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Chapter One
 
At first glance the intricate architecture of the roof that rose against the early morning gray sky would take anyone's breath away. The wide eyes of its large attic windows seemed to stare down at the town it resided in, with a subtle affection. The grand, old building was very well known in the small seaside town of Garber. It was the toast of the town in the past, as it was the largest and oldest structure, and had traditionally served as the home of the wealthiest family in town. Over the years, it had changed as much as the town surrounding it had. Garber was a tiny town of only just over two thousand people. Its main businesses were tourist traps and the minimum required to keep a town functioning. It ran the length of a secluded beach, with a bustling town square as its social center.
At one time the quaint environment had drawn the wealthiest of the wealthy, but things had changed since then. Because it was a good distance from anything modern or convenient it had become a less popular destination. The younger crowds wanted to be near nightclubs and the most fashionable stores and restaurants. The older crowds preferred vacationing somewhere more exotic that boasted other amenities, like spas and all-inclusive resorts. Garber fell out of fashion, and seemed to fall out of the progression of time, too. Its buildings began to fade and become run down. Developers were interested in purchasing the properties because it was close to the beach, but the older residents of the town fought against it. They didn't want their town to be bulldozed and turned into a resort or a theme park. Their children moved away to find work, as there was little employment in the town.  
The grand, old home that used to be the center of the town, affectionately referred to as Dune House because of its proximity to the beach, became the prime example of the towns steady downfall. Dune House had been converted into a bed and breakfast by its most recent owners, Beverly and Harry Allen, but it was closed to the public after Beverly passed away. Harry Allen spent the rest of his days as a recluse inside the walls of the home and showed little interest in its upkeep. After his recent death, the town breathed a collective sigh as if this was yet another sign of the town fading away. 
Garber had a mayor who decided it was time for their town to have a new outlook. He began rallying to have developers come into the town and take over what properties they could. He began marketing Dune House as an excellent piece of property for the developers. However, before he could offer it up, he had to get in contact with the relative that Harry Allen had willed the property to, a niece who had not seen him in decades, Suzie Allen. 
Suzie lived a pretty laid back lifestyle. She had a small condo that she enjoyed decorating. She filled her time with reading novels, and spending fun days out with her best friend, Mary Brent. Suzie had been friends with Mary since they were in high school together. They had remained friends, even when Mary's life grew very busy with marriage and two children to raise. Suzie had no interest in marriage or children, she found satisfaction in working as an investigative journalist for a regional newspaper. She was always investigating something, and coming up with new ideas for stories for the papers to run. However, since the digital age had struck Suzie found journalism to be less about the story and more about marketing. She decided to bow out of the field and pursue her creative side. 
Suzie had dabbled in interior decorating, and adored looking into the history of old buildings and how they had changed through the years. She dreamed of restoring an old building. However, in a town as fast-paced and modern as Burlington, she knew there was little chance of that. Not to mention the cost. Her career as a journalist had left her with a comfortable retirement but nothing that could finance purchasing a historical building. 
Now in her fifties, Suzie was feeling a little more restless. She had lived in the same place for so long that she sometimes forgot there was an entire world outside the city limits. She was finishing the latest suspense novel she was reading when the ring of her cell phone startled her. She eyed it with animosity. She was at a very good part in her book and considered not answering it at all. But the ring was persistent. She snatched it up and was happy to see that it was her friend, Mary, calling. 
“Hi, gorgeous!” Suzie greeted Mary cheerfully as she answered the phone. 
“Oh, Suzie,” Mary gasped into the phone, and Suzie knew right away that this was not going to be a happy call. 
“What's wrong, Mary?” Suzie asked quickly. “Is it the kids?” She knew that Mary's children, a boy Benjamin, and a girl Catherine, were away at college. She had stood with Mary the day she had to say goodbye to each of them. Mary's whole life had been built around her children. She had been a housewife since Benjamin was born, and though she was very proud of both of her children starting their own lives, it had been heartbreaking for her, too. Not to mention that she was left to face alone the horrid man she called a husband. Suzie was not a fan of Kent, and she had let Mary know that from day one. But Mary had been in love, and Kent hadn't shown his true colors until after they were married. 
“It's Kent,” Mary admitted with a sigh and a sniffle. “I can't believe he's doing this, but he's taking the house, the car, everything.” 
“Oh, Mary, I'm sorry,” Suzie said gently. She would never tell her friend, 'I told you so'. Mary had been through so much with her husband, and Suzie knew that she regretted trusting him. But his name was on everything they owned. “Why don't you come stay with me?” Suzie suggested. “Get away from him for a while, we'll get you a good lawyer and we'll fight for the house...” 
“No,” Mary said with determination, and a strength in her voice that Suzie hadn't heard in a long time. “I don't even want the house, Suzie. I don't want the car, I don't want anything that reminds me of him. The kids are okay now, they have their own lives, and it's way past time for me to start my own. I'm not going to let him take one more day from me.” 
“I'm proud of you, Mary,” Suzie said quickly. “It's time for you to think about you a little.” 
“Thank you, Suzie,” Mary sighed and Suzie could hear the hurt in her friend's voice. It broke Suzie's heart to think of her suffering, but it also made her feel excited that Mary would finally have some freedom from a man who had done his best to keep her under lock and key. 
“Come over, I've got a bottle of wine with your name on it,” Suzie smiled into the phone, she knew that Mary wouldn't be able to resist. 
“I'll be there in ten,” Mary replied before hanging up the phone.
Suzie didn't have a lot of family in her life and she felt very lucky to have Mary. She busied herself getting the wine and wine glasses ready, and completely forgot about the last chapter of her book. When the phone rang again, Suzie picked it up quickly, thinking it was Mary. 
“Hey, beautiful,” she said, anticipating that it was Mary. 
“Uh, is this Suzie Allen?” an unfamiliar voice asked with a slight stammer. 
Suzie winced as she realized she must have accidentally answered a sales call. 
“May I ask who's calling?” she countered without admitting her identity. 
“This is Bill Cooper, I'm an estate lawyer for your uncle, Harry Allen,” he explained quickly. 
“Uncle Harry?” Suzie asked with surprise as she sat down on the edge of her couch. She hadn't thought of her uncle in many years. “Has he passed?” she asked with concern. 
“I'm sorry, but yes,” Bill replied with a waver in his voice. “I've been trying to contact you for over a week. I'm afraid he passed almost two weeks ago, from a sudden heart attack.” 
“Oh my,” Suzie sighed as she closed her eyes briefly. “I'm sorry, I haven't seen him in so long. I guess I missed the funeral?” 
“Yes, again, I'm sorry for your loss,” Bill said in a professional tone. “But I'm calling to inform you that Mr. Allen named you in his will.” 
“Me?” Suzie shook her head. “There must be some mistake. I haven't seen him since I was a child.” 
“No mistake,” Bill said firmly. “He's left you his property in Garber.” 
Suzie was silent for a long moment as she attempted to recall the house he was referring to. “Dune House?” he prompted. 
“Dune House,” Suzie said with a wide smile as the memories flooded her. She had called it a castle as a child. “But, doesn't he have any children?” Suzie asked with confusion. “And what about Aunt Beverly?” 
“I'm sorry to tell you Suzie, but Beverly Allen died a few years ago. Harry does have a son, Jason, but he did not leave the property to him, he left it to you,” Bill said firmly. 
Suzie was stunned by his words. She hadn't thought of Beverly or Harry for a very long time. Harry was her father's younger brother, and they had had a strained relationship. She had heard briefly about a child being born when she was in her teens, but she had never been told about Beverly's passing. 
“Well, this is very surprising,” Suzie said quietly as she tried to process the idea of inheriting such a large property. 
“I'll need you to come to Garber to sign some papers,” the lawyer said. “He left you the property, the home, and all of its contents. Will you be able to travel to Garber?” 
Suzie hesitated for a moment. She really had no reason not to go. In fact, she had been hoping for something to shake her life up a bit. It might also be nice to meet her cousin and find out what he was like. 
“Sure, I can be there this week,” she offered as a bit of excitement began to build within her. She felt a little guilty for being thrilled considering that her uncle had passed, but she could barely recall his face, let alone anything personal about him. The house she had stared up at as she had built sandcastles on the beach however, she could remember very clearly. 
 
***
 
When Mary arrived at Suzie's condo, Suzie's mind was still spinning with the news of the inheritance, and the loss of her uncle. After her father had died when she was just a teenager, she hadn't kept in contact with his side of the family, considering that he hadn't seemed too interested in keeping in contact with them either. Now, the phone call had stirred up a lot of curiosity in Suzie. She opened the door for Mary with a dazed look in her eyes. 
Mary stepped inside with her suitcase and smiled at Suzie. “Are you okay?” she asked when she noticed the distant expression on her face. 
“I think so,” Suzie nodded and swept her shoulder length hair back over her shoulders. Since she had started to spot some grays in her forties she had been dying it a brassy gold color that seemed to suit her tanned skin and her bright blue eyes. She felt it was important to maintain a youthful appearance since society seemed to demand it. Mary on the other hand had left her looks up to nature. She had gray streaks running through her auburn hair, which Suzie actually thought made the loose curls of her mid-back length hair even more luxurious. Her deep brown eyes were soulful, and seemed to be holding more sorrow lately than they should have been. 
“I'm fine, but what about you?” Suzie asked and hugged her best friend close. In truth, they were more like sisters than friends. 
“I will be fine,” Mary promised her. They spent the entire night sitting up discussing the past, Mary's children, Suzie's career, and the ending of Mary's marriage. At some point Suzie brought up the property she had inherited. 
“What a surprise,” Mary smiled at the news. “Are you looking forward to checking it out?” 
“Oh, I'll probably just sign whatever papers I need to in order to sell it,” Suzie shrugged dismissively. 
“But Suzie, this is what you've always dreamed of,” Mary reminded her with a frown. “Are you sure you want to sell it?” 
“From what he said it needs a lot of work,” Suzie sighed as she thought of the beautiful house she remembered becoming run down, but that was how Bill had described it. “I'm not sure I'm up to doing it all by myself.” 
“You should at least go and see it,” Mary insisted. “Maybe it's not as run down as he's saying.” 
“Maybe,” Suzie frowned. “I feel badly that I missed my uncle's funeral. Apparently, he passed away almost two weeks ago. I didn't even know.” 
“I'm sorry, Suzie,” Mary murmured sympathetically. 
“I know I barely knew him, but I wish I had thought to reconnect with him,” Suzie admitted as she sat back against the couch. “I guess time just gets away from us.” 
“It sure does,” Mary sighed as she took a sip of her wine. “I never thought I'd be in my fifties starting my life over again,” she laughed with a mixture of giddiness and fear. 
Suzie laughed with her and they clinked their wine glasses together in a toast to Mary's new life. Then Mary trailed her fingertip thoughtfully along the rim of her glass. 
“So, don't let another moment pass you by, Suzie,” she encouraged her friend. “This is a chance of a lifetime. Go to Garber and get to know the house that your uncle lived in, you might be able to get to know a little about him, too.” 
“Maybe I will,” Suzie nodded a little and then met Mary's eyes. “But only if you come with me.” 
“Me?” Mary laughed a little. “I don't know if I could do that.” 
“Why not?” Suzie pushed as her blue eyes began to shine with renewed excitement. “Like you said, you want to get away.” 
Mary thought about it for a moment and then nodded slowly. “You know, you're right,” a slow smile spread across her lips. “Let's do it,” she said, her smile becoming a wide grin. “It'll be so much fun!” 
“Yes it will,” Suzie agreed and they clinked their glasses one more time. 
 



Chapter Two
 
The next few days were a whirlwind of packing and getting things in place so that Suzie could be away for an indeterminate amount of time. More than anything she was thrilled to have the time to spend with Mary, and to get her away from the pain that Kent was insisting on inflicting on her. He called several times just to give Mary updates about the legal steps he was taking. Mary ignored the calls at Suzie's insistence. By the time they set out on their five hour drive to Garber, Mary was smiling more and seemed to be looking forward to the journey. 
“When was the last time we took a trip together, just you and I?” Suzie asked with a fond smile as they drove down the highway. 
“I think it was that cruise,” Mary cringed as she recalled the disaster of a 'girls' vacation they had taken. First there had been the fight to even get Kent to agree to it, then there was the inclement weather that left Mary holed up in the bathroom because of seasickness. 
“Ah, yes,” Suzie chuckled. “The cruise that shall not be spoken of,” she grinned around the name they had given it many years ago. 
“At least this one will be on dry land,” Mary pointed out with relief in her voice. 
“That's true,” Suzie laughed as she turned off on the exit that would lead them to Garber. 
“So, you've never met your cousin?” Mary asked as she gazed out the window. “How old is he?” 
“In his thirties, I think,” Suzie shook her head. “It's strange to think that I have a relative that I've never even laid eyes on. From what the lawyer told me, he's a police officer.” 
“Oh dear,” Mary frowned as she raised an eyebrow in Suzie's direction. “I can remember the last time you were in handcuffs.” 
“That was a simple misunderstanding,” Suzie insisted with an innocent smile. 
“Mmhm, it was a misunderstanding that got you a night in jail,” Mary reminded her with a soft laugh. “I can remember that phone call in the middle of the night. When I woke up, I thought uh oh one of the kids is in trouble, imagine my surprise when I heard your voice on the other end of the line.” 
“It was for a story,” Suzie giggled at the memory. The truth was she had been terrified at the time. She had let her role as an investigative reporter get a little out of control by impersonating a police officer, which apparently other police officers did not take kindly to. In the end she had been released because of her spotless record, but it had been a scary night of staring at the stark white ceiling of her cell and wondering if she was going to have to go before a judge. It had made her far more cautious about the risks she was willing to take to get a story, and what stories she was interested in investigating. After that she stuck to less dangerous stories, keeping her focus on politics and consumer issues. 
“Let's make the most of this,” Mary said softly as she continued to gaze through the window. “I'm ready to see what life has in store for both of us.” 
“Me too, Mary,” Suzie smiled to herself. 
 
