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Chapter one

I swear, if our road trip had lasted just thirty minutes longer, I would have been forced to commit sororicide. That’s the act of murdering your sister if you didn’t know, and if you knew my sister, you’d hand me a hammer. 
Older than me by three years, Liz was everything my mother had hoped for in her daughters—and everything I was not. I’d never seen Liz less than impeccably turned out, transitioning from corporate businesswoman to soccer mom with astonishing ease. Always the right outfit for every occasion, with matching lipstick and appropriate, tasteful accessories. Case in point: she sat in the passenger seat looking like an ad for a fun-filled week at the beach, wearing a fluttering white cotton blouse over canary-yellow capri shorts and powder-blue espadrilles that showcased her perfectly tanned legs.
The chunky blonde highlights expertly added to her cinnamon-brown hair brought out the blue in her eyes; coloring she’d inherited from our father. Motherhood had added generous curves to her petite frame. For the trip, she’d tied an expensive scarf over her hair and wore cat’s eye sunglasses that probably cost as much as my car payment. Like always, she’d turned heads when we stopped for gas.
Next to her, I felt like the giant from Jack and the Beanstalk. I’d inherited my mother’s bright red hair, currently cut in a pixie, freckles that coalesced to mimic a tan, and muddy green eyes the color of the local duckpond back home. I’d gotten my height from my dad, standing a good six inches taller than my mother and four over Liz. My basic uniform was a T-shirt and jeans. I had an absolute gift for picking the wrong shade of lipstick and usually skipped makeup altogether. I put on sunscreen every morning because otherwise I’d burn to a crisp. Since I work with animals, my jewelry tends to be minimal and plain. The last thing I want is for some puppy to catch hold of a dangling earring.
The odd man out in the Reese family, the hulking Amazon, the tomboy who’d chosen horseback riding lessons over dance class, I’d gone into veterinary medicine instead of becoming a “real” doctor. I’d also chosen my profession over raising a family, having grown up with parents who tried to do both—with us kids losing out. I wondered how successfully Liz balanced her job as a graphic artist for an ad company with her demands as a parent. Not a question I’d ever ask because Liz would never admit that her life wasn’t perfect, even if she was on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Perfect was Liz Grant’s brand.
I’d recently inherited a large sum of money through no merit of my own, so although I could now match Liz’s square footage house-wise, it wasn’t without baggage—namely, guilt that I was now well-off and living in a small town where most people struggle to make ends meet. The unexpected legacy from my friend, Amanda Kelly, meant I didn’t have to work another day in my life. I wasn’t so sure how I felt about that.
It took Amanda dying for me to realize that I didn’t have many friends, and it took my house burning down to realize I needed to work harder at the fractured relationships in my life. Inviting Liz to join me on this trip was meant to be a step in that direction.
What had I been thinking?
Liz jumped at my invitation with an alacrity that had surprised me, but who turns down a free week’s trip to the beach? Yet from the time I pulled into her driveway, I knew my offer was a mistake, starting with her obvious dismay over the fact that my dog, Remington, was in the backseat of my car. It went downhill from there. My car was dirty and hairy (thanks to said dog). My taste in music leaned toward “angry screaming women” instead of the country music she preferred. There wasn’t enough room for her five-piece matching luggage set in hot pink.
And so on.
“You look like a movie star,” I told her with a tight smile, rolling the windows back up again once the worst of the dog hair had blown out of the car. German Shepherds shed a lot.
“You look like you’re going to a sci-fi convention.” She pulled her shades down with one finger to give me an assessing stare. “Aren’t you a little old to be wearing graphic T-shirts?”
“If I’d wanted snarky comments about my appearance or general self-worth in life, I could have invited Mother to come with me instead.”
Well, that shut Liz up. She pulled a tablet out of her voluminous bag and began reading with a simmering silence that was all too familiar. I let that ride for a bit, but then put on my peacemaker hat and asked how her kids, Lindsay and Olivia, were doing in school. 
Liz accepted the olive branch and thawed enough to tell me about Livy’s performance as a fairy in the school play and Lindsay’s science fair project. She warmed to her theme and spoke at length about the desire to get both girls enrolled in an exclusive private school, where they would receive an outstanding education. Not to mention, opening social doors that would benefit them later in life.
“I dunno. We didn’t go to private schools and turned out okay.”
“It’s a wonder we got into college at all, coming out of that Podunk school in Greenbrier.” Liz’s voice was darkly prophetic, as though it weren’t too late for disaster to befall us. “Say what you will, but Mom was the best thing that ever happened to her students. She made sure they got the strongest education possible under the circumstances.”
I internally bristled at the dig at our hometown, a burg on the Virginia-Carolina border so small that it barely qualified as a township, but kept my mouth shut. What I remembered about my mother’s tutoring was the late-night flashcards and an impatient parent who couldn’t understand why her daughter struggled with math. But I said nothing and let Liz chatter on about her hopes for my nieces.
