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      “Should we go to a spin class?”

      

      Lydia was so surprised by the question that she nearly swerved off the road. Luckily, she kept her car in check, so she didn’t have to miss the open house she was headed toward due to an accident. She glanced at her best friend in the passenger seat.

      

      “A spin class?”

      

      “Yeah. You know? Those cycle classes where you ride bikes, but they don’t move. Haven’t we talked about taking one before?”

      

      “Sometimes on our girl’s night after we have too much wine and salt water taffy, we talk about it. But we usually laugh at ourselves the next day, thinking we wouldn’t survive one of those classes.”

      

      “I thought we were more serious last time.”

      

      “No,” Lydia said. “You joked that there was no reason to start cycling because we already get our exercise chasing suspects.”

      

      “I guess I do remember saying that,” Trina said, tapping the armrest.

      

      “If you really want to, we could take a spin class and see what it’s like. But I think I need to ask: are you all right?”

      

      “Of course, I am. I am just considering upping my exercise regime and thinking about my health.”

      

      “Is there a reason to be worried?” Lydia asked, clutching the steering wheel with concern.

      

      “No. You’re my best friend in the world. I’d tell you if something was wrong.”

      

      “I’m glad for that. Both that you’re my best friend and that there’s nothing wrong with your health,” Lydia said, breathing a small sigh of relief. “I can’t help but feel that there is something wrong, though. You’ve been talking about taking some college courses and going parasailing – which was something you always said you didn’t want to do. You were afraid that seagulls would fly into you.”

      

      “That’s a reasonable fear to have. What if I had taffy in my pocket and the seagull smelled it and attacked me for it? Those birds have the advantage in the air.”

      

      “You've also been talking about doing some traveling, which, again – is something fun and worthwhile, but it’s not something that you’ve really been interested in before.”

      

      “Maybe your Aunt Edie made traveling look more exciting,” Trina countered.

      

      She grabbed the postcard that was in the outermost pocket of Lydia’s bag and held it up. It was a picture of the African Savannah with giraffes reaching for leaves with their long tongues.

      

      “She makes going on a safari sound fascinating,” said Trina. “And she’s having a great time on her trip. Even alone, she’s having fun. Right? Her message sounds happy.”

      

      “Yes. Her message made it clear that she was enjoying her trip. And I liked the joke she made about the giraffes sticking their tongues out at us,” said Lydia. “But traveling had always been a dream of my aunt’s. I didn’t think that was the case for you. You usually say why do we need to travel when we live at the Jersey Shore? We have sun, sand, and shore. And we don’t need to pump our own gas.”

      

      “I do love Ocean Point.”

      

      “And you’ve said before that you don’t want to go away on vacation because you’ll get behind on gossip at the salon and you wouldn’t want to have to catch up.”

      

      “I guess there could be a lot to happen around here while I was away. In relation to both hairstyles and crime.”

      

      “I’m not trying to talk you out of traveling,” Lydia said. “I’m just trying to point out that you don’t sound exactly like yourself. For at least the past week you’ve been talking about trying new things and making changes. It’s not a bad thing to do, but I’m wondering what put you in this mood. Every time ask you about it, you brush me off.”

      

      “It’s nothing,” Trina said with a wave of her hand.

      

      “That’s exactly how you brush me off,” Lydia said with a small groan. “But we’ve arrived at the house, so if you don’t want to tell me about it now, I guess you don’t have to.”

      

      “There’s nothing to tell,” Trina said as Lydia parked the car on the street in front of a beach house with balloons on the mailbox. “Can’t a girl just suddenly want to bike for an hour or want to go on their own safari without their friends getting suspicious?”

      

      Lydia knew that there was definitely something bothering Trina, but she sensed that this wasn’t the time to continue prodding. She trusted her friend would tell her what was wrong when she was ready. Maybe Trina hadn’t even fully admitted the problem to herself yet.

      

      “And speaking of changes, you’re the one who is making a big one,” Trina said, getting out of the car. “You’re the one getting a new house.”

      

      Lydia followed suit and exited the car. “I guess you’re right about that.”

      

      Lydia had been living in the house she grew up in with her aunt, uncle, and brother, Leo ever since she returned to Ocean Point. She had come home to help care for her uncle when he became ill and had stayed after he eventually passed on because he had left her money in his will so that she could follow her dream and open a salt water taffy shop on the boardwalk. Her Aunt Edie had been traveling the world (at her husband’s bequest after his death) and fulfilling a sightseeing dream of her own. She planned to get a smaller home where she could make new memories when she eventually returned to town. Lydia was now looking for a place of her own – or one for both her and her beloved French bulldog mix, Sunny.

      

      Trina and Lydia examined the house before walking towards it. They were still about ten minutes early for the official start of the open house, but Lydia hadn’t been sure what parking would be like on the street. It turned out that this wasn’t a problem because the houses were spaced out decently far from one another.

      

      “What’s wrong with this one?” Trina asked.

      

      “Huh?”

      

      “If you’re going to try and psychoanalyze me, I can do the same for you. I’m not sure you really want to move. You’ve found something wrong with every house we looked at.”

      

      “I admit that I’ll miss my childhood home, but we already found a buyer. If I don’t find a new place to stay, I’ll be crashing on your sofa for a while,” Lydia said. “I do want to move. I just want to move into the right place.”

      

      “You’ve been like Goldilocks for every place we’ve seen. One was too big. One was too small. One used to be a speakeasy owner’s.”

      

      “And there was a dead body in that one!” Lydia protested. “I’m not going to move into a crime scene.”

      

      “So, you think this house might be just right?”

      

      Lydia hedged. “Well, the outside it’s a little bland. Don’t you think?”

      

      “I think you’re proving my point and you’re going to find something wrong with every house.”

      

      “Well, a bland exterior doesn’t put it out of the running. I could change that. And very easily if…” Lydia trailed off. She had been about to mention that a local designer, Suzanne Peppercorn, had been willing to help her decorate her new home once she moved in. However, that had been before Suzanne had rejected a marriage proposal from Lydia’s brother.

      

      “It’s something I could fix if I get this house,” Lydia said instead.

      

      Trina decided not to tease her anymore and asked, “Are we still early?”

      

      Lydia checked the time and nodded. “A little. And it doesn’t look like anyone else is here.”

      

      “Maybe we should pass the time with some taffy?” Trina suggested.

      

      Lydia smiled and pulled some blue taffy pieces out of her purse. She always carried a few pieces around with her in case of candy emergencies.

      

      “This is my newest flavor,” Lydia explained. “Blueberry pie taffy.”

      

      “I can’t wait to try a slice,” Trina joked, taking a piece.

      

      They both happily chewed on the treats and were both mid-bite when a woman appeared in the doorway. She waved at them.

      

      “Are you here for the open house?” she called.

      

      With their mouths full of taffy, they could only mumble back

      

      “Come on in!” the woman said with a smile.

      

      The friends finished chewing as they headed to the door, so they would be able to properly greet the hostess when they arrived. Lydia crossed her fingers that the house would be perfect and could be the place she could call home.
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      “It’s you again,” the woman said, grinning as she held the front door open for Lydia and Trina. “You were at another open house I hosted.”

      

      “Right,” Lydia said. “Is it Tammy?”

      

      “It is indeed,” she replied. She held a hand out to Trina. “Tammy Keller. Very nice to meet you.”

      

      “I’m Trina. I’ve gone to some of the house showings that Lydia went to, but not all of them. What was wrong with the other house that you showed her? Was it a legitimate reason?”

      

      “The material used for the floors in that house was a little slick,” Lydia said. “I thought Sunny’s paws would slip around. And it was a little small.”

      

      “This house shouldn’t be too small,” Tammy said. “It is a two-story beauty as you will soon see for yourselves. It had lovely views and a little yard that I’m sure your doggie will love.”

      

      “I bet Lydia can find something wrong with it,” Trina teased.

      

      “Do you mind if we look around?” Lydia asked.

      

      “Of course. I have a few last-minute tasks to complete before we officially begin.”

      

      “Do you need any help?” Lydia offered. “We’re early, and it was nice of you to let us in.”

      

      Tammy shook her head. “I’m almost finished sweeping. And then I simply have to place the cookies on a platter.”

      

      “I thought I smelled fresh baked cookies,” Trina said. “That’s a technique to get people to like a house, isn’t it? Make it smell delicious?”

      

      “It doesn’t hurt,” Tammy agreed.

      

      “Maybe you should have some of Lydia’s salt water taffy at your open houses too,” said Trina. “I bet people would love that.”

      

      “It wouldn’t have as strong a smell as the cookies,” Lydia said. “The taffies would have to be wrapped.”

      

      “But salt water taffy is associated with the boardwalk and seashore,” Tammy said. “Maybe the out-of-town potential buyers would appreciate it and remind them of what they would get if they moved here. That’s not a bad thought.”

      

      “And Lydia just made an amazing blueberry pie taffy,” Trina continued. “There’s more to it than a straightforward blueberry taste.”

      

      “I wanted it to seem as if there was a crust with it, so I combined a sweet blueberry taffy with a buttery taffy and a few spices. I think the result came out rather well.”

      

      “She’s always so modest,” said Trina. “But wait until you taste one.”

      

      Lydia took a piece of taffy out of her bag and handed it to Tammy. “Enjoy it, but you’re not under any pressure to order taffy for your events. I came here to look at the house. Not to sell anything.”

      

      “Maybe I’ll save it for later,” Tammy said, tucking it in the pocket of her blazer.

      

      “Now, you said that you had some sweeping to do?” asked Lydia. “Does this house get a lot of sand tracked into it because of its location?”

      

      “I told you she’d find something wrong with it,” said Trina.

      

      “It’s not an issue with sand,” Tammy said. “When I came in this morning, I discovered that a window on the back door had been broken. But I don’t want you to think that this sort of thing is a common occurrence here. The owners assured me that this is a quiet neighborhood.”

      

      “Did someone break into the house?” asked Lydia.

      

      “No,” Tammy assured her. “There would be no reason to. The only items inside are ones that I brought to make the place look a little homier and help you envision the place as your own. There would be nothing to steal. I even had to ask the neighbors to borrow a broom to clean up the glass because there is so little here. If you did move here, you would have the nicest neighbors.”

      

      “What broke the glass?” asked Lydia.

      

      “A seagull?” Trina suggested. “Some of them can get really big. And it does smell like cookies inside.”

      

      “I’m not sure what broke it, but I do know that this is not something that happens usually. I hope this doesn’t dissuade you from considering this house.”

      

      “Not at all,” said Lydia. “We’ll have a look around now.”

      

      Tammy nodded, and Lydia headed toward the kitchen with Trina by her side. The kitchen was large, with a spacious counter, and Lydia smiled. It would give her plenty of counter space to concoct new candy creations.

      

      “This is a great room,” Lydia said. “I might end up loving this house yet.”

      

      “Let’s go upstairs and see what the ocean views look like,” Trina suggested. “Hopefully it’s as satisfying as the cookies. I should also stop thinking about these snacks now, or I might eat them all before anyone else arrives.”

      

      Lydia agreed with the idea, and they started toward the stairs. However, as they walked along, they saw Tammy near the back door. She scooped up some large pieces of broken glass from the paved landing just outside the door and then walked inside the house.

      

      “Ouch,” Tammy muttered as it seemed that a small piece of glass from the floor inside punctured her foot on her open-toed sandals.

      

      “Are you sure you don’t need any help?” Lydia asked.

      

      “Please don’t worry about me,” Tammy said, though it was difficult for Lydia not to worry when she saw a little blood on the woman’s foot. “I can take care of everything. Please, look around and see if this is the right house for you.”

      

      Lydia nodded and headed upstairs with Trina.

      

      “Tammy really is very sweet,” Lydia said. “I was speaking with her at the last open house for a while. She enjoys baking when she isn’t showing houses, so we had some things in common.”

      

      They reached the landing and then headed into the master bedroom. The view from the large window was impressive. They could see the waves rolling toward the shore.

      

      “It’s beautiful,” Lydia said. Then, she turned to face the rest of the room. “And this is a big room. Do you think it’s too big?”

      

      “Seriously, what’s going on with this too big too small thing?”

      

      “I just want to strike the proper balance,” Lydia said with a shrug.

      

      Trina gasped. “I know what’s going on. This is about Daniel.”

      

      “What?”

      

      “That’s why you’re not sure what you want in a house,” Trina continued. “Part of you wants a place that would be big enough for the two of you and maybe even to start a family. And the other part of you is terrified by that and is rebelling. That part wants a tiny house for just you and Sunny. So, you need to find an in-between.”

      

      Lydia wanted to roll her eyes, but she recognized that her friend might have a point. She had started to think about the future and whether things between her and the handsome lifeguard who she had begun seeing after he saved her life would continue to go as well as it was starting off. She hoped that she and Daniel would have a future, but she didn’t want to put any pressure on the relationship. Would getting a large house imply that she wanted to move faster than he did? Would getting a small place make it look like she had no room for him?