***
 
When they arrived in Garber it was early afternoon. The air was laced with the scent of salt, and a hint of rain hanging in the air. Suzie stepped out of the car and breathed in deeply. It made her entire body relax. She had always loved the beach, and had spent many summer days with Mary and her children exploring whatever beach they were close enough to reach. She had always found the sea and the mysteries it held to be enchanting. That was why she had talked Mary into the terrible cruise trip they had taken. Though Mary had sworn never to set foot on a boat again, Suzie actually missed being out on the open water. It had been very freeing to feel as if she was detached from dry land. Until of course, the storm had hit. 
“Wow,” Mary breathed out as she stared up at Dune House surrounded by the deep blue sky of the afternoon. “You weren't kidding about this place.” 
“I know,” Suzie sighed as she turned to face it. “It needs a lot of work,” she murmured as she looked from the dangling shutters to the sagging porch. 
“No, that's not what I meant,” Mary said quickly as she continued to stare at the building. “I meant it's as beautiful as you described it.” 
“You've been here before?” a voice asked from behind both of them, causing Suzie to jump slightly and Mary to squint against the bright sun. 
A man in a police uniform was standing before them. He even wore a hat, and a gun in a holster at his side. Suzie felt vaguely nervous when she spotted the handcuffs on his utility belt. 
“Once, when I was a child,” Suzie replied as she studied him intently. “You must be Jason.” 
“I am,” he replied in a clipped tone. His expression was calm, but his gaze was searching her curiously. 
“I'm sorry that I missed the funeral, Jason,” she said softly as she studied the young man. He was in his thirties and quite handsome in his uniform. Suzie could tell that he resembled her father a little around his bold blue eyes, and in the curve of his thin lips. He had that same calm and logical gaze that her father had often worn. She imagined that her uncle must have had the same expression, but she didn't recall it. The only thing unexpected about him was the thick, red hair that peeked out from beneath his hat, which Suzie recalled was the same shade as her Aunt Beverly's. He looked a little uncomfortable as he stood before her, and adjusted the gun in the holster on his hip. 
“It's all right,” he shrugged and then hesitated a moment. “I don't think I ever met you,” he said quietly. “I'm sorry I can't recall if I did.” 
“No, you didn't,” Suzie replied with a warm smile. “I lost contact with your father and his family after my father died.” 
“Oh,” Jason nodded and glanced away, still quite nervous. “I'm sorry for your loss.” 
“Thank you, and I'm sorry for yours,” she murmured in return. “Losing a parent is never easy.” 
“No,” Jason agreed, his eyes cold as they looked back at her. “It isn't, I'm just here to give you this,” he explained as he handed her a small envelope. “I had some of the keys to the house, and also there's some paperwork in there from Bill Cooper. He can't meet you this afternoon, but said he would be happy to meet you tomorrow.” 
“Thank you,” Suzie replied as she took the envelope from him. “It's good to meet you, Jason,” she said with a smile. 
“You too, Suzie,” he replied with a nod of his head. 
“Oh, I'm sorry,” Suzie laughed, feeling a little flustered. “This is my friend Mary,” she pulled Mary over beside her. “She's going to be staying here with me while we get everything straightened out.” 
“Nice to meet you, Mary,” Jason nodded curtly. Mary nodded and smiled in return. 
“I'll let you two get to it,” he said with a shrug and then started to turn away. He glanced back over his shoulder as if he had just remembered something. “The place, it needs a lot of work. I know there is an offer on the table, a very generous one,” he met Suzie's eyes. “It would be best if you settled things quickly.” 
“Oh,” Suzie nodded, a little taken back by his bluntness. He nodded again and then walked off to his patrol car. Suzie glanced over at Mary. “What was that about?” she asked with widened eyes. 
“Who knows,” Mary shrugged as she and Suzie began walking up to Dune House. “One thing about long lost family, Suzie, there are always things you would prefer not to find out.” 
“That might just be the case,” Suzie agreed as the patrol car tore off down the driveway. 
 
***
 
When they made it inside of what was most recently a B & B, Mary and Suzie were both startled by the state of it. Although the outside was certainly untended, there was some expectation that the inside would be a little better. Instead they found layers of dust, furniture covered in sheets, and a kitchen that looked as if it hadn't been used for anything but the microwave and the trash can for years. There wasn't a dish in the sink, but there was still a trash can piled with paper plates, old dinner packages, and boxes from local take out places. 
“Hmm, looks like he didn't leave home too much,” Mary said when she opened the fridge and found it nearly bare, aside from a six-pack of beer, with two bottles missing. “Was he a drinker?” 
“Honestly, I don't know,” Suzie shook her head as she glanced around. “I was thinking perhaps we could salvage it, but...” 
“But what?” Mary asked as she wiped her finger through a layer of dust on the refrigerator door. “Nothing a little elbow grease won't cure,” she smiled. 
“Seriously?” Suzie scrunched up her nose. “I can only imagine that the rest of the place is just as bad.” 
“Don't think of it as a whole, we'll just take it room by room,” Mary insisted and then reached down to pick up some trash from the floor. “Trust me, I've seen worse disasters than this.” 
“Well, if you're game I am, too,” Suzie said with renewed confidence. They worked on the kitchen for a few hours, and then moved into the living room. When it began to grow dark they decided to call it a day. Since there was currently no power to the house they retired to the motel room that Suzie had booked for them. The motel was on the outskirts of town, and there were only a few other cars in the parking lot. It was quaint, clean, and most importantly had comfortable mattresses. They were both worn out from the day and eager to get some good sleep, but the moment they lay down, they also realized they were starving. 
“I think I spotted a vending machine in the hall,” Suzie said as Mary sprawled out on her bed. “I'll go grab us something to munch on.” 
“Sounds perfect,” Mary agreed with a smile. 
As Suzie walked out into the open air hallway that led to both the ice machine and the vending machine she noticed how quiet her surroundings were. She hadn't heard such comforting silence in a very long time. Though the motel was not on the water, she could hear the distant crashing of the waves. She was so distracted by the peacefulness of her environment that she didn't notice a discarded ice bucket in her path until she struck it with her foot which became entangled in the handle. 
“Oops,” she gasped out as she fell forward and braced herself to strike the cold concrete. Instead she landed against the firm chest of someone who caught her in mid-fall. 
“Careful there,” he murmured in a deep, smooth voice. 
“Oh, thank you,” Suzie said as she straightened up quickly and brushed back a few strands of her hair. She smiled as she looked up into the man's cool gray eyes. They gazed out at her from beneath bushy, brown eyebrows, set on top of a face weathered by sun and wind. He looked to be in his fifties, and though his dark brown hair was thick it only covered a portion of his scalp. 
“Are you all right?” he asked with concern, his hand lingering on her elbow as she pried the bucket off her foot. 
“I'm fine,” she promised and blushed at the same time. “A little embarrassed, but fine.” 
“You're not from around here, are you?” he asked as he took the bucket from her and set it beside the ice machine. 
“Is it that obvious?” she asked with a sheepish smile.
“No, it's just that I know every beautiful woman in town, and,” he paused a moment as he looked back at her, “I've never met you before.” 
“Aw, quite the charmer,” she smiled at him and shook her head. “My uncle, Harry Allen, was from here,” she explained. 
“Oh, Harry was your uncle?” he asked with surprise. “He was a good man,” he said in a softer tone. “I'm sorry for your loss.” 
“I appreciate your sympathy,” Suzie replied as he finally released her elbow. “I didn't have the chance to know him well. Were you friends?” 
“Not exactly,” he replied and ran a hand along the grizzled slope of his chin. “Harry wasn't really friends with anyone after Beverly died. He kept to himself mostly. But he was always willing to give a helping hand to those in need. At least, before he holed himself up in Dune House.” 
“He left Dune House to me,” Suzie said with a slight frown. “I still don't understand why.” 
“Oh, I can tell you why,” he said with a nod of his head. “It's to keep it out of the hands of his boy, and that greedy fool we call a mayor.” 
Suzie raised her eyebrows with surprise. “Why would he want to keep it away from Jason?” 
“He wouldn't, I'd guess,” the man shrugged and shoved his hands into his pockets. “It's just that Jason has become very close to the mayor, and the mayor wants that property. I'm sure if Jason had inherited it, he would have handed it right over. It's a shame what happened to Harry. He was healthy as a horse the last time I saw him. It's hard to imagine that his heart just gave out.” 
“It is sad,” Suzie agreed in a wistful tone. “I wish I had known him when I had the chance.” 
“I'm Paul by the way,” he said as he offered her his hand. 
“Suzie, Suzie Allen,” Suzie replied and shook his hand. “It's nice to meet you, Paul, and thank you for your help.” 
“No trouble at all. If you need anything, I'm staying in room eighteen for a few days. I have a boat on the water, but since the waves have been rough the past few days I'm treating myself to some solid ground,” he smiled a little at that. 
“Thanks again,” Suzie said with a nod as she walked over to the vending machine. As he walked away, Suzie watched him retreat through the reflection in the glass in the front of the machine. His words about her uncle made her wonder if that might really have been the reason why Harry had left the house to her. Maybe he was hoping that she would see more value in it than his son did. When she returned to the room with snacks, she found Mary already snoring in her bed. Suzie smiled and covered her up, before settling into her own bed. Despite how tired she was she found it difficult to sleep. Her mind was filled with thoughts of Dune House, of Jason, and of her Uncle Harry. 
 



Chapter Three
 
The next morning Mary and Suzie woke early to head back to work on the house. On the way to the house they decided to stop off at the local diner to have some coffee and breakfast. When they walked in, the locals looked up at them curiously. Suzie offered a friendly smile as Mary selected a table. They were barely seated when a waitress walked up to them. 
“What can I get for you?” she asked in a friendly tone. 
“We'll start with some coffee,” Mary smiled in return. 
“I'm going to use the restroom,” Suzie said as she stood up from the table. Mary nodded and began perusing the breakfast menu. When Suzie returned from the restroom she nearly walked right into Jason, who was waiting for her. 
“Oh sorry,” he said when she gasped. “I didn't mean to startle you.” 
“It's fine,” she said quickly. “I just wasn't expecting anyone to be standing here.” 
“I saw your car, and wanted to speak with you,” he explained and stepped a little closer to her. “I just want to remind you that if you need help with anything, you're welcome to call me any time.” 
Mary was watching from the table they had been seated at. She sipped her coffee as she studied the interaction between the two. 
“Jason, do you mind if I ask you a question?” Suzie asked gently. 
“Sure,” Jason shrugged and locked eyes with her. She could tell that he likely excelled in his role as a police officer as she had barely seen him blink the entire time they'd been talking. He seemed like a very serious, young man, perhaps with something he thought he needed to prove. 
“Why did the lawyers call me?” Suzie asked as she looked openly back at him. “Why would your father leave the bed and breakfast to me and not to his son?” 
“Ah,” Jason nodded slowly. “I guess you really were out of touch. My father and I had a falling out after my mother passed,” he admitted and cleared his throat. 
“I'm sorry, I didn't mean to pry,” Suzie murmured, though that was exactly what she had meant to do. 
“It's okay,” Jason shrugged again as if nothing could disturb him. “My father and I never really saw eye to eye. To be honest, not leaving the house to me was probably the only gesture of kindness he ever offered me. I wouldn't live in that place if someone paid me to,” he paused a moment and glanced over his shoulder before looking back at her. “To be honest, Suzie, you're getting the short end of the stick. My father did leave me an inheritance, what he left you is a rotting pile of junk, and it might cost you more to get it liveable than it's worth.” 
“Oh?” Suzie asked, thinking that Jason's opinion confirmed what Paul had said the night before. She was glad that Jason hadn't been left completely out of the will, but she wondered why he had such bad memories about the home itself. “I hadn't planned on just getting rid of it,” she added. “Mary and I are going to refurbish it, once it's fixed up we might decide to sell it. I'd be happy to split the profits with you,” she added in a light tone. 
“That's very kind of you,” Jason pursed his lips slightly. “But honestly, I'd rather see the place bulldozed. I'm sure there are a few offers on the table since the property is right on the beach. From what I understand the mayor is even interested.” 
“I'm sorry to disappoint you,” Suzie replied in a firmer tone after he mentioned the mayor. “But I have no intention of letting such a beautiful and historical structure be destroyed.” 
“Well,” Jason cleared his throat again, and shifted his hand from his hip to the butt of his gun. “I guess that's settled then.” 
“It is,” Suzie replied and quirked a thin brow as she tried to figure out exactly what his intentions were. In her experience as a journalist she had found she had a talent for reading people, but Jason was a very difficult read. She couldn't tell if he was angry, bored, or just emotionally repressed. 
“I think you might be taking on a bigger project than you realize,” he added with warning in his tone. “But like I said, anything you need, just give me a call.” 
“Thank you,” Suzie replied as she smiled at him. “Would you like to join us for breakfast?” she offered. 
“Oh I can't, I'm on duty,” Jason shrugged and then smiled. “Thanks anyway.” As he turned to walk away, Suzie noticed the sway in his step. She could tell that he had a very important role in the town by the way the other patrons in the diner looked up at him when he passed by them. He paused at the doorway of the diner and glanced back over his shoulder. 
“Suzie, this place is a little different to the big city,” he said calmly. “Remember to call me, for anything,” he added as he met her eyes. Suzie was a little unsettled with the way his blue eyes seemed to bore into her own. Then he was gone, yet again without blinking an eye. 
Suzie watched through the window as he started to walk across the street to his patrol car. Before he could step off the sidewalk a sleek, black sedan pulled up in front of him. He paused a moment, then the driver got out of the sedan, walked around it, and opened the rear door for Jason. She watched him place his hand on the butt of his gun again, but just for a moment, before he slid into the back seat of the car. The driver closed the door behind him, and the sleek sedan pulled away from the sidewalk. 
When Suzie returned to the table where Mary was nursing her coffee, she felt a little confused. 
“Handsome cousin,” Mary said with a smile and a wink as she gestured to the waitress to bring Suzie's coffee. 
“Strange is more like it,” Suzie said with a slow shake of her head. “I can't help but get the feeling that there is an awful lot going on in this town, just under the surface.” 
“Here we go,” Mary said with an affectionate roll of her eyes. “Once an investigator, always an investigator.” 
“Oh foo,” Suzie waved her hand with a laugh. “I haven't worked in a long time, Mary, you know that. The days of me hunting down the story are over.”
“Sure, I can see that,” Mary joked and finished the last sip of her coffee just as the waitress came to refill it. 
“It seems he wants the place torn down,” Suzie shrugged a little. “At first I felt badly about inheriting the property, but now I'm rather glad I did. At least we'll give it a chance to survive.” 
“Speaking of surviving, we better stock up on provisions before we get to work,” Mary said quickly. “I spotted a grocery store in the middle of town, we should go by before we head back to the house.” 
“Good idea,” Suzie agreed. “But first, we eat!” she said as she opened up the breakfast menu. 
Suzie soon discovered that what the little town lacked in culture it more than made up for in the food it served. She hadn't had anything so tasty in a very long time. She pretended not to know that it was the ample amounts of butter and grease that made it so delicious. As she settled the bill with the waitress Suzie could feel the eyes of some of the locals on her. She smiled at the waitress. 
“We'll see you again soon,” she said. 
“Oh, you're staying?” the waitress asked with surprise. She had curly, white hair that was poofed just enough to make her head resemble a turned dandelion. “I thought you might be just passing through.” 
“No, we'll be staying for a little while,” Suzie said as Mary walked up beside her. “And with the delicious coffee you have I'm sure we'll be back for more.” 
“Okay then,” the waitress smiled, her eyes gleaming with the information she'd received. “It's about time that dusty old place had some real life in it again.” 
“We'll do our best,” Suzie laughed before she and Mary walked out the door of the diner. 
 
