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            Slow Business

          

        

      

    

    
      Lydia Doherty leaned against the counter and tapped her fingers. Business had never been so slow at Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets before – well, except for the brief period of time that Lydia had been a suspect in a poisoning case as she was preparing to open the shop. However, as the summer had progressed, her little taffy shop on the boardwalk in Ocean Point at the Jersey Shore had been very well received and was usually packed with happy customers eager to try her latest creative flavor of candy.

      

      However, now the only people in her shop were two of her faithful employees. Kelsey was dusting the shelves to keep herself busy even though there really was no dust that had accumulated, and Jeff was killing time by seeing how high he could pile up pieces of the delicious taffy on top of each other.

      

      “I hoped the somewhat exotic flavor I created this week would bring in some customers,” Lydia said with a little sigh.

      

      “It’s not the taffy that’s the problem,” Jeff said, though his tower of taffy chose that moment to fall down and he hurried to pick up the pieces. “This dragon fruit salt water taffy is amazing.”

      

      “I guess I can let you enjoy some more free samples,” Lydia said. “There’s no point in letting it sit on the shelves and gather… well, it’s not going to gather any dust with Kelsey working.”

      

      Kelsey smiled and walked over to join them as Jeff immediately took advantage of the offer for free taffy and popped a maroon candy into his mouth.

      

      “It’s not the shop’s fault or your new taffy,” Kelsey said.

      

      “That’s right,” Jeff agreed, though it was a little difficult to understand him with a mouth full of chewy taffy. “You can’t control the ocean.”

      

      “People aren’t avoiding the shop. They’re avoiding the beach.” Kelsey gestured to the nearly empty boardwalk outside the window. “It has nothing to do with us, personally.”

      

      “People are scared that there have been jellyfish sightings and they want to go somewhere where there is no chance of getting stung,” said Jeff, finishing the candy and becoming more easily understood. “It’s scared me too. I haven’t gone surfing for the last few days because I don’t want to face their tentacles. My friend offered to pee on me if I got stung, but that didn’t make me feel any safer.”

      

      “I’m pretty sure that’s an urban legend, and if you do get stung, you should see a doctor,” Lydia said. “And I do understand people avoiding the water. I just hoped that, after everything we’ve been through so far this summer, that we might have finally reached a patch of smooth sailing.”

      

      “I bet this won’t last too long,” Jeff said. “I don’t remember jellyfish ever being a long-term problem for the town.”

      

      “I hope that they move on by next week,” Kelsey said. “That’s when my show is, and the theater is right by the water. Normally, this attracts more audience members in from the beach, but I hope it doesn’t keep them away this year.”

      

      “I’ll face my fears and still see your show,” Jeff said. “Of course, I don’t think we have to worry about them as long as we’re not really in the water. There’s no such thing as land jellyfish, are there?”

      

      Lydia shook her head. “There’s only jellyfish in the sea. Unfortunately, they are right by our section of the sea at the moment. But you’re right. They should move on soon with the changing tides, and we are lucky that the jellyfish we get in this area aren’t very dangerous. Most of them can’t even hurt us with their stings. And the ones that can sting us might cause some pain, but they’re not poisonous.”

      

      “But there are definitely some around here that can sting,” Jeff said. “I’ve heard of several people in town who got stung a few days ago. There was a doctor and the guy who runs the hot dog truck who got stung. I heard that there were several tourists who said they saw the jellyfish and at least one felt it. And my friend’s mom, Mrs. Mumflower, got stung. She’s miserable because of it. Actually, she’s usually miserable, but this makes it worse.”

      

      “Oh, I hope Gayle in my cast doesn’t find out about this,” Kelsey said. “She would hate to hear how widespread this is. She was already afraid of going into the water.”

      

      “But everyone who was stung is all right, aren’t they?” asked Lydia.

      

      “I haven’t heard of any serious injuries because of it,” Jeff said. “Though Mrs. Mumflower will talk about her ailments for hours if you let her.”

      

      Lydia looked around the spotless, but empty shop and made a decision. “I do love having you both here to help me pass the time, but it feels silly to make you work when there is no work to do. How would you both like to leave early today? If there are any customers that stop in, I’ll be able to deal with them.”

      

      “Well,” Kelsey said. “If you really don’t need me, I would appreciate the extra time off before the tech week for my show.”

      

      “And it will stop me from eating all the dragon fruit taffy we have on display,” Jeff said.

      

      “Go and enjoy this nice weather – even if you’re not going in the water,” Lydia said.

      

      “All right,” Kelsey said, smiling. “Since you’re not currently chasing down a killer during one of your investigations, I guess we can leave you alone without worrying about you.”

      

      “I’ll be fine,” Lydia assured them.

      

      She was pretty sure that the only thing she would have to fight that afternoon would be boredom. She waved goodbye as she let her younger employees go with their pockets full of extra taffy.

      

      It continued to be slow for the rest of the day, and Lydia used the opportunity to think up some new flavor ideas for the summer and do some office paperwork that she had been putting off. The summer had been so fast-paced between opening the shop, dealing with the seasonal rush of tourists, and joining in on an occasional murder investigation, that it felt strange to have such a slow day where not much needed to be accomplished. She was looking forward to the girl’s night that she had planned with her best friend, Trina, that evening. Hopefully, Trina could give her some news from the hair salon she worked at that would dispel her boredom.

      

      After a few hours with no business, Lydia was considering closing for the day. However, she was glad that she was open when a certain customer walked inside.

      

      “Mr. Gardner,” Lydia said, happily. “It’s great to see you.”

      

      The older gentleman was moving slower than usual, but he still had a twinkle in his eye. He had been one of Lydia’s neighbors since she was a child. He was very friendly with her aunt and uncle who had raised her, but she had only seen him occasionally since her uncle’s funeral earlier in the year. He had stopped by the taffy shop once or twice to comment on how proud her Aunt Edie must be of the new business and to boast about the strength of his teeth and how they were still able to handle taffy.

      

      “You’re going to have to start calling me Miles,” he reminded her. “You and your brother are completely grown up now, and you’ve always felt like family. Edgar was one of my best friends. Being ten years his senior, I never thought that I would outlive him.”

      

      Lydia felt a lump form in her throat as she thought about how much she missed her father-figure. However, what she voiced was, “Calling you Mr. Gardner is a hard habit to break, but I will work on it.”

      

      He smiled. “Where is everyone today? The last time I came into your shop, it was bustling.”

      

      “There’s not a lot of people on the beach because of the jellyfish scare,” Lydia reported. “Which is a shame because it would be perfect weather to enjoy it. The water is just starting to warm up too.”

      

      “I did hear about those jellyfish, but it doesn’t bother me much. I’ve never been one for swimming in saltwater. Though I do love your salt water taffy.”

      

      “Maybe because it doesn’t actually use saltwater,” Lydia joked.

      

      Miles Gardner laughed. “It could be. And I bet it seems strange to you that I don’t swim much when I live so close to the water, but I grew up here, and I still love the town. I never considered moving away. And I suppose you love it too. You left, but you came back. And you even set up shop.”

      

      “I do love it here,” Lydia said. She had been very grateful that she returned to her hometown, even though the original reason for it had been Uncle Edgar’s illness.

      

      “And I love that I get to enjoy your taffy. What new flavor do you have this time?”

      

      Lydia explained about the dragon fruit taffy and how she had decided to experiment with the unusual fruit. She tried to capture the exotic look with the coloring of her snack and had tried to match its taste, which was somewhat like the cross between a kiwi and a pear. “Of course, this taffy might be a little sweeter than the real fruit.”

      

      “I can’t wait to try it,” Miles Gardner said. “Truth be told, I haven’t been feeling very well lately. My trouble with my ticker seems to be getting worse. But I am determined to live each day to the fullest. And today seems very full with seeing the neighbor I care so much about and trying something named after a dragon.”

      

      Lydia smiled as she handed him a piece of dragon fruit taffy to try and prepared a box of assorted candy to take with him. She promised that she and her dog, Sunny, would come by to visit him soon while Miles Gardner chomped on the new flavor. He gave her the thumbs up and then headed out of the shop.

      

      Lydia found that she was glad that she had remained open. The one good thing about stinging jellyfish in the nearby waters was that it gave her a chance to reconnect with a family friend.
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            Girl’s Night

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’ve been talking about myself all night,” Trina said. “I’m sorry.”

      

      Lydia was seated with her best friend on her couch. They were each enjoying a glass of wine after finishing their takeout as part of girl’s night. Lydia’s dog, Sunny, was snoozing on the chair next to the window after slurping up her fair share of table scraps. Sunny was a French bulldog mix that loved sunbathing and naps. After meals, she liked to curl up with a blanket.

      

      “It’s quite all right,” Lydia told her friend. “I don’t have anything new to report. Things are still moving slowly with Daniel, but we both seem happy when we get coffee together. My brother has started dating Suzanne, and he doesn’t have any new cases that he’ll need to tell us not to get involved in. My time at the taffy shop has been pretty boring because most people are avoiding the beach right now.”

      

      “There are a few women at the salon who are loving this jellyfish scare,” Trina said. “They said there are no crowds on the beach so they can work on their tans. Of course, Mrs. Mumflower hates hearing that sort of thing.”

      

      “She was one of the people who was stung by the jellyfish, wasn’t she?” asked Lydia. “Jeff said she’s the mom of one of his friends.”

      

      Trina nodded and took a swig of her wine. “She’s one of my regulars. And I really wish anyone besides her had been the one to get stung.”

      

      “You like her that much?”

      

      “No! It’s because no one else would complain as much as she does. And she was a bit of a hypochondriac, to begin with. Now, you give her a real injury and something that is unusual as the cause? She never shuts up about it.”

      

      “She has a real injury?” asked Lydia. “I thought the jellyfish that were native to the east coast this far north weren’t very dangerous.”

      

      “Apparently, they stung her foot, so it makes it painful for her to walk. I can appreciate how awful that could be, but that doesn’t mean that you should expect your hair stylist to carry you to your car. Especially because Mrs. Mumflower is sizably bigger than me.”

      

      Lydia covered her mouth with her hand to hold back laughter as she imagined Trina’s ordeal.

      

      “What did you do?”

      

      “Actually, I stole the office chair that had wheels on it to scoot her along.”

      

      “That was a smart idea,” Lydia said.

      

      Trina grinned. “Well, I have been exercising my brain power when I help you look for clues. Are you sure Detective Leo doesn’t have any new cases? I was upset that I was sick for the last one.”

      

      “No new cases,” Lydia reiterated. “And even if he did have a case, it doesn’t mean that I would have to get involved. I’ve only started sleuthing for other cases when I needed to – like because you looked like the prime suspect in the crime.”

      

      “Fine,” Trina said, making sure that both of their glasses were refilled. “And you really have nothing new to report? Because I could keep going on about how Carl started blowing me off at the last minute for poker games again.”

      

      Though Lydia didn’t have other news that she wanted to share with her best friend, she wanted to make sure after two and a half glasses of wine that she didn’t say anything too negative about Trina’s off-and-on-again boyfriend. Lydia had thought for a while that her best friend deserved someone who made Trina more of priority in his life. She had gently voiced this opinion before, but she knew that she wasn’t someone who was an expert in romantic relationships who should be giving advice. Recently Carl had seemed like a more devoted boyfriend, but it seemed like his new better habits were waning.

      

      “There is something,” Lydia said, latching onto the one interesting moment that had happened that day. “My neighbor came to visit me at the shop today. I’m sure you know him, Miles Gardner. He hasn’t been feeling too well lately, but I told him that I would bring Sunny by to visit sometime soon. Maybe I’ll do that in the morning.”

      

      “He’ll love that. I’ve never met a more mellow dog than Sunny.”

      

      However, as soon as she said that, something happened to upset the dog and the women. A car raced by on their street outside the window, and the revving of the engine reverberated loudly. Sunny woke up and cried out as she became entangled in the blanket she had been snoozing on.

      

      Trina and Lydia jumped up and ran to the window. Lydia helped untangle and calm Sunny down, while Trina peered outside.

      

      “I couldn’t see the license plate, but it looked like an expensive car,” Trina reported. “That’s rude. Just because you have a lot of money doesn’t mean you can race down the street like that.”

      

      “Maybe it was an emergency,” Lydia suggested, trying to give the driver the benefit of the doubt.

      

      “Maybe he should get pulled over by Ocean Point’s finest.”

      

      “If we had the license plate, I would call Leo,” Lydia said. “But if I only describe it as an expensive car, he’ll make fun of me.”

      

      “If you do visit Mr. Gardener tomorrow, maybe you can ask him if he got a better look at the car,” Trina said.

      

      Lydia nodded. She thought it was a good idea, and she was amused that Trina also had trouble transitioning from calling her neighbor “Mr. Gardner” to “Miles.”

      

      “But I guess there’s nothing else we can do tonight,” Trina continued. “I suppose we can finish our drinks and be glad that I won’t be driving home later.”

