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      A disestablished Coast Guard station, now known as Lighthouse Inlet Heritage Preserve, anchors the east end of Folly Beach, a tiny, barrier island located fewer than a dozen miles from downtown Charleston, South Carolina. This morning, I knew it as the place where Charles Fowler and I planned to shoot sunrise photos of the iconic Morris Island Lighthouse, precariously perched on the deteriorating Morris Island, visible from the Preserve. Tumultuous, early-July thunderstorms had rolled through overnight, jarring me awake three times, the final time a little after 5:00 a.m. I hoped that Charles would have seen the wisdom of postponing our photo shoot for another day.

      Wisdom and Charles seldom appear in the same breath, so I wasn’t surprised when his fist pounded on my door, with his annoyed voice saying, “Chris, we’re late.”

      I shook my head, opened the door, and stood face-to-face with my best friend. Charles was a year younger than I. Although, this morning, my body felt like it was a decade older than my sixty-eight years. True, I’ve never been a decade older, so am guessing what it would feel like. Regardless, I wasn’t ready to slosh through soaked sand and prickly sandspurs to listen to Charles pontificate on things in which I had no interest. After spending hundreds of hours with him since I’d moved to Folly, I knew it’d be a waste of words to point out the obvious reasons to not venture out.

      Twenty minutes later, I finished dressing, grabbed my camera, and mumbled words that meant stupid, moronic idea, all while listening to Charles share how excited he was to be going on another photo adventure. We drove three miles to the end of East Ashley Avenue, the entrance to the Preserve.

      Most days, street parking was at a premium since this was the entry to one of the most popular spots on the island. Today, there was one other vehicle parked on the sandy berm along the dead-end road, no surprise since it was still fifteen minutes until sunrise. To get to the best view of the lighthouse, we’d have to walk a quarter of a mile, much of it on what was once the road through the Coast Guard property, then the rest of the way over deep sand descending to the inlet.

      I parked about a hundred feet from the stanchion, blocking all but emergency vehicles from entering the property, and was grabbing my camera from the back seat when Charles pointed to the other vehicle parked off the road between us and the stanchion. “Fitzsimmons.”

      “Strange name for a car,” I said, to irritate the man who dragged me out of the house before sunrise.

      “No, dummy. It’s Anthony and Laurie Fitzsimmons’ car.”

      “How do you know?”

      “You know other Volcanic Orange MINI Cooper convertibles?”

      I didn’t even know that one. One of Charles’s goals was to get to know every human on Folly, probably each human in South Carolina, plus their pets.

      “Who’re the Fitzsimmons?”

      He pointed his hand-carved wooden cane at the MINI. “Met them in town last week. I was walking down Center Street, minding my own business, when they stopped me, asked if I went to Jacksonville University.”

      He almost lost me on minding his own business, an activity I’d never witnessed. Instead, I recovered. “Why’d they ask that?”

      “Suppose because I was wearing a Jacksonville University T-shirt with Nellie on it.”

      “Who, or what, is Nellie?”

      He sighed, unbelieving that someone wouldn’t know Nellie. “The mascot, a dolphin.”

      In addition to Charles carrying a cane for no apparent reason, his torso was usually covered by a college, or university, T-shirt in summer, sweatshirt in winter, always long-sleeved. I don’t ask why. It would be another waste of words.

      “Again, why’d they ask about Jacksonville University?”

      “They’re from there, the city, not the university. Anthony was a high school math teacher; Laurie taught drama.”

      “Vacationers?”

      “Retired last month to move here.”

      Lightning lit the sky off to the east; thunder rumbled in the distance. The weatherman said that the rain was out of the area, but I began to wonder. It didn’t stop Charles from tapping his cane on the pavement while heading to the entrance.

      I followed. “They buy a house?”

      “Chris, give me a break. I didn’t have time to get their life history, bank statements, Social Security numbers, blood types.” He shrugged. “Anthony said they were late for something. They had to go.”

      Which meant my uber-nosy friend may not have their blood types, yet it wouldn’t have stopped him from interrogating them at a level that would make the CIA drool.

      “Wonder why their car’s here?” Charles said, more to himself than to me.

      “Maybe that’s their house.” I pointed to a cottage near the car. There were five houses within a stone’s throw from where we were standing. No lights were on in any of them, so they were either vacant vacation rentals, or the residents were still asleep, making them wiser than the two of us.

      “Could be,” Charles said with little conviction. He veered off the path to the Preserve to approach the MINI. He leaned close to the driver’s side window then jumped back like he’d seen a ghost. He stumbled then regained his balance.

      “What is it?”

      He put his finger to his lips and whispered, “Laurie’s in there.”

      “Asleep?”

      “Hope so.”

      The MINI’s door swung open, startling both of us.

