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            Interview Questions

          

        

      

    

    
      “Your resume does look very impressive,” Lydia Doherty said. “You have retail experience and have taken several culinary classes.”

      

      “Yes. And I have made salt water taffy before. I think it’s one of the most fun candies to make. That’s partially why I think I would make a great addition to the team. If work is fun for you, then it doesn’t feel like work.”

      

      Lydia nodded and looked at the smiling young woman across the desk from her. They were in the office of Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets that was now open for business despite some minor hiccups along the way. Or, perhaps they weren’t so minor.  Lydia had been forced to help solve a murder case where someone was poisoned with cyanide-laced taffy in order to clear her name and ensure that her dream business could stay open. After facing something like that she would have thought that hiring a new employee would be as easy as enjoying pie flavored taffy. However, she was having some trouble.

      

      Lydia had listened to the applicant’s perfect answers to her questions about why she wanted to work at the shop on the Jersey Shore boardwalk, what she considered her biggest strengths and weaknesses to be, and her kitchen experience. However, Lydia was now beginning to feel the same slight anxiety that she had felt during all of her recent interviews.

      

      “Now, tell me,” Lydia said, setting the resume down on her desk. “Have you ever had the desire to own your own taffy and novelty shop?”

      

      “I’m still figuring out exactly what I want to do long-term,” the girl admitted honestly. “However, it might be something I would consider. In some ways, this seems like a dream job.”

      

      “Yes. I thought so too.” Lydia cleared her throat. “Would you be willing to kill for a chance to own a shop like this?”

      

      The girl’s smile changed to an expression of confusion. “You mean really kill?”

      

      “Yes. Would you plot how to murder someone and how to best frame someone else for the crime? Would you use poison? Or consider another means of murder? Would you use deceit and violence to achieve this goal? Would you be willing to strike a death blow?”

      

      Lydia was aware that her mouth was saying much more than she had originally intended. She had lost all subtlety in her questions and was frightening the applicant.

      

      The young woman quickly rose to her feet and threw her purse over her shoulder. “I was just looking for a summer job before I went back to school and I thought making taffy on the boardwalk would be fun. But I’m not really sure I want to work for you.”

      

      She scrambled out of the office without listening to Lydia’s apologies. Lydia heard the swift footsteps and knew the young woman must be running to get out of the building.

      

      Lydia sighed. She left her office as well and headed into the main area of the shop. Her employee, Jeff, didn’t comment on the latest applicant’s abrupt departure. He continued adding the newest taffy to the candy display quietly. She wondered if something was bothering her shaggy-haired surfer staff member. She didn’t want to pry too much in case it was something that he didn’t want to discuss with his boss, but she did want to let him know that she was there if he ever needed to talk.

      

      However, before she got the chance to express these thoughts properly, they were joined by someone expressing great frustration.

      

      “I just saw someone running away from the shop crumpling up a resume. Tell me that wasn’t because of your latest interview!”

      

      Kelsey’s hands were on her hips. With an admonishment like that, it was hard for Lydia to remember that she was almost twice as old as this employee. She had actually babysat for Kelsey when she was a child, and Lydia knew she must have used a tone like that when Kelsey didn’t wash her hands before dinner after playing in the sand.

      

      Lydia shrugged in response. “I can’t be certain who you saw on the boardwalk, but I did just finish an interview.”

      

      “And?”

      

      “And I don’t believe she was the right candidate.”

      

      Kelsey fixed her with a stare. “Is that because you don’t believe she would be competent on the job? Or did you accuse her of being a potential murderer?”

      

      Lydia stood up taller to look more official. “I’m not sure you should be talking to me like this. I am your boss.”

      

      “Well, besides the fact that I’ve basically known you my whole life, you also said that your employees should have an open line of communication with you. We should be able to tell you if there is a problem. And not having another employee is a problem. It’s really busy on the weekends now, and it’s going to get super busy in a week or two when everyone is on summer break. We need someone else.”

      

      “You’re right,” Lydia admitted. “And I am trying to hire someone so we won’t be short-staffed. But I want to make sure I hire the right person. I know I’m letting my fears get the best of me and I’m asking some questions that I don’t mean to during the interviews. But I am nervous about hiring someone who is not what they seem. I don’t want to end up in a dangerous situation again. And I don’t want to put you and Jeff in harm’s way. What happened with Randall Holmes’s killer has me questioning my instincts. Maybe I’m not good at judging someone’s character, and I’ll pick the wrong person again.”

      

      Lydia felt a little vulnerable after admitting all this. Kelsey moved forward and placed a hand on her boss’s shoulder supportively.

      

      “Sometimes it can be hard to tell when a person is lying to you. And we were all fooled then. But I think you are a good judge of character. You were eventually able to figure out who the killer was. And you proved it! You also showed really amazing judgment when you hired Jeff and me. We ended up being model employees. Right, Jeff?”

      

      The ladies turned to include Jeff in the conversation. He had finished adding the taffy to the display and was standing by it, staring off into the distance.

      

      “Right, Jeff?” Kelsey repeated with added enthusiasm.

      

      Jeff jumped as he realized he was being addressed. “What? Oh, right. Sure.”

      

      “Well, usually we’re model employees,” Kelsey said, smiling brightly.

      

      A customer headed up to the register with an assortment of different taffies that she had collected in a basket. Jeff hurried over to ring up her order and listen to her enthusiasm that the taffy shop now served such a variety of flavors. Lydia was proud that he had jumped to attention to help the customer, but was now certain that something was bothering him. She began to worry that he had wanted to take the day off but knew that they were understaffed.

      

      “I’ll set up some new interviews shortly,” Lydia said to Kelsey. “And I’ll try not to scare these applicants off.”

      

      “Well, you can scare them a little,” Kelsey replied. “I don’t want all potential help running away, but all employees here should have some backbone. That’s the only way they’d be able to help with another investigation.”

      

      “Another investigation?” said Lydia. “I wasn’t planning on getting involved in any more cases. Were you?”

      

      “Obviously, I don’t want someone else to die. That part was really sad. But I have to admit it was exhilarating tracking down a clue for you. It was almost fun.”

      

      “How about we do something else fun that doesn’t involve murderers?” Lydia suggested. “I can introduce you to my newest flavor of taffy. I showed Jeff how to make it this morning. It’s called double chocolate taffy.”

      

      “I am doubly interested in this,” Kelsey joked.

      

      “For this, basically we make two flavors of taffy: dark chocolate and milk chocolate. Then, we twist them together.”

      

      “It sounds amazing. I bet it will attract a bunch of customers. They’ll be coming in nonstop.”

      

      As soon as she said that, the door to the shop opened. Lydia turned to greet the new customer, wondering if what Kelsey had said was true, but then she saw it was someone that she knew. In fact, it was someone who had saved her life.

      

      “Hello, Daniel,” Lydia said. “It’s good to see you.”

      

      Daniel Brine nodded, but his expression was solemn. “Do you mind if I have a few words with you?”

      

      “Not at all. Though most people in town already believe that you’re a man a few words.”

      

      Lydia was proud of her quip illustrating how quiet and mysterious the handsome man could be. However, he didn’t laugh.

      

      “It’s a serious matter.”

      

      “I’ll ask Jeff to show me how to make the new taffy,” Kelsey said. “And we’ll take care of the shop while you talk.”

      

      “Thanks,” Lydia said to her employee. Then, she gestured ahead to Daniel. “We can talk in my office.”

      

      “Good idea,” he said. “You might want to sit down for this discussion.”

      

      Lydia gulped.
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            The Lifeguard’s Request

          

        

      

    

    
      Lydia felt her heart start to flutter and also felt annoyed at herself for this reaction. She led Daniel Brine to her office and tried to remain calm.

      

      She had felt an attraction toward the muscular man from the first moment that he stopped by her taffy shop. However, she still didn’t know very much about him because he was such a private person. The few interactions they had together had not been spectacular. She had accidentally insulted him and called him old when they first met because she thought he was older than most of the college student lifeguards who worked on the beach during the summer. Then, when she had briefly considered him a suspect, he had not spoken kindly about New Jersey. She was very protective of her home state and had found this to be a turn-off. She might have written him off after this, but then he had to go and save her life.

      

      He had rescued her from drowning after a killer tried to claim a second victim, and Daniel had given her mouth-to-mouth resuscitation to revive her. Lydia’s best friend, Trina, liked to tease her about getting a kiss from him this way, but Lydia staunchly denied that there was anything romantic in it. She certainly hadn’t felt love in the air as she was struggling to get the air into her lungs.

      

      However, she had to admit that seeing him now did make her knees feel weak. Why did he have this effect on her? Was it just gratitude? Had her attraction to him physically increased after learning that he was able to save her from the waves? Had it just been too long since she had been on a proper date?

      

      She could tell that she was developing a crush on him, but it felt silly. Trina said that lots of women who went to her hair salon were interested in reeling in this catch. Lydia didn’t want to be roped in with this group who liked him only based on his outward appearance. Because she knew so little about him, that was basically true for her too.

      

      She wasn’t even sure that she wanted to begin dating again. Her last relationship had been a disaster, and she was still dealing with restarting her new life in her former hometown. Did she really need any more complications?

      

      Lydia sat at her desk and wondered if she had been absorbed in her thoughts for too long. She picked up a candy dish shaped like a seashell (which was turning out to be one of the most popular trinkets sold in her shop) and offered the contents to the lifeguard.

      

      “Would you like a piece of taffy? I always keep a few of my current favorites in here. The dark colored ones are my new double chocolate salt water taffy.”

      

      “Thank you,” Daniel said as he reached for one.

      

      “It’s the least I could do. After saving me like you did, you’re entitled to free taffy for life.”

      

      “That’s very kind,” he said before trying what he took. “And this is delicious.”

      

      “Really,” Lydia said. “You can have as much as you want. Today and in the future. I’ll tell my staff to always let you have taffy free of charge. I hope that won’t be too much of a temptation though. I know lifeguards have to stay in shape in order to swim out there and save people. I wouldn’t want you to pack on the pounds because of me. Not that you’d look bad if you put on some weight! And not that you look bad now! Because you don’t.”

      

      Lydia grabbed a piece of taffy too so she could stop herself from rambling. She didn’t think it was possible, but she had become even more awkward around him.

      

      “Perhaps I should tell you why I’m here,” Daniel said.

      

      Lydia nodded. “What’s on your mind?”

      

      Daniel leaned forward in his seat and looked down at his hands. “I’m not sure exactly how to say this.”

      

      “Just go ahead,” said Lydia. “You can’t be any worse at communicating than I have been with you and my potential hires. What is it?”

      

      Daniel seemed encouraged and began to talk. “I arrived early for my shift yesterday. Sometimes I like to watch the sun rise over the water. You forget you’re in Jersey when that happens.”

      

      Lydia gritted her teeth but let him continue.

      

      “You could be anywhere in the world. The day always seems like it has potential when you’re there to greet the sun. Unfortunately, even though I was early according to beach guidelines to patrol for swimmers in danger, I was too late to save someone.”

      

      “Oh, no.”

      

      Daniel nodded. “I swam out to retrieve the young man, and I brought him to shore. I tried to revive him, but my efforts were wasted.”

      

      “I’m so sorry to hear that,” Lydia said. “And you needed to come here to see someone that you did save? I want you to know that I will always appreciate what you did.”

      

      “Thank you, but that’s not really why I came. You see, when the ambulance arrived, they said that the man had been dead for quite a while. He must have drowned overnight,” Daniel continued. “The police commended me for my efforts. They said that I did everything I could. It was an accidental drowning.”

      

      “It sounds like you did do everything you could. You can’t be expected to be on duty twenty-four hours a day. The hours that lifeguards are on the beach is posted so that swimmers will know when it is safe to go in the water. He must have ignored those precautions.”

      

      “What bothers me is that I recognized the man,” said Daniel. “He’s a surfer that I’ve seen out on the water a lot. He’s a very strong swimmer. I’ve never seen him do anything reckless.”

      

      “What are you saying?”

      

      “I’m saying that something seems off to me,” said Daniel. “My gut is telling me that this wasn’t an accidental drowning.”

      

      “You suspect foul play?”

      

      “If it wasn’t an accident, then it has to be. That’s why I had to come to see you.”

      

      “I’m afraid I still don’t understand,” Lydia said slowly.

      

      “I wanted to ask you to speak to your brother, Detective Doherty. He was on the scene, but he doesn’t want to talk to me about the case. Or lack thereof. You could see what he has to say about the drowned surfer. And if he’s not going to investigate properly, maybe you could.”

      

      “Whoa,” Lydia said, raising her hands before her in protest. “I’m not a real investigator.”

      

      “You figured out who killed Randall Holmes,” Daniel pointed out.

      

      “But I was forced into investigating in that case. I was just trying to clear my name because someone was trying to frame me. I wouldn’t say I’m a sleuth. I’m a taffy maker!”

