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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 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.
***
The beagle puppy danced happily as the bright yellow bow was adjusted around her collar. Emma Cassidy smiled down at Dixie and looked at the older woman beside her. 
"Dixie's ready to go. I think she knows where we're going. She's been excited all morning." 
Bonnie Hayward nodded in agreement. The dark-haired woman reached out to pet Dixie, the sleeve of her blazer rubbing the puppy's nose as she did. Both women wore jeans and T-shirts. Emma had thrown a lightweight sweater over hers, and Bonnie wore a more professional blazer. Standing, Emma grabbed her tote, which held her laptop, camera, notebook, treats for Dixie, and a bottle of water. 
"Then I guess we should go. The spa preview starts in an hour, and I want to get some before pictures." Emma said, grabbing Dixie’s leash. 
"I think all your work on this project will bring a lot of exposure to the local small animal industry in Citrus Beach. That exposé you made for me on the local veterinarians gave them a push with their business." Bonnie said as she led the way out of Emma's studio. She waited while Emma locked the door behind her, and then the two of them and Dixie jumped into the waiting golf cart that would take them to the main entrance where Bonnie had parked her car. They had decided to go together; each had their own tasks to complete at the spa, and Emma was going to catch a ride with one of her friends to return. 
The new Doggy Day Spa was the talk of Citrus Beach. Although Emma had caught glimpses of it, she hadn't seen all its aspects in full motion, and she was eager for Dixie to experience all the spa offered. A few selected guests were coming before the grand opening, and since Dixie had become the model for the job Emma was doing for Judy Morrison, the spa owner, she had exclusive privileges that only the more elite clients were getting. 
They pulled out of the Cassidy family compound, where Emma lived, and headed east toward Main Street. Passing by the construction site of a new golf course, Emma sighed. Things were moving quickly on the golf course, and model homes were already being built. 
"It won't be long before the club opens," Bonnie said. 
"I'm eager to see what's going on there. I have a meeting with the club manager next week to review a possible job designing an ad campaign promoting the new course. From what I hear, it's more casual than the main course by the beach. I hear they want to carry over the more native theme that we have out here west of town." Emma answered, looking back at the construction crew as they drove past. 
"Will it bother Dixie if I roll down the windows? It's such a beautiful day." 
"Are you kidding? She loves it." 
As Bonnie pushed the button to open the windows, the fresh scent of citrus from the nearby groves enveloped the car with its sweet scent. It had been a mild winter, and now the buds on the citrus were in full bloom. Emma inhaled deeply, savoring the scent. It was her favorite, and it was nothing they could ever duplicate. 
"There couldn't have been a better day for Judy to host a review party. I hope tonight's going to be just as nice,” Bonnie said, pushing her sunglasses up on her nose. It may have been the start of February, but the sun was bright. 
"I'm just so pleased Judy agreed to let Dixie pose for each spa area. I can get some great shots, and we can use them for their publicity ads." Giving a rueful laugh, she added, "I had no idea my graphic design work was going to encompass so much of the PR end of things." 
"You've only yourself to blame. You just did such a bang-up job on Midge Anderson's campaign. Now everybody wants to use your services. Count it as a blessing, Emma." 
"It's hard to believe it's only been a month. Before you know it, Valentine's Day will be there. And I've got several campaigns running for the holiday." Emma rubbed her forehead, thinking about the work ahead. 
"What about your personal life, any campaigns going on there for the holiday?" 
Emma laughed at Bonnie's prying question but didn't bother to answer. Bonnie gave her a wink as if she knew a secret. But Emma ignored her. Her personal life was on hold right now while she was trying to build up her business. Getting herself established in her hometown was her highest priority. In the brief time she had returned, she'd reconnected with some old friends and made new ones. Her studio had been put together exactly the way she’d envisioned. It was perfect for her graphic design work, and now her uncle’s construction company was working on her home. Yes, things were coming together. 
The two women were silent for the rest of the ride, wrapped up in their thoughts. Before Emma knew it, they were pulling into the parking lot of the doggy spa. Emma looked around her, curious about who else Judy had invited for the preview opening. Putting Dixie on her leash, Emma opened the door and stepped out. She heard her name called and turned to see a tall man about her age waving his arms. Next to him was a pretty girl, slightly older. Around her neck was a camera, and in her hands was a clipboard. Emma grinned, thrilled that Jake Miller and Kim Heart were there. 