      Charles said, “Not asleep now.”

      “Crap! You scared me to death,” said the car’s occupant. She stepped out of the vehicle, twisted her shoulders around, like she was loosening a strained muscle. She stared at us, before saying, “Who the hell are you?”

      “Laurie, it’s me, Charles. We met in town the other day. Didn’t mean to scare you.”

      Laurie stood five-foot-three, petite, with short, dark hair, and a bewildered look on her face. “We met in town?”

      That was a blow to Charles’s everyone knows me ego. He reminded her where they’d met.

      Her look softened. “Oh, I remember. You’re the guy with the long-sleeved Jacksonville University shirt standing in the blazing sun.”

      The sky began to lighten. Laurie’s hair was matted; her tan slacks wet from the knees down. I stepped closer and told her I was Chris Landrum, Charles’s friend, that we were on our way to the end of the island to photograph the lighthouse. I added that we were sorry to startle her.

      Today’s temperature was to reach the mid-80s, although the gusty breeze off the ocean, and the lack of sunshine, had the temperature currently hovering in the low 70s. Laurie wrapped her arms around her chest. She was shivering.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “Umm, yes.”

      Charles stepped closer to her. “Where’s Anthony?”  He looked around, like he expected to see Laurie’s husband pop up from behind the car.

      Laurie looked down at the sandy berm, glanced back at her car, then turned to Charles. “He’s… well, supposed to be with me. Umm, he’s.”

      I waited for her to continue. She looked at Charles, at me, back at the ground, then said nothing.

      “Laurie, you’re shivering,” I said. “Why don’t we get in your car, where we can turn on the heat?”

      “Good idea,” Charles said before Laurie could respond. He was already on the way to the passenger side of the vehicle.

      “Okay,” Laurie said, barely above a whisper.

      I held the door open while she climbed in and turned on the ignition. Charles opened the passenger door, moved a flashlight off the seat, pushed the front passenger seat up, and squeezed his five-foot eight, one hundred fifty-pound frame in the back seat. I walked around to the front passenger’s seat. In the glow of the interior light, I saw gray roots from Laurie’s brown hair. Even with her hair in disarray and wrinkled clothing she was attractive. She stared out the windshield and continued her silence. I was determined to wait for her to tell us what was going on.

      Charles, a stranger to patience, leaned forward while pushing aside a four-foot long metal detector behind him on the seat. “Where’s Anthony?” He said it like he hadn’t already asked.

      Laurie rested her arms on the steering wheel and leaned against her forearm. “He’s … I don’t know where he is.”

      “Help us understand,” I said as calmly as possible.

      She turned to Charles then back to me. “We were in whatever that’s called out there.” She pointed to the Preserve.

      Charles, a stickler for details, said, “Lighthouse Inlet Heritage Preserve.”

      Laurie said, “Whatever.”

      I agreed with her. “Go on.”

      “We got here around seven… umm, last night now. We got caught up in, umm, our activities, didn’t notice how dark it was getting.”

      “Activities?” Charles interrupted.

      Laurie jerked her head toward Charles then glanced at the metal detector beside him. “Are you cops?”

      It was a strange question. Before I answered, Charles said, “I’m a private detective, my friend here and I help the police occasionally.”

      Charles, who hasn’t had a steady job since moving to Folly some thirty-two years ago, popped out of bed one morning, deciding that he wanted to be a private detective. He’d never studied the profession, nor apprenticed under a licensed private investigator, a requirement in South Carolina. He hadn’t let those troublesome barriers stand in the way of self-proclaiming what he was, if only in his mind. When pressed, he’d said he read enough novels about private investigators to be “more than qualified,” whatever that meant.

      “Laurie,” I said, “we’re not police. Why?”

      Charles said. “Humph.”

      She started to say something, hesitated, before continuing, “We were looking for Civil War relics in the woods when it started pouring. It was the first time that we’d, umm, explored that area. We got turned around.”

      The question about us being the police was beginning to make sense. It was illegal to use metal detectors, or to remove artifacts from the Preserve, owned by Charleston County.

      Charles said, “What happened?”

      “Before we knew it, we couldn’t see five feet in front of us. The rain got harder. Lightning everywhere, thunder deafening. We were lost. Thank God we had flashlights.” She took a deep breath. “We knew there was a trail somewhere. Umm, yes, we were on a sandy trail, maybe off it a little.” She closed her eyes, her head vibrated like a tuning fork.

      Charles said, “Then what?”

      Laurie opened her eyes and blinked a couple of times. “Where was I?”

      “On a trail,” I said.

      “We were? Oh, I guess so. Did I say we were lost?”

      I nodded.

