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            Strawberry Surprise

          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s almost show time,” Annette said.

      

      Lydia chuckled. It was very appropriate phrasing for the little surprise they had planned for their coworkers.

      

      Lydia was already starting to think of her employees at Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets as family, and she wanted to show that she supported them. When Jeff and Kelsey started to seem nervous about the play that they would be performing in that weekend, Lydia decided to remind them how excited everyone from the shop was to see them on stage.

      

      “I think they’re here,” Lydia whispered.

      

      She and Annette ducked down in the kitchen of the taffy shop so they wouldn’t be seen through the window that allowed customers to view the candy making process. They waited until they heard the door open and then jumped up.

      

      “Surprise!” Lydia and Annette called out.

      

      Kelsey and Jeff certainly looked surprised, but they had opposite reactions to the shock. After Kelsey gasped, she started laughing and clapping. However, Jeff had immediately moved into a pseudo-karate pose to face the challenge.

      

      “After all the murder cases we’ve investigated, you should know not to jump out at people,” Jeff said, relaxing and placing his kicking foot back on the ground.

      

      Kelsey rolled her eyes. “It’s not like a killer is going to announce his presence by yelling surprise.”

      

      “He might,” Jeff said with a shrug.

      

      “We’re sorry if we scared you,” said Lydia. “I knew you two were going to open the shop today, and we wanted to throw you a mini surprise party to show you how excited we are for your play.”

      

      “A surprise party?” asked Jeff. “Does that mean that there is cake?”

      

      “I have something just as sweet,” Lydia said with a smile. “But it’s something more likely to be found in our shop.”

      

      “Special taffy?” Kelsey guessed.

      

      Lydia nodded and then fetched her candy surprise for them. Huge smiles formed on the others’ faces when she revealed it. The salt water taffy had been stretched and shaped until they formed the petals and stems of flowers. Lydia had created an edible pink bouquet for them.

      

      “Since I was already making pink and green taffy for our new weekly flavor, strawberry kiwi, I thought they would make the perfect base for this bouquet.”

      

      “It’s so pretty I’m not sure I want to eat it,” Kelsey said.

      

      “I do,” Jeff said with a laugh. “And I think it smells even better than real flowers.”

      

      “And I made these for you, dears,” Annette said, revealing her gifts.

      

      Annette often crocheted adorable sea creature toys that were sold in the trinket section of the shop. The older woman had adapted her starfish pattern into dressing room stars for the performers.

      

      Kelsey hugged both Lydia and Annette, while Jeff looked away sheepishly.

      

      “I appreciate this,” Jeff said. “I was starting to get nervous about being on stage, but you've reminded me that people who care will be in the audience.”

      

      “We’ll be there opening night,” Lydia said. “And Mona and Quinn are going to see it for the second performance. The whole staff will be there to support you.”

      

      Jeff smiled. “I know I just joined the cast as a favor when someone else quit, but I am enjoying it. We had our first dress rehearsal with a few people that the creative team knew watching it, and it was fun.”

      

      “Changing the role to a grandfather instead of a grandmother so Jeff could fill in last minute actually works,” Kelsey said. “The playwright told us that he actually likes it better. It seemed more true to life.”

      

      “And it was an easy switch to make. The grandmother part had been named Edwina, so we just changed it to Edwin.”

      

      “You’re doing a great job,” Kelsey told him with a smile.

      

      “I just hope I don’t mess up on stage when there are people there,” Jeff said. “I wouldn’t want to upset the phantom.”

      

      “What’s that?” asked Lydia.

      

      “It’s a silly legend and something we’ve been teasing Jeff about,” Kelsey explained. “There are often supernatural stories about theaters. That’s why there’s always a ghost light left on in the building. But the Ocean Point Theater has its own mythology. It’s a bit like The Phantom of the Opera, but our creature came out of the sea and now leaves a trail of salt wherever he goes. When he is displeased with what is done on stage, he can cause the waves to surge. Someday he might send the theater tumbling into the sea.”

      

      Lydia was impressed with Kelsey’s dramatic recitation, but Jeff looked confused.

      

      “Robert told me that the phantom left seaweed wherever it went and that it drowned actors who missed their cues.”

      

      “I think there might be several versions of the tale,” said Kelsey. “And I guess Robert really wants you to remember your cues.”

      

      Lydia noticed someone else walking towards the shop and realized it must be close to their official opening time.

      

      “Why don’t you enjoy your flowers while I open the door?” she suggested. “You can enjoy your party for a little bit longer.”

      

      She headed to the door and turned on the lighted sign proclaiming the shop name. She also flipped the other sign from “closed” to “open.”

      

      However, the arrival of a customer turned out to be a false alarm. It was her best friend, Trina, who had been approaching. Lydia happily let her inside, though she was confused to see her there so early.

      

      “Good morning,” Lydia said. “Did you come to see the taffy flowers for Kelsey and Jeff?”

      

      “Well, since I’m here I might as well admire them and taste test some of your new taffy,” Trina said. “But I’m really here to see if you’ve given any more thought to my idea.”

      

      “What idea?” Lydia asked, trying to stall. She knew very well what Trina was referring to. For the past several days, her best friend had been suggesting that they go on a double date. Lydia had been avoiding this for a few reasons.

      

      The first was that Lydia wasn’t a huge fan of Trina’s boyfriend, Carl. Though he had become a slightly more attentive boyfriend after being cleared as a murder suspect, he still didn’t give Trina the devotion that Lydia thought her friend deserved. He also had a tendency to cancel dates at the last minute, and that would be embarrassing on a double date.

      

      However, the main reason why Lydia didn’t want to agree to this was because she and Daniel weren’t technically dating. She and the handsome lifeguard had agreed that they liked spending time with one another, but they were moving slowly because of the emotional baggage that they were both carrying. She didn’t want him to feel forced into going on a date – and with two other people as witnesses.

      

      “You know what I’m talking about,” Trina said, putting her hands on her hips. “The double date! And I know the perfect place to do it.”

      

      “Trina, I do appreciate your enthusiasm, but I don’t think it’s a good idea. It puts too much pressure on everybody.”

      

      “I thought you might say something like that. But that’s why I’ve decided to seek a second opinion.”

      

      “What do you mean?” Lydia asked.

      

      Trina smiled mischievously and helped herself to a piece of strawberry kiwi taffy. Lydia stared at her, trying to figure out what her angle was. She was grateful when the door to the shop opened again, hoping that the arrival of a customer might distract Trina from her plan. She soon realized that she was wrong about this because the person who walked inside was Daniel. He was carrying a container of boxed coffee and several cups.

      

      “I brought coffee for everyone because I remembered you were having a celebration,” he said.

      

      “That was very nice of you,” Lydia said. Though inwardly, she was cursing that she had ever mentioned to Trina the sweet habit that Daniel had picked up of bringing her coffee in exchange for taffy.

      

      “Well, I wanted to show that I support your staff. Jeff and Kelsey were supportive when I had concerns about that surfer.”

      

      “Daniel,” Trina said, stealing the conversation. “I’m really happy to see you today. I’ve been wanting Lydia to spend some more time with Carl and to get to know him better, but I don’t want her to feel like a third wheel if we all went out together. Would you be willing to join us? It will be low-key, but I know a great restaurant.”

      

      Daniel paused, clearly surprised by this invitation. Lydia was afraid he might drop the coffee and run.

      

      Daniel was a very private person who had moved to the Jersey Shore for a new start after he became a widower. It had taken time and bonding over clues on a murder investigation for him to open up to Lydia. Normally, he avoided talking to people more than was necessary. How would he react to the suggestion of spending the evening talking to Carl of all people– a man that they had once followed on a stakeout. Then, there was the implication that he and Lydia might be seen as a couple if they went. This might be too much for him.

      

      Trina’s smile wavered as she considered that maybe this hadn’t been such a good idea after all.

      

      However, Daniel seemed to recover from the surprise and nodded. “Sure. That sounds nice.”

      

      Lydia felt a smile creeping onto her face that he had accepted the invitation, but she was still worried about the double date itself. The group’s interactions might end up being more of a show than Kelsey’s play!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            The Double Date

          

        

      

    

    
      The next evening, Lydia kept checking her phone to make sure that the double date was still going forward. However, it seemed like Trina’s determination had been thorough, and no one was willing to cancel on her.

      

      Lydia checked the postcard that she had received in the mail from her Aunt Edie, who was traveling the world, but now seemed a little closer because she was visiting the Grand Canyon. Aunt Edie normally gave very good advice, but her suggestion that Lydia enjoy the natural wonders around her didn’t help her with her outfit choice. She placed the postcard down and looked around her bedroom.

      

      Lydia kept changing her mind about what she should wear and soon had options spread out all over the room. Her dog, Sunny, wasn’t much help with deciding. However, the lazy pup did help her rule out a dress when Sunny fell asleep on one that was lying on the bed and soon had it covered with tan French bulldog mix hairs.

      

      She didn’t want to look overdressed because she was trying to downplay that this was a date that Daniel had been tricked into, but she also did want to look nice. She eventually settled on a floral sundress, picking it mostly because the pink and green shades in it reminded her of her strawberry kiwi taffy. Then, she spent some time trying to bring some life into her hair that normally sat in a messy bun on the top of her head while she made candy during the day.

      

      The doorbell rang, waking Sunny up from her nap. She jumped off the bed and plodded away to see who had arrived. Lydia was afraid that her hair looked worse than when she began and threw it up in another bun.

      

      Then, she followed Sunny to the front door. Sunny was wagging her tiny tail eagerly, and Lydia knew that Daniel was there before she swung open the door.

      

      He smiled and said, “You look nice.”

      

      “So, do you,” Lydia said, choosing to focus on his looks. It still wasn’t often that she saw him outside of his lifeguard uniform that he wore almost every day on the beach, but he looked nice in jeans and a button-down shirt.

      

      He bent down to pet Sunny who showed her affection by licking him on the nose. Lydia smiled. It was a good sign if your dog liked the person that you did.

      

      “Thank you again for doing this,” Lydia said. “I hope you didn’t feel forced into it.”

      

      “Not at all. It will be nice to spend some time with you and Trina when we’re not focused on a mystery,” Daniel said. “And I think this might be good for me too.”

      

      “Because you won’t have to cook dinner?” Lydia teased.

      

      “Because I know that I’ve been rather standoffish since I came to town. I haven’t made any efforts to befriend anyone. Except you. And that came about because I needed your help. I should try and be more social.”

      

      Sunny barked as if she agreed. They both smiled at her and then made sure she was settled inside the house. Sunny knew that the two humans were about to go out and didn’t make a fuss. Instead, she curled up on one of her favorite dog pillows with her tiny teddy bear.

      

      “Don’t throw any wild parties while I’m gone,” Lydia said, trying to tease her four-legged best friend, but Sunny was already starting to drift off to sleep. It didn’t look like there would be any raucous canine parties that night.

      

      Lydia was starting to feel more optimistic about the night as she and Daniel drove to the restaurant that Trina had chosen. It was an Italian place, with outdoor seating, that promised to be cozy and delicious. As they walked up to the door, scrumptious smells wafted up to their noses.

      

      Lydia still had a feeling that something might go wrong that night, and when she saw Trina alone at a table on the patio, she wondered if Carl really had stood her up. However, Carl appeared a moment later with an extra set of silverware and a smile on his face.

      

      He and Daniel shook hands and introductions were made. They all commented on how the menu had so many wonderful options that it would be difficult to choose, and Lydia pushed away her doubts. She still had a worried feeling about how the night would go, but it seemed unwarranted. Carl had shown up and was squeezing Trina’s hand when he wasn’t discussing appetizer options, and Daniel was engaging in the conversation and didn’t seem uncomfortable.

      

      They placed their orders for food and wine and fell into easy banter. At first, they spoke mostly about their jobs. Trina told them about some gossip about the hair salon – though Trina also used this as an opportunity to tease Lydia about her updo. Carl talked about his fish market and when to consider a shrimp jumbo. Daniel updated them on how the beaches had begun filling with tourists again after a jellyfish scare, but that he hadn’t had to rush into the water to perform rescues very often. Lydia said that the dessert menu at the restaurant was giving her ideas about other taffy flavors she could try. (How would tiramisu taffy taste?) She also told them how her detective brother seemed very happy with the woman he had begun dating and how excited she was for her employee’s theatrical show.

      

      “I know that Kelsey is very involved in the drama club at her high school,” Trina said. “But I can’t imagine Jeff on stage.”

      

      “He’s doing it as a favor for Kelsey because they lost someone in the cast, but I think he’ll do a good job,” said Lydia.

      

      Then, their main course arrived, and the conversation stalled as they all enjoyed their food. However, they did reach a point where they could still pick at their meals and keep talking. Carl was asking Daniel about why he decided to move here, and Trina laughed.