Catching up on her family news ate up a good dozen miles. Some families gab on the phone together at least once a week. Not the Reeses. Holidays, birth announcements, and funerals were more our speed. We’re just not that close a family, you know?
On my side, the topic of conversation was somewhat juicer. Not unexpectedly, the murders in Greenbrier this past spring and summer both horrified and fascinated Liz.
“I’m surprised someone hasn’t made a documentary yet.”
“Or at the very least, changed the town name from Greenbrier to Murderville,” I agreed.
“What’s this I hear about Joe Donegan coming back to town? According to Mom, he nearly railroaded the two of you off to jail.”
“He did no such thing,” I said stiffly, concentrating on the road in front of us instead of turning a burning glare on my sister. “He was doing his job as sheriff, which meant he had to rule us out as suspects. Regardless of what Mom told you, she didn’t help matters one bit. If anything, he had to be harder on us so no one would think he was giving me special treatment.”
Which had been challenging, given the two of us had dated in high school.
“Uh-huh.” Liz’s noise of agreement was anything but. “Then why did you end up poking your nose in things? And almost getting killed in the process, I might add.”
“You had to have been there,” I said shortly, increasing my speed a little so that I could get out of this car as soon as possible before I brained her.
“So how much money did you inherit, anyway?” She spoke with an archness that made my teeth ache.
Oh, now we were getting down to it.
I hedged, giving her the answer I’d given everyone else who had asked. “To be honest, I don’t know the exact amount.”
“Don’t be ridiculous.” Her tone was such a close match for our mother’s that had we been talking on the phone, I’d have been hard-pressed to tell the two apart. “You must know how much money that artist friend of yours was worth.”
I’d learned the hard way to avoid using the word estate when referring to Amanda’s bequest. For friends and neighbors who lived paycheck to paycheck, the term was like waving a red flag in front of a bull. The less I said about this inheritance, the better. “In addition to the house in Greenbrier, there’s the condo we’re checking out, which she listed as a vacation rental property to pay the mortgage when she wasn’t using it. I’m paper rich, but cash poor.”
Naturally, I would have loaned Liz money if her family needed it, but I wanted to open a vet practice in Greenbrier. Every time I tried to formulate a business plan, the cost of opening a clinic was enough to give me a heart attack. I’d also inherited Amanda’s stock in her father’s company, but it was in deep financial trouble. With one breath, my new financial advisor cautioned me to hold on to the stocks because someone might buy the company, and then the stock will be worth something again. With the next breath, he said that it was very likely that if they couldn’t find a buyer, my stock would be worthless. Amanda’s artwork and merch from her shop were currently bringing in money, but at some point, that resource would dry up without new inventory.
“You’re keeping the house in Greenbrier, I take it.”
If only she knew how much she sounded like our mother. I would not grind my teeth. “Since my old place burned down, it only makes sense.”
“I thought Mom said some developer wanted to buy it. Offered a ridiculous amount of money, too.”
I hunched forward behind the wheel, conscious of the press of traffic all around us. “That’s not what Amanda wanted.”
“Well, it seems silly to me for you to stay in a big house all by yourself when you could find a nice little place in town.”
Her implication being that as a single woman without children, an apartment would be plenty of room for little ol’ me. I couldn’t let that slide. “As for my being in that big house, I’m not alone. I have Remy and Ming. Not to mention there’s room to keep the horses there and a place to ride them.”
I’d inherited Ming the Merciless from Amanda as well. The senior Siamese had attacked Amanda’s killer in an attempt to defend his mistress. No one in their right mind would mess with a pissed-off Siamese. Sadly, even a ferocious cat had been no match for Amanda’s murderer.
Liz huffed a little, unhappy she failed to get a reaction she wanted. Then she shot me a sly smile. “What’s this about Joe sleeping over at the new place?”
Gah. I knew the rumor mill had been working overtime on that one. If I chewed the inside of my cheek any harder, I’d make it bleed. “One night. He stayed in the guest room one night. It was a temporary situation while tying up the most recent murders. He’s building a house out near Potter’s Mountain, but it’s not finished. It was easier for him to stay over that evening than to drive out to his homestead.”
Especially when he hadn’t even laid the foundation for the house yet. Joe lived in a camper on his property while he tried to build his house. When he got home from his day job of being the new sheriff, that is.
“And you’re telling me nothing’s going on between you?”
Oh, there was something, all right. Something that occasionally sparked like a current leaping from a faulty outlet to the nearest metallic surface, threatening to electrocute anyone in its path. But so far it consisted mostly of memories of the heat between us when we were teenagers and flickers from my current imagination.
“I hate to disappoint you.” I let the dryness of a martini infuse my voice. Maybe she would take the hint.
“I hear he’s as hot as ever.” Liz fanned herself playfully.