      “It was really, really dark. Anthony told me to stay where I was. He’d find the way to the car.” She hesitated, her hands trembled. “I told him we should stick together. He said no, for me to wait. I kept waiting for him to come back. I was huddled down under the densest tree cover I could find, anywhere to stay dry. It didn’t work. God, the rain kept getting harder, thunder boomed, lightning turned the sky to daylight. I was so scared.”

      “What time was that?” Charles pushed, “What happened next?”

      “Time, I don’t know. Like I said, it was after dark. Maybe ten, or eleven. I waited and waited. It seemed like hours. The rain eased, so I couldn’t just sit there. I started walking in the direction of the ocean. At least, I thought that was the direction I was going. It was cloudy, but I could see a glimmer of moonlight when I broke through the woods. I saw the ocean, saw the beach. I figured that, if I turned right and started walking, I’d get to the houses near where we parked. Those over there.”

      She pointed to the structures adjacent the Preserve. “I saw the houses, so I had an idea where I was. Guys, I was so happy. Anthony would be in the car, waiting until the rain died down, to come get me. I knew he would.” She turned, looked out the side window, then whispered, “He wasn’t here. Why did I let him go? Why?”

      Charles and I remained silent.

      Laurie smacked her hand on the steering wheel. “If we’d gone together, I’d know where he was.” She leaned forward. “Now I don’t.”

      Then, she fainted.
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      Other than Laurie being wet, exhausted, confused, and passed out, I had no idea what else might be wrong. I called 9-1-1 and told the dispatcher that help was needed at the east end of Ashley.

      You’d have thought there was a three-alarm fire at the Preserve. In addition to the longest street on the island, next to Runway 15/33 at the Charleston International airport, Ashley Avenue is one of the straightest paved areas nearby. If it weren’t for traffic, a twenty-five mile-per-hour speed limit, and regular police patrols, it’d be a perfect dragstrip. I saw strobing emergency lights, heard sirens from two patrol cars and two fire trucks long before they arrived.

      The first responders earned their reputation. They were hitting their brakes five minutes after I called. Officer Trula Bishop was the first to arrive. Charles moved to the front seat of the MINI while I met Bishop behind the orange car.

      “Mr. Chris, was that you who called?”

      I nodded then gave her an abbreviated version of what’d happened. She told me not to run off then moved to the passenger side of the MINI to motion for Charles to get out so she could check on the distressed driver. Most Folly Beach Public Service Officers were cross-trained as EMTs and firefighters. This allows the small force to respond to not only police situations, but also to fight fires and stabilize those in medical distress until an ambulance arrives from Charleston.

      The first fire engine squealed to a halt. Two firefighter/paramedics were next to the MINI. Officer Bishop let them do their thing and returned to me. Charles was close behind her as she suggested we might be more comfortable in her vehicle. I’d known Bishop since she joined the force three years ago. She was an outstanding officer, also one of the few females on the force. I also knew her suggestion to join her in her car was closer akin to a command. I got to the patrol car first and climbed in the back seat.

      “Okay, Mr. Chris, what have you and your buddy got yourself into now?”

      Charles answered before I could. “We were going for an early-morning saunter to take pictures of the lighthouse.”

      Bishop put her hand up, palm facing my friend’s face. “Charles, is Chris a ventriloquist, or are you answering for him?”

      I told you that she was outstanding. I smiled then took over for Charles giving her the unabridged version of what’d happened.

      “She was asleep in her car with wet clothes,” Bishop said, like she was trying to wrap her head around what we’d found. “How long was she asleep? When did she get back to the car? How could she fall asleep with her husband missing?”

      I shook my head. “Don’t know. She fainted before we learned more than what I told you.”

      “Were there other vehicles here when you found her?”

      “Only her volcanic orange MINI Cooper,” Charles said, providing Bishop more than she needed to know about the car.

      Bishop pointed to the nearby houses. “Any lights?”

      “No,” I said. “No sign of life.”

      One of the EMTs tapped on the driver’s side window. Bishop lowered the window, and the medic whispered something. She responded with, “Okay, keep me posted.”

      The EMT returned to the MINI when Charles said, “What?”

      “Two things,” Bishop said. “The ambulance is five minutes out.”

      “And?” Charles interrupted.

      Officer Bishop glared at Charles then turned to me. “His patient is mumbling something about her husband should have come relic hunting with her tonight instead of…”

      “Instead of what?” Charles asked.

      “She didn’t say. Her eyes rolled up in her head, and she was out again.”

      Charles twisted in the seat to look at the MINI. “Does that mean Anthony wasn’t with her? That doesn’t make sense.”

      “All I know, Charles, is what my guy said. You talked to her. Did she say anything that would make you think she was alone?”

      “No, the opposite,” Charles said.