      

      “Let’s drink to what we want for Ocean Point,” Lydia suggested as she picked up her glass. “We hope for safe drivers and no more jellyfish.”

      

      “Here, here,” Trina agreed.
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      The next day at the shop was equally as slow. Lydia knew that it was very likely that she would let Kelsey and Annette who were working that morning go home early. However, she didn’t want to be alone immediately that morning. She was hoping to have coffee with the handsome lifeguard, Daniel, that she had been seeing.

      

      She was also a little distracted and was grateful to have other people there as they made sure that the shop was properly opened. She had taken Sunny for a walk that morning and headed down the street with the intention of greeting Miles Gardner. She had brought some French toast taffy that she knew that he would like and she thought he would be pleased to see Sunny. However, there had been no answer at the door when she knocked.

      

      She wasn’t sure whether she should be worried or not. She didn’t know what Miles Gardner’s plans were and it was very possible that he had gone out. Even though his car was there, he could have gone for a walk.

      

      However, she felt like something was wrong. Hoping she would be appreciated as a caring neighbor and not an overly nosy one, Lydia peeked in through several windows at the house. She wanted to be certain that the man was not having a medical emergency and needed help. However, she saw no signs of the man at home. Sunny also wasn’t reacting as if someone was inside who needed to be rescued.

      

      Lydia had left the house, wondering if she was overreacting. After all, she had not told her neighbor exactly when she was coming to visit him, so there was no reason why he had to be home at that time in the morning. Still, she couldn’t shake the bad feeling that she had.

      

      “Lydia, with all the dangers you’ve faced before, I bet you don’t get stage fright,” Kelsey said.

      

      “Pardon?” Lydia asked, being brought back from her wandering thoughts about her neighbor to reality.

      

      “I said I bet you don’t get stage fright.”

      

      “I’m not sure,” Lydia said. “I think the last time I was onstage, I was a child and I played a carrot.”

      

      “So, you do have some experience,” Kelsey said, smiling brightly.

      

      “Kelsey, what’s going on?”

      

      “It’s Gayle,” Kelsey said, losing her smile. “She’s the cast member I said was afraid of the water. Well, she became so afraid of the jellyfish that she left town. She normally stays here all summer, but she left and rented out her summer house. And now I need to find a replacement for her in the play.”

      

      “And you want me to do it?” asked Lydia.

      

      “I’m getting desperate. My most important scene is with this character. No one else in the cast knows who to ask. I said I would try and find someone.”

      

      Lydia didn’t particularly want to be onstage, but she didn’t want her employee to suffer either. She knew how important theater was to Kelsey.

      

      “What’s the role like? Are there a lot of lines?”

      

      “There’s a decent amount, but the director said that the character could be holding a book and we can hide the script inside it. We have one really great scene together. You’d be playing my grandmother.”

      

      Lydia raised an eyebrow. She was older than the high schooler, but she hoped she wouldn’t pass for the girl’s grandmother. She thought it was more likely that she looked like an older sister or maybe her mother.

      

      “Did you consider asking Annette?” Lydia asked.

      

      Annette looked up from her crocheting at the counter. She created sea creature toys that were sold in the shop, and when business was slow, she often took out her hooks and yarn.

      

      Annette actually was a grandmother, and her gray hair would help her look the part on stage.

      

      “Is this about the play?” Annette asked. “I would love to help Kelsey, but the show runs two weekends, and one of those weekends, I am going out of town for my own granddaughter’s birthday.”

      

      “She would have been great,” Kelsey said. “But you can be great too. We can put a wig and makeup on you, so you look the part. And we already have a relationship where you look out for me. I need to find someone before tech week next week, and then we have two weekends of shows.”

      

      “Why don’t you use me as a backup?” Lydia suggested, not wanting to let Kelsey down. “See if you can find someone else, but if not, I’ll do it. I’m not sure I’ll be any good on stage. And I am a little hesitant because of the time commitment.  But if you can’t find another actor, I will help.”

      

      “Thank you!” Kelsey said. “And it won’t be too much of a time commitment. It’s mostly in the evenings. And as long as you don’t have any investigating to do, you should be fine.”

      

      Lydia nodded, but without much enthusiasm. She really hoped that Kelsey would find a better replacement performer.

      

      The shop door opened, and all three women jumped to attention, eager to help a customer. Kelsey and Annette relaxed when they realized who it was, but Lydia’s smile grew.

      

      Daniel, the lifeguard that she had been seeing, walked inside. He was a quiet man who took a while to warm up to people, but Lydia was glad that he had begun opening up to her.

      

      It was because she was starting to know him so well that she realized something was wrong as soon as he was inside. He said hello to everyone politely and then headed closer to Lydia.

      

      “What’s the matter?” she asked.

      

      A slight grin appeared, which she thought meant that he was glad that she could pick up on his subtle hints. However, then the grin left his face, and he placed a supportive hand on her shoulder.

      

      “Lydia, I do have some bad news. A man was found dead on the beach. He must have gotten there early before the lifeguards came on duty. It looks like he was stung by the jellyfish and that’s what killed him.”

      

      “That’s terrible,” Lydia said.

      

      “Your brother and some officers came to the scene,” Daniel explained. “I thought you should know that the man who died was a neighbor of yours according to the identification in his wallet. You probably know him.”

      

      “Was his name Miles Gardner?” Lydia asked, hoping she wouldn’t hear the answer that she suspected it would be.

      

      “That’s right,” Daniel said.

      

      Lydia tried to process this information, but it didn’t seem to make sense. Her feelings of worry were correct, but she would never have guessed that Miles Gardner would have been killed by jellyfish.

      

      “Is there anything you need?” Daniel asked.

      

      “I need to talk to Leo,” Lydia said, heading toward the door.

      

      “I guess she really can’t do the play,” Kelsey said quietly. “But who else should I ask?”
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      Daniel followed Lydia out of the taffy shop and to the police station. He told her that he arranged for someone else to take his post at the lifeguard stand when he was concerned that she might be upset by the death. He hadn’t known how well Lydia had known the man who died, and she was touched that he had been so considerate.

      

      However, most of her thoughts were focused on Miles Gardner. She alternated between memories of her childhood where Mr. Gardner would visit her aunt and uncle and tell her stories about Ocean Point in the past and the recent memory of him when he visited her at the taffy shop. He had reminded her that he didn’t like going into the ocean. How could it be that he had ventured out there when there were stinging jellyfish? How could that be the way he met his end? It didn’t make any sense to her.

      

      She hurried over to her brother’s desk with Daniel at her side. Leo held up his hand as he approached. He was on the phone, and it was clear that he didn’t want to be interrupted.

      

      Lydia tried to remain calm, but the waiting made the moment seem even worse. Daniel seemed to sense her agitation and took her hand in his. She was thankful for the support, but it didn’t calm her down any. Now her heart was racing for the combined reasons that Daniel had never held her hand before and because she was afraid some injustice had befallen her neighbor.

      

      She and Daniel had been taking things slowly. They were beginning to enjoy spending time with one another, but they were doing it as friends. While there was attraction and affection between them, they didn’t want to rush anything. Daniel was a widower, and Lydia had her own trust issues after she left her fiancé who clearly never put her needs ahead of his own – even when she needed support the most: when her uncle had become ill.

      

      Lydia wondered if anyone else could hear how quick her heartbeat was, and she hoped that she wasn’t blushing in front of her brother.

      

      Leo began winding down his call. “Thank you for your expert opinion. This was a matter that we needed clarified. If you come across any other information, you can reach out to myself or my partner. Ask for Detective Doherty or Detective Grey. Yes, thank you, doctor.”

      

      As soon as he hung up the phone, Lydia asked, “Was that about Miles Gardner?”

      

      Leo nodded. “I was going to tell you once I sorted out a few things, but I’m glad that you know now. Miles Gardner was a great neighbor. I’m really sad that he’s gone.”

      

      “That was a doctor you were talking to?” asked Daniel.

      

      “Yes. Though it might not be the type of doctor that you expect. I was just talking to a marine biologist to determine if the jellyfish found in our waters could have done what they appeared to.”

      

      “He did have a heart condition,” Lydia said. “I don’t know the specifics, but he mentioned it yesterday.”

      

      “The stings could have been enough to affect his heart,” Leo said. “The marine biologist I spoke to said that there had been warmer waters in our area recently and that can affect the sea life that comes near us. Lion’s Mane Jellyfish or Purple Jellyfish have been found here when the water is warm enough. They both sting. And some Portuguese Man O’Wars have washed up on shores in the Garden State before. It’s unlikely that they would live in this area, but it is possible. They are very deadly.”

      

      “I haven’t actually seen the jellyfish yet,” Daniel said. “I have been keeping an eye out while I’m on duty, especially when there are no people swimming that I have to keep safe. I’m afraid I can’t tell you what they look like yet, but I will continue to look.”

      

      “Other people have been stung before, but no one else died,” Lydia said. “Something about this seems wrong.”

      

      “Different health conditions can be affected by injuries differently,” Leo said. “We’ll know more after the autopsy.”

      

      Then, his partner, Detective Grey, joined them with news of the autopsy, though it was not something that Lydia expected to hear.

      

      “I found someone who can conduct the autopsy,” Detective Grey said. He was a serious man who reported this announcement seriously somberly.

      

      “Someone to conduct the autopsy?” Lydia asked. “What happened to the medical examiner Murray?”

      

      “Vacation,” Leo said. “Though I suspect he decided to go on this vacation now so we wouldn’t comment on how we learned that he'd been the one talking to the press about cases.”

      

      Lydia nodded.

      

      “Dr. Charles Adams will come in and conduct the autopsy with Murray’s assistant,” Detective Grey said. “He has filled in before when medical examiners have been out of town. We usually don’t have so much crime that we need multiple people on staff.”

      

      “I’m glad that you have someone conducting an autopsy,” Lydia said. “Something about all this seems… well, fishy.”

      

      “We just want to confirm the cause of death, so we know what kind of jellyfish threat we are dealing with,” Leo said. “Though I think it would be a safe assumption to say that we should close the beaches down today.”

      

      “And then we’ll have to do what we can to keep people calm,” Detective Grey said. “We’ll need to balance tourism with public safety.”

      

      “Check and make sure that it actually was jellyfish that killed Mr. Gardner,” Lydia said. “Because this doesn’t seem right. Mr. Gardner didn’t like going in the water. He told me that again yesterday.”

      

      “But he was found in the water,” Detective Grey said. “He had washed up on shore without his shoes. We assumed he wanted to get his feet wet, but then was stung by the jellyfish repeatedly.”

      

      “I don’t think he even liked getting his feet wet,” said Lydia. “He said he didn’t like salt water.”

      

      “Sometimes people change their mind about things,” said Leo. “Maybe his heart trouble had him thinking about his mortality, and he wanted to try new things. Maybe he thought a stroll with his toes in the water would be refreshing. There wouldn’t be many people there to bother him.”

      

      “Maybe,” Lydia admitted.

      

      Leo glared at her. “You have that look on your face. The one that says you’re going to get in the middle of my investigation.”

      

      “Something still seems wrong to me,” said Lydia.

      

      “When someone we care about dies, it’s hard to make sense of. No matter the circumstances,” said Leo. “It doesn’t mean that there was foul play. Can you promise me that you won’t interfere with my case?”

      

      “Well,” Lydia said neutrally. “I’d like to hear what the autopsy report has to say.”

      

      The siblings exchanged a look. It seemed they were at an impasse. Leo didn’t want to let Lydia “meddle” with his case, and Lydia wasn’t going to walk away from her concerns that there was more than met the eye in regard to the death.

      

      Finally, Leo let out a groan. “It’s not going to say anything suspicious. It’s going to say that the jellyfish aggravated Mr. Gardner’s heart condition. And I’m afraid we can’t go out and slap handcuffs on a jellyfish.”
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      “I don’t know what I was expecting,” Lydia said, “but I don’t feel any better after that.”

      

      Lydia was getting her frustration out by walking quickly on the boardwalk, but Daniel was keeping pace with her. There was barely anyone else on the wooden structure, so she didn’t mind walking at her frenzied pace.

      

      “It looked like Leo and Detective Grey were giving the case their attention,” Daniel said.

      

      “They are. And I think they’re following the correct steps if Miles Gardner really was killed by jellyfish stings. Closing the beaches and making sure everyone remains calm is important.”

      

      “You said if Miles Gardner was killed by the jellyfish,” said Daniel. “You don’t think that he was?”

      

      “I don’t know. He must have been stung by the jellyfish, but I feel like there had to have been some human involvement here. I don’t see Mr. Gardner choosing the time when jellyfish are around as the time to break his stance that he wouldn’t go in the water. I’m very interested to see this autopsy report. Maybe he was drugged and placed in the water.”

      

      “You think he was murdered?”