      

      “I’m not sure you’re going to get an answer out of him,” she said. “All the women who come into my salon wonder about what brought this mysterious stranger to town and they don’t get any answers from him.”

      

      “I don’t mean to come off as mysterious,” Daniel said. “I do appreciate my privacy, and it was difficult to talk about at first, but a few people that I trust do know. And I’d be happy to tell you, Carl. I moved here after my wife died. I cared for her while she was ill and after she was gone, I couldn’t stay in that house anymore.”

      

      “So, you and Lydia have something in common besides chasing suspects,” Carl said. “You both cared for sick loved ones. Right? Lydia helped care for her uncle.”

      

      Lydia was impressed that Carl remembered. Maybe he did listen to Trina more than she gave him credit for. Tonight he seemed like a perfect boyfriend for her friend.

      

      “It’s a sorrowful common ground to share,” Lydia said. “But it is nice to know someone who understands the roller coaster of emotions that you went through at that time. And I am very lucky because it’s because of my uncle that I was able to open my taffy shop. He and my aunt raised my brother and me, and I miss him a lot. But whenever I go to the taffy shop, I feel close to him.”

      

      “I tried to run away from my memories of Delilah,” Daniel said. “Not that I wanted to forget her. But missing her hurt so much. And I think that’s why I moved here.”

      

      “Because of the soothing beaches?” asked Carl.

      

      “No,” Daniel admitted. “There are lots of places with nice beaches, and I saw them when I was part of the Coast Guard. In fact, in my time off, Delilah and I loved to travel. We went all over the country. And to a few places outside of the country. We weren’t quite the world travelers like Lydia’s Aunt Edie is.”

      

      “Aunt Edie plans to see as much of the world as she can,” Lydia said. “I love getting her postcards. It’s always a surprise to see where she ends up next.”

      

      “But why did you come here?” Trina asked, confused.

      

      “I wanted to move someplace that didn’t remind me of her,” Daniel said. “And we had traveled to so many places together that this was difficult, but we had never come to New Jersey. It was never a place that we thought was worth visiting.”

      

      “Of course, you feel differently now, don’t you?” Lydia asked, feeling her Jersey pride rise up inside her.

      

      “Yeah. It’s not as bad as people say,” he said with a wink.

      

      Lydia knew that he was teasing her, but it was still difficult not starting to list the many virtues that her home state had to offer. She reached for another piece of garlic bread so she wouldn’t rant about the scenic beaches, the Pine Barrens, and famous 24-hour diners in front of Trina and Carl.

      

      “Don’t start arguing like children,” Trina teased. “And you’re outnumbered by Jersey folk, Daniel.”

      

      “Yeah. Don’t start arguing like children,” Carl said. “I didn’t want to be around all that and that’s why I’ve vowed never to have them.”

      

      Trina took another sip of her wine and Lydia sensed that this was news to her. However, trying to keep the conversation going, Trina turned to Daniel. “Do you feel the same?”

      

      “I’m not sure,” Daniel admitted. “Delilah and I planned to have children eventually, but that didn’t happen. I never imagined having children with anyone but her. But I guess there’s already been a lot of changes in my life after losing her.”

      

      Not sure exactly how she felt on the matter because she wanted to make sure that her business was profitable before she planned to care for someone else and completely unsure of what to say aloud, Lydia reached for another piece of bread. However, as soon as her mouth was full of bread, she heard her cell phone ringing. She saw it was a call from Kelsey and finished chewing quickly. She wondered what the problem could be. Kelsey wasn’t working that night. She was supposed to be relaxing after her dress rehearsal.

      

      “Hi, Kelsey. Is everything all right?”

      

      “No,” came Kelsey’s terrified reply. “Lydia, I need you to come to the theater. Come alone. It’s an emergency.”

      

      “If it’s an emergency, I’ll be right there,” she said, pushing away her plate and standing up.

      

      “It’s a matter of life and… well, maybe just death.”
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      Lydia hung up the phone and addressed the table. “I’m sorry. I have to go. Kelsey is in trouble.”

      

      She started running out of the restaurant before her friends could finish telling her that they understood and ask if she needed help. Daniel had been getting up from his chair, but she was already dashing to the door. However, her wits soon caught up with her feet, and she remembered something.

      

      She hurried back to the table, anxious and slightly embarrassed.

      

      “I didn’t drive here,” she said.

      

      “I’ll take you wherever you need to go,” Daniel said.

      

      Lydia shook her head. “Kelsey said for just me to come. I’m not sure why.”

      

      “Take my car,” Trina said quickly. She took her keys out of her purse and threw them to her friend. “Carl can give me a ride home in his seafood van. I might end up smelling like flounder, but for you and Kelsey, I’ll take the risk.”

      

      Lydia thanked her and then rushed to the theater. She parked Trina’s car in the parking lot and realized that there were two other cars there. It wasn’t the full cast, and it wasn’t Kelsey here alone. What was going on? Was someone hurting Kelsey? What she had said on the phone didn’t quite make sense. All Lydia knew was that it was important she was here.

      

      She hurried up to the building. The breeze from the nearby ocean felt chilly with the sun down, but Lydia was already shivering.

      

      The front door was unlocked, and she went inside. She saw Kelsey sitting on the floor just inside the lobby, hiding in the corner. She was wearing stage makeup that would exaggerate her features so they could be seen by the audience even if they were in the back row. However, it was clear Kelsey had been crying as there were lines of tears running through the blush on her face.

      

      Kelsey had always seemed so capable and determined that Lydia sometimes forgot how young she was. However, now, shaking in her seat on the ground, she looked her age. The teenager looked up gratefully when she saw Lydia.

      

      Lydia reached her and gave her a hug. “Your call scared me. I was afraid someone was after you.”

      

      “Not me,” Kelsey said quietly.

      

      “Why don’t you try and tell me what’s going on?” Lydia suggested.

      

      She kept an arm around Kelsey but looked around the lobby. There were several posters for the upcoming drama The Family Hildenbraugh that was set to open in two days. The door that led to the room with the theater and audience seating was closed.

      

      “It’s… It’s Stephen,” Kelsey said, finding her voice. “He’s the playwright for our show. He lives in town, and he wrote this play that we’re going to put on. But now – he’s dead.”

      

      “Are you sure?”

      

      “It looked like he was strangled with the curtain rope. And I got close enough to make sure it wasn’t a prank. And it’s not. He’s dead.”

      

      “I’m so sorry that you came across this,” Lydia said. “And I am happy to be here for you, but we have to tell the police if someone was killed.”

      

      “No. Not yet,” Kelsey pleaded. “Because there’s more.”

      

      Lydia braced herself to hear what was “more” than a dead body.

      

      “I know I should have called the police and I wanted to leave here, but I needed to talk to someone I trusted first. I came back here after the dress rehearsal because I forgot my script. I do know all my lines, but I like to reread them to myself every day to be really certain. I went towards the stage because that’s where I thought I left it, but that’s when I saw Stephen. And I dropped my purse, and it rolled in the seats. I was just lucky I had my cell phone in my pocket, but I couldn’t leave without my car keys.”

      

      “I understand that,” Lydia said. “Just like you can’t leave without a car.”

      

      “I called you first because I was scared of how it would look and sound to the police. I found my script. It had been ripped up onstage and was right near where Stephen was. I know it was my script because of the lines that had been highlighted. Part of me was afraid that the police would think I killed him. If I was the only one who was at the theater and it seemed like he ripped up my script. Plus, the police considered you as a suspect before so it doesn’t seem outrageous that they would consider me one.”

      

      “Kelsey, if you didn’t kill the playwright, then you have nothing to worry about. Leo and Detective Grey did briefly think I might be a killer, but that was a different situation. Leo was still upset with me because of how our uncle divided his estate in his will, but that’s been resolved now. Also, in that case, the murder weapon was a piece of poisoned taffy. I can see why they would look at me. But that’s not the same here. And clearly, you weren’t the only person in the building after dress rehearsal because the killer had to have been here before you arrived.”

      

      “Well, that’s really what I’m worried about,” Kelsey said. “I’m not sure that another person was here. I don’t want Detective Doherty or Detective Grey to think I’m crazy.”

      

      “But why would they think that?”

      

      Kelsey wrung her hands together. “Because of what else was on the stage. It was very wet. There was water all over the place.”

      

      “I don’t know what that means,” said Lydia. “Do you think this might have been an accident? That Stephen slipped in the water and then hurt himself?”

      

      “No,” Kelsey said. “I know this sounds crazy, but I’m afraid that the phantom was here.”

      

      “The phantom that you and Jeff were joking about yesterday?”

      

      Kelsey nodded solemnly. “I didn’t take it seriously before, but now I’m afraid it’s true. What if there is a phantom that’s haunting our theater and he killed Stephen? And all the water is the beginning of the phantom’s attempt to take the theater into the ocean?”

      

      “I don’t remember either of you mentioning water in the theater as an indication that the phantom had been there,” Lydia pointed out. “Jeff said he left seaweed behind, and you thought he left a trail of salt.”

      

      “The salt might be left there after the water dries up. And it just feels so eerie in there. Like there really is an evil phantom.”

      

      “It might feel eerie because someone just died,” Lydia said. “And I think we need to call the police now.”

      

      Kelsey nodded, and Lydia took out her cell phone to call her brother. This certainly wasn’t the way she expected the night to go. She thought there was a chance that the dinner date might be a dud, but she never expected to be called to a crime scene.
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      “Now you’re getting involved in my cases before I am?” Leo asked Lydia after he and his partner had conducted a brief sweep of the building to make sure that no one was hiding at the theater.

      

      “It’s not intentional,” Lydia said.

      

      She had gotten involved with several murder investigations - much to her brother’s chagrin. However, she only stepped in to help when the case was affecting someone she cared about, and this was what had just happened with Kelsey. Lydia refrained from pointing out that every time she had helped with an investigation, she had figured out an important clue that led directly to catching the killer. She and her brother were finally getting along again, and she didn’t want to upset him.

      

      “Why was it that you were called before the police?” Detective Grey asked. The serious officer was addressing Lydia but kept an eye on Kelsey, who was sitting nearby.

      

      “Because Kelsey needed to see a familiar face after such a shock,” Lydia said. “She was also frightened into thinking that a legend about the theater might be true. Apparently, the cast and crew all tell stories about a phantom from the ocean who haunts the theater. She thought that the water on the stage was an indication that the phantom had been here.”

      

      “Well, there didn’t seem to be an obvious reason for why there would be so much water there,” Leo said. “The mode of death didn’t cause blood to be spilled, and the surface of the stage isn’t ideal for collected shoe prints. Not to mention how many people have walked up there, it would be impossible to differentiate when the prints were made. Maybe this is related to the phantom.”

      

      “You’re not suggesting a creature committed this murder?” Detective Grey said incredulously.

      

      “No, but maybe someone wanted us to think that there was a supernatural element involved to throw us off the scent,” said Leo.

      

      “I think that’s right,” Lydia agreed. “Because it did have that effect on Kelsey. She’s a very bright girl, but the superstition of this theater makes her consider that it was the phantom who acted instead of a person.”

      

      “We should talk to Kelsey and get her statement,” Leo said. “Then, we can let her go home.”

      

      “Her mom is on her way here,” Lydia said. “Kelsey’s car keys were lost in the theater, and it’s for the best if a parent drives her home.”

      

      “We should be able to return her personal items to her tomorrow after we process the scene,” Detective Grey said.

      

      He nodded as if what he said was a proper farewell and then walked over to Kelsey. Lydia grabbed her brother’s arm before he could follow.

      

      “Wait. Leo, you don’t think of Kelsey as a suspect, do you? You know that she couldn’t have killed anyone.”

      

      “I think any person is capable of murder under the right circumstances.”

      

      “But,” Lydia began.

      

      “But, I think in this instance, Kelsey isn’t someone to consider,” Leo continued. “She is much smaller than the victim, and I think she would have had a difficult time strangling him to death. Of course, I’ll need the medical examiner to confirm that the cause of death is what it appears to be. But I don’t really think Kelsey did this.”

      

      “I’m so glad to hear you say that.”

      

      “Actually, I’m glad I can say it too. If your employee isn’t a suspect, then it means that you won’t have to poke your nose into my case, right?”

      

      “Well, probably not,” Lydia said. She didn’t like being put on the spot for an answer like that, and she did still feel involved with this case. Kelsey wasn’t a suspect, but she was clearly upset by what happened. She had stumbled across the dead body of someone she had been rehearsing with, and someone was trying to convince her that a phantom was really at the theater.

      

      Leo didn’t seem completely pleased with that answer, but he didn’t push. Instead, he said, “Stay here. Don’t go into the other room.”

      

      He left to talk with Kelsey. Lydia stood near the doorway to the adjoining room that housed the stage. She hadn’t planned on getting any closer to the dead body than she already was, but she had to admit that she was a little curious about the scene. Rationalizing that she wasn’t disobeying Leo’s instructions if she just peeked into the other room, she nudged the door open enough so that she could see inside.

