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      Mel leaned back in the chair, his leather bomber jacket, sleeves cut off at the shoulder, fall short of covering his stomach, and says, “How long’s it been, Chris?”

      “How long’s what been?”

      “Since the damned dinosaurs roamed the beach,” he said and huffed. “What do you think I mean? How long since I’ve heard from you?”

      “Couple of years.”

      Mel looked around the patio of Rita’s, one of Folly Beach’s most popular restaurants, snarled at an elderly man staring at him from a nearby table, turned back to me, stuffed a fry in his mouth, and mumbled, “You done turned homophobe in your old age and dumped your gay buddy?”

      I chose not to remind him that he was only five years younger than my near seventy years roaming this earth or that it’d been just as long since he’d contacted me. Instead, I said, “How’s business?”

      Mel Evans owns a marsh tour business based at the Folly View Marina, located over the bridge separating my home on Folly Beach, South Carolina, from the rest of the state.

      He pushed his camouflaged fatigue cap with Semper Fi on the crown back on his bald head, and said, “Couldn’t be better. There’re more sniveling, flaming liberal, beer-drinking, self-centered, college deadbeats than ever giving me money.”

      If you were looking for a marsh tour where you could learn about the flora and fauna of the saltwater marsh bordering the north side of Folly, Mel would be the last person you’d call. Now, if you wanted to take a group on a moonlight ride to one of the sandbars in the area for an evening of beer drinking, partying, and basically hiding from the world and responsibilities, Mel’s tour aboard a twenty-five-foot-long Carolina Skiff appropriately named Mad Mel’s Magical Marsh Machine would be the way to go.

      “No wonder you speak so highly of your college student customers,” I said with more than a pinch of sarcasm.

      “Smartass.”

      I smiled and was ready to ask about Caldwell Ramsey, Mel’s significant other, when the phone rang. Charles Fowler, my best friend’s name appeared on the screen.

      “Guess who I’m having lunch with?” I said instead of a more traditional “Hi, Charles.”

      Traditional phone etiquette was near extinct among my friends. Charles and I had known Mel ten years, ever since he helped us through a situation that could’ve cost us our lives. It’s hard to forget things like that.

      “Guess what I just found?”

      I should’ve started the conversation with “Hi, Charles.”

      “Mel Evans, and what’d you find?”

      “A woman.”

      I laughed and said, “Congratulations. It’s about time.”

      “A dead woman.”

      My laugh stuck in the back of my throat.

      “Who, where?”

      “Don’t know who. I’m standing in the field beside Ninth Street West near where it turns toward the river and the Regatta Inn.”

      “You called the police?”

      “They’re on their way. Are you?”

      I motioned our server for the check as I said, “Yes.”

      Since moving to Folly after retiring from a large healthcare company in Kentucky some thirteen years ago, I, and yes, Charles, had somehow become involved in aiding the police solve several crimes. Neither of us had worked in law enforcement but Charles, who has an imagination far greater than anyone should possess, appointed himself a private detective.

      The server brought the check. I fumbled getting money out of my wallet and paid. Mel leaned my direction, and said, “Charles found a dead chick?”

      I nodded.

      “Where?”

      I told him.

      “Let’s go,” Mel said and stood.

      “You don’t have to go.”

      “Hell I don’t. Who’s going to save your and Charles’s sorry butts when you manage to get yourself in trouble? I should add, save you again.”

      My car was at the house, a couple of blocks from Rita’s, so I said, “Why don’t you wait here while I get the car?”

      “I didn’t go to college like you, so I’m not good at higher math, but I spent twenty years in the Marine’s protecting you draft dodgers, and learned enough to know that my vehicle parked, what, thirty feet from where we’re standing, is a hell of a lot closer than your house. I’m driving.”

