
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      Almonds and Arson

      Sticky Sweet Cozy Mysteries, Book 11

    

    
      
        Allyssa Mirry

      

    

    
      Summer Prescott Books Publishing

    

  


  
    
      Copyright 2019 Summer Prescott Books

      All Rights Reserved. No part of this publication nor any of the information herein may be quoted from, nor reproduced, in any form, including but not limited to: printing, scanning, photocopying, or any other printed, digital, or audio formats, without prior express written consent of the copyright holder.

      

      **This book is a work of fiction. Any similarities to persons, living or dead, places of business, or situations past or present, is completely unintentional.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          1. Almond and Encouragement

        

        
          2. Excitement at the Auction

        

        
          3. The Auction Heats Up

        

        
          4. Stay Back

        

        
          5. Couples by the Crime Scene

        

        
          6. The Firefighter

        

        
          7. Taffy Shop Guests

        

        
          8. Detective Talk

        

        
          9. Doggie Drama

        

        
          10. The Bothered Brother

        

        
          11. Style and Substance

        

        
          12. Gift Talk

        

        
          13. The Polar Bear

        

        
          14. The Suspicious Singer

        

        
          15. Walking the Dog

        

        
          16. Danger on the High Seas

        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

      
        
          Also by Allyssa Mirry

        

        
          Author’s Note

        

        
          Contact Summer Prescott Books Publishing

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Almond and Encouragement

          

        

      

    

    
      “I know your flavors are often inspired by things in your life,” Kelsey said.

      

      “That’s right,” Lydia agreed. She smiled at her employee as they discussed the salt water taffy that they sold in her shop, Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets. “It might be because I tasted something recently that I thought would be interesting in candy form, or I learned about a favorite flavor from someone I care about, or an event in my life inspires me to experiment with a new flavor to create something to capture the essence of the celebration. I had fun with the firework taffy on the 4th of July.”

      

      “Right,” Kelsey said, looking at her coworker Jeff. They had a conspiratorial look about them as if they had been discussing something amongst themselves before approaching Lydia.

      

      “So, what was the inspiration for this new flavor?” asked Jeff.

      

      “Was it us?” asked Kelsey.

      

      “I guess what we’re asking is: do you think we’re nuts?” said Jeff. “Or do we drive you nuts?”

      

      Lydia burst out laughing as her staff looking at her solemnly. She had just shown them how to make her newest flavor: almond salt water taffy. The first batch had just finished being individually wrapped, and the two employees who were helping her open for the day seemed to have doubts about the flavor’s origin.

      

      “I’m sorry to laugh like that,” Lydia said. “But that’s not the reason at all. Neither of you drive me nuts. No one who works here does. I value all of you so very much. You go above and beyond when you work for me. The shop runs as smoothly as it does because of all that you do, and you’ve even helped me gather clues before. You’re what keeps me from going nuts.”

      

      “Then what inspired this?” asked Kelsey.

      

      “Is it because we had to deal with cyanide so much this summer?” asked Jeff. “And you were thinking about how they say that tastes like almonds?”

      

      “That didn’t cross my mind consciously,” Lydia said. “But I suppose we did have to deal with cyanide more than the average person does. Luckily, we caught the culprits in those cases.”

      

      “You haven’t made many nut flavors before,” Kelsey pointed out.

      

      “I suppose I wanted to make certain that we would be able to keep the nutty flavors away from our other ones, so we don’t affect anyone with allergies,” Lydia explained. “But the real reason why I decided to make this flavor was because of Daniel. He told me a story about how his mom used to make him almond cookies when he was nervous before his first day of school. And I know he’s a little nervous now about the fundraiser.”

      

      “You certainly got him to open up,” Jeff said. “When he first moved here, I don’t think I heard him say anything for weeks. He would just use his lifeguard whistle on the beach.”

      

      “He can be a private person,” said Lydia, “but he’s been getting involved in the community more.”

      

      “Thanks to you,” said Kelsey with a smile.

      

      “He’s very likable. I’m sure he would have come out of his shell and made friends eventually. He was in mourning when he arrived in Ocean Point, so that made him hesitant to get involved. But I guess getting involved in murder cases has a way of opening people up.”

      

      The door to the shop opened. It was usually friends who stopped by as soon as the taffy store opened, and Lydia was glad to see the person they had just been talking about; though her handsome lifeguard friend’s face was lined with worry. Lydia was afraid that he would be nervous and hoped that she could cheer him up.

      

      “I’m glad you’re here,” said Lydia. “I made some salt water taffy, especially for you.”

      

      “I’m not sure I can eat anything,” Daniel said. “Even something I like as much as your candy. I’m too anxious.”

      

      “It’s almond-flavored.”

      

      “Maybe I’ll try one piece,” Daniel said, relenting. He accepted the piece that Lydia offered and began chewing. Some of the tension that he had been carrying seemed to melt away. Lydia hoped she had tapped into a happy childhood memory, and that could carry him through what he had to do that day.

      

      “So, what are you so upset about?” asked Kelsey. “Is this about that bachelor auction? Everyone has been talking about it.”

      

      Daniel swallowed the taffy in what seemed like more of a nervous gulp. He nodded.

      

      “I don’t know how I got roped into this. I joined a fundraising committee to help raise money for the community center after money was stolen from the project,” Daniel said. “I wasn’t sure about the bachelor auction idea, but everyone else on the committee thought it would be successful, and I agreed. I never dreamed I’d be one of the bachelors on stage. I think they tricked me.”

      

      “I can understand why you’re nervous, but you really don’t have to be,” said Lydia. “You’re doing this for a good cause. And it’s just one date that the highest bidder wins.”

      

      “Us bachelors were supposed to choose a date to reflect our job or personality. I seem to be representing the lifeguards so I’ll go on a picnic on the beach and a stroll along the sand.”

      

      “That sounds worth bidding on,” said Lydia. “And I have a thousand dollars to go on your name.”

      

      “A thousand?” Daniel echoed. “The committee was hoping to get five hundred per bachelor. You don’t have to spend that much.”

      

      “I wanted to help the community center,” Lydia began.

      

      “Besides catching the person who was robbing the fund?” asked Jeff. “Because you already did that.”

      

      “And I thought it might make you feel better to know someone is willing to spend some money on your bid,” said Lydia. “I know you said you were afraid that no one would bid and you’d be standing there foolishly, but that won’t happen. I bet a lot of ladies will give to charity if it means a date with you. I just hope I’ll be the top bid.”

      

      “With a thousand, you definitely will. The committee projected only a couple hundred per bid. They told all us bachelors that we don’t need to spend too much on the actual date, which is why I opted for the picnic. We’re trying to get all extra money to go into fixing the community center.”

      

      “Is there anyone else we know who will be one of the bachelors?” asked Kelsey.

      

      “There are some local singers and men who work on the beach and a firefighter. Detective Grey is going to represent the police force.”

      

      “I’m not sure I can imagine him on stage,” Lydia said, thinking of the serious detective who was her brother’s partner on the force.

      

      “I can’t imagine me being on stage,” said Daniel with a frown. “I’m embarrassed to see what the announcer will say when I walk on. I know I won’t like being on display – feeling like I’m a piece of meat that everyone will be staring at.”

      

      “I hope that there will be a good crowd and you’ll raise money,” said Lydia. “But I don’t think the number of people there will be overwhelming. Just remember why you’re doing this and that you won’t have to do anything that makes you uncomfortable on the actual date.”

      

      “If you win, I won’t feel uncomfortable at all,” said Daniel and Lydia started smiling. “But I don’t want you to spend too much money on this. Hopefully, the bids will stay low as they told me.”

      

      “Well, I’ve got a thousand that I can spend,” said Lydia. “But the truth is that you’re priceless.”

      

      Daniel smiled back at her. Kelsey and Jeff decided that it was time to make some more taffy and scooted off to give them some privacy. Lydia assured him once again that he would be fine on stage and that she was excited to go to the event. She just hoped that fighting the other women off for the date she cared about wouldn’t be more dangerous than facing some of the killers she had to chase.
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      “There are more people here than I thought there would be,” Trina said.

      

      Lydia nodded in agreement with her best friend. A stage had been erected in the sand for the event. It was close enough to the boardwalk that the bachelors could come out from the nearby building where they would wait until they were called to the stage. The first floor of the building was a massage parlor that specialized in seaweed treatments. The owner must have realized that if noise from the rowdy fundraiser would reach her building, she would not be able to offer her guests a calming experience and had decided to host the bachelors as a form of advertising instead. The smaller second floor of the building had a sign that proclaimed that an office was for rent with a lovely view.

      

      However, it was on the sand that the crowds were congregating. Almost all the women that Lydia knew in town were there, along with many people who she didn’t know but assumed were tourists who were there for the fun of it.

      

      “I hope this means that enough money will be raised to fix the community center,” said Lydia as she and Trina fought the crowd to find a good place to stand.

      

      “I hope that I brought enough money,” said Trina. “I’ve been spending more time hunting down clues instead of picking up extra shifts to get more tips at the salon. And Felisha still hasn’t finished paying me back what she owes me.”

      

      “I’m sorry if our sleuthing has affected your wallet,” Lydia said, feeling guilty.

      

      “Don’t be! I love helping when you get involved in a case. But I should have thought about how much it might cost to get a good date at this auction. After breaking up with Carl and that disastrous first date I went on, I could really use a nice night out with a man. I only have four hundred in cash, though.”

      

      “Daniel said that they don’t expect any bids to go over five hundred. You might be all right.”

      

      “Oh, no!” Trina cried.

      

      “I could probably lend you some if you really need it,” said Lydia. “You are my best friend.”

      

      “It’s not that,” said Trina. She pointed ahead of them. “If we keep going this way, we’ll end up next to them.”

      

      Lydia looked where she was gesturing and became very glad that they stopped. Amber Allen and Brie Rankin had claimed a section of the sand with beach chairs and footstools. They were laughing amongst themselves, while Amber cast catty glances around at the other women.

      

      Lydia and Trina backtracked so they would not be on the receiving end of one of those glares. Lydia and Amber had not gotten along since the moment Lydia opened her salt water taffy shop on the boardwalk. Since Amber owned an ice cream shop, Amber decided that they were business rivals and did whatever she could to be an annoyance to Lydia. Lydia always thought that their treats were different enough that they might coexist peacefully, but Amber seemed to like having an enemy on the boardwalk.

      

      Brie was Amber’s best friend and was a reporter for the local paper. She and Lydia had worked on a case together that she thought had made them understand one another more, but it seemed like Brie begrudged Lydia when she lost a source at the medical examiner’s office who had told her things for the newspaper that he should not have been releasing so early.

      

      Lydia didn’t want to spend time with either of them if she didn’t need to. She and Trina continued working their way through the crowd and found some more enjoyable company to stand with. Two of Lydia’s other employees were there to watch the show. Annette was an older woman who crocheted toys for the shop. Mona was interested in ghosts and some other spooky stuff besides taffy. However, the two seemed to get along very well. Mona was a houseguest of Annette’s until her own apartment was fixed from fire and water damage, and they both seemed to enjoy the company.

      

      “Is anyone else from the taffy shop here?” asked Annette.

      

      “Kelsey and Jeff are manning the shop,” said Lydia. “Kelsey thought that the men onstage would be much older than her, and Jeff didn’t want to come anywhere near this part of the beach.”

      

      They all laughed and then Annette said, “I think that this will be a lot of fun. I just hope there are a few silver foxes on the stage.”

      

      “I had to come and support Daniel since he was forced onto the auction block,” said Lydia.

      

      “And I just need a date that doesn’t end in murder,” said Trina.

      

      Right after she said this, the festivities began. The woman who owned the massage parlor and a man from the community center began thanking everyone for supporting the community center project. They explained how the bidding would work and that the community center representative would be the auctioneer. Then, they began welcoming the bachelors.

      

      Lydia thought that the audience was behaving a little silly with their hoots and hollers, but the good mood was infectious. The bachelors seemed to enjoy the attention, and money began getting raised.

      

      Trina’s ears perked up as the auctioneer began introducing a new bachelor and the date he would provide.

      

      “Trent Thompson leads small cruises out to sea and his date night will consist of a romantic meal on the ocean in his boat. What do you say, ladies? Who wants to be his co-captain?”

      

      “I would love to have a romantic dinner on a boat,” said Trina. “And he is pretty cute.”

      

      “Place a bid,” said Mona.

      

      Trina agreed and joined in as the bidding escalated. It was soon over three hundred dollars.

      

      Trina groaned. “Having all these tourists here for the week is driving up the prices.”

      

      The auctioneer called for four hundred and fifty dollars and someone bid. The pace seemed to be slowing down, but the bid did go up to four seventy-five.

