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To all mystery lovers… 

thank you for reading this book.


Happy Sleuthing!
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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 to Pelican Harbor, where the tides bring fresh starts, secrets, and second chances. Piper Avery is proof that the second act of life might just be the most intriguing—especially when mystery and murder come knocking! 
Stay with me until the very end for a special treat: a Free Book waiting just for you. So grab your favorite drink, settle in by the shore, and let’s dive into a puzzle full of twists, turns, and plenty of charm.
***
“Come on, Daisy, get out of the way.”
Piper Avery gently pushed the king cavalier spaniel out of her way with the side of her foot as she tried to open the door, doing her best to balance a tray with coffee cups and a pot of coffee on it.
When the dog looked up at her and gave a yawn, Piper could hear her friend Courtney laugh behind her.
“It’s clear Daisy rules the house around here.” Courtney teased her friend. “Didn’t take her long to get adjusted, did it?” She reached around her and opened the sliding glass door leading out to the riverside terrace where they could enjoy their morning coffee. 
Piper didn’t answer her. Instead, she walked to the table and set the tray down. Looking back at the dog, she noticed Daisy hadn’t moved a muscle. Piper couldn’t help but laugh.
“Yes, Daisy definitely rules the roost around here. And getting her to move in the morning is not always that easy. Unless that menacing squirrel comes calling. Then I have a hard time keeping her in the house. Thank goodness for invisible fences.”
The two women pulled out their chairs and sat down, facing the river to watch the boats go by. A little way past Piper’s home, the mouth of the river opened to the ocean. Both fishing boats and small pleasure craft used the harbor, giving her something to watch. This early in the morning, they could often find the dolphins following the ships out to the ocean.
It was a tranquil morning ritual the two women shared at least twice a week, and they’d been doing it for years.
Daisy yawned again, and then got up, stretching, before making her way slowly over to sit next to the women, hoping for a handout. She’d gotten a whiff of the cinnamon buns that Piper had added to the tray at the last minute. The dog had a sweet tooth, and cinnamon buns were one of her favorite treats.
Piper and Courtney were quiet for a few moments, enjoying the peace of the morning while they sipped their coffee. Piper offered Daisy a small milk bone she’d brought out on the tray, but the dog wanted none of that. She knew where the good stuff was, and she waited patiently until Courtney gave in and broke off a piece of her treat to give to the dog.
“You know, Courtney, we’ve gotten in a bad habit of giving this dog people’s food. She’ll be fat before you know it, and I’m sure all the sweet stuff isn’t good for her,” Piper scolded.
“Oh, the little piece I just gave her won’t hurt. Besides, Tessa will take Daisy for her run this afternoon, burning off all those extra calories.” Courtney waved her hand in the air, dismissing Piper’s objections.
Daisy’s ears perked up when she heard Tessa’s name, recognizing the name of the young girl who came to walk her a couple of times a day. Not that Piper didn’t want to walk Daisy; it was more that she was running out of time. Her photography gallery was getting ready to open, and there were so many last-minute things that needed to be taken care of. She just couldn’t give the dog the extended walks they both loved to take along the beach.
“I don’t know what I would do without Tessa. Between walking Daisy and taking care of the endless amounts of small errands for me, she’s been a lifesaver. I don’t know what I’ll do if she goes to enroll in college out of town.”
Courtney nodded her in agreement, her mouth full of cinnamon roll. The women waved to a boatload of tourists heading out for a day of fishing as it passed by them.
“As much as I like my condo, there is something wonderful about your home, Piper. I’ve always loved it since the day you and your husband bought it. How many years has it been?”
“Too many to count. But it has been a great house—I’ve never wanted to move. It was perfect for raising the boys after my husband died, just as it was perfect for us as newlyweds.”
Courtney exchanged a smile with her friend as memories of her wedding, her children, and all the difficulties in life they had gone through together flitted through her mind. The two women had been friends since high school and were as close now as they were then.
“Lily! This has got to end!”
The peace of the morning was shattered as a man’s voice shouted from the house next door.
“Oh, oh. They’re at it again,” hissed Courtney across the table to Piper.