      I make it a point to never argue with a 6’1”, former Marine who looked like he could catch rattlesnakes barehanded and bite their heads off without a second thought. I quickly made the thirty-foot trip to Mel’s black, retro-styled Chevrolet Camaro, and barely had time to fasten the seatbelt before we were speeding out West Ashley Avenue toward Charles’s location and who-knows-what else.
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      “Know where you’re going?” I said as I gripped the door’s armrest so tightly my knuckles were turning white.

      Mel yanked the car into the oncoming lane as we passed a couple on a yellow golf cart going thirty-miles-per-hour slower than the Camaro.

      “I’ll fall back on my United States Marine Corps math and cypher that Ninth Street’s the next numbered one past Eighth Street.”

      Our destination was near the Folly Beach County Park on the west end of the island. The Park was sandwiched between the Atlantic Ocean and the Folly River, and is favored by many visitors to the island since it offers accessible ramps to the beach and lifeguards. It was a great place to spend a day, but unfortunately, it wasn’t our destination.

      We’d already passed Eighth Street, so I gripped the armrest tighter anticipating an abrupt right turn.

      Mel didn’t disappoint. We skidded around the corner missing the STOP sign on Ninth Street by inches. Seconds later, it didn’t take Mel’s Marine training to figure out where Charles was. At the entrance to a parking lot reserved for Sunset Cay Marina, there must’ve been a half dozen police vehicles, two fire engines, and an ambulance. Most of the emergency vehicles were in the parking lot, but a gaggle of officials were gathered across the street beside a palmetto tree and an area of overgrown marsh grasses. Two members of the Folly Beach Department of Public Safety, more commonly known as cops, were stringing yellow crime scene tape around the edge of the road for at least fifty feet on either side of the gathering.

      A police officer I didn’t recognize motioned us to stop, glanced at me in the passenger’s seat, then focused on Mel. “Sir, where’re you headed?”

      Before Mel could answer, I said, “The marina.”

      “Okay, park at the far end of the lot. Stay clear of what’s happening over here.” He waved his arm in the direction of the emergency vehicles like we wouldn’t have known what to stay clear of.

      Mel, probably feeling left out of the conversation said, “What’s going on?”

      “Police investigation, sir. Again, head to the far side of the parking lot.”

      And that’s what we did. At least that was part of what the officer had told us to do. The stay clear of what’s happening part was not to be. While the officer was stopping a minivan and checking its destination, Mel and I crossed the street and approached the gathered emergency responders until we were spotted by another member of Folly’s Department of Public Safety. Fortunately, it was someone I did know.

      Allen Spencer joined the police force the year I arrived on Folly, and we’d shared countless conversations over the years. He was slightly shorter than Mel, and not nearly as trim as he’d been when we’d first met.

      He stopped and blocked us from getting closer to the police investigation.

      I smiled and said, “Hey, Allen, what’s going on?”

      “I suppose you and your friend,” he glanced at Mel, “were here to take your yacht out for a spin and happened to arrive when all this was going on.”

      “Allen, you know Mel Evans?”

      Mel reached out to shake the officer’s hand.

      They shook and Allen said, “Seen you around, but not recently. Good to see you again.”

      Mel nodded and said, “Likewise.”

      “Now, why’re you here?”

      Allen had known me way too long to believe what he’d said about us taking a spin on our yacht.

      “You caught us. We received a call—”

      Allen stuck his hand up, palm facing me, and said, “Let me guess. A call from Charles who said he found a body and told you to get out here so you could stick your nose where it don’t belong.”

      I shrugged. “Partially true. Charles did call. He said something about a body but was so shaken that I didn’t understand what he was talking about. He told us where he was and we thought we’d better make sure he’s okay.”

      “I don’t believe…, umm, never mind. He’s over there talking to Detective Adair from the County Sheriff's Office.”

      Mel took a step back and said, “Crap.”

      Allen started to say something to Mel, but hesitated.

