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I woke to the smell of coffee and the sound of someone moving quietly in my kitchen.

For a moment, in that hazy space between sleep and waking, I forgot that this was normal now. That Sawyer had a key, that his toothbrush sat next to mine in the bathroom, that his worn leather jacket hung on the hook by the door. Six months of engagement, and I was still getting used to not being alone.

The clock on my nightstand read 4:47. Thirteen minutes before my alarm would go off. I lay there for a moment, listening to the familiar sounds of my apartment above Harbor Books—the creak of the old floorboards, the distant clang of a buoy bell in the harbor, and now, the soft clink of a spoon against ceramic.

I pulled on my robe and padded into the kitchen.

Sawyer stood at the counter in jeans and a flannel shirt, pouring coffee into two mugs. His gray-flecked hair was still damp from the shower, and he'd left his reading glasses on top of the newspaper he'd brought in from the front step. A cardboard box sat in the corner by the refrigerator—more of his things, migrating slowly from his place near the marina to mine.

"Didn't mean to wake you," he said, handing me a mug.

"You didn't. Internal alarm." I wrapped my hands around the warm ceramic and breathed in the steam. He'd made it strong, the way I liked it in the mornings when I had a full day of customers ahead. "What time did you get in last night?"

"Late. The Hendersons had some issue with their slip assignment. Took a while to sort out." He leaned against the counter, his own mug in hand. "You were already asleep."

"The Hendersons are always having issues with their slip assignment."

"That's because they think owning a forty-foot sailboat entitles them to special treatment." Sawyer's mouth quirked. "I keep explaining that the harbor doesn't care how much their boat cost."

Through the kitchen window, I could see the first pale light starting to creep over the water. December mornings in Harborview came slowly—the sun didn't clear the horizon until well after seven—but I'd learned to love these dark, quiet hours before the café opened. The town felt different at this time of day, like it was holding its breath.

"I should get moving," I said, though I didn't move. "Benji's opening with me today."

"Danny?"

"He's got a final this morning. Community college." I took a long sip of coffee. "He's been talking about transferring to a four-year program. Some culinary school in Portland."

"That's good for him."

"It is." I meant it, even though the thought of losing Danny at the café made my stomach tighten. Good help was hard to find, and Danny Chen was better than good. He showed up on time, didn't complain, and could handle the breakfast rush without breaking a sweat. But I'd learned a long time ago that you couldn't hold onto people just because it was convenient for you. "I told him I'd write a recommendation letter."

Sawyer nodded, understanding without me having to explain. That was one of the things I appreciated about him—he didn't need everything spelled out. After two years of careful circling and one year of something more, we'd found a rhythm that worked. Quiet mornings. Practical conversations. The occasional dinner that stretched late into the evening, though those were rarer now that we were both past fifty and sleep had become more precious than romance.

I finished my coffee and set the mug in the sink. "I'll see you tonight?"

"Budget meeting at town hall. Harbor improvements." He grimaced slightly. "Should be interesting."

"Define interesting."

"The Yacht Club wants to expand their dock space. The fishermen's co-op wants the town to fix the seawall instead. And Peter Morgan is apparently contesting something in his parents' estate again, which means he'll find a way to make it everyone else's problem."

I knew Peter Morgan by reputation more than personal interaction. His sister Christine ran the bank, had for years, and the two of them had been locked in some kind of ongoing battle over their parents' will since their mother died last spring. The kind of family drama that made everyone in town uncomfortable but couldn't look away from.

"Good luck with that," I said.

Sawyer kissed my forehead on his way to grab his jacket. "Save me a cinnamon roll."

"I always do."

After he left, I stood in the quiet kitchen for another moment, looking at the box of his belongings in the corner. A few books. Some winter clothes. A framed photograph I hadn't looked at yet, wrapped in newspaper. We were doing this slowly, carefully, the way you do things when you've both been burned before. My divorce had been amicable, but it had still been a divorce. And Sawyer had lost his wife to cancer eight years ago. Neither of us was in a hurry to rush into anything, even now that the ring was on my finger.

I got dressed in my usual uniform—jeans, a soft gray sweater, comfortable shoes that could handle eight hours on my feet—and headed downstairs into the cold December air. The walk from my apartment to the Daily Catch took about thirty seconds, just long enough to feel the bite of the wind coming off the water. The harbor was a dark expanse dotted with the running lights of boats heading out early. Some of the fishermen had been on the water for hours already.

The café was dark when I unlocked the door, but the familiar smell of the place wrapped around me like a blanket. Coffee and bacon grease and something underneath that was just mine—the particular scent of a space where I'd spent the last seven years building something from nothing.

I flipped on the lights and started the coffee makers. By the time Benji showed up at five-thirty, I had the first batch brewing and the prep work for the morning specials underway.

"Morning, Aunt Tammy." He shuffled in wearing his omnipresent Red Sox hoodie, his blond hair already escaping from its bun. At twenty, Benji had finally started to look like an adult, though he still moved with the slightly unfocused energy of someone who hadn't quite figured out how to be in his own body. "Cold out there."

"It's December in Maine. What did you expect?"

"I don't know. Global warming?"

I handed him an apron. "Start on the bacon. And tie your hair back properly this time."

"It is tied back."

"I can see three separate strands hanging in your face."

