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      Cassie peered through the kitchen window above the sink of her freshly bought Cape Cod beach house and scanned Starboard Lane for the umpteenth time.

      “You are going to wear a path from the living room to the kitchen if you don’t stop pacing,” Sydney said. “Your friend probably just hit some of that infamous Cape Cod summer traffic.”

      “I doubt that. It’s Monday and most tourists arrive on Saturday. Besides, it’s not even Memorial Day weekend yet. There’s shouldn’t be any traffic coming onto the Cape right now.” Cassie sighed. “I hope she gets here before you leave for your meeting. You’re going to love her. She was my first friend…”

      Sydney plopped back down in the armchair and finished Cassie’s sentence. “I know. Anna McBride was your first friend, besides Mary Beth, who you met after losing your memory in the car accident two months ago. I can’t wait to meet her, but you’re making me anxious with all your pacing.”

      Cassie ignored Sydney’s complaint. “She was kind to me at a time when so many people treated me with suspicion. Including Jake. In fact, she was the inspiration for all my amateur sleuthing. I was attending a party in her ice cream shop in Seagull Cove when a teacher at the local high school was murdered down the street. I helped her solve the case back in February. When I called her a few weeks ago and told her that my memory returned, she insisted on visiting me in person to celebrate.”

      As soon as Cassie returned to the living room and sat on the couch, she heard a car engine in the driveway. Her half Shih Tzu and half Maltese puppy Artie trotted to the front door from his favorite sunny spot by the sliding glass door in the living room, wagging his tail.

      The car door thumped as it closed. Cassie threw open the front door to find Anna bounding up the walkway. The two women embraced.

      “Cassie!” Anna cried, tying her long brown hair into a ponytail as she stepped back to look at her friend. “You look fantastic.”

      The women embraced again, then Cassie took Anna inside and introduced her to Sydney, who was eagerly awaiting the introduction. Anna gave Sydney a warm hug, which Sydney returned.

      “Cassie told me what great friends the two of you have become in such a short time,” Anna said. “See, Cassie? I knew things would work out for the best.”

      “I couldn’t see it when I was in Seagull Cove, but if that horrible accident had to happen anywhere, I’m so glad it was here.”

      “I can’t believe you ended up settling in Sand Dune Shores, after all," Anna said. "If that’s not fate, I don’t know what is."

      “We’ll get you checked in at the Sand Dune Inn in a little while, but first, come and visit with Sydney for a few minutes. She just purchased the cutest little Cape-style house a few streets over, and she needs to scoot back home to meet the woman who is measuring the windows for curtains.”

      “I thought I’d splurge on new window treatments and a couple of light fixtures to make it my own. The previous owner recently did a major renovation, but I wanted to personalize it beyond just furniture and pictures.”

      “That sounds exciting,” Anna said.

      They sat in the living room, which was only about thirty yards from the Atlantic Ocean during high tide. Anna scratched the top of Artie’s head. “I heard all about you, little fellow. I thought you might like this.” She reached into her purse and tossed the pup a chew toy.

      “You’ve made a friend for life,” Cassie said, laughing.

      Anna leaned toward Sydney. “It’s weird calling her Cassie, isn’t it? We both met her as Heather.”

      “It did take some getting used to. I still slip and call her Heather sometimes.”

      It was mid-May but there was still a chilly breeze coming off the Nantucket Sound, so Cassie made some hot chocolate for her company. Sydney had tons of questions about Anna’s ice cream shop back in Seagull Cove, a quaint seaside town on the North Shore of Boston. Anna had closed her counseling practice in the city and opened her shop a few years after her sister passed away in a tragic boating accident.

      Sydney told Anna about her career as a children’s book author and how she had been renting the beach house that Cassie now owned. “Cassie basically took over my life,” Sydney said with a playful smile. “Artie used to be my dog, but I gave him to Heather—I mean, Cassie—she was Heather at the time. The timing wasn’t right for me to adopt a dog. Once her memory returned, and she realized she could afford it, she bought this beach house, which I had been renting while I looked for a house.”