      

      “Everyone is telling me that I did everything I could for the man,” Daniel said, frowning. “But that’s not true. I think something is wrong and I want to find out for sure. But Detective Doherty won’t talk to me.”

      

      “I just got back on speaking terms with my brother too,” said Lydia. “Or speaking when he’s not accusing me of murder or suggesting that I’m trying to horde our inheritance.”

      

      “Please, Lydia.”

      

      She looked into his grey eyes that were appealing to her. She really didn’t want to look into another murder case, but she couldn’t say no to the man who saved her life. She nodded.

      

      “I’ll talk to Leo today,” she promised.

      

      “Thank you.” He reached for her hand and shook it. She couldn’t say that she didn’t enjoy the touch.

      

      She felt her cheeks reddening, and as soon as her hand was released, she showed him back into the taffy shop and toward the door.

      

      “I really appreciate this,” Daniel said before leaving. “The man’s name was Chase Harris.”

      

      “I’ll ask my brother about Chase soon. And remember, you’re always welcome to free taffy here.”

      

      She watched as he left and tried to get her thoughts in order. It was a strange request that he was making, but it was something that she could do. It was also most likely that the surfer’s death was an accident. She could think of many ways that something could have gone wrong that resulted in drowning – especially if the young man was swimming alone at night. Leo would persuade her that the death was an accident, and she would reassure Daniel about what happened. He was most likely overthinking it because he felt responsible for the man after bringing him to shore. However, in all likelihood, there was nothing untoward with what happened.

      

      “Were you talking about Chase Harris?” Jeff asked, walking closer to her.

      

      “That’s right,” she replied. “Daniel Brine was the one who found him. He drowned the other night.”

      

      “I know,” said Jeff. “That’s why I’ve been so upset.”

      

      “You knew him?”

      

      Jeff shook his head. “Not really. I didn’t hang with the same crowd. He was more into competitive surfing than just for fun. But his death has been bothering me. He was so good on the water. He even had the nickname Chase ‘The Waves’ Harris. He knew exactly what to do out there. I mean - how could this have happened?”

      

      Lydia bit her lip. It seemed that Daniel’s gut feeling was gaining more merit.

      

      “I guess that’s what I’ve got to find out,” she said. “How did this happen?”
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            Detective Brother

          

        

      

    

    
      Lydia had hurried out of the taffy shop with great determination after making sure that Jeff and Kelsey were all right on their own. She wanted to find out what she could about Chase Harris’s drowning and determine if there were any signs of foul play that were overlooked. It was also possible that the police didn’t know what a strong swimmer the man was when they first arrived on the scene. Maybe they didn’t know this extenuating circumstance that merited looking deeper into the cause of death.

      

      She had brought a box of her double chocolate taffy with her to the police station, but she hesitated before she went inside.

      

      She wasn’t exaggerating when she told Daniel Brine that she and her brother Leo had just gotten back on speaking terms again. At first, Leo had been happy when Lydia moved back to Ocean Point after spending a few years away with her fiancé. The reason for the move had been sad because their Uncle Edgar who had raised them had grown ill. Lydia had moved in with Aunt Edie and Uncle Edgar to help care for him as his health continued to fade. She had also added a rather lazy French bulldog mix into the fold. The family had rallied and had enjoyed as much time as they could with Uncle Edgar before he finally passed.

      

      However, after his death, Leo and Lydia had not been on good terms. Uncle Edgar had left Lydia enough money to buy her own taffy shop on the boardwalk, which was her dream job. He had also given money to his wife so that she could live out her dream of traveling the world. Leo had not been bequeathed anything extraordinary and was resentful.

      

      Lydia knew that this wasn’t about the money, but because Leo felt like Uncle Edgar didn’t love him the way he thought he did. However, she knew that Uncle Edgar really did love Leo like a son. She thought that the reason for the strange will was because Lydia and Edie needed the means and the motivation from a loved one to follow their dreams. Leo had already accomplished his dream by becoming a detective.

      

      While the murder itself that Lydia investigated had been awful, there had been one good thing to come out of it. She and Leo were finally getting along again. There was still a bit of tension between them, but it was clear that they loved one another.

      

      In fact, while Daniel was saving her from drowning, her brother was shackling the killer who had tried to hurt her. She was grateful that he had shown his brotherly love by coming to her aid and was happy to have him as a friend again. Would she be undoing all the recent progress they made in their relationship if she suggested that he did something wrong when looking at the surfer’s death?

      

      She braced herself for the conversation she needed to have. Hopefully, her brother would give her the benefit of the doubt about the reasons for her questions. The truth was that Daniel and Jeff were both upset about Chase Harris’s death. She needed to make sure that they had the proper information about what happened.

      

      “I saw you standing out there,” Leo teased when Lydia finally entered. He had the same green eyes and unruly dark hair that she did. However, he looked more professional in his detective suit while she was in a t-shirt advertising her shop.

      

      “You can imagine why I might be hesitant to come in,” Lydia responded. “Seeing as the last time I was here I was being grilled as a murder suspect.”

      

      Leo looked sheepishly down at the floor. Despite how he claimed he was just doing his job, he knew that he had been letting his emotions about their uncle’s death get the better of him when he accused Lydia of murder.

      

      “I brought salt water taffy,” she said before Leo started apologizing again. She knew that he felt guilty about his actions and that he didn’t particularly like saying he was sorry.

      

      “Big surprise,” he joked. “Lydia has taffy.”

      

      “Do you want a piece or not?” she asked, threatening to take the box away.

      

      He grinned as he took the box out of her hands and selected a piece to eat. He made a noise of delight as he chewed.

      

      “You know? This has the consistency of taffy, but it really does taste like chocolate. Like good chocolate too.”

      

      “Thanks. Make sure you leave some for Detective Grey,” Lydia said, referring to his partner. “Don’t eat them all.”

      

      “No promises,” he said. He smirked as he reached for a second piece. “So, tell me what brings you here? Are you just delivering taffy or it is something else? Is it about the house?”

      

      “No. Though I am really happy that we decided to sell Aunt Edie’s house together. That will make the job easier.”

      

      “Of course, it would also be easier if you didn’t accuse the best realtor in town of being a murderer,” Leo pointed out. “But it will be better this way. I won’t think you’re dragging your feet so you can stay at the house, and you won’t feel like I’m ignoring Uncle Edgar’s request that I should be the one to handle the sale.”

      

      Lydia nodded. That had been another sore spot between them that was now getting straightened out. Leo had stopped being so irritable and had brought out the long list of instructions that Uncle Edgar had for making the sale.

      

      “Did you get the latest postcard from Aunt Edie?” Leo asked.

      

      “I did,” Lydia said. She smiled as she dug the card out of her purse. It showed camels in front of the Great Pyramids in Egypt. This was the latest location that Aunt Edie had gone to visit.

      

      She had written a joke on the back, telling Lydia that she had made a “point” of having a great “hump” day by traveling to the pyramids by camel on a Wednesday. However, she also told Lydia that she should be more straightforward with her. Lydia hadn’t wanted to worry her aunt about how she was a suspect in a murder case. Aunt Edie said that no matter where she was, she wanted to know what was going on with her loved ones and that they should always be honest with her. When Lydia finally told her aunt about what had happened, she mailed a box of salt water taffy from the shop to try and sugarcoat the news.

      

      “She made the same joke on my card,” Leo said. “But she was a bit sterner with me for considering arresting you.”

      

      “She suggests we be straightforward with her and I guess I should be with you too,” said Lydia. “I’m actually here because of one of your cases.”

      

      “You’re not getting a taste for getting in the way of my investigations, are you?” asked Leo, raising an eyebrow.

      

      “No,” she assured him. “But Daniel Brine came to visit me at the shop, and he said that you wouldn’t speak to him.”

      

      Leo groaned. “I was trying to encourage him to let go. And now he’s bothering my baby sister.”

      

      “I don’t mind the bother.” Before she began blushing, she quickly continued. “I mean, I understand why he came to see me. He was upset about a man’s death.”

      

      “Yes. And it’s natural to be upset when you aren’t able to save someone. In our line of work, it happens, and it’s always distressing. But you can’t go looking for ulterior motives that aren’t there. He wants to believe that the man was murdered, but there’s no evidence of that.”

      

      “But Chase Harris was a very good swimmer, wasn’t he?” Lydia pointed out. “He was known as a surfer around these parts.”

      

      “And good swimmers still drown when they don’t take the proper precautions,” said Leo. “It was late at night and dark. I suspect alcohol was involved too. There were no marks on the body to indicate murder. I’ll know officially when the autopsy is finished, but there’s nothing here to make me think that a crime was committed.”

      

      “Wasn’t the last autopsy completed faster?” asked Lydia.

      

      “Based on the circumstance and the clear evidence of murder there, we had that autopsy rushed.”

      

      “So, you really think this was an accident?” asked Lydia.

      

      “I’m almost positive,” said Leo.

      

      “Will you let me know what the autopsy says when it’s finished?”

      

      “I can’t show civilians autopsy reports.” Leo rolled his eyes. “But I’ll let you know what the cause of death is deemed to be. I’ll bet you it’s an accidental drowning. Your friend is looking for a reason to blame someone, so he doesn’t feel guilty about not being there to save him.”

      

      “That doesn’t sound like Daniel,” Lydia said. “He seems very level-headed.”

      

      “You know him that well?”

      

      Lydia frowned. “No. I guess I don’t really know him that well.”
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            Friendly Conversation

          

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t know what to think,” said Lydia.

      

      “I think we need more wine,” said Trina.

      

      The two best friends were sitting on a couch in Lydia’s living room. Her beloved dog Sunny was at their feet. Sunny had been chewing on a bone, but it seemed to have tired her out. She was now snoring and cuddling with her treat as if it were a teddy bear.

      

      Lydia leaned forward and picked the open bottle up from the coffee table. She poured some more into Trina’s glass. When she was finished, Trina raised it as if she were toasting her friend and then took a sip.  Lydia took another sip from her own glass, but she wasn’t feeling as relaxed.

      

      “I wish I felt better about Leo telling me that there hasn’t been a murder in town,” Lydia said with a sigh.

      

      “But you’re not sure that you believe him?” asked Trina. “That’s all right. I’m not sure I trust his instincts on all cases either. Last time, he almost arrested you!”

      

      “I know, and that time he was letting his personal feelings get in the way of his work. But, in general, I think he’s a good detective.”

      

      “So, maybe that’s not what’s bothering you?” Trina suggested. “Maybe you want there to be a murder, so you have an excuse to keep talking to the very handsome Daniel Brine.”

      

      Lydia chose to half-answer that accusation. “I don’t want there to have been a murder. But I’ve always gotten the sense that Daniel knew what he was talking about and that he didn’t jump to conclusions. Well, except when he bad mouths New Jersey.”

      

      “And now you feel torn between them?”

      

      “Not exactly. I’m not choosing between their opinions because of how I feel about them. Chase Harris was either murdered or he wasn’t. There should be evidence to indicate whether that happened or not. Leo says there isn’t any evidence.”

      

      “Then, I guess there isn’t any evidence.”

      

      “But Jeff and Daniel were both so convinced that something felt wrong about this drowning. Maybe Chase Harris was murdered.”

      

      “I think we’re talking in circles,” Trina joked. “My head is starting to spin, and I know it’s from the conversation and not the wine.”

      

      “Sorry,” said Lydia.

      

      “It’s okay. You’ve had a strange day. Best friends exist to hear about each other’s strange days. Just for the sake of conversation - I wish you knew whether you actually had a murder case on your hands or not.”

      

      “Me, too.”

      

      Sunny woke up at Lydia’s outburst. The pup looked surprised for a moment but then decided to move to the more comfortable couch where there were more chances for belly rubs. Lydia and Trina both indulged the dog, and she was soon slumbering comfortably again.

      

      “How about we stop talking about the drowning for a moment and move onto an easier topic?” Trina suggested. “How did your interview go today? Do you have a new employee now?”

      

      Lydia groaned. “That’s not a better topic.”

      

      “Don’t tell me you asked them if they had access to cyanide during the interview again.”

      

      “No. But I still might have asked a few too many questions about whether they were a potential killer.”

      

      “Liddy, I thought we talked about this.”

      

      “I know. I didn’t mean to ask the questions the way they came out. I wanted to subtly find out whether she had sociopathic tendencies. But I got anxious, and the words just started slipping out of my mouth.”

      

      “You can be really good at questioning people,” Trina said. “You questioned people when you investigated the murder of the realtor, and before that, you negotiated the deal on your building.”

      

      “I’m just really afraid of hiring someone who is secretly plotting to kill me.”

      

      “It’s sad that after everything that happened, I can’t just say that you’re being paranoid,” Trina mused. She took a big swig of her drink.

      

      “I wonder if Daniel is overreacting to this death the same way that I am overreacting to potential employees. I mean, they can’t all be evil.”

