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      My second cup of morning coffee was interrupted by the shrill sound of my phone. A glance at the screen told me the call was from my friend Charles Fowler.

      “Good morning, Charles.”

      “Called the chief yet?”

      One of several things I could predict about my best friend was his inability to begin a phone conversation like a normal person; not surprising since he was far from normal.

      “I must’ve forgotten. Why would I be calling Cindy?”

      Cindy LaMond is police chief on Folly Beach, the barrier island I’ve called home for the last fifteen years. She’s also a good friend.

      “The dead guy, duh.”

      “Who?”

      “The dead guy. Didn’t you hear me?”

      I told you he wasn’t normal.

      “I know that, who’s the dead guy?”

      “Matthew Seward the thirty-seventh, or something like that.”

      I didn’t know about the deceased man being the thirty-seventh of anything, but I was vaguely familiar with Matthew Seward III since I’d met him in Bert’s Market, the small grocery next to my cottage. I also knew Matthew was the third since that’s how he introduced himself. I’d told him I was Chris Landrum without any Roman numerals behind my name. No, I didn’t say that to the man. Since then, I’d run into him at Bert’s a half-dozen times and shared brief conversations. Other than his desire to tell me which Matthew he was, I’d learned he was an accountant in his family’s business, and he, or more accurately his family, had a second home on Folly.

      “What happened?”

      “Told you, he’s dead.”

      Okay, let’s try this another way. “How’d you hear about his death?”

      “That’s why you’ve got to call Chief LaMond. All I heard was he was found yesterday at his house out East Arctic Avenue.”

      “Who told you?”

      “Loretta Thompson, saw her in Mr. John’s.”

      “She tell you anything else?”

      “She thought he was a stuck-up prick.”

      “Anything about his death. He’s young, I’d guess in his mid-twenties. You’re sure she didn’t know anything else about it?”

      “Loretta is a waitress, not a medical examiner.”

      I assumed that meant no, and most likely Charles had shared everything he knew about the death.

      “Tell you what, why don’t I call Chief LaMond and see if she can add anything to the countless details you gave me.”

      “Great idea,” he said before hanging up.

      I’d met Cindy LaMond a dozen years ago after she’d moved from Tennessee to take a job as one of Folly’s Public Safety Officers, more commonly called cops. She was promoted to Chief six years later. Since Cindy arrived on the small island, she married Larry LaMond, owner of Folly’s tiny hardware store.

      After her phone rang several times, I was afraid I was going to be rewarded with her voicemail. Instead, she answered with, “What are you going to do to ruin my fifth, no sixth cup of coffee, while digging through a seven-foot-high pile of police reports that look like my officers filled out in hieroglyphics?”

      I didn’t think anything I’d say could be worse than what she was enduring, so I said, “Just a question. Sorry to interrupt your fun-filled, beautiful spring morning.”

      “I’ll regret asking, but what’s the question?”

      “I heard that Matthew Seward was found dead in his house yesterday. What happened?”

      “You’re asking because you’re a reporter, no, a funeral director, no, I got it, you want to buy his house. How am I doing?”

      “I’m curious. I’d talked to him a few times and knew he was young, so I wondered what happened.”

      She sighed before saying, “Curious, right. I believe that like I believe the guy in an email who told me I had a relative in Somestan or some other exotic country who left me seventy-three million dollars. You and your buddy Charles want to stick your noses into whatever happened and help us helpless cops catch the person who bumped off Matthew.”

      Over the years, Charles and I, along with the assistance of some of our friends, had helped the police catch a few bad guys. Charles had even proclaimed that he was a private detective.

      “I have complete confidence that you, your officers, and the folks from the County Sheriff’s Office will get to the bottom of whatever happened.”

      The Charleston County Sheriff’s Office investigates suspicious deaths on Folly.

      “You finally got something right. We thought we’d already figured out who was responsible for the death of Mr. Seward the whatever number.”

      “Who?”

      “Matthew Seward III.”

      “Suicide?”

      “Drug overdose was our first thought. Figured he’d killed himself.”

      “Now I’m confused. Was it a drug overdose or not?”

      “Not. The ME will need to come up with the final determination.”

      “I’m confused.”

      “About time you admitted it.”

      “What killed him?”

      “He was found in his bedroom. Cocaine was all over the dresser and beside the body, so we assumed it must’ve been an overdose.”

      “What made you change your mind?”

