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A Word From The Management

 Miss Marple & Fletch


A Word From The Management… 
Before you begin this story, there are a couple of points we would like to make…
This is fiction. The characters, businesses, settings and events are part of our friend's vivid imagination. Yes, it takes place in the great state of Florida. That part is non-fiction. But the rest? Nope, it's all from her mind. So if you think the characters, settings or events remind you of the real thing, then that is purely coincidental. 
Mistakes happen, no matter how hard we try, or how many beta readers or rounds of editing happen, something always sneaks by. If you find an error, please email us at sunsandstories@gmail.com and we will make the corrections.
We hope you will enjoy the story, and when you're finished, please tell a friend about it and post a review.
On behalf of our boss,
Miss Marple and Fletch
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Chapter 1


Welcome back to sunny Citrus Beach, where the palm trees sway, mysteries linger, and sleuthing runs in the family! Emma Cassidy is home again, and with her trusty sidekick, Dixie, by her side, she’s ready to follow in her mother’s footsteps—one clue at a time. 
Don’t miss out on the fun! Stick around until the very end for a special treat: a Free Book just for you. So, grab your magnifying glass, settle in, and let’s unravel the secrets of Citrus Beach together.
***
Emma Cassidy parked her car and looked around with a satisfied smile. It had been five years since she'd been home for the holidays, and although much of it had changed, even more was still the same.
Shop owners went all out in decorating Citrus Beach's Main Street for Christmas. Christmas lights and garland draped the banners hung from the light posts and canvas awnings, shielding the front windows of the shops from the glaring southern sun. The window displays had a definite northern Christmas feeling to them. Some decorations that had been up year after year now mingled with fresh decorations and inspirations from the new shopkeepers. Citrus Beach was defying the fact that it was a southern town along the Florida coast, and at this time of year, everyone accepted their efforts to become a bit of Santa's Village. 
She knew right where she wanted to go. It was a favorite haunt of every generation that had lived in Citrus Beach for the last sixty years. As she made her way down the sidewalks, she glanced in the windows at the vibrantly colored displays meant to entice both young and old to come inside and purchase that special gift for that special someone.
Just as she was passing by Peterson's Gift Emporium, the door burst open and a middle-aged man stumbled out, arms full of boxes precariously piled high above his head. The man teetered on the curb's edge, his balance threatening to send him toppling over. Without a second thought, Emma darted forward, her short auburn hair flying out behind her as she steadied him with a gentle hand on his elbow. 
With a surprised blink, he looked down at her, grateful surprise lighting up his eyes. "My dear, you're a lifesaver!" he exclaimed, his face crinkling into a warm smile. 
Emma merely grinned, helping him redistribute his load to something more manageable. "No problem at all, sir. The holiday season can be quite chaotic, can't it?" she chuckled, her heart content with the bit of help she could provide. She gave a friendly wave as they parted ways and took the last few steps to the diner's entrance.
Susie's Diner didn't look any different from the curb than Emma's memories had projected. At least until she opened the inside door and stepped in. Gone were the tropical pink and teal colors, replaced by Susie's redesign of all the chairs and tables in a retro black and white check pattern with red accents. She had spaced things out differently as well, something Emma knew she wanted to do, but her father had determined a long time ago that the diner was good just the way it was. Judging from the fact so many changes had been made, Emma promptly assessed that Susie was now in charge.
Emma nodded and waved to a few people as she followed her footsteps to a familiar table. It was her favorite table, one that she and her friends had always hung out at, and she was pleased to find it was open. Taking the side of the bench that was closest to the wall, she slid in, glancing out the window, and sighed contently, breathing in the scent of fresh fries and grilled burgers. 
Susie may have changed the diner's decor, but you can't ignore that scent! Emma thought to herself.
"As I live and breathe, you came back. How's it feel to be home, Emma?" The tall blonde woman stood with a menu in her hand and a smile on her face. Susie was as much a fixture of the diner as the old register still standing at the front entry. Emma grinned as she shrugged off her coat and waved off the menu.
"In some ways, it feels like I've never left. To be honest, I just got back in town, and you're my first stop. I love what you did to the diner, Susie. It's so retro and inviting."
