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            Grand Plans

          

        

      

    

    
      “Thank you all for coming in a little early today,” Lydia said.

      

      She smiled appreciatively at her employees, who were all gathered near the counter of Doherty’s Taffy and Treats. She was proud of the team that she had assembled and was looking forward to their staff meeting.

      

      Kelsey and Jeff had been hired before she officially opened the shop a few weeks ago. Kelsey was still in high school and enjoyed acting in plays. Jeff was a few years older and was a surfer. They both had a love of salt water taffy and, surprisingly, helping uncover clues when Lydia found herself part of an investigation.

      

      There were also two new taffy-makers that were joining the group. Annette was an older woman with long silver hair and the ability to crochet adorable sea creatures that were being sold in the “trinket” side of the shop. Lydia had also finally had a successful employee interview and had hired Quinn, who was having her first day at work that day. Quinn was home from college, where she was an English major. She was rather quiet but was sweet.

      

      “What’s on the agenda?” Kelsey asked. “Are we learning how to make a new flavor this morning?”

      

      “Is it really complicated?” Jeff asked, looking nervous. “Is that why we had to come in early?”

      

      “I’m sure we could manage it,” Annette said, continuing to crochet. She liked to work with her yarn when there weren’t customers in the shop so she could keep her shelves full. She just needed to make sure that her creations didn’t get sticky if she needed to send taffy through the puller machine.

      

      Quinn just looked wide-eyed from person to person, unsure what to expect from her work with the sugary substance.

      

      “I do have a new taffy flavor that I want to teach you all called cinnamon swirl taffy, but I don’t think it will present too much of a challenge. And I think adding the swirls is a lot of fun. It will be a good candy to train Quinn how to make on her first day,” said Lydia. “But, no, that’s not why I called this meeting. I actually wanted to talk to you all about our grand opening.”

      

      “Aren’t we open already?” asked Jeff. “I know we might not have called when we first opened the doors grand. Someone was trying to frame you for murder, and it hurt business. But since then, we’ve had happy customers.”

      

      “Yes. We have been open, and business has started picking up lately, but I still feel like we should have an official Grand Opening Event,” Lydia explained. “It will show that we’ve moved past some hard times, and we’re looking ahead for summer. We’ll advertise and introduce all the locals who don’t know about us to the shop.”

      

      “It would be a much better introduction than some of those headlines that were written about it,” Kelsey said with a nod.

      

      Lydia tried not to think about the local paper. One of its reporters was best friends with her main competition on the boardwalk, the owner of an ice cream shop who had always acted as frosty as the snacks she sold. The reporter, Brie Rankin, seemed to relish writing stories that would shed the taffy shop in a bad light. She had eventually reported that Lydia had been cleared of suspicion when the killer who used poisoned taffy as a murder weapon had been caught, and she had gleaned over Lydia’s involvement in exposing the murderer of a local surfer. However, Lydia still didn’t trust what might appear in the papers.

      

      “It will be a great event,” Lydia promised them. “We’ll have demonstrations of our taffy making process. Customers can already see most of our work through the window into our kitchen, but we’ll make sure that we’re cooking different types of taffy all day.”

      

      “I love it,” Kelsey said. “And I can perform for the crowds, too. I’ll showcase the flavors and say things like: the secret ingredient isn’t salt water, but love.”

      

      “This will be a nice way to let everyone know about your revolving list of flavors and how there are always new things to try,” Annette said, nodding happily.

      

      “We’ll get balloons and banners, and it will be a blast,” said Lydia. “But I’ll need everyone’s help to make it a success.”

      

      “We don’t mind helping. Especially if it’s for something like a party,” said Jeff.

      

      “When are we going to have it?” Kelsey asked.

      

      “I’d like to do it one week from today. Next Saturday.”

      

      “I think we could handle that,” said Annette. The others all nodded enthusiastically.

      

      Lydia let out a sigh of relief. She thought that her employees would be on-board with her plan, but it was pleasing to see how excited they were for the event. After a difficult few weeks, it would be nice to focus on giving the taffy shop the true welcome to the boardwalk that it deserved.

      

      “My friend Trina is supposed to come in and help me with the planning. She’s great with preparing parties,” Lydia said. “But we’ll have to decide on our menu and put up the decorations. We’ll also have to put up a lot of flyers to announce the Grand Opening and will advertise online. I guess I should put something in the local paper too.”

      

      Kelsey clapped her hands joyfully. “This is going to be so much fun!”

      

      “I better make sure I have enough sea creatures for Saturday,” Annette said, picking up the speed on her crocheting.

      

      “I’m sure I’ll be ready to help by then,” Quinn said quietly. “I’m a fast learner.”

      

      “I’ll invite all my friends,” Jeff added. “I’m sure I can get them to come and try some delicious taffy.”

      

      Lydia thanked them all for their support and then checked the time. She had been expecting her friend to join them already. Trina was now officially late.

      

      Though Trina had seemed very excited to help plan the big event, Lydia wasn’t worried. She knew that Trina had to deal with some early morning appointments at the salon where she worked. They must have run longer than she expected.

      

      Lydia decided that she would show her staff how to make the cinnamon swirl taffy while they waited and they could discuss any ideas they had for Grand Opening as they worked. Quinn took to the work easily, and she fit in with the others. They all picked up quickly on how to combine the two different colored salt water taffy mixtures after it had been pulled and how to roll it until it formed the swirl design that would epitomize the cinnamon swirl. Then it was stretched until the taffy was the proper thickness and cut into bitesize pieces.

      

      Her employees were enjoying a tasty sample of all their hard work when Trina finally entered the shop. She looked so frazzled that Lydia didn’t tease her about the lateness.

      

      “Is everything all right?” she asked her friend.

      

      Trina shook her head, and her long wavy reddish hair cascaded down her back. “I’ve had a really hard day, and it’s barely nine a.m.”

      

      Hearing about the time, Kelsey hurried to flip the sign on the shop from “closed” to “open.”

      

      “Would a hug and a piece of taffy help?” Lydia offered.

      

      Trina nodded and accepted a hug from her best friend. As she squeezed, she said, “it was so crazy this morning. We were helping a dance team get ready for their competition before they had to get on the road. Everyone was stressed, and I think I ended up covered in hair glitter.”

      

      She let go and frowned at Lydia. “And I think I got it on you too.”

      

      “I don’t mind facing glitter for a friend,” Lydia said. “Though we might have to stay away from the kitchen until I make sure it’s all off. I don’t want that added to the cinnamon swirls.”

      

      “My coworker, Rhonda, was being a witch too. I’m surprised she didn’t start flying around the shop on a broom,” Trina said. “I’m really starting to hate her.”

      

      Lydia handed her a piece of candy. “Enjoy a taffy, and then if you’re up to it, we can discuss the grand opening. That should be a happy topic of conversation.”

      

      Trina nodded and accepted the swirled taffy. She made a happy noise as she chewed and Lydia hoped she had helped turn her friend’s day around.

      

      Unfortunately, they had an unexpected guest. A woman with large hair stormed inside the shop, slamming the door behind her.

      

      “Are you here, Trina?” she bellowed.
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      Trina’s mouth was full of taffy as the woman yelled at her. She chewed angrily.

      

      “Why did you think you could just leave the salon like that?” the woman bellowed.

      

      “This must be your charming coworker,” Lydia said. “Welcome to Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets. Would you like a piece of taffy? Maybe it could improve your mood?”

      

      “Taffy,” the woman said with a sneer. “That disgusting candy that Trina is always putting samples out for the customers? No, thanks.”

      

      Lydia was starting to think that Trina’s description of the woman had been apt. She certainly wasn’t making a good impression on the taffy shop employees.

      

      Trina finished chewing and took a step towards her coworker. “Rhonda, what do you think you’re doing here? You can’t follow me around outside of work and harass me.”

      

      “It seems I have to follow you outside of work because you’re never there,” Rhonda said with attitude.

      

      “I work full-time,” Trina said.

      

      “Getting all the best shifts,” Rhonda said angrily. “You spend some time with those dancers, and now you get the day off. I’m supposed to take a fifteen-minute break and then slave away for the rest of the day, snipping dead ends and advising against bangs.”

      

      “What’s wrong with bangs?” Quinn asked softly, touching her own.

      

      “I came in to deal with that group as a favor,” Trina retorted. “I asked for the day off because I’m supposed to help plan an event. And I think it’s ridiculous that you chose to spend your break bothering me instead of getting a coffee. Have you been wearing your curlers too tight? Because I think it’s starting to affect your mind.”

      

      “Maybe I wouldn’t feel so crazy if you would actually be there to do some work once in a while!”

      

      “If you have a problem with my schedule, take it up with the boss,” said Trina with her hands on her hips. “Don’t follow me into a boardwalk shop and cause a scene.”

      

      “You think this is a scene? You haven’t seen anything yet!”

      

      Trina turned away from her to face Lydia and the rest of the taffy staff. Annette was holding out one of her crochet hooks to ward off the angry woman from approaching. Jeff and Kelsey were standing still, stunned at the outburst. Quinn was trying to hide behind the wrapping machine.

      

      “I’m really sorry about this,” Trina said.

      

      “Hey!” Rhonda cried, grabbing Trina’s arm. “Don’t turn your back on me.”

      

      “Don’t touch me,” Trina demanded, pulling away.

      “Is there a problem here, ladies?” a voice asked.

      

      Lydia was grateful to see her brother walking in through the shop door. Though Leo was dressed in a casual suit, his detective badge was clearly visible on his belt. He surveyed the situation but looked ready to act.

      

      “I think Rhonda was just leaving,” Trina said. “And she doesn’t have any plans to come back here.”

      

      “There’s no need to come here,” Rhonda agreed. “Trina tries to push enough of this gross candy down our throats at work. That is - when she deigns to give us her presence.”

      

      “Again, if you don’t like the schedule, talk to Felisha,” said Trina.

      

      “This is going to stop,” said Rhonda. “I’m not going to let you get away with doing whatever you want anymore.”

      

      “Well, I’m not going to let you interrupt my friend’s place of business anymore or make accusations against me,” Trina retorted.

      

      “Ladies,” Leo said. “I think you both need to calm down.”

      

      Rhonda stared at Leo’s badge for a moment, but then turned back to Trina one more time. Her voice was like venom when she said, “I’ve been being nice about this, but I’m about to get mean.”

      

      Leo walked further inside the shop and closer to the women. Rhonda turned on her heel and exited.

      

      Trina balled her fists up. “She’s slowly but surely making my job miserable. I could just kill her.”

      

      Lydia put an arm around her friend. “It’s okay. She’s gone now. You had great timing today, Leo.”

      

      He shrugged. “I had just wanted to get some free taffy while I told you that I think I found a new realtor to sell Aunt Edie’s house.”

      

      “That’s great news,” said Lydia. “And of course, you’re welcome to all the taffy you want.”

      

      “Someday you’re going to regret saying that,” Leo said with a smirk. “Especially if I grab enough for Detective Grey too.”

      

      “I think he helped to catch some killers who were after me too, so he’s entitled to taffy,” said Lydia. “And besides, he’s normally so serious that it’s nice to see him enjoy something lighthearted like candy.”

      

      Leo grinned and started perusing his options for taffy to take with him. Her employees had started to relax after Rhonda’s departure and began talking about what had happened and assuring Quinn that outbursts like this were unusual.

      

      Trina sighed. “This day is going from bad to worse. I’m exhausted from work, and my coworker is insane.”

      

      “Yeah. I don’t know what her problem is,” Lydia said, supportively. “I know how hard you work at the salon and that your customers love you.”

      

      “Rhonda wants my shifts and has been more vocal about it lately. She’s been unpleasant to work with lately, but I never expected her to follow me outside of work like this.”

      

      “Do you want to have a girl’s night tonight?” Lydia offered. “You always bring a bottle of wine and takeout to me when I have a bad day. I’d be happy to return the favor.”

      

      “I’d love that, but I’m supposed to go out with Carl tonight. That is if he doesn’t cancel on me again. Something is going on with him too, but I don’t know what. Just when I think we’re starting to get more serious, he pulls away.”

      

      “I’m really sorry. I wish there was something I could do.”

      

      “How about we have a girl’s night tomorrow?” Trina suggested. “If Carl backs out on me tonight, I’ll just take a hot bubble bath, and we can complain about it tomorrow.”

      

      “Deal.”

      

      “Now let’s start talking about your Grand Opening so I can get my mind on something else,” said Trina. “Do you want to have a ribbon cutting that day? It might be a nice ceremonial thing. And you know that I have a ton of scissors.”

      

      “I think that would really make things special,” Lydia agreed with a nod. “This Grand Opening is going to be spectacular.”

      

      Trina smiled. “With me and your sweet staff involved, nothing can go wrong.”
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      The next day, Lydia was feeling good about how things were progressing with plans for the grand opening. She and Trina had made flyers, and her staff promised to start hanging them up around Ocean Point. They knew what decorations they should order, and found the proper ribbon that they would ceremonially cut. Lydia had even called the local paper to place an ad for the event and luckily did not have to go through Brie Rankin to get it approved.

