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HARVEST MOON
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Chapter 1: Apple Cider
Mornings

The cider had been on the stove since three.

Sage stood in the warm dark of The Proving Ground's kitchen,
stirring the slow reduction down to syrup. Four cups of pressed
Honeycrisp had become one cup of something thicker than honey,
darker than maple, smelling like an entire orchard had been
distilled into a single glass jar. The science was simple. Water
cooked off. Sugar concentrated. Flavor compounded. The result was
the difference between a doughnut that tasted faintly of apples and
a doughnut that tasted like fall itself.

She poured the reduction into a glass measuring cup and set it
on the stainless counter to cool.

Outside, October was holding its breath. Four-thirty in the
morning, the windows still black, the street lamp at the corner of
Harbor and Main throwing a single pool of gold onto the sidewalk.
The bakery hummed with the white noise of a stand mixer Sage had
not yet turned on — that was wishful thinking, the noise of
anticipation — and the soft tick of the convection oven coming up
to temperature.

She loved this hour.

She loved that no one needed anything from her at four-thirty in
the morning. She loved the smell of yeast on the air from
yesterday's sourdough starter, which sat in its glass jar on the
proofing shelf, alive and burping happily. She loved the way her
own breath made small clouds when she walked past the walk-in. She
loved that, for ninety more minutes, the world was hers and a few
quiet machines and the white noise of her own thinking.

She caught herself thinking it.

I am happy, she thought. I am settled. I am content.

Then, because she could not help it: Margaret
would call this dangerous.

She set the wooden spoon down. The thought had arrived like an
uninvited guest. It always did. It would sit at the counter for a
minute, pour itself coffee, smile politely, and leave. Sage had
learned not to argue with it.

Believing the game is over, she added,
mostly to finish the sentence. That is when she
would move.

But the game was over. Sage was engaged. Margaret was a
recovering elder. The Proving Ground was thriving. Lily was being
promoted. Owen was loved. Shadow was sleeping on a folded sweater
in the back office, twitching one paw as he chased something
through a dream.

Sage cracked an egg into a bowl and let the thought go.

The dough came together the way it always did. Two and a quarter
cups of cake flour. Half a cup of granulated sugar. Two teaspoons
of baking powder. A teaspoon of cinnamon. A half teaspoon each of
nutmeg and salt. The dry ingredients went into the bowl of the
stand mixer. The wet — buttermilk, two eggs, melted butter, the
cooled cider reduction, vanilla — went into the measuring cup.

The science was something Sage had loved since her first
university lab. Cake-style doughnuts needed cake flour because the
lower protein content kept the crumb tender. Buttermilk gave you
the acid that woke up the baking powder. The cider reduction added
flavor without adding too much liquid, which would have slackened
the dough into something sad and floppy. And the nutmeg — the
nutmeg was not optional. The nutmeg was the difference between a
doughnut and a fall doughnut. It was the
smell of October pressed into a quarter teaspoon.

She turned on the mixer.

The kitchen filled with the soft whuff of the paddle attachment.
The dough came together in twenty seconds. She always pulled it
just before it looked finished. Overworked doughnut dough turned
tough.

She floured the marble counter, turned the dough out, and patted
it into a half-inch slab.

The fryer was up to three hundred and fifty degrees by the time
she had cut the first round.

This was the part Sage liked best. The hiss of dough meeting
oil. The smell — buttery and warm and sweet — that climbed up her
arms and into her hair and into the wood of the cabinets and the
bricks of the walls. By six the whole town smelled like apple cider
doughnuts on Saturdays in October. She had been told once that the
scent traveled three blocks east when the wind was right.

She rolled the first one in cinnamon sugar.

She took a bite.

The crumb was exactly right.

"Don't eat all of those before I get here," came a voice from
the back door.

Sage turned, mouth full, and found Lily Torres pulling off her
scarf in the mudroom. Lily was twenty-nine, dark-haired, the kind
of woman who looked tired and beautiful at the same time, both of
which she earned by being a single mother and an excellent baker.
Lily had been Sage's first hire. Lily was now Sage's assistant
manager. The promotion was three weeks old, and Lily was still
wearing it like a coat that did not quite fit.

"I was sampling," Sage said. "For quality."

"You sample every Saturday."

"It is a quality issue every Saturday."

Lily laughed — soft, low, the laugh of someone who had not yet
had coffee. She came into the kitchen, washed her hands at the prep
sink, and tied an apron. Sage handed her a doughnut. Lily ate it
standing at the counter, eyes closed for a second.

"The reduction is perfect today," Lily said.

"It is the Honeycrisp. I told Henry to save me the seconds."

"You did not."

"I did. I told him I would trade him a quarter-loaf of country
rye for every flat of bruised Honeycrisp. He thinks he is the smart
one in the deal."

"Henry has always thought he was the smart one."

"Henry has always been wrong."

They worked side by side for forty minutes. Lily ran the second
batch of doughnuts. Sage started the maple cream scones. The
kitchen got brighter as the ovens climbed in temperature. The first
hint of dawn fingered the window. By five-fifteen, the smell of the
bakery was the smell Sage wanted the whole town to wake up to.

A small voice spoke from the back door.

"Mom said I could come in early today."

Sage looked up. Emma Torres stood in the doorway with her
backpack on the floor at her feet, her brown hair half in a
ponytail, her two front teeth missing in such a way that her smile
looked like a tiny picket fence with two missing pickets.

"Did your mom say that," Sage said, "or did you say that, and your mom say fine,
but only if you sit and read?"

Emma considered the question with the gravity of a
seven-year-old caught in a small crime.

"The second one," she said.

"Books are on the chair by the window. There is a fresh doughnut
on the cooling rack with your name on it."

Emma's eyes widened. "My actual name?"

"I will write it with cinnamon sugar if you sit down."

Emma sat down. Lily looked at Sage over Emma's head and mouthed
thank you. Sage waved it off.

This was a thing Sage had learned about owning a bakery. You
were not just selling bread. You were selling a place where a tired
mother could let her daughter eat a doughnut in a warm kitchen at
five-thirty in the morning while she finished her own work. You
were selling a chair by the window with a stack of Mercy Watson books on it. You were selling the smell of
cinnamon and the safety of a place where everyone knew you.

You were selling, Sage had realized about a year ago, what she
herself had moved to Crescent Harbor to find.

By six, the lights were on out front. By six-fifteen, the smell
of the bakery had begun its three-block crawl east through town. By
six-thirty, the bell above the door jingled with its first
customer.

It was Owen.

"You smell like a doughnut," he said, by way of greeting,
setting two paper coffee cups on the counter.

"You smell like coffee. Are we just describing each other?"

"For now."

He leaned across the counter and kissed her. It was a quick
kiss, the kind you give a person when you live with them and have
plenty of time for longer kisses later, but it still made her smile
into the cup he handed her.

"Lily," he said, raising his cup in greeting.

"Owen."

"Emma."

"I am eating a doughnut," Emma said, with the seriousness of a
child making a legal statement.

"I see that. It looks delicious."

"It has my name on it."

