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Kelly loved the beach, especially the gorgeous one here in Myrtle Beach, South Carolina. But she wasn’t loving it so much at the moment. The tide was coming in. Her patience was running out. Work was piling up back in the Beach Lovers Inn office.

And a perfectly good pair of leather sandals were now soaking up warm salt water. 

Why had she agreed to meet one of the guests—the weirdest one—Harry Leland, out here at the beach, around the corner and out of sight from the Beach Lovers Inn?

Did he think they were in some goofy spy novel?

She must have been out of her mind. She couldn’t get enough of the beach but she had had enough of this guy.

Gullible, that’s what she was. She was too gullible. Her brother, Sam, always said so. The fact that she was standing there proved Sam right. All because Harry Leland urged her to meet him someplace private. 

Like the freaking beach was private. There were sunbathers everywhere. 

Then again, maybe Harry Leland had a point. Beachgoers were more interested in their tans than in what two fully-clothed people might be talking about at the ocean’s edge.

Harry Leland insisted he had something important to tell her and that he didn’t want “prying eyes” overhearing their conversation.

What did that mean? Could eyes pry? Crow bars pry, not eyes. And they don’t hear anything. They see things, thought Kelly.

A small wave sent a dead fish of some sort, which appeared to have been half-eaten by a hungry seagull or a crab or possibly both, up against her toes. 

A growl vibrated in Kelly’s throat. Her feet were wet and she was shivering. She’d probably end up with pneumonia on top of a wrecked pair of sandals. 

Now she had fish guts on her toes.

“Did you hear what I said, Mrs. Green?”

“I heard you, Mr. Leland.” Kelly raised her voice over the sound of the crashing waves and the brisk breeze blowing in off the Atlantic Ocean. “But why would anybody want to harm Aunt Ruth?”

Her aunt Ruth was a wee wisp of a woman. She’d never harmed anyone in her entire life.

The next wave rose over Kelly’s ankles. Further increasing the damage to her sandals. On the bright side, maybe the salt water would wash away the fish goop.

“I don’t know why, Mrs. Green,” Harry Leland replied to her question. “It’s my sixth sense, that’s all.” He crossed his arms over his scrawny chest. “Trust me.”

“Trust you?” Kelly eyed him appraisingly. “Why should I?”

Kelly wasn’t so sure Harry Leland had five senses in good working order, let alone a sixth one that alerted him to potential trouble. If he had, he would have known she felt like punching him for dragging her away from her work to have this idiotic and pointless conversation.

“I am somewhat of an expert at this sort of thing.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “What sort of thing?”

“Mysteries, intrigue.” He paused for dramatic effect. “Murder.”

“Murder!” Kelly grabbed him by the collar. “Are you crazy? What right do you have going around talking like my aunt is going to be murdered?”

Harry pulled away. But it wasn’t without effort. Kelly easily outmatched him. “You forget. I write a detective series.”

Kelly arched her brow. “I checked you out, Mr. Leland. You wrote two detective novels. Just two.” She held up her fingers. “That’s not a series. That’s a novel and a sequel.”

Harry staggered backwards. Was it her words or the stiff breeze?

“And the last one was over four years ago. Why haven’t there been any since? Poor sales or have you run out of ideas?”

Harry winced. Kelly could see she had wounded him. This whole conversation was getting out of hand.

“Look, I’m sorry, Mr. Leland.” She straightened his shirt for him. “I didn’t mean to get carried away. But murder?” 

Harry Leland was overdressed for Myrtle Beach in the summertime. No wonder he was sweating profusely. Since she’d been at the inn, Kelly had rarely seen him in anything less than long-sleeved shirts and baggy trousers.

“I feel it in my bones.”

Kelly extricated her feet from the wet sand that had been gobbling her up. Why wasn’t Harry Leland sinking? He wore boxy black shoes that looked like they weighed practically as much as him. “Thank you, Mr. Leland, for your concern for my aunt. Now, if you don’t mind, I’ve got guests to attend to and a reunion to prepare for.”

“Going to your reunion? Nice. High school or college?”

“Neither. The inn is hosting one. Now, if you don’t mind?” She motioned toward the inn.

“Okay,” said Harry. “But don’t forget what I said.”

“Oh, I won’t,” Kelly assured the young man. She plodded through the sand and over the dunes, silently cursing Harry Leland as she left him behind to his madness and own devices. 

Back at the inn, she kicked off her sandals outside the kitchen door and inspected them. With luck and a little sunshine maybe they’d be salvageable. She set them on the stoop to dry.

“You’ll never guess who I saw at the Golden Arms,” began Aunt Ruth as Kelly entered through the side kitchen door.

“Who?”

“Oops!” Charles “Charlie” Barron, a new guest, cursed from the dining room. 

“Sorry, sorry.” Charlie Barron held up his hands as Aunt Ruth flew into the room. 

“Charlie, really!” admonished his wife, Mary.

“I do apologize for my language,” Charlie said, looking helplessly at the busted water pitcher laying sideways in the center of the dining table.

Aunt Ruth dabbed first at him then at the tablecloth. “I’ve heard worse. You can darn well curse all you want,” she closed with a wink.