      

      Jeff and Quinn were working the morning shift, and Lydia helped them make sure that there was enough taffy on display for their Sunday afternoon crowd.

      

      “How did you feel about your first day?” Lydia asked.

      

      “There was a lot of excitement yesterday,” Quinn said. “But I do like it here.”

      

      “I’m glad to hear that. And I think you’re getting the knack of everything pretty quickly.”

      

      The door to the shop opened, and Lydia couldn’t help smiling when she saw who it was.

      

      “Oh, Quinn,” Lydia said. “This is something important that I need to tell you. This man is entitled to free taffy for life. This lifeguard saved me from drowning and – well, the rest is a long story.”

      

      “There’s no need to give such pomp and circumstance to my introduction and tell people that I saved you. You can just introduce me as Daniel.”

      

      Lydia nodded but doubted that she would stop her current mode of introduction. For one thing, she was eternally grateful that Daniel Brine had arrived when he did to save her after a killer tried to claim her as another victim by drowning her in the ocean. She also wasn’t sure exactly how she should introduce him to others. She thought that they had become closer after working to find evidence of foul play together and he had finally started opening up about his past, but she wasn’t quite sure if she could announce him as a friend. Just as she felt she had started to learn more about him, he stopped visiting her shop.

      

      It had been almost a week since she had seen him last and shown him that she had created a new taffy for him in his lifeguard honor. Had this made him uncomfortable? Or did he not really consider her a friend? Maybe he really had only been interacting with her because he had doubts about a man’s drowning and wasn’t sure Leo was looking into it thoroughly enough. Maybe that really was the only reason why he had been spending time with her.

      

      Those doubts had been bothering her for several days. She had liked seeing him, and this was only partially due to how handsome he was. Daniel Brine was definitely handsome enough to turn most women’s heads, and Lydia was not an exception. However, whether these feelings might grow would remain to be seen. Daniel had told her (and she thought that she was probably the only one in town he had confided in) that he was a widower and had moved to the Jersey Shore for a change. Lydia had also not been in a real relationship since she left her selfish fiancé who had been antagonistic when she needed to care for her ailing father-figure uncle.

      

      Lydia hoped that she wasn’t blushing when Daniel finished telling Quinn how nice it was to make her acquaintance and how she was sure to like working in a shop as sweet as this one.

      

      When he turned his attention back to Lydia, she said, “It’s been a little while since you dropped in. Have you been keeping busy patrolling the beach?”

      

      She hoped that was the reason and it wasn’t that he was avoiding her or that he was spending time with her rival from the ice cream shop who had been trying to put the moves on him.

      

      “You know what a private person I can be. Last time we spoke, I used up several months of my usual conversation.” He had been looking down at the floor but glanced up at her. She saw the sparkle in his grey eyes and knew he was half-joking.

      

      She chuckled. “We can stick to talking about the weather or taffy if that makes you more comfortable.”

      

      “I do like your salt water taffy,” he said, seeming a little more animated.

      

      They had a very pleasant conversation about how the lifeguard taffy had been selling, her new cinnamon swirl taffy that was on display, and what she was thinking she might have on display during her grand opening. When he finally left, she leaned against the counter. She was looking forward to discussing this encounter at her girl’s night because her interactions with Daniel were becoming confusing.  She wondered what Trina would say about it.

      

      Lydia’s cell phone began to ring. When she saw that the caller was Trina, she wondered if her best friend could read her mind.

      

      “Hey, there,” Lydia said. “I’m really looking forward to our girl’s night.”

      

      “Would you mind if we ran an errand before the girl’s night?” Trina asked, cutting right to the point without a greeting.

      

      “I guess not. Is everything all right?” asked Lydia. She thought her friend’s voice sounded strained.

      

      “Do you know how to make chicken soup?”

      

      Lydia’s brow furrowed. “I don’t make it as much as taffy, but I think I have Aunt Edie’s recipe at the house. I could probably figure it out. Why?”

      

      “Because Rhonda decided not to show up for work,” Trina said angrily. “She didn’t even call to say she wouldn’t be coming in, but now I’m stuck working late. You see what she’s doing? This is her making things more difficult for me.”

      

      “And you want soup to feel better about it?”

      

      “I want to bring the soup to her house,” said Trina. “I’ll pretend that I was under the assumption that she was sick and I was kindly bringing her some food. But when she’s not sick, I’ll give her a piece of my mind about leaving me to work a double.”

      

      “I don’t know about this,” Lydia said, frowning. She didn’t feel good about this plan of action.

      

      “She showed up at my best friend’s business to complain about me. I think that entitles me to go to her house to return the favor.”

      

      Lydia agreed that she would help her friend, but she had a sinking feeling in her stomach.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Lydia asked again as they parked near Rhonda’s house. “I did make a delicious soup. We could enjoy it all to ourselves. I know my dog, Sunny, would like to lap some of it up.”

      

      “I’m sure,” Trina said. “My blood was boiling all day because of what she did, and if I don’t tell her what I think of her, I might explode. And besides, in the very unlikely event that she is sick, we’re being nice and bringing soup.”

      

      “Maybe it could be a peace offering,” Lydia suggested, though she had little confidence that this meeting wouldn’t end in a screaming match.

      

      They walked up the paved stone path to the house. Trina marched up decisively. Lydia was a few steps behind, balancing her container of soup and bracing herself for what they would encounter. However, what they did find was worse than what she had been expecting.

      

      “Rhonda?” Trina called, pushing open the half-open door. “I need to talk to you.”

      

      She took a step inside, bumping into the tall table in the entryway. She hurried to straighten the mail and knickknacks on it before continuing on.

      

      Lydia caught up with her but wasn’t distracted by the askew table. She saw something on the ground, and it took a moment for her to realize that the bright colored object was actually Rhonda in a neon pink bathrobe.

      

      She dropped the soup as she noticed that there was a pair of scissors sticking out of the woman’s back.
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      What happened next was a bit of a blur. Somehow despite the chicken broth that was spilled on the floor and Trina’s screams as she realized there was a dead body on the ground, Lydia had managed to maneuver them outside the house. She called her brother, who was still at the station, and he assured her that the police would be right there.

      

      She tried to support Trina who seemed like she might faint at any moment, but it was difficult because Lydia was also feeling a little woozy. She had come across a dead body once before and had hoped to never do so again.

      

      Soon the sounds of sirens filled the air. Leo and Detective Grey were the first to arrive, but another squad car soon joined them.

      

      Leo hurried over to them. Trina was pale as a sheet and was babbling. Lydia didn’t think that she looked much better.

      

      “First things first,” Leo said briskly. “Are you both all right?”

      

      “Physically we’re fine,” Lydia assured him. “We’re just upset.”

      

      “She didn’t need the soup,” Trina said shakily. “Lydia didn’t need to make it. She wasn’t sick. It’s so much worse.”

      

      “What?” asked Leo.

      

      “We found Rhonda on the floor inside. It looked like she had been stabbed,” Lydia explained, trying to be more thorough than she had been on the phone. “And be careful walking inside. The floor is wet.”

      

      “There’s that much blood?” Leo asked with a frown.

      

      “I spilled the soup that Trina mentioned.”

      

      Leo raised an eyebrow and then walked away. “I’m going to examine the scene for myself. Stay here. We’ll have some more questions.”

      

      Lydia was starting to have questions of her own. Who could have done that to Rhonda? Why did they use scissors as the weapon? And, why did she and Trina have to be the ones to discover the body?

      

      “Oh, Lydia, this is bad. This is so bad,” Trina said. “I can’t believe she’s dead. Really dead. And it didn’t look like an accident. Someone had to do that to her. Someone killed her!”

      

      “I know. And it is awful, but Leo and the police are here. They’ll figure out what happened. And I don’t think we’re in any danger right now,” said Lydia soothingly.

      

      Trina took a few deep breaths. She seemed on the verge of calming down, but then the medical examiner’s van arrived, and she began panicking again.

      

      “How could this have happened?” Trina asked. “Rhonda was far from perfect, but she didn’t deserve to get stabbed.”

      

      Lydia noticed that Rhonda’s neighbors were beginning to creep out of their homes to see what was going on. She tried to calm her friend down so they wouldn’t cause a scene for the onlookers. She didn’t want to be associated with the murder in the public’s eye just because they had the misfortune of finding the body.

      

      “I can’t believe this,” Trina said quietly. “Is this my fault? I was so angry at her. Did my negative energy cause this to happen? Am I responsible?”

      

      It was at that moment that Leo returned to them. He was joined by his partner who looked even more serious than usual.

      

      “She meant in a karmic sense,” said Lydia.

      

      The detectives exchanged a meaningful look amongst themselves. Detective Grey took out his notebook and pencil to jot down what would be said.

      

      “We’re just going to ask a few questions,” Leo said. “We still have a lot to process and more to discuss with the medical examiner. But we know this must have been very trying for you. We’d like to let you get some rest. Then, perhaps tomorrow you could come to the station and give more complete statements.”

      

      “That would be great,” said Lydia. “I know this has been very traumatic for Trina.”

      

      “Can you tell us what brought you here tonight?” asked Detective Grey.

      

      Lydia nodded encouragingly at Trina, who began to explain. “Rhonda didn’t show up at work today. I wanted to see why. We brought soup in case she was sick.”

      

      “This is the same woman who you were arguing with in Lydia’s shop yesterday?” asked Leo.

      

      “That’s right. I thought she might be faking an illness, but we brought soup anyway. I thought I’d kill her with kindness.” Trina gasped and covered her mouth. “I didn’t really mean kill! That’s just an expression.”

      

      “I have heard that expression,” said Detective Grey.

      

      “Did you touch anything inside the house?” asked Leo.

      

      “I bumped into the table when we first came in. I touched some things to straighten it,” Trina said. “And Lydia spilled the soup.”

      

      “We didn’t touch the body,” Lydia said. “I didn’t see any signs of breathing. And with the scissors there, she looked dead.”

      

      “It does appear that the attack with the scissors was the cause of death,” said Detective Grey.

      

      Lydia thought that he was staring a little too intently at Trina when he said this, but before she could figure out why, Leo was asking them something else.

      

      “Would you both mind letting us take your fingerprints tomorrow too?” Leo asked.

      

      “Since you did touch some items in the house when you arrived tonight,” Detective Grey said, continuing the thought. “It would allow us to rule out your prints versus what might have been left by someone else.”

      

      “You mean that the killer left?” asked Trina. “Well, sure. We could give you our prints when we make our statements.”

      

      “That would be excellent,” Detective Grey said. “I hope we impressed upon you how important it will be to come to the station.”

      

      “You did,” said Lydia. “And you don’t have to worry about us. Leo knows where to find us if there are any problems.”

      

      “Can we go home now?” Trina asked.

      

      “Just one more question,” Leo said. He cleared his throat as if he were uncomfortable asking it. “Did you recognize the murder weapon at all?”

      

      This caught Lydia off guard. She couldn’t understand how they could be expected to recognize that pair of scissors.

      

      “They looked like a regular pair of scissors to me,” Lydia said.

      

      “They look like the ones we use at my salon,” said Trina. “It had the same handle.”

      

      “Can you be any more specific?” asked Detective Grey.

      

      “What do you mean?” asked Trina. “The same silver handle.”

      

      Lydia fixed her big brother with a hard stare. “Why are you asking this?”

      

      “Because we noticed a sticker on the handle of those scissors,” Leo answered. “And it read: Property of Trina Nichols.”

      

      “You’re saying my scissors were the murder weapon?” Trina asked.

      

      “It appears so,” said Leo.

      

      “My scissors were the murder weapon,” Trina repeated.

      

      Then, her knees really did give out, and she fainted. Lydia struggled to keep her from hitting the ground.
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      “This is insane,” Trina said. She was pacing back and forth in Lydia’s living room.

      

      After waking up and being cleared by paramedics, Trina was free to go home. However, she didn’t feel up to being alone, and Lydia was happy to keep her company. They decided to have a sleepover at Lydia’s house where they were planning on having their girl’s night anyway.

      

      Lydia’s French bulldog mix, Sunny, watched as Trina walked back and forth again and again. Then, Sunny let out a big yawn. Just watching her was tiring.

      

      “Trina, I think you need to sit down and relax. You’ve had a hard day. You worked a double shift, had a fainting fit, and came across a dead coworker. That’s a lot for anyone to face. Sit with me and have something to eat.”

      

      “I don’t want to eat the soup!”

      

      “We don’t have to eat the leftover soup,” Lydia said. She honestly didn’t have much else in her kitchen at the moment, but she had been planning on ordering takeout for their evening anyway. “How would you like a pizza? Or some Pad Thai? Crab cakes?”

      

      Trina shook her head vehemently. “I can’t eat anything right now. I can’t get the image of Rhonda lying there out of my head. I have no appetite. I’m not sure I’ll be able to ever eat anything again.”

      

      “Taffy?” Lydia asked, offering her a piece.

