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I was just stepping off the treadmill when my boyfriend, Grayson, walked over from the other side of the gym. 

“So, what do you think of this place?” he asked with a cheerful grin. “Do we approve?” 

I said wryly, “I think the question is more ‘do you approve? You’re the one who’s contemplating a gym membership here.”

I took a small towel to wipe down the treadmill, in case of any sweaty spattering. There was plenty of cause for there to be spattering. While Grayson had taken a tour of the gym, I’d tried out the various equipment here. Now he was still delightfully clean in his jeans and button-down shirt. He had no perspiration dripping from his light-brown hair like I did from my black hair. Grayson said, “Well, so far, it seems pretty good.”

“Yeah, I think so, too. I liked the amount of equipment the gym has. It’s nice not to have to wait too long for the stair-climber or the weights.”

Grayson nodded. “It makes a difference. Let’s try out the café they have here.”

“No way. They have a café in the gym?” 

Grayson nodded. “According to the tour that I got, yes. I think smoothies were mentioned a lot, though. I’m not sure how much solid food they have there.”

“I’m not sure how much solid food I even need after that workout. But a smoothie sounds pretty good.”

We wandered into the café, a sunny room with brightly painted walls. It turned out they offered some breakfast sandwiches, but I stuck with a berry smoothie. Grayson got some sort of Uber-healthy green drink. We settled into a booth. 

“So?” I asked. “What did you make of your tour?” Grayson had brought me along as a guest today. I was trying to work in more exercising, realizing I spent a good deal of time sitting. The library was actually a fairly active job, between hopping up to help patrons find books and other materials and wrangling the evil copier we had. But I still felt I needed more sustained cardio exercise and my once-a-week jogs weren’t really cutting it.

“I liked it,” said Grayson. “It doesn’t seem super-crowded. The people who are here don’t look like bodybuilder types or anything, so it’s not very intimidating being here. It seems like they offer a variety of exercise machines, and the place is spotless.” He paused. “I hope it’s okay, but I got a family membership.”

He looked so worried that I couldn’t help but smile. “This, despite the fact that you don’t have any local family?” 

“Yeah.” He stirred his green drink, not meeting my eyes. “I hope you don’t mind, but I thought I could get it for the both of us. I’m paying for it, of course.”

At one point, there would be no “of course” about it. Grayson and I had always been fairly equal partners in terms of clipping coupons, shopping sales, and eating packed lunches. But when Grayson’s wealthy Charleston uncle passed away, he left Grayson a surprise legacy. Grayson has still been trying to come to terms with it all. It’s not quite a rags-to-riches story, but it’s not far off the mark, either. We skirted the issue of money most days, which made both of us feel less awkward. This was the first time he’d offered to pay for anything more than the occasional dinner out.

Before I could say anything, Grayson continued in a rush. “I know. It was really presumptuous of me. You can totally get me to cancel it. But the thing was, it wasn’t that much more expensive than an individual membership. Plus, I’ll feel a lot more motivated if you come with me. Sort of like the buddy system. Maybe we can even make a couple fitness goal.”

He looked anxiously up at me through his long lashes. I sighed, shaking my head. I never had the ability to stay irritated with Grayson, even if I tried. “Hey, it’s a nice thing to do.”

“I should have checked with you first.”

“Yes, you should have.” I considered the offer. “But I totally agree that I’d feel more motivated about coming if you and I did it together. If I didn’t want to get up early and exercise one day, knowing you were here waiting for me would make me push through it. And I definitely can’t afford a gym membership. There’s just no question about that. Plus, I don’t have room in my house for weights or a treadmill or anything. So, sure. Thank you.” I hoped I didn’t sound ungrateful. Our relationship and how we were both contributing to it seemed like it was balancing nicely. 

Grayson blew out a relieved sigh, clearly glad to put that part of the conversation behind him. “Okay, good. So do you like this place? What did you make of it? I know you said you liked the fact that there was plenty of equipment there. You thought the rest of it was okay?” 

“I thought it was great. I’m kind of sorry I decided not to go on the tour with you. I walked around a little, though, and saw the sauna, the weight room, and the swimming pool. It’s actually a really nice set-up for a town this size.”