***
 
Despite their excited chatter on the way back to the house, when Suzie took another look at the house and all of the help it needed, she felt the wind leave her sails a bit. She didn't want to invest a lot of time and money into something that couldn't be repaired. She frowned as she tested some of the wood on the porch. 
“I think this will all have to be replaced,” she muttered. 
“Don't worry about that now,” Mary reminded her. “One room at a time.” 
From the threadbare, dust-infested curtains to the carpet worn so thin that the bare, wooden floor could be seen beneath it, there was a lot of work to be done. Suzie and Mary were eager to get started. 
“Operation sunlight!” Mary declared and began pulling down all of the old curtains. The rooms that had once been dreary and strangled by shadows were illuminated by the bright sunlight that poured in through the windows. Windows that were in dire need of some cleaning themselves. 
“It seems as if my uncle just gave up,” Suzie said quietly as she tugged a cover off a majestic, old piano that appeared to have been hidden in the corner for many years. 
“He was just living between his bedroom and the kitchen, from what I can tell,” Mary said quietly as she pressed one of the keys on the piano to see if it was in tune. The sound the piano emitted was jarring, but still seemed to fill the room with a sense of hope. 
“Can you even imagine?” Suzie said as she shook her head. “My entire condo could fit in this living room. He had all of this space, and didn't use any of it.” 
“It must have been lonely to live here after his wife died,” Mary said as she glanced around at the floor to ceiling windows and the large fireplace in the center of the living room. “Having space isn't always a luxury,” she added. “I remember when my oldest left home for college, standing in the middle of his room and thinking how empty it was.”
“But people leave an impression, and even when they've moved on, it still remains,” Suzie said as she flipped through some of the music books hidden inside the piano bench. “The more I learn about old buildings and homes, the more I long to protect them from destruction. Once someone lives there, it's not just walls and a roof any more, is it?” 
“This place certainly isn't,” Mary said with a small smile of affection as she ran her fingertip along a carving in one of the walls. “You know these marks were probably to measure someone's height. It might not have even been Jason's, could have been some other little boy or girl who once lived here.” 
“We'll have to learn what we can about the place while we're here,” Suzie suggested. “All right, let's move this furniture out of here so we can see what we can do about this carpet.” 
They worked together to move the furniture, most of which was rather heavy. Then Suzie crouched down and began tugging at one corner of the carpet. When she pulled on it, the carpet disintegrated in her hands. 
“Hmm,” she said as she glanced over at Mary. “I think we might need a little help with this.” 
“I think you're right,” Mary laughed and laid her hand on the mantle above the fireplace. When she did she touched the glossy surface of a photograph. 
“Suzie, look at this,” Mary said with a smile as she picked up the photograph. 
“What is it?” Suzie asked and stood up, dusting off bits of carpet as she did. 
“It's a photograph of the sunrise over the beach,” Mary said with admiration as she showed it to Suzie. “It’s not dusty so it was probably taken recently. If your uncle took it, he must have been a good photographer, don't you think?” 
“I'd say so,” Suzie replied in a murmur as she studied the image. The myriad of colors sprawled across the sky were interrupted only by a few sea birds soaring by. “It's beautiful,” she admitted. 
“Let's get started on this carpet,” Mary coaxed her. “In no time we'll have this place looking as wonderful as it once did.” 
Suzie had a hard time believing that, but she was grateful for Mary's optimism. They worked together to tear up and roll back some of the carpet. Suzie was inspecting the hard wood floor, wondering if she could just polish it or if it would need to be redone, when she noticed something strange about some of the floorboards.
“Look at this,” Suzie said as she traced her fingertips along the thin wood. “I don't think this is sealed,” she frowned as she narrowed her eyes. 
“It isn't, look here,” Mary said and pulled a corner of the wood up out of the floor. It was a large square, all one piece that could be lifted out of the rest of the floorboards. 
“What's underneath it?” Suzie asked with excitement creeping into her voice. 
“I think it's a safe,” Mary said as she looked down at the metal container with a padlock on the front. 
“Wow,” Suzie grinned as she reached into the hole the safe was hidden in and rocked it a little to see if it was loose. “I think I can lift it right out...” she started to say and then lifted the safe out of the hole. She set it down on the floor next to her. 
“It's not too heavy,” she said as she tugged at the padlock on the front. “But I don't think we're getting in here too easily.” 
“I think I spotted some bolt cutters in the hall closet,” Mary said and hurried off to get them. When she returned with the bolt cutters Suzie hesitated. 
“Do you think we should open it?” she asked with a frown. 
“All of the contents belongs to you,” Mary reminded her. 
“I know, but it still feels strange,” Suzie admitted. “I guess it wouldn't do any harm to see what's inside.” 
It took a few attempts but she managed to cut through the lock. When they opened the safe they found very little inside. There were a few stacks of legal papers as well as a small key. 
“What do you think this belongs to?” Suzie asked as she held the key up to the sunlight drifting through the windows. 
“Only key I've seen like that belonged to a safety deposit box I had,” Mary said as she studied the key as well. “It looks like it might have the initials of the bank on it.” 
“Here, look at this,” Suzie said as she pointed to one of the papers in one of the stacks. “It lists the bank and box number.” 
“How interesting. It seems like a lot of effort just to keep a key safe,” Mary said thoughtfully. “I wonder what's inside the safety deposit box.” 
“Well, whatever is inside the safety deposit box would surely belong to Jason, so I guess I should call him and let him know that we found the key,” Suzie suggested with a slight shrug as she fiddled with the business card that Jason had given her. 
Despite the fact they were cousins, Suzie felt a little uncomfortable around Jason. If only she could pin down his intentions, and read him as easily as she could other people, she might feel a little more secure. 
“You give him a call, and I'll finish rolling up the rest of this carpet,” Mary offered as she brushed some dust off the knees of her jeans. 
“I don't want you doing all the work, Mary,” Suzie warned as she glanced guiltily over at her friend. 
“Suzie, this is the best thing for me,” Mary assured her as she got back down on her knees to roll the carpet. “I've always found focusing on a task to be the best time to sort through things in my mind. It just seems easier to figure things out while my body is busy doing other things.” 
“Just don't overdo it,” Suzie warned her as she pulled out her cell phone. 
“I'm not dead yet,” Mary winked at her. “In fact, for the first time in a very long time, I feel very alive.” 
Suzie smiled at that. It reassured her to think that something about all the work they were doing was creating some kind of healing for Mary. As Suzie dialed the number on the business card she stepped outside onto the wraparound porch to make the call. As she walked around behind the large building she found herself awestruck by the deep blue of the water against the pale blue of the sky. It seemed to grab the core of her and give it a sharp shake to see something so beautiful. It wasn't that she hadn't seen beautiful things before, but the combination of the salty air, and distant intangible memories of her youth was a powerful force. 
“Hello?” Jason's voice jarred her from her thoughts. She blinked twice before she even remembered that she had called him. 
“Hi, Jason it's Suzie,” she paused a moment and then added. “Your cousin.” 
“I remember,” Jason chuckled a little into the phone. “What can I help you with?” 
Suzie smiled at the question. It was endearing for someone to automatically offer to help. 
“Actually, I think I have something that might help you,” Suzie replied as she flipped the business card between her fingers. “Mary and I were pulling up the carpets in the living room and we came across a hidden safe. Did you know about that?” 
“A hidden safe?” Jason repeated hesitantly. “I've never known my father to have a safe.” 
“Well, it was there,” Suzie replied. “Inside were only some documents regarding the property and some old vehicles, but also a key to a safety deposit box.” 
“Oh?” Jason's voice had dropped in tone quite a few octaves. 
“Well, your father left the contents of the house to me, but I'm sure he intended for you to have whatever was in the safe and the deposit box that this key must open,” she explained. “So, would you like to come pick it up?” 
“Uh, at the house?” he asked, his voice still awkward. 
“If you don't mind,” Suzie replied with a touch of confusion. “I'm covered in dust and carpet fibers, so I'm not exactly presentable to the public. If you'd rather I could meet you somewhere later after I've had time to clean myself up.” 
“No,” he paused a long moment and Suzie wondered if the call might have been dropped. Right when she was about to check the connection, he spoke up. “I'll come over,” he replied reluctantly as if it was the worst thing he could imagine. “Just, do me a favor and meet me outside, okay?” 
“Sure, Jason,” she replied with a softer voice. “Just text me when you get here.”
“I will,” he replied before hanging up.
 Suzie stared down at the phone for a moment. She found it very odd that Jason was so opposed to stepping into the house. She had just been marvelling over the beauty that could be seen from the porch she was standing on, but Jason acted as if he'd rather be anywhere else on earth. She could understand that since his father had recently passed in the home there might be some underlying grief that caused his dislike of the place, but still, something seemed off about it. When she walked back into the living room she found that Mary had already rolled up the remainder of the carpet. 
“Wow!” Suzie exclaimed with a laugh, her blue eyes dancing as they swept over the bare wooden floors. “If I had known you could do all this yourself I would have been sitting on the porch with an iced tea.” 
“Ha, ha,” Mary panted out as she struggled to her feet. “I think I might have overestimated the youth of my back.” 
“Well, then it's to the porch with you, young lady,” Suzie said sternly. “I'll bring you some iced tea. You will not believe the view,” she sighed with pleasure at the recollection of it. 
“Did you talk to Jason?” Mary asked as she dusted off her hands. 
“Yes,” Suzie replied and bit her lip lightly as she wondered if she should share how strange she found her cousin. “He's going to come by to pick up the key,” she finally said. She didn't want to continue to question Jason's behavior. He had just lost his father after all, and had no mother to turn to either. In fact, in Suzie's estimation, she was probably Jason's closest living relative. She didn't want to alienate him just because he wasn't grieving the way she expected him to. “Go on out,” Suzie encouraged Mary. “I'll meet you out there.” 
When Suzie stepped out onto the porch with a glass of tea in each hand, she found Mary gazing with a dreamy smile on her lips at the ocean stretched out before her. 
“How could anyone give this up?” she asked quietly as she accepted the glass of tea from Suzie. “I think I could stare at the ocean forever.” 
Suzie rubbed her friend's back lightly and smiled sympathetically at her. “I know this is still hard for you, Mary,” she said gingerly. “I can't tell you how much I appreciate your help.” 
“I can't tell you how much I appreciate being here,” Mary replied as she took a sip of her tea. “You always seem to know exactly what to do.” 
“Ha,” Suzie rolled her eyes at that and leaned against the railing of the porch, with her back to the ocean. “If only that was the case,” she smiled as nostalgia flooded her. There were a lot of turns in the road of her life that she would have preferred to have led down different paths. But as she glanced over her shoulder at the rolling waves and the slowly setting sun, she was certain that despite the missteps, she had landed exactly where she was meant to. 
“Hello?” Jason's strong voice called from around the corner of the house. Suzie straightened up and set her glass of tea down on the flat surface of the wide railing. She walked towards the sound of Jason's voice. 
“We're back here,” she called out as she walked around the corner of the house to meet him. Jason stood tentatively at the edge of the porch as if he expected the wooden boards to collapse beneath him. “I thought you were going to text me?” Suzie reminded him. 
“I did,” he replied with a gruff edge to his voice. Suzie slid her hand into her pocket to check her phone. When she found it empty she realized that she must have left it on the kitchen counter while she was fixing the iced tea. 
“Sorry, Jason,” she frowned as she met his stolid blue eyes. He only looked back at her expectantly. She gritted her teeth as she realized getting the slightest hint of emotion out of him was going to be like pulling teeth. “Here,” she handed him the key that she had stowed in her other pocket. “I'd be happy to give you the other paperwork that was in the safe.” 
Jason stared nervously at the key he was holding between his thumb and first finger. “Honestly, I don't even want this,” he shrugged and started to turn away. “I'll probably just tell the bank to donate whatever is inside.” 
“Jason, wait,” Suzie reached out and grabbed his forearm gently. He seemed a little startled by her touch, and she was just as surprised by it. Despite Jason being about the age that her own child might be if she had one, she had never felt a maternal pull before. Something about Jason made her want to understand him, and even help him if she could. Perhaps it was because they were family, or maybe it was some irrational need that she hadn't put a finger on yet.
 “I just want you to know that if you need to talk,” she smiled awkwardly, “I'm here. I mean, there may be some things you want out of the house. Things that belonged to your father, or to your mother,” she suggested. She caught sight of a flicker of emotion cross his face when she mentioned his mother. 
“There's not,” he said sternly and drew his arm from her grasp. “Listen, I appreciate the gesture,” he said calmly as he met her eyes. “But I have people I can talk to. Really the best thing for me would be to have all of this off my back. Okay?” he narrowed his eyes slightly as if he was willing to speak in a harsher tone if she pushed him. 
“Okay,” Suzie nodded slowly, though she wasn't sure if she understood. As he walked away, Suzie could tell from the tension in his shoulders that she had ruffled some feathers. She was ready to believe that Jason was one mystery she was not going to be able to figure out. 
“Well, isn't he pleasant,” Mary said as she walked up behind Suzie with her glass of iced tea. Suzie laughed a little as she took the glass of tea and they both watched Jason climb into his patrol car. 
“Well, he is a police officer, maybe he just has to have a tough attitude,” Suzie shrugged. 
“Hmm, I don't think so,” Mary said as she watched Jason tear out of the driveway. “I've seen that look plenty of times. He's hiding something.”
“You think?” Suzie asked with surprise. 
“All I'm saying is that if I ever saw that look on my son's face, I knew that we were going to need to have a long conversation,” Mary laughed lightly and then arched an eyebrow. “I guess they never grow out of it.” 
“I guess not,” Suzie replied with a slight frown. “All right, enough work for tonight I think,” she grinned. “How about I start a fire and we trade in these teas for some wine?” 
“Sounds like a good plan to me,” Mary agreed. 
 