      

      “I wish I was able to figure out what was bothering you as quickly as you discovered what was going on with me,” Lydia said.

      

      “But there is nothing bothering me,” Trina protested.

      

      “I hadn’t put into conscious thoughts or words how Daniel was affecting my house buying,” Lydia said. “But it is true. I’m afraid of choosing a home that won’t be right for my future.”

      

      “Well,” Trina said, looking around the room. “I think that this place does have a lot of potential. It has space to grow, but you could justify getting a bigger place because of the beautiful views.”

      

      “It is a nice place,” Lydia agreed.

      

      “We’ll just check that there are no skeletons in the closet,” Trina joked.

      

      She opened the closet door, but her mirth quickly turned to terror. Trina screamed, and Lydia ran forward. She could instantly see the reason why.

      

      There wasn’t a skeleton in the closet, but there was a dead body.
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      Tammy must have sprinted up the stairs because she was soon in the bedroom with Lydia where she was trying to calm Trina down.

      

      “I was joking,” Trina said miserably. “I didn’t expect to find anything in there.”

      

      “What is it?” Tammy asked.

      

      “You don’t want to look,” Lydia said.

      

      However, Tammy wasn’t stopped by the warning. Lydia had an arm around Trina and couldn’t stop Tammy from moving forward and looking inside. Tammy gasped and stumbled backward.

      

      “I thought it was going to be a bug,” Tammy said. “That’s a human body! A dead human body!”

      

      “Do you have any idea how it got there?” Lydia asked.

      

      “What? No,” Tammy said, struggling to keep her knees from buckling. “I checked the closets yesterday, and they were fine. I guess I didn’t check today because I was busy downstairs. But this makes no sense. Why is there a dead body here? And why is it missing its head?”

      

      Lydia had been wondering the same thing. Part of what had alarmed her and Trina so much was that the man wasn’t just dead, but that there was no head attached to the body dressed in a festive Hawaiian shirt and cargo shorts.

      

      “Where is the head?” Trina asked. “Where is it?”

      

      “I don’t know,” Lydia said. “But I know what we have to do next. We need to leave this room without touching anything else, and we need to call the police.”

      

      “Leo is not going to like hearing that you found another dead body,” Trina said.

      

      “Well, it’s not like we did it on purpose,” Lydia said, though she suspected that her friend was right and her detective brother wouldn’t like hearing how she had stumbled onto another crime scene before him again.

      

      “I need to cancel the open house,” Tammy said. “We can’t let other people in here.”

      

      “Right,” Lydia said. “Let’s go downstairs. I’ll call Leo and Detective Grey. You can take down the balloons and sign for the open house and call anyone you need to cancel. Then, we’ll all wait outside for the police.”

      

      Tammy didn’t waste any time agreeing. She nodded and then ran from the room. Trina was still a little shaken, so it took a little longer for the other two to leave.

      

      Lydia glanced back toward the body as she helped her friend walk out of the room. She was pretty sure that Leo wouldn’t let her see the crime scene again, so any clues she wanted to find she needed to discover right away. However, all she could determine was that the man was dressed for a summer’s day (though the clothes were perhaps a little big on him) and there was some blue chalk on the man’s right hand in between his thumb and pointer finger. The only other clues seemed to be what was missing. There was very little blood in the closet. In fact, Lydia had seen more blood when Tammy cut her foot. There was also no head to be seen.

      

      Lydia felt Trina trembling and moved her out of the room. They walked outside quickly without Trina even mentioning the cookies, and Lydia took out her cell phone. She called her brother and after a quick call, addressed Tammy.

      

      “The police will be here shortly.”

      

      “Good,” Tammy said, looking despondent as she held onto the colorful bunch of balloons.

      

      “You didn’t recognize the victim, did you?” Lydia asked.

      

      “How could I recognize him?” Tammy cried. “Didn’t you notice? The head was missing.”

      

      “Fair enough,” Lydia said. “I couldn’t recognize him, but I wondered if he had a connection to the house or this event. I thought maybe you would know who he was.”

      

      Tammy shook her head. “I don’t know anything anymore. I had such high hopes for the day, and now everything has gone wrong.”

      

      Trina started regaining her composure and said, “Maybe we should put those balloons inside. The police will want caution tape around the house, not balloons.”

      

      Tammy put the balloons inside without going inside herself, and then they all waited for the police to arrive. They didn’t have to wait long until Leo and his partner Detective Grey pulled up with their red and blue lights flashing.

      

      Leo ran up to the three of them, but his eyes were on Lydia. “Are you all okay?”

      

      “We are,” Lydia said.

      

      “But the dead guy’s not,” said Trina. “He’s missing his head.”

      

      “Stick around so we can get your statements,” Leo said. “But don’t take this as an invitation to get involved in the case. We’re going to inspect the scene.”

      

      He and Detective Grey opened the door and were greeted by the colorful balloons. The serious Detective Grey looked especially surprised to see such a colorful sight when he was expecting a grisly one.

      

      “The victim is in the upstairs bedroom,” Lydia said.

      

      Leo nodded, and the detectives ran off to examine the body. Tammy shivered.

      

      “That was the most awful thing I ever saw,” Tammy said quietly. “No one is going to want to buy this house if someone was murdered here.”

      

      “Well, he might not have been murdered here,” Lydia said.

      

      “What?” asked Tammy. “The head was missing. He couldn’t have done that to himself. It has to have been murder.”

      

      “But there wasn’t much blood,” Lydia explained. “That means that the body was moved after the beheading happened or this killer excels at cleaning up after a crime. Actually, that might be a clue.”

      

      “Sure,” Trina said. “We could talk to maids and professional cleaners in town. They might have some tricks up their sleeves.”

      

      “Or the killer brought the body here for a reason,” said Lydia. “But why?”

      

      Tammy began to look like she was feeling woozy. She leaned against the house for support.

      

      “I’m sorry,” Lydia said. “We don’t have to talk about it.”

      

      They were quiet for a few minutes, but then the police returned, and they did want to talk about what was upstairs.

      

      “There was no identification on the body, and he is missing his head,” Detective Grey recapped. “Can anyone here tell us who he is?”

      

      “Why is everyone asking me that?” Tammy said. “How should I know who he is?”

      

      “You’ve already been asked that?” Leo said, sounding annoyed as he looked at Lydia.

      

      “It was a natural question to ask when we found him,” Lydia said. “I haven’t tried to take over your case.”

      

      “But to answer your question: no. None of us know who he is,” said Trina. “At least, based on what we saw.”

      

      “We’ll have to consider him a John Doe for the time being,” Leo said. “But hopefully we can determine if he is a local or a tourist soon.”

      

      “Did you notice the blue chalk on the man’s hand?” Lydia asked.

      

      “Yes. I am a detective. I did see that,” said Leo.

      

      “Maybe that could help us figure out who he is.”

      

      “Us?” Leo challenged.

      

      “You,” said Lydia. “Maybe it could help you and Detective Grey.”

      

      Leo nodded, accepting that this meant that she wouldn’t interfere with the case. Lydia was certainly interested in what she had just found, but she also didn’t want to step on her brother’s toes again.

      

      Leo explained where he wanted them to wait and how he would question and take statements from them shortly. They moved to the side as he and Detective Grey roped the area off.

      

      “You know, Liddy,” Trina whispered to her friend. “If you don’t want to buy this house, I’d understand.”

      

      “Thanks. You don’t think it’s an irrational reason not to want it?”

      

      Trina shook her head. “I’m going to be nervous about opening closet doors for quite a while now. It will be worse than when I was a kid and afraid of monsters.”

      

      “It does seem like there is a type of monster in town,” said Lydia. “This killer didn’t just murder someone. He also took the victim’s head.”

      

      They both shuddered at the thought.
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      The next day, Lydia worked at her taffy shop, but her thoughts weren’t completely on the candy. She kept thinking about how her house hunting had led her to finding another dead body. Should she take this as some sort of sign against the types of houses she was looking at?

      

      However, her concerns about whether picking the wrong house could affect her relationship were overshadowed by theories about the murder. She considered whether the victim was killed at the house and how it could be cleaned in time. She considered whether it had been moved there and if the killer wanted someone at the open house to find it. She also spent a good amount of time considering why the killer took the head. It seemed like the reason was so that the police couldn’t identify the body.

      

      She hadn’t heard anything from Leo and guessed that this meant that they hadn’t figured out John Doe’s real name. It was possible that Leo was purposely leaving her out of the loop because of her tendency to go searching for suspects and clues on her own. However, she thought that he would at least tell her who the victim was if it was discovered. That seemed like the proper police procedure; to check whether the witnesses on the scene had any relation to the deceased.

      

      “I’m sorry house hunting didn’t go well,” her employee Kelsey said after seeing Lydia staring off into space for a while.

      

      “Yeah. It’s a bummer,” another employee named Jeff said. “It’s hard enough to find a place to stay without finding a dead guy. I remember having trouble until I found the right roommate.”

      

      “Thanks for your support,” Lydia said. “And for not commenting on how many pieces of blueberry pie taffy I ate this morning.”

      

      “You are the boss,” Jeff replied. “And you make most of the taffy. I think you’re entitled to it.”

      

      “Plus, I know how upsetting it is to find a dead body. I’ll never forget when that happened to me at the theater. It was horrible!” Kelsey said.

      

      “Was the guy’s head really missing?” asked Jeff.

      

      “Don’t ask her that,” said Kelsey. “She doesn’t want to think about a horrifying detail like that again.”

      

      “If we don’t ask her, then there’s no way that we can help with the case,” Jeff retorted.

      

      “I’m not sure how much help I’m going to be with this case,” Lydia said. “I don’t know anything about the victim except that his head was not with his body and where he was found. I think the first step, in this case, is determining who the victim is. I’m not sure exactly how to do that. But we should all keep our eyes and ears open. If we hear anything about a missing person, there’s a chance it is our victim.”

      

      “We can definitely help with that,” Jeff said.

      

      Kelsey nodded. “That seems like something that people would be talking about.”

      

      “I might visit Leo today,” Lydia said. “You know, to bring my brother some taffy. And make sure my witness statement is precise. And, well, if he happens to tell me anything about who the victim is, then I could see if there is anything I could do to help with the case.”

      

      Her employees smiled at her. She was considering heading over to the station sooner rather than later when the shop door opened, and Daniel walked inside. Since she had been unable to shake the memories of her difficult day, she was especially pleased to see him and gave him a hug as soon as she was close.

      

      “It’s not everyone,” Daniel said, hugging her back. “Good.”

      

      “What?” asked Lydia.

      

      “After all our time together, I hope that you don’t think of me as paranoid.”

      

      “No,” Lydia said. “I think you’ve very level-headed as well as intelligent. You’re also cool under pressure, which has helped save me when I got into some trouble confronting killers. Why?”

      

      “I’ve started to get the sense that people in town are ignoring me,” Daniel admitted.

      

      “But that can’t be true,” Lydia said. “Half of the women in Ocean Point had a crush on you when you moved here. And since you’ve started to open up more, all you’ve done is try and help the community center.”

      

      “I don’t know why it’s happening, but there is something going on. It’s too frequent for me to believe that it is a coincidence.”

      

      “But why would people be ignoring you?”

      

      Daniel shrugged, but then he scanned the customers in the shop. He waved to someone.

      

      “Good morning, Mrs. Miresome. Beautiful day, isn’t it?”

      

      “Yes, yes,” said the woman with a fake smile plastered on. She didn’t add anything else to the conversation and instead turned abruptly away from them and hurried toward the register.

      

      “See?” Daniel said to Lydia. “She doesn’t want to have anything to do with me.”

      

      Lydia wanted to protest to make him feel better, but something was clearly up. Mrs. Miresome was doing her best to avoid looking at them.

      

      “It seems I have a second mystery on my hands,” said Lydia.

      

      “Any news on the other one?” Daniel asked.

      

      Lydia shook her head. “I was going to go and bother Leo to see if he had any more information. Do you want to come with me?”

      

      “I shouldn’t,” Daniel said, shaking his head. “Until I learn why the town is starting to turn against me, I shouldn’t drag you into it. I wouldn’t want to make Leo less likely to talk to you.”

      

      Lydia placed a hand on his arm. “You’re not dragging me into anything. I care about you, and I know there’s no reason to turn against you. I’m going to get to the bottom of this and discover who the unknown victim is.”

      

      “I believe you will. And thanks,” he said, turning to go.

      

      “Wait. Take some taffy with you for the road.”

      

      She handed him some, and he looked a little less unhappy as he left the shop. However, as soon as he was gone, Mrs. Miresome approached Lydia.

      

      “You have to be careful with that one,” she warned.

      

      “Why?” asked Lydia. “Daniel is a great guy.”