Dr. Barron laughed. “Besides, you bumped my elbow, dear.” Charlie Barron rubbed his elbow with his opposite hand while casting an accusing look at his spouse.

“Sorry, darling.” Mary Barron apologized to my aunt as well and used her linen napkin to help soak up the spill. 

Aunt Ruth picked up the broken handle. “No need to apologize. This is my fault. I should have replaced this old pitcher years ago. I thought I could get away with gluing the handle back on. I see now, I should have gotten rid of it.” 

Harry Leland entered from the other door. “Not too late for dinner, I hope?”

“Not too late at all, Harry.” Ruth smiled at the young man. “Take your seat. I’ll bring you a plate.” She dropped the broken handle into the pitcher and carried both off. 

Back in the kitchen, Kelly was holding the dishcloth helplessly over a geyser. “The faucet’s broken again, Auntie!” Water thundered from the spout to the white porcelain sink, sending cold spray every which way. Unfortunately, very little of it remained in the sink.

“Bang on it, dear.” There was a resounding crash as Aunt Ruth dropped the busted pitcher in the trashcan kept out of sight inside the pantry. 

“Bang on it?” Kelly wanted it to stop leaking. She didn’t want to snap the faucet off like a dead tree branch. The thing was a gusher already. “It might break.” She eyed the faucet suspiciously.

“It won’t break.” Aunt Ruth pulled the string to the pantry light and shut the door behind her. She padded across the pink and white-tiled kitchen floor and calmly eyed the out-of-control faucet. “Trust me. If I’ve done it once, I’ve done it a hundred times.” 

Ruth took aim. “One, two, three!” 

Kelly held her breath as Aunt Ruth proved her point by slamming her aged fist down three times in quick succession atop the spigot. 

To top it off, she’d somehow managed to keep each and every one of the tiny blue and rose-colored petunias decorating her high lace-collared rayon dress dry while doing so.

“There,” Aunt Ruth said with a smile. “See?” She turned the faucet on then off again. “All better.”

Kelly squinted skeptically at the faucet, waiting for a telltale drip or, more likely in her opinion, a catastrophic failure. 

But nothing bad happened. 

“If you say so.” Water trickled down Kelly’s nose and dribbled from her hair to the counter. The kitchen window looked like a summer shower had unexpectedly formed inside the vintage yet stylish kitchen. Water dripped sluggishly from the fruit punch-colored curtains.

The smell of lemon-scented dish soap hung in the air along with a million miniscule bubbles. Two went up Kelly’s nose and she sneezed. 

“Oh, dear.” Aunt Ruth made tsk-tsking sounds and pulled open the door to the white cabinet beneath the sink to reach for a towel.

“I’ll take care of it.” Kelly sniffed, reaching past her aunt and grabbing the towel that hung on a plastic hook on the inside of the cabinet door. “Why don’t you go rest for a while?”

“Rest?” said Aunt Ruth, pulling herself up to her entire four-foot whatever. “With an inn full of guests?” She shook her head. “Not very likely. We have guests to attend to, plus that special party.”

One of the Beach Lovers Inn’s regular summer visitors had chosen to host a vacation reunion at the inn. Although the party was small in size, having booked four of their rooms for eight guests, it would be a real boon to the business’s bottom line. With so many newer, fancier places in Myrtle Beach, the Beach Lovers Inn was feeling the financial strain.

“Not quite full, Aunt Ruth. We do have several rooms empty, remember? And a no-show. Not to worry, it won’t be your problem much longer.” It would be hers.

The corner of Aunt Ruth’s lips turned down. “Oh, yes. The Nelsons. It’s the first time they’ve been a no-show in nearly twenty years.”

“Speaking of which,” Kelly began, “what’s with that weird guy in 209, Auntie?”

“209?” Kelly’s aunt tapped her pink cheek. “You mean Harry Leland.” 

“Yes, Mr. Leland.” She didn’t dare bring up what he had said to her aunt. It might frighten her. Maybe she had some insight into his psyche.

“Oh, dear. I forgot. He needs his dinner.” Aunt Ruth moved quickly to the range and pulled a warm plate from the oven. “I’ll be right back.” 

While the inn didn’t normally serve dinner or any other meals, except for providing a casual, daily breakfast bar, Ruth had prepared a special banquet that evening to which all guests and staff had been invited. This was intended as a welcome dinner for the vacationing reunion group and something of a farewell meal for Ruth herself. 

Kelly had helped her aunt prepare the informal feast which they had laid out on the long buffet that normally held the breakfast bar. Many had taken advantage of the free meal. Harry Leland, included.

Of course, with Harry, that meant meeting his special dietary needs.

When Ruth returned from the dining room, Kelly was mopping up. “Careful,” said Kelly. “It’s wet. You were telling me about Mr. Leland.” 

“Was I?” The older woman stepped aside as her niece swabbed the floor. “There’s not much to tell. Such a dear boy. What is it you want to know about him? He is single,” she said with a twinkle in her eyes.

“No, no. Nothing like that.” Kelly cringed. “How much longer is he staying?”