      

      “Looks like I’m out of this one,” said Trina.

      

      “Bid five hundred, and I’ll lend it to you,” said Lydia. Trina looked like she was going to protest, but Lydia insisted. “Do it quickly, or you’ll lose out.”

      

      Trina didn’t need more pressing and bid five hundred dollars for the date. She was rewarded with the auctioneer calling out, “For five hundred dollars. Going once, twice. Sold! To the lovely redhead over there.”

      

      Trina hugged Lydia joyously. “A real romantic date. And on a boat. Thank you!”

      

      Lydia hugged her back. “What are best friends for? And we helped the community center reach its goal of five hundred per bachelor. He was the first one to reach that much.”

      

      “I think the boat helped,” said Trina.

      

      “I think Daniel is on next,” Annette said, pointing.

      

      Lydia saw she was right and focused her attention on preparing to bid. Daniel looked a little uncomfortable on stage as the announcer introduced him as a former member of the Coast Guard and now a local lifeguard who had saved several lives.

      

      “You don’t have to worry about drowning on a date with this man while you enjoy a picnic on the sand,” the announcer said. “Should we start the bidding at one hundred?”

      

      Excitement for a date with Daniel was even greater than it was for Trent Thompson. However, it did start to peter out around the five hundred dollar mark.

      

      Lydia bid six hundred dollars hoping it would secure her date with him. However, she was countered with a seven hundred dollar bid. Lydia added another hundred dollars and looked at the crowd to see who she was up against.

      

      Amber grinned mischievously as she brought the bid up to nine hundred dollars. She eyed Lydia with a taunting look.

      

      Lydia went to bid again and realized that she had given her extra hundred dollars to Trina already. Not wanting Amber to win, Mona and Annette started taking out their money to count it.

      

      However, Amber doubled down and raised her bid to nine hundred and fifty dollars. Lydia barely had a chance to see what she could add to her own bid with the help of her friends before the auctioneer declared that Daniel’s date was sold for the nine hundred and fifty dollars.

      

      Lydia couldn’t believe it. She hadn’t just lost the only bid she cared about at the auction – but it had gone to the one person she didn’t want to win, her arch-rival who would love to have Daniel all to herself.
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      “I’m so sorry,” Trina said.

      

      “Don’t be,” Lydia answered. “I bet Amber would have kept bidding until she beat me no matter what. I’m glad that you won a date.”

      

      Trina still looked like she felt guilty and Annette and Mona also looked glum. Lydia put on a cheerful face because she didn’t want her friends to feel bad. She pretended to be interested in the rest of the festivities, even though she really didn’t care about the rest of the auction.

      

      She watched as the auctioneer announced the next bachelor to an empty stage. The woman from the massage parlor poked her head backstage to look for the man.

      

      “With a name like Phil Burns, this man’s calling was evident from the start. A local firefighter, I’m sure this man will be a hot date for a local lady. What should we start the bidding at?”

      

      However, no bids were placed because the man still hadn’t come on stage. The woman looking for him shrugged and the man from the community center did his best to cover.

      

      “Ah, the one problem with a firefighter is they are always called away when fires break out. But our next bachelor is from the opposite extreme. Next, we have a man who has been a part of our polar bear winter swim challenges for the past forty years.”

      

      Lydia watched as an older man came onstage and struck swimming poses. She cheered as Annette joined in the bidding and eventually won a date with the man.

      

      “Oh my goodness,” Annette said, blushing when she was declared the winner. “I’ve never dated a polar bear before.”

      

      They all congratulated her and then watched the rest of the show. Lydia felt a tap on her shoulder and turned from the stage. Her brother Leo had joined her.

      

      “I just got here, but I saw the list of winners. I saw Trina and Annette won dates,” Leo said. “I’m surprised you didn’t try and win the date with Daniel. You don’t like him anymore?”

      

      “I do like him,” Lydia said.

      

      “Sorry!” Trina repeated.

      

      “It’s fine,” Lydia said to both of them. “I did bid on him, but Amber beat me.”

      

      “The pretty ice cream shop owner?” asked Leo.

      

      “That’s not the adjective that we would choose to describe her,” said Trina.

      

      Lydia decided just to change the topic of conversation. She knew that Leo had been asked to be one of the bachelors on display when the committee was looking for single men in town, but that he had turned down the offer because he thought that he would be engaged to his girlfriend at this point. However, she had refused the proposal, and Lydia didn’t think that they had spoken since. She felt bad because she thought that Leo and Suzanne had been a great couple, even if she also thought that Leo had rushed into a marriage proposal because he had been spooked by how she had briefly been kidnapped. Lydia thought that being at this event would just remind him of why he turned down the offer to be onstage.

      

      “So, what are you doing here?” Lydia asked.

      

      “I have to support my partner,” Leo said. “He’s representing the force to the ladies.”

      

      “Right,” said Lydia. “I forgot that he was going to do this.”

      

      “I think it will be good for him too. He hasn’t been on a date in forever. He says that women find him too boring, but he’s a catch. A great detective and a good man.”

      

      “You should be the one introducing him,” said Trina. “It sounds more sincere than what the announcer will say.”

      

      They saw Detective Grey entering the stage. He looked as stoic as he usually did at the station, despite the introduction.

      

      “Next, we have a detective from the Ocean Point Police Force. Don’t make him take out his handcuffs, ladies!”

      

      Detective Grey stood in place in the center of the stage and observed the happenings. He didn’t walk around and show off or encourage the audience to cheer. He simply stayed still. This might have caused the bidding to start slowly.

      

      “Come on,” Leo said. “They have to bid higher than that!”

      

      Figuring that this was still supporting the community center and that if she went out with Detective Grey, it could be platonic, Lydia raised her arm up and bid a hundred dollars over the asking price.

      

      She was glad to see that someone raised the bid, but was surprised to see that it was Brie Rankin who did it. Were she and Amber trying to take anyone who she showed interest in? Well, if that was the case, she could play that game and raise the price.

      

      Lydia bid her highest amount of nine hundred dollars and waited to see if Brie would counter. Brie did indeed. She jumped to two thousand dollars, seeming to want to end this round of the auction. The representative from the community center seemed to jump with joy as he announced the winner.

      

      “Good for Grey,” said Leo.

      

      Lydia looked to see if Brie was going to give her a smug smile to taunt her about losing the date. However, her eyes were on the stage, watching Detective Grey. Maybe she hadn’t been bidding to annoy Lydia. Maybe she had really wanted to win the date.

      

      “Next up we have a local celebrity,” the announcer continued. “We have Claudio Ozmore who needs no introduction. But I’m going to give one anyway! This singer originated from Ocean Point before gaining success across the country. Take out your wallets, ladies, because This Man Has Room for Love.”

      

      “What’s that?” asked Lydia.

      

      “I think it’s one of his songs,” said Trina.

      

      “No,” Lydia said, pointing toward the building on the boardwalk. “What’s that? Is it smoke?”

      

      “It looks like it,” Leo agreed.

      

      “What should we do?” asked Annette.

      

      “Are we in danger?” asked Mona.

      

      “Just stay in the sand and be willing to head towards the water,” Lydia advised.

      

      “I’ll check it out,” Leo said. “It looks too big to be a bachelor smoking inside, but no alarms have gone off.”

      

      He started toward the building, and Lydia and Trina were still at his side when he reached the door.

      

      “What do you think you’re doing?” he asked.

      

      “Helping assess the situation,” said Lydia.

      

      “Stay outside,” Leo ordered in his official policeman tone. “I will determine what is going on and what needs to be done.”

      

      He ran inside the building, and Lydia and Trina grudgingly obeyed his order.

      

      “It’s a shame that fireman that was mentioned at the auction didn’t show up,” said Trina. “It seems like we might need him.”

      

      Lydia nodded. “I have a bad feeling about this.”
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      Lydia and Trina watched as several bachelors left the building. The men seemed surprised to see smoke coming out of the upper level’s windows.

      

      “At least the fundraiser isn’t ruined by this,” Lydia said, still not certain what to make of the situation, but fearing the worst. “That singer is the last bachelor, so the event was able to finish.”

      

      “We’ll just have to make sure that the crowd of crazed women doesn’t walk into a fire.”

      

      “I don’t like the idea of Leo being alone in there if there’s danger,” said Lydia. “But there’s a good chance he’d kill me if I go in there after him.”

      

      She bit her lip as she considered what to do besides wait. She saw the silver fox that Annette had bid on leaving the building and asked, “Excuse me. Do you know what’s going on?”

      

      “How should I know?” the man demanded. “Some guy claiming to be a cop said that we needed to evacuate in case there was a fire. If there was a fire, wouldn’t Phil Burns be around to stop it? Or is he off shirking his duty again?”

      

      The man walked away grumbling and Lydia began to feel bad for Annette on her date. However, her thoughts soon returned to the building in front of her. Women in the audience were cheering, signaling that the bachelor auction was winding down. However, the happy sounds were being mixed with the blaring of approaching sirens.

      

      Detective Grey hurried up to the entrance, but Lydia stopped him.

      

      “Did Leo call you for backup? Is he okay?”

      

      “He’s safe. He believes he has the fire contained and has evacuated the building. The fire department should be here any minute to make certain it is safe.”

      

      “Can I --?” Lydia began.

      

      “No. You may not enter the crime scene. I know you’ve come to think of solving murders as another one of your fortes, but you may not accompany me to see the dead body. This is a police and fire department matter.”

      

      “Dead body?”

      

      “Someone died?” asked Trina.

      

      “I’ve said too much. I just wanted to relay that Detective Doherty was safe.”

      

      Lydia considered it. “You’ve found a dead body right next to the bachelor auction. Was it someone related to it? Was it the missing bachelor?”

      

      “Even if I knew for certain, I would not confirm that for you,” said Detective Grey. “But just because we found a body, doesn’t mean that a murder occurred. There is no reason for you to get involved, and I need to go inside.”

      

      “Maybe we could help?” suggested Lydia.

      

      “It’s not like a bunch of killers are behind bars thanks to our efforts or anything,” Trina muttered.

      

      “If you really want to help, you can make sure that no civilians enter this building until the other officers arrive in a moment,” said Detective Grey. “I need to find Detective Doherty.”

      

      Lydia and Trina reluctantly agreed and stood guard outside the building.

      

      “If he’s not certain it’s murder, then it’s possible that the body inside is the missing firefighter, but that he died fighting the fire,” Lydia said considering it. “But I suppose he also could have just said that to try and get us to stay away from their case.”

      

      “Everyone on stage seemed really surprised that the firefighter, Phil, didn’t come out to be bid on,” said Trina. “They expected him to be there. Maybe something did stop him from making his appearance. Maybe it was the fire.”

      

      “Maybe,” said Lydia. “But something seems strange about all of this. If the firefighter did miss his cue because he was fighting a fire – well, why didn’t he report it? Or call for backup? Or evacuate the building?”

      

      “Like Leo just did,” Trina agreed.

      

      “I also think it’s strange that no fire alarms are going off here. I thought commercial buildings on the boardwalk needed them.”

      

      “The salon has them.”

      

      “So does my taffy shop,” said Lydia.

      

      A uniformed officer arrived and relieved them of their duty. They walked a few steps away, hoping to continue to have a good view of the action but to be away from the crowd about to leave the sand.

      

      “I guess we can’t deduce anything else until we have more information,” said Lydia. “We don’t even know for certain that the victim is the missing firefighter. It might be someone else.”

      

      “Who?” asked Trina. “We saw everyone leaving the building when Leo had them evacuate.”

      

      Lydia nodded, but then her eyes widened with fright. “We didn’t see everyone leave. We haven’t seen Daniel recently, have we?”

      

      Trina began to look nervous too but tried to hide it. “No. I didn’t see him leave. But that doesn’t mean that he’s in danger.”

      

      “You don’t think he could have been the person who died, do you?” Lydia asked, wringing her hands together. “He’s also someone who saves lives. He might have put himself in danger to stop a fire. And we didn’t see him get to safety. Maybe he was killed, and that’s why Leo and Detective Grey won’t let me come inside!”

      

      “Pull yourself together,” Trina said. “We don’t know that. Leo and Grey don’t like seeing us around a crime scene. It might not be because we know the victim.”

      

      Panic was beginning to set in. Lydia worried about the safety of the man she cared for and also hated to think that the final interaction they had was her losing the dating auction. She began charging toward the building door, ready to ignore the uniformed officer’s warnings. However, then Daniel walked onto the boardwalk from the stage area.

      

      “Lydia,” he said when he saw her. “What’s going on?”