"That is the only way doughnuts should come."

Owen set a folded sheet of paper on the counter beside Sage. She
knew, before she looked, what it was. He had been carrying it for
two weeks. They had narrowed the wedding venue down to three, and
Owen — patient, thorough, the kind of man who had spent eight years
in corporate finance before walking away and never looking back —
had made a side-by-side comparison.

She unfolded it.

There were three columns. Harbor Barn. Yates
Family Farmhouse. Crescent Inn Garden. Each had a row for
capacity, parking, cost, weather contingencies, and what Owen had
labeled Vibes.

Under Vibes, the harbor barn said
YOU LOVE IT. The farmhouse said
I LOVE IT. The Crescent Inn Garden said
NOBODY LOVES IT, IT IS HERE FOR
FAIRNESS.

Sage laughed.

"This is not a fair comparison. This is a marketing
campaign."

"I am simply organizing the information. How the information is
arranged is its own kind of
information."

"You sound like a man who is leaning toward the farmhouse."

"I am leaning toward whatever you want."

"You are leaning toward the farmhouse."

"It is possible I have an opinion."

"It is possible you have several opinions arranged in a
column."

He grinned. He took a sip of his coffee. He looked, in his work
jacket and his slightly too-long hair, like the man Sage had fallen
in love with at a Murder Mystery Club meeting two summers ago, in
the warm wood-paneled back room of the library, while a fire
crackled and Dez Carroway told a pun so bad the entire Club had
groaned in unison. That was the moment,
Sage had decided later. The moment of the groan. The moment Owen
had laughed instead of groaning, and she had looked at him and
thought oh.

The Dez chair sat empty by that fire now. Had sat empty for a
year.

"What about the farmhouse," Owen said, gently steering them
back, "do you not love?"

"It is in Portland."

"Portland is forty minutes from here."

"It is forty minutes from here when I
drive. It is two hours from here when Margaret drives. Because she
will pretend to get lost."

Owen set his cup down.

"You think she will come."

"She has not been invited yet. She has already RSVP'd."

"Sage."

"I know."

"Sage."

"I know."

She knew. They had been over this. Inviting Margaret was the
price of pretending the game was over. Not inviting Margaret would
have been a declaration. And Sage was not yet sure what she was
declaring.

Owen put his hand on hers, briefly, on the counter.

"It is a wedding," he said. "It is allowed to be a wedding."

"I know."

"You can want what you want."

"I know."

He kissed her again, a slower one this time, because there was
no line of customers yet and Emma was busy reading and Lily was
tactfully arranging scones at the other end of the case. Then he
picked up his coffee and went to the small side table by the window
and started reading the news on his phone. He would stay for an
hour. He always did on Saturdays.

The bell above the door jingled again at quarter past seven.

"Holloway," said a voice as familiar as the building itself. "If
you are out of the marble rye on a Saturday, I am taking my
business to the gas station."

Sage smiled before she even turned around.

"Cap. You would not last a day at the gas station."

"Try me."

Captain Joseph Pell — Cap to everyone in Crescent Harbor who had
been born after 1940 — stood at the counter with his cap in his
hand and his weather-beaten coat unzipped over a flannel shirt the
color of old salmon. He was eighty-four. He had run the family
fishing fleet in his middle years, run private charters in his
sixties, and now ran nothing except his own foul mouth and a small
daily route through town that he insisted on calling his
constitutional. Sage liked him for many reasons. Chief among them
was that Cap had been a distant cousin of her father — a third or fourth, depending on which family Bible you
trust, Cap had explained the first time they met — and that
Cap had taken her in the way he took in strays, which is to say
completely and without explaining it.

"Marble rye is in the case," Sage said. "Heel is yours if you
want it."

"Of course I want the heel. What else am I, a tourist?"

"I save it for you. Every Saturday."

"I know you do. I am being affectionate."

Lily snorted from the back. Cap pretended not to hear her. He
paid in cash, the way he always did, and tipped a quarter, the way
he always did, which Sage had once tried to refuse and then learned
never to refuse again. Cap had explained, at considerable length,
that a tip was a tip and a man was a man and the two were not
negotiable on Saturdays.

She handed him his loaf wrapped in brown paper. She poured him a
coffee.

"Cold out there?" she asked.

"Cold enough. Smells like first frost by Tuesday."

"You always say that."

"I am always right."

"You said it last Tuesday."

"And the frost came Wednesday."

"Cap. It was forty-six degrees on Wednesday."

"That is frost-adjacent."

He grinned. His teeth were uneven and his eyes were the same
gray-blue as the harbor in November. He took the coffee from her,
blew on it, and looked around the bakery with the open, unhurried
attention of a man who had nowhere else to be and was glad about
it.

"I will be late this afternoon," he said. "Going to see the Tran
woman."

"Esme?"

"That is her. The one Margaret has at the Society. She has been
after me for three months to sit and talk."

"How is that going?"

"Long. Too many questions about my grandfather and not enough
about my fishing trips. But she is patient. I will give her
that."

"You have done two sessions already?"

"I have. Tuesday is the third. I am stopping by today just to
drop something off."

"And you like her."

"She makes a decent cup of tea. For a person who has been here
only three years."

Sage smiled. By Cap's standards, decent cup of
tea, three years was the highest civic award Crescent Harbor
could bestow.

"Today is the one," he added, more to his coffee than to her.
"Today I am going to tell her something I should have told someone
a long time ago."

Sage's hand paused on the till.

"Oh?" she said. Light. Easy. The way you ask the cat where he
has been.

Cap waved her off. He took a long sip of his coffee. He looked,
for just a moment, like a man who had finished a long arithmetic
problem in his head and arrived at a number he did not love.

"Old man's business," he said. "You will hear about it when she
publishes the book. Won't be long now. I am eighty-four, Holloway.
I have a calendar that knows me."

"Don't talk like that."

"I will talk however I want. It is Saturday and I have my
rye."

He winked at her. He picked up the bread and the coffee. He
turned for the door.

"Cap," Sage said.

He looked back.

"Saturday supper at the diner?"

"Wouldn't miss it."

The bell jingled. He was gone.

Sage stood at the counter with her hand still on the till.

Today I am going to tell her something I should
have told someone a long time ago.

It was the sort of sentence an old man said on a Saturday and
forgot by Tuesday. It was also the sort of sentence that lived in a
man's mouth for forty years before he let it walk out. Sage could
not tell which kind of sentence it was. She watched Cap cross the
street through the front window. He was moving slower than she
remembered, but he had always moved slower than she remembered, so
this was perhaps not a fair observation.

She let it go.

A line had formed.

For the next forty minutes she did what she did on every
Saturday morning, which was to run a small bakery the way her
mother had run a Sunday dinner — fast, warmly, with no one going
home without something. The apple cider doughnuts were gone by
eight. The pumpkin bread was halfway gone by eight-fifteen. Mrs.
Pelletier bought a dozen scones and tried to bargain her down on
the price, the way she did every Saturday, and Sage refused, the
way she did every Saturday, and Mrs. Pelletier left muttering, the
way she did every Saturday, satisfied. The town moved through the
bakery and the bakery moved through the town and the morning moved
on.

