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After the Pie

Evie Hart had learned three things in the two weeks since Harbor House opened its doors for tea.

First, old houses did not become less demanding simply because one solved their oldest murder.

Second, Nora Bell considered pie a civic stabilization system.

Third, the dead were rarely patient once someone had started listening.

The third lesson sat inside the locked drawer of Aunt Lillian’s old reception desk, sealed in a flat envelope Evie had promised Sheriff Caleb Reed she would not open “until things settled.”

Things had not settled.

They had rearranged themselves into plumbing estimates, guest inquiries, community curiosity, and the slow, uncomfortable business of becoming a person who owned an inn.

Harbor House was not officially open yet. Not in the full sense. The porch railing no longer leaned, but Evie still distrusted it. The kitchen faucet had stopped groaning like a whale in distress, though only after a plumber named Ed muttered at it for forty minutes and charged her enough to suggest whales were cheaper. Room Seven had become a reading room, soft with lamplight and old books, and visitors still entered it with the careful quiet of people stepping into someone else’s grief.

That was progress, Nora insisted.

Nora also insisted progress required tea.

So on a cold Sunday afternoon, the parlor held six townspeople, three teapots, two plates of lemon biscuits, a lemon tart no one had asked for but everyone needed, and one elderly gray cat stretched across the best chair as if he had signed the deed.

Ledger opened one pale green eye when Evie passed.

“That is not your chair,” she told him.

He closed the eye.

“Compelling legal response.”

From the kitchen, Nora called, “Stop arguing with the cat and bring more cups.”

“I own this house.”

“And yet the cups remain in the cabinet.”

Evie fetched them.

The afternoon should have felt ordinary. That was the point of it, or at least Nora’s point. Harbor House needed new sounds inside its walls: teaspoons against china, chairs shifting on floorboards, polite laughter, the murmur of people who had come for tea, curiosity, and possibly the satisfaction of being able to say they had seen the reading room before it became respectable.

Evie tried to let the sounds settle.

But the locked drawer knew better.

Inside it lay the photograph Tom Wilkes had given her after Clara Whitmore’s memorial. A lighthouse. A woman circled in blue ink. On the back, in handwriting that had first seemed like Aunt Lillian’s but never quite sat right:

She was dead before this was taken.

Caleb had said it could wait.

Evie had agreed.

Technically, she was still waiting.

She was simply waiting with increasing hostility toward the concept.

Pippa Lane from the historical society sat near the front window, balancing a teacup on one knee and pretending not to stare at the reception desk. Pippa had the anxious glow of a person who knew an archive-related secret might be within fifty feet and had been asked to behave socially.

“You’re thinking about it too,” Evie said softly as she set down the cups.

Pippa looked guilty. “No.”

“You answered too quickly.”

“I’m thinking about preservation conditions.”

“For a photograph you haven’t seen since last week.”

“That sounds like thinking about it, doesn’t it?”

“A little.”

Pippa lowered her voice. “Do we know who she is?”

“No.”

“Do we know when it was taken?”

“Not exactly.”

“Do we know why someone wanted you to have it?”

Evie glanced toward the desk. “If I knew that, I might be a calmer person.”

At the far end of the parlor, Deputy Marsh was explaining to an elderly woman that no, the sheriff’s department had not authorized public tours of the old boathouse, and yes, trespassing laws still applied even if one brought a church group. Caleb stood near the mantel with a coffee cup in hand, watching Evie watch the desk.

He had become annoyingly good at that.

After the last visitor left and Nora began packing leftover biscuits into containers marked with people’s names and moral assessments, Caleb joined Evie in the foyer.

“You’re going to open the drawer tonight,” he said.

“I am wounded by your lack of faith.”

“You looked at it seven times during tea.”

“Counting is a symptom of law enforcement overreach.”

“It was eight,” Nora said, passing through with a tray.

Evie turned. “You were in the kitchen.”

“I have gifts.”

Ledger jumped down from the chair and followed Nora, proving the point.

Caleb set his coffee on the reception desk. “The lighthouse photo is not going anywhere.”

“That’s what people said about Clara’s letter for twenty years.”

He did not answer immediately. That was one of the ways he had changed since Clara’s case. He had learned when old silence was not neutral.

Finally, he said, “I’m not telling you to ignore it. I’m telling you not to let every unanswered question in Harbor Point make itself yours just because it arrives near your front door.”

Evie rested one hand on the desk. “The first one arrived inside my wall.”

“That is not a sustainable filing system.”

“Harbor House disagrees.”

“Harbor House is not a client.”

“It’s considering representation.”

For the first time that day, Caleb laughed fully.

Evie smiled despite herself.

Then someone knocked on the front door.

Not Nora’s knock, which ignored the concept of permission. Not Pippa’s, which apologized before arriving. Not a neighbor’s cheerful tap.