      

      Trina took it absentmindedly and chewed on it as she continued pacing around the room. Lydia was glad that she had tricked her friend into eating something. She suspected that Trina was running solely on anxiety and adrenaline.

      

      “I can’t believe my name was on the murder weapon.”

      

      “Are you sure they’re your scissors?” Lydia asked.

      

      “I didn’t examine them closely for obvious reasons, but I think they were,” Trina said miserably. “They look like the scissors from my salon, and I added my name to all of mine so I could keep track of them all.”

      

      “All?” Lydia asked. “You have multiple?”

      

      “I have three at my station right now, along with some other hair tools. I’d rather be over-prepared than not have something.”

      

      “Are you sure that all three pairs were there today?”

      

      Trina thought about it. “Actually, I think a pair might have been missing. I was running around so much, and it was such a long day that I didn’t check thoroughly for it. Sometimes your coworkers borrow your tools, which was why I put my name on my things.”

      

      “Maybe that’s what Rhonda did,” Lydia suggested. “She borrowed a pair of your scissors to annoy you and then the killer used them against her.”

      

      “It’s possible, but she would have had to do it yesterday before the shop closed. She never came in today. And I guess we know why she didn’t call to say she wasn’t showing up for her shift. She must have been killed before it started.”

      

      Sunny let out a little yip as Trina picked up her pace around the room. Sunny decided this was too much exercise, even to watch. She hopped off of one of her many cushy dog beds around the house and plodded over to the more stationary Lydia on the couch. Lydia pulled her onto her lap, and Sunny curled up into a ball. Within a few moments, Sunny was drifting off to slumberland. Lydia wished she could calm Trina half as easily.

      

      “Why don’t you tell me more about Rhonda?” she suggested.

      

      Trina shrugged. “You saw what she was like. I know that I can be outspoken at times, but I try to be nice to people. She didn’t seem to try. I really didn’t like her. But I feel so bad that she’s dead now.”

      

      “Why was she so angry with you before? Was it just about scheduling?”

      

      “I guess so. That’s what she was yelling about at your shop. And she’s been making snide comments about it for a while. But it’s not my fault if I get some better shifts. I have seniority. And Rhonda might be talented with styling hair, but she can be rude. If I ever partake in gossip, it’s fun and harmless. She liked to cause trouble.”

      

      “Maybe that led to more serious trouble,” Lydia said, considering the idea. “Maybe one of her customers or someone she was gossiping about killed her.”

      

      “I’d hate to think that one of our customers could be a killer,” Trina said, biting her lip. “But I guess it’s good if the police have some suspects besides me.”

      

      “What do you mean by that?”

      

      Trina finally stopped pacing and sat down next to Lydia. Sunny lifted her head and licked Trina’s hand affectionately to show that she was glad that she had joined them. Trina started petting the dog, but it didn’t bring the smile to her lips that it usually did.

      

      “Liddy, I’m scared. What if the police think I might have done this?”

      

      “They’re just doing their jobs. Based on the evidence, they need to talk to you more. But you didn’t hurt anyone, so there’s nothing for you to worry about,” she said supportively. “There’s no way that Leo can think that you’re a killer.”

      

      “Why not?” Trina challenged. “He thought you were. He was willing to arrest you.”

      

      “Yes,” Lydia acknowledged with a frown. “But that was a complicated time.”

      

      When Trina didn’t say anything, Lydia thought she was going to have to remind her of the whole story.  Leo had been hurt by how their Uncle Edgar had made up his will. Uncle Edgar and Aunt Edie had raised Leo and Lydia since they were young and they had been a tight knit family. Leo couldn’t understand why Lydia was left enough money to open up her salt water taffy shop, Aunt Edie was encouraged to travel around the world with her money, and Leo was left with barely anything. Lydia had tried to explain that she thought this was because she and her aunt both needed a push in the right direction to follow their dreams, while Leo had already achieved his when he became a detective. However, Leo had interpreted this to mean that their uncle didn’t really care for him. He was jealous and suspected Lydia of betrayal. He was letting his personal feelings and circumstantial evidence cloud his judgment when a man was killed with a piece of poisoned taffy. Luckily, by the end of this ordeal, Leo and Lydia had been reminded that they were family.

      

      “He was still upset by Uncle Edgar’s death,” Lydia began.

      

      “I know,” Trina said. “But if he could suspect his own sister, then he’ll surely suspect me. And I know it doesn’t look good for me. I fought with Rhonda. Well, technically, I think she fought with me by following me to your shop and yelling – but I think it will look the same to the police. And my scissors killed her.”

      

      “Yes, but you didn’t. You’re innocent so they won’t be able to prove that you did anything wrong.”

      

      Trina still didn’t look completely convinced. Sunny waddled over to her and sat on her lap to show support.

      

      “Thank you, you little love bug,” Trina said, hugging the dog.

      

      “Oh, speaking of love bugs. Did you see Carl last night after all? He might be able to give you an alibi for the time of the murder.”

      

      “Firstly, I do not call Carl a love bug. That would be a silly nickname for him. And secondly, now I have another reason to be mad at him. He canceled our date, and this time him standing me up means that I might be arrested.”

      

      Sunny whined, sensing how upset Trina was. Sunny looked at Lydia as if imploring her to do something.

      

      “You’re not going to get arrested,” Lydia assured her.

      

      “Liddy, you’ll make sure it doesn’t happen, right? You’ll start sleuthing again if you have to, won’t you? You’ve exposed the rightful killer before. You won’t let me take the blame for something I didn’t do?”

      

      “There’s not going to be any need for me to investigate. Leo and Detective Grey will find the person who killed Rhonda.” However, seeing how worried her friend still looked, she continued, “but if I think you’re really in trouble, I will get involved.”

      

      “Promise?”

      

      “Of course, I promise,” said Lydia.

      

      Trina held up her pinky and Lydia linked hers around it just like when they were kids making pinky promises that they would always be best friends.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            The Shop and Suspicions

          

        

      

    

    
      “We did great hanging up flyers yesterday,” Kelsey said excitedly the next day as Lydia unlocked the taffy shop.

      

      Jeff nodded. “I got the surf shops to hang them up, and my friend at the tattoo parlor did too. Someone was even staring at the taffy designs on the flyer and wondering if it would make a good tattoo, so I think this was pretty good advertising.”

      

      “I also told all the other actors in the play I’m in to come,” said Kelsey. “They said they’d support me in this performance as well.”

      

      “Thank you both so much,” Lydia told the two employees who would cover the morning shift.

      

      “So, what’s on the agenda today for the grand opening?” asked Kelsey. “Making the banner? Sending invitations to select customers?”

      

      “Taste-testing a new flavor?” Jeff suggested.

      

      “I’m afraid preparations are on hold today,” said Lydia. “I just wanted to make sure that you would be all right here without me for a little while. I need to go to the police station this morning.”

      

      “Oh, no,” Kelsey said with a gasp.

      

      “Who died?” asked Jeff.

      

      “Just because I have to go to the police station doesn’t automatically mean that someone died,” said Lydia. “But in this case, someone did. The woman who came to our shop yelling was killed. Trina and I found her.”

      

      Kelsey shivered. “I’d hate to come across a dead body. But I understand why you need to go to the station. You’re going to help Detective Doherty with the case?”

      

      “I’m just going to give a statement,” said Lydia.

      

      “Well, if you do start investigating, we’d be happy to help,” said Jeff. “I think we were pretty good at it last time.”

      

      “You two have been helpful in everything you do,” Lydia said fondly. “But hopefully we won’t have to get involved in this. As long as Trina and I tell the truth about what happened, the detectives should be able to do their jobs. And speaking of jobs, when Quinn comes in, tell her that she’s been doing great. And if Annette stops by with more of her crocheted creations, tell her not to overwork herself.”

      

      Her employees agreed, and Lydia left them to enjoy making some more cinnamon swirl taffy. She headed to the station, feeling a slight sense of dread. She hadn’t been able to completely quiet all of Trina’s doubts about giving a statement, and she worried that she shouldn’t have left her to check on the shop that morning. What if she fainted again?

      

      However, when Lydia approached the station, she saw that Trina was standing up perfectly fine. She was not able to completely rejoice at her calm manner though because she was surprised to see that Trina was not alone. Carl was at her side.

      

      “Hello, Liddy,” Carl said.

      

      “Hi,” Lydia said. She had never really liked that Carl had started using her best friend’s nickname for her. It made them seem like they were closer than they were. In reality, Lydia had never been quite certain about Trina’s off-and-on-again boyfriend.

      

      “Carl heard what happened and called me,” Trina explained. “We met up for breakfast after you left. He’s been very supportive.”

      

      “It must have been horrible what you two went through,” Carl said, keeping an arm around Trina.

      

      Lydia nodded as she watched Carl. He had a weathered face, but still could be called handsome. He had short hair and was wearing a shirt for the seafood market that he owned.

      

      Perhaps because of what they had witnessed together, Lydia was feeling even more protective of her friend than usual. Normally, she was able to be polite to Carl as long as Trina seemed to like him and he didn’t do anything egregiously wrong. However today she let some passive-aggressiveness slip through.

      

      “It’s nice that you’re able to be here for Trina today after you stood her up the other night.”

      

      Carl and Trina exchanged a look.

      

      “Liddy, I meant to tell you,” Trina said. “I must have gotten my dates confused when I was talking to you before. Carl and I really did go out, and then he came back to my place, and we spent half the night talking over hot mugs of coffee. So, I really do have an alibi for when the murder must have taken place. Rhonda must have been killed the night before we found her or early in the morning. She hadn’t gotten dressed for the day she was supposed to work. And well, now I don’t have to worry about not having an alibi.”

      

      “And I’m really glad that I could help her out,” Carl said with a smile. “It was a good thing we had so much to discuss that night as we enjoyed that coffee.”

      

      Lydia felt frozen to the spot. There was no way that Trina had been mistaken about Carl canceling their date. They were lying now, and it appeared that they planned on telling the police this lie.

      

      “And what was it that you discussed?” Lydia asked evenly.

      

      They both appeared flustered for a moment and then started speaking at the same time.

      

      “Oh, this and that. Nothing important,” said Trina while Carl replied with, “We were talking about our relationship and how to fortify it.”

      

      “You might want to get that story straight,” Lydia said. “And be very certain of your dates. You don’t want to be mistaken about something when you talk to the detectives. If they realize that you weren’t honest about your alibi, they’ll think you might be lying about a lot more.”

      

      Trina hesitated, but Carl was steadfast. “What do you mean? Of course, we’re not mistaken. I was with the woman I love that night. And she couldn’t have possibly murdered anyone while she was with me. That’s the truth, and I’ll stand by it.”

      

      Trina smiled gratefully at him. She didn’t quite make eye contact with Lydia as she said, “Well, we better get inside. The police will be wanting our statements so they can continue their investigation. We want to make sure that they’ll be able to get to work.”

      

      She headed towards the door with Carl at her side. Lydia followed behind them, trying not to shout with frustration. She had a feeling her friend was about to make a massive mistake.
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      Lydia sat in the waiting room of the police station. She had finished giving her statement about finding the body but didn’t want to leave yet. She tapped the armrest of her chair as she waited for someone she wanted to speak with to emerge.

      

      She was frustrated that Trina had been about to lie about her alibi and could only hope that her friend came to her senses in time. If they caught her in the lie, it would make her look guilty of murder.

      

      Trina and Carl soon came out and saw her. Trina hurried toward her and pulled Lydia to her feet to hug her.

      

      “You waited for me,” she said happily.

      

      “How did it go?” asked Lydia.

      

      “I feel much better about everything now,” Trina said. “I told them everything I knew about Rhonda and finding her. They took my fingerprints and asked me a lot about the scissors. And they said that they thought that Rhonda was killed the night before we went to her house between ten p.m. and midnight, but since I told them that I was with Carl that night, they know I can’t be the killer.”

      

      “I confirmed the times we were at her house,” Carl said proudly.

      

      “So, now they can focus on finding out who did this and not waste time looking at me,” said Trina. “And I hope they do catch the killer soon. I don’t like the idea of someone that murders hair stylists being on the loose.”

      

      “We were thinking of getting something to eat,” Carl said. “Do you want to join us? I know where we can get some great flounder.”

      

      “No, thanks,” Lydia said. “I want to talk to Leo a little more now.”

      

      Trina nodded. She squeezed her friend’s hand before leaving with Carl. Lydia gritted her teeth. She knew that Trina was lying because she was afraid and because Carl seemed to think that this was a good idea, but Lydia couldn’t help being disappointed.

      

      She left the waiting area and headed toward Leo’s desk. She found him comparing something with his partner.

      

      “Hey, Lydia,” Leo said, covering what they were looking at as she approached. “I thought you left after we took your statement.”

      

      “I wanted to make sure that Trina was all right,” she explained.

      

      “She seemed in better spirits than she did the other night,” Leo said.

      

      “Well, it was quite a shock when we first found the body,” Lydia said. “Of course, we’ve recovered some since then. But we won’t feel completely at ease until you catch the person responsible for the murder.”

