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            Firework Taffy

          

        

      

    

    
      “I hope you’re happy!”

      

      Truth be told, Lydia was very happy. Her new business, Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets, had a rocky start but was now doing rather well. Her decision to create new taffy flavors every week kept the locals coming back, and tourists flocking to the Jersey Shore for the summer seemed to be enjoying her treats. She was happy that she had been spending more time with the handsome lifeguard who was willing to help hunt for clues with her if need be. A long-standing family drama she had with her brother about an inheritance finally seemed to be cleared up, and Lydia was looking forward to the upcoming 4th of July celebrations.

      

      However, the tone of Amber Allen’s voice told Lydia that this was not something that she could admit at the moment. The owner of the ice cream shop on the boardwalk looked very annoyed. Lydia struggled to figure out what she could have done to upset her this time.

      

      Amber had decided that they should be enemies from the first time that they met because they both owned shops that sold sweets. Lydia always maintained that ice cream and taffy were different enough that they could both do business on the boardwalk, but Amber had disagreed and said they were rivals. Amber had actively tried to hurt the taffy shop before with negative publicity, but Lydia usually tried to take the high road and be civil.

      

      “Good morning,” Lydia said, trying to sound chipper. “Is there something bothering you?”

      

      “Because of you, my best friend lost her source at the medical examiner’s office,” Amber said. “It’s bad enough that you sell your revolting taffy here in town. Why do you have to go causing trouble for other people?”

      

      Now Lydia understood why Amber was upset, but she didn’t think it was fair to blame her for stopping something that Brie shouldn’t have been doing in the first place. The medical examiner shouldn’t have been releasing the information that he did to the reporter. All Lydia had done was hint about where the leak was when her detective brother complained about the matter one day.

      

      “I’m sorry that Brie is annoyed,” Lydia said truthfully. “But I’m sure she can find information for her stories in other ways. And hopefully, there won’t be any more murder cases in our town that need to be reported on. With any luck, she’ll be able to write about happy things like the 4th of July firework show by the sea.”

      

      “I wish she would write a story about how everyone wishes your awful shop would close,” Amber said before turning on her heel and marching out of the shop quickly so she would have the last word in the matter.

      

      Lydia just shook her head. Normally, Amber’s antics would upset her, but she was in too good a mood to let her spoil things. Things finally seemed to be going well in Lydia’s life, and she loved the Ocean Point Independence Day activities. She was also happy that her shop would be able to join in the fun by offering a delicious themed treat.

      

      “Is she gone?” Jeff asked, standing up after hiding behind the counter. Her employee often went to great lengths to avoid seeing Amber.

      

      “She is,” Lydia assured him.

      

      Her youngest employee Kelsey walked up to them as the shop door opened again.

      

      “The ice cream ice queen isn’t back, is she?” Jeff asked.

      

      “No,” Kelsey said with a smile at Lydia. “This is a visitor we actually like to see stop by.”

      

      Lydia turned toward the door and saw Daniel walking inside. He wasn’t dressed in his lifeguard uniform, and this made Lydia smile even more. It meant that he wasn’t working on the beach today, but had just decided to stop by and visit.

      

      He greeted Lydia and her nearby staff, and they all said hello.

      

      “How did the rest of your performances go?” Daniel asked Kelsey and Jeff. “I enjoyed seeing it on opening night.”

      

      “After such a stressful tech week where a crime needed to be solved, the shows were smooth sailing,” said Kelsey.

      

      “I had a good time,” Jeff said. “But I don’t think I’m going to be doing any more acting any time soon.”

      

      “I’m not deterred at all,” Kelsey said. “In fact, I’m going to audition for Shakespeare in the Sand. It’s a collection of monologues and scenes from Shakespeare performed on the beach. But that won’t start until after the 4th of July.”

      

      “It’s actually because of the 4th of July that I’m here,” Daniel said with a grin.

      

      “Have you come to ask Lydia to watch the fireworks with you? A lot of couples like to watch them on blankets in the sand,” Kelsey said before immediately placing a hand over her mouth and looking embarrassed.

      

      Daniel looked caught off guard for a moment, and Lydia cringed inwardly. They had been spending time together, but they hadn’t been calling themselves a couple. They both had their own baggage that made them hesitant to jump into a new relationship, and they’d never shared a kiss.

      

      “Well, I would love to see how they celebrate the fourth at the Jersey Shore,” Daniel said. “I could see the fireworks with you if you’d like.”

      

      “I would like that a lot,” Lydia said with a smile.

      

      “But the real reason I came by today was to see your new festive taffy that I’ve heard so much about.”

      

      “I’d be happy to show it to you,” said Lydia. “I think this one is as fun to look at as it is to eat.”

      

      “That’s quite an accomplishment,” said Daniel.

      

      “Introducing firework taffy,” Lydia said with a flourish as she reached for some freshly-made candies and presented them.

      

      She was very proud of her newest creation. She had blended the taffy together so that it had a firework design in the center of the round taffy.

      

      “It’s beautiful,” Daniel complimented. “But what does it taste like?”

      

      Kelsey and Jeff giggled, and Daniel raised an eyebrow.

      

      “Well,” Lydia said. “The red, white, and blue portions of it are what you might expect. There’s cherry and vanilla and blueberry mixed in there.”

      

      “All right,” Daniel said, still eyeing them all suspiciously.

      

      “But since it’s called firework taffy, I thought that it should have a little kick to it too,” Lydia said mischievously.

      

      “What did you do?” asked Daniel. “Add hot sauce to it?”

      

      “I did consider that,” Lydia admitted. “But then I went a different route. We added a little pocket in each piece of taffy to house some popping candies. As you chew the taffy, some of the poppers will be released, and it makes it feel as if there are mini fireworks in your mouth.”

      

      “In a fun way,” Kelsey assured him.

      

      Daniel looked ready to accept the challenge and took a candy. He started laughing as he chewed and covered his mouth.

      

      “It feels funny,” he said when he finished the candy. “But I liked it a lot. I’m sure others will too. It’s perfect for the holiday.”

      

      Kelsey and Jeff noticed that some customers were gathering by the front window and went to check on them. Daniel stayed near Lydia.

      

      “So, about those fireworks?” he asked.

      

      “You don’t have to feel pressured to go,” Lydia said quickly. “But they do always put on a nice display. They take a large barge full of fireworks out onto the water so they can send up an impressive number of fireworks.”

      

      “What time does it start?” Daniel asked, showing no indication that he wanted to back out of it.

      

      “After the sun sets. Though sometimes there are other fireworks set off by people in town earlier. And sometimes my brother and the other officers have to stop people from doing unsafe pyrotechnics. But the big official show is as soon as it gets dark.”

      

      “I think it will be a lot of fun to watch it with you,” he said sincerely.

      

      Lydia looked into his grey eyes. She had felt an attraction toward him since they first met, but after spending time together (at first, brought on by investigations), she truly appreciated him as a friend.

      

      Daniel was staring at her too. Neither spoke for a moment. They seemed to be waiting to see if the other would make a move. Then, Lydia decided to act on her feelings. She leaned forward to kiss him, and he moved closer too. However, before their lips could meet, Kelsey ran up to them.

      

      “There’s something going on outside,” she cried. “There’s a lot of smoke. It’s in the distance but definitely in town. Something is on fire.”

      

      Though disappointed by the interruption, Lydia knew that this was worth checking out. She and Daniel walked outside and onto the boardwalk.

      

      There was indeed smoke in the distance. Lydia tried to get her bearings to see what the fire was close to.

      

      “I don’t want to scare you,” Daniel said softly. “But it’s coming from the direction of your house.”
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      Lydia tried not to panic. She stared toward the smoke and saw that Daniel was right. She couldn’t tell how close the fire really was to her house, but it was in the same direction as her home.

      

      Many people were gathering on the boardwalk and looking toward the source of the smoke. Kelsey and Jeff stood with their other coworkers, Mona and Quinn, who were also on duty. They all looked anxious.

      

      “Just because it’s in the same direction doesn’t mean that it’s close to my house,” Lydia rationalized. “You can’t tell from here.”

      

      “My place is in the same direction,” Mona said. Kelsey quickly put a supportive arm around her.

      

      “You live in Cora’s Coral Condos, right?” asked Jeff. “I can’t see it from here.”

      

      “It’s okay,” Mona said dourly. “I don’t have anything there that’s irreplaceable.”

      

      Lydia frowned, trying to figure out if she felt the same. She was staying in the house that she had grown up in and returned to after the uncle who raised her fell ill. The house was full of mementos from the family over the years. The items were mostly boxed up because Lydia and her brother, Leo, were in the process of selling the house. Lydia planned on getting her own cozy place after the sale, and they would find a new house for their Aunt Edie who wanted to downsize when she returned from her trip around the world (that Uncle Edgar had suggested she take after he was gone.)

      

      Lydia would be very disappointed to lose the photos and items inside the house, but she supposed it couldn’t be any worse than losing Uncle Edgar to his illness.

      

      However, then a terrifying thought popped into her head, and she felt her knees go weak. She was upset with herself for not thinking of it immediately when Daniel told her the direction of the fire, and she was scared that she might be too late.

      

      “Sunny,” she cried, thinking of her dog.

      

      Daniel didn’t waste a moment. He took out his car keys and indicated that he would drive her. Lydia told her staff that she hoped to be back soon and tried not to hyperventilate as they hurried to Daniel’s truck and then her house.

      

      “Normally, I wouldn’t recommend heading toward a fire,” he said. “But I know we have to for Sunny.”

      

      Lydia nodded. Her rescued French bulldog mix had been by her side when she needed her. Sunny had been ready to provide affection and friendly licks when Lydia had needed support when Uncle Edgar had taken a turn for the worse and when Leo had been angry with her and wasn’t acting like a loving brother. Lydia just hoped that she would be there for Sunny when the dog needed her.

      

      Lydia almost broke into tears of joy when they turned onto her street, and she saw that the fire wasn’t there. It was still further back in the distance. While she felt bad for whoever was being affected by the fire, she was ecstatic that Sunny was not in danger.

      

      She hurried into the house calling the dog’s name and startled the snoring pup. However, Sunny seemed happy to see Lydia and licked her nose. Lydia picked up the dog and held her in her arms. Sunny didn’t understand the reason for the fuss but was utterly content to be rocked in Lydia’s arms.

      

      “I’m glad it was a false alarm,” Daniel said. “Sunny is a great dog.”

      

      Sunny let out a little noise of agreement. She didn’t mind being the center of attention if it meant that she was going to be cuddled and petted.

      

      “I don’t know what I would have done if I lost her,” Lydia said. “And I don’t want to think about that anymore.”

      

      “I’m sorry that I scared you,” Daniel said sheepishly.

      

      “No. That’s not your fault,” she assured him. “You were right about the direction, and it was good to recognize that in case our rushing here was necessary. I just hope that Mona’s condo isn’t the place that was affected.”

      

      Then, she heard her cell phone chime, and she adjusted her canine bundle so she could read the text message she received. It was from Kelsey and said that the smoke had stopped. The fire must have been put out. That was another relief.

      

      Lydia placed Sunny on the ground and asked if she would like a special snack. The dog wagged her tiny tail. Lydia led her to the kitchen and took out a small bone for her. Sunny danced around happily before starting to gnaw on the treat.

      

      “Do you want anything?” Lydia asked. “Not a bone, obviously. But I do have some human food if you’re hungry. I could whip something up as a thank you for driving me home.”

      

      “I’m not that hungry,” he admitted. “But I will take one of your taffy pieces from your reserves if you have it. They’re always a treat.”

      

      Lydia grabbed a piece of firework taffy from her test batch that she had made at home and gave it to him. She couldn’t help grinning as the dog and man she cared about were so happily chewing in front of her.

      

      “What?” Daniel asked, noticing her smile.

      

      She shrugged. “I guess I’m just feeling relieved and happy.”

      

      He finished his candy and took a step closer to her. “I’m feeling pretty happy too.”

      

      This time he was the one to begin leaning in for a kiss. However, before Lydia could reciprocate the movement, her phone began ringing again.

      

      “Sorry,” she said with a frown.

      

      When she saw that it was her brother calling, she knew that she shouldn’t ignore the call and she answered it right away.

      

      “I wanted you to hear this from me,” Leo said. “There was fire at Cora’s Coral Condos. We believe it was set off from someone tinkering with amateur fireworks. There was one casualty. Lydia, it’s Dr. Statler who died.”

      

      “Oh no,” was all Lydia could say.

      

      “I was pretty disappointed to find out too,” Leo said. “But I thought it was best that you knew now.”

      

      Lydia thanked him and ended the call. Daniel stared at her face where now Lydia seemed about to cry for another reason.

      

      “What happened?” Daniel asked.

      

      “One person died in the fire. In an explosion,” Lydia said. “He was the doctor who treated my Uncle Edgar.”

      

      “I’m so sorry.”