      A Charleston County EMS ambulance pulled up behind the MINI, followed by a silver Ford F-150 pickup truck occupied by Cindy LaMond, the island’s director of public safety, aka police chief. Two EMTs from the ambulance rushed to the MINI, while Chief LaMond walked to where we were seated. She was in her early fifties, five-foot-three, well built with curly dark hair. She was also a close friend whom I’d known since she moved to Folly nine years ago.

      Cindy glanced at the MINI then bent down and looked in the window of Bishop’s patrol car.

      “Crocodile crap,” Cindy said, unchieflike. “When was the last time I rolled up on a crime scene without having to look at the two of you with your scraggly, wrinkled, Cheshire-cat-grinning faces, ready to ruin my day?”

      “Good morning, Chief LaMond,” I said. “Nice to see you this morning.”

      Cindy rubbed her lower back. “Get out of the car. My aching back doesn’t take kindly to being bent like this.”

      The three of us exited and stood beside Cindy facing the MINI. “Okay, let’s hear it?”

      Bishop gave a police-speak version of what she knew. The chief turned to me to ask if that summed it up.

      I said that it did as I watched the EMTs load Laurie Fitzsimmons in the ambulance.

      Cindy walked over and looked in the MINI.

      The rest of us followed.

      “Okay,” she said, “here’s my question. How could whatever her name is, and her husband, get that lost back there?” She nodded toward the entry to the old Coast Guard property. “Hell, it’s not that big.”

      “Eighty acres,” added my trivia-collecting friend Charles.

      Cindy glared at him then continued, “As I was saying, if you walk one direction, you hit the marsh, another, and you’re staring at the lighthouse, head another way, and you’re tippy- toeing in the Atlantic Ocean. Go the fourth direction and, voila, you’re here at that god-awful orange car.”

      Charles pointed his cane at the MINI. “Volcanic orange.”

      Cindy lowered her head. “Charles, sayeth I in all sincerity, who gives a crap about the color’s name? Can anyone answer my geography question?”

      I glanced at Charles, waiting for him to give a more detailed answer than anyone would have wanted. He didn’t say anything, nor did Officer Bishop. I offered, “It’s unlikely any of us would get lost, but she told us they were new here, it was storming, dark, plus it was their first visit out there. It’s possible.”

      “So, was Mr. umm,” Cindy looked at Bishop.

      Bishop said, “Anthony Fitzsimmons.”

      Cindy nodded. “Was he with her, or not?”

      “She told us he was,” I replied.

      Bishop added, “And told the EMT he wasn’t.”

      It was nearly 8:00, the lingering clouds from last night’s storm were offshore. Bishop said, since it was lighter, she’d walk around the MINI to see if she could find evidence that anyone else had been there.

      Cindy called dispatch, requesting that more members of the Folly Beach Department of Public Safety join her at the end of the island. She leaned against Bishop’s patrol car and rubbed the bridge of her nose.

      I said, “Cindy, you okay?”

      “Sure, umm… no. Chris, I’m three officers short. I have no business being out here fighting mosquitos, listening to you two blabbering, when I have a pile of paperwork taller than Mt. Rainier in the office.” She pointed at the stanchion leading to the Preserve. “Now, we have Mr. Fitzsimmons missing, or not, depending on which mood his wife is in.”

      A City of Folly Beach SUV parked behind the second fire truck. Three men and one woman exited then gathered around their boss. She told them to grab the guys who were already here, spread out, and start a grid search for the missing spouse.

      “Do we have a description?” said one of the officers I hadn’t seen before.

      Cindy closed her eyes then slammed her hand on the hood of Bishop’s car. “Tell you what, officer. Round up every man you find out there, bring him in, and we’ll figure out if he’s Mr. Fitzsimmons.” Under her breath, she uttered, “Idiot.”

      No, she was not okay.

      The search party spread out and started their slow canvass of the eighty-acre Preserve. Cindy said that, if she didn’t get back up to full staffing soon, she’d reduce the force by one more with her resignation. Charles said he and I were going to continue toward the lighthouse to do what we came to do, although we were too late to capture images of the sunrise casting its glow on the lighthouse.

      Cindy said, “If you think I’m dumb enough to believe that crock, then I don’t need to be chief of anything.”

      She knew Charles well. The last thing on his and, to be honest, my mind was to take photos. I had no idea what happened overnight. Laurie’s confusion about Anthony being with her, or not, muddied the story even more. What was clear was there was a chance that Anthony was somewhere on the property, so Charles and I wanted to be nearby when he was found. Charles’s nosy gene had invaded my system.

      The distance from where we found Laurie to the beach overlooking the Morris Island Lighthouse was paved, all but the last hundred yards. The road, built to serve the Coast Guard, bisects the wooded area between the ocean to our right, and the marsh to the left.