      

      It took a moment for Lydia to catch her breath. Her panic had changed to joy so rapidly at the sight of him safe and sound.

      

      “There was a fire on the upper level of the building, and the police are securing it,” Trina explained since Lydia seemed momentarily incapable. “Apparently there’s a dead body inside. Now we think again that it might be the missing firefighter.”

      

      “I thought you might have been in the building,” Lydia managed to say.

      

      “I stayed backstage after my part,” Daniel explained. “I was there with your date, Trina. I told him that you were a friend of mine and he should be good to you.”

      

      “Aww, thanks,” said Trina.

      

      “And we were rooting for the other bachelors who were nervous. Most of them were. Except for that Claudio Ozmore singer.”

      

      Then, Lydia rushed forward and embraced Daniel. She held him in her arms and said, “I’m just so glad that you’re okay. I started fearing the worst. And I don’t know what I would do if I lost you.”

      

      “You don’t have to worry about losing me,” Daniel said, keeping his arms around her.

      

      “Excuse me. Can you stop hugging him?” a nearby voice drawled.

      

      Lydia released her hold and saw Amber standing nearby with a hand on her hip. She looked very pleased with herself.

      

      “After all, he is my date,” Amber said.
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      Lydia gritted her teeth to prevent her from saying something rude in reply but took a step away from Daniel. He was very cordial with his reply.

      

      “Thank you for bidding so high for the date. The donations will be a big help for the community center.”

      

      “I care deeply about the community,” Amber said, placing a hand on her heart. “And I was happy to give back to it. And the reason why I was able to bid so much? Well, business has been going very well for me at Cones and Cola. The tourists really love my ice cream. And they must love it more than any other treats they could buy on the boardwalk if it allowed me to spend more than anyone else to secure this date.”

      

      “The bids went up much higher than anyone on the fundraising committee expected,” Daniel said.

      

      “I’m glad that I was able to compensate for it and win,” Amber continued with a smile. “The ice cream business must be much better than the salt water taffy one since I was able to go up so high.”

      

      “The taffy business is just fine,” Lydia retorted. “I have many happy customers who come in every day.”

      

      “Oh, so you just didn’t care about the date with Daniel as much as I did?” Amber challenged.

      

      “No,” Lydia said. “That wasn’t it.”

      

      “Maybe she just doesn’t have to pay close to a grand to see him,” said Trina.

      

      Amber gave her a dirty look, but then was all smiles as she linked arms with Daniel. “I thought it sounded so delightful to have a picnic on the beach and walk along the shore together. And I have wanted to get to know you better. You seem to always get involved in those sordid murder cases that happen that you barely have any time for the sweeter side of things in town. And I think that should start with one of my ice cream floats.”

      

      Daniel looked uncomfortable with her arm around his but was trying to remain polite. “We can always have ice cream on that picnic. I hadn’t considered it because I thought it might melt.”

      

      “Unlike taffy,” Lydia couldn’t help adding.

      

      “When are we going to have this picnic?” Amber asked him, ignoring the others. “You’re not going to keep me waiting long, are you?”

      

      “I should help the committee put things away after the event and see what the final numbers are today,” said Daniel. “And they might need help with crowd control if everyone needs to stay away from this building.”

      

      Amber pouted. “You’re not trying to delay our date, are you? You are looking forward to it, right?”

      

      “Does tomorrow work for you?” asked Daniel.

      

      “That would be perfect,” said Amber triumphantly. “Stop by my shop to pick me up tomorrow. I’ll show you my new bathing suit when we’re on the sand.”

      

      “Are there any foods you don’t like or are allergic to?” asked Daniel. “What would you like to eat at the picnic?”

      

      “It will be great to learn more about each other so you’ll know the answer to all these questions,” Amber cooed. “But I’ll be fine with whatever you pack.”

      

      “Okay,” he agreed. “I’ll figure something out.”

      

      “I better go find Brie,” Amber said. “But I’ll see you tomorrow. It will be the best date of your life.”

      

      With a final look at Lydia, she sauntered away to look for her friend. Daniel continued to look uncomfortable.

      

      “The nerve,” Trina muttered.

      

      “It will just be a friendly picnic,” Lydia said, trying to reassure herself. “Just because it’s called a date for the auction doesn’t mean there will be real romance.”

      

      “Exactly,” said Daniel. He ran a hand across his hair as if nervous about broaching the next subject. “I was a little surprised that you didn’t go up to the thousand dollar bid that you told me about though.”

      

      “You told me that the bids would be closer to five hundred and they seemed to be. I didn’t expect it to go up so high. Not that you’re not worth it. But I lent Trina some of my cash so she could win her date,” Lydia explained. “And Annette and Mona were then going to lend me some money, but it all happened so quickly. And we weren’t able to count it all out in time. And then Amber raised again. I’m sorry.”

      

      “You don’t need to be sorry. It sounds like I talked you out of spending that much anyway,” said Daniel though there was a trace of disappointment in his voice.

      

      “I don’t want you to think that I wouldn’t have wanted to go on that date with you. Of course, I would have,” Lydia said.

      

      “It’s all my fault,” Trina quietly wailed. “Oh, why did Trent need to have a boat? Yes, I was excited about the prospect of a romantic cruise. But I didn’t know doing that would let Amber win.”

      

      “It’s all fine,” Daniel told them. “I know you and Amber never really got off on the right foot.”

      

      “Because she’s evil,” Trina began.

      

      “She’s not evil. We encountered murderers who have done real harm to people,” said Lydia. “But she’s not a nice person.”

      

      “She’s always been very sweet to me,” said Daniel. “Maybe there is a way that you could get along.”

      

      Lydia and Trina stared at him aghast.

      

      “Or not,” he said hastily. “Look, I wasn’t lying when I said I needed to help the committee. I should meet up with them. Let me know if you find out anything about what happened in the burning building.”

      

      “I’m not sure Leo will be eager to share,” said Lydia, looking toward the building. “But it does look like the fire was contained, and no one else is in danger.”

      

      “Let me know if this does become a case of yours, and you need help. Otherwise, I’ll see you later.”

      

      They said goodbye and Daniel hurried back towards the beach and the stage area. Lydia shook her head to clear it.

      

      “Did he say that Amber was sweet?”

      

      “He can’t mean it,” said Trina. “And even if he does now, after his date with her, he’ll learn what she is really like.”

      

      Lydia shuddered. “I hate hearing the phrase his date with her.”

      

      “I am sorry about borrowing your money,” Trina repeated.

      

      Lydia assured her it was fine again. It wasn’t Trina’s fault that it happened. It was just an unfortunate incident – like the fire might have been.

      

      She watched as a female firefighter stormed out of the door, clearly upset. Lydia guessed two things because of this. One was that the fire was officially out now if she could leave the scene. The second was that the person who died was the missing bachelor firefighter.

      

      “Should we try and talk to her to find out what happened?” asked Trina.

      

      Lydia nodded. “I want to get my mind off of thoughts of Daniel and Amber’s date. And we might be able to do some good if we talk to her.”

      

      “Right,” said Trina. “We can either be a shoulder of support for someone who needs it. Or we could get some info to help us solve a murder!”
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      Lydia and Trina hurried after the upset firefighter. They heard a slight commotion behind them and realized that the crowd was starting to leave the beach. This only caused them to pick up their pace.

      

      The firefighter didn’t seem to have a destination in mind as she stormed down the boardwalk, taking off pieces of her heavy suit. When she reached a set of stairs, she walked down it and headed onto the sand. She threw the suit pieces she had been carrying and her helmet down on the beach. She let out a cry of frustration and kicked the hat.

      

      “I thought we would be offering tissues,” Trina murmured. “But it doesn’t look like she’s crying. She looks angry.”

      

      “People deal with grief in a variety of ways,” Lydia said, heading toward the stairs.

      

      “I know,” Trina said, gripping her friend’s arm. “But I don’t want to get kicked.”

      

      Lydia briefly wondered if her reason to get involved with this investigation was good enough. Was she just trying to find out what happened to distract herself from Daniel having a picnic in the sand with Amber? However, as soon as she saw the firefighter’s face again, she dismissed these thoughts. The woman was clearly upset, and Lydia knew that someone needed to check on her. Since she and Trina were the only people on this section of the beach, it meant this was their job.

      

      “Excuse me,” Lydia said. “We couldn’t help seeing you leave the building that had been on fire. We wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      

      “I’m fine,” the woman said unconvincingly before sitting in the sand. “And I’m not sure I should talk about it now that the police are involved.”

      

      “Lydia’s brother is the officer who first went onto the scene,” Trina said. “That’s why we were there.”

      

      “If you don’t want to talk to us, you don’t have to,” Lydia said, no longer moving forward. “But it looked like you might need someone to talk to, so we thought we would offer. And I can also offer some salt water taffy. That normally improves my mood, even in a terrible situation.”

      

      She took some almond taffy out of her purse and held it out. The woman reached out a hand. She stared at the candy for a long while before unwrapping it.

      

      “Thank you,” she said quietly before eating it.

      

      “Grief takes many forms,” Trina said to her friend. “But it seems that taffy does usually help.”

      

      “It’s good,” the firefighter said when she finished her candy. “Phil would have loved this. He was a big fan of salt water taffy.”

      

      “That’s the missing firefighter?” Trina asked. “The one who didn’t come onstage during the bachelor auction?”

      

      “You knew him?” asked Lydia, hoping to encourage the woman to speak more.

      

      “I never really introduced myself, did I? Though I guess my getup helps. I’m Brenda Davidson. I worked with Phil Burns for a few years now. I can’t believe he’s gone.”

      

      “He was the dead body that they found,” Lydia prompted.

      

      Brenda nodded. “He was so stupid.”

      

      “Stupid?” asked Trina. “Most people don’t like to speak ill of the dead.”

      

      Brenda shrugged. “That’s just the truth. He should have known better about facing this fire. He got himself killed.”

      

      Lydia still didn’t know the details about the death, but replied, “I can see how that’s frustrating for you. You’ve been trained to deal with fires. You would expect someone you work with to be able to deal with such a situation.”

      

      “There’s always a chance that we could get hurt on the job. Maybe even die. But that shouldn’t have happened here,” Brenda said. “He should have called for backup. He should have been wearing his gear. I know he had it here because I was teasing him for planning to wear it at the bachelor auction. Or at least some pieces of it.”

      

      “Would he have been a shirtless fireman with only the pants with suspenders and a hat?” asked Trina. “He probably would have raised a lot of money.”

      

      “Instead he got himself killed,” said Brenda. “I would have expected better of him. We might have had some tension between us recently, but he was a stand-up guy. And he was good at his job.”

      

      “What sort of tension?” asked Lydia.

      

      “Were you an item?” asked Trina. “Did you not want him to be a part of the auction?”

      

      “No,” Brenda said. “We weren’t together. Not like that. But with the work we do and the stress of the job, everyone gets close. We’re like a family. Phil was important to me. Even if he was making me mad. He straight up ignored me the other day when I saw him. He kept his helmet low and walked past when I tried to talk to him. And I thought: Fine. If that’s the way he wants to play it, so be it. But it already seemed like he won Dotty. There was no reason for him to be a jerk.”

      

      “Who’s Dotty?” asked Lydia.

      

      “It doesn’t matter,” said Brenda, getting to her feet. “With him dead, it really doesn’t matter. Maybe that will work out for me.”

      

      “So, his death works out for you?” Lydia asked, trying not to sound suspicious.

      

      “Except that it makes all firefighters look incompetent,” said Brenda, sounding annoyed. “This shouldn’t have happened. But I was also angry with him because he didn’t help me with another fire call we got this afternoon. I thought that he was feeling too important about his auction to come and do his job. But maybe I misjudged him. Maybe he was already dead while I was putting out that fire.”

      

      “Where was this other fire?” asked Lydia.

      

      “On the other side of town,” Brenda said. “Someone left a campfire going. A little early for a fire anyway, I think. But this person left food remnants from greasy food nearby, and a grease fire started. We’re just lucky that even though it was in a wooded area, it was away from houses and businesses. No one was hurt. I was feeling happy about that aspect until I got called to another fire and Phil was the one who was dead there.”

      

      “Is there any chance that this fire wasn’t an accident?” asked Lydia.

      

      Brenda considered it. “Actually, yes. I think the fire could have been set intentionally. I was under the impression that the upper level of the building was empty because no one had rented it, but there were items in that room. Items that could have kept a fire going.”

      

      “Someone wanted to burn the building down?” asked Trina. “Why? Were the massages that bad?”

      

      “That might not have been the reason why the fire was set,” Lydia said. “It might have been a trap to catch someone who was certain to try and stop it.”