      

      “Perhaps Trina began to feel better after she remembered that she had an alibi for the time of the murder?” Detective Grey said. “That was brought up several times when she made her statement.”

      

      “I’m sure she was relieved to remember her alibi,” Lydia said neutrally. “She was beginning to think that you considered her your prime suspect.”

      

      “You know that I wouldn’t like to accuse Trina of anything,” Leo said. “She’s been your best friend since you were kids, and I’ve known her just as long.”

      

      “Then you know that she’s not a killer.”

      

      Leo just frowned as his partner continued the conversation. “Funny thing, though. Trina and Carl say that they were together the night when Rhonda was killed, but I could have sworn that I saw Carl driving his fish market van alone that night.”

      

      “Could you have made a mistake?” Lydia asked.

      

      Detective Grey made a noncommittal shrug.

      

      “We’re going to be very thorough with our investigation,” Leo assured his sister. “We’re not going to make any arrests until we’re certain what happened.”

      

      “But you do have suspicions?” Lydia asked nervously. “Are you considering Trina a suspect?”

      

      “How can we not?” Leo asked. Lydia was slightly pacified by how unhappy he looked about this. “I saw her fighting with the victim the afternoon before she was killed, the murder weapon belonged to her, and her fingerprints are all over it as well as parts of the entryway.”

      

      “To top it all off, her alibi appears false,” said Detective Grey.

      

      Lydia chose not to focus on the alibi aspect of the case because that also bothered her, but she was curious about something that Leo had mentioned.

      

      “Did you just say that her fingerprints were on the murder weapon?”

      

      “That’s right,” said Leo. “The lab will confirm it with certainty, but we were making a sight comparison when you joined us. It looks like a perfect match to us.”

      

      He showed her the papers that he had been hiding. They were copies of the prints found on the scissors and Trina’s prints that she had just given. They did appear to be a match.

      

      “But that doesn’t prove anything,” Lydia pointed out. “They were her scissors from work. It makes sense that Trina would have touched them.”

      

      “But her prints are the only ones on it,” said Leo.

      

      “Maybe the killer wore gloves,” suggested Lydia. “He clearly didn’t care about Trina taking the blame.”

      

      “It’s possible the killer wore gloves,” Leo admitted. “Some of the prints on the handles were smudged. That could have happened if someone wearing gloves picked them up.”

      

      “Of course, it also could have happened if someone began to wipe off the scissors and stopped,” said Detective Grey. “This might have been because the killer wanted to leave in a hurry. Or the killer might have already realized that her scissors would lead back to her.”

      

      Leo tried to sound reassuring. “We promise that we’ll get the right person. We won’t let Trina become the scapegoat for this crime. But if she is guilty, she’ll have to pay for her actions.”

      

      “I understand,” Lydia said.

      

      The truth was that she did understand where Leo was coming from. He had a job to do to uphold the law, and there was evidence pointing towards Trina (helped by some bad advice from Carl.) He wasn’t going to rush into anything both because he wanted to make sure a case was airtight and because of how he knew Trina.

      

      However, there was something else that Lydia was certain of. While she knew in her heart that Trina was innocent, Leo did not. He didn’t want her to be guilty, but he wasn’t convinced that she wasn’t.

      

      Lydia knew then that she would have to get involved with this case. She was going to have to fulfill her pinky promise and find out who the real killer was. She was going to have to investigate.

      

      Just as these thoughts were running through her head, they were joined by another person near the desk.

      

      The man was wearing a suit and wheeling a suitcase with him. His eyes were red, and he looked upset.

      

      “Are you Detectives Grey and Doherty?” he asked. “I’m supposed to talk to you. I hurried back to town as soon as I could.”

      

      “Are you Terence Day?” asked Leo.

      

      The man nodded. “I started driving back as soon as I received your call about Rhonda. But I had to stop whenever I thought I might be unsafe on the road. I can’t believe she was killed while I was away.”

      

      “We’re very sorry for your loss,” Detective Grey said. “We appreciate you coming in. We have a few questions about your wife.”

      

      “Lydia was just leaving,” Leo said, giving her a look.

      

      Since Lydia had just decided that she needed to take on this case, she knew that she couldn’t let an opportunity to talk to the victim’s husband pass her by. She thought quickly.

      

      “I’m also sorry for your loss,” Lydia said. “I’m a regular at her salon. It’s all so sad.”

      

      “Thank you,” Terrence said.

      

      “Lydia,” Leo said with a warning tone.

      

      “And I’m not a psychologist, but I know this. You can’t blame yourself for this. You can’t help that you weren’t here. You said you were out of town?”

      

      “I was on a business trip in Pennsylvania. I was gone all weekend. Detective, I told the hotel that you’re free to check my records there to prove this. I checked in Saturday at about three. I had meetings all day yesterday. You can look into that.”

      

      “Thank you,” Leo told Terrence, as he began to ever so casually nudge Lydia away.

      

      “I texted her when I arrived at the hotel, but I haven’t spoken to her since then. I was just so busy with work. That’s something that’s going to haunt me – that I could have spoken to her more and I didn’t,” Terrence said sadly. “How was it that she died?”

      

      “She was stabbed with a pair of scissors in your house,” Detective Grey said. “We thought it better to fill you in on the particulars in person. Would you like to sit down?”

      

      Terrence accepted the offer and sat down across from the desk. Once seated, he was no longer facing Lydia and Leo used the opportunity to mouth “get out of here now” to his sister.

      

      Lydia tried to find an excuse to stay. She moved to Terrence’s side.

      

      “I can’t believe it. My poor Rhonda. Killed with something she used every day at work. And in our home. I could just imagine her trying to have a relaxing evening at home without me there, lounging in her pink robe. But then some monster came and killed her.”

      

      “Do you have any idea who that might have been?” asked Lydia. “Did Rhonda have any enemies?”

      

      Leo stepped into bad cop mode and grabbed Lydia’s arm. He began pulling her away from their witness.

      

      “Well, there is someone,” Terence said, thinking about it. “She was having trouble with someone at work. I didn’t know it was this serious, but Rhonda was upset with her. Her name is Trina.”

      

      Lydia allowed Leo to lead her towards the door of the station. Talking with the victim’s husband hadn’t helped her clear Trina’s name at all.
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      When Lydia returned to Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets, Trina was wandering around the shop, taking some measurements. Annette was crocheting feverishly in the corner. Jeff was ringing up some customers, and Kelsey was sweeping up some sand that always made its way from the beach into the boardwalk shop.

      

      She stopped sweeping and bounced up to her boss. “Trina told us that she’s not considered a suspect in the crime anymore. That’s good news, isn’t it?”

      

      “We’ll see,” Lydia muttered.

      

      Trina finished writing down her measurements and walked over to the other women with a smile on her face.

      

      “I’ve been figuring out the best way to hang the banners for the grand opening, and I think I’ve got it. Now we’ll just have to pick out colors that complement your taffy,” Trina said. “I think the best thing for us to do is keep busy so we won’t fixate on the terrible thing that happened to Rhonda. I don’t want to think about it anymore.”

      

      “I know what you mean,” Kelsey said. “It’s awful to hear how she died. When she came in here and said how much she didn’t like our taffy, I was really mad at her. I almost wished something bad would happen to her. And now, I feel guilty about that.”

      

      “Well, we’re going to have to think about it and talk about it,” Lydia said, crossing her arms. “Because somebody’s plan backfired.”

      

      “What?” asked Kelsey. She gripped her hands together, fearfully. “You don’t mean that the killer made a mistake, do you? He didn’t mean to kill another hair stylist? No one is coming after Trina here?”

      

      “No,” Lydia said, placing a hand on her arm to reassure her. “Rhonda was killed in her home, and she had very distinctive hair. I think the killer attacked who he meant to. But, Trina, you shouldn’t have told the police that you were with Carl that night.”

      

      “Why not?” asked Trina. “I mean – we were together. I made a mistake about when I went out with my boyfriend before.”

      

      “Then, why did Detective Grey see Carl driving his van that night at the time he was supposed to be with you?”

      

      “What?” Trina asked, running her fingers through her hair nervously. “Carl said that he was home all night. He wanted to watch a baseball game instead of going out, but he fell asleep during it. He couldn’t have been out driving.”

      

      “But he wasn’t with you,” Lydia pointed out.

      

      “He wanted to protect me and give me an alibi,” Trina said. “When I told him what canceling our date did to me, he said that he would protect me. He said I should say I was with him.”

      

      “But you still lied to the police,” Lydia hissed.

      

      “Well, it’s not often that Carl tries to be noble. I liked it that he was looking out for me,” said Trina. “And I thought it would get me out of trouble. I was afraid someone was trying to frame me.”

      

      “And they might be,” Lydia said. “But now I need to figure out who that is and expose the killer before Leo and Detective Grey decide you were lying about more than your alibi.”

      

      Trina looked like she might start crying. “I’ve made things worse, haven’t I?”

      

      For a split second, Lydia felt like telling Trina that she should have listened to her advice outside of the police station, but she knew that it wouldn’t do any good now. She needed to comfort her friend and then figure out who was behind Rhonda’s murder.

      

      “It’s going to be all right,” Lydia said. “I’m going to get to the bottom of this. Just like I promised. But I’m going to need your help, and you’re going to have to be honest.”

      

      “I will,” Trina said, holding up a hand to indicate Scout’s honor.

      

      “I’ll help too,” Kelsey said. “And I’m sure Jeff will. Annette might too if…”

      

      She trailed off as she looked over at Annette. The others glanced over too and saw how frenzied Annette looked moving her yarn around her crochet hook and muttering a count.

      

      “Annette,” Lydia said. “You have to take it easy. Our customers will love however many creatures we have on our shelves. Don’t make yourself crazy.”

      

      “Oh, this is nothing, dear,” Annette said. Her voice sounded jovial, but her smile looked a bit forced. “And I want to make sure that I have a whole school of clownfish available for sale.”

      

      Lydia repeated that Annette shouldn’t stress herself out making the toys, and then turned back to the other more stressful conversation.

      

      “I want to create a list of suspects,” Lydia said to Trina. “And I think you can help with that. Do you know any specific customers who had a problem with Rhonda? Or someone who suffered because of her gossip?”

      

      Kelsey rushed away to get a pad of paper and a pen that she handed over to Trina. Trina tapped the pen against her chin as she thought.

      

      “Well, I remember Mrs. Baxter being pretty upset with Rhonda for a while. She stopped coming to the salon for almost a month. And Rhonda was repeating a vicious piece of gossip about Sophie Kingston. And Rhonda and Ruby Young alternated between being best friends and enemies. I’d call them frenemies, but I don’t think they were cute about it.”

      

      Trina continued to write down possibilities. Kelsey peered over her shoulder.

      

      “It’s a long list,” Kelsey said with a whistle.

      

      “Then, I really might need help questioning these people,” said Lydia. “If you and Jeff really are interested, maybe you could visit some of these suspects where they work. It should be a public setting, so you’ll be safe. You could go under the guise of asking if you can hang up some of our grand opening flyers.”

      

      “And if they do let us hang up a flyer, we’ll be killing two birds with one stone,” said Kelsey. “What should we ask them?”

      

      “Be subtle about asking, but see if you can determine where they were the night of the murder and if they really did have issues with Rhonda.”

      

      Kelsey nodded.

      

      “That’s everyone I can think of,” Trina said, handing over the list. “That’s everyone who might have had a problem with Rhonda from the salon.”

      

      Lydia perused the list and for some reason found herself asking about someone not on it. “There’s no reason that Carl would have a problem with Rhonda too, is there?”

      

      “I mean he heard me complain about her before, but I don’t think he ever met her,” said Trina. “Why?”

      

      “No reason,” Lydia said, not wanting to voice the suspicion that had popped into her head. “Well, I better get going and start talking to people. It looks like we have a long list of suspects.”
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      After chasing down several of the possible grudge holders from Trina’s list, Lydia was starting to get tired. She had successfully managed to spread the word about her grand opening which was her cover to for talking to these suspects, but she didn’t feel like she had discovered a real motive for wanting Rhonda dead.

      

      There was one client who might have had a reason; she learned that her husband had been cheating on her through Rhonda’s callous gossip, and perhaps she felt like stabbing the messenger. However, her alibi seemed firm because she was working her night shift as a nurse.

      

      The three other people that Lydia spoke to had been annoyed with Rhonda at one point or another. However, now that she was dead, they claimed that they were sad that she was gone. The main reason for their annoyance with her had been how if Rhonda didn’t think the customer had anything interesting to say, she would monopolize the conversation. The whole time that their hair was being done they might have to listen to Rhonda complain about her boss, or her husband, or one coworker in particular: Trina.

      

      So far, she hadn’t felt like she had learned anything that would help her friend. However, now she was trying to track down Mrs. Baxter, who was one of the people who first popped into Trina’s head when she started her list. The trouble was that Mrs. Baxter wasn’t at the pet supply store that she owned. It was suggested that she might be at the beach and so Lydia was tracking through the sand, looking for the woman.