      

      Mrs. Miresome just shook her head dismissively and then headed out of the shop. Lydia frowned. It was clear that Daniel wasn’t imagining things. Something strange was going on.
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      Lydia walked into the police station bearing her gift of boxed blueberry pie taffy. She wondered if she might be able to barter her help in solving the murder (after all, the amount of killers she had helped to catch was now in the double digits) in exchange for police backup in turning the town’s favor back toward Daniel. However, even as the thoughts formed in her head, she knew that Leo wouldn’t agree. It was partially brotherly concern and partially ego, but he never liked when she assisted with a case. She didn’t think that this would be an exception, and this this was confirmed by the first words Leo spoke to her.

      

      “I’m not telling you anything about the body,” he said, crossing his arms as he leaned back in his chair at his desk.

      

      She shrugged. “I don’t think you have much information to tell, so that’s not a loss.”

      

      “Oh, we have some information,” he said smugly. “But you’re not going to trick me into telling it to you.”

      

      “If you found out who the victim is, you would have asked Trina and me if we knew him or saw him around town before,” Lydia said, handing him the box of taffy. “So, his fingerprints must not have matched anything in your system. That means he doesn’t have a prison record. He also doesn’t have a military or government job where he would have been fingerprinted.”

      

      “We haven’t confirmed his identity yet. That’s true,” Leo conceded. “But that’s not the information we have.”

      

      Lydia considered this as Leo chewed on some taffy. “Was the autopsy finished already?”

      

      “This taffy is really quite remarkable,” Leo said by way of an answer. “It is like a really tiny chewy pie.”

      

      “So, you did get the autopsy results,” said Lydia.

      

      “And the color of the taffy is nice too. It’s eye-catching. I bet it’s selling well.”

      

      “If it is autopsy results and you don’t want to share, then I’m guessing that the head removal wasn’t the cause of death. So, the killer must have removed the head for another reason. Was it to hide who the victim is?”

      

      “How did you get this full flavor into a bite-sized piece?” Leo asked. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat though, so Lydia guessed that she had hit the nail on the head.

      

      “Fine. I’ll stop guessing if you don’t like it. There’s actually something else I wanted to talk to you about anyway.”

      

      “Is it about how to find a house you can move into that isn’t a crime scene?”

      

      “That might be something that I’ll need advice on if things keep going the way they have been,” Lydia said, frowning. “But it’s really about Daniel. Have you heard anything about him lately? Some locals have been treating him oddly.”

      

      “I haven’t heard much about him since the bachelor auction fundraiser,” Leo said. “And I thought that was successful except for the crime next door.”

      

      “Mrs. Miresome ignored him in the shop and then hinted a warning about him.”

      

      “I’m not sure I would trust Mrs. Miresome’s opinion. She’s always finding little things to complain to the police about. In fact, before this murder case took priority, three of the four complaints we were looking into were from her. And they were all about the size and shape of the seashells on the beach.”

      

      “I guess that makes me feel a little better,” Lydia said, moving closer to his desk. “Even though Daniel says it has been other people in town too. Was your fourth case a real one? Or was that about seashells too?”

      

      “A tourist’s clothes were stolen from a clothesline outside his rental house. It was probably some kids who did it. If you wanted to poke your nose into that case, I wouldn’t have as much of a problem with that. I wouldn’t feel like my little sister is needlessly endangering her life.”

      

      Lydia didn’t reply. She had become distracted by the file open on Leo’s desk. Tammy’s statement was on the top as if Leo had been rereading it.

      

      “Did Tammy notice something we didn’t?” Lydia asked, pointing at the paper.

      

      Leo abruptly closed the file. “That’s none of your concern.”

      

      “Well, as long as you’re not considering her a suspect,” Lydia said as if she thought the idea was humorous. However, Leo didn’t seem as amused. “Do you think she’s a suspect? She’s a very sweet person, and she was in complete shock when we found the body.”

      

      “The body at her open house?” Leo challenged.

      

      “I can’t imagine her as the killer.”

      

      Detective Grey walked over briskly and joined them. “You’re not discussing the case, are you?”

      

      “Lydia is just making some wild guesses,” Leo replied.

      

      “I’m not sure how wild they really are,” said Lydia. “I think I might have picked up on a few things.”

      

      Leo turned to his partner. “I am considering having her banned from this building, but I do like the free taffy.”

      

      He held up the box of blueberry pie taffy, and Detective Grey selected one. He was about to unwrap it when another person joined them.

      

      “Don’t spoil your appetite with dessert first,” Brie Rankin instructed as she walked up.

      

      Brie was a reporter for the local paper who was always on the lookout for a good story. She was also best friends with Lydia’s rival on the boardwalk, Amber Allen. Amber had decided that she and Lydia should be enemies because they both sold sweets and seemed to enjoy the excuse to be catty. With Amber’s prodding, Brie had printed some unflattering stories about Lydia’s taffy shop in the past. Nothing she said had been an outright lie, but one article did hint that Lydia served poisoned food before.

      

      “Brie, what are you doing here?” Detective Grey asked.

      

      “I brought you a sandwich,” she replied.

      

      “For what reason?”

      

      Leo and Lydia watched the exchange awkwardly.

      

      “I thought you might be hungry,” Brie said. “And I remembered that you said you liked ham when we were on our date. And you haven’t called me since then, so I thought this might give me a reason to remind you that I’m still around.”

      

      “You wanted me to call you?” Detective Grey asked. He seemed utterly confused by this. “But our date was for charity. You bid at the bachelor auction to help the community center.”

      

      “That wasn’t the only reason,” said Brie. “I could have bid on someone else.”

      

      Detective Grey considered what she was saying and then asked, “You’d like to go out again?”

      

      “Well, I had fun at dinner. Didn’t you?”

      

      He nodded slowly.

      

      “Then, call me and we’ll make plans,” she said, handing him the sandwich.

      

      “The timing of asking for this second date doesn’t have anything to do with the new murder case in town, does it?” Leo asked, rising and taking a step from his partner.

      

      “Did I ask anything about that case?” Brie asked, defensively.

      

      “Thank you for the sandwich. It is just what I prefer. Ham on pumpernickel bread,” Detective Grey said. “I will call you.”

      

      She smiled and started to walk away, but not without making a final comment to Lydia. “Sorry about Daniel.”

      

      “What about him?” Lydia demanded. “Did you print something in the paper?”

      

      “No,” Brie said as her smile became a little more mischievous. “It’s not in the paper.”

      

      With that, she left the station. Lydia considered following her and demanding an answer, but she didn’t want to leave the detectives quite yet.

      

      “Be careful with her,” Leo warned.

      

      “I know,” Detective Grey said. “She could be up to something. I can’t remember the last time someone said I was fun.”

      

      “I’m sure lots of people enjoy spending time with you,” Lydia said. “But I think there is a chance that she is trying to get close to you to have an in for her stories. She might have brought you food to get into your good graces.”

      

      “Imagine that,” Leo said, gesturing to the box of taffy.

      

      “It’s not the same thing,” Lydia protested. “If I get involved, it’s because the case relates to me. And I literally walked into this one. And I like Tammy from the open houses I met her at. I can’t let her be seen as a suspect for no reason. But overall, I want to help. I’m not trying to make money off a newspaper story.”

      

      “I will proceed with caution. I always do,” Detective Grey said. However, he had a rare smile on his face as he sat down at his own desk and took a bite of his sandwich.

      

      “If you want to help, you can best do that by staying out of our way,” Leo said. “Not that much time has passed, so we might be able to get hot on the killer’s trail.”

      

      “Exactly how much time?” Lydia asked. “Do you have the time of death established?”

      

      “Lydia, leave,” Leo said.

      

      Lydia sighed and listened to his instructions. She left the police station, feeling like she hadn’t gained much information. She still had no idea who the victim was, but this was something that she wanted to remedy.
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      Lydia headed back to Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets. All the while, she considered how she could determine who the man who died had been. She hadn’t seen any tattoos or distinguishing birthmarks on the arms or legs, and the clothes weren’t especially distinctive. They looked like general summer apparel that could be picked up at any store. The only thing unusual she noticed (besides the lack of the head, which was making identification so difficult) was the chalk on the man’s hand.

      

      She was thinking about the chalk and how it could have gotten there as she entered her shop. Was the man a teacher who still used chalkboards? What could he be teaching in this shore town during the summer? Did he write on a specials board outside a store? With so many eateries on the boardwalk and in town, how could she determine which one he might have written on? Had he been using chalk to make designs on the pavement with children?

      

      She also wondered why no one had reported this man missing. Was he from out of town and his friends thought he was away on vacation and hadn’t disappeared? Was it possible that he was a local that didn’t have people who would notice him gone right away?

      

      She hoped that her employees might have discovered something new while she was away. They had all been very helpful finding clues for her before. She never asked them to do anything that would put them in danger, but they were capable of finding out useful community information. She thought it might be possible that they could have heard about a man who didn’t show up for something he was supposed to or who hadn’t been seen by the neighbors recently.

      

      However, when Lydia walked inside and saw the frowns on her employees’ faces, she doubted that they had found anything. She was glad that there was a bit of a lull in the shop’s business, as was usual right before lunch, so no one would see their long-faces. She hoped that they would be cheered up before the crowds returned for some salt water taffy dessert.

      

      “No news?” Lydia asked as she approached the staff.

      

      Kelsey frowned and shifted from foot to foot. “Not exactly no news.”

      

      Lydia studied them a bit more. Kelsey and Jeff were working at the shop that afternoon and were in their taffy t-shirt uniforms. They were joined by Mona and Quinn who were in their street clothes and must have come in just to discuss potential clues. They all avoided making eye-contact with her.

      

      “What is it?” Lydia asked, starting to get nervous. “Did you find out who the missing man might be? Is it someone I knew? Is it someone we all care about? Just tell me. It would be better to know.”

      

      “No. It’s nothing like that,” Kelsey said quickly.

      

      “Yeah. We still have no idea who the dead guy is,” said Jeff.

      

      “And not for lack of trying,” said Mona. “Quinn and I went around the boardwalk, checking to see if anyone might be missing. And Annette is making some phone calls right now. We haven’t found anything out from the people we know.”

      

      “Then, what’s the matter?” asked Lydia. “Why does everyone look like they found a piece of evidence they would rather not have found? Did something happen at the shop while I was gone? Did someone complain about the new flavor?”

      

      “Don’t be crazy,” said Jeff. “Everyone loves the blueberry pie taffy.”

      

      “Then, what is going on?” Lydia demanded, placing her hands on her hips.

      

      The four employees peered at one another as if making a decision. They started making some gestures with their heads, and Lydia was sure that they were silently arguing with one another as to who should break the bad news.

      

      Lydia groaned. “Why don’t you just play rock, paper, scissors to decide?”

      

      As the employees made fists with their hands, it was clear that they were about to take her sarcastic suggestion, but then Kelsey shook head.

      

      “No. I’ll just tell her. I’ve known her the longest.”

      

      Lydia braced herself. This buildup to what they were about to tell her was beginning to cause her distress. She looked at the employee who she used to babysit when she was a child and waited to hear what Kelsey would say.

      

      “It’s about Daniel,” Kelsey began.

      

      “Is he all right?” asked Lydia, fearing something had gone wrong on the beach.

      

      “He’s fine,” said Kelsey. “But when I started talking to people today, I found out something about him.”

      

      “We’re not sure you’re going to like hearing it,” said Jeff.

      

      Mona nodded, and Quinn just looked down at the floor.

      

      “Rip off the Band-Aid,” Lydia suggested. “Just tell me.”

      

      “We know that he had been pretty secretive about why he moved to Ocean Point,” Kelsey started to say.

      

      “Private. Not secretive,” Lydia interjected. “I’m sorry. Please, continue.”

      

      “Well, I’ve heard from some people around town now about the reason he moved here,” Kelsey continued. “And I wouldn’t have believed it, but people are saying that the reason he had to move was that he owed money to the mob. They’re saying that’s why he’s befriending you and Leo. So he could stay on top of police reports.”

      

      “That’s what you heard?” asked Mona. “I heard that he was a part of the mob, but had to leave because he killed someone. He’s here under a false name and is trying to learn what he can from the local police to see what everyone knows.”

      

      “Mine was worse than that,” said Jeff. “I heard that Daniel had to move here because he murdered his wife and had to flee town. They said that’s why he’s so interested in all the murders that happen in town.”

      

      “What about you?” Kelsey asked Quinn.

      

      “I heard that he was doing work for the mob, but then he was diagnosed with leprosy and reevaluated his life. He moved here to hide out and get treatments,” Quinn said, sounding unsure.

      

      Lydia wasn’t sure which one of these stories she wanted to roll her eye at more.

      

      “None of this can be true,” she said. “He was a member of the Coast Guard and retired to take care of his wife when she became ill. She was the one who was sick. Not him. And she had cancer. He moved here after her death. If he was involved with the mob in any way, Leo would have found out about it. I know he did a background check on him when we started seeing one another. I’m sure he thought it was the brotherly thing to do.”

      

      Kelsey sighed. “I’m glad it isn’t true. But then, why is everyone in town saying these things?”