For the briefest of moments, I could picture him in a series of mental snapshots. Joe, dressed in a blue-checked shirt and leather chaps, removing his Stetson to wipe the sweat from his brow as he led his horse into the barn. Joe, wearing his sheriff’s uniform, the dark brown material molding itself to his body like an Armani suit. Joe, in jeans and a tight T-shirt, oozing charm as he leaned in the doorway as though his bones had been removed and the jamb was the only thing holding him up. Joe, smiling as he ruffled his young cattle dog’s ears.
“Well?” Liz asked with a cloying sweetness that set my teeth on edge. “Is he?”
“I suppose so.” I refused to be baited by her.
My relationship with Joe ended the day he drove out of town, brushing the dust of Greenbrier off his boots along the way. That had cut deep, even though I’d known intellectually we’d go our separate ways after high school. When you receive an injury that hamstrings your heart, you make darn sure to protect that organ again in the future. I would never open myself up to that kind of hurt again.
I changed the subject. “Thank goodness it’s not too much farther from here. I’m not sure this drive is worth it.”
Liz turned her face toward me, dark lenses blacking out her eyes and hiding her expression. “What do you mean?”
“I mean making this drive for a week at the beach. One of the reasons I’m coming down here is to decide if I should keep the place or sell it.”
“Sell it?” Liz’s voice rose an octave. “You’re kidding me, right?”
“Liz, I’ve been on the road since six-thirty this morning. What was supposed to be a six-hour drive has been closer to eight because of the traffic delays. How often will I make this trip? I doubt I’ll come down here more than once every couple of years.”
“It might be six hours for you, but it’s only three for me. Do you have any idea how much a week at Hilton Head costs for a family of four?”
“No, but I have a feeling you’re about to tell me.” It was hard to tell whether my grip on the steering wheel was due to the increased flow of traffic or the expectation of what was about to come out of my sister’s mouth.
“Over seventy-five hundred dollars during the height of the tourist season. Of course, now that it’s after Labor Day, the rates won’t be as high, but there are lots of people who enjoy going to the beach in the off season.”
I couldn’t help it. I gasped. “For a week? Are you kidding me?”
Liz shook her head. “Nope. I priced it when you invited me to come. I thought seriously about bringing the girls with me, but they’re back in school, and you said this was going to be business trip of sorts.”
It became obvious now why Liz had been annoyed that I’d brought Remy. My dog got to go on our vacation when her kids had to stay home.
“That’s crazy. Why on earth would it cost so much?” Weird to think I now owned a place I couldn’t have afforded to rent this time last year.
“It’s a small island with a reputation for exclusivity. It has its own airport and plenty of golf courses. Most of the properties are inside gated communities, even the tourist places.”
“By all means, let’s keep the riffraff out,” I murmured.
Liz had heard me, despite the quiet voice. Must be a mother thing. “It’s fine for you to take that sort of stance, but you hate Myrtle Beach because it’s such a tourist trap, right?”
“I hate Myrtle Beach because beaches and someone with my complexion aren’t a good combination in general. I have to put on sunblock with SPF 2000 just to go to the grocery store.”
“I keep telling you, try going to a tanning booth.” Liz gave the perfectly golden skin on her arm a pat. “That would give you a nice base to start.”
“There’s a reason tanning beds look like coffins, you know.”
Liz ignored me and continued to crunch her imaginary numbers. “So, let’s say you can get a decent condo in Hilton Head for around 250 K. If you put down 20 percent, you’ll need a thirty-year mortgage for two hundred thousand. Leaving off taxes and homeowner’s fees for the moment, your monthly payments would be around fifteen hundred a month. If you rented out the condo, just during the tourist season, at five thousand a week to keep it simple…” She paused while she did the math, and then turned to me with her mouth hanging open. “Ginny, that’s eighty thousand dollars for just four months of renting the place. It pays for itself and more. Extend your rental season, and you can pay off the mortgage early. It’s making you money while you still get to enjoy a nice vacation whenever you want it. You’d be crazy to let it go.”
“Oh heck. Some things are starting to make more sense now.” A sinking feeling lodged itself squarely in my gut.
“What do you mean?”
Taking both hands off the wheel to rub my face would be a mistake. I kept my gaze firmly fixed on the road ahead. “I’ve been having problems with the property manager who’s in charge of the condo. We’ve been going back and forth for weeks now, first by email and then on the phone—that is until he simply stopped responding to my messages.”
“What kind of problems?”
“He’s been extremely uncooperative in general. I tried to avoid coming down here at all, but Laney Driver—she’s the agent in charge of Amanda’s collection—wanted me to confirm the presence of some of Amanda’s paintings for her inventory and catalog assessment. I asked the manager, Jeff Brinkman, to do that for me, but he made a big deal about not disturbing the renters. Then I had to tell him to cancel all the remaining rentals until the probate was sorted, which he didn’t like by half. He kept saying these people wouldn’t have a place to stay and the rent money could just go into escrow until I took possession.”
“Well, he has a point. For a lot of these places, people book their stays a year in advance.”
“So he said. But with everything in limbo, I couldn’t see continuing to rent the place out. Anyway, our interactions became more contentious, and he stopped returning my calls.”
