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Chapter one

As Dixie French sat at her table in Twin Perks, the local coffee shop, she couldn’t help but cringe at what she was sure was the slap-heard-around-the-world. Much like witnessing a train wreck, she wanted to look away but couldn’t quite manage to keep from staring at the young man who received that slap. She had been mildly interested in the animated conversation he was having with the curvy brunette in the tight-fitting sweater and pencil skirt just outside the window. 
She never expected the woman to rear back and slap him so hard that his head nearly spun in a complete circle, before turning on her three-inch spiked heels and stalking away in tiny steps restricted by the circumference of the slim fitted skirt.
The man, who wore athletic-style outdoor pants, and a blue long-sleeved t-shirt riddled with logos, stood red-faced as he watched her disappear down the street. He checked to see if anyone had seen his humiliation as he reached up and tenderly touched his cheek, before mounting the three steps and coming inside the coffee shop. In the doorway he scanned the shop and made brief eye contact with Dixie before she quickly averted her eyes, embarrassed to be caught gawking.
He blushed but averted his eyes just as quickly. He smiled and waved at a group sitting at a table near the back of the coffee shop. He threw a glance at Dixie, his eyes downcast, as he approached the group.
“Well, I need a cup of coffee and fast. I’m plum tuckered out!” Miriam plopped in the chair across from Dixie.
“Good morning.” Dixie smiled at how her new friend always blew in like a hurricane. “I bet you’ll be glad when the tournament is over.”
“Heavens yes. Kelsey has been working more at her uncle’s marina, helping out with the extra boating traffic. Which means she’s been working less for me. I’ve been busier than a one-legged man in a butt-kicking contest. Between baking and dog washing I haven’t had time to think!”
Nearby Holder Lake was the location of The Freshwater Classic. This event brings in professional bass fishermen from all over the United States, all hoping to earn enough points to be elevated to the next level of tournament, which has a much larger winning purse.
The whole county was buzzing with the opportunities the tournament brings each year. Between the fishermen, the large sponsor companies, and the fans, the local businesses all stood to gain a decent financial boost.
“Well, go grab yourself an enormous cup then let’s sit a bit. But you’re not getting out of our hike today. I’ve been looking forward to it all week.”
Miriam sprang out of her chair almost as quickly as she had plopped into it. While she ordered her coffee, Dixie pulled out her notebook and jotted down the details of the altercation she had witnessed between the young man and the stunning brunette with the mean right hand. Dixie always had her notebook on her, and she was always writing down her observations. As an author, she found that writing down all the little things people do throughout the day helped her write more realistic characters. Plus, sometimes stuff happens that you just can’t make up.
Dixie wasn’t from Loblolly Falls originally. She had moved to the small South Carolina town only three months before. Her original plan was to spend a month in a charming southern town, kind of a writer’s retreat, to write her mystery novel. She had no idea that she would find herself in the middle of a real murder mystery. She decided to buy the charming house she had rented and to make the little southern town her new home. She made some friends and was surprised at how much the town had grown on her.
Dixie heard Miriam’s voice and saw her chatting at the table where the man she had seen outside had sat. They all laughed at something she said before she patted him on the shoulder and walked back to the table. She slid into her chair and placed her coffee on the table. 
“Well, I’m so glad I got a chance to see him. He hasn’t come home in years.” 
Dixie looked over her shoulder at the group where Ada, the owner of Twin Perks, stood and talked to the group. “Who is that?”
“That’s Greg Cole. He’s kind of a local celebrity. He grew up here in the Falls. He’s here for the tournament. His mama has been so excited that he was coming home. He hardly ever comes home.”
“If you’d been here just a few minutes earlier, you would have seen him get the skin slapped clean off his face.” Dixie found herself using more and more of the Southern sayings she heard daily in the little town.  
Miriam leaned forward, her eyes bright with the tease of a bit of gossip. “What? Someone slapped him?”
“A hot brunette. They were arguing outside and then smack. I swear I heard it inside. She didn’t hold anything back.”
“Poor thing. I wonder who that was.” She took a sip of her coffee. She set it down and smiled. “Don't worry, I’ll have the whole story before nightfall.”
“I don’t doubt it.” Dixie laughed. Small towns don’t hold secrets. Gossip spread through a town like Loblolly Falls like wildfire.
