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            The Dinner Party

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re sure I’m not going to be a fifth wheel?” Trina asked.

      

      “I’m sure,” Lydia Doherty said firmly to her best friend.

      

      Trina still looked unsure. “Because this seems a bit like a double date.”

      

      “My brother and I have been getting along better since everything seems happily settled with our uncle’s will, but I’m not sure we’re at the point where we would agree to go on a double date together. He’s still not very pleased about how I got involved in some of his investigations.”

      

      “You mean solved his cases for him and saved the day?”

      

      “I don’t think we should phrase it like that in front of him. But I was trying to reiterate that this isn’t a double date. It’s a party. We’re celebrating that an offer was finally made on the family home we’ve been trying to sell,” Lydia said. “Now, are you going to help me with this taffy or not?”

      

      The two friends were in the kitchen of the Doherty house, near the Jersey Shore, that Lydia had been living in until the sale went through. Lydia was experimenting with a new salt water taffy flavor that she wanted to serve at the dinner party, and she had been pulling the treat to aerate it while she listened to Trina’s worries.

      

      “What do you want me to do?” Trina asked. “And I hope you say sample the candy?”

      

      “I think I’ve finished pulling it so now it’s time to cut it into bite-sized pieces, and it will be faster if we both do it.”

      

      “Sure thing. The sooner the taffy is finished, the sooner we can eat it.”

      

      Lydia smiled, and they began cutting the taffy into pieces to serve to her guests. She knew she didn’t have much time until they all arrived. She had been tinkering with this recipe until the last minute, and so she had to hurry to finish it. At least because she was going to serve it to friends, she could place the taffy on a decorative non-stick plate instead of wrapping each individual piece, which would save time.

      

      “I guess I should say congrats,” Trina said after a few moments of work.

      

      “Did you try one already?” asked Lydia, looking up from her portion of taffy.

      

      “No. I meant about Daniel. When you talked about tonight not being a double date, you didn’t list one of the reasons as you not officially dating Daniel. You kept saying that for a while. But I guess that’s changed now?”

      

      Lydia blushed. “Well, we’re not forcing a label on what we have. And we still are moving slowly. But Daniel and I did kiss on the 4th of July, and we have been seeing each other more often since then.”

      

      “It figures,” Trina said, stopping her cutting in order to lean against the counter dejectedly. “You start seeing some wonderful guy right as I broke up with my boyfriend. We can’t be single together and hit the town.”

      

      “I didn’t think we were big town-hitters,” Lydia joked. “I thought we were stay in with a good friend and a glass of wine and some taffy people.”

      

      “I don’t know,” Trina said with a sigh. “Maybe I should call Carl.”

      

      “Do you really miss him?” Lydia asked. “Or do you just miss being in a relationship? I thought that was why you broke up with him. Because he wasn’t a great boyfriend, but you admitted that you were scared of being alone.”

      

      “You know what I really miss? The discounts I used to get at his fish market!”

      

      They both laughed as Daniel walked into the room with some steaks he had prepared on the grill. Lydia’s French bulldog mix, Sunny, was keeping close to him, hoping that there was a chance he might drop something off the plate.

      

      “It sounds like you’re having a good time in here,” Daniel remarked with a smile.

      

      Sunny made a noise to alert everyone that she would have a better time if she were given some of the meat that was just placed on the counter.

      

      “Well, we’ve just about finished the salt water taffy,” Lydia said. “Thank you for watching the grill for me.”

      

      “I was happy to help. I know you needed a little extra time with the side dishes and dessert. Besides, I selfishly figured I would be rewarded—“

      

      “Guys, don’t be too couple-y,” Trina said, cutting him off. “I am right here.”

      

      “With taffy,” Daniel finished.

      

      As Trina giggled at her mistake, Lydia stepped forward with the plated bright green taffy. She offered it to her friends who each took one.

      

      “I was a little nervous about this one,” Lydia admitted. “I wanted to find just the right balance for it.”

      

      “Are you going to tell us what it is?” asked Daniel.

      

      Lydia laughed. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to be so secretive. This is the sour apple taffy. And you can be honest after you tried it. Did I balance out the sweetness and sourness properly?”

      

      Her friends both tried the candy, while Lydia busied herself by finding a more acceptable treat for Sunny. She wasn’t usually so nervous about her taffy flavors. Experimenting with candy was something that brought her joy, and she relished the challenge of creating new recipes. However, tonight she did want everything to go perfectly at her party. She didn’t want to sully the good news of the house with something too sour, and she also wanted to celebrate how she and her brother, Leo, were becoming friends again.

      

      “You’re crazy,” Trina said when she finished her snack.

      

      “It’s too sour?” asked Lydia, disappointed that she hadn’t made her human friends as happy as her dog.

      

      “No. It’s perfect,” said Trina. “It’s always perfect. I don’t know why you were worried about it.”

      

      “I have to agree with her. It is perfect,” said Daniel.

      

      Lydia grinned. She said that they were welcome to have some more but that they should save room for dinner and that there should still be some taffy left for Leo and his date Suzanne.

      

      She went to finish setting the table, but then Sunny ran toward the front door and started barking while wagging her tiny tail. Lydia was sure that she was announcing Leo’s arrival.

      

      “I’ll finish the table,” Daniel offered.

      

      She thanked him and headed to the door with Trina at her side. Sunny was dancing in the entryway, excited for more people she liked to join the party.

      

      “Last time I’m going to ask,” Trina promised. “You’re sure I’m not going to be a fifth wheel?”

      

      “I’m sure,” Lydia said.

      

      She swung the door open, and they saw Leo and Suzanne embracing on the front porch steps. They took a step apart when they noticed the others.

      

      “You opened before we knocked,” Leo said.

      

      “Now I know not to,” Lydia teased. “But Sunny told us you were here.”

      

      “Sunny is such a smart dog,” Suzanne cooed as she bent forward to pet the playful pooch. Sunny was so enthusiastic that she knocked Suzanne’s headband askew, but Suzanne just laughed.

      

      “Come on in,” Lydia said, welcoming them inside. “Daniel just finished grilling. We ar having corn on the cob and some other great side dishes, and I made some sour apple salt water taffy for dessert.”

      

      “I don’t know,” Leo said. “That must be why Trina has that sour look on her face. Are you sure you got the recipe right?”

      

      “See if you’re brave enough to try it,” Lydia responded.

      

      Leo chuckled and headed toward the kitchen. Suzanne and Sunny joined him, but Trina held Lydia back a moment.

      

      “Liddy, I don’t know if I can do this. I don’t want to begrudge people their happiness, but I’m not sure I can be around other happy couples right now. It just reminds me of Carl. We were together for years. I know it was off and on because I’d have moments where I would decide I didn’t like being ignored or because Carl said he needed some time to find himself, which usually meant he wanted to play poker more often. But that was a big portion of my life, and it’s over now. And seeing couples reminds me that I’m not in a relationship. And who knows? I might never be in one again.”

      

      “Trina, we’re all just people. We’re your friends. Don’t think of us as couples. You’re my best friend. And we’ve been friends for so long that I’m sure Leo thinks of you as a little sister.”

      

      Trina nodded. “Or at least an annoying cousin.”

      

      “And you and Daniel have helped me solve cases before. And, yes, Suzanne is new, but I think you’ll get along great. She designs rooms just like you design hair. This is a party, and it will be fun,” Lydia said. “It will all be fine.”

      

      Trina seemed appeased, and they headed to the dinner table. Overall, Lydia was right about the night. They were all in good spirits as they talked about the house sale and the memories they had of the home. They remarked how glad they were that Aunt Edie had been able to visit and had seen the house again before it went to a new owner. Then, they talked about Aunt Edie’s latest postcard that showed she was visiting the Grand Ole Opry in Nashville and tapping her toes to some country music. They talked about the beach and about their jobs as they enjoyed their meal.

      

      It was all going great until Leo blurted something out to Suzanne.

      

      “I love you,” he said.

      

      Suzanne froze with a forkful of macaroni salad to her mouth and stared at him. The others all sat there awkwardly.
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      Lydia felt sure that this was the first time that Leo had told Suzanne that he loved her. He didn’t seem embarrassed to say it or concerned that this was announced in front of other people. It had simply been something that he couldn’t keep to himself anymore.

      

      Words were caught in Lydia's throat. She wasn’t sure whether she should say something to stir the conversation in a different direction to cover up Suzanne’s silent response or if she should give Suzanne a moment to figure out what she wanted to say. Should she serve the taffy so everyone could have an excuse to be quiet while they chewed?

      

      Sunny barked from the floor, and Suzanne was knocked out of her reverie. She set her fork down and smiled at Leo.

      

      “You know, Leo? I love you too. I just didn’t expect to hear it so soon, so I didn’t expect to say it.”

      

      They held one another’s hand at the announcement. Then tension at the table disappeared, but there was still some residual awkwardness.

      

      “It is a little soon,” Trina couldn’t stop herself from saying. “You’ve known each other – what? A month?”

      

      Leo shrugged. “We knew each other when we were kids. We’ve only just reconnected a few weeks ago.”

      

      Trina grabbed another piece of corn on the cob so she could focus on food instead of another couple’s happiness. Lydia looked over at Daniel, but his gaze was directed down at his plate.

      

      She could understand how this could feel strange for him too. Leo and Suzanne seemed to be moving at a much faster pace than he and Lydia were. She hoped that he didn’t think that she had orchestrated this moment so he would feel pressured to proclaim his feelings for her. She didn’t think of this as a race, and she liked that they were moving slowly. She knew that she had some trust issues after how things had ended with her fiancé when she needed to move back to Ocean Point to help care for her uncle, and though time had passed, he was still a widower adjusting to a changed life.

      

      “Would anyone like some coffee?” Lydia asked, saying the first non-romantic thing she could think of.

      

      “No thanks,” Suzanne said, tearing her gaze away from Leo. “It will keep me up all night if I have some this late and I have an early morning meeting tomorrow.”

      

      “Are you decorating a new house?” Daniel asked.

      

      Suzanne nodded. “I’m excited about it because the house has a good history. Apparently, it belonged to a man that used to own speakeasies in town back in the day. There should be some antiques that I can use in the design.”

      

      “It’s funny to think that there used to be speakeasies in Ocean Point,” Trina said as she refilled her wine glass. “But I guess we are a tourist town in the summer. That could have made it more of a party in the roaring twenties.”

      

      “The house just passed to a new heir, and the woman wants to turn it into a nice summer home with the possibility of renting it out. My friend, who is a contractor, and I are both going to meet her tomorrow to see what we can do with the space,” Suzanne continued. “I think it will have a lot of possibilities.”

      

      “Is the contractor Teddy?” Leo asked. “I met him once.”

      

      “That’s right. And he asked if we’d like to have dinner with him and his wife one night,” Suzanne said. “I think that would be nice. It would be a lot like tonight.”

      

      Trina must have thought that this did make tonight seem like a double date and sighed. Lydia jumped in to change the conversation topic.

      

      “We’re lucky that the person buying the house doesn’t want to take it until August, so I have a little time to finish packing everything up. And I can seriously start looking for a place of my own now. I had only been doing it half-heartedly before.”

      

      “If I come across any leads I’ll send them your way,” Suzanne offered. “Sometimes I hear about houses going on the market early.”

      

      “I’ll keep an ear out at the salon too,” Trina said.

      

      “And if you need any help with décor once you find the place, I’d be happy to help too,” said Suzanne.

      

      Since Lydia hadn’t considered anything about the décor of her new place other than she hoped it would have an ocean view, she nodded. She also thought that this would show Leo how she supported his relationship.

      

      “That would be really nice,” Lydia said. “I’d love your help.”

      

      Suzanne took her cell phone out of her purse that was hanging on her chair. She started typing into it.

      

      “I’ll give you my personal number instead of my business phone. And I’ll add you to my cell so I can tell you about any homes I find out about.”

      

      Lydia smiled, and they exchanged phone numbers.

      

      “Now you’re right next to Leo in my phone,” Suzanne said.

      

      “Make sure you don’t call her by mistake when you’re looking for a booty call,” Trina joked. Then, she became self-conscious as she realized that she didn’t know Suzanne as well as the others, and she didn’t know if she would appreciate the humor. “Not that you would… I mean, you are dating, but… Never mind.”