Grayson said eagerly, “I thought so, too. I was going to see if they wanted to advertise in the newspaper. I had no idea all the stuff they had available over here. If they advertise, they can really get the word out.” He slid a brochure across the table to me. “Here’s their exercise class schedule. Maybe we can consider doing one of those, too.”

I glanced over the list. They had all sorts of offerings, from gentle yoga to hard-core cycling. “Sure, we can give one or two of them a go. I’m going to want to start out with the beginner stuff to make sure I know what I’m doing first. I’ve never done any group exercise classes.”

“Good idea.” Grayson was already thinking ahead. “I know things can be tough with our schedules. What do you think will work better: early mornings or after work?”

“Maybe a combination of them. And maybe I can squeeze in a little at lunch, although I couldn’t get too sweaty. Maybe weight resistance or something.” I smiled at him. “However we work it out, it’s got to be better than what we’re doing right now.”

We switched to talking about other subjects then. Grayson had been working on some profiles for the newspaper and talked a little about some people he thought he might focus on down the road.

“There’s this local artist who creates incredible sculptures out of recycled materials. I’m sure people will want to hear her story.”

“That sounds really cool. What kinds of sculptures are we talking about?

Grayson said, “She mostly uses old car parts and scrap metal from the junkyard, turning them into these amazingly intricate works of art. She emailed me a picture of one of them.” He scrolled through his phone and showed me a picture of an owl she’d made. It had a steampunk look about it, but also, strangely, as if it could take off and fly at any moment.”

“That’s incredible. Part of me has always wished I could be an artist. You can say so much with a piece like this.”

Grayson said, “A picture’s worth a thousand words? But you love your books so much.”

“True. I guess visual art just speaks in a different way.” I glanced at my watch. “I’ve still got plenty of time, but we should probably start heading toward the car. I’ll need to rinse off before going to work.”

I was working a morning shift at the library. My favorite shifts were early in the morning because I loved going in first thing. The gym opened at five o’clock in the morning, which meant Grayson and I wouldn’t have a problem fitting in exercise before work. We’d arrived there at six and it was now a couple of minutes after seven.  

We climbed into Grayson’s car, and he set off slowly down the street as we continued chatting with each other. I said, “There’s no way I can convince Zelda to go to the gym, but I’m wondering if I can convince her to stop chain-smoking. Her cough has gotten really nasty lately.”

Grayson gave me a wry grin. “Is that because you’re deeply concerned about Zelda? Or because her horrible cough is driving you nuts at the library?” 

Zelda was a library volunteer and the president of our homeowner’s association. Although she could certainly be helpful, she was also a handful. 

“A little of both,” I admitted. “I’ll have to see if I can get my hands on some library resources to send her home with on quitting smoking.”

I was looking out the passenger window, mulling over Zelda’s many issues, when I spotted Linus, one of the library’s regular patrons, tugging hard at his dog’s leash. Ivy was usually a sweet girl and very obedient. It looked as if Linus was struggling to control her.

“Hey, that’s Linus,” I blurted out. “Can you find a spot to pull over?” 

Grayson quickly parallel parked on the side of the road, and we both hopped out of the car. “Linus?” I called.

The older man turned around, looking relieved. As usual, he was wearing suit pants and a button-down shirt with a tie. “Hi, you two. Do you mind lending me a hand? I don’t know what’s gotten into Ivy. She’s never like this.”

Grayson quickly took Ivy’s leash and led her gently but firmly back onto the sidewalk and away from a business’s driveway. The dog still seemed agitated and as if she wanted to run over to investigate whatever she’d been so interested in. I said, “Has she been like this for a while?” 

“No, just right here. The rest of the walk really went fine. But when we got up here, I thought she was going to pull the leash away and run off.” Linus sounded panicked at the concept. He had grown very close to the former stray. It was almost as if she’d picked her owner—she’d been discovered on the library property, and Linus had immediately been smitten. 

“How about if we cut her walk short today?” asked Grayson. “You and she can hop in the car, and I can drive you both home. Maybe she just needs some downtime today.”

I thought Linus was going to refuse the help since he was always reluctant to put anyone out. It was a testament to how worried he’d been about controlling Ivy that he quickly said, “That’s very kind of you. I think that sounds like a good idea.”

