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Author's Note for New
Readers

The Sailor's Manifest is the first book in the Moonlight Harbor
Mysteries — and a fine place to start. It's set in the same small
Maine town as my two earlier series, a little further along the
calendar, with mostly the same good people in it. You don't need to
have read a word of them to be at home here. Everything you need is
on the page.

If you're new to Crescent Harbor, welcome. A few of the people
you're about to meet:

Sage Holloway is a baker and food
scientist who runs The Proving Ground on Main Street. She reads a
loaf of bread the way some people read a face — and she has a
stubborn habit of reading a crime the same way, usually one nobody
asked her to solve.

Owen Yates is her husband. He spent his
first career as a forensic accountant, finding what people hide in
numbers; these days he's redrawing the town's harbor walk. Patient,
thorough, and he notices.

Shadow is Sage's cat. He arrived one day
and never left. He knows things. What he finds, he leaves in a
chipped blue saucer on the windowsill — and it is rarely as simple
as it looks.

Trish Gallagher is Sage's oldest friend,
the researcher, the one who goes looking. She was away a long
while. She's home now, and she's brought her questions with
her.

The Club meets on Friday evenings at the
library. It reads books and, now and then, solves a murder. This is
not officially in the bylaws. It keeps three chairs empty for
friends it has lost, and it means to keep them empty. This
matters.

Margaret Ashworth was, for many years,
the town's most gracious benefactor — and the reason Sage didn't
sleep as well as she used to. That's settled now. The big house
across the water stays dark. You're arriving after the storm.

This is the first of five books, and beneath the mystery an
older one is beginning to surface — something the town buried long
ago. You don't have to chase it. Just follow Sage. It'll keep.

If you'd like the whole story of how Sage and Shadow came to
call Crescent Harbor home, two completed series are waiting: the
Moonlight Murder Mystery Club, which begins with A Bitter Taste,
and the Moonlight Shadow Mysteries that follow it. Start there, or
start here. Either way —

You are exactly where you need to be.

— Blake Rivers





Chapter One - The Proving
Ground

At four in the morning the bakery belonged only to Sage and the
dough.

She liked it this way, before the lights came up over the harbor
and the town remembered it was a town. The back door stood propped
on its brick, and the May dark came in soft and salted, carrying
the smell of low tide and, under that, the green sweetness of the
cherry trees behind the church. A petal had blown in sometime in
the night and lay on the floured bench like a small pink boat. She
left it where it was. It seemed a shame to sweep away something
that had traveled so far to get here.

The Proving Ground had been hers for three springs now, and this
was the fourth one starting. She still thought of the name the way
Owen had first said it, the night they'd painted the sign —
a place where you find out what something's really
made of. He'd meant the bread. She'd known even then he
hadn't only meant the bread.

She turned the baguette dough out of the tub and pressed two
fingers into it. It pressed back, slow and certain, the way a thing
does when it's full of life it doesn't yet know what to do with.
Good. The overnight had done its quiet work. She could read a dough
the way some people read a face — the windowpane stretch of it, the
faint sour catch at the back of the nose that meant the wild yeast
had eaten well and was content. Eighteen years of food science, and
most of what she trusted now she trusted with her hands.

On the cherry-wood chair by the window, Shadow watched her
work.

He had claimed the chair the way he claimed everything, by
simply being on it until the matter was settled. It was Owen's
chair, brought down from the apartment two falls ago, the Shaker
lines of it gone honey-dark with age and oil. The cat sat dead
center, paws tucked, golden-green eyes half-lidded against the
bench light. Now and then he blinked at her, slow, deliberate, as
if he were granting permission for the day to begin.

"Don't look at me like that," Sage told him. "Some of us work
for a living."

Shadow looked at her like that.

She divided the dough and began to shape — fold, seal, roll the
long taper between her palms, the way you'd settle a child. Sixteen
baguettes. Then the cardamom buns to mix, the sourdough boules
already proofing in their bannetons under linen, the rhubarb for
the scones still bleeding pink into the sugar where she'd left it
macerating last night. Spring baking. After the long iron months of
gingerbread and stollen, spring always felt like the kitchen
exhaling.

The bell over the front door was silent. It would not ring for
another two hours. She worked into the quiet, and the quiet
held.

By half past five the ovens were going and the windows had gone
gold with their own light, and the harbor outside had started to
separate itself out of the dark — the seawall first, then the masts
of the few boats still moored, then the long pale smudge of the far
shore. Sage carried the first tray of baguettes to the cooling rack
and stood a moment at the front window with her coffee.

