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Series Note

Welcome back to The Harbor House Mysteries.

Harbor House is an old coastal inn on the foggy coast of Maine, where every room holds a story and some stories were never meant to stay buried.

In the first two Harbor House mysteries, former FBI archivist Evelyn “Evie” Hart uncovered secrets hidden in forgotten rooms, old letters, and a photograph that changed the record of Harbor Point forever.

Now Harbor House is finally open as an inn — but peace never lasts long in a house built on unfinished truths.

When an old sea-stained diary appears, Evie is drawn into a decades-old mystery about a girl found near the tide pools, a stolen name, and a woman who wrote:

If they ask about the girl in the tide pool, tell them she was never mine to lose.

Each book in The Harbor House Mysteries features a complete cozy mystery with Evie Hart, Sheriff Caleb Reed, Nora Bell, Pippa Lane, one highly opinionated gray cat named Ledger, and the secrets Harbor Point tried to forget.
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After Pie, Before Trouble

Evie Hart had begun to suspect that peace in Harbor Point was less a condition than a clerical error.

It usually arrived between pie and trouble.

On Friday evening, peace looked like Harbor House under lamplight: windows glowing gold against a deep blue summer dusk, hydrangeas heavy along the front walk, the old porch finally repaired well enough to hold actual guests and not merely Harbor Point’s optimism. Somewhere upstairs, water ran in Room Five. In the kitchen, Nora Bell was accusing a pie crust of failing its responsibilities. In the reading room, two guests from Vermont were examining the small displays about Clara Whitmore and Rose Marlowe with the solemn curiosity of people who had booked a weekend by the sea and accidentally arrived inside corrected history.

Evie stood behind the reception desk, pretending not to be nervous.

Harbor House was open.

Not soft-open. Not community tea. Not “come by if you promise not to sue over the railing.”

Open.

Two occupied rooms. One paid invoice. Three sets of towels folded with almost professional confidence. A guest book on the desk instead of an evidence folder. Fresh flowers in the parlor. A breakfast menu handwritten by Nora because, in her words, Evie’s version had “the emotional range of a tax form.”

Evie had expected the moment to feel triumphant.

Instead, she felt as if the house were watching to see whether she would do something foolish with its linens.

Ledger, the elderly gray cat who occupied Harbor House with the entitlement of a founding trustee, sat on the reception desk beside the brass bell.

“You are not staff,” Evie told him.

Ledger blinked.

“You also do not get tips.”

He placed one paw on the guest register.

“That is not a résumé.”

From the kitchen, Nora called, “Stop negotiating with the cat and check whether the Vermonts want more tea.”

“They have names.”

“They’re from Vermont. That is functionally a name until breakfast.”

Evie smiled despite herself.

The guests, Helen and Paul Mercer, had arrived that afternoon with sensible shoes, two canvas bags, and a polite excitement about coastal walks. Helen had asked whether the reading room was open to guests. Paul had asked about the old lighthouse. Neither had asked whether any bodies had been found in the house, which Evie considered an excellent sign for the hospitality industry.

She carried a fresh pot of tea into the reading room.

Helen stood before Rose Marlowe’s photograph, hands folded. “It’s moving, the way you’ve done this.”

“Thank you,” Evie said.

Paul adjusted his glasses. “Not sensational. That’s rare.”

Evie looked at the display: Rose reaching toward the carriage in the lighthouse photograph, Claire Dunst beside her, the small card naming them correctly. “They had enough sensational things done to them while they were alive.”

Helen’s expression softened. “Is it strange, running an inn with so much history?”

“It depends on how much of the history decides to stay in its frame.”

Paul laughed, assuming she was joking.

Evie let him.

After tea, Nora served blueberry pie in the dining room because she believed the first official guest night required a ceremonial dessert. Caleb Reed arrived just before the slices were cut, which Evie suspected was not accidental.

“Sheriff,” Nora said, placing a plate in front of him. “How convenient that public safety requires pie.”

Caleb removed his hat. “I’m here to inspect the porch lighting.”

“At the dining table?”

“The sightline is important.”

Helen looked delighted. Paul asked Caleb about local tides. Nora answered before Caleb could, with a lecture on tourists, shoes, and why the ocean was not required to respect vacation schedules.

For nearly twenty minutes, Harbor House was exactly what Evie had imagined it might become: a warm old inn at the edge of the Maine coast, full of voices, food, lamplight, and people who had come to stay rather than search.

Then Ledger disappeared.