      “I suppose it was the hole in the back of his head. If you tell anybody what I’m going to share, I’ll put another hole in your head.”

      “Okay.”

      “My guys didn’t notice the gunshot wound before the coroner hauled the body away.”

      “How could they miss something that obvious?”

      “Mainly because it wasn’t obvious. Seward was on his back. My guys couldn’t see any blood, but saw cocaine on the dresser, and on the floor around the vic. The gun that shot him was a small caliber, most likely a twenty-two, so the bullet lodged in his brain with little blood under the body.”

      “Any idea who may’ve shot him?”

      “No.”

      I started to ask her more, but I would’ve been asking a dead phone.

      Patience was a virtue God had not gifted Charles, so I called him as soon as Cindy hung up on me. Remembering to take his phone when he left his tiny apartment was another shortcoming. The phone finally rolled over to voicemail and I left a message for him to call when he had a chance.
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        * * *

      

      The phone didn’t ring again until a little after eight p.m. Assuming it was Charles, I answered with, “It’s about time.”

      “About time for what?” asked a familiar female voice.

      “Sorry, Noelle. I thought you were someone else.”

      I’d met Noelle Ward, the rightly confused person on the other end of the call, a little over three years ago. She works in an advertising agency in downtown Charleston, a fifteen-minute drive from Folly, and is in the process of writing a novel.

      “Umm, no. I’m fairly certain I’m me.” She laughed before continuing, “Could you, umm, we meet for breakfast in the m... morning, the morning. Got something to tell you. Umm, could you?”

      “What is it?”

      “I’d rather wait until tom...tomorrow to get into it.”

      She sounded like she’d been drinking, so I doubted I could get more out of her now, so I said, “Where and when?”

      “The Last, umm, Lost Dog Cafe, maybe eight.”

      “That’ll work. See you there.”

      “Okey-dokey,” she said and was gone.
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      I still hadn’t heard from Charles as I left home for the short walk to Folly’s most-popular breakfast restaurant. The temperature was already in the low seventies, well above average for this time of day in late March, so I took my time to enjoy the warm weather and the smiles on faces of a few people I encountered along Center Street on the six-block walk to the restaurant.

      I wasn’t the only person taking advantage of the weather. Half of the tables on the Dog’s front patio were occupied and I stepped inside the unique, quaint restaurant, looked around to see if Noelle had arrived. Not seeing her, I told the hostess there would be two of us and preferred an outdoor table. I followed her to a table where I was told a server would be with me shortly.

      Autumn, one of the friendly servers, arrived at the table, set a red mug of coffee in front of me, and asked if I was ready to order French toast, the menu item I selected most every visit. I told her yes, but not yet, since I was waiting for someone.

      The wait was short. Noelle was walking up the street toward the restaurant. My breakfast mate is in her early thirties, African American, thin, and short at five-foot-two. She was wearing a dark brown T-shirt and jeans.

      She saw me, smiled, then headed to the patio’s side entry. A couple was seated near the entry and had a large collie on a leash standing near their table. Noelle patted the dog then headed to the chair across from me.

      “Thanks for agreeing to meet. I wasn’t at my best when I called. Hope I made sense.” She smiled. “Must’ve made some sense since you’re here.”

      Autumn returned before I could respond, asked if Noelle wanted anything to drink, then headed inside to get coffee for my tablemate.

      “Again,” Noelle said, “sorry for calling after I had, umm, several beers at Planet Follywood.” She stared at the menu then said, “What do you recommend?”

      I told her what I nearly always ordered then added that everything was good.

      Autumn set Noelle’s mug in front of her and asked if we were ready to order. Noelle said an order of French toast. The server smiled at her and asked if I’d talked her into it.

      Noelle said, “Yes, ma’am. My arm’s still sore from Chris twisting it until I said I’d order his favorite.”

      Autumn didn’t wait for me to respond and headed inside.

      Noelle, played with her napkin, looked around at the other tables, then stared in her coffee mug.

      I took the fidgeting to mean she either wasn’t ready or able to say what was bothering her. I took a lesson from my nosy friend and said, “Last evening you said there was something you wanted to tell me.”

      “To be honest, it seemed more important last night then it does now.” She shook her head, then continued, “When I was in Planet Follywood, I heard two guys talking about a body found in his house the day before. I was shocked when I heard one of them say it was Matthew Seward and he’d died of an overdose.” She continued to stare in her mug.