      

      “I don’t know what to say about Daniel. But would it make you feel better if I was there for your interviews? I could offer moral support and let you know if you start saying anything crazy. Of course, normally I’m the one who just says whatever pops into my head regardless of how it sounds. It will be odd to be the restrained one.”

      

      “I would really appreciate it,” Lydia said, smiling at her friend. “I feel like lately, I haven’t been eating all that much taffy. I’ve had my foot in my mouth too much for it. I think it would help if you were there.”

      

      “Great. I’ll come to your next interview. I’m off from work tomorrow. I was just going to meet Carl for dinner.”

      

      “Things are going well with Carl?” asked Lydia. She knew that Lydia and Carl’s relationship was often off-and-on again.

      

      Trina nodded. “I think so. He’s been a little distant lately. I wonder if it’s because I complained that he always smells like fish when he leaves work. But hopefully, we’ll work things out tomorrow night. And hopefully, he’ll shower after leaving the fish market.”

      

      “I think I can set up an interview for tomorrow,” Lydia said, thinking about it. “I reached out to someone today, and she said she was flexible the next few days.”

      

      “Great,” Trina said, finishing her drink and setting it down. “One problem is solved.”

      

      “Now, if only I knew what happened to Chase The Waves Harris.”

      

      “That was his nickname?” Trina asked as a thought occurred to her. “I think I did hear something about him at the hair salon before. About Chase The Waves.”

      

      “Did someone want to kill him?”

      

      “I didn’t hear that. But I did hear that Chase The Waves was going to be in some big surfing competition in Hawaii. Some of the girls were giggling about it. Only one person from a town can be entered, so it’s a big deal. The best person is supposed to go, and that was Chase. He was basically getting a free Hawaiian vacation, and if he won the surfing competition, there was a really big cash prize.”

      

      Lydia frowned. “That sounds like an opportunity that someone might be willing to kill for.”

      

      “I thought Leo said there wasn’t evidence of murder.”

      

      “He did. But I think I’d feel better if I spoke to the people who would benefit from him being taken out of the competition.”

      

      “Then, we’ll do that tomorrow too,” Trina said, adding another splash to her glass. She clanked her glass against Lydia’s. “Cheers.”
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      The next morning, after having breakfast on her porch with her dog where Sunny was able to do her two favorite things (eat and sunbathe), Lydia headed to the beach. Trina met her on the sand wearing a floral cover-up that complemented her red locks that were twisted up into an intricate bun.

      

      “You look amazing,” Lydia said. “I didn’t put much thought into my outfit. I only made sure not to wear one of my taffy shirts because that has my last name as part of the logo.”

      

      “Well, I didn’t want my hair to get too windswept before my date with Carl tonight. But the surf shop we want to visit is that way,” Trina said, pointing ahead. “One of my salon regulars who mentioned Chase The Waves owns it. And when you see her hair, I want you to know that it looks exactly the way she wanted it too.”

      

      Lydia was very curious about what this could mean. However, she didn’t have to wait long for an answer. As they approached the small building off the boardwalk and closer to the water called Sadie’s Surf Shop, Lydia saw a young woman with streaks of lavender, turquoise, and bright red in her blonde hair. However, despite the cheerful colors close to her face, the woman seemed forlorn and gloomy.

      

      “Hi, Sadie!” Trina called.

      

      Sadie didn’t match Trina’s enthusiasm but did wave and say, “It’s good to see you. I don’t see you away from the salon very often.”

      

      “Well, I do enjoy dipping my toes in the water more than submerging my whole body. And I know that I’d fall right off of a surfboard,” Trina said with a little laugh. “Sadie, this is my best friend, Lydia. And Lydia, this is one of my most original customers who keeps me on my toes with her color choices.”

      

      “It’s nice to meet you. Were you thinking of buying or renting a surfboard?” Sadie asked.

      

      “Yes,” Lydia said, hoping she sounded believable. She knew that her sense of balance wasn’t ideal for standing on the waves and surfing wasn’t something she really planned on doing. However, she hoped that this would be an effective way to get Sadie talking about Chase without suspecting that Lydia was probing for info about a potential killer.

      

      “I suggested she talk to you,” said Trina.

      

      “I always meant to learn how to surf. Since I moved back to town, I figured that it would be the perfect time to learn. But I did start to have some second thoughts.” Lydia moved closer to the counter so she could keep her voice down. “I heard that a very experienced surfer just drowned. And I have to admit that frightened me. If someone talented could die on the water, what could that mean for someone just beginning like me?”

      

      “You must be talking about Chase,” Sadie said sadly. “It’s really hard to believe, but he did drown recently. I don’t think that this should scare you away from learning how to surf. Just try with simpler waves and make sure a lifeguard is on duty. But I can’t pretend that his death doesn’t bother me.”

      

      “You were close?” asked Lydia.

      

      “He kept his lucky board here, so it was easier to bring to the water. He was a customer and a friend. I was so proud that he was going to represent Ocean Point in Hawaii.”

      

      “I might have heard a little about that,” said Lydia. “This was an important competition?”

      

      “One of the biggest. And it was quite an honor for Chase. He was going to represent his home town, and there was a big cash prize that he had a good chance of winning.” Sadie’s eyes began to tear up. “It’s not fair that he won’t be able to go.”

      

      “Who will be representing Ocean Point now?” Lydia asked. “Will someone go in his place?”

      

      “That’s going to be decided tonight,” said Sadie. “A bunch of us are going to meet at Buoy’s tonight to figure out who should go now.”

      

      “Buoy’s?” asked Lydia.

      

      “It’s a local dive bar. Or should I say surf bar?” Trina joked. “A lot of surfers do go there.”

      

      “We’re going to each raise a glass to Chase’s memory tonight and then choose someone to represent both him and the town,” said Sadie.

      

      “Do you think you might be the one to do it?” asked Trina.

      

      Sadie shook her head. “I think I’m pretty good, but I don’t think I’m the best in town. I wish I were, but I don’t think it will be me.”

      

      A thought occurred to Lydia, and she had to ask about it even if it was veering away from who might have a motive to hurt Chase if they would take his place.

      

      “Did you say that Chase kept his lucky board here?” she asked.

      

      Sadie nodded. “He could use other surfboards, but this was his favorite. He said it was a good luck charm. He always did well when he used it.”

      

      “And is it still here?” Lydia pressed.

      

      Sadie poked her head further inside the shop to check. She nodded. “It’s here.”

      

      “So, Chase didn’t use his lucky board the night he died,” Lydia said.

      

      “Maybe it was too late at night?” asked Trina. “Were you locked up?”

      

      “Chase has a key. Not to the safe, but to the door so he could get his board if he needed it at odd times. He was my friend, so I trusted him,” Sadie said. “And now that you bring it up, it is odd if he was out on the water and didn’t have his lucky board.”

      

      Lydia thought that she was on to something, but she didn’t have an opportunity to pursue it anymore. At that moment, Leo walked up to the stand with Detective Grey at his side. They were both frowning.

      

      “What are you doing here, Lydia?”
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      “Leo,” Lydia said. “I’m surprised to see you.”

      

      “That’s her brother,” Trina told Sadie conspiratorially. “They have a complicated relationship right now. Their father-figure recently died.”

      

      Leo gestured for her to follow him. Lydia and Trina trudged after the detectives until they were out of earshot of Sadie. Leo and Detective Grey looked like formidable figures as they glared at them.

      

      “Somehow, I don’t think you’re here to buy a surfboard,” Leo said.

      

      “Well, I had been considering doing some cross-marketing with other businesses in town. Get a discount on salt water taffy after spending time in the salt water. That sort of thing,” Lydia said.

      

      “It’s an effective strategy,” Trina agreed.

      

      “And that’s what you were doing here?” Leo asked suspiciously.

      

      Lydia thought about it. She might be able to convince the detectives that her reason for being there wasn’t related to the drowned man, but she didn’t want to lie to her brother after they were finally starting to get along.

      

      “I also wanted to learn a little more about Chase Harris,” Lydia admitted. “Daniel is convinced there’s something fishy about it.”

      

      “And not just because his body was found among the fishes,” Trina added.

      

      “I wish you would let us handle this,” Leo said.

      

      “I want to,” said Lydia. “It just seemed like you didn’t think there was a case to investigate. I wanted to double check.”

      

      “There is no case to investigate,” said Leo. “The medical examiner agreed that it looked like an accidental drowning.”

      

      “If it was an accident, then what are you doing here?” Lydia asked, looking from one detective to the other.

      

      “Being thorough,” said the serious Detective Grey.

      

      “Good,” said Lydia. “Then when you talk to Sadie you’ll learn that Chase Harris didn’t take his lucky surfboard out on the water. It sounds like that is very out of character for him. Why would he go surfing without his lucky board?”

      

      “Maybe he wasn’t surfing when he went out in the water,” Leo said. “He might have gone out for a late night swim.”

      

      “That’s what we believe happened,” agreed Detective Grey.

      

      “But what if someone went out with him and held him under the water?” Lydia suggested. “It sounds like he should have been able to swim on his own. Maybe someone impeded his ability.”

      

      Trina nodded. “And this person murdered him.”

      

      “There’s no evidence of that,” Leo said, starting to get annoyed. “There are no marks on the body to indicate that he was held under water, that he was tied up, or that he was injured. The water found in his lungs is consistent to the seawater at Ocean Point, so he wasn’t drowned somewhere else and dumped. What was in his system was alcohol. Not a huge amount. But it could have been enough to make him think night swimming while intoxicated was a good idea. He might have confused which way the shore was. He got tired and drowned. Again, there was nothing to indicate foul play. The only marks on the body were some cuts on his heels.”

      

      “Cuts on his heels?” asked Lydia.

      

      “Yes. A small cut on each heel. Shaped almost like an X. Maybe with a little extra line. It’s nothing that would have impeded his swimming. He probably cut his foot while he was intoxicated and didn’t notice.”

      

      “Should we be sharing this information?” Detective Grey asked.

      

      “It’s the only way to keep them from meddling,” Leo said. “They need to know that this isn’t a murder case. We’re just dotting all our I’s and crossing all our T’s because it’s our job.”

      

      “Was he found in a bathing suit?” Lydia asked, unable to stop asking about the victim. “If he wasn’t dressed for swimming that is suspicious.”

      

      “There was nothing suspicious. He was wearing bathing suit shorts and a sleeveless shirt. That’s what a lot of men wear in the ocean here. He didn’t empty the pockets on his shorts before he went on the water but, again, he had been drinking.”

      

      “What was in his pockets?”

      

      “His wallet and cell phone,” said Leo. “But lots of people accidentally ruin their electronics by bringing them into the water in their pockets.”

      

      “I think we’ve said enough,” said Detective Grey.

      

      “You’re right,” Leo agreed. He looked Lydia in the eyes. “Now, can you please let this go so we can finish our investigation?”

      

      “I’m happy if you’re investigating,” she told her brother. “I just wanted to make sure this case was being taken seriously because it upset people I care about. If you’re solving it, then we don’t have to poke around.”

      

      “There’s nothing to solve,” Leo said angrily. “And even if there was, you shouldn’t be poking around in it. You shouldn’t be getting in the way of police matters. You should be focusing on your own things. Like your shop and taffy.”

      

      “The new double chocolate taffy is really good, isn’t it?” Trina asked.

      

      Detective Grey couldn’t help it and nodded. However, Leo was still glaring at them.

      

      “You’re right,” Lydia said. “I should focus on my shop. And, in fact, I have an interview for a new employee that I need to get to.”

      

      She grabbed Trina’s arm, and they hurried away from the beach. Lydia remembered how Leo had been willing to throw her in jail in the past, and she didn’t want to get on his bad side again.
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      Saying she had to meet a potential employee wasn’t just an excuse to leave an annoyed brother. Lydia really had set up and interview with an applicant for that afternoon, and she was grateful to have Trina at her side.

      

      It was hard for Lydia to push all her thoughts about what she had learned about Chase Harris’s death aside. Despite what Leo had said, she thought it was strange that Chase had gone swimming with his cell phone in his pocket. However, she tried not to think about the potential case and instead focus on her upcoming interview. She was already trying to avoid asking whether the applicant could be a killer during her interview process. She needed to clear her mind.

      

      The door to the shop opened, and Lydia smiled. The woman who entered was much older than she expected her applicant to be based on the correspondence they shared setting up the interview.

      

      “Are you Kara?” Lydia asked.

      

      “No, I’m Annette.” She pushed her silver hair behind her ears and glanced around the shop. “Why did Ruth change the shop’s name? Is it some kind of marketing technique? Appealing to a new audience?”

      

      Lydia immediately realized what was going on. “I’m afraid Ruth doesn’t own this shop anymore. She retired after last summer. I bought the building and expanded the taffy selection.”

      

      “Oh, I see. Ruth isn’t here anymore?”

      

      “Are you a friend of hers?” asked Lydia. “I might be able to track down a number to reach her at.”

      

      “No. That’s all right,” Annette said. “I really just wanted to see how her shop was doing.”