"Yeah, that kinda beats off that old touristy feeling, doesn't it? Since you don't want a menu, do you want your old standbys? I'm honored you came here first."
"It's always been home away from home, Susie. And I'm earlier than I expected, so I didn't want to just drop in on my mother and expect to be fed. And I'm starving, so yes, my old favorites are perfect, starting with a glass of real southern iced tea."
"On a chilly day like this, you don't want hot chocolate like everybody else?"
"Nope, I've been thinking of your homemade sun tea since I hit the Florida state line."
"In that case, I'll get right on it," Susie laughed. She paused a moment and then added, "It's good to see you back, Emma."
Emma nodded without answering, thinking Susie was right; it was good to be back. Her wandering days were over, and it was time to settle down. Her mother had offered her the perfect solution to the next phase of her life.
In true diner fashion, Susie brought her food over with little wasted time, and Emma took a large swallow of her iced tea and breathed in deeply the scent of homemade French fries and a large greasy burger. She sighed contently and grabbed the burger in both hands, raising it to her mouth only to be interrupted.
"Hey, Emma, it's great to see you."
Before she could answer, a tall lanky young man, his sun-bleached hair sticking up more from the haircut than the wind, and a slightly older blonde woman slipped into the bench across from her.
"Hey, Jake, how's it going?" Emma was thrilled to see her old friend, and when she turned to the woman next to Jake, it took a moment to recognize her.
"Kim Heart? What are you doing back in Citrus Beach? I thought you were chasing the big city newsrooms?"
Jake didn't answer, he just reached across to grab a couple of fries off her plate as only a close friend would have the nerve to do. But the woman next to him smiled slowly, almost hesitantly before she answered Emma.
"I guess, like you, I've come home. Those big-city newsrooms aren't quite what they're cracked up to be. Either that or I'm not the big-city news person I thought I was. I've been back for about a year, and I'm much more appreciative of what Citrus Beach is than I was when I left."
Emma was startled by the change in the tone of the woman across from her. Gone was the aggressive hard-core nosy reporter. In her place was somebody who seemed more respectful, and sure of herself. As Emma looked closer, she couldn't help but notice Kim seemed at peace with herself as well.
"Order your own," she pulled her plate out of Jake's reach when he went in for a second round of fries. The three of them laughed, and Jake raised his hand to have Susie bring over a couple of menus. After their order was placed, they settled in to catch up on what had been happening with the three of them over the last few years.
"I know your mom's excited that you've come home. Heck everybody is. You ready to settle down now?" asked Jake in the familiar way of an old friend.
"Yes, I've done enough interns and had enough job experience that I'm ready to start my own business. And of all the places I've traveled, I couldn't think of a better place than here. What about you, Jake, how's that law degree coming?"
"Slowly, but it's progressing," he answered with a shrug. 
"It would go faster if you would decide on what kind of law you wanted to practice and stop jumping around," teased Kim.
Emma joined Kim's laughter as Jake shrugged. "Hey, the law degree's to keep my father happy. You know that I want to do the investigations. And thanks to Aiden, I've been working part-time doing that and keeping his office going. I'm even a licensed PI. Not much experience in the field but plenty of experience with the paperwork."
Emma turned her attention to Kim. The young woman looked her directly in the eyes and didn't flinch when Emma asked her why she had come home.
"Like I said, I just didn't fit in with the big city reporters. It wasn't as glamorous a job as I had thought it would  be. To be honest, parts of it were just downright cruel and despicable. It's not for me, so the colonel and I decided I would come back. He bought the paper, and I am now running it."
"That's great, Kim. How is the colonel?"
"Same as always. Granddad's always full of bluster, but you know as well as I do, he's got a heart of gold, and his biggest concern, other than me, is keeping Citrus Beach the small town it's always been."
Emma nodded, remembering the colonel's fights at the Chamber of Commerce when other members wanted to bring in more industry.
"Well, I'd say he succeeded. It's almost like driving into a time warp when you come to the city limits. But in a good, welcoming way."
