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      Velma filled an inflatable palm tree using a hand pump and arranged it in the middle of a wooden sandbox, which Anna had set up by the front window in the dining room of her ice cream shop, Bella’s Dream.

      “I can’t believe how many people purchased tickets,” Anna said. “We are sold to capacity. One more person and we’d be violating fire code.”

      “Wherever did you come up with the idea for a tropical beach ice cream party in the middle of February?” Velma asked.

      “I thought Seagull Cove could use an event to help beat the winter blues and bring some business into the shop. February is such a slow month for a seaside ice cream shop.”

      “I think it’s going to be a smashing success,” Velma said. “We should make it an annual event.”

      Anna and Velma laughed out loud when Olivia, Jack, and Ethan - Anna’s three high school employees - arrived dressed in the spirit of the evening. Jack sported blue and white swim trunks and a blue t-shirt under his long winter coat, and was carrying a red floatie, which he promptly put around his waist.

      Ethan pulled back his coat to reveal his lime green and white Bermuda shorts, explaining that he found them in the back of one of his father’s bureau drawers, beneath some other ‘old man’ clothes.

      Olivia wore a bright sundress over a long-sleeved t-shirt and yoga pants with a red plastic Hawaiian lei around her neck.

      “You kids look fantastic,” Velma said.

      Along with Velma, Kathy and Mary were already helping Anna to set up the shop. It was all hands on deck for tonight’s party.

      Anna pulled her employees together for an impromptu staff meeting. “I have plenty of tropical flavored ice cream, especially mango. We’ll need some of you to work behind the counter, a couple to collect tickets, and the rest can mill about and keep the dining room clean. I included all the ice cream you can eat in the price of the ticket, so I expect that the counter will be busy.” Anna winked at Jack. “We’ll let Jack focus on becoming famous with his band.”

      “My friends should be here any minute to set up. Thanks for giving us a chance to perform tonight. We’ve been rehearsing all week.” Anna had hired Jack’s friends, who had formed a garage band, to play beach-themed music.

      “This is going to be so much fun,” Olivia said. “I can’t wait for everyone to arrive.”

      Jack scanned the shop. “The store looks awesome. And thanks for turning up the heat. It makes it a lot easier to wear shorts in February.”

      In addition to the sandbox and inflatable palm tree by the window, bright folding beach chairs were scattered among some of the regular chairs, and each table had a few pairs of sunglasses that people could use to get into the spirit. Velma had found miniature paper umbrellas, which were meant for cocktails, to stick in the ice cream for added festivity.

      “It looks like we’re ready for customers,” Anna said.

      Soon after, Jack’s friends arrived to set up, and Olivia led them over to their designated spot.

      “Judging from the way Olivia blushed when the band arrived, I’d say she has a crush on one of them,” Velma whispered in Anna’s ear.

      Anna smiled as they watched the teens interact. “Ah, young love. I wonder which one she likes.”

      “Let’s go find out,” Velma said, pulling Anna to the stage area with a mischievous smile.

      “Anna, I’d like you to meet Aiden, Rob, and Owen,” Olivia said.

      The three boys politely shook Anna’s hand. “Thanks for letting us perform,” Aiden said. “We won’t let you down.”

      “You boys are going to be great,” Velma said.

      “I wish Caroline could be here,” Aiden said to Olivia.

      “She felt badly that she couldn’t come, but she already had plans with her aunt and cousins.” Olivia tapped her pocket. “But I promised I’d record a few songs and text them to her.”

      Aiden smiled broadly. “Thanks, Olivia.”

      Olivia’s eyes met Rob’s, and she looked down and blushed.

      “We’ll let you get to it,” Anna said. “People will be arriving in fifteen minutes.”

      “We’ll be ready,” Jack said.

      “I guess we know which boy Olivia is crushing on,” Anna whispered after they walked away.

      “Definitely Rob.”

      Anna was so wrapped up in setting up the shop that she almost missed a phone call from an old friend from graduate school, Mary Beth. The two had studied counseling together back in the day.

      She pulled her phone from her pocket. “Mary Beth! Are you and your friend coming tonight?”

      “I hope so,” Mary Beth said. “But I’m not sure that I would call her a friend, exactly. She started off as a patient, but I am taking her under my wing until her situation resolves itself. You’ll understand more when you meet her. I’d really love to come so the two of you can talk, but it will depend on how Heather is feeling.”

