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  Chapter 1: Echoes from the Past


Some days, the quiet seemed like a welcome guest; other days, a trap. 
Today, the quiet was a trap. Stillness pressed on Emma’s chest. Each noise grew louder in the hush. Her breath slowed, as though the silence lay in wait, demanding that she speak—and ready to judge her for it.
The smell of freshly made coffee and hot pastries drifted through Brewed Awakening, sweet and soothing in the warm air.
Morning sunlight shone through the large windows, laying a soft light over the mismatched tables and cushioned armchairs. The café buzzed with quiet conversation—the sort that made one feel instantly welcome and at ease.
Emma Chandler wiped her palms on her apron, surveying the café with pride. The morning rush had ebbed, leaving a few regulars in their favorite spots.
Barnaby—the gangly golden puppy Maggie insisted on—sprawled by the counter, one paw twitching in sleep.
Mrs. Haversham, the town librarian, was in her regular spot by the bookshelf, looking over her wire-rimmed glasses at a novel she’d read a dozen times.
Mr. Keene, the former history teacher, sat at the counter, nursing his usual black coffee and frowning over the morning crossword.
Emma paused behind the counter, watching a small, blurred photograph pinned to the bulletin board: Cedar Harbor’s marina decades ago, the historic lighthouse towering in the background—a symbol of old secrets.
She often wondered how the town had changed during her years in Grand Rapids—and how much remained unchanged when she returned.
“Refill, Mr. Keene?” she asked, holding up the coffee pot.
He looked up, a smile creasing his sweater-worn features. “Don’t mind if I do, Emma. How’s business this morning?”
“Can’t complain,” Emma answered, pouring his cup. “Quiet, but that’s how I like it.”
As Emma finished speaking, Barnaby lifted his head, ears alert. His attention snapped to the door. A moment later, the bell rang, shattering the calm.
Emma turned. Her welcoming smile faded, sharp anxiety fluttering in her stomach at the sight of Oliver Bradshaw. Ollie, as everyone in Cedar Harbor called him, stood in the doorway, and a sudden twinge of unease knotted deep in her chest, dimming the heat of the room.
Ollie usually spent hours among clocks and maps at Bradshaw Antiques. Today, his hair was wild and his restless energy showed in every sharp movement—a sharp contrast to his calm norm.
“Emma, I—I need to talk to you,” he stuttered. He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. His normally steady hands were trembling.
Emma set down the coffee pot, her throat sore with worry. Her fingers steadied on the handle as she readied herself.
Ollie stammered, checking the room instead of facing her, as if the words would be worse spoken plainly.
“Ollie,” she said, more quietly now, “what happened?”
He checked the room, then signaled toward the back door leading to the courtyard. “Not here, outside.”
As Emma led Ollie out, some curious whispers drifted behind them, like the steam from a fresh latte. In Cedar Harbor, everyone knew—or thought they knew—everyone else’s business. It was practically a local sport.
The cool air pricked Emma’s cheeks while they moved into the courtyard. A few early leaves drifted underfoot, their edges just beginning to turn below the pale sky.
“Ollie,” Emma murmured gently, extending to touch his arm. “What happened?”
He stopped and turned to her, his shoulders shaking. Anguish filled his eyes, every line in his face drawn with worry too big to name. His mouth clamped shut, and his hands trembled at his sides, all his energy focused on holding himself together and keeping his fear from spilling out.
“They found a body.”
The words drifted in the air, clashing with the ivy climbing the café wall and the cinnamon warmth from the kitchen.
“A body?” Emma repeated slowly. “Where?”
“Near the lighthouse. Out by the cliffs.” His voice lowered to a soft tone, as if fearful the wind might carry his words. “They’re saying—it’s Robert.”
For a moment, Emma’s mind went blank. The name smacked her like ice water. Her fingers became numb and her pulse stuttered. She searched his face for some sign that it was a mistake.
Then the memory came: Robert Langford—Ollie’s best friend—vanished twenty-five years ago. The town had spoken quietly, speculated, and wondered. No one ever found him.
“Robert?” Emma echoed, her throat contracting. “Are you sure?”
“Not entirely,” Ollie admitted, rubbing a hand over his face. “But they found bones. And some—some personal items. Things only Robert would have had.”
Emma’s heart jumped. The courtyard felt suddenly unfamiliar.
“What kind of personal items?” she pressed, voice muted.
“A watch. One of those old ones his father used to collect. And—” He paused and swallowed tightly. “—a ring. With his initials engraved on it.”
Emma stared at him, hardly able to believe it. Robert’s disappearance was always the sort of story folks talked about during coffee. It was a sad piece of Cedar Harbor history. It never quite went away.
Now, the past felt real and heavy—like a physical ache between them. 
Fear and old sorrow showed plainly in him now, as if he were finally letting the burden crush what was left of his composure.
“Why are you telling me this, Ollie?” she spoke quietly, suspicion curling below her words. She narrowed her eyes, trying to read his intent.
“Because I need your help,” he said desperately. “The police have resumed their investigation. And I know they’ll focus on the wrong things. They’ll dig up old scandals and point fingers at anyone who looks remotely guilty. But you—you have a way of seeing things, Emma, of putting the pieces together.”
He faced her fully then, the plea in him too raw to disguise. “Please. You knew Robert’s family. You know this town. I—I can’t do this alone.” His voice wobbled, cracking at the end, the raw edge betraying terror and hope all at once.
Emma edged back, arms wrapping tightly around herself. “Ollie, I—I’m not a detective anymore. Not since Grand Rapids.” Her words wavered, and she stared at the ground, jaw stiff as if saying them was both reassurance and defeat. “I run a café. I make coffee and serve pie.”
“You’re more than that,” Ollie shot back. “You see what others miss. You ask the right questions. And you’re not afraid to dig where no one else will.”
“I’m not sure that’s a compliment,” Emma murmured, but a small, reserved smile twitched at her lips. Ollie’s faith in her was touching, even if it was misguided.
He came closer, softening his speech. “Emma, please. This isn’t just about Robert. There’s something else—I can feel it.”
His words sent a shiver straight through her. Goosebumps rose under her sleeves. 
She looked at the café door. She imagined the heat and routine inside. She’d built a peaceful life here. Was she ready to disrupt it?
“I don’t know, Ollie,” she said quietly. “I don’t know if I can help.”
“Yes, you can,” he insisted, fierce. “If anyone can discover the truth, it’s you.”
For a long moment, Emma stood rooted, shifting her weight from one foot to the other, stomach churning as her eyes flicked between Ollie and the café door. She clenched her hands, her breath coming short, immobile as she weighed the safety of her café against the pull of the old life she’d hoped to silence forever.
There was a reason she’d given up her old life for coffee beans and pie crusts.
Her detective days brought gray hairs and a taste for café comforts. She thought she’d traded trouble for good.
Finally, she sighed, arms hugged close against the breeze, and met Ollie’s eyes with reluctant resolve. “Alright,” she said quietly, throat tense. “I’ll help. But just this once, Ollie. And if it gets too complicated, I’m out.”
Joy spread across his face. “Thank you, Emma. You don’t know what this means to me.”
But as they walked in, Emma’s stomach fluttered with dread. Her pulse raced. She couldn’t help feeling she’d just agreed to something way more than a double espresso on a Monday morning.