It didn't surprise her; Kim was a reporter for the daily newspaper, and Jake just always seemed to be at the right place at the right time, and lately, that was usually by Kim's side. Kim had also recently returned to Citrus Beach and she and Jake had hit it off. Jake did investigation work for Emma's stepfather, and his path often crossed Kim's reporting. The two of them had formed a brother/sister bond since Kim’s return, with Jake taking a protective role as Kim got comfortable in her new position as the town reporter and co-owner of the local paper.
As Emma waited for Jake and Kim to make their way over to her, she looked around, watching the activity of the guests and the spa owner. The front door was open, and the owner was standing there waving at her guests with a huge smile. 
"Judy looks pleased with herself," Bonnie said. 
"She should. She put a lot of hard work into the spa opening. Although she didn't say it, I think there's more riding on it than just the success of her business. There's always been an underlying panic when I talk to her." 
"I felt that too. But opening your business is nerve-racking, as I'm sure you're aware. She'll be fine once the grand opening ends and things become routine. I'm going to head inside," Bonnie answered.
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Chapter 2

Bonnie didn't wait for Emma to answer. Instead, she moved toward the front door. She hugged Judy and kissed her on her cheek, and both women laughed. Emma then turned her attention away from the front door as she felt Dixie tugging on the leash, excited to see her two friends approaching. 
“Is Dixie already for her grand debut as the show’s star?" Jake said, reaching down to pick up Dixie, gave her a snuggle, and grinned at Emma.
"I think she is. She's been wound up all morning as if she knows there will be something special about today." Emma grinned back at her friend and then turned to Kim, pointing at her camera. "I take it you're here officially for the paper?"
"Yes, there's been so much hoopla about the opening of this Doggy Day Spa from a certain graphic designer I know, that I have to make sure the opening is covered completely," Kim teased. The three of them laughed. Then, with a nod, Jake led the way, still holding Dixie, to the entrance of the spa.
Judy greeted the three of them warmly and gushed over how sweet Dixie looked. She was polite when Kim introduced Jake, but her attention was already pulled away from them toward the other guests. Excusing themselves, the three friends wandered into the spa to look around.
"Oh, my goodness. I think I'm jealous of the treatment these puppies will get. This looks more elegant than the spa I go to for myself in Fort Lauderdale." Kim looked around, stunned by the spa’s interiors. 
The entry opened into a large waiting room with adult chairs and plush doggy beds. These were obviously for the waiting clients. Beautiful pictures of pedigree dogs had been enlarged and hung on the walls. Behind the reception desk were shelves of dog products arranged tastefully. A big basket of dog toys was in front of the reception desk. The same toys were on racks along with every dog treat you could think of that the owners would be enticed to buy for their furry friends. 
“Well, this sure ain't no barbershop," Jake laughed, putting a slight hillbilly accent to his voice. 
Well-dressed guests walked around the large room, well-groomed dogs on leashes by their side. The animals were perfectly behaved as if they didn't dare do anything that would ruin the atmosphere of perfection. Kim took several photos, promising to share the results with Emma.
"Boy, that guy doesn't look happy to be here," Jake stage whispered. Emma and Kim turned their heads to look in the direction he nodded to.
"You're right; his attitude doesn't quite gel with the atmosphere the owner is trying to create," Emma said after watching the young man for several moments.
He dressed in the same uniform the other employees wore: gray pants and a white button-down shirt with a name badge in the shape of a cheerful puppy, but he didn't share their cheerful smiles. His shoulders were hunched slightly, and he shuffled as he walked. He didn't smile at the guests like the other employees did, and Emma had the feeling he wanted to be anywhere else but here.
"In this sea of perfection, he might be somebody interesting to talk to." mused Kim.
"Kim, don't do it today. Let Judy have her moment of glory," Emma warned, shaking her head at Kim.
"I wouldn't dream of doing it today, but I think a follow-up story is in order." As if to prove her point, Kim turned away from the young man and raised her eyebrows when she saw the women walking in the front door.
"Judy is certainly getting some influential clients here."
Jake and Emma turned to see who she was talking about, but before Emma could take a step forward to greet the women, Dixie jumped, pulling on her leash that Emma was just barely hanging onto. She rushed forward to meet the women as they walked toward the three friends.
