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  Introduction

A Tribute to the late Jimmy Buffett


I was struggling with what to write this month. Personally, things have been a bit crazy, hectic, weird, wonky, whatever over the past three months. Then Jimmy Buffett died September 1, ironically at the end of summer when school returns and life resumes as normal (even thought it's technically still summer until the Fall Equinox on September 23). Normally, I wouldn't do a tribute or anything to anyone but Jimmy has held a special place in my heart the past three months. You see, I've been listening to his music every day all day long since I moved! No idea why. But it helped me through a lot of the hard stuff. 
Jimmy even made his way into a short story I wrote and published:  My phone fell off the table while Jimmy Buffett serenaded me about looking for salt over my earbuds.
In fact, the main character of that story will appear in future ones. So will Jimmy.
It wasn't only his love of the sea and his storytelling that I enjoyed, but how he lived life to the fullest and got to do what he loved best. Is that my takeaway from the past three months?
What I love to do the most is to write. To create. To tell stories. To take time to rest and relax in between all the big stuff. A-HA! There's my treasure! I've been one of those people who has juggled so much for so long that relaxing is difficult. I still have to be busy. 
A friend called one day and I told her I was being lazy. My version of lazy was editing a book! Her version was sitting and enjoying a cup of coffee. It was a weird moment when I realized I've been so trained to constantly do and have never taken a lot of time to just enjoy the fruits of my labor. To celebrate the new books. To savor the reviews and the comments. To treat myself when I reach the milestones: finished books, published books, moving across the country to a new life.
There will always be deadlines. Always be another book, more podcasts, work to do, and dramas to smooth over - mostly not mine! 
That short story I mentioned? It's called On Beach Time. While the main character, Dash, is a private detective, she takes life one case at a time while listening to Jimmy Buffett songs. It was also the most fun I've had writing in years! And she will be back!
I have been told recently that I work too hard. I take on too much. I need to play more. It's all true. This fall, I'm working on finding balance in my life and time to do the things I love! 
Is that what you've been trying to tell me all summer, Jimmy?
Keep your toes in the sand,
Diane Bator
September 2023
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Once upon a time, there was a girl named after a handsome mystery writer her mom was in love with. Dashiell Hammett. Deep down, I think she wanted her daughter to become a famous mystery writer. Or a nurse. Or a lawyer. 
Oh, boy, was she disappointed!
After much foot-stomping and humiliation – as well as at least one fist fight a year in school – the girl shortened her name to Dash. It was the only name change her mother would consent to until she was an adult and could legally become someone else.
By then, Dash had stuck. Although deep in the girl’s heart, she longed to be named Sofia or Julie, anything but Dash.
Okay. It was me. I’m Dash.
Although my mother still calls me Dashiell Agatha Allman. Go ahead and laugh. Everyone else does. Currently, I’m a private detective-slash-beach bum. I’m not a mystery writer, or a lawyer, but I see the nurses at the local hospital every time I have a new case. One of them even made me a rewards card as a joke. I get it stamped every time I break a bone or need stitches. One more stamp this year, and I’ll get a free foot-long hot dog at Ricardo’s food truck on the pier.
In the past decade, I’ve been a server at Johnny B’s Restaurant, a barista at a well-known coffee shop that still refuses to let me back inside, and a flag girl at a local speedway. I’m not very good at holding a real job. I’m even worse at dealing with customers. Even some of my clients.
That’s why I prefer to be my own boss. Not that there’s necessarily less drama, but I’m less likely to get fired for spitting in people’s drinks or dumping pepper in food. Arrested and breaking bones, maybe, but let’s take it one story at a time, shall we?
Like everything else I’ve ever done, I stumbled into being a PI when some hoity-toity friends of my parents were robbed. My parents took the robbery personally, deciding to add a security system to our then four-bedroom farmhouse. They kept on building from there.
My entire life I’ve relied on quick wit, charm, and sheer dumb luck to get by. My father always said that if it wasn’t for dumb luck, I’d have no luck at all. Which is why I’ve never played the lottery or bought raffle tickets.