      “Fingers crossed,” Anna said.

      Guests began to arrive right at 6:00. Ethan and Olivia worked the front door, since they were best dressed for the occasion. They set up the ticket collection table a little off to the side, so they wouldn’t be in the direct path of the wintery cold air as people entered the shop.

      Joe Wiggins, wearing khaki shorts and flip flops, was one of the first to arrive, and his mood was as bright as his yellow shirt. After he had chatted with the staff and a few guests, he headed straight to the ice cream counter. “I’ll have two scoops of the mango ice cream,” Anna heard him say as she welcomed guests.

      A half hour later, there was still no sign of Mary Beth and her mysterious friend, but Anna was thrilled when three of her besties in town, Sonja, Ruthie, and Rosie, arrived.

      Jeremy Russo came in right behind them. “Are you ready for our meeting with Sid Crenshaw on Monday?” he whispered when Anna went over to greet him.

      Last month, Anna had finally been reunited with her Irish twin sister, Bella, who staged her own death five-and-a-half years ago. After nearly a year of searching, and with the help of Jeremy and Joe, they learned that Bella had witnessed a crime. She saw what she believed to be a man dumping the body of a young nurse, Rebecca Crenshaw. The killer had terrified Bella by stalking her and threatening to kill her and her loved ones if she went to the police. To escape her stalker and protect her family, Bella faked her death and relocated to Camden, Maine. Jeremy, who was a reporter at the Seagull Cove Chronicle, arranged a meeting for the three of them to speak with Rebecca’s father, Sid Crenshaw. That meeting was scheduled for Monday, only four days away.

      “I’m anxious to get this investigation underway,” Anna said. “The sooner Rebecca Crenshaw’s killer is behind bars, the sooner Bella can come home. But I have to admit, I’m equally excited to see Bella again at Camden Manor in two weeks.”

      Anna turned around after feeling a tug on her arm. It was Jack, who was taking a mango ice cream break between sets, standing next to a short, stocky man with a receding grey hairline. “Principal Ingersoll wanted to meet you,” Jack said.

      “Please, call me Larry.”

      “It’s nice to meet you,” Anna said.

      “A few members of the staff from the high school are here tonight.” Larry pointed to a woman wearing blue jeans and a baby blue sweatshirt that said ‘Hampton Beach.’ “That’s Gayle Thompson. She teaches history. And over there is Melissa Potter, our newest math teacher. And Beverly Nordstrom, who teaches ninth and tenth grade English, is standing next to Gayle.” The two were deep in a conversation that included a few animated hand gestures, and Gayle was shaking her head and rolling her eyes.

      “They came to support the band,” Jack said proudly.

      “Olivia, Ethan, and the boys in the band have been talking up this party at school for the past few weeks, so we wanted to come out to show our support. What a great event to get people out of their house this time of year,” Larry said.

      “I’m so happy you came,” Anna said.

      Anna started walking over to thank the teachers for coming, but the conversation still seemed intense, so she changed course and went to compliment the band on their stellar performance. “Be sure to get some ice cream before you start playing again,” Anna said to the boys.

      Olivia popped over and smiled at Rob. She gestured for them to follow her. “Come on. I’ll get your orders.”

      While Anna watched them make their way to the ice cream counter, the front door opened. It was Mary Beth. Another woman hesitantly entered behind Mary Beth. Anna studied her for a moment. Her gold highlighted hair fell just above her shoulders, and her large brown eyes reticently scanned the room. When Mary Beth spotted Anna, she put a hand on the woman’s shoulders and gently guided her in Anna’s direction.

      “It’s wonderful to see you,” Anna said, giving her old friend a warm hug.

      “You, as well. I’d like you to meet Heather.”

      Anna extended her hand. The woman seemed fragile as she smiled and politely shook Anna’s hand.

      “Anna and I went to graduate school together,” Mary Beth said. “Anna and her sister had a private counseling practice in Boston for many years. Since we happened to be in the area, I thought it might be nice for the two of you to chat.”

      “This party will be over at 8:00,” Anna said. “We’ll be able to talk privately then.”

      Anna looked into Heather’s vacant eyes as the woman forced a skeptical smile. “Thank you. I know you haven’t seen each other in a long time. I think I’ll get some ice cream and give the two of you a chance to catch up.”