There was something so odd about Ivy’s change of behavior that it gave me pause. “I’ll join you in just a second. I just wanted to check something really quick.”

“Want me to come with you?” asked Grayson, suddenly sounding concerned. It must have occurred to him, too, that there must be something out of the ordinary out there to make Ivy act so very out of character.

I shook my head. “I’ll just be a second.”

I walked toward the business driveway Ivy had been pulling toward. The business was a medical clinic, which had been around forever. Long enough that a thick hedge lined the front entrance of the property, obscuring some of the building and grounds from view. I took a quick glance toward the clinic. The exterior of the medical practice was a quaint, one-story structure painted a neutral cream. The front door was an inviting shade of red under a wooden overhang. I walked down the driveway a few moments and stopped short. There was a man lying on the ground, a stethoscope around his neck, and a thick medical reference book on the ground next to him. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two


[image: ]


I quickly backed up. I recognized the man as Victor Sullivan, a doctor at the practice. 

“Everything okay?” called Grayson from the car.

I shook my head. “Can you call the police?”

Without asking questions, Grayson dug out his phone. I walked carefully back to the body. Victor certainly seemed to be dead. The stethoscope wasn’t dangling around his neck in a professional manner; it appeared to have been used to strangle him. His eyes were wide open. His keys, perhaps to the office, were next to his hand. Victor was in his late-fifties with blond hair with a few streaks of gray throughout. His wire glasses were slightly askew. 

I put a cautious couple of fingers on his neck, checking for a pulse. There wasn’t one. His skin was still warm, so he couldn’t have been lying there very long. 

I walked back to the car, striding up to the driver’s side window. Grayson, now off the phone, gave me a quizzical look as a siren sounded in the background.

“What’s happened?” he asked. 

Linus was sitting in the backseat with Ivy and rolled his window down, too. I could see Ivy leaning against Linus as he stroked her in an attempt to calm her down. Her eyes were still wide, though, and she seemed agitated.

“I’m afraid that the reason Ivy was so determined to go into that medical practice was because there was a body there,” I said. “It’s one of the doctors who works at the clinic. I recognized him from around town, although I don’t know him well.” I paused. “It looked like he was murdered.”

Ivy whined again from the backseat as the siren grew closer. Her sweet face looked concerned as she peered out the window.

Grayson said, “Linus, is it okay if we wait to talk to Burton first before I drop you back at your house? I’m sure he’s going to want to ask us questions.”

“Of course it is. We were first on the scene, after all. I don’t have anything going on at home that I need to get back to. Although I have to admit to feeling bad about being so incurious about what was keeping Ivy from continuing on her walk,” said Linus wryly. “I didn’t even try to see what she was so interested in. What a terrible thing to happen.”

Burton Edison was the local police chief and friend of mine. And he was, I was sure, about to have an unexpectedly challenging day. 

Burton was there in just a minute. He was a heavyset, middle-aged man, tall and solid, with kind eyes and a receding hairline. He spotted us, waved, took a quick look behind the hedge and checked the body, then strung up crime scene tape. A deputy was there with him and stood by the tape to ensure no one walked in and contaminated the scene. 

Burton shook his head as he walked up to me. “Good morning, Ann. Not what you were expecting at the start of your day, was it? Were you on your way in for an appointment at the doctor’s office?” 

I shook my head. “Grayson and I were working out together at the gym. We pulled over when we saw Linus struggling with his dog. You remember Linus, my friend from the library?” 

Burton nodded. He’d dated my coworker, Luna, for a while, and Linus was one of Luna’s and my favorites. He lifted his eyebrows. “I’m guessing Linus’s dog found the body.”

“He and Ivy didn’t get that far. But she definitely knew something was wrong over there. Ivy is usually a really sweet girl. The fact she wasn’t listening to Linus and was pulling at the leash was totally out of character. Grayson pulled the car over, we helped Linus get Ivy into the vehicle, and then I walked over to see what Ivy was so interested in.”

Burton nodded. “Got it. And you know who the victim is? I haven’t been in town long enough to recognize everybody.” 

“It’s murder, of course, isn’t it?” I asked. 

Burton gave another curt nod. “Sure looks that way.”

I said, “He’s Victor Sullivan, a primary care doctor. His death is probably going to really have tongues wagging. He’s been practicing for a while and knows lots of people here.”