      

      “I think it might be time for some of Lydia’s terrific taffy,” Daniel said.

      

      “Right,” Lydia said, jumping to her feet to bring the platter over to the table. She placed it down so everyone could grab a piece, and hoped that the mix of sweetness and sourness would be the perfect end to the party.
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      The next morning, Lydia headed to her taffy shop. She walked along the boardwalk and appreciated the ocean breeze as she made her way to Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets.

      

      She wouldn’t say that the night before had been perfect, but overall she had been happy with it. Daniel had been kind and helpful, like always. While he was normally quiet and somewhat stoic towards people in town, he had started opening up to the group. She was also pleased with how things had improved between her and her brother.

      

      Not so very long ago, Leo had been willing to believe that she was a murderer and was going to lock her up. Of course, most of this was fueled by injured feelings when Lydia was left enough money in their uncle’s will to open up her shop and fulfill her dream. Leo thought that he hadn’t been left anything, but it turned out that Uncle Edgar had orchestrated that Leo and Suzanne should reconnect. He knew that Leo was satisfied with his career as a detective, but Uncle Edgar might have hoped to push him in the right direction romantically.

      

      The only hiccup was how Trina was dealing with being around couples. It was funny because there had been several times when Carl had stood her up, and she had been alone with a group of couples, and this hadn’t bothered her as much as last night. Lydia promised that they would have one of their usual girl’s nights soon.

      

      “Is everything all right, boss?” Kelsey asked.

      

      Lydia smiled at her employee, who was waiting by the door. Kelsey was about to be a senior in high school but was loyal and mature beyond her years.

      

      “I was just thinking that when I eventually have my house warming party, I should invite more people than I did for my house sale dinner last night,” said Lydia. “I think if I want to add to the guest list, I’ll have to invite everyone from here.”

      

      “I’d love to go,” Kelsey said. “And I’m sure the other employees would too. We’d all be interested to see what flavors of taffy you have in your secret stash – maybe you have something exotic that you don’t want to show to the public.”

      

      “I have been sharing most of my flavors these days, but I do keep creating more. And I did just work on a sour apple flavor that I think people with love. I’ll show everyone how to make it today.”

      

      Kelsey looked enthusiastic as they entered and began making the arrangements for the shop to open. Another employee, Mona, joined them before they flipped the sign from “closed” to “open.”

      

      “Sorry I’m late,” Mona said a little sheepishly. “Annette made this huge breakfast with eggs and waffles and fruit, and I thought it would be rude if I didn’t eat some of it.”

      

      “It’s fine,” Lydia said. “It’s not quite time to open, and I hadn’t started showing how to make the new flavor. But it sounds like things are going well with you staying at Annette’s.”

      

      A big smile formed on Mona’s face. “It’s pretty great. I’ve been on my own for a while, but now it feels like I have a mom again.”

      

      Lydia found herself smiling too. Though the reason for Mona needing a place to stay for a few weeks was unpleasant, she was pleased by the result. Annette was an older employee at Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets who crocheted handmade sea creature toys to sell. Annette and Mona were always friendly with one another at work, but now they seemed to have become great friends as they became temporary roommates. Annette had been having empty nest syndrome ever since her daughter’s family had moved out of her house once theirs had finished being constructed out of town. Meanwhile, Mona had been feeling alone since she lost her father and had even tried working for a psychic fortune-teller to feel less alone.

      

      “I’m glad that it’s working out,” Lydia said. “Even if I am jealous about that breakfast.”

      

      “Yeah. I just had a piece of toast,” said Kelsey. “But that’s also why I am excited to try the sour apple taffy. Can we make it now?”

      

      “Sour apple?” Mona repeated. “That sounds amazing. I like candy that has a little kick to it.”

      

      “We can make it right now. It’s not as difficult as some of our other flavors because we don’t have to combine different types of taffy together for the final product. But I will show you how I came up with the flavoring to make it just sour enough and to get it that special green color.”

      

      Lydia took them quickly through the steps they were already familiar with in making the sugary taffy mixture, and then they added the new flavoring. Lydia explained how she started with Granny Smith apples as her inspiration and then adjusted the tanginess and tartness to the perfect taste.

      

      As they moved the candy mixture onto the taffy pulling machine and watched it work, Kelsey asked as they were waiting, “So, when is your party going to be?”

      

      “A party?” asked Mona.

      

      “A house warming party,” Kelsey explained. “Before you came in she told me that she was going to invite us all.”

      

      “That’s true,” Lydia agreed. “But before I have the party, I need to find my new home. And I’ll need to unpack and set it up. And I’ll probably do some decorating because Suzanne offered to help. Maybe I’ll do a little more with the décor than have a plethora of dog beds around the house for Sunny to lie on.”

      

      Then, Lydia heard her phone ringing. She asked the others to keep an eye on the taffy as she took off her plastic gloves to answer the call.

      

      Seeing it was Suzanne, she remarked to her employees, “Maybe my move might be sooner than I thought. Suzanne might have a tip for me already.”

      

      However, when she heard the voice on the other end of the call, she knew that this was not a house-hunting tip and that something was very wrong. Suzanne sounded frantic but was whispering as if she was afraid to make too much noise. It made it difficult to understand what she was saying, but Lydia tried to cling to every word.

      

      “Leo… need help… after us… a client… please.” Suzanne’s voice got louder when she said, “No!”

      

      Then there was a loud noise, and the line went dead. Lydia let the phone come down from her ear and stared at it. She was so unnerved that she didn’t know what to do.

      

      “Is everything okay?” Kelsey asked warily.

      

      Lydia didn’t respond right away. She called Suzanne back, hoping against hope that this might be some sort of prank that she meant to pull on Leo. Maybe it was an inside joke that she didn’t understand and Suzanne wasn’t really in danger.

      

      However, when the line went straight to voicemail, she knew that this was not a joke.

      

      “I don’t think it is okay,” Lydia told her employees. “Can you watch the shop? I need to go to the police station right away.”
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      Lydia walked into the police station, trying not to let the panic show on her face. She had hurried over there as fast as she could and headed over to Leo’s desk.

      

      Leo had a goofy smile on his face as he sipped coffee from a mug. He waved when he saw his sister approach.

      

      “This is a nice mug, isn’t it? Suzanne got it for me. She said it would brighten up my desk when I set it down,” he said with a chuckle. “It was really nice to have all of us get together like that. We shouldn’t wait for events like an offer on a house to do it again. We should do it again soon. Do you have any of that taffy from last night?”

      

      “No.”

      

      “That’s all right. I’m still happy to see you,” Leo teased. “Because I don’t have any open cases that you could be here to steal. That’s right. No murders. Detective Grey and I are just providing support if the summer crowds get unruly.”

      

      “Leo,” Lydia began, trying to figure out how to break her terrible news.

      

      “What’s wrong?”

      

      He stood up and gestured that she could sit in his seat, but she shook her head.

      

      “Did something happen at the taffy shop?” he asked. “Were you or any of your friends hurt?”

      

      “I got a call from Suzanne. She must have meant to call you. Our numbers are next to each other in her phone now. She said your name, and she asked for help. I think she said someone was after her. She sounded really upset and scared.”

      

      Leo took out his phone and immediately made a call. He frowned as evidently his call when straight to voicemail. He tried again with the same result.

      

      “What exactly did she say?” Leo asked, trying to remain calm.

      

      “She was whispering, and it was hard to hear, but she mentioned her client, and she said someone was after her. No. She said the phrase after us. There was a loud noise right before the line went dead. Maybe someone broke her phone.”

      

      “You shouldn’t worry,” Leo said reverting to a professional manner. “I will look into this and handle it.”

      

      “It’s too late for me not to worry, and I feel bad that she wasn’t able to contact you directly,” Lydia said.

      

      “It’s quite possible that you only heard part of the message and it wasn’t one of panic at all. Perhaps the phrase “after us” was out of context,” Leo said. Though Lydia was pretty certain that he was only saying this for her benefit. He looked very tense.

      

      “She was scared. I want to help.”

      

      “I can handle this,” Leo reiterated. “I will find her and make sure she is okay. Now, she was supposed to have a meeting this morning.”

      

      “And a contractor she knew was going to be there,” Lydia reminded him. “Is there a chance you could contact that man?”

      

      Leo reached for his wallet as he nodded. He started picking through the cards. “She gave me his business card in case I ever needed some work done. I think she also did it because she didn’t want me to be jealous. She wanted me to know that they worked together and were friends, but there was nothing romantic there.”

      

      He found the number on the business card and called. The phone seemed to ring for a long time, and Leo balled up his other hand out of tension.

      

      “He’s not picking up?” asked Lydia.

      

      “No,” Leo agreed, hanging up as it finally went to voicemail. “I think that I should go to where her meeting was supposed to take place. That was most likely where Suzanne and Teddy were.”

      

      “Maybe the client she mentioned was the person they were supposed to meet.”

      

      Leo closed his eyes as he tried to remember details from the conversation. “She said it was a house that used to belong to a speakeasy owner.”

      

      Leo’s partner, Detective Grey, walked over to them at that moment. He was a serious man who looked even grimmer when he saw how worried they looked.

      

      “Why are you so concerned about Wilbur Wilway?” Detective Grey asked.

      

      “What?” asked Lydia, not able to place the name when she was so worried about Suzanne.

      

      “I suppose most people remember him as Suds Wilway. He was the man in town responsible for the big Ocean Point speakeasy. Is that not what you were talking about?”

      

      “That does sound familiar,” Lydia said. “Do you know a lot about Suds Wilway?”

      

      “I do like to read about crime from other decades. And about local history,” Detective Grey said.

      

      “Do you know where he used to live?” Leo asked. “That was where Suzanne was supposed to meet the new heir.”

      

      “It’s an older house. The speakeasy wasn’t actually there. It was in a different building than where he lived, but I have walked by the house before. It’s near the inlet on Sandover Street.”

      

      “I’m going to head over there now,” Leo said, starting for the door. Lydia was at his side.

      

      “I still don’t understand what’s going on,” Detective Grey said as they walked away. “What is happening with the heir?”

      

      “I just need to find Suzanne,” Leo said. “I’ll let you know if I need backup.”

      

      Detective Grey seemed to respect his partner’s choice and simply nodded. Lydia raced out of the station as her brother did. She waited for him to remind her to keep her nose out of police business, but he didn’t say anything. He just hurried ahead to his cruiser.

      

      Lydia headed to her own car. She wasn’t sure that a police warning would have kept her from checking on Suzanne, but since she wasn’t issued one, she was definitely going to head straight to the former Wilway house.

      

      She arrived at Sandover Street shortly after Leo did. He was looking at the cars in the driveway and on the street. She saw that one was labeled for Teddy Thomas, Contactor and realized that this must be his vehicle. There was a rental car in the driveway and sedan behind it.

      

      Leo pointed at the sedan. “That’s Suzanne’s car.”

      

      “So, she was definitely here,” said Lydia.

      

      “I’m going to check the house,” Leo said. “Stand back.”

      

      Lydia bit her lip but agreed. He kept a hand on his weapon and checked the front door. He announced that the police were there and that he was coming inside. Then, he entered the building.

      

      Lydia stayed by the cars, listening intently. She could hear his footsteps moving around the house, which made her think that there were no clear signs of Suzanne.

      

      She took a step closer to the house, thinking that she hadn’t heard anything to concern her that the house was dangerous. She paused as she saw something in the overgrown bushes next to the house. She hurried toward it to confirm her suspicion. There were two phones there. One was definitely Suzanne’s phone that she had at dinner the night before, but now it looked like it had been smashed.

      

      “Leo!” Lydia called. “I found something.”

      

      “Unfortunately, I did too,” Leo said grimly.

      

      Lydia didn’t hesitate a moment. She needed to see what he was referring to. She walked into the house and immediately saw what had caused his ominous tone. A man’s dead body was lying on the floor.
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      Lydia held back a scream. She hadn’t been expecting to walk in on this, but she knew she needed to keep it together to support Leo. The person lying on the floor wasn’t Suzanne, so that was one positive in a terrible situation. Now they just needed to figure out what happened so they could find her.

      

      “You didn’t find anyone else here, did you?” Lydia asked.

      

      Leo shook his head. “I searched the house. There are no other people here living or deceased.”

      

      “Is that Teddy?”