Piper shared her friend’s dismay as she looked towards the house next door, not commenting on Courtney’s remark.
It was hard not to hear the argument or the slamming doors from the neighbor’s house. Even though there was a fair distance between the houses, the slight breeze carried the angry voices over to the women sitting at the table.
“It’s been a while since the two of them have gone at it.” Piper shook her head as she sipped her drink and then continued. “As awful as their fight sounds, they always make up, and always seem to be the most lovey-dovey couple on the street. When they’re not arguing.”
“You think in the years they’ve lived here, they would realize their neighbors can hear their arguments,” whispered Courtney, as if the neighbors could hear their gossip.
Piper blew on her coffee to cool it and then took another sip before she answered. “They realize it. As a matter of fact, Lily has come over a few times since they moved in and apologized for their arguments. According to her, it’s what keeps her marriage healthy. Let all the frustration out and then the air is cleared, and they go on. And I’ve heard her yell at him just as loudly as he yells at her. Maybe not as often, but she can give as good as she gets.”
“Well, I guess if it works for them.” Courtney shrugged her shoulders as she answered.
“I guess I’m thankful they moved in only a few years ago. I would’ve hated to have my boys witness their fights. That’s the example young men need not see.”
Before Courtney could answer Piper, they saw Lily walk out the sliding glass door onto her backyard terrace, followed by her husband, who was still arguing with her. It didn’t take long for the two women to find out what they were arguing about.
“This is ridiculous. Now you’re hiding your purchases from me. Did you think I wouldn’t find the next craft box when it made its way into the house? For God’s sake, woman, how many crafts can you do at once?”
“I bought them with my money, from the money I earned making those crafts and teaching others how to make those crafts. You can sneer all you want,” the woman yelled back at her husband. Yes, Piper was right; she could give as good as she got.
It was clear to Piper that the argument had been going on for a while, and they were just catching the tail end. As they watched, it was also clear that David Strauss had had enough.
“Lily, you have so many crafts, you couldn’t get them all done in a lifetime. No, make that two lifetimes. I swear to God, the next box of yarn that comes in this house? I will stuff it down your throat.”
Piper couldn’t help the gasp that came out of her mouth. She’d never heard David threaten physical violence before.
The man next door didn’t bother to wait and see if his wife would answer him or not. Instead, he turned back into the house, slamming the door behind him. Through the open windows, Piper could hear something heavy smash inside their home, and she started to get out of her chair, ready to see if her neighbors needed any help.
Lily Strauss must have noticed Piper and Courtney for the first time because she gave a weak wave to them.
“Sorry about all the disturbance. David’s on a rampage again this morning,” she called over to Piper.
Piper walked partway across the lawn to see if her neighbor needed any help, and Lily met her at the fence. As they spoke, their voices were carried across the yard.
“Don’t worry about us, Piper. We’re fine. David just found a couple of shipping boxes I had stuffed in a closet. He supports my crafting, but he sure gets frustrated with all the room it takes up. Of course, it’s okay for his orchids to take up so much room; he has a whole greenhouse to play in.” Lily paused to laugh. “I’ll come over later, and we’ll talk. Right now, I’m going in and make sure he’s calmed down enough to go to work.”
Lily Strauss assured Piper everything was copacetic, and that she wasn’t to worry. Since Piper had seen this routine before, and Lily showed no outward signs of fear, she promised her neighbor that she would come by later. She wanted to see the newest craft that had arrived, the one causing all the ruckus. With a flip of her hair and a wave of her hand, Lily walked back to her back door and opened it to enter in a more dignified manner than her husband had. Piper heard Lily call out to her husband as she went inside, not noticing the two elderly gentlemen on the other side of her house watching with keen interest all that was going on.
But Piper saw them.

      [image: image-placeholder]The two elderly men living on the other side of the Strauss’s were commonly known as the Lumpkin brothers. They were also well known as the neighborhood gossips, and Piper groaned as she realized the two men had witnessed everything going on in the neighbor’s yard.
“How long do you think before they’re out the door to spread the news of the Strauss’s latest fight?” Courtney asked, following Piper’s gaze across the yard.