Susie's arrival with the rest of their food interrupted them. Making sure they had all they needed, she left them to their conversation. As she walked away, Susie gave a nod of approval. Emma's mother had never gotten along very well with Kim Heart, and she was happy to see that Emma didn't have the same feelings. Kim needed some friends, and Jake and Emma would be perfect for her. Susie knew almost every person in town and knew them well. She took great pride in steering people down the path that she thought would be best for them. And she always had an insight that turned out to be true. She looked back at the trio, talking and laughing, and smiled at how easily Emma was slipping back into an old routine.
"Yes, Emma's back, and it's her turn to be in the spotlight," Susie muttered as she walked away.
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Chapter 2


Emma punched in the code, and as the gate swung open, a surge of pride washed over her. There, emblazoned prominently, was the large logo she had crafted for her mother's business. It had been her first major project after college, and from this angle, she could appreciate how the design looked good from every direction. 
With the gate open wide enough for her car, Emma drove up the driveway toward the family compound. There was no better way to describe it—a sprawling ten-acre property that her family used for business and to live. It housed her mother's home and business, her mother's cousin's construction company, a small private airstrip, and various outbuildings, including a large pond and a guest apartment. As she drove, she inhaled the scents of jasmine and freshly mowed lawns, bringing back childhood memories.  
"It's good to be home," Emma murmured, sighed with satisfaction as she loosened her grip on the steering wheel. The temptation to drive around the property was strong, but she knew she was expected at her mother's house as soon as she arrived. Exploring the new building that would become her design studio would have to wait until after she spent time with her family. Paul was in the final stages of constructing her studio and would soon begin building her own small house in the far corner of the property, close to the nature preserve on the other side of the airstrip.
Emma barely had her car in park when the front door burst open, and her mother, Megan Tory, and her new husband, Aiden Tory, rushed out to greet her. Following closely behind them were their two inseparable dogs. Barney, a beagle with the curiosity of a cat, and Gypsy, a shih-tzu with the air of a diva, added to the warm welcome.
The next few moments were a whirlwind of chaotic greetings, everyone vying to speak at once, all wanting to welcome Emma home.
"Come inside the house. There's no need to stand out here. Aiden, grab her bags. You two dogs, get out of the way." Megan took charge, leading the way into the house, issuing orders over her shoulder.
"Aiden, leave my bags in the car. Mom seems to forget that I'm staying in the apartment, not here at the house," Emma intervened, slipping her arms through her mother's, and quietly correcting her, a laugh escaping her lips when Megan pouted.
"But there's no reason for you to stay in the apartment. You could have your old room," Megan protested.
"That's just it, Mom. It's an old room, and now you and Aiden have your own schedule and habits. I'd just be in the way. Besides, I've gotten used to having my own place. It's not like I'm far away. And my work habits keep me up late at night, so I wouldn't want to disturb you two."
Megan looked ready to argue, but Aiden subtly shook his head, and she closed her mouth. Then she smiled at her daughter, her expression showing understanding.
"Fine, if that's what you really want. But come inside, have a drink, and then we'll take you over to get you settled in the apartment. Everyone else is coming later this evening, around eight, to say hello."
"Everyone?" Emma chuckled, delighted at the idea of spending her first evening at Citrus Beach with her close-knit family.
Lucy and Paul Cassidy, along with their two children, were the first to arrive. Paul had played an integral role in Emma's life since her father's passing when she was a child. He had been there to help Megan raise her, and when he met and married Lucy, it felt like a perfect fit. Then came the arrival of the children, not through the usual means but as older orphans who had been caught up in a murder case that Megan had helped solve. After the dust settled, Lucy and Paul adopted the two kids.
"Look at both of you! I can't believe how much you've grown since the last time I saw you. Toby, you look like a young man now, and Sammy, you're positively adorable," Emma said, staring in awe at her two cousins. Although she had seen them sporadically over the past five years, seeing them now, surrounded by everyone else, took her aback. The first time she had seen Sammy, she had been eight years old, with pigtails and a frightened expression. Toby, a few years older, had been a quiet and reserved child. Now, they stood before her— Sammy, with stylishly cut hair and the poise of a prom queen. And Toby, a fully grown teenager ready to embrace manhood. 