      

      “Honestly, I didn’t know him that well. But he was very good to my uncle. And to my whole family. He always kept us informed, and I know that we had as long as we did with my uncle because of Dr. Statler’s care.” She let out a sad sigh. “All these memories are running through my head now. He used to make jokes about how there couldn’t be any apples in the room because they would make him, as a doctor, stay away. He did like to talk about fireworks, though I didn’t know that he tried to build them. And he didn’t have great eyesight. He had two pairs of glasses that he would switch between. They were different shapes. It was another joke of his. He said he would use his square glasses for when he needed help with his short-sightedness. Then, he would clarify that they were for reading. He would use the rectangle glasses for long distance. He said rectangle was a longer word and was for the long distance. That’s how he told the glasses apart.”

      

      “He sounds like a good man,” Daniel said.

      

      “He was,” Lydia agreed.

      

      Sunny stopped chewing on her bone and moved closer to Lydia. She could sense that she was upset and wanted to cheer her up. Lydia rubbed the dog’s ears.

      

      “Thanks, Sunny,” she said. Then, her eyes widened as she realized something else. “I was so focused on Dr. Statler’s death that I didn’t realize the significance of what else Leo said. He said the fire was at Cora’s Coral Condos. That’s where Mona lives. I don’t know if her home was saved!”
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      Lydia called Mona and told her the information that she knew so far: that the complex that Mona was living in was where the fire had occurred, but that she didn’t know which units had been affected.  Mona was understandably upset by this news of the fire and Dr. Statler’s death.

      

      “That doctor seemed like a nice guy. He was one of my neighbors. He asked to borrow a wrench before, but I didn’t have one. I was still moving in,” Mona said over the phone. “I don’t know if I’m going to be able to face seeing my place. I know I said that my things were replaceable, but what will I do if my home really did burn up?”

      

      “We should see what the damage is before we worry too much,” Lydia said. “But I did want to give you a heads up.”

      

      “I guess I should go check it out,” Mona said. “If you don’t mind me leaving work early.”

      

      “Under the circumstances, of course not!” said Lydia. “And you can take as much time as you need to deal with this. Everyone will understand.”

      

      “I appreciate that.” Mona hesitated. “But I think I’m afraid to go there alone.”

      

      Lydia caught Daniel’s eye as she stayed on the line, hoping he wouldn’t mind what she was about to volunteer them for.

      

      “We can meet you over there, and we’ll do what we can to help.”

      

      Daniel nodded as he heard what she said and took out his keys again. After confirming that they would head over to the condo complex shortly, Lydia hung up. She thanked Daniel for being so helpful and understanding. Then, after making sure that Sunny was still happy with her bone, she left her house to see what was left of Mona’s.

      

      They parked Daniel’s truck a decent distance away and started walking towards Cora’s Coral Condos. Between the reports of the smoke no longer being visible and Leo’s call, she was pretty sure that the fire had been extinguished. However, she didn’t want to park too close to where explosive fireworks had been. She also didn’t want to be in the way of the rescue vehicles.

      

      “That’s the reason?” Daniel teased as they walked away from the truck. “I thought you were trying to hide from your brother so he wouldn’t think you were trying to look at his crime scene.”

      

      “It sounds like this death was the result of tinkering with explosives. It’s not a murder that needs to be solved,” Lydia said. “And I don’t hide from Leo. Even if he hasn’t really appreciated my help with his cases.”

      

      “Which always resulted in catching the killer,” Daniel said proudly.

      

      “We’re getting along fine now,” she continued. “He doesn’t blame me for getting the money to open my taffy shop from Uncle Edgar’s will anymore because he realized that even though Uncle Edgar didn’t leave him money, he still was looking out for him. He wanted Leo to reconnect with Suzanne and start dating, and that’s just what happened. And hopefully, Leo’s good mood over his love life will stop him from jumping to the conclusion that I want to see behind the caution tape. I’m just here to help Mona.”

      

      As they reached the building, they saw that there was a gathering of people on the outskirts of the property. They looked like the people who lived in the building and were trying to stay at a safe distance while still keeping a close eye on the situation. Many were carrying items that seemed to hold sentimental value that they wouldn’t want to be left behind in a fire.

      

      Lydia didn’t know most of the residents, but she did recognize Cora, the namesake who owned the building. Lydia’s best friend, Trina, had reddish hair that looked natural. Cora had gone a different route with her red coloring. In fact, her hair was almost the coral color of the buildings. However, today, it was a little harder to tell because many of the condo walls had a layer of soot on them.

      

      Cora was wearing multiple necklaces and bracelets as if she had thrown on all her best jewelry when she left her home to make sure it traveled with her. She was crying into a handkerchief, and two of the residents were trying to cheer her up.

      

      “I just can’t believe this,” Cora cried. “The good doctor was so nice. He always made his payments on time. And he told me that the mole I had on my shoulder I had been so concerned about wasn’t deadly.”

      

      “Didn’t he tell you that it was dried chocolate?” an unamused woman holding an antique clock next to her asked.

      

      “That’s right, Maggie,” Cora said, leaning on her for support. “He told me that it wasn’t skin cancer, and I would be all right.”

      

      “Dr. Statler was always willing to give medical advice if you asked him, even if he wasn’t working,” the man next to Cora said sadly. “He was a stand-up guy.”

      

      “He was nice enough, Neil,” Maggie said. “But let’s not go turning him into a saint.”

      

      Cora and Neil stared at the third person in their trio. Lydia glanced at Daniel to see if he was observing this discussion as well.

      

      “He might as well have been,” Cora said. “Always helping people with healthy tips and diagnoses. Making people laugh with his silly jokes. Did I mention that he always paid his rent on time? Usually, he was early.”

      

      “But he did just destroy your building with his hobby,” Maggie said. “And we’re lucky it wasn’t worse. It might have destroyed all of our homes. It might have killed us.”

      

      “I guess you’re right,” Cora said. Her tears stopped as she thought about it. “I am sorry he’s gone, but look at the state of my beautiful buildings. What could he have been thinking? That was a very dangerous thing to do in a place like this. I thought he was supposed to be smart.”

      

      “He was smart,” said Neil. “Maybe that’s why he never thought this would happen. He thought he was smart enough to avoid it.”

      

      “I knew he worked on firework displays for the holidays, but I never knew that he did the work here. I assumed he had a lab or a bunker,” said Cora. “You’re right, Maggie. This damage is going to cost more than his security deposit. I liked him so much, but then he had to go and hurt me like this. I didn’t think it was in his character!”

      

      “Let’s not be too harsh,” Neil said, not seeming to like the way the conversation was turning. “He died because of this. That’s tragic enough. And I would rather focus on the good memories.”

      

      “He had his good moments. He did help me when I twisted my ankle,” Maggie admitted. “But he was always asking to borrow things. For the past four months, whenever I saw him, he wanted to borrow something. Now, he did return the nonperishable items. But it was constant from the moment he moved in. It was like he didn’t know how to care for himself after his wife kicked him out. He was always asking for food. I gave him at least half of the milk I bought these past few months because he was always asking. And I gave him pasta and butter too. Neil, I saw him ask you for some tea the other day, didn’t he?”

      

      “He did ask for something,” Neil agreed. “I forget what.”

      

      “And just this morning, he asked for bread to make toast,” Maggie continued. “I guess that was the final thing I gave him.”

      

      “I thought it was sweet when he came and asked to borrow some sugar,” Cora said wistfully. “Though I didn’t realize that he was so bad at planning out his needed groceries. I thought he was looking for an excuse to visit me. And since I knew he was getting a divorce, I thought… oh, it doesn’t matter what I thought! He ruined my building! That can’t be made up with sweet talk, medical advice, and timely rent.”

      

      Lydia turned away from the conversation. It was interesting to hear what others thought of Dr. Statler, but since no crime had been committed (except perhaps by the doctor in taking unnecessary risks), there was no need to eavesdrop.

      

      “I don’t see Mona yet,” Daniel said.

      

      Lydia scanned the crowd and agreed. She didn’t see anyone else dressed in the brightly colored Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets t-shirt that was their uniform, or the all-black with fishnet ensembles that Mona usually wore outside of work that stood out against the usually beachy outfits of the others in town.

      

      However, Lydia did see someone else who caught her attention there. Brie Rankin had a tablet out, and it was clear that the reporter was taking notes on it. Brie was usually more subtle than Amber with her displeasure, but Lydia still didn’t want to take the chance that she would cause a scene in front of the people who might have just lost their homes.

      

      She moved to the side, so she was out of Brie’s eyesight, and Daniel followed. They listened to some of the other residents discuss what they overheard the firefighters say about the fireworks and waited for Mona.

      

      Mona finally joined them, looking nervous. Lydia gave her a hug and told her that she was sure they would find out more information shortly.

      

      It turned out she was right. A few moments after she said that, Leo and his partner, Detective Grey, addressed the crowd.

      

      “Thank you all for your cooperation,” Leo said. “The Ocean Point firefighters have done an admirable job containing and extinguishing the fire. Right now it looks like this was the result of amateur firework making inside the home.”

      

      “We would like to remind everyone of the dangers of this and hope that no one else in town will attempt to follow suit,” the serious Detective Grey warned.

      

      “There has been one casualty here,” Leo said. “I suspect some of you figured out who it was, but we ask that you don’t spread this information around until we have confirmation that the man’s family has been informed.”

      

      “The main damage from the fire seems to have been contained to the one unit. The firefighters have just finished their examination of the building’s structural support, and it appears stable,” Detective Grey said.

      

      The crowd cheered, and Lydia squeezed Mona’s hand. Mona let out a sigh of relief.

      

      Cora yelled, “Thank goodness!”

      

      Detective Grey held up a hand to quiet them. “There were fire safety measures in the building that minimized the spread of the flames by having sprinklers turn on. Unfortunately, this water might have caused some different damage within the homes.”

      

      Mona’s relief soon turned back to uneasiness. Lydia wasn’t feeling very good about this news either.

      

      “Everyone just hold tight for a few more minutes, and we’ll allow you back into your homes to ascertain the damage,” Leo said. “Obviously the one condo where this occurred will be off-limits for the foreseeable future.”

      

      The crowd started buzzing as the detectives finished their speech. Cora was crying again. Mona looked worried.

      

      Leo was about to head back to the scene of the blast when he spotted Lydia. He frowned with annoyance and started walking towards her. Lydia considered whether she should have taken Daniel’s joke seriously and hid.
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      Detective Grey followed Leo over to where Lydia was standing. They both looked displeased.

      

      “Lydia, I told you about who died as a courtesy because we knew him,” Leo said. “I also thought it would stop you from coming over here and getting underfoot.”

      

      “I’m not trying to get in your way,” Lydia protested. “I’ll admit I know very little about fireworks and explosives. I’ll let you and the firefighters figure out what happened. I’m just here to help Mona.”

      

      The two detectives looked at the downcast Mona next to her. She gave a tiny wave to acknowledge them.

      

      “She lives here,” Lydia said. “And she was worried about her home.”

      

      “I kinda asked Lydia to come,” Mona said. “I’m still new here. The only people I really know and trust are at the taffy shop. And I was afraid to face what might be here alone.”

      

      “Well, in that case,” Leo said, somewhat awkwardly. “Then, I guess it’s fine that you’re here.”

      

      “And I only told Daniel who it was who died,” said Lydia. “He was there when I got the call, and I was upset. Though from what we overheard, the neighbors realize who it is.”

      

      “It’s very sad business,” Leo said, sounding friendlier to make up for his opening comments. “I had been so excited about the holiday. Suzanne and I made plans to watch the fireworks and have a picnic on the sand. I hope I don’t have images of this awful scene and how fireworks went wrong in my head when we’re having our romantic evening.”

      

      “It was that bad?” Lydia asked, biting her lip.

      

      “I imagine it was over pretty quickly,” Leo said. “But it wasn’t a pleasant sight to see. I’m glad you didn’t have to see him like that. If it wasn’t for those distinctive rectangle glasses he had on under some goggles, I wouldn’t have recognized him.”

      

      “Gruesome,” Mona muttered.

      

      “It was,” Leo agreed. “And I hope that convinces you to stay away from this scene.”

      

      “We’re just here to help Mona,” Daniel reiterated. “Her home might need repair or cleaning.”

      

      Leo looked back towards the building where a firefighter was waving to him.

      

      “It looks like the building is declared safe now. You’ll be able to go to Mona’s place now,” Leo said. “I hope it’s not too bad.”

      

      “Me too,” said Mona.

      

      “Thank you,” Daniel said, as Lydia remained quiet. “And I hope your 4th of July plans aren’t ruined.”

      

      Leo nodded and then a foolish grin crept onto his face. “It probably won’t be. Suzanne seems to make everything better.”

      

      “You don’t think there’s anything odd here?” Lydia said, speaking up and asking the detectives.

      

      Detective Grey chose to interpret this as related to his partner’s dating life. “I’ve seen Detective Doherty date others before, but I haven’t seen him as lovesick as this ever. He has seemed a little different lately. But I wouldn’t call it odd. I would say it’s pleasant. If I am ever lucky enough to fall in love, I hope it will have a similar hopeful effect on me. However, I have been told that I am boring on dates. And in everyday life too... But I suppose that’s enough chitchat to reassure you all that there is still normalcy in the world despite this tragedy. I’m going to talk to the firefighters.”

      

      “I’ll be right there,” Leo said as Detective Grey walked off. He eyed Lydia suspiciously. “You weren’t talking about my relationship, were you?”

      

      “Look, I really don’t want to get involved in your case,” Lydia said.

