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      Across the street, the sound of Mac Calhoun, a popular local entertainer, beginning his set on the patio of Rita’s Seaside Grille, filled the air as I walked along the sidewalk in front of the Folly Beach Fishing Pier’s parking lot. It was a little after sunset, and I was heading home after having supper at Loggerhead’s Beach Grill a block behind me. I moved to the side of the walk to allow a man heading my direction to pass. After all, how could I not defer to someone who was at least 6’3” wearing a red and black turban and matching smoking jacket? Having lived on the small South Carolina barrier island for fourteen years, it took more than someone’s unconventional attire to surprise me.

      I smiled at the gentleman. He returned the smile then we turned our attention to the street beside us as we heard the roar of a car accelerating as it approached. Through its lowered passenger-side window, I caught a glimpse of the driver’s arm extended toward the window. The driver was wearing a black ball cap pulled low over his face, a long-sleeve black T-shirt, and although the sun was no longer a factor, aviator sunglasses. None of that caught my attention as much as the black handgun pointed at us.

      The music from Rita’s faded into the background as two gunshots assailed my eardrums.

      Before I could react, the vehicle sped out East Arctic Avenue. Its brake lights didn’t illuminate until it was two blocks away. I took a deep breath, realized I was still standing, and the strangely attired man who’d smiled at me seconds earlier was no longer smiling, nor standing.

      My first, and naïve, thought was he’d been startled by the gunshots, tripped on the edge of the sidewalk, and had fallen. Blood pooling beside his unmoving body reinforced what I’d reluctantly realized. I knelt close to the man and felt his neck for a pulse. Nothing.

      A young couple who had been seated at the back of Rita’s patio had noticed the two of us on the sidewalk, left the restaurant’s back exit and headed across the street. I yelled for them to call 911 and looked around to see if anyone else was nearby. While the man was calling, the woman said she was a nurse and leaned over the turbaned gentleman.

      I tried to stand to get out of her way, but my legs were so wobbly I was afraid I’d fall. I scooted a couple of feet back and remained on my knees. The nurse bent over the man a couple more seconds then leaned back and said there was nothing she could do for him.

      She stood, patted me on the shoulder, and said, “I’m Charity and that’s my husband Thomas. You okay?”

      I nodded to the man standing behind his wife before saying, “I wasn’t hit, but I’m far from okay. I’m Chris Landrum. Thanks for coming over.”

      The City of Folly Beach’s Department of Public Safety, housing both the fire and police departments, is fewer than three blocks from where we were and in seconds, I heard sirens from one of the fire engines and the high-pitched sound from a police vehicle approaching.

      Charity started to respond when the fire apparatus stopped in the street beside the body and two firefighters who also served as EMTs exited the vehicle. They looked around then rushed to the man on the sidewalk. I motioned for Charity and Thomas to move with me into the Pier’s parking lot a few feet away from the activity on the sidewalk.

      A Department of Public Safety SUV came around the corner from Center Street which intersects Arctic Avenue and stopped diagonally behind the fire engine closing off vehicular traffic on East Arctic. Officer Trula Bishop exited the SUV, went to the firefighters kneeling beside the victim, and said something. She spotted me and headed in my direction.

      “Mr. Chris,” she said the same way she’d addressed me since she’d arrived on the island seven years ago, “are you okay? What happened?”

      I lied and said I was okay then gave her a capsule summary of what little I knew and motioned Charity and Thomas over and introduced them to the officer. Trula asked the couple the same thing she asked me and learned little new about what’d happened.

      “Charity and Thomas, sure you didn’t see the car the shots came from?”

      Thomas said, “Officer, we didn’t see or hear anything before I looked over and saw the man on the sidewalk with Mr. Landrum knelt over him. Charity was facing the other direction and didn’t see anything until I pointed it out. She’s a nurse and said we needed to check on the man. Didn’t do much good, though. Sorry.”

      Trula said, “Thanks for checking on him. Were you finished with your meal?”

      “Just got our drinks when Thomas saw the guys.”

      “Tell you what,” Trula said, “why don’t you go back and finish your supper. I don’t want to spoil your meal. I’ll have someone come over and get your information in a little while.”

      I wondered if their supper hadn’t already been spoiled. Mine had been and it’d been a half hour since I’d eaten.

      As is the case surrounding most police or fire activity, a crowd began gathering on both sides of the street and since the police vehicle had the road blocked, several people were inching closer on the street. A second police vehicle arrived from the other direction driving the wrong way on the one-way street. Officer Rodney New hopped out of the patrol vehicle, glanced at the man on the sidewalk, then came over to Officer Bishop and the rest of us. I’d met Rodney a year ago when he joined the Folly force after working with a sheriff’s office near Asheville, North Carolina.