      I knew what had irritated Mel. Five years ago, he had taken a group of students from the College of Charleston on one of his beer-guzzling excursions when one of his passengers was killed. Adair was the detective on the case and had accused Mel of being the murderer. Since Mel was standing beside me, it was obvious he wasn’t the culprit, but it took Charles and me to solve the crime, much to the chagrin of Detective Adair.

      I said, “Think Adair will be much longer with Charles? I’d like to get him out of here as soon as possible.”

      “I’ll check. While I’m gone, don’t try to sneak under the tape.”

      “You know I wouldn’t do that.”

      “No I don’t.”

      “Before you go, any idea what happened or who the victim is?”

      “Nothing more than what I suspect Charles told you,” Allen said before heading over to Detective Adair and Charles.”

      Mel watched Adair talking to the detective and said, “We going to stand here twiddling our thumbs, or get in there to find out what’s going on?”

      “I don’t see an upside to sneaking among a bunch of law enforcement officers, especially knowing your history with Detective Adair. Besides, if there’s anything to learn about the victim or what happened, Charles will’ve learned it.”

      “I keep forgetting he claims to be a private detective.”

      I wish I could forget it. History tells me I will not only be reminded of it several more times by Charles, but he will do more than remind me of his imaginary status.

      Hopefully, we’ll both live to tell people about it years from now.
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      While we were waiting for Charles, a couple of the first responders standing near the police tape kept glancing at us. Rather than having another official asking why we were here, I suggested we wait in the car. Mel said that was a great idea “since it’s 117 degrees out here.” I didn’t waste words telling him that it was in the upper-70s, and he wouldn’t have been so hot if he wasn’t wearing a leather jacket, even if the sleeves had been removed.

      It was another thirty minutes before I saw Charles looking for our vehicle, and then heading our way. He was leaning on his ever-present cane and moving slower than usual. I got out of the car to let him climb in the back seat, then asked if he was okay.

      “No, far from it. You didn’t see her. My legs are still wobbling.”

      I’d been with him a few times when he’d seen a murder victim. He’d remained calm and didn’t appear outwardly traumatized by the gruesome sights. I also knew not to push for an explanation. He’d tell us when he was ready, and only then.

      I said, “What happened?”

      “I was delivering a package for Dude. Went to a couple staying at the Regatta Inn. Nice folks. They’re from Vermont. Here for a week.”

      The Regatta Inn is a ten-room luxury B&B overlooking the Folly River and adjacent to the Sunset Cay Marina.

      Mel interrupted with, “That damned, draft-dodging, hippy, druggy got you into this mess. Figures.”

      Despite what he’d said, Mel had known Dude Sloan, the owner of the surf shop that had Charles delivering packages, for decades, and they were good friends.

      Before Mel elaborated on other less-flattering images of Dude or Charles told me if the couple from Vermont had pets and if so, their names and breed, plus countless other details about the couple neither Mel nor I cared about, I turned to face him in the back seat and said, “The body?”

      He looked toward the group of first responders and said, “Was riding my bike back to town when I looked over and saw what I thought was a pile of colorful clothes plopped right down in the tall marsh grass.” He shook his head. “I made the mistake of stopping. All I wanted to do was grab the pile of clothes and take it to the nearest trash bin. You know I hate trash thrown around. Anyway, the clothes were still attached to a woman.” He hesitated. “Fellas, it was horrible. I didn’t have to get close to know she was dead. That’s when I called the police and you.”

      I waited for him to continue. Mel didn’t wait and said, “COD?”

      Charles said, “Huh?”

      Mel took a deep breath, exhaled, then said, “Cause of death, what killed her?”

      “I’m no expert, but think it was the hatchet or ax, don’t know the difference, stuck in her back.”

      “That’d do it,” Mel said.

      The car’s air conditioner was pumping out cold air as fast as it could but sweat ran down Charles’s cheeks.

      I said, “Any idea who she is?”

      “No, but if she always dressed like she was, I figure I’d have seen her if she was from around here.”

      “Colorful clothes?”