      “You two certainly have packed a lot of adventure into two months,” Anna said.

      “That doesn’t even count the four murders that she solved,” Sydney said.

      In a way, it seemed like a lifetime ago that Cassie came to Sand Dune Shores. So much had happened in the past two months. Her memory returned nearly a month ago, but since then, she went back to Colorado for a couple of weeks to ship her belongings and say goodbye to some friends. She also made a detour to Iowa to investigate the case that brought her to Cape Cod.

      “I want to hear all about your trip home and your side trip to Des Moines,” Anna said.

      Sydney stood and grabbed her purse. “That’s my cue to go. I’ve heard all about it, and I don’t want to be late for my meeting. But let’s definitely spend some time together while you’re here. I’d love to have you over for dinner at my new house. I just unpacked the last box last night.”

      “Thank you,” Anna said. “I’ll look forward to it.”

      “Your new home is amazing,” Anna said after Sydney left. “You must be a very successful artist to be able to afford this house.”

      “I’ve been blessed. Let’s go for a walk before it gets too cold, and I’ll catch you up on everything,” Cassie said. “Then I’ll give you the grand tour and get you checked in at the inn. Are you sure you don’t want to stay with me? I have plenty of room.”

      “I appreciate the offer, but the inn is right across the street. I’m only staying a few nights, so I thought I’d treat myself.”

      “If you change your mind, there’s plenty of space here. It’s a tiny beach house, but there are three bedrooms.”

      Anna looked through the sliding glass door onto the beach just beyond. “Will do. For now, I really want to explore that beach.”

      Cassie put on a black fleece sweatshirt, then picked up Artie’s leash. He immediately abandoned his chew toy and trotted over to Cassie. “Let’s go, buddy,” she said, fastening his leash.

      When they stepped onto the deck, Anna stopped and admired the view. “You are going to love sitting here in the summer,” she said, gazing at the ocean.

      “I know. I can’t wait. We’ve had a few warm days, but the summer months are going to be incredible here.” Memorial Day was the following weekend, which was when Cassie was told the tourists would start arriving.

      The women turned past the massive sand dune on the left and followed the shoreline.

      “Is that a sandbar?” Anna asked, pointing to a shallow area a short distance from the shore.

      Cassie nodded. “I hear it’s a fun spot to hang out during those August heat waves.”

      They continued walking for ten minutes until they arrived at a small inlet and couldn’t go any further without getting wet. On their way back, a man with greying dark hair wearing blue jeans and a navy polo sweatshirt waved at them from the top of the dune. They walked toward him, but stopped in front of a sign that read, ‘Stay off the Dunes.’

      The man made his way toward them, toting an armful of weathered driftwood.

      “That’s beautiful wood,” Anna said.

      He looked over his shoulder, then hopped off the dune.

      “Anna, meet Darren Germain. He makes the most beautiful driftwood art you’ve ever seen. Darren, this is my good friend, Anna McBride.”

      Darren smiled proudly at the mention of his art. “I have a little studio and showroom on the edge of town. If you’d ever like to take a look at some of my pieces, Cassie knows where to find me.”

      “I might take you up on that. I own a little cottage in Seagull Cove, and I’m looking for something to go on my mantle.”

      “Darren’s work is exquisite. I’m going to buy a piece for my art studio once I finish setting it up.”

      “I’ll tell you what. Since you’re a friend of Cassie, I’ll give you my friends-and-family discount—ten percent off your first purchase.”

      Anna smiled. “Thank you. That’s very generous.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “I’d better go before you-know-who finds me. Besides, I have a houseguest who should be arriving about now.” He rolled his eyes slightly. “Once you become successful, everyone wants a piece of you.” He left via the public entrance, about twenty yards beyond Cassie’s house.

      “What did he mean by you-know-who?” Anna asked after he left.

      “He was talking about Maya Deveau. She’s a local environmentalist who calls the police whenever she sees him climbing on the dunes.”

      “She’s not wrong,” Anna said. “If everyone did that, they would erode.”