      “More than fifty kinds of birds have been seen back here,” Charles said as we walked along the road.

      “You tell me that each time we’re here.”

      In addition to collecting long-sleeve T-shirts, Charles collected books; enough to stock his apartment with nearly as many books as are housed in the Folly Beach Branch of the Charleston County Library. He also collected trivia and quotes from United States presidents, and was generous with spewing trivia and quotes at anyone who’ll listen. In my case, I had given up listening five years ago. It hadn’t stopped him from sharing.

      “I know. I also know your memory ain’t what it was when you were a young whippersnapper. I’ve got to keep telling you.”

      “If you say so.”

      I normally didn’t mind his banter. Walking along this path reminded me of my first time here some ten years ago, when I had looked forward to a peaceful morning photographing the lighthouse. Instead, I happened upon a murder. That fateful discovery catapulted me into a nightmare that nearly got me killed, not quite a chamber of commerce preferred introduction to Folly Beach. That walk also allowed me to meet Charles, plus a handful of Folly folks who’ve become my friends.

      We reached the spot where the paved road ended. Then, a sandy path led the way to the beach. I was startled from reliving the past when one of the police officers to my right yelled, “Over here!”

      Charles stopped, pointed his cane the direction of the sound. “He’s calling us.”

      He wasn’t directing his comment at us, yet it didn’t stop Charles from nudging me in the direction of the voice. The wind-swept trees and shrubs along the right side of the path made it impossible to see who’d called, plus there wasn’t a path in that direction. Two officers emerged from the less-densely foliaged area on the other side of the path, shoved their way between the prickly shrubs, then maneuvered toward the sound of the officer who’d repeated his call. A City of Folly Beach ATV parked beside us. Its driver joined the two officers into the shrub-filled space.

      Charles and I followed. Between the mushy sand, standing water from the overnight storm, and prickly underbrush, it was slow going. The officers in front of us had created a semblance of a path for us to reach the spot where the police were gathered. It didn’t take a devotee of TV crime shows, or a coroner, to determine three things: The person they were staring at was male. The man splayed out in the sand had taken his last breath. And, if I could find anyone dumb enough to bet with, I’d wager my life savings on the unfortunate soul being Anthony, the late husband of Laurie Fitzsimmons.

      Chief LaMond was next to arrive. She waved her officers away from the body, took in the surroundings, told two of her guys to tape off the scene, then glared at Charles and me.

      She shook her head, pointed her finger at the two of us before pointing the direction of the road.

      “Get the hell out of my crime scene!”

      Told you she wasn’t okay.
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      Charles was surprisingly quiet on the drive to town after we’d been evicted from the crime scene. His only comment was that he was scheduled to make a delivery for our friend, Dude Sloan, owner of the surf shop. Charles picked up a few dollars making on-island deliveries for Dude, helping restaurants clean after busy weekends and, until recently, when he’d started complaining about debilitating arthritis in his hands, provided help for contractors who needed extra hands on projects. None of these jobs had burdened Charles with reported income, withholding taxes, or those burdensome IRS regulations. His expenses were minimal, so little more than petty cash was needed to meet his standard of living. I dropped him in front of the surf shop then continued to the Lost Dog Cafe for an early lunch.

      The Dog, located a half-block off Center Street, Folly’s center of commerce, was my favorite breakfast, and lunch spot. The kitchen in my cottage is used about as often as a Wiccan priest attends services at the Baptist church, so I was in the restaurant more often than many of its servers. As usual, the popular restaurant was packed, the closest parking spot two blocks away. The hostess told me that there would be a fifteen-minute wait. I was on my way outside to wait for a table when I heard a familiar voice call my name. I turned to find Theodore Stoll, pointing to an empty chair beside his brother, Salvadore. I must’ve been distracted by the morning’s discovery to miss seeing them when I came in. Theo had on an orange T-shirt; Sal wore a red, orange, and florescent green striped shirt that looked like it belonged in a 1960s lounge singer’s closet.

      I joined the men, and Theo said, “What’s this I hear about you finding a body at the old Coast Guard station?”

      Sal didn’t give me a chance to answer. He removed his black, wide-rimmed glasses that looked like he’d had them since the 1950s and said, “Is it a full, or a part-time job, you have bebopping around Folly finding bodies?”

      Theo followed with, “Who was it? Who killed him?”

      I held up my hand. “Whoa. Good morning, guys.”

      Theo pointed his fork at me. “Okay, let’s try again. Good morning, Chris.”

      “Better.”

      I’d met Theo a couple years ago when Charles and I joined a senior walking group at the behest of Larry LaMond, a friend of mine who’s Chief LaMond’s husband, to find anything we could about another member of the group who’d been suspected of trying to blackmail Larry. It hadn’t entered my mind that a benign senior walking group could nearly cost the lives of so many people. Anyway, that’s a story for another time.