He grumbled but fixed his hair, then disappeared into the kitchen. A moment later, I heard the sizzle of bacon hitting the grill and smiled to myself. Benji was a good kid—better than good, really. He'd grown up a lot in the past year, between his marine biology classes and his scholarship and presenting at that regional conference last spring. Sometimes I looked at him and saw the goofy teenager who'd shown up at my door after his parents' divorce, needing a job and a purpose. Other times I saw the man he was becoming, focused and capable and genuinely passionate about something.

The door chimed at six on the dot, and Dottie Winters walked in.

"Coffee," she said, by way of greeting.

"Good morning to you too." I poured her usual mug and slid it across the counter. "You're right on time."

"I'm always on time. It's one of my many virtues." She settled onto her usual stool—third from the left, close enough to the register to hear everything but far enough from the door to avoid the draft. At sixty-nine, Dottie had the kind of energy that made people half her age feel lazy. She'd been running Dottie's Bait & Tackle for forty years, and she had no intention of slowing down. "My niece is driving me crazy, by the way."

"Stephanie? I thought she was settling in."

"She is. That's the problem." Dottie wrapped her hands around her mug. "She got a job at the post office. You know what that means?"

"That she has steady employment and health insurance?"

"It means she's not leaving. She's a permanent fixture now." But there was something in Dottie's voice that undercut the complaint—a warmth she'd never admit to. Stephanie had moved to Harborview three years ago, fleeing some kind of trouble in Portland that she'd never fully explained. She and Dottie bickered constantly, but anyone with eyes could see they adored each other.

"The post office is good," I said. "She'll hear everything."

"That's what I'm afraid of. Do you know how much gossip flows through that place? She's going to be insufferable."

The door chimed again—Father Mike, looking like he hadn't slept, followed by Raj Patel with a book tucked under his arm. The morning regulars were arriving, and the café was starting to fill with the low hum of conversation and the clink of silverware.

I fell into the familiar rhythm of the work. Pouring coffee. Taking orders. Calling them back to Benji. Asking after people's families and their boats and their plans for the holidays. This was the part of the job I loved most—not the cooking, though I enjoyed that too, but the simple act of being a gathering place. The Daily Catch wasn't fancy. We served breakfast and lunch, nothing more, and we closed at two every afternoon. But for a few hours each day, we were the heart of Harborview. The place where people came to start their mornings and catch up on each other's lives.

"Did you hear about the winter market?" Dottie asked, when I swung by to refill her coffee. "They're setting up at the community center this weekend."

"I heard. Tammy's got a booth," Benji called from the kitchen window.

"I'm doing pastries," I said. "Nothing fancy. Just some of the usual—cinnamon rolls, blueberry scones, that lemon pound cake people seem to like."

"Christine Morgan's organizing it this year," Father Mike said from his spot at the counter. He was working through a plate of eggs and toast, his fisherman's sweater slightly rumpled. "She's got the whole thing running like a military operation."

"That sounds like Christine," Raj said quietly. He'd taken his usual table by the window, his book open but largely ignored while he watched the harbor. "She's very... organized."

"That's one word for it." Dottie's tone was dry. "I've heard other words."

I'd dealt with Christine Morgan a few times over the years—bank business, mostly, when I needed a loan for new equipment or had questions about the café's accounts. She was efficient and professional and not particularly warm. The kind of person who made you feel like you were taking up too much of her time, even when you were the customer. But she'd run that bank for fifteen years, and she did it well enough that no one had any real complaints.

"Be nice," I said to Dottie. "She's doing the town a favor."

"I'm always nice. I'm delightful." Dottie drained her coffee and stood. "I've got to open the shop. Stephanie's supposed to be helping me this afternoon, but she's got post office training, so who knows if she'll actually show up."

After she left, the morning continued its usual pace. The breakfast rush peaked around seven-thirty, then tapered off as people headed to work or out onto the water. By nine, the café had settled into its mid-morning lull—a few lingering customers, the quiet scrape of forks against plates, the coffee maker burbling in the background.

I was wiping down the counter when Chief Lydia Nash walked in.

She wasn't in uniform—just jeans and a heavy coat—but there was something about the set of her shoulders that made me straighten up. I'd known Lydia for seven years, long enough to recognize when something was wrong.

"Tammy," she said, nodding to me. "Got a minute?"

"Sure." I set down my rag. "Coffee?"

"No, I'm—" She stopped, glanced around the café at the handful of remaining customers, then lowered her voice. "Maybe in the back."

I followed her through the kitchen, past Benji who was scrubbing the grill, and out the rear door into the alley. The cold hit me immediately, sharp and biting. I crossed my arms against it and waited.

"Christine Morgan is dead," Lydia said. "Found her this morning in her office at the bank. After-hours cleaning crew discovered the body."

The words took a moment to land. Christine Morgan. I'd just been talking about her five minutes ago. Organized. Efficient. Running the winter market like a military operation.

"What happened?" I asked.

Lydia's expression was unreadable. "That's what I'm trying to figure out. Right now, it looks like an insulin overdose. She was diabetic—kept her medication in her desk drawer. But something about it doesn't sit right."

"You think someone killed her?"

"I think I need to ask a lot of questions before I know what I think." Lydia met my eyes. "You knew her?"

"Not well. Bank business, mostly. She wasn't exactly the friendly type."

"No," Lydia agreed. "She wasn't." She pulled out her notebook—the same small leather-bound one she'd carried for as long as I'd known her. "I'll probably be back to talk
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