One firm knock.

Then silence.

Caleb’s expression changed. He stepped toward the door before Evie could move.

When he opened it, the porch was empty.

A thin fog had begun to move up the hill from the harbor, curling around the steps and silvering the dormant hydrangeas. The gravel drive lay quiet. No car. No retreating footsteps. No visible person slipping into the dusk.

On the porch mat sat a flat brown envelope.

Evie looked at Caleb.

He looked at the envelope.

Nora appeared behind them, wiping her hands on a towel. “Absolutely not.”

“That is not a legal category,” Evie said.

“It should be.”

Caleb crouched and examined the envelope without touching it. No return address. Evie’s name was written across the front in neat block letters.

EVELYN HART

HARBOR HOUSE

“Could be harmless,” Caleb said.

Nora snorted. “So could mushrooms. People still check.”

Caleb photographed the envelope with his phone, then picked it up by the edge and carried it to the reception desk. Evie found a letter opener in the drawer above the locked one. Her hand brushed the key to the photograph drawer, and the contact made her pulse quicken.

Caleb opened the envelope.

Inside was a photograph.

Not the same one.

Same lighthouse. Same rocks. Same angle of late afternoon light. But this image was closer, clearer. A woman stood near the old Harbor Point Lighthouse, one hand lifted as if she were objecting to the camera. She wore a dark skirt, a pale blouse, and a scarf tied loosely at her throat. Her short blond hair moved in the wind. Her expression was not ghostly or tragic.

She looked annoyed.

Alive.

Evie turned the photograph over.

On the back, in handwriting she did not recognize, were two lines.

Her name was Rose.

She died in 1998.

Nora muttered something that sounded like a prayer losing confidence.

Caleb said nothing.

Evie looked toward the locked drawer, where the first photograph waited.

She was dead before this was taken.

Now the dead woman had a name.

Rose.

Outside, the fog thickened around the porch steps as if Harbor Point had been holding its breath for the next secret and had finally decided to exhale.
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Rose Marlowe

By morning, Evie had built a file.

She told herself it was not a case file. It was a research folder. A preliminary inquiry. A temporary organizational response to an unsolicited historical object.

The label on the folder read ROSE MARLOWE.

Ledger sat on it.

“That is not commentary,” Evie said.

The gray cat looked unconvinced.

The second photograph lay on Aunt Lillian’s desk beneath a clean sheet of archival tissue. Beside it sat the first lighthouse photograph, newly removed from the locked drawer with Caleb’s reluctant approval. Evie had placed them side by side under the office lamp.

Same lighthouse.

Same woman.

Different distance.

Different handwriting on the back.

The first: She was dead before this was taken.

The second: Her name was Rose. She died in 1998.

The name changed everything. Names always did. They turned curiosities into people and people into obligations.

Evie opened her laptop and searched the local digital archives for Rose Marlowe. Harbor Point’s online record system had the personality of an abandoned filing cabinet, but the Gazette archive provided a start.

Rose Elaine Marlowe, thirty-four, presumed dead after a fall near Harbor Point Lighthouse on November 3, 1998.

Presumed.

Evie leaned closer.

The article was short, formal, and painfully familiar in its careful omissions.

Local woman Rose Marlowe is believed to have died late Tuesday night after an apparent fall from the cliffs below Harbor Point Lighthouse. Heavy fog and dangerous tide conditions complicated recovery efforts. A scarf believed to belong to Ms. Marlowe was found near the south path. Authorities do not suspect foul play.

No foul play.

Evie picked up a pencil.

She had learned to be suspicious of sentences designed to make a reader stop asking questions.

No body mentioned in first report.

She found a follow-up three days later.

Body recovered near Gull Rock believed to be Rose Marlowe. Identification pending.

Two days after that:

Family confirms remains recovered offshore are those of Rose Elaine Marlowe. Private service planned.

Evie read the name again.

Rose Elaine Marlowe.

In the second photograph, the woman at the lighthouse looked older than thirty-four, not dramatically but enough to unsettle the clean timeline. Her face was sharper, her confidence harder, as if life had continued after the article stopped it.

She printed the Gazette pieces and began a timeline.

November 3, 1998 — apparent fall near lighthouse.

November 4 — scarf found.

November 6 — body recovered near Gull Rock.

November 8 — family confirmation.

Unknown date — lighthouse photograph after death?

Caleb arrived at nine with coffee and a folder of his own.

“Please tell me you slept,” he said.

“I had several meaningful exchanges with the ceiling.”

“That is not sleep.”

“It involved lying down.”

He set a coffee cup beside her notebook. “I pulled the old incident summary.”

“You said it could wait.”

“You opened the folder before sunrise.”