***
 
Once the fire was crackling in the large fireplace, which was in the center of the large living room, Mary sprawled out across one of the three couches in the room. Suzie had found a box of trinkets in the master bedroom and was sorting through them in front of the fireplace. 
“These must have been Beverly's,” Suzie said softly as she sorted through the collection of handmade crafts. “It's sweet that he kept them for so long.” 
“How can Jason not want any of these things?” Mary asked with a sigh. 
“I'm not going to get rid of them. I'll box them up for him, maybe one day he'll want them,” Suzie said quietly. Then she paused as she pulled out an envelope from the box. “Hmm,” she glanced up at Mary. “Do you think it would be wrong to read it?” 
“Not at all,” Mary sat up so she could listen. 
When Suzie opened the envelope she expected it to be correspondence between husband and wife, but the letter she skimmed over had nothing to do with that. It was a letter from a father to a son. 
“I know dear boy that we have been separated by time and hurt, and I am guilty of always believing that tomorrow would come. However, due to recent discoveries I have made, I fear my time is much shorter than I anticipated. In fact, I fear I no longer believe in tomorrow. I have felt someone watching me, and I know that I have crossed a terrible line. A funny thing happens when you are faced with the end of your life. You begin to think about all the ways you missed out on living it. When your mother died, Jason, I missed an opportunity to be the father you needed me to be. Since then I have missed that opportunity with each and every day that passed. There isn't time left to express all that I truly feel, but the most important thing that I have failed to convey for so many years, is that I love you. I ask for your forgiveness, without the expectation that it will be given. I ask for it so that you will know that I recognized the hurt that I have caused. All I ask of you is that you find a way to heal and let go of the past. Don't be an old man, in an old house, with an old mind. Live your life, Jason, with freedom and passion.” 
“Wow,” Mary murmured as she listened intently. She smiled fondly at the familiar desire that a parent has for a child, that their lives will somehow be better than that of their parents. “What else does it say?” she asked eagerly. 
“Nothing,” Suzie whispered as she looked over the letter once more. “It's almost as if he planned to write more, but never had the chance to,” she frowned as she tucked the paper back inside the envelope. “I'll have to make sure Jason has the chance to read this.” 
“I hope he will,” Mary said gently and swept her gaze over the grand living room that was painted in subtle reflections of the flame in the fireplace. “I can't imagine how lonely Harry must have felt in his last days.” 
“But how did he know they were his last days?” Suzie asked thoughtfully. “He says that he made recent discoveries about his life coming to an end.” 
“Maybe a medical diagnosis?” Mary suggested with a slight shrug. 
“Maybe,” Suzie hesitated and then shook her head slowly. “Something just doesn't seem right about the tone of the letter. It feels as if he was afraid, not so much of a medical issue, but of a person.” 
“A person?” Mary scooted to the edge of the couch to look more closely at Suzie. “What makes you think that?” 
“I don't know,” Suzie shook her head. “Maybe I'm just reading too much into it.” 
“Well, no matter what inspired him to write the letter, the fact that he did is a treasure. Jason should get some relief from this, if not now, hopefully in the future,” Mary murmured and then stretched her arms above her head as she yawned. 
“Yes, it sounds like Beverly's death really tore Jason and his father apart. How sad to think that at a time when they needed each other the most, they were isolated from one another,” she glanced over at Mary just as she was finishing her yawn. “I second that,” she laughed as she stifled her own yawn. “Let's get some good rest.” 
They had chosen bedrooms to stay in earlier in the day. The rooms in the home had been quite neglected, but at one time it was clear that a good amount of care had been taken to select decorations and paint colors. Each room had its own theme from nautical, to whimsical, to medieval. It was only noticeable if close attention was paid to the subtle decorations and nuances of the texture of the bedding and walls. They chose two rooms close to each other, as the house was rather spooky in the dark. Suzie chose a room that had a Victorian feel to it with thick, long curtains and a four poster bed. Mary chose a room that had a more Mediterranean theme, with bright colors and simplistic furnishings. Neither of them noticed the décor in either room by the time they fell into bed, exhausted from all the hard work they had done.
 



Chapter Four
 
When Suzie's eyes fluttered open the next morning she felt as if she was floating. There was something liberating about being away from home without any set date of return. She found herself looking up at the ceiling beyond the four posts that towered above her bed. The ceiling was weathered but strong and could use a fresh coat of paint. Before she was even up for the day she was already planning what they would attack next in the refurbishing. She walked to the door of her bedroom and listened, but only heard silence. She expected that Mary was still sleeping. 
As Suzie stepped into the bathroom attached to the bedroom she could feel the hard work of the day before in the muscles of her upper arms and the strain of her lower back. She was sure that a hot shower would be a good cure for that. She wrapped her hand around the bar of the old handle and turned it. The pipe offered a loud groan and spat out a few drops of water. 
“Oh no,” she muttered to herself. She walked over to the sink and turned on the water at the sink. A thin stream of water dripped out. It was obvious that there was some kind of clog in the line. As she gave up on her hot shower she realized that she would need to call a plumber to resolve this problem. She tugged on a robe over her flowing silk, white nightgown and headed back out into the living room. The scent of the fireplace filled the room, still clinging to the furnishings. It was a nice smell, but it did not compare to the heavenly aroma of coffee and toast coming from the kitchen. She found that the counter had been scrubbed, a coffee maker was hooked up and brewing, and the toaster was hard at work as well. 
“Mary?” she called out with confusion growing. She had been certain that Mary was still sleeping. But when she looked out of the kitchen window she saw her dear friend standing on the porch that overlooked the water. Her shoulders were rounded, her head slightly tilted down. She seemed to be savoring her time alone. Suzie decided not to interrupt her, and instead walked over to the kitchen sink to try the water. 
“It doesn't work,” Mary said as she stepped into the kitchen. “I used bottled water for the coffee maker,” she added. 
“Thank you so much for that,” Suzie said as she cast a smile in her friend's direction. “Too bad we have plumbing problems to deal with.” 
“Yes,” Mary sighed and shook her head. “That's one thing we can't handle on our own.” 
“Maybe not,” Suzie agreed. “But I don't have to be a plumber to see that there is something wedged in this drain. Will you check in the hall closet, I think I saw some flashlights in there yesterday,” she asked as she leaned down further trying to get a good look at what was stuck in the drain. 
“Sure,” Mary said as she walked out of the kitchen and to the hall closet near the entrance of the house. When she stepped back into the kitchen she had more than just a flashlight, she had a camera case in her hand. 
“Look what I found,” she said with a smile as she handed Suzie the flashlight.
“A camera?” Suzie guessed with a slight smile. 
“Not just any camera,” Mary corrected her. “This is a very expensive model. Your uncle must have been a good photographer.” 
“From that photo on the mantle, I'd agree,” Suzie murmured as she shone the flashlight down into the drain. “Hmm,” she frowned. 
“Can we get it out?” Mary wondered as she glanced over at Suzie. 
“We're going to try,” Suzie replied. Then she began searching around for something that would allow her to fish the object out. She found an old knife sharpener that seemed to be the right size. After wriggling it around for a little bit and muttering under her breath each time she thought she had it, the object slid out of her grasp once more, until she was finally able to pull it up and out of the drain. Once it was out however, it didn't solve any mysteries. It only offered more questions. 
“It's a cufflink,” Suzie said as she turned the circular metal object slowly between her fingers. In big, bold, black letters on the surface of the golden cufflink the initials TR stood out. 
“Weird,” Mary mumbled as she peered at the cufflink. “But with the long history this place has, I'm sure that we will find many more surprises.” 
“Either way, we still need to get a plumber out here,” Suzie said firmly. She pulled out her cell phone and slid the cufflink into her pocket. She would take a closer look at it later just out of curiosity. Once she set up a time for the plumber to come out, she began thinking about the letter she had found the day before. She was wondering if she should call Jason and give it to him when her cell phone began to ring. She saw that it was Jason calling in. 
“Hi Jason, I was just thinking about calling you,” Suzie said quickly. 
“Can you meet me at the bank?” Jason rushed forward in a quiet tone. 
Suzie was surprised by the sudden change in the tone of his voice. All of the certainty and logic that had coursed through his words before seemed to have vanished. 
“Of course, I'll be there in a few minutes,” Suzie replied. “Is everything okay?” 
“Everything is fine,” he assured her. “Just meet me as soon as you can.” 
“Okay,” Suzie agreed and hung up the phone. “Mary, do you think you could handle the plumber while I meet Jason in town?” 
“Sure, no problem,” Mary nodded as she continued to shine the flashlight down the sink. “Just wondering if the other one is down there, too,” she laughed.
 
***
 
When Suzie arrived at the bank, Jason was standing outside. It was the first time Suzie had seen him without his uniform, and in jeans and a t-shirt he looked much younger than she had first assumed. 
“Hi there,” she smiled as she walked up to him. Jason didn't smile back, he glanced up at her nervously instead. 
“I couldn't open the box,” he said quietly and lowered his eyes. 
“Oh Jason, I'm sorry, was it too difficult for you?” she asked with a frown. 
“No,” he replied darkly. “My father left a specific note with the manager of the bank, that I should not open the box. He named you as the only person who could open the box.” 
“Me?” Suzie asked with a shake of her head. “This is getting a little ridiculous.” 
“Not to me it isn't,” Jason said and narrowed his eyes. “This is how he always was. He kept things inside. When my mother died I was away on vacation and he waited almost two days to tell me. Two days of me living my life and enjoying myself, having no idea that...” his voice broke slightly and he shook his head. “Obviously he didn't trust me with whatever is in that box, so here,” he handed her the key. Suzie took it and then studied him intently. 
“Do you want to come inside with me?” she offered awkwardly. She had no idea how to react to her uncle's dismissal of his son. She wished she could give the letter she had found to Jason, but she didn't feel as if that moment was the right time. The last thing she wanted was for Jason to throw the letter into the trash without reading it. 
“No,” he sighed and then rocked back on his heels. “I'm going to go to the diner and have a nice early lunch, and forget about all of this. Good luck,” he added and turned to walk down the sidewalk.
 Suzie stepped into the bank. She hated to think of Jason feeling so hurt, but she was very curious about what might be in the safety deposit box. 
When she walked into the bank, the woman behind the counter was smiling in the direction of the door, as if she was waiting for Suzie to enter. Suzie returned the smile, though she was still a little troubled. As she walked up to the curved front counter the woman laid a clipboard with some forms clipped to it in front of Suzie. 
“You must be Suzie Allen,” she said swiftly. “I just need you to fill out these forms, and I'll need to see some identification.” 
Suzie nodded and began filling in her information on the form. When she finished she handed the woman her ID and then glanced around the bank. It was a quiet place with thick carpets and floor to ceiling double paned glass windows. It had a sterile feel to it, but the atmosphere was courteous. 
“All set, Ms. Allen,” the woman said as she returned to the counter. “If you'll follow me,” she opened a small gate in the counter so that Suzie could step through. They walked down a long, narrow hallway to a secure room where the safety deposit boxes were stored. The teller walked over to the wall of safety deposit boxes, found the number that belonged to Harry's, and pointed it out to Suzie. 
“I'll leave you to look through the contents, please let me know if there's anything you need,” she said as she walked back out of the door. 
 Suzie stared at the box, then unlocked it with the key. She slid the metal container out from inside the small space, and carried it to the large wooden table in the center of the room. As she opened the lock on the box, she wondered what would be inside. What she found left her very surprised. Though the box was fairly large and could have contained several different things there was only a single envelope in the bottom of it. It was a thick envelope and felt heavy when Suzie picked it up. She opened the envelope to discover a pile of photographs inside and a USB flash drive. 
Suzie lifted the photographs out of the envelope. She laid them in a pile on the table beside the box. When she looked inside she discovered that the photographs and the drive were the only things that the envelope had contained. Puzzled, she looked back at the photographs. She expected to see a young Jason playing with his mother, or even some boudoir photographs of Beverly, something that someone would treasure enough to pay for a safety deposit box to keep them safe. 
Suzie picked up the first photograph and stared down at it closely. What she saw were two strangers standing on the beach at night. The man held a bottle of wine in one hand, and was dressed in a nice suit.  Beside him the woman was dressed in a butter yellow, flowing dress. She was bare foot, with her white sandals clutched in one hand. She was looking up at him, smiling. It felt like a special night between lovers. The man looked to be in his late forties or fifties, and the woman seemed a bit younger.
 In the next photo they were strolling along the beach, their arms entangled with one another. In the next photo they were standing about a foot from one another. The man's expression was grim, filled with arrogance and power. The woman appeared to be frightened with widened eyes. Suzie noticed she had dropped her sandals on the sand by her bare feet. 
In the final photograph in the collection the woman had turned away from the man. She appeared to be in mid-motion when the photograph was snapped, as if she was trying to run from the man. He had his right hand on her right shoulder in an attempt to stop her, and still gripped the wine bottle tightly in his left. Suzie felt extremely uncomfortable. 
The photographs were professional enough to have been used for some kind of advertising campaign. Perhaps there was a reason behind what seemed to be a romantic evening that turned sour. But the fear in the woman's eyes as she looked at the man towering over her left Suzie feeling sick to her stomach with dread. She gathered the photographs together and tucked them along with the flash drive back into the envelope, which she then stowed in her purse. She put the box back into its slot and then pressed the buzzer for the woman who promptly came and let her out of the room. She walked out of the bank and thought of calling Jason to tell him about what she had found, but she wondered what the point would be. Harry had been adamant about Jason not having them, perhaps because of their disturbing nature.
 Suzie couldn't imagine what would possess her uncle to keep the photographs. Had he been the one to take them? She recalled the artistic photograph they had found in the living room, and the expensive camera they had found in the hall closet. It made sense that he would have been the one to take them, as the stretch of beach did seem to be similar to the beach that Dune House overlooked. However, what was the point of the photos? To record a marital spat? Surely that was all it was. The man seemed overbearing and aggressive, and the woman genuinely frightened, but that didn't mean that one moment captured on film had led to anything dire. 
 



