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Serenity Bay Mysteries

Book Seven

By J.J. Brass
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Chapter 1

Bumpy Beginnings
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The warm May breeze tousled Lucy Larkin's chestnut hair as she pedaled her bike at a leisurely pace. She never got tired of riding along the paved path that ran adjacent to the main road leading into Serenity Bay. It was such a lovely route. With its picturesque orchards, sprawling vineyards, and patchwork farmland, it looked like a painting come to life. The freshwater lake glistened in the distance, a perfect backdrop for a morning bike ride.

Lucy's friend Suzi Chen led the way, her normally cheerful demeanor clouded by an uncharacteristic grumpiness. They'd both been looking forward to babysitting together, but Suzi seemed so unlike herself today. 

Between them, their friend Kristen's two daughters rode bikes with boundless energy. Emily’s curly hair escaped from beneath her helmet, bouncing with each turn of her pedals. Olivia, for her part, raced to keep up with her older sister. 

While Lucy kept a watchful eye on the girls, her thoughts drifted to the events of the morning.

She'd arrived at Kristen’s townhouse bright and early, only to find that Kristen had already left for her shift at the grocery story in nearby Horace. Suzi was already there, looking beyond frazzled as she attempted to corral Emily and Olivia. The girls were a whirlwind of excitement, their laughter filling the small living room as they ran circles around Suzi.

"Good morning!" Lucy had called, stepping inside and setting her bike helmet on the kitchen counter. 

The girls had spotted it immediately.

"Can we ride bikes too?" Emily had asked, her big eyes gleaming with anticipation.

"Please, please, please!" Olivia chimed in, her pigtails bouncing as she jumped up and down.

Suzi sighed, clearly at the end of her rope. "I don't have a bike," she said, rubbing her temples as if warding off an incoming headache.

"You can use Mom’s bike!" Emily suggested, her eyes lighting up with the cleverness of her idea.

“And her helmet, too!” little Olivia joined in.

It had taken some convincing, but eventually Suzi agreed. Lucy helped her friend locate Kristen's bike and helmet while the girls enthusiastically gathered their own gear. The process of getting them suited up had been a comedy of errors—helmets askew, elbow pads slipping, and knee guards that wouldn’t stay put. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, they'd all set off: two free babysitters and two little girls on a bike path.

Now, as they cycled along, Lucy felt a sense of peace settling over her. The morning had been chaotic, but here on the open path, with the beautiful scenery and the sound of the girls’ laughter filling the air, all seemed right with the world. She glanced ahead at Suzi, wondering what could have put her in such a foul mood. Perhaps it was just the stress of dealing with two small children so early in the morning.

Lucy made a mental note to check in with her friend later. 

For now, she focused on the rhythmic cadence of her pedaling, and the beauty of Serenity Bay. This little town had become her haven, a place of unexpected adventures and newfound friendships.

She relished the calm and beauty of the morning, but a faint buzzing sound disrupted her thoughts. It grew louder, like a swarm of bees heading their way. She didn’t want to freak out the girls, so she kept quiet, hoping the noise would pass. 

Suddenly, Suzi raised her voice, her exclamation stormy. “Can you believe this? Those monstrosities are coming right at us!”

Before Lucy could react, Emily and Olivia started screaming. Their little heads whipped around, their eyes wide with fear. 

“Monsters?” Emily cried, her curly hair bouncing as she tried to look over her shoulder at Lucy. 

Olivia pedaled faster. “Are there monsters, Auntie Suzi?” 

“No, no, there aren’t any monsters!” Lucy shouted, trying to calm the girls. But the buzzing was getting louder, and now she could see what Suzi was talking about. “Suzi, are those motorcycles?” she called out.

“No!” Suzi shouted back, her frustration evident. “They’re ebikes! And they’re not supposed to be on the cycle path!”

Lucy’s heart raced as the ebikes approached, their riders oblivious to the commotion they were causing. The path was fairly narrow, and she worried there wasn’t enough space for everyone.

“What’s an ebike?” Emily asked, her voice wavering slightly.

“It’s like a bicycle, but with a motor,” Lucy explained, her tone deliberately soothing. “They can go really fast, but they’re not supposed to be on paths like this one, where people walk and ride regular bikes.”

Olivia scrunched up her nose. “Then why are they here?”

“That’s a good question,” Suzi said, still visibly upset. “The tourists in this town drive me crazy. They think rules don't apply to them.”

The buzzing sound grew louder, and Lucy squinted down the path. A group of young women on ebikes came into view, zipping toward them at an alarming speed.

As the ebike riders approached, Suzi’s face turned crimson with anger. She began shouting at them, “Hey, you bunch of jerks! Yeah, I'm talking to you! Motorized vehicles are not allowed on this path! Don't pretend you can't hear me! If you don't want to follow the rules, stay out of Serenity Bay!”

Lucy felt a deep pang of embarrassment. Yelling at strangers was far from Suzi's typical behavior. Sure the ebikes shouldn't have been on the path, but why did it make Suzi so furious that she would scream in front of the girls?