The puppy danced around their feet, wagging her tail. If she wagged any faster, there was a good possibility she might become airborne. With a laugh, one woman bent down to pick the puppy up and spoke.
"Hello, Emma. It's great to see you and your friends here. Midge and I had to come and see the grand opening."
Emma hugged Charlotte Potter warmly and then extended an equally friendly hug to Midge Anderson, one of her clients.
"Charlotte, I had a feeling I'd see you here. Midge, it's great to see you again," Emma answered.
Emma was correct. Charlotte Potter rarely missed anything in town. As the town matriarch and one of the wealthiest women in the area, she was welcomed in any event, her presence adding a seal of approval. Charlotte was more than just the town matriarch to Emma. She was like a favorite aunt, even though they weren't related. The older woman had been part of Emma's life since she was a small child, and they had a special bond. After a few moments of chitchat, Emma found herself looking at the entrance. Finally, she couldn't help herself; she turned to Midge. 
"Is Travis coming?"
"No, but he'll be at the grand opening party tonight. And I’m supposed to pass on a message to you. Save a dance for him."
Emma couldn't help the blush that stained her cheeks, and Jake didn't help the matter by giving her a shove on the shoulder and a bit of friendly teasing.
"Come on, you two. Let's keep exploring the spa. I need to get my pictures and get back to the office to write up my story," Kim said, interrupting Jake's teasing.
They said goodbye to the older women who were being hailed by Judy and went to explore the rest of the spa.
As they wandered in and out of different rooms, including a wading pool on a large, screened patio, Emma took pictures of Dixie trying out all the amenities the spa had to offer.
"You know, I think I've got enough for my piece. I'm going to head back to the paper. I'll see you two tonight at the grand opening party."
Kim put away her camera as she spoke, breaking up their exploration. Jake decided it was time for him to go and catch up with Kim as she walked across the room, leaving Emma alone, watching the other guests wander the spa.
It didn't take long for her to catch sight of another familiar face, but she wasn't as excited to see this woman as she had been to see Charlotte and Midge.
The woman was overweight, and the bright pink shirt only accented her size. Short black curly hair was pulled off her face with a sparkly clip and she wore dangling earrings and glittering chains so tight around her neck that they looked like they wanted to sink into her sagging double chins.She leaned against one of the chairs in the room, lifting her feet one at a time as if to keep the weight off the bright pink spiked heels she wore. Diane Summers never failed to stand out in a crowd. Emma couldn't say why she disliked the woman. Something about her rubbed Emma the wrong way, and she tried to stay clear of her whenever they were together.
But it didn't look like she would be that lucky today. Diane raised her hands and called out to Emma in her loud voice, and Emma had no choice but to return the greeting. Rather than yelling across the room as Diane had, Emily walked over to stand near the woman, holding Dixie in her arms.
"Emma Cassidy, what a surprise to see you here. I would have thought you would be giving your dog a bath by the garden hose, like your mother would, not here, at Judy’s spa."
Emma bit her tongue so hard she thought for sure she was going to taste blood. After a moment, she smiled tightly and answered the woman.
"Oh, Dixie here is special; she only gets the best treatment. Where is your dog, Diane?"
The woman had the grace look a little embarrassed, "Spike doesn't come to these types of things. He's home resting."
Emma had a hard time not laughing out loud. It was a well-known fact in Citrus Beach that Spike was not welcome to these types of things. The dog habitually chased other dogs and nipped at any human that might get in his way. Emma knew he'd been kicked out of more than one obedience class for dogs.
Diane looked around nervously, hoping that Emma would not bring up Spike's bad behavior. Emma took pity on the woman and smiled.
"Well, I'm sure you’ll have him booked in no time for private spa treatment."
Diane Summers gave Emma a weak smile and walked away.
"Emma, did you just put Diane Summers in her place?"
Bonnie Hayward's voice came from Emma's right shoulder, and she turned to look at her friend and spa owner Judy Morrison's grinning face.
"Did I?" 
The three women laughed, knowing full well that Emma had. Then Judy grabbed Emma's hand and squeezed it.
"I can't thank you for all your hard work. The preview has been such a success. I just know tonight's grand opening party will be even better. What could possibly go wrong?"