"We have so much to catch up on," Sammy exclaimed, giving Emma a tight hug.
"Welcome home, Emma. It's good to have you back," Toby chimed in, his voice soft but filled with self-assurance, accompanied by a warm smile.
Lucy and Paul each gave Emma a welcoming hug, beaming at their children's warm reception.
Before much more could be said, the front door swung open to reveal Charlotte Potter, Emma's unofficial aunt. The silver-haired woman was elegantly dressed, precariously carrying a load of boxes.
"Let me take those for you, Miss Charlotte," Toby quickly moved to relieve Charlotte of her burden, allowing her to greet Emma with a kiss and a nod of approval.
"You're looking good, Emma. I'm glad you're home. These are for you. There are more in the car for your office."
"Oh, you really didn't have to bring me gifts, Charlotte," Emma replied, returning the hug while playfully scolding her for her excessive generosity.
"Of course, I did. What good is being the rich old aunt if I can't spoil you all?"
Laughter erupted from the group. Although Charlotte was incredibly wealthy, she had no blood relation to the Cassidy family—her connection was based solely on love and familiarity.
Toby placed the packages on a side table, and Megan motioned for everyone to gather in the living room. Soon, an array of drinks and snacks was laid out, and everyone began catching up with Emma, eager to share the events of their lives and learn about her plans. However, Emma wasn't ready to reveal everything just yet, not until she had successfully completed her first project. Only Charlotte knew her full intentions, including the fact that she already had her first client lined up. Emma had kept that secret, wanting to announce her plans after a successful project. Although they could surmise a bit from the construction of her studio and the plans for her own house, nobody knew the full details except Charlotte.
Hours passed as they talked, and it wasn't until the phone rang that the gathering began to disperse. Aiden excused himself momentarily, and by the time he returned to the living room, everyone had departed, leaving Megan and Emma, with the task of cleaning up. When they finished, Aiden leashed the two dogs, and together with Megan, they followed Emma's car to the apartment. After helping Emma settle in, Megan and Aiden bid her goodnight and headed home.
As Emma watched them descend the stairs from the second-floor apartment, she couldn't help but notice their intense conversation. Megan was shaking her head, and Aiden shrugged his shoulders, clearly discussing matters that were beyond his control. 
Something is up, and neither of them looks too happy, Emma said to herself, having witnessed similar exchanges before. It usually concerned Aiden's job, but she would find out in the morning. For now, she had some unpacking to do.
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Chapter 3


Emma had to give her mother credit; she waited until at least nine o'clock before she knocked on the door to the apartment. Megan was an early riser, and Emma had half been expecting her at seven, but was grateful for the extra couple of hours of peace and quiet to just get her bearings and make her plans.  
"Good morning, Mom. Come on in, the coffee is already made." 
Megan gave her daughter a hug and sat down at the kitchen table that overlooked the pier that went out to the middle of the pond. She watched absentmindedly as the ducks floated in the pond and a large blue heron stood at the edge of the dock watching the ducks. Emma sat down enjoying the quiet, but she was pretty sure her mother had something on her mind. She didn't speak, allowing her mother to form her thoughts. Emma already had a good idea of what was going on. 
"I'm so glad you're home. And in time for Christmas, too. That's what makes this so heartbreaking." 
"Don't keep me in suspense, Mom, just spit it out and let me know what's going on. It has something to do with that phone call Aiden got last night, doesn't it?" 
"I'm afraid so. Aiden's being called in to consult on an FBI issue. The unfortunate part is it must be right away and we're not even going to be in America. We're flying to Europe. I feel so bad, it's your first Christmas home, and I can't be here." 
Emma rose, giving her mother a reassuring hug, before sitting back down with a playful wink. "Europe for Christmas? Sounds like a sweet deal to me. Besides, you knew what this marriage was going to entail with Aiden's job. I'm a grown woman now, Mom. You don't have to worry about whether Santa Claus is going to fill my stockings." 