      

      “I had to overcome a few bumps when I first opened, but now things seem to be going well. Please try a sample of one of our new flavors.”

      

      Annette thanked her as Lydia handed her a free sample of the double chocolate taffy. After taking a final look around, she scooted out of the shop with her piece of candy.

      

      Lydia asked Jeff to send the applicant back to her office as soon as she arrived. Then, she and Trina went to wait for her. However, they ended up watching the minutes tick away on the wall clock as Kara kept them waiting. The two friends tried to avoid talking about Chase Harris, and so they chatted about how much Carl liked to talk about Sea Bass and how Sunny’s snoring occasionally woke Lydia up in the middle of the night.

      

      Finally, Lydia said, “It doesn’t look like she’s going to show up. Maybe we can talk about the murder.”

      

      “So, you think it was murder too?” asked Trina. “That’s what I’m leaning towards. And I don’t think that’s just because it means we get to do more sleuthing. Something feels wrong. And a killer might be on the loose.”

      

      “A killer?” a young woman in extremely high heels asked as she strode into the office. “I’m Kara. Sorry I’m late.”

      

      “We weren’t really talking about a killer,” Lydia said quickly. “We were just hoping that nothing terrible had happened to you to keep you from coming in. Out of context, that could sound strange.”

      

      “Right,” Kara said, taking a seat. “No. The only thing that made me late was my nail. I broke it this morning, and I had to redo my nails before I came in. You know, so I could make a good impression.”

      

      Trina’s brow furrowed but Lydia reached for the girl’s resume. She reviewed it and then said, “You have a lot of experience with retail and food service, which would be a good combination for working at Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets. However, I do notice some gaps in your employment and some jobs that only lasted a few months. Is that because your school schedule changed? You said you’re going to the local college.”

      

      “That’s right. College is great, and I do need to find jobs that can accommodate my class schedule and my social schedule. A lot of the times that I switched jobs was because something came up and I couldn’t work. And there were a few times that my coworkers claimed they had a problem with my attitude. But, you know what? I had a problem with theirs too.”

      

      “Oh?”

      

      “They were too strict about following the rules,” Kara said offhandedly.

      

      “My next question is: why would you like to work here? And what do you think you could add to the team?”

      

      Kara played with her nails as she spoke. “Well, I like that this job would be near the beach. I’m trying to get a better tan this year. And everyone here seems really nice. I think I could add to the team by making taffy and selling stuff.”

      

      “So, you don’t have a strong desire to take over the shop? And you wouldn’t hurt anyone to do so?” asked Lydia.

      

      Trina cleared her throat and gave her friend a look. Lydia stopped adding any other questions to her list, knowing she was heading down the path of accusing applicants of plotting murder.

      

      “Nah,” Kara said. “I wouldn’t want the responsibility of running the shop. I don’t even like taffy all that much.”

      

      “Thank you for coming in to talk with us,” Lydia said, rising from her seat. “We’ll be in touch soon.”

      

      “Cool,” Kara said. She departed the office, taking her cell phone out as she went to begin texting.

      

      Lydia turned to Trina who was taking one of the taffy pieces out of the seashell candy dish on her friend’s desk.

      

      “And thank you for stopping me from acting crazy with accusations.”

      

      Trina shrugged as she unwrapped her taffy. She said playfully, “I’ve been rewarded for my work.”

      

      “And I feel good about that interview. I got the sense that she’s not a killer.”

      

      Trina chewed furiously to finish her taffy quickly. Then she exclaimed, “You’re not thinking of hiring her, are you? Liddy, she might not be a killer, but she’s not much of a worker either. I understand why you brought her in because you were giving her the benefit of the doubt and thought that her changes in employment were due to accommodating her studies. But she was late, she only wants to work her to focus on her tan, and she doesn’t even like taffy!”

      

      Lydia sighed and sat back down in her chair dejectedly. “Of course, you’re right. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I consider the subpar applicants because I think they’re upfront about their motives. I scare away the good potential hires because I’m afraid they’ll betray me.”

      

      “I understand that this is hard. You were almost killed before. That’s nothing to sneeze at.” She gave her friend a hug and then said, “Maybe we should back away from this new case? I don’t know if it’s good for you.”

      

      “I appreciate the concern, but I can’t stop looking into the surfer’s drowning. Not unless I’m thoroughly convinced that it was just an accident. Or that Leo was willing to entertain the possibility of foul play.”

      

      “So, Leo thinks it was an accident, and you don’t. Why is that? Let’s spell it all out and move from there.”

      

      “I find it suspicious that everyone who knew Chase has trouble believing that he drowned. I think it’s strange that he had his phone and wallet in his pocket when he went into the water. The cuts on the back of the man’s heels also strike me as odd.”

      

      “Plus, there’s that Hawaiian vacation and the chance at big money that someone else is going gain because Chase The Waves is dead.”

      

      “I want to know where Chase was before he ended up in the ocean,” said Lydia. “Who saw him that night? Did he say anything about going to the beach? Was he drunk?”

      

      “You might be able to find out some answers if you went to Buoy’s tonight,” Trina said. “I wish I could go, but I can’t cancel on Carl. He’d be hurt.”

      

      “I wouldn’t want you to do that. And I’m not sure that Chase’s friends would want to talk to me. Sadie knows that my brother is a detective now. They would probably think I was spying on them if I just showed up alone.”

      

      They left the office and headed into the main area of the taffy shop. Kelsey had arrived for her shift and was assisting a family at the register. Jeff was sweeping some sand off the floor but paused when he saw Lydia.

      

      “Any luck?” he asked.

      

      “With the new hire? Or discovering what happened to Chase The Waves Harris and whether he was murdered?” asked Lydia. “Either way I think the answer is no right now. I don’t think I’ve had much luck finding an answer to either problem.”

      

      Jeff leaned on his broom. “It’s all such a bummer. I don’t like to think that Chase did something to make someone so angry that they wanted to kill him. I also don’t like the idea of a killer running around on the loose. That wasn’t fun last time. But at the same time, I don’t like that he could have just made a mistake on the water and drowned. If that could happen to him, it could happen to me too. I haven’t been out in the water since I found out about his death.”

      

      “But you love surfing,” said Lydia. “You love it more than taffy. And that’s a lot.”

      

      “His death shook me. I don’t know how to get over it,” Jeff said glumly.

      

      “Hopefully, I can find out some answers about Chase, and that should help,” said Lydia. “And I know it takes time to get over a fear after something awful happens. I’m dealing with that myself, and I know it’s affecting my hiring process. But you have to try and face it. I’d hate to see you stop doing something you love forever.”

      

      Jeff nodded thoughtfully. “Maybe I should just go out there and being on my board will remind me of the way I used to feel about it. Instead of dwelling on how easy it would be to fall and drown and never wake up and never do anything ever, ever again… to never get to eat another piece of taffy…”

      

      Lydia patted him on the back. “You don’t have to do it today. Maybe take some baby steps to get back to where you were.”

      

      “Baby waves,” Trina agreed.

      

      The door to the shop opened, and Daniel walked inside. As soon as he saw Lydia, he headed right towards her. Jeff resumed sweeping and moved away.

      

      “Do you have any news?” Daniel asked.

      

      “I did talk to my brother. He and his partner don’t consider the death to be suspicious, but they are being thorough following up a few things.”

      

      “Do you believe that he’ll find the killer if there is one?” asked Daniel making eye contact.

      

      Lydia hesitated. She believed that her brother was a good detective and was very capable at his job, but she also knew how headstrong and stubborn he could be. Right now, he didn’t think there was a case.

      

      “I’ve got a great idea that might help with everything,” Trina said, piping up and saving Lydia from answering. Trina winked at her friend and then smiled at Daniel. “How would you like to take Lydia out for a drink tonight?”

      

      “Trina!” Lydia cried as she felt color rise to her cheeks. However, then she realized that her friend wanted to help with the case as well as with her dating life. “Actually, that is a great idea. We should go to a place called Buoy’s.”
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      After she closed up the taffy shop for the day, Lydia rushed home to change into something more appropriate for her stakeout / date. Sunny had been no help in choosing an outfit and had actually fallen asleep on a pile of discarded clothes options that Lydia had pulled out of her closet. However, she thought that the little black dress that she finally decided on was suitable for the occasion.

      

      When Daniel greeted her at her door, she was pleased to hear him say, “You look nice.”

      

      “So do you,” said Lydia. “I don’t know if I’ve ever seen you out of that lifeguard shirt.”

      

      He was wearing a button down shirt and jeans. She could also see something of the chain he always wore around his neck.

      

      Daniel smiled. Lydia looked down. She knew that she shouldn’t confuse this with a real date. They were going to observe Chase’s surfer friends and look for signs of a guilty conscience to see if a killer was amongst them. That wasn’t especially romantic.

      

      Also, Lydia still didn’t know very much about the man. She wasn’t even completely sure that he was single. This was a point that was apparently hotly discussed at Trina’s hair salon.

      

      “I’m sorry I don’t know exactly what time Chase’s friends will be there,” said Lydia. “But Sadie said that they would be at Buoy’s tonight.”

      

      “I don’t mind if we’re early. And I really would like to thank you for looking into this matter for me.”

      

      “Well, it’s the least I could do after you saved my life.”

      

      “You don’t have to thank me for that,” Daniel said seriously. “It’s my job to help people in the water. And I was glad to make sure that you were all right.”

      

      “Because the taffy I make is so good?” Lydia joked.

      

      Daniel laughed. It wasn’t often that she saw this quiet man show joy, and she was happy. However, then their conversation started to turn towards the drowned surfer. As they made their way to the bar, Lydia recapped everything that she had learned so far. Daniel was glad that she also thought there were some suspicious elements to what happened.

      

      They arrived at Buoy’s, and Lydia was surprised to see the bar was still afloat. It definitely wasn’t a place that catered to tourists. It was dingy inside, and there didn’t seem to be much to the menu. However, the people who were there seemed to be enjoying themselves.

      

      Lydia noticed Sadie’s bright hair as they entered. Sadie was at a table with several other people who all looked downcast.

      

      Lydia nodded to Daniel, and they chose a crummy booth nearby where they had a clear view of the gathering and would hopefully be able to hear what was going on.

      

      “How about we begin with a toast?” Sadie suggested. “Logan?”

      

      The tan man with an earring nodded. He played with his beer bottle absentmindedly as he struggled to find the right words.

      

      “Chase was my best friend. And there wasn’t a better friend that you could wish for. We grew up together. We learned to surf together. And even when Chase started moving toward becoming a champion, he never let it go to his head. I wish I were as good a friend as he was,” Logan’s voice cracked as he spoke and he began to hurry up his ending. “He was a good guy. Let’s drink to his memory.”

      

      The others around the table raised their glasses and took a drink. One woman who was wearing glasses began to cry. Sadie handed her a napkin to use as a tissue.

      

      The group was silent for a few moments. Lydia and Daniel kept an eye out for suspicious actions, but everyone looked truly sad.

      

      “It might be easy to pretend to miss someone in a group,” Daniel whispered. “We should see who makes a move to take his place in the competition.”

      

      Logan set his drink down and looked around the table. “I guess we need to discuss who is going to represent Ocean Point now.”

      

      The woman who had been crying began to shed more tears. “I’m sorry. Chase was just so excited about going. It’s not fair.”

      

      “It’s not,” Sadie agreed. “I think he could have won, Jenna.”

      

      Crying Jenna nodded. “Logan, you should probably go in his place. You trained with him, and you’re his best friend.”

      

      “It’s because he was my best friend that I can’t do it. You guys know that I choke under pressure. And it would be even worse if I thought I had to win it for Chase. I’d fail. You could do it, Jenna. He was special to you too.”

      

      “Sadie is better than me,” she replied.

      

      “I’m not as good as Chase was,” Sadie protested. “He was better at taking risks.”

      

      Jenna patted her eyes with the napkin and tried to stop her tears. The table continued to discuss who should represent Ocean Point, but everyone seemed reluctant to be the one to do it. Excuses ranged from not having a babysitter to a fear of flying. They all claimed not to be as good as Chase, and they seemed hesitant to let his memory down if they wouldn’t be able to win.

      

      At their table, Lydia and Daniel frowned.

      

      “It doesn’t seem like anyone wants to take his place,” Lydia said softly.

      

      “Maybe I was wrong,” said Daniel. His brow furrowed as he considered it.

      

      “This might only mean that he wasn’t killed for his place in the contest,” said Lydia.

      

      “But if that wasn’t the motive, what other reason do we have for suspecting foul play?”

      

      “I think we need to be able to ask some of our own questions more directly.”

      

      “But how could we do that?” asked Daniel. “You told me that Sadie knows who your brother is and would be suspicious.”

      

      “I have an idea,” Lydia said, rising from the table and dragging Daniel along with her.

      

      The people at the table stared at them as they came closer. Daniel crossed his arms, feeling awkward.