      “Did you know him?”

      She nodded.

      “Tell me about him.”

      “Met him at a New Year’s Eve party at Austin Middleton’s house. Austin’s dad is a client of the agency where I work. Austin’s place is a couple of houses up the street from Matthew’s. Austin introduced us; saying Matthew was his best friend and they often played cards, poker, I think. Later that night, Matthew asked if I’d have supper with him a couple of days after the party. I didn’t see any harm in it, so I said I would.”

      Our food arrived and for the next few minutes eating took priority over Matthew or Austin. I still had no clue why Noelle wanted to meet.

      Noelle said it was the first time she’d had the Dog’s French toast, but it wouldn’t be the last. She then said, “Suppose you’re wondering why I wanted to meet.”

      “It’d entered my mind.”

      “On our first date we went to Rita’s for supper. We went out a couple more times after that. He was nice, but to be honest, I didn’t see a long-term relationship with him.”

      I nodded and remained silent, hoping she’d speed up her reason for meeting before we’d have to order lunch.

      “You know Rachel Little?”

      “Don’t believe so. Who’s she?”

      “Woman Matthew dated. They broke up, actually, he said he broke up with her, three days before Christmas. On our dates, he brought her up more times than I thought he should’ve since he was out with me. He didn’t say it, of course, but I had the feeling he wasn’t over her.” She smiled and pointed her fork at me. “Anyway, that has nothing to do with why I asked you to meet me.”

      “Maybe not, but it’s interesting.”

      “Two days before he, umm, died, he called and asked me to supper the next night. I already had plans and said I couldn’t make it. He would’ve been more fun than the grin-and-bear-it dinner I was required to have with a client. Matthew then asked if I was available.” She glanced at her iPhone and continued, “It would’ve been tonight. Told him that’d work. He brought up about me writing a murder mystery. I thought that was a little strange. He said he’d learned about a crime; a major crime was how he put it. He added since I was writing a mystery, I might be able to use some of it, at least some of the details, in the novel I’m working on, or the next one I write.”

      “What’d you say?”

      “That’d piqued my interest. I asked him to tell me something about it. He said he’d tell me when we met.”

      “He didn’t share anything else about what it was?”

      “No. I don’t know what the police are saying, but I’d put money on it being the reason he was murdered.”

      “The police first thought he’d overdosed then the coroner found a gunshot wound in the back of his head.”

      “They’re wrong.”

      “Wrong about the gunshot wound?”

      “No, about drugs.”

      “Noelle, since I met you, you’ve been working hard on your book. You haven’t shared much of what’s in it, but you’ve told me there was one or more murders in your imaginary town in Georgia and the murders were drug related.”

      Noelle earned a good salary in advertising but had moved to what she called a “dump” on Folly to get into the character of her protagonist, a private detective who, in the book lived in a barely habitable apartment. She’d even bought an older, black Dodge Ram pickup truck because that’s what she pictured her main character driving.

      “Yes, so?”

      “Could it be because it was similar to something in your novel?”

      “The guys I was snooping on in Planet Follywood kept saying Matthew died of an overdose, but I knew they were wrong.”

      “It turns out you were right.”

      “I’m also right about the drugs. Matthew wouldn’t have had anything to do with them now.”

      “What makes you so certain?”

      “Going on three dates didn’t make us best buds, but Matthew was a talker, which was fine with me. He shared that when he was in college, he got into drugs big time. Took a year off school and spent some of it in rehab, in rehab twice actually. The reason he told me was because he was proud of what he’d done, more accurately what he hadn’t done. Chris, he swore he hadn’t taken an illegal substance since his second time in rehab five years ago. He told me that three days before he was found, found murdered.”

      Autumn returned to take our empty plates and asked if we needed more coffee. Noelle said, “Yes,” and I nodded.

      Autumn left to get our coffee, and Noelle said, “I believed him.”

      “I understand, but occasionally someone will think he or she had kicked the habit for years yet backslides.”

      “I know people like that, but you didn’t hear Matthew talk. He couldn’t have been happier if I’d given him a million dollars.”

      “Okay, let’s say you’re right, shouldn’t you be telling the police?”

      “In a perfect world, yes, but we’re not in a perfect world.”

      “Why tell me?”

      “Remember how a couple of years ago, you saw me in the Folly River Park and asked what I was doing?”