      Before Anna or Mary Beth could respond, Heather was on her way to the ice cream counter.

      “Do you want to fill me in on the situation, or would you prefer to let Heather do that?” Anna asked.

      “It’s a story that will require your full attention, and you have your hands full right now. Why don’t we fill you in after the party? Besides, I want to make sure Heather doesn’t get too overwhelmed.”

      “Okay. Things look to be winding down here, anyway. I have my entire staff here, so cleanup will be a snap. Then we’ll have the rest of the evening to talk.”

      Anna rejoined her customers in the dining room. The band had come up for one last song and the crowd was cheering them on, especially those who came from the high school.

      When the band finished their final song, Anna thanked everyone for coming.

      “Should we make this party an annual event?” she asked the crowd.

      Her guests responded with enthusiastic applause.

      “It’s settled then. I’ll see you all next year, at the Second Annual Tropical Beach Ice Cream Party.”

      After the guests trickled out, Anna and her staff made quick work of cleaning up the shop. As she deflated the palm tree, Anna spotted Casper sitting on the empty sidewalk and peering into the store. “That’s Casper,” Anna explained to Mary Beth and Heather. “He’s a feral cat who belongs to everyone in town and to nobody in particular at the same time. He’s probably looking for his nightly snack. With all the excitement, I forgot to give it to him tonight.”

      She opened the front door and beckoned him inside, but he didn’t move. Anna shrugged her shoulders. “You can sulk all you want, but it’s your loss, little guy.”

      Before Anna closed the door, Heather darted out and bent down to give the cat a little love. He purred and let her scratch his head. When she came back inside, he dashed away.

      “Casper likes you,” Anna said. “Maybe he was just looking for a little attention.” It was the first genuine smile she had seen on Heather’s face all night.

      After her employees left, Anna brewed some coffee, and the three women sat at a table in the middle of the dining room.

      “Mary Beth didn’t tell me anything about why she thought it would be a good idea for us to talk,” Anna said to Heather. “She just mentioned that you had been through something traumatic. How are you doing?”

      Heather shrugged her shoulders. “I guess I’m doing okay, considering I have no idea who I am.”
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      Anna looked at Heather in stunned silence. “Did you just say that you don’t know who you are?”

      “That’s right. I’m going by the name Heather, because people have to call me something, but I have absolutely no idea who I am or what my real name is.”

      Anna took another long hard look at Heather. Her eyes were soulful as she searched Anna’s face for an answer that Anna didn’t possess. She had seen that sort of thing happening to people in movies, but in all her years of counseling, she had never actually met anyone with amnesia. Anna wondered if Heather’s searching expression was because of her memory issue, or if that was her regular demeanor. “Tell me what happened.”

      “Unfortunately, my story won’t take long to tell. A few days ago, I was in a pretty bad car accident. The police tell me I was driving through the town of Sand Dune Shores on Cape Cod, but I don’t remember that. The first thing I remember is waking up in a hospital, unable to recall anything. I stayed in the hospital for a few days so the doctors and counselors could observe me, but they released me this morning. Except for a few scrapes and bruises and a mild concussion, I wasn’t physically injured in the car accident. The only problem is that not a single memory has returned.”

      “We decided to call her Heather, because there was a painting of some Heather flowers along a wooden boardwalk on the beach in the hallway outside her hospital room. She loved it so much that one of the nurses switched it with the painting inside her room so she could admire it all day.”

      “One of the nurses suggested that they call me Heather for now. It seemed like as good a name as any, so I agreed.”

      “You look healthy,” Anna said.

      “I’m a little tired, and at first I would become easily overwhelmed when people asked me too many questions, but they told me that was from the concussion. It seems to be getting better.”

      “Heather was very lucky,” Mary Beth said. “She was in a very serious car accident. The man driving the car she was in wasn’t so lucky. His name was John Seewald. He was dead by the time the paramedics arrived.”

      “And you don’t remember anything about John, either?” Anna asked.

      “Nothing. The police showed me a picture of him, but I have no idea who he was.”

      “You must have been carrying some sort of ID,” Anna said.

      “Nope. That’s what’s so strange. I had a wallet with some cash, but no license, credit cards, or anything else that could identify me.” Heather’s shoulders tensed.