      

      “I’m sorry to interrupt you in your time of mourning,” Lydia said. “I met Sadie earlier, and she mentioned this gathering.”

      

      “And you decided to crash it?” Logan asked.

      

      “The truth is,” Lydia said sounding solemn. “That my friend here is the lifeguard who found Chase Harris. Though there was nothing else that he could have done to save him, he’s been feeling bad about it all. He feels connected to Chase now. I thought maybe he might be able to join you?”

      

      “If you don’t think it’s out of line, I would like to raise a glass to his memory as well,” Daniel said.

      

      “Of course,” Jenna said. “Please, join us. And thank you for trying to…”

      

      She trailed off as she began crying, but the others welcomed him to the table. Logan brought Daniel a beer and Daniel made a toast as well.

      

      “Chase, I’m sorry that I didn’t know you better. I remember seeing you surfing the waves like a pro. And I’m sorry the water finally claimed your life. From all accounts, you were a good man.”

      

      The others at the table took another sip of their drinks respectfully.

      

      “And I’d love to hear more about Chase,” said Daniel. “If that’s all right.”

      

      “Did he go swimming late at night often?” asked Lydia.

      

      “No,” Logan said. “He’d be embarrassed if I told you all this, but he was a little afraid of the dark.”

      

      “Really?” asked Lydia. If that were the case, it certainly did seem like he hadn’t gone swimming in the water that killed him that night by choice.

      

      “It’s true. He still had a nightlight in his room.”

      

      “Let’s not share all his secrets, all right?” said Jenna. “We want to honor him.”

      

      Logan and Jenna exchanged a heated look. Lydia wondered what it could mean, but Sadie was already trying to diffuse tension.

      

      “We are honoring him. All of him. Fears and accomplishments.”

      

      “Maybe Chase wasn’t afraid that night because he was with a friend on the beach,” Lydia suggested. “That usually makes me feel better when I’m scared. Did any of you see him that night?”

      

      Everyone at the table shook their heads except Jenna who was crying again. Logan looked uncomfortable.

      

      “Maybe we should sleep on it about who should take Chase’s place in the contest,” Logan suggested. “We still have a few days to decide on the replacement or forfeit. Maybe tonight we should just remember Chase.”

      

      “I think that’s a good idea,” Jenna agreed.

      

      The others were agreeing when someone joined their table and caught all of their attention. A small woman with a tattoo on her arm marched up to them. Her fists were on her hips, and she had fire in her eyes.

      

      “Was no one going to tell me about this?” she demanded. “You were having a memorial for Chase without me?”

      

      “Maybe you weren’t wanted here, Nicole,” Jenna said evenly.

      

      “Well, Chase wanted me. So I think he might have wanted me here.”

      

      For a moment, it looked as if Jenna might throw her drink at the other woman. Instead, she stormed out of the bar.

      

      Lydia gestured that they should follow her. She hoped that she might get some more insight on what had just happened if she and Daniel spoke to her away from the rest of the group. However, the upset Jenna had hurried away from the bar and was already in her car when they came outside. She started driving away before they could talk to her.

      

      They headed back inside the bar, but the group was disbanding. The new woman, Nicole, was nowhere to be seen. Everyone was quickly paying their tabs and hurrying away. Sadie was the only one to say goodnight to Lydia and Daniel.

      

      When they were alone, Lydia said, “Well, we might not have been able to ask all the questions we wanted. But if we know now that Chase was afraid of the dark, then we also know that his death in the dark ocean was most likely murder.”
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      Daniel walked Lydia up to her door. It had been a long time since a man had done that, and she smiled even though she knew it hadn’t been a real date.

      

      “That was quick thinking to allow us to join their party,” Daniel said.

      

      “If only we were quick enough to catch some of them after Nicole arrived and upset everyone,” Lydia said, lingering on her porch. “We might have been able to turn up another motive for the murder besides the competition.”

      

      “Maybe tomorrow we could question some of them?” Daniel suggested.

      

      “I’d like that,” Lydia agreed. “I want to find out what happened to Chase Harris that night as badly as you do now. I think he really was murdered and he deserves justice.”

      

      “It’s quite a mystery, but I’m glad you’re on the case. You’re good at this.”

      

      “I don’t know about that. Sometimes I think I’m good at picking up on clues, and other times I don’t think so. For example, you’re a mystery that I can’t solve.”

      

      “What do you mean?”

      

      “Well, it seems like we’ve become partners in solving this, but I still know very little about you. You’re very secretive.”

      

      “I don’t mean to be. I don’t like advertising my personal business to everyone, but I don’t mean to keep secrets from the people who are becoming my friends. Is there something you’re wondering about specifically? Why I moved to New Jersey when I seem to hate it?”

      

      Lydia took out her keys and moved closer to her door. “I did wonder that, but I try not to dwell on it. You not liking Jersey is a bit of a sore spot for me. I don’t like when anyone dislikes it. But I guess what most people in town are wondering is if you’re single.”

      

      “Most people?” Daniel asked, crossing his arms. “There are big discussions about this?”

      

      “At the hair salon,” Lydia said. She laughed to cover up how uncomfortable she was starting to feel. She unlocked her door and prepared to say goodnight.

      

      “If you really want to know…” Daniel began.

      

      “Keys!” Lydia exclaimed. Part of her was annoyed that she had cut Daniel off when she did want to hear the answer to that question, but the other part was too excited about her discovery.

      

      “Keys?”

      

      “Leo told me what was in Chase’s pockets. It was his wallet and phone, but there weren’t any keys there.”

      

      Daniel smiled. “And that doesn’t seem likely around here. People travel with their house and car keys when they go out.”

      

      “Sadie also told me that she gave Chase a key to her Surf Shop so he could get his board. He would bring his keys to the beach.”

      

      “So, what happened to the keys that night?”

      

      “I think they either fell in the ocean or the killer has them,” said Lydia.

      

      Daniel nodded. It looked as if this had ignited some ideas in his head. He gave her a small smile. “I’m looking forward to continuing our investigation tomorrow.”

      

      He walked away, and Lydia headed inside her house. A yawning Sunny came out to greet her. The dog stared up at her, wondering why she had been gone so long.

      

      “Let’s have a late night snack,” Lydia suggested. “I have a few things I want to think over before I’ll be able to get any sleep.”

      

      “Snack” and “sleep” were Sunny’s two favorite words. She wagged her bottom appreciatively.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next morning, Lydia hurried over to the taffy shop. She made sure that they were well-stocked on all of their flavors and grabbed a few double chocolate taffies for the road. Jeff assured her that he would be all right manning the shop while she investigated what happened to Chase.

      

      “It’s cloudy out, so I don’t think there will be too many people wandering the boardwalk,” he said. “And I want you to catch Chase’s killer. Maybe that will help me want to surf again.”

      

      “I hope so,” Lydia said. “I don’t want you to miss out on something you love.”

      

      “I tried to take one of those baby waves you suggested yesterday after we closed.” Jeff frowned. “But I couldn’t do it. I started imagining drowning like Chase did when my feet hit the water.”

      

      “I’m glad you tried.”

      

      Jeff smiled and wished her well with her search. Then, Lydia went to meet Daniel on the boardwalk. He said that he was pretty sure that he recognized Jenna and that she worked at a nearby smoothie stand. They were hoping to catch her there.

      

      “I like that interviewing this suspect also means that we can get a snack,” Lydia joked. “I like smoothies, and sometimes the combinations of fruit flavors gives me ideas for future taffy recipes.”

      

      “Do you get your inspiration from many different places?” asked Daniel.

      

      Lydia nodded. “From all sorts of things. Lately, I’ve been toying with the idea of making a lifeguard taffy. I could make it red and white like your uniform.”

      

      “But, what would it taste like?”

      

      “That’s what’s been stumping me. I’d like to make it beachy if I can.”

      

      “Just as long as it doesn’t taste like seaweed and sunscreen.”

      

      Lydia smiled. She continued walking at his side as they passed the boardwalk shops, falling into a rhythm with their steps.

      

      “Last night I accidentally cut you off when you were about to say—“ Lydia began.

      

      However, this time it was her turn to be interrupted. Daniel pointed ahead. “That’s the smoothie shop. And it looks like Jenna is at the counter.”

      

      Truthfully, Lydia was annoyed that they had reached the shop before she could ask Daniel to resume what he was about to say about his relationship status. However, aloud she said that she was glad that the day was overcast and there were no other customers out to buy smoothies.

      

      “Good morning. Our special right now is Cherry Berry.” Jenna paused. “Wait a second. I know you two. You came to our mini memorial for Chase.”

      

      “That’s right,” Daniel said. “Thank you again for letting me join in.”

      

      “We’re sorry that we crashed the gathering,” said Lydia. “Everyone seemed pretty upset when that other lady did.”

      

      “Don’t even get me started on Nicole,” Jenna said angrily. She grabbed two cups a little too forcefully. “Now, what can I get you?”

      

      Lydia and Daniel each politely ordered a smoothie. With the blenders roaring, it was impossible to ask any more questions. However, as soon as they were handed their drinks, Lydia spoke up again.

      

      “Thank you. This looks delicious. And I am sorry that I brought up Nicole. I didn’t mean to upset you. That’s the way it seems to go, isn’t it? When you want to avoid a topic, someone always manages to bring it up. I just wanted to say that I was glad our arrival last night didn’t have the same effect as hers.”

      

      Jenna was shaking her head in annoyance. “She had some nerve showing her face there.”

      

      “Did she have something to do with Chase’s drowning?” asked Daniel.

      

      Jenna’s eyes widened in shock. “No. But what she did was awful. She made Chase cheat on me.”

      

      “You were dating Chase?” Lydia asked. “No one mentioned that at the gathering.”

      

      “I don’t think the gang knew exactly where we stood. Chase and I had been dating for a while. He cheated on me with that terrible Nicole. Then, he said he felt really bad about it. He wanted to reconcile. But I was still mad at him. And I’m still mad at him about that. But now he’s dead. And I miss him so much. I don’t know what to make of my conflicting feelings.”

      

      Jenna ripped a piece of paper towel and used it to dab her eyes that were starting to water behind her glasses.

      

      “This must be so difficult for you,” Lydia said.

      

      Jenna nodded as she sniffled. “Everything is so complicated. I wish Chase were still here to help sort it out. But he decided to go swimming that night and died? It doesn’t make sense.”

      

      “Do you think he was with someone then?” asked Lydia.

      

      Jenna stopped crying as an angry look came across her face. “Do you mean was he with Nicole that night? He probably was. She had a way of manipulating him. I wouldn’t be surprised if she convinced him to do something stupid.”

      

      “And dangerous?” asked Daniel.

      

      “Now I just sound bitter,” Jenna said. “But yes. I could see this all being Nicole’s fault.”

      

      Daniel and Lydia exchanged a look. They knew who they wanted to talk to next.
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      Most of what else Jenna told them about Nicole was just a series of insults. However, she did also tell them that Nicole had a boat and she would most likely be near it in the afternoon.

      

      After they finished their smoothies, Daniel offered to drive them out to the marina so they could have a word with Nicole. Lydia was eager to continue with their questioning and agreed.

      

      “This is embarrassing,” Daniel said as he started up his silver pickup truck once they were seated.

      

      Lydia wondered what he could be talking about. She had never seen a cleaner vehicle. Her car always managed to get sand on the floor, and there were always a few stray taffy wrappers around. There were also blankets and chew toys in the back seat from when she traveled with Sunny, and her trunk was filled with beach supplies.

      

      “Do you mind if we stop for gas on our way there?” he asked.

      

      “Not at all. Thank you for driving.”

      

      They left the parking lot near the boardwalk and headed further inland. As they drove past the beach houses and businesses, they discussed their interaction with Jenna.

      

      “There’s really no evidence,” Lydia pointed out. “Jenna might want to blame Nicole because she was the other woman. There might be no basis for the claim.”

      

      “Right now his friends all seem to think that the manner of his death was odd, but they’re not jumping to the conclusion that it was murder,” said Daniel.

      

      “If he really was afraid of the dark, then I don’t think that Chase would have gone swimming that night alone.”

      

      “Your brother might argue that the alcohol might have helped him get over this fear.”

      

      “I think it’s more likely that he was with someone the night he died,” Lydia said. “And the fact that no one reported that something happened that night makes me think that it wasn’t just an accident.”

      

      “The competition doesn’t seem like as likely a motive as we originally thought. At least based on the way they were all acting. No one jumped at the chance to take Chase’s spot.”

      

      “Unless they were acting that way in case anyone was suspicious about the death.”

      

      “True,” Daniel said with a nod before driving his truck towards the gas station and parking. “And we know now that Chase was involved in some romantic complications. That’s often a motive for murder.”

      

      “What are you doing?” Lydia asked.

      

      Daniel paused. He was beginning to climb out of the pickup after turning off the engine. “Getting gas?”

      

      “We’re in Jersey,” Lydia teased. “We don’t pump our own gas.”