Chapter Five
 
When Suzie returned to Dune House and found Mary and the plumber talking on the porch she briefly forgot about the photographs. 
“What do you think?” she asked the plumber, who had the name Lester stitched on his gray shirt. She didn't know if that was his first name or last name, and hoped she wouldn't have to use him frequently enough to find out. 
“Nothing to worry about,” he said with a shrug. “Just a bit of a clog, I snaked it out. If it happens again though we'll have to take a closer look at the pipes.” 
“Thank you for coming out at such short notice,” Suzie said politely as she pulled out her check book and scribbled out a check for the amount Mary pointed out on the bill of service. 
“No trouble,” he shrugged again. “Anything for this old place,” he added as he looked over his shoulder affectionately at the large structure. “It's good to see someone finally trying to work to improve it,” he added with a smile. 
Suzie smiled in return as she handed him the check. It was nice to know that Dune House was still valued by some residents in the town. After Lester left, Suzie recalled the photographs in her purse. 
“Boy do I have a strange story to tell you,” she said as she followed Mary into the house. 
“What happened at the bank?” Mary asked eagerly. 
“You wouldn’t believe it but Jason could not access the box. Uncle Harry left strict instructions that I was the only one allowed to open it,” Suzie explained.
“Wow,” Mary gasped. “What was in it?”
“The only things in the box were these photographs,” Suzie replied as she set the stack of photographs down on the large dining room table that they had yet to polish, “and this flash drive.” She took the flash drive out of the envelope and showed it to Mary and then put it in her pocket.  They didn’t have a computer set up yet so they would have to wait until they could look at it.
“Photographs?” Mary asked with surprise and began to sort through them. “How strange,” she murmured as she watched the scene play out in each photograph. “Why would your uncle want to keep these safe?” 
“I don't know,” Suzie shook her head. “I was thinking I should show them to Jason and see if he knows the people in the photographs.” 
“Suzie,” Mary said softly as she studied the photo of the man grabbing onto the woman's shoulder. “Look at his cufflink,” she said as she pointed to it. 
Suzie leaned closer to take a look. “It does look similar to the one we found,” Suzie said quietly as she studied the photograph. 
“I found some knick-knacks in one of the kitchen drawers,” Mary said as she walked into the kitchen. She opened one of the drawers and pulled out a magnifying glass. “Do you still have the cufflink?” Mary asked as she handed Suzie the magnifying glass. 
“Yes, I do,” Suzie replied and fished it out of her pocket. She laid it on the table so they could both take a closer look at it. Then Suzie leaned over the photo with the magnifying glass. As she held the magnifying glass over the photograph she could swear that she saw initials on the man's cufflink, but she couldn't quite make out the letters. She frowned as she glanced up at Mary. 
“I think there is a lot more to my uncle's death than we are seeing,” she shook her head slowly. “At first I thought it was just my suspicious nature getting the better of me, but now I'm certain. Something happened to my uncle, and I don't think it was a death of natural causes.” 
“What do you see in the photograph?” Mary asked curiously. 
“I can't quite see it,” Suzie admitted. “But I think the man in this photo is wearing the same cufflinks.” 
“If only there was a way that we could see the cufflinks up close,” Mary frowned as she scrutinized the photogragh through the magnifying glass as well. When she brushed her hand across the cherry wood table, she came back with a palm full of dust. 
“I think we had better get to work on some of this cleaning,” Suzie suggested as she tucked the photographs back into the envelope. “It'll give me some time to sort things out.” 
“Good idea,” Mary agreed. “I'll start with the windows so we can get some more light in here.” 
“I'm going to work on the furniture,” Suzie nodded. As the two women set to work, Suzie's mind sorted through all that she had discovered over the past few days. One question bothered her, why was it that her uncle didn't leave these clues to his own son, who was a police officer after all. If he had stumbled across something potentially criminal or dangerous, why hadn't he turned to Jason? 
“This is odd, Suzie,” Mary called out as she stood in the window that overlooked the beach below. 
“What?” Suzie asked and walked over to her. 
“See how filthy the windows are?” Mary pointed out. “All but this one patch here,” she pointed to a perfectly clean, smudge-free section of the glass. 
“Huh,” Suzie said thoughtfully. Suddenly she thought of something and hurried back to the envelope to grab the photographs. She held one of the photographs up to the clean patch on the window. 
“Looks like it could be the same angle,” Mary said thoughtfully. 
“So, it was Harry who took these photos,” Suzie said with a shake of her head. “He must have taken them from here. What was he seeing that was so important to him?” 
“Maybe it was just the emotions they were displaying,” Mary suggested. “Perhaps he thought of it as an interesting photographic opportunity.” 
“Yes,” Suzie nodded a little. “That's possible. I can see that the first photo would capture an artist’s interest. I'm not sure what to think about the rest.” 
“Well, I can tell you this much, the cleaner I have on hand is not going to get these windows clean. I think we need to go into town for some more heavy duty supplies,” she frowned. 
“All right, we could use a break anyway,” Suzie shrugged. “Maybe we can get some coffee at the diner.” 
“Anything to get my mind off Kent's phone calls,” Mary sighed as she followed her friend out the door. 
“Has he been calling you again?” Suzie asked with surprise. It was the first her friend had mentioned it. 
“Yes, he's insisting on knowing where I am, and what I'm doing, and when I'll be back. I just sent him a text to inform him that he no longer needed to know those things once he filed for divorce,” she rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Never again, Suzie. I know you tried to tell me the first time, but please, if you see me falling head over heels for someone just smack me.” 
“I promise,” Suzie laughed as they drove towards the center of town. A part of Suzie felt a little saddened, however. Despite having many boyfriends over the years Suzie had never met a man who she was interested in spending more than a few weeks with. She couldn't comprehend the idea of inviting someone into her life on a permanent basis. She chalked it up to her being a private person, but sometimes she wondered if she was missing out on something. After seeing what Kent had put Mary through, it was hard for her to believe that any relationship was worth that kind of pain. 
When they reached the hardware store to pick up some cleaning items and other supplies, Suzie did her best to put those thoughts out of her mind, and cheer her friend up instead. 
“Look, Mary, a new hairstyle?” she suggested as she plopped a bright blue mop on the top of her head. 
“Hmm, I like the color, the texture not so much,” Mary laughed out loud. The owner of the hardware store eyed them warily from the counter. 
“Watch out now,” Suzie called out before firing a few sponges in Mary's direction. 
“Suzie!” Mary huffed as she picked up the sponges. Instead of setting them back on the shelf however, she threw them right back. Soon the two were giggling and avoiding the disapproving glare of the store owner. It felt like they were kids again, finding any way possible to have fun. Suzie noticed that it chased away some of the sorrow from Mary's warm brown eyes. By the time they had all the supplies they needed the store owner was more than happy to see them go. 
Mary and Suzie were still giggling to each other when they stepped out of the hardware store. Suzie was startled when she saw the same black sedan she had seen at the diner before, parked right behind her own car. A man was standing beside the car, dressed in a very nice suit, his wavy, gray hair swept back neatly. Jason, in full uniform, was standing in front of him on the sidewalk and they seemed to be talking very heatedly about something. 
“Jason?” Suzie called out as she walked towards him. Mary took the bags that Suzie was carrying from her so that her hands would be free. 
“Not now,” Jason said darkly as he glanced over at her and then back at the man before him. 
“Jason,” the man said in a disapproving paternal tone. “Don't be rude.” 
Jason narrowed his eyes and glanced down at the sidewalk as if he wasn't sure what to do. Suzie didn't like the way the man was looking at her younger cousin, as if Jason had to answer to him. 
“Hello, I'm Suzie, Jason's cousin,” Suzie explained quickly as she held out her hand to the man. She noticed a flicker of heat in his eyes before he extended his own hand and accepted hers with a polite handshake. 
“Pleasure to meet you, Suzie,” he said quietly. “Sorry to keep Jason from you, but a mayor's job never ends,” he chuckled and released her hand. Suzie glanced over at Jason who was standing uncomfortably beside them both. 
“Mayor?” she asked with surprise when she looked back at the man before her. 
“I'm sorry, it was rude of me not to introduce myself,” he shook his head and smiled. “I'm Thomas Ralley, mayor of this fine town,” he added and winked at Suzie. Suzie smiled in response to his wink, but her eyes naturally narrowed with suspicion. 
“I've been looking for an opportunity to introduce myself,” he added with a shy grin. “I just didn't know when would be the right time. You two ladies have been quite busy, I've heard,” he added as he looked over Suzie's shoulder at Mary who still had her arms full of the cleaning supplies they had just purchased. 
“Quite,” Suzie agreed and felt her smile fade slightly. “I'm glad to have met you, Mr. Ralley,” she added. 
“Oh please, call me Tom, everyone does,” he chuckled and glanced over at Jason. “Must be nice having family in town, Jason,” he said in a mild tone. 
“Very,” Jason spoke shortly and then cleared his throat. “I've tried to convince her that the house is a total loss, but she's determined,” he raised an eyebrow as he looked directly at Suzie. Suzie felt the tension rise in the middle of the conversation though she could not place why it was there. Something about Thomas made her very uncomfortable, as if she'd met him before and had a reason not to like him. 
“Well, we can't give up so easily on things just because they're a little aged,” she chuckled a little. “I suppose it's hard for someone as young as you to understand that Jason.” 
Jason pursed his lips and glanced away dismissively. 
“Jason is one of our finest officers,” Thomas offered to smooth out the feathers that seemed to have been ruffled. “Without him our police force would never run as well. He's pretty good at not giving up,” he added and then lowered his voice with a playful tone. “I like to think he gets that from me.” 
“Oh?” Suzie asked with surprise as she looked between Jason and Thomas. “Do you know each other well?” 
“He's a family friend,” Jason said quickly and then laid a hand lightly on Mary's shoulder. “Let me help you with those,” he offered as he took some bags from her. 
“I would love to have dinner,” Thomas suggested as Jason was steering Mary in the direction of the car. He paused and tossed a glance in the direction of the mayor. 
“I'm sure they'll be tired...” Jason began to say, but Suzie interrupted him. 
“I'd really enjoy that,” Suzie said with a shrug, she wanted to know just how much influence this man had on her cousin. “Do you have a place in mind?” 
“Cheney's has the best pasta in town,” Thomas smiled as he glanced from Suzie to Mary who was getting into the car. Jason was still staring hard at Thomas. “Say about seven?” he suggested. “Jason, you should join us,” he said, his voice gaining a sterner tone. 
“Well, I...” 
“Oh, that would be lovely,” Suzie said with a broad smile. “We could use the break, and I feel like I haven't had the chance to learn anything about the town, or my cousin,” she added as she looked over at Jason. Jason lowered his eyes and nodded reluctantly. 
“See you then,” Thomas smiled and turned to walk away from the car. 
“Are you okay, Jason?” Suzie asked as she walked towards the driver's side door of the car. 
“I'd be better if you had just taken my advice,” he said rather shortly as he met her eyes across the top of the car. 
“Is there something you want to tell me, Jason?” Suzie asked calmly. He held her gaze for a long moment as if he was considering it, but finally he looked away and closed the passenger side door he had been holding open for Mary. 
“See you at seven,” he sighed and strolled off down the sidewalk. Suzie watched him for a moment before sliding into the driver's seat. She looked over at Mary piled to her chin with bags and couldn't help but laugh. 
“There is a trunk you know,” she grinned as she pulled the bags off her friend and tossed them onto the back seat.  
“With that conversation, I wasn't going to say a word,” Mary said with a slow shake of her head. “You know, Suzie, when you first brought it up I thought you were being a little paranoid, but now that I've seen it with my own eyes, I think I agree with you.” 
“Agree with me about what?” Suzie asked as she started the car. 
“Something isn't right with Jason, and I'm certain it has something to do with that mayor,” she added through gritted teeth. 
“I didn't get a good feeling about dear old Thomas either,” Suzie admitted and drove back towards the house. 
“Well, obviously you would be suspicious of him,” Mary said with a shrug. 
“What do you mean?” Suzie asked curiously. 
“I mean the photograph,” Mary reminded her as she looked over at Suzie. “Didn't you recognize him?” 
All of a sudden Suzie's eyes widened and she drew a sharp breath. The truth was she hadn't recognized him. But the moment that Mary mentioned the photograph, she knew exactly who her friend was talking about. There was no question in her mind that the man she had just met was the very same man in the photograph they had found in the safety deposit box. 
“Oh my,” she whispered as they pulled into the long drive of the house. “I'm starting to think that my uncle really did get into the middle of something he shouldn't have.” 
Once inside the house Suzie immediately pulled out the photographs again. Sure enough the man in the photo was identical to the mayor they had just met. 
“If what Jason said was true and Thomas was an old family friend, then he and Harry must have known each other,” she tapped her chin slightly and shook her head. “None of this makes any sense at all to me.” 
“It's a little confusing,” Mary agreed and pointed to the expression on the frightened woman's face. “I think it's time we found out who this person is. Was she his lover? Perhaps he was having an affair and these photos were going to prove it?” 
“Do you really think my uncle would be killed over a simple affair?” Suzie asked as she picked up the photo of the woman with a clear image of her face. 
“We don't know that he was killed,” Mary reminded her. “Maybe he was so stressed over discovering that his friend was cheating on his wife, that he really did have a sudden heart attack.” 
“Maybe,” Suzie said softly as she recalled the firm grip of the mayor's handshake. “Thomas Ralley, TR,” she shook her head and frowned. “I bet that cufflink really does belong to him.” 
“We have some time before dinner, maybe we should head into town and see if we can find out about the woman in the photograph?” Mary suggested as she glanced over the still messy living room. “It beats cleaning!” 
“I guess you're right,” Suzie nodded and then looked up at Mary. “But we should be careful who we talk to. If the mayor is as dangerous as I suspect he might be, then we don't want to make ourselves targets.” 
“He is dangerous,” Jason said from the doorway of the house. It still startled Suzie to see him in his uniform considering her history with the police. 
“Jason,” she smiled at him as he stepped further inside. “We are looking forward to dinner tonight.” 
“Look, I don't know what the two of you think you're doing,” Jason said in a cool tone that did not even pretend to be polite. “But if it involves the mayor, you need to stop. He wants this property, and if I had inherited it, I would have handed it right over to him. He is only taking you to dinner to convince you to sell the property to him,” he paused a moment and looked directly into Suzie's eyes. “He is used to getting what he wants.” 
“Jason, did your father know Thomas well?” Suzie asked, ignoring his warning. 
“Actually my mother, Beverly, knew his wife, Samantha, well,” Jason reluctantly admitted. “My father and Thomas never really got along. My father was always busy,” he added and narrowed his eyes. “Too busy to be there for my mother, or me. Thomas is the one that taught me to play ball, to ride a bike,” he frowned and rubbed the back of his neck. “He's not the easiest man, but at least he cares.” 
Suzie had to bite her lip to keep from revealing the letter she had found. “Was your father always interested in photography?” she asked as she picked up the photo of the sunrise to show him. Jason barely looked at it. 
“After my mother died he started taking photographs,” Jason shrugged. “It was like he needed something to distract him from the truth.” 
“That she was gone?” Suzie coaxed him, trying to salvage a little more information from him. 
“That he wasn't there when she needed him,” Jason corrected sternly. “Before she died he was obsessed with this house. He wanted it to be perfect, wanted to restore it to its historical state. Of course Thomas wanted the town to move on, to get more progressive so he and my father were always arguing over it,” he glanced at his watch briefly. “I should go, I am covering someone's shift for the afternoon.” 
“Jason wait, stay for a little longer,” Suzie suggested. 
“How about a beer?” Mary offered. “There's still some in the fridge that your father must have left.” 
“Beer?” he raised an eyebrow. “My father didn't drink,” he said firmly. “If he did, it wasn't beer.” 
“Oh, well I guess someone else must have left it,” Mary said with a frown. 
“I need to get back to work,” Jason said firmly. “I only came here, because I thought it best to warn you. Thomas has influence all over this town, so if you try to restore this place you're going to be in for a real battle. I wasn't going to say anything about it, but I just didn't think it was fair to let the two of you work so hard, when he'll likely find a legal loophole to sweep it out from under you.” 
“Thank you for the warning, Jason,” Suzie said in a warmer tone. She didn't want to alienate him, but she could tell that he was troubled by going against what Thomas wanted. She could also see a little bit of fear in his expression when he spoke of Thomas. She wondered if he had some kind of influence over Jason as a police officer, as well. 
“So, I should cancel dinner?” Jason asked hopefully. 
“Oh no, we'll be there,” Suzie smiled sweetly. “Wouldn't miss it.” 
Jason rolled his eyes as his shoulders drooped. He opened his mouth as if he might have something more to say, then he just shook his head and walked back out of the house. 
“He's awfully grumpy,” Mary muttered as she watched the door slam behind him. 
“I think it's time we unravelled just what kind of power Thomas has over Jason,” Suzie said as she placed her hands on her hips. “Enough is enough, it's time to put all of this to rest. Let's head to the library, we're going to find out who that woman is in the photograph, and why the photographs are important, oh and,” she snatched up the cufflink from the table, “this is coming to dinner with us tonight.” 