“It’s so fun they're all together.” Miriam nodded towards the table. “They were inseparable when they were in high school. Such a precious group of kids. Well, adults now, but still kids to me, you know?”
Dixie peered towards the table. In addition to the man she had seen outside, another man with a full, well-groomed beard and two women were also seated there. One was a striking blonde, with a very stylish outfit. Her long hair was curled in soft waves all around her head. She had an oversized, chunky gold cuff on each wrist, and an enormous diamond on her left hand. The other woman, a brunette, was dressed in workout clothes, all color coordinated. The only jewelry she had on was a sleek sports watch and her wedding ring, which wasn’t quite as considerable as her friend’s, but certainly impressive on its own.
“Do the rest of them live here?” Dixie asked.
“Yeah, they all came back after college. It was so sad. There was one more kid in their group, but he died while they were still in high school. It was such a tragedy.” She whispered the last part. “Well, everyone except for Greg. His mama said he would never move back here. He just couldn’t bring himself to come back after the accident.”
“What kind of accident was it?”
“He was drunk, and he wandered onto the railroad tracks. He got caught on the train trellis and couldn’t outrun the train.”
Dixie gasped. The image that came up in her head was horrible. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like in real life.
“Ada is in heaven. Her daddy was big on fishing. Used to take her out on the lake all the time when she was a girl. It was about the only time they ever spent, just the two of them. She is a huge fan of the tournaments. She’s excited to have a hometown boy in it this year. She’ll be hanging out at the lake a bunch.”
Ada was the owner of Twin Perks, the coffee shop, and a friend from the book club. Just a few months ago she was also a suspect in the untimely death of a local man who died in the coffee shop. 
Dixie glanced over again at the table. Everyone was laughing and talking with Ada. Everyone but Greg Cole, that is. He was staring out the generous glass windows as though he’d just seen a ghost.

      [image: ]The drive to Holder Lake took about twenty minutes. Dixie was excited because she would be able to mark off another waterfall hike. This one had the bonus of the trail wandering along the lakeshore as well. The tournament brought more boat traffic than usual. The lake was bubbling with activity. 
The weather was perfect for a hike. The September air was cool, and a gentle breeze rattled the brightly colored leaves in the trees.
“Tell me about your book. How’s it going?” Miriam huffed a little as they made their way along the trail.
“I got it back from the editor yesterday. I have pages of things to fix.”
“Look at you, complaining about edits like a real writer! Someday Greg Cole won’t be the only celebrity we have around here.”
“Very funny. I’m not complaining. I’m looking forward to it. It’s going to make my story so much better. She said that seven pages wasn’t that bad for a new writer. So, I guess there’s that.”
The trail sign boasted the hike was an easy four-mile round trip. The trail rose a bit as it ran along the edge of the water. They stepped carefully over the rocks and roots buried under the colorful carpet of leaves.
They came around a corner to a clearing in the trees, giving them a sweeping view of the lake.
“This is gorgeous. The colors are amazing.” Dixie breathed in deeply, soaking up the whole scene. This is just one more reason she loved her new home. September had the perfect weather. The trees had begun to turn from their usual green to a colorful array of reds, oranges, and yellows.
The L-shaped lake was massive. All along the shore were clusters of lake homes. Across the water and down the shore way was a cluster of massive homes that were more like mansions than quaint weekend lake homes. The docks that jutted out from the shore near those homes were more elegant than the simple floating wooden docks Dixie was used to seeing.
These docks had huge two-story slips with covered sitting areas above them. On the wall outside, several stand-up paddle boards were mounted along with paddles for easy access. The docks jutted out like long fingers in both directions with colorful Adirondack chairs lined up facing the water.
“Over there, is the boat ramp where all the fishermen will put their boats in for the tournament.” Miriam pointed to a spot far across the lake and nearly around the bend. That side of the lake buzzed with boat activity as boats zipped around leaving long white trails behind them. In contrast, the boats on their side of the dotted the quiet little nooks along the shore, the fishermen quietly casting into the green water.
“I like how quiet it is over here. It’s perfect. Just what you need to recharge after your hectic week,” Dixie said.
“You might be right. I could plop right down and sit here all day.”
They watched the activity on the lake in silence. Most were smaller boats with just one person in them, like the ones were anchored not too far away. 
“When does the tournament begin?” Dixie asked.