Aunt Ruth settled herself at the old hickory table occupying the middle of the kitchen. Its top was scarred by years of use and its legs wobbled. Ruth frowned as it jiggled under the weight of her hands. “Until he finds a place of his own, dear.”

“Why do you rent to him?” Kelly leaned on the wood handle of the mop looking through the open doorway to the guest dining room. He sat picking daintily at his food. The brooding, gangly man reminded her of someone but she couldn’t think who. 

“We run an inn. That’s what we do.”

“Yes, but he’s so...strange.” Kelly rested the mop against the old-fashioned two-tone white and teal refrigerator.

Aunt Ruth was surprised by Kelly’s assessment. “Whatever do you mean?”

Kelly stole another glance into the dining room at the thirtysomething man in question. “I mean that in the two weeks I’ve been here, I’ve barely seen Mr. Leland. He’s always in his room.” 

Kelly plucked clean glasses from the drying rack at the sink, wiped them meticulously and returned them to the cupboard. “With the curtains closed, no less.” 

She moved on to the silverware, dropping piece after piece into the tray tucked inside the drawer. “It’s weird. Don’t you think?”

“His money’s as good as anyone’s. Besides,” Aunt Ruth smiled, “I like him.”

“I suppose,” Kelly said, though she was far from sure she felt the same. She laid the damp mop outside the backdoor. She noted her sandals were turning a salty brown. Maybe she’d buy a new pair and add the cost to Leland’s bill.

“Are you sure you have to leave tomorrow? Couldn’t you stay another day or two?” Kelly squeezed her auntie’s hand. “Maybe one more year or two?”

“Sorry, Kelly. Sun City beckons.” Ruth Evans would be on a plane for Arizona the next day—Kelly would be driving her to Myrtle Beach International Airport—to live out her years in a retirement community nearer her remaining sister. “Besides, I’ve taught you all I know. At least enough to get by. You call me if you get into any trouble.”

Kelly mulled over her aunt’s words. Though she had agreed to the schedule, two weeks had not been nearly enough time to learn the ropes. 

“Are you sure you aren’t going to miss Myrtle Beach too much?” Her aunt and uncle had been running the quaint fifteen-room Beach Lovers Inn for nearly forty years. When Ruth’s husband, Kelly’s uncle Jim, died unexpectedly of a ruptured aortic aneurysm the year before last, the business began to go adrift. At seventy-three years old, Aunt Ruth was finding it hard to manage the day to day operations without him.

“This place will always be in my heart. But it is time for a change.” Feeling that it was time to move on, Ruth had put the inn on the market. The only potential buyer in the past year had been a hotel chain that had wanted nothing more than to knock the inn down and put up a steel and glass twenty-two story timeshare tower.

Aunt Ruth couldn’t bear the idea and had refused the generous offer. The Beach Lovers Inn had been going downhill ever since. 

Then Kelly had come along, fresh off her divorce from her second husband, Alan. Her ex-husband ran a big resort down in Hilton Head but had never let her help with the business operations. Now she was running the show at the Beach Lovers Inn—at least she would be starting tomorrow. 

She may not have had an MBA like dear old Alan, but she had common sense and initiative, that’s all it took to be successful—not a piece of paper.

After all, she and Alan had had a piece of paper—a marriage certificate—and their marriage had been anything but successful, although she had stuck it out for seven long years until she finally gave into the idea that Alan would always be more married to his work than he ever had been to her.

The choice to end the marriage had been a mutual decision, although the look on Alan’s face when they had reached that mutual conclusion clearly showed relief, like the face of a weary general at the end of a long, drawn-out military campaign.

Kelly had initially resisted divorce despite knowing their separation was for the best. She had been married once before, however briefly. Theirs had been a whirlwind courtship followed by a hasty marriage and an equally speedy but reasonably amicable divorce.

Fresh out of college then, Kelly had met Tommy Johnson, a professional surfer—at least that had been his goal in life. The pair had first crossed paths at the University of South Carolina in Columbia. She had been majoring in advertising. Tommy had been majoring in athletic training with a minor in sport and entertainment management. They shared a course in media planning. 

Tommy, all tan and teeth and oozing Southern charm, asked her out to lunch where they shared a pitcher of beer and a main course of deep dish pizza. Before long, they were spending all their free time together. Not long after, Tommy dropped out of college to join the pro surfing circuit while Kelly remained behind to complete her degree.

On one of his infrequent returns to Columbia, Tommy suggested they marry. Kelly had been young, impressionable and filled with optimism. Swept off her feet by Tommy’s rugged outdoor looks and laid back attitude, Kelly said yes to his proposal. They were married at the Chapel Of The Beach in Daytona Beach in the middle of the Surfari Surfing Competition. 

Despite having spent more time on his surfboard than he had in their honeymoon bed, Tommy didn’t even manage to place in the competition. Through love-struck eyes, Kelly didn’t see what the judges saw: Tommy was not a very good surfer.

The honeymoon, such as it was, hadn’t lasted long. Tommy’s work demanded plenty of travel. She mostly heard from her husband by phone, text or email when he wanted her to send him money, mostly to such locations as Bondi Beach, Playa Grande and Huntington Beach. 

