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            A Good Sign

          

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t know if I can do this,” Lydia Doherty said quietly.

      

      “Of course you can,” her best friend, Trina, teased. “Just flick the light switch.”

      

      Lydia let out a small chuckle in response. She hadn’t really been talking about turning on the new neon light sign that would shine in the window of her soon-to-open salt water taffy shop. She had been thinking about the venture in its entirety.

      

      The truth was that she had always wanted to run a taffy shop by the shore. Salt water taffy had been her favorite candy since she was a kid building sandcastles by the ocean.  Then, as she grew, she began to enjoy creating the candies from scratch. Owning this shop really would be a dream come true. However, now that it was close to actually happening, Lydia was becoming more nervous than excited.

      

      “We’ll have to exchange your sandals for snow boots if you’re going to get cold feet,” Trina joked.

      

      “No. I want this, and I’m ready for this,” Lydia said, letting the words convince herself as much as her friend. “I have enough time to make sure everything is ready before the summer crowds arrive. I learned about the location and its trends from the previous owner. And, I’ve already hired my employees who will come in and learn how to make terrific taffy.”

      

      “You also have a great sign in place, but you’re still hesitating to turn it on. Liddy, what’s wrong?”

      

      Trina tilted her head and stared at her friend. Her wavy hair cascaded down her back with the movement, making her look like a model in a shampoo ad. Trina’s reddish hair always looked perfect, which was probably because she was a stylist at the local hair salon. It was a stark contrast to Lydia’s dark hair that was usually pulled back in a messy bun to keep it out of the way of sticky candy.

      

      Lydia stopped focusing on hair and tried to focus on an answer to the question.

      

      “I really am thrilled that this is happening. It’s something I’ve always dreamed about. But, now…” She sighed softly. “Well, I’m afraid if I fail, it won’t just be a disappointment for me. I feel like I’ll be letting them down too.”

      

      Lydia knew that Trina would understand who she was referring to. Lydia was talking about her aunt and uncle. Aunt Edie and Uncle Edgar had raised Lydia and her brother, Leo, after their parents had died in a car accident when they were children. Lydia always thought that her parents couldn’t have picked better guardians to care for them in their stead. Edie and Edgar were compassionate and kind. They were also smart and silly, and Lydia had always felt safe when they were around.

      

      They had raised the children in Ocean Point, which was a charming little beach town on the Jersey Shore. It could get a little crowded during the summer months because the boardwalk enticed tourists to visit, and when snow began to fall on the sand, there were times when it could feel like a ghost town. However, it always truly felt like home to Lydia.

      

      She had gone to a local college so she could stay near the people and shore she loved (and so she wouldn’t have to go to a state where she’d have to pump her own gas!) as she tried to figure out what she wanted to do with her life. Not finding a proper answer for what her career goals should be, she worked in different candy shops and enjoyed the delicious job perks. Then she had moved to a North Jersey town that felt like a suburb of New York City when she thought she met “the one” and had gotten an engagement ring from him.

      

      She returned to Ocean Point when Uncle Edgar had gotten sick the previous year. She helped care for him as his illness progressed and kept a worried Aunt Edie company in the family home she had grown up in. Her older brother would also help out, but rising through the ranks of the Ocean Point Police Department took up much of his time as well.

      

      Lydia never regretted coming home once. She treasured the moments spent with her family and the extra time she had with her Uncle Edgar before he passed.

      

      The experience had also shown her that she had been wrong about “the one.” She found that her fiancé was uncooperative when her family was facing tragedy, and she began to realize how selfish he really was. He had been very charming when most of their focus as a couple had been on his career. However, when she needed some support, he was hesitant to give it. He never offered to go with her when she said that she needed to visit her aunt and uncle, and had even tried to convince her to stay with him because he wanted her to create some fancy desserts to impress his colleagues at parties.

      

      He had even said, “Why do you even need to go? It’s not like they’re your parents.”

      

      It can often be hard to pinpoint the exact moment when a relationship dies, but this wasn’t the case for Lydia. As soon as he said that, she knew that he wasn’t who she thought he was. She packed up her bags and sped down the Garden State Parkway to get home. She hurried to see the man who had been a second father, a mentor, and a friend to her.

      

      Uncle Edgar had also proved to be a guardian angel. She never expected it, but her uncle had made sure that Lydia was left enough money in his will to open up her own taffy shop on the boardwalk. He said that he knew it was her dream and he wanted to make sure that she would be able to achieve it.

      

      Lydia had been sincerely touched by the gesture and that her uncle had been able to understand what her dream job was before she did. She had been running around making preparations to get the shop in order before the summer, but now that everything was almost in place, she was thinking about the implications of success or failure.

      

      “Are you crazy?” Trina asked. “That’s what you’re worried about?”

      

      “I guess it is.”

      

      “In the first place, you’re not going to fail. People love salt water taffy, especially the people who visit the beach in the summer. And, I’ve tasted the taffy you make. It’s incredible. Better than the stuff they made here last summer. And you have all these cute little knickknacks that people will buy too. Also, I’ll talk this place up at the salon, so you know word will spread. This shop and you are going to be beloved,” Trina said. She placed a comforting hand, with long lavender nails, on her friend’s shoulder.  “And besides, what did Aunt Edie say?”

      

      Lydia reached into her purse and took out a postcard. The front had a picture of the canals of Venice with a gondola on the water. The back had a message from her Aunt Edie.

      

      Aunt Edie had recently become a world traveler. She had always wanted to explore but had put this desire on hold because she had been so happy with her husband and niece and nephew at home. Before Uncle Edgar had passed, he had told his wife that he thought she should use what she would inherit from his life insurance to begin her travels and see the world. Aunt Edie had taken this suggestion to heart and seemed to be having a wonderful time on her adventure. She sent Lydia a postcard from every place she visited.

      

      Lydia had read the message when it first arrived the day before, but now she began to take the message to heart. She read it aloud to Trina.

      

      “Dearest Lydia, Venice is even more beautiful than I hoped! My wonderful marriage to your uncle and raising you kids was my first dream, but I do love following this second dream of mine too. Don’t be afraid to follow your dreams, dear! They might change, but they are always worth pursuing. And I’m sure your taffy shop will be a sweet one! I’m going to visit St. Mark’s Basilica this afternoon and then try the local cuisine. Ciao! XOXO, Edie.”

      

      “Does that make you feel better?” Trina asked.

      

      Lydia nodded. “Thank you for reminding me of this and thank you for being here to stop my nerves from getting the better of me. I’m sure you had other things you needed to do this morning.”

      

      Trina brushed away the thanks with a wave of her hand. “First and foremost, you’re my best friend, and I’ll always be there for you. The second reason is selfish. I’m excited to try your taffy. And finally, there’s not really that much to do at the salon right now. It’s mostly girls who turn their hair platinum blonde for the summer and then don’t listen to me when I say avoid swimming in chlorine pools. My only appointment today is to deal with someone’s newly green hair. But I can make her sweat a little bit for ignoring my advice.”

      

      Lydia smiled and then headed towards the light switch for the sign.

      

      “I think I’m ready to do it now.”

      

      “Go for it,” Trina agreed.

      

      “I’m not going to do any more second-guessing. If a problem comes up, I will deal with it. I’m going to make this taffy shop a success. There’s no looking back now.”

      

      “That’s the spirit,” Trina cheered as Lydia flicked the switch.

      

      The two friends walked outside the shop to admire the new glowing sign that proclaimed the shop was now called “Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets.” The shop looked warm and inviting, and soon there would be sweet smells coming from behind the counter. The impending opening felt official now.

      

      Lydia hugged her friend. “It’s really happening.”

      

      “You’ll be great,” Trina assured her. “And look at the sign in the window. It looks so nice that I think that sign is a good sign. Like, a good omen. As well as being pretty.”

      

      Lydia was about to say that she agreed when she heard a distant rumble of thunder. She maintained her newfound optimism and excitement and refused to believe that this was another sign – of something ominous to come.
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      Lydia’s determination to believe in her taffy shop dream translated into a good mood all afternoon, even after Trina left. The rain seemed like it was blowing out towards the sea instead of hitting the town, and Lydia was humming a happy tune when her staff arrived.

      

      She was starting the summer off with three employees that she had hired earlier in the week. Kelsey was a responsible high school student that had said she would be great interacting with customers because of her theatrical background in drama club. Lydia had actually babysat toddler Kelsey when she was a senior in high school. She tried not to think about how much time had passed since then and how old she must seem to the student now.

      

      Jeff was recommended to Lydia through Trina, or rather the gossip that had come up at Trina’s hair salon. Truthfully, Lydia had forgotten which brother of which friend of which customer Jeff had been suggested by. However, he was a strong young man who could help with deliveries. He was a surfer and loved to be out on the water. He would be able to give good advice to tourist customers about water activities to take part in after they enjoyed their sweet treats.

      

      Dianna was closer to Lydia’s age of early thirties. She had responded to the online ad that Lydia had placed and had a background in making candy. She would be most helpful in the kitchen and said that she was looking forward to her new shore town home.

      

      When they arrived, Lydia showed them around the shop. It was cute and colorful inside, which would hopefully attract customers in from the boardwalk. Most of the shop where patrons could wander was filled with novelty items for the beach. There were shovels and pails with her logo on it, postcards to purchase, and even snow globes filled with specks of sand.

      

      Then, there was the candy counter. It was here that customers could order the different taffy flavors. There was a glass partition so that guests could watch the taffy being pulled and most of the cooking process. Lydia remembered being fascinated by the candy making process when she was a kid and hoped that this would attract customers who wanted to observe as well as taste.

      

      “Was this glass wall always here?” Kelsey asked.

      

      “No,” Lydia said. “It was one of the changes I made when I bought the shop. I thought seeing the taffy be made would help attract business, and it might be fun for all of you as well.”

      

      Kelsey grinned. “We’ll have an audience.”

      

      “I think what’s going to be the most fun is tasting all the taffy,” said Jeff.

      

      “And you’ll all get an opportunity to do so after we make a batch,” Lydia said. “I wanted to begin training you on how to use the equipment. We’ll whip up some taffy as training, and then we’ll hand out some free samples to any passersby on the boardwalk today. When I spoke to the last owner, she said that they had six basic flavors available, and that pineapple was the most popular because of its tropical feel.”

      

      “Sounds good to me,” said Jeff.

      

      “So, pineapple salt water taffy is what we’ll make today,” Lydia continued. “We’ll make the taffy with pineapple extract, and we’ll make some that is yellow and some that is green. We’ll wrap the yellow inside the green and—“

      

      “That’s different from how the last lady used to do it,” Kelsey said. “Her taffy was only ever one color at a time. I think this is more exciting.”

      

      “Did you ever come to this shop when the last person ran it?” Jeff asked. “I remember the taffy being good last summer before she closed up to try and sell the building.”

      

      “I actually hadn’t been to this shop in a long while,” Lydia admitted. After her absence from Ocean Point for a few years, she hadn’t spent much time on the boardwalk when she was caring for Uncle Edgar. However, Lydia realized that she was the boss and she didn’t have to explain everything about her personal life if she didn’t want to.

      

      She led them behind the counter and said, “I plan on making a few changes, but we’ll keep the essence of the taffy that everyone loves.”

      

      “Fair enough,” Dianna said, speaking up. “If I were taking over a shop, I’d implement some of my own changes to the recipe as well.”

      

      Lydia nodded. She hadn’t thought that her changes were radical. In fact, she knew the flavor list the former owner had used, but she hadn’t looked at the old recipes at all. She had simply seen that pineapple had been the most popular flavor at the shop and had brought out own her own pineapple recipe that she’d developed when she was experimenting with taffy flavors.

      

      However, Lydia thought this would be a good moment to discuss her opinions on her creations.  “Some taffy recipes only call for artificial flavors to be added to a base, but I like to use a mix of artificial and natural flavors. I think it adds a richness to the sweetness. I also like to use different colors in the designs, so they are more eye-catching. But don’t worry, the vanilla taffy will still be all white, and the grape will still be purple. However, I think for the pineapple taffy both green and yellow will just add to its popularity. We’ll keep the six amazing flavors that they’ve always had here.”

      

      Then, Lydia led them all behind the counter. She showed them the vat that would be used to mix the candy ingredients together at high temperatures. Then, she showed them the cooling table where the taffy would be brought down to a more manageable heat. Then, she showed the taffy pulling machine where the candy would be moved around by metal hands so it would become more aerated and would form the proper texture.

      

      Lydia explained that for smaller or special batches they could pull the taffy by hand, but for the large batches that they would need for the summer crowds, the machine would be necessary.

      

      There was also a machine that could wrap the taffy into non-stick wrappers when they were busy. However, the wrappers with the “Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets” logo printed on them hadn’t arrived yet, so they would have to use generic ones today and the specialty ones tomorrow.

      

      Lydia was impressed with how quickly her employees learned to work with the taffy. They worked as a team creating one batch because Lydia didn’t want to create too much of the candy when they didn’t have the proper wrappers. However, they all followed her safety instructions, and they seemed to have fun making the sweets.

      

      Lydia couldn’t have been more pleased. When they sampled the candy, it confirmed that her pineapple salt water taffy was as tasty and tropical as she thought. She also felt secure that she had chosen a good team to work with her. They didn’t complain as they wrapped the taffy into the generic wrappers by hand, but were quietly joking amongst themselves and discussing how great the summer would be.