The possibility that Brinkman had never canceled the rentals and was pocketing the fees had occurred to me, which would explain why he’d been so adamant about my not coming down. That was exactly why I’d chosen to drive down on short notice.
At last, the sign on the side of the interstate ahead listed the mileage to our actual destination. Farther than I’d hoped, but the end was in sight. Relief made me add, “Besides, why hang onto a place that I’ll probably never use? Especially when I could put the money into building a nice vet clinic?”
“In Greenbrier?” Disbelief and scorn raised the pitch of Liz’s voice another notch. “Is that the best use of your money? Anyway, I thought that chain bought Doc’s old clinic. Do you really think Greenbrier needs two vet hospitals?”
“The people of Greenbrier need a choice between spending top dollar for vet care they can’t afford or going without.” I had the same argument with our mother at least once a week. “If anyone’s going to lose business in Greenbrier, it will be Champion Veterinary Corporation, not me.”
Liz made an audible sniff. “You mark my words. They’ll be grateful at first, but then when you don’t slash prices to the bone or give away your services for free because you have ‘all that money,’ your clients will end up resenting you.”
“Mom said pretty much the same thing. She thinks I should relocate where no one knows I inherited anything.”
Liz shot me a wry grin. “Don’t you hate it when she’s right? Anyway, hedge funds are buying up all the housing properties, just like chains are buying up all the vet clinics. You’ll never be able to afford to buy something like this condo again. You should hang on to it.”
“Not to mention, it would make a nice vacation spot for your family.”
“Something like that.”
“Well, I hate to break it to you, but the condo isn’t on Hilton Head.”
“What?” Liz’s head snapped around so quickly I expected to hear vertebrae crack. “Then why tell me that’s where we were going?”
I shrugged, keeping an eye on a sporty red car zooming up on my left. “Because everyone knows about Hilton Head. The condo is actually on a little island I’ve never heard of. Berry something. I’ve got it. Hartberry Isle. I remember now because it reminded me of blackberries. Apparently, there are hundreds of these barrier islands.”
Liz already had her phone out and was doing a search. “I’m not even seeing it listed…oh!”
“Oh, what?” I asked, sparing a glance at her.
“Oh, it looks like it’s a very exclusive community.” She continued scanning her screen, flicking through the information with a flick of her finger.
“Exclusive?” That made keeping a condo there sound even less attractive. “I didn’t realize that. All I know is that it’s just beyond Hilton Head.”
Liz kept reading aloud. “Hartberry Isle is about six miles long, with over fifty miles of bicycle and hiking trails. There’s a ferry that can take you to Hilton Head for day trips—”
“Yes? And?” I added when Liz broke off.
“There’s no land bridge to the island. There’s a small airport and helipad on the island, but otherwise, the only way across is by ferry.”
“What?” I had visions of schlepping Liz’s luggage behind me in the ninety-degree heat and it wasn’t pretty. Remy and I would both melt. “That can’t be right.”
“It says right here.” Liz tapped the screen and then hissed when doing so changed pages. She hurriedly went back to the previous image. “No direct road to the island. We’re supposed to drive to Hartberry Station—that’s a small town on the coast—and take the ferry across.”
“Huh. I see why Amanda wanted a place out there now. She was a wildlife artist, and she loved peace and quiet.”
“She’s not the only one.” Excitement sharpened the pitch of Liz’s voice, and she fluttered a hand in front of her face. “Hartberry Isle is a secret getaway of the rich and famous!”
“Not so secret if it’s on the internet,” I muttered as our exit came up.
Liz looked up from her phone when we left the interstate. “The rich probably have themselves flown in. Hey, there’s the sign for the marina!”
We followed the road over a long bridge spanning a marshy body of water, down to a moderately sized marina filled with a variety of boats of all sizes parked at slips.
“There.”
Liz pointed through the windshield at a weather-beaten sign that read, “Hartberry Isle Ferry.”
After I dropped a shocking amount of money on tickets, we killed time in the shade, eating ice cream and waiting for the ferry to return. At long last, the ship chugged into sight and slowly maneuvered up to the dock. Few people got off and even fewer waited to board. I handed over my keys to the attendant to park my car, and then Liz and I took Remy to the passenger deck. He panted in the humid heat, despite getting his own cup of soft-serve ice cream, so instead of going to the rail, we opted to take seats inside the cabin.
When we approached Hartberry Isle, I realized with shock that I’d seen this very view before. The red-and-white lighthouse on the point, the choppy waves, the wheeling of seagulls overhead, the colorful display of boats on the water. Amanda must have sat on this ferry and painted this view at one point. When the ferry drew closer to the island, it became apparent the island marina was quite significant in size.
“I guess if you don’t fly in, you come by boat,” Liz said, echoing my thoughts as the ferry lumbered into the harbor and up to the wide dock that would allow the cars to disembark.