      

      The weather was beautiful with a cool breeze coming off the ocean. Lydia took off her shoes to cross the beach and felt the warm sand under her toes. There were definitely worse places to search for suspects. She just hoped that she would be able to find Mrs. Baxter.

      

      Eventually, her search was rewarded. She recognized the woman that she bought Sunny’s dog food from sitting under an umbrella. She was staring off toward the water and jumped when she finally noticed Lydia at her side.

      

      “Oh, you startled me,” she said. “But it’s good to see you, Sunny’s owner.”

      

      Lydia smiled. She had by now recognized that Mrs. Baxter never remembered human’s names but had a good memory for pets. Lydia knew that she must do something similar at her shop. She had a few regulars whose candy order she knew, but names she didn’t.

      

      “It’s a beautiful day,” Lydia remarked. “I was hanging up some flyers for my grand opening and then decided that a visit to the beach was in order.”

      

      “I had the same thought,” Mrs. Baxter agreed.

      

      “My plans had ended up changing at the last moment,” Lydia continued. “I was supposed to get my hair done today, but the salon is closed for a day of mourning because one of their employees was killed. Did you hear anything about that?”

      

      Mrs. Baxter nodded. Lydia knelt down so she would be closer to the woman in her beach chair.

      

      “I’ve been thinking about it. And it’s terrible, but it doesn’t quite surprise me. Rhonda Day had a way of alienating people.”

      

      “You too?” Lydia asked, hoping this would keep the conversation going.

      

      “I don’t like to speak ill of the dead, but I can’t turn off my anger towards her, just like a faucet. She really hurt my feelings. I haven’t gotten my hair done in two months because I didn’t want to see her.” She touched her hair self-consciously. “I hope it doesn’t show too much. I know you can see my roots.”

      

      “You look fine,” Lydia assured her. “But what did she do to upset you so much?”

      

      “She started this awful rumor about hair dye. Not one about me using it on myself. I do, and I’m not embarrassed by that.  But Rhonda started insinuating that I was dying my dogs’ fur to make them look older so I would look younger by comparison. What a despicable thing to imply to people. It made me seem vain, and like I don’t care about my animals. I’m sure you could understand how upset I was. Imagine if someone said you did that to Sunny.”

      

      “I wouldn’t like it. And I don’t think Sunny would like moving away from her natural blonde color.”

      

      “I was so mad at her,” Mrs. Baxter said. “I tried to give her the benefit of the doubt at first because I knew she was having some troubles at home and she was very jealous of her coworker, but she didn’t deserve it. I’m sure she must have rubbed some other people the wrong way, and it finally did her in.”

      

      “I guess that’s what must have happened,” Lydia agreed. “Still, it’s strange to think that Saturday night while I was home enjoying a relaxing night with my dog, Rhonda was being murdered.”

      

      “It’s the same circumstance for me,” Mrs. Baxter said. “My husband was out with the boys at some poker game, so I was home with the dogs. My sweet dogs that I love and whose fur is their natural color.”

      

      Lydia prodded a little more and found out that there were no human witnesses to make sure that she had been home like she said that night. Mrs. Baxter made Lydia promise to visit her shop and pick up some of the new peanut butter treats that she was sure Sunny would enjoy and then Lydia bid her adieu.

      

      She walked back to the boardwalk contemplating Mrs. Baxter’s potential involvement in the crime. She certainly was bearing a grudge against Rhonda, but was it enough to escalate to murder? She had been willing to talk about it with her, so it didn’t seem like this was a subject she needed to keep secret.

      

      She climbed the few wooden stairs and then sat on a bench on the boardwalk, brushing the sand off her toes so she could put her shoes back on. She was thinking about how Mrs. Baxter didn’t have a real alibi for the time of the murder and wondering if the woman could have snuck into the salon to take Trina’s scissors without anyone noticing when a shadow fell across her. She looked up and saw the local reporter, Brie Rankin, standing nearby. Lydia wished she already had her shoes on so she could make a quick escape, but since she didn’t want sand in her sneakers, she pasted a smile on her face.

      

      “Hello, Brie. Are you working on any good stories right now?”

      

      “At first it just seemed like I was going to be covering local events this week, and I volunteered to be the one to do a write up about your grand opening.”

      

      “Great,” Lydia said, not caring that sarcasm crept into her voice. Now there was added pressure to make sure the event was a success. Brie wouldn’t print anything that was untrue, but if there were any mishaps or mistakes at the grand opening Brie would be sure to mention it in her article.

      

      “It might have been a sweet story about a new small business,” said Brie. “But with the coverage about a murder in town, I’m not sure what the paper will end up printing.”

      

      “You’re covering that story too?”

      

      Brie nodded. “Of course, there’s not too much to report right now. The police don’t want to make a comment while they’re investigating. I did hear a rumor about someone they consider a suspect. Is it true that they’re looking at your bestie Trina Nichols?”

      

      “If the police aren’t going to give a comment, I don’t think I should either. My brother wouldn’t like that,” Lydia said calmly as she finally stuck her second shoe on her foot. “But I will say that I know Trina, and she’s no killer.”

      

      “Are you sure?” Brie asked. “Sometimes, you can’t trust the people you think you can.”

      

      “You’re not going to trick me into saying anything else to the paper,” Lydia said firmly. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get back to work.”

      

      She started walking away, but Brie’s words stayed with her. She never doubted Trina’s innocence, but she had learned from past experience that people might not always be what they appear. What if it was someone that Trina trusted that had committed this crime? What if the objective of Rhonda’s murder wasn’t to kill that poor woman but to frame Trina?

      

      These thoughts bothered Lydia as she increased her pace to head to her shop. She needed a piece of taffy to sweeten these bitter ideas.
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      Lydia had returned to her shop but was distracted for the rest of the day as she made a new batch of cinnamon swirl taffy and made sure everything was tidy. Kelsey and Jeff were eager to start questioning suspects as they hung up flyers, so Lydia let them leave a little early. She and Annette dealt with the final few customers and then were able to close for the day quickly. Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets would start having later hours after the grand opening to attract the summer visitors who liked visiting the beach and boardwalk at night, but today they were still closing before it got dark outside.

      

      As Lydia locked the door to the shop, she realized that Annette had taken out her crocheting supplies again.

      

      “Annette, I think you should take the night off,” Lydia said.

      

      “Well, of course, I am, dear. We’re closing up now.”

      

      “I meant to take a break from your yarn work too. I know when you started working here, you said that you needed something to occupy your time so you wouldn’t have empty nest syndrome, but I don’t want work to take up all of your time.”

      

      “Oh, pish posh. I’m fine,” Annette said with a smile. “I’ll just make a few more seahorses tonight, and then I’ll relax. I want it all to be perfect for the grand opening.”

      

      Annette started crocheting. She seemed intent on working on her toys even as she walked home. Luckily, her beach house wasn’t far from the shop.

      

      “I hope this isn’t something else I need to worry about,” Lydia murmured.

      

      She was about to leave when she saw Daniel approaching. His grey eyes were full of concern.

      

      “I just heard about what happened. Are you all right?”

      

      “You mean you heard about what happened to Rhonda Day?”

      

      He nodded. “You could have told me that you came across a dead body. That must have been upsetting.”

      

      Lydia paused. “I wasn’t sure that we were at the point in our friendship where we called each other over every little thing.”

      

      “We did solve a murder case together,” Daniel said gently. “You’re free to contact me if you ever face an emergency.”

      

      Lydia smiled. She was afraid that she was beginning to blush. What was said was simple, but coming from Daniel, it was meaningful.

      

      “Honestly, it was such a shock, and I’ve been so focused on helping Trina that I didn’t even think about who I should have told. I hope my Aunt Edie won’t be upset with me. This will be the third murder case that I’ve become involved with, and I’ve always tried to avoid telling her until it was over.”

      

      Daniel focused on the first part of what she said. “Have you had to help Trina deal with what you saw?”

      

      “How much do you know about what happened?” Lydia asked.

      

      “I heard one of the victim’s neighbors talking about how the police arrived on the scene. They said that they thought the detective’s sister and one of Rhonda’s coworkers found the body. And they heard rumors that Rhonda had been stabbed. I got ahold of the local paper, and it didn’t say much more than that. Then when I finished my shift, I came right over here. Is there more to the story?”

      

      “A little,” Lydia said before jumping into the details about why Trina was considered a suspect in the murder.

      

      Daniel let out a small whistle. “A lot really has been going on. But she’s lucky that she has you as a friend.”

      

      “I’m not so sure about that,” Lydia said, biting her lip.

      

      “What do you mean?”

      

      Lydia leaned against her building as she considered how to say what was on her mind. “I’ve started having some thoughts that make me feel like a disloyal friend.”

      

      “I doubt that,” Daniel said. “Unless you’re starting to think that she really might be the murderer? And even then, you can’t change the truth. You can only help your friend to do the right thing.”

      

      “No. There’s no way that I think Trina is the killer,” Lydia said firmly. “But I am starting to question her judgment, and I feel bad about that. I think I might consider Carl a suspect, and that would hurt her feelings.”

      

      “You must have reasons for considering it.”

      

      “I do. I think it might partially be based on how I think he hasn’t been the best boyfriend to Trina, but it’s mostly based on his behavior lately. I didn’t like that he had Trina lie to the police and say she was with him. Trina thought this was because he wanted to support and protect her, but I’ve started to wonder about that. What if he had her lie and say they were together because he needed an alibi?”

      

      “You think that Carl might have killed Rhonda?”

      

      Lydia liked how calmly he was discussing the matter. He wasn’t dismissing the idea. He just wanted to hear her reasoning.

      

      “I don’t know of a reason that he would want Rhonda dead,” Lydia admitted. “But Detective Grey saw Carl driving his van that night close to the time of the murder. Maybe Carl was headed toward Rhonda’s then. And dating Trina would have given him an opportunity to take a pair of her scissors.”

      

      “If he took Trina’s scissors secretly, then it shows premeditation,” Daniel pointed out. “He either had a strong motive for wanting to dispose of Rhonda or his objective was to frame Trina and let her take the blame for the crime. Maybe he also wanted her to have an alibi that could be undermined.”

      

      “That thought crossed my mind too. And I’m not quite sure what to do. I don’t want to hurt Trina by accusing him if I’m wrong. But I also don’t want her spending time with someone who might be a killer and is wishing her harm too.”

      

      “It sounds like we need some evidence before we proceed.”

      

      “We?”

      

      Daniel nodded. “You helped me when I suspected an accidental death wasn’t all that it seemed. I’ll help you look into this.”

      

      “Thank you,” Lydia said. “I’m not sure exactly what the best course of action here is. I don’t want Carl to know that I am suspicious. If I’m right about him, then alerting him would put Trina in danger.”

      

      “Then, I think it might be time for a stakeout.”

      

      Lydia nodded. A stakeout it was.
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            Staking Out Suspicions

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m sorry about this,” Lydia said. “But she didn’t want to be left alone. Maybe she picked up on my anxiety about a killer being on the loose.”

      

      She was referring to her dog that had insisted she accompany them and was now seated on Lydia’s lap while they were on their stakeout. Lydia had stopped by her house to change out of her work T-shirt and to grab some binoculars that Aunt Edie had used for birdwatching, searching for other winged natives than the seagull. However, once she was in the house, Sunny rose from her bed and didn’t leave her side. When Lydia tried to leave her house without the Frenchie mix, Sunny sat on Lydia’s foot.

      

      Sunny wagged her tiny tail as if she knew she was being talked about. She was settled with Lydia on the passenger seat but was staring at Daniel. Lydia was secretly wondering if Sunny had insisted on coming because she wanted to sniff out the strange man Lydia had begun spending time with.

      

      “It’s possible,” Daniel said. “Or maybe she knew what I had in my stakeout kit. I brought some snacks for us, including some beef jerky. Do you think she’d like a piece?”

      

      “She can have a little bit as long as it’s not a spicy flavor.”

      

      Daniel grabbed the snack for Sunny. She stared at him for a moment as if considering whether to accept it, but then she grabbed the jerky and started chowing down. She wagged her stub of a tail happily. However, instead of settling down for a nap like she usually did after eating, she moved closer to Daniel and began licking his fingers. Lydia was trying to decide if this was a display of affection or if there were remnants of the food on his hand.

      

      However, before she had a chance to comment on it, she noticed Carl moving.

      

      “There he goes,” Lydia said, pointing.

      

      Carl had just finished closing up his seafood market and was headed toward his van. Daniel started his truck’s engine so they could follow him. Lydia thought that Carl might recognize her vehicle if he saw it, but they hoped that Daniel’s car could travel incognito.

      

      They began to follow Carl as he drove away. When Lydia had called to check on Trina, her friend said that she didn’t have a date with Carl tonight. Lydia hoped this meant that now Carl would follow his usual routine, and if he was involved with the murder, he would do something to reveal his hand.

      

      “We’re close to Rhonda’s house,” Lydia remarked as they continued trailing their suspect. “She lives on the next street over.”

      

      “What is Carl doing here?” Daniel wondered.

