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      Heather tied back her shoulder length, golden blond hair as the bus she had boarded in Seagull Cove, Massachusetts, cruised across the Sagamore Bridge. She glanced below at the dark, grey waters of the Cape Cod Canal.

      They appeared as mysterious as her past.

      She leaned back against the headrest, closed her eyes, and told herself that she would be okay. She had come through difficult situations before. At least, she assumed she had. She must have. Actually, she had no idea.

      Heather mindlessly stared at the snow-kissed trees on the side of Route 3 for the next forty minutes, until the bus driver finally announced her stop. “Sand Dune Shores,” he said in a monotone voice as he parked in front of one of the four bus stop shelters in the terminal.

      Heather scanned the platform, where a few folks who were bundled against the frigid wind stood waiting. It was the last day of February, and the sky was as grey as Heather’s mood. She searched the group for Mary Beth Nelson, who had promised to pick her up when she arrived in her new hometown. Mary Beth, the psychiatrist who treated her after her recent car accident, was also her only friend in town. She had arranged for Heather to work in the gift shop of the Sand Dune Inn in exchange for room, board, and a small salary. Without Mary Beth’s assistance, Heather had no doubt that she would be homeless.

      When she didn’t see Mary Beth, she again scanned the group gathered beneath the shelter. Mary Beth definitely wasn’t there. Surely she would be along at any moment. A familiar wave of loneliness and fear swept over Heather as she quickly tried to formulate a Plan B. She didn’t have a cellphone to use a ridesharing app, but she could probably ask someone to call her a taxi. Surely any taxi driver would know where the Sand Dune Inn was located.

      She exited the bus and retrieved her backpack from the luggage compartment. The backpack, along with all her possessions, had been donated to her from some kind folks at Mary Beth’s church when she left the hospital ten days before. She had no memory of anything before waking up in the Emergency Department of Cape Cod General.

      She didn’t even know her real name.

      The doctors had informed Heather that in rare cases, a person’s memory never returned after a trauma such as the car accident that Heather had survived. Since they had to call her something, one of the nurses suggested she use the name ‘Heather,’ because she had fallen in love with a painting at the hospital of some heather flowers growing alongside a boardwalk, which led to the beach. It seemed as good a name as any, so Heather adopted it as her own.

      She hoped it was a solution to a problem that was only temporary.

      Heather had spent the previous ten days gathering her thoughts and courage in the quaint seaside town of Seagull Cove, located on the North Shore of Boston. Mary Beth had taken her to Boston for a second opinion regarding her amnesia, so Heather had stayed with Anna McBride, a former colleague of Mary Beth’s. Heather had hoped in vain that her memory would return while she was there.

      Now, it was time to face her new normal.

      A man who appeared to be in his early forties with sandy blond hair and skeptical blue-grey eyes halfheartedly waved in her direction. “Heather?” he asked, with a forced smile.

      Despite his less-than-warm greeting, she let out a sigh of relief that someone had come to pick her up.

      “My name is Jake Harding. Mary Beth asked me to bring you to the inn. She was called into the hospital for an emergency, but she’ll be by as soon as she can.”

      Heather did her best to express her gratitude with a smile, despite her disappointment at not finding Mary Beth at the terminal. “Thank you for coming.”

      He replied with a curt nod.

      Jake opened the back door to his grey Jeep Wrangler so she could toss her backpack into the backseat. Then, she sat in the passenger side of the vehicle.

      “My parents own the Sand Dune Inn,” he said, as he turned onto the main road.

      “I’m very grateful that they hired me to work in the gift shop.”

      “They have huge hearts.” He looked straight into her eyes and held her gaze for a moment. “I live nearby. I stop by to check on them every day. Sometimes more than once.”