      

      When she saw someone at her shop’s door, she was excited and ready to greet her first customer. However, then she heard Kelsey groan.

      

      “What is it?” asked Lydia. “We should all be pleasant to our first customer.”

      

      “But I’m not sure she is a customer,” said Kelsey. “She owns the ice cream shop on the boardwalk. My older sister worked for her and said it was a horror. She also said her boss used to complain about the taffy shop all the time because it was her main competition.”

      

      “Great,” Lydia muttered. “The perfect first customer.”

      

      She pasted a smile on her face as the door opened, ready to greet whoever came inside.
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      “My, my. So, the rumors are true,” the woman said, entering the taffy shop and casting a haughty glance around. “Somebody actually did buy this place.”

      

      “That’s right,” Lydia said. “Welcome to Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets. I’m Lydia Doherty, and we’ve just opened for business. You’re our first customer.”

      

      “Amber Allen,” the woman replied, crossing her arms. “I run the very successful ice cream shop on the boardwalk.”

      

      Lydia couldn’t help thinking that this woman looked way too thin to own an ice cream shop.

      

      “I thought I’d come by and check out the competition,” Amber said, trying to sound like she was very unimpressed with what she saw.

      

      “I don’t know if we need to think of ourselves as competition,” Lydia said civilly. “We do both sell sweets, but they are very different. And, with how busy it gets during the summer, I’m sure there will be plenty of customers for both of us.”

      

      “Our sweets are very different,” Amber agreed. “I sell a delicious cool treat that melts in your mouth. You sell a saltwater snack that gets stuck in your teeth.”

      

      “There actually is no ocean water used in salt water taffy,” Jeff said, proud of what he had learned in the kitchen that day. “We don’t just take it out of the sea in a bucket and pour it in there.”

      

      “That should be your tag line,” Amber said, taking a step towards the door.

      

      Lydia’s patience was wearing thin with this blatant rudeness, but she really did want her first customer interaction to be a success.

      

      “Would you like a free sample?” Lydia asked. “Then, you can make your own judgment about it.”

      

      Amber paused. Lydia guessed that the sweet smells in the air were tantalizing her, but Amber didn’t want to admit it. Finally, Amber shrugged and took a piece of taffy from Lydia’s tray. However, then she paused with a sneer.

      

      “I don’t know. I am your first customer ever. Maybe that’s an indication that it’s not very good.”

      

      Amber smiled at her nasty quip and then left the shop. Lydia frowned.

      

      “I bet she eats it as soon as she’s out of eyesight,” Jeff said.

      

      “You know,” Dianna said soothingly. “She didn’t actually buy anything here. Maybe you don’t have to consider her our first customer.”

      

      Kelsey nodded. “That’s right. We don’t have to give the ice queen that honor.”

      

      Lydia’s lips turned into a smile. She was glad that she had hired the people she did. She agreed that they should let the first person to make a purchase be considered the first customer and that they should start handing out the free samples to try and attract that business.

      

      Her employees were enthusiastic, but the weather seemed to have scared most people away from the beach that day. After an hour of trying to hand out samples, there had only been two passersby. There was a man in a suit who had revealed a tattoo of an anchor on his forearm when he happily reached for a free sample. There was also a lifeguard who stopped by for a trial.

      

      Lydia had been outside with the tray when he stopped by, and she had tried to engage him in conversation. “Not many people to save today, huh?”

      

      “No one on the beach,” he agreed, picking up the candy.

      

      Lydia couldn’t help noticing his muscular arms and cool grey eyes. She wanted to keep the conversation going, partially because she wanted to entice new customers to come into her shop and partially because it had been a long time since she admitted that she found someone attractive. After her last disastrous relationship, she wasn’t ready to dive into a new one. However, she wouldn’t say no to talking to someone handsome.

      

      Unfortunately, she didn’t like the words that were slipping out of her mouth.

      

      “You’re older than I would expect to see. Not that you’re old,” Lydia said quickly. “But a lot of the lifeguards around here are college kids. And you’re older than that. It’s not an insult to say that you don’t look like you’re in college. You look like you’re probably just a little older than me. And I’m not old.”

      

      He just stared at her as she cleared her throat awkwardly. He took a second piece of taffy as she excused herself and walked back into the shop.

      

      “Next time I should just let my candy do the talking,” Lydia mumbled.

      

      “What was that?” asked Kelsey.

      

      “I asked if you would be the next person to hold the tray,” Lydia said, covering.

      

      Kelsey happily took the tray and went outside on the boardwalk to try and catch more customers. Jeff joined her while she and Dianna cleaned the machines.

      

      Lydia was just explaining her plans for training to an inquisitive Dianna when Kelsey came inside with a man that Lydia recognized.

      

      “He said that he’s not really a customer, but has other business to discuss with you,” Kelsey said.

      

      “Though I am grateful for the taffy,” the man said. “I’ve been running around so much I don’t think I ate anything today. This sugar should keep me going.”

      

      Lydia told Kelsey that she would speak to the man and gestured that they could talk in her office. The man was Randall Holmes who was the realtor that Lydia was using to sell the Doherty house.

      

      “Did you have any luck?” Lydia asked.

      

      “I did when I tried that pineapple taffy,” Randall said. “It’s superb. Better than Ruth’s was, but don’t tell her I said that.”

      

      “I meant about selling the house.”

      

      “Oh, that. Well, I’ve had some nibbles on my fishing line, but no catches yet.”

      

      Lydia sighed. Randall Holmes had also been the realtor who sold the taffy shop building to her. She thought that he would have been capable of selling her house for her too. She was currently staying in the house that Aunt Edie and Uncle Edgar had raised her in, but had been charged with selling the property. Well, actually her brother had been given the task by their uncle, but he had pushed it off onto her because she was still living there. However, she was eager to get a smaller place of her own, and Aunt Edie also wanted to downsize. They wanted new homes where they could make new memories instead of clinging to past ones.

      

      “You said that it should sell quickly,” Lydia reminded him. “And I was counting on that. The place really is too big for just me and my dog. And my brother is going to think that any delays in the sale are my fault. He’s already unhappy with me right now, and he’s going to think that I’m conniving so I can stay in that big house.”

      

      “Don’t you worry. When you have Randall Holmes working for you, it’s no mystery that your home will go for a fair price.”

      

      “I just wish you’d spend less time trying to sell me on that idea and more time finding a buyer for the house,” Lydia said, feeling annoyed.

      

      “I’m sorry,” Dianna said, as she poked her head in through the open office doorway. “I don’t mean to interrupt your argument.”

      

      “We’re not arguing,” Randall said. “And I was just leaving. I have some work I need to do so I can sell this fine lady’s house.”

      

      “Thanks,” Lydia said as the realtor left. “Now, what’s going on, Dianna?”

      

      “Well, the rain did seem to catch up with us. It’s starting to pour outside. Kelsey and Jeff wanted to know if they could stay inside now.”

      

      “Of course,” said Lydia. “There’s no need to stand outside and hand out samples to customers who won’t be out there in the rain. Let’s finish tidying up, and when the rain lets up a little, we can all make a break for our cars. We’ll close early today.”

      

      “Are you sure?” asked Dianna. “You seemed so excited before.”

      

      “Yes. But there’s no reason to stay open if the few people here during offseason are scared away by the weather,” said Lydia. “But I am still excited about the opening. And, I’m not going to let this or anything else rain on my parade.”
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      Though she was a bit disappointed to close early on her first day, Lydia was glad to be home. She had been hit by another round of pouring rain as she left her car and was now soaking wet. She was looking forward to changing into dry clothes and relaxing for a few hours.

      

      She was still impressed with her employees as she had closed up the shop for the day. They had helped her wrap some of the taffy into boxes that she would give to Trina and the salon customers. She let them enjoy a few more samples of their own, and then threw what little was left of the taffy into the trash. She planned on making a lot more taffy over the next few days, and soon they would be wrapped in the proper “Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets” wrappers.

      

      She kicked her wet shoes off by the door as she entered her house and placed the taffy boxes for Trina on the counter. Then, she went looking for her dog.

      

      “Sunny?” she called.

      

      Sunny was a rescue dog that she had adopted when she returned home to Ocean Point. She had wanted a dog, but her fiancé had claimed that he was allergic. She decided that it was another positive aspect of her break up that she could now have a pet. She and Aunt Edie also thought that it would be good to have an animal around to keep Uncle Edgar company and protect him if they both had to be out of the house at the same time.

      

      Lydia loved Sunny very much, but she was far from a guard dog. She was probably the laziest animal that Lydia had ever met. Her favorite activity was sunbathing, and she took long naps on every comfortable surface in the house.

      

      Because she was a rescue dog, she was not certain exactly what Sunny’s pedigree was. Based on her squat stature and pointed ears, she was certain that Sunny was part French bulldog. Lydia would often joke about what else could be part of her heritage. Based on all the naps she took, she would sometimes say that Sunny was part cat. That always seemed to draw an annoyed noise out of the pup.

      

      Lydia began listening and then started to hear the snoring sounds that came from her dog. She followed the noise to her bedroom and found the tan French bulldog mix asleep on her pillow.

      

      Lydia gently woke the dog up, and Sunny licked her hand. Sometimes the dog would roll over and pretend to ignore the human so she could continue her nap, but today Sunny seemed to appreciate the company.

      

      “I’m thinking tonight we pull out all the stops for dinner,” Lydia said. “We should have a feast to celebrate my shop’s first day.”

      

      Sunny barked in agreement.

      

      “Of course, then we’d have to top that meal when we celebrate my grand opening event.”

      

      Sunny barked again and wagged the stub that was her tail. She always liked discussions about food.

      

      “Okay. Let me change my clothes into something comfy and dry. We’ll have a surf and turf meal. Maybe I’ll take a bubble bath tonight. And then we can curl up on the couch and watch a movie. How does that sound?”

      

      Sunny climbed off the pillow and walked towards Lydia who was leaning on the edge of the bed. She licked Lydia’s nose as she continued wagging her rear end.

      

      “It sounds perfect to me too,” Lydia said.

      

      She picked the dog up to give her a hug and help her off the bed. Then, they both headed towards the kitchen to make sure they had the proper supplies for the meal.

      

      However, then Lydia’s cell phone began to ring. Her caller ID told her that it was Randall Holmes calling and she answered it.

      

      “Lydia, I’m sorry to bother you. But I think I left something at your taffy shop. It doesn’t look like anyone is inside. Did you close early?”

      

      “Yes. The rain forced my hand. Do you need what you left there?”

      

      “It’s my lucky pen. It must have fallen out of my pocket. I use it for all my important documents. Would you mind coming back and letting me inside? I had it right before I came to your shop. It has to be there. Please.”

      

      Lydia looked down at her dog, feeling their evening plans evaporate.

      

      “Okay. I’ll come back and let you in to find it. But only if you promise that you’ll have someone use that pen to sign buying my house very soon.”

      

      “It’s a promise,” Randall agreed.

      

      Lydia told him that she would leave shortly and ended the call. Sunny was looking up at her expectantly.

      

      “Rain check?” Lydia asked the dog.

      

      Sunny barked and walked closer to her.

      

      “Would you want to come with me while I run my errand?” Lydia asked. “And then maybe we can still have a fancy dinner? But we could get take out, so I don’t actually have to cook?”

      

      Sunny opened and closed her mouth, which made her look like she was chewing.

      

      “A new and better plan,” Lydia agreed. She threw her shoes back on. Then, she grabbed an umbrella to shelter her dog as they walked back to her car.

      

      Though she hadn’t been looking forward to going back out in the rain, her new dinner plans put a better spin on the trip. Lydia was also glad to have her canine companion by her side.

      

      However, as they approached Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets from the boardwalk, Lydia noticed that something was very wrong. Sunny started running towards the shop, which was a form of exercise that she rarely did. She was also whining.

      

      Lydia saw a dark shape near her shop’s front door, but through the rain, it took her a moment to realize that it was a man’s body. When she realized that it was Randall Holmes, she rushed towards him to help. However, when she saw his face, she knew with certainty that he was already dead.
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      “Wouldn’t the health inspector frown on you bringing your dog into the place you make taffy?” Detective Doherty asked.

      

      Lydia glared at her brother. “I didn’t plan on staying there with Sunny. Randall Holmes just said that he dropped something in my shop and he needed it back.”

      

      Sunny barked.

      

      Detective Grey stared at the dog in the seat next to Lydia. The serious man seemed somewhat unnerved by having a small dog at the table in the interrogation room with the person they were questioning.

      

      Lydia rubbed Sunny’s ears, and the dog calmed down.

      

      “And what was the item that he needed?” asked Detective Doherty.

      

      “His lucky pen,” Lydia said. “Leo, we’ve already been through this.”

      

      “It’s Detective Doherty when we’re at the station,” Leo said firmly. “And since this is a murder investigation I would think you might be more cooperative.”

      

      “Murder?” Lydia asked, feeling the blood rush from her face.

      

      “You saw the body,” Detective Grey said. “What did you think happened to him?”

      

      “When I got close to him, and I saw his eyes…” She took a deep breath to steady her nerves. “When I saw that he wasn’t blinking, I knew that he was dead. But I didn’t think he had been killed. I thought he had a heart attack or something like that.”