      

      “Yes. Teddy Thomas. The contractor who was at the meeting.” Leo took a deep breath. “I need to call Detective Grey. This is a murder investigation and a missing persons case.”

      

      He walked away to notify his partner, but Lydia stayed where she was. She glanced around the room, hoping that she could find something helpful. She tried to look at things besides the body, and she saw a pile of interesting things on a table. It was most likely the antiques that Suzanne must have been bringing to their heir’s attention to use in the design.

      

      But had she been able to show these antiques to the heir? Was the heir the client that Suzanne had mentioned? Was this heir the person who had killed the contractor? Had this meeting been a trap? Or was the heir a victim in all this too?

      

      Lydia had too many questions (not the least of which was: where is Suzanne?), but she didn’t have any answers. She stopped focusing on the antiques and looked around the room.

      

      The house looked like it was in need of repairs, but it had the potential to be a beautiful home again. There were rich wooden fixtures and hardwood floors. There were some handcrafted elements to the design that appeared attached to the walls. There was an ornamental drunken octopus above a bookcase that was holding a bottle in each of its eight tentacles. Each bottle had a letter on it, so it spelled out: Eat, Drink. Beneath the octopus, it also said: Be Merry.

      

      Lydia thought there was little chance that she would be merry today. She continued scanning the room and saw some small pieces of shattered glass. She thought that it was most likely from the broken phones that she had found outside.

      

      She still didn’t have a clear picture of what had happened here. She looked down at the body and felt a pang of sorrow that Suzanne’s friend was dead. From what she could see of the wound, it looked to her like he had been shot.

      

      She tried not to think about whether the weapon could have been turned on Suzanne and focused on what was in Teddy’s hand. It was something made of black cloth.

      

      She was just trying to formulate what she thought it could be when Leo returned to the room. He started looking around the room the same way she did, but there was panic behind his eyes.

      

      “Do you think he was shot?” Lydia asked.

      

      “Most likely,” Leo muttered. “But the medical examiner will be here any minute with Detective Grey.”

      

      “There’s something in his hand,” Lydia said, pointing. “Do you think it’s a mask?”

      

      Leo took out a plastic glove and bent down next to the body to examine it. Lydia was so engrossed in discovering if she was right and the implications of a mask that she didn’t notice Detective Grey arrive until he was practically right behind her.

      

      “Lydia, what are you doing here?”

      

      “Teddy Thomas was murdered,” Lydia said.

      

      “I realize that, but you’re a civilian. You should be waiting outside to make a statement. You shouldn’t be inside the crime scene. I understand that this might be an emotional time, but protocols must still be followed.”

      

      He escorted Lydia to the door and told her to remain outside. She decided not to be discouraged. She was lucky that Leo had been emotionally distracted, and this allowed her to look around the crime scene as much as she did. She would also be able to partially follow the proceedings by watching through the doorway.

      

      She told Detective Grey about the cell phones she saw outside, and he told her that they would look into it and that she should not touch them. Then, he headed back to his partner.

      

      Lydia watched them. She wanted to do whatever she could to help, but that meant that she needed to have some information about the case. After hearing Suzanne’s voice on the phone, she knew that it would haunt her if she didn’t do everything she could to find her.

      

      “It is a mask,” Leo said. “A black ski mask.”

      

      “What do you think so far?” Detective Grey asked. He was trying to keep his voice low so Lydia couldn’t hear, but it was much easier to understand than what Suzanne had whispered earlier.

      

      “There’s definitely been foul play here,” was all Leo could respond.

      

      “Do you think that the victim had been wearing that mask? Or do you think he pulled it off of the man who shot him?”

      

      Leo shook his head.

      

      “Well, when the autopsy is complete, we can determine what caliber weapon was used,” Detective Grey said. “That could be useful.”

      

      “The victim, Teddy Thomas, had a meeting here this morning with Suzanne and the new owner of the house. I don’t know anything about the new owner except that she inherited the house and was a woman. Suzanne and Teddy had just been hired by her.”

      

      “We’ll find out what happened,” Detective Grey said supportively. Since he was normally so stern and serious, it sounded strange to hear these words meant to be comforting.

      

      However, Leo wasn’t comforted. “What if I don’t like what we find out? What if I wasn’t here when she needed me? What if…”

      

      “Let’s focus on the facts and move from there,” Detective Grey advised. “Everything else is speculative and won’t help us.”

      

      “The facts,” Leo muttered. “The fact is that Suzanne is missing.”

      

      “She called Lydia before. Even if Suzanne’s phone was destroyed, we could see the exact time that the call was made by checking your sister’s phone. We know she was alive at that time.”

      

      “She wanted to call me,” Leo said sadly.

      

      “We’ll need to find out more about the person who had them meet her at this house,” Detective Grey said, ignoring Leo’s melancholy.

      

      Lydia had been thinking along the same lines. She wondered if the heir to the house was the perpetrator of this crime or if she was a victim in all this too.

      

      Detective Grey began searching the crime scene as Leo stayed near the body, trying to control his breathing.

      

      “I’ve just found something,” Detective Grey said as he checked under the table cloth covering the table that held the antiques. “However, I don’t think we should read too much into it. It is only one piece of evidence.”

      

      Lydia felt her jaw clenching with tension after that sort of build-up. Leo was already looking worse for wear but moved closer to his partner.

      

      Detective Grey held up a fabric headband that they both recognized as Suzanne’s. There was a small blood spot on it. Lydia leaned against the doorway for support.
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      Lydia shook off her feelings of horror. She knew it wasn’t helpful to Suzanne if she couldn’t keep her emotions in check.

      

      Leo looked like he wanted to punch something in frustration and anger, but was just managing to contain himself because of the present company.

      

      “There are only a few drops of blood,” Detective Grey said. “This does not look like it came from a fatal wound. And we’re not even sure if the blood is Suzanne’s.”

      

      “Except that it is on something that was kept on her head,” Leo replied, not willing to accept any optimism.

      

      “You know what it probably is?” Lydia suggested, inserting herself into the conversation. “That might have been where Suzanne was hiding when she made her quiet call for help to me. Maybe when she was found, the culprit grabbed her and knocked off the headband. That’s why it was under the table.”

      

      “It sounds like you thought that would make me feel better,” said Leo. “It doesn’t.”

      

      “I’m saying that the blood could have been caused by a superficial wound from being pulled out from under the table and her phone was taken,” said Lydia. “And I think her attacker broke her phone, causing those shatters on the floor. Then, the attacker just abandoned the phones by the bushes as he left.”

      

      “That does sound like a valid explanation of events considering the call, table, and headband,” Detective Grey conceded. “Though civilians really shouldn’t be a part of this conversation.”

      

      “You know that this isn’t an ordinary situation,” Lydia said. “A man is dead. A woman is missing. And a second woman might be missing too.”

      

      “Would you please remain outside,” said Detective Grey.

      

      He was keeping an eye on Leo as he spoke to her, and Lydia realized that he must already be worried about how his partner was facing the case. She didn’t want to get in the way of their work and agreed. She moved further outside, so she wasn’t in the doorway.

      

      However, she didn’t have any intention of stopping her own investigation. She knew that the clock must be ticking to find Suzanne safe and sound. If Leo and Detective Grey found her first, that would be great. This wasn’t a race. But Lydia was still going to search too and do everything she could to save Suzanne.

      

      Lydia decided that since she was told to stay outside that she would look more at the three vehicles by the house. Teddy’s looked to be full of tools, and there was some garbage on the passenger side floor. However, there wasn’t anything that could give her a motive for why he had been murdered.

      

      The rental car was devoid of personality. The only thing that Lydia could see inside was a water bottle.

      

      Then, Lydia looked in Suzanne’s car. There was a tote bag on the passenger side seat that had fallen over. It appeared to be full mostly of fabric swatches, but there was also a large planner amongst the colors. Lydia acted immediately and started snapping pictures of the summer’s appointments.

      

      Suzanne had mentioned a client before she said someone was after her. If the heir to this house wasn’t guilty, then one of these people might be.

      

      She hid her phone as she saw Murray, the medical examiner, head inside the house. He was eyeing her suspiciously before he went inside and Lydia hoped he hadn’t realized what she was doing.

      

      It seemed that she had been busted, though, when Detective Grey and Leo came out to see her a few moments later.

      

      “The cars can be considered part of the crime scene too,” Detective Grey said firmly.

      

      “I’m just trying to help,” Lydia said. “And I really think that you should look into who rented the third car. It might be the new heir to the house if they traveled into town. Or it’s possible that the killer brought it here and left it.”

      

      “This is something that I plan to look into,” Detective Grey agreed. “I think it is likely that the heir to the house brought it here and I’d like to find out more information about this person. All I’ve heard so far is the name: Megan Wilway.”

      

      “I never met her,” Lydia admitted.

      

      “We don’t even know if the person who told Suzanne and Teddy that she was Megan Wilway is her,” Leo said. “It’s possible that this was all a trap to lure them out here. Maybe this person wanted to kidnap Suzanne. Do you think they’ll demand a ransom?”

      

      “I don’t know,” Lydia said. “Suzanne said the phrase “after us.” It wasn’t someone that was only after her. Maybe she was referring to someone after her and Teddy. But maybe it was someone after her and Megan after already killing Teddy.”

      

      Leo looked morose. “Suzanne and I were supposed to have dinner with Teddy and his wife. It looks like that will never happen now.”

      

      Detective Grey cleared his throat. “I know this is a sensitive subject, but I’m afraid I do need to speak up. Doherty, I think you might be too close to this case.”

      

      “Well, of course, I’m close to it,” Leo said. “My girlfriend is missing, and we found her bloody headband inside. She was trying to call me for help.”

      

      “Yes, but I think you might be too close to it. You can’t look at the evidence objectively,” Detective Grey said. “For example, you’ve never considered that Suzanne might have orchestrated all this so she could kill her work partner.”

      

      “Suzanne would never do that,” Leo said angrily.

      

      “I don’t really think she would,” Detective Grey assured him. “But we need to be open to all possibilities in order to figure out what really happened. And we can’t let our emotions cloud our judgment. In a case like this, we need to work very quickly.”

      

      “I understand that. But I want to save her.”

      

      “We all want that,” Detective Grey said.

      

      “And your emotions have gotten the better of you before,” Lydia had to admit.

      

      Leo opened his mouth to protest, but couldn’t when he looked at his sister. He must have remembered how he was willing to believe that Lydia had poisoned someone when Leo had been upset about their uncle’s will. He hadn’t been able to put his anger aside and look at the case clearly.

      

      “I can see that you want me to sit this one out, but I can’t just sit around when she’s in trouble,” Leo said finally.

      

      “I’m not asking you to do nothing,” Detective Grey said. “But I think you might be better suited to doing some research instead of being out in the field. I promise that I will do everything in my power to bring Suzanne Peppercorn safely home.”

      

      “All right,” Leo said, sounding defeated. “I’ll go back to the station and see what I can find out about the house.”

      

      “I do want to see if there’s a connection between Megan Wilway and the victim,” Detective Grey said. “I think that’s a strong lead to follow.”

      

      “I think—“ Lydia began.

      

      “Miss Doherty,” Detective Grey said, sounding very formal. “I know you feel involved because you received the distress call. But the best thing that you could do right now is to stay out of the department’s way. And please don’t tell anyone about this until we make sure that the victim’s family is informed of what happened.”

      

      “I should do that before I go to the station,” Leo said sadly. “I can inform Mrs. Thomas about the death.”

      

      “Why don’t you make some taffy that Suzanne could enjoy if she comes home,” Detective Grey said.

      

      Lydia knew that he meant this to sound comforting and to give her a task to complete, but she didn’t like the way he said: “if.”
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      Leo and Lydia walked away from the Wilway house that had been turned into a crime scene. They both seemed deflated. Lydia could understand why Leo was upset. He was worried about the woman he had just told he loved, he had been taken off the main action of the case because he was too close to it, and now he was going to tell someone that they had lost their husband. Lydia was also feeling low. She felt like she was letting Suzanne down by not immediately coming up with a clever solution on where she was after getting her call for help. After Detective Grey had let the phrase “if she comes home” slip, she was also starting to legitimately worry that they wouldn’t be able to save her.

      

      “If you need to talk at all, I’m here,” Lydia told her brother.

