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CHAPTER 1
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Muriel Finch had reached the age where she no longer pretended not to notice things, which was unfortunate for everyone else. She noticed who lied, who whispered, and who parked crookedly in front of her house despite the very clear curb markings.

Retirement had freed her from the burden of politeness, and she intended to enjoy it thoroughly—especially on a Tuesday morning in Seaglass Cove, when the heat was already oppressive and the man face down in the hibiscus bushes was quite obviously not asleep.

She knelt beside him, careful not to disturb the delicate flowers. He was an older gentleman, black hair silvering at the temples, with wire-rimmed glasses sitting askew on his nose; his pinstriped suit was somewhat rumpled. He groaned and twitched, and Muriel immediately knew two things: he was very much alive, and very much in trouble.

As she leaned in closer, the stench of sour whiskey assaulted her nostrils. She sharply tapped him on the shoulder.

“Excuse me, sir.” 

The bushes shook as he stirred, opening one bloodshot brown eye to survey his surroundings. He stood and struggled to free himself, soft red petals fluttering to the ground.

Muriel scowled. Such clumsiness. This drunk clown was on track to ruin her award-winning hibiscus.

He pushed himself to his feet and edged backward, looking sheepish. “Where ... am I?”

Muriel crossed her arms. “127 Tidewater Lane. And judging by the way you’re wobbling, quite inebriated.”

He glanced around the yard, clearly befuddled. Muriel’s tone sharpened. “You do know you’re in Seaglass Cove, don’t you?”

When he still didn’t answer, she planted her hands on her hips. “Florida?”

The man rubbed his face with both hands. “Madam? I’m sure you assume I’m a drunkard. I assure you, I am a gentleman and a scholar.”

Muriel scurried over to where he’d been standing and began collecting the red petals from the ground, stuffing them into the pocket of her smock.

“Hello?” The man bent down and shouted into her ear. “Can you hear me?”

She looked up at him, exasperated. “I heard you perfectly. And I got a whiff of you before you even woke. I know bourbon when I smell it.”

The man sighed. “Yes, madam. I admit I had a highball or two, but I know my limits. As God is my witness, I did not over-imbibe.”

He glanced nervously around the yard, doing a double take at the teal bungalow with lime-green shutters, where pink flamingo statues dotted the front lawn. 

“I have a raging headache,” he said, rubbing the back of his head. “If you don’t mind, I’m going back to Pelican Pete’s. I pray my car is still in the parking lot.”

“Suit yourself,” she called over her shoulder. “Try not to get tangled up in any jungle shrubs on your way out.”

“Hmph.” The man huffed and sauntered down the cobblestone path to the street.

Muriel stood and brushed the dirt from her bony knees, watching the so-called “gentleman” disappear around the corner before she went inside.

A bay breeze drifted through the bungalow’s open windows, rustling the curtains and carrying the faint scent of saltwater. The cool air was a welcome relief.

“Nincompoop! Nincompoop!” A shrill voice hollered from the corner of the room. 

“Hush now!” Houdini was meant to be ignored while he unlearned his squawking obscenities, but old habits die hard. More often than not, she regretted taking in the mischievous little parrot. She plucked a small handful of hibiscus petals from her pocket and dropped them into his cage, a treat to keep him busy—and, hopefully, quiet.

Muriel kicked off her clogs, collected the newspaper, and retreated to the living room, where a few antiques and a neat arrangement of florals were simply placed. She settled into her rocking chair, gazing past the backyard to the palm trees lining the distant coast.

Closing her eyes for a moment, she let the morning calm settle around her, then unfolded the Seaglass Cove Times and flipped to the society page. Something on page seven caught her attention:

"Collectors still treasure relics from the early coastal regattas. Curious finds occasionally wash ashore along the coast."

The regattas ... Muriel’s mind drifted back to the regatta her father had taken her to as a child, the sails snapping in the breeze, the bustling crowd and the matching sailor dresses she and her sisters had worn still vivid in her memory. She could almost taste the strawberry ice cream they’d shared on the boardwalk.

A sudden knock at the door pulled Muriel out of her reverie. Who on earth could that be?

“Coming!” she called, before stopping at the teak-framed mirror in the hallway to make sure her dark hair was still neatly secured in a bun at the nape of her neck. She stepped into her clogs and opened the door. It was the drunken “gentleman” who had passed out in her bushes earlier.

“Beat it, scumbag!” Houdini shrilled from his cage, flapping his wings in a frenzy.

Muriel held her tongue with the parakeet, saving her sharpest remarks for the stranger at the door. “What is it this time? Did the bartender cut you off and send you here instead?” 

“Madam, please.” The man removed his Panama hat and twisted the brim in his hands. “I can explain.”

“What is there to explain? I have no interest in your affairs.” Muriel started to close the door—until he wedged his foot against it.

“I lost something valuable here. If you’d allow me to look, I’d be most grateful. It must have fallen from my pocket when I—uh—landed in your bushes.”

Oh, for Pete’s sake.

She studied him. Woeful eyes. Nervous hands. Just enough shame to seem genuine. Well, heck.

“Fine. Have a look—but tread carefully. You’ve already traumatized my hibiscus.”

She shut the door behind her and followed him along the landscaped row beside the lanai.

“Thank you, madam. I truly appreciate this.”

At the bushes, he glanced at her as though seeking permission, then dropped to his knees and began combing through leaves and soil like a man searching for absolution. 

At last, he straightened, withdrawing a handkerchief from his breast pocket to dab at his brow.

“Well?” Muriel scowled. “Did you find it?”

His shoulders sagged. “No. I’m afraid not.”

“Tell me what you’re looking for, and I’ll keep an eye out,” she said, surprising herself with the offer.

“Someone entrusted me with a locker at the yacht club. I’ve misplaced the key.” He grimaced. “I was hoping it had fallen here.”

Muriel paused, her gaze lingering as something in his expression gave her pause. “Well,” she said, her voice softening, “why don’t we have a proper chat. Would you care for a glass of lavender lemonade? We can discuss your predicament on the lanai.”

The man retreated to the small wicker table overlooking the yard while Muriel went inside to prepare the drinks. From somewhere within came a sharp, indignant squawk, followed by the frantic flutter of wings. 

Muriel poured the purple lemonade into two glasses and reached into the cookie jar for a few macaroons as well. Her mother had not raised a rube, after all.

When she opened the door, Houdini shrieked, “Take a hike! Awwkkk!” behind her.

He laughed. “What’s wrong with your bird?”

“Oh, don’t mind him
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