      Theo was the butt of jokes by others in the group, who’d nicknamed him ET for Energizer Turtle, rather than for the lovable alien from the movie ET. For the group to call Theo slow was hypocritical since the average walking speed of the others in the group was the speed of an earthworm. Sal, at age seventy-nine, was nine years younger than his brother. He’d moved in with Theo earlier this year. He was a stand-up comedian who’d spent many years on the road before giving up the nomadic life to live comfortably in Theo’s McMansion.

      Sal said, “With the polite stuff finished, answer Theo’s question.”

      I wanted to ask which of Theo’s three questions he wanted me to answer. Instead, I told him that, yes, I was at the Preserve when a body was found. I asked how he’d heard about it.

      “Amber,” he said, like it was all I needed to know.

      It was. I’d known Amber Lewis since I moved to Folly. She was the longest-tenured server at the Dog, was also the go-to person if you’re in need of a friendly, warm, smiling face, or the latest gossip.

      As if on cue, she arrived at the table, patted me on the shoulder, and said, “Good morning, trouble magnet. Did finding another body stir up your appetite?”

      “How’d you hear about it?” I thought it was a legitimate question since the lifeless Anthony Fitzsimmons was discovered less than two hours ago.

      Amber nodded toward the counter, where three diners were in deep conversation. One wore a police uniform, so I knew the answer before Amber said anything.

      “Officer Timmons told me. He said the guy had been shot. He didn’t know who did it. Sad, so sad. I told Theo, since you’re friends.”

      “Enough gibberish,” interrupted Sal. “I need more tea.”

      Amber frowned at him. “You’ll get more as soon as I get done talking to Chris and seeing if he wants anything to eat.” She turned back to me. “Are you okay?”

      Amber and I had dated my first couple of years on Folly. We had remained friends since then. I could count on her being concerned.

      “I suppose so. Did you know Anthony and Laurie Fitzsimmons?”

      “A smidgen. They’d been in a couple of times. They’re retired teachers, bought an old house, are fixing it up.” She chuckled. “Laurie was fascinated by the dog photos on the walls. She kept asking if all of them had been here. I told her that a few had. Although, since there are a couple of hundred photos, many were given to us by people long after they left. Some had never set a paw on our dog-friendly patios.”

      Sal waved his hand in Amber’s face. “You think talking about these damn dogs is more important than my tea?”

      Amber gave him her best faux smile. “Of course not, Theo’s rude brother. I’ll stop being nice to customers and scamper over there to get you your tea because you are certainly the most important person in the building.”

      Sal smiled. “Miss Amber, I spent a half century around comedians. You’re going to have to do better than that to insult me.”

      She rubbed her hand in his long, gray hair. “I love a challenge.” She headed behind the counter to get Sal’s tea.

      I said to Theo, “Did you know Anthony and Laurie?”

      “Nope.”

      “Me, either,” said Sal. “What’s a dog kennel?”

      I started to ask why he wanted to know.

      He held up his hand. “A barking lot.”

      I grinned.

      Theo said, “I’m trying to housebreak my brother’s habit of telling jokes.

      “You’re failing,” I said.

      Theo sighed as he shook his head.

      Sal said, “You two old farts have no sense of humor. Enough about the dead guy I didn’t know. Theo, tell Chris about the call.”

      Theo twisted his napkin as he looked at his half-eaten chicken salad croissant. “He doesn’t care about—”

      “Doesn’t care about what?” Amber interrupted then set a fresh glass of tea in front of Sal.

      “Nothing,” Theo said. “Chris, were you going to order?”

      Amber turned my way until I ordered a Mahi salad.”

      She put her hand over her heart. “Lordy, Lordy, Chris ordering something healthy. Not sure my heart can take it.”

      Theo leaned closer to Sal and whispered, “Amber’s been trying to get Chris to eat healthier since forever.”

      Amber was good at many things, succeeding with that task wasn’t one of them. She was right, although knowing and doing were two different things. I was a few pounds overweight, which I rationalized as a byproduct of aging. Rationalizing was one of my strengths.

      “I owe it all to you, Amber.”

      She winked. “Yeah, right,” then headed over to the kitchen.

      I turned to Theo. “What call?”

      Another of my strengths was listening. I never thought it was a strength until I observed many others who only want to hear what they have to say and appear oblivious to the thoughts, feelings, and words of those around them. Besides, Charles’s nosiness was rubbing off on me.

      “Okay. You know my son died a year or so ago. He—”

      My turn to interrupt. “Son? Theo, I didn’t know you had children.”

      “Oh. I thought I must’ve told you.”

