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      Murder in the Sandcastle Shop is the prequel to the Seaside French Patisserie cozy mystery series and is yours for free!

      

      When you download Murder in the Sandcastle Shop, you’ll also have the chance to sign up for my newsletter. Emails are the most reliable way I have to contact my readers with updates about my current projects, sales, giveaways, and new releases. I hope to see you there!

      
        
        Read Murder in the Sandcastle Shop today!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Two retirees. A dead surfer.

        And an ill-fated bread pudding.

      

      

      Starlight Ridge’s first annual surfing competition is right around the corner when retired sisters, Jo and Dorothy Darby, finally get settled into their new bakery. Not willing to miss out on the fun, they, along with the rest of the town, close up shop for the day to support their local surfing champion, Isaac Larson. Foam fingers included.

      But when Isaac’s arch-rival is flung off his board and never resurfaces, the competition grinds to a halt. Upon recovering the body, the local doctor discovers the fall was no accident. The man has been murdered. And all eyes are on Isaac as the culprit.

      

      The town naturally turns to the Darby sisters to discover what really happened, considering the sisters’ history of solving murders, and expects them to exonerate their local hero.

      

      Hesitant, Jo and Dorothy take on the seemingly impossible task. If they can’t discover who the real murderer is, though, a canceled surfing competition will be the least of Isaac’s problems, and the sisters will bear the town’s blame for it.
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      Something was burning.

      No smoke alarms had gone off, but I had the nose of a basset hound, and it was never wrong.

      I blindly felt for my glasses on the nightstand and slipped them on. The digital clock claimed it was four-thirty, but I never trusted technology. Same reason I didn’t own a cellphone.

      The stars were still out and the moon high above the ocean, so the clock might be right this time. Hopefully our volunteer firemen could be wakened at this early hour. Their main job was keeping watch on the bonfires that people started on the beach each evening, and even then, they’d never had to actually intervene before. I wondered if they even knew how to put out a fire. Maybe “fireman” was more of an honorary title.

      “Dottie,” I yelled. “Something is burning.”

      I pushed myself out of bed and hoped she’d heard me. A normal person, if they suspected their home and business was on fire, wouldn’t bother changing out of their pajamas—not even taking the time to put on a robe. Every second counted. And yet, before I realized what I was doing, I’d started to throw on a pair of slacks and a blouse. My mother had instilled a habit of strict discipline into my sisters and me, and before I’d thought better of it, I had already begun changing. I frowned, annoyed at myself, but at this point, it would have taken longer to undo what I’d already done.

      “Dottie,” I called again as I fastened the last button.

      “I’m coming,” she grumbled from the next room. “Can’t find my cane.”

      Dottie was my older sister by three years, and we’d recently celebrated her seventieth birthday. Before we’d moved to Starlight Ridge a year and a half earlier, her health had been on a downward trajectory, which wasn’t all that unusual for retirees. That didn’t make it any less frustrating. Since moving to this little Californian coastal town, however, we’d both become stronger and had more energy than we’d thought possible. I attributed it to the sun, the fresh salty air, and the parkour class we’d recently begun to attend.

      That cane, though—Dottie didn’t need it nearly as much as she thought she did, and yet she couldn’t let it go.

      “If our shop burns down today of all days—” I started.

      Dottie cut me off as she exited her room. “That’s not going to happen. I won’t allow it.”

      I doubted that Dottie had any control over if our bakery was destined to become a pile of ash, and I wished I shared her confidence in its chances of survival. Especially because we’d been working so hard in preparation for this weekend.

      I took in Dottie’s attire, and I had to stifle a groan. My sister was also dressed in slacks and a blouse. Thanks, Mom. If today was the day we died, we’d curse your strict discipline all the way to the grave.

      “Autumn has been baking for nearly twenty-four hours straight,” I said as I moved toward our apartment’s front door. “I told her to go home early last night and get some sleep, but she refused.”

      Dottie beat me to the staircase that led from our apartment to our bakery, but then took her time stepping down to the first step. The steep staircase didn’t have a handrail, and I’d told Dottie we needed to make it a priority, but she’d insisted we focus on other things.

      Making it through our first tourist season, for one.