      Bishop told him to herd bystanders away from the scene and tape off the area. He nodded and returned to his vehicle for a roll of crime scene tape. She watched Rodney go to his vehicle and the young couple enter the back gate to Rita’s patio, and said, “Think you’d be more comfortable in my SUV?”

      I’d recently turned seventy-one but at this moment my legs felt twice that age. “Trula, that’d beat me collapsing in the parking lot.”

      One of the firefighters approached and asked Officer Bishop if she wanted him to call the police chief and the coroner’s office. She nodded then put her arm around my waist and escorted me to her vehicle.

      “Mr. Chris, you know who he is?”

      “No. To my knowledge, the first time I saw him was when he was walking toward me.”

      “Tell me again, how close you two were when you saw the firearm?”

      “Couldn’t have been more than a foot apart.”

      “Nearly side by side?”

      Then it struck me. What if he wasn’t the target?
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      The sight of another police vehicle speeding toward us going the wrong way on East Arctic Avenue drew our attention.

      “The boss arrives,” Trula said as a silver four-door Ford F-150 pickup truck slammed on its brakes, turned into the Pier’s lot, and pulled up to the sidewalk.

      Cindy LaMond, Folly’s Director of Public Safety, slowly exited her official vehicle then walked over to the subject of everyone’s attention plus her two firefighters and one public safety officer. They huddled a couple of minutes before the officer pointed to Bishop’s vehicle. The Chief barked some orders then approached us.

      I had known Cindy since she moved to Folly from East Tennessee thirteen years ago to join the police force. She was promoted to Director of Public Safety six years ago. I count Cindy and her husband, Larry, among my closest friends.

      Cindy pointed to me and said, “Officer Bishop, have you arrested that vagrant for shooting the gentleman splayed out on our sidewalk?”

      Bishop, like many of us, had learned to accept the Chief’s dark sense of humor, and said, “Thought I’d give you the honor.”

      “I’ll take him off your hands, and you can help the other guys see if there were witnesses or if anyone can tell us more about Mr. Turban.”

      Bishop gave her boss a quick salute and headed toward Rita’s and the Tides Hotel while Cindy and I moved to her vehicle. I barely had time to get situated when she said, “You’ve lived on Folly what, a hundred years? Has anyone been killed over here in all that time where you, an aging retired bureaucrat, haven’t been nearby when it happened or stuck your nose in our investigations?”

      Unfortunately, Cindy was right about my getting involved in police investigations. Not only did I and a few of my friends get involved, we helped the police bring some bad folks to justice.

      “Fourteen years,” I said, although I suspected she knew I hadn’t lived here a hundred years.

      “Hell’s bells, I’m not writing a history book, my point is, here you are again, smack dab in the middle of a murder.”

      “Cindy, I was walking down the sidewalk, minding my own business, when the man was shot.”

      “I’ll accept that for now. Start from the beginning, what the hell happened?”

      I shared how there wasn’t much “beginning” since the fatal shot was fired seconds after I first noticed the man.

      “Any idea who he is?”

      “No.”

      “Recognize the killer?”

      “No.”

      “Okay, easier question, was it a male or female?”

      “It was dark inside the car, and all I noticed was a ball cap, sunglasses, and a long-sleeve shirt.” I took a deep breath, exhaled, and added, “And a black handgun.”

      “Kind of vehicle?”

      “By the time I noticed it, shots were fired and the man who’d been standing inches away was on the sidewalk, blood oozing out of his body. So no, I have no idea what kind of car it was.”

      “Then I don’t suppose you got its license plate number?”

      I stared at her, not thinking that questions deserved a response.

      She reached over and squeezed my arm, before saying, “You good?”

      “Not really.”

      “Anything I can do to help?”

      “Catch the person who did this.”

      “Gee, why didn’t I think of that?”

      Another comment that didn’t deserve a response.

      Officer New tapped on Cindy’s side window. She saw who it was and lowered the window.

      “Chief, guy’s license says he’s Wesley Thomas, age sixty-five, lives on Pawleys Island. Also found a Tides Hotel keycard in his pocket.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Thirty-five bucks and a Kia key fob.”

      “Someone from the Sheriff’s Office should be here shortly. When a detective arrives, give him or her the wallet, keycard, and fob. Until then, help Officer Bishop see if you can find anyone who knows more about what happened.”

      “Yes, Chief.”

      The Charleston County Sheriff’s Office investigates suspicious deaths on Folly since Cindy’s force isn’t equipped nor staffed to conduct murder investigations.