      Great. Here was one more person who believed that she harbored sinister intentions. Not that she could blame him. After all, she had been in a car accident while riding with a recent ex-convict. She hadn’t been carrying any identification, and she had no idea what she was doing with the man, whose name, as she learned from Detective Rick Blaney, was John Seewald. She had been told they had reservations to stay at the Sand Dune Inn in two separate rooms, and that he was from Des Moines, Iowa. Unfortunately, he didn’t survive the car accident.

      The sound of sirens approaching from behind pierced the awkward silence that followed. Jake glanced in the rearview mirror and pulled over to allow the paramedics to pass.

      A few minutes later, Jake made a right off Route 28 onto Cranberry Avenue and entered a quaint neighborhood lined with cottages covered in weathered grey shingles. There were a few larger, more modern homes scattered among them. Then, he turned left onto Starboard Lane, which contained four cottages on the lefthand side, followed by a majestic inn just a few yards from a towering sand dune. In between the cottages on the right were glimpses of the ocean dotted with whitecaps.

      For the first time since leaving Seagull Cove, a feeling of peace spread across Heather’s chest. She could have hugged Mary Beth for arranging for her to stay at such a tranquil place. Heather was so caught up with her first impressions of her new neighborhood that she almost didn’t notice the two police cars and the ambulance parked in front of the inn.

      But Jake had seen them. He slammed on his brakes and parked on the street, rather than turning onto the driveway, which led to a small parking lot to the left of the inn. “My parents!” he cried, racing from his car. He slammed the door behind him and practically leapt up the walkway that led to the inn, ignoring the crime scene tape that was wrapped around the inn’s perimeter.

      Heather exited the car and watched Jake climb the wooden steps of the front porch and disappear through a blue door.

      Should she follow him into the inn despite the yellow tape, or stay outside in the cold?

      Not sure what else to do, she grabbed her backpack from the backseat, swung it onto her shoulders, and ventured further down the street to where she could see the side yard. That was where most of the activity was taking place.

      She stopped short when she spotted the cause of the commotion. On a patch of frozen ground that separated the majestic sand dune from the inn’s wraparound porch, a pale young woman lay motionless next to a small pool of blood.

      Heather got as close as the tape would permit. Next to the body was a yard ornament in the form of a white, red, and navy lighthouse. On the ground next to the lighthouse was what appeared to be a necklace made of silver or white gold.

      The towering sand dune to Heather’s right, which looked as if it had protected the inn from many a storm, seemed to stand in silent anger at the scene it had just witnessed.

      The only silver lining Heather could see was that the ambulance wasn’t there for one of Jake’s parents.

      Heather watched the flurry of activity taking place around the building as she started to walk back to the driveway. A police officer approached her. “Ma’am, did you know the victim?”

      Did I know the victim? I don’t even know myself.
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      Before Heather could answer the police officer’s question, a woman with grey hair tied into a ponytail stepped onto the front porch. She wore a long brown sweater over dark blue jeans, and she hugged herself as if her arms could shield her body from the frigid wind.

      “Heather?” the woman asked.

      Heather nodded and started to walk toward the woman, but the police officer stepped in front of her. “I’m sorry, ma’am. This is a crime scene. You can’t go inside.”

      The woman marched down the stairs and pulled Heather toward the door. “Don’t be ridiculous, Doug. Heather lives here now. She can’t very well stay outside in the cold.”

      Officer Doug let out a frustrated sigh but didn’t protest.

      Heather extended her hand to the woman. “You must be Elizabeth. I’m pleased to meet you.”

      The woman squeezed Heather’s hand. “I’m so sorry that you were greeted by this terrible tragedy on your first day at the inn. What a horrible first impression you must have.” The maternal tone in her voice immediately put Heather at ease as she looked into Elizabeth’s blue-grey eyes, which she had clearly passed on to her son. Except the skepticism she had noticed in Jake’s eyes wasn’t present in Elizabeth’s. Thank goodness for small miracles.

      Elizabeth squeezed the part of Heather’s shoulder that her backpack didn’t cover. “Let’s get you inside and out of this cold.”