Meanwhile, she had completed her BA degree and was stuck in a cubicle drafting ads for a small advertising firm in an office park on the outskirts of Columbia. Kelly quickly realized that Tommy was more of a sea sponge than a surfer, expecting her to work long hours while he hit the waves and hit on the ubiquitous beach bunnies. 

She divorced him during his month-long surfing adventure in the south of Spain. She hadn’t seen or heard from him since. Theirs had been a whirlwind courtship and a relatively pain-free divorce.

Lesson learned. Or so she thought. Vowing not to make the same mistake she had made with Tommy, Kelly took her time, dating a seemingly endless line of suitors until she met Alan on a blind date set up by her then best friend from her college days.

Alan Green looked good on paper. He looked good in person too. Thick dark hair, deep blue eyes and pale skin. He was everything that Tommy wasn’t, including employed. All points in his favor.

Unfortunately, once Alan had what he wanted—a wife to bring to parties at the club—he paid her no attention. When she suggested she put her advertising expertise to use in helping run her husband’s two hundred unit vacation property with eight clay tennis courts, a day spa and a championship golf course, he nipped the idea in the bud. Alan believed she would best serve them both by maintaining the home front. 

So after seven years of loveless living, marriage number two ended, not with a bang and with barely a whimper.

Kelly had taken her small divorce settlement and, with the help of a large bank loan, bought the inn. She wanted no help from Alan, although he had offered to come up and lend his expertise. At the time, it seemed like the perfect way for her to move forward with her life and she would be helping out Aunt Ruth at the same time.

Now she was beginning to wonder if she had been hasty in her decision to prove to herself, her exes and the world that she had what it took to run her own business.

As for marriage, she had vowed: Never Again.

Aunt Ruth yawned as if she’d been reading Kelly’s mind and reliving her memories with her.

“Why don’t you go on to bed and get some rest?” Kelly suggested once more. “It’s after nine. I’ll finish up here.” 

Kelly adored the vintage kitchen with its teal appliances and cabinets, butcher block counters and checkerboard floor. She was glad her aunt had retained its old-fashioned charm over the long years.

“I suppose,” Ruth sighed. She pushed off from the table and rubbed the small of her back. Crossing to the doorway to the dining room, she called out, “Goodnight, Harry.”

Harry Leyland looked up from his second helping of tofu loaf. He had come in to dinner late and was the last diner to remain. “Goodnight, Mrs. Evans. Will I see you in the morning before you go?” 

“Absolutely.” Aunt Ruth waved to the young man, pecked Kelly’s left cheek and exited to the courtyard. 

“That’s one sweet old lady.” Harry Leland dabbed his chin with a cloth napkin. Aunt Ruth insisted on using real linens instead of paper.

“That she is. Are you about done?” Kelly eyed the sliver of tofu resting on the edge of his plate. 

“Yes, thanks.” Catching her eye, he added, “That’s for Sharky.”

“Good idea.” Kelly smiled and picked up the plate. “I’ll take it to him.” Sharky was the young Chartreux cat who had adopted the inn some months back, according to her aunt. Ruth said she had tried to bring him indoors but the cat was having none of it. 

While he didn’t mind the occasional foray indoors, the outdoors belonged to Sharky. The same way the Beach Lovers Inn did. Sharky treated the courtyard as his private domain and considered the beach his kingdom.

“Is the pie gone?” Harry Leland asked with hope-filled eyes.

As much as Kelly wanted to say yes and move the odd fellow along so she could finish cleaning up, she said, “I saved a piece. I’ll bring it to you after I feed Sharky, Mr. Leland.” She eyed the food scrap skeptically. “Are you certain he’s going to eat this? It’s tofu, not tuna.”

“Definitely.” Harry Leland licked his chops.

Kelly skeptically carried the scrap of tofu loaf to the door leading out to the courtyard. “Here, Sharky. I’ve got something for you!” 

Kelly heard an excited mewl. A moment later, the beautiful gray cat came jogging toward her from behind the stairs. “I’ve got a nice treat for you. Auntie’s homemade tofu loaf.” 

Ruth was always catering to everyone’s needs, even when those needs included fare such as tofu for Mr. Leland whom she had learned was a strict vegetarian.

Kelly set the meatless treat in the first of the stainless steel dishes at the door. The second dish held fresh water.

Sharky took a tentative sniff—who could blame him? Then, to her great surprise, ate while she stroked the silky fur along his back. 

The blue-gray cat was pleasant and placid and spent much of his days sunbathing in the courtyard. Aunt Ruth had read up on the history of the Chartreux a few days after the cat had taken up residency. Ruth had explained to Kelly that the breed was thought to have originated in Persia and been brought to France by knights returning from the Crusades. 

Kelly believed it. Sharky had the attitude of a returned and very much retired ex-Crusader himself.

With the treat safely ensconced in his belly, Sharky resumed his nightly prowl. Kelly returned to the kitchen, washed her hands and took Harry his dessert.

While Harry Leland polished off his sweet potato pie, Kelly cleared the last of the tables. After licking his fork clean, Harry picked up his plate and glass. “I’ll take these to the kitchen.”

