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Chapter One

“It was a lovely boardwalk for a romantic stroll. A beautiful morning to love the beachside life. Unfortunately, as luck would have it, Conway Beach became a scenic place to die.” 
As soon as the last enunciated word flew from Red’s lips, she lowered the paperback and stared out at her attentive audience. “Bingo Bonanza begins at seven-thirty so that’s all we have time to read today. Tomorrow, we’ll pick up where we left off.”
Groans and other objections rose from the room. One woman threw a pillow at the coffee table and abruptly exited. Another resident said, “Just because we’re old doesn’t mean we can’t finish the book in one day. If you’re tired, let someone else read.” 
Pearl slumped and drew a sofa cushion closer to her chest. “I was just beginning to understand the writer’s motive for killing off Billie.”
Opal released a dramatic sigh. “Nothing like a spoiler without the alert.” 
Mary Louise glanced at the sitting area and held her breath. Everyone remaining had previously addressed their complaints about Pearl ruining book club. 
Several residents now collectively grumbled as they gathered their things and prepared to leave. An older gentleman complained to his neighbor about Pearl’s inability to keep anything to herself. Another woman glared at Pearl as if she’d stolen her arthritis cream and cane. 
Two ladies removed their glasses, narrowed their eyes, and tried to look intimidating. The women were in their late seventies and the looks they were after weren’t quite achieved. Instead of conquering an intimidating look, they appeared to nap where they stood. 
Sensing the tension in the room, Nurse Waterbury announced, “I need to run some errands and set up the operating room. Pearl, can you spare a minute?” 
“I have more than one.” Pearl shot a broad grin at the remaining readers before she sweetly asked. “What can I do to help?” 
Waterbury straightened her shoulders and casually said, “Dan Sherry is having open heart surgery tomorrow. We need to prepare O.R. One.” 
Surgeries weren’t performed at Cozy Retirement, but as a self-appointed member of the medical community, Nurse Waterbury often argued that her days and nights were spent in a surgical suite.   
“I’ll help.” Opal raised her hand while whispering to Mary Louise, “I’ve been dying to know where she hides when she’s supposedly in surgery.” 
“Another time,” Mary Louise said, realizing the book club had been so invested in Red’s latest story that it would serve Pearl well if she took advantage of a swift exit.  
Once Pearl followed Waterbury down the hall, Opal turned to the remaining residents. “She didn’t mean to let it slip about Billie.” 
“The sad thing is, you believe that.” Kathy Ann, dubbed “Negative Nelly” by most of her neighbors, studied Opal. “This is the fourth time. She can’t help herself. What’s worse is that she only chooses books that she’s read which means it’s deliberate. She wants to ruin the story for everyone else.” 
Miss Layla sighed. “As much as I hate to admit it, Kathy Ann is right about this. It’s like she knows a secret and is dying to share it.” 
“Good thing she doesn’t wait then.” Opal narrowed her eyes on Miss Layla. “Don’t you have a spirit guide to hound or another termination date to issue?” 
Known for creating chaos with squealing and high-pitched babbling, Miss Layla claimed to have visions that allowed her to see someone else’s future demise. “Come to think of it, I had a dream last night about a little old lady who looks a lot like you.” 
Opal used both hands to repositioned a wide-brim straw hat. “Lucky for me, I don’t buy into that nonsense, especially since my termination date was pushed back.”  
“Was.” Miss Layla smiled. “But now you have a new DOT and that date of termination is drawing near.” 
Opal began folding the metal chairs and placing them against the wall. “You’re not going to rattle me today. The last time we had dates of termination, you told us that we would live long and prosperous lives.”
“I have an idea,” Red said, quickly moving to the room’s center. “Why don’t we let Pearl read tomorrow’s chapters? If she’s telling the story, perhaps she won’t ruin it for everyone else.” 
“That’s an excellent idea,” Kathy Ann agreed and even smiled, which was probably a first. Then, she ruined it by adding, “While she’s reading the mystery, she can give us her own commentary as if she’s rewriting the work as she goes.” 
“She knows our Pearl,” Opal muttered, passing off the last chair to Mary Louise. 
“She isn’t wrong,” Mary Louise said.
Clearly exasperated after reading, Red now stood next to Rob, the man she had recently called out as her ‘intended’ as if they were living in a bygone era. Red and Rob became sweethearts right after Mary Louise, Opal, and Pearl moved to Cozy Retirement. At that time, “Romantic” Rob was considered a player. He often arranged dates with the ladies so he could stroll around the property with someone new every few days. He loved the attention.
Then, he asked Red for a date. She played hard to get and he loved every minute of it. Naturally beautiful with ivory skin and icy-blue eyes, Red wore very little makeup and never worried about gray hair. If she found one, she left it for the sole purpose of looking young for her age. 