      

      “I think someone is forcing him into the water makes more sense than him getting in there by himself,” Lydia said. “Though I can’t think of anyone who would want to hurt this nice old man.”

      

      “Did he have a lot of money?” asked Daniel. “Inheritance can sometimes make people act crazily out of greed.”

      

      “I think he had enough for a comfortable life, but I don’t think he was extremely wealthy. I imagine that his brother will be the beneficiary. He lives in Atlanta. I guess it would be easy to check if he or his family traveled out here. I haven’t seen them, though.”

      

      Lydia slowed her pace. Suddenly, she felt exhausted. She knew it was a combination of the exercise (which she admitted she didn’t usually do enough of) and emotions. Thinking about how sad Mr. Gardner’s family would be when they heard the news reminded her of her own sorrow at losing her neighbor.

      

      “Why don’t we sit down?” Daniel suggested.

      

      He gestured toward a bench on the boardwalk, and they headed over. Lydia clutched a stitch in her side that she hadn’t noticed before. She was happy to sit down, but not that she suddenly felt about to break into tears.

      

      She took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I think considering why someone would want to hurt Mr. Gardner affected me. I’d been focusing on what was wrong with the death instead of the death itself. He was such a nice man and a good neighbor. I’m going to miss him.”

      

      “You’re allowed to be upset by something like this,” Daniel reminded her.

      

      The tears started slipping out after he said that.

      

      “I keep thinking about the barbecues we used to have and how often he would visit Uncle Edgar after he got sick. I have to admit that his death is also reminding me of how I lost my uncle. They were such good friends. And I also feel guilty,” Lydia admitted. “I went to visit him, but I was too late. What if I had gotten there earlier? I could have stopped someone from hurting him. Or, if it really was his idea to go into the dangerous water, I could have been with him to help.”

      

      “You can’t beat yourself up over that,” Daniel said. “You don’t know that you could have stopped anything and you did make an effort to see him.”

      

      “I guess you’re right, but this pain still stings.” She scoffed as she realized, “I guess like a jellyfish does.”

      

      Daniel was quiet for a moment and then said, “We always wish we had more time with the people we care about. I think my wife and I had a very good life together. Just too short. We traveled a lot. We went dancing. And I took care of her at the end when she was dying. But after I lost her, I felt guilty too. I was afraid that I had squandered time with her when we thought we had all the time in the world. Could I have taken a job that didn’t require me to be at sea for periods of time? But these thoughts are toxic. If you showed someone that you cared, then you did your best. That’s what it sounds like you did.”

      

      Daniel didn’t often talk about his wife. This time Lydia held his hand. She squeezed it and looked out toward the water. There were no people splashing in the surf. The sand was nearly deserted.

      

      “Maybe I’m looking for a crime when it’s not there,” Lydia admitted. “Maybe I think that if Mr. Gardner was murdered, it’s something I can solve. There’s something I can do. But maybe it was just an accident.”

      

      “Your instincts about crime have proved to be spot-on before,” said Daniel. “I think you should trust your gut.”

      

      “I’m not sure exactly what my gut is telling me right now. Except that I’m getting hungry. I think some dragon fruit taffy sounds like a tasty snack.”

      

      She wiped away her tears. Then, she and Daniel started walking toward her taffy shop.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When Lydia arrived home, she still hadn’t processed all of her feelings. She felt like something was wrong about the way Mr. Gardner died, but was this her grief looking for answers when there were none to be had.

      

      Sunny tried to cheer her up. She licked the salty remnants of Lydia’s tears off her face and then cuddled next to her on the couch as Lydia went through the mail. Most of it was junk mail that she could throw out, but there was one item that she was very glad to see. Though Lydia always loved getting postcards from her Aunt Edie and seeing where her world travels took her, she was grateful for the timing of this message.

      

      “Look, Sunny,” Lydia said. “Aunt Edie is in England.”

      

      The front of the postcard featured a picture of Big Ben near the London Eye Ferris wheel. The back had Aunt Edie’s writing that read: Cheerio, Lydia! I’ve been having a jolly good time in merry old England. I see landmarks and museums during the day and visit the pub in the evening. I’ve seen so many things on my travels that make me think of you and your brother. You are both such wonderful people. I’m proud that you’ve grown up to be so determined, loyal, and strong. That’s all for now. I’m off to tea! Love, Aunt Edie.

      

      Lydia let the words soak in. She suddenly felt as determined as the message complimented her to be. Daniel had also told her to trust her instincts.

      

      “I only have suspicions that something is wrong with Mr. Gardner’s death,” Lydia said aloud to her dog. “But that’s enough for me to start investigating and get some answers. I know Leo might not like it, but he cares about Mr. Gardner just as much as I do. Come on. Let’s sniff out some clues.”

      

      Sunny let out a bark of agreement.
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      The next afternoon, Lydia headed to the police station armed with what she had learned from peering through Mr. Gardner’s windows again with Sunny at her side.

      

      She marched over to Leo’s desk but saw that he wasn’t alone. The designer who had decorated their porch in the hopes it would help it sell faster was seated next to him. Suzanne Peppercorn laughed at something Leo said. They had sandwiches in front of them, and it was clear that Leo was on his lunch break. However, what Lydia needed to tell him couldn’t wait.

      

      “Oh, hi, Lydia,” Leo said as she approached. “You remember Suzanne?”

      

      “Yes,” Lydia said with only a drip of sarcasm. “I do remember the woman who has been at my house multiple times, preparing it for sale.”

      

      “It’s good to see you,” Suzanne said with a smile. “Leo has been regaling me with stories of some of his recent cases. He told me about how caught the killer of a librarian who had figured out some corruption in town so Leo broke both cases, how he figured who killed a psychic on the boardwalk with his own almost supernatural deductive powers, and how he singlehandedly saved you from a murderer who was poisoning taffy.”

      

      Lydia didn’t remember those events quite the same way, but she wasn’t going to sell her brother out.

      

      “Yes. He’s very impressive,” Lydia agreed.

      

      Suzanne grinned at Leo who was hiding how nervous he had been at what Lydia’s response to his stories would be. The truth was that Lydia liked Leo and Suzanne as a couple. They had known each other in school and now were getting to know one another again. They got along well and seemed to make one another happy. Uncle Edgar had also given his blessing to the match from beyond the grave. In fact, Lydia was certain that he had played matchmaker when he left instructions on how Leo should sell the family home after seeking Suzanne’s design advice.

      

      Lydia was sure that Suzanne would start to pick up on when Leo was being boastful and embellishing his accomplishments a little bit. She knew that Leo was trying to impress the person he’d had a crush on since they were children.

      

      However, Lydia really didn’t have time to analyze their relationship. She needed to tell Leo what she has discovered.

      

      “He also told me about your neighbor’s passing,” Suzanne said. “I’m so sorry to hear that. It sounds like Mr. Gardner was like an uncle to you. And I suppose your real uncle was like a father. Well, I’d just like to express my condolences.”

      

      “Thank you.”

      

      “Are you doing all right?” Leo asked.

      

      “Not really,” Lydia asked. “But it’s partially because I believe that Mr. Gardner was murdered, and I hate thinking that someone would want to kill a nice man like him.”

      

      “Murdered?” Suzanne asked, setting her sandwich down. She looked at Leo. “I thought you said that he was killed by the jellyfish in the area and that’s why we need to stay out of the water.

      

      “My sister is a little upset and isn’t thinking clearly. She’s beginning to see murders everywhere. It was the jellyfish that killed him.”

      

      “I am thinking clearly,” Lydia said. “Very clearly. I’ve noticed several things strange about Miles Gardner’s death, and I think they all point to foul play. Firstly, he did tell me that he hated going into saltwater. As I said before, it doesn’t make sense for him to decide to change this preference just when stinging jellyfish come into the area.”

      

      “And I explained that he might have thought that he was in shallow enough water to be safe,” said Leo. “And sadly, he knew that he wasn’t in good health anymore. Maybe walking in the water was on his bucket list.”

      

      “Also, his car was still in his driveway,” Lydia pointed out.

      

      “It’s not unheard of to walk to the beach from where you live,” Leo responded. “You’ve done it before.”

      

      “Yes. When I’m not in a hurry, it’s a nice walk. But it is a long one. I don’t know if Mr. Gardner would have chosen to make it. Also, I looked in his car, and there were some wrappers from my taffy left on his seat. That means he drove to the boardwalk.”

      

      “He could have wanted something different. In fact, maybe he decided to put his feet in the water because it was a long walk and he had gotten hot. Maybe he just wanted to cool down.”

      

      Suzanne was looking at one sibling and then the next as they made their points as if she was at a tennis match and was watching the ball fly back and forth.

      

      “And it is his feet which revolve around my final important point,” said Lydia. “You said that he was barefoot and was walking in the shallow water. But you didn’t find his shoes out there, did you?”

      

      “No,” Leo admitted. “But they could have been carried away with a wave. He was probably holding them and dropped them when he was stung.”

      

      “That’s not what I think. I don’t think there are any shoes to find. I saw the shoes that he was wearing in his house through the window. And it looked like his shoe rack didn’t have any empty places.”

      

      “But what does that mean?” asked Suzanne.

      

      “I think it means that someone brought him to the beach when he wasn’t wearing any shoes,” said Lydia. “I think this means there was foul play involved. Maybe he was drugged.”

      

      “But he wasn’t,” said Leo. “I have the autopsy report right here.”

      

      Lydia paused. “You do?”

      

      “Yes. And I would have told you about it, but I wanted to finish my lunch first.”

      

      “It’s okay,” Suzanne said. “You can tell her. I admit I want to know now too if it was murder.”

      

      “There were no drugs found in Miles Gardner’s system other than the prescribed amount of his pills for his condition. What killed him was the jellyfish. He was stung by a poisonous Man O’War.”

      

      “The Man O’War?” Lydia asked. “But didn’t the expert you spoke to say it was rare for these parts?”

      

      “Rare, but not impossible to be here,” said Leo. “And it looks like there definitely are some here. Now we won’t just have a warning on the beach. We’ll have to have a ban on going in the water until they’re gone.”

      

      “I thought that the stings would have aggravated his heart condition,” Lydia said. “I thought that someone placed him in harm’s way. I didn’t think he was poisoned by a Man O’War.”

      

      “Lydia, I know your heart is in the right place, but I’m the detective. Not you. I’m the one gathering all the facts. Will you let me handle this?”

      

      “Well,” Lydia said, hesitating. “Will you look into his shoes?”

      

      “Fine. I will look into what happened to his shoes.”

      

      “Prince Charming,” Suzanne joked. Then, she blushed. “I mean because he was looking for the second glass slipper. And the person who wore both.”

      

      “So, thank you for your input,” Leo said, starting to usher Lydia away. “If you want to reiterate to your lifeguard friend that we’ll have to keep everyone out of the water, it would be appreciated.”

      

      Lydia tried to think of another point she could make that would force Leo to look for someone else involved in Miles Garner’s death than a seemingly gelatinous creature. However, before she could think of something or Leo could get her out of the building, Detective Grey ran up to them.

      

      “Sorry to interrupt your lunch, but we have a situation.”

      

      “What is it?” asked Leo.

      

      “Another body washed up on the beach,” Detective Grey said. “It also looks like he was the victim of the poisonous jellyfish.”

      

      Leo turned to Suzanne. “I’m sorry. I’m going to have to cut lunch short.”

      

      “That’s all right,” Suzanne said. “I think I lost my appetite today anyway.”

      

      “Rain date?” he asked.

      

      “Of course,” said Suzanne.

      

      “You know,” Lydia said, thinking fast. “I bet Suzanne would love to see you in action – doing your police work to protect people. And since there’s no killer on the loose, maybe this is a crime scene, she could visit. What do you think, Suzanne? Do you want to see my impressive brother in his element?”

      

      “I do have the day off,” Suzanne said, considering it.

      

      “You would have to stay behind police lines,” Leo said. “But if you’d like to watch, you could.”

      

      Lydia smiled as it was agreed that they could go. Leo might think that he was going to impress his date, but Lydia was going to keep an eye out for clues.
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      “This might have been a bad idea,” Suzanne said. “I was thinking about seeing Leo in action. I wasn’t thinking about how there would be a dead body. I don’t know if I can face it.”

      

      “It will be fine,” Lydia assured her. “You won’t have to look at it. And if you understand the work my brother does, you’ll understand him better.”

      

      Suzanne nodded, but she had lost her enthusiasm for the idea. Lydia and Suzanne were making their way to the proper stretch of beach that was being marked with crime scene tape and traffic barricades. They reached the edge of the tape and waited.

      

      Suzanne waved at Leo and then held onto Lydia’s arm as the detectives examined a man’s body on the shore.

      

      “Leo is very brave,” Suzanne said quietly.

      

      Lydia nodded, but her attention was focused on the dead body. She didn’t know much about jellyfish stings, but there were marks on his skin that must have been made by the sea creature. She was trying to identify the man but didn’t recognize him. He wasn’t someone that she had seen on her street before, and she couldn’t make any connection between him and Mr. Gardner.