      “You said you were observing people going in and out of the post office to help you create characters for your book.”

      “Wow, how’d you remember that?”

      “You’re the only novelist I’ve met in my seventy plus years. I was impressed and remembered a lot of what you’d said.”

      She laughed and said, “Don’t think you can call me a novelist until I’ve finished a novel.”

      “You’re almost there, aren’t you?”

      “Closer by the day, now back to my point. The police wouldn’t take me seriously. Why would they? They’d smile and humor me if I said I thought Matthew was murdered because he told me he had something to tell me about a crime.”

      “I think you’re underestimating yourself.”

      “Maybe, but to my point about watching people. I’ve seen you and some of your friends find ways to catch murderers in cases where the police were stumped.”

      “Noelle, I don’t think⁠—”

      She waved a hand in front of my face and said, “The drugs were planted after Matthew was shot. Probably planted to make the crime appear drug related. I know it was because of something he’d learned, something he was going to tell me tonight. I trust you. I don’t trust the police. Period.”

      Our coffee refills arrived and interrupted Noelle’s argument.

      I took a sip, set the mug down, and said, “What do you want me to do?”

      “Do what you’ve done before. Keep your eyes and ears open. Talk to people who might’ve known Matthew.” She reached across the table and patted my hand. “I have faith you’ll get to the bottom of it.”

      I could give her fifty good reasons why that’d be a foolish idea. Instead of sharing any of them, I said, “I’ll try.”
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      Before leaving the Dog, Noelle said she had to get to her office in Charleston and I had to get to, umm, nowhere. I told her I enjoyed sharing breakfast and wished her well at the office. Times like this reminded me how fortunate I was to have retired from a high-pressure job at a large healthcare company in Kentucky and had been able to move to a small cottage a block from the Atlantic Ocean.

      With that in mind, I decided to take advantage of the fantastic weather and walk on the Folly Beach Fishing Pier, six blocks from the Dog. Vacation season was rapidly approaching and the sidewalks along Center Street, the figurative center of the six-mile-long, half-mile-wide island and the literal center of Folly’s retail establishments, were already showing increased pedestrian traffic.

      I was crossing East Arctic Avenue and about to enter the Pier’s parking lot, when I heard a horn behind me, and turned to see Chief LaMond’s Ford F-150 pickup truck pulling into a parallel parking slot along the street.

      I walked back to the driver’s door where Cindy lowered her window, and said, “You planning on jumping off the Pier?”

      “Not now that you’re here.”

      “Then my trip here was worth it. Saved the life of one of Folly’s geezers.”

      I ignored her insult and said, “I thought you’d be stuck in your office trying to whittle down that seven-foot-high pile of reports you were working on yesterday.”

      “I was doing that a half hour ago when I started thinking about the convicts stuck in jail cells over in Charleston, and thought I’d rather be where they are than going blind staring at those reports. So, like a conscientious police chief, I left the reports to gather dust and hopped on my trusty steed and headed out to do real police work.”

      She tapped the dashboard on her trusty steed.

      “And now you’ve saved a geezer from drowning. Excellent police work.”

      “Smartass.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Don’t forget to write a report about your heroic deed.”

      “I repeat, smart ass.”

      I smiled and said, “Speaking of police work, is there an update on Matthew Seward?”

      “If you’re referring to Matthew Seward III, he’s still dead. Why?”

      “I had breakfast with Noelle Ward.”

      “The lady writing a mystery?”

      “Yes. She had gone out with Mr. Seward three times.”

      “And?”

      “He asked her out a few days ago and she said she wouldn’t be available until today.”

      “A date I doubt he’ll keep.”

      “She is aware of his death.”

      “I suspect there is a point to this story. You close to sharing it?”

      “Mr. Seward told her he wanted to tell her about a crime he’d become aware of.”

      “Why would Seward tell Ms. Ward rather than the police?”

      “He told her she might be able to use it in her book. She didn’t know anything more about it than that.”

      “Let me go out on a limb and say Noelle took that tiny bit of information and since he died before he could tell her, figured he was murdered before he could tell her the deep dark secret. How am I doing?”

      “Clearly, your skill at coming up with that astute analysis is why you’re Folly’s top cop. Yes, that was her point.”

      “Did she say anything about him using drugs?”

      “Yes, he told her he’d been addicted while in college; had to stay out of school a year and was in rehab twice during that period. He also told her he hasn’t used any illegal drugs since then.”