      

      She thought she might be able to better help Kelsey if she knew what her employee and friend had stumbled across. If she saw anything that she could tell Leo about to help him with the case, then that was just a perk.

      

      She took a deep breath to prepare herself for what she would see and peeked inside. The full stage lights weren’t on, but the room was illuminated enough for people to move comfortably around in. The stage was decorated like a room in an opulent house. It looked out of place to see the well-dressed room covered with ripped pieces of wet paper. The coloring of the floor did indicate that it was still wet, and there were shells scattered about the stage.

      

      The deceased playwright was facing away from her, but she could see the rope from the curtain near where he lay was still wrapped around his neck. On the right side of the stage, a gold colored rope was holding that side’s red curtains together in a decorative way. However, on the other side, the curtains were loose because its rope was used for the deadly deed.

      

      She could make out something in the playwright’s hand and was trying to make out what it was when she heard Leo’s angry voice.

      

      “Lydia!”

      

      She jumped and turned around to face her brother. “I didn’t go inside,” she protested.

      

      “You and your loopholes,” he grumbled.

      

      “I just had to take a look to see if I could help Kelsey. And I noticed something in the victim’s hand. I think it might be a piece of paper.”

      

      “That’s right.”

      

      “Is it a page from the script? Maybe he was holding Kelsey’s script when he was attacked and tore it up while trying to fight his assailant. It might have nothing to do with the fact that it’s Kelsey’s script. Maybe the playwright found it left behind,” Lydia said. “Or, possibly the playwright reached for a certain page from the script to give a clue about his attacker. Maybe there is a line on that page that will indicate who the killer is.”

      

      “Lydia, I don’t need your help. I’m a detective, and I did notice that something was in the victim’s hand. But you’re wrong. It’s not a page from the script. It’s one of the programs that says who is performing in the show. And the victim wasn’t leaving us a message. I’m pretty sure that the killer put it in his hand.”

      

      “Why do you say that?”

      

      “Because a message was scrawled on it that read: who’s next?” Leo said. “And now my next move, as the detective, is to finish looking at the crime scene. And your next move, as my civilian sister, is to go straight home and forget about meddling with this case.”

      

      Lydia bit back a response, but she knew that Leo was wrong on both counts. Firstly, she couldn’t go straight home because she needed to return Trina’s car. And, if Leo thought that she could forget about this case, he was crazy.
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      “I’m glad Kelsey is all right,” Trina said. “Well, that’s she wasn’t hurt. You don’t feel all right after finding a dead body. I was a mess after I stumbled across one, remember? This has really been an awful summer in that respect.”

      

      Lydia sighed. “It has. And I’m still very worried about what happened at the theater. I don’t like the threat that was found in the victim’s hand.”

      

      “You really think it’s a threat?” asked Trina.

      

      The two women were in Trina’s living room. She had insisted that Lydia come inside after Lydia dropped off her car. She wanted to hear everything that happened and to lend moral support if she could.

      

      Lydia took some of the strawberry kiwi taffy from the emergency reserves in her purse. She needed something sweet after such a shock. She handed one to her friend and slowly unwrapped her own.

      

      “I don’t know how else we are supposed to interpret the question: who’s next? Not when it was found in a dead man’s hand,” Lydia said. “I think someone wants us to think that this phantom of the Ocean Point Theater is involved and that he is displeased with the show and willing to kill.”

      

      “And he might do it again?” Trina asked with a shudder. “And to think that this night started off so well. I thought the double date went great.”

      

      “I am sorry that I had to run off,” Lydia began.

      

      “There’s no reason to apologize. We all understood. Though Daniel was much quieter after you left. I think he was disappointed that you didn’t want him to go with you.”

      

      “It’s not that I didn’t want him to come. It was that Kelsey said to come alone. I think she really just meant not to bring Leo because she was afraid of the police, but she said she only trusted me. She wanted to tell me that she suspected the phantom was involved before anyone could say she was crazy.”

      

      “Is she crazy?”

      

      “She was upset by what she saw, which is understandable. And I think that someone went out of their way to set the scene, so it looked like the phantom was involved.”

      

      “Pun intended?” Trina joked.

      

      Lydia let out a little laugh, which finally dispelled the tension she had been carrying around. “I didn’t realize I did that. But, yes, the killer really did set the scene and the stage. He spilled water and laid seashells around.”

      

      “I’ve heard of some ghost stories surrounding the theater,” Trina said. “I’ve done some hair for the performances there in the past. But I don’t really know the details.”

      

      “I’m not sure anyone does,” said Lydia. “It sounds like there might be a few variations on the story. However, I don’t think there’s ever been a real dead body on the stage before.”

      

      “I’m really sad that someone was killed, but I’m also disappointed that the show is most likely canceled. I know everyone worked really hard on the show, and I was looking forward to going to see it with Carl. He was so charming tonight at dinner, and he made sure that my house was safe and secure when he dropped me off – because he didn’t know what made you run off, but he knew you'd been involved in murder investigations before.”

      

      “I guess it is starting to become a habit…”

      

      “I wish Carl could be as good a boyfriend every night as he was tonight,” Trina said quietly. “But I guess while we’re making wishes – I wish that no one had been murdered tonight. It creeps me out to know that there’s a killer loose in town. You wouldn’t want to sleep over, would you?”

      

      “I wish I could, but I have to check on Sunny before bed. But I feel nervous about this killer being out there too. It’s clear he has a flair for the dramatic. Who knows what he’ll do next?”

      

      “That settles it,” Trina said, getting up. “We are having a sleepover.”

      

      “But…”

      

      “We’ll go to your house. I’d feel better with a guard dog around anyway.”

      

      Lydia chuckled at the idea of her lazy pup as a guard dog, but she knew that she also would feel safer surrounded by her two best friends.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next morning, after breakfast with Trina and Sunny, Lydia headed to her shop. She was still feeling worried but decided she would focus on making taffy for the summer crowds and would let Leo work on catching the killer. She planned on visiting Kelsey in the afternoon to check on her, but she wanted to give the girl a chance to sleep late after a terrible night.

      

      She had started on a batch of the kiwi taffy when Mona and Annette arrived for their morning shift. For the strawberry kiwi taffy, Lydia created the two separate flavors and then rolled them together. She thought this made the two tastes more even in every bite, and using the two colors was definitely more eye-catching.

      

      “Is it true?” Mona asked as soon as she saw Lydia. “I heard a rumor that someone was killed at the theater last night. A phantom might be involved. Did that really happen, or is this some kind of macabre marketing scheme to attract attention?”

      

      “It did happen,” Lydia said, placing the green taffy on the pulling machine and turning it on. “I’m sorry to tell you that Kelsey was the one to find the body.”

      

      “That poor girl,” Annette said.

      

      “We’ll just have to be as supportive as possible when we see her,” Lydia said. “I’m planning on visiting her this afternoon, and I can pass on any messages you have. I was going to bring her some taffy as well.”

      

      “I know we don’t really use ocean saltwater in the recipe, but there is a little salt in the taffy,” Mona mused. “They say that salt keeps ghosts away. That seems like a good present.”

      

      Lydia had never considered the supernatural properties of her treats. She shrugged. “I just thought that they would taste sweet. Taffy makes for a nice pick-me-up when I’m feeling down. And since Kelsey will know that we made it for her, it will show that we care.”

      

      “I’ll get started on the strawberry section,” Mona said, heading further into the kitchen.

      

      Annette had already taken out her yarn and was crocheting one of her sea creatures to keep her hands moving when she felt so concerned. Lydia was trying to think of something reassuring to say when Jeff raced into the shop.

      

      “Did the phantom really kill Stephen Mills?” he demanded.

      

      “No,” said Lydia. He started to breathe a sigh of relief, but then she continued, “Someone tried to make it look like his death was caused by the phantom. But it must have been a human who acted.”

      

      “Was there seaweed left all over the theater?” Jeff asked, nervously.

      

      “Seashells,” said Lydia.

      

      “And water,” a new voice at the door added. Kelsey had snuck in after Jeff and addressed them all.

      

      Jeff turned around and gave her a big hug. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

      

      “But what are you doing here?” asked Lydia. “You were supposed to have the day off anyway. You were supposed to rest up before your opening night tomorrow, and now you really should be resting after what happened.”

      

      Kelsey shook her head. “I couldn’t stay home any longer. My mom kept babying me, and my sister kept asking me questions about the body. I told them I was supposed to work and that it would help to make things feel like they were going back to normal.”

      

      “You’re always welcome here,” Lydia said. “And we were just starting a new batch of strawberry kiwi taffy so we could bring you some.”

      

      “I appreciate it,” Kelsey said with a small smile. “But I also came here because I needed to tell Jeff something and I had to ask you something as well.”

      

      “What is it?” asked Jeff.

      

      “Peter is calling a meeting this morning to discuss whether the show should go on or not. He wants everyone to gather at a breakfast place near the theater,” Kelsey explained. “I wanted to see if you would come with us, Lydia.”

      

      “If you want me to, of course, I will,” she replied. “But why? What do you think I could add?”

      

      “You might have some insight as to when we could be allowed into the crime scene,” said Kelsey. “And if you hear more about the phantom, you might find there’s more to the story than first meets the eye.”

      

      Lydia nodded and agreed to go, but it was for other reasons than what was mentioned. Since the playwright was killed at the theater, it was most likely someone who was involved with the show who committed the crime. Lydia also wanted to keep an eye on Kelsey and Jeff if there was anything to the warning about “who’s next?”

      

      “Thank you,” Kelsey said. “We should probably head over there soon.”

      

      “We can go now. That is if Annette and Mona will be all right without me.”

      

      “We’ll be fine,” Annette assured her. “I’ll feel better knowing that you’re looking into this.”

      

      “I’m just going to the meeting,” said Lydia. “Leo made it quite clear that he doesn’t want me investigating, and we’re finally getting along again. I don’t want to rock the boat. However, nothing is going to stop me from keeping an eye on my friends.”

      

      They headed to the door as Jeff was shaking his head.

      

      “I don’t think I really understand the theater. It all seems so violent. Actors tell each other to break a leg before they go onstage. There are ghosts and phantoms. And now there’s a dead guy. I’m not cut out for the stage.”

      

      “Come on,” Lydia said. “Let’s see what your director has to say about the performance commencing.”

      

      She waved to Annette and Mona and walked outside with her actor employees. They only got a few steps outside when they ran into Daniel.

      

      “I wanted to see how everyone was doing,” he said.

      

      “We could be better,” Kelsey admitted.

      

      “We’re on our way now to see if the show will go on,” Lydia explained.

      

      “Do you want me to come?” he offered.

      

      Lydia shook her head. “I’m already crashing the event.”

      

      “And I already don’t want to go,” said Jeff.

      

      Daniel looked disappointed but nodded. Lydia said that they would talk soon and then she hurried off with Kelsey and Jeff. She thought there was a high likelihood that she might soon be having breakfast with a killer.
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      Lydia had been to this breakfast place several times before, but she had never seen it look like this before. The cast and crew of the show had pushed several tables together and appeared to have commandeered the whole eating area. Several people were dressed from head to toe in black. Others appeared to be partially in costume. They were all animated, but there were many emotions on display. One woman was hysterically crying. A few people looked angry. Others were scared. One man was singing a song in Italian.

      

      When they saw Kelsey enter, many of them ran to her and hugged her. They started asking her questions, and she did her best to answer them.

      

      “Was it really the phantom?” asked the man who had been singing.

      

      “It might have been,” Kelsey admitted.

      

      “Is the set ruined?” asked a young woman with a brace around her wrist and scratches on her face.

      

      “I don’t think so. Though everything did look wet.”

      

      “Wet,” said one of the women, biting her nails nervously. “That sounds like the phantom.”

      

      The woman who had been crying looked at Kelsey. “Did it look like he suffered?”

      

      Kelsey stumbled in her response, and Lydia went to her side.

      

      “This has been very hard on Kelsey, and I think we need to give her a little space,” she said.

      

      “Thanks,” said Kelsey. “This is my boss and friend, Lydia. She came to support me today because she was there right after I found Stephen.”

      

      “Poor Stephen,” said the crying woman breaking out into a fresh wave of tears.

      

      “Delighted to meet you,” said the man who had been singing as he grabbed Lydia’s hand and kissed it. “Though I do wish it weren’t under such tragic circumstances as these. Please, call me Cosmo.”

      

      “Hello,” Lydia said, not sure what the proper response was to getting one’s hand kissed so dramatically. She turned her attention back to Kelsey, who was looking at the woman with the brace on her wrist.

      

      “Are you all right, Samantha? What happened?” asked Kelsey.