The two older men were dressed in button-down shirts, which were buttoned all the way to the top, and polyester slacks. Piper knew from experience that if she looked at their feet, they would each have on a pair of bright-colored sneakers. She couldn’t remember a time when the two men didn’t dress like this, and she could tell what day of the week it was according to the colors; they never varied, and they always matched.
One brother saw the two women looking at them, and he raised his hand to wave, nudging his brother with his elbow to draw his attention to Piper. Piper returned their wave and then averted her glance, hoping it would not encourage them to make their way across the yard to join her and Courtney.
But she had a reprieve this morning, and the two men just waved and went back into the house.
“Well, I guess that answers your question. I bet they’re on their way out now. I give it five minutes before they’re telling somebody how bad the Strauss’s were fighting this morning.”
Piper sighed and finished her coffee before she looked at her best friend.
“They’re such sweet men, and they really have good hearts. But it’s their love of gossip that drives me nuts. It would be one thing if they were spreading the truth. I could pass it off as harmless. But they exaggerate so much.”
Courtney grinned back at her friend, remembering some escapades from their past where the brothers had gossiped and gotten them in trouble. And then along came Piper’s boys, and they had been a source of endless gossip for the two men. Courtney was sure there was the time the boys deliberately did things to get their neighbor’s tongues wagging.
“Good morning, girls,” a woman’s voice called out from the walkway to the backyard.
The two women sitting across from each other exchanged looks, and Piper gave a mock shudder.
“Speaking of gossips,” Courtney muttered under her breath.
“Oh, stop it. The Mothers aren’t even a close second when it comes to the Lumpkin brothers,” Piper hissed back at her best friend before she called out a greeting to the two women coming through the gate to her backyard.
“Good morning, Moms. You’re up and at it early this morning.” Piper got to her feet and hugged each of her mothers, and then Courtney did the same.
Janet Avery and Ava Tinsdale were also best friends, and had been since grade school. They had been through much together and their friendship had remained strong throughout their lifetime. The two mothers had been thrilled to death when Piper and her husband had married, and they had been there for Piper when he died. And now they had bought the house across the street from Piper. Because of their closeness, Piper and her husband had called them “the Mothers” as a nickname. It had caught on, and Piper’s friends also used the name.
At first, Piper had been apprehensive of having them so close, but after a few ground rules had been set, she realized it was a blessing having them nearby. And to be honest, they were so active with their own lives that she didn’t see them anywhere near as much as she thought she would. But stopping in every morning was a ritual, one that Piper knew so well that the tray on the table held two extra cups ready for the new arrivals.
Courtney poured fresh coffee for everyone, and the four women sat down at the table to exchange their news of the day.
Janet Avery was the more talkative and outgoing of the two older women, and she quickly jumped into the conversation. Ava was a little more laid-back and tended to listen before she spoke, but when she did, her humor and kindness always came forth.
“Well, it’s been a little active around here this morning already, hasn’t it?” asked Janet.
“It was hard not to hear the Strauss’s this morning. It’s such a beautiful morning, and everyone seems to have their windows open. David was so furious. I haven’t heard him yell this loud in a long time,” Ava added.
“David was mad enough that he drove off in a huff, that’s for sure. But I know those two; they’ll make up by evening—“ Janet was cut off by Ava’s laughter.
“Or at least until the next postal delivery comes.” Ava grinned at them all as she reached across and grabbed one of the cinnamon rolls.
The women at the table joined in her laughter. Each one of them had seen on different occasions boxes piled up at the front door to the Strauss home. The deliveries were almost daily, but Lily was quick to remove the evidence of her purchases before her husband came home. More than once, Piper had found the crushed boxes from Lily’s purchases in her garbage can. She said nothing, figuring her neighbors had their own way of dealing with each other. And it worked; they’d been married for thirty-some years.
“Well, at least Lily is doing more than just making her crafts and donating them. Did you know she was giving private lessons?” Piper asked the others.
Piper’s comment turned their conversation from the neighbors’ fight to Lily’s new business. As a small business owner, it thrilled her when somebody else made a success of their hobbies.