At a quarter past nine, the bell jingled in a way that was
somehow softer than the rest.

Sage knew, before she looked, who it was.

Margaret Ashworth came into The Proving Ground the way she came
into everything — gracefully, exactly on time, the way a swan comes
onto a pond. She wore camel cashmere and a navy scarf. Her white
hair was twisted at the back of her head with a tortoiseshell comb.
She did not look as if she had been recovering for a year. She did
not look as if she had ever needed recovery. Her face had aged,
yes. There were lines around her eyes that had not been there two
years ago. But her bearing was the same bearing it had always been,
which was the bearing of a woman who had never doubted her right to
a room.

"Sage, dear."

"Margaret."

"How is the morning?"

"Busy. Good. The Honeycrisp came in."

"I could smell it from the corner."

"Was that a complaint?"

"That was a compliment. I have never been good at saying things
plainly."

She had never been good at saying things plainly. Sage filed
that away the way she had filed every Margaret sentence for two
years.

Margaret considered the case. She did this with the courtesy of
someone who was going to order the same thing she always ordered
and did not want anyone to feel rushed about it. Sage waited. Lily,
at the espresso machine, did not look up.

"A maple cream scone," Margaret said finally. "If you have
one."

"I always have one for you."

"You are kind."

"You have always paid for it."

"I have always paid the exact amount."

"Which is its own kind of kindness."

Margaret smiled. It was a small smile, careful, the kind of
smile a woman gave when a sentence had landed near to something
true and she did not mind that it had.

Sage wrapped the scone in waxed paper. Margaret laid down exact
change — two ones, one quarter, two dimes, one nickel — and added a
tip. One dollar. Not enough to be showy. Not little enough to be
rude. The exact amount, Sage thought, that a woman who had read a
book on how to live among ordinary people would settle on.

"How is the wedding planning?" Margaret asked.

"It is coming."

"I trust the venues are narrowing."

"They are."

"And how is dear Owen?"

"Well."

"And how is —"

She did not finish the sentence. She had turned her head toward
the window.

Shadow had not moved from the windowsill the entire time. He had
been there since Sage opened the front of the shop, in his usual
loaf — paws tucked, tail curled, golden-green eyes half-lidded
against the brightening street. He had not slept. He had not
blinked. The half-lid was a posture, not rest. He was watching.

Margaret looked at Shadow.

Shadow looked at Margaret.

For a long second, the bakery felt smaller than it was.

Then Margaret turned back to Sage. Her smile was as gracious as
it had been.

"He is well, I see."

"He is well."

"Cats have such long memories."

"They do."

"Such a pity."

Margaret picked up her scone. She slipped it into the pocket of
her cashmere coat as if it were a letter she had been meaning to
mail. She inclined her head — to Sage, to Lily, who finally looked
up — and turned for the door.

"Margaret," Sage said.

Margaret paused.

"Take care."

"I always do, dear."

"I know."

The bell jingled. The door closed. The cool air she had brought
in dissipated. The smell of cinnamon and butter rolled back in to
fill the space she had taken.

Shadow held his pose for another full minute. Then he stood,
stretched in the unhurried way of a cat who had been working,
hopped down from the windowsill, and walked to the back office,
where he disappeared.

Lily exhaled audibly.

"I do not know how you do that," she said.

"Do what?"

"Talk to her."

"She is a customer."

"She is not."

"For the duration of a scone she is."

Lily shook her head. She turned back to the espresso
machine.

Sage wiped down the counter where Margaret's change had been.
She did this with more attention than the counter required. Then
she stopped wiping and looked at her own hand, the towel held still
over the steel.

Take care, dear.

She had said the same sentence back. The sentence was harmless
on its face. The sentence was harmless in any other mouth. Sage had
said it a thousand times to a thousand customers leaving the bakery
in October.

But it had not been harmless when Margaret said it.

Sage put the towel down.

Believing the game is over, she heard
herself think again. That is when she would
move.

She let the thought arrive. She let it sit at the counter. She
let it pour itself coffee.

She watched the door close behind the last of the morning
rush.

She let the thought go.

She got back to work.

The harbor diner sat at the very end of Front Street, where the
pier began. It had been a diner for ninety years. Before that it
had been a chandlery. Before that it had been a boat shed. The roof
leaked in three places that the owner refused to fix because he
liked the percussion of rain on tin pots in the corner booths.
Saturday supper at the diner had been a thing in Crescent Harbor
since the fifties — a quiet, unsponsored gathering of old-timers
and their second cousins, around the same long table by the back
window, with the same hot chowder and the same bad pie and the same
arguments about the same fish that had been caught or not caught in
1976.

Sage and Owen came in at five-thirty. Mrs. Inglesby was already
there, three down on the bench seat, with her hands curled around a
mug of cocoa. Frank from the marina was at the head, where he
always was. Theo Boudreau, who had taught half the town to sail,
was beside him.

Cap's seat — the second on the left, with the view of the harbor
— was empty.

Sage sat down. Owen sat across from her. They ordered the
chowder. The chowder came in heavy white bowls, with a square of
butter melting into the surface like a sun setting on a still
sea.

By six, Cap had not come.

Sage tried not to notice. Frank, at the head of the table, did
not seem worried. Cap is on his own clock,
Frank had said once, and the clock runs
slow. Theo Boudreau made a small joke about how Cap was
probably still arguing with the Tran woman about whether 1972 had
been a wet October or a dry one. Mrs. Inglesby laughed
politely.

By six-fifteen, Mrs. Inglesby went to the pay phone in the
hallway.

She came back to the table a moment later.

"Stopped by his place this afternoon," she said, sliding back
into her seat. "He told me he had a bad batch of something.
Wouldn't open the door more than a crack. Said he would skip
supper."

"Bad batch of what?" Frank asked.

"He did not say. He said he would be fine by morning."

"Cap is always fine by morning."

"He looked tired."

"Cap is always tired. He is eighty-four."

The conversation moved on, the way conversations did at long
tables in old diners on Saturday nights. Theo told a story about a
halibut. Frank disputed the size of the halibut. Mrs. Inglesby ate
her chowder without interrupting either of them.

Sage stirred her own bowl.

Across the table, Owen caught her eye.

She gave him the smallest shake of her head. It
is nothing. He gave her the smallest tip of his chin back.
All right.

But on the walk home, with the lamps coming on along Front
Street and the smell of woodsmoke layering itself onto the smell of
the sea, she found that she could not quite stop hearing the
sentence.

Today I am going to tell her something I should
have told someone a long time ago.

She walked beside Owen. He took her hand without saying
anything. The harbor was glassy in the dusk. The harvest moon was
up early, low and orange behind the masts, the kind of moon that
looked like it had been borrowed from a painting and hung up
wrong.

Shadow was waiting on the front step when they got home. He
stood as they came up the walk. He met Sage's eyes the way he had
met Margaret's that morning — without blinking, without moving.

Sage knelt and gathered him up.

"What?" she said, into his fur.

He did not answer.