      I tapped my foot impatiently and considered calling the fire chief while I waited. We’d already wasted enough time changing clothes in the middle of the night. At least we hadn’t worried about hair or makeup. Our mom wouldn’t have been caught dead without her magenta lipstick. At this rate, that was where we were headed. Dead without our lipstick. There were worse things.

      “I’m doing the best I can,” she grumbled.

      I thought she probably believed that, but it wasn’t true. “Just a few months ago you practically jumped down these steps when Autumn was in trouble with the sheriff. But now that our shop is in trouble, you’ve suddenly decided you’re going to take extra precautions?”

      Dottie tossed me an annoyed glance. “The steps are steep.”

      As she paused to massage her knee, her cat, Skittles, wandered out of Dottie’s bedroom. The tabby stretched and glared at me like it was my fault she’d been woken up. She then raced past Dottie and bounded down the stairs.

      “Showoff,” Dottie muttered.

      “You could learn a thing or two from Skittles,” I said. “That cat has no fear.”

      Dottie grumbled about how I couldn’t compare the two but seemed to have a quicker step as she continued her descent.

      When Dottie reached the final step, Autumn appeared at the bottom of the staircase, scaring Dottie so badly that she nearly fell off of it. Thankfully, Autumn had amazing reflexes and managed to catch her in time.

      “I’m so sorry to have woken you,” Autumn said, holding on to Dottie until she was certain that my sister had regained her balance. “The smoke is my fault. This weekend has had me all tied up in knots. I know most people probably won’t be thinking about where they can buy French pastries—they’re here for the surfing. But we have to be prepared. I must have dozed off, though, because one minute I was waiting for the bread pudding to finish, and the next, smoke was pouring out of the oven.” After seeing our alarmed expressions, she hurriedly added, “I turned everything off and propped open the back door, so no harm done, other than the inedible bread pudding.”

      She paused.

      “The smoke alarms in the kitchen should have activated and woken me up. You did check them to make sure they were up to date when you restored the bakery, didn’t you? It’s part of the safety inspection you received.”

      Dottie glanced up at me, and I gave her a guilty look in return.

      “A couple weeks after the inspection, one of the detectors started chirping because of a low battery,” Dottie said, turning back to Autumn. “I didn’t have any batteries on hand and couldn’t tell which one was chirping, so I turned each one off as I searched for the culprit, and wouldn’t you know it, it was the last one I tried.”

      “And you didn’t turn the others back on,” Autumn guessed.

      Dottie nodded. “It has been on our list of things to take care of.”

      What she didn’t say was that it had been on my list of responsibilities, and I had dropped the ball. It had just moved up to priority number one, though, and I’d make sure it was remedied by the end of the week. I’d have our local handyman, Davis, take care of it.

      “It’s my fault,” I confessed. “Are you all right?”

      She gave a little nod. “Yes, I’m fine. I’ll just redo this last batch of⁠—”

      “No, you won’t,” Dottie interrupted. “You shouldn’t be so tired that you’re falling asleep in the kitchen. Hang up your apron and go home. We won’t be opening until after noon anyway. Jo and I have never been to a surfing competition, and we’d like to see what all the hubbub is about.”

      “You and the rest of the town,” Autumn said. “I’ve never seen people as excited as they are for this weekend.”

      Every summer Starlight Ridge was flooded with tourists who wanted to hike and see the local wildlife, mostly the turtles and dolphins, as well as get a taste of our colorful shops and pristine beaches.

      But this weekend—no one in Starlight Ridge had experienced what this surfing competition would bring. Thanks to one of the country’s biggest surfing competitions choosing our little town for this year’s festivities, we were about to be inundated with more people in one weekend than we usually saw all summer.

      “Can you blame them, when our lifeguard is one of the main contenders?” I asked. “I’m sure Isaac is freaking out. He’s become a kind of local celebrity, everyone coming out to cheer him on.”

      I was nervous for him just thinking about it.

      “We’ve all surfed together since we were children,” Autumn said, “but never in an environment like this. Never with all these people watching, and Isaac is going to have the hopes of all of us locals resting on his shoulders while he’s out there. It sounds awful.” She stifled a yawn, and I saw just how dark the bags under her eyes had become. “That’s all while having to compete against Bryce Carlton.”

