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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.

***

"More, Timmy, more!"

The cries and squeals of happiness from the children sitting in a small section of the bistro set aside for story-time drew the attention of the other patrons. The area was festively decorated for fall with particular emphasis put on witches, ghost and other Halloween favorites. Piper and Courtney shared a smile as they looked over and watched the children clamoring for the attention of the older man, who held a ventriloquist dummy on his lap.

"I love the sound of children's laughter. It reminds me so much of when my boys were little." Piper Avery had a smile on her face as she pushed her sunglasses up on her head to keep the wind from blowing her silvery hair into her face.

"Your boys were always laughing. And getting into trouble if I remember correctly." Courtney James nodded in agreement, her dark hair bobbing with the movement.

The two women watched the shenanigans of the children as they asked questions of the dummy called Timmy and their reactions when the inanimate doll answered them. The server blocked their view for a moment as she refilled their coffee cups.

"If the kids are too noisy for you, we have tables inside," the server offered.

But both women refused her offer. They were content to sit outside, enjoying the sun on their heads and the wind against their shoulders. It was a beautiful Florida day, and they wanted to enjoy the outdoors as much as the children did.

The older man who was holding the ventriloquist dummy said something to the children that made them clap enthusiastically. Piper and Courtney were a little too far away to hear what he said, but judging from the reaction, it was good. The older man seemed to get as much enjoyment from the children as they were from him. His silver hair was also blowing in the wind, but his was silver from age; Piper's had silvered prematurely from an accident as a child.

"You would never know from the way the man is acting that Samuel Weston is one of the richest men in town," Courtney said to her friend.

"I agree. Mr. Weston has such a great reputation for doing good works, especially with children. I can even remember when my kids were little, he would bring his dummy with him to the park and read stories to the children. The man has a heart of gold."

"And the patience of Job!" Courtney added, laughing as she watched one little boy reach up and try to sit on the other side of Mr. Weston's lap so he could be closer to Timmy, the dummy.

They watched as Mr. Weston slowly and calmly remove the child from his lap, placing him back in amongst the other children and letting the dummy tell the little boy that he had to stay put. With the direction coming from the dummy, the child didn't hesitate or question; he simply did what he was told.

The two women turned their attention to the menu; they didn't have a lot of time for lunch. Making quick decisions, they gave their order and settled back in the chairs to watch the entertainment, enjoying it as much as the children did. When their meal arrived, their attention turned to each other to catch up on the news of the day. They chatted through their lunch, and by the time they finished, the children were scattering to go home, while a few remained wanting to talk to Timmy. 

Piper wiped her mouth with a napkin before she mused out loud to her friend. "You know, Mr. Weston is not only a talented ventriloquist, but he's an excellent wood sculptor, too. I would kill to have his sculptures in my gallery."

"I wouldn't say that too loud, Piper. After all, you have been involved in a couple of killings lately,” a voice said.

Courtney and Piper both looked up to see a young woman standing next to them. Her long brown hair was tied back in a ponytail, and by her side was a beautiful king spaniel.

"Hey, Tessa, pull up a chair and join us," Courtney invited with a smile.

"You know I was only joking, Tessa." Piper laughed along with the other two. She bent down to pet the dog, who wagged her tail, happy to be in the company of the three women.

"How far did you and Daisy walk today?" Piper asked Tessa as she straightened.

"We got in about two miles."

Tessa Rowan was a young, energetic woman who had taken on odd jobs while trying to decide her future. She'd received many offers for scholarships but had taken none of them, not sure that college was her path. For now, she worked for the locals, with one of her primary jobs being dog walking. Although Piper was worried about her indecision, Tessa seemed content. Piper had always thought of Tessa as a daughter. She was a year or two younger than her boys and had been part of the group of friends that always seemed to be at Piper’s home after school and on weekends. 

"You know, Piper, you don't have to kill to get Mr. Weston to show in your gallery. Just ask him," Tessa said as she dropped the leash to the ground and reached for one glass on the table that hadn't been touched. As she swallowed the ice-cold water, Piper shook her head at her.