Across the water, the Ashworth house stayed dark.

It always did now. The upstairs study window that had watched
the town for a hundred years was a black square and would stay a
black square, and Sage had taught herself, over the winter, to let
her eye pass across it the way it passed across any empty house.
There was a discipline to that and then, lately, there was just the
fact of it. She did not watch the house anymore. She watched the
harbor mouth instead, the two buoy lights blinking red and green at
the channel, and the black water beyond them that went out and out
to nothing, and she found she liked it better. A house was a thing
somebody had built to keep secrets in. The sea didn't bother
keeping them. It just held them and rocked.

Footsteps came down the inside stairs — slow, even, the small
hitch in them almost gone. Owen came into the kitchen with his hair
wrecked from the pillow and a roll of drawings under his arm.

"You're up early," she said.

"The light woke me." He set the drawings on the end of the
bench, away from the flour, and kissed the side of her head. "Or
the smell did. You're doing the cardamom."

"I'm doing the cardamom."

"Save me one before Inkster comes. Last week he cleaned you out
and I had to watch."

He moved well this morning. The cane stood in the umbrella stand
by the door and had stood there four days running now, and neither
of them said anything about it, because saying anything about it
felt like a way to invite it back. Seven months since the surgery.
The orthopedist in Portland had used the word remarkable, and Owen had said he'd settle for
upright, and Sage had laughed and then gone
into the pantry and cried for ninety seconds and come out and
finished the loaves.

He unrolled a corner of the drawings. She came to look.

"The seawall extension," he said. "I moved the benches. People
want to sit facing the channel, not the town. Took me three site
visits to figure out what every fisherman in this harbor already
knew." He tapped a pencil line. "Beach roses go here. Mrs.
Inglesby's idea. She says the town planted them along this wall
before the war and somebody tore them out in the sixties for
parking, and she would like them back, and she would like to be
alive to see them."

"Then you'd better hurry."

"Then I'd better hurry," he agreed. He rolled the drawings up
again. The harbor walk had become the thing he did with the part of
himself that used to do nothing but worry, and Sage was glad of it
the way you're glad of weather changing — without quite being able
to say when it happened.

Shadow jumped down from the chair, crossed the kitchen, and
dropped something at Sage's feet.

She looked down. It was a scrap of cloth no bigger than a
postage stamp, faded to the color of weak tea, the weave of it fine
and old and unfamiliar. It smelled, when she picked it up, of cedar
and dust and something underneath that she couldn't name — the
particular smell of a thing that has been shut away a long time.
She turned it over. There was no telling what it had been.

"Where do you even go," she said.

Shadow sat and regarded her with enormous patience, the look of
a creature who has done his part and is now waiting on yours. Then
he blinked, once, slow.

"Right," Sage said. "Very helpful."

She set the scrap on the windowsill, in the lee of Caroline
Vance's saucer — the chipped blue one she kept there to catch the
small strange treasures the cat brought home, buttons and feathers
and once, memorably, an entire dead crab he'd carried half a mile
with great dignity. The saucer was nearly full. She'd have to clear
it out one of these days. She never did.

Owen poured himself coffee. "Trish coming Friday?"

"Friday." Sage went back to the buns, rolling the cardamom-sugar
into the laminated dough, the warm spice of it rising up between
her hands. "She found a thing she wants to show me. Wouldn't say
what. You know how she gets."

"I know how she gets." He said it gently. They both did, now —
how Trish gets — the way you learn to say
the name of someone who has been gone and come back, carefully,
like testing a stair you weren't sure would hold. It had held. Six
months of Fridays, and it had held. "Tell her I've got that map she
wanted. The 1840 survey. It's at the office."

"She'll love that. She'll love that for an hour."

The bell rang at six twenty-nine, which meant it was six thirty,
because Mr. Inkster was never wrong about the time and the bell was
always a minute slow.

He came in with his hat already in his hand and his newspaper
folded to the puzzle, and he nodded to Sage and nodded to Owen and
nodded, last and most gravely, to Shadow, who had returned to his
chair and accepted the nod as his due.

"Two cardamom," Mr. Inkster said. "And whatever that is making
the whole street smell like heaven, but only if you've enough."

"Rhubarb scones. Twenty minutes."