Burton looked glum. “Great. There’s nothing like a high-profile case to make life stressful. Good thing I’ve got the state police coming in to give me a hand.” He glanced over at the car where Grayson, Linus, and Ivy still sat. “Let me speak with them real quick so you can be on your way. You’re working this morning?” 

“Yes. I’ll be running a little late.” I pulled my phone out to send a quick text to Wilson, the library director, to let him know.

While Burton was speaking with Grayson and Linus, a woman in her early-fifties walked up to me. She had sharp features, piercing blue eyes, and brown hair pulled back in a tidy bun. She looked familiar, but I couldn’t place her name.

“What’s going on?” she asked me briskly, gesturing toward the police and the crime scene tape.

“There’s been an incident,” I said quietly. 

“I gathered that,” she answered in rather an acerbic voice. “And I’m not asking from mere idle interest. That’s my workplace. I’m Paige Lee, a doctor at the clinic.”

“Ann Beckett,” I said. I motioned for Burton to come over. If Dr. Lee was one of Victor Sullivan’s coworkers, it would be better if Burton delivered the news.

Burton came over and introduced himself. Dr. Lee impatiently identified herself again. “What has happened?” she asked again. “Was there a break-in? People don’t seem to realize that we don’t have a huge stash of drugs on the premises.”

Burton said, “I’m afraid it’s something a bit more serious than theft. It looks as if one of your colleagues has died.”

Dr. Lee knit her brows together. She looked surprised and confused, but not particularly upset. “One of my colleagues? Who was it?” 

“Preliminary identification indicates he’s Victor Sullivan.”

Dr. Lee drew in a hissing breath. “Victor? Did he suffer a heart attack?”

Burton said carefully, “We’re going to be treating his death as suspicious.”

She took a step backward. “No. Murder? That’s impossible.”

Burton took out a small notebook. “As a formality, I need to ask everyone Dr. Sullivan worked with to tell me where they were this morning.”

Dr. Lee frowned. “This morning? Is that when Victor died? I was at home, of course, getting ready for work. If you’re looking for an alibi, however, I’m afraid I’m not going to be able to provide one. I’m not married, and I live alone. If Simone, my cat, could speak for me, I’d have a great alibi, but I doubt she’ll be able to comply.”

Burton seemed to wait for a bit more detail in terms of Dr. Lee’s movements for the morning. She pressed her lips into a thin line before saying, “I got up for the day around six o’clock. Then I got ready, fed the cat, drank my coffee, and checked the news online. After that, I watered my houseplants and the plants on my front porch.” She gestured to her laptop bag. “I gathered my things together and drove over here.”

Burton made a few more notes. “Thanks for clarifying that. Could you speak a little as to your relationship with Victor Sullivan?” 

Dr. Lee pressed her lips together. Then she said in a clipped, reserved voice, “I didn’t have a ‘relationship’ with Victor. We were colleagues, plain and simple. Working with Victor was just fine. We collaborated on many cases, and he was a competent physician. Our interactions were strictly within the professional realm. Victor was dedicated to his work, and our discussions primarily revolved around patient care and medical matters. It's important to maintain a professional atmosphere in a healthcare setting, and that's precisely what we did.”

“Were you close at all outside of work? Did you attend social functions together? Go to a restaurant? Coffee? Anything like that?” 

Dr. Lee shook her head. “Not at all. We kept our professional and personal lives completely separate.”

“Could you tell me more about what Victor was like as a person? I wasn’t acquainted with him,” said Burton.

Dr. Lee appeared to consider this. She carefully said, “He was very popular with his patients.” She glanced at me. “You’ve been around town for a while, I know. You’ve probably heard everyone singing his praises.” There was a touch of bitterness in her voice. 

I nodded. “I know he was a patient favorite.” I had the feeling that Dr. Lee might be an excellent doctor, but that her bedside manner could use a little work. She seemed both remote and crisply disinterested at the same time. I wondered if she had the same approach to patients in exam rooms.

Burton said, “No angry patients, then? No threats at the workplace? No one lost their parent and blamed Victor for malpractice?”

Dr. Lee gave a decisive shake of her head. “Nothing like that, at least that I’m aware of. They all seemed to think Victor was wonderful.”