      “I agree, but I didn’t want to rock the boat, since I just moved here. Maya seems like she has the situation under control. She snapped a picture of him on the dune last month, and he was slapped with a hefty fine. From what Sydney told me, he doesn’t do it nearly as often now. He must need the wood to create inventory for the tourist season.”

      Cassie and Anna made their way back to the beach house. Cassie unfastened Artie’s leash once they cleared the dune. The puppy raced up the steps to the deck and sat by the slider wagging his tail.

      When they stepped inside, Cassie gave Anna a tour of her new home, though Anna had already seen most of it while they were talking with Sydney. The small kitchen opened into an area just big enough for a four-person table, and the living room had just enough room for a comfy couch and a reclining chair. There were three small bedrooms and a bathroom off the main living area. Cassie had settled into the largest bedroom, which faced the beach.

      “The other unit has the same layout, just mirrored,” Cassie explained. “I’m turning it into an art studio. Come on, I’ll show you.”

      They exited through the front door, which faced the inn. The front yard of the weathered grey duplex, which contained sand instead of grass, was enclosed by a white picket fence. There was a sandy path between the two units that lead to the beach. They were connected by a roof, so you had to go outside to access the second unit.

      “Someday I might combine the two units into one large living space. But before I spend any more money, I want to live in it for a while. The other advantage to keeping the units separate is that places on the beach command a hefty sum for short-term summer rentals. If I ever needed the extra cash, I could rent it out and it wouldn’t impact my own living space.”

      “It’s smart not to rush into any changes,” Anna said. “I know it’s well into the future, but if you plan to make this your forever home, it could be a nice source of income after you retire.”

      Cassie hadn’t had time to decorate her art studio yet, except for a few of her paintings that she hung on the walls. There were still boxes of art supplies and wrapped paintings to sort through. She had placed a blank canvas on an easel and had scattered a few painting supplies on an old wooden table, but she hadn’t had time to paint since returning from her trip.

      “Now that my house is set up, organizing my studio is my next priority.”

      “What a perfect spot to paint,” Anna said, once again admiring the ocean view.

      “I can’t wait to get started, although I can’t do much in the way of marketing my work right now. I don’t want anyone to know that I’m in Sand Dune Shores while I’m trying to solve this case. Before he died, John warned me that the man we were looking for was dangerous. The less he knows about me, the better.”

      “Let’s go back to your place and you can fill me in on what you’ve learned so far.”
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      Anna and Cassie returned next door and settled onto the couch with another mug of hot chocolate.

      “Tell me everything,” Anna said. “I’ve been bursting to find out about your trip.”

      Artie hopped onto Cassie’s lap as if he were going to help her tell the story.

      “We had quite the trip, Artie and me. First, I went home to Colorado, and I explained to my friends how I lost my memory. Fortunately, they weren’t yet worried about me since they knew I was taking an extended trip to Cape Cod. I caught them up on everything I had been through. Then I sorted through my belongings, packed up my house, and informed my landlord that I was moving. I shipped what I wanted to keep and donated the rest. After that, I went to Des Moines to learn more about the art theft that John Seewald served time for. And finally, I attended my brother’s wedding in Maine. I just got back last week.”

      “Considering all you’ve been through, I’m amazed at how everything worked out,” Anna said.

      “It truly did. I had been ready for a change for a long time and was contemplating moving to Maine to be near my brother and father before the accident. But I’m glad I landed in Sand Dune Shores. It feels like home.”

      “So, tell me about Des Moines. Did you make any progress in determining whether John Seewald was innocent?”

      “Yes and no. I met with John’s former wife, Blaire, his ten-year-old-son, Caleb, and his sister Ellie. I had spoken to Blaire and Ellie on the phone a couple of times, but I wanted to meet them in person. Caleb reminded me so much of John, with the same inquisitive eyes his father had. Our meeting wasn’t productive for the case, but I was glad I could answer their questions since I was the last person to see John alive. I assured them he died trying to prove his innocence, and I told them I believed he was innocent as well. I promised to continue the investigation where John had left off and to keep them updated.”

      “Were they pleased?” Anna asked.