      “Yeah. Don’t know what you call it, but she had on one of those long dresses that’s layers of flimsy cloth. Red, blue, with gold around the edges. Like old-time dancers if you know what I mean. Oh yeah, she also had a red scarf wrapped around her head.”

      “Halloween’s what, five, six weeks away?” I said. “Could it have been a Halloween costume?”

      “Suppose so, but who dresses for Halloween in September?”

      Mel said, “What about her shoes?”

      “Guys, could we go where I can get something to drink?” Charles said and looked around like there’d be a concession stand in the field or in the parking lot.

      I said, “Where’s your bike?”

      “Inside the yellow tape. I’ll get it later if one of you brings me back.”

      “Sure,” I said. “Where do you want to go?”

      “Loggerhead’s is closer than anywhere else.”

      Mel put the car in gear and said, “Your chauffeur will take you there. Fee and tip expected.”

      “Chris will buy you a beer,” Charles generously offered.

      “Cheap, but I’ll take it.”

      Charles didn’t say anything on the two-mile ride to Loggerhead’s Beach Grill. There wasn’t much time to since Mel drove slightly under the speed of sound on the way to the popular restaurant.

      As we reached the top step to the deck, I said, “Charles, you okay sitting outside?”

      “If it’s in the shade. I’m cooler now than I was back you-know-where.”

      Ed, the restaurant’s owner, greeted us and said he had a table in the shade along the railing overlooking the street. He then handed us off to Sarah, a college-age server, who led us to the table and asked what we wanted to drink. Charles said, “Water, lots of it.” Mel said, “Water will never do,” and ordered a Budweiser, and I stuck with water.

      Sarah went for our drinks and Mel stared at Charles and said, “Well?”

      “Well what?”

      An excellent question, I thought.

      “Shoes.”

      Charles said, “What about shoes?”

      “I asked about them back at the, well, murder site. Were they gold, high heel with a gold strap around the ankles?”

      “Mel, I didn’t stand there studying her feet. They could’ve been.”

      Mel nodded. “Probably a gypsy peasant dress, head wrap, gold-coin detailing, and traditional high-heel shoes.”

      Charles stared at Mel like he’d never seen him before and said, “How do you know all that?”

      “Don’t you ever go to the Diva Royale Drag Queen show in Charleston?” Mel raised both hands above his head. “Oh wait, I forget, you straight guys don’t know how to have a good time. Anyway, a couple of the entertainers perform like they’re gypsies, say they’re nomadic Romani, and dress like you described plus the shoes.”

      “You saying the dead person is a drag queen?”

      “Could be, but that’s not what I’m saying. The dead guy or gal sounds like he or she was trying to look like a gypsy. That’s all I’m saying.”

      Our drinks arrived and Charles took two gulps before responding, “All I’m saying is she or he was dead from a hatchet or an ax in the back. I don’t know who it was, who put the hatchet or whatever it was there, or when it happened.” He snapped his fingers. “Chris, why don’t you call Cindy and see what she knows?”

      Cindy LaMond was Folly’s Director of Public Safety, shortened to police chief, and a good friend.

      “Didn’t see her. Was she there?”

      “I didn’t see her. Detective Adair in his starched-white shirt, navy blazer, and shoes so shiny you could see your reflection in them started interrogating me like I was the killer, so I didn’t see much of anything during that.”

      Mel smacked his beer bottle on the table, stared at Charles, and said, “You know what Adair had on his feet but didn’t notice if the dead person had gold shoes?”

      “Charles,” I said ignoring Mel’s comment, “if Cindy wasn’t there, I doubt she’d shed much light on what happened. Why don’t I wait until tonight and call her?”

      “I suppose. But don’t forget, the sooner we know the who, what, and when, the sooner we’ll be able to figure out who killed her. Yes, Mel, for now I’m sticking with it being a her.”

      I didn’t care what Charles would be sticking with regarding the victim’s gender, I was stuck on him saying we’ll figure out who killed her.