“Hey, don't ignore me!” Suzi continued. Her voice was loud and stern, a far cry from her usual cheerful self. “Hey! I said motorized vehicles aren’t allowed on the bike path! You’re going to hurt someone! The only reason I'm not cursing you out is that there are children within earshot.” 

The group of young women on ebikes zipped past, barely sparing a glance at Suzi. They were all wearing tiaras and silly outfits. Clearly they were in town as part of a bridal shower celebration. Lots of people came to Serenity Bay for pre-wedding getaways. The matching sashes, glittering makeup, and the general festive chaos that surrounded them were not unusual sights.

As Lucy pieced together what she was seeing, she heard a cry of alarm. Little Olivia wavered on her bike, her eyes wide with fear as the bridal shower zoomed by. The sudden rush of noise and movement was too much for the small child to handle.

“Olivia, careful now,” Lucy called, her heart leaping into her throat. “Try to stay in control.”

Olivia swerved toward the riders, screamed, and then jerked her handlebars in the opposite direction. She veered off the path and tumbled from her bike, landing with a thud. 

And then came the heartbreaking wail.
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Chapter 2

Rocky Road
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Lucy was off her bike in an instant, rushing to Olivia’s side. “Are you okay, sweetie?” 

Tears streamed down Olivia's face. “I got scared and I crashed,” she cried, her whole body trembling.

Lucy knelt beside her, wiping away her tears with gentle fingers. “I know you did,” she murmured, her voice soft and soothing. “You got scared and fell down.”

Her heart pounded in her chest as she carefully helped Olivia up and checked her for any injuries. Thankfully, aside from a few scrapes and a bit of dirt, she seemed fine. “It's a good thing you had on your helmet and your knee pads and elbow pads,” Lucy said, smiling to reassure the little girl.

Emily rode back to them, her face pale and eyes wide with worry. “Did my sister get hurt by the monsters?”

“I think your sister's okay,” Lucy said as Olivia wrapped both arms around her neck. She rubbed Olivia’s back, trying to calm the child's shaking shoulders. “But let's ask her, just to be sure.”

In unison, Lucy and Emily asked, “Olivia, are you okay?”

When Olivia hugged Lucy harder, Lucy said to Emily, “Maybe we asked too loudly and she didn't hear us. Let's ask quieter this time.”

In a whisper, they both asked, “Olivia, are you okay?”

Olivia giggled through her sniffles.

Emily touched Olivia's shoulder. “My sister is one tough cookie,” the little girl assured Lucy.

Lucy laughed out loud before looking up at Suzi, who was still glaring down the path after the ebike riders.

“I can’t believe those stupid, self-important jerks,” Suzi muttered, her face flushed with anger. “We should go after them, tell them how ridiculous they are. And rude. And dangerous.” 

The majority of the ebike riders had long disappeared, their hoots and hollers echoing faintly, as though they’d breakfasted on too many mimosas. 

Suzi screamed after them, “Knocking a small child off her bicycle and not even stopping to see if she's hurt? Way to go, you bunch of hooligans! I hope you're proud of yourselves!”

To Lucy’s surprise, the last of the ebike riders stopped, dropped her bike to the ground, and awkwardly turned around. She then started running toward them. Lucy had a sinking feeling that this girl was going to challenge them to a fistfight.

But as the young woman approached, Lucy realized she probably didn’t pose a threat. The girl was red-faced from the heat, chubby and cute like a grown-up baby, with thin blonde hair. She wasn't wearing a helmet. Her billowy yellow dress seemed entirely inappropriate for riding any sort of bike. Her sandals slapped against the pavement as she ran, adding to her overall air of awkwardness.

“What happened?” the girl in the yellow dress asked, her gaze darting between Suzi and Lucy and the children.

Suzi jutted her chest out like a bulldog. “You and your idiot friends scared this little girl in our care, and she fell off her bike,” Suzi snapped. The heat of the day seemed to amplify her frustration, making her words even more biting.

“Oh no! I’m so sorry!” the breathless young woman said. Her tone struck Lucy as sincere and full of regret. “I’m Becca, by the way. We're here in town for a girls' weekend before my one friend gets married. We thought it would be fun to rent the bikes for the morning.”

Suzi wasn’t having it. “Motorized vehicles are not allowed on the cycle path,” she shouted, her face flushed with fury. “The signs are everywhere. You couldn't have missed them. There are even little pictures in case you can't read.”

Becca tilted her head, looking confused. “But we're not riding on vehicles—we're riding on bicycles.” 

“Those stupid ebikes are classed as vehicles,” Suzi argued, pointing at the abandoned one lying on the ground. “Look at that thing! It obviously has a motor. It is, therefore, a motorized vehicle.” 

The ebike was larger than a regular bicycle, with hefty wheels and a frame that looked more like a motorcycle or a scooter. Its bulk and presence on the narrow path seemed even more inappropriate now that it was lying down.

“We didn’t know,” Becca said, her voice almost a whimper. “I’m honestly super-sorry. Really, I am. We thought it would be just, like, a fun and safe activity.” Her eyes were wide with anxiety. She probably thought Suzi was about to punch her in the mouth. 