      “Ellie and Caleb were, but Blaire seemed skeptical. They divorced eight years ago, and it seemed like she built up a wall.”

      “That’s understandable. She’s been through a lot. Her husband went to prison for armed robbery, and she became a single mother overnight. It must have been traumatic for her.”

      “I know. I think she was afraid of getting Caleb’s hopes up, too.”

      “What makes you so sure that John is innocent?” Anna asked. “When we spoke on the phone, you said you hadn’t been in contact with him for years, and then he appeared on your doorstep. How do you know he didn’t change during all those years?”

      Cassie gazed through the glass door at the waves crashing in the distance. She had asked herself this same question many times, both before she lost her memory and after it returned. “I suppose there is always the chance that he became a different person during the time we didn’t see each other. But we were close friends in college, and he even saved my life one time hiking. The John I knew was a caring man and a teacher who lived to inspire young people. I can’t sit back and do nothing when there is nobody else working to clear his name. Even if I’m wrong about him, and he does turn out to be guilty, his family deserves answers.”

      “You’re a good friend to him,” Anna said.

      “Our friendship and my gut instinct aside, there are too many things about this case that don’t add up. In addition to visiting Ellie and Blaire, I went to the museum that John was convicted of stealing from. I chatted with an elderly security guard, Norman, who has worked for the museum for over thirty years. He is getting ready to retire, and he told me that John’s conviction never sat right with him. He remembered a man with red hair who seemed to be scouting out the museum a few weeks before the robbery.”

      “What color was John’s hair?” Anna asked.

      “Brown. But there was no proof that the suspicious man that Norman saw was the same person who robbed the museum.”

      “But still,” Anna said. “The fact that Norman saw someone poking around a couple of weeks before the robbery does indicate that John could be telling the truth. Did the museum have any footage from the night of the robbery?” Anna asked.

      “They did, but the robber was dressed in black and wearing a ski mask. However, Norman did say that the robber’s body structure matched the red-headed man that he remembers. And there were also pieces stolen from other museums in the area around the same time.”

      “So, what’s your next step?”

      “John and I came to Cape Cod because he believed that the painting he was accused of stealing was part of a larger art theft ring. He had a contact who suggested that a man known as Red was involved, and what I learned from Norman indicates that he could be right. John didn’t know Red’s real name, but he knew he resided somewhere on this part of the Cape.”

      “John’s information does seem consistent with Norman’s description of the man he saw a few weeks before the crime,” Anna said. “Do you know who John’s contact was?”

      Cassie shook her head. “I have no idea. I think the best place to start is to follow through on what John and I were planning. Our first goal was to figure out who Red was. That’s what we were trying to do before the accident. Then, once we had Red’s identity, John hoped we could prove that he framed him. Jake is going to help me try to locate Red.”

      “I’m looking forward to meeting him. And since Jake is a local, his connections and knowledge of the area will be useful.”

      “He usually comes to the inn in the evening to visit his parents, so I’m sure we’ll see him soon. Speaking of the inn, let’s get you settled in.”

      The women took Anna’s car to the Sand Dune Inn, even though it was just across the street, so that Anna could unload her suitcase and store her car there. Then Cassie showed her to her room. She left Anna to unpack while she walked Artie and checked in on her employees at the gift shop. Then they met in the lobby at 2:30.

      “Are you sure you don’t need to spend more time in the gift shop?” Anna asked. “I don’t want to keep you away from work.”

      “No. I only check in periodically with my staff. After I got my memory back, I worked out an arrangement with Elizabeth and Joel. I still manage the shop and do all the hiring, but I don’t work the floor unless someone gets sick or needs training. I’m only taking a half-time salary so we can use the other half to hire more part-time help. That way, I’ll have enough time to devote to my art. It seemed like a good compromise. I didn’t want to abandon them during the tourist season, so we agreed to this arrangement. We’re going to reevaluate at the end of the summer.”

      “That sounds like the perfect compromise,” Anna said. “It will be good for you to have a job that puts you in contact with other people. I imagine that painting all day can be lonely.”