It took almost another thirty minutes before my car was brought forward. I put Liz in charge of navigation, and she entered the address into her phone’s GPS. We drove down the main thoroughfare running the length of the island. Instead of stoplights, the roads had traffic circles, which took a little getting used to managing.
“Sand Dollar Cove is that way.” Liz pointed to the sign I’d just seen, and I swerved into the lane that would allow me to exit the circle. The person behind me laid on his horn in a prolonged expression of annoyance.
Liz scrabbled at the dashboard as I whipped through the traffic circle. “Don’t you know how to drive?”
“Hah-hah,” I said, mentally wincing at the other driver’s fury. “We don’t have roundabouts in Greenbrier.”
“You should. Dave says—”
I expected Liz to finish her sentence, but she abandoned the conversation suddenly. On our left, we got glimpses of the ocean between the hotels and private communities. They all had cute “beachy” names like Prickly Crab Hideaway and Snowy Egret Dunes.
“There,” Liz said with satisfaction, at the same time the GPS announced our destination was on the right. The entrance to Sand Dollar Cove took us through a wooden privacy fence into a lot marked with signs saying, “FOR RESIDENTS ONLY.” The development proved to be a small collection of condominiums within easy walking distance of the beach. The property itself looked as though it was well-maintained, save for the giant pots of wilting flowers at the entrances to each building. You’d think for the amount of money people spent there, the least the management could do was water the plants. Or choose something more heat resistant.
I parked the car at the first building and turned off the ignition with a sigh of relief. “The website description said there were four units on each level and three floors altogether. Amanda’s condo should be in this building on the third floor. Number 1301.”
“Oooh, I bet it has an ocean view. You can charge more for that.” Liz craned her head to peer up at the building from her side of the car. “I hope there’s an elevator.”
“At this point, I’ll settle for indoor plumbing.” Remy tried to barrel out of the car when I opened the driver’s door, but I told him in no uncertain terms to stay put until I could open the back and clip his leash on. Being sable, rather than the usual black and tan, he often was mistaken for a coyote or a wolf by those not familiar with the range of German Scoloring. He sprang out at my command and gave himself a full body shake before dragging me over to the nearest scrubby bush to relieve himself. I could sympathize. My legs are long, but as soon as Remy was done, I did a short little shuffle toward the first building with embarrassing haste.
“You should have gone on the ferry,” Liz admonished as she hefted one of her suitcases out of the back of the car.
“Thanks, Mother. Next time I will.”
I hadn’t thought about using the restroom on the boat, having spent the entire ferry ride admiring the view. Now the need was impending. I hurried up to the building’s main doors.
“Hey!” Liz called out after me. “Aren’t you going to bring up anything from the car?”
“Later,” I said over my shoulder. “I need to find a bathroom now.”
“I’m not carrying your bags in!”
Had I been one of her children, I’d probably have turned around and stomped my way back to the car. Instead, I rushed into the building and made straight for the elevator. Normally I’d take the stairs, especially with a big dog like Remy, but the last leg of our trip had pushed my bladder to the bursting point. I leaned heavily on the UP button, pressing it several times for good measure. When it arrived, I bundled Remy into the elevator.
The doors opened onto the third floor. As we came out of the elevator, a door farther down the hall swung wide and a couple exited one of the units. The woman dragged a suitcase on wheels, arguing with the man following her. As we got closer, I heard her say, “I don’t care how much we paid for this trip. I won’t stay here another minute longer!”
I kept Remy in a heel position as she flounced past, while her partner gave me an apologetic glance when he trailed behind carrying his luggage.
Unit 1301 was ahead on the left. As we approached, Remy lifted his head and scented the air. A second later, I became aware of a nasty, fetid odor. Worse than anal glands. Worse than fish lying out in the sun all day. The reek grew stronger the closer we got to the condo.
It came from Amanda’s unit.
“Oh, no.” I took a firmer grip on Remy’s leash as I turned the key in the lock. 
It had to be a wild animal of some sort. A possum or a raccoon. I needed to check it out before Liz made it upstairs. She’d freak out if she knew something had died in our unit. I’d identify the source of the smell, take a quick run to the bathroom, and we’d call maintenance for cleanup.
Still holding tight to Remy, I turned the handle and pushed open the door. Gagging convulsively, I stumbled back out of the unit with my arm covering my nose and mouth, dragging Remy with me when he would have dashed in to investigate. I pulled the door shut just as Liz stepped out of the elevator, hauling two of her five bags behind her, her hair hanging in damp locks around her scowling face.
“Why are you still standing out here?” She demanded as she walked up. Screwing up her face, she added, “What’s that horrible smell?”
“Call 9-1-1. There’s a corpse in the condo.”




Chapter two

“I can’t  believe there’s a dead body in our unit,” Liz wailed as we went back downstairs. She rolled her luggage into the elevator behind us, thumping it over the threshold to the lift.