      I shook my head.

      Theo turned to Sal. “Why’d you have to bring it up?”

      Sal held his hands out to his side in a who me motion.

      “Yes, Chris,” Theo said, “Theodore Jr, he went by Teddy. Probably my biggest failure.  It’s hard to talk about. We were never close. I spent all my time working. Eunice had to raise him nearly by herself. Teddy went out west to college, where he stayed.  The only time we saw him was when he came home for the holidays.” He shook his head. “He didn’t do that often. Eunice and I tried to stay in touch, but he wouldn’t return our calls. He was a chef, worked all the time. He said that he couldn’t come to see us and discouraged us from visiting. He opened his own restaurant. Poor Eunice and I never saw it.” He sighed. “I was a terrible dad.”

      “Not so great a brother, either,” Sal added.

      I supposed that was a joke. If it was, Sal was joking with the wrong audience.

      I said, “Go on, Theo.”

      He stared at his plate, like he was studying his chicken salad. I didn’t think he was going to respond, until he said, “He got married. Know how I found out? Got an invitation in the mail, an invitation postmarked a week after the wedding.”

      “I’m sorry, Theo.”

      He looked down at his plate, sipped his water, closed his eyes. Sal, for once, didn’t crack a joke. I waited for Theo to continue.

      He didn’t get a chance. Charles stormed in the door, looked around, and made a beeline for our table.

      “Guess who I just talked to. Guess what he said.”

      Sal looked at my out-of-breath friend, and said, “Big Bird. He squawked that you’re a lunatic.”

      Charles opened his mouth, stared at Sal, then shut his mouth.

      “It was a joke, Charles,” I said. “Theo was saying something important. Can it wait?”

      “Oh, sorry.”

      I asked Charles to have a seat. He judiciously did and remained quiet, a near miracle.

      I turned to Theo. “You were saying?”

      “Not now, Chris. I can’t.” He stood as he waved to Amber for their check. He leaned close to me. “Later.” He dropped money on the table then told Sal that they were leaving. It was as quick as I’d ever seen Theo move. His green jogging shorts swished as he headed to the exit. Sal followed two-steps behind him.

      Charles watched them go. “What’d I interrupt?”

      “Nothing,” I said, not wanting to get in an extended conversation about Theo’s son and whatever he wanted to tell me, reluctantly tell me. “Who’d you run into?”

      “You know old man Gant?”

      “Abraham Gant?”

      “That’s the one.”

      I didn’t know much about him, other than he’d lived on Folly most of his life and retired from the South Carolina Highway Patrol.

      “What about him?”

      “I was peddling back to town from, delivering a wet suit for Dude. Took it to a chubby guy living out near the end of East Huron. Don’t know how he’s going to wiggle into the suit. He said—”

      “Charles, Abraham Gant?”

      “No wonder you never know what’s going on. Anyway, I parked my bike beside the Crab Shack, was headed in to enjoy a brew. Gant was standing on the corner by the bicycle rack. Did you know he preferred to be called Captain Gant?”

      “No. How do you know?”

      “Suppose because the first time I met him he said call me Captain Gant.” Charles smiled. “Thought it sounded silly. First thing I thought of was Captain America, Captain Hook, Captain D’s, Captain Midnight, Captain Crunch, Captain—”

      “Your point, Charles?”

      “Okay, okay. Captain was his last rank when he was a cop. Anyway, I said, “Howdy.’ That’s all it took.”

      “For what?”

      “For him to start ranting about relic hunters, scavengers. Now, here’s the important part, Anthony Fitzsimmons.”

      “Explain?”

      “Captain stuck his shriveled-up forefinger in my chest, said something like, ‘Did you hear that old, blankety-blank scoundrel was killed?’ He didn’t say blankety-blank.”

      “Was he talking about Anthony?”

      “Duh, of course. That’s my point. How did Captain know about the murder? We’d just stumbled on it.”

      “What else did he say?”

      “I’d heard he was eccentric, but didn’t know about what. Now, I do. The old boy gets all riled up on the topic of the past, about what kinds of things happened then.”

      “Like what?”

      “Ghosts, things, people from the past. Says what happened back there needed to stay back there. What’s buried should stay buried. He spouted off something about the past is the past because it’s not now. He said people who go digging up bones, or old stuff, are the scourge of the earth.”

      I was certain that what Charles said didn’t make sense. “So?”

      “Hang on, I’m getting to the good part. Captain Gant said those people who dig up the past should, now get this, be shot. Yep, that’s what he said. S.H.O.T.”
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      I left the Dog after agreeing that Gant’s comment warranted a call to Chief LaMond. I didn’t believe his mini-rant amounted to a confession yet, unless I agreed to tell Cindy, I’d never hear the last of it. Of course, Charles could’ve called her. He said that she’d believe me before taking his word. History told me he was right.