      Mel shook his head and sighed. “No offense, but that’s a dumb-ass idea. You’re going to get yourself killed one of these days. You’re two old guys playing cop who know nothing about law enforcement. Dumb-ass idea.”

      Charles glared at him. “That wasn’t what you thought a few years back when we pulled your bacon out of the fire. Kept you out of prison, as I recall.”

      Mel surprised me with a smile. “And I’m forever grateful. That’s why I want to keep you two alive. Playing cop ain’t a good recipe for living a long life.”

      I said, “First, I never said anything about catching anyone. Second, I’m sure Charles simply wants to know what happened, and not trying to catch a killer.”

      I wish I believed that.
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      The ringing phone interrupted my afternoon thinking about all that’d happened beginning with lunch with Mel. Cindy LaMond’s name appeared on the screen.

      “Good afternoon, Chief.”

      “You feeling okay?”

      “Yes, why?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, it’s been hours since Charles stumbled upon a body, and I hear nothing from you. Was about to do a welfare check on you two geezers.”

      “I’m touched.”

      “Don’t be, just saving myself a surprise visit or call to add to my stress level.”

      “I’m insulted you’d think I would—"

      “Save your breath. I’ve known you for what, a dozen years, so this ain’t our first rodeo. With all that mushy stuff out of the way, I wanted to let you know that the deceased was sent to Charleston for a complete autopsy. And don’t ask, we don’t know who she was.”

      “It was a female?”

      Cindy said, “You saying Charles can’t tell the difference between guys and gals?”

      “Based on her attire, Mel mentioned the possibility the victim was a drag queen.”

      “Mel of Mad Mel’s Magical Marsh Machine?”

      “Yep.”

      “When did he become part of your phantom detective agency?”

      I ignored the detective agency remark and said, “He was having lunch with me when Charles called.”

      “Did Charles seem okay after you picked him up?”

      “You mean besides the shock of finding a body with a hatchet in its back?”

      “Chris, it’s not the first deceased person he’s seen, crap, not even the tenth, but Detective Adair said your buddy appeared shaken.”

      “Adair was right.”

      “Take care of yourself and the nosy misfits you hang around with. Here’s a novel suggestion, take a break and let the professionals handle this.”

      “Of course. Thanks for calling and keeping me on the straight and narrow.”

      “Smartass.”

      Before I replied, she was gone. I’m not sure if it’s a good thing that the police chief knows me that well, but in the years living on my adopted island I’ve stumbled across more dead bodies than many small town coroners deal with. At least, this time it wasn’t me who did the stumbling. This may’ve been the first time Charles was alone when he found a victim.

      I dialed my best friend’s number to see if he’d made it home after I’d dropped him at the crime scene to retrieve his bike. After four rings, I realized he wasn’t going to answer and ended the call.

      I leaned back in my recliner and rested my eyes, also known as taking a nap, when a sound jarred me awake. I looked at the clock to see that two hours had passed. Not seeing anything out of place that could have interrupted my slumber, I grabbed my windbreaker and headed next door to Bert’s to pick up life sustaining necessities like Diet Cokes, Doritos, and Hershey’s bars.

      The short walk to the island’s grocery revealed the source of the noise that disturbed my nap. A green, GMC pickup truck and a Jeep had tried to see which could be first through the intersection beside Bert’s. They ended in a tie. Unfortunately, minor collisions are common on the small island. A husky man, probably in his early-50s, around 5’11” with a brown buzz-cut was examining the front bumper of his truck. The female driver of the Jeep was heading to retrieve two surfboards from the middle of the road. When she turned towards me, I realized it was Alyssa Harp, a relatively new Folly transplant whose pastime was surfing.

      “Let me help with that,” I said, as I cautiously stepped into the street to grab one of the surfboards.

      Alyssa smiled and said, “Thanks, Chris.”

      “You okay?”

      “A little jostled. I forgot to strap the boards down. This’ll teach me to be in a hurry.”