“What about Victor Sullivan’s relationship with his coworkers and staff? Are you the only other physician in the practice?”

Dr. Lee said, “There’s a medical student who’s also currently working with us. He’s on one of his clinical rotations for med school. That’s it, in terms of providers.” She frowned. “It’s actually rather odd that our student isn’t here yet. He’s ordinarily something of an early bird. I suppose he either overslept or has been delayed on the highway. He commutes from Charlotte, but Kyle is still frequently here before I arrive.”

Burton nodded, jotting down another note. “I’d like to hear more about your opinion of Dr. Sullivan, personally. What did you make of him? You must have known him fairly well, being the only other full-time provider at the practice. What can you tell me about him? Background information on the doctor will help my team figure out what happened to him.” 

A cautious look appeared on Dr. Lee’s face. I had the feeling that she might not fully disclose what her feelings were about her coworker. Considering she was speaking to a police chief at a murder scene, however, it seemed pretty prudent to me.

She said in a halting voice, “He was an excellent doctor. He attended Duke University for medical school, specializing in internal medicine. He contributed significantly to medical research in his spare time, authoring numerous papers in reputable journals. Victor cared deeply about his patients and had many years of experience treating them.”

Burton smiled at her, apparently to put her more at ease. But it appeared Dr. Lee wasn’t going to relax, at least not around the police chief. She stood stiffly, her body tense. Burton said genially, “I’m sure I can find his resume online. What I’m more interested in is what he was like as a person.”

“Unfortunately, considering we were colleagues, I’m better-positioned to speak on what he was like as a physician. Maybe you can draw some conclusions about his personality from his professional work.” Dr. Lee thought for a moment, as if reflecting on Victor’s professional habits. “He took a great deal of time with his patients. Victor wasn’t one to run on time during the day. His patients knew to come to the office with a book or to download shows on their phones.” There was a slightly irritated note in her voice. I got the impression that when Victor ran behind schedule, it inconvenienced her, too. 

Burton picked up on the note, too. “You don’t work the same way?”

Dr. Lee said, “I don’t. I like to run on a particular timetable. I dislike keeping patients waiting since I feel their time is valuable. Sometimes they need to get back to their jobs or pick up their children from school. There are any number of reasons why it’s preferable to keep the clinic running on time. But that was Victor’s business. I prefer to do things my way.”

“And Victor’s personality?” pushed Burton. For him to keep pushing for it, he must be thinking Dr. Lee was being less than forthcoming.

Dr. Lee shrugged a thin shoulder. “Great with patients, but exacting with staff. He wanted our receptionist to answer calls quickly and always be cheerful and warm on the phone. He expected the nurses to perform well and be pleasant. He always pushed that the patients came first. If the receptionist and nurses didn’t perform to his expectations, he could react angrily with them. We’ve lost some good staff through the years for that reason.”

“You mentioned he was exacting with his staff. Did that include the medical student? And yourself?” 

A flash of irritation crossed Dr. Lee’s features. “I think Victor knew better than to be exacting with me. We were peers. Yes, we approached various tasks differently, but we were both successful in our own ways.” She paused. “As for Kyle, our student? Yes, Victor could be tough on him. But that’s what a clinical rotation is all about, isn’t it?” 

Burton’s face indicated he had no idea. He said, “So the two of them might have had a challenging relationship.”

“That’s probably fair to say. I don’t think it was difficult for Victor, but Kyle was likely affected by it. He’s a very confident young student.”

“Confident? Or cocky?” asked Burton.

Dr. Lee pressed her lips together before saying, “Maybe a bit of both. Kyle told me he didn’t care for the way Victor was addressing him. Victor didn’t feel Kyle was deferential enough to the patients. He thought Kyle came off as condescending or patronizing.”

“How did Kyle react to that criticism?” 

“Poorly,” said Dr. Lee. “Kyle is used to getting excellent grades at med school and enthusiastic reviews on his rotations by his supervising physicians. So far, he’d breezed through his rotations. He was one of those young people who could be a little arrogant. I got the impression that Kyle wasn’t excited about going through a primary care rotation. However, that’s one of the rotations that’s a staple for medical schools and is always required.”

“You don’t think he wants to be a primary care doctor?” asked Burton, still jotting down background notes. 

“I know he
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