      “Chris, any thoughts on where the car came from? I doubt the driver was out for a joy ride, saw two older gentlemen, and decided to shoot one of them.”

      “If it were waiting for, what did Officer New say his name was?”

      She glanced at a notebook where she’d jotted down the victim’s name, and said, “Wesley Thomas.”

      “If the shooter had been waiting for Thomas or me, he would’ve been parked in the Tides lot or one of the on-street spots this side of Center Street until Thomas was close then pulled onto the street. If he was parked on Arctic on the other side of Center Street, his vehicle would’ve been pointed the wrong direction, and there’s nowhere on Center Street where he could’ve been parked and seen us.”

      “I agree. You think you may’ve been the intended victim?”

      I closed my eyes, sighed, and said, “Don’t see why, but it entered my mind.”

      I didn’t tell her that thought held a prominent spot in my mind.

      “Have you acquired any enemies recently, pissed off any of our fine citizens, or killed anybody’s pet aardvark?”

      “No, no, and who has an aardvark?”

      She shook her head. “Merely an example of something bad you could’ve done.”

      Her phone rang before she could add other examples of bad things I could’ve done to anger someone enough to try to kill me.

      “Yes, Detective,” she said, listened for a few seconds, then added, “We’ll be here.”

      She tapped End call, rolled her eyes, and said, “Good ole Detective Adair, your favorite and mine. He’s in North Charleston dealing with who knows what and won’t get here for an hour or longer.”

      Kenneth Adair was one of the Charleston County Sheriff’s Office detectives and was the lead investigator on a handful of cases where I and some of my friends had stuck our noses where they didn’t belong. The only thing that had kept us out of jail for interfering in a police investigation was that we solved the crimes, something the detective hadn’t managed to do. Chief LaMond also wasn’t a fan of Adair, but for different reasons. The detective treated Folly’s police like they existed to provide help when he needed it and seldom thought it was important for the communication between his department and Folly’s to go both ways.

      Officer Rodney New returned escorting a lady in her mid-forties, with a frown on her face that practically went from ear to ear. Cindy lowered her window and New said, “Chief, this is Val Laramie. She’s a guest at the hotel and said she saw the victim yesterday.”

      Cindy stepped out of her vehicle, gave Ms. Laramie one of her sugary smiles, and said, “Thanks for coming over with Officer New. Tell me about Mr. Thomas.”

      Ms. Laramie gave New a look like he’d dragged her away from eating a hot fudge sundae, then turned to Cindy, and said, “Not much to tell. My friend and I were checking in yesterday around five. We’re from Wheeling, West Virginia, and had been looking so forward to visiting Folly. Anyway, the man your officer described was in front of us in line, and that’s about it.”

      “Was he by himself?”

      “Was then, but I have no way of knowing if there was someone with him.”

      “Was he wearing a turban?”

      “Yes.”

      “Remember anything else about him?”

      “Not much. He seemed friendly. He kept asking the clerk questions, not about the hotel, but about her life, now long she’d worked there, even asked if she was a surfer. Stuff like that. Tell you the truth, it irritated me since we had to wait until he was done before we could check in. Did I mention we’re from West Virginia and anxious to get out there and walk on the beach? We⁠—”

      Cindy interrupted and said, “Anything else?”

      “That covers it.”

      “You’ve been helpful, Ms. Laramie. Please give Officer New a number where we can contact you. You’ll be hearing from a detective later this evening or in the morning.”

      New offered to walk her back to the hotel.

      “Helpful?” I said to Cindy.

      “Not really, but I didn’t want her to think she’d wasted time coming over with Officer New. After all, she’d taken time from walking on the beach to talk with us. She’s from West Virginia, you know.”

      “That’s what I heard—twice.”

      Cindy looked toward the Tides then at the body on the sidewalk, and said, “Looks like I’m stuck here until not-so-humble Detective Adair arrives. Why don’t you head home? Think you can do that without getting shot?”

      I started to say I could try, when Officer Bishop approached Cindy’s vehicle and pointed to a heavyset woman, in her sixties with short white hair, standing thirty feet away beside a palmetto tree near the hotel’s entrance.

      Officer Bishop said, “Chief, that’s Alice Clay. She’s a guest at the hotel and claims to know something about the shooting.”

      “What?”

      “It would be best if she shared it with you.”

      “Then bring her over,” Cindy said and exited the vehicle. I remained seated but since Cindy had left her window down, I could hear what would be said.

      “Alice, this is Chief LaMond, you can share what you told me in the lobby.”

      “Chief, like I was telling your officer, I saw the shooting.”

      That got my attention, and I leaned closer to the window.