      

      “You mean someone might have been trying to murder Phil?” asked Trina.

      

      Despite the layers of protective gear that Brenda was still wearing, she shivered. Then, she got to her feet.

      

      “I should go back and help. The fire is out, but if Phil was targeted, they'll need someone who knows about fires to look at the scene,” Brenda said. She started to walk away. “Thank you. By talking with you, I have a direction now. I shouldn’t be mad at Phil. I should assist the police in seeing if someone did this to him.”

      

      “I’m glad that we could help,” said Lydia. “But you don’t have to mention our involvement to the police.”

      

      Brenda shrugged. “If that’s what you want. Thanks for the taffy too.”

      

      She headed up the steps from the sand to the boardwalk with her gear. Lydia and Trina stayed where they were.

      

      “So, it does seem like murder,” Trina said.

      

      Lydia nodded. “If what Brenda said is true, then I think so.”

      

      “Poor Phil Burns,” said Trina. “He would have done well at the auction and gone on a hot date. But someone decided to turn up the heat even more and kill him.”

      

      “And we can’t let that person get away with it,” said Lydia.
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      The next day, Lydia kept thinking about the murdered firefighter and what she could do to help as she opened up Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets for the day. Kelsey sensed that she was thinking about a case and kept to herself, humming as she made sure the taffy on display was in order.

      

      However, when Annette arrived, she commanded both of their attention. The usually cheerful woman threw her purse and yarn bag onto a chair. Then she crossed her arms and let out an annoyed groan.

      

      “Is everything all right?” Lydia asked, rushing toward her. “Do you need some time off? I could get Jeff or Quinn to come in this morning?”

      

      “No. I want to be here,” said Annette.

      

      “Is something wrong with Mona?” asked Kelsey.

      

      “Of course not. Mona is a dear,” said Annette. “It’s something else that is a bother. It’s – well, it’s men!”

      

      Lydia and Kelsey started laughing, and eventually, Annette joined in too, coming out of her bad mood.

      

      “What happened in particular?” asked Lydia as their giggles died down.

      

      “I went on my date with Walt last night. He’s the polar bear that I won at the date auction yesterday,” Annette explained.

      

      “Polar bear?” asked Kelsey.

      

      “He goes swimming in the ocean on especially cold days in the winter as a challenge and for fun,” said Annette. “But it’s hard to believe that this man could have any fun. He was such an unpleasant curmudgeon.”

      

      “That bad?” asked Lydia.

      

      “I had high hopes for the evening,” Annette said with a sigh. “He asked if we could go out right away, and I agreed. I thought it was because he wanted to spend time with me after seeing who I was. I hoped he thought I was attractive for my age.”

      

      “You definitely are,” said Kelsey. “I know several actors who put on old age makeup for shows and look like disasters. You’re really pretty.”

      

      “Thanks. But I do think now that the reason why Walt wanted to go out right away was to get it over with. But I don’t mind too much now. Because I don’t want to spend any extra time with him. All he did was complain! We went to Crabby Craig’s for dinner, which I thought would be fun because they have live bands play there. But Walt complained about the noise. He complained about every piece of food that he was given. And he complained about the auction especially. He even complained about the poor dead man.”

      

      “He knew who died?” asked Lydia.

      

      “The bachelors started talking amongst themselves and realized that Phil Burns was still missing. When they found out that someone died in the fire, they assumed it was the firefighter completing one last heroic act. But, of course, that’s not the way Walt would describe it.”

      

      “What did he have to say about the victim?” asked Lydia.

      

      “Basically, he said: good riddance. I have to admit that at this point, after several hours of hearing his complaints, I started to tune him out. It seems that he was annoyed that Phil Burns had helped someone get their cat out of a tree. I guess he didn’t think that was an appropriate use of the fire department’s resources. Of course, his rant about Phil Burns wasn’t nearly as lengthy as his one about Claudio Ozmore.”

      

      “He’s the local singer,” Lydia said, trying to place him.

      

      “Right,” said Annette. “But to hear Walt talk about him, you’d think that he was the incarnation of all evil. Apparently, Claudio was being arrogant backstage and was telling everyone how he expected to bring in the most money for the night.”

      

      “Did that happen?” asked Kelsey.

      

      “I don’t know,” said Lydia. “I went to check on the fire with Leo when he came onstage.”

      

      “He did raise the most money that night,” Annette told them. “Though Detective Grey came in at a close second.”

      

      “Really?” asked Kelsey. “Good for him. But I’m surprised it wasn’t Daniel that near the top. I thought everyone out of school had a crush on him. And actually, some of my senior friends think he’s cute too.”

      

      Lydia had been avoiding announcing what had happened in this regard. “Daniel’s date did go for just under a thousand dollars.”

      

      “So, you won?” Kelsey asked, happily.

      

      Lydia tried not to show her disappointment on her face as she said, “No. I had given away some of my cash before he came onstage because he told me that he didn’t expect bidding to go so high.”

      

      “I wish that I had been quicker about taking my money out of my purse so I could have given it to you,” Annette said. “My date was such a dud. I would have much rather have given it to you so that Amber wouldn’t have won.”

      

      “Wait a second,” Kelsey said, holding up her hands. “Amber won?! Evil ice cream shop Amber?”

      

      “She’s not really evil. Just not nice,” said Lydia. “And it’s fine. It’s just a picnic. And they’re both just going to support the community center. It’s not a real date.”

      

      “Are you sure Amber sees it that way?” asked Kelsey.

      

      Lydia was saved having to answer by some excitement at the door. Trina ran inside, still wearing the smock she usually wore at the hair salon. She was joined by the bachelor that she had won at the auction, though Trent looked sheepish being dragged in through the door.

      

      “Liddy, I only have a short break before my next appointment at the salon, but I had to tell you something!”

      

      “Are you in love already?” asked Kelsey.

      

      Trina grinned. “It’s too early to know that yet. But it is off to a great start. Trent remembered what Daniel told him about me working at a salon, and he was able to track me down so we could make plans for our date. Which will be on his boat tonight. And I am really looking forward to it.”

      

      “Me too,” Trent said.

      

      “But that’s not why we had to run over here,” said Trina quickly. “Trent, tell them what you told me. After I told you about why I left the auction because of the fire and the murder.”

      

      Trent still looked a little self-conscious, addressing the female strangers. “Well, I told Trina that I knew Phil Burns. He is – was a neighbor. And he was a very nice guy. Very friendly when you saw him on the street. He waved at me yesterday when I got my mail, and he watered his lawn. And he was a good firefighter too. My house caught on fire a few months ago, and he put it out. There wasn’t too much damage because of how quickly he worked.”

      

      “Yeah. This is good character witness stuff,” said Trina. “But I want you to tell her the other thing.”

      

      “It might be nothing,” Trent said. “But I am Phil’s neighbor, so I did see some of his interactions. And I know that he and his brother, Pete, do not get along. I saw them fighting a few times. I’m not sure what it was about though.”

      

      “Isn’t that interesting?” Trina asked. “Pete Burns could be a great suspect. If he and his brother were fighting, it might have escalated to murder.”

      

      Lydia nodded thoughtfully. She could never be capable of killing her own brother, but it might be different for other siblings. There was definitely a lot of emotional baggage that family members could carry.

      

      “Are you sure it was murder though?” Trent asked. “Fighting fires is a dangerous job. Maybe it was just an accident. I would hate to think that somebody killed my neighbor. Even if he and his brother were fighting a lot, Phil seemed like such a nice guy. He’s not someone that should be murdered.”

      

      “Well, the other firefighter thought there was chance of foul play,” Trina said before checking the time. “I’ve got to go! I can’t make Mrs. Miresome wait.”

      

      “I’ll walk you back,” Trent offered.

      

      Trina smiled. The couple waved goodbye and headed out the door.

      

      “At least someone got a good date out of the auction,” Annette said.

      

      “A good date and some good information,” said Lydia. “I wonder if Leo knows about this.”
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      After dealing with some morning customers, Lydia left the taffy shop and headed to the police station. Even if her motive was somewhat colored by a desire to distract herself from Daniel’s date and distance herself from the boardwalk in case Amber dropped by to try and taunt her, Lydia was interested in the murder and arson case. Phil Burns had been willing to be part of the bachelor auction to help the community center, and it seemed that he had been an admirable firefighter who saved homes and cats in Ocean Point. She wanted to make sure that his killer was caught. The first thing she had to do was to make certain that Leo was considering this a murder investigation and not an accident.

      

      She walked up to Leo’s desk with a box of her almond salt water taffy. He looked happy to see the taffy but less overjoyed to see her.

      

      “What are you doing here?” he asked. “Tell me you’re not trying to get involved in my case.”

      

      “Is that what you think every time you see me?” she asked as she handed over her taffy gift and he took a bite. “What if I just wanted to see you? What if I wanted brotherly advice?”

      

      “About Daniel going out with another woman?” Leo asked, testing the waters.

      

      Lydia’s back straightened involuntarily. She hadn’t been expecting that to be brought up here, but of course, her brother would know that this bothered her.

      

      “Well, if that was why I was here, what would you say?” Lydia asked.

      

      “I’d say that it seems like Daniel is crazy about you and that he’s doing this for charity, so I wouldn’t be jealous.” Lydia felt momentarily relived until he continued. “But the woman I loved refused my proposal in front of a full restaurant, so maybe I don’t know everything there is to know about relationships.”

      

      “Great.”

      

      “But I don’t think you have anything to worry about,” Leo said, trying to reassure her again. “It’s not like you told him you were going to bid a thousand dollars on him and then didn’t. Amber just had more money. It happens.”

      

      “What if I had said that I would bid a thousand dollars, but then gave some of it away because I was told that bids wouldn’t go much above five hundred dollars?”

      

      Leo considered it, but then hit her shoulder affectionately. “Well, Daniel should know that your brother is a part of the police force and he better not break your heart. Otherwise, every wrong step he takes will be ticketed.”

      

      Lydia knew he was trying to cheer her up and thanked him.

      

      “But since I am a member of the police force,” Leo said as Detective Grey joined them. “I am very busy. We’re expecting someone to come in for questioning any moment.”

      

      “Because of the Phil Burns murder?” asked Lydia.

      

      He glared at her. “You really did come here to try and get involved.”

      

      “I just wanted to make sure that the crime was being considered murder and not just arson. The firefighter Brenda had some concerns about the manner of death, and I did too.”

      

      Detective Grey cleared his throat. “She should be here any moment.”

      

      “Lydia was just leaving,” Leo said, gesturing for her head towards the door.

      

      She might have given in and left if she didn’t see Brie Rankin approaching at that very moment.

      

      “She’s the person you’re going to question?” Lydia asked.

      

      The detectives both looked confused by her presence.

      

      “No,” said Leo. “We want to talk to the owner of the building. But it doesn’t matter. You should still be going.”

      

      Lydia stayed where she was as Brie approached them. If the local reporter was going to get information on the case, Lydia didn’t want to find out about it in the paper the next day. She wanted the information right away too.

      

      “I hope I’m not interrupting anything,” Brie said.

      

      “Actually, we were just about to interview someone,” Detective Grey said.

      

      Brie looked at Lydia and raised an eyebrow. “Lydia didn’t stumble upon another dead body, did she?”

      

      “Lydia was about to leave,” Leo said, starting to sound like a broken record. “She’s not who we were planning on speaking to.”

      

      “I’ll be quick, so I can get out of your hair before you need to get to business,” Brie said. “Detective Grey, I won a date with you at the auction.”

      

      “I am aware,” he said. “And quite a bit of money was raised for the community center because of it.”

      

      “I didn’t bid on you for that reason,” Brie said. “I thought that it might be interesting to go on a date. I wanted to see what you were like off duty.”

      

      “I can’t tell the press anything about my cases.”

      

      “I’m slightly offended that you think that’s my reason,” Brie said, crossing her arms.

      

      Leo and Lydia exchanged a look. They knew that getting a source at the police station had been the exact reason that Brie had been overly flirting with Leo not that long ago. However, Leo had not been swayed by her sweet nothings in the least because he had still been head over heels for Suzanne.

      

      “I just wanted to be clear from the beginning,” said Detective Grey.

      

      “Understood,” Brie said, uncrossing and smiling. “And I do understand that your important work takes precedence to your social life. That’s why you had to run off after the auction and why you are busy now. But I want to make sure that you will be able to contact me when you are free again, so we can plan a proper date. I really just came by to give you my phone number.”

      

      She handed him a piece of paper, and Detective Grey stared on it. Lydia realized it must have been quite a while since a woman gave him her phone number.

      

      “Call me,” Brie instructed.

      

      Detective Grey looked flustered for a moment but then nodded. “I will.”