      “After three dates, she knew that was true?”

      “Yes.”

      “Everything you told me has the makings of a made for TV movie, or a Noelle Ward novel, not the real world.”

      “I’m simply sharing what she told me.”

      “Here’s what I’m telling you. Mr. Seward III died of a gunshot wound, and there was cocaine all over his bedroom.”

      “But, Cindy⁠—”

      “The ME will determine if any drugs were in his system, but there’s no doubt they were in the room.”

      “Noelle is convinced he was clean and had been for several years.”

      “If I had a dollar for every time I’ve heard someone say they’d stayed clean after getting out of rehab then regressed into drugs, I’d be rich, or if not rich, have enough dollars to quit this job and interfere with everything the real police do. I’d be like someone I know, someone standing in front of me.”

      “I’m sharing what Noelle told me. From my limited experience with her, she’s not prone to exaggerate or go off on tangents.”

      She looked at her watch and said, “I need to be heading back to the office, but I’ll tell you what. I’ll keep an open mind in Seward’s case, but to be honest, I don’t see anything other than a man getting killed with a room full of dope.”

      “I appreciate you keeping an open mind.”

      “And now I’m off to the office to file an incident report on how I heroically saved a fossil from jumping off the Pier and cluttering up the beautiful Folly shoreline.”

      “And I thought Noelle Ward was the only fiction writer I knew.”
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      I hadn’t given much thought to Noelle’s belief about Matthew Seward’s death since talking to Chief LaMond yesterday. From my limited experience with addicts who’d gone to rehab, I could see how the late Mr. Seward could easily have reverted to his addiction. Whether he had or hadn’t, a bullet in the brain was the cause of death. While Noelle was convinced he wouldn’t have had drugs in his house, I hadn’t heard enough to join her in that belief.

      The phone’s ringtone interrupted my thoughts about Matthew.

      “Good morning, Charles.”

      “What time are you picking me up?”

      “Why would I be picking you up?”

      “So we could ride together. Duh.”

      “Perhaps I should’ve started with where are we going? Why are we going? When do we have to be there?”

      “The funeral home, of course.  To talk to folks about Matthew Seward the twenty-fifth murder. Visitation begins tomorrow at five. I think that covers your questions, so I repeat, when are you picking me up?”

      “Four-thirty,” I said then tapped end call.

      It still felt good hanging up on the person who habitually hangs up on me.

      Most people attend a visitation for a friend or relative to express sympathy and offer condolences to friends and family members of the decedent. Charles was convinced visitations were created to be fact-finding events to learn what happened to the decedent and talk to people who could help him determine who killed the person resting in the coffin or urn. Sadly, I admit I’d been part of these outings on more than one occasion.

      I went to my computer in the spare bedroom I’d converted into an office and began searching for Matthew Seward’s obituary.

      I learned the visitation would be held tomorrow between five and seven at the J. Henry Stuhr Funeral Home on Calhoun Street in Charleston. The obit further revealed Mr. Seward was twenty-six-years-old and had been an employee of Seward Wealth Management where he’d held various positions. He was survived by his parents Matthew Seward II and Lois Wentworth Seward, two sisters, Katherine Seward and Samantha Seward Riley. There was no mention of cause of death.

      I printed a copy of the obituary, put it aside, and Googled Seward Wealth Management. According to its website, Matthew Seward founded Seward Accounting in 1951. The name was changed to Seward Wealth Management when Matthew II took over the reins in 1986. The site featured photos of a smiling couple toasting with champaign flutes with the Eiffel Tower in the background, a family lounging on a yacht, and a middle-aged man golfing with the ocean in the background. The photos weren’t captioned, but I suppose represented happy, successful clients.

      One thing I found interesting was the list of officers which, of course, had Matthew Seward II as president, but someone named Francis Goss as executive vice president. Matthew Seward III wasn’t mentioned. I printed a couple of pages from the website and stapled them to the obituary.

      The closest I ever got to meeting a wealth manager was when I received a mailing inviting me to a “free” supper at one of Charleston’s finer restaurants. All I would have to do was eat steak and then listen to a sales presentation about how the person paying for the meal could ensure me amazing wealth for the rest of my life. I declined the invitation. With me missing the “incredible wealth management opportunity,” I wondered how I could learn more about Seward Wealth Management.