The nearly eight-hour road trip had fried my last nerve even before we’d stumbled upon a reeking corpse. An ice cream cone at the marina hardly made up for missing lunch, and it looked like we were going to miss dinner as well. I might have been a little short with Liz as a result. “The odor alone should have been proof enough.”
“Maybe the rest of us aren’t all that used to finding dead bodies. What’s this, your third since the beginning of the year?” Liz snapped as the elevator doors opened.
“Don’t remind me. Where do you think the manager’s office is?” I glanced around the lobby. “You’d think it would be here someplace.”
“Down there.” Tucking her sunglasses into the neckline of her blouse, Liz pointed toward a sign that hung over a door on the other side of the foyer.
We marched into the small office, where a pimply-faced guy in his twenties with limp brown hair sat behind a counter watching television. His slumped shoulders and caved-in chest, combined with the unfortunate soul patch on his chin, reminded me of Shaggy from Scooby-Doo. He glanced up when we came in, only to leap to his feet as we approached the desk.
“Hey!” He pointed to a sign over his head before glowering at us. “No pets in the office.”
“Oh yeah?” This day had just about pushed me to my limits. “I’m guessing no dead bodies in the units, either.”
“What?” What little color he had leached from his pale skin. “What are you talking about?”
I slapped my key down on the counter. “Unit 1301. We just arrived. Dead body on the living room floor.”
He snatched the key up to peer at the number. “That’s impossible. Unit 1301 isn’t available right now. The owner is dead.” He looked up and stammered. “I mean, not dead as in dead today, but dead as in murdered this spring.” He muttered an abortive curse and added, “Not here. She wasn’t murdered here! She was an absentee owner. Anyway, all renters have to come to the office to be checked in and given keys for their stay. You shouldn’t have this key.”
He glared at us with suspicion as he clutched the key in his fist. “And no dogs in the office!”
“Let me handle this.” Liz shoved her suitcases against the counter and put a restraining hand on my arm when I tried to grab the key back. “Young man, we’re aware that the former owner of unit 1301 is dead. You’re looking at the new owner of that condo.”
“The new owner?”
If I’d thought he was pale before, he went bleach-white now.
“Yes.” Liz shot me a smirk as if to say, see how easy that was? “So, we have every right to be here.”
“Unlike the dead body in our unit upstairs.” When he jerked his attention back to me, I added, “I need to use your restroom.”
He opened and closed his mouth several times, making a glugging noise. The resemblance to a guppy was remarkable. It took him a few seconds to process my request. Finally, he pointed to another sign on the wall and repeated the words on it. “No public restrooms. You’ll have to go to one of the restaurants down the street.”
That tore it.
I reached across the counter and grabbed a fistful of his T-shirt, hauling him forward until we were nose-to-nose. “I have been on the road since six-thirty this morning. I’m hot, hungry, and tired. The dead body in my condo has obviously been there for quite some time. I don’t know what kind of place you’re running here, and at the moment, I don’t care. I can’t leave because the police are on their way. I need to pee right now.”
“Ma’am.” Wide-eyed, the clerk risked a gentle tap on the back of my hand and pointed to a closed door when I continued to glare. “Bathroom’s over there.”
I let go of his shirt. He sagged back to his former position. I gave Remy a “down/stay” command. My dog dropped to the floor on his stomach with a flattering speed. We’d been working on his obedience training and it was paying off. I hurried into the bathroom and slammed the door behind me.
When I came out, Remy started to rise, but then remembered he was supposed to stay put until I released him and slowly sank back to the floor. I walked over to Remy, patted him on the shoulder, and said, “Okay.”
He leaped up as if on springs and bounced in a circle around me. I asked him to settle, and he let out a long-suffering sigh and laid back down on the cool tiled floor.
“Better?” Liz asked in that arch tone of hers.
“You have no idea.” I faced the clerk, who’d taken his seat behind the counter again, looking a little green around the gills. Immediately, remorse for being a jerk washed over me. “I’m sorry I was so rude just now. We’d come all this way to check out the unit, and then to find a body…”
“And you had to pee,” Liz said out of the corner of her mouth.
“Can we drop that now?” I hissed at her, before turning back to the clerk. “I’m sorry I lost my temper. Finding the dead person was really upsetting.”
“I know you.” His tone held a faintly accusatory note. “You’re that lady who’s been giving Uncle Jeff a hard time.”
I winced at that. “Look, I’m sorry we got off on the wrong foot—”
“No, I’m right, aren’t I? I heard him tell you there was no need for you to come down. He had everything under control.”
“Hardly,” Liz interjected with a grimace. “If the body in 1301 is anything to go by.”
The young man had been building a head of righteous steam, which deflated at the mention of the corpse.
“Do you—” The clerk broke off and swallowed hard. “Could you—”
I guessed what he was trying to ask. “Er, decomposition was pretty advanced. I couldn’t tell much from the quick glance at the body before I locked the unit again.”
“What I want to know is how someone didn’t pick up on this before?” The accusatory note in Liz’s voice suggested management should have been aware of the problem. “Didn’t you get complaints?”
