying pan and was almost ready to be taken up to join the waffles she’d already put on her plate.




  Seldom did Dolly indulge herself with such a large breakfast, but two years earlier it had been different. At that time she ate this way almost every morning, then one day she got up and looked at herself in the mirror. At that moment she decided she was tired of being the fat Mrs. Overton. Without fanfare or announcements she set herself up a program to lose weight. In two years she’d managed to go from dress size twenty-two to a size eight. And she’d done it without the aid of fad diets or fancy exercise programs. She’d simply cut her eating in half and walked on the beach for an hour every day.




  Without feeling guilty, Dolly spread butter on the waffles and dowsed them with maple syrup. She took the ham from the pan and sat down to her meal.




  She knew she’d make up for this breakfast later today by walking longer and having a salad with no dressing for lunch.




  As she picked up her knife, she said aloud, “This is all your fault, Walter. If you’d come home last night, I’d be having my poached egg and fruit across the table from you. Instead, I’m eating like a pig.” She laughed and added, “And I’m enjoying every bite of it.”




  She finished her breakfast, put the dishes in the dishwasher, and headed toward her room to put on casual clothes for her walk. The telephone rang.




  “Hi, Mrs. Overton. It’s Emily Buckingham.”




  “Well, hello, Emily. It’s good to hear from you.”




  “I’m sorry to call you so early.”




  “It’s okay. I was up.”




  “I’m glad because I have to go get in another line in a few minutes to register for classes and I’m not sure how long it will last. I need a favor.”




  Puzzled, Dolly asked. “What can I do for you?”




  “I think Mom took off to the beach last night even with the weather so bad.”




  “You know how headstrong your mother is. If she wanted to come down, she did.”




  “I know. I heard about the bad storms in the area and I can’t get through to her. I even tried her cell. I wondered if you’d heard from her.”




  “No, but from what I understand the phones are out in the northern section of the beach and you know your mom, she probably left her cell in her car.”




  “I can’t help being a little worried. Will you call her for me?”




  “Of course. Now, don’t you worry. Your Mother is fine. I’ll try to get her this morning and let her know you called.”




  “Thanks, Mrs. Overton.”




  “You’re welcome, my dear. Now you go on and do your college thing. I’ll call your mother.” Dolly hung up the phone and moved toward the stairs.




  Shaking her head she commented aloud, “If a college student can be that considerate of her mother, why can’t my husband be considerate of me?” Half way to her room she added, “Of course the weather could have kept him from calling. Maybe the phones are out in Columbia. I’ll give him the benefit of the doubt.”




  She didn’t want to admit, even to herself, that she seemed to be giving Walter the benefit of the doubt a lot lately.




  Chapter 3




  While Nola Dean was unconscious she dreamed she was with Marcus again. They were sharing the same passionate love they’d always had. Then cars began coming into their driveway with tires screeching. Marcus was getting the morning paper and Nola Dean tried to run out of the house to warn him to move. Marcus turned and smiled at her and didn’t seem to understand. Then Emily began to cry for her daddy. She wanted him to come to college and get her. Nola Dean wanted to help Emily, but she couldn’t. Something was pressing her down.




  Deep in the recesses of her mind she heard the telephone ringing, but she couldn’t open her eyes. She wanted to move and knew she needed to, but she couldn’t. She thought it was because of the weight holding her down. She didn’t know what the weight was, and the phone stopped ringing.




  As Nola Dean began to grow conscious, she realized what was on her stomach. Bubbles. Often when she slept on her back he would make himself a bed on her stomach and the reverse was true. She didn’t mind, but he did get heavy. Main Coons tended to weigh in the high teens, but he topped the scales at twenty-seven pounds.




  Nola Dean sat up and her head was throbbing. That was unusual for her. When her friends complained of headaches, she couldn’t offer much sympathy because she seldom was struck with one. This morning was different. Today she awakened in real pain. When she got to a sitting position and tried to focus her thoughts, it dawned on her that something was wrong.




  Maxie, unaware of her confusion, jumped up from his position at the foot of the bed and wagged his nub of a tail as if to say, “Can we go for a walk now?”




  Bubbles arched his back, yawned and rubbed his head on her arm asking for his regular morning petting. Unconsciously, she began to scratch his head and play with his ears. He purred his usual purrs.




  Demanding the same attention, Maxie moved to her other side and jabbed her arm with his nose. She rubbed his head with her other hand.