      

      “Then, why did you call for the police instead of an ambulance?” asked Detective Grey.

      

      “Well, he was already dead. I didn’t think an ambulance could help.” She turned and looked at the face that had the same unruly dark hair and green eyes as her. “And I thought my brother on the force would know what to do.”

      

      “And I do,” Leo Doherty said. “I examined the body and noticed some unusual pigmentation. The medical examiner at the scene confirmed the most likely cause of death will be from cyanide. We’ll know more after the autopsy is finished, but it does look like Randall Holmes was poisoned.”

      

      “I can’t believe this,” Lydia said.

      

      “You run the taffy shop that the victim was found by, correct?” Detective Grey asked. “Did you serve any candy to the man?”

      

      “Yes. He took some of my pineapple salt water taffy samples.” Lydia’s eyes widened. “But you can’t think that I had anything to do with his death?”

      

      “You are linked to the victim,” Detective Grey reminded her. “He was found by your shop, you were the one to call the police, and you fed him something before his death.”

      

      “Leo, this is me we’re talking about,” she said appealing to her brother.

      

      “We’re just doing our jobs,” he responded.

      

      Lydia wanted to believe him, but she wasn’t quite sure that she did. There was something about his manner that made her think that part of him wanted her to be guilty.

      

      “What motive could I possibly have for killing this man?” Lydia demanded.

      

      “Well, he was working for you, wasn’t he?” Detective Grey asked. “He was selling your house?”

      

      “That’s right.” Lydia crossed her arms and leaned back in her seat. She was starting to feel defensive as the two detectives watched her across the table.

      

      “And how would you describe your working relationship?” Detective Grey continued.

      

      “It was fine. There was no reason why I would want to hurt him. I had no complaints.”

      

      “Really?” asked Leo, leaning forward. “Because I thought that the realtor was taking rather a long time to sell such a large property with an ocean view so close to the summer.”

      

      “Well, yes,” Lydia said. “I did think he was taking too long.”

      

      “So, maybe you did have some complaints about him after all?” Leo suggested.

      

      “He was probably just trying to get the best deal. And he promised that he would find a buyer soon. In fact, he said so during our last call. He agreed that he’d have a buyer sign a contract with his lucky pen soon. I gain nothing from his death. In fact, I think it will make selling the house more difficult for me.”

      

      “Maybe,” Leo said. “I mean, we don’t have any proof of what was said during this call. And we don’t know why the realtor was having such trouble selling such a beautiful property. Maybe he was having some difficulty because most people have already purchased their summer homes. Or maybe the seller was the one being difficult because she doesn’t really want to leave that house.”

      

      Lydia balked. “You think I’m not trying to sell the house? You think I’m just trying to have free rent or something like that?”

      

      “It’s a possibility,” Leo said. “Maybe you had an argument with the realtor because he found a buyer and you would have had to move out before you wanted to.”

      

      Lydia gritted her teeth. She couldn’t believe her own brother was accusing her of murder.

      

      “I told you before that if you wanted to sell the house, you could be the one to do it,” she said, trying not to start yelling. “I was doing it to help you. Uncle Edgar had even requested that you be the one to handle the sale.”

      

      “Don’t remind me,” Leo scoffed.

      

      “Wait a minute. Is that what this is all about?” asked Lydia. “Are you treating me like a suspect because you’re mad about the house sale? If you wanted to keep the house, you could have just told me.”

      

      “I don’t want the house,” Leo said, angrily. He was losing his detective demeanor altogether now. “I don’t want anything from Uncle Edgar. I’d rather have him here with us than anything else. And this isn’t about wanting his possessions. I just have to wonder why Aunt Edie was left enough to go jet setting around the world, and you were left enough to open a taffy shop, and I was only left instructions on how to sell a house.”

      

      Lydia stared at her big brother. He had been keeping his distance from her after their uncle’s death, and now she knew why. He wasn’t just grieving the loss of someone he loved. He was also dealing with feelings of betrayal.

      

      “Leo, I’m sorry you were hurt by all this. And I’m sorry I didn’t realize how much it bothered you before. Maybe Uncle Edgar knew that I needed a little help to change my life, and he thought that you were doing all right. You’d already become a detective like you always dreamed. I know that he loved you.”

      

      “I’m not hurt,” Leo said, though the look in his eyes was saying something else. “I’m suspicious.”

      

      Detective Grey cleared his throat. “Perhaps we should focus on the circumstances around this death?”

      

      “Yes, exactly,” said Leo. He flipped his notebook open to a new page. “Miss Doherty, there were no witnesses on the boardwalk to confirm what you did when you saw the body, is that correct?”

      

      Lydia rose to her feet. She hated hearing the anger slipped into the formality with which Leo was addressing her, and she couldn’t stand staying there and being accused of wrongdoing.

      

      “I already told you that I didn’t see anyone else on the boardwalk. It was raining, and I was distracted by seeing a dead body, so I could have missed something. But I didn’t notice anyone. Now, I believe that I’ve answered all your questions. And I believe that someone needs to stop confusing his personal feelings about an inheritance with a motive for murder. Until that gets figured out, I’d like to leave. I’m soaking wet, I’m tired, and I’m upset. If I’m not under arrest, I’m going home.”

      

      The detectives didn’t make a move to stop her, and she stormed over to the door. Her departure would have been more dramatic if she didn’t have to return to pick up her dog that had fallen asleep in the other chair during the interrogation.
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      The feast of a celebratory dinner that Lydia had dreamed about with her dog earlier in the evening didn’t come to fruition. However, considering how the day had turned out, the meal wasn’t half bad. After Lydia had told her what happened, Trina had hurried over to her house with some Chinese take-out and a bottle of rosé.

      

      The two friends were sitting on the couch with a tuckered-out pup in between them. Between the excitement of the day and gorging on some beef and broccoli, Sunny was exhausted. She snored lightly and would roll back and forth between the two humans she wanted to cuddle with.

      

      Though her day had been objectively awful, Lydia was starting to feel a little better now. She had taken a hot shower, had something to eat, and now had a friend to commiserate with.

      

      “This morning seems like the distant past,” Lydia said. “I thought having the owner of the ice cream shop be rude to me was upsetting, but that’s nothing compared to coming across a dead body.”

      

      Trina poured some more wine into their glasses and said, “I can’t believe Randall Holmes is dead. He always seemed so full of life, telling people that he could solve any home needs. He sold so many houses in the area. This is going to be all anybody can talk about at the salon for weeks.”

      

      “I can’t believe that he was murdered,” Lydia said, petting her sleeping dog’s back for comfort. “It’s hard to imagine that someone in town could poison a man like that.”

      

      “I bet I’ll hear a ton of theories at work. Everyone loved guessing who it was that sabotaged the mini-golf windmill last summer, and this is much worse. Of course, no matter what the problem is Mrs. Miresome blames the seagulls. I don’t think there’s any chance that they could be behind it?”

      

      An image of a seagull with a twisted mustache like in an old-time melodrama popped into Lydia’s head, and she let out a little laugh.

      

      “No. I don’t think a seagull could give a man cyanide.”

      

      “I wonder who most of the women will think it is,” Trina said, thinking hard. “Maybe they’ll think it’s that new lifeguard. A lot of people have been talking about him. From the stories I hear he’s the strong, silent type. He’s rugged and masculine. But no one seems to know his story.”

      

      “Is there a reason why he could be related to the murder?” asked Lydia.

      

      “No. I think people just like talking about his muscles, so his name will come up. Or it would if people would agree on what his name is. I’ve heard David, Daniel, and D'Artagnan. I think that last one is definitely wrong. But the guy does like his privacy.”

      

      “Well, if you hear any theories that have any merit that are based on something other than gossiping about a handsome stranger, let me know,” Lydia said with a sigh. “Because I have a feeling that my brother likes having me as the prime suspect.”

      

      “No,” Trina assured her. “That can’t be true. Leo has always looked out for you.”

      

      “But that was before we lost Uncle Edgar. And Leo is so upset about how our inheritance was doled out. And he thinks I’m plotting and conniving to keep this house. I don’t know if deep down he really believes that I’m a killer, but the way he’s acting isn’t reassuring me that he has my back.”

      

      Lydia finished her drink and set the glass on the coffee table. Trina grabbed her hand to show support.

      

      “Okay,” Trina said. “Even if we agree that brothers can be jerks and part of him thinks it would be funny to throw you in a jail cell temporarily – he’s a good detective, isn’t he?”

      

      “I always thought so.”

      

      “Then, you have nothing to worry about! You didn’t kill Randall Holmes, so there’s not going to be any evidence that you did something wrong. Leo and the cops will find the real killer, and you can go back to focusing on your new business.”

      

      “I guess you’re right,” Lydia said, starting to feel a little more hopeful. “I know there was no cyanide in my salt water taffy, so there has to have been something else that he ate that poisoned him. Once they figure that out, they’ll be on their way to finding the real killer. Leo will have to put his personal grudge aside and catch the murderer.”

      

      “Exactly,” said Trina.

      

      Sunny let out a snore that sounded like it was also in agreement.

      

      “It’s all right to be sad about Randall Holmes,” Trina said. “Because it seems like he was a nice guy and a helpful realtor. But everything else will work out. The police will catch the bad guy, and you’ll be completely cleared.”

      

      “Thanks. You’ve made me feel better all day. You’re the best friend anyone could ask for.”

      

      “That’s because I also bring wine,” Trina joked. “But seriously, it’s all right. Everything will seem better in the morning.”

      

      Trina’s words stayed with Lydia even after she left. Lydia slept more peacefully through the night than she thought she would have with her “guard” dog by her side. When she woke up in the morning, she did have a feeling that everything would work out, that justice would be served soon, and that she couldn’t be blamed for something she didn’t do.

      

      However, that was before she saw the text message that her brother had sent to her early that morning. It read: Poison confirmed. Only contents of stomach was taffy. Don’t leave town.

      

      Lydia felt her spirits pummel. She wasn’t sure whether texts to suspects were reserved for angry sibling communication. However, she knew that this development wasn’t helpful in proving she had no involvement in the murder.
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      Lydia tried not to let the text message bother her, but she wasn’t very successful. She hated thinking that her brother might have enjoyed sending it and that he liked unnerving her. The only thought that was worse was that he might actually believe that she could have killed someone.

      

      She made sure that Sunny was set for the day with food and water. The dog seemed happy that the sun had returned after a day of rain and was lying on her doggie bed near the sliding glass door to catch some rays.

      

      Lydia would have hoped that nice weather would have meant an increase in business. However, with part of the boardwalk outside of her shop considered a crime scene, she wasn’t sure that they would have any foot traffic that day.

      

      She hurried to Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets like her original plan had been. She hadn’t thought to contact her employees last night, and she wanted to meet them to explain what had happened.

      

      She arrived earlier than their meeting time, but her three employees were already standing outside the door to the shop and staring at the crime scene tape as she walked up to them. Dianna had an arm around Kelsey who was shivering. Jeff was scratching his head.

      

      “I guess you’ve already heard the news,” Lydia said.

      

      “It was pretty hard to miss,” Dianna said. “It was on the front page of the local paper.”

      

      “What?” Lydia said.

      

      Jeff nodded. He reached into the large pockets on his cargo shorts and pulled out a paper. The headline read: The Mystery of Who Murdered Holmes.

      

      However, it wasn’t the headline that made her groan. It was the accompanying picture to the article. There was a picture of the crime scene tape placed on the boardwalk where the body had been found earlier. Her new sign proclaiming the shop’s name was clearly seen in the photo. There was no way that people wouldn’t know that a dead body had been found outside of Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets. She had a feeling that this might deter customers from wanting to eat her wares, especially if there was any mention of poison in the article.

      

      Lydia suggested they go inside the shop, which wasn’t considered part of the crime scene and discuss what had happened. She unlocked the door and ushered her employees inside while she skimmed the news article. The reporter, Brie Rankin, didn’t mention the taffy as a murder weapon. However, the story did contain countless Holmes references and did report that Lydia Doherty, the new proprietor of the taffy shop, had found the body outside her door. They were unsure why he had been outside the shop at the time of his demise.

      

      Lydia didn’t think this was good advertising, but she was glad that the article didn’t mention specifically she was a suspect in the crime.

      

      She looked up at her employees who were all upset by the news and tried to figure out what to say.

      

      Jeff stepped up with a joke. “I guess it won’t be too busy today. Huh, boss?”

      

      “No. I don’t think it will be,” Lydia said. “Which is a real shame because you all did so well making the pineapple taffy yesterday. I think we’ll have to wait for this to blow over before we get real business. Hopefully, it will be solved before the summer crowds come.”

      

      “Do they know what killed that poor man?” Dianna asked.

      

      “They think Cyanide,” Lydia told them. “And this isn’t going to be a selling point for our taffy, but that seems to be the only thing that he ate that day.”

      

      “No way,” Jeff said, sounding amazed.

      

      “Are we suspects?” Kelsey asked nervously. “I gave him a taffy sample. Do they think I might have killed him? I didn’t.”

      

      “I think the police only consider me a real suspect,” Lydia said, trying to reassure the teen. “They’re not looking at you.”

      

      “But why would they think you did it?” asked Jeff. “And why would you use your own taffy? Doesn’t that make you look bad?”

