
DEAD IN THE WATER

HARBORVIEW CAFÉ MYSTERIES: BOOK 4

EMILY BREWSTER

––––––––
[image: ]


Copyright © 2025 Emily Brewster
All rights reserved.
Cover picture by Freepik

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

AUTHOR’S NOTE

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1


[image: ]


The October fog rolled in thick enough that I couldn't see the harbor from the kitchen window of the Daily Catch Café. Just gray on gray, with the occasional flash of a running light as someone made their way out to the fishing grounds. Five in the morning, and the boats were already leaving. That was Harborview—the ocean kept its own schedule, and everyone else adjusted.

I'd been up since four, getting the first batch of muffins in the oven and starting the coffee. The café didn't officially open until six, but fishermen didn't care much about official hours. They'd knock on the door at five-thirty if they saw lights on, and I'd learned early that turning away potential customers was bad business. Besides, I liked the quiet hour before the morning rush, when it was just me and the smell of baking blueberry muffins and the sound of the coffee maker doing its thing.

"Morning."

I turned to find Sawyer Grant leaning against the doorframe between the kitchen and the dining area, his canvas jacket damp with fog. He had a key now—I'd given it to him two months ago, after we'd made things official. Still felt strange sometimes, having someone who could just walk in before opening.

"You're up early," I said, pulling mugs down from the overhead rack.

"Harbormaster emergency." He came into the kitchen and kissed my temple, casual and comfortable. "Jerry Campbell's boat threw a prop. Had to help him get towed back in."

"Is he okay?"

"Mad as hell, but yeah. He's going to lose a day of fishing, which means I'm going to hear about it for the next month." Sawyer accepted the coffee I handed him and wrapped both hands around the mug. "How's your morning?"

"Muffins are almost done. Danny should be here any minute." I glanced at the clock. "Benji texted that he's running late. Something about his truck not starting."

"That truck's been on borrowed time for two years."

"I keep telling him to get it looked at." I pulled the muffins from the oven and set them on the cooling rack. The smell filled the kitchen, warm and sweet and exactly right. "But he swears it just needs a new battery."

"It needs a miracle." Sawyer took a long sip of coffee. "I should get going. Just wanted to stop by before the morning gets crazy."

"It's already crazy if Jerry threw a prop."

"Fair point." He set down his mug and headed for the door, then paused. "We still on for dinner Thursday?"

"As long as nothing explodes."

"In this town? No promises." He smiled and disappeared into the fog, leaving me alone with the muffins and the coffee and the steady tick of the kitchen clock.

By six, the café was half full. Dottie Winters sat at her usual spot at the counter, working her way through black coffee and a blueberry muffin while reading something on her phone. She wore canvas work pants and a flannel shirt that had probably been around since the Reagan administration, her steel-gray hair pulled back in a practical bun.

"Your nephew's late," she said without looking up.

"His truck won't start."

"That piece of junk? Shocking." Dottie set down her phone. "Tell him to bring it by the shop. I'll take a look."

"You run a bait and tackle shop, not a garage."

"I was fixing diesel engines on destroyers when your nephew was still a gleam in his daddy's eye. I think I can handle a truck." She picked at her muffin. "These are good. You change the recipe?"

"Added a little lemon zest."

"Huh. Works."

The door chimed and Father Mike Kowalski came in, already looking harried despite the early hour. He had his white collar on under a worn fisherman's sweater, and his gray hair stuck up in three different directions like he'd been running his hands through it.

"Coffee," he said, dropping onto the stool next to Dottie. "Large. Black. Now."

"Rough morning?" I poured him a mug and set it in front of him.

"Mrs. Chen's cat got out again. I've been chasing the damn thing around since three-thirty." He took a long drink. "Found it behind the yacht club, terrorizing someone's poodle."

"That cat's going to cause a heart attack one of these days," Dottie said.

"Tell me about it. Mrs. Chen treats that animal like it's the Pope." Father Mike wrapped both hands around his mug. "What's the special?"

"Corned beef hash with poached eggs."

"I'll take it. Extra hash."

Danny Chen arrived at six-fifteen, apologizing for being late even though he wasn't. The kid was nineteen, reliable as sunrise, and never complained about anything. He'd been working at a diner in Portland before moving back to Harborview, and he had the quiet competence of someone who'd spent time in a busy kitchen.

"Benji texted," he said, tying on his apron. "He's getting a jump from his neighbor. Should be here by seven."

"Tell him not to rush. We've got it covered."