      

      “I don’t want to complain after what happened to Stephen,” Samantha said. “But I hurt myself when I was leaving this morning. A tile was loose on my step, and I fell. My wrist took the brunt of it, and some of my shrubbery is worse for wear, but I’ll survive. I was more disappointed that I wouldn’t arrive as early as I usually do than I was concerned with being in pain.”

      

      “Samantha is our stage manager,” Kelsey explained. “She makes sure that the show runs smoothly – that people and props are where they are supposed to be. She does a great job.”

      

      “I thought I was,” Samantha said, frowning. “But no one died under another stage manager’s watch at our theater before.”

      

      “You can’t blame yourself for what the phantom did,” said Cosmo with a wave of his hand. “If that creature wanted to extinguish the life of our dear, local playwright, there was nothing to be done.”

      

      The crying woman sobbed again. She moved closer to Kelsey and pulled her into a big hug, taking advantage of her shoulder to shed her tears on. Kelsey gestured to Lydia that this was all right with her, and Lydia headed closer to Jeff.

      

      Jeff admitted that he didn’t remember everyone’s name because he had just joined the cast. He knew some of their character names better than their real ones. However, he did his best to explain who everyone was to Lydia.

      

      The crying woman was named Brooke Hart, and she was an actress. Cosmo played the lead in the show. The play was about a fictitious family, so the rest of the cast played Cosmo’s relatives. He pointed out Robert who had told Jeff about the seaweed aspect of the phantom.

      

      “And that’s my wife,” Jeff said, indicating to the woman biting her nails. “I think her name is Elaine. I mean, her real name. And she’s just playing my wife onstage.”

      

      “I understand.”

      

      “I don’t have any scenes with her. I only have one big scene with Kelsey where I give her advice. But I am an important character,” Jeff said. “Everyone is wondering what will happen to my money and where it will go after I die. One relative even considers poisoning me to speed it up. But he’s not successful.”

      

      “And who are those quiet people at the end of the table?” Lydia asked, indicating to a trio that Jeff had not mentioned. They were all dressed in black and looked miserable.

      

      “They’re not in the show, but they came to one of the dress rehearsals, so I do know who they are,” Jeff said, trying to remember. “I think the man and woman with blonde hair were part of Stephen Mills’s family, and the other guy is his friend. They must have been asked here to say what they think Stephen would have wanted. Besides, you know, not to have been murdered.”

      

      “How much longer is this going to take?” the blonde man that they had just been talking about asked, standing up. “There are arrangements that my family needs to make.”

      

      “Calm down, Hugh,” said the woman next to him. “This was important to Stephen.”

      

      “Why should I be calm, Melinda,” he retorted. “Someone killed our brother, and now we’re sitting around eating pancakes and pretending that his killer isn’t someone in this room.”

      

      “We don’t know that,” said the third person with them, absentmindedly playing with his car keys and letting the luxury car logo on the chair dangle. “We’ll leave as soon as this is decided. Let’s not make a scene. Let’s leave that for the actors.”

      

      “Well said, Eddie,” Melinda agreed.

      

      Hugh sat down but stared at his watch pointedly.

      

      “We’re just waiting for the director,” Samantha said, addressing everyone. “I spoke to Peter early this morning. He said that he was going to check with the police about the theater and then would be right over.”

      

      “He’s late,” Hugh said.

      

      “Can we make a decision without him?” asked Cosmo. “I, for one feel – that we must go on with the show!”

      

      “I think Stephen would have wanted that,” Melinda agreed. “He was so happy to finally have a work of his performed.”

      

      “We really should wait for Peter,” Samantha said. “With a decision as big as this, we should have the director involved.”

      

      “And if he’s talking to the police, he might be able to tell you whether you even have a decision to make,” Eddie said. “The theater is a crime scene now, isn’t it?”

      

      “We don’t need that stage to perform,” Cosmo protested. “We could do the show anywhere. Even on this table.”

      

      “After all the hours spent building that set?” Samantha challenged.

      

      “We probably should wait to hear from the police,” Lydia said. “They’ll need the area roped off until they are certain that there is nothing else that they could learn from the crime scene.”

      

      “It’s refreshing to hear you directing others toward the police,” Leo said, walking closer to the group with Detective Grey by his side. “Though, I’m not sure I understand why you are here.”

      

      “Moral support,” Kelsey said, though she was still doing her share of supporting because Brooke had not ceased her sobbing hug.

      

      “Officer, do you have any news for us?” Cosmo asked. “Have you caught the ruffian who did this to our man of the pen? May we return to our stage?”

      

      “We’re still investigating what happened to Stephen Mills,” Leo reported. “But that’s why we’re here. We heard that everyone from the show was gathering here. We’d like to ask you all some questions.”

      

      “Did the director tell you that everyone was here?” asked Lydia.

      

      “No,” said Leo. “One of our officers came here to pick up breakfast and saw that the actors were beginning to accumulate.”

      

      “We’d like to speak to each of you in turn,” Detective Grey said, addressing the room. “It’s important that you tell us everything that you can about the victim.”

      

      “And we can tell you everything that we can about the murderer,” said Cosmo. “As a twenty year veteran of this stage, I know all about the phantom.”

      

      “We’d also appreciate any plausible suspects,” Detective Grey said, unamused.

      

      Leo grabbed Lydia by the arm and pulled her to the side.

      

      “I know that you want to help your friend, but I need you to promise me that you’re not going to get involved in this case,” he said. “We might have a very disturbed individual on our hands who really thinks he is a phantom. I don’t want you to get hurt. I’m serious this time.”

      

      “Leo…”

      

      “No, buts. Promise me that you won’t try and solve this murder,” he said, glaring at her.

      

      She returned the stare for a while, but finally backed down. She remembered how many close calls she had in the past and wasn’t anxious to repeat the experience.

      

      “Fine. I won’t try and solve this murder,” Lydia said. “But I am going to keep an eye on Kelsey and Jeff.”

      

      “Compromise reached.”

      

      “Do you need me to stay?” Lydia asked.

      

      “No,” he said quickly. “I’d rather you weren’t here. And I suppose we already have a statement from Kelsey so she can leave as well.”

      

      Lydia nodded. She returned to Kelsey and gently pulled the sorrowful Brooke off of her. Then, she wished Jeff luck, and she and Kelsey walked outside.

      

      “We didn’t decide anything about the show,” Kelsey said sadly. “But I have a feeling that it’s not going to move forward until this case is solved.”

      

      Lydia gritted her teeth. It was going to be very difficult to keep her promise to Leo.
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      “What should we do now?” Kelsey asked.

      

      She and Lydia were still outside the breakfast place. They hadn’t moved far because Lydia wasn’t sure what they should do next. What would be the most comforting thing for Kelsey? Should they return to the taffy shop? Should she try and find some kittens for her to cuddle?

      

      Lydia was saved having to come up with an immediate answer because they were joined by Samantha, the stage manager.

      

      “Did the police finish with you that quickly?” asked Lydia.

      

      “No, but they let me come outside to place a call,” Samantha said. “I haven’t heard anything from Peter lately, and I want to know where he is. Those detectives want to talk to him too. And I don’t blame them. I can barely believe that Stephen is dead – but if you add the phantom element too, it seems impossible.”

      

      “I always thought that they were just silly stories,” Kelsey said.

      

      “As did I,” Samantha agreed. “I never really thought that if I broke a prop that a shark-man would come out and attack – or whatever version of the story you believe. I should call Peter now, though.”

      

      Samantha took out her cell phone and dialed, but it was clear that she didn’t get an answer. She frowned.

      

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

      

      “No. And that’s not like him,” Samantha said as some worry crept into her voice. “He always answers my calls.”

      

      “You said that you spoke to him this morning?” asked Lydia. “What exactly did he say?”

      

      “He said that he wanted for me to arrange a meeting with the cast and crew to discuss Stephen and the show. He said that he was about to leave to go to the police station to try and determine what was going on. I placed all my calls. I told Kelsey that she didn’t need to come if she didn’t feel up to it, but asked her to tell Jeff about the meeting. I updated Peter about this via text but didn’t get a response. I got dressed and left to come here. I just had that slight delay when the tile on my step moved, and I fell. I landed on my shrubbery and some seashells. No. I haven’t heard from Peter since that call.”

      

      Samantha started to wring her hands together, but it hurt her injured hand, and she stopped. She looked very anxious.

      

      “Maybe we can find Peter while you talk to the police,” Kelsey suggested.

      

      “Yes. We’d be happy to,” Lydia said with a nod.

      

      Samantha smiled gratefully. “Thank you. That would make me feel better.”

      

      Kelsey and Lydia walked away with renewed purpose. Lydia liked this plan because she was now worried about the director too, and she felt like she should be doing something to remedy this whole situation. Also, she technically wasn’t breaking her promise to Leo. She wasn’t investigating the murder. She was investigating a missing director.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Lydia and Kelsey headed to Peter Welles’s house. Kelsey had been involved in the show he directed last summer, and he had thrown a cast party there afterward. They walked up to his front door, but the house looked empty. There were no lights on, and there was no car in the slanted driveway.

      

      “If he’s not here, I’m not sure where we should look next,” Kelsey admitted.

      

      “Maybe one of his neighbors knows where he went,” Lydia suggested. “Maybe he was going to make a stop before he went to see the police.”

      

      Kelsey didn’t look convinced, and Lydia wasn’t so sure herself. She was starting to worry that something had happened to the man, but she didn’t want to admit that to Kelsey until she needed to, so she put on a smile and walked toward the neighbor across the street.

      

      A man with a large hat was examining a large dent in the tree in his yard. Lydia frowned as she noticed marks in the grass on his lawn too. They might have been tire treads.

      

      “Are you looking for Peter?” the man asked as they approached.

      

      “That’s right,” Lydia said. “He didn’t show up to a meeting this morning.”

      

      The man nodded. “I guess they did keep him at the hospital.”

      

      “The hospital?” Kelsey asked with a gasp.

      

      “I guess there was something wrong with his car because he was always a safe driver from what I could see,” the man explained. “But he crashed into my tree this morning. He’s lucky that he wasn’t going very fast or he might have been seriously hurt. But he did think that he hit his head. I called for an ambulance. You can’t take a chance with a head injury. And it looks like they did take him to the hospital.”

      

      “Could we visit him?” Kelsey asked.

      

      Lydia nodded. “We can go in a minute. But I have to ask what happened to the car.”

      

      “I had it towed to a local garage,” said the neighbor. “I didn’t want it on my lawn, and I figured Peter would want it to get fixed. I don’t think the damage was too bad. But you know what was funny about the car? I think there were seashells falling off it. I’ve been finding them in my lawn. But that’s minor. Like I said, it was a good thing that Peter wasn’t moving too quickly. He might have been killed.”

      

      “Killed?” Kelsey repeated. “Just like Stephen was?”

      

      Lydia mind was also racing. Perhaps this was how the note’s question of who was next was being answered. Perhaps Peter had also been an intended victim of the killer. Another question was: was the killer finished? Since Peter had survived this car accident, would the killer come after him again and make sure that the murder was accomplished? Would the killer go after other people in the show as well? What was the killer hoping to accomplish? Or, was Lydia getting ahead of herself? Had this merely been a car accident at an inopportune time?

      

      She would need to gather more evidence in order to answer these questions. She and Kelsey thanked the neighbor for the information and hurried to the hospital. They were quiet as drove along, both lost in their own thoughts. Lydia tried not to dwell on the possibility that Kelsey was in danger and that by getting involved in the matter, she was driving into danger as well.
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      Lydia and Kelsey walked toward the room that they were directed toward at the hospital. Lydia wasn’t a huge fan of the place, after having spent much time there when her uncle had become ill and heard results from tests that were the opposite of what they wanted to hear.

      

      She had also spent a short time at the hospital after she had nearly been drowned by a killer soon after she opened her taffy shop. She knew that she should be grateful that the doctors tested her and told her that she should be fine, but she still associated the building with her near-death experience. Now they were going to visit a patient with his own near-death experience too.

      

      They poked their heads into the proper room. The man inside had some bandages on his head and was looking grumpy, but he smiled when he saw them.

      

      “Kelsey! You came to visit me, my dear.”

      

      She rushed to his side, and Lydia followed behind.

      

      “We just heard,” Kelsey explained. “The detectives are talking to everyone else in the cast, so I went looking for you to see why you didn’t come to the meeting. This is my boss and friend, Lydia.”

      

      “I’ve heard a good deal about you,” Peter said. “All positive. And thank you for placing that ad for your taffy shop in the program. If the show doesn’t move forward, I’m sure we can refund you.”

      

      “Don’t worry about that right now,” Lydia said. “I know that there is an awful lot going on at the moment.”

      

      “It’s great to see you and hear your voice,” Kelsey said. “When your neighbor said that you hit your head, I was worried.”