  
  Chapter 2: Shadows of the Yacht Club


Emma looked at her phone—10:02 AM. She and Ollie had agreed to meet at the Cedar Harbor Library this morning, their first real step toward uncovering what had happened to Robert Langford twenty-five years ago. 
The air outside was brisk as Emma Chandler tucked her scarf firmer around her neck, the cool wind sweeping in from the harbor.
The idea of digging into Robert’s disappearance came late last night, over warm coffee. Ollie stayed, shaken and desperate. Even after comforting him, Emma wondered. Why had she said yes so fast?
Maybe old habits had resurfaced. Maybe, deep down, she still didn’t trust tidy endings—not after Grand Rapids, not after Matt, not after returning here and insisting the café would be enough.
Whatever the reason, they’d decided to start here—the library. The past always left breadcrumbs. It was just a matter of finding them.
Ollie waited by the entrance, shifting from foot to foot to stay warm. His messenger bag’s worn strap and restless fingers betrayed his nerves—an old habit Emma recognized.
“Are you ready for this?” Emma nudged, their greetings brief.
“Yeah.” Ollie exhaled slowly, rubbing his hands together. “I mean, we must start somewhere, right? Better here than nowhere.”
Emma gave a small smile and nudged him toward the door. “Let’s see what we can find.”
Inside, the Cedar Harbor Library was warm and softly lit. The odor of vintage paper and wood polish wrapped them like a blanket. Emma always loved the quiet weight of libraries.
At the front desk, Mrs. Haversham looked curious as they approached.
“What brings you two today?” she asked, her manner civil but probing. “Local history, I assume?”
Emma gave Ollie a quick glance. They’d agreed to keep things vague—no mention of their true intentions, at least not yet.
“We’re looking for old news articles,” Emma said deliberately. “Something about Robert Langford.”
At the reference to Robert’s name, Mrs. Haversham’s eyebrows raised slightly. “Ah. So you’ve heard about the discovery, then.”
Ollie cleared his throat, shifting on his feet. “Yeah… we were close to Robert back in the day.”
The librarian’s sharp look lingered on them for a second longer, as if deciding whether to trust them. Finally, she gave a small nod. “Third floor. The microfilm archives cover that period. But I warn you, it’s a mess up there. I hope you’ve got time.”
Emma offered a quick “Thank you,” and they started toward the staircase, Ollie trailing behind. “Libraries always do this on purpose,” he spoke quietly, eyeing the stairs. “Nothing that is full of secrets should sound innocent.” The soft creak of old wood under their feet followed them up.
Maybe it was Mrs. Haversham’s pointed stare, or maybe it was just the way every step on the old stairs moaned as a warning. Either way, Emma had felt like she was sneaking a second cookie before dinner.
The third floor of the library was dim and quiet, filled with the smell of vintage books. A row of tall, arched windows lined the far wall, overlooking the gray town square below. Stacks of newspapers were crammed onto aged, fragile metal shelves.
At the back of the room stood the microfilm reader, a clunky souvenir of another era.
Emma wrinkled her nose at it but said nothing. Ollie, on the other hand, gave the machine a fond, suspicious look, as if it were an elderly relative with strong opinions and a tendency to jam at the most unfortunate moment.
Ollie set his bag down on a table and went straight to the shelves, running his fingers over the spines of the bound newspapers. “Robert disappeared twenty-five years ago,” he uttered softly. “We’ll start there.”
Emma helped him haul the heavy volume to the table. As Ollie loaded the microfilm into the reader, the machine's heavy vibration spread through the air, followed by the mechanical shift as the frames advanced one by one.
They scanned article after article—town council disputes, fundraising drives, small-town gossip—until something finally caught Ollie’s attention.
“Here,” he spoke quietly, moving closer. 
Promising Young Man Goes Missing After Yacht Club Event.
Emma leaned in, studying the article closely. There was a photograph of a smiling Robert Langford, his hair swept back, wearing a crisp white shirt. He looked so… young. So full of life. The article detailed his sudden disappearance, but the mood seemed off.
“It keeps
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