Megan looked at her daughter as if seeing her as a grown woman for the first time. Then the worried frown that puckered her eyebrows disappeared, and a slow smile spread across her lips. 
"Okay, if I'm honest I am excited about being overseas for Christmas. I just worry about you." 
"There is no need to worry about me." Emma hesitated and then figured what the heck, her mother was going to need to know about it anyway, "besides I've been working on a job for somebody right here in Citrus Beach. And that's gonna take up most of my time over the holidays. I wouldn't have been much company anyway." 
Megan clapped her hands in delight, excited over her daughter's announcement. "And when were you going to tell us about this? How did you get the job? No, wait, I know. Charlotte had something to do with this, didn't she?" 
"Yes, she did. Just like she did with you and several others, Charlotte has had a hand in getting my business started. She introduced me to a couple of her friends, and I've been doing a few small commissions for them. But the big job came when she introduced me to Midge Anderson. I'm not only doing all the design work for her holidays, but I'm also working with their company to redesign and modernize their image." 
Megan grinned back at her daughter, thrilled for her as she remembered Charlotte's helping hand in getting her own gardening business started. Charlotte was the town matriarch one of the richest women in the county, and she believed in putting her money to good use for the community. And often that meant helping startup companies such as Emma's. "Does my cousin Paul know about this? He sure has been pushing to get your studio done." 
"I've never really come out and told him, but I think he knows something's up. He decided to do the studio before starting at my house. Speaking of which, I can take care of the animals while you're gone, I'm sure the dogs will need somebody's attention full-time more so than the rambling cats around the property." 
Emma hadn't even finished speaking before Megan was shaking her head. "You don't have to worry about Barney and Gypsy. They've been invited on the European trip as well. And Aiden insists they go to keep me company. Personally, I think he can't bear the thought of Gypsy not being with us. Barney's a little bit more self-sufficient, but Gypsy just dotes on Aiden's attention." 
"You're leaving today, aren't you?" 
"I'm afraid so. You know the nature of Aiden's job; everything is an emergency, and they're not going to let a little thing like celebrating the holidays get in the way. We fly out tonight." 
"Then shouldn't you be at home packing?" 
Megan chuckled and assured her she had plenty of time to pack. But she did get to her feet, making the move to leave. And Emma was right. Even though it wouldn't take her long to pack, she still had to arrange for the dogs to travel. Thankfully, because of Aiden's job, their paperwork was in order. 
"Lunch is at the house. I'd like to go over a few things with you about what's going on around here. And you're welcome to move over to the house while we're gone," Megan said to Emma.
Emma steered her mother toward the door. shaking her head. "Stop worrying about me. I'm fine right here, and I've already unpacked. It makes no sense to move over to the house if the animals aren't there. Besides, I have the feeling I'm going to be kept busy with this job. Now go, do what you have to do, and I'll see you at lunchtime." 
Emma gave her mother a quick peck on the cheek and then firmly shut the door behind her, not allowing her to have the last word.
*** 
"I can't believe that Janice and Sam aren't here anymore. I never thought they would finally get together, let alone spend so much time flying around. Janice always seemed like such a homebody, and Sam was such a flyboy." Emma looked toward the office as if expecting to see Janice standing in the doorway.
"It's funny how things work out, but they are so happy. And Zoe has done such a fantastic job taking over the running of my company. That's why it makes it so easy to just take off when Aiden's job demands it," Megan smiled.
Emma and Megan both turned to look at the young woman sitting across from them, the subject of their discussion. Her long brown hair was pulled back in a loose, efficient ponytail, and she grinned back at them. 
"I'm honored to take over Janice's position. And like you, I'm happy for her. And thank you for the vote of confidence, Megan—it means a lot." Zoe picked up a pen and paper that was sitting by her side on the table. "I think we got everything covered for the business. We've had everything laid out for the next two months with the comings and goings of the customers, so your trip won't interrupt the flow of work. Enjoy yourself and take advantage of the situation. I bet it's beautiful over there. And take lots of pictures to share with us." 
Lunch had turned into more of a business lunch as Megan went over anything she thought Emma would need to know about staying on the family compound. Zoe had come over and was going over the running of the business, and Paul had popped in to report on the final stages of Emma's design studio. She was heading over there after lunch to check it out.
