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CHAPTER 1
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There were three things Muriel insisted upon for civilized living: cleanliness, proper manners, and good etiquette. Houdini challenged all three with alarming enthusiasm.

“Ahoy, matey!” he called from his cage. “Swab the poop deck!”

Muriel fixed him with a look that, in another era, had reduced grown men to apologies. Houdini blinked back at her without remorse.

The back door creaked.

“Halloo!” Ellie peeked through the doorway, then stepped inside without waiting for an invitation.

“Hello, yourself. I do have a doorbell.”

“Doorbell, schmorebell,” Ellie said, undeterred. “Hey there, Houdi-Hoo,” she crooned, leaning in toward him. “How’s my favorite furball?” 

The tropical parrot tilted his head and blinked, then began pecking at a toy on the floor of his cage.

“Can I get you anything?” Muriel said, starting toward the kitchen. “Coffee? Tea?”

Ellie plopped down at the dining room table. “Coffee, please—cream and extra sugar.”

Muriel returned with a tray bearing two steaming coffees, a small pot of cream, a bowl of sugar cubes and a plate of ginger cookies. “You can add your own accoutrements. I wouldn’t want to overdo it.” As if that were remotely possible.

Ellie poured in half the cream and four sugar cubes, then stirred it vigorously. “Muriel, I’m just bursting at the seams! You will never guess in a million years the prestigious event I’ve been invited to attend.”

Muriel smiled wryly. “Have you been asked to hand out flowers at the Hare Krishna gathering?”

“Very funny.” Ellie gulped her coffee, then quickly set the cup down. “Hot!” She fanned her hand in front of her mouth. “I ran into Francesca Salm at the farmer’s market this morning. You remember her?” 

Muriel reached for a cookie. “Of course. She’s coordinating the Ms. Seaglass Cove Pageant this year.”

“Someone had to drop out of the race—and you will never believe it—she asked me if I want to be a contestant!” Ellie clapped her hands. 

Muriel had just bitten into a cookie when it suddenly lodged in her throat, and she began to cough.

“Sis, are you okay?” 

Muriel nodded, her eyes watering. “I’m fine.” She took a sip of coffee, then sat in silence for a moment. “I must have misheard you. I thought you said you were invited to be a contestant in the Ms. Seaglass Cove Pageant.”

“That is what I said!” 

Oh, dear Lord.

“Well ... Ellie. I’m afraid that is not possible. You see,” her expression softened at the sight of her sister’s fading smile, “I was asked to serve as one of the judges this year. Do you see how that presents a conflict of interest?”

“Well, why does that have to be a problem?” Ellie asked. “I mean, just because I’m your sister that doesn’t mean you can’t be fair in your decisions.”

Muriel ran her finger along the edge of her coffee cup. “True—and of course I would never veer from fairness—but appearances matter. It wouldn’t be prudent. I could be accused of nepotism.”

Houdini bobbed his head, warbling, “Walk the plank, nincompoop! Awwk!”

“Well, that isn’t very nice.” Ellie pushed her coffee cup aside and stood. “I have to hand it to you, Muriel—you’ve trained him perfectly.” She grabbed her purse and walked out before Muriel could respond.

She sat, stunned, as the door slammed behind Ellie. Then she reached for the telephone.

“Hello, sis. What’s up?” Ava sounded far too cheerful for eight in the morning.

“I’m afraid there’s been a kerfuffle.” 

“A what?”

“A ... snafu.”

“In English, Muriel.”

“It’s about Ellie. Francesca Salm just up and invited her to be a contestant in the Ms. Seaglass Cove Pageant.”

“Oh. I see. And this is a problem for you ... how?”

“Ava, be reasonable. It’s Ellie. Now you know I love her dearly, but she’s not pageant material. She’s a ... a free spirit.”

Ava was silent for a moment. “Muriel, she must be tickled pink right now. Let’s not snuff out her candle, okay?”

“I am not—” Muriel caught herself. She took a breath and lowered her voice. “Look. She’s pretty as a daffodil. I’m just saying, something’s not right here. Ellie is a simple girl.”

“She’s a woman, Mur, in case you haven’t noticed. This is a pageant for middle-aged women.”

“Yes, but she’s just not ... cut out for something like this. You know what I mean.”

“Don’t forget, I won last year’s crown. And this year I’m in charge of hair and makeup for the contestants. I can help Ellie with all of that. It’ll be fun!” Ava exclaimed.

“You’re missing the point. Someone put her up to this, knowing full well ... she’ll lose.”

Ava hesitated. “Or maybe she won’t.”

Muriel ended the call and stared at the screen for a moment. 