      

      Leo started yelling orders to the uniformed officers about how to best secure the area since it was outdoors. Lydia could tell that he was showing off for Suzanne’s benefit. It was clear that Detective Grey also knew that this was what was happening. Lydia had never seen the serious man roll his eyes before, but he did now. Then, he must have said something about talking to the civilians because Leo happily nodded and started walking toward them.

      

      “I imagine this isn’t too much fun for you,” he said. “But this is just a day in the life of an Ocean Point detective.”

      

      “Do you often have dangerous creatures in the water?” asked Suzanne frowning. “Maybe I shouldn’t have moved back here.”

      

      “No,” Leo said quickly. “That’s not what I meant. We don’t have lots of dangerous creatures here. You shouldn’t move again.”

      

      Suzanne’s frown changed into a smile at his reaction. “Well, there are a few things I really like here.”

      

      Leo seemed inspired by this seeming compliment and puffed out his chest. “I am glad to hear that. And I’m glad you could see me work. We need to make sure that everyone in town is aware of the danger. It seems like this man ignored the warning after Miles Gardner died.”

      

      “You’re sure he was killed by the Man O’War?” Lydia asked.

      

      “The fill-in for the medical examiner should be here any minute to confirm it, but yes. I believe that’s how he died. And I did notice that this man is not wearing shoes either, but I hope you’ll note how he is dressed. He’s in swimming trunks. He obviously wanted to go swimming in the ocean despite the danger.”

      

      “Poor guy,” Suzanne said. “He made a bad decision.”

      

      “Do you know who he is?” asked Lydia.

      

      “He doesn’t have any identification on him, but we’re confident we’ll be able to figure it out soon. He has a distinctive scar across his chest that wasn’t caused by the jellyfish. It’s almost shaped like a question mark.”

      

      “Like a question mark,” said Suzanne. “I think I know who that man is.”

      

      “You do?” asked Leo. “You know him because of the scar on his chest? So, you’ve seen him shirtless?”

      

      “If he’s who I think he is, his name is Rusty Smith. Well, he goes by Rusty. That might not be his real name.”

      

      “And how exactly do you know him?” asked Leo, betraying some insecurity.

      

      “He’s a contractor. I believe he lives here and he services the few surrounding towns.”

      

      “Oh, so you know him from work,” said Leo, sounding relieved.

      

      “I worked with him once,” Suzanne said. “He loved to talk about his scar. He thought it made him seem rugged.”

      

      “Do you know if he liked swimming?” asked Lydia. “Enough to go into the water with dangerous creatures in it?”

      

      Suzanne shrugged. “He did say he liked living by the beach, but we weren’t close. I don’t know much about his habits.”

      

      “Well, I’m glad to hear that,” Leo said. “I mean, I’m glad that you didn’t just lose someone important to you.”

      

      Leo cleared his throat, clearly uncomfortable about how his potential jealousy had arisen. However, he didn’t need to suffer long. A man appeared on the scene, and Leo addressed him.

      

      “Dr. Adams, what took you so long?”

      

      The man looked flustered. “I’m sorry. I didn’t expect something like this. I’m not used to being the medical examiner in town. I’ll do my best until the current M.E. returns, but I will be very happy when he does.”

      

      “It looks like he chose a bad time to go on vacation,” Lydia said.

      

      “I’m going to need a vacation after this,” Dr. Adams said. “Maybe I’ll go somewhere with safe beaches. I liked Florida.”

      

      “Well, I like the Jersey Shore,” Lydia said. “And I think there might be more to this death than meets the eye.”

      

      “Ignore her,” Leo said. “My sister is upset by Mr. Gardner’s death and doesn’t want to accept that jellyfish are the cause. She’s also irrationally protective of our home state.”

      

      “I do have Jersey pride,” Lydia said. “But that’s not coloring my opinion. I know something is wrong.”

      

      “Why don’t we let the medical examiner decide that?” Leo suggested.

      

      “Temporary medical examiner,” Dr. Adams corrected. “I can’t wait to get back to my regular practice. I much prefer seeing patients when there is still a chance I can save them. But I’ll help serve my community in whatever way it needs me.”

      

      Leo led the unhappy doctor to the body. Suzanne held onto Lydia’s arm for support.

      

      “I think I’ve seen enough of the crime scene,” Suzanne said. “I understand the important work that Leo does, but now that I know who the dead person is… well, I don’t want to just stand around here.”

      

      “I’ll take you home,” Lydia agreed. Since she tricked Suzanne into coming so she could get more information out of her brother, it seemed like the least she could do.

      

      They said goodbye to Leo and started walking away.

      

      “I also feel bad about this, but I never particularly liked Rusty Smith,” Suzanne said. “I know that sounds awful.”

      

      “His actions when he was alive must have formed your opinion of him,” said Lydia. “You don’t have to apologize for that.”

      

      “I don’t want to speak ill of the dead, but I think he was a dishonest contractor. I think he might have purposefully done a poor job on projects so he would have to be called back and paid again. I never worked with him again after that one time.”

      

      “If he was doing shoddy work, then there might have been many people who were upset with him,” Lydia said.

      

      “I guess so,” Suzanne agreed with a nod.

      

      Lydia found that she was glad that Suzanne had come to the crime scene for another reason. Because of her knowledge of the victim’s work, Lydia now knew that there were definitely suspects in town who might have worked to kill him.
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      Lydia suggested that they take a detour on their way to Suzanne’s house and stop at the taffy shop. Suzanne agreed when Lydia suggested that a little sugar was comforting after a shocking experience.

      

      They walked into the shop and found that they were the only people there besides the two employees on duty. Jeff was exceeding his previous exploits in taffy stacking, and the quiet Quinn was reading a book.

      

      “Welcome to Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets. Thanks for braving the beach, but you won’t be disappointed,” Jeff began. “Oh, it’s you.”

      

      “Still slow today?” asked Lydia, though she was sure of the answer.

      

      “It’s been dead,” Jeff agreed.

      

      “Dead,” Suzanne repeated. She started to look faint.

      

      Lydia grabbed a stool that she had behind the counter and brought it over to Suzanne to sit on. The other woman nodded appreciatively.

      

      “But since you’ve brought her in, we have one customer,” Quinn said.

      

      “I’m not going to charge Suzanne for anything,” Lydia said. “Hand me some dragon fruit taffy, please. She’s getting some on the house because she went to a crime scene with me.”

      

      “I appreciate that,” Suzanne said, accepting the maroon taffy. “But I will be a customer as well. I’ll buy one of your boxes of assorted taffy. I’ll use it in candy dishes in some of the homes I decorate. If I don’t eat it all first.”

      

      Suzanne chewed on the dragon fruit taffy as Quinn fetched some of their assorted boxes. Jeff moved closer to Lydia.

      

      “What sort of crime scene was it?”

      

      “Another person looked like they were killed by jellyfish stings,” Lydia said.

      

      “But you don’t think that’s what happened?” asked Jeff.

      

      “I think that there is something odd about Mr. Gardner’s death, and so I intend to look into the other death as well.”

      

      “If you need any help, I’d be happy to do something,” Jeff said.

      

      “Thank you. I might need it.”

      

      Then, Suzanne called for Lydia’s attention. “This taffy is delicious. I didn’t know what to expect with a name like dragon fruit.”

      

      “I’m glad you like it.”

      

      “And I bet I really could incorporate it in some of my home designs. This is a vibrant color,” Suzanne said, admiring the treat before eating another one.

      

      “Thanks,” said Lydia. “Hey, Suzanne, do you happen to know the names of any people that Rusty Smith had worked for? The ones who were unhappy with the building he did?”

      

      Suzanne shook her head because her mouth was full. When she finished the taffy, she explained, “I don’t know specifics except for the place where we were both working. But that was for Mrs. Shellhammer who was fixing up her beach cottage to sell. And she did sell it and moved out of town. I didn’t like his work there and never recommended him to my clients. However, I only know of rumors of other bad jobs he did. I don’t know the names.”

      

      “Do you know the name of his company?” asked Lydia, hoping that might still give her a place to start.

      

      “It’s called Not-Too-Rusty Builds.”

      

      Quinn showed Suzanne her options for assortments of taffy, and then Suzanne happily made her purchase. Lydia was contemplating the best way she could track down people who had used this contracting company when she was distracted by the shop door opening.

      

      However, again, it was not a customer. Kelsey smiled at everyone as she walked closer to the counter.

      

      “Kelsey, you’re not scheduled for today. And honestly, I don’t need everyone who is already here to be here. I’m thinking that we’ll close early today out of respect for the victims of the jellyfish.”

      

      “I actually just came in because I wanted to ask Quinn something,” said Kelsey.

      

      “Me?” asked Quinn as she handed Suzanne her purchase and receipt.

      

      “That’s right,” Kelsey said with gusto. “Quinn, I know that you’ve always seemed shy and quiet, but I bet there’s a part of you that is just bursting – waiting for a chance to perform. And I want to offer it to you! How would you like to be onstage in a role opposite me? We’ll use makeup to make you look older. It will be a great character part and a lot of fun. What do you say?”

      

      “You want me on stage? In front of people? Talking to them? As they all stare at me?” Quinn started to look woozy as she imagined this scenario.

      

      Jeff moved over quickly to steady her on her feet before she had the opportunity to faint.

      

      “Um, never mind,” Kelsey said. “That’s the worst case of stage fright I ever saw. We’re not even near the stage, and you’re scared.”

      

      “Sorry,” Quinn said. “I just don’t think that’s right for me.”

      

      “It’s okay,” Kelsey said.

      

      “Quinn, why don’t you have some water and a piece of whatever taffy you want,” Lydia suggested. “And I think I definitely will close early now.”

      

      Kelsey was eyeing Suzanne. “Hello, I’m not sure we’ve met, but I’m Kelsey. I’m an actress as well as a taffy purveyor. You have a natural stage beauty. Are you busy for the next two weekends?”

      

      “I’m going to be at a convention on curtains next weekend,” Suzanne replied.

      

      Kelsey snapped her fingers in frustration. “Well, there’s one more female employee around here I can ask. I’ll see if Mona wants to do it next time I see her.”

      

      “She might be your best bet,” Jeff said. “She likes talking to people, even if it is about ghost stories.”

      

      Lydia headed to the window and checked that there were still as few people on the boardwalk as before. Then, she turned to her employees.

      

      “I think we should close now. I’ll make a sign explaining that we’re closed out of respect for the people who recently passed on the beach.”

      

      “I don’t think we’ll lose any business,” Jeff said. “It’s been so slow with people avoiding the ocean.”

      

      “Suzanne, if you want to get a little fresh air while I close up, you can,” Lydia suggested. “I’ll meet you to take you home in a few minutes. I just need to make a sign for the door and close the register. Boring stuff.”

      

      Suzanne agreed and walked outside. She headed to a nearby bench, while Lydia gathered her employees close by.

      

      “I really wanted her to leave us alone, so I could ask for your help,” Lydia explained. “Please keep your ears open and see if you hear anything about a company called Not-Too-Rusty Builds. He might have had some unhappy customers. I want to see if anyone is unhappy enough to have caused him harm. But don’t put yourselves in any situations that would tip people off that you’re looking for a potential killer. Just keep your ears open.”

      

      “We will,” Jeff agreed. “This is going to be much more exciting than stacking taffies.”

      

      “And maybe I can find another actress while I look for a suspect,” said Kelsey.

      

      “I’ll keep my ears open,” Quinn said.

      

      “And what are you going to do?” asked Jeff.

      

      “Well,” Lydia said. “After I take Suzanne home, I want to see if I can find any proof that a murder really did occur.”
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      After Lydia made sure that Suzanne was home safely and that she hadn’t been scarred for life because of the experience, Lydia returned to the beach. She stayed beyond the police tape but tried to see if there was anything that she might have missed before. Unfortunately, she didn’t discover any new clues. If Rusty had anything with him before he went into the water, it was certainly gone now.

      

      Lydia hadn’t really been expecting to find any new evidence, but she thought it was worth the second look. After all, Leo and Detective Grey seemed convinced that an animal was behind these deaths. However, Lydia wasn’t convinced. She couldn’t understand how Miles Gardner would have gone into the water without some sort of foul play and she also thought it was unlikely that the second victim, Rusty Smith, would have decided that a swim in the ocean was a good idea right after there were reports that someone else had died apparently due to jellyfish stings. It’s true that the public wouldn’t have known about the Man O’War at the time, but it was announced that a man was killed apparently due to complications from the stings. Why would Rusty Smith want to risk a dangerous swim when there were stinging jellyfish? He also would have to have gone at a time before the lifeguards were on duty – otherwise, they would have seen him. It seemed unnecessarily dangerous to her.