      

      “So, don’t,” Leo said simply. “And there isn’t much left to solve here. We know what happened.”

      

      “That’s just it. Something here seems wrong to me.”

      

      “Lydia, you’re not a detective. You make taffy. You need to stop interfering.”

      

      “Just answer this one question for me, and then I won’t bring up this death again,” Lydia promised.

      

      Leo sighed and gestured for her to ask her question. He didn’t agree that he would answer it though.

      

      “Where was Dr. Statler found?” asked Lydia.

      

      “In his condo,” Leo said shortly. “Now, I’ll thank you to stick to your word and not bring up the case again.”

      

      “Wait,” said Lydia before he could walk away. “There’s a reason for this question. I want to know if you think he was working on the fireworks when they exploded. Like he added the wrong ingredient or caused a spark while making them and that’s when it happened. Or did the fireworks suddenly go off because they weren’t stored properly and he was just in the room? Was he working on them? You said he was wearing goggles, right?”

      

      Leo gritted his teeth, but Lydia could tell he was curious about why she was bringing this up because he wasn’t walking away.

      

      “Based on how he fell and the goggles, we think he was working on the fireworks at the table when it happened. I hope you appreciate your one question. Why are you asking it?”

      

      “Because of his glasses,” Lydia explained. “You said that he was wearing his distinctive rectangle ones. Remember the joke he used to make? Rectangle was a long word, so those glasses were for long distance. If he was working on something close up, he would have worn his reading glasses that were square. He used to wear them for measuring, remember? He would have done the same if he was working on something dangerous. He would want to see properly.”

      

      Leo opened his mouth and then closed it. He balled up his fists as he walked away.

      

      “Does that mean he thinks you’re right?” asked Mona.

      

      “Most likely,” Daniel said.

      

      Lydia shrugged. “I told him what was bothering me, and it’s up to him to look into it. He can determine if this really was an accident or if it was staged. Right now, we need to check out Mona’s home.”

      

      Mona didn’t look excited as she led the way to her condo.

      

      “The good news is that I didn’t have very much furniture to begin with,” Mona said, trying to rationalize a potential tragedy as they moved forward. “So, I can’t lose very much.”

      

      They reached the door, and Mona unlocked it. Then, she hesitated with her hand on the handle.

      

      “No matter what’s on the other side, we’re here for you,” Lydia said.

      

      Mona nodded and opened the door. They all gaped when they saw the room inside. It was completely drenched with water from the overhead sprinklers, and there were several inches of water on the floor.

      

      “Well, this wasn’t what I was expecting when I heard that there was a fire at my building,” Mona said.

      

      Daniel was the first one to take a step inside. “It definitely doesn’t look like it’s draining properly in here. But I think that the items that you kept in your drawers should have survived.”

      

      “I’ll have some clothes then,” said Mona. “And I hide my laptop there when I’m not home. But I don’t know if I can live in a flooded condo.”

      

      “You can’t,” Daniel agreed. “We’ll have to talk to your landlady about how she’s going to fix the drainage and when you can safely stay here again.”

      

      “But what will I do until then?” asked Mona.

      

      “It’s simple,” Lydia said. “We’ll pack up your things, and you’ll stay with me.”

      

      “Really?” Mona asked gratefully.

      

      “I have that whole big house to myself until I sell it. You’re welcome to stay in a guest room. As long as you can put up with the occasional French bulldog snoring.”

      

      “Thank you so much,” Mona said.

      

      “There’s no need to thank me,” Lydia said. “I’m sure if our positions were reversed, you would help me too.”

      

      Then, they waded into the condo and started packing. Meanwhile, Lydia kept wondering what Leo would discover at the deceased doctor’s home.
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      “Trina, what are you doing here?” Lydia asked as she opened her front door.

      

      “I know you said that we had to rain date our girl’s night,” Trina said, stepping into the entryway and greeting Sunny. “But I’ve been building up things that I need to talk to my best friend about. But since it’s not an official girl’s night now, I brought lemonade instead of wine. Then, you can still do whatever it is that you need to do for Mona after we eat and drink.”

      

      “I guess I was so tired after packing at her house that I didn’t explain things properly,” Lydia muttered. “Though I am glad to see you.”

      

      Sunny barked in agreement. She loved when Trina visited, both because she liked Trina and because it usually meant that there would be food.

      

      “I’m so glad to see you,” said Trina, handing her the lemonade and a pile of letters from Lydia’s mailbox. “It’s not the same to talk over the phone about this. I’ve been having problems with Carl.”

      

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

      

      Secretly, she had always believed that her friend deserved a better partner, but since Trina and Carl had been off-and-on again for several years, Lydia never wanted to bash the man that her friend obviously cared for. He also had never done anything atrociously wrong. He just had a habit of blowing off their dates and being self-absorbed.

      

      “I’m starting to have doubts about Carl,” Trina admitted. “He had moments of being a great boyfriend. Like when we went on that double date with Daniel. He was so charming and personable.”

      

      “That was a bit of a strange dinner anyway because I got called away to check on a dead body,” Lydia reminded her. “And wasn’t that also the first time that Carl told you that he never wanted children?”

      

      “Yeah.” Trina frowned. “I thought we had talked about it before. It was all in hypotheticals, so I didn’t feel like I was pressuring him, but I thought we were explaining what we wanted. Ideally, I want to have little girls, and they’ll always have the best updos in their class because I’m a hair stylist.”

      

      “Careful,” Lydia teased. “You’ll end up having kids who fashion their hair the way I do.”

      

      “You don’t fashion it. It’s always in that messy bun,” Trina protested. “But it doesn’t matter. Carl used to talk about wanting a big family during these hypotheticals. But he says now that he was being ironic. And I know I’m not ready to start a family right now. But it does concern me that apparently Carl and I aren’t communicating properly.”

      

      “Communication is a very big part of a relationship.”

      

      “And now I’m wondering if I really am just with Carl because I’m afraid of being alone. That was a major break-through when the thought occurred to me. I was curling Mrs. Miresome’s hair as she was complaining about seagulls, and it suddenly hit me. I don’t want to be single. But is that the only reason why I’m with Carl?”

      

      “You’re the only one who can sort out your feelings. And I’m certainly not an expert on romance.”

      

      “You’re better than me,” Trina said. “Things seem to be going well with Daniel. And you did have a fiancé before.”

      

      “Yes. I was engaged to a selfish man who didn’t support me when the uncle who raised me got sick. I remember him saying that Uncle Edgar wasn’t my real father, so why did I care?” Lydia said with a disgusted shudder. “And after that, I think it’s better to be alone than with the wrong person.”

      

      “That’s good advice,” Trina said, absent-mindedly rubbing a happy Sunny’s belly. “But, am I really just psyching myself out about all this? Maybe Carl is my soulmate, and we just need to work through this stuff. I would miss his cute face if we broke up. And all the free salmon fillets I got from his fish market.”

      

      She fell silent and then was able to hear the shower running inside the house. Suddenly, the water shut off.

      

      “I wish I could be more help,” Lydia said, opening the front door. “And I do love you like a sister, so I feel bad saying this – but this isn’t really a good time to get together.”

      

      “Why? What’s going on?” asked Trina. Then, she gasped. “That’s Daniel in the shower, isn’t it? Why didn’t you tell me you needed private time?”

      

      “I did tell you this wasn’t a good time, but it’s not Daniel.”

      

      “Sure,” Trina said with an exaggerated wink.

      

      “It’s not. And there’s no need for your winking and smirking. Daniel and I haven’t even kissed yet. We’ve been moving slowly because of my trust issues after my terrible engagement and his grieving process after losing his wife and moving here. I thought we were going to kiss, but then we kept getting interrupted.”

      

      “I’m not buying it,” Trina teased. “Who else would be in the shower?”

      

      However, the question was soon answered when Mona joined them dressed but with wet hair.

      

      “I feel much better after a hot shower,” Mona said. “I really didn’t like wading around in the puddle that is my apartment.”

      

      “Okay,” Trina said contritely. “It’s not Daniel.”

      

      “Hi, Trina,” Mona said. “Did you hear about our crazy day?”

      

      “Apparently, not all of it.”

      

      Lydia recapped their afternoon more thoroughly than she did earlier when talking to her friend to cancel their evening plans. She told her about the fire and the water damage at Mona’s condo, and how Lydia had invited Mona to stay with her until her place was repaired. She mentioned how they had to walk through water in the apartment to save what they could of Mona’s personal possessions. She also told Trina about Dr. Statler’s death and how she wasn’t convinced it was an accident.

      

      “Now I wish I did bring wine,” said Trina. “Are you going to investigate?”

      

      “I don’t know,” Lydia admitted. “If Dr. Statler’s death was murder, then I would definitely want to make sure that his killer was caught. But it’s clear that Leo doesn’t want me anywhere near the scene.”

      

      “Maybe I should go,” Trina said, thinking about it. “It does sound like you had a rough day, and I should let you get some rest.”

      

      “I don’t want you to stop any plans you had just because I’m here,” said Mona. “I don’t want to be an inconvenience.”

      

      “You’re not,” Lydia assured her. “But I am tired. Maybe we could have a girl’s night tomorrow, Trina? But Mona will be here so you can’t tell any really embarrassing stories about me. I need her to continue to respect me at work.”

      

      “I guess I can manage that,” Trina said in an exaggerated manner, joking that it was a hardship.

      

      They all laughed. Even Sunny let out a noise that sounded like a chuckle.

      

      “I’ll keep the lemonade for tomorrow,” Lydia said. “And thanks for bringing me my mail.”

      

      “No problem. Anything good?”

      

      Lydia flipped through the mail, knowing what Trina was referring to. She liked seeing the postcards that Aunt Edie sent from around the world almost as much as Lydia did.

      

      Lydia loved seeing the captivating pictures on the postcards of famous landmarks and hearing about her aunt’s adventures. Aunt Edie had always wanted to travel, and Uncle Edgar made certain that she would be able to fulfill this dream after he was gone. Aunt Edie had already sent postcards from Venice, and the Great Pyramids, and Paris. She seemed to be a little closer to home recently because her last card was from the Grand Canyon.

      

      However, Lydia looked puzzled when she picked up the postcard that was in amongst her letters. It had a picture of the Ocean Point Beach on it.

      

      She turned it over and read the only word written there besides the address. It said: Surprise!

      

      “I don’t understand,” Lydia said.

      

      “Goodness, it took you forever to check your mail,” a voice said.

      

      Lydia turned to look out the door and saw Aunt Edie walking toward them. There was a twinkle in her eye, and she immediately came inside and hugged Lydia. After holding her and telling her how she missed her, she hugged Trina. Even though she didn’t know Mona at all, she gave her a hug too.

      

      Sunny was jumping around happily, and Aunt Edie pulled her up into her arms and gave the dog a hug. Sunny covered the woman’s face with doggie kisses.

      

      “I didn’t expect you,” Lydia said, finally finding her words.

      

      “I know. That’s why it’s a surprise,” said Aunt Edie. “But I wanted to be home for the 4th of July. And after all my exciting travels, I could use a quiet and relaxing few days in Ocean Point.”

      

      “Right,” Lydia said, not sure if relaxing was the word that popped into her mind after dealing with a fire, a flood, and a dead body that afternoon.
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      After so many people appeared on her doorstep and in her house that evening, Lydia wasn’t surprised when another one did too.

      

      “You found out?” Lydia asked when she saw Leo there.

      

      “I did,” he said, sounding grumpier than she thought he would have been at the arrival of their beloved aunt. “That’s why I’m here. I wanted to thank you.”

      

      “Thank me?”

      

      “That’s right,” Leo said, sounding more annoyed than grateful. “I want to thank you for remembering about Dr. Statler’s glasses. You were a helpful witness.”

      

      “A witness?” Lydia repeated. “That’s what you think I am?”

      

      “Yes. You were a witness to a character trait of the victim, and it helped us determine that this wasn’t an accident. Because of what you said, I told the medical examiner to be extra thorough. He was grateful for the heads-up because it turns out that the head wound might have been dismissed as something caused by the explosion if he wasn’t on guard.”

      

      “So, Dr. Statler was killed before the explosion? He was hit on the head? Do you know with what?”

      

      “No,” Leo said, shaking his head.

      

      “It might be hard to go through the wreckage, but there’s a chance the murder weapon was left behind.”

      

      “No! I meant – no, I’m not going to tell you. You’re not a part of this investigation. I’m not here to discuss the case. I just thought that since we’ve made up, I should give credit where it is due. But we’ve got this under control now. We have a suspect that we’re going to talk to and I feel confident that we will get this case wrapped up soon.”

      

      “Who is the suspect?”

      

      “I just wanted to thank you, Liddy, and you’re making it difficult for me to remain grateful.”

      

      “Well, I really appreciate you coming over here to thank me,” Lydia said. “But you could have done this over the phone, couldn’t you?”

      

      “There is something else,” Leo admitted.

      

      “You want me to sign a legal document saying I won’t investigate this case?” asked Lydia. “Even though the person who died was someone who was important to our family.”

      

      “No. Though maybe I will look into finding a contract like that. I also wanted to come by to ask your opinion on something. You’re a girl. So, I thought maybe you could help me pick out what tie to wear on the 4th. I want something festive, but I don’t want to look ridiculous.”