As the readers fanned out, Red and Rob moved to the library’s corner booth. Rob draped his arm around Red’s shoulders and stared down at her with love and admiration. They were an odd couple, but definitely loved one another. 
“Hard to believe they’re getting married,” Opal said, watching them curiously. 
“I think it’s sweet,” Mary Louise said, realizing this was the last hurrah for both of them. Rob must’ve been chasing eighty. Red’s age was anyone’s guess. 
“Guess it’s true what they say, yeah?” 
“What do they say?” Mary Louise teased. 
“You’re never too old to fall in love.” Opal shrugged. “Rob and Red are a testament to that.” 
Opal never married. She’d built a wonderful tiny house community, sat on the planning commission, and lived her life as free as a bird, enjoying the art of accumulating the fortune that many now envied. In some ways, she enjoyed the best of both worlds. She spent her holidays with her friends while doting on their children and grandchildren. She was always there for their big moments, but enjoyed her independence.  
Now, Mary Louise wondered, did she feel slighted in some way? Was it enough to embrace her best friends’ families as her own? 
Opal patted her arm and whispered, “Better Red than one of us. Right?” 
“Yes, but I was married for more than half my life.” She wouldn’t give Opal a free pass here. “Any regrets?” 
“About finding my soulmate and getting hitched?” 
Mary Louise smiled. “It’s never too late.” 
“For me it is, especially since I adore my freedom. The single life was all I ever wanted. You know that. Besides, if I ever straddle that fence between what I have and what might have been, I think of Catherine.” She sighed dramatically and smiled. “And then I thank my lucky stars.” 
“You’re a mess.” 
“At least I’m not a hot mess. Two years of menopausal flashes darn near killed me.” She waited a beat. “Speaking of Pearl’s thorn, we should probably ride over to Vintage Whispers and make sure she hasn’t boarded up the windows and door.” 
Mary Louise laughed. “She wouldn’t dream of it right now with the storytelling festival right around the corner. Want to ride over and check on the inventory?” 
“I’m game. Pearl will be tied up for a while. She and Waterbury have their spots reserved for bingo tonight.” 
Mary Louise turned to the lovebirds. “We’re headed over to State Street. Do you need anything?” 
“You’re leaving us alone and unchaperoned?” Rob asked, keeping a straight face.  
Opal curtsied and said, “Why yes, My Lord, we are. Try not to compromise your intended while we’re away.” 
“And what happens if I do?” Rob asked, hugging Red closer.  
“I guess you’ll have to marry her,” Opal said. 
“Off you go then,” Rob said, shooing them away. 
They waved farewell and headed to the main lobby. As the double doors automatically parted, an old pickup truck barked its wheels and sped away from the curb. Behind them, a high-pitched squeal filled the air. 
Before they could turn toward the commotion, Nurse Waterbury hustled forward, waving her arms all over the place. “Stop that truck! Hurry!” 
Opal didn’t ask questions. She took off at a run, chasing the pickup on foot. Mary Louise jogged to the parking lot and retrieved her four-door sedan. If Waterbury wanted a vehicle stopped, there was undoubtedly a reason, whether or not it was a good one left a lot to speculation.  
Perhaps Dan Sherry was making a run for it while he still could. 
Screeching to a stop under the carport, Mary Louise waited as Waterbury hopped in the back, followed by Miss Layla, which was an unusual occurrence. She didn’t typically travel with their group. 
“What’s this about?” Opal asked, hopping in the front passenger seat. “Where are we going and who are we chasing?” 
“Pearl,” Waterbury said, jabbing her crooked finger forward. “No time to talk. Step on it!” 
“If we don’t hurry, this could be the big one.” Layla gripped the headrest with both hands. “I’m afraid the DOT is drawing near!”  
Mary Louise hit the brakes. Opal faced their backseat passengers. “Is this some sort of joke?” 
They both shook their heads. 
Opal focused on Nurse Waterbury. “Please tell me we aren’t on a wild goose chase.” She shook her finger at Miss Layla. “You cannot go around assigning a date of termination to everyone who doesn’t suit you.”  
Mary Louise adjusted the rearview mirror and studied the pair seated behind her. “Ladies, we need to know what happen.” 
“We’ll tell you everything, but drive!” Layla’s voice quivered. “Pearl needs us!” 
“We don’t have time for this,” Nurse Waterbury said. 
Opal faced forward. “You’re exactly right, Waterbury. You don’t have time for such craziness. I’m sure you’re expected in O-R 3, stat.” 
Nurse Waterbury lunged forward. “This is not a practice run. Please believe me!” 
Opal nodded once and Mary Louise gunned it, whipping the car around in order to follow the truck down a busy street. 
“There they are!” Miss Layla pointed left. “Hurry! Pearl’s getting away!” 