As usual, Megan had everything in perfect order. Her business and home life could run smoothly for up to three months at any time. That had always been her business motto, and her customers' lives were never completely interrupted by anything that might come up. Be it an unexpected school trip for Emma or now in her later years an unexpected trip with her husband. Zoe had been trained by Janice, Megan's former assistant, and the young woman could easily handle the comings and goings of the staff and customer demands. Emma watched Zoe jot down a few more notes before she got to her feet. 
"I think that about covers it, Megan. I'll take care of that one last item we discussed before the day is out. You and Aiden enjoy your trip and don't worry about things back here. We're only a phone call away after all." 
"Thank you, Zoe, for everything." 
"I've arranged for a car to pick you and Aiden up in a couple of hours to take you to the airport. You're going to need a little extra time for loading the dogs." Zoe gave her boss a warm hug and whispered, "Enjoy yourself, and Merry Christmas." 
Then she said goodbye to the two women and let herself out the back door. Emma watched her walk across the parking lot to Megan's office. "It's funny how things change. I remember when Zoe was involved in that runaway scandal and was afraid of what her future held. Now look at her. You've done a good thing with her, Mom." 
Megan gave a nod as she also remembered Zoe's past. Then she realized Emma was getting up to clear the table and she put a stop to that immediately. "Leave it. The cleaning crew is coming as soon as I leave, so they'll take care of it. You and I are going out to sit by the pool and catch up." 
Her tone left no room for arguments, and Emma put the plate back down on the table with a shrug. A few minutes later, the two of them were stretched out on lounge chairs soaking in the Florida sun. It was still cold, and Emma was glad she grabbed a heavy sweater to wear. "You're sure you're okay having Christmas here alone?" The worry in Megan's voice was hard to miss.
"Stop fretting, Mom. I'm hardly to be alone between Paul and his family and catching up with old friends. Time will fly by, and you'll be home before I know it. By the way, I saw Jake at Susie's on my way in. Will he take care of Aiden's office while you guys are gone?" 
"Yes, I don't know how Jake does it between classes at the college and a part-time job and getting his investigator license, but he loves it. Aiden is thrilled knowing that Jake is there to manage the office so that he can take on these specialty jobs. Secretly, I think he's hoping that when Jake graduates, he will take over parts of the business." 
"Well, that sure worked out well for both of them. And to think Jake and Aiden met by parking a car at the valet at the yacht club." Emma gave a soft chuckle at the memory.
"You're right, it was meant to be. Now tell me about this job you're working on—don't leave out any details." Emma pulled her sweater a little tighter around her shoulders and then told her mother about her new project. The few hours that she had with her mother sped by quickly. 
Before she knew it, Aiden had returned. He put both dogs on their leashes with words of encouragement, and he was urging Megan to say her goodbyes. It was time for them to leave for the airport. 
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Chapter 4


As Emma watched the car with her mother, Aiden, and the two dogs disappear behind the gate, she couldn't help but do a little two-step dance by the window, reminiscent of Kevin from  Home Alone. She loved her family, and she loved the holidays, but this year she was looking forward to a quiet holiday with no excitement. The last five holidays had been whirlwinds running back and forth between wherever she was living at the time and home, always full of parties and family gatherings. Since her mother and Aiden were off on their holiday adventure, she intended to have a nice quiet solitude Christmas. 
"It's just me, myself, and I for the next couple of weeks," she whispered with a grin. Then, shaking off her playful mood, she turned to look at the disarray from her unpacking and decided the first thing she needed to do was get herself organized before she headed over to check on the design studio. The disarray wasn't as bad as it looked, and it took little time to get herself organized; her clothes were put in dresser drawers, her books on the shelves, and little mementos that she picked up on her travels on the counter. As she worked, she hummed a Christmas carol. When she opened the fridge for a bottle of water, Emma wasn't at all surprised to see that her mother had stocked it fully with all her favorite foods and drinks. Megan chuckled and spoke as if her mother was standing next to her. "Thanks, Mom, but I have no plans on doing intensive cooking around here. It's Susie's Diner for me." 