      

      Lydia grinned. Leo rarely ever asked for outfit advice. He must really want to impress Suzanne.

      

      “I’d be happy to help, but I think there’s someone here who might be even more qualified.”

      

      “Trina?” asked Leo. “I guess she usually is more put together than you.”

      

      Lydia didn’t like the way he said it, but there was truth to his words. However, she didn’t want to ruin the surprise of their guest, so she just called out, “Aunt Edie!”

      

      Leo looked confused but then smiled as Aunt Edie ran up to the door. Sunny had been sticking close to her side and galloped next to her.

      

      “Is that my little Leo?” she cried and then pulled him into a hug. “I’m so happy to see you. I surprised Lydia with a postcard today. I was going to visit you at the police station in the morning and confess to a crime. I would just hope your partner wouldn’t take me too seriously when I admitted to stealing lots of hugs and kisses during my visit.”

      

      Leo kissed her on the cheek and then found his words. “I’m so surprised to see you. Happy! But surprised.”

      

      “I thought it would be more fun for me to drop in unannounced,” Aunt Edie said with a mischievous giggle. “I do hope this doesn’t upset any plans you might have had for the next couple days.”

      

      “No,” Leo said. “I mean, I am investigating a case right now.”

      

      “Yes, Lydia told me that poor Dr. Statler died,” Aunt Edie said. “He was such a nice man. He was so good to Edgar.”

      

      “What else did Lydia tell you?” Leo asked. His eyes narrowed as he looked at the two of them.

      

      “Just that you were looking into his death and that she wasn’t sure how late you would be working tonight,” Aunt Edie said. “Why? Is there more to it?”

      

      “No,” Leo and Lydia said at once. Neither was eager to admit Lydia’s involvement in past cases or this one.

      

      “All right,” Aunt Edie said, not wanting to pry. “Do either of you have 4th of July plans?”

      “Well, I was going to see the fireworks with… um… that is…” Leo said awkwardly.

      

      “A special lady?” asked Aunt Edie.

      

      Leo moved his hand as if swatting away the question. “What? No. I’m not… Or… I would have told you earlier…”

      

      Aunt Edie allowed him to sputter for a moment and then turned to Lydia. “What about you?”

      

      “My friend Daniel and I were going to watch the fireworks, but I’m sure he’d love for you to join us. He’s heard so much about you. And he’s never had an Ocean Point 4th of July. Maybe we can invite Trina as well.”

      

      “That sounds lovely,” Aunt Edie said.

      

      “Did I hear my name?” Trina asked, poking her head out of the kitchen. Mona joined the crowd as well.

      

      “We’re going to watch the fireworks,” Aunt Edie said.

      

      “I can’t wait,” Trina agreed. “Even if I did want to watch them with Carl, he would probably stand me up.”

      

      “But it looks like dinner is almost ready,” Mona said.

      

      “Oh, let me finish it,” Aunt Edie said, hurrying back to the kitchen.

      

      “Come on in,” Lydia said, ushering Leo fully inside the house.

      

      She was about to close the front door when she paused. She thought she saw someone dart behind a tree. However, the more she stared, the more uncertain she became. Had she really seen something?

      

      “What is it?” asked Leo.

      

      “Nothing,” Lydia said. “Probably the darkness messing with my eyes.”

      

      The siblings walked into the other room and prepared for dinner. Lydia set out some of their plates with summery designs on them, and Leo poured the lemonade. The food was brought out, and everyone’s mouths were watering.

      

      “I almost forgot how much I loved Aunt Edie’s cooking,” Lydia said.

      

      “I’ll make sure to whip up several dishes while I’m home,” Aunt Edie replied. “I need to make sure I haven’t fallen out of practice. I really haven’t cooked anything while on my travels. I’ve eaten some wonderful things, but I do enjoy cooking sometimes. And this will give me a few more chances to use this kitchen. I imagine the house will be sold by the next time I return to Ocean Point.”

      

      “I think so. We ran into a few bumps at first while trying to sell it,” Lydia said, purposely neglecting to mention that this was due to the murder of their first realtor. “However, I think we are making progress now.”

      

      “You’re following all the instructions that Uncle Edgar left to guarantee a good deal?” Aunt Edie asked. “He was certainly very thorough, wasn’t he? I wonder why.”

      

      Leo took another bite of food to delay having to answer. Lydia wasn’t sure why he was behaving so awkwardly.

      

      They had learned the reason for Uncle Edgar’s special instructions. He had wanted Leo and Suzanne to reconnect, so he suggested that they hire Suzanne as their designer before the house went on the market. Leo had a big crush on Suzanne when they had gone to middle school together, but then her family had moved out of town. She had started a design business and returned to the lovely beach she remembered from her childhood, but she had not run into Leo again until she began work on the Doherty’s front porch.

      

      “I bet he just wanted to take care of us like he always did,” Lydia said, deciding not to mention Suzanne if Leo wasn’t ready.

      

      They fell into an easy conversation, talking about Aunt Edie’s travels. However, despite how exciting the places she visited were, she was equally eager to hear about what it was like on the home front. She found Mona delightful and liked hearing about the taffy shop. She enjoyed catching up with Trina who had been Lydia’s friend since childhood. She was also ready to commiserate about how tough the day had been.

      

      “I hope this meal did a little to cheer you all up,” Aunt Edie said. “I know this has been a very tiresome day. I am heartsick to hear about Dr. Statler, and about your home, Mona.”

      

      “It has been hard,” Mona agreed. “But I guess it’s no worse than when my psychic former boss was murdered. And Lydia caught the killer behind that.”

      

      “You must mean Leo, dear,” Aunt Edie said automatically. “He’s the detective.”

      

      Mona started to explain exactly what she meant, but Lydia intervened. She held up a serving dish.

      

      “Who wants more green beans?”

      

      “I do,” Trina said, eager to help change the direction of the conversation.

      

      “Yeah. Me too,” said Leo, looking a little displeased.

      

      Lydia suddenly realized how challenging keeping her sleuthing habit a secret from her aunt was going to be – especially with Mona under the same roof!
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      “I missed the boardwalk so much,” Aunt Edie said, breathing in the smell of the ocean.

      

      She and Lydia were walking along it on their way to Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets and were sporting festive sunglasses that Aunt Edie had picked up in Europe. Lydia kept lifting hers to look behind her. As much as she wanted to enjoy her aunt’s company, and she really was looking forward to taking her to the taffy shop for the first time, Lydia couldn’t shake the feeling that they were being followed.

      

      She kept tilting her head back at random moments and tried to use reflective surfaces to check her hunch, but she couldn’t confirm it. She couldn’t catch anyone in the act of following her, but she certainly felt like she was being watched. Had she been chased by so many criminals that now she was paranoid? Or did she have a reason to be worried?

      

      “I think that’s something that is wonderful,” Aunt Edie continued. “That I can appreciate all the wonderful places I’ve been, but still be glad to call this place home.”

      

      “Well, you know I’m a Jersey girl through and through,” Lydia said.

      

      “Is something bothering you?” Aunt Edie asked as Lydia looked behind her again.

      

      Not wanting to worry her, she answered, “No.”

      

      “It seems like there’s something you’re not telling me. Is it about this Daniel fellow? Are you looking for him?”

      

      “I guess I was checking to see if he was here. Sometimes he walks the boardwalk before he goes to work as a lifeguard,” Lydia said, grateful for an excuse to explain her behavior. “I think you’ll like him a lot.”

      

      “If you do, I’m sure I will. You said that this was his first 4th of July in Ocean Point?”

      

      “That’s right. He moved here in the spring.”

      

      “And where did he move from?” asked Aunt Edie, making conversation.

      

      “He came here from North Carolina, but he moved around before that. He was in the Coast Guard, and he and his wife liked to travel. He cared for her when she got sick, and he moved here after her death for a change.”

      

      “Poor man. It’s very difficult to lose a spouse.” She sounded very sad for a moment, and Lydia knew that she must be thinking of Uncle Edgar. However, then she changed topics and put a smile on her face. “But we must be getting close to your shop. I simply can’t wait to see it in person.”

      

      “I hope you’ll like it.”

      

      “I’m sure I will. I always liked taffy – even when Ruth had the boardwalk shop. And I know you made some amazing changes. People must love that you have so many flavors and that you vary it up.”

      

      “They seem to.”

      

      They arrived at the shop, and Aunt Edie cooed when she saw the glowing sign in the window proclaiming the name. Lydia cast one more backward glance to make sure she couldn’t catch anyone following her and then brought Aunt Edie inside the shop.

      

      There were customers, but it wasn’t swamped inside, which was the perfect way to show off the store. Aunt Edie loved that a window had been installed by the kitchen so that guests could look inside and see the taffy being made. She smiled as she walked around the trinket section of the shop, and said she was going to buy one of the crocheted sea creatures that Annette had made. Then, she clasped her hands together with joy when she saw all the available taffy flavors.

      

      “Which one should I pick first?” she asked.

      

      “My weekly special is firework taffy, but it’s a little unusual,” Lydia said.

      

      “I love unusual,” Aunt Edie replied. “Or I do now that my tastes have been expanded. And I love how festive this taffy is. I’m fired up to try it.”

      

      Lydia gave her a piece of the special taffy, and Aunt Edie giggled as she chewed. When she was finished, she remarked, “That was wonderful! And I want to try so many more. Maybe I should ask your staff what their favorites are.”

      

      Lydia thought this was a fine idea and was a nice excuse to introduce everyone at the shop to her “famous” aunt. She introduced Kelsey and Jeff, who had been the first employees she had hired. Aunt Edie remarked on how she remembered when Kelsey was just a toddler, and Lydia had babysat for her. She introduced the quiet Quinn, who was very pleased to make her acquaintance. Lydia also mentioned how Annette was the employee who crocheted, but that she was out of town visiting her granddaughter.

      

      Mona was also at the shop, and Aunt Edie gave her a hug. “You’re working again already after what happened to your home? I hope my niece isn’t a slave driver.”

      

      “Not at all,” Mona said. “I wanted to be here when you first saw the shop. And I felt like I wanted to be around people. I called Cora this morning, but she kept saying that she doesn’t know how long it will take to fix everything.”

      

      “You’re welcome to stay with me until it’s all resolved,” Lydia said.

      

      “Thank you.” Mona joked, “Though Sunny was a louder snorer than I expected.”

      

      “Oh, dear,” Aunt Edie said. “That might have been me!”

      

      They all laughed, and then the employees took turns talking about their favorite flavors with Aunt Edie in between assisting other customers. It was only when the pineapple flavor was brought up that Lydia felt awkward. Her aunt knew a little about how someone had also framed Lydia for murder with that type of taffy, but Lydia had tried to spare her some of the details – like how close she had come to being murdered herself or how Leo had considered her a suspect and almost arrested her. However, Lydia quickly segued into a discussion about chocolate flavored taffy versus the fruit flavors, and the unpleasantness was avoided.

      

      Aunt Edie was still happily sampling flavors as Lydia said that she needed to check something in her office. Lydia quickly took care of the matters that required the boss’s attention for the day and then came back into the main area of the shop. She paused when she saw a strange look come over Mona’s face. She hurried over to her side.

      

      “What’s wrong?”

      

      “Oh, it’s nothing,” Mona said. “I was just surprised to see her here.”

      

      She indicated a well-dressed woman with a much nicer bun on her head than Lydia’s messy one. However, Lydia didn’t recognize her.

      

      “Who is she?”

      

      “I’m pretty sure that’s Dr. Statler’s wife,” Mona replied. “Or ex-wife. I don’t know if they were divorced or not, but they didn’t get along very well.”

      

      Lydia looked at the woman with renewed interest. She knew that grief took many forms, and she often enjoyed a taffy or two when she was upset, but this woman didn’t look upset at all.

      

      Lydia bit her lip. She had told Leo that she wasn’t going to get involved in this case, and Aunt Edie was close by where she was liable to overhear what was happening. However, at the same time, the one suspect that Lydia had right now had just waltzed into her shop. How was she supposed to refuse an opportunity like this?

      

      “I’m going to talk to her,” Lydia told Mona.

      

      Then, she walked up to the woman, quickly trying to figure out what to say. She decided to stick as close to the truth as she could in case Aunt Edie walked up to them.

      

      “I’m sorry to come up to you like this, but you are Mrs. Statler, aren’t you? I heard what happened to your husband. I’m so sorry. He was my uncle’s doctor, and he was very good to him. My condolences.”

      

      “Thank you,” the woman said, looking towards the door.

      

      “And to express my sympathy, please take some taffy on the house,” Lydia added.

      

      This stopped the woman from walking away. “Please, call me Stella. Not Mrs. Statler. The truth was that I wasn’t going to stay Mrs. Statler very much longer. I feel guilty accepting everyone’s condolences. But I will accept your taffy if that’s still on the table.”

      

      “It is.”

      

      “I need something sweet to calm my nerves,” Stella said. “The police want to talk to me this morning.”

      

      “Oh, you’re the person they want to talk to,” Lydia blurted out. “I’m sorry. My brother is a detective.”

      

      “He is? Did he say that he thinks I’m a suspect?”

      

      “Oh, he wouldn’t tell me something like that. But I’m sure you have nothing to worry about. Not as long as you’re honest.”