      I had made my way down the stairs, and I squeezed past where Dottie stood, leaning against the wall for support. “Yes, Isaac has mentioned him to me on more than one occasion. But Isaac isn’t who I’m worried about right now. You need to go home, Autumn. You won’t forgive yourself if you miss seeing Isaac compete tomorrow because you couldn’t stay awake.”

      “Technically, it’s today,” Dottie said, stifling her own yawn.

      Autumn looked like she wanted to protest as I steered her toward the front door, but she was ultimately too tired to do so.

      I knew how she felt.

      This summer had been the first tourist season Dottie and I had experienced, and there were times we’d wondered if we’d make it. We were at the tail end of it now, the surfing competition signaling the beginning of our off season.

      I still couldn’t believe we’d uprooted our lives and opened a bakery at our ages.

      Our eldest sister had lived in Starlight Ridge and owned Sandcastle Souvenirs. When she’d been murdered a couple of years earlier, Dottie and I had decided to move out here and take over. Even though both of us had already been retired, it had seemed the right thing to do.

      Instead of selling clearance-item souvenirs, however, we’d decided to restore her shop to the bakery it had previously been. Never mind that neither of us knew how to bake—we’d hired Autumn to take care of that. She’d learned to bake when she’d lived in Paris and only knew how to bake French pastries, but I preferred it that way. It made us unique, and as it turned out, all my favorite pastries were French.

      We’d underestimated how much work went into owning a business, however. We’d been open only a few months and it had already taken its toll. A six-month nap would be required to help us make it through the next tourist season. And that was assuming we somehow managed to make it through the next two days.

      “The first round of the competition starts in only a couple of hours,” Dottie said from the stairway as I said goodbye to Autumn and relocked the front door. “If I crawl into bed now, I’ll never make it back out.”

      I agreed, and so we put ourselves to work, packaging up the pastries that Autumn hadn’t been able to. I fully expected that by lunchtime, our little bakery would be flooded with surfing spectators, and like Autumn, I wanted to be prepared.

      If we’d known that there wouldn’t be a second round to the competition, we might not have gone to so much trouble.
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      Despite the lack of sleep, adrenaline buzzed through me. Dottie and I didn’t bother driving down to the beach because the road in front of our shop was already lined with the cars of spectators who couldn’t find parking at the boardwalk.

      The excitement in the air was palpable, hundreds of people surrounding us at every turn. We were by far the oldest ones there, but I didn’t mind. It would make us seem like the cool grandmas that everyone wished were theirs.

      “Do you see Isaac?” I asked Dottie, my gaze scanning the beach. I held a little box that I’d tied up with some red string. “I want to give him this bread pudding and wish him good luck. He told me once that he doesn’t eat breakfast, but he’s going to need the sustenance if he’s going to do his best out there.”

      The problem was that most of the men were wearing either tank tops or no shirt at all, and as my gaze swept over the sea of onlookers, they all blended together. Individually, they looked different, but all clumped together like this? It was impossible.

      Dottie’s gaze scanned the area before settling on a spot directly in front of us. She pointed. “There he is. He’s talking with another surfer. At least, I think it’s another surfer. I can’t tell who’s competing and who’s just here to watch.”

      “We should have brought chairs,” I said, wondering how long a surfing competition usually lasted.

      Dottie laughed. “You think we could have carried chairs all the way from the bakery? We were lucky to get ourselves here.”

      “Speak for yourself,” I said, frowning. The walk hadn’t even winded me. Mostly.

      “Oh, don’t be like that,” she said. “So what, we don’t have the stamina we had in our twenties. It’s not a bad thing—just a fact of life.”

      For some people, maybe, but I was determined to defy expectations. And if no one else needed chairs, neither did we.

      “Jo. Dottie,” someone called from our right. We turned to see Jessie, our friend and the matriarch of Starlight Ridge. She wasn’t much younger than us, and yet she appeared to have the energy of a fifty-year-old. That was my ultimate goal. To defy age. She waved us over and pointed to the ground next to her feet.

      Camping chairs, still folded.

      Thank goodness.

      “You go ahead,” I said. “Save me a spot. I’m going to run this bread pudding over to Isaac.”