Finished with her task, she glanced at the clock and saw she had about an hour before dark. It was a perfect time to explore the studio without the helping guidance of Paul; who had insisted on pointing out every little detail. While it was nice to know all that, Emma wanted the chance to just stand in the middle of the room and absorb the ambiance. This was going to be her space, her creative hub, and she wanted to get to know it on her own. From what she had seen during her grand tour, it was perfect. But Emma knew things were going to need her own touches and she couldn't wait to get the first design on the drawing board. On impulse, she grabbed her computer as she walked out the door. There was no reason she couldn't open her current project and print out some of her ideas and get them up on the board where they could set the tone of the room. The office needed to feel like it was in use, and that was just what Emma was going to do. 
As Emma walked over to the studio, she waved to Zoe who was in one of the golf carts used to move around the ten acres. She was coming from the direction of Paul's office, which was on the same path as her studio. Zoe returned the wave but didn't stop to talk, and Emma hurried past Paul's office, taking the winding path to her own part of the compound. 
As she made her way to the front door, she couldn't help but notice the beautiful gardens her mother had created. Emma had happily let her have her way with the outside. She had no interest in planting flowers and plants. She loved to look at them and enjoy their scent and bright colors, but she had no desire to get dirt under her fingernails from planting. This was one trait she had not inherited from her mother. 
Slowly opening the door, Emma held her breath, wanting to remember each moment as she took her first steps into her own studio. Taking a deep breath, her nose picked up the fresh scent of newly cut lumber mixed with a bouquet her mother had put on the table by the entry. She took a step into the room and slowly turned, taking in every nook and cranny. 
It was an open floor plan with no specific reception area. Shelves held supplies and books and there was a large desk area looking out over into her mother's gardens through the large windows centered on the wall. On the opposite wall were more windows, and skylights were giving her the optimum amount of light. She knew the windows were tinted to keep out the heat and the glare, which she was grateful for, knowing full well how hot the summer sun would be. There was a traditional designer drawing board, but Paul had created it so that it was more of a cork board knowing that Emma's process was to work from the computer, print out her designs, and put them up to look at. Most of her work was done on the computer; it wasn't like the old days of drawing things out. 
"Oh, you did a fantastic job, Paul." 
As she looked around more, she noticed little touches that were clearly from Lucy, a beautiful, braided rug was in the center of the room breaking up the span of the hardwood floor. There were candid pictures from the local beach and lighthouse. Emma knew these were contributed by Toby or Sammy, both loved taking pictures. Lucy was a designer herself but one of jewelry and art. And when Emma walked to her desk, she found a beautiful Tiffany lamp she had admired in Lucy's shop. It was one of her creations and when Emma turned it on, the warm glow of the light through the stained glass reflected on the glass top of her desk. 
She sighed with contentment and continued moving toward the back of the room, where there was a screen set up for privacy and a small kitchenette. But when Emma walked around the screen, sitting in the center of the room wasn't the small kitchen table she'd seen earlier. Instead, there was a large wire crate with a bright red bow tied on top of it. There was a card attached to the bow, but Emma didn't notice it at first. 
Her eyes were glued to the object in the center of the crate, and she felt a sense of déjà vu. A soft whimper made her lean down and stick her fingers into the gaps in the crate's wire. Not believing what she was seeing, Emma watched a small puppy work its way toward her fingers. The first lick was all it took, and before she even knew what she was doing Emma had the door open and was cradling a small beagle. 
"Oh, Mom, what have you done?" Emma asked the room at large while dodging a lick on the nose. 
Still holding the puppy, she reached out and grabbed the card from the bow. Struggling with the puppy, who wanted to get hold of the card as much as Emma did, she finally pulled it out of its envelope and found a beautiful Christmas card. She laughed when she realized it was one of her designs and opened it up to see what her mother had to say for herself. "This was supposed to be given to you on Christmas morning. But then I remembered a certain puppy that was given to me when you left to go away to college. Since I'm leaving, I decided you should have one too. Her name is Dixie, and she's a pocket beagle
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