"It's not that easy, Tessa. Mr. Weston is a very busy and important man. I can't just go up and interrupt him to talk about my gallery," Piper protested.

"Sure, you can. Mr. Weston's a great guy and would be happy to listen to you. Or you could go talk to Timmy." Tessa laughed at her own joke.

But Piper's nervousness, and Tessa's pushing became irrelevant. Daisy took the matter into her own hands, and before any of the women realized what she was doing, the dog left their table and walked over to sit next to Mr. Weston.
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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.

***

"More, Timmy, more!"

The cries and squeals of happiness from the children sitting in a small section of the bistro set aside for story-time drew the attention of the other patrons. The area was festively decorated for fall with particular emphasis put on witches, ghost and other Halloween favorites. Piper and Courtney shared a smile as they looked over and watched the children clamoring for the attention of the older man, who held a ventriloquist dummy on his lap.

"I love the sound of children's laughter. It reminds me so much of when my boys were little." Piper Avery had a smile on her face as she pushed her sunglasses up on her head to keep the wind from blowing her silvery hair into her face.

"Your boys were always laughing. And getting into trouble if I remember correctly." Courtney James nodded in agreement, her dark hair bobbing with the movement.

The two women watched the shenanigans of the children as they asked questions of the dummy called Timmy and their reactions when the inanimate doll answered them. The server blocked their view for a moment as she refilled their coffee cups.

"If the kids are too noisy for you, we have tables inside," the server offered.

But both women refused her offer. They were content to sit outside, enjoying the sun on their heads and the wind against their shoulders. It was a beautiful Florida day, and they wanted to enjoy the outdoors as much as the children did.

The older man who was holding the ventriloquist dummy said something to the children that made them clap enthusiastically. Piper and Courtney were a little too far away to hear what he said, but judging from the reaction, it was good. The older man seemed to get as much enjoyment from the children as they were from him. His silver hair was also blowing in the wind, but his was silver from age; Piper's had silvered prematurely from an accident as a child.

"You would never know from the way the man is acting that Samuel Weston is one of the richest men in town," Courtney said to her friend.

"I agree. Mr. Weston has such a great reputation for doing good works, especially with children. I can even remember when my kids were little, he would bring his dummy with him to the park and read stories to the children. The man has a heart of gold."

"And the patience of Job!" Courtney added, laughing as she watched one little boy reach up and try to sit on the other side of Mr. Weston's lap so he could be closer to Timmy, the dummy.

They watched as Mr. Weston slowly and calmly remove the child from his lap, placing him back in amongst the other children and letting the dummy tell the little boy that he had to stay put. With the direction coming from the dummy, the child didn't hesitate or question; he simply did what he was told.

The two women turned their attention to the menu; they didn't have a lot of time for lunch. Making quick decisions, they gave their order and settled back in the chairs to watch the entertainment, enjoying it as much as the children did. When their meal arrived, their attention turned to each other to catch up on the news of the day. They chatted through their lunch, and by the time they finished, the children were scattering to go home, while a few remained wanting to talk to Timmy. 

Piper wiped her mouth with a napkin before she mused out loud to her friend. "You know, Mr. Weston is not only a talented ventriloquist, but he's an excellent wood sculptor, too. I would kill to have his sculptures in my gallery."

"I wouldn't say that too loud, Piper. After all, you have been involved in a couple of killings lately,” a voice said.

Courtney and Piper both looked up to see a young woman standing next to them. Her long brown hair was tied back in a ponytail, and by her side was a beautiful king spaniel.

"Hey, Tessa, pull up a chair and join us," Courtney invited with a smile.

"You know I was only joking, Tessa." Piper laughed along with the other two. She bent down to pet the dog, who wagged her tail, happy to be in the company of the three women.

"How far did you and Daisy walk today?" Piper asked Tessa as she straightened.

"We got in about two miles."

Tessa Rowan was a young, energetic woman who had taken on odd jobs while trying to decide her future. She'd received many offers for scholarships but had taken none of them, not sure that college was her path. For now, she worked for the locals, with one of her primary jobs being dog walking. Although Piper was worried about her indecision, Tessa seemed content. Piper had always thought of Tessa as a daughter. She was a year or two younger than her boys and had been part of the group of friends that always seemed to be at Piper’s home after school and on weekends. 