      

      She was thinking up other scenarios that seemed more likely. She thought that there had to be more than chance behind these deaths. Maybe someone had forced them into the water and to come into contact with the poisonous jellyfish. Maybe they were brought out on the water in a boat and then pushed off. Maybe they were tricked into going into the water because they thought there was someone out there who needed help, or maybe they were even chased into the ocean. Footprints in the sand were easy to dispose of.

      

      Lydia was looking forward to running these ideas past Daniel. That was the other reason why she was willing to return to the beach. Even if she discovered any new clues by the water, she would be able to catch up with one of her investigative partners.

      

      In truth, she’d always had help when she solved the other cases that she had worked on. Her employees had found out information for her before, and Daniel and Trina had been very helpful when she needed it. Lydia had already called Trina after she left Suzanne. Trina had to finish her shift at the hair salon before she could meet her in person, but she promised to find out what she could about Rusty Smith. If there was a contractor who didn’t keep his promises in town, Trina was certain that some of the women who came to get their hair done would know about it – and they would love to talk about it!

      

      Lydia went by the lifeguard stand where one of Daniel’s coworkers said she had just missed him. Lydia thanked him and hoped that she could still catch him on the boardwalk.

      She hurried onto the wooden structure, keeping an eye out for Daniel. Unfortunately, when she did see him, she didn’t like what she saw. He was near the ice cream shop, Cones and Cola, and the proprietor looked a little too cozy next to him.

      

      Lydia gritted her teeth. She knew that she and Daniel weren’t officially dating, and he was free to talk to whoever he wanted. However, she didn’t like walking in on him sharing an ice cream soda with someone. She liked it even less because Amber Allen was the woman.

      

      Amber had decided that she and Lydia would be enemies because they both ran sweet shops on the boardwalk. While Lydia thought they could coexist peacefully because they sold different types of treats, Amber believed that there should only be one of them there. Amber seemed to be catty and negative towards everyone (except her best friend, Brie, and certain handsome men in town), but she really kicked it up a notch when dealing with Lydia. She had also started rumors accusing Lydia of murder twice and always spoke ill of her taffy.

      

      Lydia debated what to do for a moment but then walked straight up to Cones and Cola. She had nothing to be ashamed of, and she now had two murders that needed to be investigated.

      

      As Lydia walked closer, she noticed something strange. Amber wasn’t quite as perfectly made up as usual. There were bandages on her arms and legs. Though Lydia was not the biggest fan of the woman, she felt a pang of concern.

      

      “Amber, are you all right?” Lydia asked.

      

      “I was until you got here,” Amber muttered. “I mean, I am in some pain, but Daniel here was helping me. There have been so many kind people who are supporting me and my business during my recovery.”

      

      “What happened?”

      

      “I was a victim of those nasty jellyfish too,” Amber said. “Though Daniel was just telling me that someone died because of those stings. I guess I’m really lucky.”

      

      “Two people died now,” Lydia said. “You are lucky.”

      

      Amber nodded solemnly but then winced. “I suppose my neck is sore too. It’s such a shame. Everything hurts because of these terrible stings. But Brie has been getting people to come and buy ice cream cones so my business won’t suffer just because I am.”

      

      Lydia was starting to get suspicious. “If you’re in such pain, why don’t you have one of your employees run the shop for the day? I know you had bad luck with one of them, but surely you have some staff members that you trust.”

      

      “I don’t want to leave my business alone for too long. It relies on me.”

      

      “Though at the moment, aren’t you relying on the people who come in to buy things to help you prepare them?” Daniel asked. “I made this ice cream soda for you.”

      

      “I know. I was so thirsty, and my arms were weak. You saved me from dehydrating with drinks so close by. You’re my hero,” Amber said, gesturing that she could barely pick up the glass of soda. She leaned forward to take a sip and then said, “I did invite you to join me. Please, have a sip.”

      

      “Actually, I should get going,” Daniel said, standing up.

      

      “Promise you’ll come and check on me,” Amber pouted.

      

      “I will,” he agreed.

      

      Lydia was frowning as she walked away, even though Daniel was at her side.

      

      “What?” he asked.

      

      “If you were having fun with Amber, I didn’t mean to pull you away from her,” Lydia said more calmly than she felt.

      

      “I was going around and telling shop owners to avoid the water when she told me that she already knew the reason why. Before I knew it, she was asking me first aid questions because of my training and got me to make her a drink.” Daniel eyed her. “Why? Did that make you jealous?”

      

      “I just hoped that my partner in investigating these murders was still a good judge of character,” she retorted.

      

      Then, to confirm her suspicion, she glanced back toward the ice cream shop.  Just as she thought, now that Amber didn’t have anyone close by to pamper her, she was lifting the soda glass to her mouth that a moment ago she said was too heavy to lift. Lydia shook her head. Amber must be faking her injuries in order to gain some customers out of sympathy when the beach was deserted. Lydia didn’t appreciate the dishonesty, but she had to admit that it was effective. The ice cream shop had gotten more business than her taffy shop did. It must have been a perk for Amber that she got to have Daniel assist her and provide her with a chance to flirt with him.

      

      “I think I’m a good judge of character,” Daniel said. “I did realize that she was faking her injuries. Before you walked up, I was questioning her about exactly where she was and how this attack occurred. I told her it was beach safety, so I had to be thorough with my questions. She was squirming because it was all lies. But, then you came and interrupted it.”

      

      “Then, it might have been the first time ever that Amber was happy to see me,” Lydia joked.

      

      Before she could say anything else, her phone started to ring. Seeing it was Leo, she answered it immediately.

      

      “Hey, Lydia,” he said. “I wanted to thank you for making sure Suzanne got home and wasn’t too unnerved by the crime scene.”

      

      “I think she was impressed with what you do,” Lydia said.

      

      “You don’t have to try and flatter me. I’m going to tell you what the most recent autopsy report says. I figure it’s the only way to get you to stop being so suspicious.”

      

      “What does it say?”

      

      “That Rusty Smith’s cause of death was also the result of the poisonous stings of the Man O’War. He wasn’t murdered unless you think fish can comprehend malice. He died early this morning. He must have gone for a sunrise swim. That’s all there is to it.”

      

      Leo hung up, and Lydia was frowning again.

      

      “What is it?” Daniel asked.

      

      “Leo thinks a fish is the killer, but I still think there’s more to this crime.”

      

      “So, what do we do next?”

      

      “I’d like to find out more about the victim,” Lydia said. “I have some people looking into the clients he might have upset with his subpar work, but I want to know more about the man himself. Maybe it will help me figure out how he was killed.”

      

      Daniel nodded. Lydia planned on tracking down Not-Too-Rusty Builds’ offices and determining what she could find there. She hoped she might find the means of his murder.
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      “You’re sure a contractor lives here?” Daniel asked.

      

      “Well, I did hear that he wasn’t a very good contractor,” Lydia responded.

      

      They were standing next to a beach house that had definitely seen better days. The paint was peeling, and there were cracks along the path to the front door. The house claimed to be the address for Not-Too-Rusty Builds that Lydia found after a little poking online. It looked like Rusty had either worked from home or went to client’s addresses. He found no need for another office.

      

      Lydia walked up to the door and peered through the window on it. Figuring she might as well test it, she twisted the doorknob. To her surprise, it opened.

      

      “He didn’t lock the door?” Daniel asked.

      

      “I think the lock is broken,” Lydia said, looking at the doorknob. “I don’t think it can lock properly.”

      

      Daniel shook his head. “Based on the upkeep of his home, it’s hard to believe he built and repaired houses for a living.”

      

      “True. But if the door is open like this, then what we do next can’t be breaking and entering,” Lydia said, taking a step inside.

      

      “I’m not completely sure that Leo will see it that way,” Daniel said, but he followed her inside.

      

      The inside of the house was in better shape than the outside. Nothing seemed to be falling apart, but there still was some disorder in the house. Lydia didn’t get the sense that it had been pulled apart by someone searching for something. She thought it was more likely that the owner was a messy bachelor.

      

      “What are we looking for?” Daniel asked.

      

      “I’m not completely sure,” Lydia admitted. “But we should keep our eyes open to see if there’s anything that could relate to the murder. Check for means, motive, or opportunity. Maybe there’s something to show how Rusty got to the ocean that night, or maybe he has a datebook that could show what his plans were supposed to be today. Or maybe we could find another motive for his murder amongst his belongings.”

      

      Daniel walked further into the house and then called out to her, “I think I found his office.”

      

      Lydia joined him and agreed. It was even more disorganized near his desk than it was in the rest of the house.

      

      “I don’t see a datebook,” he said, “but some of these documents look official.”

      

      Lydia skimmed through the papers on his desk. “It looks like he was being sued by a flower shop for a job that he failed to finish. He also made errors with a doctor’s office.”

      

      “And these look less official, but could still provide motive,” Daniel said, indicating to some handwritten letters.

      

      Though they weren’t exactly threats, the letters did express their displeasure at Rusty’s work on their homes and how they expected him to make it right. The letters seemed to be from two people: Jules Lester and Phil Terry.

      

      “Do you know either of these people?” Lydia asked.

      

      “I think I know Phil Terry,” Daniel said after thinking about it. “I think his son takes the swim lessons I teach at the community center.”

      

      “I don’t know them,” Lydia said.  “Though there does seem to be something familiar about the flower shop, Mama’s Mums.”

      

      “Anyone who was involved in these lawsuits or sent these letters could be a suspect.”

      

      “Agreed. But let’s see if we can find anything else to shed light on what happened to Rusty Smith.”

      

      Lydia and Daniel searched the house without finding anything except for evidence that the owner was untidy. Lydia decided she might as well check the backyard too. A contractor might have tools for burying something. She was about to voice her random thought that there might be treasure hidden in the backyard that could have been the reason for the man’s death, but she did tell Daniel she thought they should check it out.

      

      “Wow,” they both said in unison when they stepped outside.

      

      It was clear that this was the area that Rusty used to impress people whose homes he might work on. The backyard looked like the perfect place to relax on a summer night. There was a fire pit, a jacuzzi, and ornate lawn furniture. There was even a TV placed behind a protective barrier behind an outdoor bar.

      

      “You know, Lydia,” Daniel joked. “If you are looking for a new house soon, this might be the place to consider. The backyard is amazing.”

      

      “This does seem like where Rusty spent all his money,” Lydia said. “And probably a good deal of time.”

      

      “It’s not possible that anyone killed to get this backyard, is it?”

      

      “Maybe someone was upset that theirs didn’t turn out the same way.”

      

      They started examining the yard, though Lydia thought that Daniel might be admiring the amenities more than he was looking for clues. Lydia looked around and then noticed something. There was a towel on the ground and there was some something else askew too.

      

      “Wait a second,” she said. “The Jacuzzi cover doesn’t look like it is completely on, does it?”

      

      “No,” Daniel agreed.

      

      They walked closer to the Jacuzzi, and Lydia lifted the edge.

      

      “There’s no dead body in there or anything crazy like that?” Daniel asked.

      

      “It looks empty,” Lydia admitted, though she continued removing the cover anyway. “I guess it’s nothing after all. I just got the sense that the cover was hurriedly put back on. Like Rusty didn’t have time to put it properly in place. And maybe he dropped his towel too.”

      

      “Or the killer did,” said Daniel.

      

      Lydia groaned. “If that’s the case, I shouldn’t have touched the cover.”

      

      However, soon, she found that she was happy that she did. As she examined the inside of the Jacuzzi, she noticed something caught in the vent. It was long and almost translucent.

      

      “What does that look like?” she asked, trying not to get ahead of herself without a second opinion.

      

      “It looks like a tentacle,” Daniel said.

      

      “I thought so,” she agreed. “We need to call Leo. We just found the real crime scene.”
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      “And what exactly were you doing here?” Leo asked.

      

      He looked extremely annoyed when he had arrived with Detective Grey, though Leo confirmed that it looked like a tentacle was caught in the Jacuzzi. He had called in some specialists who would be able to remove it without any chance of encountering the poison.

      

      Now Leo and Detective Grey were questioning Lydia and Daniel in front of the house. Lydia smiled sweetly.

      

      “Would you believe that we were looking for a contractor to help with some projects around the house to help it sell faster?”

      

      “No,” Leo said. “Suzanne would have mentioned these projects to me.”

      

      “What about that we were looking at this house because we knew it was about to come on the market?” suggested Daniel. “Lydia is going to need a new place to live after you sell the family home. And this does have a very impressive backyard.”

      

      “I’m not going to move into the house of a murder victim,” Lydia said.

      

      Daniel pointed his head towards Leo, and she realized that he was repeating the joke because it might make for an excuse to explain why they were there.

      

      “Stop it,” Leo said. “I know you both came here because you were investigating Rusty Smith’s murder. But now because you were in his house, the scene is compromised.”

      

      “We came here because it didn’t seem like you were considering this a real murder,” Lydia protested. “You just thought that the Man O’War killed him. You didn’t think that foul play was involved, but clearly, there was. Would you have searched his house if we hadn’t called you?”