      “Thank you,” Heather said, following her into a large foyer. She scanned what she could see of the building. On Heather’s right was a set of French doors that led to the gift shop, which was also sectioned off with crime scene tape. On the left were larger double French doors that led into a restaurant. The doors were open, and a group of people were sitting at some tables that had been pushed together just inside the restaurant. Heather presumed from their dark pants and teal shirts, which had ‘Sand Dune Tavern’ embroidered in the corner, that they were members of the staff. Straight ahead was a winding staircase with a wrought iron banister.

      “After all you’ve been through in the past ten days, I can’t believe you had to come home to find this,” Elizabeth said.

      Heather was about to ask what exactly it was that she had come home to when a man with a stocky build and curly grey hair, popped out of the restaurant. “This must be Heather.”

      He extended his hand and gave Heather’s a warm shake. “I’m Joel Harding. We’re very happy to have you here.”

      After first thinking that nobody was going to pick her up at the bus stop, then Jake’s less than warm greeting, Heather’s heart absorbed the couple’s warmth like sunshine.

      Elizabeth and Joel led Heather into the restaurant dining room to meet the others, but they barely noticed her. They all appeared shell-shocked.

      A woman wearing a teal long-sleeved polo embroidered with the words ‘Sand Dune Gift Shop’ stood to greet her after a few seconds. She had thick blond hair that fell just beneath her shoulders. “You must be Heather. I’m Sabrina, the gift shop manager. I look forward to working with you.”

      Heather smiled. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      Jake had taken a seat among the staff.

      “Don’t mind our son,” Elizabeth said, throwing Jake a reprimanding look. “When he saw the ambulance, he was afraid something had happened to one of us. That’s why he left you alone in the cold.”

      “No worries at all. I don’t blame him. I’m so glad that you are both okay.”

      “This is some of our staff,” Joel said. “You’ll meet the others soon enough. Everyone, this is Heather. She’ll be working in the gift shop with Sabrina and, um, well, just Sabrina for now, I guess.”

      A wave of fresh pain seemed to spread across the faces of those gathered.

      “What happened?” Heather managed to ask. “I saw a young woman lying on the ground. It looked like she had passed away.”

      “It’s worse than that,” Jake said. “Gwen Kelly was murdered.”

      Heather had gathered as much when she saw the woman’s motionless body, the bloodstained lighthouse ornament, and the pool of blood next to her, but she didn’t want to be the one to bring up murder.

      “Was Gwen an employee?” Heather asked. She had been wearing a heavy brown coat, so Heather couldn’t see whether or not she was wearing a uniform.

      Elizabeth looked hesitantly at Joel, then back at Heather. “Gwen worked in the gift shop. She was supposed to be your co-worker under Sabrina until we hired more help for the summer. Under the circumstances, we would understand if you would like to reconsider accepting the job.”

      Even if Heather was intimidated by the fact that there had just been a murder right outside her new place of residence and employment, she didn’t exactly have any other options. “Of course not. It sounds like you need another worker now more than ever. I’m grateful that you took me in during this difficult time. This doesn’t scare me off.”

      Had Jake’s eyes just softened toward her?

      “See,” Elizabeth said to Jake. “I told you I had a good feeling about her.”

      Ironically, one of the few things that Heather knew about herself was that she wasn’t intimidated by murder investigations. During her brief stay in Seagull Cove, she had helped Anna solve a murder, and she seemed to have a knack for it. She didn’t know if it was a skill she had acquired in her past life, or if it was completely new. Although, Anna had said that she didn’t think Heather was a cop or private investigator, since Anna had to teach her the basics. But for all Heather knew, it could be a skill set that she lost along with her memory.

      Joel continued the introductions. “You met Sabrina. She manages the gift shop, so she’ll be training you this week. And that’s Winston Barrett.”