      

      “Thanks. But after I talk to Mrs. Thomas, I think I’m going to dive into research and see if there’s anything I can find out about this heir. I’ll see why she inherited this house and then if there’s a paper trail with an ulterior motive for what she is up to.”

      

      “Okay. But I am here for you. So is Sunny, if seeing a dog will help you cope.”

      

      “There’s no time to deal with my feelings. Everything should be focused on finding Suzanne. And Megan Wilway if she’s a victim too,” Leo said. “We need everyone on this case.”

      

      He hurried off towards his cruiser, but Lydia kept focusing on his words. When she reached her car, she decided to pay Trina a visit instead of going back to the taffy shop right away.

      

      Trina opened the door as soon as Lydia knocked, but her happy expression soon changed to concern. “What’s wrong? Don’t tell me something happened with Daniel. I started to fear that I had put out too many bad vibes last night at dinner. I didn’t mean to, but I was upset. I didn’t rock the boat in your relationship, did I? Is everything okay with Daniel?”

      

      “It’s not Daniel. It’s Suzanne,” Lydia said.

      

      “She and Leo broke up? No way. They were totally in love last night. In fact, they awkwardly confessed it in front of all of us. I feel like I might need a glass of wine again. Do you want one?”

      

      “No. I need all my wits about me. Suzanne is missing.”

      

      “What do you mean missing? Like she skipped town?”

      

      “Like her contractor coworker was murdered and we don’t know where she is. She was most likely kidnapped by a killer.”

      

      “Well, now I really want some wine. But I’ll refrain,” Trina said, ushering her friend inside. “Tell me everything you know and what I can do to help.”

      

      Lydia recapped everything that she could. She told Trina how she had accidentally gotten Suzanne’s call for help and how she had to inform Leo about what happened. She described the crime scene and the cars outside. She told her about seeing Teddy’s body and about the black ski mask found in his hand. She told her everything she could and afterward felt exhausted. She felt like she had been carrying around this anxiety about Suzanne’s safety for days rather than hours.

      

      “This is terrible,” Trina said, sitting on her couch next to Lydia. “Suzanne seemed like such a nice person. I was so annoyed with her and Leo last night, but that wasn’t really about them. It was about me and my own insecurity right now. I feel awful that that was the last time I interacted with her.”

      

      “It won’t be the last time,” Lydia said, trying to convince them both. “The killer didn’t take any pains to hide Teddy Thomas’s body. If he had actually killed her, I’m sure we would have found her body already. That means that she’s alive. We just need to find her.”

      

      “I still feel bad,” Trina said. “I feel like my actions cosmically jinxed a happy couple. I want to fix this.”

      

      “This is not your fault. The only person responsible for this is the person perpetrating these crimes. But I will accept your help if you want to assist me in looking for Suzanne.”

      

      “Of course I do. But will Leo and Detective Grey be mad at us?”

      

      “I think finding Suzanne is much more important than worrying about annoying them,” Lydia said. “But it just so happens that Leo gave me the go-ahead to investigate.”

      

      “He did? That doesn’t sound like him.”

      

      “Well, he didn’t send me a literal invitation, but he said directly to me that they need everyone on this case.”

      

      “You are part of everyone,” Trina agreed. “And these are desperate times. But what do we do now?”

      

      “Unfortunately, we don’t understand why these crimes took place,” Lydia said with a frown. “Was Teddy the intended target, and Suzanne and possibly Megan were taken because they had seen too much? Was Suzanne or Megan the person that the killer wanted to kidnap, and he killed Teddy to show he was serious? Did the killer go there intending to murder someone, or did they have another objective in mind?”

      

      “We really have no idea what happened. How can we figure it all out?”

      

      “Well, Leo is going to focus his research on the inheritance and the house. Detective Grey is going to try and find out more about Megan Wilway too. I think she is the prime suspect in his book right now,” Lydia said. “So, we should concentrate our efforts on something that they are not focused on.”

      

      “Good idea. If one thing doesn’t pan out, hopefully, the other will and one of us will find Suzanne. What is it?”

      

      “Suzanne mentioned her client when she called me. Either this is Megan Wilway, or it’s another client of hers that is the killer,” Lydia said. “I took some pictures of her summer calendar. I think we might be able to determine who her recent clients were. We can see if any of them make viable suspects.”

      

      “That’s a great idea,” Trina agreed.

      

      Lydia took out her phone and showed her the pictures. They jotted down a list of all the clients and began to determine what they knew about them. Though Suzanne did often travel out of town for clients, there were several locals on her calendar.

      

      “I don’t think we should discount the people who are out of town completely,” Lydia said. “But if we’re working on the assumption that Megan Wilway is not a suspect in all of this.”

      

      “Because Detective Grey is already considering that possibility,” Trina acknowledged with a nod.

      

      “Then, she’s a victim in this too. It was most likely her phone that was the second one that was destroyed by the house. It would be easier for someone in town to follow Megan, Suzanne, or Teddy around and figure out when they would be at the Wilway house. It’s possible that it could be someone who is staying in town and doesn’t live here, but I think that to figure out when they would be at the house it would be more than a day trip for the killer.”

      

      “What if the killer didn’t expect anyone to be at the house?” Trina suggested.

      

      Lydia shook her head. “There was that black ski mask found at the crime scene. I think the killer might have been wearing it, but maybe Teddy grabbed it off him.”

      

      Trina gulped. “But that means that Suzanne and Megan saw the killer’s face when he didn’t want them to.”

      

      “I know,” Lydia said seriously. “This means that we don’t have much time. We need to start talking to these clients.”
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      After going through the list of clients, Lydia and Trina identified three people that they definitely wanted to speak to. Two of them were people that Trina had heard suspicious gossip about at the hair salon, and the third person had been marked with a question mark in Suzanne’s planner. Perhaps this was because Suzanne had doubts about this client.

      

      They started with the person that Trina thought was most likely because of what she had heard at work.

      

      “What was it that people are saying about him?” Lydia asked as they drove to the man’s address.

      

      “Multiple people have remarked that Mitch Wagner seems shifty and strange. He’s also a young, fit man so he would have been physically capable of carrying out a kidnapping and murder.”

      

      “If he does have two adult victims that he took, then being strong would help. But the murder was committed with a gun, so it’s possible that a weaker person could have done it.”

      

      They fell into silence for the rest of the trip, thinking fearful thoughts about Suzanne. When they arrived at Mitch Wagner’s house and saw a car in the driveway, they knew that they would soon be talking about Suzanne and hoped that their plan would be enough to get a conversation started.

      

      Lydia looked through the car’s window as she passed by it. She didn’t see any signs of blood, but it did look like there were wet towels left inside. She considered whether this could be from a beach trip or if it was the remnants of cleaning up a car after a crime was committed.

      

      “Can I help you?” Mitch asked as he opened his front door.

      

      Trina had been about to knock, but Lydia was still heading away from his car. Not wanting to make it obvious that she had been spying on his vehicle, she placed a hand on her hip as if she had a stitch in her side. She walked up toward the door as if this had been the reason for her slowness as Trina greeted the man.

      

      “Hello. We’re sorry to show up like this. I got your name from some women who come to my hair salon. We heard that you had used Suzanne Peppercorn’s design services.”

      

      “We’ve been chatting with her about decorating my new place,” Lydia said, continuing the excuse. “But we really wanted to see what some of her designs looked like in living space. Are they functional to live in? Do they look as nice in real life as they do in the pictures?”

      

      “We were hoping that we might be able to sneak a peek of the work she did for you,” Trina said.

      

      “You want to see the inside of my house?” Mitch asked, looking at them like they were crazy.

      

      “If it’s not too much trouble,” Lydia said. “It would only take a moment.”

      

      “I guess you could,” he said with a shrug. “But no funny business. Just look around and leave.”

      

      They thanked him thoroughly and followed him inside. Lydia noticed that though he was still wearing a wetsuit, his short hair was dry. Was this because he had never been in the water that day and this was a disguise? Or was it warm enough that his hair had dried quickly?

      

      “I don’t know if this would be the kind of design you’re looking for,” Mitch said, showing them a room with lots of clean lines and simple colors. “I just wanted my place to look a little less like a bachelor pad. I was trying to impress my girlfriend. I’m not sure it worked.”

      

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Lydia said.

      

      “Your living room does look rather nice,” Trina complimented. “Except for that picture being askew. Is that a design choice?”

      

      Mitch’s face reddened as he said, “No. I hit the wall yesterday, and I must have knocked it. I didn’t realize I had done that. I was just upset at the time.”

      

      He went to straighten the picture. Lydia saw that it was of Mitch and a young woman with a sweet smile. In the photo, she had the initials M.W. monogrammed on her shirt pocket.

      

      “M.W.?” Lydia asked.

      

      “Her name is Megan Wilway,” Mitch said. “But her initials are the same as mine. That’s why I first went up to talk to her. I’m Mitch Wagner.”

      

      “Megan Wilway,” Lydia couldn’t help repeating. “That’s your girlfriend?”

      

      “Well, to be honest, I’m not completely sure anymore. She’s been sending me mixed signals. I thought her moving to Ocean Point was going to be a good thing. But now she’s being confusing. She’s saying she’s having trouble accepting the house that her grandfather left her when her family used to be so upset that he was doing illegal things. And she says she wonders if she’s letting her family down. But I think this seems like a pretty convenient excuse to not move closer to me after I’ve been traveling to see her. And I think she’s pushing me away and I don’t like it. And if she doesn’t want me – fine! I don’t want her. And I don’t care whether she’s in town or not.”

      

      His face was even redder after this outburst, and it seemed he was starting to get self-conscious after letting off this steam in front of strangers. However, Lydia decided to press her luck a little further.

      

      “So sorry to hear that. Is she in town now ignoring you? How awful.”

      

      “I think she’s here to see the house. Not to see me. But I know she rented a car and was coming down,” Mitch said, crossing his arms. “But anyway, this is the room Suzanne Peppercorn did. I hope it helped you make your decision.”

      

      It was clear that he wanted them out of his house as soon as possible. Lydia wanted to know one more thing about the room.

      

      “Was there any work done on the house besides what Suzanne did? Did you need to hire a contractor?”

      

      “No. She just decorated it. And this really is all there is to see.”

      

      Lydia and Trina both graciously thanked him again and started toward the door.

      

      “We really appreciate this. And we are so sorry to have disturbed you,” Lydia said, trying to fish for an alibi on her way out. “I can only imagine what you were up to today when we showed up out of the blue. I hope we didn’t ruin any of your plans.”

      

      “It’s fine,” Mitch said. “I was just out on the water today. I have a Jet Ski that I like to take out. I was out there all morning, so you were lucky you caught me. It’s my day off, so I do have some errands to run today.”

      

      “Again, thank you,” Lydia said.

      

      She and Trina left the house. Two thoughts were clear in her mind. The lesser one was that Suzanne really was an excellent designer. The other was that Mitch really did make a viable suspect. He knew the two missing women, and it was clear that he had some underlying rage towards one of them.
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      After speaking with Mitch, Trina and Lydia headed to the beach. Lydia realized that she hadn’t updated Daniel on what was going on, and she thought that she might need his help.

      

      The friends walked along the sand toward the lifeguard stand where Daniel was working. While usually, a trip to the beach be soothing, today there was no room for relaxation. Lydia kept wondering where Suzanne was and whether she would be okay. How could Lydia enjoy the sand under her feet and breeze from the ocean when Suzanne could be in danger at that very moment?

      

      “What do you think?” Trina asked and then clarified. “About Mitch as a suspect?”

      

      “I think he’s a great one,” Lydia said. “He knew Suzanne. He might even have been the one to suggest her to Megan Wilway if she was new to town.”

      

      “And now we know for certain that it was her rental car in the driveway,” Trina said. “Or at least it makes sense if it is. Mitch told us that Megan rented a car to come to town to look at the house she inherited. Did someone steal her rental and leave a new one?”

      

      “I think it is hers. And this does confirm in my mind that Megan is a victim in all this. I think the killer took Suzanne and Megan away in whatever vehicle that he drove to the Wilway house. I really wish there had been some witnesses by that house to tell us what happened that morning. But that area is built for views of the inlet and not for looking at your neighbors.”

      

      “It really is a shame. Someone might have seen Mitch leaving the place.”