      

      The two detectives exchanged a look.

      

      “We might have,” said Leo.

      

      “Or you might not have,” said Lydia. “I knew something was wrong with these two deaths, and I needed to figure out what it was. Now I know that Rusty Smith was killed here and then placed in the ocean.”

      

      “It does look that way,” Detective Grey admitted.

      

      “The Man O’War was in the Jacuzzi,” Lydia said. “That animal couldn’t have been there for too long because the conditions aren’t ideal, but it was there long enough to sting and kill Rusty Smith. Whoever murdered him must have known about Rusty’s habits and when he liked to go in his hot tub.”

      

      “With the broken door, it would have been easy for someone to enter and set up the trap,” said Daniel.

      

      “And the killer almost got away with it,” Lydia said. “Because it really was a Man O’War that killed the two men, when the bodies were found in the water, it looked like they were the victims of wild sea life. But it was really cleverly executed.”

      

      “If the killer cleaned up better, it would have been very hard to prove,” Daniel agreed.

      

      “Though Leo and Detective Grey might be able to track where the Man O’War came from. I don’t think it’s an animal that the average person can go fishing for,” said Lydia. “It might have been stolen from an aquarium or came from a black market deal.”

      

      “Yes,” Leo said, cutting in. “This is something that Detective Grey and I will look into.”

      

      “What we really need to do is figure out the connection between Rusty Smith and Miles Gardner,” Lydia continued. “There doesn’t seem to be an obvious one. Rusty Smith didn’t work on Mr. Gardner’s house while I lived here. And I never heard Mr. Gardner complain about his house.”

      

      “Lydia,” Leo said firmly. “Stop.”

      

      “What?” Lydia said. “I’m just giving you the information I have right now.”

      

      “I need you to stop investigating. I appreciate that because of you we now know that this was definitely a murder, but you need to stop getting involved with this case. It’s a police matter, and we are the police. Not you.”

      

      “It’s against protocol to have civilians interfere with our cases, and you’ve already done your fair share of interfering,” Detective Grey agreed.

      

      “We’ve taken notes on what you told us. You’ll have to come in and give an official statement soon, but that’s the only thing you should be doing for this case now.” Leo sounded a little softer when he said, “It’s for your own protection. There’s a killer out there with a poisonous animal as his murder weapon doling out revenge of some sort. I don’t want to see you get hurt. I couldn’t stand it if anything happened to my little sister. Please promise me you won’t do anything stupid.”

      

      “Fine. I promise,” Lydia agreed.

      

      Leo gave a nod of approval. Then, he and his partner walked through the broken door and back through the house.

      

      Lydia and Daniel walked in the opposite direction to leave.

      

      “Are you really going to stop investigating?” Daniel asked.

      

      “Of course not,” Lydia said. “I promised not to do anything stupid, but I don’t think there’s anything stupid about finding justice for Mr. Gardner’s killer. I cared about him, and I’m going to do what I can to help.”

      

      “I didn’t really expect you to stop.”

      

      “Leo is a great investigator, but he’s been coming at this case from the wrong direction since it began,” Lydia said. “And I think he is a little distracted right now because he’s smitten with Suzanne.”

      

      “I hope being smitten doesn’t make everyone an ineffective investigator,” Daniel said with the hint of a smile.

      

      “I don’t think it necessarily does,” Lydia said, hoping she wasn’t blushing.

      

      “So what should we do next?”

      

      “I think we should look into the people who sent Rusty Smith those letters. Why don’t you see if you can talk to Phil Terry since you know him?”

      

      Daniel nodded and agreed.

      

      “And I’ll see if I can track down Jules Lester,” Lydia continued. “Trina might know who she is and we can see what exactly Rusty Smith did wrong at her house.”

      

      “It sounds like a plan,” Daniel said. “But be careful. It looks like it’s going to rain.”

      

      Lydia looked up and saw the dark clouds beginning to roll in.

      

      “Good thing we told Leo about these clues before the bad weather arrived,” Lydia said. “Though I don’t know how grateful he’ll be if he’s stuck in the rain looking at clues.”

      

      Daniel chuckled. Then, they went their separate ways. They both had suspects that they needed to question.
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      “It’s nice that we get to do some investigating together,” Trina said, happily. “Even if it is in the pouring rain.”

      

      “I have to admit I’m not excited to get out of the car,” Lydia said. “But I guess getting soaking wet shouldn’t be as scary as facing a killer.”

      

      Trina drove along slowly because of the heavy falling rain. The friends were headed to Jules Lester’s house to try and discover if she was guilty of double homicide.

      

      “Do you really think it could be her?” Trina asked.

      

      “I’m not sure. But she was upset enough to write to Rusty Smith. He was probably ignoring her calls and emails too, so she sent a physical letter. And that does mean that she knew where he lived.”

      

      “And he was killed at home,” Trina finished. “So, it’s possible that she put the deadly jellyfish in his Jacuzzi.”

      

      “What have you heard about her at the salon?” Lydia asked.

      

      “Well, it’s like I told you. Jules Lester was the one person who was brought up at my salon when I asked about shoddy contractors in the area. Then, I was disappointed that you had already heard about her when you called. But maybe this just makes her a better suspect. Several ladies told me that she was irate with what Rusty Smith did to her roof. She wanted to sue him, but she didn’t have the money after all she spent.”

      

      “And what do you think of her? Do you think her anger could have translated to murder?”

      

      “She doesn’t come into the salon,” Trina said. “I don’t really know her. I only know what people said about her.”

      

      “I guess it’s a good thing that we’re going to talk to her then. We can get to the truth ourselves.”

      

      They arrived at Jules’s Lester’s house soon after that, and they made a break for the porch. Despite how quickly they ran, they still got wet heading for the door. Trina knocked on the door desperately. A woman holding a cat opened it and peered at them.

      

      “Hello, Jules. I’m Trina Nichols, and this is Lydia Doherty. Nancy Guenther at my hair salon said that you used Rusty Smith as a contractor. We wanted to ask you a few questions about him.”

      

      “You weren’t thinking of hiring him, were you?” Jules asked.

      

      “We were,” Lydia said. “But Trina’s client suggested we talk to you first.”

      

      “There’s no chance that we could come in to talk, is there?” Trina asked. “It’s pouring out here.”

      

      Jules opened the door wider so they could see more of her house.

      

      “It’s pouring in here too,” Jules said sourly, and her cat let out a disgruntled meow.

      

      Lydia tried not to gasp. The roof wasn’t just leaking. It was allowing for rivers of waters to fall into the house. Jules had been forced to do more than place buckets under the leaks to prevent overflow. She had set up a device that allowed the water to flow into different plastic containers like a river until it reached the sink. Lydia was very impressed with the design but knew it must be annoying to have inside one’s living room. It also must have been very unpleasant the first time it rained before the system was set up.

      

      “Oh, my goodness,” Trina murmured. “I’m not sure it’s any drier inside the house.”

      

      “This is what Rusty Smith did to my house,” Jules said.

      

      “It looks like a waterslide park,” Trina said. “But without the fun.”

      

      “I called him because I had one leak in my roof. One! Oh, I long for the days of only one leak,” Jules said. “I saw his truck driving around town and thought the name Not-Too-Rusty Builds was cute. I also thought that it would be good to have someone work on the house who was local. But it was the biggest mistake of my life.”

      

      “He made these other holes?” Lydia asked.

      

      “He told me that he could put in a skylight while he was working on the roof,” Jules said. “And I agreed. I thought it would be pretty. But he knew what my budget was. After he started installing the skylight, he said that it would end up costing three times as much as the original quote because of the skylight. I don’t have that kind of money, and I told him so. Then, he said it was still going to cost extra to fix the original leak because he would also have to close the skylight. He was trying to trick me out of money that I didn’t have. Now he won’t return my calls or letters. So, no – if you have any other option, and even if you don’t – don’t hire Rusty Smith!”

      

      “What he did must have made you very angry,” Lydia said.

      

      “Of course it did. He’s dishonest and a sneak,” Jules said. “And look at my poor kitty, Katherine. Whenever it rains, I need to protect her from the elements. But that’s what my house is supposed to do.”

      

      The cat meowed in displeasure again.

      

      “Have you ever thought about doing anything to him?” asked Lydia. “Like suing him?”

      

      “I don’t have any money for a lawyer,” Jules said. “Sometimes I think about taking that hammer of his and hitting him on the head. That is if I could find him.”

      

      “Didn’t you know his address?” asked Lydia. “You said something about letters.”

      

      “I guess I did,” Jules said, frowning. “Maybe I am all talk. I didn’t really want to face him again. It wouldn’t accomplish anything. All he would do is say that he wouldn’t finish the job without the extra money.”

      

      “But maybe you would feel better if you yelled at him or even did something worse,” Trina said. “I don’t think I could handle living in a house that has a river running through it like this.”

      

      Jules hugged her cat closer to her for support. Lydia had a few more questions that she needed to ask, but she needed to make it sound natural in conversation. She and Trina were still pretending that they had come to visit her to hear her opinion on the contractor’s work. She decided to try and figure out if Jules Lester had an alibi for that morning first.

      

      “This contraption you built is very impressive,” Lydia said. “How long did it take you to install it? All morning?”

      

      “It took several days,” Jules said. “After the first time it rained, I had to figure out something to do. And, of course, Katherine thought that I was building all this for her. She kept jumping on it and knocking sections down.”

      

      “So, do you keep parts of it up and put other sections away?” Lydia asked. “I’m just fascinated by this. Was there anything you had to install early this morning?”

      

      “I am glad that I was off today because it gave me the chance to make sure everything was working before the storm,” said Jules. “But that only took an hour. And this morning, I slept in delightfully late. Until eventually, Katherine woke me up.”

      

      Lydia’s shoes were starting to fill with water from the rain pooling around her feet. She had discovered that Jules did not have a strong alibi since only her cat could back her up. Lydia felt Trina begin to shiver next to her, but she still had one more question she needed to ask.

      

      “Do you know a man named Miles Gardner?”

      

      “No,” Jules said. “Who is he? Is he another contractor? Is he good, and will he fix the roof at a reasonable price?”

      

      “No. He was a retired man,” Lydia said. “He was my neighbor and just passed away. I was going to invite everyone who knew him for a gathering at my shop.”

      

      “Sorry. I don’t know him,” Jules said. “And does this answer all your questions about how terrible Rusty Smith was as a contractor?”

      

      “That question is certainly answered,” Lydia said as Trina nodded.

      

      Unfortunately, they still had many more questions about who had actually murdered him.
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      The next day, Lydia stood in her taffy shop, trying to determine if what they had uncovered had been worth standing in the pouring rain for. It had been hard to get rid of the chill she felt from her sopping questioning that night. It had finally been cured with a hot bath followed by cuddling with Sunny and a cup of hot cocoa on the couch.

      

      Trina had said that she did something similar, but she made the mistake of drinking caffeinated coffee to warm up. She had found it impossible to fall asleep and was now exhausted the next day.

      

      “What?” Trina asked, jumping up suddenly after having dozed off while leaning on the counter.

      

      “I didn’t say anything,” Lydia said. “Though I have been thinking about our conversation with Jules Lester and I’m not sure what to make of it.”

      

      “I know that Jules needs to find a new place to live,” Trina said. “She’s practically underwater whenever it rains.”

      

      “Having all that water around might make it easier to care for a Man O’War in her house,” said Lydia. “She certainly had a motive for wanting to kill Rusty Smith after what he did to her roof. She doesn’t have a good alibi. And she knew where the victim lived.”

      

      “But you’re not sure it’s her?” asked Trina before yawning.

      

      Lydia shrugged and picked up a piece of dragon fruit taffy. “But she didn’t slip up and admit that she knew he was dead. She was also convincing when she said that she didn’t know who Miles Gardner was. She might have been acting, or she might have been telling the truth.”

      

      “We were at a disadvantage because we were also worried about not floating away when we spoke to her,” Trina said.

      

      “She’s here!” Mona cried. She had been looking out the front window, but then ducked for cover.

      

      “Who?” asked Lydia. “Our suspect?”

      

      “Tell me it’s not Amber,” Trina said. She had an even worse distaste for the ice cream seller than Lydia did.

      

      “No,” Mona whispered as she hid behind some of Annette’s crocheted creations.

      

      Lydia and Trina couldn’t fathom who might be causing her to have this reaction. They were still surprised when Kelsey skipped inside, smiling.

      

      “Is Mona in yet?” Kelsey asked.

      

      “In-sane, maybe,” Trina joked.

      

      Lydia wasn’t quite sure how to answer this. She mumbled something incoherent. Finally, Mona stood up and revealed herself. She knew it wasn’t a good hiding place in this small shop.

      

      “I hoped you two would be more convincing after all the talking you do with suspects,” said Mona.

      

      “I really have no idea what is going on,” Trina said, yawning again.