The clerk passed a hand over his mouth. “No. I mean, yes. I mean, someone complained about a smell on the third floor, but the beach is right across the street, and stuff washes up there all the time. There’s also an inlet that runs behind the development. Someone saw a gator there last week. It’s not unusual for a kill to raise a stink for a few days around here.”
“You get alligators on the third floor often?”
My sister’s drawl had just the perfect amount of sarcasm, but our little clerk didn’t pick up on it.
“No, they don’t come in the building. You do have to be careful outside, though.” He nodded in Remy’s general direction. “Don’t go around the canals or lagoons with a dog. There’re gators, rattlers, copperheads, moccasins…”
Hartberry was sounding better and better all the time.
“Those people on the third floor left just now.” I pointed overhead to bring us all back to the subject at hand. “They didn’t care how much money they were losing by leaving. Surely, they said something to you before this morning?”
“What people?” Liz frowned for a second before her expression cleared. “You mean the couple getting out of the elevator as I was going up? I thought they were steamed about something.”
“The Lewises left?” The clerk glanced out the window behind him at the lot and then shrugged as if it were no big deal. “Well, they were paid through the end of the week, so that’s okay.”
“I imagine the police will want to talk to them. As well as anyone else who might have mentioned something.”
“The police?” The clerk looked around wildly, as though the law might already be there. He lifted the edge of his regrettably grubby T-shirt to blot the sweat from his face, despite the air conditioning in the office.
Liz glanced over at me with lifted eyebrows. When she spoke to the clerk again, it was in a gentler tone. “What’s your name?”
“Timmy.” The young man blushed and cleared his throat. “Tim Brinkman.”
“Are you the manager here, Tim?” I spoke calmly, the way one might to a fear-biting dog.
He turned beet red and shook his head. “Yes. I mean no. I mean, I help out. My uncle Jeff is the manager.”
“So, you would be the assistant manager,” Liz said in a soothing manner.
Tim brightened and straightened up from his slumped position. “Yeah. Assistant manager. That’s me.”
“Could we speak to your uncle?” I asked.
“Er, uh, that might be a bit of a problem.” Tim grimaced and tugged at an earlobe. “He hasn’t been around this week. He sometimes takes off and leaves me in charge for a few days. It’s no big deal,” he hastened to add. “It’s not like there’s ever an emergency or anything. This place is usually as quiet as a tomb.”
Tim’s belated wince indicated exactly when he realized his unfortunate choice of words.
Through the window behind him, I saw a white Dodge Charger pull into the lot with the word SHERIFF emblazoned on the side. I thought briefly of Joe and wished he was the one entering the development.
“Do you have a way to get in touch with your uncle?” I watched as a heavy-set man in a dark brown uniform got out of the lead vehicle and hitched up his pants.
Tim looked doubtful. “I dunno. I have his number, but I’m only supposed to use it in case of an emergency.”
Liz closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. From the way her lips moved, I guessed she was counting to ten.
As gently as possible, I said, “Tim, this counts as an emergency.”
“Oh. Right.” Tim blinked for a second, then switched off the television and pulled a cellphone out of his back pocket. The ringing of the phone could be heard through its speaker. Tim’s forehead furrowed when the phone rolled over to voice mail. Shooting us an apprehensive glance, he stepped back from the counter and turned his shoulder to us to talk. “Hey, Uncle Jeff. It’s me, Timmy. Listen, could you call me back? It’s kind of urgent.”
“Kind of?” Liz was loud enough that no doubt her voice would be recorded as well. “Tim, there’s a dead body in our condo and the police are about to walk through the front door.”
Tim ended his call and pocketed his phone again.
“When was the last time you spoke with your uncle?” I asked. “How long have you been in charge this time?”
Liz shot me a sharp glance and opened her mouth to speak, but I gave her a slight shake of my head.
Tim put on a thinking face, staring up at the ceiling while he rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Um, a few days? I mean, a few days in charge, but a bit longer since we talked. He called on Monday and asked me to take over. I’ve been at the desk since Tuesday.”
The door to the office opened, ending any further questioning on my part. The law enforcement officer swaggered into the small area, coming to an abrupt halt when Remy got to his feet. He was a stocky man whose brown hair had been shorn close to his head and his lower jaw jutted out much in the manner of a bulldog. Red stained his cheeks as though he’d been slapped, though I suspected it was merely due to the heat. Remy had taken a tentative step forward, his long tail brushing from side to side, but stopped at the man’s tense posture.
“You got a license for that dog, ma’am?” The deputy’s hand came to rest on his holstered gun.
“As a matter of fact, I do, Officer.” One of the hazards of traveling with a big dog was that you never knew when you were going to run into a stickler for the letter of the law, to put it nicely. I tried not to bare my teeth when I smiled. “License, rabies certificate, and traveling health certificate. My paperwork is in the car. Would you like to see it?”