The morning settled into its familiar rhythm—orders called back to the kitchen, coffee poured and refilled, conversations overlapping at the counter and tables. Rita Morrison came in with her book club friends, all of them settling at the big table by the window. Bobby Vasquez stopped in for his usual egg sandwich to go. The Fletcher twins, who ran the hardware store, argued about which one of them had promised to order more paint thinner.

By seven-thirty, every seat was full and there was a short wait for tables. I liked it when the café was busy. Gave me less time to think, more time to just move through the familiar motions. Pour coffee, take orders, wipe down the counter, refill sugar dispensers. Simple, satisfying work that left me tired in a good way at the end of the day.

Chief Lydia Nash came in around eight, when the breakfast rush was starting to slow down. She was in uniform—navy blue shirt with her badge pinned to the chest, utility belt with all the standard equipment. She looked tired, the kind of tired that came from not enough sleep rather than too much work.

"Morning, Chief," I said, reaching for her usual mug. "Coffee?"

"Please. And one of those muffins if you've got any left."

I plated a muffin and slid it across the counter. "Everything okay?"

"Long night." She added cream to her coffee, more than usual. "We got called out to the beach around midnight. Someone found a body."

The café noise seemed to dim, or maybe that was just my attention narrowing. "Who?"

"Paula Henderson. You know her?"

I did. Everyone in Harborview knew Paula Henderson. Environmental activist, town council gadfly, the kind of person who showed up to every public meeting with a clipboard and a list of complaints. She'd been in the café a few times, always ordering tea instead of coffee and asking detailed questions about where I sourced my eggs.

"What happened?" I asked.

"Don't know yet. Head trauma, looks like she fell and hit the rocks. We're still investigating." Chief Nash broke off a piece of muffin. "She was found down by Lighthouse Point, on the beach. Morning jogger called it in."

Dottie had turned on her stool, listening. "Paula Henderson? Damn. She was a pain in the ass, but she didn't deserve that."

"Nobody deserves that," Father Mike said quietly.

Chief Nash finished her coffee and stood up. "Anyway, we're talking to people who might have seen her yesterday. If anyone mentions anything, let me know."

After she left, the café erupted in conversation. Everyone had something to say about Paula Henderson—her environmental campaigns, her fights with the town council, her habit of writing angry letters to the local paper. Not everyone had liked her, but death had a way of making people remember the good parts and forget the rest.

"She blocked that waterfront development last year," Rita Morrison said from her table. "Ron Mitchell was furious."

"Ron Mitchell's always furious about something," Bobby Vasquez said. "Man's got a temper like a lit fuse."

"Paula could be difficult," Father Mike said, "but she genuinely cared about this town. Just had strong opinions about how things should be done."

I refilled coffee cups and cleared plates, only half-listening to the conversations swirling around me. Paula Henderson was dead. It felt unreal, the same way death always did in the moment. Just yesterday she'd been alive, walking around town with her clipboard and her fierce certainty that she knew what was best for Harborview. And now she was gone.

Benji finally showed up around eight-thirty, looking apologetic and slightly frazzled. His truck troubles had left him with grease on one sleeve and his shaggy hair pulled back in a messy bun.

"Sorry I'm late," he said, grabbing an apron. "The battery was completely dead. Mr. Reynolds had to jump it twice before it caught."

"Dottie says bring it by her shop. She'll take a look."

"Really? That'd be great." He disappeared into the kitchen, and I heard him talking to Danny about the morning rush.

By ten, the café had mostly cleared out. Just a few lingering customers finishing their coffee and reading the paper. I was wiping down the counter when the door chimed and Ron Mitchell walked in.

Ron was in his mid-fifties, a developer who'd made his money building condos and strip malls up and down the coast. He wore expensive casual clothes—designer jeans, a polo shirt that probably cost more than my monthly electric bill, boat shoes that had never seen the inside of an actual boat. His face was red, either from anger or sun exposure or both.

"Coffee," he said, sitting at the counter. Not a question, not a request. Just a demand.

I poured him a cup. "Morning, Ron."

"Hell of a morning." He dumped three sugars into his coffee and stirred aggressively. "I assume you heard about Paula Henderson."

"Chief Nash was in earlier."

"Good riddance," he said, loud enough that the few remaining customers could hear. "That woman made my life a living hell for two years. Blocked every permit, filed complaint after complaint, organized protests at town council meetings. All because she didn't like progress."

I didn't say anything. Didn't seem like he needed me to.

"I've got investors waiting, construction crews on standby, and she managed to kill my project with her environmental bullshit." He took a long drink of coffee. "Now maybe I can actually get some work done in this town."