Of course he did not answer. He was a cat.

But Sage carried him inside anyway and held him a moment longer
than she usually did before setting him down.

By Sunday morning Cap would feel better, he had told Mrs.
Inglesby.

By Monday morning he would be dead.





Chapter 2: A Captain
Lost

The phone rang at six-twelve.

Sage was already at the back window with a mug of coffee,
watching the dark turn slowly gray over the harbor. She had been up
since three. She had made the cider reduction. She had cut the
doughnuts. The reduction tasted exactly as it had on Saturday,
which somehow seemed wrong. Things that had tasted like Saturday
should not still taste like Saturday on a Monday.

She knew, when the phone rang, who it was.

She set the mug down on the windowsill. The mug was very full.
The mug did not spill.

"Chief," she said.

A pause on the other end.

"Sage," said Chief Angela Reyes. "How did you know it was
me?"

"I didn't. I was guessing."

"You guessed right."

"I know."

There was a small silence. The kind of silence that lived in the
space before a sentence neither person wanted to be the one to
say.

"It's Cap," Chief Reyes said.

"I know."

"Mrs. Inglesby went over this morning. She had a key. He was in
his armchair."

"When?"

"Sometime in the night, probably. They will know more after the
medical examiner."

"Cardiac event?"

"That is what it looks like."

"That is what it looks like," Sage repeated. Just the words. No
weight on them.

Chief Reyes heard the weight anyway.

"He was eighty-four, Sage."

"I know."

"You were family."

"Distant."

"Family is family."

"I know."

Another small silence.

"I thought you would want to know," Chief Reyes said. "Before
the town did."

"Thank you."

"Sage."

"Yes?"

"He went easy. Mrs. Inglesby said he looked peaceful."

"That is a kind thing to tell me."

"It is also true."

"Thank you."

The call ended. Sage stood at the back window for another
minute. The mug of coffee did not spill. The harbor went on
graying.

She turned and went back into the kitchen.

Lily was just coming through the back door, unwinding her scarf,
smelling of cold and Emma's strawberry shampoo. Lily took one look
at Sage and stopped.

"Who?" she said.

"Cap."

Lily set her scarf on the hook very carefully. The way a person
sets down something fragile that does not belong to them.

"Oh," she said.

"Mrs. Inglesby found him this morning."

"Oh, Sage."

"Mhm."

Lily came across the kitchen and put her arms around Sage. Sage
let her, briefly. She was not a hugger by nature, but she had
learned, in a year and a half of running a bakery, that there were
people whose hugs were medicinal and people whose hugs were
performative. Lily's were medicinal. Sage took the dose and stepped
back.

"Do you want to close?" Lily asked.

"No."

"Sage."

"He came in every Saturday for two years. If I close, I am
telling the whole town. They should hear it from somebody who is
sitting down."

"That is very Sage of you."

"Was that a compliment?"

"I have not decided yet."

Sage almost laughed. She did not quite manage it. But the
almost-laugh sat in her chest the way a small ember sat at the
bottom of a fire — warm enough to mean something later.

She tied her apron.

She got back to work.

By seven, the smell of doughnuts had begun its three-block crawl
east through town. By seven-fifteen, the first customer came in. By
seven-thirty, the bell above the door was jingling steadily, and
Sage was running the case while Lily ran the espresso, and neither
of them was saying a word about Cap.

The town said it for them.

It came in through the door with each customer, the way the cold
did. Mrs. Pelletier had heard it from Mrs. Inglesby's nephew. The
Boudreaus had heard it from Chief Reyes. Henry from the orchard had
heard it from someone who had heard it from Mrs. Inglesby herself.
By eight, no one in The Proving Ground was buying a doughnut
without first putting a hand on Sage's wrist across the
counter.

"Such a loss."

"He was the last of the old fleet, you know."

"He brought my mother a halibut every Christmas Eve for thirty
years."

"I remember when he taught my brother to row. My brother was
terrible at it and Cap was so patient."

"He always tipped a quarter. Just a quarter. Every time."

"That sounds like Cap."

"It was Cap. There has never been anyone
else who tipped a quarter."

Sage took each story. She put each one somewhere inside her like
a small, careful stone in a small, careful pile. Stories were the
currency of small towns. Small towns paid their dead in stories.
The pile would not be small by the end of the day.

By nine, the casseroles started.

Mrs. Pelletier brought a shepherd's pie in a foil tray, set it
on the counter, and said, "For your supper, dear. You will not want
to cook." Mrs. Inglesby — Mrs. Inglesby herself, who had had no
sleep and a hard morning — came at quarter past nine with a mac and
cheese still warm from her oven, the recipe taped to the bottom of
the tin in case Sage wanted it. The Boudreaus brought a tuna
noodle. Margaret's housekeeper Edith, whom Sage had not seen in
months, brought a lasagna in a white ceramic dish, and Sage knew,
without asking, that the dish had come from Margaret's kitchen,
which meant it had come from Margaret, which Sage tried not to
think about.

By ten, the back office of The Proving Ground looked like a
potluck for thirty.

Lily found Sage standing in the office doorway, surveying
it.

"I cannot eat all of this," Sage said.

"You are not supposed to."

"I do not have a freezer big enough for half of it."

"You are not supposed to put it in your freezer."

"Then what am I supposed to do with it?"

"You are supposed to take some of it tonight. You are supposed
to give some of it to whoever needs it. You are supposed to let
people feed you, Sage. That is what they are doing. They cannot fix
anything. They cannot bring Cap back. They can bring you a tuna
noodle. So they bring you a tuna noodle."

Sage looked at the tuna noodle.

"It has crushed potato chips on top."

"That is the best kind."

"I know."

She did not cry. But she stood in the office doorway a moment
longer than she meant to, with the smell of mac and cheese and
lasagna and shepherd's pie and tuna noodle wrapping around her, and
she thought of Cap saying of course I want the
heel, what else am I, a tourist, and her throat did a thing
that throats did when they were going to do more than that. So she
made it stop. She turned. She went back to the counter.

The diner gathering happened that night.

It had been Mrs. Inglesby's idea, by way of Frank from the
marina, by way of nobody saying out loud that they needed it but
everybody saying out loud that they were coming. By six-thirty the
long back table by the window was full. Mrs. Inglesby and Frank and
Theo Boudreau. Mrs. Pelletier and her husband. Two of Cap's old
fishing crew, both in their seventies, both crying quietly into
their chowder in a way Sage decided not to look at directly. Sage
and Owen sat at the end where Cap's seat had been on Saturday.

The seat itself was no longer empty.

The diner's owner, a woman named Beatrice who had owned the
place for forty years and had loved Cap the way half the women in
Crescent Harbor had loved Cap, had set Cap's old cap — his actual
cap, the canvas one with the salt rings — on the bench where he had
always sat.

"He left it here once," Beatrice said, when she came over to
take their orders. "Two summers ago. Came back the next day for it.
We laughed about it for a month. I have been keeping it in the back
for him in case it happened again. It seemed like the right night
to bring it out."

Sage put her hand briefly on the canvas.