“You don’t have to bother. I’ll do it.” Kelly hooked a damp cloth over her apron tie. “You are a guest.”

Despite the dim yellow lighting of the lone chandelier, Harry seemed to color. His skin took on a jaundiced appearance. “I don’t mind.” He took his things to the kitchen.

“That is one odd bird.” Kelly moved to the last dining table and began wiping her rag in lazy circles. She heard voices and laughter coming from the pool patio and peeked outside. The reunion crowd had gotten the party started. 

She hoped they wouldn’t party too late. Every little sound was amplified as it bounced off the stucco walls and concrete deck. There were other guests to consider. Plus, Aunt Ruth was going to need a good night’s rest before her long travel day tomorrow.

Making sure that the insulated stainless steel cold and hot water urns were filled, Kelly locked the doors to the kitchen and dining room. Only staff had access to certain areas after hours.

The small foyer, although locked as well, could be accessed with any guest key. Aunt Ruth liked to keep the foyer available twenty-four hours a day for her guests. Instant coffee, teabags, an assortment of sweeteners and, as often as not, a baked good or candy were regularly left out on the large serving platter. Guests could freely help themselves. 

Tonight, there were stacks of fresh-baked oatmeal raisin cookies. She lifted the glass lid and took a whiff.

She also took two cookies.

Waist-high bookcases stood on the opposite wall, built by her late uncle. This was the inn’s lending library for guests. Kelly scanned the titles and opted for David Copperfield. There was also a rack filled with DVDs but she was in a mood to read.

Climbing the stairs to her second floor room, Kelly waved to George Easterling, a part-time employee of the inn. George had been one of Jim and Ruth’s first employees. Kelly used to visit the inn as a child and couldn’t remember a time when George wasn’t puttering around the property, tool in hand. 

Recently, he had been putting in extra hours to assist with the inn’s upcoming transition and the scheduled reunion preparations. At the moment, he was gamely trying to slide a heavy outdoor fire pit from nearer the storage shed at the rear of the property to the swimming pool at the request of one of the guests.

Kelly was about to run down and help when, mercifully, two of the male guests jumped from their seats, lowered their drinks and offered to assist.

Up in her room, Kelly tossed her book on the bed nearest the window. She washed up and exchanged her jeans and ocean blue Beach Lovers Inn polo shirt for a pair of light cotton pajamas. Taking out her contact lenses, she studied her reflection in the patinated mirror of the medicine chest.

Kelly saw a twice married, twice divorced woman of forty-one going on fifty. She had cut her hair after the divorce. But that was six months ago and now her brown hair was creeping back down to her shoulders. 

The gray was back too. But it wouldn’t be for long. She tugged at a silvery strand. “Tomorrow, you go.” She had bought a self-coloring kit at the drugstore. She was going for bronde, a nice beachy compromise between her natural brunette and the all-out beach blonde that she didn’t think she could pull off.

Settling in her queen-sized bed, Kelly picked up her novel and read to the accompanying clicking of the ceiling fan blades fighting their way through the warm, humid air. She wasn’t generally a fan of air conditioning but, if she hadn’t been so tired, she would have gotten up, shut the windows and switched on the wall unit for relief.

A dog barked somewhere far off, another answered, closer. A light breeze off the Atlantic susurrated through the palm trees. Somewhere out there, she imagined Sharky prowling his kingdom.

Kelly fell asleep in the middle of reading about David Copperfield’s fall into disgrace, with the bedside light glowing and the heavy book open on her chest.

Kelly slept fitfully, partly due to the heat and humidity, partly due to the enormity of the path she saw ahead of her. 

She woke with a start. Sitting up quickly, half-forgetting where she was for a moment, the thick novel hit the floor. “Oh!” 

The bedsheets were damp.

Bending to retrieve the book, Kelly heard a scream, followed by quick steps and urgent voices. A glance at the alarm clock told her that it was just past midnight. 

Whatever it was, it couldn’t be good. 

Kelly threw her legs over the side of the bed and ran to the bathroom. She kept a knee-length bathrobe on a metal hook behind the door. She pushed her arms through the terry cloth sleeves and threw open her front door, stepping out on the balcony.

“What’s going on?” Kelly demanded, hurrying along the walkway, pushing sleep-sculpted hair from her eyes. “What is it?” 

The Beach Lovers Inn consisted of a U-shaped two-story building with the open end facing the Atlantic Ocean. The bottom of the U was broken at ground level by the eight-foot wide breezeway separating the northside wing from the southside. Rooms occupied both floors. Except for the bottom floor northside, there were four guest rooms on each floor of each wing, for a total of fifteen. 

The northside also contained the first-floor kitchen and breakfast slash dining room, which was why there were only three guest rooms in that wing. The lobby and connecting office was on the ground floor on the southside. A small garage was also located on that side of the inn.

The hotel’s architect had rightly chosen that no guest facilities be located in the front. Beach Lovers Inn sat along North Ocean Boulevard, one of Myrtle Beach’s busiest roads. Much better to look at the ocean than the passing traffic.