      

      Daniel settled back into the car and re-buckled his seatbelt. “That’s right. I keep forgetting where I am.”

      

      The gas station attendant walked up to their window, and Daniel asked him to fill the tank.

      

      Lydia decided to test asking a personal question. “Where did you live before you came here?”

      

      “Most recently – North Carolina.”

      

      “Were you a lifeguard there too?”

      

      “Not exactly.”

      

      Lydia stopped her questions. She wasn’t getting very thorough answers. It seemed Daniel had slipped back into his secretive mode. It was strange how sometimes he was willing to open up to her and other times not at all. Was his past something that he needed to hide? Was he not just a handsome, mysterious, stranger to Ocean Point? Was there something dark that he needed to keep secret?

      

      Daniel paid the attendant. He hesitated before starting the ignition.

      

      “Is everything okay? You have a strange look on your face. Did I break another NJ taboo?”

      

      “No,” Lydia assured him. “I just had some questions running through my mind.”

      

      “I have several things that I want to ask Nicole too.”

      

      He started the truck, and they continued to the marina. There were a few people working on their boats, but it wasn’t bustling. Daniel and Lydia walked down the pier, looking for signs of Nicole.

      

      They found her on a boat called Star Struck. It looked like it could seat about a half dozen people comfortably and was decorated with a starfish theme. Nicole was scrubbing the railing, looking like she was working off some frustration as she did so.

      

      “Nicole?” Lydia asked.

      

      Nicole stopped and looked up at them. “Yes. Who are you?”

      

      “I’m Lydia, and this is Daniel. I know this is out of the blue, but we just wanted to apologize. We were at the gathering for Chase’s memory last night. We didn’t know everything that was going on, but we wanted to say that we were sorry for the way you were treated.”

      

      “You knew Chase?” Nicole asked.

      

      “Daniel is the one who tried to save him.”

      

      “I wanted to pay my respects with his friends,” Daniel said. “I’m sorry you weren’t able to.”

      

      Nicole set down her cleaning rag. “That’s really nice of you to say. Do you want to come on board for a moment?”

      

      Lydia and Daniel thanked her and accepted the offer. Nicole offered a hand to Lydia.

      

      “Be careful getting on.”

      

      Lydia accepted the help and climbed aboard. She and Daniel took a seat and Nicole dropped into a cushioned spot across from them.

      

      “It’s a beautiful boat,” Lydia said, gesturing to all the decorations that had been added to give it a personal touch. There were colorful starfish painted on different surfaces, and there were some small metal starfish near the ledge where they entered. A large starfish statue wearing sunglasses was adorned near the helm.

      

      “Thanks. Chase always appreciated my décor.”

      

      “He was on your boat?” asked Daniel.

      

      “That’s how we moved from being friends to something more,” Nicole said. “He enjoyed going out on the water with me. Of course, he hadn’t visited me in a while. Jenna made sure of that.”

      

      “Jenna was jealous?” asked Lydia.

      

      “You saw that she couldn’t even be in the same room as me! But it’s ridiculous. They’re trying to make me out to be the bad guy, but it’s just to cover their guilt.”

      

      “Guilt?” Daniel asked, casting an eye toward Lydia.

      

      “That’s right. Maybe Chase and I started seeing each other before he officially broke it off with Jenna. But Jenna was seeing Logan at the same time too. It’s pretty unfair to say I’m the only one at fault.”

      

      “Jenna was dating Logan too?” Lydia said with surprise. “His best friend?”

      

      Nicole nodded. “Logan has a boat here too. I’d been pretty suspicious about it when I saw him bring Jenna here. But I didn’t want to be the one to tell Chase. I didn’t want him to think I was jealous. But I know that he knew about it. He called me.”

      

      “When?” Lydia asked, leaning forward.

      

      “The night he died,” Nicole said, looking out toward the water. “Things had been a little complicated between us since Jenna found out about me. Chase felt guilty. But that night he called and said that he found out about Logan and Jenna. He was pretty upset.”

      

      “Did he say what he planned to do?” asked Daniel. “Confront them?”

      

      “Well, he was debating what to do. He said he also lost his keys and was locked out of his house. I told him he should calm down before he did anything.”

      

      “Did you see him in person that night?” asked Lydia.

      

      Nicole shook her head. “I didn’t want to see him until he had things figured out. I wanted him to choose me outright. You can understand that, right?”

      

      “Sure,” said Lydia. “I just wish I understood what led to Chase’s drowning.”

      

      “That was an accident, wasn’t it?” asked Nicole. “But I guess with the way I’m talking you might suspect there was something more to his death. You’ll think Logan killed him for his spot in the competition next. You did hear about that, right?”

      

      “We did. That’s what Chase’s friends were discussing at the bar that night,” Daniel said. “But no one was jumping at the opportunity.”

      

      “That’s strange,” said Nicole. “Because Chase and Logan had been fighting for the opportunity. Chase told me that Logan was upset that he had been beaten.”

      

      “Then, why is he avoiding the competition now?” asked Lydia.

      

      Nicole shrugged. “Nothing seems to make sense anymore. Best friends betraying each other, and the best surfer in town accidentally drowning.”

      

      Lydia uttered some words of comfort, but inwardly she was determined to try and make sense of it all. She was now pretty sure that someone involved in this love triangle had murdered Chase Harris, and she was determined to find out who it was.
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      “Are you thinking what I am?” Lydia asked Daniel as they walked down the pier and away from Nicole.

      

      “That it would be advantageous to talk to Logan? And you’re crossing your fingers that he’ll be near his boat too?”

      

      “I did think that,” said Lydia. “But I was also thinking that a boat might be the answer to this crime.”

      

      Daniel looked confused. “Are you accusing a boat of being a suspect?”

      

      “Of being the murder weapon. We couldn’t understand why someone afraid of the dark would go out into the dark ocean at night. Maybe Chase was on top of it with an illuminated boat and a friend. There are safety regulations near the shore, but people do go boating at night.”

      

      Daniel nodded. “He could have been pushed out in deep water without having a mark on him. If he were surprised, he wouldn’t have time to fight back. That’s also why he didn’t empty his pockets. And the killer steering the boat could have made sure that Chase’s swim to shore was impeded.”

      

      “And maybe Chase had alcohol in his system because he was sharing a drink with his best friend on his boat,” Lydia suggested. “Maybe this was where they were going to discuss Jenna.”

      

      They echoed the wish that they could find Logan soon and began wondering which boat belonged to him. However, they didn’t have to wait long.

      

      Logan strode along the pier toward them, but he didn’t look happy at all.

      

      “What are you doing here?”

      

      “We were actually hoping to talk with you,” Lydia said sweetly.

      

      Logan pointed an angry finger toward them. “I don’t know what you’re up to, but I don’t like it. Jenna said that you went by her smoothie stand and you were asking questions. Now you’re here. Who are you really?”

      

      “I really am the lifeguard who tried to save Chase,” said Daniel.

      

      “So what? So, you think that means you can pry into all our lives?” Logan demanded.

      

      Lydia decided to take a chance and tell him why they really were there. He was so angry he was unlikely to tell them anything if they weren’t straightforward.

      

      “What if we told you that we weren’t certain that Chase’s death was an accidental drowning?” asked Lydia.

      

      Logan lowered his finger. His anger seemed to drain out of him and was replaced by helpless confusion.

      

      “It wasn’t an accident?”

      

      “We’re looking into it,” Lydia said.

      

      Logan moved as if he was in a trance toward a boat named “J.L.” and climbed aboard. He sat down and held his head in his hands. Lydia followed and sat right next to him. Daniel stood at a bit of a distance.

      

      “We didn’t mean to upset you,” Lydia said soothingly. “And we’re not completely sure what happened. We’re trying to find out.”

      

      Logan took a few deep breaths, and Lydia looked at the décor on this boat. It was tan and was more low-key. However, there was a large cooler with a lock on it. Maybe that had held the drinks that Chase had from the night he was killed.

      

      “I don’t know what to say.” Logan looked up at them. “I felt there was something wrong about it too. But I thought that it might have been my fault that he died.”

      

      “Why is that?” asked Daniel.

      

      “Because of Jenna.”

      

      “You were seeing her?” asked Lydia.

      

      “No. I mean, I wanted to. But I didn’t make a move yet. Jenna and I had always been friendly. And we bought this boat together. Neither of us had enough money on our own, so we combined funds to get it. It seemed like a good idea at the time. But then she found out that Chase cheated on her with Nicole. And she was mad at everyone for a while. But she still came to use our boat. And then I realized that I had feelings for her. And she didn’t want anything to do with Chase anymore. I asked him if he would mind if I asked her out. But he just got mad.”

      

      “When was this?” Lydia asked.

      

      Logan sighed. “The day he died. That afternoon. We had been surfing together. He was getting excited about the contest. Then, I tried to talk to him about Jenna. He got mad at me and swam back to shore with his board. I didn’t hear from him again. And you see, that’s why I thought it might be my fault. I upset him, and he did something stupid that night because he wasn’t thinking straight. But if you think it might not have been an accident, then that means it wasn’t my fault.”

      

      “That depends,” said Daniel. “With Chase out of the way, it means that you don’t have to worry about him being an obstacle for the woman you care for. And you’ll most likely take his spot in the surfing competition.”

      

      Logan stood up indignantly. “You think I hurt him?”

      

      “Some might say you have a motive,” Lydia agreed.

      

      “Chase was my best friend,” Logan protested. “I never wanted to hurt him. That’s why I asked him first instead of pursuing a relationship with Jenna right away. He was very much alive the last time I saw him. He was ignoring me and swimming towards shore, but he was fine.”

      

      “And you didn’t hear from him at all that night?” asked Lydia.

      

      “No. He ignored my texts. And believe me, I was sending them. When Jenna said that she was busy that night, I went to Buoy’s. I was there most of the night. The bartender should remember me. And Sadie was there too. I didn’t kill my best friend.” He glared at them. “And I think you both should get off my boat.”
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      Daniel and Lydia headed back to the boardwalk. Though Lydia suspected it was a slow business day near the shore, and she knew Jeff could call her if there were any problems, she did want to get back to the taffy shop. However, she and Daniel were taking their time walking along the boards. They were trying to get their thoughts in order.

      

      “What do you make of it?” Daniel asked.

      

      “I’m glad we spoke to everyone involved in that love triangle. Or maybe it’s a love rectangle,” said Lydia. “I think they all are suspects.”

      

      “I can check with Buoy’s later and see if the bartender really does remember seeing Logan there,” said Daniel. “But Logan might still have been able to commit the crime after closing time.”

      

      “And Jenna also has access to that boat,” Lydia said, considering all the possibilities. “Any one of them could have lured Chase out onto the ocean with them and then pushed him overboard. It was supposed to look like an accident.”

      

      “And it almost did.”

      

      “Good thing your gut knew something was wrong.”

      

      “I’m glad I can still rely on it,” Daniel said. “There are times when I still use gut feelings and quick reactions as a lifeguard, but it’s not the same as when I was in the Coast Guard.”

      

      “You were in the Coast Guard?”

      

      Daniel nodded. “I’ve been out of it for over a year, but it was an important part of my life. I left to take care of someone. And then, I needed a change.”

      

      “Thank you,” Lydia said, looking at his face. “For sharing that with me. I know you’re a private person.”

      

      He met her eyes, but then looked away. “Some things are still difficult for me to talk about.”

      

      Lydia wasn’t sure she should press her luck, but there was something else that she did want to know. “Is it difficult to talk about whether you are in a relationship or not?”

      

      “Well…” Daniel began.

      

      However, he didn’t get to finish his thought. He was interrupted by a drawling voice saying, “Well, well, well. The taffy shop owner can afford to be away from her shop.”

      

      Lydia looked up and groaned. She had been focused on discussing the case and learning more about Daniel and hadn’t paid attention to where they were walking on the boardwalk. They had ended up near Cones and Cola.

      

      The shop sold ice cream, but Lydia found the owner to be less sweet than the goods she sold. Amber Allen had decided that she and Lydia would be enemies from the moment she arrived on the boardwalk. Though Lydia thought that the two shops could coexist because the treats they sold were different, Amber thought that they were rivals and hoped to crush her competition. She seemed to enjoy being catty to Lydia.

      

      “Hello, Amber,” Lydia said cordially. “Have you met Daniel Brine? He’s a lifeguard here.”

      

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Amber said, taking his hand and shaking it. “And I certainly do feel safer going out into the water with a strong man like you here.”

      

      Lydia frowned. The first time she had met Daniel she had rambled like an idiot, but Amber was so smooth. She was struck again by how pretty Amber was, though Lydia still thought she was too thin to run an ice cream stand.

      

      “If you ever get hot out there in the sun, promise me you’ll stop by here for a cool treat,” Amber cooed.

      

      “Thank you for the offer,” Daniel said. He looked from one woman to the other. “How do you two know each other? Are you friends?”