Chapter Six
 
Once they got to town again it was late afternoon and many of the small shops and businesses in the town were already preparing to close. Luckily, the library was still open. When they stepped in they noticed a man with stark white hair standing behind the reception desk. He wore a pair of glasses with thick lenses and was leafing through a large reference book. 
“Excuse me, sir,” Suzie said as she walked up to the desk. 
“Yes,” he asked as he peered at her over the rim of his glasses. 
“I was wondering if you could help me with something,” she said as she laid the photo of the woman on the desk in front of him. “I'm visiting from out of town, and I found this photo.” 
“Oh, I know all about you,” he smiled, and when he did the stodgy demeanor that he first gave off faded into something much more mischievous. “Suzie Allen, niece of Harry and Beverly Allen, cousin to our beloved Jason Allen,” he smiled a little as he glanced over at Mary who was standing a few steps behind her. “And Mary Brent, you, I don't know as much about, my darling, but I am glad to meet you,” he offered her a charming smile and a wink. 
Mary managed a smile and a nod, but Suzie noticed the warmth of her expression did not warm her eyes. When she looked back at the man before her he was still smiling.
“I'm Louis,” he explained as he closed the book he had been reading. “Don't worry, I'm not a stalker, I just make it my business to know everything I can about this town, and that includes long lost relatives.” 
“Well, then I think I am talking to the right person,” Suzie smiled and pushed the photo closer to him. He glanced down at the photo, then looked back up at her with an arched eyebrow. 
“You must be from out of town,” he said, his voice lowering. “Put that photograph away before you get me fired.” 
“What? Why?” Suzie asked and glanced over at Mary who seemed just as confused. She tucked the photo back into her purse. 
“Why? Because that's a photograph of Samantha, the Mayor Ralley's wife,” he lowered his voice even further so that Suzie had to lean in closer to hear what he was saying. “She ran off about three weeks ago. No one knows why. The rumor is that she was upset with his less than legal behaviors, and she demanded a divorce.” 
“Oh,” Suzie said as her heart fluttered in her chest. “And no one knows where she is?” 
“No one has heard from her. She's got a sister two towns over, hasn't heard a word. She tried to get the police to look into it, but since Mayor Ralley is, well you know, mayor, they dismissed it as a marital dispute and decided not to look into it,” he frowned as he glanced around the library to make sure no one else was listening in. “Last person I know for sure who saw her was Jason. He came in here upset after talking to her, asked me if I knew about some of the different members of the police force taking bribes from Ralley. I told him no of course, because Jason, as good of a kid as he's always been, has no clue what kind of man Ralley is, and I didn't trust that Jason wouldn't turn around and tell Ralley what I said.” 
“And you're not worried about us doing the same?” Mary asked as she rested one elbow on the desk. 
“No,” he replied with a chuckle and shook his head. “No one would believe it coming from outsiders, but if Jason said it, well Jason is known to be one of the most honest people left in this town. He's a good man, a good police officer, just a little clueless when it comes to Ralley. Can't really blame him though, Ralley's been trying to take that boy's father's place ever since he found out Samantha couldn't have kids.” 
“Wow, you really do know about everything in this town,” Suzie replied with amazement. “Is there anything you don't know?” she asked. 
“I don't know how a man as healthy as Harry drops dead of a heart attack,” Louis replied with a darkened gaze. Suzie was a little startled by his words. “Now, if you don't mind, I need to close up.” 
“Sure, thank you for your help,” Suzie said quickly as she could tell that he was worried he had said more than he should have. She wanted to use one of the library computers to see what was on the flash drive but she didn’t want to delay him.
“Just don't mention it, I mean that,” he said sternly and waved them towards the door. 
As soon as they were outside on the sidewalk Mary turned and grabbed Suzie by the elbow. 
“You do know what this means?” she asked as she locked eyes with Suzie. 
“Tell me what you think,” Suzie encouraged her. 
“If Samantha saw Jason before she disappeared and she told Jason her suspicions about Mayor Ralley maybe she also told him she was planning to leave her husband. If that's the case, then Jason probably felt terribly guilty about being with her shortly before she disappeared,” she pointed out with a frown. “I bet that's why he's being very loyal to Ralley. If he's as manipulative as everyone says, he's probably got Jason completely on his side.” 
“Maybe,” Suzie nodded as she gazed down the sidewalk at the people who were heading home for the day. “But I think Jason suspects something. I'm sure he doesn't suspect that his father might not have died of natural causes, however,” she tightened her jaw. 
“Do you really think that Mayor Ralley killed him?” Mary asked as she studied Suzie's expression. 
“I think it's time we find out if my uncle's death was as natural as everyone seems to think,” she said with determination. 
“How are we going to do that?” Mary asked. 
Suzie glanced at her watch. “We still have two hours before we're supposed to meet with Jason and Mayor Ralley for dinner. That should be enough time to get some information from the coroner.” 
“Oh Suzie, are you sure?” Mary asked as she touched her arm gently. “It won't upset you too much.” 
“The only way it will upset me is if I never look into it,” Suzie replied with certainty. She glanced up at the fading light in the afternoon sky. “Uncle Harry trusted me with this mystery, I don't know why. Maybe he kept track of me. Maybe he knew that I had a career as an investigative journalist and he hoped that I would look deeper into things. Maybe he just wanted to protect Jason from discovering the truth. Whatever the real reason, he left this responsibility in my hands, and I intend to get to the bottom of this.” 
“Let's get over there then,” Mary said with her shoulders squared. “Mayor or not, Ralley has no idea what he's up against when the two of us are working together.” 
When they reached the police station, Mary's cell phone began to ring. She glanced down at it and frowned. She sent the call to voicemail. Then the phone began to ring again. 
“Ugh, I guess I better take this,” Mary huffed, knowing that it was her soon to be ex-husband, Kent. 
“It's fine, you wait here, that way if they cuff me you can make bail,” Suzie chuckled and put the car in park. Mary was arguing on the phone with Kent when Suzie closed the door behind her. She couldn't wait for her friend to truly be free of him, but she knew that Mary had to handle it in her own way. 
When she walked into the police station, Suzie felt a surge of anxiety. It had been so many years, and yet the presence of so many uniformed officers and the subtle clang of metal doors reminded her of just how it felt to have her freedom taken from her, even if for only one night. It had been hard to believe that she would ever walk out of that cell, and that had driven the point home well enough for her to avoid investigating anything so serious again. However, here she was again, about to lie through her teeth to the man at the front desk. 
“Hello,” Suzie smiled at him as she walked up to him.
“Hello,” he replied and swept his gaze over her with curiosity. He was nearly bald with a short, stubby beard that spread awkwardly along his full drooping cheeks and rounded chin. “How can I help you?” he asked. 
“My cousin, Jason Allen, is an officer here,” she explained. “My uncle, Harry Allen recently passed, and I was hoping to speak to the coroner.” 
“Why would you need to speak to the coroner?” he asked as his pale green eyes settled on her. 
“Honestly, I just have a few personal health issues and I'd like to know if he had any of these issues at the time of his passing,” she explained. “It would only take a few minutes.” 
“I'll see if she's free,” he agreed and picked up the phone on the desk. Suzie smiled with relief. She had expected to have to lie more than that, but apparently Jason's reputation was as stellar as Louis at the library had described it. 
“Sure, uh huh,” the desk sergeant muttered into the phone. “All right then I'll send her down,” he said, then hung up the phone. When he looked back up at Suzie his expression hadn't changed. “Just take that elevator there,” he pointed to the elevator at the end of the lobby. “Hit B for Basement,” he explained. “Then go down the hall and it's the third door on the right,” he lowered his voice as he added. “Make sure you go right, the doors on the left, you don't want to see what's in there,” he assured her. 
Suzie cringed a little at the idea of what the doors on the left might be hiding. She assumed they might contain bodies. She didn't think a small town like Garber had too many murders to be concerned about, but then she wouldn't have anticipated a crooked mayor either. As she rode down on the elevator she felt her anxiety rising. She wondered if she would be able to convince the coroner to tell her the truth about her uncle's death. Was it possible that she had been bought and paid for by Mayor Ralley as well? 
When she stepped off the elevator she found a dimly lit and completely empty hallway. The doors weren't even marked. There was nothing in the hallway to indicate where she should go and where she shouldn't. She counted the doors and made sure that she went to the right. When she opened the door she was greeted by a stark, medicinal scent that made her stomach churn slightly. A woman was standing over a microscope, her dark blonde hair swept up into a half-bun at the back of her head, the rest flowing down over her shoulders to reach her mid-back. When she turned to see who had stepped inside, Suzie was surprised to see how young she looked. Maybe even younger than Jason. She had soft features, and soothing hazel eyes that seemed to set Suzie at ease. 
“Hello, I'm Suzie Allen,” she said as she stepped further into the room. 
“Ah yes, Ms. Allen, sorry,” she pulled the gloves she was wearing off her hands and disposed of them in the bio-hazard container that was closest to her. “I'm Dr. Rose, I'm actually really glad to have the chance to speak with you.” 
“Really?” Suzie asked. “Why is that?” 
“Well, we get a lot of heart attacks around here,” she explained and then hesitated. “I hope that I didn't offend you.” 
“Not at all,” Suzie said gently. “I didn't know my uncle very well.” 
“Well, like I've said I've seen quite a few heart attacks. This particular heart attack is a very rare one. I've never seen one myself before. The heart itself was in perfect condition prior to the attack.” 
“That's strange,” Suzie said as she narrowed her eyes. 
“Very strange,” Dr. Rose agreed with a nod. “Especially since these types of heart attacks are only seen in two types of people. Extreme athletes, and drug users.” 
“Oh,” Suzie cringed as she shook her head. “I don't think my uncle was a drug user.” 
“I don't think so either,” Dr. Rose admitted. “His liver was in good health, habitual drug use or drinking would have caused damage to his liver. I believe he might have taken a very high dose of something, however I couldn't find anything in his blood.” 
“Is that why you ruled his death to be of natural causes?” Suzie pried carefully. 
“Yes, unfortunately, I can't prove otherwise,” she paused a moment and looked into Suzie's eyes. “I can't prove it, but I do suspect otherwise. That's why I was glad to see you. I've tried to get information from Jason about his family's health history but getting two words out of that man is exhausting.” 
“I know what you mean,” Suzie chuckled. “Well, my father did die when I was young, but it was from cancer, not a heart attack.” 
“Hmm, and you?” Dr. Rose asked as she pulled out a folder with what Suzie could only assume was her uncle's medical information in it. “Have you had any problems with your heart?” 
“No,” Suzie shook her head slowly. “I've always been in good health, actually.” 
Dr. Rose made a few notes on the paperwork. In the silence, Suzie found herself wondering how someone could cause a heart attack in someone else. 
“Is it possible that someone poisoned him, Dr. Rose?” she asked. 
“It's possible,” Dr. Rose replied hesitantly. “Like I said, I didn't find anything unusual in his system, but since it had been three days by the time we found him,” her voice trailed off. 
“Oh my, I didn't know about that,” Suzie said with a deep frown. It was unsettling to think of her uncle being alone in that house for so long. But it made sense to her considering how reclusive her uncle had become. Jason had to feel terrible that he hadn't realized that his father was gone. He had the same experience after his mother passed. 
“Yes,” Dr. Rose said sadly. “Unfortunately, some of the things I could test for might have degraded in his system so much by the time that he was found, that they might not be detected.” 
“So, you're saying there's no way to medically prove if he was killed deliberately,” Suzie said with surprise in her voice. “But everyone around town seems to think that he died of natural causes.” 
“Well,” Dr. Rose closed the file and set it down on the desk beside the microscope she had been looking through. “You'll find in Garber that things work a little differently, Ms. Allen,” she said with a hint of bitterness in her voice. “I've had to be careful not to express my opinions too loudly. But like I said, there is no proof, and so I could technically only rule his death as due to natural causes.” 
“Well, I appreciate your time and your candor,” Suzie said as her heart skipped a beat. She knew now that she was not the only one who suspected her uncle's death had not been due to natural causes. “If you find anything, can you let me know?” she asked. 
“Absolutely,” Dr. Rose agreed. Then she smiled a little. “It's good to know that Jason still has family.” 
Suzie smiled in return. “It's been a pleasure to get to know him.” 
As she rode the elevator back up to the lobby of the police station, she just hoped that Jason wasn't going to end up despising her for digging so deeply into something that was a mystery to her, and a tragedy to him. 
When she stepped out onto the sidewalk she found Mary waiting for her. 
“I'm so sorry about that, Suzie. Kent was upset about some paper that didn't get signed,” she shrugged and rolled her eyes. “There wasn't much I could do about it from here.” 
“It's okay,” Suzie replied, still a little dazed from what Dr. Rose had revealed. “It looks like uncle Harry might have been poisoned,” she said quietly. 
“Poisoned?” Mary gasped. 
“Shh!” Suzie grabbed her arm and steered her towards the car. “We can't let word get around that we suspect anything. At least not until I have a chance to get to know Mayor Ralley over dinner,” she smirked a little before sliding into the driver's seat. 
 