By the time the coffee pot was empty, the cinnamon rolls were also gone. Daisy was sound asleep at Piper’s feet once again. Courtney was the first one to get up, announcing she needed to leave. That seemed to be the general signal for everyone else to go. Piper refused their help to clear away the morning coffee cups, assuring them it was not a big deal. Signaling to Daisy, she got up and walked the others through the gate and out to the front yard. With a hug and a wave, her mothers walked across the street to their own home, and Courtney walked to her car. As she opened her door, a voice called out, wishing the two women a good morning. Piper and Courtney looked over to see the Lumpkin brothers getting in their car. With a toot of the car horn, the brothers pulled out of the driveway and left, traveling at a speed faster than usual.
“And they’re off to spread the morning gossip.” Courtney laughed and got in her own car.
Piper laughed with Courtney. “I wonder how twisted the story will be by the time those two are done?” She waved her friend goodbye before turning up the sidewalk to her own front door. Daisy was already standing at the door waiting to go in, as if reminding Piper that they had a lot to do.






  
  Chapter 2

Piper spent a busy morning at the site of her soon-to-be photo gallery. She was excited about the opening, even though it was still a few months away. It didn’t matter to Piper; she still had plenty to do and many pictures to take and prepare to hang in the gallery. She was leaving most of the decorating and construction of the gallery up to her interior decorator, Valerie Doft. But this didn’t let Piper off the hook; she still had a lot on her plate to ensure the gallery opening would be a success.  
When she arrived at the gallery, Valerie had a list of things for her to do sitting on her desk, and she spent most of the morning making phone calls and ordering supplies. She worked at her desk at a steady pace. Daisy had curled up in her own personal little bed, which had been placed next to Piper’s desk, and was delicately snoring. She had been a gift for Piper from Courtney on her 50th birthday, and the dog had begun her life with Piper as a spoiled diva. Daisy was still a puppy when she came to be with Piper; her previous owner had been an older woman who passed away but had doted on the puppy extravagantly. The dog was smart and well trained, and although she tolerated other people, her true love was Piper. Piper and one handsome police dog named Scout.
Piper was hanging up the phone, her ordering complete, when Valerie walked upstairs to the office. “How’s it coming, Piper?”
The petite woman stood at the top of the stairs looking across the room at Piper, smiling. Piper returned her smile, thinking to herself how lucky she was that Valerie was working with her in the gallery. The woman might be petite, but she was a ball of fire and had more energy than anyone Piper knew.
“Just finished the last call. You’re spending so much time here at the gallery. How is your own showroom coming along?”
“Oh, don’t worry about me. I’ve got my showroom right on schedule. Of course, it is an enormous advantage that the showroom is right here in the Pelican Promenade with your gallery. I simply rotate my workers from one site to the next. It’s job security for all these workers.”
The two women shared a laugh, and Piper thought to herself how fortunate it was indeed that they were in the same location. And they could thank their mutual friend, and Piper’s godmother, Charlotte Potter, for this. As if she read her mind, Valerie mentioned her friend.
“I heard from Charlotte today. She’s planning on coming down next week to see how the progress is going. She’s busy up at Citrus Beach, and now she’s taken on the renovation of the Promenade. Although personally, I think it’s just what she needed. The woman always has to be busy, and renovating the plaza is perfect for keeping her busy.”
“And the Promenade needed Charlotte just as much,” Piper said. “This old plaza has been here for years with just a few stores struggling along. I couldn’t believe it when my godmother said she was taking it over.”
“And she’s not afraid to make the necessary improvements, which are really attracting new shops as well.” Valerie said. “Even some old shops are planning on renovations. Some owners looking for help with their interiors have contacted me.”
Piper grinned. “I guess it’s job security for all of us.” 
“I must tell you, I was a little worried after the murder of the bookstore clerk. I was afraid people would run from the area. But thanks to you solving the crime, it’s put the shopkeepers at ease.”
Piper’s smile faded as she remembered the murder that had happened not so long ago. Giving herself a little shake as if to wipe the memories away, she stood up from the desk.