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Chapter 3

"I'm sorry Dixie, you just can't come tonight. This party is for humans. No canines allowed."Dixie sat at the end of Emma's bed, watching her prepare for the Doggy Spa party. Emma put her earrings on and swiped a brush on her hair one last time. Her auburn curls bounced with the motion and freedom of being worn loose. Reaching behind the dog, she grabbed the lavender cashmere sweater she intended to wear over the dark purple dress. She wanted to look nice but didn't want to stand out. It was Judy's night to enjoy the limelight.Opening the closet door, she looked at the shoes on the rack and debated. Then, remembering Travis's message, she grinned and grabbed a pair of low-cut heels rather than the high heels she intended to wear. The party was going to be elaborate, and Judy had hired a small band to play music in one of the outdoor tents that were set up in the parking lot. There would be room for dancing and high-top tables were set up in the tent. The caterers had worked all day getting their food prepared for the guests."Travis wants to dance tonight, Dixie. Don't wait for me. I think I'm going to be late."Giving the dog a playful kiss on the nose, Emma grabbed a small purse and left the dog staring at her as she walked out the door. Emma didn’t worry about Dixie; she knew the puppy would be sound asleep before she even reached her car.Emma made her way down the stairs of the apartment that was over one of the storage buildings at the end of the pond. Emma shared the property, all ten acres of it, with her family. Her mother had an office and her own home in one corner, and her uncle had his construction company offices on the other side of her office. Emma's cottage was being built in a secluded area near the preserve. At the far end of the acreage was a small airstrip. It was used for Emma's mother's clients to arrive conveniently in Citrus Beach from their homes up north. Once they reached the airstrip they would be chauffeured to their homes on the island.  
Emma and her uncle are currently negotiating with the owners of a large plot of land close to where Emma's home is being built. Their goal is to buy it and connect it to the state's preserve area that backs up against the property. After seeing another golf course not too far from their home, the Cassidy family wanted to preserve as much land around them as possible.When Emma reached the bottom of the stairs, she looked over to her car and came to a complete stop. There, casually leaning against the convertible, was Travis Anderson with a mischievous grin spreading across his face."Surprise."Emma looked around, searching for his car, and he quickly explained.“I caught a ride with your uncle on his way back. I thought maybe we could go to the opening together.""And what if I have plans to go with somebody else?" She teased with a chuckle.Travis didn't bother answering. Instead, he took her hand and pulled her close, giving her a light kiss on the lips. When she pulled away, Emma noticed his blue tie matched his vivid blue eyes. The tie was worn with a white dress shirt, black slacks, and a perfectly cut jacket that showed off his athletic body.Turning, he opened the door of the car for her and waited until she had gotten in before he leaned over and whispered, "This was the best way I could think of to ensure I got that dance tonight." Without waiting for an answer, he walked around the car and got on the other side."You're awfully sure yourself.""Yep."Emma giggled at his response and started the engine. A few moments later, they were leaving the compound's gate and heading toward Citrus Beach.Tonight, Emma was a guest. She didn't need to arrive early to do any work. She knew Judy had hired a professional photographer to take pictures for the party, and Emma would be able to use the pictures as needed for any further promotions. Tonight, her job was to mingle and enjoy herself. And that's what she intended to do. She put in a lot of hours on this campaign, and she wanted to watch the reactions of Judy's clients as they wandered in and out of the spa and enjoyed themselves at the party.They arrived on time and then happily turned her car over to the valet parking. As she watched the young man drive her car off, she was reminded of how Jake had met her stepfather when he had been a valet at the yacht club."Do you want to wander into the spa or get something to eat and drink?" Travis asked, breaking into her thoughts."I’ve seen everything inside. Let's enjoy the party and give the guests who haven't seen it space to do so."Travis grinned and took her hand, leading the way to the large tent where the succulent smells of food wafted their way. Inside the tent, Travis left her long enough to grab two glasses of wine. While he was getting their drinks, Emma looked around and saw a woman her mother's age standing behind the food buffet. She gave an enthusiastic wave to Emma, who smiled back, not surprised to see that Kayla Spinner had chosen to be the caterer. Her food was the best in town, and she was the caterer in demand if there was a fancy party."Here's your drink, Emma," Travis said, handing her a glass. He nodded behind him, "Look who I found."Emma turned and saw Kim and Jake standing behind Travis. Jake already had a plate of food, and Kim was holding his glass in one hand and her glass in the other hand."Hey, you two. Kim, I love your dress." Emma greeted her friends. 