      

      “I’m fine,” the man said, sounding annoyed. “I agreed to their tests simply to confirm it, but they seem intent on keeping me overnight for observation. It’s a terrible inconvenience. There is so much to decide and to figure out. And they told me I couldn’t look at electronic screens for a few hours, so I’ve been without my phone to let everyone know what’s going on.”

      

      “Samantha was trying to reach you,” Kelsey said. “She was getting worried.”

      

      “When you leave, please let everyone know that I am perfectly fine,” Peter said. “If I had known that they would make such a fuss, I wouldn’t have come here. I thought they would run one test and then let me leave. I know my head is all right. I’m more worried about Stephen’s death, the show, and my car.”

      

      “I’m sorry to pry,” Lydia said gently. “But could you tell us a little about your accident?”

      

      “It was the strangest thing,” Peter said. “My brakes just stopped working. I tried to hit them and to no avail. I was going to head to the police station to inquire about the theater, but I never got off my street. I rolled right down the steep incline of my driveway and headed towards my neighbor’s house. If I hadn’t turned the wheel, I would have gone right through his front door. I opted to hit the tree instead. Unfortunately, the momentum did jostle my head, and I hit it.”

      

      “The brakes didn’t work at all?” asked Lydia. “Had you been having any trouble with them prior to today?”

      

      “I wouldn’t have driven if I had been having issues with my brakes,” he said. “What are you getting at? Do you suspect foul play?”

      

      “Possibly,” said Lydia. “I think you should talk to the police and that they should check your brake lines. This might be related to what happened to Stephen Mills.”

      

      “Maybe there is something wrong with my head,” Peter said slowly. “Because that hadn’t occurred to me. And now it seems so obvious. If both of us were targeted, the show would be the link.”

      

      “And it’s possible that Samantha was too,” said Lydia.

      

      “What?” Peter exclaimed, nearly jumping out of bed. “Do you know what a good stage manager is worth? Who dares hurt her?”

      

      “She’s all right,” Lydia said soothingly, coaxing him back under his blanket. “But there was something wrong with the tile on her step, which caused her to fall. That could have been due to sabotage.”

      

      “Poor Samantha. She’s worked on several shows with me, and she’s always so dedicated. And poor Stephen,” Peter said miserably. “Stephen finally had a show going up with us. He’s sent me so many scripts in the past, and most of them were awful. They were all over the place, and the characters’ motivations never really made sense. But he kept working on it, and I told him to try and write from his own experience. I’m not sure if he really did that, but he finally brought me a play with fascinating characters. The Family Hildenbraugh is a great piece. I wanted to show it to the world.”

      

      “Can’t we still?” Kelsey asked.

      

      “I don’t know,” Peter said. “The playwright was killed. The theater is a crime scene. Someone went after my stage manager and me. An audience might be afraid to venture towards us.”

      

      “But what about the phrase: the show must go on?” asked Kelsey.

      

      “I would usually agree with it,” said Peter. “But how can we go on with a phantom against us?”

      

      “I don’t think a supernatural creature is behind these crimes,” Lydia said. “I think a person is responsible.”

      

      “Now my head is beginning to hurt a little,” said Peter. “Because I cannot decide what is worse – to have a ghost against our show or the possibility of having a killer in our midst. Could it be someone involved in the show? I care about them all so much. I simply can’t believe that one of them is a murderer.”

      

      “Perhaps that person is a great actor?” Lydia suggested.

      

      Peter and Kelsey both stared at her and frowned. She knew what was going through their heads. They wanted the cast to be full of talented actors who would be capable of such deception, but who would never act upon it.

      

      “Do you know if Stephen had any enemies?” asked Lydia. “Or is there anyone who might want to hurt you?”

      

      “No. We’re just part of a community theater. It matters a lot to us, but it’s not something worth killing over.”

      

      “Unless we did something to upset the phantom,” Kelsey said quietly.

      

      Peter sighed. “I guess we should tell everyone that the show is canceled. There’s no way we can continue, is there?”

      

      “Sure there is,” said Kelsey. “It might not be the same as what we planned, but if we are determined, we can figure out a way to present the show. And I think we should. Isn’t that what Stephen would have wanted?”

      

      “You’re right,” Peter said. “Stephen would have wanted it. This play was his baby, and he wanted to see it come to life. We’ll find a way. I’m stuck in bed all day. I’ll use the time to figure out an alternate venue. And when I can use my phone, I’ll make some calls to get us some security. We’ll make sure this happens for Stephen!”

      

      Kelsey clapped her hands excitedly, but Lydia was having doubts. Proceeding with the show seemed very perilous to her.
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      Lydia and Kelsey returned to the taffy shop. Mona and Annette were dealing with the customers but were also keeping an eye on them. Lydia couldn’t hide the anxiety she was feeling, but Kelsey was determined.

      

      “Are you sure about this?” Lydia asked.

      

      “I’m not quitting the show,” Kelsey said. “I can’t give up on something I love. You have to understand that. Did you throw in the beach towel when someone tried to frame you for murder? Did you let your taffy shop take the blame and get shut down? Did you let the ice cream shop owner spread nasty rumors about Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets? Did you give up when you were nearly killed? No. You didn’t. And I won’t either.”

      

      Usually, Lydia would have liked to be seen as a role model, but she wasn’t excited about it this time. It seemed that she was setting the example that putting yourself in danger was a good thing. This was never something that she planned to do.

      

      She sighed. “I don’t want you to give up on something that you love. But I don’t want you in danger either. Every time you and Jeff ever helped me with a case, I tried to make sure you stayed on the outskirts and couldn’t get hurt. Now you’re right in the center of this.”

      

      “I’m in the ensemble of it,” Kelsey joked. “And I told Samantha what Peter said. The cast agreed that we would move forward for Stephen. They had been split down the middle for what to do after talking to the detectives, but this pushed them for it.”

      

      “Great,” Lydia said with no enthusiasm at all.

      

      “And this way you’ll still be able to see the show,” Kelsey continued as if Lydia had been excited. “We just need to figure out some details, and it will be great. It will be a tribute to Stephen Mills.”

      

      “As long as you don’t lose anyone else involved in the show.”

      

      “Samantha said that she would tell everyone to be careful. And you told the doctor to inform the police about Peter’s car. I bet Detective Doherty and Detective Grey are looking into that lead right now.”

      

      Lydia nodded. She was glad that she had found a way to get the information over to Leo without him knowing that it came from her. She had merely informed the doctor that Peter Welles was now concerned that his accident was the result of sabotage, and the medical staff promised to contact the authorities.

      

      Jeff entered the shop a moment later. He walked right towards them without stopping for a free sample of taffy, so Lydia could tell that he was serious.

      

      “Is the show really still happening?” asked Jeff. “And are you behind this?”

      

      “Well, I spoke to Peter, and I told him that I thought that the playwright would have wanted his work to still be presented,” Kelsey said.

      

      Jeff looked down, nervously at his feet. “Maybe Stephen would have wanted it, but I’m not so sure the phantom does. Maybe the phantom thinks we’re such bad actors that we shouldn’t be allowed to perform?”

      

      “That can’t be the case,” said Kelsey. “Even if we did do something to upset the phantom, it couldn’t be our talent.

      We’re great.”

      

      “Maybe you are! But I’m not. I’m just reading lines from a book while pretending to be Old Man Edwin. All this started after I joined the cast,” he said. “What if this is my fault?”

      

      “It’s not your fault,” Lydia said firmly. “The only one responsible is the person – yes, person – who killed Stephen Mills and who hurt Samantha and Peter.”

      

      “And you are really good on stage,” Kelsey added. “There’s no way the phantom could be mad at your performance.”

      

      “That’s nice to hear,” said Jeff. “Though I probably did come off a very needy and nervous actor to Detective Grey. I didn’t have much to add to the investigation, so I just talked about how insecure I felt on stage. But I feel a little more confident about finding clues than reciting lines.”

      

      “What did you find?” asked Lydia.

      

      “It’s nothing big,” Jeff said, taking a folded program out of his pocket.

      

      “This isn’t what was found in the victim’s hand, is it?” asked Lydia. “You didn’t steal this from the police?”

      

      “No,” Jeff said, quickly. “This is just a copy of the program for the show.”

      

      “You’re not really supposed to take them until opening night,” Kelsey muttered.

      

      “I needed to prove to my surfer friends that I was really going to be on stage,” Jeff said with a shrug. “Before people started dying, I wanted them to come and see it. But I thought it might be useful now because it has everyone’s name in it. I couldn’t remember them all before.”

      

      “I know everyone’s name in the cast,” said Kelsey.

      

      “It also has the little bios that everyone submitted,” said Jeff. “In Stephen’s he thanks his family and a special lady. But he doesn’t say her name. That’s interesting, isn’t it?”

      

      “It is,” Lydia agreed as she looked over the program.

      

      Then, she noticed something else very interesting, as well. Inside the booklet was a list of everyone involved with the show. It read: “The Family Hildenbraugh” by Stephen Mills. This was followed by: Directed by Peter Welles and Stage Manager – Samantha Harding. Then, it listed each character name, and the actor portraying the role.

      

      “Who’s next?” Lydia said. “That’s what was written on the program found in the victim’s hand. And the answer was literally next to the question.”

      

      “What?” asked Kelsey.

      

      “The killer is going after people involved in the show, and he’s going after them in the order that they are listed in the program,” Lydia said, pointing it out. “The playwright was killed first. The director was in his car accident right after he spoke to Samantha, and then when she left her house later, she had her fall.”

      

      “Who comes next?” asked Kelsey, biting her lip.

      

      “Cosmo,” Lydia answered. “He’s the top-billed actor.”

      

      “We should go and make sure that no one is after him,” Kelsey said.

      

      “We have another problem,” Jeff said. “I’m all the way at the bottom of the list, and Kelsey is above me. Someone could be after her soon.”

      

      “We’ll just have to protect her,” Lydia said. “But we need to protect Cosmo too.”

      

      Lydia led the way out of the shop, hoping that they wouldn’t arrive too late to help the actor.
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      Kelsey called Cosmo to check on him. He assured them that he was fine, but invited the trio to come over to his home if they were not satisfied. They accepted his offer and hurried over to him.

      

      Lydia almost felt silly rushing to his rescue when she saw his manicured lawn and potted plants. The actor was waving happily from his front porch as they arrived. However, she believed this was definitely a time when it was better to be safe than sorry.

      

      “I’m thrilled to see you all. Please, do come in,” he said, gesturing inside.

      

      They followed him into the house, and it looked just as cheerful inside as out. They sat on his yellow sofa as he offered them a soda to drink.

      

      “No, thank you,” Lydia said. “We really just wanted to make sure that you were safe.”

      

      “But, of course, I am,” he said. “Though this has unnerved me some. I kept thinking I heard someone in my backyard. But, of course, when I checked, there was no one. All this talk is making me paranoid.”

      

      “Maybe there’s a reason to be,” said Jeff.

      

      “No, my dear boy. The phantom would only attack people at the theater. That’s part of its lore. But I do hope that won’t discourage you from coming to the theater when it reopens. I do love having an audience when I perform. I hope there will be one for our opening night tomorrow. I’m glad we decided to go through with it, but it might seem rather slapdash in the end. I hope people come.”

      

      “I do too,” Kelsey said. “For Stephen’s sake. We’ll just have to do as much advertising as we can when we know where we will be performing.”

      

      “And we’ll have to keep the cast safe,” Jeff added.

      

      “Samantha did mention that,” Cosmo said. “And now you’re all here. But I really don’t know what you’re worried about. The phantom only has power in the theater. What happened to Peter was an accident, and the police will uncover who the phantom was possessing at the time of the murder. It’s a shame that this person will have to pay for the crime, but they shouldn’t have made themselves a vessel for possession.”

      

      “What?” asked Lydia. This certainly wasn’t a version of the myth that she heard before.

      

      “Yes. The younger generation seems to think that this phantom is a creature that stalks the stage, but really, it is a spirit. Sometimes it gives an actor a boost of confidence or talent, but it could act for evil as well – as it seems to have done in this case. You see, our phantom is related to the Jersey Devil.”

      

      “The stories of the Jersey Devil relate to the Pinelands. Not the shore,” said Lydia.

      

      “Oh, really?” asked Cosmo. “And then, how do you explain what happened to Stephen?”

      

      “I think a human killed him and is using the story of this Ocean Point Phantom, so we don’t look too closely at real suspects,” said Lydia.

      

      “I say. That’s rather interesting.” Cosmo stoked his chin. “That even sounds like it might make for a good theater play.”

      

      “And who do you think would be cast in the role of the killer?” asked Lydia pointedly.

      

      “I’m sure I could handle the challenges of any role. Obviously, my look is more suited for mature roles, but I could play older or younger if need be. I could portray a hero or a villain. Comedy or tragedy.” He trailed off and looked at her. “Wait a moment. You’re talking about real life, aren’t you? I don’t know who could have killed Stephen if not an evil spirit.”

      

      “There was no one who had a problem with him?” asked Lydia.