“Well, thankfully, that’s behind us, and it was a once-in-a-lifetime event. One I never want to repeat, either.” Glancing at her watch, Piper was astonished at the amount of time that had passed since she had arrived. “I’m off to the cafe. We’re supposed to meet Joel there, and Tessa is going to pick up the dogs to walk them. Can I bring you back anything?”
“No, I’m fine. Enjoy your time away, because there’s plenty of work for you to do when you get back. I have a list of errands for you,” Valerie warned, with a grin.
Piper opened the door to her desk and pulled out a leash. At the sight of it, Daisy stretched and got to her feet. Then she walked over to Piper, tail wagging, anxious to leave. As they walked by Valerie, Piper impulsively gave her a hug and thanked her for all the work she’d been doing.
“I’ll be back in half an hour.”






  
  Chapter 3

The café was only a couple doors down from Piper’s gallery, but she knew before she reached the outdoor seating area that Joel had arrived before she did. Daisy gave the secret away; her tail was wagging furiously as she tugged at her leash. She knew Scout was there. 
When Piper spied Joel and Scout at one of the outside tables, she gave a wave and had to chuckle to herself as she watched Daisy put on her diva persona. The tail slowed to just a few twitches, her head held high, and there was a sashay to her walk as they made their way towards the two waiting for them. Daisy would never let on how excited she was to see Scout; it suited her personality more to make him come to her.
“Hey there,” Piper said. “You didn’t have to wait long, did you?”
“Not at all, but I did place our orders,” he told her. “It looks like they are having a busy morning here today.”
Joel had gotten to his feet as he watched Piper and Daisy approaching and he held the chair out for her, proving chivalry wasn’t dead. Piper appreciated it. Joel’s serious face had broken into a grin when he saw Piper, but as he looked around him, the smile faded. He still wasn’t used to Pelican Harbor and the intimacy of a small town. Piper noticed that he nodded his head at people when they greeted him, but he didn’t go out of his way to engage in conversation. She put that down to years of working undercover. Joel was a former investigator specializing in rescues. His partner, Scout, was a beautiful Akita; not the breed you’d normally associate with being a K-9 dog.
“Thanks. It does seem busier here today, but I guess we’re going to have to get used to that as the Promenade becomes more popular. Which is just what Charlotte wants, and as one of the shopkeepers, it’s what I want too. How are you enjoying Pelican Harbor? Are you beginning to feel a little more comfortable here?”
Joel looked at her and gave a slight shrug of his shoulders. “I guess it’s starting to grow on me. I’m just not used to being off assignment. And between my dad and the chief of police—they keep pushing for me to stay here. I have a lot to think about. One wants me to retire, the other one wants me to work. Not sure if I’m old enough to retire, but I’m also not sure I want to work for a small-town police department, either.”
Piper didn’t have a chance to answer him. The waitress had arrived and was setting down her coffee cup in front of her. She and Joel had talked about his dilemma on and off over the last couple of weeks, and she knew the decision weighed on his mind. But she also knew he was getting calls from his former boss, urging him to return to his previous job. Personally, Piper hoped he would stay. She enjoyed spending time with the quiet man, and they were beginning to develop a close friendship. Joel had been instrumental in helping her solve the murder of the bookstore clerk, and that had given them a special bond. But regardless of Piper’s mothers’ pushing and Joel’s father hinting, neither one of them was interested in taking their friendship to another level. And they both knew it would be a constant battle to remind parents they were content with their lives.
“Hey there, Scout, how are you today?” Piper reached down to scratch the dog’s ear. He’d laid his head on her lap, looking for attention. His tail wagged in pleasure as her fingernails found the right spot behind his ear. With his greeting finished, he walked back over and sat next to Daisy, clearly not wanting to move from the younger dog’s side.
“Scout will be happy to see Tessa this morning. I didn’t get a chance to give him much of a run,” Joel said as they watched the dogs.
“Me, too. Thank God for Tessa. The dogs love her, and she’s so good with them. I understand she’s gotten a couple of other people who want her to walk their dogs, as well. She’s developing quite a little business.”
“You’re right
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