      “Sometimes it can. Although, when I’m in the flow, I love getting lost in my work.” Cassie pulled her phone from her pocket and glanced at the time. “You’re in for a treat when we eat at the Sand Dune Tavern, but it’s a little early for dinner. Is there anything in particular you’d like to do now?”

      “Why don’t we go to Darren’s showroom? I wasn’t just being polite. I really am looking for a piece of artwork for my mantel.”

      “Great idea,” Cassie said. “I love browsing his creations.”

      They hopped into Cassie’s silver Ford Escape, which she had driven back from Colorado. The SUV, which was practical for the Colorado snow, had a lot of miles on it, so she had been planning to get a new vehicle. Now that she lived by the beach, she was considering a convertible, but that would happen in due time. First, she wanted to settle in before making any more major financial decisions.

      They dropped Artie off at the beach house, and within ten minutes, they had arrived at a secluded building with dark brown shingles and white trim. It looked more like a shack than an art showroom.

      “I’ve only been here once,” Cassie said. “But I find it so inspiring how he can take something so ordinary, like driftwood, and shape it into something so beautiful. And some of his work is very practical, too.”

      “It looks like he lives and works here.” Anna said, looking up at the apartment on the second floor.

      “From what I understand, he is very successful. I’m surprised he hasn’t fixed this place up,” Cassie said in a soft voice. She didn’t want to insult Darren if he was within earshot.

      They knocked on the faded blue door to the studio, but nobody answered.

      Cassie turned the knob and pushed open the door. “Darren, it’s Cassie and Anna.”

      There was still no answer.

      “Maybe he’s out back. I’m sure it’s okay to go inside since the door is unlocked,” Cassie said.

      Despite the rough exterior, the showroom was updated on the inside. Though it wasn’t large—only about eight hundred square feet—the space felt welcoming. Display tables and shelves lined the walls, with a wooden table against the back wall, beside a door carved with realistic ocean waves. There was another table to the right of the door. The shelves spanned the entire length of the wall, but they paused to frame two windows on either side.

      A wide marble table sat in the center of the room, where Darren’s driftwood creations were scattered. Sea turtles, fish, birds, and other animals adorned the tables and shelves. There were also frames, wall hangings, and even a section of chairs. A couple of driftwood mantels on the wall particularly caught Cassie’s attention.

      Anna was immediately drawn to a small seahorse.

      “He’s beautiful,” Cassie said.

      “And just the right size for my mantle.” She looked at the price tag. “His work really does command a hefty price, but I think I’ll go for it. It will be a nice way to commemorate my trip to Sand Dune Shores.” She carefully picked up the seahorse. “Let’s see if we can find Darren. It looks like there’s a room out back. If he’s not there, we can go upstairs and see if he’s in his apartment. He couldn’t have gone far with the door unlocked and all this valuable art inside.”

      They pushed open a door along the back wall that was slightly ajar. Cassie peeked her head inside and called Darren’s name, but he wasn’t there.

      They came across some boards in the corner with sayings painted on them. One said, "From above, all is clear." Another said, "Nature speaks to those who listen." And a third said, "Sand shifts, but truth remains."

      “These are lovely sayings,” Anna said. “They have a similar theme.”

      “I agree. But they look like practice boards. See, the paint is smudged. I wonder if they were commissioned by someone.”

      “In any case, it doesn’t look like he’s here. He must have forgotten to lock the door,” Anna said.

      “We can wait around for a while. We’re not in a rush, and he couldn’t have gone far.”

      “There’s a staircase on the side of the building that looks like it leads to his residence. I’ll see if he’s up there. He may have gone upstairs to get something,” Anna said.

      Anna was heading to the door when Cassie saw half of an arm sticking out from behind the center table on the opposite side of the room from where Anna had found her seahorse. She gasped and jogged over.

      Anna turned around. “Are you okay? Why are you running?”

      Cassie suddenly stopped and put her hands on her head when she saw the body of the artist with a piece of driftwood carved into a sharp stake and protruding from his chest.

      “I found Darren.”
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