      

      Carl parked his van on the street, and Daniel parked a little further down, trying to maintain a low profile. Lydia took out the binoculars and watched as Carl emerged from his vehicle. Sunny sensed that something exciting was happening. She pressed her face close to the window to get a better view.

      

      “Is he going up to a house?” Daniel asked.

      

      “I think so,” Lydia said.

      

      Carl was standing on the sidewalk, making a show of appearing casual. He kept looking around, and they got the sense that he didn’t want to be recognized there. He played on his phone for a moment.

      

      “He’s up to something,” Lydia muttered.

      

      Then, a porch light from the house Carl was near turned on, and a man appeared near the screen door. Carl reached into his van and removed a large envelope. He walked up to the man’s house with a frown on his face.

      

      Lydia wished she could lip read as she watched the two men talk to each other. However, even though she didn’t know the exact words they were saying she was still able to understand part of the interaction between them. The man from the house invited Carl inside with a gesture towards the door, but Carl refused. He seemed to want to get out of there as soon as possible.

      

      Carl looked annoyed, but the man from the house seemed to be enjoying himself. Finally, Carl handed over the envelope.

      

      “He just gave the other guy something,” Lydia said.

      

      “Is it possible this is a late-night fish delivery?” asked Daniel.

      

      Lydia watched as the man opened the envelope and pulled out the contents. It was a stack of cash. The man counted the bills quickly and then shook a disgruntled Carl’s hand.

      

      “I would love to catch that on a fishing trip,” Lydia joked. “There are at least several hundred dollars there.”

      

      “But why is Carl paying him that?”

      

      Lydia shrugged. She watched as Carl left the porch and headed back to his van. The other man smiled jovially and then retreated into his home.

      

      Lydia frowned as she thought about what this pay-off might mean, but then she realized something else unfortunate as she saw Carl begin to drive his vehicle.

      

      “He’s going to pass right by us,” she said. “We can’t let him see us.”

      

      “Then, we better hide,” Daniel said, adjusting his seat. “Sink down as low as you can.”

      

      Lydia reacted right away. She lowered herself as close to the floor as she could. Daniel did the same in the driver’s seat. They both did their best to disappear.

      

      However, Sunny didn’t seem to get the message. She remained standing on the seat and staring out the window, trying to figure out what all the excitement was about.

      

      After a few uncomfortable minutes in her hiding position, Lydia thought it was safe to sit up. Sunny wagged her tiny tail, thinking this was all some sort of game.

      

      “I don’t think he saw us,” Daniel said. “But I might have lost him in regard to following him tonight.”

      

      “That’s all right. He’s already given us a lot to think about. We just saw him pay someone near the victim’s house.”

      

      “Do you think this might be blackmail?” asked Daniel. “Maybe the man in that house saw Carl do something that night that could prove he’s a killer?”

      

      “That might explain why Carl looked so unhappy to be here,” Lydia said.

      

      She took a scrap of paper and a pen out of her purse and jotted down the address where they saw the payment take place.

      

      “I’ll see what I can find out about the man that lives here before we go knocking on his door,” she said. “Maybe I could convince Leo to look into it. I know he’d like to consider other suspects.”

      

      “I think that’s a good idea,” Daniel agreed. “I don’t think we’d get much information out the man if we just went up to him and asked about the money. And he might be dangerous.”

      

      Lydia nodded. “Anyone willing to blackmail a killer must be somewhat reckless.”

      

      Daniel started up the engine, and they buckled their seatbelts. Sunny settled into a comfortable spot to let the truck’s movement lull her to sleep.

      

      Lydia let out a sigh. “I thought I’d feel better when I found a good suspect, but I’m just dreading telling Trina.”
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            Stopping by the Shop

          

        

      

    

    
      Lydia thought that a conversation as delicate as telling someone that their boyfriend might be a cold-blooded killer should be done in person. She called Trina and got her to promise that she would come to the taffy shop the next morning – and that she wouldn’t be alone with anyone until after talking to Lydia, no matter how much she thought she trusted that person. Trina agreed, and Lydia hoped that she would keep that promise.

      

      Lydia was nervous all morning. While Sunny was snoozing happily, all tuckered out from the adventure the evening before, Lydia felt wide-awake. She headed to Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets early. She thought getting a start on the day’s taffy would be a better use of time than staring anxiously out her window.

      

      The shop was ready for business when Annette arrived. She looked as if she hadn’t gotten any sleep the night before. She yawned in the middle of her greeting to her boss.

      

      “Good mornawn to you too,” Lydia teased. “I really hope you’re not running yourself ragged making your toys.”

      

      “Nonsense,” Annette said though it didn’t have quite the same pep that she usually had. “I’m doing fine. And I want to show you what I’ve made so far.”

      

      Annette brought her bag of finished creations to the counter to show them off. Lydia really did admire them and was happy to sell them in her store. She was just concerned that Annette was overdoing it for the grand opening.

      

      “I made the seahorses I was talking about,” Annette said, showing off several different colored ones.

      

      “I bet they will race off the shelves,” Lydia said as a compliment. “Everyone is going to love them.”

      

      “And then I started making some more starfish, but I put a special twist on these creatures. I wrote Jersey Shore on all of them. See?” Annette said proudly.

      

      However, her face soon transformed to show a look of confusion as she took them out of her bag. Lydia wondered what could be wrong, but then noticed the spelling mistake.

      

      “Or I wrote Jersey Short on them.” She sighed. “Maybe I have been working too hard lately. In the middle of the night, writing short must have seemed right...”

      

      “I think there will still be some customers who like them,” Lydia assured her. “Parents might like them as a souvenir for their young children. They’ll think it’s an intentional pun.”

      

      Annette smiled and accepted the idea. “But maybe I will make a few more with the proper phrase.”

      

      She was already taking out her yarn, and Lydia thought it would be pointless to try and stop her. Besides, she was still trying to figure out the best way to tell Trina that Carl might have been trying to frame her.

      

      She nearly jumped when the door to the shop opened, and she still hadn’t figured out what to say. However, it was Kelsey and Jeff arriving.

      

      “We made it through our whole half of the list,” Kelsey said happily. “And we got a lot of flyers for the grand opening posted too.”

      

      “But I’m not sure we really found a good suspect,” said Jeff. “And that was disappointing because I really don’t want your friend to miss the opening because she’s in jail.”

      

      “I don’t think that will happen,” said Lydia. “I think I found a very likely suspect. But why don’t you tell me what you found out? I wouldn’t mind being wrong about who I think did it in this case.”

      

      “Well, a lot of the people we spoke to had alibis,” said Kelsey. “Apparently there was a big boat party on Saturday night, and several of the people who might hold a grudge against Rhonda were out at sea when she was killed. Sophie Kingston who Trina mentioned was one of those people.”

      

      “And a few people don’t have real motives,” said Jeff. “Some people didn’t really seem bothered by Rhonda’s gossip because they knew it really was just gossip. And one lady really liked the rumor that Rhonda started about her.”

      

      “The Ruby Young angle that Trina suggested also seems to be a bust,” said Kelsey. “They might have alternated from being friends and enemies, but right now they were definitely friends. She started sobbing when Rhonda was brought up.”

      

      “She had an alibi too,” Jeff added. “She was out with a few friends at a bar. But she might have been one of the last people to see Rhonda alive.”

      

      Kelsey nodded. “Ruby said that she was Rhonda’s last appointment for the day. Since they had just become friends again, Ruby brought her a gift: a neon pink bathrobe. Apparently, part of Rhonda’s complaints had been about needing a new robe and wanting it to be a fun color. Then Rhonda did Ruby’s hair.”

      

      “That was what Rhonda was wearing when she was killed,” said Lydia. “Did Ruby mention whether Rhonda said anything at her appointment that might shed light on who would be angry with her? Did she mention any men?”

      

      “Unfortunately for us, Rhonda only seemed to mention how annoyed she was at Trina,” Kelsey said.

      

      “It’s all right,” Lydia said. “You guys did amazing with your questioning, and I know we’ll prove that Trina wasn’t involved in the end.”

      

      “You said you have a new suspect?” asked Kelsey. “Who is it?”

      

      Lydia was about to answer, but then the suspect walked into the shop. Carl marched up to her, looking annoyed.

      

      “I think we need to talk,” he said.

      

      Lydia gulped. “All right. We can talk. But it’s obvious I’m not alone here, right? There are several people in my shop and on the boardwalk.”

      

      Carl just rolled his eyes. Lydia led him towards her office so he couldn’t harm her employees. She surreptitiously took out her cell phone and had Leo’s contact information ready so she could reach him with the press of a button.

      

      “What’s on your mind, Carl?”

      

      “Were you following me?” he demanded.

      

      “What?” asked Lydia, hoping she sounded genuinely confused. “What gave you that idea?”

      

      “I saw your dog last night. Trina has shown me lots of pictures of you two and the dog. And that dog was nearby when I ran an errand.”

      

      Lydia felt like kicking something. Her dog had let the cat out of the bag. Now, she wasn’t sure exactly what she should do. She didn’t want to let a potential murderer know that she was on to him, but what excuse could she come up with for why Sunny was there?

      

      “It was an unusual errand,” Lydia said. “Delivering money.”

      

      “You were following me!”

      

      “Yes, I was. And since I care about Trina, I’ll give you a chance to explain yourself.”

      

      Carl crossed his arms. “What do you mean by that?”

      

      “I mean, I’ll let you tell me why you were giving money to one of Rhonda’s neighbors so soon after she was killed before the police start questioning you.”

      

      Carl seemed truly puzzled for a moment. He frowned. “You think I had something to do with Rhonda’s death?”

      

      Lydia made sure that her desk was an obstacle between them. “I think that you might have. You could have gotten the scissors from Trina, and you had her lie about her alibi.”

      

      Carl threw his hands up in the air. “This is ridiculous. I thought you were going to accuse me of cheating. Not of murder.”

      

      “Are you cheating?” Lydia asked, not feeling any happier about this possibility.

      

      “No,” he said definitively. “I’ve just been going to poker games at Joe Baxter’s house. I canceled my date with Trina on Saturday because I wanted to win back some of the money I lost. But they wouldn’t let me play. Paul, whose house you must have seen me by, called in my IOUs. I wouldn’t be able to play again until I paid them back, so I just went home. I was able to get the money yesterday and finally paid Paul. I barely know Rhonda. I have no reason to kill her.”

      

      “But, why did you have Trina lie about her alibi?” Lydia pressed.

      

      “Because I felt bad that she didn’t have one because of me,” Carl said, casting his eyes toward the floor. “I know she didn’t kill anybody and I thought if we said we were together, it would help.  I know it seemed like she had a motive because she and Rhonda would fight. And I know there’s been some money exchanged at the salon. There’s something going on with their boss. But I did it to help. I care about Trina a lot. You have to believe me.”

      

      “I want to. But you’ve done her a disservice by convincing her to lie to the police. Detective Grey saw you driving around that night in your fish market van. He knows that you weren’t with her the whole time that you said.”

      

      Carl really did kick something. Then he held his foot as he realized how painful it was to have it collide with the desk.

      

      “I didn’t mean for that to happen,” Carl said.

      

      “Hurting your foot or hurting Trina?”

      

      “Both.” He gingerly put his foot back down and started to leave the office.  He looked rather sad as he said, “If her best friend really thought I might have killed someone and tried to blame Trina, I must not be that great of a boyfriend. I’ll have to work on that.”

      

      Lydia watched him go and took a deep breath. There had been so many twists and turns during this investigation that she didn’t know what to make of it. Could Carl be telling the truth now?

      

      She still didn’t make sense of it all when Trina popped her head into the office.

      

      “You said you had something really important to tell me?” she asked.
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      “Do you know who the killer is?” Trina asked.

      

      Lydia slumped into her office chair and shook her head. “I don’t have any idea anymore.”

      

      Trina sat in the other chair across from the desk and picked up one of the cinnamon swirl taffies from a candy dish. “Not that I mind coming in because my salon is closed anyway and I love sampling the taffy, but why did you want to see me? What couldn’t you say over the phone?”

      

      Lydia decided to be honest. “I started to suspect Carl as the killer, and I was trying to protect you, but now I’m not sure that he’s involved. All his suspicious behavior might be attributed to losing money in a poker game and not committing a murder.”

      

      “You really suspected him?” asked Trina.

      

      “There were a few things that made me consider him, including how you both lied about your alibi. But I’m leaning toward believing he’s innocent.”

      

      “I really hate that I lied to the police,” Trina said. “And I bet this has longstanding consequences even if I don’t go to prison. Leo will be upset with me, and it will always be awkward at your holiday parties.”

      

      “He might forgive us if we can direct him toward the real killer,” said Lydia. “I’m just having trouble figuring out exactly who that is.”

      

      “No one on my list is a good suspect? I thought it was pretty long and thorough.”

      

      Lydia tapped the desk as she thought. “There was someone that you didn’t put on your list. I wonder if you really think there was no way this person could be involved.”

      

      “Look. I never considered Carl a suspect. Maybe I was blinded by affection, but I didn’t think he did it.”