      

      “I think he could be the killer. He might have wanted to scare his girlfriend by threatening her while in a ski mask. Or he did want to her hurt. He wanted revenge because he thought she was slighting him,” Lydia said. “Since he knew Suzanne as well, he might have been able to determine when they would be at the Wilway house.”

      

      “So, I do have to ask – if we think he is such a great suspect, why are we going to tell Daniel about him instead of the police?”

      

      “Because I don’t want to interrupt their separate investigation unless I have something concrete for them to go on,” said Lydia. “And part of that means making sure that Mitch Wagner doesn’t have a real alibi.”

      

      “It certainly seemed suspicious to me,” said Trina. “He told us he was out on the water all morning, and he was still in his wetsuit, but he wasn’t even wet.”

      

      “We don’t know how long he had been out of the water. And I think Daniel might be able to help us check on the alibi.”

      

      Trina accepted this, and they approached the lifeguard stand. Daniel waved when he saw them. However, the joy on his face soon turned to concern.

      

      “What’s the matter?”

      

      Lydia quickly told him about how a contractor had been killed that morning and how Suzanne and another young woman were missing. She updated him on what they knew so far and about the suspect they had just spoken to.

      

      Daniel shook his head. Though he was keeping an eye on the water to make sure that no one needed his assistance out there, it was clear that he was focused on their story and was thinking about the two women who needed assistance now.

      

      “Suzanne was a delight at your party,” Daniel said. “I hate to think that anything could have happened to her.”

      

      “The blood on the headband is a little scary,” Lydia said. “But I really do think it was made from a superficial wound when she was found under the table. I think that she and Megan are alive somewhere. I know that we have to act fast to make sure it stays that way. But I really believe that they can be saved if we can just figure this out quickly.”

      

      “I’ll do what I can,” Daniel promised. “I can have coverage for my shift here within the hour, and then I can do whatever is needed.”

      

      “Since you have an eye on the water most of the day and are getting to know a lot of the people who come out regularly, I thought you might be able to check on Mitch Wagner’s alibi while we talk to some more of Suzanne’s clients.”

      

      “I’d be happy to. He said that he was on a Jet Ski this morning? I think I know where the best spots to start out onto the water are. I’ll see if I can get some information about when he left. I’ll make it seem like I’m looking to borrow the water vehicle and not like I am looking for a killer.”

      

      “Good plan,” said Lydia.

      

      “And if this alibi falls through, we’ll tell the police?” asked Trina.

      

      Lydia nodded. “If he has no alibi, then we’ll tell them right away and have them haul him in for questioning. But if he wasn’t lying to us and we can prove it, I don’t want to waste their time when they could have other leads to follow.”

      

      “Do you know what the other leads are?” asked Daniel.

      

      “The last time I spoke to them, Detective Grey was looking into Megan Wilway as a suspect. He might have moved on from that though because we’re pretty certain that she is a victim in all this.”

      

      “Do you think it’s possible that she’s an accomplice?” Daniel asked. “That she and Mitch are in this together?”

      

      “That would mean that the objective was to kidnap Suzanne or kill Teddy,” Lydia said. “I don’t think Suzanne or her family has that much money. And so far, we don’t know of a connection between Teddy and another client. But, I suppose, it could be possible.”

      

      “However, we want to look into some of the other clients that Suzanne worked with. Maybe one of them was the person she was referring to on the phone,” said Trina.

      

      “There are two more people that we definitely want to visit in person,” said Lydia. “But I think I’ll ask my staff at the taffy shop if they would like to help with this case. They usually volunteer for things like this. At least, Kelsey, Jeff, and Mona do. Maybe we can get them to call some of Suzanne’s out of town clients and confirm that they were out of town this morning. We’d just have to figure out the proper ruse so that no one would get suspicious.”

      

      “I’m sure that they are up for the task,” said Trina.

      

      “Then, we all know what we are going to do. We just need to hope that something leads us to the right answer to find Suzanne,” said Lydia.

      

      “Can you promise me something before you go?” Daniel asked. “That you will be careful.”

      

      Lydia squeezed his hand. “Of course, I will.”

      

      They said goodbye and started away from the beach. Lydia hoped that she would be able to keep that promise to Daniel, but part of her knew that she might have to break it. She was going to do everything in her power to save Suzanne.
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            Another Suspect

          

        

      

    

    
      “You and Daniel are a good couple,” Trina said.

      

      “Pardon?” Lydia asked.

      

      She was driving to the next suspect’s house and had been focusing on the directions and the questions she wanted to ask. Trina’s words seem to have come out of the blue.

      

      “I just wanted to let you know that I thought that. I know I was pushing for the two of you to get together before because I thought he was handsome and mysterious, and I thought that you needed to get back out there after your fiancé turned out to be a dud. But now that you and Daniel really are together, I want you to know that I think you’re good for each other. He helps you with your cases. You helped him come out of his shell and take part in things. You’re good together.”

      

      “Thank you,” Lydia said, though she was still confused why this was being brought up.

      

      “I hate thinking that Suzanne thinks that I didn’t approve of her and Leo. I was making faces last night. But I was unhappy, and I just meant to tease. She and Leo are really good together too. I didn’t get to let her know what I really thought, and I wanted to let you know what I thought about your relationship.”

      

      “We’re going to find her,” Lydia said. She was projecting confidence because she thought it was possible and, therefore, just needed to find a way to make it happen.

      

      “Are you sure, Liddy? Because there’s a lot that could go wrong.”

      

      “We are. We are going to catch the person who killed Teddy Thomas, and we are going to save Suzanne and Megan. Daniel is looking into Mitch’s alibi, my employees jumped at the chance to help with the out-of-town clients, and we’re going to talk to some more suspects too. Leo is going research, and Detective Grey is tracking down leads. Between all of us, we’re sure to solve this.”

      

      “I have confidence that we’ll solve it and catch the bad guy,” Trina said. “We’ve done that before. But we’ve never had to catch someone before he hurt someone else that he kidnapped. I’m really worried about that.”

      

      “We can’t dwell on that. We need to stay sharp. Otherwise, we won’t be able to question the next client properly.”

      

      “I guess you’re right. The women at my salon were right about Mitch. He did seem shifty and suspicious. This next guy, Douglas Manners, sounds more absent-minded. But some of the women also thought there might be something off about him,” said Trina. “But I think it will be unlikely that he would have been dating Megan Wilway too.”

      

      Lydia agreed with that.  They arrived at the home of Douglas Manners and went up to the door. His car must be in the large garage. The house itself was large and had a great view of the ocean. It was an older house but looked well-kept. There was a historical quality to it that eluded Lydia, but she got the sense it had been there much longer than some of the rebuilt beach houses on the street.

      

      When the bearded Douglas opened the door, they repeated their story about hoping to see some of his house because they had heard that Suzanne Peppercorn had done some work there.

      

      “This does seem a little irregular,” Douglas said, stroking his beard. “But I am very proud of this house. You’ve probably heard that around town. An eccentric stranger interested in the history of the town.”

      

      “Yes. That’s what we heard,” Trina said, not mentioning the other comments that she had been told.

      

      “I suppose I can let you inside for a moment,” he agreed.

      

      Douglas opened the door, and they walked into the entryway that split in two directions. Lydia took a step to the right and saw a large fireplace. Above it was a design of an octopus holding several bottles.

      

      “I’m afraid Suzanne didn’t do any work that way,” Douglas said. “Her efforts were concentrated in another section. Actually, it’s mostly focused in one room. I wanted to put my antiques from my collection and what I found in this house when I bought it on display.”

      

      He led them down the left hallway and into a large room. It looked like it belonged in a museum more than a home, but there was still a cozy air about it. Suzanne had designed the room so that all the antiques were viewed in the proper lighting. There was an array of colors, and there were bookcases that formed an unusual shape to hold the many books in the room.

      

      “That’s a lot of books,” Trina remarked.

      

      “And many are even first editions,” Douglas said. “In fact, some only have one copy. I’m an amateur historian, as I’m sure you've heard. I have a great fondness for collecting diaries and learning about secrets from the past. Of course, it’s much harder to get some historical figures’ diaries than others. I only have one president’s in my collection, and sadly, it is a copy.”

      

      “I’d hate for my diary to be on display like that,” Trina said. “But the room itself is designed very nicely. It looks like Suzanne did a good job.”

      

      “I think she did too,” Douglas agreed. “I would definitely recommend her. I was actually thinking of using her services again to update my master bedroom and the guest rooms of the house. Displaying my collection was what I really cared about, but now the upstairs looks dull by comparison to this room. Yes. I think I will contact her. Maybe I’ll call her this afternoon.”

      

      “I’m not sure she’ll be available,” Trina muttered.

      

      “Oh?” asked Douglas. “She’s that busy with other projects? Well, I suppose she’ll soon have yours as well. I don’t see how you could turn her down after seeing a room like this. Mind you, most of the objects in here are mine. She’s not going to automatically give you antiques. But she had these displays made to showcase what I had. And she added that anchor. They seem to be a specialty of hers.”

      

      Lydia almost said that Suzanne had added an anchor to make her porch look more nautical to potential buyers, but remembered her cover story about deciding whether to hire Suzanne or not in time. She merely said that the antique anchor matched the rest of the room.

      

      “I do hope she’ll be able to work for me again,” Douglas said.

      

      “I think we might have taken up enough of your time,” Lydia said. “We must be interrupting your plans for the afternoon.”

      

      “Not at all. I just wanted to do some reading,” Douglas said.

      

      “Well, I’m glad we caught you at home,” said Lydia. “Were you here all morning? We considered coming earlier, but we didn’t want to intrude too early.”

      

      “You came at the perfect time because I was out earlier. I wanted to read by the water, and I know this lovely place where no one ever bothers you. But now I’ve had enough sun and want to read at home.”

      

      “I don’t suppose you’d want to share were that secret beach spot is?” asked Lydia. “I’d love to find a place away from the tourists.”

      

      “It’s my secret,” Douglas said. “Why this morning there wasn’t anyone there at all. I had the whole area to myself.”

      

      “Well, thank you again,” Lydia said.

      

      Douglas showed them out, and Lydia considered him as a suspect. He didn’t have an alibi that could be backed up if no one saw him reading at the beach. He certainly didn’t show any inkling that Suzanne was missing and wouldn’t be available for a call, but was this all an act? She just couldn’t be sure. She would have to consider him a suspect too.
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            The Sad Detective

          

        

      

    

    
      Even though Lydia still had another of Suzanne’s clients that she wanted to question and she didn’t want to get in the way of what the police were up to, Lydia thought that she should check on her brother. She knew that to have him sitting at the police station just waiting to hear something must feel like torture.

      

      She stopped by the taffy shop and learned that some of the out of town clients had already been accounted for by her intrepid employees. She grabbed a box of sour apple taffy and brought it with her to the police station. She thought it was very possible that Leo had not eaten anything that day. She could probably convince him to have a piece of candy.

      

      Trina was with her as they walked up to Leo’s desk. Leo was staring morosely at the coffee mug that Suzanne had given him.

      

      “Any news?” Leo asked when he saw them.

      

      “I was going to ask you the same question,” Lydia said as she handed him the box of taffy.

      

      “There haven’t been any worthwhile developments,” Leo said as he played with the candy box sadly. “I broke the news to Mrs. Thomas about her husband. She was teaching summer school at the time. It was obviously heartbreaking for her to learn the news.”

      

      “I can only imagine,” Lydia said. “I think it was good of you to be the one to tell her.”

      

      “She was also upset to hear about Suzanne. Of course, her main thoughts were with her lost husband, but she was distressed to hear that Suzanne was missing too. Teddy and Suzanne had worked on a few projects together, and Mrs. Thomas liked her.”

      

      “She didn’t know of anyone who might have wanted to hurt Teddy, did she?” Lydia asked.

      

      “My main purpose was to inform her about the death, but I did tell her that if she thought of anything that might help explain what happened this morning – any ideas she might have – we would welcome hearing them.”

      

      “And what did she say to that?” asked Trina.

      

      “She couldn’t think of anyone who would want to hurt Teddy or Suzanne. She thought that their work was well received both when they worked together and apart. She didn’t know of any enemies they had and the name Wilway didn’t mean anything to her. She didn’t think that her husband had worked with that family before,” Leo said. “She told me that she would try to come up with a list of projects that Teddy worked on recently. When she gets that to me, I can see if there is something there that could have a bearing on what happened.”