The only thing Kelly might have changed about that inn was to have the kitchen and dining room beachside, creating a restaurant with a view not only for the benefit of the guests but as a way of drawing in more dining traffic from non-guests.

The owner’s quarters, Aunt Ruth’s residence, was on the second floor, street side, in the north wing. She and Uncle Jim had kept the best rooms for the paying guests. 

Aunt Ruth was not in her room now though. Kelly blew out a sharp breath as if she’d been punched in the gut by the heavyweight champion of the world as she leaned over the railing and peered down.

A small, tense group was huddled around her aunt who was lying in a heap at the bottom of the steps of the opposite stairway.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2


[image: ]


“There’s been an accident!” a man’s voice called up to her.

Kelly’s frozen limbs snapped loose. She flew down the steps, running across the courtyard and jerking to a halt. “Auntie!”

Several people hovered over Ruth Evans where she lay in a puddle of arms and legs and blood. Her purple robe looked black in the low light cast by the few landscape lights that were in the garden beds scattered around the courtyard.

Aunt Ruth’s blue-gray eyes were mere slits. Her left arm was twisted behind her and her long robe was pulled up to her waist. She wore white cotton pajamas underneath the robe. Her right knee was bent and her left leg, showing signs of heavy scraping was angled out. Her breath was shallow but at least she was still breathing.

“It looks like your aunt fell,” suggested Dr. Barron. He knelt beside her and tilted his eyes towards the exterior stairway.

Kelly sank to her knees. “Auntie,” she whispered, resting her fingers lightly on Ruth’s right hand. “It’s okay. Hang on.” Kelly looked up wildly. “Somebody call for help!”

“Already done,” Dr. Barron said calmly. He laid a hand on Kelly’s trembling shoulder. “The ambulance should be here any minute.”

“Help me.” Kelly gingerly took her aunt’s arm.

Dr. Barron held her back. “I don’t think we should move her.”

“Right.” Kelly’s jaw tightened. “What happened? What is she doing out here?”

“She probably came downstairs to get something from the kitchen or the office,” suggested Mrs. Barron, hovering over Ruth.

Kelly rearranged Aunt Ruth’s robe around her. Her aunt deserved some dignity. “Why would she do that? She has a kitchenette in her apartment. And what could she possibly want from the office at this hour?”

Mrs. Barron shrugged. “I do hope she will be all right. What do you think, Charlie?”

“Let’s hope for the best,” said her husband, gently probing Ruth’s injuries. 

“I couldn’t sleep and was watching the television,” said a tall, thin man with red hair. Kelly thought his name was Irwin Brunner. “I heard the...” His tongue moved around the inside of his mouth as if rooting around for the proper word. “A thump,” he said finally. “Felt it too.”

Kelly shivered. She wished Irwin would shut up.

Mr. and Mrs. Dennis, one of the reunion couples, stood off to one side, leaning against an outdoor umbrella table. Mr. Dennis consoled his wife, wrapping his arms around her. Kelly heard their whispers but could not make out their words. Both wore long-sleeved pajamas and slippers. 

George Easterling shuffled up from the street. Harsh red lights glowed behind him. The piercing sirens Kelly had been hearing suddenly cut off. “The ambulance is here.” A large black flashlight dangled from the loop of his knee-length overalls. A thick shock of gray-black hair fell free as he raised his ball cap and wiped his brow with it.

“Thank you, George,” whispered Kelly. “I thought you’d gone home.”

“I stayed behind to clean up. I didn’t want the place looking a mess first thing in the morning.” He looked accusingly at the inn’s guests. George liked things neat. “I’ll check the utility closet.” He loped off.

“Step aside, please.” A determined man in a blue uniform strode into the courtyard. 

George pulled a switch. More exterior lights blinked on, casting them all in a bath of light as if they were on a theater stage.

Two more men in blue rolled a yellow folding stretcher into the courtyard. They were followed by a firefighter in full gear and two police officers in navy blue uniforms.

From her vantage beside her fallen aunt, Kelly saw the ambulance and the nose of a firetruck. Several curious faces peered into the courtyard from the sidewalk. An officer kept them from coming closer.

The first EMS technician urged them all away from Ruth. Dropping to his knees, he felt Ruth’s pulse at her wrist and neck. His lips formed a straight line. 

“Is she—” Kelly knew it was useless to ask but she asked anyway. “Is she going to be okay?”

“She’s in rough shape.” The man stood. Despite his youthful appearance, Kelly thought she heard his knees crack. “Do you know her?”

“She’s my aunt.”

“Sorry.” He motioned for the other EMS crew members and they pushed the cart beside her aunt.

A police officer approached Kelly. “I’m Officer Lowe. You say the woman is your aunt?” He had a strong chin and a deep tan.

Kelly nodded numbly.

“I’m very sorry.” Officer Lowe faced the small crowd. “Does anybody know what happened?”

“She fell down the stairs,” said Dr. Barron.

“Did you see her fall, sir?” The officer pulled a pad and paper from his front pocket.

“No, officer. But that seems most likely,” Dr. Barron replied. He glanced at his wife who nodded. “We heard noises.”

“Muffled noises,” put in his wife, pressing her shoulder against her husband’s.