      

      “That’s an excellent point,” Lydia said. “Hopefully my brother will realize that this would have been a pretty stupid way for me to murder someone, and he’ll start looking for the real killer.”

      

      “Your brother?” asked Dianna.

      

      “My brother is Detective Doherty. This is his case.”

      

      “I didn’t know your brother was on the force. Well, it must be reassuring to have someone who cares about you working the case,” Dianna said.

      

      “I don’t know about that,” Lydia said with a sigh.

      

      The shop fell silent. They all looked out the window where they could still see the crime scene tape, blocking off part of the boardwalk.

      

      Lydia couldn’t take the sight. She started checking the floor of the shop for the missing pen that Randall Holmes had lost, but she didn’t see it. Maybe he hadn’t even dropped it in her shop.

      

      “Are you looking for something?” Kelsey asked, still staring sadly at the boardwalk.

      

      “Just a reason why this could have happened,” Lydia muttered.

      

      She shook her head. It wasn’t fair. Her business was going to suffer because her shop’s name was already associated with a murder in the press. The rumors would only get worse when they learned that the murder weapon was most likely a cyanide-infused taffy. With Leo being so angry with her, she saw no reason why he wouldn’t keep that a secret from the town for very long. He and Detective Grey also seemed convinced that she made a viable suspect. By the time the real killer was caught, her reputation could be completely ruined. Or worse, Leo could let his personal feelings of betrayal cloud his judgment, and he could let the circumstantial evidence convict her. Randall Holmes’s killer might get away with murder.

      

      “I’m not going to let that happen,” Lydia said suddenly.

      

      Her employees turned away from the window to look at her.

      

      “Not going to let what happen?” asked Kelsey.

      

      “I’m not going to sit by and let the killer get away with this,” Lydia said decisively. “If the police don’t want to look for suspects besides me, then I’ll do their job for them.”

      

      “You’re going to investigate this murder?” asked Jeff.

      

      “I was in a murder mystery play my freshman year,” Kelsey said. “It’s always the person you least suspect. Oh no. That’s not me, is it? I don’t want you guys thinking I’m the killer.”

      

      “I don’t think it was any of you,” Lydia said. “But it had to be someone who got ahold of a piece of our taffy. They must have added the poison and then given the piece to Randall Holmes. He ate it while he was waiting for me to let him into the shop.”

      

      “Who could have done that?” Jeff asked.

      

      “Let’s think about it mathematically,” Lydia said. “What taffy is unaccounted for?”

      

      Her employees discussed how many samples they had tried during the course of the day, and they confirmed seeing each other eat them. Lydia remembered the boxes of salt water taffy that she had boxed up to bring to Trina’s shop. After that, it left eighteen pieces of taffy.

      

      “Mr. Holmes took two pieces,” said Kelsey. “But I saw him eat both of them.”

      

      “Sixteen,” Lydia said, keeping count.

      

      “That ice cream lady took one,” Jeff added.

      

      “And the man in the suit took one too,” said Dianna.

      

      “Thirteen,” said Lydia. “And the lifeguard took two pieces. That brings us to eleven. I think I threw out all the extra pieces because I wanted to make a new batch with the new wrappers with our logo on it.”

      

      “I’ll count what’s in the trashcan,” Dianna offered.

      

      Lydia thanked her as Dianna headed toward the kitchen.

      

      “Now, this is important,” Lydia said. “Did we actually see the people who took the free samples eat the taffy? Or did they take it with them?”

      

      “The ice cream lady took hers without eating,” said Jeff with a nod. “She was rude about it. Remember?”

      

      “I think the man in the suit walked away after grabbing his,” said Kelsey. “I don’t remember seeing him eat it.”

      

      “The lifeguard ate one piece of taffy and took one for the road,” Lydia reported. She recalled everything about that awkward encounter.

      

      Dianna returned to them. “There were eleven pieces of taffy in the trash.”

      

      “Then it means that the three pieces of candy that could be the murder weapon,” Lydia said, “because they weren’t boxed up, trashed, or seen being eaten – were given out as free samples. One of the people we gave a taffy to turned it into a means of murder.”

      

      She shuddered as she thought about her delicious treat turned into something so sinister, but she also felt a sense of determination. She had a suspect list now, and she could whittle it down until she found the killer.
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      After making the decision to conduct her own investigation, Lydia decided to dive into it right away. She had planned on showing her employees how to make some of the other flavors of taffy that morning, but she could tell that they were all nervous about the possibility of the sweets containing poison. She told them that they could have the rest of the day off while she did some work to restore the shop’s reputation.

      

      While Lydia was locking up, Kelsey asked if there was anything that they could do to help her. Lydia paused. She didn’t want to put her staff in harm’s way, especially the girl that she used to babysit. However, there was one element that she could admit she needed help with.

      

      “Do any of you know who the man in the suit was that took the taffy sample?” asked Lydia. “I didn’t recognize him.”

      

      Her three employees shook their heads.

      

      “I don’t know a lot of people in suits,” Jeff said.

      

      “And I’m still somewhat new here,” said Dianna.

      

      Kelsey grinned. “But I bet we could find out who he is. That would be helpful.”

      

      “If you can do a little poking around to find his identity, I’d appreciate it,” Lydia said. “But I want you all to be very careful. Don’t put yourselves in harm’s way trying to find it out. I have to get involved because my name and my shop are affected by this. But you all don’t need to.”

      

      “But I feel involved too,” said Kelsey. “We just saw Mr. Holmes yesterday, and now he’s dead. He was killed soon after we saw him. We have to do something!”

      

      “Just be careful,” Lydia reiterated. “There’s a killer on the loose, and I don’t want him coming after any of you.”

      

      “We’ll be very discrete with our questions,” Dianna promised. “And I’m sure we can find out who he is. Should we meet back here tomorrow with what we’ve learned?”

      

      “Good idea,” said Lydia. “We’ll meet tomorrow as if we really were continuing with our taffy training. If I find enough clues, we might actually be able to focus on the candy again.”

      

      Lydia thanked her employees and made them promise again to be cautious. Then, she headed down the boardwalk alone. She decided she would start by questioning the person she wouldn’t mind pointing a finger at: Amber Allen.

      

      If Amber had wanted to kill Randall Holmes, she wouldn’t think twice about using poisoned taffy to complete the job. She would be killing two birds with one stone: Randall would be murdered, and it would also kill her competition by tainting the taffy shop’s image.

      

      Lydia approached the shop called Cones and Cola. The red and white striped awning had an almost hypnotic effect, and it drew the eye to a large ice cream cone statue. The shop advertised that it had a variety of toppings for its soft-serve ice cream and that it could be combined with any of its many sodas to create floats. Lydia had to admit that the treats looked inviting. However, she had already decided that she didn’t want to purchase anything from Amber when she learned how catty she could be. She wasn’t going to change her mind now that she knew that Amber might also be a poisoner.

      

      Lydia felt a pang of jealousy when she saw that Cones and Cola had some customers. The sunny weather had brought out some weekend business, but they were probably avoiding the taffy shop near the scene of a murder.

      

      She scanned the ice cream shop. Some girls in red shirts were manning the counter, but Amber was seated at one of the round tables with another woman whose hair was pulled back in a braid. As Lydia approached her, a malicious smile began to form on Amber’s lips.

      

      “I’m not interested in any of your taffy samples,” she said, clearly enjoying the taunt.

      

      “Did you enjoy the last one you took?” Lydia asked, trying to maintain a pleasant demeanor.

      

      “What?” asked Amber, not expecting that question. “No. I didn’t enjoy it. I mean, I might have tasted the one you gave me. And maybe it was better than the ones that Ruth made. But taffy is still an inferior boardwalk snack.”

      

      “I thought it was a classic,” Lydia countered.

      

      “Whatever,” Amber said, brushing away the thought. “I bet you can’t give that taffy away today. Not with what happened right outside your door.”

      

      Her friend at the table nodded. “The police are treating it as a murder case. They suspect poison, but they haven’t made a statement yet.”

      

      “Maybe I don’t have to worry about competition this summer,” Amber said. “I don’t think tourists will be willing to go to a condemned crime scene for candy.”

      

      She laughed, and her friend joined in.

      

      “It’s interesting.” Lydia pointed out, “You seem a lot more interested in how this death affects my business than in the man who died.”

      

      “Of course I’m devastated that someone from our town had his life tragically cut short,” Amber said with false sincerity. “But I didn’t really know the guy.”

      

      She turned to her friend, who answered as well. “He used to buy ad space for his business. I think he would have liked the puns that the paper used.”

      

      Then, Amber’s eyes narrowed as she stared at Lydia. “Why are you here asking about the dead guy? Are you planning some sort of memorial? Trying to drum up sympathy for your business?”

      

      “Or maybe it’s for another reason,” said the friend. “Tell me. Do the police just consider you a witness in this matter? Or are you a suspect?”

      

      “There’s no reason why I would want to hurt Randall Holmes or sabotage my shop,” said Lydia. “But I do imagine the police will be asking everyone on the boardwalk where they were last night.”

      

      “Well, we weren’t here to see anything,” Amber said. “I let the kids close a little early because of the rain. And Brie and I were where we are every Friday night. At Crabby Craig’s.”

      

      “I review the live music they have there on Fridays,” said Brie. “And we were there until I heard word of the Holmes’s murder. I have a friend at the medical examiner’s office. I had to rush out to take a picture.”

      

      The phrases clicked into place, and Lydia realized something. “Are you Brie Rankin?”

      

      “That’s right.”

      

      “My best friend,” said Amber.

      

      Lydia could have kicked herself. She had just begun questioning her suspect in front of a local reporter. This could also explain why the photo of the crime scene made sure to feature the sign for her taffy shop in the frame. Brie was trying to help her friend’s business as well as report the news.

      

      “I should get going,” Lydia said quickly. “There’s so much for me to do.”

      

      “Wait,” Brie said. “Do you want to give a quote for the paper?”

      

      Lydia hesitated. “I’ll just say that I’m sure the killer will be brought to justice soon. Doherty is going to solve the crime.”
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      “It’s a shame it can’t be her,” Trina said with a sigh.

      

      “It would have made things easier,” Lydia agreed.

      

      The two friends were sitting at a table at Crabby Craig’s restaurant and bar, munching on some appetizers as they talked. Lydia had suggested that they meet up for lunch there. She wanted to update her friend on everything that had happened that morning, and she thought she could do some more investigating at this location. There was a server working that afternoon who had also been there the night before. She remembered seeing Amber and Brie at their usual table. They arrived early because of the chance of rain and had enjoyed some drinks before the band began playing.

      

      “It is possible that she could have committed the murder,” Lydia said. “But it would have been difficult. It sounds like she was here at the bar before Randall Holmes came to the taffy shop when it was open. And if she had given him the taffy earlier, he would have eaten it earlier. He said that he had been running around and hadn’t eaten all day.”

      

      “Which is why only your taffy was found in his stomach,” said Trina.

      

      “Amber also said that she ate the piece of taffy I gave her. She could be lying about that to throw me off the track. However, it does seem like the timeline doesn’t fit for her being able to commit this crime.”

      

      “Like I said before – it’s a shame. I’m not the one who deals with her at the salon, but I hear how demanding she is. And I hate the way she treated you when she visited your taffy shop. What you told me was awful.”

      

      “But being mean doesn’t make you a murderer,” said Lydia.

      

      They ate quietly for a few moments. Then, Trina asked, “Liddy, are you sure you want to do this? Investigate? It could get dangerous.”

      

      “I think I have to. I can’t let Leo railroad me for this crime because he’s upset with me.”

      

      “But what if the killer comes after you? What if he tries to poison you too?” Trina trailed off and stared at her food suspiciously. “If he could poison taffy, he could poison anything.”

      

      Lydia was starting to lose her appetite, but she took another bite just to prove that she wasn’t afraid.

      

      “I don’t think there’s a reason to be scared right now. If the killer did want to hurt me as well as Randall Holmes, he already did that by using my taffy as the murder weapon. It definitely hurts my business, and it practically frames me for the crime,” said Lydia. “What I’m more scared of right now is what Brie will write in her next article.”

      

      “What is she going to write?”

      

      “In the last article, she only knew that the police were treating the crime as a murder and that poison was possible. If she does have a friend at the M.E.’s office, then the next time she talks to him, she’ll find out that Randall Holmes only ate taffy that day. I think she does have some journalistic integrity, but she’s certainly willing to make me look bad if it helps Amber.”

      

      “It’s a shame I don’t work at the paper to help you that way,” Trina said. “But I could always start a nasty rumor at the salon for you.”

      

      “How about telling people I’m not guilty?” Lydia suggested.

      

      “There’s nothing nasty about that. That’s the truth.”

      

      Lydia poked at her food for a moment and then said, “I think I’m finished here. Are you?”

      

      “Sure,” Trina said with a nod. “We did everything we needed to do here. We confirmed an alibi, had some crab nachos, and then became nauseous when we realized the implications of a dead man who was killed waiting to meet you, a vengeful brother cop, and a reporter with an agenda against you.”

      

      Lydia gestured to the server that she wanted their check. She felt like she had wasted enough time there. She wanted to keep moving and to feel like she was making progress on the case. She took the money out of her purse as she waited for the check.

      

      “What’s the next plan of attack?” asked Trina.