      

      “That’s a good idea,” Lydia said.

      

      Leo opened the taffy box roughly and then grabbed a piece. Lydia was glad that he was eating something, even if the candy didn’t bring him the joy that it usually did.

      

      “We had this taffy last night. The last time I had it was with Suzanne.”

      

      “And we can have it with her again,” Lydia promised.

      

      “I wish I could do more,” Leo said. “I know there’s a chance that my emotions could compromise the investigation, and I could never forgive myself if I made a mistake that ended up stopping us from solving this in time. But I might still never forgive myself if anything happens to Suzanne. I want to take action. I want to break down doors. But I’m stuck at this desk.”

      

      “You’re still working hard on the case. You got some needed information from Mrs. Thomas and will get more,” said Lydia. “And others are working hard too.”

      

      “It doesn’t feel like I’m making any progress and I’m not sure that anyone else is either,” Leo said, continuing to sound morose. “Megan Wilway’s family is also upset. They sent me the information about the inheritance. It seems that most of the family didn’t want to have anything to do with Suds’s Wilway’s ill-gotten gains. He tried to give money to the family before, and they refused. His daughter Erin ignored him. The house finally fell to Megan, and she accepted it. She must have decided that she didn’t think speakeasy money was that awful. But I don’t see how any of this will help Suzanne.”

      

      “I’m getting depressed now too,” Trina said. “Can I have a piece of taffy?”

      

      Leo offered her the box, and she took a piece. They both started chomping on the candy, trying to chew away their fears.

      

      “We’re working on this too,” Lydia told her brother. “And I’m not giving up.”

      

      Leo finished the taffy and sighed. “I wish that she had called me. I know that you told us everything about it, but I still feel like I could have been more helpful if she was able to reach me. And I would have wanted to hear her voice again. I keep having these terrible thoughts running through my head.”

      

      “Me too,” Trina said, grabbing another taffy.

      

      “What if you were the last person to talk to her besides the killer?” Leo said.

      

      Lydia bit her lip. She had come here wanting to keep her brother’s spirits up as they investigated, but she didn’t seem to be having much luck. She didn’t want him to feel helpless and hopeless. She wanted him to have confidence that they would succeed.

      

      “Leo, I know things seem bad right now, but everyone is working on this. We’re not going to let you down. And we’re not going to let Suzanne down.”

      

      Leo looked at her like he was starting to believe what she was saying. However, before she could add anything else, Detective Grey noticed them.

      

      “I hope you’re here to support Detective Doherty emotionally in a time like this, and you’re not trying to interfere with the investigation. I can’t be distracted by your actions while working on an important case like this.”

      

      “Have you had any breakthroughs?” Trina asked. “Some good news we can latch onto?”

      

      Detective Grey stared at them firmly. “I shouldn’t be discussing this with you, but there are many leads that we are following. We’re looking into the Wilway family connection and at the bullet. There are pieces of physical evidence that we are looking into. There was a tire tread not made by one of the three cars there that could belong to the killer. And we think there’s some sweat on the ski mask. It’s possible we could make a DNA match. We would just need something to compare it to.”

      

      Trina smiled at Lydia. “That does sound like some progress. They’ve done well with collecting evidence.”

      

      Detective Grey looked unamused. “We are detectives. We know what we’re doing.”

      

      “We should get going,” Lydia said, not wanting to annoy the lead detective on this case.

      

      She gave Leo a hug and then started to leave. After seeing her expression of affection, Detective Grey tried to show his support for his partner and placed a hand on Leo’s shoulder. However, it was clear that this physical expression was awkward for Detective Grey, and Leo was too upset to really notice.

      

      Lydia left the station with Trina, feeling more determined. They had another of Suzanne’s clients that they wanted to talk to. She now felt like if she had a solid lead for one of her suspects, she could hand that person over to Detective Grey – and he might be able to use tires or DNA to turn it into a concrete case against the killer.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

      

    

    







            Caught Red-handed

          

        

      

    

    
      The last of three clients that Lydia and Trina had deemed the most suspicious was named Lilly McHale. They had thought it was strange that Suzanne had placed a question mark next to this name in her appointment book.

      

      Lydia realized that there was a chance that this question mark was related to a question about their meeting and not that Suzanne feared that the woman was murderous. However, she hadn’t made any other marks like that with her other clients. Lydia thought there was a chance that this was significant.

      

      She and Trina tracked the woman down and arrived at her house. They planned to try their guise again where they asked to see the suspect’s house because they were considering hiring Suzanne as a designer.

      

      However, all thoughts of their plan fled from Lydia’s head when she saw the woman who answered the door. There was red liquid on her hands that was only partially dried – and it looked like blood.

      

      “Can I help you?” Lilly asked.

      

      Lydia and Trina were staring at her hands, and she realized it. However, then Lilly let out a laugh.

      

      “This looks like blood, doesn’t it? It’s only paint! Well, unless you’re saleswomen trying to get me to buy something – then it’s blood, and you better get out of here.”

      

      Lydia found her voice and said, “We’re definitely not salespeople, but I have to admit that we did want to ask something of you. We’ve been considering hiring Suzanne Peppercorn to decorate my new house, and we’ve been trying to see some of her work in other people’s homes. Would you mind showing us your house?”

      

      “I can’t help you,” Lilly said.

      

      “Her brother is a detective,” Trina offered. “You could talk to him and learn that we’re trustworthy.”

      

      Lydia nodded, though inwardly she was considering what Leo would actually say if he was put on the spot. He would have to realize that this was part of their sleuthing. Normally, he would not be pleased by this, but he probably would back up whatever they said if he thought it would help Suzanne – and he wouldn’t have to lie about being related to Lydia or that she was going to need her house decorated it.

      

      “Ha!” Lilly said. “I didn’t think about the oddness of letting some strangers into my home. No. I meant that I can’t help because Suzanne Peppercorn hasn’t done any real design work at my house.”

      

      “She hasn’t?” Lydia asked. “I suppose we must have gotten the wrong information.”

      

      “It’s not wrong,” Lilly said. “Suzanne did come here. We were talking about having her work on my house. I wanted to do something bold, but I also didn’t really know what I wanted. I guess I should have done what you did and checked out some of her other work. I’ve heard great things about her, but she does tend to follow beach and nautical themes for homes around here unless you tell her that you want something else specific.”

      

      “But you did meet with her before?” asked Lydia.

      

      “Sure,” said Lilly. “I showed her the room that I wanted worked on. Do you want to see it? Come on in.”

      

      Lilly gestured and then walked further inside the house. Trina glanced at Lydia.

      

      “Do you think this is a good idea? What if that really was blood? What if we’re following a killer into their lair?”

      

      Lydia felt a little nervous too but took a step inside. “There are two of us, so hopefully we could overpower her. And we need to see if Suzanne if here.”

      

      “Okay. But I think you might not be keeping your promise to be careful.”

      

      Rather than concede that her friend was right, Lydia followed Lilly into the house. She walked into the room and was immediately overwhelmed by the color choice that Lilly had chosen. The red walls caused her to squint.

      

      Lilly looked self-conscious. “You caught me in the middle of painting. I think the color will be darker when it dries.”

      

      “It’s oppressive,” Trina said. “I mean! Impressive.”

      

      “Well, I wanted something bold. I wanted people to remember my house after they visited me.”

      

      “This will do that,” Trina agreed.

      

      “I don’t know,” Lilly said with a shrug. “Suzanne tried to talk me out of a color like this. She said it might be too much in a space like this unless I dulled it somehow with what was in the room. But I didn’t want it to be dulled. I don’t know if I still feel the same. Maybe Suzanne was right. Do you think she was?”

      

      “Well, it’s your home,” Lydia said graciously. “What’s most important is that you are happy here.”

      

      “That’s true,” Lilly said. “And I guess I’ll see what it looks like when it dries. I’ve been painting my house all day. It really had me seeing red.”

      

      Trina laughed.

      

      “Has anyone else stopped by to see what you’ve been up to?” Lydia asked, deciding she might as well see if this alibi could be substantiated.

      

      “No. Nobody wanted to help me. Isn’t that the way it goes? Your friends are around until you need some help with a project and then they all disappear. No one would paint with me.”

      

      “Did you show them the color before you started?” Trina asked.

      

      Lilly thought about this, trying to determine why it would matter.

      

      “Well, we’re sorry that we seem to have wasted your time,” Lydia began.

      

      “I don’t mind. I wanted a second opinion,” Lilly said. “Though I really wish you had said that you sided with me straight out. I was a little rude to Suzanne. I wanted to be right.”

      

      “You were rude to her?” asked Lydia. “Did you have a real problem with her?”

      

      Lilly shrugged. “Not a real problem. It’s not like I hated her. It’s not like I wanted her dead. And I did hire her to look at my space and give me her opinion. And I know I didn’t know exactly what I wanted except that it be bold. And I didn’t feel like she really agreed with what I was saying.”

      

      “Have you seen her lately?” Trina asked.

      

      Lilly shook her head. “I haven’t seen her since our last meeting. I was thinking of calling her when I finished painting to show her how good it all looked.”

      

      “You might want to hold off on that call,” Trina said.

      

      “Did you ever talk to a contractor named Teddy Thomas?” Lydia asked. “I know he sometimes worked with her.”

      

      “No. I wasn’t planning on moving any walls. I just wanted the inside to look nice. Why? Do you think he would like this color red?”

      

      “I’m not sure,” Lydia said, starting to make her exit. “But thank you for talking to us.”

      

      She and Trina left, uncertain of what to make of that last encounter. This was the first person that they had talked to that had a problem with Suzanne. She had said that she didn’t want Suzanne dead, but it didn’t sound quite sincere. Lilly had been upset with Suzanne’s design advice.  However, were these decorating issues enough to make Lilly bust in on another design meeting to kill and kidnap people? Lydia just wasn’t sure.
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            Taffy Shop Catch Up

          

        

      

    

    
      Lydia and Trina returned to the taffy shop after talking to the final client. They wanted to regroup and hear what the others had found out as well. It was also a perk that they could have some salt water taffy as a something sweet in the midst of a sorrowful situation.

      

      As soon as they walked into the shop, all of her employees paused in their dealings with customers or creating taffy and turned toward her. However, one look at Lydia told them that Suzanne was still missing. It was disheartening to see all four faces begin frowning and showing concern as soon as they saw her. It made Lydia feel like they expected her to have come up with some answers already. Lydia certainly wished that she had.

      

      However, a moment later, Kelsey disengaged herself from a customer and hurried up to her. Mona also joined the group.

      

      “I want you to know that we have been taking this very seriously,” Kelsey said. “We’ve been looking into all the out of town clients that you told us to.”

      

      “And it wasn’t easy, but between all of us, we did it,” said Mona.

      

      “Jeff and Annette came in to help,” said Kelsey. “We used the shop as a home base and took turns dealing with customers and searching for clues.”

      

      Lydia looked around the shop. She saw her surfer employee, Jeff, was in the midst of transferring some bright green taffy mixture onto the pulling machine. His hands were full, but he moved his shoulder in an attempt to wave when he heard his name being mentioned.

      

      Annette was ringing up some customers, but Lydia could see that her bag of yarn was close by. Annette often crocheted even more when she was upset or nervous. Lydia began to wonder just how many shelves of crocheted toy merchandise she would have by the time this was all over.

      

      “They were great,” Mona said. “I mean, I think we always work well as a team. But Annette brought us all sandwiches.”

      

      “And Jeff loves assisting with cases. He volunteered right away to help,” Kelsey continued. “And I think we did a good job.”

      

      “I hope no one felt that they were in any danger at any point,” Lydia said. “I hoped you were all at enough of a distance that everyone would be safe. And I would have done this myself, but I thought that time was of the essence and it would be faster if we split up the work.”

      

      “You don’t need to explain,” Kelsey said quickly. “We all love being a part of these cases. We feel like we’re really helping people.”

      

      “And we want to help the two missing women,” said Mona. “We thought that you would want to as well no matter the cost. So I hope you’re not mad about what we said when we started calling all the clients.”

      

      “What do you mean?” Lydia asked.

      

      Trina hummed a dramatic tune to undercut some of the tension she was feeling.

      

      “Well, none of us had a burner phone, and we decided that we would use the taffy shop business line for the calls,” said Mona.