“It doesn’t start until Saturday. But the anglers usually come early and piddle around on the lake. Not sure exactly what they’re doing. Ada could tell us. I just know that it’s usually thick with fishermen the whole week before it starts.” Miriam pointed towards the boats anchored out on the water. “Those are probably people from the tournament. I don’t usually pay any attention to it, to be honest. This year everyone is more excited since Greg Cole is competing. They say he has an excellent chance of winning. Even if he doesn’t, it seems he is expected to get enough points to qualify for the Southern Anglers Classic. That’s a much bigger tournament. He stands to win a lot of money in that one.”
“That's exciting. Maybe we can watch some of it. Exactly how do you watch a fishing tournament anyway?”
“Beats me,” Miriam laughs. “Ada is the one organizing that. I’m just waiting for her to tell me when and where to show up.”
Dixie noticed a green fishing boat close to the shore near them. She took a few steps to her right to get a better view through the branches. She was surprised to see the boat was empty. It was too far from shore for the occupants to anchor and go ashore, at least that’s what she thought. Maybe they were going for a little swim, even though she thought the water might be a little cold for that.
She scanned the shore and all around the boat looking for anyone swimming. Under a low branch, heavy with orange leaves, something blue caught her eye. She leaned forward a little to get a better look. At first, she thought it was a shirt that had blown off a boat and got caught in the branches. But when she looked closer, she knew exactly what it was. 
“I think our relaxing hike might be over,” Dixie sighed.
“Why do you say that?”
“Because I think I see a body floating in the water.” 
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Chapter two

Miriam and Dixie weren’t alone on the trail anymore. The shore was swarmed with every uniformed member of the Loblolly Falls Sheriff’s department. Which meant a total of four people were carefully examining the body they pulled out of the water. 
“It’s Greg Cole,” Toni said as she pulled out her notepad and pen. Toni was a member of the book club that Miriam had invited Dixie to the first week she was in town. She also was a deputy in the sheriff’s department.
Miriam gasped. “No. That’s awful. His poor mama.”
“Tell me again how you discovered the body? What are you two doing out here anyway?”
“We were hiking to the falls. We stopped here to take in the scenery. That’s when I noticed something in the water.” Dixie pointed towards the spot now overrun with khaki pants and shiny badges.
Toni scribbled in her notebook, nodding as Dixie talked.
“Did he fall out of his boat or something? Possibly hit his head?” Dixie asked.
Toni looked back over her shoulder as the other deputies zipped up the body bag. “No. He was murdered.”
“Murdered?” Miriam said a little too loudly. 
Toni shot a quick glance toward her colleagues. “Keep it down. You trying to get me fired?”
“How? I mean, how was he killed?” Miriam watched as the deputies slid the black body bag into the back of the Gaston County Sheriff’s Department van.
“You know I can’t discuss that; it’s an ongoing investigation. I’m only telling you because I may need to talk to you two again after the coroner has a chance to examine the body.”
Dixie couldn’t believe she had come across another murder. This town was supposed to be small and sleepy. The first murder seemed so random that she would have bet a million dollars there would be no chance of another murder in Loblolly Falls in her lifetime, much less just a few months after the last one.
“Now that we’re on the subject, I want to remind you two to let the police do their job. By that I mean I want you to stay out of it. Remember what happened the last time you got involved?”
“Yeah, Dixie tracked down the killer for you,” Miriam snorted.
“No, Dixie almost got killed herself. And I was in hot water with my boss because my friends were pulling a Jessica Fletcher. He thought I was feeding you information.”
“I’m sorry about that. I really am. I didn’t mean to cause you trouble. We’ll stay out of this. We promise. Scouts honor.” Dixie held her hand up in the scout’s three-finger salute to show she meant it.
“You don’t look like a boy scout to me. I mean it.” Toni swept the tip of her ballpoint pen in their direction. “I only got off his bad list last week. I’m not even sure how he’s going to react when he finds out you two found the body.”
“How do you think we feel?” Miriam huffed.
“Just keep your head down and expect to hear from me again sometime over the next few days.”
They walked in silence back down the trail towards Miriam’s parked car. When they were out of earshot, Miriam said, “I can’t believe Greg Cole is dead. He was alive and well this morning. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say we’re cursed.”
“We definitely have been in the wrong place at the wrong time too often lately. I’ve never seen a dead body before, and now I’ve seen two in less than a year.”