  At the same time she glanced down and realized she was still wearing the slacks and sweater she’d changed into for her drive. Instantly, the events of the night before flooded her mind and she knew why she had the headache.




  There was a body in her living room and somebody had tried to kill her. For a moment she went numb, but that didn’t last long. She looked around for something to protect herself from the intruder. Trying to be quiet, she pulled open the drawer of the night stand. She didn’t see a weapon, but she did see the candles and matches.




  “Wait a minute,” she whispered. “I took those out last night. Something’s not right here.”




  The body came back to her mind. She wished she had a telephone in the bedroom, but until now, she’d never needed one. She’d have to face what was in the living room and then call the police from there.




  With a deep breath, she got up and moved toward the other part of the condo. The animals jumped from the bed and followed her.




  Opening the bedroom door, she hurried out before she lost her nerve. The living room, the adjoining dining area and the kitchen were empty.




  Dumfounded, Nola Dean went to the spot where she thought the body should be. There was nothing to see except the Wedgwood blue carpet. There were a few stains, but she knew most of them had been on the carpet for some time. She rubbed her hand across the floor. It was a little damp, but there was no sign of the blood she expected to find. She wondered if someone had washed the floor, but she knew how hard it had been raining when she came in. The dampness could have been from her dripping clothes.




  In the kitchen, she found nothing to indicate anyone had been in the condo. The cat carrier was sitting on the floor near the stove. Maxie’s leash was hanging across it.




  “What in the world is going on?” she demanded, but Maxie and Bubbles only looked at her. “Is there someone else in here?” she asked aloud.




  There was no answer to her question, and she knew if there was anyone else in the condo, they had to be in one of the other two bedrooms. Bracing herself for any sight, she marched to the end of the hall and opened the door. This bedroom was empty of everything except its furniture. She jerked open the closet door. Only a few empty hangers and some of Emily’s summer clothes greeted her.




  The same was true of the third bedroom. If anyone had been there, they had left nothing to indicate they had been in the condo.




  As if in a daze, Nola Dean went back into the kitchen. Without thinking, she put coffee in the automatic maker and filled it with water.




  “I know I fell on a body when I came in last night. I also know someone grabbed me and…and what?”




  She replayed the arrival in her mind. “I remember coming in and it was dark. Maxie kept barking at something. Then I fell on the body. I flung Bubbles against the wall…” She paused. “That might be my answer.”




  She went into the living room and looked at the wall. It took her a minute, but she found it. About a foot from the doorway into the hall and about a yard from the floor there was a black scratch on the wall. Running her finger over it, she felt an indention.




  “I knew I threw Bubbles against the wall. I’m calling the police.” She stood up. “And for good measure, after I take Maxie out, I think I’ll change the lock.”




  She was returning from Maxie’s morning walk when the telephone over the kitchen counter rang.




  “Hello,” she said.




  “Hi. It’s Dolly.”




  Nola Dean would have recognized her even if she hadn’t told her who she was. Dolly was one of her old high school friends. She’d had the raspy voice even then. A lot of people thought Dolly talked this way to sound sexy, but that wasn’t the case at all. She’d had some throat problems as a child and it had left her voice gravely. Many who knew it was her real sound secretly envied her.




  “Dolly, it’s good to hear from you.” Dolly and her husband, Walter, lived in one of the golf communities in South Myrtle Beach, and they often got together when Nola Dean came to the coast. “How did you know I was down?”




  “I didn’t know you were here until Emily called me. She tried to call you, but when you didn’t answer either your house phone or your cell, she was concerned.” Dolly chuckled. “I told her not to worry. I was sure you were fine, just a lonely mom. I figured you probably came down here to cope with sending her off to school.”




  Nola Dean wondered if she was that obvious. “I took her to Winston-Salem yesterday and decided to come down here for a few days. Did she leave a number for me to call or should I call her cell?”




  “She said she’d call you later. She had to go register for a class or something. You shouldn’t bother her.”




  Nola Dean started to tell Dolly it was none of her business whether she called her daughter or not, but instead she said, “How are you doing?”




  “I’m fine. Did you have any trouble getting here?”




  “Yes. It was rough driving. It stormed all the way.”




  “I’m sure it wasn’t pleasant.”




  “I didn’t get in until after midnight. The power was off when I arrived.” Nola Dean reached for the cup of coffee and took a sip.




  “If mine went off, it’s back on now. Is yours?”
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