      

      “Well, of course, I’d be honest. I don’t have anything to hide.”

      

      “And they will want to know where you were the morning of the fire. Possibly the night before too.”

      

      Stella shook her head. “I can’t believe they might think I would kill Simon. There was no need to.”

      

      “But instead of getting half of everything from a divorce, won’t you get everything now?” asked Lydia.

      

      “I suppose so.”

      

      “And you haven’t mentioned what your alibi is.”

      

      “I was home,” Stella said stiffly. “Will that be good enough for them?”

      

      “Can anyone verify that?”

      

      “What do you mean?”

      

      “Was anyone there with you? Or did anyone stop by?” Lydia asked. “Maybe a phone call to the house?”

      

      “No,” Stella said, avoiding eye contact. “There was nothing like that at all. No one came by the house.”

      

      “It would help you if…”

      

      “I don’t want to keep the police waiting. I should take that taffy and get going,” Stella said sharply.

      

      Lydia nodded and handed her one of their prepackaged assorted taffy boxes. Stella thanks her stiffly and quickly left the shop.

      

      “Who was that?” Aunt Edie asked, walking up to her niece.

      

      “Dr. Statler’s widow,” Lydia answered, not adding that in her mind Stella was also the prime suspect in his death.
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      “This is so much fun,” Aunt Edie said, taking another sip of wine. “Cheers to girl’s night!”

      

      “Cheers,” Lydia, Trina, and Mona echoed.

      

      Sunny was also in Lydia’s living room where the ladies were gathered for drinks after a meal. However, Sunny was enjoying her bone instead of a glass of wine.

      

      “I hope I’m not crashing your night,” Aunt Edie said after a moment.

      

      “Not at all. Having guests is unexpected, but it’s wonderful,” Lydia assured her.

      

      “And it’s delicious,” Trina added. “We usually just get takeout when we get together. And, I mean, it’s good. But it’s not Edie-Doherty-slow-cooked-homemade good.”

      

      “Thank you, dear.”

      

      “And it’s nice to feel like I have friends,” Mona said. “I’ve been living on the outskirts for too long. I’m going to see if Kelsey and Quinn want to have a girl’s night like this when I get my place back.”

      

      “I hope you all won't complain about your boss too much,” Lydia joked.

      

      “Not at all!” Mona said. “I’ve never had a boss who helped me out as much as you have. And honestly, the last one continually manipulated me. I thought we were helping people, but that was all a lie. Oh well. I’ve discovered that most of the people who live at Cora’s Coral Condos year-round have some sort of tragedy in their lives.”

      

      “What do you mean?” asked Lydia.

      

      “Besides the fire and the flood?” asked Trina. “That was on top of other things. That’s rough!”

      

      “Well, there seemed to be people who were just there for the summer, and they are happy tourists. But the year-round people are there because something went wrong. At least that’s what I think. Dr. Statler was there because he was getting divorced. Actually, that’s the way it was for a lot of people. Divorce or money troubles. Not that Cora’s place is that cheap.”

      

      “Bummer,” said Trina.

      

      “Mona, you did live in the building,” Lydia said. “Did you notice if any of the neighbors had any problems with Dr. Statler?”

      

      “What a strange thing to ask,” Aunt Edie commented.

      

      “You know,” Trina said, standing up. “I could use a second helping of your wonderful food. And we need some more wine. Aunt Edie, will you help me?”

      

      “Of course,” she replied. “And Mona, dear, you should call me Aunt Edie too. I told Trina a long time ago that Mrs. Doherty sounded too formal. Now that we’re housemates, I hope you’ll do that.”

      

      “Sure,” Mona said happily.

      

      Trina led the slightly tipsy woman to the kitchen, and Lydia repeated her question to Mona. However, it seemed to be for naught.

      

      “I can’t think of anyone who had a problem with the doctor,” Mona answered. “He was very helpful and kind. The only problem was that he asked to borrow things. Items to fix the house or food. Maybe someone found that annoying, but not enough to kill over.”

      

      “I guess you’re right,” Lydia said. “What about people who might have visited him?”

      

      “Well, I told you that he and his wife didn’t get along. The few times I saw her come by there was yelling.”

      

      “Anyone else?”

      

      “I think he might have had some patients visit him at home. I heard Cora mention that when she talked about how nice he was,” said Mona. “But I don’t know who they were. And I don’t think they’d have a reason to kill Dr. Statler.”

      

      “No one would have a reason to kill Dr. Statler,” Aunt Edie said, reentering the room with the wine. She began pouring it as she lamented. “He was a good man. Just like my Edgar. Why is it that we always lose the good ones too soon? Then again, maybe your Daniel is a good one too. Hopefully, he’ll stick around.”

      

      “Hopefully,” Lydia agreed.

      

      “And what about your Carl?” Aunt Edie asked Trina.

      

      “Well, I don’t want him to die,” Trina said in between bites of the extra food she had used as an excuse to leave the room. Now that it was in a bowl in front of her, she couldn’t resist it. “But I’m not certain about him romantically anymore.”

      

      “I think you should kiss him,” Aunt Edie said. “A nice, big one. And how you feel after sharing that kiss will tell you what you need to know.”

      

      “You really think so?”

      

      Aunt Edie nodded. She set her wine glass down and looked around the room.

      

      “I’m going to miss this house,” she said. “I do want to start over in a new home. I think missing Edgar would be overwhelming if I stayed here alone. But I do love this house. I had to see it one more time. I’m really glad that this place never exploded.”

      

      “If you don’t want us to sell it,” Lydia began.

      

      “No. That’s what needs to be done,” Aunt Edie said. “And I think the other thing that needs to be done – is that I need some water.”

      

      She stood up again. Mona joined her.

      

      “Let me come with you, Aunt Edie.”

      

      “I’m glad she’s here,” Trina said.

      

      “Me too,” Lydia agreed. “Both because I love her and because she made me realize something about the case.”

      

      “What?” Trina asked, looking intrigued. Even Sunny sat up and looked at her.

      

      “Well, the method that the murderer used was rather dramatic,” Lydia said. “I think based on what Leo let slip that Dr. Statler was hit on the head before the explosion, but why did the killer decide to use fireworks to cover up the crime?”

      

      “It was very thorough,” Trina said. “And it almost looked like an accident.”

      

      “That’s true, but there might have been safer ways to do the same thing. The killer needed to make the fireworks explode without getting killed himself.”

      

      “I suppose there is a huge ocean in town where he could have disposed of the body,” Trina agreed. “So, why did he use fireworks?”

      

      “I’m wondering if it wasn’t just the doctor that the killer wanted to destroy,” Lydia said slowly. “What if he also wanted to destroy the condo? Or something in it?”

      

      “That’s really a way to get rid of it,” Trina said.

      

      “It would destroy the physical item, and if anyone ever wanted to track it, it would be plausible to say it was destroyed in the fire.”

      

      “What could it be that was destroyed?”

      

      “I’m not exactly sure,” Lydia admitted. “But maybe it was something related to his divorce.”

      

      “Soon-to-be ex-wives make great suspects.”

      

      “Or maybe it was a medical file. Mona said that he treated some patients in his home. Maybe there was something that a patient didn’t want anyone else to know.”

      

      “And he was willing to kill for it?” asked Trina. “Creepy.”

      

      “I think it might be worth looking into,” Lydia said.

      

      Then, Aunt Edie and Mona returned to them with a large glass of water.

      

      “I really have had too much to drink tonight,” Aunt Edie said. “Mona here was trying to tell me how you regularly track down killers. And I almost believed her!”

      

      Lydia tried to look innocent as she laughed at this comment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Taffy and Troubles

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day, Lydia still couldn’t shake the feeling that she was being tailed on her way to the taffy shop. She felt nervous leaving Aunt Edie at home while she went to work. She hoped that if someone really was after her, they would continue following her and leave her aunt alone. Aunt Edie might even be safer without her, and Mona and Sunny were still at the house.

      

      She contemplated whether she really was being shadowed all morning as she made more firework taffy because it was a flavor that was blasting off her shelves. She wondered if she was imagining the feeling of being followed or if someone really was there. And if she was – who the person could be? Was it related to Dr. Statler’s murder? She really hadn’t done much with this case because of all her houseguests. All she had done was find something that felt off about the scene to determine that it wasn’t an accident and then become very suspicious of Stella Statler when she spoke to her. She also thought that she might be on to something with the idea that the killer wanted to destroy something in the doctor’s house, but that really didn’t warrant having someone follow her.

      

      “Trouble with the taffy?”

      

      Lydia looked up and saw Aunt Edie had entered the shop. She was looking at her niece with concern. All the thoughts of the murder must have put a serious look on Lydia’s face. However, it soon turned to surprise.

      

      “What are you doing here?” Lydia asked.

      

      “I know I had a good deal of wine last night, but you didn’t expect me to sleep all day, did you?” Aunt Edie asked. “And I wanted to have some more of your delicious taffy, and I hoped that I might meet your Daniel friend before the fireworks.”

      

      “You’re in luck,” Lydia said, pleased that she could follow this line of discussion instead of what had been on her mind when her aunt walked in. “He said he was going to bring me coffee this morning. And I think I see him approaching.”

      

      Aunt Edie twirled around to face the door. “Oh, sweetie. He really is a handsome man.”

      

      Daniel walked inside, holding two travel cups of coffee. He smiled at Lydia.

      

      “Is this your charming aunt?” he asked as soon as he saw her.

      

      “That’s right,” Lydia said, putting an arm around her. “This is my Aunt Edie.”

      

      “I’ve heard so much about you,” Daniel said. “It’s a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance.”

      

      “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you as well,” she replied.

      

      “Would you like a coffee?” he asked, holding one cup out to her and the other to Lydia.

      

      “You really are a kind man,” Aunt Edie said. “I imagine you really got that coffee for yourself, but you don’t want me to go without.”

      

      “I didn’t know that you would be here this morning or I would have gotten three.”

      

      Aunt Edie assured him that she had already had coffee with her breakfast and didn’t need anymore – despite the wine from the night before. They fell into an easy conversation about the Ocean Point beach. Daniel didn’t tease her about New Jersey’s bad reputation like he sometimes did with Lydia. Instead, he spoke about how he liked his job because he could help people by the water. Then, he asked about Aunt Edie’s travels, and she told some amusing stories.

      

      Lydia was glad that they were hitting it off so well. She hadn’t realized how important this meeting was to her, but she was relieved that the two people she cared so much about liked one another.

      

      When a woman that Aunt Edie used to work with entered the shop, she excused herself to say hello and to give the couple a moment alone.

      

      “She’s wonderful,” Daniel said. “It’s nice to get to know her more than in the few lines on her postcards.”

      

      “I think she likes you too,” Lydia said.

      

      “I’m glad. Because I think it might be a deal breaker for you if she didn’t.”

      

      “Possibly,” Lydia admitted. “Of course, she doesn’t know how often you’ve saved my life when we’re working on cases.”

      

      “You haven’t told her?” Daniel asked, surprised.

      

      “I’m sorry. I know you deserve credit for rescuing me from drowning and stopping a killer from attacking me. You were very heroic. Maybe she does deserve to know.”

      

      “Thank you, but I wasn’t referring to my part in these events,” said Daniel. “I was just surprised that you didn’t tell her all about your involvement in the cases. The work you did made sure that several killers are behind bars. That’s something you can be proud of. And it has been an important part of your life. I thought that was something you would share with your aunt.”

      

      “When you say it like that, it does sound bad that I didn’t tell her,” Lydia said with a frown. “But I didn’t want to tell her while she was away because I didn’t want to worry her. I told her some snippets, but never the full stories. Because if I told her everything, I’d also have to tell her about the troubles that Leo and I had, and how my shop nearly failed when people thought I was a murderer, and how Trina was almost arrested. Plus, there was that whole ordeal with the phantom at the theater and several near-death experiences.”

      

      “I understand where you’re coming from, but I bet she would like to know. What you’ve done has been very impressive.”

      

      Lydia smiled at him. “You think so?”

      

      “Definitely. I’m very impressed with it all – running a shop, creating new recipes, and solving crime. I guess I’m just very impressed with you, Lydia.”

      

      They stared at one another, and Lydia felt the connection between them. She was just as impressed with him: the way he had saved her life and the way he had been at her side at dangerous moments. Then, there were also the smaller things that impressed her, such as how he brought her coffee and was willing to give his own away to her aunt.

      

      They leaned toward each other about to kiss, but then Lydia heard something that completely ruined the romantic mood.

      

      “Lydia,” Leo said, storming up to her. “What have you been up to?”
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      Lydia jumped back. For a moment, she was afraid that Leo was scolding her because she was about to kiss someone. However, she quickly realized that this must somehow be related to his case. He might tease her for romance because she did the same to him brother, but he wouldn’t have sounded angry about it. This tone of voice was reserved for his detective mode.

      

      “Excuse me,” Lydia said to Daniel. Then, she turned to her brother. “Do you want to go to my office?”

      

      He glanced around and must have noticed Aunt Edie talking to her friend. Leo nodded and followed Lydia to the other room. Lydia sat down, but he remained standing. She awkwardly rose back to her feet.

      

      “Lydia, we need to talk,” he said a little too calmly.