      “Where were you at the time?”

      “In my room. It’s number 517.”

      “You mean you were standing outside your room on the open walkway to the elevator where you could see over here?”

      The Tides Hotel is Folly’s only beachfront hotel, with all guest rooms facing the ocean, their entry doors facing the city.

      “No.”

      “Help me understand, Ms. Clay. Were you standing in your doorway and saw the shooting?”

      “No, I was sitting on that nice sofa in the room and reading your local newspaper, The Folly Current, I believe. You see, I arrived this afternoon and wanted to see what was occurring in your quaint little burg.”

      “And you saw the shooting?”

      She smiled and said, “Yes.”

      “Where did you see it, Ms. Clay?”

      She pointed to the side of her head.

      For the first time in the thirteen years I’ve known Cindy LaMond, she was speechless.
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      Cindy glanced at me as I leaned toward the driver’s side window, then turned her gaze to the “witness,” and said, “Ms. Clay, I’m confused. How were you seated in your room yet claim to have seen the man get shot?”

      “Chief, I understand your confusion. You see, I have visions, can see things before they happen.”

      “Why don’t you join me in my vehicle where you’ll be more comfortable than standing out here?” She turned to me. “Chris, why don’t you move to the back seat so Ms. Clay can join me in front?”

      From what I’d heard seconds earlier, I suspect Cindy wanted a witness to whatever was going to be said rather than allowing me to stay to keep her company.

      Ms. Clay walked to the passenger side of the pickup as I exited and reentered through the back door. Before Ms. Clay entered, Cindy looked at me and rolled her eyes.

      “Thank you, Chief. This is much more comfortable. Please call me Alice.”

      “Okay, Alice, let’s go through everything you think you saw.”

      “Everything I saw,” Cindy’s new passenger corrected with a smile.

      “Sorry, everything you saw.”

      “A man walking. A large, black thing moving, a car, a truck, could’ve been I-don’t-know what. It was dark so my image of it’s fuzzy.” She smiled and added, “My visions are not always one-hundred percent accurate. I saw it more like a phantom rather than a man-made vehicle.”

      Cindy said, “Okay, then what?”

      “When it got near the man, there was a blinding white flash, then the phantom slid away. Death remained.”

      “You saw the man get shot?”

      “I saw death.”

      “Did you see a man wearing a turban?”

      “Don’t know. Remember, it was dark.”

      I leaned forward and said, “Did you see two men?”

      Cindy glared at me and turned to Alice.

      “I don’t recall a second man.”

      Cindy said, “Anything else about the shooting itself?”

      “Sorry, I didn’t hear what you might call a gunshot. The white flash was all. The flash then death.”

      “I see,” Cindy said in a tone that implied the opposite. “How long have you had these visions?”

      “Lordy, couldn’t tell you exactly. I moved from Ohio to Kure Beach, North Carolina, six years ago after I retired from teaching literature at a high school in Cincinnati. Kure is south of Wilmington. That’s more than you wanted to know, but I’ve had visions long before moving.”

      Cindy said, “How often do you have them?”

      “Probably one or two a week, sometimes more, sometimes less.”

      “Are they always accurate?”

      “Hard to tell.”

      “Why is that?”

      She rubbed her chin and said, “Okay, here’s an example. On the drive down, I visioned a wreck on the Interstate on the opposite side of the road. Two of those big eighteen-wheelers collided. It was horrible. Anyway, since I kept driving, I wasn’t nearby to see if it happened. See what I mean?”

      “Believe I do. How long will be you staying at the Tides?”

      “Leaving a week from tomorrow. I’ll be here to celebrate Halloween next Sunday.”

      Cindy glanced at me then turned to Alice. “Is Halloween one of your favorite holidays?”

      She nodded and smiled.

      “Alice, is there anything else you can tell us about your vision about the death?”

      “Chief, I hope you don’t think I’m some sort of nut. My visions are real, honest.”

      “I’m sure they are. If you think of anything else that may help us understand what happened, please give Officer Bishop a call. Let me give you her number.”

      Cindy gave Bishop’s number to Alice then thanked her for the information.

      Cindy watched the seer of visions slowly walk to the Tides then turned to me. “Your reaction?”

      “She seems sincere about what she saw.”

      “So do many residents in psychiatric hospitals.”

      “I don’t suppose it was an accident that you gave her Officer Bishop’s number instead of yours.”

      She smiled. “I’m not Chief because I’m stupid, although others might argue that point.” Her smile faded. “Didn’t I tell you to go home?”

      “Yes, but that was before you asked me to stay so you’d have a witness to the story Ms. Clay was going to tell about seeing the murder while she was sitting on a sofa in her hotel room.”