"What about my outfit?" Jake pouted in a teasing manner."Yes, Jake, you clean up pretty well too. At least you're not wearing shorts."Jake was dressed similarly to Travis, and Kim wore a fashionable gray dress that was so simple in design that Emma knew it had to be expensive.Together, the four moved to one of the high-top tables nearby and spent some time catching up with each other. It had been several days since Emma had seen Travis. He had been busy at his family's office and had gone out of town for several meetings. After catching up, they grew silent companionably and watched the other guests around them.Everyone was laughing and talking, and several couples were dancing. Everyone seemed to be having a good time, and laughter mingled with conversation, filling the night air, along with the band’s rendition of popular music from the 80s. Emma was pleased that Judy's party was becoming a success.Emma was just about to say something to Kim when her friend gasped."Wow. I can't believe he had the nerve to show up here," she hissed, discreetly pointing to a man walking in the tent. The others turned their heads in the direction she was pointing, as did several other guests. There was a lull in the conversation as everybody noticed the man."Who is he?" Travis asked in a low voice."That is Judy's competition. And he's not so friendly about it." Jake was the one to answer, but Kim butted in and gave more details."That's Sal Delgado. He made a huge fuss when he found out she would open the spa. He has a dog grooming business on the other side of town. But it's nowhere near as elaborate as Judy's, and he fought her every inch of the way as she built."Emma nodded, remembering some of the instances she had butted heads with the man. He had been determined to see Judy's fail before it even opened."I hope he’s not here to cause trouble," Emma said.They watched the man strut toward the spa only to be interrupted by two men who appeared from within the crowd. With a start, Emma realized Judy had hired security, and she must've pointed out Sal Delgado to them. The two security men refused to let Sal into the spa, and after several moments of heated discussion, the man turned on his heel and stalked away. As he passed their table, all four heard him utter, "She's gonna regret this."
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Chapter 4

As Sal left, whispering conversations filled the air, and Emma observed Travis, curious about his reaction. 
“Wow, somebody’s got a problem.” Travis shook his head as he returned her glance. But the surrounding partiers paid little more attention than was called for and quickly returned to their conversations, dismissing the man as if he didn’t matter. If they only knew how wrong they were.
The rest of the evening passed quickly, the party getting into full swing as Kayla’s food was served, its excellent aroma making mouths water, and wineglasses filled with top shelf choices. The band picked up the beat and soon there were younger couples on the dance floor. It was a perfect evening for dancing; the evening jasmine-scented breeze kept the dancers cool, and the music wasn’t too loud. Colorful dresses in elegant fabric swirled to the rhythm of the dancers and laughter mixed with the music.
“I think you owe me a dance, don’t you?” Travis gave Emma a wink and held his hand out for her to follow him onto the dance floor. With a laugh, she joined him and found Kim and Jake, along with several other friends, were also on the floor.
Judy mingled amongst her guests, often with Bonnie in tow, talking to sponsors and clients who were eager to bring their dogs and enjoy all the spa had to offer. The evening passed enjoyably, and several hours later, Charlotte and Midge stopped by the table. Emma and her friends were resting from another round of dancing.
“We just wanted to say good night. Emma, you did another bang-up job,” Charlotte said. Midge quickly agreed and kissed her son goodnight, and gave Emma a hug. With a wave to Jake and Kim, the two women headed to the waiting car, where Charlotte’s good friend and assistant, Robert, stood waiting for them.
As with most parties, when the first guest leaves, it’s a signal soon followed by others. Most of the guests, including Jake and Kim, had left within twenty to thirty minutes. The caterer, Kayla Spinner, was cleaning up her area, and her three staff members picked up the empty glasses and plates.
“Do you need to stick around, or would you like to head home?” Travis asked Emma.
“No, I think I’m done here. I just want to say goodbye to Bonnie and Judy. I have plenty to do tomorrow, so if you don’t mind, I’ll drop you off and head home,” Emma answered with a smile.
“I just saw Bonnie go inside.” Travis pointed toward the main entrance and held his arm out for Emma to take.
“Perfect. Let’s head that way, and I’ll say my goodbyes. Then we can leave.”
The spa staff were also still working, helping the caterers clean up. Emma spoke to them as she made her way inside to find Bonnie and Judy.
“You guys did a great job tonight. I’m sure
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