      

      “About what?” she asked. “About how you don’t want to tell Aunt Edie about Suzanne? I thought she was special to you.”

      

      “She is special,” Leo said defensively. “And that’s why I haven’t mentioned her.”

      

      “That makes sense,” Lydia said sarcastically.

      

      “It does. I don’t want to do anything to ruin the relationship. I don’t want Suzanne to feel pressured to meet my family right away. And I think meeting Aunt Edie will put pressure on us. She’ll be bound to realize that Uncle Edgar orchestrated our reunion. Aunt Edie might think that this guarantees that we’re supposed to be together and start talking about marriage and freak Suzanne out. It’s still very new. We haven’t been together a full month yet.”

      

      “I guess I can understand that,” Lydia said, leaning against her chair and thinking. “Daniel just pointed out that I’ve been hiding things from Aunt Edie too. I think part of me is regressing back to the little girl that never wanted to disappoint her. Maybe you’re feeling something similar.”

      

      “You’re trying to distract me,” he grumbled.

      

      “What?”

      

      “I didn’t come here to talk about relationships or our family,” Leo said. “I came here to tell you that you shouldn’t be questioning suspects in my case.”

      

      “What do you mean?” Lydia asked. She had been thinking about tracking down Dr. Statler’s patients, but she hadn’t had a chance to act on it yet.

      

      “Stella Statler.”

      

      “Oh, right. But she came into my taffy shop. I didn’t track her down or anything.”

      

      “When we questioned her at the station, she said that you were asking her about her alibi,” Leo said. “You have to know that’s not allowed.”

      

      “I expressed my condolences, and she said she was nervous about talking to the police. I just told her that you would want to know her alibi. And did you have any luck with that? She told me that she was home alone, but she seemed very skittish when she said that. Do you think she is the killer?”

      

      “Why do you think I’d answer that?”

      

      “Because I have taffy,” Lydia joked. She lifted up the seashell-shaped candy bowl that she had on her desk and offered him a piece of firework taffy.

      

      Leo took a piece but refused to answer her question. Instead, he said, “You have to butt out of my case.”

      

      His order was undermined a little when he reacted to the popping sensation of the candy with a laugh.

      

      “I don’t mean to get involved with these things,” Lydia said.

      

      “If you keep poking around, I won’t just have to worry about you getting hurt, but I’ll also be afraid that Aunt Edie will be dragged into this.”

      

      Lydia wanted to protest that she would never do anything to put her aunt in danger, but then she thought about how she might be being followed. Could that affect her aunt’s safety? Should she mention this to Leo, or would this only further aggravate him? She wasn’t even completely sure that it was happening.

      

      “And I don’t think either of us wants Aunt Edie to know what you’ve been up to,” Leo continued. “I think you avoided mentioning all the danger you needlessly put yourself in because you don’t want to scare her.”

      

      “I wouldn’t say needlessly,” Lydia muttered. “I did catch some killers and help justice be served.”

      

      “And I don’t want her to know because it will make me seem like I’m failing to protect my little sister. And that I’m not a great detective if people are meddling with my cases.”

      

      “Neither of those things are true. You’ve saved my life before, and you’re a great detective,” Lydia said, moving closer to her brother. “But I do see your point. I don’t want Aunt Edie to know all the details of the crazy cases we’ve had. I want her to have a relaxing visit home.”

      

      “So, you’ll take her to the beach instead of looking into the doctor’s death?”

      

      “There is one idea I want to share first,” Lydia began. “I’ve been thinking about why the killer decided to use fireworks.”

      

      “Because the doctor had them in his home. It was opportunistic. Thank you. We already figured that out.”

      

      “Not just that. I was thinking that the killer wanted to destroy the condo or something inside…”

      

      “Lydia, I mean it. Stop.”

      

      “Can you just listen to my thought about the fireworks?”

      

      “No. I need to focus on the evidence and not your wild theories. And I need to work fast so that the mayor doesn’t cancel the 4th of July celebrations, thinking they are in bad taste.”

      

      “Would he do that?”

      

      “He’s considering it. So, I need to solve this quickly. And I will be able to work better if you stay out of my way.”

      

      “Well, you’re in my taffy shop right now,” Lydia retorted.

      

      Leo took another piece of taffy for the road and made his departure. Lydia crossed her arms. She didn’t like that Leo hadn’t listened to her idea about why the crime happened the way it did. This made her think that she couldn’t stop investigating quite yet – especially if the 4th of July fireworks were going to be canceled if the crime wasn’t solved quickly.
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      Lydia left her office, trying to think of a reason she could tell Aunt Edie why she wanted to visit Cora’s Coral Condos again that wouldn’t look like she was snooping into the circumstances of Dr. Statler’s death. Could she say that she was trying to find out more information about when repairs would be done for Mona? Or maybe she could say that she wanted to support Cora in these troubled times? She didn’t know Cora well, but they weren’t strangers.

      

      She headed into the main area of the taffy shop. Daniel was still waiting for her but was in conversation with Jeff about the current force of the waves on the beach. Lydia looked for her aunt and saw that she was saying goodbye to her friend. Then, she headed right over to Lydia.

      

      Lydia was about to start rambling about the reasons she came up with to visit the condo complex, but Aunt Edie spoke first, “Lydia, dear, Dolores was just saying that she thought she could gather some of the ladies I used to work with together for lunch. Would it upset you if I caught up with them instead of spending the whole day with you?”

      

      “That would be great!” Lydia said. “I mean – I need to run an errand, and I thought it might be boring for you, so the timing is great. Go spend some time with your former coworkers. It should be fun.”

      

      “We could head to the beach sometime after lunch,” Aunt Edie said with a smile. “If you think you’ll be finished with what you have to do by then.”

      

      Lydia assured her that she would be finished in time to go to the beach. She felt very lucky about the timing of the plans, and as soon as Aunt Edie left, Lydia explained to Daniel that she wanted to return to Cora’s Coral Condos.

      

      They made sure that the taffy shop staff would be okay without her for a little while, grabbed some firework taffy for the road, and then headed to the complex. The building looked similar to the way it had the last time that they were there, but there was no longer a large crowd outside.

      

      Lydia headed toward Cora’s office but saw that she wasn’t alone. The two neighbors that she had overheard speaking with Cora right after the fire were outside her door.

      

      The woman, Maggie, was banging on the door. “Are you still on the phone? How long is this going to take? Is the call about fixing the water damage?”

      

      The man, Neil, also looked distraught. He was holding a small terrier in his arms who barked to punctuate Maggie’s yells.

      

      “Are you trying to talk to Cora too?” Maggie asked Lydia. “She’s avoiding everyone. But I know that she’s inside!”

      

      “We wanted to see if there were any updates about our friend’s home,” Lydia said.

      

      “There was a lot of water inside it right after the fire,” said Daniel. “But she would like to know when she can safely return home.”

      

      “I didn’t have too much damage,” Maggie admitted. “But my condo has this terrible smell because of what happened. I want to know what Cora is going to do about it. It might not be such a big deal if she weren’t ignoring us!”

      

      “My condo is right next to the doctor’s,” said Neil. “And it does need work done. I want to know what the timeframe is going to be for when I can move back. Otherwise, I need to find another dog-friendly place to stay.”

      

      “Don’t even think of asking me to dog-sit, Neil,” Maggie said. “I can’t stand your mutt.”

      

      These cruel words were undermined by the way Maggie petted the dog’s head after the pup reached out to her. However, she soon turned her attention back to the office door and banged on it.

      

      “Cora, you can’t hide forever!”

      

      “I’m not hiding,” Cora said, finally opening the door. “I was on the phone with my insurance company trying to get this all sorted out. Dr. Statler never should have had explosive fireworks in the building, so they don’t want to pay. Some fireworks are legal in the state, but were his to code? Even though I do have fire insurance and I thought I had policies to cover tenant stupidity.”

      

      “What’s going to happen if they don’t pay you?” Neil asked.

      

      “They’re going to,” Cora said. “They have to.”

      

      “I hadn’t thought about how this would all work,” Lydia said. “Were you expecting a large payout to deal with the damage?”

      

      “I don’t know! I wasn’t expecting the damage,” Cora said. “Dr. Statler seemed like such a nice man. I don’t see how he could do this to me. He was so friendly when he visited my office. Unlike many other tenants.”

      

      “We can’t help it if we’re displeased now,” Maggie said. “How am I supposed to live with the scent of waterlogged smoke?”

      

      “I don’t know. Light a candle?” Cora suggested dismissively. “Wait. No! No more fire.”

      

      “Cora, do you have any idea when this will get fixed?” Neil asked.

      

      “Not yet,” said Cora.

      

      “Well, it better be soon,” said Maggie. “Too many of us have already experienced our fair share of heartbreak. Neil’s wife died earlier in the year from food allergies. And I lost my family home because of bad investments and had to move into this dump.”

      

      “I am sincerely sorry to hear about your wife,” Daniel said. “I’m also a widower. I know how… well, there really aren’t words to describe how terrible it is.”

      

      “Thank you,” Neil said.

      

      “It’s also terrible to lose a home,” Maggie said. “We need the whole complex looked into, Cora.”

      

      “I am working on it,” Cora said. “And there’s nothing I can do with the areas right next to the doctor’s unit until it’s no longer considered a crime scene.”

      

      “Have the police told you any news about that?” asked Lydia.

      

      “They were asking questions about Dr. Statler’s wife,” Cora said. “And about whether he was seeing anyone new. I told them that he was waiting for the divorce to be finalized before he made any moves. I did think he might have been considering these moves, but he was a proper man.”

      

      Cora looked wistfully away, and Lydia knew that Cora had seriously been hoping that the doctor was planning on pursuing a relationship with her.

      

      “His wife was a piece of work,” Maggie said.

      

      “I could hear yelling whenever she visited,” Neil agreed. “I tried not to listen to the arguments, but it was impossible to ignore them completely. I knew they were fighting. She thought he had never made enough time for her because he was always dealing with his patients.”

      

      “I heard that Dr. Statler even saw some of his patients at his home,” Lydia said. “Is that true?”

      

      “I think so,” said Maggie. “He had an official office as part of his house before his wife kicked him out. He still saw some people here if they didn’t want to go to his other office at the hospital. I told him that he better not have too many sick people crawling around the complex. I didn’t want to get sick.”

      

      “I can understand that,” Lydia said, trying to finesse the conversation. “And it might have been annoying if there were any arguments between a doctor and his patient about a diagnosis or billing here instead of at an office.”

      

      “I didn’t see many arguments,” Maggie admitted.

      

      “Dr. Statler was a man that was easy to get along with,” Cora said sadly.

      

      “But there was one lady patient that was mad about something,” Maggie said.

      

      “A woman?” asked Cora.

      

      “Claudia Bean. I saw her storming off before with a medical form in her hand,” Maggie reported.

      

      “Oh, so she really was a patient,” Cora said.

      

      “And Jack something-or-other was always hanging around,” said Maggie.

      

      “Jack Landings,” Neil said. “I know him. He runs a dog grooming business in town. My Rascal was just with him. And I’m lucky he was! Otherwise, he might have been hurt by the doctor’s explosion.”

      

      “Yeah. Jack was always trying to see the doctor. I don’t know what his problem was,” said Maggie. “But I got the sense that he showed up for unscheduled visits and that Dr. Statler wasn’t always very happy to see him.”

      

      Lydia nodded. This was interesting news. She had hoped to find out more about Dr. Statler’s patients to see if they could have wanted his condo blown up so their medical files would also be destroyed. Now, it sounded as if she had two suspects based on his neighbor’s reports.

      

      Lydia listened as Cora made another excuse about not knowing when the repairs would be made but that she would work on them as quickly as possible. However, Lydia’s mind was not on what she was saying. She was trying to figure out how to track down these new suspects.
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            Some Hairy Questions

          

        

      

    

    
      Lydia and Daniel left the condos, discussing what they had learned. Unfortunately, they hadn’t uncovered anything useful to tell Mona about her home, but they did have some new leads to follow.

      

      “It sounds like there was a chance that Jack Landings was obsessed with the doctor,” Daniel said. “Maybe he wanted to destroy his patient file and the doctor.”

      

      “I know of a dog grooming place that I think could be the one Neil was referring to, but I’ve never been there,” Lydia said. “I don’t know who Claudia Bean is.”

      

      Daniel conceded that he didn’t know who she was either, so Lydia gave Trina a call. Maybe Claudia was one of her clients at the salon.

      

      “You’re not going to believe this,” Trina said. “Not only do I know who Claudia Bean is because she’s one of my regulars, but she has an appointment this afternoon. Do you want me to ask some questions? Or do you want to ask some questions? I’ve been wanting to give you a haircut, so it could be a perfect excuse for you to sit next to her.”

      

      “I’d only want a trim,” Lydia said. “But I think that would be a great plan. What time?”

      

      “She’s here at two,” Trina said. “Why don’t you come a little earlier so you can be in place?”

      

      “Perfect,” Lydia agreed.

      

      She told Daniel about the plan to talk to Claudia. Daniel didn’t think that he could fit in at the salon, but he had another idea to offer.

      

      “I could go and talk to Jack Landings at his grooming place,” Daniel said. “If I could take Sunny there as an excuse.”