Dr. Barron continued. “I came outside to have a look. That’s when I spotted her.” 

“Probably tripped on her robe or just plain lost her balance,” put in Mrs. Barron.

“I always told Ruth she should be more careful. She’s not as young as she used to be.” George had reappeared. He cleared his throat, resting his hand on the stair rail. “I always told her the stairs should be better lit too.” The bannister rattled as he thumped it with his palm.

Kelly started to cry. A firefighter draped a wool blanket over her shoulders.

Officer Lowe pulled her aside. “I’m sorry, miss. There’s really nothing more that can be done. We can talk about this in the morning.” 

He laid a tentative hand on her shoulder. “Why don’t you go inside? Get some rest. I notice you are wearing pajamas. You are staying here, I take it?”

“I live here.” The paramedics wheeled Aunt Ruth into the back of the ambulance. A moment later, they hopped in and sped off.

“I see. Would you like someone to escort you to your room?”

Kelly sniffed. He handed her a tissue and she blew her nose. “No, thanks. I need to get to the hospital. Where are they taking her?”

“Grand Strand.”

“Where?”

“The Grand Strand Medical Center out on King’s Highway.” He pointed northwest. “It’s only a couple miles or so. You can’t miss it.”

“Thank you.” She looked at her rumpled robe and pajamas. “I’m going to change and head over.” Kelly moved slowly, as if in a nightmare. More guests had gathered in the courtyard. Some gazed down from the second floor walkway. Others were watching out their windows.

Kelly hoped more than anything that this really was all a terrible nightmare and that she would wake in the morning, find Aunt Ruth happy and hale in the kitchen, drinking her treasured first cup of coffee of the day along with her single slice of buttered toast, and awaiting her trip to sunny Arizona.

Halfway up the steps, Kelly heard a honk and looked out toward the main street. A car, headlights glaring, idled outside. The driver stuck her head out the window. The police officer tried to wave her off.

Emergency vehicles blocked the small parking lot on the opposite side of the inn’s property. Kelly called down to the first officer who had interviewed her. “That’s the Rochesters,” she explained. “They are guests here. I think the firetruck might be in the way.”

The officer saluted and told her he would take care of it. 

Hurriedly throwing on the clothes she had only removed hours before, Kelly grabbed her car key and drove anxiously to the medical center. The nurse occupying the desk in the emergency department told her that Ruth was still in surgery. Kelly paced for a while then curled up in a chair and dozed off.

Sometime later, a hand on her shoulder woke her. Kelly’s eyes ticced up. It was the desk nurse. “Why don’t you go home and get some rest?”

Kelly winced as she uncurled herself. “My aunt?”

The nurse smiled. “She’s in recovery.”

“Is she okay? Did she say anything?”

The nurse shook her head. “I’m afraid she hasn’t regained consciousness yet.”

Kelly rose, clutching her purse. “I need to see her.”

The nurse patted her arm. “You need to go home and get some sleep. The doctor will call you in the morning.”

“But—”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Green. There’s nothing you can do for your aunt now. She’s getting the very best care.”

“Thanks.” Kelly shuffled wearily out to her car and drove the short distance back to the inn. She parked in the lot and said a silent prayer for Ruth as she mounted the stairs. 

At the top of the steps, Kelly paused briefly then headed to her room. She’d left the door wide open. Light spilled out. Winged denizens of the night rushed in. 

“Psst.”

Kelly froze.

“Psst.”

She turned. Harry Leland stood at the door to his room, barefoot and bare chested. Even from a distance, it wasn’t a pretty sight. Harry was average height, average weight and average looks. 

If he’d ever gone to a gym in his life, it had to be because he’d punched a wrong address into a GPS. 

Harry’s hair was thick and brown. It didn’t look like he owned a comb or a brush. His teeth were slightly too large, she thought, or maybe his chin was slightly too small.

His above-the-knee pajama bottoms featured tuxedoed kittens. His skinny legs featured knobby knees.

Good grief.

“What do you want, Mr. Leland?”

He scratched the top of his head. “What happened down there?” 

“There’s been an accident.” Kelly really wasn’t in the mood to say more.

“It was Mrs. Evans, wasn’t it?” Harry moved closer to the railing. He had the room at the end of the building with an unspoiled view of the ocean. Being on the second floor and oceanfront, this was one of the most expensive and sought after rooms at the inn.

“Y-yes, it was.”

A half-wall of decorative square concrete blocks ran along the edge of the walkway. Harry gripped his hands over the top of the wall and peered down. Kelly, though she would have rather avoided it, couldn’t help but look too. 

“Are you okay, Mrs. Green?”

“No, I am not okay. My aunt fell.” Tears forced their way out the corners of her forest green eyes despite her best efforts to quell them. “She’s in the hospital.”

Harry padded closer on silent bare feet. Several scraggly hair follicles sprouted along the sides of a white concave sternum. 

Harry squeezed Kelly’s upper arms. “That’s what I thought.” His breath smelled of spearmint toothpaste. “But your aunt didn’t fall, Mrs. Green.”

“What?” Kelly stared at Mr. Leland through tear-blurred eyes. 