      

      “Actors can be temperamental at times, but there was no one who wanted to kill him. Most people were satisfied with their roles. I greatly enjoyed mine. I am trying to keep the family together, but it’s difficult. I want to support Kelsey’s character in her dreams to become a dancer. And my son is in such need of money that he is considering killing his grandfather. But in the end, I manage to remind everyone of the meaning of family.”

      

      “I play his father,” Jeff said. “Which is funny because he’s the right age to be my dad. But they put a lot of makeup on me.”

      

      “What about Stephen’s love life?” Lydia asked, changing gears. “Sometimes, that could be a powerful motive for murder.”

      

      “And Stephen mentioned a woman in his bio for the program,” said Jeff.

      

      “Yes, that. I’m pretty sure it’s Brooke,” Cosmo said. “I saw her and Stephen leave the theater together holding hands. And you saw how she was carrying on at brunch. I gathered they were an item but were trying to keep it secret. She must not have wanted anyone to think that she got the role for any reason other than her talent.”

      

      “Did anything seem different between them lately?” asked Lydia.

      

      “Not that I noticed, but I do try and focus on my performance more than the trysts of my fellow cast members. And it will be such a good performance. It really is deserving of a large audience. I hope we’ll have more than that trio who came for the dress rehearsal to support the playwright,” Cosmo said. “Come. Let me show you a sample of my performance. Then, you can tell your friends and get them to come to the show.”

      

      “My friends and I were already planning to see it,” said Lydia. “To support Jeff and Kelsey.”

      

      Cosmo stood up and started walking toward his back door. “Follow me. It will be better if I use my booming outdoor voice. I wouldn’t want to frighten you inside the house.”

      

      They followed him to the door. However, Lydia thought she noticed something odd in the way that the door swung. Acting instinctively, she grabbed Cosmo and pulled him back.

      

      It was lucky she did. A large potted plant fell directly where Cosmo would have been if he had continued walking. He stared at the remains of the broken pot mixed with broken seashells on the ground and touched his head.

      

      “That could have hit me,” he said. “How did my plant get there?”

      

      Lydia looked at the door and saw a rope attached to the outer handle. “It looks like someone rigged it to fall.”

      

      Cosmo placed a hand on his chest. “My dear lady, you saved my life. I am truly indebted to you. How can I ever make it up to you?”

      

      “Well, I guess there is one thing,” said Lydia.

      

      “Anything. Name it.”

      

      “When you call the police to tell them about this, maybe don’t tell my brother I was here.”

      

      He nodded solemnly. She thanked him and started to leave. She thought it was important that the police learn about this latest attempt on the life of someone involved with the show. She just didn’t want to be around when they did. She was pretty sure that Leo wouldn’t see this as trying to help an actor and would only see it as meddling in his investigation.
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      Lydia was glad that she had been able to help Cosmo, but she was worried about how the attempt on his life meant that they were getting closer to when the killer would make a move to hurt Kelsey. What if he was successful then? Lydia wouldn’t be able to live with herself if anything happened to her.

      

      She tried to focus on the positives. Though what had almost happened to Cosmo was nerve-wracking, this meant that there was new evidence that the police could examine. Maybe the killer had made a mistake, and Leo would be able to uncover a fingerprint that would point him in the right direction.

      

      However, while Leo and Detective Grey would be examining that crime scene, she wanted to talk to the next person on the cast list to make sure that they were not in danger. It just so happened that this was the person that she was anxious to talk to as a suspect: Brooke Hart. If she and Stephen had been dating, she might know more about who would want to hurt him than other members of the cast. It also meant that she might have a motive for killing him too.

      

      When Lydia, Jeff, and Kelsey arrived at Brooke’s house, she was no longer crying. It seemed as if she had used up all of her tears and was now moving robotically as she ushered them inside.

      

      “Thanks for coming to check on me,” she said. “You must have seen how hard this death was affecting me.”

      

      “That’s right,” Lydia said. “Though we only just learned that you had been dating Stephen.”

      

      “I guess there’s no point in denying it now,” Brooke said. “We were trying to keep it a secret so no one would gossip, but it looks like they already were. And I’m proud that we were together. We actually had a summer fling last year too when Stephen’s scripts were getting denied by the theater and when he worked crew. But we only just rekindled it. And now he’s gone…”

      

      “We’re very sorry for your loss,” said Lydia.

      

      “You run a candy shop, right?” asked Brooke. “That’s what Kelsey said before.”

      

      “I like to brag about my job,” said Kelsey.

      

      “We sell treats and trinkets,” Lydia said with a nod. “Taffy is the only candy we make in the shop. It’s what we specialize in, and we have many flavors.”

      

      “All delicious,” said Jeff. “And I do really like the strawberry kiwi taffy. Even in flower form.”

      

      “You don’t do chocolate?” asked Brooke.

      

      “We have some novelty chocolate, but it’s not something we make by hand,” said Lydia. “Why?”

      

      “So, it wasn’t you who sent me this box of chocolates?” Brooke asked, gesturing to an open but uneaten box of candy on her table. “I’ve been trying to figure out who left it outside my door. I thought it might have been one of you because of your shop.”

      

      “It wasn’t us,” said Lydia. “And I don’t think you should eat any of it.”

      

      Brooke shrugged as if she didn’t care about it. Lydia moved closer to the box and sniffed it. There was a strong scent of almonds, but the flavor chart claimed that the seashell shaped candies were filled with caramel.

      

      “I think these chocolates might have been poisoned,” Lydia said.

      

      Brooke shrugged again. “If someone killed Stephen, then it makes sense that they would come after me too.”

      

      “You said someone,” Lydia pointed out. “You don’t think it was the phantom who did this?”

      

      Brooke shook her head. “The phantom was supposed to be supportive of the theater. It would try and communicate on the wind. It wasn’t supposed to kill anyone. Not in the version I knew anyway. And even if there are some more deadly accounts, why would it want to hurt Stephen? All he did was write an amazing play. That’s something he’s been trying to do for years.”

      

      “I like this version of the phantom,” Jeff said. “It’s kinder and gentler than the others.”

      

      “Stephen heard some other version about seashells being left behind to show displeasure and the theater being pulled into the sea, but I didn’t like that one,” Brooke said.

      

      “I knew the part about the theater getting pulled into the ocean,” Kelsey agreed.

      

      “But it had to be a real person who killed him,” said Brooke. “And I guess who tried to kill me too.”

      

      “Do you know anyone who stayed at the theater after the rehearsal ended?” asked Lydia. “And what did you do?”

      

      “I wanted to go home and rest because the show was coming up,” Brooke said. “I told Stephen that we could go out after the show. I don’t know who stayed at the theater, but I guess Stephen must have. I just came here and went to bed. I suppose you’re asking me that because you think I might be a suspect?”

      

      “You always have to ask the significant other,” Jeff said. “Which is kinda sad if you think about it. Love and hate so often going hand in hand.”

      

      “I only loved Stephen. And I wouldn’t have tried to poison myself.”

      

      “But you didn’t eat any of that candy,” Lydia pointed out.

      

      “If I were looking for a suspect, I’d look at Stephen’s family,” Brooke said. “They didn’t seem all that broken up by his death at the brunch.”

      

      “Well, they weren’t crying as much as you,” Jeff agreed.

      

      “And I think there might be something wrong with them,” said Brooke. “I don’t know them well enough to be sure. But look at Stephen’s play. It’s all about a dysfunctional family. He wrote about what terrible people the Hildenbraughs are. What if they are based on his real family?”

      

      “Do you think so?” asked Lydia.

      

      “Peter gave Stephen the advice to pull from his own life experiences when writing. That’s what he said last summer. Peter said this would make his writing more believable, and this year, he wrote a play that was good enough to be performed. I think he took the advice to heart and wrote about his own family.”

      

      “They could certainly be worth talking to,” Lydia agreed.

      

      “And in the play, the grandson was thinking about poisoning the grandmother – well, the part was turned into a grandfather so Jeff could play the role. But my point is poison. It looks like this killer tried to use this method again in my candy,” said Brooke. “And I’d guess that it was Stephen’s brother, Hugh.”

      

      Lydia thanked Brooke for sharing her suspicions and told her that she should notify the police right away about the poisoned candy. She suppressed a shudder as she gave this advice. She hated all murder methods, but poisoned candy always felt unusually cruel.
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      “What better says that we’re sorry for someone’s loss?” Lydia asked. “Strawberry kiwi or salted caramel?

      

      She had returned to the taffy shop with Jeff and Kelsey. There was a lull in business when most tourists were enjoying their dinners, so Mona and Annette were also joining in the conversation.

      

      “I think dark chocolate fits the traditional black for mourning,” said Mona.

      

      “Maybe choose an assortment,” Annette suggested. “Then, they can eat what they’d like to eat.”

      

      “That seems like a good idea to me,” Jeff agreed. “I like all the taffy flavors.”

      

      “Let’s just decide quickly,” Kelsey said. “We need to visit the Mills family and see if any of them are the killer. If we don’t act quickly, we definitely won’t be able to use the theater tomorrow.”

      

      “And someone else could get hurt,” said Jeff. “Maybe even you.”

      

      “I’m not worried about me,” said Kelsey.

      

      “You should be,” said Jeff. “I called Robert, who is the one person in front of you and he is taking precautions. So is Elaine, the person after you. You should be careful too.”

      

      “I am careful. I’m with you all,” she retorted. “I couldn’t be any safer.”

      

      “I’m afraid I disagree,” Lydia said as she collected the assorted taffies into a container. “The killer seems to know things about the people involved in the show or is following them. You being here is part of your regular schedule.”

      

      “You should go home and lock yourself inside your house,” Annette suggested. “Your family could protect you.”

      

      “I’m not going to put my family in danger,” Kelsey said. “My sister drives me crazy, but I don’t want anything to happen to her.”

      

      “You don’t have to go home right now. My suggestion is that we bring you to the police station. We can tell Leo how we’ve noticed the pattern of who is getting hurt, and we want you protected.”

      

      “I guess this is serious,” Kelsey said, crossing her arms. “You’re willing to let Leo learn that we’ve been investigating if I go and ask for protection.”

      

      “I am,” Lydia agreed. “But maybe we try to have him see the subtle difference between investigating a murder and protecting future attacks, including those on my staff.”

      

      “I wish I could see the Mills family though,” said Kelsey. “That seems like the strongest motive to me so far. Maybe Stephen really did base his play on them, and they are all crazy.”

      

      “I think it might be someone lower on the list,” Jeff said. “Maybe they thought that they wouldn’t have to go all the way through it and could stop early.”

      

      “There are many possibilities of who it could have been,” Lydia said. “And there are still many things about this case that don’t make sense to me. However, right now, I want to focus on getting Kelsey to a safe place and then see what the victim’s family has to say.”

      

      “It will be sad if they’re not involved in the death and still have to be questioned,” said Annette.

      

      “That’s why we’re bringing a gift to express our sympathy,” said Lydia. “And we will be subtle with our questions.”

      

      “And we really do have sympathy for them,” said Jeff. “Stephen seemed like a nice guy. He was so excited about the show. And he made me feel welcome – even though I was a last minute fill-in when someone moved and he had to change the character a bit. I’m sad he’s gone.”

      

      Lydia placed a hand on his shoulder, supportively.

      

      “Maybe I should have some of that mourning taffy,” he joked.

      

      Lydia nodded and handed him a piece of strawberry kiwi. Then, she checked that Annette and Mona would be all right alone for a little longer. After they had assured her that they would be, Lydia turned to Kelsey.

      

      “It’s time to go.”

      

      “Okay,” Kelsey said. “I guess we really can’t afford to lose an actor in the show at this point. I’ll do what the detectives tell me to stay safe. But I’m going to perform in the show – whatever version it ends up being, tomorrow night.”

      

      Lydia agreed. She knew it would be pointless to argue, and she did really want Kelsey to be able to perform. They were about the leave the shop but were delayed when Daniel walked inside.

      

      “I’m sorry,” Lydia said. “You caught me on my way out again.”

      

      “I did?”

      

      “I’m about to go into police protection,” Kelsey said unhappily.

      

      “Is everything all right? What’s going on?” he asked.

      

      “It’s a long story,” Lydia said with a sigh. “One that includes actors, a phantom, a killer, and lots of dangerous situations in between.”

      

      “So, you’re investigating a new case?” asked Daniel.

      

      “The person who wrote the play I’m performing in was strangled,” said Kelsey. “And now there have been several attempts on other people’s lives involved in the show too.”

      

      “Though it’s possible one of them might have been staged,” said Lydia. “I’m not sure right now. What I am sure of is that I want to bring Kelsey to see Leo and Detective Grey and then I have some other people to question.”

      

      “It sounds like you have been very busy,” Daniel said. “I guess that’s why you didn’t tell me about all this?”