      

      “Since I don’t know who the man in the suit was, I’m going to track down the lifeguard next. I’m hoping he’ll be working and will be by the water. Hopefully, he’ll be easy for me to find.”

      

      “For us to find.”

      

      “What?”

      

      “I’m not going to let you do this alone,” Trina protested. “He might be a killer.”

      

      “But then you’ll be facing a killer too,” said Lydia. “You don’t have to do that.”

      

      “Yes, I do. You’re my best friend. If anything ever happened to you… well, I wouldn’t be able to take care of a dog that snores all night. So I just can’t let anything happen to you.”

      

      The friends smiled at one another, grateful that they meant so much to one another.

      

      “Thank you,” said Lydia. “So you know - I didn’t take you out to lunch so you’d offer to do this. But I think it might be easier if there were two of us.”

      

      “Sure. If we get into trouble one of us will distract him with our dazzling looks, and the other will throw sand in his face. Then we’ll both kick him.”

      

      “I think you’ll have to do the dazzling,” Lydia said.

      

      “Oh, please,” Trina said, rolling her eyes. “You’re as gorgeous as I am. You just never do anything with your hair because you’re too busy making candy. Not that I mind that. Because I do get to eat it.”

      

      The server brought over their check, and Lydia immediately paid it. She stood up, and Trina followed her.

      

      “Let’s go find that lifeguard,” said Lydia.

      

      “Right,” Trina agreed. “And we’ll find out if the job description is really fitting or if it would be better with the word death in it.”
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            The Lifeguard

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you ready for our date with a potential killer?” Trina said as they made their way onto the beach.

      

      “This isn’t a date,” Lydia said without thinking. “I haven’t gone on a date in years.”

      

      Trina stopped and stared at her friend.  “I know. I was joking. Just how cute is this guy?”

      

      Lydia shook her head and started walking ahead of her friend. She didn’t want to answer that question. Yes, the man was very handsome, but she had already made a fool of herself in front of him. Now it turned out that this might be a good thing because the man might be a murderer.

      

      “Really cute?”

      

      “Hopefully, you’ll see for yourself in a few minutes,” said Lydia. “And his appearance is beside the point. We need to find out what he did with his second piece of taffy and whether he has an alibi for the time between when Randall Holmes left my shop and when I arrived back there to find Randall dead. It would also be great if we could establish a connection between him and the victim.”

      

      “And in this scenario, the lifeguard took a piece of taffy and added poison to it. He waited until he saw that Randall Holmes was alone and then offered him the deadly treat.”

      

      “Right,” Lydia agreed. “He might even have been on the beach, waiting for an opportunity to see Randall one on one. The free samples of taffy just helped him reach his objective. He would have poisoned something else if he hadn’t gotten a piece of my pineapple taffy.”

      

      They continued walking along the sand. The water was still too chilly for most people to go swimming, but there were a few people walking near the waves or reading in beach chairs. Lydia recognized some people from town, but no one seemed to be making eye contact with her. She wondered if this was the effect of the newspaper’s story about the death near her shop or if she was being paranoid.

      

      “Maybe he’s not out today,” Trina said, pointing to a sign posted on the beach that read “No Swimming. Lifeguard Not On Duty.”

      

      Lydia frowned. “He was here yesterday in uniform, and the weather was much worse then.”

      

      “Very suspicious,” Trina said, rubbing her chin as if she were deep in thought.

      

      “He is definitely a lifeguard, right? That’s not a disguise?”

      

      “The guy you described who took the taffy dressed as a lifeguard sounds like the new lifeguard that all the women at the salon have been talking about. Mrs. Miresome’s brother’s priest’s cousin got him the job. And he’s taught some swimming classes at the community center. It was just for kids though. I know some of the ladies wanted to strut out in their bathing suits to talk to him.”

      

      “He’s a real lifeguard then,” said Lydia. “But maybe he wasn’t on duty yesterday and was waiting to find Randall Holmes. What else can you tell me about him?”

      

      Trina shrugged helplessly. “Everyone wants to know about him, but he’s pretty private. I didn’t hear any mention of him and Randall Holmes together, but if he moved here somewhat recently, maybe Randall sold him the house. Most of the discussion at the salon is whether he is single or not. No one has seen him with a woman. He’s not wearing a wedding ring on his hand, but some of the ladies think they saw a ring on the chain he wears around his neck. So, maybe there’s a story there.”

      

      “And maybe Randall Holmes found out what it was,” Lydia suggested.

      

      “And he killed him to silence him?” asked Trina. “Creepy.”

      

      They walked a little further and were better able to see one of the lifeguard stands that had been erected in the sand. The lifeguard who had taken the free samples was sitting up in it and staring out at the water.

      

      “I guess we’ll get to ask him now,” Lydia said.

      

      She took a deep breath and walked up to the stand. She was feeling more nervous that she had been when she spoke to Amber Allen. Were these residual feelings from her first encounter with him? Or was she worried that this suspect had a better chance of physically overpowering her than tiny Amber?

      

      “Hello,” Lydia called up to the man. He was only a few feet in the air, but it felt high when trying to start a conversation.

      

      The lifeguard just nodded in response. He kept his eyes out at sea and said nothing.

      

      “So, what’s with those signs?” Trina asked, trying another approach. “It said there wasn’t a lifeguard on duty. Is that just so you won’t get sued if something goes wrong?”

      

      The lifeguard clenched his jaw, and Lydia knew they hit a nerve. However, he didn’t respond and continued scanning the water.

      

      Lydia watched him for a moment and then said, “No. The sign is not up so he won’t get in trouble. The summer season hasn’t officially opened yet. I bet he’s not really on duty. He just wants to make sure he’s ready when everyone arrives. He wants to get the lay of the land first. Or of the sea.”

      

      “Get his feet wet,” Trina joked.

      

      “I was trying to do the same thing with my taffy shop. I wanted to make sure everything was perfect with a small test crowd, and then have a great grand opening. Of course, I’m not sure that’s going to happen.”

      

      The lifeguard looked down at them and made eye contact. Lydia thought she saw a faint smile on his face.

      

      “It’s the taffy lady who thought I was old.”

      

      “No. Not old. Older, but…” Lydia trailed off. “This isn’t helping. My real name is Lydia Doherty.”

      

      “Daniel Brine,” he responded.

      

      “The girls at the salon will be so jealous. I mean, as long as he’s not a killer. Maybe even if he is,” Trina whispered to her friend before introducing herself. “I’m Trina Nichols.”

      

      “So, you might have heard what happened outside of my shop last night?” asked Lydia.

      

      Daniel nodded. “I read about it in the paper.”

      

      “Were you still on the beach then? Did you see anything suspicious that night?” Lydia asked, deciding to treat him like a witness instead of a suspect. It seemed like it might be tricky to keep him talking.

      

      “No. I left for the day when it began raining,” said Daniel. “You’re right that I’m not officially on duty. I decided not to sit in the rain when it was unlikely there would be any swimmers.”

      

      “Oh? And so you went home?” asked Lydia.

      

      “That’s right,” he said. “It’s a shame I didn’t stay. Maybe I could have helped the man.”

      

      “That’s admirable,” Lydia said. “Were you alone?”

      

      “Yes,” Daniel said.

      

      Lydia noticed that when he answered that, one hand went to touch the chain he was wearing around his neck. However, most of it was hidden beneath his lifeguard shirt.

      

      “Did you know him at all? Randall Holmes?” Trina asked.

      

      “He sold me my house.”

      

      “Oh, did he?” Trina asked. Her eyes widened as she glanced at Lydia. “Was there anything strange about this sale?”

      

      “I don’t think so,” Daniel replied. “It went pretty smoothly. I wasn’t very picky about the place though. I knew I downgraded when I moved to New Jersey of all places.”

      

      “What was that?” asked Lydia. She knew that New Jersey could often be the brunt of jokes, but she was a Jersey girl through and through. She didn’t like hearing it insulted. She also couldn’t understand how someone could insult it after spending time at the beautiful shores of Ocean Point.

      

      “Forget it,” Daniel said.

      

      “No. I’d like to know. Did you downgrade because you moved out of some lavish mansion in another state? Or are you hating on your new home state?”

      

      “Well, I didn’t have a mansion,” Daniel said with just a touch of insolence. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

      

      He climbed down from the lifeguard stand and headed toward some kids down the beach that were beginning to climb on some large slippery rocks that jutted out into the sea.

      

      Lydia’s blood was boiling. She had finally gotten the man to talk, and she didn’t like what he had to say about her home. She decided that she wouldn’t mind seeing that man behind bars after all. She still needed to determine if he was the killer.
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            Pulling at Answers

          

        

      

    

    
      “Be careful,” Trina said.

      

      “I know,” Lydia responded. “I’m taking catching this killer very seriously.”

      

      The two women were in Lydia’s kitchen. After talking to Daniel and a failed attempt to find more clues on the boardwalk, Lydia’s stomach began growling, and she regretted not finishing her lunch at Crabby Craig’s. She decided to make the dinner that she had planned the night before, even if she didn’t feel much like celebrating. When Trina heard the plans for surf and turf, she invited herself over for a second girl’s night in a row.

      

      The dinner had tasted good, but Lydia had been distracted throughout it all. The distraction hadn’t left as she prepared their dessert.

      

      “I meant that you should be careful pulling that taffy,” said Trina. “You’re working it so hard I’m afraid you’re going to pull a muscle with it.”

      

      Lydia frowned. She had been operating on autopilot and didn’t realize how roughly she had been treating the sweet.

      

      “The taffy does need to aerate,” Lydia said as a weak excuse.

      

      “Yeah, but I don’t think you’re following the recipe right now. And you’re scaring your dog.”

      

      Lydia looked towards her dining room table. Sunny was hiding under a chair. However, Lydia suspected this was due to the chance of finding crumbs from dinner and not because of the way she was manhandling the taffy.

      

      “You were quiet all through dinner,” Trina said. “What’s bothering you right now? Is it our investigation? Daniel Brine? Leo? Or have you and I really run out of things to say to each other?”

      

      “It’s not the last one,” Lydia assured her friend. She began working the taffy with more measured movements. “But I think I was working out some pent-up frustration with this candy making. I thought that after I narrowed down my list of suspects to three that this might be easy, but it’s not. It seems like Amber wouldn’t mind causing trouble for me, but she has an alibi for that night. I don’t know how to find the man in the suit that took a sample. And I don’t know what to think about Daniel Brine.”

      

      “You got him talking. The ladies at the salon will be impressed by that.”

      

      “I got him talking, but all he did was bad mouth Jersey. I didn’t get any real information about whether he could be the killer.”

      

      Lydia almost took her frustration out on the taffy again but contained herself. She pulled the off-white taffy like it was a rope with one end in each hand. Then she folded it back in upon itself and pulled again. It wasn’t quite at the proper consistency, but it was getting close.

      

      “He really pushed your buttons, didn’t he?”

      

      “I guess murder suspects have that effect on me,” Lydia said wryly.

      

      “I wonder why he was willing to talk to you,” Trina said. She thought about it as she leaned on the island counter that Lydia was working on. “Maybe the ladies at my salon are just inept at flirting.”

      

      “Or maybe he had a reason for wanting to talk to me. It probably is related to the murder. If he isn’t guilty, he might have felt sorry for me because it happened right outside my shop.”

      

      “And he did say that he wished he had been there to help the man.”

      

      “But he might have enjoyed talking about his crime if he were the killer,” said Lydia. “He might have wanted to point us down the wrong track.”

      

      “He didn’t come up with a good alibi for his whereabouts,” Trina pointed out. “If I were going to kill someone, I’d try to come up with something better than home alone. Not that I would ever kill someone.”

      

      “Maybe he didn’t think that he would ever get linked to the crime and he wouldn’t need a good alibi. Maybe he hoped I would take the blame.”

      

      “But why you?” asked Trina. “Were you just the easiest person to frame? Does he have some sort of vendetta against taffy? Or was it just convenient?”

      

      Lydia considered the matter as she decided her taffy had reached the proper stiffness. She knew the proper texture by heart now. It was the right time to add her extra ingredients for this special flavor.

      

      “I’m not sure,” Lydia admitted as she continued kneading. “The means of murder seems strange to me.”

      

      “What do you mean about the means?” Trina asked before muttering, “That sounded funny.”

      

      “Daniel Brine is very strong.”

      

      “I know. The rumors about his muscles were not over-exaggerated.”

      

      “What I mean is that it could have been easy for Daniel to commit a murder with his strength. He could have strangled Randall Holmes or bludgeoned him. He could have overpowered him in many different ways. Why would he decide to use cyanide?”

      

      “Maybe killing him with his bare hands would have led the police right to him?”

      

      “So, using the poisoned taffy lets the crime lead back to me. That does make sense,” Lydia said. “Still, something about this does seem off. I would have thought that a poisoner didn’t have another option for committing the crime, or they really wanted to target me. But what did I ever do to Daniel Brine?”

      

      Trina shrugged. “You’re sure you’ve never met him before? Maybe when you lived up north?”

      

      Lydia shook her head. “No. I never met him before. And I don’t know what to make of him now.”

      

      “Well, I hope he’s not the killer. I hope the mystery around him is something entirely different.”

      

      “And I bet all the ladies at the salon will wish that too.”