      

      “It’s good to see you, Mona,” Kelsey said as if nothing strange had happened.

      

      “Kelsey, I like being your coworker, and I think we are becoming friends,” Mona said, looking down at the floor. “But I’m going to have to say no to what you want to ask me.”

      

      “But you don’t know exactly what I’m going to ask. It’s a really great part that we need someone to fill in for.”

      

      Mona held up her hand to stop her. “I’m sorry. But I just can’t agree to do any acting right now. A lot of people already wonder if I was involved with the shenanigans that my former employer was up to. They wonder if I’m lying when I say I didn’t know about the blackmail. I don’t want to go onstage and let people think I’m an actor when I’m trying to gain their trust.”

      

      “I understand,” Kelsey said, though she looked miserable.

      

      “What’s going on?” asked Trina.

      

      “I’m trying to find someone to fill in for a part in the play I’m in,” Kelsey said. “We need another actress.”

      

      “You didn’t think of asking me?” Trina said. “I’ve been told I have a lovely voice.”

      

      “Yes!” Kelsey said. “So lovely. You’d be perfect as my grandmother.”

      

      “Grandmother?” Trina asked, affronted. “How big are these dark circles under my eyes today?”

      

      Trina hurried away to the restroom to see a mirror. Lydia tried not to laugh as Kelsey sighed.

      

      “Well, that backfired,” Kelsey grumbled.

      

      She didn’t have long to dwell on it though because then Jeff and Daniel walked inside.

      

      “I’m really happy to see everyone,” Lydia said. “I just wish someone here was a customer.”

      

      “Well, if we can prove that the Man O’War that killed the two men was planted by a murderer and isn’t swimming around in the ocean, then we should be able to get people to come back to the beach,” Daniel said. “That will help your business as well as others.”

      

      “This poor Man O’War,” Mona said.

      

      “Poor? You do know this is a poisonous monster that killed two people,” Jeff said. “And has kept me from surfing all week. But, still, the murder is the bad part.”

      

      “It’s still a living creature,” said Mona. “And I’m sure it didn’t mean to kill anyone. It was just being a jellyfish, and someone used him for evil.”

      

      “Let’s see if we can figure out who this person who used the jellyfish as a murder weapon is,” said Lydia. “Does anyone have any news?”

      

      “I ruled out Phil Terry as a suspect,” said Daniel. “He and his son are out of town. They went to visit the Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown.”

      

      “I can’t tell with Jules Lester,” said Lydia. “She might have done it or might be innocent based on what I’ve heard.”

      

      “I’ve got news,” Jeff said. “Unless you already told her, Kelsey.”

      

      “No,” Kelsey said. “I’ve just been trying to find a replacement actress for my show and failing miserably.”

      

      “Sorry,” Jeff said. “But maybe telling Lydia will make you feel better.”

      

      “Now you’re teasing me,” Lydia said. “What is it?”

      

      “We found another suspect,” said Jeff.

      

      “It’s the mom of his friend who was stung by the jellyfish,” Kelsey explained. “She also had problems with Rusty Smith.”

      

      Jeff nodded. “He was supposed to do work at her flower shop, but he didn’t complete it. She was going to take legal action.”

      

      “Mama’s Mums,” Lydia said, remembering the name of the flower shop that she had seen in the official papers on Rusty’s desk.

      

      “That’s right,” said Jeff. “I’d hate to think of my friend’s mom as a killer, but I thought I had to tell you.”

      

      “I’m glad you did,” Lydia said.

      

      Her mind was already considering what a good suspect Mrs. Mumflower was. If she was the one who was handling the jellyfish, it might be the reason why she had gotten stung.
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      “Do you think this is going to work?” Daniel asked. “Three of us seems like too many.”

      

      “Trina knows her better than I do,” said Lydia.

      

      “She’s going to love this,” Trina assured her. “Until she realizes that we’re accusing her of murder.”

      

      Without missing a beat, Trina reached for the doorbell. They waited as they heard grunts and groans come from behind the door. They waited for quite a while, but then the door opened. A woman who was indeed twice as big as Trina looked at them.

      

      “I hope you know what an effort it took for me to get to the door.”

      

      “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Mumflower,” Trina said, taking over the conversation. “We didn’t wish to cause you additional pain. We came because we heard about your injury from the jellyfish. Everyone at the salon misses you so much.”

      

      “They do?” asked Mrs. Mumflower.

      

      “Of course, they do,” said Trina. “And I wanted to bring you something as a get well gift, so I had my friend bring you some taffy from her shop.”

      

      “We brought an assortment,” Lydia said. “I wasn’t sure what you’d like best.”

      

      “And him?” Mrs. Mumflower asked. “He doesn’t look like your Carl, Trina.”

      

      “No. This is just a friend of ours. His name is Daniel. He offered to help with any manual labor that you might need around the house. I know when I was sick, I could barely lift anything. Daniel offered to help.”

      

      “That is very kind,” Mrs. Mumflower said. “Won’t you all come in?”

      

      The group obliged. Mrs. Mumflower immediately took advantage of Daniel’s offer to move things and had him move her recliner three times until it was in the perfect position to see out the window. She sat down with a small whimper of pain, and the women sat across from her.

      

      “Would you like a glass of water to go with that taffy?” Daniel asked. “I could get you a glass.”

      

      “I would love that,” the woman agreed.

      

      Daniel headed to the kitchen but winked at Lydia as he went. They had already discussed that he would offer to do tasks for Mrs. Mumflower that would take him to different parts of the house. Under this helpful ruse, he would look for evidence that the jellyfish had been kept here.

      

      “I do need to keep hydrated,” Mrs. Mumflower said. “With all the aches and pains I get, it’s very important. And I’ve had a whole horde of health problems before that fateful day that I stepped in the ocean and got stung. Trina, you know all about my bout of pneumonia and my sprained elbows and ankles. Then, there was the incident with my appendix. But, of course, my appendix had already been removed, so what that pain was I might never know.”

      

      Daniel returned with her water. She took a grateful sip.

      

      Then, she continued talking. “And then I had those awful allergies where my eyes were so itchy. And it seems to spread because then my nose became chronically itchy. And I had a creaking knee. And that noise was too much for my sensitive ears to bear.”

      

      “Are you comfortable enough?” Daniel asked. “Perhaps I can get you another pillow?”

      

      “What a sweet boy. Yes. You can grab one from the guest room upstairs.”

      

      He nodded and headed off.

      

      “And I’ve had so many sore throats this year,” Mrs. Mumflower said. “And my illnesses have affected my complexion so much that I’ve had to have Trina change my hair color several times.”

      

      “I understand you have a flower shop,” Lydia said, trying to change the conversation.

      

      “That’s right. Though the heating and cooling system has been giving me quite a lot of trouble lately. I can’t stand being too hot or cold, and it’s not good for my flowers. I had someone who was starting to fix it, but then he quit on the job. He hadn’t fixed anything, and he wasn’t answering my calls. Well, then I called my lawyer right away. He’s making sure that the whole situation will get righted. I’ve had to have some employees and my son fill in for me at the shop because of my injuries. But at least I can stay in regulated air conditioning here.”

      

      Lydia knew she was going to have to jump in quickly if she wanted to be a part of the conversation. “Is the man you were suing Rusty Smith?”

      

      “It is. That’s the lowlife who left my shop in such a mess!”

      

      “It might interest you to know,” Lydia said, “that a contractor named Rusty Smith died yesterday.”

      

      “How?” asked Mrs. Mumflower.

      

      “He was poisoned by a jellyfish,” said Trina.

      

      Mrs. Mumflower opened her mouth in shock, but then started to laugh.

      

      “Oh my,” she said. “That’s karma, isn’t it? The bad man is killed by a jellyfish, and I, his victim, survived its stings.”

      

      “You seem pleased by this news,” Lydia said.

      

      Mrs. Mumflower shrugged. “I won’t pretend that I liked him and don’t blame him for what he did just because he’s dead.”

      

      “There’s something very strange about this case,” Trina said.

      

      “Oh, I’m so glad you decided to visit. I missed the gossip from the salon so much. What about it?”

      

      “The police don’t think that Rusty Smith was killed by a jellyfish in the water,” Trina said. “They think that someone put one in his hot tub so it would kill him when he got inside it.”

      

      “It wasn’t an accident? It was murder,” Mrs. Mumflower said. “That’s awful.”

      

      “I imagine they’ll want to talk to everyone that Rusty Smith worked for,” said Lydia. “To see if they have a motive for wanting to hurt him.”

      

      “I bet they’ll have quite a list of suspects,” Mrs. Mumflower said. “I know that he was doing some projects for some other people at the same time. We all had terrible experiences.”

      

      Daniel returned to the room with the pillow he had fetched and adjusted it for the woman.

      

      “Do you think the police will consider you a suspect?” asked Lydia.

      

      “Me? That’s ridiculous,” Mrs. Mumflower scoffed. “I wouldn’t kill anyone. Especially with a dangerous animal! And I’ve been injured for several days. You can ask my doctor. I haven’t been able to travel. I couldn’t have gotten to Rusty Smith to hurt him.”

      

      “If you were angry enough with him, you might have found a way,” Lydia said.

      

      “That’s absurd,” Mrs. Mumflower said, unraveling part of the bandage on her foot to show off her wound. “How would I have been expected to go and kill that man with an injury like this?”

      

      Lydia stared at the woman’s foot and didn’t know quite what to make of what she was seeing. There appeared to be only a small cut on her heel. It didn’t look like the jellyfish mark she had seen on Rusty Smith’s body. What could this mean?
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      Sunny barked, and the three humans around her jumped. Lydia, Trina, and Daniel were seated in Lydia’s living room, but all had been staring off and stewing on their own thoughts about the case. While normally Sunny would be content to snooze through the evening, she could tell that something was bothering the humans.

      

      Lydia scratched the dog’s ears and said, “I think Sunny is right. There’s no point in all of us being together if we’re going to be quiet. Let’s see if we can figure out what happened by talking it out together.”

      

      “It’s just such a weird case,” Trina said. “Who uses jellyfish as a murder weapon?”

      

      “It was very clever,” Daniel said. “The deaths did look like accidents. It was only because Lydia knew Miles Gardner so well that she knew something was wrong.”

      

      “And the tentacle in the hot tub helped,” said Lydia. “At least, Leo and Detective Grey are treating these cases like murders now.”

      

      “I wonder if they’re having any luck tracking down where the Man O’War came from,” said Daniel. “If it is so rare for these parts, I don’t think it was caught in these waters.”

      

      “There’s something strange about these jellyfish,” Lydia said.

      

      “Besides that they are found in hot tubs where they murder people?” asked Trina. “And wherever it really killed Mr. Gardner?”

      

      “Yes,” said Lydia. “Because other  people seemed to have been stung by the jellyfish too. However, it couldn’t have been by the Man O’War because that’s poisonous. If they were stung by that type of jellyfish, they would have died as well.”

      

      “Maybe the killer waited until real jellyfish were in the area. Even if they were nontoxic to humans,” Daniel suggested. “People would still have seen the jellyfish and experienced minor stings. The killer might have been waiting for this opportunity to hide his attacks with the real jellyfish sighting.”

      

      “That could be why he waited until after other people reported their injuries,” Lydia agreed. “Jeff said a few tourists were hurt, as well as a doctor and the man who runs the hot dog truck.”

      

      “And there’s also Mrs. Mumflower,” said Trina.

      

      “I don’t know what to make of her,” Lydia said.

      

      She got up and brought out some dragon fruit taffy. She needed something to chew on as she considered the case. Her friends also reached for a piece.

      

      “Well, Mrs. Mumflower is not currently hiding a Man O’War in her home,” Daniel said. “I checked pretty thoroughly when I was getting water and the pillow.”

      

      “But she might have gotten rid of it,” Lydia said. “She could have destroyed the creature or simply thrown it out to sea. After she killed the people she wanted to, she might not have wanted to keep the evidence in her house.”

      

      “That’s true,” Daniel said. “A lot of killers try to dispose of the murder weapon after they commit a crime, don’t they?”

      

      “Jules Lester could have also hidden a Man O’War in her house in all that water that flows in there,” said Trina before chomping on a piece of taffy.

      

      “They both have motives for the murder,” said Daniel. “And weak alibis.”

      

      “That’s right,” Trina agreed. “Jules Lester only has her cat to corroborate that she was home and Mrs. Mumflower’s excuse is that she couldn’t move properly enough to commit the crime.”

      

      Lydia sighed. “I don’t know why she’s saying she’s hurt when she’s not.”

      

      “Maybe she’s a hypochondriac,” Daniel suggested.

      

      “Maybe she likes faking an injury like Amber did,” said Trina, making a face. “Could it somehow help her flower shop?”

      

      They all shrugged. Lydia got to her feet and began walking around. She knew that this was a very unusual case, but she felt like they had uncovered many parts of it. If she could just fit the pieces together, she was certain she could discover what the big picture was.