      

      “With all of you hearing a different version of the story, it sounds like a rumor that keeps changing with the retelling,” said Lydia.

      

      “But if Daniel isn’t involved with the mob, then he is the nice guy we all know him to be. Maybe quiet or surly at times, but always wanting to do the right thing,” said Jeff. “So, who would want to say differently?”

      

      “Does anyone know when these rumors started?” asked Lydia. “Was it sometime recently.”

      

      Quinn spoke up. “I was told that the information was found out when the presenters were looking up information on all the bachelors at the charity auction.”

      

      “Well, that explains it,” Lydia said angrily. “I have a good idea who started these rumors. The person who won the date with Daniel at the bachelor auction, but who wasn’t able to seduce him.”

      

      “Amber?” asked Mona. “From the ice cream shop?”

      

      “I wouldn’t put it past her,” said Kelsey. “She tried to convince people in town that Lydia was a murderer.”

      

      “And she is scary on her own,” said Jeff.

      

      “I think I might need to visit her ice cream shop,” Lydia said. “And remind her that it’s not nice to spread rumors.”

      

      She thanked her employees for their help and stormed down the boardwalk, ready to face the person behind the nasty gossip.
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      Lydia walked down the boardwalk with her hands clenched into fists. She was furious with Amber for starting these rumors. The more she thought about it, the more convinced she was that Amber was the person behind the gossip. The timing explained why the rumors started so suddenly – right after Amber’s charity date. It would also account for Brie’s behavior at the police station.

      

      Lydia began rehearsing what she wanted to say in her head as she continued along the boardwalk. She hoped that she wouldn’t be so upset that she would become incoherent. She wanted Amber to know that she found her behavior rude and childish. She shouldn’t try and turn the town against someone just because he had to leave a date early – especially when the reason was that he had to save someone’s life.

      

      She took a deep breath as she approached the shop, trying to keep calm so she could articulate the wrongs she wanted to accuse Amber of. Though she was angry, she didn’t want to merely yell at the woman. She wanted to see what Amber would do to try to remedy the situation. Would she tell the same people who she gossiped with before that the information she passed on was false?

      

      However, when Lydia reached Cones and Cola, she saw that Amber was not at the shop that day. A smiley employee asked if Lydia would like a root beer float, but she declined. She had lost her appetite when she heard the cruel rumors about Daniel.

      

      Lydia left the ice cream shop but didn’t go far. She sat down on a nearby bench and tried to figure out what she wanted to do next. Amber’s absence from the shop seemed to confirm to her that she had started the rumor and didn’t want to face Lydia or Daniel yet. However, Lydia wasn’t sure what her next move should be. She didn’t want to confront Amber at her home. She considered telling Leo about what she had learned but wasn’t sure this would be considered a police matter – not when there was a headless dead body that was still being investigated.

      

      Trying to quell the interior monologue rant that she had been rehearsing to tell Amber, Lydia absent-mindedly watched the ice cream shop employee change the specials chalkboard. It appeared that they were temporarily out of orange soda.

      

      Lydia continued to watch as the employee wiped the chalk off of her fingers. She began to pay more attention as she realized that the chalk from writing on the board hit the hand differently than in the location where the victim had chalk on him.

      

      Why would there be chalk on the victim’s hand between the forefinger and thumb? If it wasn’t from writing, then why would someone have chalk on their hand? Lydia continued to ponder the question, and then an idea suddenly formed in her head.

      

      She immediately took out her phone and called Trina.

      

      “Hi, Trina. I just had an idea about how we can find out the identity of the victim. Are you at work?”

      

      “No,” her friend replied. “I’m not at work.”

      

      “Do you want to come with me to follow this lead?”

      

      “Sure,” Trina said, though she sounded a tad hesitant.

      

      “Do you want me to meet you at your house?”

      

      “Um, no. I’m not at my house right now. I’m actually at a car dealership in the next town over.”

      

      “You’re buying a new car?” Lydia asked dumbfounded. This seemed to come out of nowhere.

      

      “Well, I was considering it. But I think I want to come back with you and Leo as backup. I think they’d be less likely to take advantage of a police detective than little ole me.”

      

      Lydia was still surprised that Trina had gone to look at new cars and that she hadn’t mentioned it beforehand. However, they soon made plans to meet up, and it wasn’t long before they were seated at a diner that was a midpoint in-between where they both had been.

      

      Lydia was eager to tell her friend about the idea she had to solve part of the case and about what Amber was up to. However, she was also worried about what was causing Trina’s behavior.

      

      “Are you sure everything is all right?” Lydia asked as they were each brought a light lunch. Trina had claimed that she was starving, and Lydia thought she might as well try to eat in case her plan to track down the victim’s name kept them running around all afternoon.

      

      “I’m fine,” Trina said. “Why do you keep asking?”

      

      “Well, looking at sports cars seems like classic mid-life crisis behavior. I think we’re a little young to have mid-life crises. But maybe it’s possible that this is a pre-mid one?”

      

      “I wasn’t looking at sports cars because of a mid-life crisis,” said Trina. “I was looking at them because I had been considering getting a boat, but then I remembered how I was almost murdered on one, and I decided to look at something else.”

      

      “But where is all this coming from?” asked Lydia.

      

      “Don’t we have other issues to deal with?” asked Trina. “Like a town turning against your boyfriend? Or a murder?”

      

      “I wouldn’t call him my boyfriend,” Lydia said, turning red. “We’re taking things slow and don’t want to put labels on anything.”

      

      “Okay. Well, did you find about why people are acting weird toward your non-labeled friend?”

      

      Lydia nodded and explained what she had learned from her employees. She told Trina how she was pretty sure that Amber was behind it.

      

      “That’s so like her,” Trina said angrily. “I’ll have to see what I can do to counter this gossip. Maybe I can push the truth about Daniel at the hair salon, and that can spread.”

      

      “I hope that will work. I feel really bad for Daniel. He had finally started to become a member of the community, and this happened. I also think the rumor about him killing his wife is especially cruel. The reason why he was so guarded when he came here was because he was grieving and he wasn’t sure he wanted to get close to anyone again. There is no way he would have hurt her.”

      

      “He moved here for a change because his life had already changed,” said Trina. “I can’t believe Amber would exploit that. Except, of course, I can. Because she’s awful.”

      

      Lydia paused and then looked at her friend carefully. “Do you feel like you need a change? Is that why you’re looking at new classes and new things?”

      

      “Why would I need a change? Because I broke up with a long-term boyfriend, who was never going to put me first? And then the other dates I went on either resulted in murder or someone trying to kill me?” Trina shrugged. “Yeah. Maybe.”

      

      “I’m sorry you’ve had such a hard go of things romantically. You’re amazing, and you deserve a knight in shining armor.”

      

      “I guess I have been feeling a little low lately,” Trina said, playing with the fries on her plate. “I mean when I lay it all out, I’m just a single-hairdresser who never left the town she grew up in.”

      

      “You’re also a wonderful friend, an active member of the community, and someone who has helped put multiple murderers behind bars,” Lydia pointed out. “How many people can say that?”

      

      Trina seemed to perk up a little bit. “I guess you’re right. The truth is that I had been feeling lonely, but I didn’t want to pin all my happiness on finding a man. Especially not with my recent track record. So, I decided to focus more on myself. But I don’t know exactly what I want to change. Because the truth is that I love this town, and I love being a hairdresser. But I also need a new challenge. I’m not sure what it should be.”

      

      “Do you think catching another killer might make for a good challenge?” asked Lydia.

      

      Trina started. “Why did you let us get so off-topic? Here I am whining about myself when there is a killer on the loose! But you figured something out, didn’t you?”

      

      Lydia nodded. “I think I know a way that we can figure out the victim’s identity. At least, I hope it can help. I was thinking about how someone could get chalk on their hand in the spot that the victim did, and then I realized a possibility. Pool.”

      

      “Wouldn’t water from a pool wash chalk off?”

      

      “No, the game of pool. Like billiards. Players use chalk at the end of their pool cues. Maybe some of it transferred to the victim’s hand when he was putting it on a pool cue or when he was shooting. What do you think?”

      

      “I think we need to get the check and visit some pool halls.”
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      Lydia looked up at the sign for the Great Eight Ball. The windows were made of a green glass, which made it one of the few places in town that wasn’t trying to capitalize on the ocean views. They visited a bar with a pool table but hadn’t found out any information about the missing man. However, a bartender had suggested that they head to the Great Eight Ball if they were really interested in pool.

      

      “If he’s a regular player, it will make finding out his identity much easier,” Lydia said.

      

      Trina agreed. “So many people go in and out of bars on summer vacations, that it’s hard to keep track of it all.”

      

      “The man was dressed like many tourists are, so he might have only been a casual pool player. Hopefully, someone will remember him.”

      

      “And hopefully the victim didn’t have a pool table in his house,” said Trina. “That might make him even harder to find.”

      

      “If we don’t find anything suspicious here, I’ll pass the idea off to Leo. He might not like the clue coming from me, but I’m sure he’ll follow up on it.”

      

      With this plan in place, the two women entered the pool hall. The green windows set the mood for the place. It was not as bright and nautical as many other establishments in town, but it still looked like a place where fun could be had. There were multiple pool tables, as well as a ping pong table and a jukebox. Pool cues were stacked around the room, though a few were next to a sign that said “reserved”.

      

      An older man with a missing tooth smiled at them from behind the counter as they entered.

      

      “Hello, there. Welcome to the Great Eight Ball. We are open all year round from noon to midnight. If you’re on vacation, this is a great place to drop in to get out of the sun. Or to get out of the rain. We are busier on rainy days. But if you live nearby and want to develop your skills, we always have tables available. My name is Pool Hall Hal.”

      

      “That’s your name?” asked Trina. “Does it say that on your birth certificate?”

      

      He laughed heartily. “There aren’t many people who question me when I say that. Nope. Officially, I’m just Hal. But I’ve been here so long and hold some pretty acceptable records that I’ve earned the nickname.”

      

      “Nice to meet you, Pool Hall Hal. I’m Trina, and this is Lydia.”

      

      “You look a tad familiar.”

      

      “I own the taffy shop on the boardwalk,” Lydia began.

      

      “That’s it,” he replied. “I tried the blueberry pie taffy there. I was very impressed with it. I’d say it deserves a blue ribbon! But you’re probably getting tired of my small talk. What would you like to play today? We usually charge by the hour, and you can pick the table you like. As you can see, since it’s not rainy, there are a lot of table options.”

      

      Lydia looked around. There was definitely space for them if they wanted to play. There were only two tables that were in use. One was surrounded by a group of college students who were sporting their university pride on the sweatshirts tied around their waists. Another table had two men who looked like serious players based on the shots they were making.

      

      “We’re actually not here to play today,” said Lydia.

      

      “Though it might be something that I will want to take up,” said Trina. “I’ve been looking for a new hobby or distraction.”

      

      “Well, what is it you’d like to know?” asked Pool Hall Hal. “Do you want to take part in some sort of joint business venture? I do enjoy your taffy, but I’m not sure I’d want to put sticky candy near the pool tables. It’s not exactly like gum, but we have had some problems with gum before.”

      

      Lydia moved closer to the counter. “We actually wanted to know if anything suspicious has happened around here lately. Perhaps a problem with someone coming into play pool the day before last?”

      

      “I can’t think of anything,” Pool Hall Hal said, frowning. “I think it was business as usual.”

      

      “Have you noticed anyone missing that would usually be here?” asked Trina.

      

      “What makes you ask these questions?” he replied, eyeing them uneasily. “Does this have something to do with that rumor about the lifeguard involved with the mob?”

      

      “Does everyone know this rumor now?” Lydia cried. “He was never involved with the mob.”

      

      “Then, why do you want to know if anyone is missing? That sounds very suspicious.”

      

      Lydia took a deep breath. “I can’t explain it all right now, but I’m trying to identify someone. And that person had chalk on their hand as a pool player might. And it’s the same color as that boxed cube chalk you have on the counter.”

      

      Pool Hall Hal looked at the chalk and frowned. “There was someone who didn’t come in to play last night, and he usually does come in. I did think it was odd, but I didn’t think too much past that. His name is Vince Dewey. Is that who you’re looking for? Was he hurt? Or did he do something to somebody?”

      

      “I don’t know if he’s who we’re looking for, but he might be if no one has seen him lately,” Lydia replied.

      

      “Jerry, Duke,” Pool Hall Hal called.

      

      The two men who were showing off their skills at the table looked up. They set down their cues and walked up to the counter as the man waved them over.

      

      “What’s going on?” the shaggy-haired man asked.

      

      “These ladies aren’t giving you any trouble, are they?” joked the stockier man.

      

      “Have either of you seen Vince lately?”

      

      The shaggy-haired man shook his head.

      

      “I mean he played with Duke and me the night before last,” said the other. “But he left early. And he didn’t come out last night.”

      

      “I guess that was unusual,” Duke agreed.