“Oh, no. Your aunt was pushed.”
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“What are you talking about, Mr. Leland?” Kelly was tired, depressed and angry at the world. It wasn’t fair. Aunt Ruth had so much to live for. She had planned to start her new life tomorrow. Why did something so terrible have to happen today? 

Aunt Ruth had been up and down those stairs a hundred times. A thousand times.

“It’s Harry.”

“I’ve had all I can handle tonight. Whatever it is you have to say can wait until tomorrow.” Kelly warned him with a look. “Goodnight, Mr. Leland.”

“But Mrs. Green—” 

Kelly held her finger to her lips. “Better yet, don’t say anything, Mr. Leland.” She turned on her heel and marched to her room. “And put a shirt on,” she muttered under her breath.

Kelly slammed the door behind her, leaving her alone with a roomful of mosquitoes, moths, something slick and black with too many legs that was crawling up the wall near the desk and a head filled with sorrows and bad memories.

She grabbed the book from the night table and hurled it at the bajillion-legged bug on the wall. She missed it by a mile, not that she had expected to hit it. In fact, she would have been mortified if she had. She preferred sending such critters off to nature rather than to their deaths.

Kelly threw herself into bed and turned violently to the right, smothering herself with a pillow. She willed herself to sleep but sleep didn’t come. Harry Leland’s words penetrated her thoughts. “Darn you, Leland.” 

Kelly kicked the covers off her ankles and cursed some more as she climbed out of bed and cinched her robe around her waist. She shoved her feet into an old pair of open-toed leather sandals tucked under the AC unit beneath the front window. 

Carefully closing the hotel room door behind her lest she gain any further roommates—the room only had two beds for goodness’s sake—she tiptoed down the hall.

The courtyard was quiet now. George had turned off most of the outdoor lights before retiring, leaving only the landscape lighting, the oceanside fairy lights attached to a low latticework fence, and the blurry glow of the pool light down at the deep end.

Reaching the end of the deserted corridor, Kelly pounded on the last door. The ocean was a vast sea of ink with stars along its edge. A light breeze sent her hair dancing against her cheekbones.

“Hello?” A sleepy voice called through the thick door.

“It’s me, Mr. Leland. Kelly Green.” She closed her eyes for a moment, breathing in the warm, salty air.

A light came on. Kelly heard the sound of the security hook being released. 

Harry Leland opened the door and peered at her curiously. He held a pair of reading glasses in his left hand. “Yes?”

A small smile formed on her lips. Young Mr. Leland had taken her advice and put on a shirt. More dancing tuxedoed kittens. Still, it was an improvement.

“My aunt wasn’t pushed, Mr. Leland. That would be attempted murder.”

“She didn’t exactly throw herself down the stairs, did she?”

“No. She fell down the stairs.” Kelly watched him fold and unfold the thick black glasses.

Leland snorted. “If you are so sure of that, why are you here knocking on my door?”

What she wanted to say was Because you are driving me crazy and I’m trying to get to sleep and deal with this tragedy. Instead, what she said was, “Because you’re a guest. I wanted to reassure you.” She turned and watched the slow moving dark ocean. “We don’t have murders at the Beach Lovers Inn.”

“Oh, but you do. Not for the first time.” Harry Leland stepped away from the door and pushed it open wide. “Come in, won’t you, Mrs. Green?”

Kelly looked warily inside. “In the first place, I'm not Mrs. Green. I mean, I am—I was—but I’m not anymore. We're divorced.” Why was she blathering? And to Harry Leland?

“Sorry.” His gaunt cheeks reddened.

“Don't be. What about you? Is there a Mrs. Leland?”

“Only my mother. I never married.”

Kelly didn't know why she had even asked. She was only being polite. It was either that or ask what sign of the zodiac he was born under, which she was equally disinterested in.

“I'm a Scorpio. We’re shrewd and have powerful reasoning skills.”

“What?” She narrowed her eyes as she entered the room, lit only by the desk lamp. “How did you know...? Never mind. Tell me about yourself, Mr. Leland.” Listening to him talk might distract her from more unpleasant thoughts.

One look inside Leland’s hotel room and Kelly could see why he wasn’t married. The king-sized bed, the dresser and carpets were littered with books, some open, some stacked six or seven high. Typed and scribbled sheets of paper lay everywhere. Others sat balled up in the vicinity of the trash can. “Were you burgled?”

“Huh?” There was a click as Harry Leland closed the door behind them.

“Has housekeeping been forgetting your room? Because if they have, I’ll have a word with them in the morning.”

“No, the room is fine.”

“Are you sure?” The inn could ill-afford him posting a negative review on social media.

“Yes.” Harry Leland took a swig of water from a plastic cup.

Atop the narrow desk beneath the window facing the ocean sat an open silver laptop computer. A legal pad lay to the right, with a Beach Lovers Inn pen beside it.

The corner of Kelly’s mouth edged down. “You do know that housekeeping is included in the cost of the room, right?”

Harry Leland sat gingerly on the edge of his bed. “Won’t you have a seat, Mrs., er, Miss...”

“Call me Kelly.”

He squinted at her from behind thick glasses. “And please call me Harry.”
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