      The answer was so obvious I almost missed it. Two words: Virgil Debonnet. I’d met Virgil a couple of years ago. He’d been a successful stock market analyst before losing everything, and by everything, I mean everything. He’d been married, owned a mansion overlooking the bay and Charleston’s historic Battery, and a yacht. Poor choices, including massive gambling debts, illegal substance abuse, and losing battles with the Internal Revenue Service, took him from living large in Charleston to living in a tiny apartment in a deteriorating apartment building on Folly.

      Despite his fall from wealth, Virgil was one of the most optimistic people I’d ever met. I also consider him a friend.

      I dialed his number and heard, “Christopher, is that you?”

      Virgil was one person, perhaps the only one, who calls me by my given name.

      “It is,” I said. “How are you?”

      “Better than I was an hour ago when I was plunging sewage out of Mr. Arnold’s toilet in apartment 201.”

      Virgil earned his rent by doing plumbing and other menial tasks for his landlord.

      “I suspect it wouldn’t take much for you to be doing better than that.”

      “True, oh so true, Christopher. I don’t suppose you called to learn about Mr. Arnold’s toilet.”

      “You suppose correctly. Think you could meet me this morning?”

      “I’ll clear my calendar for whatever time you wish to gather. The reason must be more exciting than what I’m doing now.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Pewter Hardware, purchasing a toilet flange for dear, sweet Judy Davis in apartment 104.”

      “I wouldn’t want to take you away from that important task.”

      “I’m in no hurry. She works until six-thirty, so I’ll have plenty of time to fix her toilet. Why don’t you meet me at the Folly River Park?”

      The Folly River Park is a small park bounded by Center Street, East Indian Avenue, the Folly River, and a private residence. It’s also catty-corner from Pewter Hardware.

      “I can be there in ten minutes.”

      Virgil was standing by a picnic table in front of the park’s small pavilion. He’s in his early-forties, my height at five-foot-ten, but unlike me, he’s thin, wearing a long-sleeve, button-down, white dress shirt with frayed cuffs and navy chinos. It was cloudy but he was wearing his ubiquitous sunglasses as well as resoled Guccis. A man walking his pug was the only other person in the park.

      “Thanks for meeting me,” I said as we shook.

      “No, thank you. You kept me from having to perform one of my least favorite tasks. Judy’s toilet can wait.”

      We sat on the top of the table, and I said, “What, if anything do you know about Seward Wealth Management?”

      Virgil smiled. “That question wouldn’t have anything to do with the untimely death of Master Seward III, would it?”

      I nodded and said, “Yes.”

      “Are you and Charles playing private detectives again?”

      Virgil was familiar with the last couple of police investigations Charles and I had stumbled upon. In fact, Virgil played a major role in one of the incidents and proclaimed that he was included in Charles’s imaginary detective agency and even called us the crime fighting trio. Only he felt that way.

      “No. I learned about his death and was talking to Noelle Ward who had dated Matthew.”

      Virgil said, “I’ll assume there’s more to that story, so until you feel comfortable sharing, let me say, I’m vaguely familiar with Seward Wealth Management.”

      “What do you know about them?”

      “They’ve been around a long time, since the 1950s if I’m not mistaken. When I was wealthy, I attended a Christmas reception at Seward II’s house, a mansion on Lamboll Street. Was quite an affair. Food galore, three fully stocked bars, a trio playing holiday music.”

      “That sounds lavish. Know anything about Seward II or III?”

      “Matthew II’s reputation was a bit shady.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “I have no firsthand knowledge you understand, but stories going around at the time were that the firm focused on wealthy widows and somehow managed to syphon huge amounts of money from their investments.”

      “Did anyone bring charges?”

      “I’m not aware of any, but as you might imagine, I no longer have contacts in that circle. Matthew II did, and I suppose still does since he gives generously to several causes and Charleston groups. If I were the suspicious type, I’d say that insulated him and the company from tighter scrutiny.”

      “Do you know anything about Matthew III?”

      “Other than he’s dead?”

      I nodded.

      “Met him a few times over here. The family owns the big house in Charleston and the oceanfront one on Folly, somewhere out East Arctic Avenue. Matthew III spends most of his time here. I’ve run into him a couple of times in Bert’s. Seems, umm, seemed like a nice fellow.”

      “Charles and I are going to his visitation tomorrow afternoon. Want to go?”