      Her smile returned. “I repeat, I’m not Chief because I’m stupid.”

      I took that as a hint to head home.
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      The walk home was a blur except when vehicles approached. I caught myself holding my breath and subconsciously ducking. I didn’t recall ever feeling more relieved as I entered my cottage and was surrounded by a sense of security. I grabbed a Diet Coke and waited in my recliner for a visit from Detective Adair.

      Minutes felt like hours, and I gave up my vigil at midnight. Sleep was slow to come, and when it did, it was filled with nightmares. Wesley was smiling at me before dropping dead, and then I was the one lying on the sidewalk looking up at his face as I took my last breath.

      I stumbled out of bed before sunrise after realizing I wouldn’t be getting any rest. I padded into the kitchen and awakened my aging Mr. Coffee machine before realizing coffee was the only thing in the kitchen I could call breakfast. After my second cup, I decided a trip to the Lost Dog Cafe with its fully stocked kitchen would meet my need for nourishment. The Dog had been my go-to breakfast and lunch spot since I’d arrived on Folly.

      The temperature was in the low sixties, which provided enough chill to clear any remaining cobwebs from the unsettled night as I made my way five blocks to the popular restaurant. Along the way, I realized the sounds of nearby moving vehicles didn’t bother me as they had on my way home last evening.

      I approached the Dog and noticed Charles Fowler, my best friend since I’d moved to Folly, leaning on his classic Schwinn bicycle at the bike stand near the side of the restaurant. He was wearing a purple sweatshirt with Bellevue University in gold letters on the front. I’d done my best over the years to stop asking about his unlimited supply of college and university sweatshirts and T-shirts to prevent hearing more than I wanted to know about the schools they represented.

      Charles patted my back and said, “Figured you’d be here. Bellevue University is in Bellevue, Nebraska. They’re the Bruins. The school was⁠—”

      I interrupted with, “How long have you been standing there?”

      Charles looked at his bare wrist where most people wear a watch. “Shade under ten minutes.”

      “Why’d you think I’d be here?”

      He shrugged.

      I figured that was the most I was getting out of him, so I said, “Can I interest you in joining me for breakfast?”

      “Thought you’d never ask,” he said and followed me into the colorful restaurant.

      Amber, one of the servers and nicest people on the island, was in front of the large coffee urn at the side of the room and said, “Grab a seat and I’ll get your coffee.”

      The restaurant was only half full and we took my favorite booth along the back wall where we were stared at by countless canines in photos dotting the walls.

      Amber arrived with our coffee, and said, “What can I get you?”

      Charles nodded my direction and said, “He’ll have French toast and I’ll partake of the Loyal Companion.”

      Amber headed toward the kitchen without checking to see if that’s what I wanted, although French toast was a safe guess since it was my breakfast choice most every visit.

      Charles watched her go and said, “Sorry I canceled on Loggerhead’s last night. Was a long day.”

      “Wish I had.”

      Charles looked up from his coffee. “Why?”

      “Something happened on the way home.”

      He shrugged.

      “Someone was shot beside Rita’s,” I said and waited for what would rival the Spanish Inquisition.

      “What, who, and why didn’t you tell me sooner, like last night? Start from the beginning.”

      “In the beginning, God created⁠—"

      “Smart ass. After you left Loggerhead’s?”

      “I was on the sidewalk in front of the Pier’s parking lot when a car sped up behind me. The driver shot a gentleman walking past me. He died before the EMTs got there. That’s all.”

      “Not even close to ‘that’s all.’ I need to know everything if we’re going to solve it.”

      Charles, without any formal training or licensing, claims to be a private detective, and further claims I’m his assistant in the imaginary agency.

      I said, “You know, that’s up to the police. It doesn’t concern you or me.”

      “Chris, oh, Chris, tell me again where you were when the person was shot?”

      “He was walking past me.”

      “What makes you think you weren’t the target?”

      Before I responded, Amber set our meals in front of us, refilled our mugs, and said, “Need anything, holler.”

      I said we would as Charles took a bite of bacon. With his mouth full, I had time to think about what he’d said and came to the same conclusion I’d arrived at last evening. There was as good a chance of me being the target as there was the man who had been standing beside me. Do I share that?

      I didn’t have to, since the next thing he said was, “Do you know who he was?”

      “Wesley Thomas. He lived on Pawleys Island.”

      “Did he say anything to you?”

      “No, not verbally but his attire spoke volumes. He would’ve stood out in a crowd.”

      “Why?”

      “He was tall, wore a black and red turban, and a matching smoking jacket.”