“I wonder if this will affect the tournament at all?”
“What do you mean? How?” Dixie asked.
“Bad press, for one thing, I guess. Won’t be great for Loblolly Falls either, especially if anyone brings up Gary’s murder this summer. We don’t want it to affect our businesses. Everyone has been looking forward to the tournament and the extra boost to our economy. We’re just beginning to build our tourist economy.”
Gary was the victim of murder when Dixie first arrived in South Carolina. She witnessed his murder, although at the time she didn’t know it was murder. Miriam and the rest of the residents were just getting back to normal from the shock of a murder in their town. 
Loblolly Falls wasn’t too far from Greenville, South Carolina. The town council had been focused on drawing people from Greenville into their area to boost their economy. Loblolly Falls was quaint and had a delicious small-town feel that Dixie fell in love with. The entire downtown was just a stretch of Main Street with a few side roads shooting off from it. You could easily walk from one end of town to the other. It had a coffee shop, breakfast place, a bookstore, an antique store, and a funeral home, to name a few of the businesses that lined the street. 
Miriam had a little place called Good Dog Bath and Barkery, a unique combination of dog wash service and bakery specializing in baked goods for dogs. The town had everything you needed. What it didn’t have were any big box stores. Those were just a short-ish drive toward Greenville. Close enough you could get there in a few short minutes if you needed it.
“I’d like to believe the murderer isn’t a resident of the Falls. I mean, with all these extra people around, isn’t it likely to be one of them?” Dixie desperately wanted to be sure she hadn’t made a mistake moving here. Even though Wichita, Kansas wasn’t necessarily a hotbed of crime, she thought by moving to this small town she wouldn’t have to worry about being a woman living on her own.
“Oh, I hadn’t even thought about that. What could he have possibly done to make someone mad enough to kill?”
Dixie thought back to the slap she had seen earlier. That woman, whoever she was, was mad enough to strike him. “Who do you think she was? The one outside the coffee shop?”
Miriam gasped and put her hand on Dixie’s arm and paused on the trail. “You don’t think she did this, do you?”
Dixie shrugged. “That’s a good question.”

      [image: ]One thing was for sure, they would be following Toni’s warning to stay out of the investigation right after they figured out who the woman outside the coffee shop was. Dixie felt bad that she hadn’t mentioned the slap to Toni when they talked to her earlier. The truth was she was so shocked at finding a dead body in the lake that it completely slipped her mind.
“Once we figure out who she is, we can tell Toni about the slap. I mean, if we tell her about it now, she’ll have to figure out who she is before she can decide if it’s important or not.”
Miriam nodded. “Agreed. No sense in telling her about it now. She’s got enough on her plate.”
Ada was at the staging area for the tournament participants and officials. Next to the parking lot with the boat ramp was a huge park. All the sponsors had set up tents to support their fishermen as well as sell their gear to the fans. Ada told them she would be taking the day off from the coffee shop and hanging out that afternoon.
They parked across the street along the road leading to the boat ramp. The parking lot was closed off to anyone not involved in the tournament. It was buzzing with participants coming and going, their boats in tow. Small crowds of observers stood by as the boats were backed down the ramp and unloaded into the water. Men in shirts covered with sponsor logos had anywhere from one to ten adoring fans following them waving ball caps, t-shirts, or whatever they could find in their direction, hoping for an autograph.
After searching the crowd, they finally spotted Ada standing near a white tent with the words Strong Box emblazoned across the side. She was deep in conversation with a man inside when they approached.
Her face appeared stricken. “Miriam, Dixie. It’s awful. Greg Cole has been found dead. Can you believe it?”
Dixie nodded. “Unfortunately, we can. We found him.”
“What? You found him? Where was he?”
“In the water near the shore. In Mosquito Cove.” Miriam pointed across the lake.
“How awful. I can’t believe this. I spoke to him this morning. He hasn’t been home in forever. And then this happens. Just awful.” Ada shook her head.
The man Ada had been talking to asked, “You say you found him? Can you tell me more about that? Where exactly was he? What did you notice?” He held his cell phone out towards Dixie as he spoke.
Dixie looked at the phone and then over at Ada, her brows knitted together.
“Oh, this is Tucker Clark, he writes about sports for the South Carolina Herald.”
Dixie nodded and looked down at the phone again. “I can’t say anything really. It’s an ongoing investigation.”