In my usual, headstrong way, I decided to prove my father wrong.
So, how did I get into this racket? Let me tell you…
* * *

Two days after my twelfth birthday, flashing red and blue lights and a forensics van lured me over to the Simmons house up the street. I guessed they were investigating the burglary I heard my parents discussing earlier. Before they caught me under the table and sent me outside to play.
Shy child I was, I approached one of the officers and said, “Excuse me.”
He looked down his long, thin nose at me seeing nothing more than a scrawny kid in cut-offs, a striped t-shirt, and a baseball cap before he asked, “Do you live here?”
I shook my head. “No, sir, but I think—”
“Do you know who broke into the house?” he asked.
“No, sir, but I—”
He went inside and slammed the door in my face. It wasn’t the first time someone slammed had a door in my face, and it wouldn’t be the last.
Being a kid, I growled and stormed down the wide front steps. Then I realized no one else seemed to notice my presence. Using that to my advantage, I hid behind a giant hydrangea bush and inched my way around the house to search for an entry point. Surely, the burglars hadn’t entered through the front door unless they had a key or jimmied the lock. The Simmons’ had purchased a top-of-the-line alarm system back in January of that year. The whole neighborhood had endured false alarms for the first two weeks.
I managed to make it all the way around the four-thousand square foot house without anyone threatening to arrest me or sending me home. No signs of anything broken—windows, doors, or trellises—and the house was locked up tight. No indents in the soft earth from a ladder leaning against the building.
When the same long-nosed cop came out of the house, I walked straight up to him and announced, “This was an inside job.”
Vagetti, as his name tag read, turned pink, which slowly darkened to purple. “Are you suggesting the Simmons robbed themselves?”
“Them or someone else who has a key,” I said. “Maybe a friend or relative.”
He stared at me for two long minutes, then asked, “Who are you?”
Not smart enough to keep my mouth shut and go home, I announced, “Dash Allman. I live nearby.”
Vagetti smirked. “Dash?”
“Long story.”
“You’re Gus Allman’s kid, aren’t you? The one who got banned from the spray park for beating up a kid by the ice cream truck.”
My face burned. “He was being rude. He barged into the front of the line, shoved a four-year-old out of the way, and demanded to be served first because he had to go home for dinner.”
“You beat him up for that?” he asked.
“Actually, I beat him up after he stepped on the four-year old’s hand and broke his finger. He also stole money from another kid to pay for his ice cream.”
Vagetti’s lips twisted like he wanted to laugh, just not in front of me. He shouted into the house, “Hey, Rookie, I’ve got a job for you.”
Knowing I was about to be escorted from the property by another officer, I shook my head. “Don’t you even want to hear my theory?”
He met my gaze and considered it for a whole second. “Nope.”
“What’s going on?” a younger man, about my dad’s age, emerged from the house. This one’s nametag read Carson. He was lean and hyped up, ready to do anything his superior officer requested. Grab coffee, lick his shoes...
“Take this kid home,” Vagetti ordered.
Carson nodded. “Where do you live, kid?”
“This is Gus Allman’s kid. The troublemaker. I’m sure you’ve dealt with her before.”
“Dash?” Carson asked, lifting the brim of my hat a couple inches. “What are you doing here?”
“Same as you. Investigating a crime.”
He chuckled. “Except that I have a gun and a badge.”
“I’ll have those one day.”
“It’s hard work being a cop, you know,” Carson said.
Vagetti snorted. “It’s harder keeping that nosy kid out of trouble. Don’t let her out of your sight until she’s inside her house and you see her parents.”
“Yes, sir.” Carson and I chorused in very different tones.
Once Vagetti returned inside the Simmons’ house, Carson reached out a hand. “You probably don’t remember me.  I’m Officer Alex.”
“Your badge says Carson.”
“Alex Carson, at your service.”
“Oh.” I narrowed my eyes. “And how do you know me?”
“I’m the guy who drove you home from the beach after you ran away last time. We played Jimmy Buffett music over the police radio.”