      

      “It will break a lot of hearts if a handsome guy like that is locked away,” said Trina. “But don’t tell Carl I’m talking like this.”

      

      Lydia nodded. It sounded as if the off and on again relationship that Trina had with the owner of the seafood market was on again.

      

      She began cutting the taffy into bite-sized pieces as she considered the possibility of Daniel’s guilt. There were a few reasons to still consider him a suspect. Randall Holmes had sold him his house, and there could be a motive for murder because of that. He didn’t have a strong alibi, and he had taken two pieces of taffy samples that day. However, the way Daniel left to make sure that the kids didn’t hurt themselves on the rocks didn’t seem like the act of a cold-blooded killer.

      

      She sighed. She wasn’t an expert at this. Leo was the member of the family that was involved in criminal investigations. Before Randall Holmes had been murdered with her taffy, the closest she had gotten to a murder was when she read mystery books under her beach umbrella. However, Leo wasn’t going to help her with this case. She needed to figure it out on her own.

      

      “I need to find the man in the suit with the anchor tattoo,” said Lydia. “Maybe talking to him will clear things up. He might be the killer.”

      

      “I wish I could help,” Trina said. “But based on that description, I don’t know him. I can see if any of my clients know who he is. It’s going to be a busy work day for me tomorrow. I don’t think I’ll be able to leave the salon, but I can help with the investigation that way.”

      

      “I’d appreciate it, but you can’t let anyone know why I want to find him.”

      

      “I can be very tactful. I can.”

      

      Lydia grinned and handed her friend one of her taffies. The white candy had small bursts of color inside it.

      

      “What do you call this?” asked Trina, accepting the treat.

      

      “This is sugar cookie taffy,” Lydia explained. “It’s a flavor I experimented with. It has a buttery vanilla taste, and those colorful bits are sprinkles.”

      

      Trina didn’t need to hear anymore. She popped the taffy into her mouth. She had barely finished chewing when she reached for another.

      

      “Liddy, this is incredible. It’s a bite-sized cookie and salt water taffy at the same time.”

      

      “I was pretty pleased with it.”

      

      “Are you going to sell this in your shop?”

      

      “I don’t know. I was planning on just selling the original six flavors that the shop had been selling. It was successful for the last owner until she retired.”

      

      Trina grabbed another taffy as Sunny came out from under the chair to investigate a new source of food. Lydia chewed on one of her candies as she looked for a less sugary treat to give to her canine companion.

      

      “Well, it’s up to you,” Trina said. “But now I feel bad for anyone who doesn’t get to try one of your sugar cookie taffies.”

      

      “Maybe I will reconsider my menu,” Lydia said as she handed Sunny a treat. “But first I need to make sure that I still will have a taffy shop – that it won’t go out of business because of the murder, and that I won’t be trying to run the shop from jail!”
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            Suspicions at the Shop

          

        

      

    

    
      Lydia had thought that the sound of the taffy puller machine in her own shop would be a happy one, but today there was no cheering her up. She kept rereading the latest article that Brie Rankin had written.

      

      Dianna was following the instructions that Lydia had taught her the other day to make pineapple taffy, but Lydia thought there was no chance that anyone would want to buy it now. However, she was grateful that Dianna had come into work and was trying to do her job. Kelsey and Jeff had not come in. They were probably afraid to be working for a suspected murderer.

      

      Lydia couldn’t help it and read the awful headline again: Pineapple Taffy Terror!

      

      Brie’s article went on to talk about how the police had learned that the cause of Randall Holmes’s death was cyanide poisoning and that the only thing the victim had eaten had been pineapple salt water taffy. The reporter took care to note that it was not confirmed that the taffy came from Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets. However, the location of the dead man did make one wonder if there was a connection. The reporter was still not sure why Randall Holmes had been there that day but allowed the readers to speculate.

      

      The only positive aspect to the article was that Leo had declined to comment on the investigation. He hadn’t told the press about Lydia’s potential “motive,” or that she could have been the last person to talk to him alive.

      

      “I’m sorry,” Dianna said. “I’m sorry that the paper is being so cruel to you with its innuendos about you as the killer, and that I didn’t find out any more about that man in the suit.”

      

      “It’s all right,” Lydia said, folding up the newspaper so she wouldn’t look at it anymore. “I hired you to make taffy. Not to track down suspects to clear my name. This wasn’t what you signed up for, was it?”

      

      “This isn’t quite the peace and quiet I expected at the shore,” Dianna admitted. “But I’m not going to abandon you in your time of need. I tidied up the kitchen, and I think I’m doing well with your recipe for the pineapple taffy. It’s true we might not get much business today, but by the time this is all cleared up I’ll have perfected my technique.”

      

      “Thank you for being so positive. I think I needed to hear that. It seems like everywhere I turn there’s more bad news.”

      

      It seemed like Dianna was getting ready to contradict her, but she was interrupted by Lydia’s ringtone. Lydia looked at her phone and saw the call was coming from her brother. She excused herself and headed to her office as she answered the phone.

      

      “Miss Doherty?”

      

      Lydia balled up her free fist out of frustration. This wasn’t a good start to a brotherly chat.

      

      “This is she,” Lydia responded, determined to sound even more proper than he did.

      

      “Would you mind coming into the station this afternoon? We have some more questions.”

      

      “I have some questions too. Are you even looking into any other suspects? Do you know who had access to the taffy samples on the boardwalk? Do you know anything about Daniel Brine’s background? And do you just allow your medical examiner to say whatever he wants to the press?”

      

      “Our questions are about the deceased realtor selling your home,” Leo said, cutting her off. “If you have any documentation, it would be helpful if you brought it in.”

      

      “I think someone used my taffy to kill Randall Holmes to divert suspicion away from them. I was giving out free samples and—“

      

      “I don’t want to hear your theories,” he said gruffly. “This is my investigation.”

      

      “And are you sure you shouldn’t be taken off this case because of a conflict of interest?” asked Lydia.

      

      “On the contrary. My colleagues think that I’ve been very objective when considering that my sister might be a killer. I’m not letting sentiment get in the way at all.”

      

      “Just jealousy and pigheadedness.”

      

      “Let me know when you’re coming in,” Leo said before hanging up abruptly.

      

      Lydia took a deep breath to try and calm down. She supposed that she could head over to the police station shortly. There weren’t any customers, and most of her staff hadn’t shown up. She wandered into the kitchen, looking for an excuse to keep her from going to talk to the detectives immediately. However, the kitchen was impeccable and spotless. The stainless steel table was sparkling, and the trash had been taken out.

      

      “Dianna, did you take out the trash?”

      

      Her employee walked closer to her, frowning. “I did. I was just looking for things to do to clean up while you were upset about the paper. Did you need something in there? Was it evidence? Oh dear. Do you want me to go through the dumpster down the block?”

      

      Lydia considered it for a moment. “No. There’s no need. I was thinking of showing Detective Doherty how I was accounting for my missing taffy, but he doesn’t want to listen to what I have to say anyway.”

      

      Feeling distraught, Lydia collected her purse. She was about to tell Dianna that she could either watch over the shop which would most likely remain empty or go home for the day. Lydia would collect whatever papers she had from her house to bring to the station.

      

      However, then the shop door opened. An excited Kelsey and Jeff ran inside.

      

      “You’re here,” Lydia said, sounding surprised. “I thought I scared you off.”

      

      “Nah. We’re made of tougher stuff than that,” said Jeff.

      

      “And I’m sorry we’re late,” Kelsey said. “But it’s for a good reason.”

      

      “What is it?” asked Lydia.

      

      Kelsey could scarcely contain her joy, and Jeff looked rather smug. They glanced at one another, and Jeff nodded.

      

      “We found the man in the suit!” Kelsey said.

      

      “You did?” Lydia asked, nearly jumping for joy. It was news she wanted to hear, and Kelsey’s enthusiasm was infectious. “That’s wonderful.”

      

      “Neither of us recognized him,” Kelsey began.

      

      “So I knew it wasn’t someone who went surfing a lot,” said Jeff.

      

      “Or someone who visited my school. Or a friend’s parent,” Kelsey continued. “So, we had to start from scratch.”

      

      “And we thought the best way to do that was to figure out what made him distinctive. And that was his tattoo,” said Jeff. “I have a friend who has a tattoo parlor in town. I’ve considered getting one, but you shouldn’t really let saltwater get on it while the ink is drying, so I haven’t committed to one. I also don’t know exactly what I would get.”

      

      “The point is that we asked him if he recognized anyone with that tattoo,” Kelsey said after elbowing Jeff for getting off-topic. “And his friend didn’t ink that tattoo, but he thought he knew that a realtor here had an anchor like that.”

      

      “We thought that might be important because Randall was a realtor too.”

      

      “I think you are on to something,” Lydia agreed.

      

      “We looked up local realtors online and checked them out. The man we saw that day didn’t have a picture online. But look at the logo for Atwater Realty,” said Kelsey. She held up a printout of the logo. It looked exactly like the anchor tattoo that they had seen on the man in the suit.

      

      “Great job,” said Lydia, excitedly.

      

      “We went by the office this morning to make sure that the guy we saw was there,” said Kelsey. “And we saw him through the window.”

      

      “We were going to go inside and talk to him,” Jeff said. “But you made us promise to be careful and not let him know we were on to him.”

      

      “What you did was perfect,” Lydia assured them. “I’ll go and talk to him now and maybe get some answers.”

      

      Her three employees gathered around her as she headed to the door.

      

      “Do you want us to close up or stay here?” asked Dianna.

      

      “Since you have some taffy on the puller, why don’t you all stay here and practice what I showed you the other day? I’ll be back soon.”

      

      “Good luck,” Jeff said.

      

      “Thanks,” said Lydia. She thought she might need it.
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            The Other Realtor

          

        

      

    

    
      “Welcome to Atwater Realty. I’m Walt Atwater. What can I help you with today?”

      

      Lydia wondered whether she could really come out and ask the man what she wanted help with – discovering whether he was a murderer or not. She was grateful that her employees had tracked down the last man to take a taffy sample, but now she needed to determine if he was hiding a guilty conscience.

      

      She had come up with an excuse for her questions as she made her way over to the office. She hoped that it would work in getting the man to talk.

      

      “I’m Lydia Doherty. I think we met in passing at my shop, Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets.”

      

      “Yes, of course. Delicious pineapple salt water taffy,” Walt Atwater said. His broad smile started to fade. “But I believe there has been some unpleasantness since I was there last.”

      

      “That’s right. And that’s what I wanted to talk about,” Lydia said as he ushered her to a seat near his desk. She glanced around to see if there was anyone else in the office, but there was no one at the welcome desk. It appeared she was alone with the possible murderer. She knew that she would have to make her story convincing if she didn’t want to arouse suspicion.

      

      “You want to talk about that unpleasantness?” he asked raising an eyebrow.

      

      “I mean that I want to talk to you about selling my family’s house. Because you’re a realtor,” Lydia said quickly. “Randall Holmes was handling the sale. With his death, I’m not quite sure what to do.”

      

      “I might be able to help you,” Walt said.

      

      “I hope you don’t think I'm insensitive,” Lydia continued. “Looking for a new realtor so soon after his death, but I do want to sell the house for my aunt’s sake. She’ll need the money.”

      

      “How many bathrooms?”

      

      “Three. And it has lovely views of the beach,” said Lydia.

      

      “I’m sure I can sell it for you,” Walt said as he began taking some forms out of his desk drawers.

      

      “Thank you so much. I have heard wonderful things about you. When I was first deciding who to trust with this sale, I was considering coming here. I only asked Randall Holmes to sell the house because I worked with him when I bought the taffy shop.”

      

      “Well, that’s understandable,” Walt said. He let out a little laugh, but then excused himself. “My apologies.”

      

      “What?”

      

      “No, no. It’s nothing. It’s in bad taste.”

      

      “Was it about the taffy shop?” Lydia asked. “You can tell me. I’ve heard everything these days.”

      

      Walt paused, but finally admitted what was on his mind. “I was just thinking there’s a bit of irony in the world. I thought Ruth would come to me to sell her taffy shop because I’ve known her for years, but Randall Holmes swooped in. He wooed her with his terrible taglines about Holmes tracking down buyers and it not being a mystery why you should choose him. It’s funny that he was found dead outside the shop like that.”

      

      Lydia nodded, trying to remain cool. This definitely sounded like a motive to her. Perhaps that was even the reason why the salt water taffy had been used as a murder weapon. Walt wanted Randall to die eating from the shop that he felt Randall stole from him.

      

      “Maybe you dodged a bullet with the sale?” Lydia suggested, hoping this sounded like normal small talk. “The taffy shop hasn’t been especially lucky for me so far.”

      

      “Maybe you’re right,” Walt said. “I hadn’t considered that. I’ve just been thinking about what a good sale it must have been. I don’t know exactly what you paid for it, but I know there was interest in the building. It couldn’t have been cheap.”

      

      “No. It wasn’t,” Lydia said. “But my uncle left me enough in his will to get the shop. He knew it was my dream.”

      

      “Well, the thought was nice. He couldn’t have known what would happen outside your door to bring the property value down.”

      

      “The property value?”

      

      “People don’t like shopping or eating near where someone was murdered,” Walt explained. “I didn’t read today’s paper yet, but yesterday there was a picture of the crime scene with your shop in the background.”