      A stop at the post office rewarded me with a brochure offering a “deal of a lifetime” on a “miracle” hearing aid that was about the size of a gnat but would allow me to hear the tiniest sounds, or not miss important words spoken by family and friends. I didn’t know about hearing the tiniest sounds, something that seemed to be a distraction rather than an improvement, but knew my friends made sure they never let any of their “important words” get past me. I dropped the deal of a lifetime in the trash before calling Chief LaMond.

      She answered with, “What took you so long to pester me about this morning?”

      “Good afternoon, Cindy.”

      “Tell me one good thing about it. Come on, tell me one.”

      Cindy’s moods occasionally ranged from mad at the world to life’s grand. I was a good enough friend, so she didn’t hesitate sharing both ends of the spectrum. Her frustrations with her no-win job occasionally seeped into her relationship with those who knew her deeper than by title. There weren’t many of us in that category, so I gave her benefit of the doubt, if she appeared to be taking her frustrations out on me.

      “It’s a beautiful July afternoon.”

      “Oh, wait, let me get out of this rickety chair, stand on my tippy-toes so I can look over this damned pile of folders chock full of crap I need to review and, oh yeah, hang on while I throw the office phone in the trash so I don’t have to see the red light blinking, the screen showing I have twenty-seven voicemail messages.” She groaned. “Hell, yes, it does look like a beautiful day out there. Hope you’re enjoying the heck out of it. Back to my question, what took you so long to pester me about this morning?”

      I moved the phone away from my face, so she wouldn’t hear my chuckle.

      “Sorry to bother you. I was talking to Charles, who shared a conversation he had with Abraham Gant.”

      Cindy interrupted, “That’s Captain Gant to you.”

      “Yes, Captain Gant told Charles something about the past needing to stay in the past, that people who dig it up should be shot.”

      Cindy sighed. “Let me guess. Your faux detective friend used his faux detective skills to figure that Captain Gant killed Anthony Fitzsimmons.”

      “That was his thought.”

      “Chris, do you know how many people Captain Gant has shared his warped views with about relic hunters, grave robbers, heck, anyone who happens to stump their toe on a Civil War frying pan uncovered by a storm?”

      “No.”

      “Me, either. It’s a bunch. I’ve heard it from several of our fine citizens. He’s freely shared those views for years with anyone who’d listen. Tell Charles to go back to doing what he does best. That would be nothing, in case you’re not sure.”

      “I’ll do that, Cindy. Have you learned anything new about the murder?”

      “I’m disappointed it took you this long to butt in. If it would be any of your business, which it is not, the answer is, “No.’ ”

      “Have you heard how Laurie Fitzsimmons is doing?”

      “That I can answer. The hospital kept her a couple of hours. She was Ubered home after being told to drink plenty of liquids, get plenty of rest. One of the Sheriff’s Office detectives is going to talk to her this evening.”

      The Folly Beach Department of Public Safety was responsible for law enforcement, fire protection, even animal control on the island but, because of the size of the department, major crimes were investigated by the Charleston County Sheriff’s Office.

      “Which detective?” I asked, realizing how sad it was that this retired insurance company bureaucrat would even ask. Since moving to Folly, I’d, unfortunately, encountered several detectives and on a more positive note, had dated one.

      “Callahan.”

      I’d met Michael Callahan a few years ago, when he was lead detective in the murder investigation of a stockbroker. A friend of mine was the prime suspect before Charles and I stumbled on information that helped prove our friend innocent.

      “Good. So no suspects?”

      Before hanging up she said, “One, Abraham Gant.”
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      I took part of the doctor’s advice to Laurie and took a nap before I was to meet Barbara Deanelli for supper at Rita’s. Barb owned Barb’s Books, a used bookstore which occupied the space that formerly housed Landrum Gallery, a photo gallery owned by, and creatively named for, yours truly. Owning a gallery featuring my photos had been a lifelong dream. Once it became reality, it turned to a nightmare, where costs exceeded income by amounts approaching the national debt. I shuttered the door two years ago. The space morphed into Barb’s Books.

      Barbara moved to Folly from Pennsylvania after her attorney husband, now ex-husband, was arrested for bribing state officials. Barb, also an attorney, had no knowledge of her hubby’s nefarious activities, yet was judged guilty by wedding ring. She moved to Folly to restart her life, and be near her half-brother, Dude Sloan. Dude and Barb were as alike as Viagra was to Venus, yet, over the last year, he had managed to find common ground to inch closer.

      To secure a table on the patio, I was at the restaurant a half hour before I was to meet Barb. Rita’s was on the corner of Center Street and East Arctic Avenue, a prime location on the island
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