      

      Pool Hall Hal looked at the women and then back at his regulars. “Could one of you give him a call? You have his number, don’t you? Make sure that he’s all right?”

      

      “I think I have his number,” Jerry said, taking out his phone. He made the call, and then after listening for a few moments, shook his head. “It went straight to voicemail.”

      

      Pool Hall Hal looked at Lydia. “Should we be worried?”

      

      Lydia thought that they did have good reason to worry. It seemed very likely to her that the missing Vince Dewey was the victim that they had found at the open house. However, until this was confirmed, she didn’t want to upset his friends. She told them that she was going to have the police look into the matter, and then headed off to the station so she could have them do just that.
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      “Well?” Lydia asked.

      

      She and Trina had been sitting at the police station for nearly an hour while Leo and Detective Grey checked information on their database. They had finally stopped and had exchanged a silent look between themselves. Based on the combined expressions of irritation and gratification, Lydia thought that she had been right in her suspicion that Vince Dewey was the victim.

      

      “We’ll have to conduct some tests,” Leo said, not completely ready to admit that she was right. “Vince Dewey is a local. We might be able to get a DNA or fingerprint sample from his home to compare to the victim.”

      

      “Provided that we don’t find him alive somewhere,” added Detective Grey.

      

      “Didn’t you ask some officers to check and see if he was at his home or work while we’ve been waiting here?” Lydia challenged.

      

      “We did,” Detective Grey admitted. “And he wasn’t found at either location.”

      

      “Did he show up for work today?” asked Trina. “If he didn’t, that’s a likely sign that he’s the missing guy.”

      

      “We’re not going to answer these questions,” Leo said.

      

      “That means no,” Trina translated. “The man didn’t show up for work.”

      

      “Vince Dewey kept unusual work hours, much to his boss’s chagrin,” said Detective Grey. “On that front, it’s inconclusive.”

      

      “But what about the man’s physical description?” asked Lydia. “If you’ve seen his driver’s license, you must know his age and height. How does that compare to the victim? Is it the same?”

      

      “Lydia, there’s no reason why we should share that information with you,” said Leo.

      

      “Sure!” Trina said. “It’s not like she’s the one who tracked down who the victim could be using only some chalk as a clue so that you might actually know whose murder you are investigating.”

      

      Leo sighed. “Fine. Since you were so helpful, I’ll tell you that the physical traits between Vince Dewey and the victim appear to be the same. It looks likely that this is who the deceased is, but we don’t want to jump to any conclusions.”

      

      “Understood,” said Lydia.

      

      “We might begin looking into Vince Dewey’s life and whereabouts after he left the pool hall while we wait for results,” Leo said. “But let me clarify. When I say we, I mean Detective Grey and myself.”

      

      “And we don’t want to announce we believe this is the victim until it’s been confirmed because we will have to notify his next of kin,” said Detective Grey. “We don’t want to do this prematurely.”

      

      “But since you were witnesses to finding the body, we do need to ask if you knew Vince Dewey at all,” said Leo.

      

      “I don’t believe so,” said Lydia. “I don’t recognize the name. It’s possible he was a customer at my shop because Pool Hall Hal had shopped there before, but I don’t know.”

      

      “Pool Hall Hal?” asked Detective Grey. “Is that his legal name? Does it say that on his birth certificate?”

      

      “I asked the same thing,” Trina said with a smile. “It’s just a nickname.”

      

      “He’s someone you will want to talk to though,” Lydia said. “He was the first to realize that Vince Dewey didn’t come to the pool hall last night and that it was unusual. Vince Dewey had been at the pool hall the night before his body was found, so if he is the victim, then he had to be killed that night or early morning.”

      

      “That’s consistent with the medical examiner’s findings,” Detective Grey said, quietly to his partner.

      

      “I don’t know Vince Dewey either,” Trina confirmed. “Or I don’t think I do. I don’t know the name. Without seeing his face, I can’t be certain that I haven’t seen him around town.”

      

      Leo grudgingly turned his computer screen to face them so that they could see Vince Dewey’s photo. It was strange to see the man’s face after seeing the body without the head. He had dark hair and beady eyes, but a charming smile.

      

      “I think I might have seen him around town,” Trina said. “But I haven’t had a conversation with him.”

      

      “I’m the same,” Lydia agreed. “I never saw him near the area of the open house, but I also haven’t been around there too often.”

      

      “I think that’s all the questions we have for you right now,” Leo said, rising and indicating that they should as well. “Why don’t you continue your house hunting and leave us to solve this murder?”

      

      Trina muttered under her breath about how it was all fine and dandy to dismiss them now that they had done all the heavy lifting and identified the victim, but Lydia just nodded and turned to leave.

      

      “Can you believe that?” Trina asked as they walked through the station. “Dismissing us like that? We figured out who the dead man was. You figured out the significance of the chalk, and I broke the ice with Pool Hall Hal. What have they done so far?”

      

      “They’ve probably done work on the case and just refuse to discuss it with us, civilians,” said Lydia. “And as much as I would love to figure out who the killer is, maybe we should leave it to the professionals this time.”

      

      “Why? Do you think I’m going through so much of a mid-life crisis that I’m not thinking clearly? I promise that’s not true. I just need to figure out what that extra something I need is. I’ve been thinking about opening my own salon for a while, but I don’t want to betray Felisha and work against her. But I have some new ideas that I think could increase business. And she’s never been very interested in them.”

      

      “I think it would be amazing if you had your own salon,” Lydia said, encouragingly. “And I’d be a regular customer.”

      

      “Would you let me do something to your hair, so it’s not always in a messy bun?” Trina teased.

      

      “No promises,” Lydia said with a chuckle. “But that wasn’t the reason why I thought we shouldn’t get involved. Leo is right that I should do some house hunting. I’ve been taking too long to find a new place. The new owners might take over my place before I find a new one. And Sunny might not mind sleeping in the sand, but I would.”

      

      They were at the door to leave when they bumped into Tammy, and Lydia stopped talking about how she should drop the case. Tammy looked like she hadn’t slept since they found the body.

      

      “Oh, Tammy, this must have been so upsetting for you,” Lydia said, giving her a hug.

      

      “I just don’t understand how the body got upstairs,” Tammy said. “It makes me nervous about continuing with my job. I’ll be afraid that there are other dead bodies whenever I have an open house.”

      

      “This had me nervous about going to more open houses,” Trina confided. “But I’m sure this is an isolated incident.”

      

      “And now the police want to see me again,” said Tammy. “I don’t know what else I can tell them that I haven’t already. And I really don’t want to keep reliving that terrible moment.”

      

      “They think that they know who the victim is,” Lydia explained, not mentioning that it was her wherewithal that led to the discovery. “They’ll want to see if you knew the man and if he was near the crime scene before.”

      

      “His name is Vince Dewey,” Trina said.

      

      “What?” asked Tammy, turning even paler than she was before. “Vince?”

      

      “You knew him?” asked Lydia.

      

      “What’s going on here?” Leo asked, approaching the group.

      

      “They just told me that you found out who the victim is,” Tammy said, hurrying up to him. “And you want to ask me about him?”

      

      “Yes,” Leo said, glaring at his sister. “I wanted to be the one to ask you about him.”

      

      “You think it’s Vince Dewey?” Tammy asked breathlessly.

      

      “Does this hold some significance for you?” asked Leo, turning all his attention to her.

      

      Tammy nodded. “He’s my boyfriend. My ex-boyfriend.”
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      Leo curtly said goodbye to Lydia and Trina and then escorted Tammy to an interrogation room. All Lydia’s plans of walking away from this case evaporated. Instead, she and Trina sat in the waiting room.

      

      “This is going to look bad for Tammy,” she said, biting her lip.

      

      “Significant others are always good suspects for a murder,” Trina said. “Maybe it’s good that I’m not in a relationship.”

      

      “They do make for good suspects. And that’s without the headless body of an ex appearing at your place of work.”

      

      “Do you think it’s possible that Tammy could be the killer?” Trina asked.

      

      Lydia shook her head. “I know that I haven’t known her long, but from our interactions at the open houses, she never struck me as someone who could do this. And remember her expression when we found the body in the closet?”

      

      “Honestly, all I remember is the body,” Trina said. “It was hard for me to focus on anything else.”

      

      “Well, I saw her face. If she was faking surprise and horror, she’s the best actress I ever saw.”

      

      “So, you think she’s being framed?”

      

      “I think it’s possible. And I want to make sure that Leo doesn’t jump to any assumptions,” Lydia explained.

      

      They waited quite a while, eating the last of the salt water taffy that Lydia had in her purse and beginning to worry. The longer it took, the more Lydia thought that Tammy looked like the prime suspect in the murder. Whenever she tried not to think about the case for a few moments, her thoughts drifted to the unfair rumors circulating about why Daniel came to town and her concerns about not finding a new house in time.

      

      Leo finally walked by and paused when he saw them. “Have you been waiting here this whole time?”

      

      Lydia and Trina rose to their feet and followed him as he walked toward his desk.

      

      “We didn’t see Tammy walk by,” said Lydia. “You didn’t arrest her, did you?”

      

      “We’ve detained her on suspicion of murder,” said Leo. “And I don’t see how you can object to that.”

      

      “I can see how she could be a suspect in this, but I don’t really think she did it,” said Lydia.

      

      “Really?” asked Leo. “You don’t think she did it? Even though it was her ex-boyfriend who she recently fought with that was the victim? Even though he was found at the open house that she was hosting? Even though she was the one who had access to the house that day?”

      

      “I admit it looks bad for her,” said Lydia. “But she looked genuinely surprised and upset when she saw the body.”

      

      “Did you stop to consider that maybe she was upset that you had uncovered the body?” Leo asked. “Maybe she didn’t think anyone would find it there.”

      

      “But it was an open house,” said Trina. “Of course, potential buyers would want to check the closet space.”

      

      “And she told us to wander around the house without her,” said Lydia. “She wouldn’t have done that if she was hiding a dead body.”

      

      “Do you find it odd that she wasn’t able to identify the body when we found it?” Leo challenged.

      

      “Did she give you an explanation?” asked Lydia.

      

      “She said that she couldn’t have expected that it would be him, and he was wearing clothes out of character. She said he usually wore dark colors,” Leo said. “But I still think that if you’re close to someone, you should be able to recognize them.”

      

      “It was very upsetting,” Lydia said. “I could see how she could have been confused.”

      

      “Or she was hoping that we would never identify the body,” said Leo. “She had already removed the head to confuse his identity. When you stumbled across the body, she banked on us not figuring out who he was in a timely manner.”

      

      “But she told you that she had dated him right away,” said Lydia.

      

      “That’s right,” Trina agreed.

      

      “She didn’t want to be caught in another lie,” Leo rebutted. “She thought someone else would reveal her relationship to us, so she told us first.”

      

      “Just because she had broken up with someone doesn’t mean that she would kill him,” said Lydia. “And I can’t see Tammy cutting off someone’s head.”

      

      “It was part of her plan to dispose of the body. But you interrupted her,” Leo said, going through files on his desk as he spoke. “Didn’t you say that you had arrived early for the open house?”

      

      “But only about ten minutes early,” said Lydia. “That’s not a lot of time to get rid of a body.”

      

      “And she invited us inside,” said Trina.

      

      “There was more to their breakup that gives her a motive,” said Leo. “It seems that Vince had been borrowing money from her to pay for gambling losses at the pool hall. It was starting to be a sizeable amount when they broke up. Money and love are the two prime motives for murder. I can also throw in some revenge when discussing Tammy Keller’s reasons to kill her ex-boyfriend.”

      

      “I didn’t know that,” Lydia admitted. “But if things were over, then she didn’t need to kill him. She wouldn’t get her money back if he were dead.”

      

      “She might have just been angry,” said Leo.

      

      “But what about the blood?” asked Lydia.

      

      “What?”

      

      “There wasn’t enough blood at the crime scene for the murder to have occurred there,” said Lydia. “So, why would she move the body to the open house?”

      

      “We’re still checking to make sure that the house wasn’t thoroughly cleaned,” Leo said. “And she might have brought the body there because she thought it was a place to hide it until she could finish her disposal.”

      

      “Moving it to an upstairs closet? That’s not easy,” said Lydia.

      

      “I hate dragging a load of laundry up the stairs,” said Trina. “Let alone a body. Even without the head, it would be heavy.”

      

      “Maybe someone else put the body in the house,” Lydia suggested. “That makes more sense to me. Someone knew that Tammy was having an open house and that the visitors would find the body upstairs. The killer wanted to frame Tammy.”

      

      “What about the glass, Lydia?” Leo asked.

      

      “The glass?”

      

      Leo found what he was looking for and held up Lydia’s witness statement about finding the body. He pointed to a paragraph.

      

      “You stated that you saw large pieces of glass outside the door,” said Leo. “That means that the glass window on the door was broken from the inside and pushed out. It’s not someone breaking into the house and causing the glass to fall inside. It’s someone trying to stage a break-in. That’s what Tammy was trying to orchestrate when you arrived early.”