Chapter Seven
 
When Suzie and Mary arrived at the restaurant it was fairly busy. It appeared that most of the dinner crowd were at the tail end of their meal. 
“We're waiting for two more,” Suzie said as the hostess offered to seat them. 
“Oh, they're already here,” the young woman said quickly. “The mayor reserved his table for you,” she added with a dreamy smile. Suzie and Mary exchanged glances before they were led through the restaurant. It was certainly not a five star restaurant, but you wouldn't know it from the people who were dining there. Everyone was dressed in their finest, including Jason and the mayor, both of whom stood up when the two women approached. 
“Welcome,” Thomas said and pulled out Suzie's chair for her. Jason did not miss a beat to do the same for Mary. Suzie tried not to be impressed by their manners, but it was hard not to be. When she sat down across from the two men, she found herself entertaining a terrible thought. If everyone was in Thomas' pocket as so many had said, then was Jason in his pocket, too? Was it possible that her cousin had something to do with his father's passing? 
“What would you like to have to drink, ladies?” Thomas asked as he handed them each a menu. “Jason and I have already ordered ours,” he added. 
“I think I'll have a glass of wine,” Mary said with a smile as the waitress approached. 
“They have a delicious chardonnay here,” Thomas suggested with a flash of his impossibly white teeth. 
“Let's make it two,” Suzie suggested and sat back as the waitress placed drinks on the table for Thomas and Jason. 
Suzie had to bite into her bottom lip to keep from gasping when she saw the label on the beer that was placed down in front of Thomas. 
“Your favorite, Mr. Mayor,” the waitress smiled. 
“Thank you so much, I have been looking forward to one of these all day,” he sighed as he turned the dark, glass bottle between his palms. “Nothing like a reward after some hard work. I guess you both know all about that,” he chuckled as he looked up at Mary and Suzie. 
Suzie forced herself to look away from the bottle of beer. It was the same brand as the six pack that had been in Harry's refrigerator. The same beer that Jason had insisted his father would never drink. Now that she saw it in the mayor's hand things began to make sense to her. Perhaps the mayor had dropped by Dune House for a visit and had brought a six pack of his favorite beer. Maybe he insisted on Harry taking a few swigs with him. Harry, as fearful as he was of the man, probably would have complied. Could the poison have been in the beer? 
But Suzie knew she was getting ahead of herself. She still had no idea why Thomas would want to kill Harry over a few photos. It was time to test the waters. 
“Actually, we did have a harrowing incident the other day with the plumbing,” Suzie began to describe finding something wedged in the drain of the sink. “Turns out, it was this,” Suzie said as she fished the cufflink out of her purse and laid it on the table. Jason stared down at it, and then looked slowly up at her. Thomas barely skimmed his gaze over it. 
“Oh, how strange,” he shrugged and sipped his beer. 
“Stranger still,” Suzie said as she nudged the cufflink towards him. “It has your initials on it.” 
“Does it?” Thomas laughed. “I'm sure there are plenty of people with the initials TR.” 
“So, it's not yours?” Suzie asked and raised an eyebrow. 
“Uh, well,” Thomas picked up the cufflink and took a closer look at it. “Now that you mention it, this does look like a cufflink I've worn before. I must have lost it in Dune House years ago.” 
“Years ago?” Suzie asked and tilted her head slightly to the side. “So, you wouldn't have been wearing it recently?” 
“I'm sorry, is there something unfashionable about cufflinks these days?” Thomas asked with a chuckle low in his throat. “I didn't realize that it was such an issue whether I wore them or not.” 
“Oh no, not at all,” Suzie said quickly and flashed him an even, cool smile. “I just thought I'd search for the other one for you, if you'd lost them recently.” 
“Nope, it's been years,” Thomas repeated with certainty. “I'm sure you wouldn't be able to find the other one even if you tried. I spent a lot of time at Dune House when Jason was a boy, didn't I, son?” he asked as he looked over at Jason. 
“Yes, you did,” Jason replied though his gaze was lingering on the cufflink. “Our families were close,” Jason explained to Mary and Suzie. “My mother and Samantha were best friends,” he added in a softer tone. “I still can’t understand why Samantha ran off." 
“Oh well, that's not dinner talk, Jason,” Thomas said sharply. “We don't need to air our family business.” 
“I am family, too,” Suzie spoke up with determination. “And I'd love to hear anything that Jason has to share.” 
“Sometimes I think about her,” Jason admitted as he toyed with the cufflink. “I wonder where she's gone and what life she's living now. Don't you, Thomas?” he asked as he looked over at the man beside him. 
“Jason, it's only been a few weeks. She'll run it out of her system, and I'm sure she'll be back in no time,” Thomas sighed as if he carried the burdens of every person who roamed the earth. “Sometimes being married to a free spirit is hard.” 
“You poor thing,” Mary replied with just enough edge to her words that Suzie could tell she meant it sarcastically. Luckily, before Jason or Thomas could pick up on it the waitress was back with their wines. 
“I understand that you're part of the family, Suzie,” Thomas said after the waitress walked away. “But this isn't just about the Allens. Garber is its own special kind of family. We all know each other, and have known each other for decades. We trust each other. Surely you can appreciate that,” he smiled. 
“I suppose,” Suzie nodded and cast a smile in Mary's direction. “Mary is more like my sister than my friend, so I can understand that family is not just limited to blood.” 
“Exactly,” Thomas smiled. “That's why I was surprised when Jason didn't inherit Dune House. I had hoped that you would be interested in following his wishes, since truly you should have no claim to the property.” 
“Well, from what I understand your only interest in the property is to flatten it,” Suzie reminded Thomas and glanced over at Jason. “Isn't that right, Jason?” she asked. Jason nodded as if he was coming out of a daze. 
“It's what's best for everyone,” he insisted. 
“Don't you have any fond memories of your home, Jason?” Suzie asked in a softer tone. 
“Surely there are some experiences you treasure,” Mary prompted him as well. 
“Sometimes the darker memories outweigh even the most precious memories,” Thomas interrupted in an attempt to change the subject. “Are you ladies ready to order?” 
Jason was still staring wistfully at the cufflink. 
“Actually, I am a little more tired than I expected,” Suzie said as she picked up the cufflink. “How about you, Mary?” she asked as she looked over at her friend. 
“Me, too,” Mary agreed. “Didn't know how tired I was until I sat down.” 
“I think we're going to call it a night,” Suzie said with a slow smile as she looked back at Thomas. “But you two, enjoy your meal,” she added as she stood up from the table. “And as for Dune House, my uncle left it to me, because he trusted me to value it and protect it. Obviously that trust you spoke of doesn't run through every home in Garber,” she turned on her heel and walked away from the table with Mary right behind her. They had almost made it to the car when Jason caught up with them. 
“What was all that about?” he asked sharply. 
“Sorry, Jason, but I don't like that man,” Suzie said as she turned to face him. “I don't trust him.” 
Jason frowned as he met her eyes, and then nodded a little. “Do you still have that cufflink?”
“Sure,” Suzie opened her hand to reveal it. 
“He said he lost it years ago, but I gave these to him,” Jason said grimly. “I bought them for him right after my mother died, because he was so there for me. But I know for certain that I saw him wearing them about a month ago.” 
“Jason, we know for certain that he was wearing those cufflinks about three weeks ago,” Suzie said and reached into the envelope in her purse. She pulled out the photographs from inside of it. “These are what your father left in the safety deposit box, Jason. I'm afraid that something might have happened to Samantha.” 
Jason's eyes widened as he sorted through the photos. “Are there more?” he asked in a grave tone. 
“Not printed,” Suzie replied. “I have this flash drive that I haven't looked into yet,” she showed him the small drive. “Maybe there are more on here.” 
“Let me have it,” Jason said, and extended his hand. Suzie looked at him with uncertainty. She was sure that the flash drive might have further proof of what really happened to Samantha, and in turn what might have really happened to her uncle. If she gave the flash drive to Jason there was a good chance that he would give it to Thomas. 
“It's okay, Suzie,” Mary said from beside her. “You can trust him.” 
Jason looked over at Mary with surprise, and then back to Suzie. “You can,” he promised her. “I’ll look at it at the police station.” 
“Call me the minute you find anything,” Suzie requested as she pressed the flash drive into the palm of Jason's hand. “And please be careful, Jason. I know that you value Thomas' friendship, but if what I suspect about him is true, he's never been a friend to you.” 
“I will be,” Jason promised her as he tucked the flash drive into his pocket. When he walked back towards the restaurant Suzie wondered if she had made a terrible mistake. 
“How did you know that I could trust him?” she asked Mary as they walked to the car. 
“It's in his eyes,” Mary explained and smiled faintly. “I always knew when my kids were lying. They would get a little shine in their eyes. There wasn't any shine in his, just hurt. He needs to know the truth about Thomas, and about his father. If that flash drive helps him to find it, then no matter what comes of all of this, we will have had a good reason to be here.” 
Suzie nodded and unlocked the car doors. The entire drive home however, she couldn't stop thinking about that beer that had been left in the fridge. 
 