"You know, Piper, you don't have to kill to get Mr. Weston to show in your gallery. Just ask him," Tessa said as she dropped the leash to the ground and reached for one glass on the table that hadn't been touched. As she swallowed the ice-cold water, Piper shook her head at her.

"It's not that easy, Tessa. Mr. Weston is a very busy and important man. I can't just go up and interrupt him to talk about my gallery," Piper protested.

"Sure, you can. Mr. Weston's a great guy and would be happy to listen to you. Or you could go talk to Timmy." Tessa laughed at her own joke.

But Piper's nervousness, and Tessa's pushing became irrelevant. Daisy took the matter into her own hands, and before any of the women realized what she was doing, the dog left their table and walked over to sit next to Mr. Weston.








  
  
Chapter 2



The three women each reacted differently to Daisy’s interruption of the older man across the bistro. Piper was mortified and embarrassed, Courtney amused, and Tessa smug. 

“See that, Piper? Daisy has taken control of the situation. Now it’s up to you to follow her lead.” Swallowing the last of the water in the glass, Tessa picked up the backpack she had dropped when she arrived. Giving a thumb up to Piper and a wave to Courtney, the young girl prepared to leave.

“I gotta run. I have a meeting to get to, and I don’t want to be late. Piper, I can pick Daisy up at the gallery and walk her for you this evening if that will help. I know how busy you are making the final preparations for the opening.”

Piper absentmindedly agreed to Tessa’s suggestion, her eyes still on her dog. Courtney looked at her watch and gasped, and in a matter of seconds, she was following Tessa’s lead, giving Piper a hug goodbye, and leaving the bistro.

Moments later, Piper was sitting by herself at the table watching her dog curl up at Mr. Weston’s feet, content with the attention the older man was giving her.

“Tessa’s right. Daisy’s made my decision for me. My dog has abandoned me. I swear, that dog gets me in more trouble…” Piper mumbled to herself as she gathered her things together, preparing to walk across to Mr. Weston and claim her dog.

“Mr. Weston, I’m Piper Avery. I’m sorry my dog has made herself comfortable at your table. I guess she is as attracted to you as the children are,” Piper apologized as she walked up to the man’s table.

“Hello, Piper. I know who you are. I remember you from when your children were young.” Mr. Avery waved off her apology and surprised her with his comment. Reaching down, he looked at Daisy’s personalized collar with her name running across it. “And don’t worry about your dog. I love dogs, and they seem to know it. Unfortunately, I can’t have one at home because my granddaughter doesn’t like dogs. So, I have to enjoy other people’s dogs—like this beauty here. Daisy, is it?”

Piper confirmed that the collar had the correct name on it. Before she could say anything more, Mr. Weston pulled the chair out for her and invited her to sit at the table with him. There was a third chair at the table, and without hesitation, he put the ventriloquist dummy in the chair. The overall effect was two adults and a child sitting together in a bistro. Piper smiled at the picture they made.

“I really don’t want to take up any of your time, Mr. Weston. I know you’re a busy man,” Piper said as she shook her head at the offering of a glass of soda from the pitcher sitting on the table.

“Nonsense. This is my personal time,” the older man said. “I take it once a week and come out here to read stories to the children. My office knows that they don’t dare bother me, and since I finished early, I have a bit of extra time to sit here with a pretty woman and her beautiful dog.” Without bothering to wait for her to agree, he poured her a glass of soda and set it in front of her.

“Now tell me about yourself, Piper. Aren’t you opening the photography gallery here on the promenade?” the man asked, surprising Piper with his knowledge.

He grinned openly at her surprised look, taking a swallow of his own drink before he continued. “There’s not much I miss in town, and I’ve been watching the progress of the Pelican Promenade ever since Charlotte Potter bought it. I took a few peeks in the window of your gallery, and I must say I’m impressed with what I see.”

“Really? I mean, thank you, Mr. Weston.” Piper swallowed and decided to take the bull by the horn and bring up his own artistic abilities.