This, Evie had learned, was not unusual. The cat vanished frequently into corners, stairwells, and philosophical commitments. What was unusual was the sound that followed.

A thump from the reading room.

Then a scrape.

Then Nora said, “Absolutely not,” which in Harbor House functioned as both weather report and emergency siren.

Evie set down her fork.

Caleb looked at her. “Maybe it’s nothing.”

She gave him the look that sentence deserved.

They reached the reading room together. Nora stood just inside the door, arms folded, staring at the sea chest beneath the window. The old chest had belonged to Harbor House long before Evie had. Its dark wood was warped with age, its brass latch green at the edges, its interior supposedly empty except for two folded blankets and a smell of cedar and salt.

It was open.

Ledger stood in front of it with something in his mouth.

“Drop it,” Evie said.

The cat looked offended by the assumption that he accepted commands.

“Ledger.”

He crossed the room, placed the object directly on Evie’s shoe, and sat.

It was a small diary.

The cover had once been blue. Now it was warped and darkened along the edges, stiff with old salt. A strip of frayed ribbon marked a page. Sand or dust had shaken loose onto the floorboards.

Caleb crouched but did not touch it. “Where did that come from?”

“The chest,” Nora said. “Which was empty.”

Evie looked at the chest.

Nora corrected herself. “Which we believed was empty, because apparently this house enjoys legal ambiguity.”

Evie fetched gloves from the reading-room drawer. She had placed them there after Rose’s case, half as preparation, half as superstition. Caleb did not comment on the fact that she had gloves in a room where most inns kept brochures.

She lifted the diary carefully and set it on the reading-room table.

The cover crackled under her fingertips. No title. No initials. Just a faint line pressed into the leather, perhaps from something once tied around it. The ribbon marked a page roughly halfway through.

Helen and Paul hovered in the doorway.

“Is everything all right?” Helen asked.

Nora turned. “That depends entirely on how you feel about dessert in the parlor.”

Paul looked at the diary. “Is that old?”

“Yes,” Evie said.

“Is it yours?”

Evie looked at Ledger, who was washing one shoulder with the satisfaction of a creature who had introduced a problem and considered his role complete.

“That,” she said, “is a complicated question.”

Caleb gently guided the guests back toward the dining room with the calm authority of a man who had learned that curiosity could be delayed by pie. Nora followed, muttering about cats, chests, and why no one respected first nights.

Evie remained with the diary.

Caleb returned a moment later. “You don’t have to open it tonight.”

Evie looked at him.

He sighed. “I know.”

She opened the diary to the marked page.

The handwriting was slanted, careful, and faded. In some places the ink had bled into watery halos. But the first line was clear enough to make the house feel suddenly still.

If they ask about the girl in the tide pool, tell them she was never mine to lose.

Evie read it twice.

Caleb leaned over her shoulder, not touching the page.

Below the sentence, written in the same hand, was a date.

August 14, 1974.

From the dining room came the distant sound of Nora saying, “No, Mr. Mercer, the cat is not part of the official inn experience.”

Ledger sneezed.

Evie closed her eyes.

Peace, apparently, had ended before the coffee.
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Miriam Vail

By seven the next morning, Evie had made three lists.

The first was titled GUEST NEEDS and contained practical items: fresh towels, breakfast service, porch bulb, Paul Mercer tide chart, Helen decaf, extra blanket for Room Five because old houses believed in moral testing through drafts.

The second was titled DIARY and contained less practical items: salt damage, unknown owner, August 14, 1974, girl in tide pool, never mine to lose.

The third was untitled because it consisted mostly of question marks and one underlined sentence:

Why does Harbor House keep doing this?

Ledger sat on the third list.

“Symbolic,” Evie said.

He looked pleased.

The Mercers came down at eight, cheerful and unaware that their innkeeper had spent the night photographing a half-ruined diary while trying not to turn pages too quickly. Nora served blueberry pancakes and behaved with unusual innocence, which Evie mistrusted immediately.

“So,” Helen said, accepting coffee, “did the old book turn out to be interesting?”

Nora shot Evie a warning look that said guest breakfast is not a deposition.

Evie smiled. “It’s a local historical item. We’re being careful with it.”

Paul brightened. “I love local history.”

“That is how it gets you,” Nora said.

After breakfast, the Mercers left for a walk to the harbor with firm instructions from Caleb, delivered by text and repeated by Nora, not to explore tide pools without checking the tide schedule. Evie waited until the front door closed before calling Pippa Lane.