      

      “There was some glass inside too,” said Lydia, trying to take all this in.

      

      “Which could have been tracked inside. Most of the big pieces were outside, correct?” asked Leo.

      

      “Yes,” Lydia admitted. “But this could still be part of a frame job.”

      

      “Or your friend killed her ex-boyfriend because he owed her money,” said Leo. “That seems like the far likelier scenario to me. Now, will you finally go home or go about finding your new home? Detective Grey and I need to tie up some loose ends.”

      

      Lydia and Trina did leave the station, but now Lydia had no intention of giving up. She still felt like Tammy was being framed, and if that was the case, then the real killer was still out there. She intended on finding out who it was.
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      Trina needed to head to the hair salon for a special appointment with one of her regulars. She promised to put in a good word about Daniel at her end of the rumor mill and made Lydia promise to keep her informed of what she found out while she continued investigating.

      

      Lydia planned on returning to the pool hall and getting some more details about the last time Vince Dewey had been seen there clarified. However, before she went back there, she wanted to catch up with Daniel.

      

      She found him on duty, sitting in the lifeguard stand and staring out at the water. He seemed to be brooding as he watched for potential signs of drowning, but put on a happy face when Lydia joined him.

      

      “It’s good to see you,” he said. “It’s nice to know someone hasn’t abandoned me.”

      

      “I never would,” Lydia promised. “But I’m sure there are other people who wouldn’t either.”

      

      Daniel waved at the area around the lifeguard stand that was less full of umbrellas and beach chairs on either side. Lydia hadn’t noticed at first, but it did seem like the locals were keeping away from him.

      

      “I think I was receiving too much attention when I first started here.”

      

      “You were the handsome and mysterious lifeguard,” Lydia teased. “People were fawning over you.”

      

      “And now it’s the opposite. Well, my shift is almost over, so everyone avoiding me will soon have the opportunity to return to the beach.”

      

      He was right about his shift ending. They soon saw another lifeguard walking up to the stand, ready to take his place. Daniel greeted him and updated him on the waves, but the reception he received back was cold. They switched places, and the other lifeguard didn’t acknowledge him again.

      

      “I don’t know why this is happening,” Daniel said as he and Lydia walked away.

      

      “I wonder what version he heard,” Lydia mumbled. “And you’d think that if people really were concerned that you were a part of the mob that they would be nicer to you.”

      

      “What’s that?”

      

      Lydia sighed. Part of the reason why she wanted to see Daniel in person (besides the fact that she always did like seeing him) was because she thought that telling him about the rumors circulating town should be done face to face. However, now she was dreading explaining it to him. She knew it would be hurtful.

      

      “Please, tell me,” he said. “It sounds like you found out something. And I would really like to know why everyone is treating me like a leper.”

      

      “It’s funny you should say that,” Lydia began.

      

      She didn’t want to keep him in suspense the same way that her employees had earlier, so she dived right into the story. She told him about the different rumors that they had heard around town, and how they were all offering unsettling reasons for why he moved to town. Daniel found most of them amusing and even laughed at a few versions. However, the one rumor that he didn’t enjoy was the one that said he had killed his wife.

      

      They stepped onto the boardwalk and paused once they were there. Daniel gripped the railing.

      

      “I can’t believe someone would start a rumor like that. Losing Delilah was the worst thing that ever happened to me. How could they say that I…”

      

      He trailed off and looked out toward the water, trying to regain his composure.

      

      “I think that there are plenty of people in town who don’t believe these rumors. You weren’t the easiest man to get to know, but once people get to know you, it’s impossible to think you could do something like that. I’m going to figure out a way to stop the rumors. For now, we’ll just tell people the truth. And Trina is already starting damage control at the salon.”

      

      “Do you know why these rumors started?” Daniel asked. “Were people bored? Tired of trying to figure out why I was here?”

      

      “It seems that these rumors started right after the bachelor auction.”

      

      “You think Amber is behind this?”

      

      “I haven’t confronted her yet, but yes. I do.”

      

      Daniel shook his head. “I did call her to see if she wanted to go on another picnic because the one she won for the charity auction got interrupted. And that was for a valid reason. Someone’s life was in danger. But she said no. She was no longer interested. I guess she had already come up with this plan.”

      

      “She knows how to turn people’s heads with ice cream. And she’s usually pretty good at hiding that she was behind a rumor – until she brags about what she’s done.”

      

      “Please never use your salt water taffy for evil,” Daniel implored.

      

      “I won’t,” she agreed. “Do you want to do something to take your mind off these rumors? I was going to do some more investigating. Leo seems to think that they found their killer, but I’m not so sure. I want to question Vince Dewey’s friends at the pool hall again. They might have some other ideas about who wanted him dead.”

      

      “I’d be happy to come with you,” Daniel said. “Nothing like a murder investigation to take your mind off your own troubles.”

      

      She nodded in agreement, and the two of them headed over to the Great Eight Ball. Pool Hall Hal was behind the counter again, and Lydia introduced him to Daniel. Pool Hall Hal eyed him warily for a moment. However, then Pool Hall Hal said he was pleased to meet him and then turned his attention back to Lydia. It seemed that there were other things on his mind that would take precedence.

      

      “A detective stopped by here not too long ago,” he told them. “He seems to think that a dead body they found is Vince’s.”

      

      “Good thing I didn’t stop by any earlier,” Lydia said quietly to Daniel. “Leo wouldn’t have liked seeing me here again.”

      

      “He wanted to confirm the last time that anyone saw Vince here,” Pool Hall Hal continued. “I guess you were right. I sure am sad to hear that Vince is dead though.”

      

      “He was a friend of yours?” asked Daniel.

      

      The older man shrugged. “He was a regular. I liked seeing him in here. Admittedly, he could get into some spots of trouble. He wanted to gamble on the games and whether he would win. I don’t enforce that sort of stuff. If some fellas want to lay money on a game, so be it. But they need to be honorable about it and settle it themselves. I think Vince wouldn’t always have the money if he lost, but it was usually amongst friends, and they would figure it out. I thought he was harmless. He was always friendly to me. I just hate hearing that he’s dead. And this is the kicker! They said his head was missing. Who would do that?”

      

      “I wondered the same thing,” said Lydia. “But I thought someone here might have an answer to it.”

      

      Pool Hall Hal shook his head. “I would have told the police more if I knew anymore. I knew that Vince had a young lady that he was on the rocks with, but I didn’t know many of the details. But I knew more about his pool playing ability than his personal life. His friends might know more.”

      

      Lydia looked over to a pool table and saw that Duke and Jerry were playing a game. However, they were more subdued today than they were the last time she saw them shooting. News of their friend’s death must have made them somber.

      

      Daniel and Lydia thanked Pool Hall Hal for talking to them and then approached the two men. They both put down their cues, which Lydia noticed had designs on them. One had the name “Jerry” written down its length, and the other had a small, raised metal crown attached above the handle.

      

      “You want to play in pairs?” Duke asked.

      

      “They don’t want to play,” Jerry answered for them. “That’s the lady that was asking about Vince. And that guy is… well, you’ve heard about him.”

      

      “My fame is everywhere,” Daniel said with a groan.

      

      “We have a few more questions about Vince,” Lydia said.

      

      “We already talked to the police,” Duke said. “Why should we talk to you?”

      

      Jerry elbowed his buddy and nodded toward Daniel. It was clear that he didn’t want to upset the man that he heard rumors that said he was tied to the mob. Lydia decided to try and make some good come out of the awful rumors and use it to her advantage.

      

      “We’re just trying to make sure that this wasn’t a hit,” said Lydia. “We want to know exactly what happened.”

      

      “Vince did have some problems with money,” Jerry said, ready to spill the beans. “But I never heard anything about him getting involved with unsavory characters. I mean, this is Ocean Point. There are not too many seedy people to talk to.”

      

      “What time did he leave here the other night?” Lydia continued.

      

      “It must have been around nine,” said Duke. “We stayed here and continued to play until close to midnight.”

      

      “Vince was in a state that night, to begin with,” Jerry explained. “He was rambling about how he needed to fix things. He wanted to make things right. I thought it was about his girlfriend.”

      

      “His ex-girlfriend,” said Duke. “They had a big fight, and she broke up with him. Vince was pretty upset about that. He’d been trying to figure out how to win her back.”

      

      “He talked about Tammy a lot,” Jerry agreed.

      

      “I thought he was better off without her,” said Duke. “Something about the way he described her made me think that she wasn’t as sweet as we were supposed to think. And she was super angry about the money he took from her. I bet she was the one to kill him.”

      

      “But she was also the reason why he was seeing a therapist,” said Jerry.

      

      “Exactly! You shouldn’t be in a relationship with someone who drives you to go to therapy.”

      

      “It was a good thing,” Jerry said. “Vince had some gambling tendencies. The therapist was helping him with that. And he said with other problems too.”

      

      “What other sort of problems?” asked Lydia.

      

      Jerry shrugged. “I don’t really know.”

      

      “Do you know the therapist’s name?” asked Daniel.

      

      Duke shook his head.

      

      “Dr. Rath,” Jerry said right away. “I remembered it because it sounds like wrath. Like someone who is angry. What a funny name for a doctor, right?”

      

      Lydia agreed, but she was happy that it was a name that was easily remembered. Hopefully, the doctor could also be easily found.

      

      “Do you have any other ideas about who might have wanted to hurt Vince?” asked Daniel.

      

      “I still think it’s the girlfriend,” said Duke.

      

      “I don’t really know,” said Jerry. “He owed us money at different times, but not recently. And we were all square now, right?”

      

      Duke nodded.

      

      “Maybe it was Tammy,” said Jerry.

      

      “Thank you for your help,” Lydia said, starting to leave.

      

      “Wait. Are you sure you don’t want to play a game?” asked Duke.

      

      “No, thanks,” said Lydia.

      

      “But those are nice pool cues,” said Daniel.

      

      “We wanted to be able to leave ours here in the reserved rack,” said Jerry. “But we didn’t want anyone to take ours by mistake. My name is literally written on mine.”

      

      “I had the crown on mine before I got the nickname Duke. That’s how I got the name.”

      

      “That’s how you got the nickname?” Jerry asked. “I thought you were named after a dog.”

      

      “Ha. Ha.”

      

      The momentary joking lapsed back into sorrow. The friends must have been thinking about how Vince wasn’t there to join in with them.

      

      Lydia left the hall with Daniel. She checked the time and realized it might be too late to pay a visit to Dr. Rath’s office.

      

      “Do you think you got some useful information out of them?” Daniel asked.

      

      “I think so,” she agreed. “Or at least another lead to follow to see who else Vince had problems with. Tomorrow I’m going to have an appointment with the therapist.”
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      The next morning, Lydia sipped her coffee in her living room, trying to wake herself up properly. She hadn’t slept very well during the night and was trying to compensate with caffeine and creamer. She kept thinking about the murder case and how Tammy might take the blame for the crime. However, it wasn’t just the murder that was keeping her up that night. She was also worried about Daniel and Trina and had been trying to think about ways to help them.

      

      Her dog, Sunny, wasn’t even trying to stay awake. After breakfast with Lydia, Sunny had promptly fallen right back to sleep on the couch. She was gently snoring as she snoozed.

      

      Lydia stroked the dog’s back as she thought about how she could convince the therapist to give her information on Vince Dewey. Even though he was deceased now, the therapist might feel bound by doctor-client confidentiality. She might also not be willing to talk to Lydia because she wasn’t officially a member of law enforcement (as Leo so often liked to remind her.)

      

      There was a knock at the door, and Sunny jumped to her feet. Human and canine went to answer it and met Trina. Trina knelt and gave the attention that the French bulldog mix was due.

      

      “Do you need some coffee?” Lydia asked.

      

      “No. I already had two cups. But I will take some taffy if you have any.”

      

      “Of course, I do.”

      

      Lydia grabbed some salt water taffy from her kitchen and handed it to her friend who was explaining how she didn’t have a restful night’s sleep either. She also took out a bone and handed it to a happy Sunny.

      

      “Between dreams of opening up closet doors to find corpses,” said Trina, “and stressing about whether I should open my own salon or not – and what steps I would need to take – I barely got any sleep.”

      

      “I hope we’re still on top of our game enough that we can convince the therapist to speak with us,” said Lydia.

      

      Sunny barked encouragingly, and the two women thanked her with some more petting. Then, they made sure that Sunny was settled with her bone, and they left to visit Dr. Rath’s office. They came up with some plans on how to convince the doctor to share secrets, but all of their ideas left Lydia’s head when they entered the waiting room and saw who was leaving the inner office.

      

      “Suzanne?” Lydia couldn’t help saying when she saw her.

      

      “Oh, hi, Lydia,” Suzanne Peppercorn responded. She tried to smile with her greeting, but then looked down at the ground, clearly feeling uncomfortable.