      “And miss out on sticking my hands in raw sewage? I suppose I can make that sacrifice.”
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      Virgil was waiting for me in front of his eight-unit apartment building. Or, I assumed it was Virgil since I’d never seen him wearing a blazer, gray slacks, and a red and white striped tie.

      Before he got in the car, he pirouetted like a model showing off a stylish outfit. He finished his twirl and said, “Well, what do you think?”

      “I think you’re making me look like a bum in my short-sleeve gray polo shirt and navy slacks. I didn’t think you had a tie.”

      “I didn’t, that is until yesterday when I convinced one of our tenants to take me out to that fine, men’s clothier, le Goodwill. Got the entire outfit, except for my Guccis, of course, for thirty-five bucks, that’s one unstopped toilet in work lingo.”

      “It looks good.”

      He smiled. “Haven’t had a tie on since, well, since I had a job, not the plumbing job, but the hoity-toity one.  I met Matthew number two when I had money, so I didn’t want him to think I was a bum.” He shrugged. “I am a bum, but number two doesn’t need to know it.”

      Virgil had opened the back door and climbed in while telling me his anti-bum rationale, then added, “I know Charles has ownership of the front seat, so I’ll sit back here and let you chauffeur me to the funeral home.”

      “That will make the drive more pleasant.”

      As could be predicted, Charles was waiting for us in front of his apartment. His attire was more in line with mine rather than Virgil’s. Charles’s idea of dressing up was wearing a long-sleeve T-shirt without a college logo on the front. Today he had on a dark-gray long-sleeve T-shirt and black chinos. He glanced at his wrist where normal people wore a watch. His wrist was bare, but the motion signaled he thought we were late. We weren’t.

      He slid into his reserved seat, turned and stared at Virgil, and said, “What’d you do with Virgil?”

      Virgil smiled. “Wanted to dress like the guy in the coffin will be attired.”

      I ignored their conversation and navigated my way off Folly and headed toward the funeral home. To my relief, Charles and Virgil settled into silence until we crossed the Ashley River on the road that became Calhoun Street. The Stuhr Funeral Home was a couple of blocks past Charleston’s hospital complexes. The exterior of the building was what I would’ve expected for someone from one of the cities wealthy families. The brick structure featured a curved portico with colonial columns. We parked in the lot beside the building after I had to drive through it twice to find a vacant spot.

      “See what happens when you’re late?” Charles said although it was still five minutes until the posted time for the visitation.

      I ignored him and Virgil said, “Wonder who all these people are?”

      I didn’t know who they were, but noting how many Mercedes, Lexuses, and Jaguars were in the lot, suspected they weren’t among Charleston’s poor.

      We were greeted at the door by a dour looking gray-haired gentleman dressed in a black suit with a matching black tie. He asked who we were “visiting,” and Virgil, the best dressed among us said Matthew Seward III. We were directed to a room at the end of the corridor.

      The large room looked like it could be in one of the mansions south of Broad. While the room was sparsely furnished, I assumed so there was plenty of standing room for mourners, the furniture was either antiques or antique replicas. A large sofa was at one end of the room, a mahogany coffin at the other. Between the two, there had to be fifty people with the starting time still minutes away.

      As we signed in, I noticed roughly half of those assembled were in their sixties or older. White hair topped many, along with stylish dresses in muted colors on the women and dark suits on the men.

      The other half of the mourners were mostly in their twenties or thirties, with a few between forty and the older group. Only a couple of the younger mourners were professionally dressed. I didn’t feel so out of place.

      A group of younger attendees was gathered in front of the coffin. Once they moved, I nudged Charles and Virgil in that direction.

      A heavyset, white-haired gentleman, whom I would guess to be in his late-seventies, stood at the side of the coffin in front of a large flower arrangement. There had to be at least forty arrangements bookending the bier holding the coffin.

      Virgil leaned toward me and said, “That’s the father.”

      We were still ten feet from the coffin, and I said, “You see his mother?”

      “Think that was her on the sofa when we entered the room, but I’m not certain. I only saw her once, and that was years ago.”

      Charles whispered, “I’ll ask where his wife is.”

      I could imagine Charles saying something like, “Hey, Pop, where’s the Mrs.?”

      I said, “Why don’t you let Virgil ask? He’s met Mr. Seward.”

      The three of us moved near the closed coffin and with our heads bowed looked at it for an appropriate amount of time, and Virgil turned to move closer to Mr. Seward and expressed sympathy for his loss. Charles and I mumbled similar sentiments.