      

      “I wouldn’t say that,” said Lydia.

      

      “We’re both business owners,” Amber said genially. “And business owners look out for one another here, which was why I was so surprised to see you out here. Do you have enough coverage for your shop? Aren’t you having trouble getting people to want to work there? After that whole murder business. I don’t know if you know this, Daniel, but a piece of taffy was used to poison someone. He died right outside of Lydia’s shop.”

      

      “I did know that,” Daniel said. “But I’ve been fine after all the taffy I had there. And it has all been delicious.”

      

      Amber didn’t seem to like that answer and turned back to Lydia. “I heard that you were having trouble with your interviews. That you were scaring potential employees away.”

      

      “How did you hear that?” asked Lydia.

      

      Amber giggled and gestured toward her ice cream stand. Two applicants that Lydia had spoken to, including the young woman with culinary school experience, were now standing behind the ice cream counter in uniform.

      

      “Word gets around,” Amber said, losing the fake sweetness in her voice.

      

      “It has been difficult to find the proper employee,” Lydia said evenly as an idea popped into her head. “But I might have just interviewed the right one. Her name is Kara, and I don’t think I could run my taffy shop without her. She’ll be that perfect.”

      

      “Oh, what a shame,” Amber said. “I have a resume from a Kara on my desk. I think I’m going to hire her. In fact, I need to rush off and do that now.”

      

      Amber bounced away. Lydia waited until she was gone and then laughed.

      

      “What’s going on?” asked Daniel.

      

      “Since Amber has always been so awful to me, I just tricked her into hiring an employee that should give her a headache or two. She might keep her around for a while thinking it will spite me.”

      

      She started walking again, and Daniel followed.

      

      “Next time we meet someone that you hate, you can just tell me,” he said.

      

      “I don’t really hate her, but she’s always been mean to me. I’m trying to be the bigger person.”

      

      “So, you’ll just use her own tactics against her?” asked Daniel. “Instead of screaming in her shop and causing a big scene?”

      

      “Exactly. Though sometimes I do have the urge to call her out on her behavior.” Lydia paused as a thought occurred to her.

      

      “What is it?”

      

      “I was just thinking – Logan said that the last time he spoke to Chase he had told him about his feelings for Jenna. And Jenna said she was busy that night when Logan asked.  Maybe Chase had gone to confront Jenna?”

      

      “And maybe it ended in murder,” Daniel agreed.
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            Another Cherry Berry Confrontation

          

        

      

    

    
      “Back for another drink? Or are you here to ask more questions?” Jenna asked as Lydia and Daniel approached the smoothie stand. “Logan says I shouldn’t talk to you anymore.”

      

      “When did he say this?” asked Lydia.

      

      “This morning. After you left, he came by. He wanted to know what you were up to. I didn’t think you were up to anything at the time, but now I think you might be.”

      

      “Our visit is twofold,” Lydia said. “I really would like another one of your Cherry Berry smoothie specials. That was very good. But we also do have some more questions.”

      

      “Why? Are you weirdos who like following people in mourning?” asked Jenna, starting to tear up yet again. “Is this fun for you? Because this isn’t fun for me.”

      

      “It’s not fun,” said Lydia. “We just want to get to the truth. We don’t think that Chase’s drowning was an accident.”

      

      “What?”

      

      “We think he might have been murdered,” Lydia said. “Perhaps by someone who pushed them off their boat.”

      

      This time Jenna didn’t cry. She looked scared.

      

      “Someone murdered Chase?” She shook her head. “No. Not for real.”

      

      “Are you saying that because you know that if his death is declared murder, you’d be a prime suspect?” asked Lydia. “You did see him that night, didn’t you?”

      

      “You know that?” Jenna asked in a lowered voice.

      

      “He came to confront you, right?” Lydia asked. “To see if you were dating his best friend.”

      

      “As if he had room to talk,” Jenna said. “He was the one who cheated on me. I didn’t know how I felt about Logan, but he had been really nice to me. He was supportive and a good friend. Chase came over to my house and started accusing me of cheating on him when we were together.”

      

      “He was angry?” Lydia suggested. “Perhaps you ended up acting in self-defense.”

      

      “No!” Jenna said. “I realized what he was up to. He was upset that I might have cheated, but what he really wanted was to get back together. He thought that if we both made a mistake, then it would even out. We should be able to reconcile without one person being totally in the wrong. But I didn’t want that. I hadn’t cheated on him. Logan was my friend, and we shared a boat, but that was it. And I loved Chase, but I was furious at him. I told him to leave.”

      

      “Around what time was this?” asked Daniel.

      

      “Maybe eight or nine. I went to the gym after work, and then he caught me at home. Logan texted me at the same time. It was annoying.”

      

      “Did anyone see Chase arrive and leave?” asked Lydia.

      

      “I don’t know. The lights were off at my neighbor’s house, so I don’t think they were home. But what does it matter?”

      

      “We were just wondering if anyone could verify what you told us,” said Lydia.

      

      “I didn’t kill Chase,” said Jenna. “And he drowned. He couldn’t have drowned at my house.”

      

      “But you could have taken him out on your boat,” said Daniel. “Did you go out again that night?”

      

      “I took a walk to clear my head, but I didn’t go on my boat,” Jenna said. “And I would never have hurt Chase.”

      

      “Do you think Logan might have?” Daniel asked.

      

      “You’re not the police, are you? I don’t have to answer these questions?” Jenna asked, crossing her arms.

      

      “We’re not the police,” said Lydia. “But we thought you might be interested in finding out what happened to Chase.”

      

      “I’d be interested if you weren’t trying to blame me or my friends,” Jenna said. “But that seems to be what you want to do.”

      

      “We just want the truth,” said Lydia.

      

      “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go on break,” Jenna said. “This has been a hard shift for me.”

      

      She left the counter and headed into a back room. Lydia turned to Daniel.

      

      “Looks like we’re not going to get those smoothies,” she joked.

      

      “But I think we got some good information,” said Daniel. “Jenna did see Chase that night, and no one can verify when and if he left alone. She might have taken him to her boat.”

      

      “Or he might have met up with Logan that night,” said Lydia. “Jenna seems willing to lie to protect him. She became defensive when we suggested that Logan could be involved with the death.”

      

      “Logan does seem to have the most to gain,” Daniel said. “I’ll check on his alibi tonight.”

      

      “Good plan. And maybe we can ask Jenna’s neighbors if they saw Chase arrive or leave. But I think I need to get back to my taffy shop first. I need to make sure that my employees didn’t get into any sticky situations.”

      

      They agreed to get in touch later if they had any breakthroughs and went their separate ways. Lydia hurried to her shop. She wanted to make sure that everything was still going smoothly there, and after the hectic day she had, she could really use another piece of double chocolate taffy.
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            Back at the Shop

          

        

      

    

    
      “Any trouble today?” Lydia asked as she entered the taffy shop.

      

      Jeff and Kelsey both shook their heads.

      

      “It wasn’t too crazy today,” Jeff said.

      

      “But it wasn’t a sunny summer day either,” said Kelsey. “So, we managed fine today, but we will need another employee.”

      

      “I’m working on that,” Lydia assured them. “And the last person I interviewed wasn’t right for us, but I didn’t scare her off with my questions.”

      

      “I guess that’s progress,” Jeff said with a shrug.

      

      “If we get really desperate, I could see if my sister wants to work here,” Kelsey said, wrinkling her nose. “But I did like the idea of having my own thing.”

      

      “I’m sure we can find suitable hires that aren’t related to anyone here. I’ll set up some more interviews soon. But first, I want to hear about you both.”

      

      Lydia walked around the shop, checking that everything was tidy as she caught up with her employees. However, they had already done an admirable job, and the shop looked perfect.

      

      “Well, I might audition for a play next week,” Kelsey said, following her around. “That is if you think I won’t be needed here every single night.”

      

      “Go ahead and audition. I promise I will get over my hang-ups and find a great person to join the staff.”

      

      “Thank you!”

      

      Lydia headed over to the counter where Jeff was leaning next to the register in case a customer came inside.

      

      “And how are things with you?” she asked.

      

      “I still haven’t gone surfing yet,” Jeff admitted. “But I did have something interesting happen today. Remember that lady who came in asking for Ruth?”

      

      Lydia nodded.

      

      “She came in again today and handed me this. I don’t know why. She didn’t really explain it.”

      

      Jeff held up a crocheted creation. It was in the shape of a starfish and was red with yellow spots.

      

      “It’s cute,” Lydia said. “I wonder why she gave it to us.”

      

      “She also said that she had seahorses and clownfish,” Jeff said. “But when I asked what they were for she got embarrassed and left. I hope I didn’t offend her. I’m not often handed things made out of yarn.”

      

      Lydia admired the craftsmanship and then handed it back to Jeff. “I guess if she gave it to you, it’s yours.”

      

      “I wonder if she made it herself,” Jeff said. “But I’ve been wondering about something else even more. Have you learned anything new about Chase’s death?”

      

      “I feel like I’ve learned a lot, but I’m still not clear on several things.”

      

      “Are you certain that this was a murder now?” asked Kelsey.

      

      Lydia made sure there were no customers hiding behind the display and then addressed her employees.

      

      “We’re pretty sure it was. It just doesn’t make sense to us that someone afraid of the dark would choose to go swimming at night alone, and if there was nothing in his way, he should have been a strong enough swimmer to save himself. I know Leo says the alcohol in the victim’s system explains everything odd about the case, but I think it makes more sense that someone he trusted took him out on the lighted boat, gave him a drink, and later pushed him overboard. Then, the killer blocked his path to the shore.”

      

      “That’s evil,” said Kelsey.

      

      “Do you know who might have done it?” asked Jeff.

      

      “We have several suspects,” Lydia said. “We thought that Chase might have been killed for his spot in a competition or because of a love triangle he’s a part of. The person who would doubly gain from his death would be his best friend, Logan. However, he might have an alibi. Daniel is going to check that out.”

      

      “Who else is involved in the love triangle?” asked Kelsey. “Do they all have boats?”

      

      Lydia nodded. “Logan bought a boat with Chase’s girlfriend, Jenna. The other woman, Nicole, also has a boat. Nicole said that Chase had not been on her boat in a while and Jenna said she didn’t go near her boat that night. They all seem to have motives. Nicole told us that Chase called her the day he died and told her that he knew Jenna and Logan were having an affair.”

      

      “Were they?” Kelsey asked.

      

      “I’m not sure. They both denied it. Logan admitted to having feelings for her, but he said that he didn’t act on it. He told Chase about those feelings that day, and Chase stormed off. Chase visited Jenna that night too. She claims that she told him to leave.”

      

      “But she also might have killed him and is lying about that now?” asked Kelsey.

      

      “That trio contains my prime suspects,” Lydia said. “But it also could have been another surfer who wanted to take his spot in the competition. They might just be pretending that they don’t want it.”

      

      “It wasn’t me,” Jeff said. “I only surf for fun. Not acclaim. Or I did only surf for fun. I guess I’m not doing it at all right now.”

      

      “You’ll do it for fun again, I’m sure,” Lydia told him. “When you’re ready. And I don’t consider you a suspect.”

      

      “If Chase really was murdered, maybe I should start being afraid of boats instead of my board.” Jeff mused. He began playing with the crocheted starfish as he thought about it.

      

      “So, what are you going to do now?” Kelsey asked.

      

      “I guess I need to figure out who is lying about that night,” said Lydia.

      

      Then, Jeff’s movements with the starfish caught her attention. She watched as he made the starfish dance on the counter and pulled back an arm.

      

      “Can I borrow that?” Lydia asked excitedly as a thought occurred to her.

      

      “Sure,” Jeff said, handing it over.

      

      Lydia pulled the arm back on the starfish and looked at it. Suddenly some of the pieces of the puzzle began to fit together.

      

      “What does this look like?” she asked.

      

      “A starfish?” Jeff suggested. “Is it supposed to be another type of fish?”

      

      “What shape does it look like?” Lydia said, rephrasing the question.

      

      “The letter X,” said Kelsey. “Is that important?”

      

      “I think I just solved the case,” Lydia said, smiling at the crocheted creation in her hands.

      

      “Does X mark the spot?” asked Jeff.

      

      Lydia took out her cell phone. She knew that she needed to call Leo right away. She finally had something definitive that could prove a murder took place. He would just need to confirm her theory.

      

      “Leo,” she said as soon as he answered. “I figured out the Chase Harris case.”

      

      “There is no case,” Leo said. “And I don’t want you doing anymore sleuthing. I understand why you got involved last time, but this is not the same. Stop.”

      

      “But I know—“

      

      “I don’t want to hear it,” Leo said firmly, ending the call.

      

      “Fine,” Lydia said, as she put her phone aside. “If he doesn’t want to hear it, then he’ll just have to see it.”
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            Providing Proof

          

        

      

    

    
      “I think we should call this off,” Daniel said over the phone.

      

      “I don’t think we need to,” Lydia replied.