"Ron," I said quietly, "she just died."

"Yeah, well. Karma's a bitch." He pulled out his wallet and threw a ten on the counter. "Keep the change."

After he left, Dottie caught my eye from her stool. "That man's got all the charm of a bucket of chum."

"He's upset," I said, though I wasn't sure why I was defending him.

"He's an asshole. Being upset doesn't change that." Dottie finished her coffee. "But he's not wrong that Paula made his life difficult. She blocked his waterfront development project cold. Environmental impact study, protected habitat, the whole nine yards."

"Was she right to block it?"

"Probably. Ron wanted to build right over a seal pupping ground." Dottie stood up and stretched. "But that doesn't mean he's not glad she's gone."

The rest of the morning passed in a blur of refills and cleanup. By two o'clock, I'd flipped the sign to "Closed" and sent Danny and Benji home. The café felt too quiet after the morning's chaos, just the tick of the clock and the distant sound of boats in the harbor.

I was wiping down tables when my phone buzzed. Text from Sawyer: Dinner tonight instead of Thursday? I'll cook.

I smiled and texted back: Your place or mine?

Mine. I make a mean lasagna.

See you at six.

I finished cleaning up and locked the door behind me, stepping out into the October afternoon. The fog had burned off, leaving everything sharp and clear. I could see straight across the harbor to Lighthouse Point, where Paula Henderson had been found. It looked peaceful from here, just rocks and water and the white tower of the lighthouse rising above it all.

But someone had died there. Fallen, Chief Nash had said. Hit her head on the rocks.

I thought about Ron Mitchell's red face and angry words. About Paula Henderson's fierce certainty and her clipboard full of complaints. About how sometimes the things that mattered most to people could turn deadly, even in a small town where everyone knew everyone else.

Then I shook my head and headed home. It wasn't my problem. Chief Nash was competent and thorough, and she'd figure out what happened to Paula Henderson without any help from me.

I had lasagna to look forward to, and that was enough for one day.
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Sawyer's lasagna turned out to be the frozen kind from the grocery store, which he admitted halfway through dinner with an embarrassed grin. We ate it anyway, sitting at his kitchen table while he told me about Jerry Campbell's continuing boat troubles and I half-listened, still thinking about Paula Henderson.

"You're somewhere else," Sawyer said finally, setting down his fork.

"Sorry. Just distracted."

"Paula Henderson?"

I nodded. "Ron Mitchell came into the café this morning. Said some pretty harsh things."

"Ron says harsh things about everyone who gets in his way." Sawyer reached across the table and squeezed my hand. "You're not getting involved in this, are you?"

"No. Of course not."

He gave me a look that suggested he didn't believe me, but he didn't push it. That was one of the things I liked about him—he understood when to let something go.

I left around nine, driving home through empty streets. Harborview rolled up early on weeknights, especially in October when the tourists were gone and everyone was back to their regular schedules. The only lights still on were at The Rusty Anchor down by the docks, where a handful of fishermen would be having their nightly beers.

My apartment was above Harbor Books, Raj Patel's used bookstore. I let myself in through the side entrance and climbed the narrow stairs, already thinking about the morning prep I'd need to do. Tuesday meant blueberry pancakes, which meant getting the batter mixed before five.

I was halfway through my evening routine—teeth brushed, face washed, pajamas on—when my phone rang. Raj.

"Did I wake you?" he asked.

"Not yet. What's up?"

"Come downstairs. I want to show you something."

I pulled on a sweatshirt over my pajamas and went down. The bookstore was dark except for a light in the back office, where Raj sat surrounded by stacks of books and his laptop glowing blue. He looked up when I came in, his glasses reflecting the screen.

"You heard about Paula Henderson," he said. Not a question.

"This morning."

"I've been reading about her." He turned his laptop so I could see the screen. "Local newspaper archives. She's been fighting Ron Mitchell's development project for two years. Filed three separate appeals, organized petition drives, spoke at every town council meeting."

I leaned against the doorframe. "Raj, what are you doing?"

"Research. Paula Henderson was found at Lighthouse Point, which is right where Ron wanted to build his condos. That can't be coincidence."

"Chief Nash is investigating."

"I know. But you're curious too, aren't you?" He clicked to another article. "Look at this. From last week. Paula and Ron had a public argument at the town council meeting. Someone recorded it on their phone."

Against my better judgment, I moved closer to look at the screen. The video quality was poor, but I could make out Paula Henderson standing at the podium, her voice sharp with anger. Ron Mitchell sat in the front row, his face red, shouting
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