“You sound like Toni,” Ada said with a laugh.
“Make sure you tell her that when you see her,” Dixie said. “Anyway, I thought you wrote about sports, not the headline news section. Shouldn’t you be writing about the tournament?”
“Well, fans of the tournament will want to know what happened to him. Greg Cole is a local favorite- a small-town boy gone big time- and all. It’s been a few years since anyone from South Carolina has been in the top twenty. Everyone had their eye on him. There will be lots of disappointed locals.”
“You might be the best person to talk to. What can you tell me about Greg personally? I mean, what do you know about him when he’s not on the water?” Dixie extended her phone towards Tucker, a grin on her face.
“That’s fair.” He laughed. “Not much. He’s married, but from what I understand, it’s likely a temporary situation. No kids.”
Miriam asks, “What do you mean his marital status is temporary?”
“Rumor has it he was running around while out on the road. His wife caught wind of it and showed up here. From what I hear, he was real surprised to see her, and not in a good way.”
“Do you happen to know what she looks like?” Dixie asked.
“Yeah, caught a picture of her right here.” He picked up his camera off the table and held it so she could see the display screen on the back. With one hand he shuffled through the pictures saved on his camera. “She’s way too hot for him if you ask me. He definitely married up. You have a lady like that at home, you work hard to keep her. Only a fool cheats on a woman that looks like that.”
That explains the slap Dixie witnessed this morning. If what he says is true, and Greg was cheating on his wife and she found out about it, that could possibly be a motive for murder. 
The woman on the screen looked exactly like the woman she had seen, right down to the tight sweater and killer shoes. With only a fleeting glance at her face, she leaned in to get a better look.
Tucker was right, she was stunning. She had long brown hair, bright red lips, dark eyes, and a figure most women would kill for. 
The picture showed her with three older men, all Hispanic, like her. From the way the one man had his arm around her, he could only be one of two people- her father or her sugar daddy. The other two men looked quite serious.
“Who’s she with?” Miriam asked. 
“Someone said that’s her father. But I haven’t been able to confirm that. I’m hoping to interview someone who knows more about their relationship, and her father.”
Dixie didn’t want to mention the slap she had seen. She was sure it would get around soon enough.
“Anyway, Greg didn’t seem to be having a good day. Aside from being murdered and all, I mean,” Tucker said.
Miriam cocked her head. “What do you mean?”
“Well, this morning, when he was waiting his turn to put his boat in the water, he ran into Beau Wright. The two of them exchanged what seemed like heated words which then led to fists being thrown.”
“They got into a fight?” Ada asked. “With all these fans and cameras around?”
Tucker nodded with a laugh. “It took five guys to break them up. Beau shouted some ugly things at Greg as he was dragged off.”
“Who is Beau Wright?” Dixie asked.
“Beau is another fisherman in the running for the top. He is, was, Greg’s biggest rival. They were always in tournaments together and battling it out for points. Most of the time they were neck in neck. This year Greg got the same sponsor Beau had a few years back and lost after the “incident” with that woman, which didn’t sit well with Beau,” Tucker said, using air quotes to emphasize the word. 
“Sponsorships make or break a fisherman. Sometimes they’re paid and sometimes they offer products for free. Sometimes it’s a combination of both. But, without sponsors, they couldn’t participate in these tournaments unless they’re independently wealthy, which Greg Cole was not,” Ada explained.
Dixie’s head was spinning. Seems like Greg Cole’s life was a bit more of a mess than it seemed at first glance.
“Well, it was great to meet you, Tucker. Hope to run into you again soon.” Dixie wanted to see if Greg’s wife was still around. She hoped to speak to her directly about her relationship with Greg.

      [image: ]Ada promised to catch up with them the next morning for breakfast at Sunshine Cafe.  Sunshine Cafe served breakfast until two o’clock in the afternoon. They made the best grits Dixie had ever tasted. Never mind they were the only grits Dixie had ever tasted. She knew they were amazing and doubted anyone could possibly make them better.
They decided to walk around the park and check out all the tents before they left.
“What do you think about what he said about the wife? A cheating husband is a strong motive for murder. She sure seemed pretty miffed at him this morning.”
Miriam nodded, “Maybe. But if every man who ever cheated wound up dead, the male population would be in big trouble. There could be so much more to the story than him cheating.”
“What do you have
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