      Mr. Seward glanced at each of us and said, “I must apologize. I don’t believe we’ve met.”

      Virgil took the lead and told Mr. Seward he’d attended a Christmas party at their house a few years ago, and that we live on Folly. I said I’d talked with his son on a few occasions, but we weren’t close.

      Mr. Seward narrowed his focus on the three of us, and said, “Were any of you poker buddies of his?”

      “No,” I said.

      Virgil said, “I don’t believe I’ve seen your wife. Is she here?”

      Seward glanced around the room, sighed, and said, “She was back on that sofa earlier. She probably stepped out for a moment. I’m sure she would like to see you.”

      I noticed others gathered behind us waiting to speak with Mr. Seward, so I said, “Again, we wanted offer our deepest condolences for your loss.”

      He graciously shook our hands as we stepped aside so others could talk with him.

      I thought the room was full when we arrived, but there must’ve been thirty or more who had arrived since we were at the coffin and talking with Mr. Seward. I suggested we move to the side of the room.

      “Good idea,” Charles said, “That way we can see who we want to talk to next about the murder.”

      I was glad to see no one was close enough to hear his comment other than Virgil and me.

      “That’s interesting,” Virgil said as he focused on a couple of people who’d just entered the room.

      I said, “What is?”

      “The woman by the door in the burgundy dress.”

      The woman he was referring to appeared to be in her mid-twenties, tall, thin, with long blonde hair.

      Charles said, “What about her?”

      “That’s Rachel Little.”

      I said, “The woman Matthew broke up with before Christmas?”

      Virgil nodded.

      Charles didn’t make any head motions. Instead, he made a beeline in Ms. Little’s direction. I turned away, hoping no one would associate me with the man currently in search of answers about Matthew’s death.

      Virgil tapped me on the shoulder. “Charles motioned for us to join him and Ms. Little.”

      I took a deep breath, smiled in Charles’s direction, and along with Virgil headed his way.

      Virgil said, “Charles, I see you’ve met Rachel.”

      She looked at Virgil like she was trying to figure out who he was.

      “Yes,” Charles said. “She was telling me she was dating Matthew. I was expressing my sadness for her loss.”

      Dating, I thought, but didn’t pursue it.

      Virgil said, “You may not remember me. I met you one night a few months ago when you and Matthew were at Loggerhead’s outdoor bar.”

      “Umm, yes, I believe I recall. Aren’t you one of his poker buddies?”

      “We talked about poker a couple of times, but I never played with him.”

      “Oh, I guess I heard you talking about it.”

      She kept glancing around the room like she’d rather be talking with someone else, anyone else. She said, “I’d better get over to speak with Lois. Nice seeing you.”

      She turned and headed to the sofa where a lady I assumed to be Mrs. Seward, Lois, had returned to the room and was seated by herself.

      Charles watched her go, pulled Virgil and me closer and whispered, “She said she was dating Matthew? I thought they broke up months ago.”

      Virgil said, “Perhaps she misspoke in her time of grief.”

      “Bull hockey,” Charles articulately said. “Said she was going to talk with Lois. If that’s Matthew’s mother, isn’t that awfully friendly to be calling her by her first name.”

      “Some people prefer it that way,” Virgil said.

      “Bull hockey.”

      I’d had enough bull for now and pointed to a distinguished looking man with graying hair and the posture of a Buckingham Palace Guard. “I believe that’s Francis Goss, the executive vice president of Seward Wealth Management.”

      “Christopher,” Virgil said, “I’m impressed. Yes, that’s Fritz Goss.”

      Charles said, “As in Fritz the cat?”

      Virgil smiled. “If your first name was Francis, wouldn’t you want to go by anything other than Francis?”

      “Think I’d go for Frank before Fritz.”

      “Virgil, what do you know about him?”

      “Not much. He was at the Christmas party I attended. He spent most of the time glad-handing clients and schmoozing with others he wanted to recruit as clients. He won’t remember me, but I think I’ll go say hi.”

      We’ll wait here,” I said.

      Charles said, “Speak for yourself. I’m going with Virgil.”

      I was watching them begin a conversation with Francis/Fritz/Frank when a man in his twenties moved beside me.

      He said, “You’re from Folly, aren’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Thought so. I’ve seen you in Bert’s Market
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