I grinned and broke into singing Pencil Thin Moustache, before I announced, “I know all his songs now. My favorites are Margaritaville and Southern Cross.”
“Nice. Did you do know Southern Cross was a Crosby, Stills, and Nash song first?”
“Who are they?”
“We have work to do.” He walked me toward a cruiser. “My favorite Buffett song is Come Monday. It reminds me of my wife. You married?”
I scrunched up my face. “Eww, no. I’m twelve.”
Officer Alex laughed. “Hey, in some cultures, that’s an acceptable age.”
“That’s gross. I’d rather be a kid. I’m sure those other girls would, too. Besides, if marriage is anything like the ones I’ve seen, you can keep it.” I stopped next to the cruiser and met his gaze. “Can we not show up at my house in a police car again? Every time I do, I get grounded.”
He placed his hand on top of my hat. “Sure, kid. It’s a nice day. Let’s go for a walk.”
I arched one eyebrow. “You don’t walk on bad days?”
“Most of the time I’m dealing with criminals and need to drive them to the station,” he said. “That and I don’t want my gun to rust or my radio to get wet.”
“That’s fair.”
After we’d closed the gap to my house which was across from the field next to the Simmons’ house, I asked, “Why won’t Vagetti listen to my theory about the robbery?”
Officer Alex stopped. “What theory’s that?”
“That it was an inside job.”
He smiled in amusement. “Oh yeah? How do you figure that?”
“I walked around the house. All the doors and windows on the lower level are locked and there were no indentations in the ground to show someone used a ladder. Besides, the Simmons’ have a top-of-the-line security system. Ever since they got it, the whole neighborhood hears it go off.”
Officer Alex thought a moment. “What if the reason there are no indentations from a ladder is that the ground is dry?”
I shook my head. “Impossible. They water their lawn and flower beds every night from ten until midnight, unless they’re hosting a party. The ground stays wet for hours.”
“And how would you know that?”
“Me and Jenna are best friends. I’ve stayed over there lots of times since I was a kid. We got caught in the sprinklers a few times when we snuck out to the pool to swim under the stars.”
“Didn’t you set off the alarm?” he asked.
“It’s new. They just got it after the first break-in.”
Officer Alex pulled out a notebook. “The first break-in. When was that?”
“After Christmas. Whoever broke in, did it while they were at Mom and Dad’s New Year’s Eve party.”
“Are you sure?”
“About the party or the alarm?”
He chuckled. “The alarm.”
“Positive. They bought it a couple days after the party. So did everyone else on the street. The guy who sold them theirs came to our door. He was creepy. Kind of skinny and his fingernails were dirty. Not like a salesman at all. You might want to look into him.”
Officer Alex grinned, writing more before he asked, “If I tell you that I’ll check it out, will you promise to stay away from the Simmons’ house until we finish our investigation?”
I looked away and crossed my fingers behind my back. “Maybe.”
“Dash.” His tone was as stern as his look.
I glanced back at the Simmons’ three-story, white brick home and sighed. “Do you promise to fill me in if you find out anything that’ll help the case?”
“How old are you?”
“Twelve.”
“Then no.”
I stomped my foot on the asphalt. “Oh, come on. I helped you. I’ll bet if I was a private detective you’d help me.”
“No, I wouldn’t.”
“Why not?”
Officer Alex placed a hand on my shoulder and steered me toward home. “Because PIs are pains in the butt who always want something for nothing.”
“Whaddya mean?” I frowned, thinking of the detectives in the books I’d snuck off my mom’s shelves.
“It starts out simple. A request for some background information. A name dropped here and there. That sort of thing. Next thing you know, I’m rescuing their sorry butts from a bike gang or a kindergarten class.”
I stared. “A kindergarten class?”
“Trust me. I’d rather deal with the bike gang.”
“Do you know any PIs I can talk to?” I asked, then quickly added. “For a school assignment.”
“None who wouldn’t tell you to come back when you were legal.”
“What does that mean?”
His brown eyes widened. “When you can vote.”
“Oh.”
“Dashiell, what on earth have you done now?” my father barked.