“I’ve had the pleasure of seeing some of your work as well, Mr. Weston. A friend of mine has one of your woodcarvings, and I have to tell you, I just drooled over it when I saw it.”

The older man seemed surprised at first, but then he slowly smiled, pleased with her compliment. “Ahh, I wish I had more time to spend working on my carvings. It’s been a hobby of mine for years. To be honest, it’s what got me through my wife’s passing. I spent many hours in my wood shop while I grieved. What piece did you see?” he asked.

Piper quickly told him about the beautiful mermaid of his that her friend owned. As she finished, she sounded like a schoolgirl gushing, and the man laughed out loud. Deciding to ask what her heart longed for, Piper took a gulp of soda and then looked the older man directly in the eyes.

“You know, Mr. Weston, I have one section in the gallery set aside for local artists. I would consider it an honor if you put your woodcarvings on display in the gallery.” The last part came in a nervous rush, and Piper hoped the man wouldn’t be offended.

Mr. Weston didn’t answer Piper right away. Instead, he reached down and gave Daisy a little more attention and then he looked at Piper as if assessing her character. Then he gave a slow, brief nod.

“I think I should be the one who is honored,” he said. “But before I say yes, why don’t you come out to the house and look at the ones I have and see if they are what you’re looking for the gallery. You may decide that the one piece that you saw was the best I ever did and not like the rest of them.” 

He held his hand up as Piper started to protest. “No, I insist that you look at the carvings before we agree on anything. If you decide that my work will help your gallery, I would be happy to loan them to you to put on display.” Mr. Weston grinned back at Piper as he saw her stunned look. 

As she stammered to get out a thank you, the older man gave her a piece of advice.

“Piper, don’t be afraid to ask another artist to display their work. Most will feel honored, and at the very worst, they’ll tell you no. And if they do, you’re not out anything for trying. But you may lose out on a good opportunity if you don’t ask. Now, let’s set up a time for you to come up to the house, and I’ll show you my woodcarvings, and we’ll go from there.”

They each pulled up the calendars on their phones and checked their appointment schedule. They finally decided that the only time they had available was the following evening. Piper was thrilled, and she thanked him once again as he began putting his things away so he could leave. Piper grabbed Daisy’s leash and, shaking Mr. Weston’s hand, she said goodbye, before heading down Pelican Promenade towards her art gallery.

Looking back towards the man, she raised her hand to wave at him but lowered it as she saw a familiar figure joining Mr. Weston at his table.

“I wonder what Joel is talking to Mr. Weston about?” Piper asked herself.








  
  
Chapter 3



Piper took a final look in the mirror, making sure her makeup wasn’t smeared, her hair was in place and that there were no crumbs from the sandwich she’d hastily eaten decorating the front of her shirt. 

“Okay, Daisy, you ready to go?”

Looking over at the dog, it wasn’t hard to tell that she was ready as she stood by the front door. Daisy had positioned herself under the rows of hats on display on the wall to the left of the door while she waited for Piper.

Grabbing Daisy’s leash, Piper gave her a stern warning. “I’m still not sure how you finagled an invitation to see Mr. Weston. But I’m glad for your company. You just remember to stay only around Mr. Weston and me. Remember, his granddaughter doesn’t like dogs. I don’t want us getting thrown out before we’ve been there long enough to look at his carvings.” 

The warning didn’t feel necessary, as the dog always behaved and Piper had no problems taking her anywhere in public, but she still thought it best to voice her expectations.

It had surprised her this morning when Mr. Weston’s secretary had called to confirm their appointment and told Piper that Daisy was welcome to come. She even added that Mr. Weston was looking forward to seeing the dog again. It was hard to believe only twenty-four hours ago she’d been sitting in the bistro contemplating whether she dared approach the man.

Tessa had been true to her word and had picked Daisy up from the gallery the previous evening. But she hadn’t stayed long to talk, so Piper didn’t get the opportunity to ask her about her meeting. Tessa had arranged to drop Daisy at Piper’s house and left, not chatting like she usually did. Instead, she seemed preoccupied, and Piper wondered if had something to do with her meeting.