      “Nice to meet you, Heather,” a young man with dark wavy hair said. His eyes were red, but he forced a smile. “I’m the manager of this fine tavern. But don’t let the name fool you. Our menu has evolved to become quite eclectic over the years. Our chicken marsala is known all over town.”

      “Thanks for the tip,” Heather said. “I’ll be sure to try it.”

      “It’s one of the fringe benefits to working here. I’ll make sure you sample everything on the menu so you can make informed recommendations to guests.”

      Heather gave Winston a grateful smile - not just for the food offer, but for his welcoming attitude. She wondered if the Hardings had told the staff about her situation and, if not, whether she would be met with suspicion or compassion when they found out.

      “And meet Katrina and Rob. They are two of our servers in the restaurant. The police are talking with the bussers and kitchen staff at the moment, but you will meet everyone in due time.”

      Winston looked at Heather’s backpack. “I understand you’ll be moving into the inn. Don’t tell me that’s all you brought.”

      To Heather’s relief, Elizabeth interjected to change the subject so that Heather didn’t have to answer Winston’s question. “Why don’t we let Heather get settled in before we give her the third degree?” She winked at Heather. “Come on. I’ll show you to your room so you can unpack, while the rest of us wait to speak with the police.”

      “Thank you,” Heather said, following Elizabeth to the staircase.

      Elizabeth pointed at a hallway to the right. “There are a few rooms down that hall, as well as a library on the right, and a sunroom at the end. You are welcome to use them anytime.” Then she led Heather up the staircase to a landing on the second floor of the two-story building. There was a hallway to the left of the landing and another to the right. Elizabeth turned right down a wide corridor and brought Heather to the last room on the left. “Home sweet home,” she said as she fished a key from her jean pocket, opened the door, and handed Heather the key.

      They entered a spacious room where a queen-sized bed with a white metal headboard was centered on the wall to the right. A white chair rail above a bead board moulding extended around the room. Navy grass cloth wallpaper formed an accent wall behind the bed, and on the wall straight ahead was a large window with a round wooden table with two chairs. In the corner of the same wall was a chocolate brown recliner with a pole lamp next to it.

      Elizabeth opened a door to their left, revealing a private bathroom with a small powder blue vanity and a glass medicine cabinet. “It’s small, but I hope it will work for you.”

      “This is lovely,” Heather said, feeling the tension melt from her shoulders. She finally had a place to call home, even if it was only one room. At that moment, she couldn’t imagine needing anything more.

      “In exchange for working in the gift shop, you will also receive meals and our agreed-upon salary. The tavern opens for breakfast at 7:00. We close at 8:00 during the off season, but from May through October, we stay open until 11:00. Of course, if you prefer, you can use the kitchen to prepare your own meals. But a word to the wise, Michael, our head chef, is amazing.”

      “Thank you so much for your hospitality. I can’t tell you how grateful I am.”

      Elizabeth smiled warmly. “We all need a little help once in a while. Oh, and I almost forgot.” She removed a smartphone from her pocket and handed it to Heather. “We figured it might be hard for you to get a phone until your memory comes back and you are able to get some identification and a bank account. So we took the liberty of putting you on Joel’s and my family plan.” Her eyes glistened as she chuckled. “We told them you were our niece. You never know when it might come in handy. Consider it a fringe benefit until you are able to get one under your own name.”

      Heather couldn’t help but hug Elizabeth.

      “Of course. We’re like a family here, so please let us know if you need anything. I’ll leave you to unpack. You’re not scheduled to begin working until 9:00 on Monday morning. That is, if the police allow us to reopen the gift shop by then. Sabrina figured you could use a day off to settle in and familiarize yourself with the area. Don’t worry. Come Monday, Sabrina will teach you everything you need to know.”