Officer Alex gave my shoulder a warning squeeze. “Hey, Gus. She came over to the Simmons’ house to see what was going on. I brought her home where she’d be safer and out of the way.”
“Dashiell Agatha Allman.” My mother’s voice carried for blocks around us. “Get inside the house this instant.”
“Funny how they don’t notice I’m gone until the police drag me back,” I muttered. “Thanks, Officer Alex.”
He kept a grip on my shoulder. “Dash, here’s my business card. Call me if you need anything, okay?”
“Like to talk to a real PI?”
“Except that.”
I looked up into his kind eyes and nodded. “Thanks for walking me home. And for believing me.”
“Anytime, kid.”
After the obligatory parental rant and going to my room without dinner. My mom felt guilty enough at eight o’clock to bring me a sandwich, I lay on my bed and sketched the Simmons’ yard from memory.
I was positive I’d looked everywhere a thief could possibly break into the house. Jenna and I had snuck into their house through every means possible—even by climbing over the morning glories covering the trellises. Between the two of us, we knew every inch of the floor plan. There was nowhere a grown up could get inside that we hadn’t already tried.
What was I missing?
* * *

Wide awake, I lay in bed to wait until I heard laughter from my dad’s favorite television show. The one he fell asleep to every night. Pressing my ear to the door, I heard my mom in their bedroom venting about my dad and I to her sister in Alaska. I hoped she wouldn’t send me there for an “extended vacation.” I hated snow. And polar bears.
Easing my window open, I crept out and inched over the ledge. Luckily, my room was on the ground floor. The only thing of concern beneath my window was the new rosebush my mom had planted. Presumably after she saw footprints in the garden near my window.
I managed to get past the thorns with a small scratch and clung to the shadows to make my way down the road to the Simmons’ house. As usual, I didn’t have a plan. No clue as to what I was looking for, or what I’d do if I found anything when I got there.
The bottle of water in my pocket gurgled as it shifted next to the chocolate bar. I’d come prepared to watch the house for an hour or so if I had to.
My feet hit the gravel shoulder of the road with a crunch. I stopped. Heart pounding and breath captive in my lungs. When I heard no other sounds in the night except the bull frogs in the pond across the road, I continued across the street to the freshly mown grass. That was when I stepped in something soft, slippery, and smelly.
Dead frog? Dog poop? Whatever it was, I needed to scrape it off my shoes before I got home, or I’d be busted. Shuffling my feet through the grass, I continued toward the wrought iron fence that surrounded the Simmons’ yard, then paused.
Over or around?
If I went over, I could remain in the shadows. By going around, I risked setting off the lights above the garage. The Simmons were the first family on the street to have automatic lights. After being robbed twice in six months, I was sure they’d add other security features I didn’t know about.
I chose to scale the wrought iron fence. At the top, I caught one of my pantlegs on a spike. Mom would really wonder about me if she found a rip near the crotch of my pants. I eased the fabric off the pointy metal and got over the top with no further problem.
Darting across the lawn, I made it to the swing set in back seconds before the kitchen light came on and cast a glow over the cement patio.
I sat on the hard plastic seat to catch my breath as Ian Simmons opened the fridge and patted his padded belly. The thick sandwich he crafted with layers of real ham, lettuce, pickles, and assorted condiments I didn’t recognize, made my stomach growl for food. My mouth watered. The thin ham and cheese sandwich my mom brought me for dinner didn’t even compare.
While I munched on my chocolate bar, I began to swing slowly. Not enough to be noticed, just to cool my skin in the summer heat.
Ian filled a large glass with milk, took his food off the kitchen island, and turned away. Raising one elbow, he turned off the light, then disappeared into the depths of the mansion.
Jenna’s light was on. It flicked off, presumably because her mom reminded her it was a school night, and she needed to get some sleep. Within a minute, a dimmer light glowed in her second-floor window from the flashlight she kept hidden between her mattresses. Since a maid looked after the bedding, it was unlikely her mother knew about it.
I’d just taken a sip of water when the hissing began. Surprised, I lifted my feet above the ground. I’d never seen snakes in their backyard before. Hensel, the gardener, had some top-secret trick for keeping them away.