After Piper had gotten the phone call from Mr. Weston’s office, her day had been full and the hours had passed quickly. Now she was ready to head out to meet the man at his beautiful beachside mansion.

It didn’t take long for Piper and Daisy to drive to the Weston estate. It impressed Piper as she pulled up to the entry and rang the bell for the gates to open. The lights were on across the mansion, and in the evening light, it created a stunning picture. The soft glow of the landscape lighting illuminated even the enormous three-tier fountain in the middle of the driveway. As Piper drove by she could smell gardenias through her open window.

Piper had been to many of the largest estates on the island over the years, but the Weston estate was in a class by itself. This was the type of place where presidents came for fundraisers, celebrities came to be seen but not bothered, and wealthy tycoons brokered business deals behind the closed doors of the inner sanctum before going out to play a round of golf.

It was easy to see where the designated parking was, and Piper pulled her car in, parking next to a Bentley. She got out of her vehicle with Daisy by her side and looked over at the Bentley, whistling softly.

“We’re not in Kansas anymore, Toto,” she whispered to Daisy.

But Daisy didn’t seem impressed, and instead tugged at her leash, wanting to head to the enormous front entry with the big mahogany doors and stained-glass window. Piper hesitated for a moment, wondering if maybe she shouldn’t be using the servant’s entrance. Then she shrugged her shoulders.

“You’re right, Daisy. The front entrance it is. After all, Mr. Weston invited us.”

Giving a toss of her silvery hair, she straightened her shoulders and walked across the intricate pattern of pavers that created the driveway and walk. Each of the stairs leading to the front doors had a huge pumpkin on it. But these weren’t carved with the traditional toothy grins of a jack-o’-lantern. No, each was carved with in elaborate designs, and she was sure it was Mr. Weston’s talent on display. They designed the stairs to be a comfortable stepping pace, and before she knew it, she was at the front door, ready to knock.

But just as in an old movie, the door opened before she could raise her hand to ring the doorbell. And there, standing at the door, was an older man in a business suit. Although it wasn’t old-fashioned butler attire, there was no doubt in Piper’s mind that this man ran the household for Mr. Weston.

“Mrs. Avery, please come in. Mr. Weston is expecting you. And this must be Daisy. I’ve been instructed to take good care of Daisy, and I have a treat for her.” He looked at Piper expectedly. It took her a moment to realize the man was waiting for permission to give Daisy a treat. She gave a slight nod and watched as the man reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a dog treat for Daisy. Smiling down at the dog, the man bent over and scratched her behind the ears as he handed her the treat. Then he straightened and looked at Piper.

“I’m Charles Parker, Mr. Weston’s personal assistant. Mr. Weston is on a business call, but he’ll be ready for you at any moment. In the meantime, can I get you something to drink? A soda or a cocktail?”

“A soda would be nice, thank you.”

“Wonderful. If you follow me, you can wait in the great room while I get your drink. Like I said, Mr. Weston won’t be long.” Charles smiled warmly at Piper, making her feel more at ease. Then he led the way to the grand room, and after indicating she could take a seat, he left to get her a drink.

Piper didn’t bother to sit down; there were too many things in the room to look at. And she didn’t care if she was nosy or not as she wandered the room looking at the beautiful pieces of artwork that adorned the walls. Mr. Weston had excellent taste. Piper was just about to return to sit on the couch when she noticed a small, 12“x16″ photograph on the wall that looked familiar. Stepping closer, she gasped, and she realized it was one of her photos.

“Yes, I see you found your own picture. I’ll let you in on our little secret; it’s one of Mr. Weston’s favorites in the room.”

Charles had returned quietly, and Piper hadn’t even noticed him. She jumped a little at the sound of his voice. She felt the blush as it started at her neck and worked its way to her face. It was embarrassing to be caught staring at something she had created, but she couldn’t help the sense of pride that she felt seeing it grace the wall of such a beautiful room and in the company of so many other masterpieces.

“Mr. Weston will just be another moment. Here, sit and enjoy your soda. I need to check on one thing, and then I’ll be back to take you to his office.” Handing her the ice-cold soda, Charles waved towards the couch and then left the room.
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