"Thank you, Bea."

"He loved you, Sage. You know that."

"I know."

The chowder came in heavy white bowls. The butter melted into
the top of each one in a slow yellow coin. Beatrice did not charge
anyone. Frank tried to leave money. Beatrice waved him off. "On the
house. For the man."

People ate. People talked. The stories went around the table the
way stories always went around tables in places like this — looping
back, overlapping, sometimes contradicting themselves and nobody
minding.

Mrs. Inglesby waited until the chowder bowls were mostly empty
before she said what she had come to say.

"I want to tell you all," she said, in the gentle, careful way
of a woman who had rehearsed a thing in her head all day, "about
Saturday. And about yesterday."

The table quieted.

"I went over Saturday night," Mrs. Inglesby said. "He had told
me at breakfast he had a bad batch of something. I thought maybe
chowder, maybe the diner — sorry, Bea —"

"Forgiven."

"— or maybe something he had foraged. He sounded sick. He
sounded tired. He said he would skip supper. I left him chicken
soup on the porch. I went home."

"That was Saturday night," Theo said.

"That was Saturday night. Sunday morning I went back. He let me
in. He was sitting in his armchair with the soup half-eaten on a
tray. He looked tired. He looked like an old man with a bad batch
of something. But he was talking. He was complaining about the
temperature of his radiator. He said he felt better than he had
Saturday. He said he was going to take a nap. I made him a cup of
tea. I let him sleep."

"And then?" Frank said. Gently.

"And then I went back Sunday night, about seven. He answered the
door. He looked better. Tired, but better. He told me to stop
fussing. I told him I would stop fussing when he was eighty-five.
He laughed. He told me to go home. I went home."

Sage was very still.

"And this morning?" Mrs. Pelletier said.

"This morning I went over at seven. I have a key. He didn't
answer the bell, which was not unusual. I let myself in. He was in
his armchair. He was —" Mrs. Inglesby paused. She set her spoon
down. "He was peaceful. He looked like a man who had fallen asleep
reading. He had a book on his lap. Twenty Thousand
Leagues Under the Sea. He was on page sixty-three. His
finger was still in the page."

There was a moment of quiet.

"Sounds like Cap," Frank said.

"It does," Theo said.

"It does," Mrs. Inglesby said.

Sage put down her own spoon. She put it down with more attention
than was needed. She kept her face exactly the way it had been
before Mrs. Inglesby had spoken.

But her mind had gone elsewhere.

Sick Saturday. Fine Sunday. Gone
Monday.

She said it to herself once, in her own voice. She said it
again, more slowly.

Cardiac events did not pattern like that.

Cardiac events did not give you a bad batch of something on
Saturday, an afternoon nap on Sunday, and a peaceful death on
Monday morning with your finger holding the page in a novel about a
giant squid.

Cardiac events did not do bimodal anything.

Sage filed the pattern away in the place she kept things that
were not yet ready to be said out loud. Then she picked up her
spoon. She finished her chowder. She put her hand briefly on Cap's
old canvas cap when she stood up to leave.

She did not say what she was thinking.

Not yet.

The funeral was Wednesday.

The Episcopal church on the hill above the harbor had been built
in 1851 and had not been substantially altered since. It smelled of
beeswax polish, hymnal pages, and the faint, cool damp of a
building that had seen a hundred and seventy autumns. The stained
glass over the altar threw little squares of red and blue and gold
onto the pews. The organist, who was eighty-three, played slowly
and badly and exactly as Cap would have wanted.

Cap's instructions had been thirty years old. They had been
written on a single sheet of paper kept in his desk drawer in an
envelope marked FOR WHEN. Small service.
Episcopal. No eulogy from anyone who would cry. Especially not Frank, Cap had written. He will go on for an hour and the chowder will be cold.
Burial in the harbor cemetery, the plot beside his first wife, with
the simple stone he had already paid for. Do not
let anyone make me a fancy stone. I do not deserve one and I would
not like it.

Frank read the instructions aloud at the front of the church,
which was the only part of the service where anyone laughed.

The town filled the pews. The town overflowed the pews. People
stood in the back and along the side aisles. The doors were left
propped open for the late arrivals who could not get in, and the
cold October air came in with them, smelling of woodsmoke and wet
leaves.

Sage and Owen sat near the front with the family — Cap's nephew
Teddy Marsh-Wells, in from Boston, whom Sage had met twice before
and would meet again under sadder circumstances; a great-niece from
Providence whose name Sage was trying to remember; and Sage
herself, whom Cap had once, in a moment of unguarded sentiment,
called the only Holloway who can bake.
Diane Yates had not yet arrived in town — that was Friday — but she
had sent Sage a card with one sentence on it. I am
so sorry for your loss. I will bring two casseroles.

Sage looked at the casket. She did not look at it too long.

She looked, instead, at the town.

Three rows behind her, the Pruitts sat together — Howie, his
wife Loretta, their grown son Daniel-the-younger, named after the
uncle who had died in 1979. Howie was sixty-two. He wore a navy
suit that did not quite fit. He had not been crying. He was not
crying now. His face was composed in the careful way of a man
holding very still. His hands were folded on his knee, and the
knuckles were pale.

Sage noticed it. Just for a second. She filed it away the way
she had filed Mrs. Inglesby's account of Saturday-Sunday-Monday.
Grief is private, she told herself.
Some people do not cry in public. Cap would not
have wanted us to mind.

She filed it anyway.

Margaret was in the back. Sage saw her on the way out — Margaret
in black wool, with a small black hat that was older than half the
church, holding her gloves in one hand. She came to Sage in the
receiving line outside, after the service, with the slow careful
step of a woman who had been doing this kind of line for fifty
years.

"Sage, dear."

"Margaret."

"I am so sorry."

"Thank you."

Margaret took Sage's hand. Her hand was very dry and very cool.
She held Sage's hand for a moment that was just the right length,
and then she let it go.

"He used to bring my mother lobsters," Margaret said. "Sixty
years ago. When my father was still alive and the four of us would
summer at the cottage. Cap would come up the back path with two of
them in a bucket, just like that, and my mother would weep with
happiness because she could never get good lobsters in Boston. He
never let her pay. He said it was a thank-you for some kindness she
had done his sister. I never knew what the kindness was. I never
forgot the lobsters."

Sage looked at Margaret.

The sentence was harmless. The sentence was, in fact, lovely.
The sentence was the kind of sentence the town would tell to itself
for the next thirty years about Margaret Ashworth at Cap Pell's
funeral.

Margaret had given Sage a story. Margaret had given Sage a stone
for her pile.

Margaret had also, very gently, very deniably, reminded Sage
that she had known Cap for sixty years and Sage had known him for
two.

"That is a lovely memory," Sage said. "Thank you, Margaret."

"Take care of yourself, dear."

"I will."

"I always do, too. We are similar that way."

Margaret moved on. Sage watched her go.

She did not file this one. This one she carried in her hand.

She found Shadow that afternoon.