      Elizabeth’s eyes dropped from Heather’s face to her torso. “It looks like you’re a size medium. We have staff polos for gift shop workers. I’ll drop a couple off for you before Monday. There are fresh linens in your bathroom, and the linen closet is at the end of the hallway. You can leave your dirty sheets and towels in the hamper and take fresh ones as you need them. There are three washers and dryers in the basement, where you can wash your clothes. Feel free to use our detergent. We buy it by the truckload around here.”

      Heather admired Elizabeth’s blend of warmth and efficiency. She and Joel must be the perfect innkeepers.

      “I’ll give you some privacy. You’re welcome to join us downstairs when you finish unpacking. I’m sorry we couldn’t give you a more cheery welcome,” Elizabeth said, as she left the room and closed the door behind her.

      Heather hung her coat in the closet, and it didn’t take long to unpack the rest of her belongings, which only included a few changes of clothes, a couple of pajama bottoms and sweatshirts, and some toiletries. The small closet and bureau provided more than enough space. She wouldn’t have had anything if Mary Beth hadn’t spoken to her pastor about Heather’s situation. Pastor Green took up a collection so she could have some pocket money and buy a few essentials, since her suitcase had been destroyed in the crash. She didn’t have much money left over, but it should easily last until her first paycheck.

      Heather sat at the round table for a moment to take in the solitude of her new room, but she quickly grew restless. After splashing some warm water on her face, brushing her teeth, and locking the door behind her, she descended the staircase dividing the two corridors and returned to the restaurant, where everyone was still gathered.

      She was curious to learn more about Gwen Kelly.
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      When Heather returned downstairs, most of the group was still gathered in the tavern.

      Joel grabbed a chair from another table, pulled it next to his own, and gestured for Heather to sit down. “We’re still waiting for the police to finish questioning everyone about Gwen’s death.”

      Winston stood as Heather sat next to Joel. “Can I get you a cup of coffee?”

      Before Heather could answer, he had placed an ivory cup and saucer in front of her and pushed the teal creamer and sugar set in her direction. He disappeared around the corner, returned with a pot of coffee, and filled her cup. “You don’t have to drink it. Honestly, I just need something to do right now. It’s been quite a morning.”

      Heather smiled and wrapped her hands around the cup. “Thank you. I could use some coffee.” For the first time, she noticed the pained look in his bloodshot eyes. He was struggling to keep the corners of his mouth from forming a frown.

      “Would anyone else like a refill?” Winston asked.

      Jake, Joel, and Katrina raised their hand, and Winston filled their cups.

      Heather added some cream to her own, wondering if that was how she took her coffee before she lost her memory.

      A middle-aged police officer walked through the French doors and into the tavern. His dark crew cut was speckled with grey. Heather recognized him as Detective Rick Blaney. He had questioned her at length about her car accident while she had been in the hospital, and he was the one who had relayed to Heather everything she knew about John Seewald, which wasn’t much.  She only knew that he was a recent ex-convict from Des Moines who had been convicted of armed robbery. Now that she had had some time to process things, she had additional questions for Detective Blaney. But this was clearly not the time.

      The detective stopped abruptly when he saw Heather. She turned her eyes away when she caught a glimpse of the mistrust in his eyes.

      “I didn’t think we’d see you again,” he said to Heather.

      The others looked at him puzzled, but fortunately didn’t ask what he meant by that.

      Elizabeth put a protective arm around Heather’s shoulders. “Heather will be working for us in the gift shop for the foreseeable future.”

      “I see,” Detective Blaney said, expressionless. He shot Jake a questioning glance, but Jake only shrugged.

      Detective Blaney crossed his arms and looked at Heather. “In that case, where were you just before noon this morning?”

      “Are you asking me for an alibi for Gwen Kelly’s murder?” Heather asked. What motive could she possibly have for killing Gwen? She never even knew the woman existed until a half hour ago.

      “Heather was onboard a bus from Seagull Cove to Sand Dune Shores. She didn’t even arrive at the inn until after Gwen’s death,” Joel said.

      “That’s true, Rick,” Jake
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