      

      Brie grinned and then departed. Lydia stared after her. She hadn’t asked for any information about the case at all. Was it possible that she really had come only to give Detective Grey her number? Had she bid on him because she wanted to date him and not probe him for information? Or was this a setup? What was she up to?

      

      “Well,” Detective Grey said. “I suppose she did pay a good deal of money for her dinner with me. I should have reached out to her before. But I will take care of this matter when I am off duty.”

      

      “Have fun when you have this date,” Leo said. “But be careful with her.”

      

      “I’m a very careful person,” Detective Grey responded.

      

      They didn’t discuss the upcoming date any further because it was then that the woman that Leo and Detective Grey had been waiting for arrived. It was the owner of the massage parlor who had also served as a presenter during the auction. She looked terrified.

      

      “Thank you for coming in to see us,” Leo said.

      

      “I felt like I needed to,” she replied. “It did take place on the upper level of my building. And I feel so awful about it. But I don’t really think it was my fault. Was it? I just wanted to get my business’s name out there. I thought being a part of this event for the community would be good. Now I’ll just be associated with a fire. Who wants to think about that when getting a massage? And someone died. Oh dear. I’m not going to get sued because of this, am I?”

      

      “As long as you didn’t set the fire, you should be fine,” Leo said. “We don’t believe what happened was the result of negligence.”

      

      “That’s a relief,” she said, and it did seem as if a weight was taken off her shoulders. “But wait. Does that mean that someone else did set the fire? Did someone try to burn down my building? Or to kill that man?”

      

      Leo looked pointedly at Lydia and then turned to his partner. “Why don’t you show our witness to the other room? I’ll deal with Lydia.”

      

      Detective Grey nodded and led the other woman away.

      

      “You made that sound very serious,” Lydia said.

      

      “I am serious when I say that you need to stop interfering with police investigations,” Leo said, fixing her with a stare.

      

      “I just wanted to make sure that you were treating this like a murder case.”

      

      “If that’s what you need to know in order to drop this, then yes. We are investigating a potential murder. In fact, we’re quite sure it was murder.”

      

      “You are?” asked Lydia, hoping to get a little more information. “Phil Burns didn’t die trying to fight that fire?”

      

      “Not this fire,” Leo said. “He was killed from a fire, but he was actually killed several days ago. And we’re pretty sure it wasn’t at the location we found him in.”

      

      “That’s why you want to talk to the building owner.”

      

      “Yes. Now, will you go home? Or make taffy? Or fix things with Daniel? Anything but keep poking around in this murder matter?”

      

      “Wait,” Lydia said, not quite ready to promise anything. “You said he was killed several days ago?”

      

      “Yes. Between three and four days ago.”

      

      “But that doesn’t make any sense,” said Lydia.

      

      “A lot of things about this case don’t make sense yet, but we detectives will figure it out,” Leo said, stressing the word that didn’t include her. “I need to go and be a part of the questioning. Can I trust you to leave this alone?”

      

      “I guess I probably should talk to Daniel and let him know I’m feeling a little insecure about his date,” said Lydia.

      

      “That’s the spirit,” Leo said, starting to walk away.

      

      Lydia started the exit the station. Her thoughts were mixed. Part of her wondered how to express her nervousness about Amber’s actions without seeming like she didn’t trust Daniel. The other part was wondering how Phil Burns could have been killed three days ago if three people saw him since then.
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      Lydia did try to call Daniel, but she had been put straight through to voicemail. She tried not to dwell on the possible reasons that he could be ignoring her and decided to get some answers to her questions instead. She didn’t mean to disobey Leo’s direct order. However, she couldn’t stop wondering about the timeline of events.

      

      She trusted the local medical examiner when it came to determining the causes of death. He was skilled at his job, and Lydia didn’t think he could make a mistake as major as confusing someone being dead a few hours with several days. However, this did make things confusing.

      

      Brenda had said that Phil had walked right past her and ignored her the other day. Trent had said that he saw his neighbor watering his lawn and even the grumpy Walt had complained about seeing Phil Burns save a cat from a tree. This had apparently all happened after Phil had been killed. It might have been possible for one person to be mistaken about when they saw the man, but three? That seemed unlikely.

      

      She found herself wandering toward the local fire station and hoping that there wouldn’t be any fire calls that would have pulled Brenda away. She found she was in luck as she approached the station.

      

      Brenda was certainly there. She was outside, enjoying the summer day and lack of fire calls, with a cheerful Dalmatian. The dog was slow-moving but excited to play fetch with the firefighter.

      

      “I didn’t know fire stations still had Dalmatians,” Lydia said as she approached.

      

      “They don’t really,” Brenda said, petting the dog as she brought the toy back to her. “But Dotty is a part of the team, as a mascot. For now, at least. She comes with us when we visit schools to talk about fire safety. And she’s a part of all the parades we’re in.”

      

      “What do you mean for now?” asked Lydia.

      

      “She’s retiring,” Brenda said. “She’s not as young as she used to be. It’s time for her to become someone’s pet and for a new young pup to face the students.”

      

      “This is the Dotty you mentioned,” Lydia said.

      

      Brenda looked up from her canine friend to look closer at Lydia. Recognition dawned on her face.

      

      “You’re that lady from the beach with the taffy,” Brenda said. “The detective’s sister.”

      

      “Right. Lydia.”

      

      “I’m sorry I was so upset last time we spoke. I don’t usually explode like that.”

      

      “I can understand why you did. I’d be despondent if one of my coworkers died. And if I suspected murder, I would be angry too.”

      

      “But it was unprofessional to go onto the beach like that. And it had consequences. I had sand in my hat for a good while,” Brenda said. “So, what brings you here? Not checking up on me again, right?”

      

      Lydia thought quickly. “No. Well, not exactly. You said that Phil Burns would have loved my salt water taffy. For some reason that’s been bouncing around in my head. I wanted to do something helpful, and the one small action that I could think of was to donate taffy to the station for all the other firefighters in his memory.”

      

      “You brought us taffy?” Brenda asked, perking up. “It was a really good treat.”

      

      Dotty wagged her tail happily, thinking there might be something for her too. Lydia looked back and forth at the two expectant faces and realized she didn’t have much to give. She had already given the full box of taffy to Leo.

      

      “I’m afraid I didn’t bring it with me. I wanted to check and make sure that no one here had any food allergies. And to check if there were any favorite flavors.”

      

      “Well, there are no food allergies here,” Brenda said. “I would have learned that by now, with the meals we have here. I think we’d probably like any flavors you make though. That almond one was really good.”

      

      Lydia reached into her purse. “I should have a few of the almond ones on me. I normally carry a few of my newest flavor with me. And I think I do have a dog treat in here too. I was going to give it to my dog, Sunny. But I don’t want to tease Dotty here. I can get another one for Sunny.”

      

      Brenda happily took the almond taffy while Lydia handed the treat to the spotted canine.

      

      “She’s a beautiful dog,” Lydia said as Dotty munched.

      

      “She really is,” Brenda said. “And she’s the sweetest thing you’d ever meet. I love her a lot.”

      

      Dotty finished her treat, and Lydia knelt down to pet the thankful dog. “What was it that you said about her before?”

      

      “I don’t remember exactly what I was saying,” Brenda said as she chewed. “I was upset.”

      

      “Did you say that Phil won Dotty?”

      

      “Oh. When Dotty retires, she gets to move in with one of the firefighters. Both Phil and I wanted her. We did a challenge around the station to get her, and he won. I was upset, especially when he started ignoring me after that. I thought he was being rude. He wouldn’t even speak to me the day before he died.”

      

      “But you’ll get Dotty now?” asked Lydia, wondering if the dog could be a motive for murder.

      

      Brenda must have sensed what she was thinking. “I should. But why are you so interested in this? Is this because you’re related to the detective? Are you spying on me?”

      

      “No. That was not my intention,” Lydia said.

      

      “I wouldn’t kill Phil,” Brenda said. “I was mad at him, and I wanted Dotty, but we look out for each other here. And I wasn’t near the bachelor auction until I arrived at the scene. I was on the other side of town fighting a fire.”

      

      “I didn’t mean to accuse you of anything,” Lydia said. “But I was curious about the last time you saw Phil Burns.”

      

      “You mean when I saw the charred body of my friend?” Brenda asked defiantly.

      

      “No. I mean when he ignored you.”

      

      “We were at the station the day before he died. He was wearing his suit, and I asked if we had a fire to fight or if he was practicing his strut for the action. He just walked away and left without answering.”

      

      “You’re sure it was Phil?”

      

      “What do you mean? He was wearing Phil’s gear.”

      

      “Could you see his face?” Lydia asked.

      

      Brenda looked uncertain. “He had his mask on. Why?”

      

      “Because Phil Burns might have been killed earlier than he was found. In fact, he might have been killed three days earlier.”

      

      “Three days? That’s right after we decided who won Dotty,” Brenda said slowly. “I had thought he was ignoring me. But could it be that I didn’t see his face?”

      

      “Is it possible?” asked Lydia.

      

      “Possible,” Brenda said with an unhappy nod. “But I don’t like that you’re asking me this. Are you hoping to trick me into saying something? I didn’t kill anyone. I save people’s lives and homes as my job.”

      

      Dotty barked as if in agreement.

      

      “Well, is there anyone who might have wanted to hurt Phil?” asked Lydia.

      

      “No. He was a good man. There was no one who wanted him dead. Myself included.” However, right after she said that she paused. “But I guess if money were a motive.”

      

      “It often is,” Lydia said, encouraging her to keep talking.

      

      “Well, we have life insurance policies in place based on the dangerous work we do. And if we are killed in the line of duty, it would go to a family member. I think it would go to Phil’s brother, Pete.”

      

      “His brother,” Lydia repeated, thinking about what she had heard about the argument that the two brothers had recently. Maybe Pete had a stronger motive to kill someone he disagreed with. Maybe he killed his brother for money.
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      “Can I help you?” Pete Burns asked when he opened his front door.

      

      Lydia thought that he looked impatient rather than sad. She wondered if her excuse of visiting to express her condolences would work.

      

      “Are you Pete Burns?”

      

      “I am. Who are you?”

      

      “My name is Lydia Doherty. I knew your brother,” she said, stretching the truth to include the time she had briefly seen the man she believed to be Phil helping put out the fire at Mona’s condo complex. The man she saw talking to Leo that day did bear a resemblance to the man before her.

      

      “You knew Phil?” Pete asked. “And you came here to tell me what a hero he was? To let me know that everyone in this whole entire town misses him and mourns his death? To let me know how proud they are of him? To try and comfort me over the loss of such an amazing brother?”

      

      Lydia considered him. His tone sounded sarcastic, but there was still a note of pain in it. She guessed that the relationship with the brother, if not deadly, was still complicated. She could understand sibling difficulties. She and Leo had troubles themselves after the death of their beloved uncle, and Leo had even considered her a murder suspect before. However, it was possible that the problems between the Burns brothers had bubbled over into murder.

      

      It didn’t seem like singing Phil’s praises was going to get Pete to open up, so Lydia tried a different technique.

      

      “No, actually.”

      

      “No?” Pete asked, looking confused.

      

      “No. I’m here because Phil owed me money.”

      

      “He did? For what?”

      

      “For the bachelor auction,” Lydia said, awkwardly. “I helped him with it.”

      

      “Huh?”

      

      “I gave him lessons on how to strut on stage,” Lydia continued, hoping that her lie made some sense. “He was nervous about his stage presence, and I taught him how to walk about confidently. He was supposed to pay me for it after the performance. I know the situation is sad and I’m embarrassed to come to you. But I do need that money.”

      

      “You can give lessons on strutting?” Pete asked.

      

      “Yes,” Lydia said, starting to regret her lie. “I will show you.”

      

      She hoped that she looked convincing as she sashayed up and down the driveway. She exuded as much confidence as she could. Then she quickly said, “That’s all I can show you for free. Any more and I would have to charge you.”

      

      “How much did you charge Phil for that?”

      

      “A hundred dollars,” Lydia said. “And I normally wouldn’t mind under the circumstances, but I promised the money that he was going to give me to the community center. So I do need it right away.”

      

      “Fine. I bet I have a hundred dollars in cash inside. Stay here.”

      

      Pete went inside for a moment. Lydia hoped that he was getting the money (that she definitely would donate to the community center fund) and he wasn’t calling the police to report that a crazy person was outside.

      

      He returned a few minutes later and placed the money in her hand. “It’s nice to know that Phil wasn’t completely perfect. He needed lessons to impress women on stage.”

      

      “You didn’t like that he was doing the auction?”