She had gone to Cap's house to drop off the church flowers that
nobody knew what to do with — Mrs. Inglesby had asked her, as the
family's nearest baker, if she could put them on the porch in case
the great-niece from Providence wanted them. The flowers were
chrysanthemums, very orange, very autumn, in a cardboard florist's
vase. Sage carried them up the front walk.

Shadow was on the back porch.

He was sitting on the painted wooden step where Cap had always
sat to put on his boots. He was sitting very still. His paws were
tucked. His tail was wrapped around them. His golden-green eyes
were on the harbor.

He did not turn when Sage came around the corner.

"Oh, sweetheart," Sage said.

He did not turn. He did not move. He twitched one ear in
acknowledgment — the way a cat twitched an ear when a cat had
decided that acknowledgment was the most it was offering.

Sage set the chrysanthemums down on the porch railing.

She sat down on the step next to him. The step was cold. October
had decided, finally, to be October. The harbor was bright and
small below them, white-capped and gray. A gull went past, low and
slow.

"You miss him," she said.

He did not answer. Cats did not.

But he was a cat who had walked from Sage's bakery all the way
to Cap's back porch on a Wednesday in October, after Cap had been
gone for two and a half days. He was a cat who had decided that
this porch was where he was going to sit. He was a cat who had
known what kind of day it was.

Sage put her hand very lightly between his ears.

She sat with him for ten minutes.

The harbor was the color it was in October. Cap had loved that
color. Cap had once told her, at the diner over chowder, that
October was the harbor's best month because the
water remembers itself in October. Summer it forgets. Winter it
sulks. October it remembers. Sage had thought it was a
strange thing to say and a true thing to say. She had filed it.

She picked Shadow up. He let her. He was warm beneath the cool
of his fur.

She unbuttoned her coat and tucked him inside it against her
sweater, the way a person carried a baby or a loaf of warm bread.
He did not protest. He pressed his small face into the inside of
her elbow and shut his eyes.

She carried him home that way. Three blocks. She passed two
neighbors. She nodded to them and did not stop.

She got home before Owen did.

She fed Shadow on the kitchen floor — a small dish of the warm
chicken from Mrs. Pelletier's shepherd's pie, because there was a
limit to what a grieving cat should be expected to eat from a bag —
and she sat on the floor next to him while he ate.

He ate slowly. He ate all of it.

He climbed into her lap when he was done.

He stayed.

Owen got home at seven.

He came into the kitchen and found her on the floor with the
cat. He sat down on the floor next to them without saying anything.
He took her hand. He waited.

"Saturday he was sick," Sage said, after a while. "Sunday he was
fine. Monday he was dead."

Owen frowned.

"Mrs. Inglesby went over Sunday morning. He had eaten her
chicken soup. He was complaining about his radiator. He took a nap.
By Sunday evening he was better. By Monday morning he was
gone."

"That does not sound like a heart attack."

"No."

"That sounds like —"

"I know."

"Sage."

"I know."

Owen was quiet for a moment. He was looking at her the way he
sometimes did — the way of a man who had heard her say a thing and
was now turning it over in his hand to see what shape it was.

"What does that pattern usually mean?" he asked.

"It means poisoning."

The word sat in the kitchen. The kitchen was warm. The kettle
was just beginning to whistle on the stove. Shadow had not opened
his eyes.

"What kind of poisoning?" Owen said.

"The kind with a false recovery in the middle. There aren't many
of them. There is exactly one I would think of, given who Cap was,
and where he lived, and what he did with his afternoons in
October."

"And that is?"

"Death cap mushrooms."

Owen exhaled slowly.

Shadow opened his eyes.

He looked at Sage. He looked at Owen. He did not blink.

He had been watching, of course. He had been watching the whole
time.

Outside, the harvest moon was rising again, low and orange
behind the masts of the harbor. The water
remembers itself in October, Cap had said. The water was
remembering tonight. The water remembered everything.

Sage thought, very quietly: I have to remember
mine, too.





Chapter 3: The Wrong
Symptoms

Sage had not slept.

Or — she had slept the way a person sleeps when the brain is
doing arithmetic. She had closed her eyes at eleven. She had woken
at two-twelve thinking about livers. She had not gone back.

By four she was downstairs in the bakery's back office, in the
chair Lily called Sage's pondering chair,
with three textbooks open on the desk and a fourth in her lap. The
desk lamp threw a small warm circle onto the books. The rest of the
office was the kind of half-dark that smelled of yeast and old
paper and coffee that had been sitting in the pot since three.

She had kept the textbooks.

She had not opened them in a year. Maybe two. There were some
kinds of education a person did not consult in daily life, and Sage
had assumed, when she walked away from her corporate food science
career to bake bread by the harbor, that she would never consult
these particular textbooks again. She had kept them anyway. She had
kept them because some part of her — the part that was always
watching, the part that watched Margaret — had told her
just in case.

Just in case. Sage had learned to listen
to that voice.

The textbook in her lap was on natural toxins. It was older than
her bakery. It smelled of the university library where she had
bought it used in her senior year. She had opened it to the chapter
on amatoxin.

She read it twice.

She knew most of it already. Reading it again was not a search
for information. It was a search for the part of herself that still
spoke this language. She had been speaking the language of butter
and flour and proof times for two years. Toxin chemistry was a
different dialect. She wanted to make sure she had not forgotten
the grammar.

She had not.

Amatoxin: a cyclic octapeptide produced by
certain species of Amanita, Galerina, and Lepiota mushrooms. The
most lethal natural toxin in temperate North America. Mechanism:
inhibition of RNA polymerase II. Target: the liver. Lethal dose for
an adult: approximately seven milligrams. A single death cap
mushroom typically contains ten to fifteen.

She turned the page.

Clinical course. Phase one: acute
gastrointestinal distress, six to twenty-four hours after
ingestion. Severe vomiting, diarrhea, abdominal pain. Easily
mistaken for food poisoning or a stomach bug. Phase two: apparent
recovery, twenty-four to forty-eight hours after ingestion. The
patient feels well. Symptoms abate. This is the most dangerous
phase, because it convinces the patient that the worst has
passed.

She read the next sentence twice.

Phase three: hepatic failure. Forty-eight to
seventy-two hours after ingestion. Cardiovascular collapse.
Death.

She closed the book.

Mrs. Inglesby's voice rose up in her memory, careful and
rehearsed, in the warm yellow light of the diner. Sick Saturday. Fine Sunday. Gone Monday.

Saturday afternoon to Monday morning was thirty-six hours, give
or take. Thirty-six hours from the worst of the gastrointestinal
phase to peaceful in the armchair with a book on his lap.

Textbook.

She had said the word out loud, in the empty office, and then
she had laughed once, because it was a black laugh and she had no
one to share it with except Shadow, who had silently climbed into
her lap an hour ago and was now looking up at her with the gentle
disapproval of a cat who could feel his human's heart rate
climb.

"I am all right," she told him.

He did not believe her.

He climbed down. He went to the back office door and sat in
front of it.

"Now?" she said.

He did not turn his head.

"It is four-thirty in the morning."

He did not turn his head.

Sage sighed. She got up. She opened the door.