      

      “Don’t remind me.”

      

      “Well, we don’t need to talk about how that property will suffer. We can focus on the house you’d like to sell.”

      

      Lydia nodded and began answering his questions about her current house. Part of her realized that she really did need to find a new realtor to sell the house, but she wasn’t sure she wanted one of her suspects to really handle the sale.

      

      “It’s nice that it has a deck,” Walt said as she described the home. “People like to be able to sit outside on the weekends.”

      

      “Right,” Lydia said, jumping on a chance to bring the subject back to the questions that she needed answers to. “Like on a Friday night. It might be the perfect thing to do. Do you ever do that?”

      

      “I normally spend time on my balcony rather than a deck.”

      

      “And were you there this Friday?” Lydia asked, trying to sound innocent.

      

      “This Friday was raining,” Walt said. He eyed her suspiciously. “And why are you asking about this Friday?”

      

      “Oh. Well, I just realized that you must have had some competition with Randall Holmes. And I just wanted to make sure that you couldn’t possibly have been involved with what happened to him if I’m going to do business with you.”

      

      Walk rose to his feet, looking angry. “You think I might have killed Holmes?”

      

      “No,” Lydia said, backtracking. “No, not really.”

      

      Her cell phone began ringing, and she was grateful for an excuse to leave immediately. She didn’t even mind that it was an annoyed Leo wondering what was taking her so long to get to the station.
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            Another Interrogation

          

        

      

    

    
      Lydia was back in the interrogation room, but this time she didn’t have her trusty canine companion seated next to her. Detective Grey seemed more at ease without the dog there, but Leo was in a bad mood. He was pacing by the table.

      

      “Let me get this straight,” Leo said. “You didn’t get the papers I asked for. Instead, you went to talk to a new realtor because you thought he might be the killer. I don’t know which part of this I have a bigger problem with.”

      

      “I was only talking to him because it didn’t seem like you were following all possible leads,” Lydia said. “I was looking at all the people that took samples of my pineapple taffy because one of them could have added cyanide to a piece and killed Randall Holmes.”

      

      “Lydia, you can’t do things like that.”

      

      “It’s Lydia again?” she asked. “Not Miss Doherty?”

      

      Leo gritted his teeth. “You can’t interfere with a police investigation, especially if you’re a suspect in it.”

      

      “It’s because I’m a suspect that I needed to act. You must have seen what the paper is saying about my taffy shop. They still have a lot of fodder against me even if you didn’t tell them I was an official suspect. I guess I do appreciate that you did that.”

      

      “I always say “no comment” to the press when it’s an ongoing investigation,” said Leo.

      

      “Great,” Lydia replied with a sigh. The little bit of familial feeling that she thought was there must have only been in her imagination.

      

      “You can’t investigate on your own. It could jeopardize our case in court, and you could get hurt.”

      

      “Are you pretending you care about my safety now?” Lydia asked as she crossed her arms. “Because it still seems like you’re trying to prove I’m guilty of something I didn’t do.”

      

      “I’m following the evidence and right now—“

      

      Detective Grey cleared his throat, interrupting his partner. “Doherty, can I talk to you for a minute?”

      

      He rose from the table and headed to the door. Leo followed him out of the room. Lydia stayed in her seat and tapped her fingers on the table nervously. Nothing seemed to be going right for her. Now what could the detectives be talking about? Would they have more bad news for her when they returned? She rubbed her wrists, hoping that they soon wouldn’t have handcuffs on them.

      

      However, when Leo and Detective Grey reentered the room, her brother seemed much calmer.

      

      “We think that you’ve answered all the questions we have for now,” Detective Grey said. “And we’re sure you have a lot of work to do with your new business.”

      

      Lydia stood up, wondering if there was some catch to this. She looked at Leo.

      

      “You’re free to go.” He sounded more like his old self when he asked, “But would you mind if I stop by later to pick up those papers about the house?”

      

      “No. That would be fine,” said Lydia. “I’ll be there all evening after I lock up the taffy shop.”

      

      “Well, I’ll see you then.”

      

      Lydia nodded and left the station. Maybe Detective Grey had said something to him that made Leo act like a brother again. Maybe they actually had made some progress on the case and had found some other suspects.

      

      She was beginning to feel a little more optimistic until she reached her taffy shop. There were some people on the boardwalk and beach, but everyone seemed to be giving Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets a wide berth. She even saw a couple jump over the boardwalk’s railing onto the sand to avoid walking directly past the shop.

      

      Lydia entered the taffy shop and saw a large pile of wrapped pineapple salt water taffy and three dejected employees.

      

      “There hasn’t been a single customer all day,” said Dianna.

      

      “I even tried to get some of my friends to come in when they took a break from the waves, but they refused,” said Jeff.

      

      Kelsey took a step closer to her. “Did you have any luck at Atwater Realty?”

      

      “I’m not sure,” Lydia admitted. “It seems like he had a motive, but I didn’t get a chance to find out about his alibi before the police wanted to talk to me again.”

      

      “Again?” asked Dianna. “They must really be considering you a suspect.”

      

      “I think most people in town are now,” said Jeff. “I couldn’t even get my friends to come in here with the offer of free candy.”

      

      Tears began to fall from Kelsey’s eyes, and she began apologizing. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to cry. I just thought that we were making a difference when we were looking for the man in the suit. But now it doesn’t seem like it helped at all. That poor man is dead, my boss is going to be blamed, and it’s all so unfair.”

      

      “Tell me about it,” Jeff said. “I’d hate to have to look for a new job.”

      

      “I just can’t compute how someone can be alive and well one minute, and then someone comes along and murders him,” Kelsey said, having trouble stopping her tears. “It’s just awful.”

      

      Lydia searched for a tissue and handed it to her employee.

      

      “It is awful,” she agreed. “I had just spoken to him before it happened.”

      

      Kelsey wiped her eyes. “If only he hadn’t eaten that taffy.”

      

      “If only he hadn’t have come back for that lucky pen of his,” said Dianna.

      

      “If only life weren’t as fleeting as a wave upon the ocean. Here for a brief time and then pulled back into the sea,” said Jeff, sounding very profound for a moment. The others all looked at him, and he shrugged. “Or something like that.”

      

      Lydia rubbed Kelsey’s arm affectionately and then took out her keys. “We might as well close up. It doesn’t seem like we’re going to have any customers today.”

      

      “Should we come in tomorrow?” asked Dianna.

      

      “We were going to finish training,” Kelsey said.

      

      “I’m going to talk to my brother again tonight,” Lydia said. “Why don’t I tell you if it’s worth coming in tomorrow afternoon after I speak to him?”

      

      “Good idea,” said Jeff. “There’s no point in us all being here if it’s going to be dead. I mean, well, not dead like Mr. Holmes. But… you know what I mean.”

      

      Lydia assured him that she did. She ushered her employees out and locked the door behind her. However, she made sure to taste-test one of the pineapple salt water taffy pieces that they had made. It was made precisely according to her specifications and tasted wonderful. She hoped customers might consider trying it someday.
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            Home, Sweets, Home

          

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t think I’ve been here since Aunt Edie left on her trip,” Leo said, standing on the front porch.

      

      “I think you’re right,” Lydia said. She decided not to mention that the dinner before Aunt Edie’s departure had been the last time that he had been cordial to her. After that, he had only ever spoken to her when he was discussing how she was progressing with selling the house or was accusing her of murder.

      

      Instead, Lydia said. “Come inside. There’s someone I’m sure will be happy to see you.”

      

      Leo walked inside and then was almost immediately greeted by an enthusiastic canine. Sunny wagged her tiny tail and then flopped onto her back so that her tummy was exposed. Leo knelt down and began rubbing the happy pup’s belly.

      

      After a few moments, Leo asked, “Did you tell her about the murder?”

      

      “Sunny?” asked Lydia confusedly.

      

      “Aunt Edie,” Leo said, rolling his eyes as he continued to lavish attention on the dog.

      

      “Oh. No, I didn’t tell her. I guess I could have. I do know how to contact her, but I guess I just didn’t want to ruin her travels. I know she’d worry.”

      

      Leo nodded.

      

      “So,” Lydia said, trying to figure out what to say when she wasn’t quite sure where they stood. “Would you like a piece of taffy? I made sugar cookie taffy yesterday, and I think I might still have some raspberry swirl in the kitchen. That was your favorite, wasn’t it?”

      

      “No thanks.”

      

      “Why?” Lydia put her hands on her hips. “It’s not poisoned, you know?”

      

      Leo stood up much to Sunny’s chagrin, but he was able to look Lydia in the eyes.

      

      “I know. And I didn’t mean anything by that. The truth is that the only thing I want right now is a cup of coffee. It’s been a long day.”

      

      She smiled. “I understand that sentiment. It’s been the same for me. I’ll go make some coffee now and then I’ll get those papers you want.”

      

      “Thanks.”

      

      Lydia headed to the kitchen, ready to make some conciliatory coffee. She really hoped that she and her brother could make peace, and not just so he wouldn’t consider her his prime suspect. It had been difficult coping with the loss of her uncle and she thought it might be easier for both of them if they could deal with it together.

      

      Lydia chewed on one of her sugar cookie taffies as the coffee brewed. She opened the cabinet and took out the mug that had been Leo’s favorite growing up and a second one for her.

      

      However, then, Sunny walked into the room. She let out a little bark and tapped her paw on the floor.

      

      “What is it, girl?”

      

      Sunny looked over her shoulder, and Lydia frowned. Why wasn’t Sunny staying with Leo and getting more attention from him?

      

      She started down the hall with her dog at her heels. She found Leo in her bedroom, digging through one of the cardboard boxes she had stacked there.

      

      “What are you doing?” she demanded.

      

      Leo froze like he did when he was a kid and his hand had been caught in the cookie jar. However, he soon recovered.

      

      “Well, you invited me inside. And some of my belongings are still in this family home, so I don’t need a warrant.”

      

      Lydia felt as if she had been knocked over by a powerful wave. She was afraid her knees might give out under the storm of emotions she was suddenly feeling. She felt angry, hurt, and betrayed all at once. Her brother hadn’t come here trying to make peace.

      

      “You’re checking to see if I hid cyanide here.”

      

      He shrugged. “I’m doing my job.”

      

      “You really think I might have killed him,” Lydia said as Sunny began to growl.

      

      Leo looked down at Sunny, seeming confused by the change in her behavior. However, Lydia was grateful for the show of loyalty.

      

      “I was surprised to see packed boxes,” he said instead of responding to anything else.

      

      “I told you I was trying to sell the house,” Lydia said. “And based on your behavior, even before you started trying to arrest me, I didn’t expect any help packing up.”

      

      Leo looked down at his feet, but she couldn’t tell what he was thinking.

      

      “I think you should go.”

      

      Her brother didn’t argue. He headed towards the door. Lydia grabbed the paperwork that she had gathered before he arrived and thrust it into his hands before he left. She made sure not to slam the door, but she did close it firmly and locked it.

      

      Then, she headed over to her couch and flopped down onto it. She felt like crying out of frustration and despair. She took a few deep breaths to try and calm down.

      

      Sunny tried to pull herself up on her couch but had trouble because of how Lydia was laying. Realizing this, Lydia sat up and helped the dog onto the couch. She was immediately rewarded with doggie kisses. Sunny must have realized how upset she was and was trying to cheer her owner up.

      

      “Thanks, Sunny. You’re a good dog and a good friend. I just wish I knew how to fix this problem. I wish I knew who the real killer was so I could tell Leo to go after him instead.”

      

      Sunny made a noise that sounded like she agreed with her.

      

      “But I don’t know who did it. Maybe it’s Daniel Brine. Maybe it’s Walt Atwater. Maybe it’s someone I haven’t even considered. All I know is that Leo thinks that I did it and I bet he wants nothing more than for me to sign a confession. Well, I’m not going to do that.”

      

      Lydia got to her feet, thinking that she deserved another piece of taffy for all the hardship she faced. However, as she walked, she began thinking about signing confessions, and that turned to thoughts about Randall Holmes’s pen. Lydia stopped cold as a thought occurred to her. Suddenly, the pieces of the puzzle were starting to fit together.

      

      “Sunny,” Lydia said, turning to face her dog. “I think I know who might have done this.”
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            Realizations and Danger

          

        

      

    

    
      “How did she know about the pen?” Lydia asked her dog.

      

      Sunny tilted her head as Lydia looked for her copies of the local newspaper that had reported on Randall Holmes’s murder. She was pretty confident that she had memorized every negative word, but she had to be certain. Finding the articles confirmed what she thought. They were reliant on what the medical examiner had told the reporter about the body but didn’t give any extra facts from the police. There was no mention of why Randall Holmes was at the taffy shop that night.

      

      Lydia thought back. She hadn’t mentioned the pen to her employees either. She had been discouraged when they had learned about the murder from the paper and hadn’t added extra facts. Later when they were discussing the suspects in the case, she had focused on who had access to the taffy. She was sure that she had only mentioned the lucky pen to the police and Trina.

      

      However, when they were lamenting how sad the situation was, Dianna had brought up how unfortunate it was that Randall Holmes had come back for his lucky pen.