      

      “But I lost my tail on her,” said Daniel. “I’m not sure exactly where she is.”

      

      “Just head to the salon,” said Lydia. “That’s where she’s headed, and Trina will keep her occupied. I just need a few minutes to capture the evidence.”

      

      “Be careful.”

      

      “I promise.”

      

      Lydia hung up her cell phone. She would have felt a little more confident if she knew that there were two sets of eyes on the killer, but she thought she would be fine. She had recruited Trina to help lure the killer away, and she would soon be getting a “complimentary” haircut that should occupy her time for at least a half hour. Lydia thought she only needed a few minutes to accomplish her task.

      

      She entered the marina and hurried down the pier. No one seemed to be out in the cloudy weather, and she felt it seemed eerie.

      

      However, she knew what she needed to do. She reached Nicole’s boat and checked that the coast was clear. She carefully climbed on board and found what she was looking for: the metal starfish along the ledge.

      

      Looking at them now she was certain of what had happened. Nicole had pushed Chase overboard. He had been facing her, and his heels hit the starfish as he fell. Leo had said that Chase had marks on both of his heels that looked almost X-like. It was close to the starfish shape, even if they did have five arms.

      

      All Leo would have to do was compare the wounds on the heels to the décor on her boat. It would have been easier if Leo were more supportive and had listened to her upfront. Now she would have to force him to get involved. Once he saw the picture she took of the metal starfish, he would be able to make a comparison. When confronted with the evidence, he would have to act.

      

      She exhaled nervously as she changed her phone to camera mode to snap some pictures. She had come face to face with a killer before and was not eager to repeat the experience. Last time, she had nearly died confronting the killer head-on.

      

      This time she had made sure that the killer would not be nearby. Trina would distract her, and Daniel would catch up and keep an eye on her.

      

      Lydia was just finishing up taking the pictures when she received a text message on her phone. Her feeling of safety began to dissipate as she read the note from Trina: Nicole late for her appt. What to do?

      

      Lydia decided the best thing to do was to get far away from the boat. She was just about to leave when she heard Nicole running towards her.

      

      “What are you doing?”

      

      “I’m sorry to bother you,” Lydia said, thinking quickly. “I dropped something yesterday when I was here. But I found it, and I’ll get out of your hair.”

      

      “You were taking pictures,” Nicole accused.

      

      “I’m a big fan of selfies.”

      

      “Of my boat.”

      

      Lydia gulped. “I should really get going.”

      

      “No,” Nicole said, blocking her path. “We’re going for a little ride together now.”

      

      Lydia lunged forward to try and get around Nicole. She thought that she was going to escape as Nicole kept moving past her, but she didn’t like the sounds she heard as Nicole unlocked a compartment.

      

      “Freeze,” said Nicole.

      

      Lydia had almost made it onto the pier, but she stopped and looked at Nicole. A flare gun was now pointed directly at her.

      

      “I hear getting shot with a flare gun is incredibly painful,” Nicole warned. “Drowning will be a much cleaner way to go.”

      

      Lydia really didn’t have any intention of dying either way, but she took a seat when Nicole gestured. Her mind raced, trying to figure out the best thing to do, as Nicole started the boat and began moving away from the dock.

      

      “You’re going to drown me the same way you did Chase?” Lydia asked.

      

      “It seems like I need to. You know too much,” Nicole said.

      

      “You pushed him overboard,” Lydia said. “He cut his heels on your starfish.”

      

      “Luckily, the police still seem to think it was an accident. With you out of the way, they’ll continue to think that. I guess I’ll have to get rid of your boyfriend too.”

      

      “He’s not my boyfriend,” Lydia said automatically.

      

      “Is he messing with your heart too?” Nicole asked. “That’s why I had to kill Chase, you know?”

      

      “He didn’t want to be with you?”

      

      “He wanted me at one point. I thought we were soul mates. I thought he was just waiting for the right moment to end it with Jenna. But then she found out about us, and he went running back to her. He wanted to make it up to her. He called me that night, and I invited him for a boat ride. I thought he had finally realized that I was the one. But he just wanted to complain about Logan and Jenna getting together.” She scoffed. “And then the plan came to me so easily.”

      

      “You pushed him overboard, and then you watched him drown.”

      

      “There was more to it than that,” Nicole said. “I got his keys away from him first. I was going to put his surfboard in the water later too. Really sell that he was on the water alone. I had him take off his shoes. And then I made my move. Even facing me, he never saw it coming. He was an idiot.”

      

      “What happened to the keys?”

      

      “I dropped them in the water near the pier by accident, but it was all right. Still, no one suspected anything until you started poking around. Then I wanted you to think that if it was a murder that Logan was the one behind it. I thought he seemed like the most likely suspect.”

      

      “He had an alibi,” said Lydia. “And it’s funny. I thought Chase’s keys were either lost in the water, or the killer took them. It was both.”

      

      “Killing Chase was cathartic,” Nicole said. “I wonder if killing you will be too.”

      

      Lydia knew that she had to do something soon. She couldn’t let Nicole take her out into the deep water. She wouldn’t stand a chance out there.

      

      Nicole seemed distracted by something on the water and Lydia made her move. It seemed like the only option to her. She needed to get off the boat before they went out too far.

      

      When Nicole was looking ahead, Lydia jumped overboard.
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      Lydia hit the cool water and began swimming immediately. She had always thought of herself as a fair swimmer, but she knew she didn’t have great stamina. She would have to work hard to get to shore. She hoped she had at least a few minutes head start before Nicole realized what she had done.

      

      Adrenaline was kicking in, but she knew that she might have trouble keeping her head above water for an extended period.

      

      “Lydia?”

      

      She looked toward the sound of the confused voice and saw Jeff sitting on a surfboard. He waved at her.

      

      “Did you just jump off a boat? What’s going on?”

      

      “Can you help me to shore?” Lydia called.

      

      He nodded and brought his board over to her. Lydia told him the bad news that a killer was after them as he helped her get a grip on the board to give her more buoyancy.

      

      It wasn’t until Lydia felt sand under her feet that she began to feel safe. She and Jeff looked out toward the water and saw Nicole’s boat headed in the opposite direction.

      

      “I think she’s running away,” said Jeff.

      

      “She might hope she can reach international waters and escape,” Lydia said. “Especially if she thinks that there was another witness to her kidnapping.”

      

      “There were actually several witnesses. There are a few surfers out there,” Jeff said.

      

      “That must have been what distracted her.”

      

      “They were all competing to see who would take Chase’s spot. They decided that was the fairest way to see who should go.”

      

      “Were you competing too?” asked Lydia.

      

      “Nah. My prize was just getting back on the water.” He grinned. “Thanks for your words of wisdom.”

      

      “Well, thank you for making sure I didn’t drown.”

      

      He held out a hand, and she shook it. They heard a slight commotion on the beach and saw Leo, Detective Grey, and Daniel running towards them.

      

      “What happened?” Leo demanded.

      

      “The woman on that boat out there killed Chase Harris,” said Lydia. “I realized that some decorations on her boat must have caused the cuts on the victim’s heels. I was going to take a picture of it to show you, but she surprised me. Luckily, I escaped, and Jeff helped me to shore.”

      

      Leo turned to his partner. “We need to make sure that she doesn’t get away.”

      

      Detective Grey nodded and started running back where they came from.

      

      “Make sure she’s okay,” Leo told the others before following after his partner.

      

      Daniel moved closer to Lydia and then suddenly hugged her.

      

      “I’m so sorry,” he said. “She must have realized I was tailing her. That’s what made her come back here.”

      

      “You got the detectives to come. That was good work.”

      

      “I just reminded Leo what happened last time when we let you face a killer. Then, he listened a little more attentively.”

      

      She let out a little laugh. She was happy to be alive, to know that Chase’s killer should face justice, and to be hugged by Daniel. However, just as she was thinking how much she liked being in his arms, he began letting go.

      

      “I’m glad you’re okay,” he said.

      

      “This was an exciting start to the day,” Jeff said. “So, I’ll see you at work later?”

      

      Lydia nodded. “You will. Though this might inspire me to make that new hire even faster. I could use a day off after all this.”
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      The next day, Lydia was looking forward to working at her taffy shop without any complications. Leo reported that Nicole had been captured. Between the match of the starfish décor on her boat to Chase’s wounds and her kidnapping of Lydia, there was a lot of evidence. She would be spending a long time in jail.

      

      Lydia began working on her new flavor of taffy as soon as she came in, enjoying the process and watching the taffy stretch on the puller.

      

      The door to the shop opened, and she greeted the early customer. She was surprised to see that Annette had returned, but was now holding several crocheted nautical creations.

      

      “Hello,” Annette said. “And please let me finish before you say anything or I might lose my nerve again. I already backed out twice. The truth is that when I came looking for Ruth, I was really looking to see if she would sell these toys that I made. I used to make some for her shop many years ago. My daughter and her family had been living with me in Ocean Point while her house was being built, and she’s just moved away. Honestly, I need something to keep me busy and making these toys would help.”

      

      “I would love to sell them,” Lydia said, earnestly. “Your starfish really helped me out recently, so it’s the least I could do. But I also think people will love these toys and it will make the trinket section of the shop stand out. We’ve upgraded the taffy, so we should upgrade that too.”

      

      “Oh, thank you,” Annette said. “And it will be so good to get out of the house and see them on the shelf. My house has felt so lonely lately.”

      

      Lydia considered it. “If you’re really looking for something to do outside of the house – how do you feel about making taffy?”

      

      Annette giggled. “I’ve never done it before in my life. But I’d love to learn. You want me to work here? Well, I think that would be splendid.”

      

      “I have a good feeling about this,” Lydia said.

      

      “Me, too!”

      

      The two women smiled at one another. They discussed the prices for the crocheted toys and where to display them. Then, Lydia told Annette to come in the next day to for training.

      

      “You look happy,” Jeff said when he came in an hour later. “Does coming in early put you in a good mood?”

      

      “Sometimes,” said Lydia. “But I’m also happy because I hired someone to join our staff. The lady who made the starfish.”

      

      “She seems really nice. I’m glad I didn’t scare her off,” Jeff said. “And I have some news too.”

      

      “What?”

      

      “I found out who’s going to represent Ocean Point in that surfing competition. It’s Sadie from the Surf Shop.”

      

      “Good for her,” said Lydia. “And Trina’s work with her hair will be on full display in Hawaii. Maybe it will even be televised.”

      

      She was pleased with all the news that she had learned that day. She showed Jeff how to make the new taffy flavor that she was designing and was humming to herself when they put them on display.

      

      It only increased her good mood when she saw Daniel enter the shop.

      

      “Do you mind if I talk to you for a minute?” he asked.

      

      “Sure.” She walked around the counter to join him.

      

      He looked down. “I just realized that you had been trying to ask me something the past few days and we kept getting interrupted. About whether I was single.”

      

      “Right. That did seem…”

      

      “Lydia,” Jeff called. “Should I make another batch of that taffy?”

      

      “Go ahead,” Lydia agreed. She laughed at yet another interruption. However, this time she felt she might get her answer soon.

      

      “I don’t mean to be secretive about it,” said Daniel. He took the chain that he always seemed to wear out from under his shirt. Lydia saw the wedding band on it and felt her heart sink.

      

      “You’re married,” she said quietly.

      

      “It’s difficult for me to talk about,” Daniel said, looking at the ring. “I’m a widower now. I lost my wife to cancer.  I’m still getting used to life without her. Since life is already so different, I came here to start anew. I know that I’ve been a difficult person to get to know. This is a big part of life, and it still hurts to talk about.”

      

      Lydia was touched that he had finally opened up.

      

      “I have something for you,” she said.

      

      “For me?”

      

      “Well, for everyone, but especially for you.” She picked up a red and white piece of taffy. “Lifeguard taffy. A summer special.”

      

      “Does this salt water taffy taste like salt water?”

      

      “No. It’s a classic vanilla flavor,” Lydia said. “But there is something cool about this candy. You’ll notice this isn’t my usual shape for taffy.”

      

      He nodded. “It’s a whistle?”

      

      “Like what lifeguards use,” said Lydia. “But this one doesn’t actually work. I thought if too many children had them, the noise would drive us crazy. But they still taste pretty good.”

      

      Daniel laughed. “It’s perfect. But you might start to regret that you offered me free taffy for life.”

      

      “I don’t know,” Lydia said. “I like when you visit the shop. As long as you’re not telling me about another dead body.”
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      Twitter: @summerprescott1

      Blog and Book Catalog: http://summerprescottbooks.com

      Email: summer.prescott.cozies@gmail.com

      And…look up The Summer Prescott Fan Page and Summer Prescott Publishing Page on Facebook – let’s be friends!

      

      To download a free book, and sign up for our fun and exciting newsletter, which will give you opportunities to win prizes and swag, enter contests, and be the first to know about New Releases, click here:  http://summerprescottbooks.com
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