      “What about the driver? You know his name, so he must have been carrying identification.”

      “John had a license,” Mary Beth said. “The police were able to find his sister in Des Moines and notify her of her brother’s death. She said that she and her brother were raised in Iowa and they both currently lived there. He was fifty-two, so I’m guessing he was about ten years older than Heather.”

      “John’s sister had no idea who I was,” Heather said.

      Mary Beth opened her mouth to say something, but she suddenly stopped.

      “You might as well tell her,” Heather said.

      “John Seewald had a criminal record. He had recently been released from prison after serving a sentence for armed robbery.”

      Heather took an anxious breath. “What would I be doing with a man who just got out of prison? I’m so afraid that I have some sort of shady past. You have no idea how terrifying it is to not have any idea who you are.”

      “I’m affiliated with the hospital where Heather was admitted, so that’s how I became involved. I have a conference in Boston this weekend, so I offered to take Heather to get a second opinion at Boston Community Hospital. I figured it couldn’t hurt and it would give her something to do, since there was no reason not to release her from the hospital. I don’t feel like she should be alone right now while she figures out what to do next.”

      “Of course not,” Anna said.

      “I’m not holding out much hope that the doctors will be able to help me tomorrow. But as Mary Beth said, it’s a chance for me to regroup and figure out my next move. I’ll go back to the Cape with Mary Beth on Monday, but I’m staying at an inn in town while she is at the conference. The way I figure it, if I had been on Cape Cod, there had to be a reason. You don’t exactly pass through the Cape on your way to somewhere else. And it couldn’t have been a vacation. If it were, I’m sure I’d have some sort of identification.”

      Anna tuned out the sound of sirens approaching in the distance, so she could give Heather her complete attention. “I wonder if this John Seewald person could have kidnapped you. That would explain your lack of ID.” It seemed unlikely, but Anna couldn’t think of a good reason she would be with an ex-convict and not carrying any identification… unless she was running from the law.

      Heather shrugged her shoulders. “Who knows? John Seewald did have a reservation at an inn in Sand Dune Shores. It was for two separate rooms, but both reservations were under his name. I’m assuming that’s where we were headed.”

      Two police cars and an EMT truck sped past Bella’s Dream and headed north on Main Street. Anna glanced out the window, but she was too engrossed in Heather’s story to get up and take a closer look.

      “I think a few days at the inn will do Heather some good,” Mary Beth said. “We’re both staying there tonight and driving into Boston early tomorrow morning for Heather’s doctor’s appointment. Then, I’ll be staying in Boston for my conference. I’ll swing by Seagull Cove to pick her up when the conference is over on Sunday night. I told my pastor about Heather, and he took up a collection at the church to help her. He collected enough for a few nights at the inn, to buy some clothes, and to provide a little pocket money. I thought a few days here would be a good reprieve for her. And who knows? Maybe her memory will return in the next few days. Or at least some of it.”

      Anna did her best to imagine what Heather must be feeling, but she simply couldn’t.

      “Everyone has been so generous to me,” Heather said. “I hope I can repay them some day.”

      “I’ve never seen a situation like Heather’s,” Mary Beth said. “I’ve heard it can happen in rare instances, but I’ve never actually met anyone who completely lost their memory.”

      “The doctors say that in most cases, the patient’s memory returns. But it’s possible that it may never come back,” Heather said.

      A loud knock on one of the windows startled the three women.

      “Anna, are you still here? It’s me.” Velma was craning her neck to see inside the store.

      Anna hopped up and opened the door. Velma rushed inside.

      “I saw the light on. What are you still doing here?”

      “I’m just catching up with some friends,” Anna said. “Did you meet Mary Beth and Heather at the party?”

      Velma shook her head. “I don’t think so. I’m Velma. Anna, didn’t you hear the sirens? I thought you’d already be up the street checking things out by now.”

      “I heard them, but we were busy talking. What’s going on?”

      “I’m not sure, exactly. I met a friend for a late dinner across the street after the party. As we were leaving, a man came in and said that someone found a dead body up the street. It looks like a crowd is gathering now.”

      “Did they say who died?” Anna asked.

      Velma shook her head. “I was heading up there to see what was going on when I saw the light on inside Bella’s Dream. I saw Joe head in that direction, too.”