      

      “Understandable,” said Lydia.

      

      “As long as you don’t have any crazy long distance numbers made on there,” said Trina. “What if some of these out of town clients are really out of town? What if they are in some of the places that your Aunt Edie visited on her world tour?”

      

      “That’s not where the expense came from,” said Kelsey. “What happened was that we thought the business line might be recognizable as a boardwalk taffy shop if anyone checked on it. And we did need a cover story for why we were checking up on these people. So we told them that they won a box of free taffy!”

      

      “But we told that to each client, so it does add up a little,” Mona continued.

      

      “But it sure was effective,” Kelsey announced proudly. “We told them it was a promotion and that a secret someone in Ocean Point had nominated them for the taffy box. We were able to get some people to talk about Suzanne by saying this secret someone was a designer. But we were able to get everyone to share their location at the moment and where they were that morning.”

      

      “We’ve been working to confirm that what they told us was true. If someone said they were in a meeting, we called the business to make sure the suspect was there. We ended up promising a lot of free taffy to people.”

      

      “But it wasn’t only a good investigative tool,” Kelsey pointed out. “It was a decent business strategy. Two people I talked to said that they wanted to order extra taffy to be sent with their free sample because they were that excited about our other flavors.”

      

      “I don’t mind that you did that at all. It was a smart way to get the suspects talking, and we will honor those promises. And, I guess when this is all over I can look into doing more to promote shipping taffy orders to customers on a regular basis. But right now, my focus is still on finding Suzanne.”

      

      “You didn’t happen to get any of the people you spoke with to confess to the murder and abduction, did you?” Trina asked.

      

      Kelsey shook her head. “Another reason why we didn’t feel like we were in any danger, besides that we seemed to be making a lot of people happy with our taffy gifts as we worked, was because none of them could be the killer. They all were indeed out of town this morning.”

      

      “That was what I expected,” Lydia said. “But thank you all for confirming my hunch.”

      

      “What about the people that you spoke to?” asked Mona.

      

      “Daniel is checking on an alibi for our most suspicious suspect,” Trina said. “The other two didn’t have alibis at all. But the boyfriend of Megan Wilway seems to have the best motive anyway.”

      

      “Daniel might be able to tell us some more information now,” Kelsey said, pointing toward the window. “He’s almost here.”

      

      They all turned toward the door as he entered, and he hurried toward them. He nodded greetings toward the group and gave Lydia a quick side hug. However, due to the seriousness of the situation, he dove right into his news.

      

      “I spoke with several people trying to confirm whether Mitch Wagner was out on his Jet Ski this morning and this is what I have come up with. Mitch has a distinctive design on his water vehicle that can be identified from a distance, and this Jet Ski was out on the water this morning. However, he was keeping away from others out on the waves. This might have been for safety or because he didn’t want to see others. Or, it might also have been because someone else was on his Jet Ski.”

      

      “He might have gotten someone to go out on the water at the time of the murder so he would have an alibi?” Trina asked.

      

      “All I know for certain is that someone was on Mitch’s Jet Ski this morning. Everyone who recognized it assumed it was Mitch, but it was too far away to positively identify.”

      

      “So, we still have no idea if he has an alibi,” said Trina.

      

      “We’re not certain, but I think this is enough information that we could share it with Detective Grey,” Lydia told the others. “We know now that he had issues with one of the victims and he doesn’t have a real alibi.”

      

      Daniel nodded. “I think the detectives will be grateful for the lead.”

      

      “I’ll be grateful if this does lead to Suzanne’s safe return,” Lydia said.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

      

    

    







            Thoughts on the Porch

          

        

      

    

    
      While not ecstatic that she had been investigating when he point-blank told her not to, Detective Grey accepted her information and assured her that he would look into Mitch Wagner as a suspect.

      

      Lydia worked at the taffy shop for a little while longer to make sure that it was still running smoothly (which it was thanks to her multitalented staff) and to blow off some steam. She didn’t know what else she could do for the case, and it greatly bothered her.

      

      However, after an hour of unnecessary extra cleaning, Annette pulled Lydia aside. “You look exhausted, dear. I think you should go home.”

      

      “This must be how Leo feels,” Lydia said. “I just want to do more, but I don’t know what that could be right now. I’m afraid if I stay still I’m letting her down.”

      

      “You’ve done so much already, and it’s time to let the police do their work,” Annette said soothingly. “I really think that you need to go home and get some rest. And make Trina do the same. She’s been pacing back and forth on the boardwalk in front of our window all this time.”

      

      Lydia looked outside and saw this was true. She agreed to leave and make sure that her friend was all right. She thanked her employees for all their help and then left with Trina.

      

      It didn’t take much prodding for Trina to admit that she was tired, and Lydia soon convinced her to come back to her house. They would stay together to support one another until they heard that Suzanne and Megan had been rescued. Lydia sent Daniel a text to let him know that she was leaving the taffy shop and to wish him luck as he completed his shift as a lifeguard that he had traded with a coworker so he could investigate earlier in the day.

      

      When Lydia entered her house, she immediately went in search of Sunny. She had offered Sunny’s comforting services to her brother earlier, but now she wanted to take advantage of them. She heard Sunny snoring and soon found the dog stretched out on a dog bed taking advantage of some time in the sun before it set. However, Sunny was happy to see Lydia and was only too pleased to be picked up in her arms.

      

      Lydia hugged the dog and then headed back to her front porch to find Trina. Trina was sitting on one of the outdoor rocking chairs and looking more miserable than anyone she had ever seen rock back and forth before.

      

      “Hi, Sunny,” Trina said when she realized the dog was near. “It wasn’t that I didn’t want to see you. I was just thinking about how Suzanne had decorated your porch. I sat down to look at it to – I don’t know – to feel closer to her. But then I started to feel guilty that I could sit in a rocking chair on a beautiful evening like this and she could be who knows where!”

      

      Lydia hugged Sunny a little closer. She had similar thoughts running through her head, but kept trying to keep them at bay. It would only make her feel lousy to think about how she was safe with her dog and her friend while Suzanne might not be. She needed to focus on how to help rather than feeling upset.

      

      She tried to voice this sentiment to Trina, but her friend responded, “I don’t know what else to do to help. And this lovely porch is getting me down. I feel like I’m weighed down with that decorative anchor – but emotionally.”

      

      “Anchors in design are one of Suzanne’s specialties,” Lydia said.

      

      Sunny sensed that Lydia was sad and licked her nose to cheer her up.

      

      “Well, she’s definitely good at what she does. It helped sell your house,” Trina said. “Though I guess Lilly McHale was right that Suzanne does specialize in beach and nautical themes.”

      

      “It makes sense for this area. There are many beach houses here, and the people who rent the homes like to be surrounded by the shore.”

      

      Lydia took a seat with Sunny and looked around the porch. An idea was just starting to form in her head, but it hadn’t quite taken shape yet. However, she felt like when it did, it would pave the way to finding some answers.

      

      “The anchors,” Lydia said.

      

      “What about them?” asked Trina. “Do you feel weighed down too? It’s an appropriate metaphor, isn’t it? Of course, you don’t have to feel guilty about your last interaction with the missing person. I still feel bad that I didn’t seem supportive of their love.”

      

      Sunny leaped down from Lydia lap and went to comfort Trina. She gladly accepted the attention of the canine.

      

      Lydia got to her feet and began walking around as her thoughts began to take shape.

      

      “While Suzanne is talented and can do any type of room as we saw for both Mitch and Douglas’s room, she does specialize in beach themes,” Lydia said. “She often adds an anchor to her work if it fits. I learned that right when I met her. And it’s evident from the anchor here and at Mitch’s.”

      

      “So you think it’s significant that Mitch didn’t have an anchor?” asked Trina, turning pale. “Could he have used it to dispose of bodies?”

      

      “I hope not! That wasn’t what I was thinking.”

      

      “What were you thinking?”

      

      “That there can be common design elements when the same people are involved. Suzanne’s work often used anchors because she liked the look of them. Another person might have a recurring design element.”

      

      “I don’t understand.”

      

      “I’m not sure what this means yet, but at the Wilway house where Teddy Thomas was killed, there was this unique wooden design on the wall. It was of an octopus holding bottles with letters on them.”

      

      “And this has to do with the murder because…?”

      

      “I was just thinking that I saw another octopus when we were running around today. It was at Douglas Manners’s home,” Lydia said. “It was such an unusual design that I should have realized how odd it was to see two similar designs before. But I guess he did rush me away from that room.”

      

      “I’m sorry to keep repeating myself, but I don’t understand how this connection helps.”

      

      “It doesn’t put all the pieces together,” Lydia admitted. “But I think there is a connection between the Wilway crime scene house and Douglas’s home. And I think the connection might be Suds Wilway.”

      

      “The speakeasy owner?”

      

      “We were thinking that either Megan, Suzanne, or Teddy was the target of this attack,” Lydia said. “But what if the house was the target?”

      

      “I guess someone who considers himself a local historian would have made the connection between them,” Trina agreed. “But does Douglas Manners really make a better suspect than Mitch Wagner?”

      

      “Maybe I am trying to convince myself of something that isn’t there. Maybe I am letting my emotions get in the way of my thoughts in the same way Leo was afraid he would,” Lydia admitted. “But I think this might be something else that we need to tell Detective Grey about.”
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      Lydia was glad that she told Detective Grey about her hunch. She knew that it sounded crazy to base a suspicion on old wall décor, but the more she thought about it, the more it seemed to make sense to her. Though Douglas had invited her inside, he had tried to stop her from looking in the room. Perhaps he was afraid that she would make the connection between the two houses.

      

      She knew that this wasn’t enough to make an arrest. It might not have been enough to warrant questioning on its own. However, once Detective Grey had a name to look into, he found some more facts about the man that made him look like a viable suspect.

      

      The car he had registered in his name had tires that could have made the tire tread mark that was found by the crime scene. Douglas Manners also had a gun registered in his name that matched the caliber bullet that had killed Teddy Thomas. These facts, combined with Suzanne’s frantic mention of her client and a possible connection between the victim’s home and the crime scene merited questioning. When Leo’s desk research of the day confirmed that the home Douglas Manners lived in did use to belong to Wilber “Suds” Wilway, it was even more obvious that they should bring him in to interrogate.

      

      Lydia and Trina had called Detective Grey to tell him their latest idea but had then gone to the police station to see what developed. Finally feeling like she was on to something now that there was evidence to back it up, Lydia wanted to be close to the action in the hopes of seeing Suzanne.

      

      However, even though Douglas Manners had agreed to come in for questioning, they had not been invited to watch the interview. Lydia and Trina had been told to wait by Leo’s desk.

      

      “We probably should have stayed home,” Trina said, agitatedly. “We’re not being any help here, and we could have had some dinner.”

      

      All Lydia had in her purse were some pieces of sour apple taffy, but she shared them with her friend. She was also annoyed. She knew that the detectives were following procedure, but she couldn’t help thinking that since she had discovered the clue that led them down this track and due to the emotional aspect of this case, that she and Trina could have been invited to watch the interview. They could have stayed on the other side of a two-way mirror, and Douglas Manners need never have known they were there. Lydia had almost considered sneaking over there to watch anyway, except for the other officers who were doing the same thing.

      

      The one silver lining was seeing Leo’s face before he went to join Detective Grey to ask some questions. Leo was told that he would have to take a backseat during the interrogation, but he didn’t mind. He finally felt like he was doing something that could rescue Suzanne. Lydia was glad to see the hope and determination back in him.

      

      She just wished that she could have seen it all in action.

      

      She and Trina ate the taffy that she had and waited. Eventually, Leo headed back to his desk. He no longer looked the same way. Anger was coursing through him. Lydia guessed that he was told to walk it off.

      

      “What’s going on?” Lydia asked.

      

      “Suzanne’s not…” Trina trailed off as she tried to ask her question.

      

      “It sounds like Suzanne and Megan are still alive,” Leo assured them. “But that’s the only good piece of news. It’s clear that Douglas Manners is guilty. He doesn’t deny any of the evidence against him. And we just added more against him after finding a judge to sign a search warrant for his house. We found his gun, and it was recently fired. We’re sure it’s the murder weapon.”

      

      “Then, what’s the problem?” asked Trina.