      

      “I wasn’t talking about Carl. I was talking about your boss.”

      

      “Felisha?” asked Trina. “But why would she kill Rhonda?”

      

      “You know them both better than I do, but when I spoke to Carl, he said that he knew money was exchanging hands at the salon and it had something to do with your boss.”

      

      “Carl doesn’t know the whole story.”

      

      “Do you want to tell me?”

      

      “Fine,” Trina said. She played with a piece of taffy so she wouldn’t have to look Lydia in the eyes. “But I’m sure you’re going to say it was a silly thing to do. And I won’t think that you’re wrong. But it seemed like the right thing at the time. But I guess I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d advise me against it.”

      

      “This sounds very ominous,” Lydia said, bracing herself for what she was about to hear.

      

      “You know how I inherited some money after my mother’s death, and I was saving it? Well, when the salon’s boiler broke, I dipped into that fund to replace it. I gave it to Felisha so the salon could stay open. I really do like working there and seeing all my regular clients. Except for Rhonda’s negativity, I loved that job. And Felisha was paying me back slowly but surely.”

      

      “This wasn’t as awful a situation as I thought it might be,” Lydia admitted.

      

      “The trouble was I started asking Felisha if she could pay me back faster. It sounds silly now, but I thought things were becoming more serious with Carl. I thought I might need the money for a special vacation or even for a wedding.”

      

      “And what did Felisha say?”

      

      “She got flustered,” Trina said. “She couldn’t pay it back much faster, but I guess that’s why she’s been letting me have the schedule that I wanted as a thank you. But I guess Rhonda didn’t like that I got to choose my hours.”

      

      “Did Felisha like Rhonda?” Lydia asked as an idea occurred to her.

      

      “I think Rhonda rubbed everyone at work the wrong way, but Felisha tried to be professional about it. Why?”

      

      “I was just thinking that maybe the killer’s plan was twofold. Maybe the killer wanted to get rid of an ungrateful employee and an outstanding bill at the same time.”

      

      “You mean that Felisha stabbed Rhonda and wanted me to get arrested?” asked Trina, covering her mouth from shock.

      

      “She would have easy access to your scissors. And she could have a dual motive for both parts of the crime.”

      

      “I don’t know. Felisha is such a sweet woman. I can’t see her killing anyone. And I thought we were friends. I’d hate to think that she wanted me to rot in jail for something I didn’t do.”

      

      “Money can make people do crazy things,” said Lydia.

      

      “I guess so. But I still can’t imagine her doing this.”

      

      “How about we talk to her and make sure?” Lydia suggested, standing up.

      

      Trina nodded and stood as well. “The salon has been closed as a sign of respect to Rhonda, but I think Felisha might still have some things to do there. We can check there first.”

      

      “Perfect.”

      

      Lydia led the way out of her office. She was glad that they had a new suspect, and even if it was her best friend’s boss, at least it wasn’t her boyfriend.
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      After making sure that her employees were all right (and failing again to convince Annette to take a break from crocheting), Lydia and Trina hurried to the salon. Lydia was eager to ask some questions and hoped that Felisha would be inside.

      

      “It looks like there’s a light on inside,” Lydia said. The sign on the door said closed, but this made it more likely that Felisha was inside doing some work while the place was still officially closed for mourning.

      

      “Go knock on the door,” said Trina. “I’ll be there in a moment. I just need to adjust my hair. I can’t see my boss with messy hair. It’s sort of my job to know how to style it.”

      

      Lydia briefly considered fixing her own hair that was in its usual position: a messy bun on top of her head. However, she didn’t want to waste any time when she had the potential to solve this case. She also decided that she didn’t need to spend time primping before talking to a potential murderer.

      

      She rapped on the glass door and waited. A woman with an intricate braid and a lot of freckles appeared on the other side. She was carrying some paperwork and looked apologetic.

      

      “I’m sorry. We’re closed today. It’s out of respect for one of my employees who died suddenly. But we’ll start taking appointments again soon.”

      

      “Are you Felisha?” asked Lydia. “I had a few questions I wanted to ask you.”

      

      Then, Trina appeared at her side. She was very friendly when she greeted her boss with a “Hi, Felisha. It’s good to see you.”

      

      However, Felisha reacted as if she just saw a ghost. The papers she had been holding slipped to the ground as she let out a scream. Then she held up her hands protectively and cowered.

      

      “What’s going on?” asked Trina.

      

      “What are you doing here?” Felisha cried. “Are you here to kill me too?”

      

      “What?” Trina asked indignantly.

      

      “I swear I didn’t tell the police anything that they didn’t already guess,” said Felisha. “All I said was that it looked like the scissors they showed me looked like the ones we use here. But they could have found that out from anyone. Don’t take it out on me.”

      

      “I’m not going to take it out on anybody,” Trina said, crossing her arms angrily.

      

      “It’s okay,” Lydia assured Felisha. “We don’t want to hurt you. We just want to talk to you.”

      

      “That’s what you would say too if you were planning on killing me and were trying to convince me to open the door!”

      

      Lydia glanced at Trina. This certainly wasn’t she was expecting. Felisha was acting as if she really thought Trina was a killer and was after her next. Was this just an act to throw them off the trail? She certainly seemed scared.

      

      “You don’t have to open the door,” Lydia said. “We really do just want to talk.”

      

      “Okay,” Felisha said. She began picking up the papers she had dropped but was still eyeing the duo warily as if they might break through the glass at any moment.

      

      “Trina didn’t kill anybody,” Lydia began.

      

      “Oh, yes,” Felisha said. She was still picking up her papers, and it seemed clear that she just agreed out of fear.

      

      “I think I might be offended by this,” Trina said. “I can’t believe people who actually know me think I could stab someone. Then again, if what Lydia thinks is true, then I should be offended by what you did anyway.”

      

      “What did I do?” asked Felisha. She finished picking up her papers and held them close to her chest. She looked at the lock on the door to make sure it was secure.

      

      “You killed Rhonda and tried to frame me?” Trina asked.

      

      “I wanted to be a little more subtle about asking her,” Lydia protested.

      

      “You think that I killed Rhonda?” Felisha asked, looking confused. “Why would I want to hurt her?”

      

      “Well, why would I want to hurt her for that matter?” Trina rebutted.

      

      “You were always fighting with her,” Felisha said. “I didn’t think it would escalate like it did, but you never got along.”

      

      “You didn’t get along with her either,” said Trina.  “And maybe you wanted to frame me so I would go to jail, and you wouldn’t have to pay me back the money you owe me.”

      

      “That’s a terrible thing to say,” said Felisha.

      

      “But you definitely have access to the scissors that were used as the murder weapon,” said Lydia. “You have keys to the salon.”

      

      “That might be true,” Felisha admitted. “But lots of other people have access to the scissors if they want to be underhanded. The tools are all left by their work counters. Anyone unscrupulous might have grabbed them. Or someone who worked here.”

      

      “I didn’t kill Rhonda,” Trina said.

      

      Felisha moved closer to the door and stared at them. Trina moved closer, and they looked at one another in the eye.

      

      “I didn’t want to believe that you did it,” Felisha said. “But the way the detective was asking me questions he seemed so sure.”

      

      “Which detective?” asked Lydia. “One who looks a little like me?”

      

      “A detective with similar features to you was here, but it was his partner I was referring to. He seemed to think that you lied about where you were that night. They wanted to know about how you and Rhonda interacted here.  I tried to be honest. Rhonda instigated most of the problems.”

      

      “What else can you tell us about Rhonda?” asked Lydia. “Is there anything that she said that could help us figure out who might have done this to her?”

      

      Felisha shook her head. “She seemed like usual Rhonda. She was very annoyed with you, Trina, on Saturday when you left after the dance group.”

      

      “Which was my schedule. I said that I needed that day off to help my best friend with her grand opening plans. By the way, it should be a really awesome event. I hope you’ll come to it next Saturday.”

      

      “But about Rhonda?” Lydia asked, trying to steer them back to the case.

      

      “Well, she was rather upset with Trina, and I told her that she needed to calm down. If she was going to upset the customers, I couldn’t have her at the shop. She rolled her eyes but did seem better. Her husband visited her on his way out of town. She liked that he said goodbye in person and that she realized that she would have the house to herself for the weekend. When her regular client Ruby Young came later and gave her a gift, she was even more excited for it. I had hoped that the next time she came to work, she would be in a better mood.” Felisha’s eyes started to water. “But that never happened.”

      

      “I’m sure she would have appreciated that you closed the salon for several days out of respect for her,” Trina said.

      

      “Well, it wasn’t just out of respect,” Felisha admitted. “I was also really scared of seeing you. I thought you might have done this. But I should have known better. I trust you, Trina.”

      

      “I trust you too, Felisha. You’re a great boss.”

      

      “I’d trust you a little more if you’d tell me where you were Saturday night,” said Lydia.

      

      “I went home after the salon closed and I fell asleep early,” Felisha said.

      

      “Can anyone verify that?” asked Lydia.

      

      Felisha shook her head. “I’ve lived alone since my divorce.”

      

      Trina placed a hand on the glass door. “I believe you.”

      

      Felisha placed her on the other side of the glass, so they lined up. “I believe you too. And I really will get you that money back. I wouldn’t try to frame you for something. I’m sorry I suspected you.”

      

      Lydia might have thought this was a touching moment if it didn’t mean that they were back to square one with the case.
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      “I’m sorry,” Lydia said.

      

      “For what?” Trina asked, looking at her with a confused expression. “For believing in me and trying to clear my name?”

      

      “For butting into your personal life and being wrong about everything. I hope I didn’t cause trouble for you with Carl or your boss.”

      

      The two friends were at the small, local dog beach. There was an area of the Ocean Point beach that served as a dog park. Lots of dogs liked to splash in the waves, but Sunny preferred to sunbathe. Sunny looked utterly content lying next to the two humans with her tummy facing the sun.

      

      Trina had suggested they come there when she realized that Lydia was feeling down. She thought that the combination of warm sand under their toes, cool ocean breeze, and a happy pup would be just the thing to cheer her up. Lydia had said that she was supposed to be the friend who was doing the cheering up.

      

      “Everything will be fine,” Trina said.

      

      “I hope you’re not mad,” said Lydia. “If I had a boyfriend, I might be annoyed if you thought he was criminal.”

      

      “I’ll make sure I remember that before I accuse Daniel of anything,” Trina teased.

      

      “We’re not dating,” Lydia protested amid Trina’s giggles. She waited until Trina’s laughter had finally died down and then said, “And I still feel guilty about my accusations."

      

      “Carl has actually been more attentive since he realized that you actually considered him a suspect. He realizes he needs to make a better impression. And if you didn’t consider Felisha as a potential suspect, then we never would have gone to visit her, and she wouldn’t have realized that I’m no killer.”

      

      Lydia wiggled her toes in the sand and looked out at the water. She let out a sigh.

      

      “Trina, I don’t know who did it.”

      

      “But you’re going to figure it out. I have complete faith in that. And since we’ve cleared Carl and Felisha as suspects, I’m feeling better. If anyone tried to frame me, it wasn’t someone I really care about that did it.”

      

      Lydia nodded. She was pretty sure that Carl wasn’t involved. His story about paying off gambling debts from poker made sense. Lydia still thought that Felisha had a good motive for committing the crime and a lack of an alibi. However, if she was acting about being afraid of seeing Trina at the salon, she deserved an Oscar.

      

      Sunny snored gently in the sand, and Lydia rubbed the pup’s belly.

      

      “Let’s talk it out,” Trina suggested. “Who do you think might have done this?”

      

      “Well, it’s looking less likely like there was a secondary motive to hurt you by framing you for the crime. I think the killer wanted you to take the blame because you looked like the obvious suspect and not because he garnered any ill will towards you.”

      

      “I don’t know if I should feel better or worse about that,” Trina said with a frown. “The killer is impersonal about wanting me to spend the rest of my life in jail?”

      

      “The killer didn’t want to be caught for murdering Rhonda Day,” said Lydia.

      

      “Okay. So, who has the best motive for wanting her dead? I wrote out that long list of people from the salon. Did no one from there look like a viable suspect? If they’re a salon customer, they might have been able to steal my scissors.”

      

      “Kelsey and Jeff did half the legwork and found out that many people on the list had alibis. Mrs. Baxter doesn’t have a strong alibi so she might be someone I can look at again.”

      

      “What about Ruby Young?”

      

      “She and Rhonda became friends again,” said Lydia. “She gave her that pink robe as a gift when she visited the salon before the night she was killed.”

      

      “Well, maybe the robe was part of the murder plan.”

      

      “What?”

      

      “Yeah,” Trina said, getting excited as the gears in her head started turning to come up with an unusual scenario. “Maybe Ruby put my scissors in Rhonda’s purse so they would go home with her. Then, maybe there was something unusual about that robe. Like it had magnets on the back! Powerful ones! So, when Rhonda put on the robe, the scissors flew towards her and stabbed her. It was the perfect murder because she didn’t even need to be there.”

      

      Trina’s excitement woke Sunny up, and she let out a little bark to show she supported the idea.