      Anna was about to ask if Mary Beth and Heather wanted to go and see what had happened, but they already had their coats on. Anna grabbed hers, and the four of them headed up Main Street.

      Anna spotted Joe amidst the large crowd that was gathering. “What’s going on?” she asked him.

      “I just saw Charlie. Apparently, there’s been a murder, and the victim was at your party.”

      “Who is it?” Anna asked.

      “One of the teachers from Seagull Cove High. Her name was Beverly Nordstrom.”
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      “Beverly Nordstrom? She came to my tropical beach party with the principal and two other teachers,” Anna said.

      “I remember,” Heather said. “Mary Beth and I were standing next to that group for a little while. I rolled my eyes, because they were making a lot of snarky comments toward one another.”

      Anna had almost forgotten that Mary Beth and Heather were standing beside her. She pointed to Larry. “That’s the principal, Larry Ingersoll, talking with Detective Charlie Doyle.”

      “And there’s Melissa Potter, standing off to the side. She looks like she just saw a ghost,” Velma said. “I don’t see Gayle.”

      “I’m going to have a chat with Melissa,” Anna said.

      Velma’s cellphone rang, and she pulled it from her pocket. “It’s Richie. He’s probably wondering why I’m not home from dinner yet. I’d like to stay, but I should get going. Fill me in tomorrow on what Melissa says.”

      Velma dashed off, and Anna headed toward Melissa. Mary Beth and Heather followed closely behind her.

      “Hi, Melissa. How are you doing?” Anna asked.

      Melissa studied Anna as if trying to place her, until a look of recognition came across her face. “Better than Bev, that’s for sure.”

      “What are you still doing in the area? The party ended almost an hour ago. Come to think of it, why is everyone who came to the party from the high school still here?”

      “A few of us decided to grab a drink after the party,” Melissa said.

      “Did Beverly go with you?” Heather asked. Heather appeared engrossed in the scene and seemed to have received a shot of energy from the whole thing.

      “She did. Larry invited us to the Sand Dollar Grille. We just left a few minutes ago.”

      “Did you all leave together?” Anna asked.

      “No. Bev was the first to leave the restaurant and the rest of us left shortly after. I spoke with Larry a couple of minutes ago. He was the last to leave the restaurant, because he stayed back to pay for the round of drinks. As he was leaving, he saw the commotion and came over.”

      Charlie finished speaking with Larry and approached Anna. “Hi, Anna. Did you happen to see anything?”

      “Mary Beth, Heather, and I were sitting in my shop talking, so I wasn’t paying attention to what was happening outside. But the victim was at my tropical beach party tonight.”

      “In that case, I may have some questions for you, but I probably won’t get to it until tomorrow. By the way, I’m sorry we couldn’t make it to the party. Patti and I wanted to take the kids, but Patti and half the kids have the flu, so I stayed home to take care of them.”

      “There’ll be another one next year,” Anna said. “What happened to Beverly? I heard she was murdered.”

      “She was stabbed in the stomach.”

      Mary Beth and Heather winced.

      “Who found the body?” Anna asked.

      “A passerby was leaving one of the restaurants on Main Street when he heard a commotion and the sound of someone running away. He went in the direction of the noise. When he arrived, Beverly was on the ground. He called 9-1-1, but by the time help arrived, she was gone.”

      “How awful,” Anna said. “I should be at Bella’s Dream all day tomorrow if you need to talk to me. Good luck with the investigation.”

      “I can’t believe that someone at your party was murdered tonight,” Mary Beth said.

      “Our Anna has a way of finding herself in the middle of trouble.”

      Anna turned around and found Joe Wiggins wearing a sarcastic smile.

      “I hope you’re not getting involved in this one, too,” Joe said. “But it seems I’ve said those words a million times, and you always seem to find yourself smack dab in the middle.”

      Heather’s eyes widened. “What does he mean?”

      One of the police officers on the scene motioned for Joe to join him. “Anna will have to explain. I’ve gotta go.”

      Anna told Heather and Mary Beth about her sleuthing experiences since moving to Seagull Cove.

      “That’s amazing,” Heather said. “What’s the first thing you do when you get involved in a case like this?”

      Anna and Mary Beth chuckled at Heather’s newfound enthusiasm.

      “I just take it one step at a time,” Anna said. “If there’s
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