      The other driver walked over to where we were standing. “You injured?”

      “No, I’m sorry,” Alyssa said, “Wasn’t paying attention. Are you hurt?”

      The man smiled. “You admit it was your fault?”

      “How could it not be?” Alyssa said as she looked at the man’s truck. “I turned in front of you. Let me grab my insurance card and call the police.” Alyssa started to walk to the passenger side of her vehicle.

      “There’s no need. The vehicles aren’t that damaged, besides what does it say about me that I couldn’t see and avoid a neon-yellow Jeep.” The man laughed and extended his hand. “Jeffery Fuller.”

      “Alyssa Harp, and this is Chris, sorry forgot your last name.”

      I extended my hand to the gentleman. “Chris Landrum. Mr. Fuller. Alyssa, why don’t we take this conversation to the parking lot.”

      After both vehicles were parked in Bert’s side lot and out of the line of traffic, the damage assessed, and Alyssa and Jeffery making small talk, I excused myself to continue shopping. With drinks and snacks in hand, I started back to my cottage when I noticed Mr. Fuller walking towards the market’s entry.

      “Mr. Fuller, did you get everything straightened out?”

      “Please call me Jeffery. Yeah, no harm.”

      “Nice way to look at it.”

      “Life’s too short to sweat the small stuff.”

      “I’m sure Alyssa is pleased her carelessness won’t haunt her.”

      “She seems like a nice young lady. Known her long?”

      “Not really, met her last Christmas. What brings you to Folly?”

      “Work brought me, but the people here have made me want to call it home.”

      “It’s a great place. What business are you in?”

      “This and that, mainly construction, electrical, drywall, working on boats, you name it.”

      “Sounds like you’re a handy person to have around.”

      He looked at the paper sack in my hand and said, “Don’t want whatever’s in there to melt or whatever, and I need to get some food. Nice meeting you.”

      “You, too.”
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      Nothing puts me in a greater mood than being awakened by the ringing of the phone before the sun has risen. Incidentally, sarcasm is one of my less endearing traits.

      I reached over and answered without bothering to look at the caller ID, to hear, “Where are you?”

      “Morning, Charles.”

      “I know it’s morning and who I am. What I don’t know is where you are.”

      “Home, where should I be?”

      “At the Dog enjoying breakfast with your friend.”

      “I’ll be there shortly.”

      Rubbing my face to displace the remaining cobwebs, I’d finished getting ready and headed out the door. The sky was clear, the temperature cool, so I grabbed a light jacket and started walking six blocks to the Lost Dog Cafe. It was a few days away from October, so the roads were deserted with few visitors on the island, and certainly not this early in the morning. I wasn’t surprised that many of the houses and most businesses were still dark. What did surprise me, several homes had Halloween decorations displayed, indicating fans of the holiday. I was never a big fan of Halloween and after last year with Charles and me finding a corpse in a haunted house, I had not changed my opinion.

      Charles, wearing a black Wake Forest Demon Deacons sweatshirt, was parking his mode of transportation in the bike rack beside the parking area as I walked up.

      “About time you got here,” he said and looked at his bare wrist where most normal people wore a watch.

      “Yes, I see you’ve been waiting hours. Inside or out?”

      “These old bones are chilled from waiting on you.”

      Letting the comment pass, I said, “Inside it is.”

      Amy, one of the friendly servers, met us at the door and escorted us to a table near the back and took our drink order.

      I said, “How’re you doing, Charles?”

      “Why?”

      “Perhaps the shock you had.”

      “I’m still on yesterday time, haven’t been to sleep. Close my eyes and see that woman.” He rubbed the back of his neck while staring at the table.

      “You seemed upset yesterday.”

      “Gee, I wonder why? It’s not every day one finds a hatchet sticking out of someone’s back.”

      “Sorry, I just meant—”

      “I know, but you didn’t see her.”