      I should have read the situation first but was oblivious as I made my way through the crowd.

      By the time I reached Isaac and his friend, I’d already called his name, waving the pudding in the air so he’d see I’d brought treats.

      I hadn’t noticed the anger rolling off the pair. Hadn’t noticed the narrowed eyes and frowns. I slowed to a stop, wondering if it was too late for me to walk backwards, melt into the ground, and pretend I’d never been there.

      “Hey, Jo,” Isaac said, turning to me, his voice cheerful, though a storm still brewed in his dark eyes. It was a sharp contrast to his usual easygoing nature. Unlike the typical Californian surfer, he had a dark complexion and even darker hair, like he might have migrated over from Hawaii. All the women in town went crazy for him, but he usually shrugged it off. He didn’t care about any of that.

      The only things Isaac cared about were the things that could get him closer to the water. And surfing trumped them all.

      “Hi,” I said uneasily, then held up the box of bread pudding. “Just thought I’d wish you good luck and give you a little something from the bakery. Not that you need the luck, of course.”

      The other man snorted. “He needs all the luck he can get.” His lips widened into a grin, and he extended a hand to me. “I’m Bryce Carlton. You probably recognize me from all the posters.”

      I didn’t know what posters he was talking about, but I did know the name Bryce Carlton.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t,” I said, taking his hand. “Your name is Brian, you say? It’s lovely to meet you. Are you here to cheer Isaac on, as well?”

      The look on Bryce’s face was one that I’d be able to carry with me whenever I was having a bad day and needed a good laugh. No camera needed. The shock in his face—as if I really thought he was a lowly spectator and not one of the highest-ranking surfers in the competition. As if I hadn’t heard about the scandals, accusations swirling that he had cheated or paid off the judges for higher scores.

      I merely smiled, like I didn’t notice.

      Bryce spluttered for a few seconds before yanking his hand back.

      “No, I’m not,” he said, then turned his gaze on Isaac. “We’re going to settle this on the waves, and you’re going to wish the competition hadn’t come to you—that you hadn’t been humiliated in front of every neighbor you have, every friend. After we’re done this weekend, they won’t be able to look at you without feeling sorry for you.”

      I frowned. “Well, that’s not a very nice thing to say.”

      Bryce threw me an annoyed glance and then stalked off.

      Isaac released a heavy sigh, like the conversation with Bryce had taken all his energy and he didn’t have any left to give.

      I rested a hand on his arm. “Don’t you give that man another thought. You do what you do best, and the universe will take care of the rest.”

      Isaac gave me a weak smile. “Thanks, Jo. But what if my best isn’t enough? Rumors have circulated for years that Bryce is somehow cheating, but no one can figure out how.”

      Poor Isaac. He looked so dejected at the thought that no matter how well he or the other surfers performed that day, they didn’t have a chance.

      He gave me a little wave and wandered off, probably to mentally prepare himself for what was to come.

      It was only then I realized I was still holding his bread pudding. “Wait, you forgot—” I called, but I’d already lost him in the crowd.

      What was I going to do with this pudding?

      I scanned the beach as I made my way toward where Jessie and Dottie had disappeared.

      “Jo!”

      My gaze landed on Jessie, who was waving her arms a little farther down the beach. They already had the chairs set up and the food out. This was my kind of day.

      And not far from her was Bryce Carlton. He had settled himself on an upside-down bucket and was waxing his board, though it seemed to be more of a calming strategy. He wore a fierce expression, and he seemed to be putting all of his frustration into the rhythmic motion. He was surrounded by cameras and several women who appeared to be adoring fans, but he didn’t so much as glance their way, his entire focus on his board.

      I waved to Jessie so she’d know I’d seen her and then walked over to Bryce.

      Over the past year, I’d found that bribery with pastry could go a long way, whether it was getting the local pastor to shorten his sermons or getting an extra card at bingo.

      I doubted surfers were any different.

      “Hello, Bryce Carlton,” I said, approaching him. As I drew close, I saw that his board had a giant illustration of a manatee on it.

      Bryce glanced up, and a mixture of emotions crossed his face. Surprise. Confusion. Maybe even a little annoyance.

      He grunted and turned his attention back to his board.