      Charles took another bite, swallowed, and said, “Wonder if he’s one of the fortune tellers?”

      “One of what?”

      “Fortune tellers. Saturday, I saw Darrin at a house on East Arctic that he and Stormy are renting for some of the fortune tellers that’re meeting at the Tides this week.”

      “Darrin?”

      “Remember Darrin Roserun? We met him a couple of years ago. He and Stormy are friends with Shannon and the kids. They own a metaphysical shop in Charleston.”

      “I knew the name sounded familiar. I suppose it’s possible Wesley was one of the attendees. That might answer another question about a lady who came forward after the shooting.”

      “What lady?”

      “She was sort of a witness to the incident, think her name was Ms. Clay. She told Cindy she had a vision of the shooting, even though it was vague.”

      “I’m sure Cindy loved that. Since we have an inside angle, guess we’re the guys to solve the murder.”

      It’d been wishful thinking Charles wouldn’t return to his original point.

      “Not sure what inside angle you’re talking about, but I have faith the police will solve it.”

      “When are you going to face facts? It’s our mission to solve it.”

      While I wasn’t willing to agree, I still had the nagging question: Was Wesley the target, or was I? If I happened to be the intended victim, why? And who was the shooter?

      Charles kept saying something about the fortune tellers congregating at the Tides and how it was up to us to catch whoever fired the fatal shots, regardless of the intended victim, but I was too distracted to follow everything he was saying.

      We’d finished our meals, and Amber brought the check, then started clearing the plates. She glanced at Charles and then at me before saying, “Looks like you were in a deep conversation. Please tell me it’s about your costumes for Halloween and not about last night.”

      Charles said, “What’d you hear about last night?”

      “It’s not something I heard. I was meeting a friend at Rita’s and saw the emergency vehicles. Asked the server if there was an accident and she told me it was a shooting. I didn’t see either of you and breathed a sigh of relief. Finally, something bad happened here and you weren’t involved.” She again glanced at Charles, then turned to me. “Right?”

      “Wrong. Chris was standing beside the guy when he was killed.”

      Amber put her hand on my arm and said, “Are you all right? Do you know who the man was?”

      “I’m a little shaken. I didn’t know him. Charles thinks he could’ve been a part of a group meeting at the hotel.”

      “I read about that last week in the Charleston City Paper. The event is being sponsored by Stormy Rose, Darren and Stormy’s metaphysical shop. There was a copy behind the counter. Let me see if it’s still there.”

      Amber returned with the weekly paper and handed it to me, then said, “I need to get back to work.”

      Charles watched as I scanned the article, then said, “Anything interesting?”

      “Don’t know yet, besides we’re assuming Wesley has something to do with the meeting.”

      “What are the chances someone dressed like that isn’t connected with fortune tellers?”

      “You know Folly as well as I do. We have our share of quirky residents and visitors, but I tend to agree with you about why Wesley was here.”

      Charles smiled like he’d solved a Rubik’s Cube, stood up, took the last sip of coffee, and said, “Got to go. Can’t be late making Dude’s deliveries,” he added as he headed to the exit.

      Charles was not on anyone’s payroll and hadn’t been for a thousand years. He made a meager living, but enough to cover his minimal expenses, by making on-island deliveries for our friend Dude Sloan’s surf shop, assisting contractors doing unskilled labor on projects, and in season, occasionally assisting local restaurants doing clean-up work, all jobs off the books. He also covered some of his food expenses by generously allowing me to pay for many of his meals.

      I enjoyed the final bites of French toast in silence before leaving the money on the table, and nodding to Amber as I headed out. The walk home was pleasant but the events from last night were still bouncing around inside my head, making me realize I needed more answers about what led to a man’s death.

      Instead of going into the house, I sat on my screened-in front porch and opened the City Paper to the second page where there was a photo of Darrin and Stormy Roserun standing in front of Stormy Rose. The first part was an introduction to the shop and its owners, how long they’d been in business, and some of the items and services they offer. The second part included short bios on some of the people coming to Folly for the meeting. Reading about Tarot card readers, crystal balls, palm readers, and something called scrying reminded me I never knew there were so many different methods of telling fortunes. Then again, what I don’t know about the subject could fill the large conference room where the meeting was being held at the Tides.

      Fortunately, the phone ringing prevented me from confusing myself more about the various methods of fortune telling. Barb’s name appeared on the screen.

      Barb Deanelli moved to Folly six years ago and opened Barb’s Books, a used bookstore located in the space that had previously housed a photo gallery I’d owned before conceding I couldn’t make enough to make the business worth my time and closed it. Barb and I’ve dated for the last five years.