      

      “I thought it was stupid,” Pete admitted. “I think he decided to do it just to annoy me. He liked to do that. He completely ignored my advice when he went house shopping, and he bought a place that needs work all the time. We fought almost every time I visited him because of that. If he listened to me, he wouldn’t need to do repairs on it all the time.”

      

      “Did you fight when he came over here?”

      

      “We always met at his house. He’s allergic to my cat. He doesn’t want to go inside,” Pete said. “But I didn’t really want to go into his either. I wondered if he bought the house to spite me too. Sometimes little brothers love to push your buttons. No matter how big they get.”

      

      “Will you inherit that house now?” asked Lydia.

      

      “I guess so,” Pete said, considering it. “It would either go to one of our cousins out west or me.”

      

      Lydia nodded. “I suppose I don’t have to feel too guilty about collecting this hundred dollars then. You’ll inherit his house. And you’ll probably get some money from a life insurance policy. Firefighters should have that in place.”

      

      “You seem awfully interested in my inheritance. I’m not going to give you anything else without some sort of documentation or receipt. I only paid you now because I like the idea of Phil having to pay someone to learn to strut.”

      

      “I understand. And this was all he owed me,” Lydia said. “If it helps, I am sorry for your loss.”

      

      Pete shrugged. “I’m sure it will hit me later. But he drove me crazy when he was alive. And everyone loved him so much. That made me even crazier. But he was my little brother.”

      

      “When was the last time you saw him?” asked Lydia.

      

      “A week ago. It was clear something was bothering him. But he didn’t want to talk about it. That annoyed me that he wouldn’t open up. What was the point of getting together if we weren’t going to share? But I guess he was nervous about the auction and he thought I would tease him. I probably would have if I knew he was paying for strutting lessons.”

      

      “You didn’t see him after that?”

      

      “I didn’t go to the auction if that’s what you mean,” Pete said. “I thought the event was stupid. I didn’t want to watch it. Maybe if I knew that was the last time I’d see my brother, I might have gone. But I didn’t know that then.”

      

      “He didn’t make it on stage. I wondered what happened,” Lydia said. “But the truth is that I didn’t see him for the last three days before the auction. I wondered if he was avoiding me so he wouldn’t have to pay. Of course, it could have been for another reason.”

      

      “Like what?”

      

      “He was killed earlier and simply placed at the crime scene.”

      

      “Is that possible?” asked Pete.

      

      “It might be,” said Lydia. “Do you remember what you were doing that day?”

      

      “Are you trying to ask if I might have been able to kill my brother?” Pete asked. “You know, you ask a lot of questions for a dance instructor. And I’m tired of answering them.”

      

      With that, he walked inside and slammed the door. Lydia sighed. She had gotten a lot of information out of Pete Burns, but she hadn’t gotten an alibi. There was certainly no love lost between the brothers. He would have to stay on her suspect list.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            11

          

          
            Style and Substance

          

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t believe you went there alone,” Trina said.

      

      She was sweeping the floor at the salon during a lull between customers. Her boss Felisha was nearby, shaking her head.

      

      “I wouldn’t have gone inside his house,” Lydia explained after telling her friend about the conversation she had with Pete Burns. “But I knew you were at work, and Daniel didn’t answer my call before.”

      

      “You should have waited for me. I love questioning potential killers,” Trina said. “And I like knowing that you have backup if you’re heading into a dangerous situation. Felisha, if my best friend is about to enter a situation where she might get killed, can I have some time off to help her?”

      

      “Sure,” Felisha said, only half-listening. “You can make your own schedule.”

      

      “She really does mean that,” Trina said. “You figured out who killed Rhonda from the salon. And Felisha does still technically owe me money for the repairs here. Which might have made a much more convincing lie than strutting lessons.”

      

      “It worked,” Lydia said, though she couldn’t stop from laughing at the memory of her performance.

      

      Trina laughed too but then got down to business. “You think Pete might have done this?”

      

      “Well, he and his brother didn’t get along very well. And he should be getting money from the death.”

      

      “That does sound like a good suspect.”

      

      Lydia nodded. “But because it’s hard to pin down the exact time of death, it’s hard to figure out when alibis are needed. The killer needed to murder Phil Burns about three days ago, and he used fire as the way to do it. Then the killer placed the body at the building where the bachelors were staying, and he must have done something to make the fire start when it did. I think there’s something else too.”

      

      “More than killing someone and moving the body?”

      

      “I think the killer also started a fire across town so that Brenda and anyone else at the fire station wouldn’t be able to respond immediately if they got the call about the fire by the auction.”

      

      “That makes sense,” Trina agreed.

      

      “But that makes me think that the killer wanted all this to happen at a certain time and I’m not sure why.”

      

      “Does Pete Burns have a good alibi for the time of the auction?” asked Trina.

      

      “I don’t know. He slammed the door in my face before I could get that information,” Lydia said, frowning. “But I did raise some more money for the community center with my strutting.”

      

      Trina tried not to laugh again and asked, “Do you think the person Leo was interviewing is involved?”

      

      “Probably not,” Lydia said. “She looked terrified of being sued and was worried about her business. If she wanted to kill Phil Burns for some reason, I think she would have disposed of the body somewhere else.”

      

      “Yeah. I wouldn’t want to hide a dead body where I work,” Trina said, looking around. “Plus there might be blood I would have to clean up.”

      

      “What was that?” asked Felisha.

      

      “Nothing,” said Trina.

      

      “I just wish I knew when the murder really took place,” Lydia said.

      

      “Actually, I might be able to help with that!” Trina said. “Because where there’s smoke, there’s fire.”

      

      “How does that solve the time of death?”

      

      “Ladies at the salon love to gossip. And about anything out of the ordinary. That definitely includes fire.” Trina turned to Felisha. “What have you heard about fire recently?”

      

      “Well, there was the fire by the bachelor auction yesterday that everyone was talking about,” Felisha said. “And there was another fire across town too. There wasn’t anyone that lived close by, but apparently, it was a grease fire and was hard to put out.”

      

      “And fires earlier?” asked Lydia. “Like three days ago?”

      

      Felisha thought about it. “There was a fire at a beach house where tourists were staying at where they lit a bonfire on the front lawn. It was called in quickly though so there wasn’t much damage. But that was about five days ago.”

      

      “That couldn’t be it,” Lydia said.

      

      Trina frowned. “If there had been another fire in town, I’m sure we would have heard about it. Unless no one who engages in gossip saw it at all. But that doesn’t seem likely. If we heard about how Mrs. Klusky’s pet ferret was lost from five different people, we should have heard about a fire.”

      

      “I guess it’s possible that the murder didn’t happen in town where your clients could have seen it,” said Lydia. “Or maybe it was late at night and was contained somehow.”

      

      “It does seem like this killer knows how to work with fire,” Trina said. “He used it at least three times.”

      

      “Which makes Brenda seem like a more likely suspect,” Lydia said, sitting in one of the styling chairs.

      

      “She might have killed him so she would get the dog,” Trina said, sitting next to her. “I don’t know if we would premeditate murder, but we would go to extremes to take care of Sunny.”

      

      “That’s true. And I need to remember to pick her up another treat on my way home. I gave hers to a suspect.”

      

      “Maybe Dotty is the killer,” Trina said. “It makes as much sense as anything else right now.”

      

      “I think that the killer disguised himself as Phil Burns to hide the time of death,” Lydia said, considering it.

      

      “Does that take Brenda out of the running as a suspect?”

      

      “No. She could have worn her firefighter suit to hide her identity. And that’s what people wore around town,” said Lydia. “But it also could have been Pete pretending to be his brother. There is a resemblance between them.”

      

      “And he might have wanted to disguise the time of death so that he could get more money from the insurance payout,” Trina agreed.

      

      “But how can we be certain? And how can we prove it?” Lydia wondered aloud.

      

      They sat in silence for a few moments.

      

      “I don’t know,” Trina said, finally. “But do you want to help me with another problem?”

      

      “Sure.”

      

      “What should I wear on my date tonight? My green dress or the black one?”

      

      “I think they both look great on you, but they say a little black dress is always great for dates,” Lydia said. “Are you excited about the date?”

      

      “Very. I have some butterflies in my stomach, but I’m really excited to spend more time with Trent. And he’s the same way with me. When we got together to decide this morning, we decided not to wait and go on the cruise tonight. And who knows? If things go well, I might start boating a lot more.”

      

      The door to the shop opened, and a client walked in. Lydia hugged her friend and told her to call her after her date no matter the time to let her know how it went. Then, she left so Trina could get back to work. She was happy for her friend and about the date she was going to go on, but she couldn’t deny that she was also thinking about the date that Daniel would be going on too.
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      Lydia returned to the taffy shop and she was thrilled to see was full of happy customers. The only person who didn’t look completely content was Annette, who was being a little harsher with the yarn she used to crochet the sea life toys she made for the shop in between ringing up sales. Lydia guessed that she kept thinking about how her excitement for her date had turned into annoyance. Lydia really hoped that Trina would not have the same experience.

      

      She dealt with customers and started another batch of almond taffy to fill the shelves when she saw a customer that always brought a grin to her face. Quiet Quinn, who had come in for her afternoon shift, took over at the taffy puller while Lydia went to greet Daniel.

      

      “I’m happy to see you,” Lydia said. “I tried to call you earlier, but it went straight to voicemail.”

      

      “I’m sorry. The committee kept me busy this afternoon, and I had my phone silenced. They alternated between joy at how much money they raised and despair that a murder occurred right next to the event.”

      

      “I can understand the mixed feelings,” Lydia said. “And I’ve been encountering more of them when I started doing some sleuthing. The victim’s brother didn’t get along with him very well and stands to inherit a good deal from an insurance policy. However, his coworker at the fire station also had mixed feelings. She thought he was a good firefighter most of the time, but wanted the dog that he was going to adopt. And she had been very annoyed with him lately, though there was a chance that she was actually mad at someone pretending to be him to confuse the time of death.”

      

      “It sounds like you found out a lot in a relatively short amount of time,” Daniel said.

      

      “I wish I’d found out more. But I feel like I am making some headway. I’m pretty sure that someone pretended to be Phil Burns by dressing up as him to confuse the time of death. I’m just not exactly sure why.”

      

      “I’m sorry. I really wish I could stay and talk this all out with you, but I can’t right now.”

      

      “No?”

      

      “I did stop by to see you and apologize for missing your call, but I needed to come to your shop too.”

      

      “Can’t get enough of the almond taffy?” Lydia teased.

      

      “That’s a perk for coming here, but I also need some advice. And a little gift.”

      

      “A gift?”

      

      “For Amber.”

      

      Lydia felt the color drain out of her face but tried to remain calm. “You’re getting her a gift? For your date?”

      

      “I thought it was the gentlemanly thing to do,” he said. “I was afraid that flowers would seem too romantic.”

      

      “Yes,” Lydia agreed a little too quickly.

      

      “And I know she really doesn’t like your taffy – which admittedly is crazy. How can anyone not like this stuff?”

      

      “I don’t know.”

      

      “But I thought that you also were a gift shop. That’s the trinket part of your name. Maybe you had something that would be a nice gift. But friendly and not romantic.”

      

      Lydia nodded. Even though she still felt some jealousy knowing that Daniel was bringing her a present, Lydia acknowledged that he was just trying to be a good date and was not actively trying to woo Amber. He just wanted to be friendly.

      

      She looked around the shop, trying to think of something. She dismissed several possibilities.

      

      “It’s a little tricky,” Lydia admitted. “Most of the trinkets I sell are for tourists. They are nautical and about the beach, but that’s not something unusual for Amber. And I wouldn’t want to give her something that is obviously from my shop. That might upset her.”

      

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have put you in the middle of this.”

      

      “It’s all right. I already feel like I’m in the middle. I mean…” she trailed off and picked up a spoon rest in the shape of a starfish. “This might work. You could say that it is to rest her ice cream scoops on.”

      

      “Perfect,” Daniel said.

      

      He walked up to the register to pay for it. Lydia followed him. Usually, they argued about whether he should pay for something in the shop or not. He always wanted to support her business, but she liked to remind him that he had saved her life and shouldn’t have to pay for anything. However, her generosity didn’t quite extend to getting gifts for a date with her arch-rival.

      

      “Thanks again for your help,” Daniel said after he had paid Annette.

      

      “No problem,” Lydia said. “Have fun tonight. But not too much fun.”

      

      He laughed. “All right.”

      

      He kissed her cheek and then started to leave. Lydia stopped him.

      

      “Wait, Daniel. You do know that I wanted to win the date with you, right? Even though I didn’t spend the money, I originally said I would, that doesn’t mean that I don’t care about you.”