      

      “It’s been a bit of a whirlwind adventure,” said Jeff. “Similar to the whirlwind that’s in another version of the phantom story.”

      

      “I’m not exactly sure what’s going on,” Daniel said. “But maybe I can help. I saw your brother and his partner on the boardwalk a few minutes ago. I bet I could catch up with them and bring them here. Then, they could escort Kelsey wherever they think is best.”

      

      “That would be amazing,” Lydia said.

      

      “And we could go talk to the Mills family right away,” said Jeff.

      

      “We’ll keep an eye on Kelsey until they arrive,” Annette promised.

      

      “That’s right,” Mona agreed. “No phantom, ghost, or ghoul will get past us.”

      

      “I don’t think I need all this fuss,” Kelsey said. “But I do appreciate that everyone cares.”

      

      She gave Lydia a hug who gladly returned it. Then, Lydia and Jeff headed to the door. Daniel was right behind them.

      

      “Lydia?”

      

      “I really can’t thank you enough,” she said. “This also saves me having to face Leo right away.”

      

      “I’m happy to help,” Daniel said. “But could we find a time to talk soon?”

      

      “Sure,” Lydia said.

      

      She smiled at him, but inwardly she thought this sounded like bad news. Being told that she needed to find a time “to talk” with the person she had been pseudo-dating sounded more ominous than facing a killer.
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            Facing the Family

          

        

      

    

    
      Lydia felt awkward standing on the steps outside the Mills family home. It was clear that Jeff did too. However, Lydia needed to find out if someone there was terrorizing the theater and might be after Kelsey.

      

      She took a deep breath and rang the doorbell. Melinda, who had been at the meeting earlier, greeted them.

      

      “Can I help you?” she asked. Then, she seemed to recognize them. “Wait. You were at that theater meeting earlier, weren’t you?”

      

      “That’s right,” said Lydia.

      

      “I was in Stephen’s play,” Jeff said.

      

      “I also own a taffy shop, and we just wanted to bring a small gift to express our condolences,” Lydia said.

      

      “That’s sweet,” said Melinda. “And different. Everyone that has been visiting my mom today has brought a casserole. But she likes taffy. I’m sure she’ll appreciate it.”

      

      “We brought an assortment so everyone would have their choice of flavors,” Jeff said.

      

      “Would you like to come in?” asked Melinda. “Lots of people have been stopping by today to comfort my mom. But don’t feel like you have to. I know it can be very upsetting.”

      

      “We’d love to come in,” Lydia said.

      

      Melinda showed them inside. There was indeed a line of casseroles on the table, but Eddie came in to grab one.

      

      “You remember Eddie?” Melinda said. “He was my brother’s best friend. He was at that meeting this morning that turned into an interrogation. But he’s been very helpful.”

      

      “I’m just trying to do what I can. Trying to keep busy,” said Eddie.

      

      “He’s been running all the errands we needed done,” Melinda said. “You don’t realize how much there is to do. And it comes at a time when you don’t feel like doing anything.”

      

      Melinda’s brother walked up to them, looking upset. “What are they doing here?”

      

      “They brought a sympathy gift, Hugh.”

      

      “That’s rich,” Hugh scoffed. “Since they might have been the ones to kill Stephen.”

      

      “That’s awful to say,” Melinda responded.

      

      “But it’s true,” Hugh said. “One of his little friends must have done it. Why else would it have happened at the theater?”

      

      Lydia was content to let the siblings talk. While she didn’t like being accused of being a murder suspect, it seemed wise to hear what Melinda and Hugh thought of the matter.

      

      “I don’t know,” Melinda said, starting to tear up. “I don’t understand any of this and how Stephen could really be dead. But I know that we shouldn’t be mean to people who are trying to show us compassion at this difficult time. They might be hurting as well.”

      

      “Yeah,” Jeff said. “Stephen was really great. I was a late addition to the play, but he made me feel welcome.”

      

      “I’m so tired of hearing about this stupid play!” Hugh said. “It was all Stephen could talk about. How he finally found his muse. How happy he was that he had finally written something that was going to be performed. But for what? This show got him killed. Someone in that cast killed him.”

      

      “Hugh…”

      

      “What else are we supposed to believe, Melinda? That it was that stupid phantom that he told us about. We better be careful, or we’ll make it mad too. It will leave a seashell trail and try to wash the theater away. That story is more stupid than anything that Stephen ever wrote.”

      

      “You probably heard something similar,” Melinda said to Lydia. “Stephen used to tell us this crazy story about a phantom at the Ocean Point Theater.”

      

      “I hate that theater,” Hugh said before storming away.

      

      “You’ll have to excuse him,” Melinda said. “He’s dealing with this death with anger. It’s just how he’s coping. He’s not like this all the time.”

      

      “No?” asked Lydia. “He never lashed out in anger like this before? Never at Stephen?”

      

      “Siblings don’t always get along, but Hugh isn’t normally angry like this. It really is because he misses Stephen so much and can’t completely face the loss. But he can be supportive. Can’t he, Eddie?”

      

      “That’s right,” Eddie agreed. “He was very supportive when my grandfather died. I expected the kindness from my best friend, but not from Hugh. He really surprised me.”

      

      Tears started to fall from Melinda’s eyes again. “I’m sorry. This is just very hard for all of us.”

      

      “I can only imagine,” Lydia said.

      

      “Do you want me to get you something?” Eddie asked Melinda. “Anything at all?”

      

      “No. I’ll be fine. And I might just try one of these taffies,” Melinda said, putting on a brave face. She picked a taffy at random and placed it in her mouth. “It’s very good.”

      

      “I’ll keep reorganizing the kitchen to find space for the casseroles,” Eddie said.

      

      Melinda thanked him and then led Lydia and Jeff into the other room. A woman was dressed all in black, holding a theater script. Her eyes were red, but she wasn’t crying. She was quiet.

      

      “Mom, these are some of Stephen’s friends from the theater,” Melinda said. “They brought us some taffy.”

      

      “That was very kind,” Mrs. Mills said. “Both bringing the gift and coming here. I know it must have been hard to decide to come. Since we don’t know exactly what happened to my Stephen, it’s hard to know who to trust. But I am grateful that you came.”

      

      “We are so sorry for your loss,” Lydia said. “And everyone at the theater is too. They just have different ways of showing it, and there has been some funny business going on that has them all on edge.”

      

      “I know,” Mrs. Mills said. “At least, I know a little of it. I spoke to some detectives when they told me the news. They think that someone is pretending to be a phantom and is committing these horrible crimes.”

      

      “I believe that is what they think,” Lydia agreed.

      

      “I’m glad that the cast is still planning on putting on Stephen’s show though,” Mrs. Mills said. “What he wanted more than anything was for people to see what he wrote performed. He worked so hard at it. For years he tried, and he got better and better. He tried different genres. He tried outer space stories and then spy thrillers and then finally found his niche in family dramas. I don’t know where he got his ideas.”

      

      “Did you read the play?” Lydia asked. “Or were you waiting to see it performed live?”

      

      “I read it,” Mrs. Mills said. “And the family is so unlike our own that I don’t know where it came from.”

      

      “It’s that different?” asked Jeff.

      

      “Well, we don’t have any extended family like in the play. I was an orphan,” said Mrs. Mills. “It’s just the four of us here. I mean, three now…”

      

      She looked down sadly. Melinda sat next to her and hugged her mom.

      

      “There is one part that seemed familiar,” Melinda said, trying to cheer her up. “The part where the son character talks about baseball. That seems exactly like something that Hugh would say. I think that part was based on Hugh.”

      

      “I suppose you’re right,” Mrs. Mills said. “But Hugh would never consider murdering a family member for money like in the play.”

      

      Lydia stood there, supportively, and held her tongue. Was it possible that the character was based on Hugh, and Stephen had noticed something sinister in his brother’s character? Did he notice that Hugh had a personality capable of murder?
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            Suspicions and Stir Fry

          

        

      

    

    
      Lydia sniffed the food on her fork before she took a bite. She knew that she wasn’t on the list of people involved with the show in the program, but she didn’t want to take any chances. One of the killer’s attempts was with poison, and she wasn’t planning on ingesting any.

      

      “Is everything all right?” Trina asked.

      

      She was sitting across the table from Lydia in her kitchen. Sunny was staring intently at the two of them, hoping for a bite of the delicious chicken stir fry in front of her.

      

      “It’s fine,” Lydia assured her. “I already sniffed your food.”

      

      Trina pushed her plate away and stared at her friend. “I obviously missed a lot today.”

      

      Sunny ran closer to see if the movement of the plate meant that Trina was done and that she might share with the pup.

      

      “A lot did happen,” Lydia said, after taking a bite of the food she deemed to be safe. “Too much.”

      

      “There have been all sorts of rumors at the hair salon today, but why don’t you tell me what’s really going on?” Trina suggested. “And if it’s terrifying and we need another sleepover – so be it. Honestly, if you weren’t planning on moving out soon, I might move into your guest room.”

      

      Sunny let out a little bark either because she liked the idea or she wanted to remind them that she still had not been given any chicken.

      

      “Well, there’s a lot to recap, but I guess it goes like this: the playwright Stephen Mills was killed last night. There was a threatening note that asked who’s next?”

      

      “Right. That’s the part that gave me nightmares last time,” said Trina.

      

      “Today, I found out the answer to that question. The killer was going down the list in the program of who was involved with the show. He started by strangling the playwright. Then, he went after the director, the stage manager, and then moved on to the actors. I know he went after Cosmo and Brooke.”

      

      “Oh, my goodness!” Trina cried. “All these people are dead.”

      

      “No,” Lydia said quickly. “Only the playwright was killed. The others just had attempts made on their lives. The director’s brakes were cut, the stage manager’s front steps were sabotaged, one actor had his back door rigged so a large pot would fall on his head, and an actress was sent poisoned candy.”

      

      “This killer is sure keeping busy,” said Trina. “I’m glad he wasn’t successful at all these attempts.”

      

      “Me too,” Lydia said. “And I feel better knowing that Kelsey is safe now. Leo brought her home, and there’s a police officer stationed outside her house. There are also officers with some of the other actors. And he only gave me a ten-minute speech about the meaning of not getting involved with an investigation.”

      

      “Well, it’s not like you meant to get involved. You had to do something when Kelsey and Jeff and their friends were being threatened.”

      

      “Thank you,” Lydia said. “I thought that Leo beginning to date Suzanne might mellow him out, but he’s still uptight about my ideas for a case.”

      

      Trina flicked a piece of chicken and a carrot toward a grateful Sunny. Then she asked, “Do you have any idea who might have done this?”

      

      “Too many ideas and doubts to be helpful,” Lydia answered. “There’s just so much going on with this case. Maybe an actor faked an attempt on their life. Maybe it’s someone not even involved in the theater.”

      

      “Well, it’s a good thing that the killer isn’t very good at what he does.”

      

      “What was that?” Lydia asked. Something about what Trina had just said was sparking an idea in her head.

      

      “I said it’s a good thing that the killer wasn’t good at what he did. He went after – what? Six people. And he only killed one of them.”

      

      “You’re right,” Lydia said. “You’re absolutely right.”

      

      “I know. But why do you look so excited?” asked Trina. “I’m just glad more people aren’t dead. Isn’t that the reaction everyone should have?”

      

      “I’ve been running around so much today trying to keep ahead of the killer, trying to avoid Leo, and trying to protect my employees that I never really stopped to think about it until you pointed it out. It’s odd that only one person was killed.”

      

      “I was saying lucky. Not odd.”

      

      “But it is odd,” said Lydia. “The killer made sure that Stephen Mills was dead. This was a hands-on crime where the killer strangled the man. He needed to know that the playwright was dead, and he set the scene to look like the phantom had been there. However, all the other murder attempts weren’t so calculated. They were done at a distance. Brakes were cut, traps were set, and candy was placed by someone’s door. None of these means of murder guaranteed a kill. In fact, they all failed. And there was also a chance that someone other than the theater person could have been killed. Cosmo might not have been the first person out his door, and Brooke could have shared her candy. The killer didn’t care.”

      

      “What does all that mean?”

      

      “The first thing that it means is that the killer only needed Stephen Mills dead,” Lydia said. “The other crimes were to continue the myth of the phantom being involved.”

      

      “So, the killer wants this mystical figure to be blamed?” asked Trina.

      

      Lydia tapped her fork against her plate as she thought. “I guess so, but it seems like an awful lot of work just to cover up your involvement in one crime. The killer could have tried to frame someone from the theater or made certain they had a seemingly perfect alibi. Why perpetuate this phantom story?”

      

      “I guess there does need to be another reason,” Trina said. “Otherwise, why go out of your way to half-heartedly hurt five other people. So, what did he want to happen? He wanted the phantom to get attention?”

      

      “Maybe. It’s possible that someone is writing a book about the phantom and wanted publicity. Or this could somehow help tourism for someone here.”