Or so Jenna bragged.
Before I realized what was happening, the sprinklers came on all around me. The ones that I’d told Officer Alex came on from ten o’clock until midnight every night. If I didn’t get home soon, I’d be in far more danger than I’d be if I got caught by snakes or the police in Jenna’s backyard.
I tossed the water bottle to one side and ran across the yard toward the fence. With the water from the sprinkler racing down the metal, there was no way I could climb it without getting hurt. I veered to the left and aimed for the interlocking stone driveway. The lights would come on and I was positive a police car was waiting somewhere along the street for trespassers to run by.
I didn’t care.
Soaked and scared, I ducked my head and ran for home.
Sure enough, a set of lights came on behind me. A vehicle crept along the street a few feet from my heels. Gasping for breath, I raced toward my bedroom window, glad I’d left it open. All I had to do was hop through the opening and…
The window was closed. My bedroom light was on. My mother stood staring back at me with a look I could only describe as demonic. Busted.
“You promised not to go over there, Dash,” a familiar voice spoke behind me. “What were you doing?”
“Surveillance.” I turned around holding my hands up.
Officer Alex chuckled. “Put your hands down. You’re not under arrest.”
“I might as well be. I may never see you again. My parents are gonna put bars on my window after this. Just arrest me. Please. For my own safety.”
He waved me toward his car and draped a towel over my shoulders. “I’ll put in a special request that they go easy on you.”
“They won’t. I don’t exactly have a clean record.”
“I’m aware of that," he said, giving me a one-armed hug. "However, I believe in rehabilitation for petty criminals.”
“They don’t. How do I get rehabilitation instead of having them lock me up and throw away the key until I’m thirty?”
“You let me worry about that.”
“It’s too late,” I wailed. “Did you see my mom’s face? I’m a dead duck. She’s gonna send me to Alaska to live with my aunt and a zillion polar bears.”
Before Officer Alex could raise his hand to knock on the door, my dad opened it wearing a deep scowl. Mom stood behind him, her eyes narrow, red, and ready to shoot laser beams.
My parents, too mad to deal with me, sent me to my room. I didn’t hesitate to make my escape from the stifling hostility in the kitchen, to the comfort of my bed. When I tried to open my window for fresh air. It wouldn’t budge. Not only was it nailed shut, but my dad had put glue or something around the inside. I guessed it was around the outside as well to keep me from breaking out.
They weren’t fooling around this time.
Shivering, I changed into pajamas, then lay across my bed and reached under my pillow for my diary. That was gone as well. Tears filled my eyes. I was about to throw a temper tantrum when I remembered I’d moved my diary to a new spot after catching my mom snooping in my room.
Honestly. What did she think I was up to? I was twelve.
I retrieved my diary from behind my dresser and fell across the bed to write about my day. Along with that, I made a list of suspects.
Ian Simmons, the dad, was an insurance broker or a banker, depending on who you asked. He was also Jenna’s dad and liked me. Mostly from a distance.
Sophia Simmons, Jenna’s mom, was what people politely called a philanthropist. I had to look that one up. She did give lots of money to people, but mostly salon workers, pool boys, gardeners, the country club staff, that sort of thing. She didn’t like me at all, especially after Jenna and I stowed away in the back seat of her car one time to see where she went every Tuesday at two o’clock. When she discovered us, she dropped us off at the mall and told us to find our way home. Because we were ten, we turned it into an adventure. Rather than call for a ride, we took the bus and ended up two towns over.
Jenna and I weren’t the only ones in trouble that day.
We’d been best friends since we met in kindergarten and discovered we lived practically across the street from each other. While her parents were convinced I was the troublemaker, some of the things we did were her idea. Taking the bus, for one. Hiding in the back seat of her mom’s car was by far the worst.
Oh, we also met the guy Sophia was seeing and discovered it was our science teacher. Sure, we both got A’s that year, but neither of us could look him in the eye without laughing. He shouldn’t have called Sophia “Ducky Face” in front of us.