      

      “I know that. And I do understand. You have nothing to worry about, Lydia.”

      

      Lydia nodded as he left, but she didn’t quite believe it. She walked toward the counter and joined Annette, who was also having trouble masking her bad mood.

      

      “He’s going on his date with Amber?” Annette asked.

      

      Lydia nodded. “He told me not to worry, but it’s hard. He doesn’t know how manipulative Amber can be. He’s stood up to her on my behalf before, but he doesn’t quite understand that she’s intentionally trying to upset me. And she does want to date Daniel. I’m sure of it. And even though she runs an ice cream shop, she looks like a supermodel. And I look like someone who runs a candy shop for a living. And our relationship is so new.”

      

      “Men,” Annette said in a huff.

      

      “Well,” Lydia continued, trying to amend what she just said. “Daniel hasn’t done anything wrong really. He’s just fulfilling a duty. And he’s trying to be a good date, unlike Walt.”

      

      “I can’t tell you how disappointed I was. I was looking forward to a little bit of romance, and I got a cranky old man.”

      

      “I’m sorry,” Lydia said.

      

      Annette shrugged and picked up her yarn again. “I shouldn’t let it bother me. But I don’t understand why he agreed to be a bachelor for this auction if he was going to be so unhappy on the date. Do you think it was me?”

      

      “Definitely not,” Lydia said, vehemently shaking her head. “You’re fantastic. And it sounds like everything upsets this man. Maybe he joined the auction because he wanted to help the community center or was roped into it like Daniel was. Or maybe there was some other reason why he wanted to be on stage beside the date itself. I’m sure it has nothing to do with you.”

      

      “I hope so.”

      

      Lydia tapped the counter. “You just made me think of something. Another potential suspect for the case.”

      

      “What’s that?”

      

      “What if the reason why Phil Burns’s body was moved wasn’t that the victim was a bachelor in the auction? What if the killer was?”

      

      “And they put the body nearby so they could start the fire?” asked Annette.

      

      “And seem like they had an alibi if they were on stage,” Lydia said. “I think we were supposed to think that the fire broke out randomly and Phil Burns died trying to put it out. However, we have a great medical examiner who figured out that the man was killed earlier. The killer wanted to disguise the time of death. Maybe it was all for an alibi.”

      

      “But who in the show could have done it?”

      

      “Well, we were wondering if there was an ulterior motive for Walt to be in the auction,” Lydia said. “We might have found it.”
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      Lydia shivered. She thought this was partially due to the fact that she had already gone against what she told Trina she would not do when she met a suspect and went inside his house alone. However, the main reason was because of the extremely cold temperature that Walt kept his home.

      

      When Lydia had arrived at his door, he hadn’t had any qualms about talking to her. However, he was adamant about not doing it outside in the heat. He insisted on talking to her in his living room where the air conditioner was blasting.

      

      “I don’t want the air escaping out of the house,” Walt said. “And I need to keep it cold in here. I need to condition myself, so I can continue to be a part of the polar bear challenge every year. I want to set the record for most consecutive winter swims.”

      

      “Admirable,” Lydia said through chattering teeth.

      

      “Now, I think I know why you’re here,” Walt said.

      

      “You do?” Lydia asked, surprised.

      

      “Of course. I might be old, but I’m not an old fool. I know who you are. You own the taffy shop on the boardwalk.”

      

      “Do you like salt water taffy?”

      

      “Like it? Sticky candy like that? I despise it. What’s its purpose other than to try and rip your teeth out? And why do you need so many flavors? When someone else had the taffy shop, they only had six flavors, and that was good enough. How many are you trying to have? One hundred? Trying to set some sort of record? Maybe that I could understand and support.”

      

      “I hadn’t thought of that, but it might be something worth attempting.”

      

      “No. I am no fan of taffy,” Walt continued as if she had not spoken. “I don’t understand why a candy that needs to be stretched and pulled is made. If it takes so much work, why not put that work into more useful activities? Like fixing the potholes on the highways. Or helping my cat when he gets stuck. I have an outdoor cat. His name is Cat. I don’t approve of silly names for pets. He is what he is. I would like it if he could stay indoors with me, but he doesn’t like the cold the way I do. Even if he does have a winter coat.”

      

      “The reason I’m here,” Lydia began.

      

      “I told you. I know. You’re here because you’re Annette’s boss.”

      

      “I am,” Lydia said, though she was not sure why this was being brought up.

      

      “And you’re something of an amateur sleuth. Annette mentioned that you solved some cases in town. I don’t know what to make of mixing sugar with crime-solving, but I do think that catching bad guys is more productive than making sticky candy, so I will approve of it,” Walt said, marching around the room. “And now you’ve come to do some more investigating.”

      

      “You seem very good-natured toward it,” Lydia said, rocking slightly to keep warm.

      

      “I’ve got to be. I want to impress Annette. I should have known that the people in her life would want to make certain that I am good for her. I knew there would be some checking up. Of course, I might have my work cut out for me because you aren’t the average friend snooping. You’re more of a professional snooper.”

      

      Lydia was very surprised by this turn of events but decided she might as well use it. “You’re right. I wanted to check up on you and make sure that you were good for Annette. I don’t want anyone taking advantage of her.”

      

      “I was afraid of that too. Did you know that she has a young woman staying with her? And she’s living there rent-free? She’s someone that we need to look at. We must be vigilant and make certain that this woman is not taking advantage of sweet Annette.”

      

      “Mona isn’t taking advantage of her. They’re coworkers and friends. And Mona is just staying with her until her condo is repaired. I actually think it’s good for both of them. They’ve both been lonely. Mona has felt on her own since her father died, and Annette has been feeling empty nest syndrome since her daughter’s family moved away.”

      

      “She doesn’t need a coworker to live with her,” Walt said. “She just needs to find the right new husband. And after the way we hit it off last night, I think we might be moving down that path. But, of course, that’s why she sent you to look into me.”

      

      Lydia nodded, going along with it. “There is a complication to all this though.”

      

      “There is?”

      

      “You see the police, and I think that the person who killed Phil Burns might be one of the bachelors from the auction. You were one of those people. And I can’t let you continue to see Annette if you might be a killer.”

      

      “Oh, please. Why would I kill that firefighter?”

      

      “I did hear that you weren’t a fan of his,” Lydia said. “In fact, when I saw you by the building that turned out to be a crime scene, you suggested that Phil Burns was shirking his duty again.”

      

      “I didn’t like him,” Walt admitted. “But that doesn’t mean that I killed him. If I killed everyone I disliked, there wouldn’t be many people left in the town. Have you seen some of the drivers around here? And the way people say ‘sup instead of hello?”

      

      “But why did you dislike him so much?” Lydia asked, keeping her teeth chattering to a minimum.

      

      “Because he was a hypocrite! He told me point blank that firefighters don’t get cats down from trees like in the movies. And I struggled so to get Cat down from one. But then what do I see two days ago? There’s Phil Burns in his uniform helping a cat down from a tree. I tried to call him out on it, but he just shook his head.”

      

      “Did you actually see his face?”

      

      “I knew it was him.”

      

      “But was he wearing headgear?”

      

      “I guess he was. I thought it was a little strange, but I thought perhaps he was afraid of the cat scratching.”

      

      “Did you notice anyone acting suspiciously at the auction?”

      

      “I noticed someone acting like a prima donna. And that was Claudio Ozmore. If his head was any bigger, he’d fall over. He seemed to take the bidding very personally, too. I think if he didn’t get the highest bid, he would have done something desperate. But I wouldn’t have minded if he swam off into the ocean.”

      

      Lydia rose to her feet. She was starting to think that Walt wasn’t the killer. It seemed like he had seen someone pretending to be Phil Burns saving a cat. She also couldn’t take much more of this cold temperature. It was past refreshing on a hot day. It was freezing inside this house.

      

      “Thank you for your time. I should get going.”

      

      “So, I passed your test?” Walt asked.

      

      “Well…” Lydia mumbled, not sure what to say. She wanted to get out of the house quickly, but she didn’t want to trap Annette on another date with someone she clearly didn’t like.

      

      “I will have a few demands when it comes time for us to move to the next level and cohabitate, though. I have food requirements and certain TV shows that must be watched quietly. But the most important is that I will require several days of temperature like this per week. It’s how I prepare. But Annette should be willing to deal with this for love, right? She seems so sweet.”

      

      “She is very sweet,” Lydia agreed. “But I know that she does get cold easily. In fact, she often wears a sweater while walking on the boardwalk.”

      

      “Hmmm. That doesn’t sound like we’re quite compatible after all.”

      

      “I’m sorry,” Lydia said before making a speedy departure. She left feeling good about the interview. She could tell Annette that she was desired but that she never needed to see her grouchy date again, and Lydia had a new suspect to track down.
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            The Suspicious Singer

          

        

      

    

    
      Lydia knew it was approaching evening hours and the time of Daniel’s date. She decided that she would try and talk to Claudio Ozmore. It was possible that Claudio had wanted to be the highest bid at the bachelor auction so badly that he had killed for it. Maybe Trina had been right when she said that a shirtless firefighter would raise a ton of money. Maybe Claudio wanted to get rid of the competition. He had been the one onstage at the time that the fire had been spotted and she and Leo had rushed to the door. Maybe this had been part of an alibi that he was establishing.

      

      Lydia went through the different scenarios in her head, examining this as a motive. The singer would have to be a narcissist, but it was possible if Walt wasn’t exaggerating too much.

      

      “Well, it’s worth talking to him,” she muttered to herself. “And talking to a potential suspect is better than sitting around wondering if Daniel is enjoying himself on his date and what Amber is trying to do.”

      

      She reached the address that she had found for Claudio Ozmore. It was a large property that looked as if a recording studio was attached to it. She went up to the front door and knocked.

      

      It was soon opened by a man who was slightly shorter than average who was wearing a gold robe.

      

      “Claudio Ozmore?” Lydia asked, realizing she had never seen him in person.

      

      “I know. Sometimes it’s hard to believe it’s really me,” he replied with a grin. “Now, who are you, and what do you want? Are you a fan or are you selling something?”

      

      “Neither exactly.”

      

      “Not a fan? Then, you must never have heard me sing.”

      

      “Actually, that is true. I’ve been a bit out of the local music scene. I’ve been busy with… other endeavors,” Lydia said instead of mentioning candy making and murder.

      

      Instead of bragging anymore, Claudio burst out into song. It wasn’t one that she recognized, but she did immediately recognize his talent.

      

      “You’re impressed,” he said.

      

      She nodded. “I am.”

      

      “Do you want an autograph? I have some extras from the bachelor auction.”

      

      “Sure,” Lydia said, knowing it could be used for fingerprint or handwriting analysis if she gave it to Leo. “And it’s because of the bachelor auction that I’m here.”

      

      “How sweet,” Claudio said, signing a headshot and handing it over. “You wanted to win the date with me, but were outbid? You’re here to see about a date?”

      

      “I’m here to see if you saw anything suspicious that day that could explain the arson that occurred.”

      

      Claudio eyed her more warily. “Well, I didn’t expect that when I answered the door. But I suppose I can help you out. No. I didn’t notice anything suspicious. I suppose there were a large amount of overly tall men that were bachelors that day. But that has nothing to do with a murder.”

      

      “Overly tall?” asked Lydia.

      

      “Didn’t you notice? Why almost all the bachelors were close to six feet tall. The cruise ship captain, the lifeguard, the doctor. Asking around, it seems like the firefighter was tall too. There were no men of average height like myself there at all.”

      

      Lydia knew that he was shorter than average, but it seemed like he was self-conscious about it. Perhaps that had been why he was so desperate to be the highest bid bachelor of the night.

      

      “Now that you mention it, everyone did seem too tall,” Lydia agreed.

      

      Claudio smiled. “I don’t know if you saw, but I did raise the highest amount of money with my date. The women of Ocean Point seem to value talent as well as good looks.”

      

      “Right.”

      

      “But I’m afraid I didn’t notice anything else that could be helpful in determining what happened. Are you an insurance investigator or something like that?”

      

      “Something like that,” Lydia agreed. “Would you mind telling me where you were before the bachelor auction that day?”

      

      “I suppose not. It’s not a secret, and I had nothing to do with any fire. I was meeting with a man, Mr. Burns, to discuss a new property. I’m thinking of expanding to a larger home. I don’t know if Ocean Point will continue to serve my needs. I was sending him to search for some other properties along the shore in different towns.”

      

      “His last name was Burns?” asked Lydia.

      

      “Yes. Pete Burns.”

      

      “The day of the fire Pete Burns was out of town looking at properties for you?”

      

      “Well, I can’t evaluate them on my own. I’m merely a singer with an angelic voice.”