      

      “I hate to disappoint you both, but if there was something strange about the robe, then the detectives would have noticed it,” Lydia pointed out.

      

      “Oh. Right.”

      

      “But maybe there is something more to this robe,” Lydia said. She stared at the water again as she felt her thoughts churn like the waves. There was something there – something she was missing – but she couldn’t put her finger on it.

      

      “Are you positive the police would notice magnets on the robe?” asked Trina after a moment.

      

      “Pretty sure. Why?”

      

      “Because Leo and Detective Grey are walking this way, and that’s the only theory I’ve been able to come up with.”

      

      Lydia turned and saw that Trina was right. The two detectives were walking towards them, and the expressions on their faces were grim.

      

      Sunny got to her feet and started wagging her little tail when she saw Leo. However, Lydia and Trina were both turning pale.

      

      “Trina Nichols,” Leo said. “We have some more questions for you. Would you mind accompanying us to the station?”

      

      “He used my full name,” Trina said to Lydia. “This can’t be good.”

      

      “Please, don’t make this any harder than it already is,” Leo said.

      

      Sunny stopped wagging her tail and looked up at the humans worriedly.

      

      “Do I have to come in?” asked Trina. “I don’t want to right now. Lydia is close to solving this case. I know she is. I want to be here.”

      

      “Lydia,” Leo growled. “I told you to stop interfering with my cases.”

      

      “Can you blame me if Trina is involved?” Lydia challenged.

      

      “Trina Nichols, are you going to accompany us?” asked Detective Grey.

      

      She shook her head and took a step closer to Lydia. “I think I already answered all your questions. I want to help Lydia with hers.”

      

      “Very well,” Detective Grey said, removing a pair of handcuffs. He was very businesslike as he continued with, “Trina Nichols, you’re under arrest for suspicion of murder.”

      

      “What?” asked Trina as Detective Grey moved to shackle her hands.

      

      Sunny started barking and growling. She was getting underfoot as the officers tried to lead Trina away.

      

      “Will you pick up Sunny?” Leo asked as Detective Grey began reading Trina her Miranda rights.

      

      However, Trina was waving her right to remain silent and was starting to suggest her wild theory. “Did you guys check the robe? What if there was a big magnet there? Did you guys even look?”

      

      Lydia was cradling Sunny in her arms and following the police trying to think of something helpful to say, but then something finally clicked into place. She realized what had been bothering her.

      

      “The pink robe was new. How did he know about it?”

      

      “Wait a minute,” Trina said. “Look at Lydia’s face. She solved it! She knows who the real killer is. It’s not me.”

      

      “It’s true,” Lydia said, grabbing Leo’s arm. “I realized something. A mistake the killer made. And now, I’ll just have to figure out a way to really prove it.”

      

      “Lydia, just because you want your friend to be innocent,” Leo began.

      

      “Leo, have I been wrong before?” Lydia challenged. Her patience was wearing thin. “The two times I said I knew who the killer was, was I right or wrong?”

      

      “She was right,” Trina said when Leo didn’t immediately answer. “And when you ignored her, she nearly got killed by a dangerous criminal. Twice. She’s lucky that she knows good swimmers.”

      

      Leo hesitated. He glanced at his partner, who seemed uncomfortable with this breach in procedure.

      

      “Wouldn’t it be better if you worked with Lydia this time?” Trina asked.

      

      “Hypothetically, if we did want to listen to you,” said Leo. “What would it entail?”

      

      Lydia thought quickly. She was pretty sure that she had solved the case, but she didn’t think she had enough evidence that would stand up in court.

      

      “I’ve got it,” Lydia said as she formed a plan. “If you listen to me, you’d just have to arrest Trina.”

      

      “What?” asked Trina aghast.

      

      “But at a specific place and time,” said Lydia.
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      Lydia took a deep breath to try and calm her nerves. She knew that everything was riding on her plan going smoothly. She needed it to work to clear Trina’s name. Otherwise, there would still be more circumstantial evidence against Trina than against the clever real killer.

      

      She checked the time. Leo and Detective Grey must have “arrested” Trina by now. She would have to hurry to make sure that she wasn’t still at Trina’s house when the killer arrived.

      

      She was crossing both sets of fingers for good luck. She wanted the killer to show up and incriminate himself, but she didn’t want to be there when it happened. She just wanted the cameras that she was installing to capture the evidence. However, after almost getting killed twice, Lydia was in no hurry to repeat the experience.

      

      She finished setting up the last hidden camera and looked around. She was certain that she had now made sure that the inside of all of Trina’s house was being recorded.

      

      “All set,” she murmured.

      

      Lydia had left out this part of her plan from what she told Leo. She wanted to be able to tell the police that Trina had installed the cameras after Rhonda’s murder to protect herself in case someone was attacking hair stylists. It would just be a perk that she would catch an image of the real killer continuing his attempt to frame her.

      

      Lydia headed towards the door when she heard movement. Had Leo and Detective Grey made the arrest early? Had the killer hurried over here faster than she thought?

      

      She quickly ran into Trina’s closet and closed the door. She wished that her best friend wasn’t such a packrat so she would have more room to hide. She covered her mouth to stifle her fearful breathing.

      

      Once she thought she was quiet enough, she peered through the slats to observe who had entered. She saw Terrence Day holding a plastic baggie with hair in it. Despite how scared she felt, she couldn’t help smiling. Her plan had worked.

      

      She watched Terrence look for the spot he wanted to leave what must be Rhonda’s hair to frame Trina. She was confident that his actions were being successfully recorded.

      

      However, then something happened that wasn’t according to plan. Terrence was headed towards the closet. She grabbed the nearest item for protection but was disappointed to discover that it was an outdated magazine.

      

      Terrence opened the door and jumped back in surprise. “What are you doing here?”

      

      “This is my best friend’s house,” Lydia said, trying to get to her feet. “What are you doing here?”

      

      “Oh, well I…” he sputtered.

      

      “You were just trying to leave some DNA evidence of Rhonda’s on Trina’s clothes so she would look guilty?” Lydia suggested. “Because you heard that the police were going to search her house tomorrow after they got their warrant. And that finding DNA from Rhonda would be the final nail in the coffin for Trina?”

      

      “This was a setup?” Terrence asked angrily.

      

      “This is all being recorded,” Lydia said, trying to sound more confident than she felt as she held out the magazine she found.

      

      “How did you know?” he asked. “I was out of town. I checked into my hotel.”

      

      “But I suspected that they wouldn’t be able to prove that you stayed there all night,” said Lydia. “And I picked up on a mistake you made.”

      

      “Mistake?”

      

      “When you went to the police station you said that you didn’t talk to your wife except for a text to say you arrived at the hotel. But you also said that she was wearing a pink robe that night. But Rhonda had just gotten that pink robe as a gift the evening before she was killed. If you never spoke to her, you couldn’t have known that she got it. Unless you were lying. And you saw her in that robe because you snuck back home to murder your wife when you thought you had a great alibi.”

      

      “Maybe I was just lying about when I last spoke to her,” he said. “Or I made a mistake. I’ve been grieving.”

      

      “That was always a possibility,” said Lydia. “But if you weren’t guilty, then you wouldn’t be here trying to frame Trina again. Why did you choose her?”

      

      “Because I knew it would be easy to frame her,” Terrence said. “Rhonda was always telling me how they didn’t get along. All I had to do was take Trina’s scissors when I visited Rhonda at the salon on my way out of town.”

      

      “Then you drove to your hotel and checked in so you would have an alibi. But you drove back to kill Rhonda that night. Then you returned so you would be there in the morning for your business meeting. That’s an awful lot of driving.”

      

      “It was worth it to get rid of Rhonda,” he said. “Even with the precautions I needed to take so my car wouldn’t be recognized.”

      

      “Well, you’ve confessed, and it’s been recorded,” Lydia said. “Do you want to turn yourself into the police now?”

      

      “I have a better idea,” Terrence said with an evil smile. “How about I continue to frame your friend? For your murder? But first, why don’t you tell me where those cameras record to?”

      

      He lunged for her and Lydia hit him with the magazine. He was so surprised that she was able to get a few steps ahead of him.

      

      However, he soon caught up and grabbed her arms roughly. Lydia called for help. She hoped that the cameras in place wouldn’t soon record her death.

      

      “How should Trina have decided to kill you?” Terrence asked cruelly. “Should she use the scissors again?”

      

      Lydia was saved having to answer this question by two detectives busting into the room with their weapons drawn.

      

      “Freeze,” Leo said.

      

      Terrence obeyed immediately. He lost all desire to fight when he saw the police.

      

      Detective Grey put handcuffs on him and led him out toward their squad car, reading Terrence his rights as they went. Leo made sure that his partner had the situation under control. Then, he came right back to Lydia.

      

      “I thought this time you weren’t going to get into harm’s way!”

      

      Lydia was too tired to argue about the reasons for why she did what she did. Instead, she hugged her brother.
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      “I think we might need another name for this event,” Kelsey teased. “Grand is fitting, but we might be able to do better. How about a Fantastic Opening? Or an Amazing Opening?”

      

      “Whatever we want to call it, I’m happy about the result,” Lydia said.

      

      She was standing by the counter and smiling at all the customers who were coming in to celebrate the official opening of Doherty’s Taffy and Trinkets. Trina had outdone herself with the decorations (probably because she was grateful that her arrest had not been real.) Kelsey and Jeff’s flyers had attracted quite a large crowd, and Annette’s toys were flying off the shelves (even the “short” ones.) Everyone seemed to enjoy the taffy pulling demonstrations and learning about their changing menu of special taffy flavors.

      

      “I think the cinnamon swirl taffy is ready for the next step,” Quinn said.

      

      “Excuse me,” Kelsey told Lydia. “Our audience awaits.”

      

      Lydia watched the two girls continue the demonstration for the crowd near the kitchen window and explain how they would be making the swirl. She was glad that Quinn was fitting in so well.

      

      After helping a few other customers, she made her way over to Annette.

      

      “Everyone really loves your toys,” Lydia said.

      

      “I’m glad,” said Annette with a smile. “But I think I really will need to take it easy for a while. My fingers are tired. But I’ll have to figure out something else to do to take my mind off of my empty house.”

      

      “How about going out to dinner with some coworkers?”  Lydia suggested. “I was going to invite everyone to celebrate how well this is going. It will be my treat.”

      

      “That sounds absolutely wonderful,” Annette said. “But can we get something other than seafood? I’ve seen enough fish lately – even if they are yarn.”

      

      Lydia agreed. She continued enjoying the grand opening. She thought that even Brie Rankin wouldn’t be able to find anything negative to report. It was a perfect party.

      

      Well, it became perfect when Trina arrived and gave her a big hug.

      

      “So, thank you for making sure I wasn’t arrested for something I didn’t do. Well, that I wasn’t really arrested.”

      

      “Thanks for trusting me.”

      

      “Is Leo really mad?”

      

      Lydia shrugged. “He’s annoyed that I went ahead with the camera idea on my own. He knew that I suspected Terrence Day because of how we orchestrated your fake arrest near him.”

      

      “When I told Leo where I hid my spare key and asked him to get someone to water my plants,” Trina said. “I think that was pretty good acting on my part.”

      

      “He started following Terrence and realized what he was up to, but he didn’t realize I could be in danger. Of course, I didn’t mean to be there when the killer arrived. I’m glad Leo showed up when he did,” Lydia said. “Leo is going to stop by later to get some free taffy. I think Detective Grey is too.”

      

      “What about Daniel?” asked Trina.

      

      “He came by earlier. He bought one of Annette’s crocheted creatures as well as some taffy. He’s glad that your name has been cleared.”

      

      “Carl told me that he would join me here,” said Trina. “He knows this is something that is important to me, and he’s trying to make more of an effort in our relationship.”

      

      “It looks like everyone is making an appearance today,” said Lydia happily.

      

      “I just wish your Aunt Edie could be here too. She’s such a sweet lady, and I know she would be proud of you.”

      

      “I’m taking pictures to send her,” Lydia assured her. “But she’s having a party of her own. She just sent me a postcard wishing me luck with the grand opening and her latest stop in her world trip is in Rio.”

      

      Trina smiled. “I’m not sure if this day could get any better. It’s a wonderful grand opening at my best friend’s shop, and we’re also celebrating how she basically saved my life.”

      

      “I think I know one way it can get better,” Lydia said.

      

      “How?”

      

      Lydia handed her a cinnamon swirl taffy.

      

      “You’re right,” Trina said with a laugh. “This is better.”

      

      The End.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Allyssa Mirry

          

        

      

    

    
      The Sticky Sweet Series

      Book 1: Pineapple and Poison

      Book 2: Double Chocolate and Death

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      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!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contact Summer Prescott Books Publishing

          

        

      

    

    
      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

    

  

cover.jpeg
Sticky'Sweet
Cozy Mysteries
" Book 3

Cinflamon Stvirl
9 an
SUSPICIONS |

‘-\ ‘- ;
. [ . toe y

Allyssa Nirry