      

      Lydia was feeling uneasy too. Though they had started to become friends, Lydia had not seen the woman since Suzanne refused her brother’s marriage proposal. Neither seemed sure of what else to say.

      

      “Well, this is awkward,” Trina narrated.

      

      “It is,” Suzanne said. She cleared her throat and then asked, “How is Leo?”

      

      Several different answers to this question ran through Lydia’s head. Some were spiteful, and some were defensive. However, when she saw the sadness behind Suzanne’s eyes, Lydia decided simply to be truthful.

      

      “He’s heartbroken, but acting brave. Mostly, he’s focusing on work.”

      

      “Unfortunately, for us,” Trina muttered. “Because we think he and Detective Grey caught the wrong person.”

      

      “I’m sorry that he was upset,” Suzanne said before quickly changing the subject. “I didn’t know that you were seeing a therapist. Dr. Rath is great. I haven’t been seeing her long, but she is wonderful.”

      

      “We actually just want to ask her a few questions instead of the other way around. She might be able to help us with a case,” said Lydia. “But I think it’s great that you’re talking to someone.”

      

      “I needed to,” Suzanne admitted. “Thanks to you, I wasn’t a prisoner for very long. But being kidnapped still messed with my head. I didn’t want it to affect my life, but since it obviously has, I thought I should talk to someone. It’s also good to talk about what happened with Leo.”

      

      “About how you said no to the proposal in a crowded restaurant and ran away?” Trina suggested.

      

      “He was proposing because I had nearly been killed,” Suzanne said. “I loved him. Well, I still love him. But you can’t get married out of fear. And I was trying to get back to a place of normalcy after everything. I didn’t want more crazy changes. But, of course, I didn’t articulate it like that then. And I completely ruined things with him.”

      

      “Maybe not,” Lydia suggested.

      

      “I’m sure he doesn’t want to talk to me now,” Suzanne said. “Just tell him I’m sorry. Okay?”

      

      Then Suzanne hurried out of the office without waiting for a reply. Lydia and Trina watched her go.

      

      “Out of all the scenarios I imagined here, I didn’t expect that,” said Trina.

      

      The door to the inner office opened again, and a woman with large glasses addressed them. She smiled. “It seems you knew my last patient. Did she recommend you to me? Would you like to make an appointment?”

      

      “We do know Suzanne, but we didn’t expect to see her here,” said Lydia. “We would just like a few minutes of your time if you can spare it.”

      

      “I can understand. Sometimes people want to make sure that we would be a good fit before they commit to sessions,” Dr. Rath said, opening the door wider.  “I do have a few minutes.”

      

      “It’s not about our mental health,” said Lydia.

      

      “Though I probably should see someone,” Trina muttered.

      

      “We wanted to ask you about one of your patients. About Vince Dewey.”

      

      “I’m afraid I can’t speak about my other patients,” Dr. Rath said, beginning to close the door. “I must respect their privacy. Even after their death.”

      

      “Please,” Lydia said. “I’m afraid the wrong person is going to take the blame for his murder. If you won’t talk to us, please talk to the police. I’m hoping you can mention some suspects that could have hurt Vince Dewey because I can’t believe that his girlfriend did.”

      

      Dr. Rath wavered. “I can’t tell you everything from his chart, but perhaps I can point you in the right direction with your search. Come inside.”

      

      Lydia and Trina didn’t wait for her to change her mind. They walked into the therapist’s room right away.
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      “I thought there would be long couches that we lay on,” said Trina as they walked into Dr. Rath’s office.

      

      “I find that my patients are usually more comfortable in these chairs,” Dr. Rath said, indicating the several cushioned seats available. “It lets us have an easier dialogue when we can look at each other face to face.”

      

      “Works for me,” Trina said. “I often do have conversations with people when I’m working on their hair.”

      

      Lydia took a seat as Trina did. Dr. Rath brought out a file and consulted it.

      

      “We don’t want you to tell anything that you feel would be unethical to reveal,” Lydia began. “But we don’t believe that Tammy could have killed Vince Dewey. Would you agree with that?”

      

      “I only have Vince’s description of Tammy, and he was in love with her,” Dr. Rath replied. “According to what he thought of her, she couldn’t have hurt him other than by ending the relationship. However, that was the catalyst that Vince used to seek help. He wanted to stop gambling and become a better man.”

      

      “Was he doing that?” asked Lydia.

      

      “I thought he was doing well with his visits here,” Dr. Rath said. “I thought he was cutting out some of his destructive behavior. He was trying to distance himself from playing pool for money because he didn’t want to gamble anymore. He was figuring out how to play for the love of the game instead. He was even going to forgive a debt against him. I thought he was making progress. However, now I’m not completely sure how well that really was going. I don’t know how his death plays into it all.”

      

      “There are a lot of unanswered questions about his death,” said Lydia. “But we are working to find out some of them.”

      

      Dr. Rath smiled. “Now that I’ve seen you talking to Suzanne and know what you’re asking, I think I know who you are. Suzanne mentioned you before. You were the person who saved her, weren’t you?”

      

      Lydia felt herself blushing. “Well, I did play a part in her rescue.”

      

      “Suzanne said that you’re as good at solving cases as the detectives here are,” said Dr. Rath. “I don’t want to betray Vince Dewey’s confidence, but I don’t want his killer to get away with his murder either.”

      

      “Do you know anything that could shed light on what happened?” asked Lydia.

      

      “Did he say that he thought someone was after him?” asked Trina.

      

      “Not exactly,” said Dr. Rath. “But I know he was having troubles at work in addition to his romantic troubles. That had been causing him some concern lately.”

      

      “And it concerns you too?” asked Lydia. “That’s why you’re mentioning it?”

      

      Dr. Rath seemed to consider what she was about to say carefully. “Vince Dewey was stressed about his workload. He mentioned that if he didn’t meet a quota that his boss would be mad. In fact, he said that he was afraid his boss would kill him.”

      

      “That sounds like a good clue,” said Trina.

      

      “It’s a phrase that people use often enough,” Dr. Rath said. “But I think that Vince Dewey really was scared of him.”

      

      “I think this is something that we’re going to have to check out,” Lydia said. “Do you know where he worked?”

      

      “He mentioned that he did woodworking. I think it was for a place on the boardwalk, but I haven’t been there myself,” Dr. Rath said, squeezing her hands together.

      

      “If this has nothing to do with the murder, then it won’t affect anyone negatively,” Lydia assured her.

      

      “I’ve never had a patient murdered before,” she admitted. “And it has me reviewing my time with him more and more. I wonder if I could have done something else to help him out of a difficult situation.”

      

      “I’m sure you did everything you could,” said Lydia.

      

      “I tried,” Dr. Rath said, leaning back in her chair as she considered it. “I am glad that I dissuaded him from buying a new car to deal with his feelings.”

      

      Trina laughed nervously. “Yeah. Imagine doing that? As a therapist, would you also dissuade someone from opening up their own hair salon? If it comes on the heels of a big break up, an attack on their life, and date of theirs winding up dead?”

      

      “This seems like a loaded question, and we might benefit from future talks,” the therapist said. “But I would say to consider whether this is something that you had been considering for a while and you suddenly had a push to action. Or is this something you’re jumping into in order to avoid dealing with the other things in your life that are bothering or frightening you?”

      

      “I’ve been thinking about having my own salon because I think I have some new ideas that could make it special,” said Trina. “But the timing probably is because of all my misfortunes.”

      

      “If you’d like to talk some more, we could get together again,” Dr. Rath said. “But I should have another patient coming in shortly.”

      

      “We’ll get out of your way,” Lydia said. “Thank you for sharing your insight.”

      

      “I hope Suzanne was right about you,” Dr. Rath said. “I hope you can help put the person responsible for Vince Dewey’s death behind bars.”

      

      “That’s what we plan to do,” said Lydia. “Thanks again.”

      

      She and Trina left the office, both feeling inspired. Lydia was about to discuss how they could find Vince Dewey’s boss that he feared on the boardwalk, but Trina spoke first.

      

      “I need to go to the salon,” she said. “I need to talk to Felisha before I chicken out. And before I think too much about the annoying administrative tasks I’d need to do at my own salon. I have ideas that I want to put into action. And I should tell her that I’m thinking that.”

      

      “Do you need moral support?”

      

      Trina shook her head. “No. This is something that I should do on my own. And besides, I know you’re chomping at the bit to talk to the victim’s boss.”

      

      The two friends went their separate ways to complete their tasks. Lydia wasn’t sure which one would be more nerve-wracking. However, she hoped that they would both be successful.
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      Lydia walked down the boardwalk, looking for the woodworking shop that the therapist had mentioned. She finally found a place that specialized in making knickknacks and furniture from driftwood.

      

      She entered the shop and was impressed with what she saw. A petite young woman quickly approached her.

      

      “Can I help you with something? Or are you browsing?”

      

      “I actually wanted to speak with the person in charge,” Lydia said.

      

      “Is there a problem?” the clerk asked.

      

      “I would like to speak with the boss about another employee, Vince Dewey.”

      

      “Did he make something for you that you didn’t like?” she asked. “He was feeling rushed with his orders. We were trying to have a summer sale and needed more merchandise. Vince liked making smaller pieces like pool cues and centerpieces, but we needed larger furniture. I know he was stressed, but I thought that he was making his deadlines. Unfortunately, he’s no longer around to fix any orders. He’s passed on recently.”

      

      “I did know that,” said Lydia. “But I don’t really know how Vince and his boss got along.”

      

      “Oh, they drove each other crazy, but they got the job done. Sometimes I thought they would kill one another. Vince was always threatening to quit, but he needed the money. And Mr. Woodward needed someone with his skills.”

      

      “I would really like to speak to Mr. Woodward now,” Lydia said, looking around.

      

      “He isn’t here,” the clerk replied. “He’s been out of town all week. He’s working on getting us a more steady supply of wood for our work.”

      

      “He’s been out of town all week?” asked Lydia frowning.

      

      “That’s right. But he should be back in two days. Would you like him to contact you when he returns?”

      

      “No. That’s all right. Thanks for your help.”

      

      Lydia left the shop feeling discouraged. She thought that she had found another viable suspect, but if Vince Dewey’s boss really had been away all week, then he wouldn’t have had the opportunity to murder his employee. It seemed that she had been chasing a wild goose, and she was no closer to saving Tammy. She wasn’t sure what her next move should be, and she was beginning to feel desperate.

      

      As she walked along the boardwalk, she saw something else to keep her mood low. Mrs. Miresome was strolling along, apparently getting some exercise. However, she soon moved toward Lydia with a conspiratorial look in her eye.

      

      “I would never want to tell someone how to live their life,” the woman said, though it was clear she was about to do just that. “However, I’m not sure it’s good for you to be spending so much time with that lifeguard. I’ve heard from several people now. He moved here because he killed his wife. You don’t want to spend time with a man like that. And I wouldn’t want to buy taffy from someone who does.”

      

      “Will you please excuse me?” Lydia asked.

      

      She now knew exactly what her next move would be. It wouldn’t help Tammy, but it might help Daniel. She stormed down the boardwalk, ready to face Amber like she had been unable to do before.

      

      “Wait,” Mrs. Miresome called. “There’s more to the story!”

      

      However, Lydia didn’t stay to hear it. She hurried to Cones and Cola. It was still in the process of opening up for the day because there wasn’t a huge demand for ice cream early in the morning.

      

      Amber was sitting at a table and playing on her phone as her employees set up. Lydia ignored the fact that they weren’t officially open. She sat down across from Amber and tried to contain her temper.

      

      “I think it’s time we talked,” Lydia said.

      

      “About what?” asked Amber, not looking up. “Unless you tell me that you’re closing your taffy shop, I’m really not interested in this conversation.”

      

      “It’s about Daniel and the rumors circulating about him.”

      

      “Oh, that?” Amber asked with a malicious smile appearing on her face. “I’m surprised it took so long for the town to find out his dark secrets. He had always been so secretive when asked about why he came here. I guess now we know why.”

      

      “The rumors are all false, and you know it,” Lydia said, trying to keep her voice even.

      

      “If I spoke any gossip, then I was just repeating what I had heard. And that’s what I’ve said to every person who walked into my shop for the past week. It’s fascinating how the stories change as they are repeated, isn’t it? I like the leprosy one myself.”

      

      Lydia thought that she heard someone else approaching, but spoke over the noise. “Why would you do that, Amber? Why make up terrible rumors like that?”

      

      Amber set down her phone to glare at Lydia. “Because I didn’t have any fun on our date, and so now it’s time that he doesn’t have any fun either. Daniel had this coming. And most people in this town a gullible enough to believe anything I say.”

      

      “Amber Allen,” a voice gasped.

      

      Lydia and Amber turned to see a nearby Mrs. Miresome. She was shaking her head angrily.

      

      “You made up those rumors about the lifeguard?” Mrs. Miresome demanded. “You should be ashamed. How can someone who makes such sweet ice cream be so sour?”

      

      She turned on her heel and stormed away. Amber jumped to her feet. She growled at her employees.