      

      “Thank you for answering my questions and for the autograph,” Lydia said.

      

      “Always happy to help a fan,” he said before closing the door.

      

      Lydia walked away, lost in thought. She had certainly gained some information from this interview, but it wasn’t at all what she thought it might be.
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            Walking the Dog

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m sorry I got distracted this afternoon,” Lydia said. “But I think this might end up being better. Now you’ll get a walk and a treat.”

      

      Sunny plodded happily along at Lydia’s side. Since the sun was starting to go down, it was cool enough for the lazy French bulldog mix to enjoy a walk. They were walking along the boardwalk to pick something up from the taffy shop before heading out to buy a new treat.

      

      Sunny had looked at Lydia suspiciously when she had first arrived home smelling like a Dalmatian. However, she had soon forgiven her human and had licked her face to show how happy she was to see her home. Lydia was glad that she had such a loyal canine friend to keep her company on a stressful night. Her thoughts alternated between how Amber must be attempting to steal Daniel and how she couldn’t quite seem to figure out how this tricky murder had occurred.

      

      “I don’t know, Sunny. What do you think?”

      

      Sunny sat down on the boardwalk as a response and Lydia smiled. The dog must think that it is time for a break.

      

      “No problem. We can rest for a moment.”

      

      However, after she agreed to this, she immediately regretted it. She had looked out to the ocean, hoping to enjoy a relaxing view as she stroked her dog’s fur. However, the view she got was of Amber and Daniel sitting on a blanket on the sand.

      

      She immediately wondered who had chosen this spot for the picnic. Had Daniel done it because he wanted to be near her taffy shop in case the date went horribly wrong? Or had Amber chosen it to try and taunt her?

      

      “Come on,” Lydia said, tugging at Sunny’s leash. “I don’t want to watch this.”

      

      However, Sunny decided that a break was due and rolled onto her back. Lydia sighed. She knelt down to rub the dog’s belly, trying not to watch as Amber placed a hand on Daniel’s shoulder. She tried not to dwell on how attractive Amber was in her bathing suit or how she could hear bits of laughter carried on the wind.

      

      “Murder,” Lydia murmured. “Focus on the murder.”

      

      Sunny made a noise and Lydia reassured her. “I meant: focus on solving this murder. Not causing one.”

      

      Then, Sunny laid back down and accepted the belly rubs. Lydia realized this must be her punishment for coming home smelling like another dog.

      

      “Phil Burns was killed three days ago. No one in town, as represented by the gossiping ladies of the salon, noticed any smoke that could have been used to kill him. The killer wanted to hide the time of death. He pretended to be Phil Burns around town by dressing in his fireman’s uniform and being observed. Then the killer put the body in an unused office where the bachelors would be staying before for the auction. The killer set a fire across town to distract the fire department. Then a fire was set to further destroy the body. We were supposed to think that Phil Burns died trying to put out this fire.”

      

      Sunny made an encouraging noise, so Lydia continued.

      

      “Why did the killer want the time of death disguised? Was it because he did not have an alibi for the real time of the murder? Was he trying to have an alibi for the arson that was supposed to look like murder? Or was it to bolster an insurance payout?”

      

      Sunny seemed to shrug and then wagged her tiny tail.

      

      “I was starting to think that Pete Burns was the killer. It made the most sense. Pete looked enough like his brother that he could have pretended to be him – especially if his face was slightly obscured. And I thought he was doing it for the money. And he could have used his cat for a distraction if needed. But he has an alibi for the morning of the bachelor auction. Could he have placed the body there earlier? How long could the killer count on the owner of the building not going upstairs? But if it wasn’t Pete who did it…”

      

      Lydia stopped talking as a terrifying thought occurred to her. Sunny sat up abruptly.

      

      “If Pete was the killer, then he could have been watering the lawn. But you can’t water the lawn in a firefighter’s protective gear. That would have attracted attention. But if that’s a lie, then there needs to be a reason for the lie.”

      

      Lydia picked Sunny up as she looked at the water. “That’s where it happened. And we can’t let it happen again.”

      

      Holding Sunny in her arms, Lydia ran onto the beach and up to Daniel and Amber.

      

      “What are you doing here?” Amber asked, sounding extremely displeased.

      

      Daniel asked the same thing, but just sounded confused.

      

      “This is my date with Daniel. And a romantic picnic does not include crazy taffy shop owners and stinky dogs,” Amber pouted.

      

      “What’s going on?” Daniel asked. “Don’t you trust me?”

      

      “Look, this has nothing to do with your date. At this moment, I really don’t care what she’s been saying to try and steal you away. But I do need your help. You know people on the beach and from the committee. And I need a boat right now.”

      

      “Why do you need to take your dog on a boat?” asked Amber.

      

      “It’s Trina,” Lydia said, growing frustrated. “She’s in danger.”

      

      “Danger?” asked Daniel.

      

      “That’s right. She’s on a date with the killer. And they’re alone out there at sea. I’m afraid he’s going to try and kill her too if he thinks we’re on to him.”

      

      “Danny,” Amber pouted, grabbing his hand. “This is obviously a ruse. It’s like I’ve been telling you. She’s unstable. That’s why she gets involved in murders and stuff. But right now she’s just saying this to ruin our perfect evening.”

      

      “I don’t have time to waste,” Lydia said. “If you’re not going to help me, I’ll find another way.”

      

      “Of course I’m going to help you,” Daniel said. “We can’t let anything happen to Trina.”

      

      “Danny,” Amber warned. “If you walk away from me now, it’s over between us! And I had such a fun night planned after the picnic.”

      

      “I’m sorry, Amber. But I am a lifeguard. It’s my job and my nature to save people. And as much as I wanted you to have an enjoyable evening, you must know that I have feelings for Lydia. I thought it had become apparent.”

      

      “At any other time I would find this moment very touching,” Lydia said. “But we need to save my best friend’s life.”
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            Danger on the High Seas

          

        

      

    

    
      “Thank you,” Lydia said once they were in a boat on the water.

      

      “For what?” asked Daniel. “There was no way I wasn’t going to help you. Trina is a friend of mine too.”

      

      “But while I started to lose my head from panic, you kept yours. It was obvious that we needed to alert Leo and the police. I was just focused on getting on the water as fast as possible.”

      

      “The head of the committee owed me a favor after making me get on stage like that,” Daniel said. “He was happy to lend me his boat.”

      

      “I just hope we’re not too late.”

      

      Lydia and Daniel were on the small motorboat that he had borrowed and were looking for signs of Trent Thompson’s ship. Leo and police boats were also on the water.

      

      Lydia had been told to stay on land, but she couldn’t sit idly by at a time like this. If Leo wanted to arrest her when this was all over, so be it. She had to do everything she could to save her best friend. The only time she had wasted before getting on board once Daniel had secured their boat was to hand Sunny off to her employees at the taffy shop before it closed.

      

      She looked out at the water, praying that they would reach Trina before Trent could kill her like he did Phil Burns.

      

      “Why don’t you explain it all to me?” Daniel said. “It will help me understand it all as we search.”

      

      “Part of me hopes that I’m wrong and that we’ll just be interrupting a lovely date,” Lydia said. “But I don’t think that’s the case. You see, several people claimed to see Phil Burns after he was dead. However, he was wearing his fire suit at the time. Someone else could have worn the suit to confuse them. But Trent said he saw Phil Burns watering his lawn after he had been killed. He said this because he also wanted us to think that the time of death was later. But Trent would have had to see Phil out of the firefighter’s protective gear. Wearing it would have attracted too much attention while watering a lawn. Trent was lying.”

      

      “Why did he want to confuse the time of death?”

      

      “He thought that he had a good alibi because he would have been on stage and backstage when the body was discovered. That’s why he stayed back there with you. You could supply him with an alibi to say he was there the whole time. And he didn’t want us to know exactly when the real murder had occurred because he didn’t want us to think too deeply about how it occurred.”

      

      “What do you mean?”

      

      “There was no smoke in town,” said Lydia. “Phil Burns was murdered with fire, but no one saw smoke when the crime would have been committed. Even at night, someone could have seen or smelt it. Unless it was done out at sea.”

      

      “Trent used his boat to commit the murder?”

      

      Lydia nodded. “But he had to use fire to make his plan work. He probably did want Phil to be seen as a hero in death.”

      

      “Why did he want him dead?”

      

      “That’s the part I’m not one hundred percent clear on,” Lydia admitted. “But he told Trina and me that Phil put a fire out at his house before. Maybe Phil saw something at the house that he shouldn’t have and Trent wanted him silenced.”

      

      They fell into an uneasy silence after this and continued searching the water. Then, Daniel pointed ahead. Lydia nodded. It looked like the right vessel. They moved closer, hoping that they wouldn’t be seen or heard. Hopefully, they had the element of surprise on their side.

      

      As they neared it, they could begin to hear voices. Trina’s sounded nervous.

      

      “You don’t have to do this,” she said. “I really liked you. I thought we could have something special. I don’t care about this dark part of you. Ask my friends. Really. I like bad boys.”

      

      “It’s a shame you didn’t learn your lesson earlier,” Trent said. “Looking into murders is a very dangerous hobby. And it finally caught up with you.”

      

      Not having a plan, but unable to do nothing, Lydia sprang on board the ship.

      

      “Freeze,” she yelled.

      

      Trent did pause where he was standing. Lydia saw that Trina was tied to a chair.

      

      “Lydia!” Trina called out. “You came to save me. You figured it out! It’s drugs. Trent has been getting them when he goes out deep at sea and brings them back to the mainland. Phil Burns discovered this when there was the fire at Trent’s house. He wanted to give his neighbor a chance to turn himself in. But Trent killed him instead. He wants to kill me too. He was going to make it look like an overdose of drugs.”

      

      “You don’t have a weapon,” Trent said, smiling. “What did you expect to do? Convince me to stop out of the goodness of my heart? That didn’t work for Phil. Why should it work for you?”

      

      “No. I had another plan,” Lydia said.

      

      Trent didn’t have time to ask what it was before Daniel had crept up behind him and hit him with one of the few loose items that he had on the boat – a fire extinguisher. Trent crumpled to the ground.

      

      “Is she all right?” Daniel asked.

      

      “I am now,” Trina said. “But it was a close call.”

      

      “I’ll call Leo and the police to let them know where we are,” Daniel said, heading to find a radio.

      

      Lydia untied Trina and hugged her tightly. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

      

      “Thanks to you both,” Trina said. “But you know what? I’m going to call it. This was the worst date ever!”
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      Lydia read the postcard that she had received from her aunt that showed she was visiting the Great Wall of China and smiled. Sunny was at her side as she sorted the mail, enjoying her long-overdue treat. After a hectic few days, she was glad for some peace and quiet where she could sort out her mundane tasks.

      

      Sunny sat up and barked and then Lydia heard a knock at the door. She opened it and saw Daniel with a picnic basket.

      

      “Hi. I was wondering if you weren’t too busy if maybe you would like to have a picnic with me?”

      

      Lydia smiled. “I think I’d like that very much, Danny.”

      

      Daniel cringed. “I hate being called Danny. It reminds me of when I was a little boy getting in trouble.”

      

      “I can’t imagine you getting in trouble. Saving people from trouble – yes.”

      

      “There’s just one thing missing from my picnic basket,” Daniel said with a smile. “I’m all out of almond taffy.”

      

      “I think I could find a few pieces hidden in the kitchen,” she replied. “And then I would love to go to the beach with you.”

      

      Sunny barked.

      

      “I guess she could come too,” Daniel said. “Though if we’re at a designated dog beach, we might have some other canines come to investigate what we’re eating.”

      

      “As long as I’m with you two, I don’t mind,” Lydia said. “But I do need to be back this evening to meet up with Trina. She is in definite need of a girl’s night.”

      

      “I promise to have you back in time.”

      

      Lydia grabbed the almond taffy from the kitchen while Daniel found Sunny’s leash and prepared her for travel.

      

      “While we’re on the picnic, I can tell you about the committee’s next idea to raise money: a Men of Ocean Point calendar,” Daniel said. “But I put my foot down and said it was time we did something with an ocean theme instead. We’re going to have a sandcastle contest.”

      

      “I like it,” Lydia said.

      

      They headed out the door, and Lydia locked it. Daniel helped Sunny into his truck. However, before they left, Daniel said, “Now, I’ve heard something about you giving strutting lessons? And I think this is something that I need to see.”

      

      Lydia groaned. “Well, since you helped me save my best friend, I guess I can embarrass myself on your behalf a little.”

      

      With that, she strutted towards the truck, eager for the picnic and afternoon ahead.
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