Shadow did not go anywhere. He sat in the doorway and looked at
the back stairs that led up to her apartment. He looked at her. He
looked at the back stairs again.

"You want me to go up."

He did not turn his head.

"I cannot. Lily comes at five."

He twitched one ear in a way that suggested this was not his
problem.

"Cats," she said.

She turned back to the textbook.

She made a list on the inside cover of her notebook, in her own
neat hand:

1. Bimodal symptom pattern. Sick, recovery,
collapse. Confirmed by Mrs. Inglesby's account.

2. Cap was a forager. He knew his mushrooms. He
would not have picked a death cap by mistake.

3. Therefore the death caps were not in the
mushrooms he picked. They were in the mushrooms he
dried.

4. Therefore someone put them there.

She looked at the list.

She closed the notebook.

She knew what came next. She did not love what came next.

What came next was visiting Cap's house.

She told Lily at five-fifteen.

Lily came through the back door with her scarf and her cold
cheeks and the smell of Emma's strawberry shampoo, and Sage was
standing at the counter with her coat already on.

Lily stopped.

"What."

"I have to go to Mrs. Inglesby's. And then to Cap's. Can you run
open?"

"You have been crying."

"I have not been crying."

"You have been crying."

"It was one and a half tears. They do not qualify as
crying."

"What is at Cap's?"

Sage hesitated.

"I think someone killed him," she said.

Lily set her scarf down on the hook. She did this slowly. She
did it with the same careful deliberation she had used on Monday
morning, when she had heard Cap was dead.

"What do you need from me?" she said.

"Open. Run the case. Save me the heel of the marble rye. He
liked the heel of the marble rye."

"He is not coming for it, Sage."

"I know. Save it anyway."

Lily looked at her for a long moment. Then she nodded once.

"I will save the heel."

"Thank you."

"Sage."

"Yes?"

"You bake bread. You bake bread very well. You also do this
thing. The bread part is the part I am promoted into. The other
thing is yours. You do not have to apologize for going to do
it."

"I was not going to apologize."

"You were standing there about to apologize. I could see it on
you."

"Was I."

"You were."

"All right," Sage said. "I will not apologize. I will come back
at noon."

"Take the lasagna home with you for lunch. I will not eat
lasagna for lunch and neither will Emma."

"Margaret's lasagna?"

"It is just lasagna, Sage. The lasagna is innocent."

"Mhm."

Sage took the lasagna.

Mrs. Inglesby answered the door at six-fifteen in a flannel
housecoat and her reading glasses pushed up into her white hair.
The kitchen behind her smelled of fresh coffee and the particular
toast that women of a certain generation made — buttered, slightly
burned, exactly right.

"Sage. Come in, dear. Coffee?"

"I cannot stay. I came for the key."

Mrs. Inglesby paused. She tilted her head.

"Cap's key?"

"If you would let me have it. Or come with me. Either is fine. I
want to look at his kitchen."

"His kitchen."

"His mushroom drying tray, in particular."

Mrs. Inglesby looked at her for a moment. Then she said, with
the small surprised softness of a woman who had just realized the
conversation she was actually in:

"Oh, Sage."

"It might be nothing."

"It is not nothing or you would not be here at six-fifteen."

"It might be nothing."

Mrs. Inglesby went into the kitchen. She came back with a brass
key on a leather fob shaped like a fish. She held it out.

"Take it. Bring it back when you are done. Do you want me to
come?"

"No. Owen will come with me."

"Tell him to look at the radiator. Cap was complaining about it
Sunday."

"I will tell him."

"Sage."

"Yes."

"He was such a good man."

"I know."

"Whoever did this —"

"I know, Mrs. Inglesby."

Mrs. Inglesby pressed the key into her hand. She pressed Sage's
hand too, briefly, the way a grandmother did. She did not say
anything else. Sage liked her for this. The kitchen still smelled
of toast. The leather fob was warm from the pocket of Mrs.
Inglesby's housecoat.

She slipped it into her own pocket and went down the front
walk.

She picked Owen up at the house at seven. He had been waiting in
his coat by the front window. He came out with two travel mugs of
coffee and the look of a man who had also done very little
sleeping.

"Lily?" he said.

"Covering."

"Mrs. Inglesby?"

"Key."

"Shadow?"

The cat poked his head out from the front of Sage's coat. Owen
blinked.

"You brought the cat."

"He brought himself."

"Of course he did."

They drove the four blocks to Cap's house. They could have
walked, but Sage had not wanted to walk. Walking would have
required passing the bakery, and the bakery would have required
acknowledgments, and the acknowledgments would have required
composure. The car was easier.

Cap's house was a weathered Cape Cod two streets back from the
harbor. White cedar shingles silvered by sixty years of salt. A
small front yard with chrysanthemums Cap had planted in 1987 and
had never replaced because they keep coming back,
why would I bother. A wooden mailbox shaped like a fish.

Sage had been here a dozen times in two years. She had brought
Cap soup once when he had the flu. She had brought him a birthday
loaf on his eighty-third. She had sat on the back porch with him in
August and listened to him tell three lies about the same
halibut.

She let herself in with Mrs. Inglesby's key.

The house smelled of pipe tobacco and old wool and the faint
salt of a house too near the water. The kitchen was to the
left.

She set Shadow down on the kitchen floor.

He walked, without hesitation, directly to the counter under the
window.

He sat.

He looked up.

The drying tray was a wooden frame about the size of a dinner
plate, with two layers of fine wire mesh stretched across it. Cap
had built it himself thirty years ago. He used it every fall. Sage
knew, because she had once asked him about it, and he had explained
it with the slow careful pride of a man explaining a thing he had
made well.

The tray sat on the counter under the window where the morning
light was best. It was about half-full. The mushrooms on it were in
various stages of dryness — some still soft and rubbery, some
shrunk to leathery curls, some fully crisp.

Sage approached it slowly.

She did not touch it.

She bent at the waist and looked at it from the side. Then from
above. Then she walked around the counter and looked at it from the
other side. Then she stood back and looked at it from across the
kitchen.

Owen had not said anything. He was standing in the doorway with
the two coffees still in his hands.

"What are you seeing?" he asked, finally.

"Parasols," she said. "Mostly. Macrolepiota
procera. He loved them. He said they tasted like steak."

"And?"

"And there are not just parasols on this tray."

She put her coffee down on the counter beside her. She found a
pair of clean tongs in Cap's utensil drawer — Cap's drawers were as
neat as a sailor's, every implement in its slot — and she used the
tongs to lift one of the smaller, paler mushrooms off the tray.

She held it up to the light from the window.

"Parasol," she said, "has a tall stem with a movable ring. A
bulbous base. Scales on the cap, like little tiles. The cap is
shaped like an umbrella, almost flat. This —" she rotated the
mushroom in the tongs "— this is smooth-capped. No scales. The base
is not bulbous. The base is a cup. A volva.
It is the cup-shape that gives it away."

"Which means?"

"Which means this is not a parasol. This is Amanita phalloides. Death cap."

She set it back on the tray, very gently.

"How many?" Owen said.