      

      “There weren’t any signs of Suzanne or Megan at the house. We have no idea where he is keeping them,” Leo said. “And he knows that we want to save them. He’s saying that he will only take a deal where he gets no jail time for his crimes, and then he will reveal where the women are.”

      

      “But he killed a man,” Lydia said. “He can’t get away with murdering Teddy Thomas.”

      

      “I know that. Hence my frustration,” Leos said, clenching his fists. “We can’t agree to a deal like that, but I don’t know how else we can convince him to tell us where Suzanne and Megan are.”

      

      “I’m sure you’ll find a way,” Lydia said. “You and Detective Grey are very talented at what you do.”

      

      “Thanks,” Leo said. “I need to get a sip of water and cool off. Then, I’ll get back in there and see if I can get some answers out of him.”

      

      He walked away. Trina placed a hand on Lydia’s arm.

      

      “He is very good at what he does, but you’re pretty talented too. And I think we have a time crunch here,” Trina said. “Is there any chance that since we know who the perpetrator is, you can figure out where he is keeping the people he took?”

      

      “I’m sure the police looked at any other properties that Douglas Manners might own or rent,” Lydia said.

      

      “Fine. They have the resources to do that. If it pans out – wonderful. But what idea do you have that only Lydia Doherty could have? You saw octopi and knew who the killer was.”

      

      “I only knew that there was a connection.”

      

      “Come on,” Trina said. “You can do this.”

      

      Lydia was about to protest that she wasn’t some sort of super sleuth. She had only gotten involved in cases before because they affected someone she cared about, and though she could be clever, she was also lucky. But then an idea occurred to her, and she wondered if this out of the box thought was what Trina meant.

      

      “You know,” Lydia said. “There is something we could try.”
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      “Would this be considered breaking and entering?” Trina asked.

      

      “I’m not planning on breaking anything,” Lydia said. “And I think Leo won’t let charges be pressed against us if we save Suzanne.”

      

      “I guess I wouldn’t mind some community service or even jail time if it saves her,” Trina agreed.

      

      They had just pulled up to Douglas Manners’s house and were approaching it. The police must have finished their sweep of it after securing the warrant because there was no one there now.

      

      It took a little while for Lydia and Trina to find a way inside that didn’t break anything, but after climbing through a window, they got themselves inside. They immediately headed to room with the fireplace and the octopus that Douglas had led them away from when they had been there earlier.

      

      Now that they were right in front of the octopus design, Lydia thought that it was obvious that they were created by the same builder. Each of the octopus’s eight tentacles was holding a bottle, and there was a letter on each. The bottles read out: Sun, Sands. Below the octopus, it continued with the word: Surf.

      

      “Does it say the same thing as at the other house?” Trina asked.

      

      Lydia shook her head. “That one said: eat, drink, and be merry.”

      

      “Well, we committed a crime so that we could see this thing. Do you think it will help us find Suzanne?”

      

      “I’m hoping it will,” Lydia said. “What’s the one thing we know about Suds Wilway?”

      

      “He was a speakeasy owner.”

      

      “Exactly. And speakeasies had to be kept secret at the time. Maybe even in a secret room.”

      

      “You think that Suzanne might be here?” asked Trina.

      

      “I didn’t want to tell Leo in case I was way off base, but it’s possible that this building was where Suds Wilway had his saloon. And if there was a secret room then, it could still be there today.”

      

      “And Douglas Manners could have easily found out about it if he was doing a ton of research. Or if something was left in the house.”

      

      “Or it’s possible that he obtained Mr. Wilway’s diary,” said Lydia. “He told us that he collected them.”

      

      “I really like the idea of a speakeasy secret room,” Trina said, glancing around. “But how do we find it.”

      

      “Well, I know that at some speakeasies you had to speak a certain code word.”

      

      “Should we just shout things out?”

      

      “I’m wondering if we can use those letters from the octopus to spell out a code work,” Lydia said. “I wonder if those bottles move.”

      

      She reached for the first bottle with the letter “S” on it and found that it could turn.

      

      “You’re a genius!” Trina said. “And if there’s ever another prohibition I’m confident you could make sure that we still have access to Rosé.”

      

      “I think we should only turn certain bottles to spell out a word. But what word would it be?”

      

      “Try Suds,” Trina suggested. “If it had a place like this, I might name it after myself.”

      

      Lydia moved the proper letters to spell out her friend’s suggestion, and it instantly worked. A panel opened in the fireplace revealing a stairwell.

      

      “Why don’t you stay here with a cell phone and I’ll go down to investigate?” Lydia suggested.

      

      “I don’t want to leave you alone.”

      

      “And I don’t want to get stuck down there in a cell phone dead zone. It will be helpful if you’re here.”

      

      Trina agreed, and Lydia headed down the stairs using her own phone as a flashlight. When she reached the flat surface of the hidden basement, she cast her light around. She immediately saw Suzanne and the woman she recognized as Megan Wilway from Mitch’s picture. They were tied up but were definitely alive.

      

      Lydia called up to Trina to alert Leo that he shouldn’t make a deal with Douglas Manners and that ambulances should be sent here just in case. Then, she hurried to untie the two women.

      

      Suzanne pulled Lydia into a big hug as soon as she was free, and then they untied Megan. The women both felt a little shaky form their ordeal, but apart from some bruising where the ropes were and a small cut on Suzanne’s forehead, they looked unharmed.

      

      “I’m so glad you found us,” Suzanne said. “By the way, Megan, this is Lydia. My boyfriend’s sister.”

      

      “So nice to meet you,” Megan said with a laugh.

      

      “Leo and Detective Grey caught Douglas Manners,” Lydia explained. “I thought I might be crazy when I went looking for a secret room, so I didn’t tell them until I found something.”

      

      “I’m not sure he’ll like that,” Suzanne teased.

      

      “Since you’re okay, he won’t care at all,” Lydia responded. “Do you think that you’re able to head up the stairs?”

      

      “If we move slowly,” said Megan. “But I do want to get out of here.”

      

      Lydia placed an arm around her to support the woman. They started out of the secret basement.

      

      “It seems like a nightmare,” Suzanne said. “One minute we were having a meeting about what to do with the house and then a masked man barges in with a gun. Teddy tried to fight him off so we could get away, but the man shot him. But Teddy did unmask him, and that’s when I recognized Douglas Manners from when I redid a room here. We tried to hide, but he found us. I was able to call Leo for help, but then Douglas destroyed our phones.”

      

      “You actually called me by mistake,” Lydia said. “But I made sure that Leo got the message. And everyone has been working to save you both.”

      

      “Douglas made us come with him. He threatened us with that gun and then tied us up,” Megan said. “Because we knew who he was, I don’t think he would have let us go. But he wanted information out of us.”

      

      “I don’t think he intended to hurt us when he first went to the other house. Not that it makes a difference now,” Suzanne said. “He killed my friend and colleague.”

      

      “He thought there was some sort of treasure in the house I inherited,” Megan said. “He wanted to know where it was hidden and how to get to it. He thought since I owned the house and Suzanne and Teddy were professionals when it came to houses, they would know. That’s why he came to the meeting. Of course, I didn’t know anything about a treasure or secret rooms or anything.”

      

      “Me neither,” Suzanne said. “I don’t know how long he would have kept us around after he learned we didn’t know anything. I’m so glad you found us.”

      

      They continued making their way up the stairs. When they finally emerged, they were greeted by a full crowd. Some EMTs had just arrived on the scene at the same time as the police did.

      

      Leo ran up to Suzanne as soon as he saw her and pulled her into an embrace. They didn’t speak. They just held one another.

      

      Lydia headed to Trina’s side as the EMTs went to check on Megan.

      

      “I can’t believe it,” Trina said.

      

      “What part of this crazy case? The speakeasy secret rooms? The killer on the lookout for treasure?” asked Lydia.

      

      “That we get a happy ending. I’m not complaining. I mean, I wanted this to happen. But I didn’t believe it would for a while. I’m so glad it did.”

      

      Lydia smiled. Seeing Suzanne and Megan safe and sound, she had to agree that this was the best outcome that she could have hoped for. It was a happy ending.
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      “What do you think is inside?” Trina asked.

      

      “Well, it’s supposed to be some sort of treasure, isn’t it?” asked Leo.

      

      “Whatever it is, it’s not worth the trouble,” Megan said.

      

      “You say that now,” Trina teased. “But what if the secret safe is full of rubies.”

      

      “If we don’t figure out the code, we’ll never know,” Lydia reminded them. “Let’s try and think.”

      

      A group had assembled inside the Wilway house that had been a crime scene a few days ago. After being told that she was in good health, Megan had invited Lydia, Trina, Suzanne, and Leo to see if they could find whatever it was that Douglas Manners had been searching for. Daniel was also there as Lydia’s guest.

      

      The group stared at the octopus telling them to “Eat Drink” and wondered what the secret code could be, what secret compartment would open, and what would be inside.

      

      “Maybe it’s just the word drink if he was a speakeasy owner,” Daniel suggested.

      

      They tried it, and it didn’t work. They all continued staring at it, but Lydia felt her mind wandering. She was thinking about how close they had come to losing someone they cared about. Suzanne had indeed lost someone and was spending all her time that wasn’t with Leo, with Mrs. Thomas.

      

      Trina had spent a while telling Suzanne how happy she was that she and Leo were a couple and she was sorry if she ever gave the impression that she was against them. She might feel down on love at the moment, but she was pro Suzanne and Leo. Then she spent some time trying to come up with a silly couple’s name for them like “Suzeo” or “Lezanne.”

      

      Leo had been very grateful to Lydia in a way she had never seen before. However, a day or two after all the excitement, he reminded her that her involvement with police matters was a one-time thing. It was only because of the stakes of the case that every resource possible was being used. However, now, things needed to go back to normal.

      

      Lydia wasn’t quite sure what normal was anymore. This summer had been filled with starting a business, chasing suspects, and falling in love. All of it felt strange in different ways.

      

      “Ink,” Trina said, suggesting random words she saw. “Rink.”

      

      “Is there anything you know about your grandfather that could help us solve this is?” Lydia asked Megan.

      

      Megan shrugged. “I didn’t know him well. My family distanced themselves from him because of his business. I only inherited this house after no one else wanted it. My mom was upset that I took it. And now she really thinks it was a bad idea.”

      

      “Your mom,” Lydia said. “What’s her name?”

      

      “It’s Erin. Why?”

      

      “Well, that name would fit,” Lydia said. “We might as well try it.”

      

      They moved the bottles that the octopus was holding and a small panel was revealed near the bookcase. They collectively held their breath as they waited to see what the treasure was.

      

      Trina was the first to realize what it was and started laughing.

      

      “It’s all booze,” she said. “The treasures he mentioned in his diary or whatever was just alcohol that he put in his safe.”

      

      Daniel lifted out a bottle. “I’m not sure how well it aged.”

      

      “This is what Douglas was willing to kill for,” said Suzanne. “How sad.”

      

      “Well,” Megan said. “My mom might like to know that she was the combination to my grandfather’s safe. I might not tell her what was inside.”

      

      “They might be worth some money,” Leo said. “Probably not based on taste but because of the Wilway story about it. They are pieces of history.”

      

      “If they are worth any money, I think we should donate it to the Thomas family,” Lydia suggested.

      

      “That’s a wonderful idea,” Suzanne said. “He wasn’t just a friend. He was a hero. He lost his life trying to save Megan and me.”

      

      “I agree,” said Megan. “And I’m not planning on staying in this house any longer. I’m going to sell it, and I’ll donate some of the proceeds to Mrs. Thomas as well. Who knows what could have happened that day if Teddy didn’t act? If we figured out the code that day, Douglas might have shot all three of us to cover up the theft.”

      

      “He probably wouldn’t have been happy when he saw what was inside,” Trina agreed.

      

      “I wouldn’t mind spending some more time with you all, but I don’t want to stay in this house any longer,” Megan said. “How about we get something to eat?”

      

      They all agreed and started to leave the house. Trina pulled Lydia aside and said, “You know you have been looking for a new house. This one is for sale. And I bet it will be a good price.”

      

      “No, thank you,” Lydia said. “I don’t want to buy a house that was a crime scene!”

      

      Trina continued to tease her as they caught up with the rest of the group. Lydia was happy to be surrounded by friends and loved ones. That was the best treasure.
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