      

      “You know what still bothers me the most about this?” Lydia asked.

      

      “What?” asked Trina. “That we’ll never be able to go into a hot tub again without fearing for our safety?”

      

      “No,” Lydia said, looking out the window toward her neighbor’s house. “It’s that Mr. Gardner somehow got involved in all this.”

      

      “By all accounts, he was a good man,” Daniel said.

      

      “You would have liked him,” Trina agreed.

      

      “We’ve uncovered several reasons for people to be angry with Rusty Smith. We have several suspects for who might have murdered him,” Lydia said. “But we still don’t know anyone who had a problem with Mr. Gardner. Why was he murdered too?”

      

      “Are we positive it’s the same killer?” asked Trina.

      

      “Well, I can’t imagine two people using Man O’Wars as a murder weapon in town,” Lydia said. “I think it was the same person who committed both crimes.”

      

      “Maybe this is the best way to solve the case,” Daniel said. “There are many people who wanted to hurt Rusty Smith, but if we can find the one person with a grudge against Mr. Gardner, then we will find the killer.”

      

      “I like the idea of it, but I really have no idea who would want to hurt him,” Lydia said.

      

      They fell silent again as they all wracked their brains to think of who would want to hurt Mr. Gardner and what the connection was between him and the second victim.

      

      “Maybe he saw something that the killer didn’t want him to?” Lydia said, finally. “Though it was before Rusty Smith was killed.”

      

      “Maybe Mr. Gardner saw the killer taking his pet jellyfish for a walk,” Trina joked.

      

      “But he was found early in the morning. That means he was placed on the beach late the night before or before dawn. Why wasn’t Mr. Gardner still at home?” Lydia asked. “And while we’re at it – where was Mr. Gardner killed? He didn’t have a Jacuzzi.”

      

      “Maybe someone broke in and filled his bathtub?” Daniel suggested.

      

      “I would be suspicious if the tub was filled when I wasn’t home,” said Trina. “Carl would never set up a relaxing surprise for me like that.”

      

      Lydia continued walking around the room, chasing thoughts that she couldn’t quite reach. She couldn’t comment on Carl right now. She needed to figure out who had killed Mr. Gardner.

      

      “There’s no one that would want to kill him,” she said, finally.

      

      “So, we’re back where we started,” said Trina.

      

      Sunny barked again. Lydia looked at the dog, and she found her thoughts drifting to Sunny’s reaction when the expensive car raced by the night before Mr. Gardner was found on the beach.

      

      Lydia immediately picked up the dog and gave her a big hug.

      

      “You genius dog!”

      

      “Did Sunny just solve the case?” asked Daniel.

      

      “How?” Trina asked in disbelief.

      

      Lydia continued petting the dog but addressed her friends. “What if Mr. Gardner’s death wasn’t planned like Rusty Smith’s was? What if it was a crime of opportunity to set the scene?”

      

      “I don’t follow,” Trina said.

      

      “Who would have visited him that night?” Lydia said. “I think I do know the answer. The pieces are slowly starting to fit together. But we’re going to have to check on a few things. And I’m going to have to figure out a way to prove this. Because a lot of the evidence could be jeopardized.”

      

      Her friends looked at one another. They still seemed confused.

      

      “Tell us what we need to do,” Daniel said.

      

      “Yeah,” Trina agreed. “We want to catch the killer.”
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      “Thank you so much for seeing me,” Lydia said as she entered the doctor’s office. “And it was kind to do it before your normal operating hours.”

      

      Dr. Adams gestured for her to sit on the table, and she complied.

      

      “I haven’t found a regular doctor yet since I moved back,” Lydia explained. “And since I met you at the crime scene, I thought I’d ask you. You seemed so nice, and you said that you wanted to see patients when you could still help them – so I hoped you could help me.”

      

      “I’d be glad to,” Dr. Adams said. “Now, what seems to be the trouble? You said that you think you were stung by a jellyfish.”

      

      Lydia nodded. “That’s right. It was stupid of me, but I got close to the water. In fact, I stepped in it. I wanted to find clues to help figure out what happened to my friend, Mr. Gardner. But then I felt something sting my foot. At first, I was afraid that I imagined it. But then I thought I should get it checked out. If people are dying because of these stings…well, I don’t want that to happen to me too.”

      

      “Why don’t you let me have a look?”

      

      Lydia removed her sandal and let the doctor examine the foot. Meanwhile, she decided to keep the conversation flowing.

      

      “What has it been like filling in as the medical examiner?”

      

      “It’s not my favorite duty,” he said. “But I do try to help when I can. Yes. It does look like you were stung by a jellyfish, but it doesn’t look like you are experiencing any ill effects of a poison. I’ll clean the wound, and then I can write you a prescription.”

      

      “It must have been hard for you,” Lydia said, “having to examine Miles Gardner’s body.”

      

      “What do you mean?”

      

      “He was your patient, wasn’t he?” Lydia asked. “He saw a specialist heart doctor, but you were his local doctor.”

      

      “Yes,” Dr. Adams said. “And it was very upsetting to see him deceased in the manner that he was.”

      

      “You mean killed by the jellyfish, right?” said Lydia. “It’s awful that he was killed by a venomous one, and other people survived the stings. Like the two of us. You were the doctor who was one of the first people stung in the water, weren’t you?”

      

      “Yes, I was,” he said. “Bad luck, I suppose.”

      

      “Can I see your sting marks?” Lydia asked.

      

      “I beg your pardon,” Dr. Adams said, taking a step back.

      

      “I want to see what the marks you have from the jellyfish looks like in comparison to mine,” Lydia explained. “I want to make sure that I was stung by the harmless jellyfish just like you.”

      

      “I don’t think that would be appropriate,” Dr. Adams said.

      

      “Is that the real reason?” Lydia asked coolly. “Or is that you never were stung at all?”

      

      Dr. Adams glared at her. “And just what exactly are you implying?”

      

      Lydia got off the table and faced him. “I’m implying that you were never stung by a jellyfish, but that you started the hysteria in town. You told people about your injury, and everyone who came to you with an injury from the water you told was stung by a jellyfish, and they believed you. Mrs. Mumflower had a tiny cut on her heel, but you convinced her that she was stung. It’s easy to manipulate a hypochondriac. And I bet the tourists were easy enough to scare out of town.”

      

      “And why would I do all this?” he asked evenly.

      

      “Because you wanted Rusty Smith dead,” said Lydia. “You orchestrated all of this so that you could murder him and make it look like an accident. You created a jellyfish scare and then provided victims. I guess it also helped you that you got selected as the temporary medical examiner. You could adjust evidence if you needed to.”

      

      “That was unexpected,” Dr. Adams said as he walked over to the door and locked it. “I had filled in for the medical examiner before, but I didn’t know I would be this time. If I had known, I wouldn’t have had to go to such extreme lengths with my cause of death.”

      

      “You wanted it to look like an accident.”

      

      “And it almost did,” Dr. Adams said. “It’s ironic. The reason you found evidence at Rusty’s house was because I had to hurry with my cleanup when I was called to the scene of the supposed murder. That’s why I was late.”

      

      “He didn’t do the work you wanted at your doctor’s office? That’s why you killed him?” Lydia asked, trying not to panic after being locked in a room with a killer.

      

      “He ruined my last office,” Dr. Adams said. “I had to move into this building after all the damage he caused. He was a menace to society, and I had to get rid of him.”

      

      “So, you got ahold of a Man O’War?”

      

      “It wasn’t the most legal transaction I took part in. But the last time I went to Florida, I found someone with connections to exotic animals from the warm waters. I was able to convince him to exchange the creature from certain prescriptions.”

      

      “I can understand almost everything,” Lydia said. “By why did you have to kill Mr. Gardner? Was it just to make your crime look more convincing? That there were multiple victims?”

      

      Dr. Adams looked at the ground. “I didn’t kill Miles Gardner.”

      

      “Someone else attacked him with a Man O’War?” Lydia scoffed.

      

      “He died from his heart condition that night. He wasn’t feeling well and asked me to make a house call. He was refusing to go to the hospital, but I cared for the old man. I raced over to his house.”

      

      “You were the speeding car we saw that night,” Lydia said.

      

      “I got him into my car and was going to take him for help when I saw the bad shape he was in,” Dr. Adams said. “I didn’t even stop to put shoes on him before we left the house. I knew we only had a little time. But then he died in my passenger seat. I was upset at first, but then an idea occurred to me. I could use him as another victim of the Man O’War. If I acted fast, I could get the poison into his system. No one would have been able to prove that he was killed by poison or a heart attack. The stings could have been the cause of his heart trouble.”

      

      “Part of me does feel better that you didn’t kill Mr. Gardner,” Lydia said. “But the rest is still disgusting.”

      

      “Don’t worry. You won’t have those feelings for long,” Dr. Adams said, taking a syringe out of one of his drawers. “This should be relatively painless. I’ll add the stings to you later. And I promise to be kind in what I write in my autopsy.”

      

      Lydia let out a scream. She had planned on getting Dr. Adams to confess, but she had never planned on getting locked in the room alone with him. She thought that without his killer jellyfish in the room, he would be without a murder weapon.

      

      “There’s no need to scream,” Dr. Adams said. “It will be over soon.”

      

      Lydia tried to keep the table in between them. When he moved one way to get around it, she countered. She wasn’t sure what was in the syringe, but she knew that she didn’t want to get pricked by it.

      

      She stared at the door, hoping that someone would come to help her. Where was her backup?

      

      “My secretary isn’t in for another hour,” Dr. Adams said.

      

      Lydia was beginning to get scared. This wasn’t how she expected things to go, and Dr. Adams seemed intent on committing double homicide after all.

      

      When the doctor almost reached her while racing around the table, she had an idea. When she was across the table from him, she pushed it with all her might. It slammed into Dr. Adams, and it was enough to surprise him and get him to drop the syringe.

      

      Lydia didn’t waste any more time. She raced to the door and unlocked it. She was out of the room and running down the hall a moment later.

      

      Dr. Adams was catching up with her, but she smiled when she saw what had delayed Daniel in coming to her rescue. He was leading an armed Leo and Detective Grey her way.

      

      “Hands up,” Leo said as he surveyed the situation. “Drop the syringe.”

      

      Lydia sighed as he obeyed the instructions. She had a feeling she might need to visit a non-murderous doctor after all this to deal with the stress. Or she might just need a hug from Daniel, which he seemed willing to supply.
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      “Business seems back to normal,” Mona said happily to Lydia.

      

      Lydia smiled back. All four of her employees were on duty to deal with the rush of business. Tourists had returned to Ocean Point after it was revealed that there really were no jellyfish in the water and the man responsible for the hoax and the murder was behind bars. The taffy shop’s regular customers and locals were also happy to show their support – especially after some of them felt slighted after learning that Amber’s stings had to be fabricated.

      

      “I’m glad everyone is here,” Lydia said. “But we’ll have to remind them that we are closing early tonight so we can host a memorial for Miles Gardner.”

      

      “Are your friends coming?” Annette asked.

      

      Lydia nodded. “Trina and Leo want to share some memories of Mr. Gardner, and Daniel will be here for support. He’s helping someone repair their leaky roof before he comes over though. He said he’s not an expert, but he can make it better than it used to be. He really is a great guy.”

      

      Kelsey sighed loudly next to her.

      

      “Is everything all right?” asked Lydia.

      

      “I just still haven’t found a replacement actress for the play.”

      

      Lydia gritted her teeth. She was about to bite the bullet and agree to do the play to help her young friend, but then someone beat her to it.

      

      “I’ll do it,” Jeff said.

      

      “What?” asked Kelsey.

      

      “You need someone, so I’ll do it. I can play grandma. Put a wig on me. I’ll wear an old lady’s dress.”

      

      “Really?” Kelsey asked, touched. “You’d do that for me?”

      

      “Sure. What are friends for?” Jeff said.

      

      “I think I might cry,” Kelsey said. “Both because of what you’re doing and because it gives me such an amazing idea. There’s no reason the part can’t be changed to a grandfather.”

      

      “I would probably be better at acting that,” Jeff said.

      

      “The director knows the playwright. I’m sure it will be fine. Especially when I explain that I asked everyone else that I could to take the part. The only one willing to join me on stage is my friend, Jeff.”

      

      The two friends smiled at one another. Annette and Lydia found themselves grinning too.

      

      “Do you know what you’re going to say tonight?” Annette said, not wanting to embarrass the actors.

      

      “I think so,” Lydia said. “At least, I know the beginning of it. I’m going to say how lucky I was to know my friend, Miles. I know somewhere he’ll appreciate that I finally called him by his first name.”

      

      Annette patted her arm affectionately. Lydia felt herself getting a tad emotional, so she dove into her work. She started explaining the taffy making process to some new customers who had entered the shop. They were as excited to learn about the candy as they were to eat it.
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      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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