He seemed taken aback but recovered quickly. “Maybe later. You just be sure you keep him under control. And that’s deputy. I’m Deputy Ed Wilson.” He fixed a beady eye on Tim. “I thought your uncle had a strict ‘no pets in the office’ policy, Timmy.”
I tapped Remy on the shoulder. When he looked up at me, I gave him the hand signal to sit.
“We had nowhere else to go, Deputy,” I said as calmly as possible. “You see, we just drove down for the week, and the body is in our condo. Tim was kind enough to allow us to wait in here in the air conditioning until you arrived.”
“Er, that’s right,” Tim volunteered when both Liz and I gave him a hard stare.
Deputy Wilson hitched at his belt again. “So, you’re the ladies who made the call? Think you’ve found a body, eh?”
The condescension oozing out of his voice, combined with his antagonism toward Remy, put my hackles up. But I knew this type well. He was the salesman who couldn’t believe I drove a stick shift and the good ol’ boy who didn’t think I could handle his pit bull. I tried to temper my response. “I have some medical experience. I know a dead body when I see one. I take it the crime scene team is on its way?”
Wilson snorted. “I’m not going to waste my people’s time until we know for sure what we’re dealing with. Medical experience, you say? What are you, a nurse or something?”
“She’s a veterinarian,” my sister huffed.
Wilson got a good belly laugh out of that. “A veterinarian, eh? Well, if I need to have my dog’s nails trimmed, I’ll certainly call you. As for this nonsense about finding a body, why don’t we get Jeff on the phone and sort this whole thing out.”
“I tried, Ed—er, Deputy.” Tim’s face crumpled under the strain of the situation. “I got his voicemail.”
“Well, then. You come up with me and we’ll take a look around.” Wilson nodded at me and Liz. “You ladies can wait here. I’m sure we’ll get this sorted in no time.”
Tim pushed the key across the desk at Wilson. “Why don’t you go without me? I’m not supposed to leave the desk.”
Wilson took the key but didn’t bother to hide his eye roll as he addressed Tim. “You’re the man in charge at the moment. You’re coming with me.” The deputy tipped his Stetson at me and Liz. “Ladies. This will just take a moment, then I’m sure you can get back to enjoying your holiday.”
“What a jerk,” Liz said as soon as they’d left the room. She took a seat on one of the orange plastic chairs, her luggage stacked around her as though she were in an airport waiting area.
“Yeah.” I smiled despite everything. “Thanks for being offended on my behalf.”
“You’re my sister. No one can pick on you unless they’re family.”
I raised my eyebrows at that. To be honest, nothing anyone could say to me was as bad as what I heard growing up, so most insults rolled off my back. Mother would say it was because she’d given me a backbone.
“What was all that fuss about providing papers for Remy?”
“All pets crossing state lines, except for guide dogs, are required by the U.S. Department of Agriculture to have proof of his current rabies vaccination and a valid health certificate issued by a licensed veterinarian within the last thirty days. I keep a folder with Remy’s documentation in the glove compartment.”
Liz boggled at me. “You’re joking, right? How come I’ve never heard of this?”
“Most of the time, law enforcement isn’t such a hardnose about these things. Look, this guy has already shown us he can be a jerk, and he’s clearly uncomfortable around Remy. We need to watch our step, or he can make things bad for us.”
“I’m not the one who pulled the clerk over the desk by his shirt.”
Ugh. She wasn’t going to let me forget that lapse in judgment and manners, was she? “Point taken. But seriously, Liz—”
“I’m a PTA mom. I know how to play nice.” She pulled out her phone and began scrolling. Without looking up, she added, “Tell me Joe doesn’t act like that.”
“No, he doesn’t.” Thank goodness. Come to think of it, though he played the part, Joe was as far from a good ol’ boy as you could get here in the South. “As a matter of fact, he’s pretty great to work with under bad circumstances.” I wished again he was in charge of this investigation, but then shrugged it off. “Fortunately, our part in this little drama won’t last much longer.”
“Well, I, for one, would like to have a word with Timmy’s Uncle Jeff.” Liz looked up with the scowl that precedes most requests to speak to the manager. “I’m seriously unimpressed with the way this place is being run.”
The notion that the dead body in our unit was somehow the fault of management tickled my funny bone until a sobering thought occurred to me. “You know, it’s probably Uncle Jeff in the condo upstairs.”
That made Liz abandon her phone to give me her undivided attention. “What makes you so sure of that?”
“Tim’s been in charge unsupervised for about four days now. The wilting flowers out front would seem to confirm that. The last time he watered them was probably on Monday. That’s also consistent with the—with what I saw upstairs.”
I’d started to say “decomp” again but thought better of it. Liz got a strange look on her face just the same.
“What?” I asked, a little bit offended. What had I done to deserve that look? I did my best to avoid triggering subjects ever since a former lover accused me of emptying a Chinese restaurant with my dinnertime discussion of my workday.
“Nothing. It