      

      Lydia frowned, and he quickly added, “I would make sure that nothing happened to her. I could protect her.”

      

      “I’m sure you could,” Lydia agreed. “But even though Sunny is a dog, she has some catlike qualities. She loves napping, and she hates baths.”

      

      “But it might help us stop a killer,” Daniel said.

      

      “She probably does need her nails clipped,” Lydia said, agreeing. “You can take her to the grooming parlor and see what Jack has to say. But you do need to take care of her.”

      

      “I will,” Daniel promised.

      

      Lydia nodded. She was feeling good about the progress they were about to make with the case, splitting up to cover more ground. However, then she got a call from Aunt Edie saying she was almost finished with her lunch and asking whether Lydia wanted to go to the beach.

      

      Improvising, Lydia said, “Actually, Aunt Edie, how would you like to visit Trina at work? We can get our hair done.”

      

      Aunt Edie loved the idea, and at a quarter to two, she and Lydia were seated in salon chairs. Lydia was adamant that she didn’t want anything more than a trim. She knew that she would inevitably end up throwing her hair up in a bun so it wouldn’t get in the way of her sticky candy making. However, Aunt Edie loved listening to Trina’s advice about her cut. She opted to go a little shorter than she normally did, and it ended up looking adorable.

      

      Aunt Edie was under the dryer to set in her coloring when Trina began work on Claudia Bean.

      

      “Trina really is the best,” Lydia said, using a compliment as an icebreaker. “You can’t let my hair be an indication of her skill. I purposely want mine simple.”

      

      “Oh, Trina really is delightful,” Claudia agreed. “I’ve been coming here for years because of her.”

      

      “Stop it,” Trina joked. “You’re making me blush.”

      

      Lydia smiled. “I thought I needed a little pick-me-up today, so I decided to get pampered and visit the salon. I was feeling down when I heard about Dr. Statler’s death.”

      

      “I heard about that too,” Claudia said. “It was in the newspaper, though there weren’t very many details other than the police were looking into the matter. He was my doctor too. I can’t believe he’s dead.”

      

      “He was a great doctor, wasn’t he?” Lydia suggested. “He had a wonderful bedside manner with those silly jokes.”

      

      Claudia nodded. “Most of the time, they could soften the blow of bad news. Of course, not always.”

      

      “What do you mean?”

      

      “Oh, it’s not his fault. Sometimes when you have bad news, there’s nothing anyone can say to make it better. And that’s what happened to me the last time I saw him. I hope I wasn’t rude when I stormed away from his home office. I’m sure he understood, but I don’t like to think that was our last interaction together.”

      

      “If it was because of test results, then I’m sure he did understand,” Lydia assured her. “And I hope that you’re all right.”

      

      “I am. Or I’m not ill,” Claudia explained. “But I had a false positive result with an at-home pregnancy test. My husband and I had really been looking forward to starting a family. I went to see Dr. Statler because he was my primary care doctor, and I wanted to get his opinion on who should eventually deliver the baby. But another test of his showed that I wasn’t pregnant. There was something off with my hormones that could be easily treated but was throwing off the results to other tests. I’m sorry! I’m going on about matters you don’t want to hear about.”

      

      “Not at all,” Trina said. “It helps to talk, and I think the ladies at my salon are always willing to help.”

      

      “That’s right,” said Lydia. “And what I want to talk about is how I can’t believe that I was in the ocean at the same time that Dr. Statler was in a fire that morning. That thought bothers me.”

      

      “That morning was the same as any other for me,” Claudia said. “My husband and I had breakfast, and then we went to work at nine. I didn’t know anything was wrong until a coworker pointed out the smoke outside.”

      

      “I think I’m done!” Aunt Edie called as her dryer stopped.

      

      Trina excused herself for a moment to check on her, but Lydia thought that she was done with her questioning. It sounded like Claudia didn’t really have a motive for the murder and she had an alibi for that morning.

      

      She hoped that Daniel had discovered something with his undercover investigation because all Lydia had to show for her work was slightly shorter hair.
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            Beach Business

          

        

      

    

    
      After their time at the salon, Lydia didn’t think there was a high likelihood that Claudia was the killer. Trina echoed the sentiment. Based on her time as a regular at the salon, Trina thought that she was too nice to blow anybody up, but she was glad that she had no motive too. Part of Lydia wondered if Trina failed to mention this because she wanted to cut her hair.

      

      Aunt Edie was in a good mood after their salon visit. However, when she and Lydia returned home, it was clear that Sunny did not enjoy her doggie salon trip. Daniel was waiting on Lydia’s front porch with the dog, but she was not by his side. She was on the opposite of the porch and seemed to be glaring at him.

      

      Sunny rushed up to Lydia as she approached the porch. Lydia scooped her up into her arms as a sheepish Daniel stood up.

      

      “They gave her a bath,” he said. “She didn’t like it very much. But you both look very nice.”

      

      “Thanks,” Aunt Edie said, spinning around to show off her hair.

      

      “I’m sorry, Sunny,” Lydia said. “But you do smell nice. And hopefully, Daniel learned some information?”

      

      Daniel shook his head. “Our friend wasn’t there. The groomer working said that he was out with a pair of Irish setters.”

      

      Lydia frowned as Sunny let out a little whine. “I don’t know why she doesn’t like baths when she likes running in the ocean, but maybe I can make it up to her with a beach trip. Aunt Edie, would you mind if we took Sunny to a dog beach as our outing this evening?”

      

      “I think that would be a real treat,” Aunt Edie said.

      

      Daniel said his goodbyes so they could have some family time, but promised he would keep his eyes and ears open for news of Jack Landings.

      

      Then, Lydia headed to a dog beach that she liked in town. She enjoyed seeing Sunny chase some waves and then fall asleep in the sand. She and Aunt Edie dipped their toes in the water and then did some sunbathing of their own. However, as much as Lydia liked the beach and time with her loved ones, she felt like something was wrong.

      

      She had the feeling that she was being followed again, but she still couldn’t catch anyone in the act of it. Also, Sunny wasn’t acting protectively, so maybe there was no need to be nervous. While Sunny wasn’t the most fearsome guard dog, she normally did bark when someone she didn’t know was approaching the house.

      

      She kept looking over shoulder even as Aunt Edie began drifting off in her beach chair as she pet the snoozing Sunny’s tummy. However, she didn’t see anything suspicious. She stared out towards the water and tried to relax.

      

      She took a deep breath and tried to formulate a plan to find Jack Landings. She was sure that Sunny would hold a grudge if she brought her back to the groomer the next day to see if he was there.

      

      She was contemplating possible plans of actions when she saw something that she thought might be the answer to her problem. She stood up to make sure that she saw correctly. A man was walking two Irish setters along the shoreline. Remembering that Daniel mentioned those dogs as the reason that Jack had not been at his doggie salon, Lydia jogged over toward them.

      

      “What beautiful dogs,” Lydia said by way of a greeting.

      

      “They sure are,” the man agreed. “They’re going to be models in a tourism commercial for Ocean Point. I’m in charge of them for the next few days.”

      

      “Are you by any chance the man who owns the grooming place in town?” asked Lydia. “My dog, Sunny, just went there. She doesn’t like baths very much, but her fur looks great now.”

      

      “I am the owner,” he said. “And that’s why the mayor though I qualified to care for these dog models. I’m glad that you were satisfied with your dog’s coat. The people who work for me are great. Though I’m usually there myself.”

      

      Lydia thought quickly to come up with a reason to bring up the doctor that wouldn’t seem suspicious.

      

      “I needed to take Sunny to get groomed because of all the smoke in the air from that explosion the other day.”

      

      Jack nodded sadly as the setters began sniffing Lydia, and she stroked their fur.

      

      “The smoke was a problem, and the reason for it is upsetting,” Jack said. “I was at work that day. I was trying to squeeze all my usual appointments in so I would be free to work with these dogs. There was a terrier, Rascal, there as soon as I arrived to open shop that morning and I was grooming dogs all day. I heard people mention a fire, but I didn’t learn someone died until much later.”

      

      “I didn’t know at the time either. But now I know it was a doctor in town.”

      

      “The world lost a great doctor that day,” Jack said. “He was helping me with my allergies. I don’t know if anyone else will be able to make sure that I won’t sneeze when I’m around canines.”

      

      “I can see how that’s important for your line of work.”

      

      “It’s vital. And Dr. Statler was so good. He let me visit him at his home whenever I had a problem. Which was often.”

      

      “So you saw where the fire took place?” Lydia asked. “You had been there before?”

      

      “It looked like the building needed some renovations. I thought the landlady could have done more to fix the place up,” Jack admitted. “And it was strange to have photos on the wall when he covered the face of a woman in most of them with post-it notes. But he made it feel professional when I was there. Which was a lot.”

      

      Lydia was about to ask him about the last time he had been to the doctor’s condo, but then the Irish setters noticed a seagull on the beach and pulled on their leashes to chase after it. Jack followed, and Lydia stood by the water, contemplating their conversation.

      

      Then, she heard Aunt Edie cry out, and Sunny barked. Lydia raced back toward them, feeling terrible that she had left them alone.

      

      However, Aunt Edie was blushing when she returned to their beach chairs. Sunny was sitting next to Aunt Edie but was staring off away from the ocean.

      

      “I hope I didn’t startle you,” Aunt Edie said. “I must have been having a bad dream. I woke up and was afraid I was being watched. I think I scared Sunny because then she started barking.”

      

      Lydia felt a mix of emotions. She was relieved that her aunt and dog were safe and that the cry seemed to be a false alarm. However, as she looked in the direction that Sunny was, she thought it was possible that someone could have hidden behind the dune grass. Maybe Aunt Edie’s sense of being watched was real, after all.
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            So Many Suspects

          

        

      

    

    
      Aunt Edie and Mona seemed in good spirits as they sat on the porch that night with Lydia and Sunny. They were all enjoying the warm summer evening and some lemonade. However, as much as Lydia enjoyed the company, she didn’t feel as happy as her companions.

      

      She kept thinking about the doctor’s murder and felt at a loss. She knew that the killer had to have a reason for destroying the condo as well as killing the doctor. However, she now felt like she had an abundance of suspects.

      

      She considered them one by one. First, there was the wife, Stella Statler. She and the doctor were going through a divorce, and she would end up with a lot more money if her husband died before the legal proceedings were finished. It didn’t seem like she had an alibi and she had acted very suspiciously in the taffy shop. Maybe she had chosen fireworks because she wanted to destroy any relevant documents related to the divorce. Maybe she might also have collected more insurance from her husband’s death if it were deemed an explosive accident.

      

      Then again, if insurance were a motive, it was possible that Cora was the killer. She told Lydia and the neighbors, Neil and Maggie, that she was having trouble getting the insurance company to pay out. However, she might have been lying to the tenants so they wouldn’t be as demanding. Or, perhaps she had expected a big payout after an explosion in her building and never expected the difficulty in receiving the money. Maybe she had been disappointed romantically with the doctor (because she certainly seemed to have a crush on him) and chose him as the one to kill with the fireworks as she found a way to get funds to improve her building.

      

      There were also the patients to consider. Claudia and Jack both seemed to have alibis, but they might have fabricated them. They had both been to the doctor’s home recently and could have come up with a plan to use the fireworks then.

      

      She considered the possibilities of each scenario and wondered if she was missing something else. Who could have committed this crime? Why did the doctor have to die?

      

      “Lydia?” Aunt Edie said.

      

      “Huh?” Lydia responded.

      

      “I asked if anything was on your mind.”

      

      “Actually, she asked you three times,” Mona said quietly. “And you didn’t respond at all. Which makes it look like there is definitely something on your mind.”

      

      “I’m sorry,” Lydia said. “I guess I was just thinking about Dr. Statler.”

      

      “I think about him too,” Aunt Edie admitted. “I try not to dwell on these thoughts because it’s so sad that we lost him the way we did, and his death reminds me of losing Edgar too. But it’s all right to be sad about this.”

      

      “Were you thinking about how he was killed?” asked Mona. “Did you figure out who the murderer is?”

      

      Aunt Edie looked confused. “What do you mean by that?”

      

      “She’s just teasing me,” Lydia said. “I have no idea who killed Dr. Statler. I wish I did.”

      

      “I guess solving the case still wouldn’t mean that I’d be able to move back home right away,” Mona said. “And even if the fireworks are canceled, we can still enjoy the 4th of July.”

      

      “I do hope there are fireworks,” Aunt Edie said. “But it will be all right if there aren’t any. I’m glad that those I love are safe right now.”

      

      Lydia didn’t want to mention how she was still secretly trying to solve the murder or how she thought she was being followed. Instead, she said, “I’m glad that we’re safe right now too. I was really upset when I thought that Sunny might have been in the fire. I don’t want to think about what it would have been like if I lost her.”

      

      Sunny heard her name and moved closer to Lydia. She started petting the pup who finally seemed to have forgiven them for the bath.

      

      Then, a thought occurred to Lydia. It was incomplete, but she felt like she was closer to solving the case. She tried to figure out the rest of the puzzle to see if this was the answer she had been waiting for.

      

      “Now, what is it?” Aunt Edie asked. “You have that look again.”