      

      Once she started down this train of thought, Lydia realized something else. She knew that the killer needed to have access to the pineapple salt water taffy that she made that day. However, the reason why she thought her suspect list should only consist of Amber Allen, Daniel Brine, and Walt Atwater was because she thought all the other pieces of taffy were accounted for. However, part of this count was due to how many pieces Dianna had said were still in the trashcan. Later, Dianna had been the one to throw out these candies and destroy the evidence.

      

      Lydia raced to the door to see if Leo was still there. He wasn’t in sight. She took out her cell phone to call him but then paused.

      

      “It’s all circumstantial, isn’t it?”

      

      She sat down next to Sunny who was still paying attention to her ideas. Lydia bit her lip as she considered it. Right now Dianna’s involvement in the murder was based on two things: something that Lydia had heard and some pieces of taffy that had already been gotten rid of. This wasn’t something that the police could base a case on. It wouldn’t be able to clear Lydia’s name.

      

      Lydia picked up her phone again but made a different call first.

      

      “Hello, Dianna?” she said. “Would you mind coming into work early tomorrow?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Lydia tried not to fidget. It would have been a prime time to pull some taffy to work off some nervous energy, but what she needed to focus on was too important.

      

      She needed to get Dianna to confess to her crimes and time it so Leo would overhear it. She wasn’t sure that she could get Dianna talking, but she hoped that presenting her with what she had learned would do the trick.

      

      Thunder sounded outside, and Lydia shook her head. That had not been a good omen the last time she heard it. It also meant that there would be fewer witnesses outside in the rain.

      

      Dianna entered the taffy shop, looking as calm as she did every other time.

      

      “Is everything all right?” Dianna asked. “Should we wait for Jeff to begin training? Or did you want me to come in early so we could discuss something privately?”

      

      “I actually thought that we could do a more thorough search for Randall Holmes’s pen this morning.”

      

      “What’s that?”

      

      “Randall Holmes’s lucky pen,” said Lydia. “The reason why he asked me to come back to the taffy shop that evening. I hadn’t found it. But you mentioned it yesterday. I thought we might find it together.”

      

      “All right.” Dianna took set down her purse and began looking around the shop.

      

      Lydia started searching too, but all the while kept an eye on Dianna. “I’ve been wondering where you heard about that lucky pen, and how you knew that’s what Randall Holmes was coming to get.”

      

      Dianna’s spine stiffened, but then she smiled. “You must have mentioned it.”

      

      “No,” Lydia said. “I didn’t.”

      

      “Oh dear. Well, I suppose it’s my word against yours, isn’t it? I wondered what it was that made you ask me in early. I thought you might have figured out something. That was my one mistake in this matter, wasn’t it?”

      

      Lydia stopped pretending to search and stared at Dianna. She was leaning on the counter, looking unconcerned. However, it sounded like she had almost admitted to murder.

      

      “Not only that,” said Lydia. “I realized that you got rid of the taffy in the garbage because you wanted to hide how many there really were there.”

      

      “You weren’t convinced by my model employee act?”

      

      “For a while, I thought that you cared about the taffy shop.”

      

      “Oh, but I do,” Dianna said showing her teeth. “I care very much very about the taffy shop. I just wanted to be the one to own it. Not you.”

      

      “I guessed that’s what your motive was,” Lydia said, taking a subtle step towards the door. “Walt Atwater said that he knew people that wanted to buy this shop.”

      

      “But you outbid me,” said Dianna. “And Randall Holmes let you because he also wanted to sell your house. Well, I couldn’t let you both get away with that. I decided I would find the right moment to kill him and frame you for the crime. It worked out even better when I was able to do it right in front of the taffy shop. I’d been tailing him after I got a piece of the taffy, waiting for the perfect moment. I saw him outside the locked shop and heard him call you. Well, then I only had to tell him that I had left something inside the shop too and offered him a piece of taffy while we were waiting.”

      

      Lydia took another step towards the door as Dianna continued, “The rain kept people away so I could watch the effects of my work, which made it even more satisfying. There was a wrinkle in my plan when I found out your brother was a detective, but it sounds like that’s not going to save you. The best part is that by having the murder take place here, the property value is sure to go down. Many people will be turned off by the killing and won’t want the place. I’ll be sure to get it this time. And at a lower price.”

      

      “I don’t think things are going to go according to your plan,” Lydia said. She finished the distance to the door and opened it wide. She called for her brother but got no reply.

      

      Dianna began to laugh, and Lydia felt a sinking sensation in her stomach.

      

      “Did you think I was an idiot?” Dianna asked. “Do you think I would have admitted this all to you if there was a chance it mattered?”

      

      “It does matter,” Lydia said, trying to act as if everything was still going the way she planned. “The police are just outside.”

      

      “No, they’re not. I intercepted your brother and told him that you ran off to talk to some realtor. He seemed more than willing to believe that you would have changed plans without telling him. He seems to think the worst of you, doesn’t he?” Dianna taunted. “And, of course, now I’ll just have to get rid of you before he comes back looking for you.”

      

      Dianna went to reach for something in her purse, but Lydia didn’t waste any time. She picked up some of the pineapple taffy on display and threw it at Dianna. Then, she ran out the door as Dianna shielded her face.

      

      Panic began to set in as Lydia looked around the empty boardwalk. The rain was coming down, and it was keeping the beachgoers away. The nearby shops had also elected not to open early on a rainy Monday morning. There was no one there to save her.

      

      The moments she paused to examine her options were enough for Dianna to catch up with her. Dianna wasted no time and rammed Lydia into the railing along the boardwalk. Lydia felt the wind knocked out of her and had difficulty fighting back as Dianna pushed her over the railing onto the beach.

      

      Lydia was definitely dazed as she hit the sand, but she knew that she had to keep moving. She couldn’t let Dianna catch her. She needed to find a way to escape.

      

      She got to her feet and began running. She would try and outpace Dianna until she came across someone who could help her. She felt like she was slipping on the wet sand, but she knew she couldn’t stop.

      

      She continued down the beach, but Dianna caught up with her. She cried out as Dianna pulled her hair, and knocked her down to the ground.

      

      “You’re not going to get away with this,” Lydia said.

      

      “Really? Because I think it’s the perfect plan. You’ll have decided to drown yourself because you can’t deal with your guilt after killing the realtor. Your brother should be willing to believe that. Especially if I put the realtor’s pen in your pocket.”

      

      Anger coursed through Lydia’s veins. She pushed Dianna with all of her might, and the other woman fell back into the sand. Then, Lydia began running again.

      

      She was near the rocks that jutted out into the water. She knew that there was a lifeguard stand nearby. There might be a possibility that Daniel was there.

      

      She began yelling as she raced by the rocks but soon saw the lifeguard stand was abandoned. The rain must have kept him away too.

      

      Lydia was trying to formulate a new plan when Dianna caught up with her again and tackled her. The two women began tussling near the rocks. Between the rain and the spray from the ocean, it was difficult to see.

      

      “Stop fighting back!” Dianna demanded.

      

      Lydia had no intention of doing that, but after Dianna grabbed her head and forced it to collide with one of the rocks, she felt her resolve failing. Her head throbbed, and she was struggling to remain conscious as Dianna pushed her into the water.

      

      Lydia moved her arms as best she could to try and keep her head up so she could breathe, but she knew she was in trouble. The world was starting to look hazy, and things were starting to stop making sense. She coughed as water hit her in the face. She thought that she heard someone yell freeze, but then she began to sink under the water.
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* * *

      Lydia coughed up water and rolled over. She was lying on the sand, and the rain was still falling down. She coughed again and tried to make sense of what was happening.

      

      Daniel placed a towel around her shoulders. She looked up at the lifeguard, and he said reassuringly, “You’re going to be all right. An ambulance is on its way, but you’re breathing now.”

      

      “You saved me?” she croaked.

      

      “Well, I did half the work,” Daniel said.

      

      She looked where he gestured and saw Leo nearby on the beach. A furious Dianna had her hands cuffed behind her back. Leo had his weapon trained on her, but his focus was all on Lydia.

      

      “Is she okay?” he called.

      

      “She is,” Daniel said.

      

      Lydia pulled the towel closer to her and took a few deep breaths. Then, she joked, “Now, do you believe me?”
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      “The ladies at my salon are going to be so jealous!” Trina said.

      

      “There’s no reason to be,” Lydia assured her. “Mouth to mouth resuscitation is nothing like a kiss. There’s nothing romantic about it. I would have been dead if Daniel didn’t act.”

      

      “So, he’s sort of a hero?” Trina asked.

      

      The two women were in Lydia’s kitchen the day after the ordeal. She needed some time to recuperate, and her best friend wanted to keep her company. However, after everything that had happened, Lydia couldn’t keep still. She was in her kitchen creating some new tropical taffy concoctions.

      

      “He is a hero,” Lydia admitted. “But so is my brother. And I think what I did was pretty heroic too. I was the one who figured out who the killer was.”

      

      “And you went after her alone! What were you thinking? You should have at least called me.”

      

      “I thought I had backup,” Lydia protested. “It was just that Dianna figured out what I was up to. Luckily, Leo was a little suspicious. He headed back to the shop and sent Detective Grey to go to the realtor’s alone. Leo saw Daniel on the boardwalk, and when they saw all the taffy on the floor of the shop, they began to search for me.”

      

      “And it sounds like they were just in time,” said Trina with a shudder. “Honestly, Liddy, I don’t know what I would have done if something happened to you.”

      

      Sunny barked from her pillow on the floor.

      

      “Right,” Lydia said as if she understood what the dog said. “There’s no use worrying about that now.”

      

      She heard a knock at the door, and Trina hurried to answer it while Lydia worked on the taffy. A moment later, Leo joined them in the kitchen.

      

      “I just wanted to check that you were okay,” he said as Sunny strolled up to greet him. “But it seems like you are in very capable hands. And paws.”

      

      “Thank for checking. And for, you know, saving my life.”

      

      “You’re my sister,” he said. “You know I love you and I’d never let anything bad happen to you.”

      

      “But you were willing to believe that I was a killer?” Lydia challenged.

      

      “Maybe all that was part of a cunning plan to get the murderer to reveal herself,” said Leo. “Or maybe I was a bit jealous and pigheaded. I know you’re a good person. I’ve just been upset and confused about Uncle Edgar’s death.”

      

      Lydia placed the taffy down so she could hug her brother. “He loved us both very much. I know that.”

      

      Leo patted her back. “I know.”

      

      “I’m not going to cry,” Trina mumbled to herself.

      

      Leo and Lydia both rolled their eyes at this reaction from their friend, and then they both laughed.

      

      Leo placed his hands in his pockets. “I’m probably always going to wonder why he left you a taffy shop and left me nothing. It was easier to blame you because he’s not here to talk to. But it’s not your fault. And I’m sure he had his reasons. And I’ll work on dealing with this.”

      

      “It might help you deal with it if you actually try some of her taffy,” Trina suggested after wiping away the few tears from her eyes.

      

      “Well, maybe one piece,” Leo said, relenting. He picked up a blue taffy from the counter that was finished. “What’s this?”

      

      “Blueberry pie,” said Lydia.

      

      “That’s new?”

      

      She nodded, and he ate the candy. He made an encouraging noise as he chewed.

      

      “This is great!”

      

      “She’s going to sell them in her shop,” Trina said, proudly. “All sorts of new flavors.”

      

      Lydia nodded. “I’ve decided to sell all the flavors I’ve been experimenting with, and I’ll add and change flavors every week. The real reason I want to own a taffy shop is to share my creations with the public, and this is the best way to do it. I also think that people will be avoiding the former most popular pineapple taffy for a while.”

      

      “Maybe,” said Leo. “After I’m done here I’m going to go talk to that reporter. I’m not going to say “no comment” now that the case is closed. I want everyone to know that you had nothing to do with the murder and that Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets is a great place to visit.”

      

      “Thanks, Leo.”

      

      “No problem.”

      

      Lydia couldn’t help grinning after Leo left. Things weren’t perfect between the siblings yet, but they felt more like a family again. It looked as if her taffy shop would survive the tragedy and her new flavor menu should bring in the tourists. Now here she was making a new delicious treat with her best friend and faithful Frenchie mix. What could be better?

      

      “What are you grinning about?” asked Trina. “That things are better with your brother? That the taffy shop will be a success? Or are you thinking about that kiss with the rugged lifeguard?”

      

      “It wasn’t a kiss!” Lydia protested. Trina laughed, and she knew her friend was just trying to get a rise out of her.

      

      “Are you sure?”

      

      “I’m sure,” said Lydia. “And even if he did save my life and I can admit that he is handsome – I still know next to nothing about him.”

      

      “Well,” Trina said, giving her a mischievous smile. “It seems like you do enjoy a good mystery.”

      

      This time Lydia joined in with the laughter too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d love to hear your thoughts on my books, the storylines, and anything else that you’d like to comment on—reader feedback is very important to me. My contact information, along with some other helpful links, is listed below. If you’d like to be on my list of “folks to contact” with updates, release and sales notifications, etc.… just shoot me an email and let me know. Thanks for reading!

      Also…

      … if you’re looking for more great reads, I am proud to announce that Summer Prescott Books publishes several popular series by Cozy authors Summer Prescott, Gretchen Allen, Patti Benning, as well as Carolyn Q. Hunter, Blair Merrin, Susie Gayle and more!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contact Summer Prescott Books Publishing

          

        

      

    

    
      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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