“I admire your confidence in my habits.”

He sat opposite her and opened the file. It was thin. Old cases often were, especially when a small town preferred certainty to documentation.

“Rose Marlowe,” he said. “Born in Portland. Moved to Harbor Point in 1995. Worked seasonal bookkeeping for the lighthouse restoration committee, part-time at the church office, and occasionally helped at Voss Medical.”

“Voss?”

“Dr. Emmett Voss. Dead now. Husband of Eleanor Voss.”

Evie wrote the name. “Eleanor?”

“Former chair of the Lighthouse Restoration Committee. Still alive. Still very interested in being respected.”

“That sounds like a warning.”

“It’s an atmospheric detail.”

“Caleb.”

He sighed. “It’s a warning.”

Evie read the incident summary. Rose had last been seen near the lighthouse path during heavy fog. The path was steep, the cliffs dangerous, the tide high. Her red wool scarf had been found caught on a thorn branch near the overlook. No suicide note. No witness to the fall. The recovered body had been badly damaged by water and rocks. Identification was made by family acknowledgment and Dr. Emmett Voss’s confirmation.

“Family acknowledgment,” Evie said.

“Her sister.”

“Name?”

“Beatrice Marlowe.”

“Still in town?”

“Outside town. Very outside in spirit.”

Evie looked at the photograph. “Who took this?”

“No idea.”

“When was the lighthouse event?”

“That’s where it gets interesting.”

“It was already interesting. That’s why the cat is sitting on the file.”

Ledger blinked.

Caleb removed a photocopied event flyer from the folder and slid it across the desk.

HARBOR POINT LIGHTHOUSE RESTORATION FUND

WINTER BENEFIT WALK & TEA

JANUARY 16, 1999

Evie stared at the date.

Two months after Rose Marlowe’s apparent death.

“Is she identified in the event photos?” Evie asked.

“Not in the file.”

“We need Pippa.”

“I already called her.”

Evie looked up.

Caleb shrugged. “You were going to.”

“That was thoughtful.”

“It was defensive.”

Nora arrived ten minutes later without knocking, carrying a paper bag that smelled like cinnamon and judgment.

“I heard Rose Marlowe is back,” she said.

Evie looked toward Caleb. “You called Nora?”

He raised both hands. “I value survival.”

Nora set the bag on the desk and looked at the photographs. Her face changed.

Not surprise.

Recognition.

Evie watched carefully. “You knew her.”

“Everyone knew of Rose.”

“That’s a Harbor Point answer. I’m allergic to those.”

Nora folded her arms. “She came into the diner sometimes. Quiet woman. Polite. Always paid in exact change. Wore scarves like she was hiding from weather even indoors.”

“What did people say about her?”

“That she was sad.”

“Was she?”

“People call women sad when they don’t know what else to do with them.”

Evie wrote that down.

Nora leaned closer to the second photograph. “This is later.”

“How do you know?”

“Her hair.”

Evie glanced at Caleb. He gave a slight nod. Nora’s memory for people was more reliable than most public records.

“In the Gazette photo from her obituary, Rose’s hair is longer,” Nora said. “Here it’s cut short.”

“Could have been taken earlier,” Caleb said.

Nora shook her head. “No. Rose cut her hair after the church bazaar scandal.”

Evie looked up. “There was a church bazaar scandal?”

“In Harbor Point, yes. It involved raffle tickets, a missing quilt, and Mrs. Landry accusing a deacon of coupon fraud.”

“Was Rose involved?”

“No. But she cut her hair the week after. I remember because half the town decided short hair meant a woman had made a decision, and everyone wanted to know what it was.”

“When was the bazaar?” Caleb asked.

“December 1998.”

The room fell still.

December.

After Rose’s death.

Nora’s face hardened. “That’s not possible.”

“No,” Evie said softly. “That’s why it matters.”

Caleb tapped the incident summary. “The body was identified in November.”

“By family and a doctor,” Evie said.

“Beatrice Marlowe and Emmett Voss.”

“And if the body wasn’t Rose?” Nora asked.

No one answered.

Evie turned to the Gazette obituary. It included a small photograph. Rose Marlowe, smiling faintly, hair to her shoulders, face softer than the woman in the lighthouse image.

Younger.

Alive in one picture.

Declared dead in another.

Photographed alive after both.

Evie wrote one line beneath Rose’s name.

Question: Did Rose die in 1998 — or did someone need the town to believe she had?

Ledger stretched across the folder and placed one paw on the date January 16, 1999.

Nora looked at him. “That cat is unsettling.”

“He’s accurate,” Evie said.

Outside the office window, fog gathered around the bare branches of the hydrangeas.

And somewhere beyond town, the lighthouse waited at the edge of the cliffs, exactly where Harbor Point had once decided a
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