Hensel, the gardener, he had dark, creepy eyes and looked to be in his seventies. Not that I was a great judge of age. At twelve, everyone looked old. I also didn’t like the way he looked at us when Jenna and I played in the yard, particularly in the pool.
The Simmons family had two maids:  Manola and Erin. They treated Jenna and I like princesses and covered for us when we snuck out sometimes. It helped that we’d always bring them sweets, which they loved but could never buy often.
Then there was the cook, Esme was a thinner version of someone’s grandmother who cooked for them and coddled them all the time. Not mine, but someone’s.
The point was all those people had access to the stolen jewelry. They all lived in the house except the two maids, who rode the same bus Jenna and I took from the mall.
Before I could add more notes, someone pounded on the door with a heavy hand. My dad growled, “Go to bed.”
Rather than causing more grief, I turned off my light and burrowed beneath the blankets hugging my diary.
“You’re the only one I can trust,” I whispered to the faux leather book. “I hope no one ever finds you, or I’m a double dead duck with orange sauce.”
* * *

When neither of my parents said a word about my night time escapades the next morning, I should’ve known I was in serious trouble. Usually, one or both would rant and lose their minds.
That my mom had packed my lunch only confirmed my suspicions. Then she dropped the bombshell. “Officer Carson will be picking you up after school today.”
I bowed my head. Straight to juvvie. No arrest. No trial. Did that mean I’d get out of schoolwork?
When I got on the bus, Jenna broke the news to me that we were no longer friends, and she wasn’t allowed to sit next to me on the bus or in any classes. By lunch, word had spread that I’d stolen her parents’ jewelry, and no one wanted to sit near me, let alone talk to me or work with me on projects.
After school, Officer Alex pulled up in his squad car. Head hanging, I held out my hands for him to cuff me before he tossed me in the backseat.
“What are you doing, Dash?” he asked.
“It’s all over school that I stole the Simmons’ jewelry. Jenna can’t be my friend anymore, and no one else will talk to me. Just put me in solitary and throw away the key. I won’t be getting any visitors.”
Officer Alex opened the passenger door. “I could, if you want, but I think you’ll like what I have planned better.”
I narrowed my eyes. “I don’t have to sit in the back?”
“It’s not as much fun,” he said. “I don’t recommend it.”
In the front seat, I got to savor the blast of the air-conditioned breeze that blew into my face. Once Officer Alex closed my door, I fastened my seat belt and realized at least fifty pairs of eyes were on me. Including Jenna Simmons’. While they watched, he got into the driver’s seat and let me turn on the siren and lights. Every kid who grinned when I’d climbed into the police car, gawked in jealousy as we pulled away from the school.
Two block later, Officer Alex turned off the lights and siren before he said, “I’ll bet they’re not such jerks tomorrow.”
My heart lighter, I laughed. “I’ll bet you’re right. Where are we going?”
“To the beach. There’s a great place I’d like to show you.”
That place turned out to be Ricardo’s food truck. Ricardo Senior manned the grill. His son, Ricardo Junior, who looked about eighteen, took care of customers. They both had wide, white smiles, and chatted away in some language I didn’t understand. For some reason, I felt completely at home next to their truck surrounded by wooden picnic tables and pink flamingoes.
“What’ll you have?” Junior asked.
I was overwhelmed by the menu choices, until the officer chuckled and asked for two breakfast dogs and sodas. We sat at the end of the pier eating gigantic hot dogs covered with shredded cheese, hashbrowns, tomato, bacon, and a fried egg. Both of us swung our legs over the water as if to tempt the fish below.
“You’re not one of those creepy guys who’s gonna sell me to someone in another country, are you?” I asked, as egg yolk ran down my chin.
“Absolutely not. I swear on my badge and my two little girls.”
“You have little girls?”
“Jayde and Belinda,” he said. “They’re two and six months old. I’m hoping to have more kids, but probably not for a few years. Do you have any brothers or sisters?”
I shook my head. “Nope. If I do, they ran away a long time ago.”
Officer Alex sipped his soda. “You and your parents don’t get along very well, do you?”
I dropped a
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