Someone intends to see that she does.
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Downtown Seaglass Cove bustled on a glorious Saturday morning, its palm-lined streets packed bumper to bumper. Boutique shops spilled onto the sidewalks with outdoor seating, and the scent of coffee and baked goods drifted through the warm air.

At the far end of the block, where the shops gave way to a quieter stretch, the Seaglass Cove Pavilion sat back from the street, framed by stately palms and bougainvillea that traced a rock-studded walkway. Large white pillars stood like sentries along the historic brick façade.

Stepping into the cool corridor of the old building was a welcome relief from the oppressive midday Florida heat. Dark burgundy carpeting stretched wall to wall across the lobby, leading to a polished mahogany reception desk behind a glass partition. 

Not a soul in sight. Muriel continued through the foyer toward the hallway leading backstage. The sound of music carried through a heavy wood door. She grasped the brass handle, eased it open and slipped inside, letting it close silently behind her.

Onstage, the contestants practiced a routine under the direction of a choreographer. Muriel scanned the rows of empty seats until she spotted Francesca and made her way down the aisle toward her. 

“Hi, Muriel!” Francesca motioned for her to take a seat.

“It’s been a while.” Muriel settled into the chair beside her and turned her attention to the dance routine. The women were dressed casually and comfortably, she noted, moving through the steps to an excessively cheerful tune—“I’m Every Woman.” Ellie was nowhere among them.

Some of the women onstage appeared awkward, as though new to the routine, while two or three moved with the confidence of those who had clearly taken lessons.

When the music stopped and the choreographer moved about the stage offering instructions, Muriel turned to Francesca, who looked the picture of organization—her brown hair swept into a neat twist, cat-eye glasses in place, and neatly dressed. A headset framed her face and a clipboard rested squarely in her lap.

“This is quite the production you’re overseeing.” Muriel gestured toward the stage.

Francesca slipped off her headset. “Thank you. This is my fifth year, so one would expect things to run smoothly—but it can still be overwhelming.”

“Indeed.” Muriel folded her hands in her lap. “I should tell you, I’ve stepped down as a judge. I’m sorry to do so, but Ellie has just signed up as a contestant, and it wouldn’t do for me to be in a position where I might be accused of favoritism.”

“Ellie just called me. She dropped out.”

Muriel frowned. “Oh, my. I thought as much. I suppose that was my doing.” She shook her head. “Hold her spot. I’ll give her a call.” 

“It’s a shame to lose you as a judge. Still, the pageant’s twenty-fifth anniversary is a big undertaking—I could certainly use an assistant, if you’re willing.” 

“Agreed,” Muriel said. “And what happened to the contestant Ellie was replacing? “

Francesca hesitated. “It seems Vivian Landry suffered a case of food poisoning. She ended up in the hospital.”

“How awful. Do they know where she picked it up?”

“I’m not sure,” Francesca said quickly. “But she’s recovering.”

“That’s unfortunate,” Muriel said. “What made you think of Ellie as a replacement?”

“Actually,” Francesca tapped her pen lightly against the clipboard, “it was Claire Patel who mentioned Ellie would be a good choice. And then I happened to run into Ellie at the farmer’s market. I suppose you could call it kismet.”

Muriel stood. “Well, I hope I can smooth things over with her. She was excited about being in the pageant. When would you like me to start as your assistant?”

“How about first thing Monday morning?”

Muriel nodded.

The music resumed. Francesca slipped her headset back on and Muriel headed toward the exit.
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Ava was baking her famous honey bread. The sweet aroma drifted through the front door, along with the sound of Ellie’s unmistakable laughter. Muriel braced herself and knocked.

Ava greeted her at the door, dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, with a bandana tied around her head—a clear sign that Saturday was cleaning day.

“Mur! We were just talking about you. Come on in.”

I suppose the joke’s on me.

Ellie glanced up from her crossword puzzle. “Hey, sis. I was just about to call you.”

Muriel slid aside a stack of magazines and took a seat on the floral couch. “Great minds think alike. I didn’t like the way our conversation ended, earlier.”

Ava slipped off her bandana. “Can I get you a lemonade?”

Muriel held up her hand. “Maybe later. Along with what I assume is honey bread fresh from the oven?”

Ava nodded and took a seat next to Muriel.

“I’m not mad or anything,” Ellie said. “That bird remark was stupid. I knew Houdini talked like a sailor when Uncle Joe gave him to you. I shouldn’t have taken it personally.”

“That’s right. You know I’m trying my best to curb the obscenities.” Muriel pursed her lips. “I just wanted you to know—I’ve recused myself as a judge. I already told Francesca. And she—we—would love it if you’d reconsider.”

Ellie shrugged “Maybe. I’ll think about it.” She bent over her crossword again. “What’s a five-letter word for regret?”

Muriel studied her for a moment
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