      

      “It seems to have the reverse effect with the show,” said Trina. “No one at the salon is daring to see the play with everything that is going on.”

      

      “That’s it,” Lydia said. “That’s exactly it. The killer didn’t just need the playwright dead. He needed the play dead. He didn’t want anyone to see it. He’s been trying to scare the cast and crew so they won’t want to continue with the show.”

      

      “Unfortunately, this killer didn’t know how stubborn Kelsey would be or how everyone in the show would want to honor the playwright.”

      

      Lydia nodded. “But that’s why he continued going down the cast list. He hoped to find the weak link to quit so the show would have to be canceled or to actually kill someone so the play couldn’t go on.”

      

      “But why?” asked Trina.

      

      “That’s the part I don’t know yet,” Lydia admitted. “I think we need to read the play!”
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            The Play’s the Thing

          

        

      

    

    
      A little while late, Sunny barked to announce the arrival of a guest a moment before the knock at the door came. Lydia hurried over to it and seeing Sunny’s tiny wagging tail she opened it right away.

      

      “Hi, Jeff. Thanks for hurrying over. It’s really important,” she began. However, then she immediately saw that it was not Jeff at the door, but was Daniel. “I’m sorry. I was expecting someone else.”

      

      “I was in the area, and I hoped I could talk to you,” he said. “It’s also important.”

      

      “Sure,” Lydia said.

      

      She gestured that he should come inside. She was feeling a mixture of emotions. She did enjoy seeing Daniel, but it was strange when she was expecting someone else who might have the answers to the case. She was also very nervous about what it was that Daniel wanted to talk about.

      

      “I’m not interrupting anything, am I?” he asked. “You were waiting for Jeff so late?”

      

      Lydia crossed her arms. “You’re here very late.”

      

      “That’s true. I’m sorry.” He looked as if he might walk out the door, but Sunny had plopped herself down in front of him.

      

      “It’s all right,” Lydia said. “If you think there’s something romantic between Jeff and me, you’re wrong. Besides the facts that I’m at least ten years older than him and I’m his boss. I’m also interested in someone else.”

      

      “You are?”

      

      “Yes. And it’s you,” Lydia said. “What’s going on?”

      

      “I was afraid that I scared you off by our talk on the double date,” Daniel admitted. “I don’t normally talk that much about my past. And I didn’t mean to scare you with my thoughts on children. The truth is, I haven’t thought about it at all recently. But there are a lot of things I hadn’t been considering until now. And I didn’t think that you made up a phone call to get out of the date, but I felt like you’ve been ignoring me lately.”

      

      “I haven’t been ignoring you,” Lydia protested. “I’ve just thought that there’s a serial killer posing as a phantom in town.”

      

      Daniel smiled at the absurdity at what she just said. “I suppose that would keep you very busy.”

      

      “Next time I’ll keep you in the loop,” Lydia promised. “I don’t want you to feel abandoned.”

      

      They looked at each other affectionately. Lydia was starting to work up her nerve to go in for their first kiss, but then Trina walked into the entryway carrying a glob of candy.

      

      “Liddy, I agree that pulling taffy is a good way of letting out stress, but I don’t want to do it all by myself.” She paused. “Hi, Daniel. You’re not Jeff. Do you have the script we need?”

      

      “I’m not really sure what that means,” Daniel said. “So, I don’t think I do.”

      

      Sunny barked again, and they all turned to see Jeff walking up the steps of the porch.

      

      “It looks like a party,” he commented.

      

      “Well, there will soon be candy,” said Trina.

      

      “And I might feel like partying if the answer to who the killer is is hiding inside this script,” said Lydia. “Come on in.”

      

      He handed the script to Lydia and petted Sunny as he walked inside. They all headed to the kitchen where they decided to take turns, making the taffy, and reading the pages.

      

      “I hope this helps,” Jeff said. “I really hope it helps before the phantom gets to my name. But I don’t really see how it will. I’ve been in rehearsals for the show. I don’t see how any of it relates to the murder.”

      

      “The killer wanted to stop this play from being performed so there must be something,” Lydia said, starting to skim through the pages.

      

      “It’s about a family?” Daniel asked, looking at the title.

      

      “It is,” Jeff agreed. “It’s a drama about how they don’t get along. People are looking for ways out of it, but no one wants to lose out on an inheritance.”

      

      “They don’t sound like nice people,” Trina said. “They sound rather greedy.”

      

      “They are, but I play a nice character in it. I’m just a nice old man who supports my granddaughter. It was written as a grandmother, but they changed the part to a grandfather so I could play it when they got desperate. The character used to be Edwina, but now it’s Edwin.”

      

      “Is this based on the playwright’s life?” asked Daniel.

      

      “Not according to the family,” Lydia said. “But that is strange because Stephen had been given the advice to write about his own experiences. He’d tried to write before, and it hadn’t worked out.”

      

      “Maybe he took a writing class,” Trina suggested. “Or he heard a piece of a story, and that propelled him forward. I hear so many strange things at the hair salon that a play could be based on.”

      

      “And I’ve started to hear so many variations of this phantom story,” Jeff said. “And they are all awful.”

      

      “I’ll take a turn at pulling the taffy,” Lydia said.

      

      She washed her hands and gave Trina a break from the work. The gears in her mind were working as she worked the taffy. She thought she was finally starting to make sense of all the different pieces of this strange puzzle.

      

      “Did you solve it?” Trina asked.

      

      “I think I might have,” Lydia said. “Well, I realized that the scene set around Stephen’s death was based on his version of the phantom tale. The killer used his version.”

      

      “Was that to be cruel?” asked Daniel.

      

      “Or it might have been the version that the killer knew,” Lydia said. “And I’ve been thinking about motive. I might be on to something. But I’m not sure. I don’t think there is any evidence that would stand up in court to prove it.”

      

      “So, what does that mean?” asked Trina.

      

      “I think it means we have to start telling people that the show will take place at the theater tomorrow.”

      

      The others looked at one another confused, as Lydia continued to pull the taffy.
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            The Final Act

          

        

      

    

    
      Lydia’s knees were starting to get sore. Her hiding place in the Ocean Point Theater was getting uncomfortable. It would have been much nicer if she could have sat in one of the audience chairs instead of crouching on the floor in between the rows. However, then it wouldn’t have been an effective hiding place.

      

      She tried to adjust her position and stretch for a few moments. However, then she began to notice something to add to her discomfort, but which showed her plan was accurate. She hadn’t been hiding there for an hour for no reason. The floor was starting to feel wet. The killer was up to something.

      

      Lydia took her muted cell phone out of her pocket to send a text. She wanted to update Daniel and Trina that something was happening.

      

      However, as she began typing, she heard footsteps in the water. Then, she heard a man’s voice say, “Surprise.”

      

      She groaned. It seemed that she had been found and that killers sometimes did announce their presence in that way.

      

      “Didn’t anyone ever tell you that it’s rude to text in a darkened theater?” Eddie asked.

      

      “Didn’t anyone else tell you it’s rude to murder people?” Lydia retorted.

      

      She started to stand up, but Stephen’s former best friend had other plans. He knocked the phone out of her hand and kicked her before she was able to get to her feet.

      

      “I should have been more cautious of you,” he said. “You never believed in the phantom at all, did you?”

      

      Lydia exhaled. The kick had hurt, but she didn’t want him to know that. She wasn’t sure whether her text message had gone through or not. She just prayed that it did.

      

      “It was because of the phantom that I knew you had to be the killer,” Lydia said.

      

      “What do you mean?”

      

      “There were dozens of versions of the myth,” said Lydia. “But this killer stuck exclusively to the story that Stephen used to tell. I figured it had to be someone that only knew the story through Stephen and wasn’t related to the theater.”

      

      “But what about all those other attacks? Surely that was the work of the phantom.”

      

      “It was sloppy work, but you had to work fast in between doing errands for the grieving family. I wonder how they will feel when they find out that their loved one’s best friend was the person who killed him.”

      

      “Stephen wasn’t such a good friend it turned out,” Eddie said.

      

      “He was going to tell all your family secrets on the stage. Wasn’t he?” Lydia asked, trying to back away from him. “He wanted to write a play so badly that he based it on your family drama. And I’m guessing you had to stop it from being seen because you really did poison your grandfather for his money. That’s why you had no problem with all your murder traps. You’d killed before.”

      

      “I told Stephen that in confidence one night after I’d been drinking,” Eddie said. “He was supposed to keep quiet about it, and I would have given him enough money to start his own theater. I thought he was my friend. But then he went and did this to me just so he could have something on stage. And he was such an idiot. He claimed that no one would know it was based on my life.”

      

      “You didn’t believe him?”

      

      “He didn’t even have the decency to change the names well. I’m named after my grandfather. And he chose the name Edwin as the character representative of Edgar.”

      

      “If it helps, it was originally going to be an Edwina, but they had to do a casting change.”

      

      “I was furious after I saw the dress rehearsal that he was so proud to invite us to. I knew right then that I’d have to kill him.”

      

      “And you thought it would stop the show as well, but it didn’t.”

      

      “When the show wasn’t immediately canceled after the body was discovered, I did some simple acts of sabotage to ensure the cast and crew would be scared. And I just had to sit back at the meeting and listen to Hugh be a jerk.”

      

      “You must be scared about the show still going up anyway,” Lydia said, still trying to inch away.

      

      “Why should it?” he asked. “Tomorrow everyone will see that the phantom flooded the theater, trying to take it back to the sea. And the police will be distracted looking into your death.”

      

      He made his move to grab her, but she was able to move out of his way. She got to her feet and tried to run through the seats.

      

      However, Eddie was faster. He grabbed Lydia by her hair and started pulling her toward the stage.

      

      “I think drowning seems like the way the phantom would work,” Eddie said, pulling her towards where he had set up the hose and where a large puddle was forming.

      

      She tried to fight him as he forced her head down. She elbowed him in the gut, but that didn’t seem to faze him.

      

      She took in a deep breath of air before her head was forced toward the water, hoping that it wouldn’t be her last.

      

      Then, she felt a struggle all around her. Her head was released, and she was able to bring it up. Daniel was restraining Eddie, but he had a look of hatred in his eyes.

      

      “Are you all right?” he asked her.

      

      She nodded. “I am. I’m not hurt.”

      

      “This didn’t go according to plan,” he said. “It took me too long to get down from the catwalk for the lights. And he wasn’t supposed to grab you.”

      

      “This is all a big mistake,” Eddie protested.

      

      They didn’t get to hear his excuses for his behavior because a moment later, Trina led Leo and Detective Grey into the room. The detectives ran up to the trio.

      

      “This is your murderer,” Daniel said, pushing him toward the officers. “He killed two people. His grandfather and Stephen Mills. He didn’t care if he killed anyone else in the cast and he just tried to kill your sister.”

      

      Detective Grey slapped handcuffs on Eddie’s wrists and began reading him his rights as he led him out of the building.

      

      “We’re going to have to have a talk about your methods,” Leo said. “But I’m glad you’re all right.”

      

      “Thanks,” Lydia said. “And I’m glad that the phantom is finally caught.”
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      “I can’t believe this is happening,” Daniel said.

      

      “They dealt with the water stains quite nicely,” Trina agreed.

      

      Lydia laughed. They were seated in the theater where The Family Hildenbraugh was still going to have its opening night performance, though they were told that there were going to be some changes made to the ending of the piece.

      

      Daniel placed an arm around Lydia. He had been acting very protective of her since her latest near-death experience. She was grateful for his attention but felt bad that Carl was nowhere to be seen. Trina chose not to comment on her boyfriend’s absence.

      

      Instead, she said, “I’m glad everyone from your staff could make the opening night.”

      

      “I thought we could use a night off and closed a little early,” Lydia said. “And after everything that happened to try and stop this performance, I think it’s good to show our support for the cast and crew.”

      

      “They are very determined,” Daniel said. “Almost as determined as a certain lady I know.”

      

      Lydia smiled. Trina looked around the theater, overly casual looking for Carl.

      

      “Oh, look,” she said, pointing. “Leo is here with Suzanne.”

      

      “It was because of his fast work that the theater was able to reopen,” Lydia said. “I’m glad he was able to come.”

      

      “His work?” asked Trina. “Give credit where credit is due. The reason why this show was able to go on without any of its actors dying is because of you.”

      

      Lydia felt herself blushing. Luckily, that was the moment where the lights started dimming.

      

      “Shh,” Lydia whispered. “It’s about to start.”
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      I’d love to hear your thoughts on my books, the storylines, and anything else that you’d like to comment on—reader feedback is very important to me. My contact information, along with some other helpful links, is listed below. If you’d like to be on my list of “folks to contact” with updates, release and sales notifications, etc.… just shoot me an email and let me know. Thanks for reading!

      Also…

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

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

      Email: summer.prescott.cozies@gmail.com

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

      

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