      

      “It’s nothing,” Lydia lied quickly. “I was just thinking about taffy.”
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            Chasing a Hunch

          

        

      

    

    
      Lydia listened carefully. She was laying on her bed, but she was far from falling asleep. Sunny was snoring on one of her pillows, but Lydia was just listening to see if everyone else in the house had finally gone to bed.

      

      When she thought that Mona and her Aunt Edie were finally settled in their rooms, she got up out of her bed. Sunny opened her eyes as she moved. Lydia tried to speak soothingly and convince the dog to go back to sleep, but for once, Sunny didn’t want to nap. She must have sensed that Lydia was up to something and followed her as she tiptoed to the front door.

      

      “You have to stay here,” Lydia said. “I need to do something on my own.”

      

      Sunny let out a small noise of discontent.

      

      “I have to go now. If it’s late at night, there’s a better chance that there won’t be someone following me. Whoever it is will think I’m asleep. And I can’t ask anyone else to risk the trouble I could get into,” Lydia said. She was trying to convince herself just as much as the dog that the scary thing she was about to do was necessary. “But I need to do this. It could unveil the killer.”

      

      Sunny started whining, but Lydia shushed the dog and then kissed her on the head. Then, she snuck out of the house. She made her way to Cora’s Coral Condos and continued on to the marked off crime scene.

      

      She took out the flashlight that she brought specifically for this purpose and shone it inside through a hole in the wall. She hoped that she would be able to find some evidence to point to who she thought the killer was. She knew that Leo and Detective Grey had been going over the crime scene thoroughly, but they hadn’t known what to look for. They might have thought that it was trash or a piece of rubble.

      

      She scanned her flashlight around the room, trying not to think about how a killer might be lurking nearby. Equally scary, she didn’t want to think about what Leo would say if he caught her so close to the crime scene.

      

      “At least I’m not crossing the line of tape,” Lydia muttered to herself.

      

      She kept scanning the room, and then her light fell on something that she thought might be significant. There was a portion of a tea box that had not been completely destroyed on the floor. She adjusted her angle to get a better look but then heard nearby footsteps.

      

      Lydia shut off her flashlight and tried to quiet her breathing.

      

      “Who’s there?” a male voice asked.

      

      This was not a person that Lydia wanted to encounter. She tried to remain calm as she heard Neil move even closer.

      

      “I saw a light,” he said. “Who is there?”

      

      He started shining his own light toward her, and she decided it was better to reveal herself with an excuse than to be discovered.

      

      “It’s Lydia,” she said right before his light was shone on her. “I just wanted to see what progress the police were making, so I could determine when Mona could move back home.”

      

      It was hard to see with the light shining in her face, but she heard Neil sigh.

      

      “Oh, Lydia. I wish I could believe that. Mona doesn’t talk about much with her neighbors. But the one story she did like to tell was how her new boss solved the murder of her old one. You make a habit of getting involved with police cases, don’t you?”

      

      “I wouldn’t call it a habit,” she responded. “And I’m not involved with this one. I just wanted an update on their progress.”

      

      “And what did you discover?”

      

      “I’m afraid I can’t tell in this light,” she said. “So, I think I’ll be heading home now. I don’t want my detective brother to catch me out here.”

      

      Neil walked closer to her and then looked through the hole in the wall that she had been peering through. Lydia was about to move away when he grabbed her arm.

      

      “You figured it out, didn’t you?”

      

      “Figured what out?” Lydia asked, playing dumb.

      

      Neil stared at her and sounded very ominous when he said, “You did. And I’ll have to do something about that.”

      

      Lydia didn’t waste another moment. She put her flashlight to use. She shined the light right into his eyes. This disoriented him, and he lost his grip on her arm.

      

      She hit him with her flashlight for good measure to knock him off balance and then began running for it.

      

      Unfortunately, she didn’t get far before he caught up with her. He grabbed her and hit her against the coral building. Some reddish blood soon added to the wall’s color.
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            Big Trouble

          

        

      

    

    
      Lydia felt woozy. Her head hurt after she had been thrown against the wall. She could barely remember being half-dragged and half-forced into the condo that had once belonged to the doctor.

      

      She tried to get her bearings and began speaking to Neil. “You killed Dr. Statler.”

      

      “Yes. And I’m going to kill you too,” he said. “Right after I finish this.”

      

      Lydia felt in too much of a cloud to be scared by this. However, part of her did realize that she needed to get her brain into gear if she were going to survive. She tried to focus on the facts.

      

      “Do you know how I realized it was you?” she asked.

      

      Neil stopped what he was doing by the remnants of the desk to look at her. “How?”

      

      “Your dog,” Lydia replied. “You needed to make sure that he wasn’t at home at the time of the explosion. Jack Landings said that a terrier was at his door right when he opened. That was your dog, Rascal. You wanted him out of the way of your murderous plot. When I first came to the condo, everyone was holding their prized possessions when they came outside, but you didn’t need to. You had already made sure that your dog was safe. I bet you put the other items you didn’t want to be destroyed somewhere else.”

      

      “That could have been a coincidence,” Neil said.

      

      “I might have believed you if you didn’t just attack me,” said Lydia. “And I bet you wanted me to consider Jack Landings a suspect. It’s a shame that he ended up telling me something that would lead me to knowing it was you, isn’t it?”

      

      “No matter now. Originally, I wanted this all to look like an accident, but you and the police had to undermine my beautiful setup. Now I’ll just need to frame someone for your death in a second explosion. Luckily, I’m prepared.”

      

      He held up a plastic baggie with several pink hairs inside it.

      

      “Cora,” Lydia said. “You took her hair.”

      

      “I picked them up when I went to her office that day that you were there,” Neil said proudly. “I thought I might need a scapegoat. And with the way she is fighting to get large insurance payouts, it will look like she has a motive.”

      

      “But your motive was darker,” Lydia said. “You didn’t kill Dr. Statler for money. You killed him because of what he borrowed from you.”

      

      “I wondered how much you figured out,” Neil said. “But you are right. I lent him a box of tea when he asked for it without thinking. But, of course, that was what I used to kill my wife. When I realized that he knew about my wife’s food allergy, I knew that he would make the connection about what I did. I had to silence him before he could talk to the police. And fireworks seemed like the perfect way to cover it up. I could destroy the tea and any notes he might have made on the matter. If he took out my wife’s medical file, then that would be incinerated too.”

      

      “I can’t believe I felt sorry for you before,” Lydia said.

      

      “If it helps, I feel a little sorry for you,” Neil said. “I’m told death by explosion is painful. And I’ve just set up a second device to go off. I never meant for you to be my third kill. Maybe this is becoming a habit of mine.”

      

      He laughed as he headed to the door. Lydia tried to follow him, but he slammed it in her face. She wondered if there was anyone in this part of the building who might hear her scream.

      

      She waited for the next explosion to begin but then she heard a whacking sound outside the door.  The next moment, the door was swung open. Aunt Edie was there in her nightgown holding a frying pan. Neil was lying on the floor.

      

      “I hope you don’t mind that I borrowed a frying pan,” Aunt Edie said.

      

      Lydia was so happy she started crying. “You can borrow anything you ever want!”
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      “Let me do that,” Daniel offered.

      

      “I am capable of putting a blanket down,” Lydia said, but she allowed him to do it anyway.

      

      They were at the beach ready to watch the fireworks as part of the 4th of July celebration. Lydia was happy that she was well enough to see them after having to spend a day in the hospital for observation. She was also very grateful to her aunt for saving her life so she could be there for the event.

      

      While Lydia had been in the hospital bed, Aunt Edie explained how she knew that something was wrong that night. Sunny was acting strangely, and this convinced her to go looking for Lydia. She had arrived just in time to stop the killer from acting out another deadly deed.

      

      Lydia started telling her aunt about all the cases she had been mixed up in and the reasons that she had for getting involved. Aunt Edie was surprisingly supportive but made Lydia promise two things. The first thing was that Lydia would be more careful during her sleuthing, and this included always having backup. The other thing was that Lydia had to keep her updated on all the excitement in her life. Lydia gladly agreed.

      

      After Daniel set down their blanket, Lydia took a seat on it, and he joined her. Aunt Edie set up her beach chair next to them so she could keep her toes in the sand. They were keeping Sunny away from the loud noises by keeping her at home with some music playing. Combined with the noise of the air conditioning, they thought it was likely that Sunny would snooze through this night like she did many others.

      

      Mona walked up to them but didn’t set her towel down. “I think I’m going to watch the fireworks with Kelsey and Quinn.”

      

      “I think that sounds like fun for the three of you,” Lydia said. “And hopefully, it will be the start of a great friendship outside of work and maybe a girl’s night or two.”

      

      “And we’ll see you at home later,” said Aunt Edie.

      

      “About that,” said Mona. “I really appreciate being able to stay with you, Lydia. And Cora made it sound like it will be a month before I’m able to move back in. But Annette just came back into town, and she offered me a place to stay too. I think I might take her up on that offer so that you and your aunt can have more family time together.”

      

      Lydia knew that Annette had been feeling like an empty nester all over again when her daughter’s family moved out of the house after staying with her while their family home was built. Visiting her this week must have reminded her how much Annette missed them at the house when she returned home. Lydia knew that it would probably be a great pairing for both of them. They were both missing their family in different ways.

      

      “I think it’s great for you to stay with Annette,” Lydia said. “But you’re always welcome with me too if you need it.”

      

      Mona thanked her and then went off in search of her friends.

      

      “It will be nice to have some alone time with you when you’re not thinking about a murder,” Aunt Edie said. “But I won’t be in town for much longer. There’s still a lot of the world I need to see.”

      

      “Well, I’ll enjoy every moment that we do have here,” said Lydia.

      

      They smiled and watched as the sun began to set, and then they were joined by Trina. She had a strangely stoic look upon her face.

      

      “Is everything all right?” Lydia asked.

      

      “It is,” Trina. “I mean, besides the fact that you didn’t call me when you figured out the case and went off on your own. But everything else is all right. In fact, it’s good. I just broke up with Carl!”

      

      “You did?” asked Lydia.

      

      Trina nodded. “I took all your advice to heart. I need to find the person who is right for me and not stay with someone just so I don’t feel alone. And now that I’m officially single again, I can start the search for Mr. Right.”

      

      Lydia hugged her friend. She thought that this was a change for the best, but she knew that it had been a hard decision.

      

      They didn’t get to talk much about the breakup because then Leo walked up to them wearing a very festive tie with firework designs on it.

      

      “I’m glad to see you’re well enough to be here,” he said civilly. “And I thought I would let you know that Neil confessed to both the murder of his wife and the doctor. We’ll also get him with attempting to murder you.”

      

      “So the killer is caught,” Aunt Edie said with a smile. “And both of your efforts paid off. I love when you both work on something together.”

      

      “Don’t encourage her,” Leo said. “She was almost killed.”

      

      “Yes. She does have to work on that part,” Aunt Edie said.

      

      Leo sighed. “She needs to stop interfering with police matters. But I guess I should thank her for pointing us in the right direction for this one. We weren’t even looking at Neil. We were focused on the victim’s wife until we learned what she was really up to at the time of the murder.”

      

      “What was that?” asked Daniel.

      

      “She was selling off some of their community property antiques planning to hide the money,” Leo explained. “That’s why she didn’t want to admit it right away.”

      

      “Since we’re tying up loose ends, there is something I want to know,” said Trina. “What is going to happen to Neil’s dog now?”

      

      “He’s going to be adopted by a neighbor named Maggie,” said Leo.

      

      “It seems she was fond of the dog after all,” said Lydia.

      

      “And there is one more thing,” said Leo. “Lydia, by any chance have you had the feeling that you were being followed?”

      

      “Yes!” said Lydia. “But I didn’t get the chance to ask Neil about it.”

      

      “It wasn’t Neil,” Leo explained. “It was the reporter Brie Rankin. It seems she decided that if she couldn’t get the scoop on her stories from the medical examiner she was going to see if she could get her information by following you. I’ve asked her to stop.”

      

      Lydia laughed. Of all the explanations for someone following her, this was not what she expected.

      

      Leo started to look down at the sand awkwardly. “Aunt Edie, there is something else I want to tell you. Or someone I’d like you to meet. There’s this woman I’ve been seeing. And I’d like to introduce her to you.”

      

      “I’d be delighted!” Aunt Edie said.

      

      Aunt Edie followed him off so she could meet Suzanne. Then, Trina made an excuse to leave them for a few minutes before the fireworks began. Lydia suspected this was because her best friend wanted her to have a moment alone with Daniel.

      

      It ended up being a romantic moment as the couple looked into one another’s eyes. They both moved closer. They finally shared their first kiss – and they both saw fireworks!
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      I’d love to hear your thoughts on my books, the storylines, and anything else that you’d like to comment on—reader feedback is very important to me. My contact information, along with some other helpful links, is listed below. If you’d like to be on my list of “folks to contact” with updates, release and sales notifications, etc.… just shoot me an email and let me know. Thanks for reading!

      Also…

      … if you’re looking for more great reads, I am proud to announce that Summer Prescott Books publishes several popular series by Cozy authors Summer Prescott, Gretchen Allen, Patti Benning, as well as Carolyn Q. Hunter, Blair Merrin, Susie Gayle and more!
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      Twitter: @summerprescott1

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

      Email: summer.prescott.cozies@gmail.com

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

      

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