Chapter Eight
 
Early the next morning when Suzie woke up she found Mary was already awake and making coffee. 
“Mary, they didn't haul off all of that garbage yet, did they?” Suzie asked. 
“No, it's still in a pile on the side of the house,” Mary replied as she fixed their coffee. “Why?” when she turned around with the two mugs of coffee she found that Suzie was gone. Suzie was digging through the garbage bags. She could recall carefully placing the glass bottles she had found in the living room into the trash bags to make sure they didn't break. She found them fairly easily. 
“What are you doing?” Mary asked with growing concern. 
“This is what I think happened, Mary,” Suzie explained as she held up the beer bottles. “I think that Harry saw Thomas and Samantha walk down to the water. I think he took photos of what he thought was going to be a romantic evening. I think he took photos of them arguing, and then much more than that. I think Thomas killed Samantha because she threatened to leave him and expose him, and I think Harry saw it all,” she frowned as she carried the bottles back into the house. 
“I think that when Harry took the photographs to be printed as proof, the clerk in the store spotted what was on the photographs and alerted Thomas, that's why all of the photos weren't printed. Before Harry had a chance to print them again, Thomas stopped by with some beer. At this point, after witnessing such a horrific crime, I think Harry was terrified of the man. So, when Thomas insisted on him drinking one of the beers, he probably did. He had no idea that the beer was poisoned. That's why Thomas was so bent on having this place bulldozed. He wanted to make sure that any evidence was turned into rubble,” she shook her head as she wrapped the bottles in plastic bags. “But I bet Dr. Rose can pull something out of these bottles that will show just what poison was used.” 
“You should take them to the station,” Mary insisted. “I would go with you, but I have to wait for Kent to fax me some paperwork. I managed to hook up the computer and the internet so I could receive it and print it. If I don't get it back to him today this is going to drag on forever.” 
“It's fine, it's better if you stay here where it's safe,” Suzie said sternly. “Don't leave the house unless you text me. Until we get all of this figured out we could be at risk.” 
“I'll be careful,” Mary promised. “You be careful, too.” 
“I will be,” Suzie hugged her friend tightly then hurried to the car. She wanted to get to the station and find out if Jason had found anything on the flash drive. 
 
***
 
When Suzie walked into the station she found Jason leaning over a man's shoulder at a computer. 
“Hi Suzie,” Jason said as he straightened up. “Sorry, but we didn't find anything yet. Looks like the drive was wiped clean somehow. What's that you have there?” he asked curiously as he looked at the plastic bags. 
“Just something for Dr. Rose,” Suzie explained. 
“She's out for the moment, she'll be in by ten though. This is Carter, our IT tech,” he added as he patted the man's shoulder. Carter was too busy staring at the screen to greet her. 
“Oh yes,” Carter muttered as he scrolled through the computer screen. “I found it,” he snapped his fingers and laughed shortly. 
“Found what?” Suzie asked as she leaned over his shoulder. 
Jason rested his hands on the desk on the other side of Carter and leaned in closely as well. “What is it?” he asked in a more gruff tone. 
“Well, you see people think when they delete things, that they just disappear, but that's not the case. A copy of whatever they have deleted usually remains, as is the case here,” he added as he clicked the mouse. When he did, photographs began to populate the screen. 
“Oh no,” Suzie gasped as she saw the images before her. “Thomas was with his wife that night on the beach, but not for a romantic evening,” she shook her head. The images revealed that Thomas had actually struck his wife very hard over the head with the bottle of wine he had been carrying. Then he let her body be washed away by the sea. Suzie thought of her uncle taking those photos. “Uncle Harry must have been horrified,” she murmured. 
“He knew there wasn't time,” Jason said quietly as he stared at the screen. “He knew there wasn't time to get down there to help her, so he made sure he had evidence instead. All this time,” he growled as he stood up straight. “I trusted that man more than my own father!” 
“Jason, it's not your fault he fooled you,” Suzie tried to calm him as she met his eyes. “You were hurting, and you needed someone, there's no shame in that.” 
“There is if the man I turned to is also my father's murderer,” Jason countered as he snatched up his hat and began walking towards the front of the police station. 
“Jason, where are you going?” Suzie called out with concern. 
“I'm going to arrest the mayor,” he replied sharply. Suzie ran to catch up with him and made it to his side just in time as he reached his patrol car. 
“Jason wait, don't you think it would be better to send someone else?” Suzie pleaded. “What if he knows that you know?” 
“I'll be fine, Suzie,” he assured her and started the engine of the car. “I wouldn't let anyone else put the handcuffs on that man.” 
As Suzie watched Jason drive away she felt a subtle sense of relief despite the chaos of the last few minutes. She was glad that Jason finally knew that his father had been trying to be a better man than he had been in the past. He had stuck his neck out in an attempt to right a wrong, unfortunately he had suffered for his attempt. She only hoped that Jason wouldn't put himself in a similar position. Suzie was still thinking about this when she pulled into the driveway at Dune House. She walked up onto the porch and called out as she walked in the door. 
“Mary, I'm here, sorry it took me longer than I expected...” she was suddenly silenced by the presence of Thomas standing beside the fireplace. Her purse slipped off her arm and fell to the floor. 
“So glad you could join us, Suzie,” he said and gestured to the chair across from the fireplace. Suzie noticed Mary sitting in the opposite chair, her eyes wide, and her lips drawn tight with fear. 
“What are you doing here?” Suzie asked with growing animosity. 
“Oh, can't I just drop by for a visit?” Thomas asked with a shrug. “I just wanted to see the progress you two have made. I must say it's pretty amazing. It's a shame no one else is going to see it,” he added as he used the poker he held in his hand to stir the ashes in the fireplace. 
“What are you talking about?” Suzie demanded. She hoped he didn't know what they had discovered. 
“You know, I thought to myself, these two ladies they're not going to find anything. They'll lose interest and move on. So, imagine my surprise when I discovered that you had been doing a little investigating, Suzie?” he laughed a little and shook his head. “The thing about small towns, is that you can't keep secrets. Especially from the mayor. I own just about every person in this town, and I will do anything it takes to make sure that my secrets are kept. Yours however, are public knowledge,” he stirred the ashes again. “Sit down, Suzie.” 
“I'll stand,” Suzie replied and stood beside Mary's chair. “I want to know what all this is about.” 
“I know you went to the bank, I know that you took those photos to the library, I know that you had Carter analyzing something at the police station. I know,” he said in a cruel tone as he stepped closer to her, “that Jason is on his way to arrest me. Can you imagine that? Me? I've been nothing but caring to that boy, and this is how he repays me.” 
“I wouldn't call killing his father caring,” Suzie replied through gritted teeth. She held his gaze steadily. She was determined not to let him see how terrified she was. 
“Try proving it,” Thomas suggested with a chuckle. “Good ol' Harry died of a broken heart. Isn't that poetic enough for you?” he asked. “The old man could have passed away in here and rotted for years without anyone noticing, least of all his son. So really, was it so tragic for me to take a life that was being wasted?” 
“You're a terrible person,” Suzie said flatly as she crossed her arms. “You're so smug, thinking that you got away with two murders. But you haven't got away with anything.” 
“Two?” Thomas narrowed his eyes sharply and took a step closer to her. “By the time I'm done here, honey, it's going to be four.” 
With that he picked up some rope that was laying in a pile behind him. 
“Mary, come on, we have to get out of here,” Suzie said in a hiss and reached for her friend's hand. Only then did she realize that Mary was tied to the chair by her ankles. 
“What are you doing?” she asked with horror as she turned back to Thomas to find he was trailing gasoline in a circle around the two chairs. When he put the gas can down, he pulled out a gun he had tucked in the back of his pants. Suzie's heart was racing. He pointed the gun at Mary. 
“Get in the chair, or I do this now,” he said sharply. Suzie knew that the moment she was tied up in the chair there would be no hope of either of them escaping, but she couldn't leave Mary alone. 
“Don't do this, Thomas, think of your career,” Suzie spoke quickly. “Think of spending your life behind bars!” 
“I don't need to think about either,” he barked back. “I did what I had to do. Samantha was going to leave me. She was going to tell the world about my illegal dealings. How would it make me look to have my own wife saying these things about me? What do you think that would do to a wholesome image like mine? If your uncle had just stayed out of it, then none of this would have happened,” he pointed out. “But he didn’t, so now, it has to happen. Sit down,” he commanded her sternly. 
Suzie reluctantly sat down in the high backed chair. She grabbed onto Mary's hand as Thomas wrapped the rope around their wrists and around Suzie's ankles. 
“Look on the bright side, ladies, at least you won't be going alone. And, in the future this will be the sight of a resort,” he smiled up at them. Suzie was startled by how ruthless he was. She knew no amount of pleading would stop him. She tried to think of a way to escape, but with her heart racing and her mind spinning, she couldn't think of a single thing. 
“Please, we won't say anything to anyone,” Mary promised as she squeezed Suzie's hand. 
“If only I could believe that,” he sighed and pulled a pack of matches out of his pocket. 
“Stop!” Jason shouted from the door that Suzie had left open. He had his gun drawn and was aiming it straight at Thomas. “Drop the matches,” Jason demanded. 
“Sure, just let me light them first,” Thomas chuckled and began fumbling with them. 
“Don't do it, I will shoot you,” Jason warned him as he stepped closer. 
“You're not going to shoot me, Jason,” Thomas rolled his eyes. “Are you forgetting that I've seen you bawl your eyes out over your poor father? I know you, kid, you're not going to shoot...” 
The sound of the gun being fired was so deafening that at first Suzie thought it was an explosion. She looked up in horror, expecting to see Thomas slumped over on the floor. Instead she saw him cowering close to the fireplace. He had dropped the matches. The bullet Jason fired was lodged into the wall just above where Thomas' shoulder had been. 
“You're under arrest,” Jason declared as he moved closer to him. 
Outside Dune House sirens and tires squealed as patrol cars arrived to back up Jason. Other officers rushed in to handcuff Thomas, but Jason stopped them. 
“I want to do it,” he said firmly. Once the mayor was in custody and had been taken out of the house, Jason walked over to Suzie and Mary who had stepped outside onto the porch. 
“How did you know that he'd be here?” Suzie asked as she and Mary gulped down the fresh air that came from the sea. Having been so close to being killed was enough reason to savor every breath. 
“I was driving over there, when I remembered that Thomas paid for all three of the desk sergeant's kids to go through college. It seemed generous at the time, but the more I thought about it, and what we'd learned about Thomas, the more I wondered if it was a way to get information out of the police station. Then I thought about what Thomas would do if he knew that you two had found those photographs. Of course, after finding out about him killing his wife I knew what he was capable of, so I thought it best that I come back and check on you,” he sighed and shook his head. “I'm so glad I did.” 
“So are we,” Mary laughed, her hands still shaking with fear. “When he burst in, I didn't know what to think. I just pretended I didn't know anything. I didn't know what else to do. Then he pulled the gun on me, and,” she sighed. “I've never been so afraid.” 
“I'm sorry, Mary,” Suzie hugged her tightly. “I had no idea it would turn out like this. I need to get you home.” 
“Home?” Mary asked with a faint smile. “I don't have a home to go back to, remember? Yes, I was scared, but Suzie you were there, and then Jason came. It was actually rather thrilling,” she admitted in a sheepish tone. 
“Do you think he has any chance of going free?” Suzie asked as she looked back at Jason.
“Not with the photos we have, and what Dr. Rose will likely find in those beer bottles, and now this,” he added as he frowned in the direction of the ropes hanging off the chairs. “Thomas has always had a strong influence on the people of this town, but never once did I think he was a criminal. I guess I trusted him too easily,” he blinked a few times then wiped at his eyes. “I need to get back to the station, are you two okay or would you like to be checked out at the hospital?” 
“We're fine,” Mary said quickly. 
“Yes, thanks to you,” Suzie added. “But wait just a moment, Jason,” she requested as she walked over to her purse which she had dropped on the floor. She pulled out the envelope that she had found in some of Harry's things. “I think it's time you read this,” she said softly and pressed it into his hand. He stared at her with a puzzled look. “Give your father a chance, Jason, grief can cause people to behave in the strangest ways. I might not have known your father well, but since I've been here I've learned a thing or two about him. I've learned that he was willing to risk his own life to reveal the truth, and I've learned that he loved you more than he was ever brave enough to say.” 
“I'll read it,” Jason promised with a slow nod. As he walked out through the door of Dune House, Suzie felt a strange sense of relief. She almost felt as if her Uncle Harry was walking out right along with him. 
 
***
 
By the time the stars rose that evening, Suzie was exhausted again. But it was a nice feeling. She and Mary had straightened out the living room after forensics had done a sweep of it. They left behind more dust of course. There was still a lot to do to get the B & B ready to open, but together Suzie had no doubt that they could do it. 
Suzie had invited Jason over to join them for a glass of wine on the porch after such a long and adrenaline-filled day. She wasn't sure if he would take her up on it, but she hoped he would. When she settled down on the chair beside Mary she felt at peace for the first time in a long time. With her best friend beside her, and the ocean stretched out before her, she felt as if there were no longer any limitations to the possibilities in her life. Stranger still, when she watched the rolling waves, she thought of Paul for the first time since he had caught her mid-fall at the motel. She wondered whether he was still on solid ground, or if he was back out on the waves. 
“Last week I never would have thought of us being here,” Mary chuckled to herself as she too looked out over the water. “It's amazing the turns life takes.” 
When they heard the squeak of the door to the porch they both looked up to find Jason walking out onto the porch with his own glass of wine. He settled into a chair beside Suzie and sipped at his glass. 
“I have to admit, Suzie, when you came into town, I never imagined that you would change my life this much,” he glanced over at her with a smile. She could see the lightness in his eyes, and his more relaxed nature. She was sure that he had read the letter. She hoped it meant as much to him as it had meant to her to read it. Though she had never known her uncle very well, she was glad that he thought he could trust her, for whatever reason, and that together with Mary's help, and Jason's instincts, she had been able to solve the mystery of not just Harry's death, but Samantha's as well. 
“To be honest, I never imagined that my life would change this much,” Suzie laughed. 
“Me neither,” Mary agreed. 
“So, have you two decided are you selling or staying?” Jason asked as he looked between them. 
“Staying,” Suzie and Mary said at the same time, and then laughed at one another. “The plan is to finish refurbishing the house and then to see how we go running it as a B & B. We both wanted some excitement in our lives,” Suzie explained to Jason who was grinning. 
“And we sure did find it here,” Mary added as she took a sip of her wine. The waves rushed to the shore, crashing, only to retreat again. The sounds and scents that filled the air had a soothing quality that coaxed all three of them into a shared silence of appreciation. Dune House was alive again. What other secrets might its walls hold? 
 
The End
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