      I smiled and said, “Hi, Barb.”

      “So, when were you going to tell me what I’ve heard from a dozen people this morning, not one of them being you?” she said with no smile reflected in her voice.

      I guessed without taking much of a leap she was referring to yesterday’s shooting and said, “About the shooting?”

      “The shooting that came within inches of killing you.”

      “I should’ve called last evening, but I was so shaken I didn’t know which way was up. Sorry.”

      “Apology almost accepted. Now to the main reason for the call, are you doing okay?”

      “Better than I was last night. Thanks for asking.”

      “Anything I can do to help?”

      “Your call helps.”

      “Suckupery has never been one of your strengths.”

      “That a term you learned in law school?”

      Before moving to Folly from Pennsylvania after a highly contested divorce, Barb had been a successful defense attorney. She was also my friend Dude Sloan’s half-sister.

      To my relief, she laughed, and said, “Made up the word, but did learn the fine art of sucking up while in school. Now, enough of your deflection, you sure you’re okay?”

      “Yeah, although it was one of the most traumatic experiences I’ve had.”

      “That’s going some, considering how many tight situations you and Charles have managed to get into. Do you know anything about the man killed?”

      “Not much. Name’s Wesley Thomas, lived on Pawleys Island, and was staying at the Tides. Speculation is he was here for a fortune tellers’ conference, convention, meeting, or whatever.”

      “Are the police certain he was the intended victim?”

      “As opposed to being me, you mean?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      No, I wasn’t sure, but there was no reason to upset Barb more than she already was if you think the shots were intended for anyone other than Mr. Thomas.”

      “Please let me know if anything else happens, or if you need to talk with someone about any of this.”

      “I will, Barb, and again, I apologize for not calling last evening.”

      “Again, apology almost accepted,” she said and ended the call.
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      After finishing the article in the City Paper, I found myself thinking about the same thing that’d consumed much of my time since yesterday evening: the shooting and my proximity to it. Fortunately, my ringing phone interrupted my fruitless thoughts. Chief LaMond’s name appeared on the screen.

      “Afternoon, Cindy.”

      “Glad you didn’t say good afternoon, or I would’ve called you a liar.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Gee, let’s see. How about a visitor to the island where I’m allegedly responsible for public safety getting himself murdered within sight of one of the island’s most popular restaurants, in front of Folly’s Fishing Pier, and yards from our largest hotel? How about your director of public safety having no, zero, zilch idea who killed the visitor or why? Those enough reasons why the day ain’t so good?”

      “How about how one of your favorite and wonderful citizens could’ve been killed?”

      “If that was supposed to make me feel better, you failed. Anyway, my call wasn’t about me, how are you?”

      That was more like my close friend who happened to be Folly’s chief law enforcement official.

      “Still a little shaky, but, of course, I’m much better than Wesley Thomas. I was going to call later to see if you had any additional information. I’m also confused why Detective Adair hasn’t appeared on my doorstep.”

      “We’ve confirmed Mr. Thomas was here for some sort of gathering sponsored by a couple who own a shop in Charleston.”

      “Darrin and Stormy Roserun.”

      “Very good, Mr. Pain In My Posterior.”

      “Don’t think I’m the pain, you called me. So, what about Adair’s interview?”

      “When he managed to arrive at the crime scene, everyone was pissed. When he asked about witnesses, I mentioned your name.” She chuckled. “He didn’t take it well. Said something like you should be banished from the island, or maybe from the earth. Then said you were my problem, and I should interview you again to see if any additional details had emerged.”

      “Doesn’t seem professional, him normally being by the book.”

      “Don’t get me started on his professionalism.”

      “Sorry to disappoint you, but I don’t know anything I didn’t share last evening.”

      “It was a shot in the dark. With that said, try and stay out of trouble. I need to spend time worrying about Halloween pranks pulled by the youngest of our residents, not homicides and not senior citizens pretending they’re cops.”

      “Cindy, thanks for calling to check on me. I’m fine.”

      “Call if you think of anything that’ll help the police, I repeat, help the police solve this unfortunate event.”

      The phone went dead. Instead of getting more frustrated thinking about the identity of the intended victim, I decided to go next door to Bert’s Market. When I bought my cottage, I hadn’t realized how fortunate I was to have moved next to the iconic Folly Beach institution, especially since I fixed food in my kitchen as often as polar bears waving Portuguese flags parade down Center Street. Bert’s was known for being open twenty-four hours a day, 365 days a year, and selling everything from fishing lures to headache cures.