      

      “You should have told me someone was there!”

      

      The employees cowered, but Amber soon left the shop. Lydia saw her running after Mrs. Miresome, trying to offer alternative explanations for what she had overheard.

      

      Lydia smiled. Maybe Mrs. Miresome’s interference would help bring Daniel back into the town’s good graces. She left the shop, feeling satisfied that she had made progress on at least one of her problems.
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      “And Mrs. Miresome overheard it all?” Daniel asked.

      

      Lydia nodded happily. “So, I think soon everyone will know that the rumors about you were false. Maybe Amber will come up with some reason to explain why she did what she did that doesn’t make her look so awful. But everyone will soon know that those reasons weren’t why you came to Ocean Point.”

      

      “There were some perks to the rumors,” Daniel said. Now that the problem was getting resolved, he was able to joke about it. “It was helpful at the pool hall to get answers out of the victim’s friends.”

      

      Lydia nodded and pushed the spaghetti on her plate around. She and Daniel were seated at her kitchen table, enjoying a meal and the happy news. Sunny was nearby. She had momentarily abandoned her bone in the hopes of securing a meatball.

      

      “We’ve been talking about me a lot,” Daniel said. “Did you get any further on your case?”

      

      Lydia shook her head. “I’m afraid not.”

      

      “But you’re sure that the ex-girlfriend isn’t guilty?”

      

      “I’m pretty sure,” said Lydia. “It’s partially based on how I liked her at the open houses I went to, partially my gut, and partially her reaction to seeing the body.”

      

      “But she didn’t recognize the body as her boyfriend when she saw it?” Daniel asked, sounding a little skeptical.

      

      “It was a shock, and the head was missing,” Lydia responded.

      

      “I think if my head was missing, you might still be able to identify me. Though, I guess my lifeguard uniform would help you realize it.”

      

      “Tammy told Leo that Vince wasn’t wearing his usual clothes. She said that he normally dressed in dark colors, but when we found him, he was wearing a Hawaiian shirt.”

      

      “How do you explain that?” Daniel asked.

      

      Lydia shrugged. “I guess the killer must have dressed him like that. Maybe it was to hide how much blood there was.”

      

      “Do you think the clothes belonged to the killer? Maybe there’s something about them that we could use to track him down.”

      

      “The clothes looked generic. Like what many tourists wear around here,” Lydia trailed off as she considered something. “Leo said that his only real case before the murder was that a tourist’s clothes were stolen off the clothesline. Maybe that’s what the killer took! Maybe the killer needed to change his clothes after the murder to hide the blood. And he changed the victim’s clothes too.”

      

      “If the timing of the theft was right before the murder, then that makes sense,” Daniel said, nodding. “But does that help us figure out who the killer is?”

      

      “Maybe it could help us figure out where the murder actually occurred. Because I don’t think it was at the house where the open house took place. The murder might have happened near where this tourist was staying,” said Lydia. “And the killer brought the body to the open house to frame Tammy. That’s possible.”

      

      “And idea who might have done it?”

      

      “Well, Pool Hall Hal and Vince’s friends might have known about Tammy’s job. His therapist would have known about her too. I’m not sure about the boss, but it seems like he was out of town.” Lydia groaned. “I feel like none of the people I talked to make as good a suspect as Tammy, but I still don’t think it’s her.”

      

      “You’ll figure it out,” Daniel said supportively. “Why don’t I bring the plates to the sink while you think?”

      

      “Thanks,” Lydia said, handing him her plate. “I just wish I knew why the head was missing!”

      

      Daniel didn’t have an answer, so he focused on the plates. However, Sunny started dancing around, hoping to get Lydia’s leftovers. Daniel swerved to avoid stepping on her and stepped on her bone. He cried out in pain, and Sunny stopped running around.

      

      Lydia jumped up to take the plates from him. Sunny moved closer and licked his leg to show she was sorry as Daniel examined his foot.

      

      “I’m all right,” he told them. “I might have a bone-shaped cut on my foot, but I’m all right.”

      

      “I’ll get you a bandage,” Lydia said, before freezing. Some thoughts had begun to come together to form a complete picture.

      

      “Is something wrong?” Daniel asked.

      

      “No,” Lydia said. “Something is very right. I think your foot might have just solved the case.”

      

      “Mind telling my head what it is?”

      

      “Well, I think I know why the head is missing,” said Lydia. “And that gives me a guess as to who the killer is. But I’m going to have to find a way to prove it…”
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      “Do you think this is going to work?” Daniel asked.

      

      “I hope so,” Lydia said. “I think telling Pool Hall Hal that rumor of my own should be enough to make things happen.”

      

      Daniel and Lydia were hiding behind some shrubs, keeping an eye on Tammy’s car. They were hoping that the killer would make an appearance now that the sun had gone down.

      

      “I guess I’m just a little nervous,” said Daniel. “I don’t like waiting in the dark for a killer. And I also don’t want people in town thinking that I enjoy spying. That will start a whole new bunch of rumors.”

      

      “We need to be quiet,” Lydia reminded him.

      

      He silently placed a hand on her arm to tell her that he understood. She was glad that he was there with her. Though she had faced killers on her own before, it always felt better to have backup. She was grateful for the company, especially since Leo didn’t want to hear anything about her new theory.

      

      Daniel’s hand on her arm tightened, and she realized that he was communicating that the killer was approaching. They watched as Duke walked up to Tammy’s car, trying to make sure that no one was watching. He placed a large duffel bag on the ground. They waited until he was about to push something into the small opening of her slightly opened car windows.

      

      “What are you doing, Duke?” Lydia asked.

      

      He jumped when he saw the two of them standing there.

      

      “I was just trying to find out what happened to Vince,” he said quickly. “Like you were before.”

      

      “Really?” asked Lydia. “Because it looks like you’re trying to frame Tammy for murder again.”

      

      “What?” Duke asked. “What makes you think that?”

      

      “I finally realized why Vince Dewey’s head was missing,” Lydia explained. “It wasn’t to disguise his identity, though it did end up doing that for a while. It was to disguise the murder weapon. The killer hit Vince on the head with something distinctive to kill him. Then, the killer needed to figure out how he could get away with his crime.”

      

      “Tammy is the killer.”

      

      “No, the real killer decided to frame Tammy. After killing Vince with the distinctive weapon, he removed Vince’s head and disposed of it.”

      

      “It could have been thrown into the ocean,” said Daniel.

      

      “But he didn’t want the authorities to find the body where the murder actually occurred. The location could also implicate him. So, he decided to frame someone else. He cleaned up the real crime scene as best he could. Then, he stole some clothes from a nearby clothesline so he could travel without blood being seen on him. He also changed the victim’s clothes in case there was any other evidence from the murder on Vince’s clothes. He knew about Tammy’s open house from when Vince talked about it. He broke into the house and placed Vince’s body in the closet. He thought that the body of an ex-love at someone’s workplace would make for a convincing case.”

      

      “And it did convince some people,” Daniel agreed.

      

      “The killer needed to break the window at the open house to get inside. However, before he left, he moved the broken glass outside the door, so it would look like it was broken from the inside. That was to further implicate Tammy.”

      

      Duke smiled. “I was pretty proud of that part.”

      

      “You killed him with your pool cue, didn’t you?” Lydia asked. “It has the raised metal crown on it. That would leave quite a distinctive mark.”

      

      “And you told Pool Hall Hal that the police were getting a warrant for Tammy’s car to search it tomorrow?” asked Duke. “You wanted him to tell me. You knew I’d want to do something so the case against her would be a slam dunk.”

      

      Lydia nodded. “The only thing I don’t understand is: why?”

      

      “I didn’t really plan on it,” Duke said. “But I owed him money. And he wanted to meet that night after the pool hall closed. I figured he wanted to collect. And I didn’t want to pay.”

      

      “His therapist told us that he was going to forgive a debt,” said Lydia. “It might have been to you.”

      

      Duke laughed. “Then, I guess his death was pointless. Just like yours will be. You had to poke your nose into things, didn’t you? You couldn’t just let Tammy take the blame?”

      

      “There are two of us and one of you,” Daniel said. “If I were you, I’d surrender right now.”

      

      “But you’re not me. And this time I did plan my crime. I decided to take precautions in case anything went wrong.”

      

      Duke reached into his duffle bag and pulled out a gun. He looked delighted to be pointing it at them. Daniel moved closer to Lydia to protect her.

      

      “I discovered I’m not bad at disposing of bodies,” Duke said menacingly.

      

      Lydia cursed inwardly. She thought that since a pool cue was used last time that Duke wouldn’t have another weapon that she and Daniel couldn’t overpower.

      

      “We’ll take your car,” Duke said. “And no funny business. Or else.”

      

      Lydia gulped. She and Daniel started walking as he directed them to. She only had one thought about how to distract him, and she thought it was weak. However, if an opportunity presented itself, she would try the Hail, Mary. She knew getting into the car with the killer was a bad idea.

      

      As they approached the car, Duke moved closer to the two of them. Lydia turned to face him and then looked past him. She purposely looked as surprised as she could.

      

      “Jerry? What are you doing here?”

      

      Duke turned around to look for his friend. “Jerry, this isn’t what it looks like. They’re the bad guys.”

      

      However, there was no friend to explain to. Duke must have been furious to discover that Lydia was lying, but Daniel didn’t give him a chance to turn around. He tackled him immediately.

      

      Though it was no longer pointed at them, Lydia was still nervous about the gun in Duke’s hand. At least she was until she heard a familiar voice call out, “Freeze!”

      

      Leo and Detective Grey had arrived on the scene.

      

      “You came!” Lydia cried.

      

      “And just in time,” said Daniel.

      

      “Well,” Leo said, grudgingly. “I’ve discovered it’s not wise to ignore Lydia when she gets an idea. I just wish that she would have more about house hunting instead of going after killers.”

      

      “I promise. I’m going to focus on finding a house next,” said Lydia. “I’ll take a break from solving crime.”

      

      Leo looked as if he didn’t believe her. However, he didn’t question it. He and Detective Grey focused on reading Duke his rights.

      

      Lydia checked to make sure that Daniel was okay after his feat of bravery.

      

      “I’m fine,” he assured. “Still, what hurts most is the cut on my foot from the bone.”

      

      Lydia laughed with relief and pulled him into a big hug.
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      “That wasn’t that bad,” Lydia said.

      

      “Really?” asked Trina. “We’re covered in sweat, exhausted, and stinky.”

      

      The two friends had just gone to their first spin class and were now returning to Lydia’s house to collapse on the couch. Sunny licked some of the salty sweat off of Lydia’s forehead once she was seated.

      

      “That’s true,” Lydia agreed. “But we survived the class. And it gives us an excuse to eat more blueberry pie taffy!”

      

      “I never need an excuse for that,” Trina said.

      

      “Well, maybe this isn’t a hobby that we’ll do all the time, but I’m glad we tried it.”

      

      “Me too. But I’m happier with how some of my other pre-mid-life crises choices ended up,” said Trina. “I’m really glad I talked to Felisha.”

      

      “I’ll say it again. Congratulations, co-owner.”

      

      “It’s the best of both worlds. It’s more responsibility, but not a big life-altering change. Felisha can still run more of the administrative aspects that I’m not enthusiastic about, but I’ll be able to enact more of my ideas.”

      

      “I think this is perfect for you,” said Lydia.

      

      Trina grinned. “I’m really happy. I think this is exactly what I needed. And I’m looking forward to my first idea going into action. It will be to boost male customers. And Daniel agreed to come to the event. This will also do more to prove to people in town that the rumors about him were false – though what you did with Mrs. Miresome is working pretty well. She’s setting the record straight.”

      

      “Good,” Lydia said. “Maybe after all this, things will be even better than before. The town will know more about how wonderful Daniel is. He did just tackle an armed killer to protect me. And you’re officially co-owner of the salon now. And Tammy is free and promised to help me find my new house.”

      

      “I think we need to celebrate. Let’s break out the blueberry pie taffy,” said Trina. “My legs feel like jelly after all that exercise. I just want to sit here and eat the candy. Can we do that?”

      

      “I’d like to too. But there’s only one problem,” Lydia said, laughing. “It’s in the kitchen. And I don’t think either of us want to get up!”
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      The Sticky Sweet Series

      Book 1: Pineapple and Poison

      Book 2: Double Chocolate and Death

      Book 3: Cinnamon Swirl and Suspicions

      Book 4: Cotton Candy and Corpses

      Book 5: Banana Split and Bodies

      Book 6: Dragon Fruit and Dread

      Book 7: Strawberry Kiwi and Slayings

      Book 8: Fireworks and Felonies

      Book 9: Sour Apple and Animosity

      Book 10: Chocolate Cherry and Chills

      Book 11: Almonds and Arson

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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

    

  

OEBPS/Images/cover00096.jpeg
7 A |
4 icky Sweet

Cozy Mysteries
Book (2 /

eberry Pies

and ‘
BURIAL