Pippa answered on the second ring. “Is it alive, wet, or on fire?”

Evie paused. “That is a very specific greeting.”

“You usually call before nine when history has misbehaved.”

“Diary.”

A silence.

Then Pippa said, much too quietly, “How old?”

“Possibly 1970s. Sea damage. Found in the reading-room sea chest.”

“Do not turn pages.”

“I turned one.”

Pippa inhaled audibly.

“Carefully,” Evie said.

“I’m coming.”

Pippa arrived twenty minutes later wearing linen trousers, a cardigan despite the summer warmth, and the expression of a woman arriving at both a crisis and a birthday party. Caleb arrived five minutes after that, because Pippa had texted him with the words diary incident, which he later described as unfairly vague.

They gathered in the reading room.

The diary rested on archival tissue. Evie had placed a small sign on the table reading PLEASE DO NOT TOUCH, partly for guests and partly for Nora, who claimed to respect archives but had once moved an evidence folder to make room for biscuits.

Pippa put on gloves. “Show me the page.”

Evie opened to the ribbon.

Pippa leaned close. Her expression shifted from excitement to focus.

“If they ask about the girl in the tide pool,” she read, “tell them she was never mine to lose.”

Caleb stood beside the mantel. “That sounds like a confession.”

“Or a defense,” Evie said.

“Or both,” Pippa added.

Below the date, several lines had blurred beyond recognition. Then another sentence emerged:

Lillian said I should write it down before they made me forget what I saw.

Evie’s stomach tightened.

“Lillian,” Caleb said.

“Again,” Evie said.

Pippa looked up. “Your aunt would have been young in 1974.”

“Twenty-one,” Evie said. “Maybe twenty-two.”

“Working here?”

“Family house then, not a full inn. My great-uncle Alden rented summer rooms on and off. Lillian helped when she was home.”

Pippa turned a page with painstaking care. “The handwriting signature might be earlier.”

At the bottom of the page, where the ink had survived, was a name.

Miriam Vail.

“Vail,” Caleb said.

Evie frowned. “Not a Harbor Point name I know.”

Pippa’s eyes had already sharpened. “I’ll check the historical society employee lists, guest registries, summer household records, church socials, Gazette mentions, school rosters—”

“Breathe,” Caleb said.

“I am breathing with purpose.”

Nora appeared in the doorway with a tray of coffee cups. “Is Miriam dead?”

“Nora,” Caleb said.

“What? It saves time.”

“We don’t know,” Evie said.

Nora set down the tray and looked at the diary without touching it. “Vail. I remember my mother saying that name. Not often. Maybe a girl who worked summers.”

“At Harbor House?”

“Maybe here. Maybe Ashcroft House. Everyone with money needed help in July and forgot those people had names by September.”

“Ashcroft?” Evie asked.

“Old summer family. Bigger money than manners. House above the east tide pools.”

Caleb frowned. “The Ashcroft property is still there. Mostly closed now.”

Pippa was already writing. “Miriam Vail. Ashcroft. Summer help. 1974. Tide pools.”

Evie looked down at the diary again. The line about Lillian seemed to pulse on the page.

Lillian said I should write it down.

Lillian had been there. Not as the older aunt whose ledgers hid Clara’s letter or whose maps pointed to Rose’s cave. Young Lillian. Early Lillian. A woman barely older than Evie had been when she joined the Bureau, already learning that Harbor Point’s polite rooms could hold the same shadows as any crime scene.

Pippa returned that afternoon with the first records.

They sat at the dining room table while Helen and Paul napped upstairs after what Nora called “a tide-appropriate walk.” The house smelled of coffee, lemon polish, and the faint salt left by the diary.

“Miriam Vail,” Pippa said, laying out photocopies. “Born 1954. Parents lived in Ellsworth. She worked as summer help in Harbor Point in 1973 and 1974. Not much else locally. No marriage record in town. No obituary here.”

“Where did she work?” Caleb asked.

Pippa tapped a ledger copy. “Harbor House, July through August 1974. Listed as domestic help. Then a note in the margin.”

Evie leaned closer.

Dismissed without reference.

Nora, who had been pretending not to listen while polishing silver, stopped.

“That’s a nasty phrase,” she said.

“Yes,” Evie said. “Professional exile in three words.”

Miriam had not simply lost a job. In a town of summer houses and quiet recommendations, dismissed without reference meant no respectable family would hire her again. It meant every door that depended on reputation had been closed from the
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