      Denise, a long-term personable employee, greeted me with a smile and a cheerful salutation. On my way to the cooler to resupply my refrigerator with Diet Cokes, I heard the booming voice of Preacher Burl Costello say, “Brother Chris, how are you this fine day?”

      I’d met Preacher Burl several years ago when he moved to Folly and founded First Light Church, a nondenominational house of worship. Or, more accurately, a place of worship. since it holds services on the beach near the Pier.

      “Preacher, I’m well, and you?” I said, overestimating my condition.

      “Shopping for my afternoon trek with Sister Roisin. I wouldn’t want to be lost in the great outdoors without sufficient provisions.” He laughed as he reached for a couple of donuts.

      “Getting lost on this island would be challenging.”

      “True, but it’s a great excuse to acquire junk food.”

      I nodded and said, “How is Roisin and the rest of the Stone family?”

      I’d met the Stone family two years ago, and shortly after meeting them, Mike, Shannon Stone’s spouse, and father to Roisin, age thirteen, and Desmond, age eighteen, was murdered. They’d resided on Folly less than a year when Mike was killed and were known as practicing Wiccans. The surviving members of the family, especially, Roisin, had established an excellent relationship with Preacher Burl.

      “Sister Shannon is coping with her loss like most would, up some days, down others.”

      “How is morose Desmond?”

      “Brother Desmond puts on a good front, but I get the impression he is having issues.”

      Losing the Stone family patriarch almost two years ago would be rough on anyone, and Preacher Burl had maintained a close relationship with the family during that period.

      “I’m sorry to hear that about Desmond. Let me know if there’s anything I can do.”

      “I certainly will.” He looked at his watch and added, “I need to get going. Don’t want to keep Sister Roisin waiting. Shall I tell the Stones you will be stopping by?”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “I’ve been a preacher a long time and a judge of human character even longer. I see how you speak about the Stone family.” He then patted me on the arm.

      “I’ll reach out.”

      As Preacher Burl paid for his survival food, I couldn’t help but chuckle thinking about a Christian minister being a good friend with a family of Wiccans. Burl had brought up a good point. I was concerned about the family since I was the person who’d unfortunately discovered Mike murdered in the family’s driveway. Perhaps the family’s beliefs and lifestyle might also give me insights into the latest murder. If nothing else, insight into the culture of the group holding meetings at the Tides Wesley Thomas had been on Folly to attend.

      Before I made my way out of Bert’s, Charles called.

      “Hi, Charles, finished your deliveries?”

      “Nope, but I’m taking my union’s mandatory break, so I was using it to see if you have any new information.”

      “Your union?”

      “The DBDDU.”

      “What’s DB whatever?”

      “You never cease to amaze me about what you don’t know. It’s the Dude’s Bicycle Delivery Driver’s Union.”

      “How could I have overlooked that organization?”

      “My thought exactly.”

      I said, “No.”

      “No what?”

      “I have no new information.”

      “Then how are we going to catch the killer if you don’t learn about the victim?

      “Charles, how many times have I told you it’s not our job?”

      “You’re right, it’s not our job, it’s our duty.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “My break’s over, so I’m not going to quibble over duties and merely a job. What are your plans?”

      “Going to call Shannon Stone and see if she has time to see me this afternoon. Want to join me?”

      “I would, but I have several more deliveries. Take notes so you can tell me everything that’s said.”

      The line went dead before I told him I wouldn’t be taking notes.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Chris,” Shannon Stone said as she answered the phone.

      “I was calling to see if you could spare a few minutes this afternoon.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Leaving Bert’s.”

      “Tell you what, I’m on the beach walking Lugh and we’re about a half-mile from the Pier. Why don’t you go out on it, and I’ll wave when we’re nearby. You can join us as we head home. Will that work?”

      “Sounds good.”

      The beautiful afternoon and the sound of the surf drew me to the Pier, my favorite place for contemplating and relaxing. Anglers flanked both sides of the structure, which surprised me since it was mid-October. Then again, even if the fish weren’t biting the anglers couldn’t complain about the scenery.

      A relaxing fifteen minutes later, I spotted a familiar face and her canine. Shannon was attractive, trim, and in her late thirties with her red hair glowing in the sun, and Lugh, an Irish Wolfhound about the size of a Clydesdale, followed close beside her.

      She spotted me, waved, and waited as I left the Pier and walked down the steps to the beach.

      “Merry meet, Chris,” she said with a smile as bright as her red hair.

      “Thanks for meeting me, and you too, Lugh,” I said as I patted the massive canine’s head. “Your boy seems bigger than the last time I saw him. When will he stop growing?”

      “He’s full size now, might get a bit chunkier but then don’t we all. Shall we continue?”

      “My pleasure.”

      We
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