      Amy returned with our coffee and asked what we wanted to eat. After getting our order, she headed to the kitchen, leaving us to continue our unpleasant conversation.

      “Chris, we’ve got to find out who killed that unfortunate woman. Have you talked to Cindy?”

      “The police are capable of finding out what happened and yes, she called late yesterday.”

      “Why didn’t you call me?” He sighed. “Never mind, what did she say?”

      “Nothing we didn’t already know. The young lady was killed, probably from the hatchet. They don’t know who she was.”

      “Doesn’t sound like the cops are solving it.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “I know, but I owe it to her to figure out what happened.”

      “You didn’t even know the victim.”

      “I found her and can’t stop thinking about her. Besides, it’s what we do.”

      Amy brought our breakfast, and the rest of the meal was eaten in silence. By the time the check arrived Charles had regained his voice.

      “Sad there’s not going to be a haunted house this year.”

      “Oh yeah, I’m brokenhearted about that, since the one last year was so much fun.”

      “There should be something to do to get the community into the holiday spirit. I heard a rumor about a masquerade party.”

      “Where did you hear that?”

      “Making deliveries. Won’t it be great? Getting dressed up in a costume, having fun guessing who everyone is. Then, letting them try to figure out who we are.”

      “Nope.”

      “It’ll be fun.”

      “Nope.”

      He nodded and said, “You’re right, we need to find a killer first.”

      Charles’s logic at its finest.

      “Nope.”

      “Scrooge.”

      “Wrong holiday.”

      “Whatever. I’m off to the surf shop to see if Dude has deliveries for me.”

      Before I could respond, Charles had hurried to the door and disappeared into the chilly morning. I took the final sip of coffee, paid Amy, then headed to the exit, when two men at the table near the door caught my attention. They were angry about something. They were in their thirties. One was muscular with a bald head and a brown goatee, the other with a slight build and long, brown hair. Before the door closed, the larger gentleman said, “Got what she deserved. She should’ve known better.”

      I’d turned on Center Street while staring at the sidewalk and thinking about the two strangers, when I looked up and faced a dog the size of a Volkswagen Beetle followed by a teenager who resembled the lead character in a vampire movie. Most people would cross the street to avoid the menacing duo. I’d known them nearly a year, so I kept walking their direction.

      “Good morning, Desmond. How are you and Lugh?”

      The seventeen-year-old gave me a look resembling a snarl, but I knew it was his friendly face, and said, “You know I don’t do good, but Lugh is fine. He’s still growing. If he gets any bigger, Roisin will be able to ride him.”

      “Speaking of your sister, how is she?”

      “Her and mom are depressed. I guess I am too. Lugh and I are on our way to pick her up. She went to the marsh this morning with preacher man.”

      “It’s good that she and Preacher Burl still go out and study nature in the marsh.”

      “You should stop by the house. Everyone would be happy to see you.”

      I smiled at the young man and said, “Everyone?”

      “Well, not me. I see you now.” Desmond held out his hand and I shook it and then patted the Irish Wolfhound’s head.

      “I’ll stop by and bring Charles.”

      “Cool, heard the cane dude found a body yesterday. Were you with him?”

      “No. Who told you about it?”

      “I have a friend that lives on Ninth Street that told me.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Interesting that he told me, or that I have a friend?”

      “Yes.”

      Desmond smirked, “That’s why I like you.” He turned and continued walking down the street with his dinosaur-size canine.

      I continued home while thinking how I’d met Desmond and his family almost a year ago. The Stone family are practicing Wiccans and I’d never met anyone like them. Shortly after we’d met, tragedy struck the family when Desmond and Roisin’s father was murdered. This Halloween season will be the first anniversary of his tragic death. I couldn’t imagine how hard it would be for the family, including the morose Desmond, whom I knew to be nicer and kinder than he came across.

      Chief LaMond’s Ford F-150 pickup truck was pulling out of Bert’s Market as I walked past the store. A quick blast from her siren stopping everyone nearby in their tracks.