      “I wanted to apologize,” I said. “I feel that you and I may have gotten off on the wrong foot. You see, the only exposure I have to surfing is our local kids who go out every day. Isaac has always been the most committed. He’s quite good, you know. But I understand that you are very talented yourself, and I brought a peace offering, if you’ll accept it.”

      I held it out to him.

      He didn’t take the pastry box from me, instead eyeing it with suspicion. I supposed that made sense, considering I was friendly with his rival.

      “It’s not poisoned. Just some bread pudding from the bakery that my sister and I own. A goodwill gesture.” Several of the cameras had turned toward me, and I was unsure if I was meant to acknowledge them. I gave a little wave, then turned back to Bryce. “You should try it. Our pâtissiere studied in Paris, so you know she’s good. The Paris that’s in France. Not Idaho.”

      “There’s also a Paris in Kentucky,” a young woman said, stepping forward. “That’s where I’m originally from.” She was a classic type of beautiful. I could never pull off the bikini she wore, but what I loved most were the pink streaks in her short blonde hair. Mostly because they matched mine. She had long pink fingernails that were the same shade. They had glitter on them, and I was immediately envious. “Even if Bryce won’t take your gift, I’m happy to accept it for him.”

      I grinned, liking her already. “You have a beautiful accent,” I said, and handed her the pastry box. “My name is Jo.”

      “I’m Felicity,” she said, and lifted the lid, inhaling deeply. She turned to Bryce. “Are you really not going to eat this? Because it smells divine.”

      He didn’t bother even glancing at her but waved a hand through the air, as if to say he didn’t care one way or the other.

      “One of the perks of being his girlfriend,” she said, lowering her voice as if we were in on a secret together. “When he’s in the zone, nothing else matters. And that means I get all the gifts he doesn’t want. Which, from this point until the end of the competition, is everything.”

      Girlfriend. Interesting. I could work with this. Maybe she’d let slip how Bryce was cheating in his competitions and I could help level the playing field for Isaac. Except, she’d never say anything she shouldn’t with all these cameras around.

      “I hear he’s quite a good surfer,” I said, keeping my voice equally low. I nodded toward where Dottie and Jessie were watching us, their expressions curious. “Would you like to join us for a few minutes? We have plenty of food, and I’d love to get the name of your hairdresser. I dye my own hair, but it doesn’t always turn out.” I tousled my own dyed hair. “Our shade matches, doesn’t it?”

      I didn’t have the skill to streak my hair, so it always ended up one color. I’d tried all sorts of colors, from purple to blue to green—green had been a mistake. But I always came back to pink.

      Felicity laughed. “I think my hairdresser is a bit too long of a drive for you, but I’d be happy to give you some tips.” She turned to Bryce. “I’m going on a walk. Be back in a bit.” He barely acknowledged her, a slight nod the only indication that he’d heard her.

      Felicity stepped away but then paused, as if she’d forgotten something. She called to him over her shoulder, “Don’t forget to eat your oatmeal. It’s sitting on top of the cooler. It has extra berries today—you’re going to need the energy.”

      He didn’t respond.

      “The zone,” she whispered to me with a knowing look, and then she followed me over to where Dottie and Jessie were still watching us. “Honestly, it’s lucky you came along with this delicious bread pudding or I’d be forced to eat oatmeal for breakfast, as well. Not my favorite.”

      The cameras remained where Bryce was waxing his board—something I had been counting on. They didn’t care about the girlfriend. All except one. A woman who looked like she must be a reporter, considering her pantsuit, had just walked up and joined the crowd, but then had paused, watching Felicity and me. She whispered something to her cameraman and nodded in our direction. When I met her gaze, she glanced away.

      “Bryce is quite famous, isn’t he?” I said, turning back to Felicity as we walked.

      Felicity gave a vigorous nod. “Oh, yes. Everyone just adores him.”

      It seemed there was a case of rose-colored glasses going on here, or maybe Felicity only surrounded herself with people who truly did love Bryce Carlton.

      “How did he become so good?” I asked, unsure how anyone would even go about cheating while surfing. You either stayed on your board or you didn’t.

      A shirtless man walked by just as I asked the question, and he glanced back at Felicity and me with a crooked smile. “Bryce got so good
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