"I count four. Maybe five. Mixed in among the parasols. To a
casual eye on a drying tray they would look like more parasols. But
Cap did not have a casual eye for mushrooms. Cap had the best eye
in three counties."

"Then how —"

"Cap did not put them there."

She said it plainly. The kitchen, which had been very quiet, was
quieter still.

Shadow, at her feet, made a small sound — half a meow, half a
chirp — and put one paw up onto the counter. He stretched his nose
toward the tray.

Sage looked down at him.

"I see them too, friend," she said.

She scooped him up gently and set him back on the floor.

He did not protest. He sat. He kept his eyes on the tray.

Owen had not moved from the doorway.

"Someone added them," he said.

"Yes."

"Someone put death cap mushrooms in Cap's drying tray."

"Yes."

"Someone who knew his routine. Knew the tray was there. Knew he
would dry them and use them in something."

"Yes."

"And not someone who broke in. Cap had locks. Mrs. Inglesby had
the only spare key."

"Someone Cap let in."

Owen exhaled.

She turned away from the tray and walked to the sink. The stew
pot was there. It had been rinsed but not washed, in the way of a
man who had been too tired to scrub on Saturday night. There was
residue at the bottom — a thin, slightly oily ring with a few
darkened fragments of what had once been mushroom.

Sage produced a small zip-top bag from her coat pocket. She had
brought three. She used the tongs again. She lifted the residue
carefully into the bag. She labeled it with a marker. Cap H. Stew pot. Tues morning.

She turned back to the tray. She took several photographs with
her phone, then bagged two of the suspect mushrooms — gently, with
the tongs — and labeled them.

She labeled the bags the way her professors had taught her to
label bags at twenty-one. Name. Item. Date and time. Collector's
initials.

It had been a long time since she had done this for anything
other than checking the moisture content of a new flour.

She did not enjoy that she had not forgotten how.

Chief Reyes was in her office.

The Crescent Harbor police station had three rooms and a front
desk and a coffee maker that had been a wedding gift to the
previous chief in 1991. The whole building smelled of stale coffee
and the floor wax used by Mrs. Carmody, who came in on Tuesday
nights. Chief Angela Reyes had been chief for nine years. She was
fifty-four. She was the kind of woman who did not waste motion.

Sage put the three labeled bags on her desk.

Reyes looked at them. She looked at Sage.

"Talk to me."

Sage talked. Bimodal symptom pattern. Mrs. Inglesby's account.
The drying tray. The death caps placed among the parasols. The stew
pot residue. Cap's known habits, his known meticulousness, his
known schedule. The forty-eight-hour arc from Saturday night to
Monday morning, which was textbook for amatoxin and not textbook
for cardiac.

She did not say I think someone killed
him.

She did not have to.

Reyes did not say anything for a long moment. She looked at the
bags. She picked up the bag with the suspect mushroom in it. She
turned it slowly between her fingers.

"You are sure."

"I am as sure as I can be without lab work. I want lab
work."

"Toxicology on Cap."

"And spectroscopy on this." Sage tapped the bag in Reyes's hand.
"Confirm what it is. If it is what I think it is, you have a
murder."

Reyes set the bag down.

"He was eighty-four, Sage."

"He was supposed to be eighty-five."

"I know."

A pause.

"Caleb is going to do the legwork on this," Reyes said. "He's
new. He's eager. He looks up to you, which I am letting myself be
amused by. He will be at your bakery in an hour. Tell him what you
told me."

"I will."

"And Sage."

"Yes."

"Good catch."

"I would rather have not caught it."

"I know."

Sage left the bags on the desk. The brass key with the
fish-shaped fob was warm in her pocket as she walked back to the
car.

Owen drove. The sun had come up high enough now that the harbor
was glittering, almost cheerfully, which seemed wrong, the way the
cider reduction tasting like Saturday had seemed wrong.

"What time is your mother coming?" Sage asked.

"Friday. Four-thirty train."

"And we are picking her up?"

"Yes."

"And she is staying through the weekend."

"Yes."

"And she does not know about Cap."

"She knows. I told her last night."

"What did she say?"

"She said she would bring two casseroles."

Sage almost laughed.

"That is the same thing she put on the card."

"My mother is consistent."

"What if she does not like me."

"Sage."

"What if she does not like me."

"She already likes you. She liked you from the photograph I sent
her at Christmas two years ago. She liked you from the first phone
call. She likes you more every time I mention you, which is
constantly, which has now been almost three years, which means my
mother has been liking you longer than you have been engaged."

"What if she changes her mind."

"She will not change her mind."

"What if I am terrible to her."

"You will not be terrible. You are not capable of being terrible
to a woman who is going to bring you two casseroles. You are
constitutionally incapable. It is not in your nature. The
casseroles are like garlic to a vampire for you."

Sage looked sideways at him.

"That is the worst metaphor you have ever made."

"I am tired."

"Vampires fear garlic. I do not fear
casseroles."

"You fear judgment. The casseroles disarm the judgment. The
casseroles are anti-vampire. I stand by it."

"You stand by a metaphor with the structural integrity of wet
pie crust."

"I am leaning on you. I am leaning on you, and you are holding
me up. The metaphor is a team effort."

She did laugh, this time. A real one. Small, but real.

He smiled. He took her hand on the gearshift. The harbor flashed
past the window.

"She just wants to feed you," Owen said, after a moment, more
gently. "Mom. That is the only thing she wants. She is going to
walk in with her two casseroles and she is going to hug you and she
is going to look at the bakery and she is going to start crying
about the fact that her son is marrying a woman who can bake. You
are already family. She just wants to feed you."

"All right."

"All right?"

"All right."

He nodded. He kept driving.

They went back to Cap's house at dusk.

Reyes had asked them to return the key to Mrs. Inglesby, and
Sage had wanted to look at one more thing before she did. The
light, by then, was coming in low and orange through the back
windows of Cap's kitchen, falling on the drying tray and the empty
armchair and the half-pulled curtains. The whole room was the color
of late October.

Sage stood in the doorway. She did not go in.

Shadow had come with them. He was at her feet. He looked up at
her, then at the chair where Cap had been found, then at the tray,
then at her again.

"I know," she said.

He did not blink.

Owen was beside her in the doorway. He waited.

"Sage," he said quietly, after a minute.

"Yes."

"Could this be — her?"

She did not answer immediately.

She had been waiting for the question. She had been waiting for
it since Wednesday night on the kitchen floor with the cat in her
lap. She had been waiting for it, in some way, since the moment the
phone had rung at six-twelve on Monday morning.

She turned and looked at Owen.

He was a steady man. He was a man who watched her face the way
someone watched a kettle they did not want to let boil over. He was
holding the question lightly, the way a person held a thing that
was hot.

She looked back into Cap's kitchen.

The drying tray was bare now — Deputy Caleb had been by with an
evidence kit and taken everything Sage had not bagged. The stew pot
was gone. The mug Cap had been using on Saturday morning, the one
with the chip on the rim, was still on the counter where he had
left it. It had not been washed. Sage looked at the mug and her
chest
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