      I approached her lowered driver’s side window to hear her say, “I love doing that. Are you and your misfits solving the murder?”

      “Chief, I leave that to the professionals.”

      “Keep it that way,” she said, then gunned the truck as she headed toward Center Street and I continued home.
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      I’ve always been an early riser. When I had a full-time job, my alarm clock was seldom needed and not much has changed in retirement except my clothes are more comfortable. My suit and tie were replaced with khakis or shorts, polo shirts, boat shoes, and a Tilley hat. Today I’ve added my Nikon camera. Folly offers activities ranging from shark tooth hunting to surfing. Having done both, although my surfing experience ended after one failed attempt, I prefer remaining on land. Today’s motivation for getting outside early was a beautiful early morning blue sky and the hope of capturing some memorable images.

      The walk down Center Street to the iconic Folly Beach Fishing Pier was a short journey. Then again, it doesn’t take long to get most places on the six-mile-long, half-mile-wide barrier island. The size makes it perfect for foot traffic, especially in the island’s small center of commerce. Driving in summer traffic can seem more like being in a parking lot than on a street. During off-season, excessive traffic is not an issue.

      I climbed the stairs leading to the pier and realized it felt like winter coming early regardless how beautiful the sky. The breeze off the Atlantic hit me with more force than I was accustomed to. I pulled my jacket tighter and scanned the horizon in search of the perfect photo opportunity, although even the seagulls seemed to give up on their quest for food and were perched on the roof of the Tides Hotel. I took the hint from my feathered friends and made my way to Roasted, the hotel’s coffee shop.

      I was surprised to see Preacher Burl Costello seated at one of the two small tables in the center of the room.

      “Morning, Brother Chris.”

      “Preacher, what brings you out this morning?”

      Burl was minister at First Light, Folly’s newest house of worship, or more accurately, place of worship since most of its services are held on the beach near the Pier. Only inclement weather forces the services to meet in a storefront on Center Street.

      “Sermon writing. I needed a change of scenery.”

      “I’ll leave you to it.”

      “No need, please join me.” He pointed to the chair on the opposite side of the table. “I’d rather have a cup of coffee with a friend.”

      “Don’t suppose ‘thou shall not procrastinate’ is one of the commandments?”

      He chuckled and said, “I am fortunate that it’s not.”

      “Let me get a cup then I’ll help you not break a commandment.”

      Penny, Roasted’s manager, whose smile always was warm and friendly, stood behind the counter waiting on me to approach. A cup of coffee alone wouldn’t do, so I ordered two cheese Danish. She handed me my change and said to let her know if we needed anything else.

      “Since I interrupted your work, here’s an offering.” I set one of the pastries in front of Burl then took the seat across from him.

      “Thank you but it’s not necessary.”

      While my offering may not have been necessary, he grabbed one of the doughy delights before I could take it back. He took a bite, wiped crumbs off his mustache and said, “Heard Brother Charles made an unfortunate discovery.”

      “Afraid so.”

      “Any leads on the identity of the poor soul or what happened?”

      “Those are questions for the authorities.”

      He smiled. “You act like I don’t know you and Brother Charles.”

      “This time you’re off,” I said, hoping I wasn’t lying to a man of the cloth. Changing the subject, I added, “How is Hope House doing?”

      Hope House is a large house a generous member of First Light’s flock, as Burl refers to his members, donated to be used as a boardinghouse for people who are unable to afford housing. Burl lives there offering spiritual and other forms of guidance to the residents.

      “The soul of the house is strong for those who reside within its walls, but the structure’s body is weak and always needs repairs.”

      “I’d offer to help but as you know, a crab with a hammer is handier than I’d be.”

      “Fortunately, I shan’t be needing your or the crab’s help. Do you know Sister Beth Powell?”

      “No, who’s she?”

      “New member of my flock. She started attending services a couple of weeks ago, more important to this conversation, she’s
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