Lucy couldn't say for sure what might happen. That's why she stepped in, her tone calm and gentle. “Where did you and your friends rent the ebikes from?” she asked, trying to diffuse the tension. She could see Becca’s genuine remorse and didn’t want to escalate the situation further.

Becca looked flustered, her face reddening further. “I don't know. Just from a guy at a place down there.” After giving that vague response, she glanced back over her shoulder. “I’d better catch up with my friends. I’m really sorry for scaring the little girl.” She glanced at Olivia, who was still clinging to Lucy, and offered a weak smile.

Suzi crossed her arms, her expression stony. “Apology not accepted.”

Lucy felt another pang of embarrassment. “Enjoy your weekend getaway,” she told Becca, trying to smooth things over. She forced a smile, hoping to ease the tension and calm the situation.

Becca gave one last apologetic look before picking up her ebike and motoring off to catch up with her friends, who hadn’t stopped to wait for her. Her form quickly disappeared in the distance.

As soon as Becca was out of earshot, Suzi turned to Lucy, her eyes blazing. “What gives? Why didn’t you back me up?”

“I’m sorry,” Lucy said, feeling cornered and a bit defensive. “I don’t know why.” 

The truth was that she just wanted to gloss things over so she wouldn’t feel uncomfortable anymore. Conflict like that made her uneasy. She preferred peace over confrontation.

Suzi shook her head, her voice rising as she said, “Now that Becca woman and all her ditzy, brainless friends know they can just get away with breaking rules, injuring children, and there are no repercussions! None! At all!” 

Lucy bit her lip, feeling a wave of sadness wash over her. 

The kids tugged at the hem of her t-shirt, their eyes pleading. “We want to go home,” Olivia whispered, her earlier fright evident in her posture.

Lucy looked at their disappointed faces, and her heart sank. This was supposed to be a fun Saturday, and now it felt ruined. She took a deep breath, trying to push down her own feelings of frustration and disappointment. “Alright, girls. Let’s head back.”

As they turned to leave, Lucy felt the weight of the morning’s events pressing down on her. She glanced at Suzi, who still seemed upset. “I’m really sorry, Suzi. I just... I didn’t know what to do,” she said, hoping to mend the rift between them.

Suzi nodded, but her anger didn't fade from her voice as she growled, “Whatever. I get it. It's fine.”
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Chapter 3

Schnitzel with Uncle Frank
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Lucy arrived home to the comforting aroma of pork schnitzel and homemade egg noodles. What a relief. After the day she'd had, she could use some low-key family time. 

Tall and sturdy, with a full face framed by silver hair, Uncle Frank was expertly flipping schnitzel when Lucy walked in.

"Good evening, my dear girl," he greeted her, shining a warm smile in her direction. "How went the adventures in babysitting?"

Lucy sighed, setting her bike helmet on the counter. "It was a bit more eventful than I expected," she admitted, shaking out her hair. "We had a run-in with some ebikers who were riding on the cycle path. One of them scared Olivia so bad she fell off her bike.”

“Goodness!” Uncle Frank replied, looking up from the schnitzel pan. “Is the poor child alright?”

“Yeah,” Lucy sighed. “But, yikes, did Suzi ever go off on this one girl from the group!"

Uncle Frank paused, turning to give Lucy his full attention. "Sounds to me as if Suzi had a reasonable reaction. A small child was knocked off her bike by rowdies on motorized vehicles. I rather think I would have responded the same way, and I'm quite sure my bellow is worse than Suzi's bark."

Lucy shook her head. "They weren't rowdies, Uncle Frank. Just a group of girls celebrating a friend's upcoming wedding. And I mean, yeah, I know that riding an ebike on the path isn't even legal. I'm not taking their side or anything. All I'm saying is that even if Suzi's reaction was reasonable, it isn't like her to lose her cool. She was acting so weird today. I mean, like... super weird. I wonder if something's going on with her."

Uncle Frank nodded thoughtfully, returning to his cooking. "Maybe you ought to ask your chum if something's wrong. But for now, would you mind getting out plates and serving us some buttered noodles?"

Lucy eagerly grabbed two plates from the cupboard. "How hungry are you?" she asked, lifting the lid off the pot.

"I would say I am really quite hungry, my dear," Uncle Frank answered with a grin. "And yourself?"

"Starving," Lucy emphatically replied, heaping generous portions of noodles onto their plates. "We did so much to keep Emily and Olivia entertained today. Kids are exhausting! When we got back from our failed bike ride, we set up a picnic in the backyard. Suzi had brought a whole basket filled with homemade sandwiches, fruit, and cookies. The girls were adorable, oh my gosh. You should have seen them spread out the blanket to have a picnic like in one of their storybooks. Too cute for words."

"Sounds as though you had quite the day,” Uncle Frank commented.

"Yeah, and later on, Suzi led, like, a mini crafting session. She made paper flowers with the girls. They glued petals together and decorated them with glitter. I think they ended up with more glue on their fingers than on their flowers, but oh well
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