"I'll wait." He always waited. He took his usual stool at the
window and spread his puzzle and his coffee, and the morning began
to fill in around him the way mornings did — the lobstermen first,
ducking in for coffee and a roll on their way to the wharf, then
the early walkers, then the school-run mothers, then the great
untidy middle of the day.

Lily arrived at six forty in her apron already half-tied, Emma's
drawing of a whale safety-pinned to the chest of it where it had
been pinned for a week.

"Morning, boss," she said, and to Owen, "Morning, other boss,"
and to Shadow, nothing, because Lily and Shadow had a working
relationship founded on mutual professional respect and no
sentiment whatsoever.

Marco came in behind her, unhurried, and went straight to the
espresso machine the way a man goes to a thing he loves. He'd
learned the machine from Frankie Novak, who'd learned it from a
manual and stubbornness, and he kept it the way Frankie had kept
her hardware store, which was to say immaculately and with feeling.
He pulled a shot, frowned at it, dumped it, pulled another, and
only then said good morning to anyone.

"How's the grind?" Owen asked him.

"Coarse this morning. The humidity." Marco adjusted something
with the care of a watchmaker. "She's temperamental in the
spring."

"Aren't we all," said Lily.

Devon arrived last and loudest, because Devon was seventeen and
arrived everywhere last and loudest, banging through the back with
his backpack still on. He'd been with them since October, hired
part-time to wipe tables and learn, and he was learning, which was
the kindest thing Sage could say about the state of his bread so
far.

"Okay," he announced, dropping the backpack, "I've been thinking
about it all weekend and I've decided my sourdough starter is
dead."

"It's not dead," Sage said.

"It hasn't risen in three days."

"Did you feed it?"

A silence of great moral complexity passed over Devon's
face.

"Devon."

"I forgot once."

"You can't forget to feed a thing and then be surprised it
stopped performing. It's not a grudge. It's
a living culture." She wiped her hands and came around the bench.
"Bring it tomorrow. We'll see if it's resting or it's gone. Most
things you write off as dead are just hungry."

"That's deep," said Devon.

"That's yeast," said Marco.

Lily slid a tray of baguettes into the case and surveyed the
morning's progress with the eye of a general. "Devon, tables.
Marco, you're on bar. Boss, you've got flour on your face and a
customer who wants twelve buns for a baby shower and won't take
eleven."

"It's always twelve," Sage sighed.

"It's a round number. People like round numbers." Lily paused,
considering the buns. "You could tell her you ran out and she'd
have to settle for a baker's dozen."

"That's thirteen."

"I'm aware of how a baker's dozen works."

"That's the opposite of running out."

"It's a bit, Sage. Work with me." Lily
turned to the waiting customer with a smile that could sell ice in
February. "He'll take care of you. He just needs a minute. He's
kneading a minute."

From his stool by the window, without looking up from his
puzzle, Mr. Inkster made a small sound that in a less dignified man
would have been a snort.

It was, Sage thought, reaching for the bun box, exactly the kind
of pun Dez would have loved. Dez Carroway had kept a running tally
of the worst ones for years, in a little notebook, and at the end
she'd had the Club vote, and the winner got nothing but the honor
and a slice of whatever Sage had brought. They still gave the
award. They gave it every year now, in the empty chair's name, and
somehow that had made the puns get worse, not better, as if the
whole town had decided the way to keep a person was to keep being
the kind of people who'd made them laugh.

She boxed the twelve buns, tied the string, and added a
thirteenth without saying so.

The morning ran on the way the good ones did, which was to say
invisibly, one face folding into the next. Pete Cyr came in off the
early haul smelling of bait and diesel and bought a baguette he'd
eat half of before he reached his truck. The Hollander twins argued
in the corner over a single blueberry muffin until their mother
bought two. Old Dr. Aldous took his coffee black and his roll dark
and told Sage, as he told her every week, that she was the only
baker in three counties who understood that a crust was a
flavor and not a failure. The case emptied and Sage filled it. The
espresso machine hissed and sighed under Marco's hands. Somewhere
in the middle of it Lily started a sentence with speaking of which and Sage lost the thread of what
they'd been speaking of, and it didn't matter, because the thread
was just the morning itself, the warm loud ordinary morning, and
you didn't need to follow it to be held by it.

She pulled the rhubarb scones at the exact moment the kitchen
told her to. She didn't time them anymore. She read them — the way
the steam changed over, the edges going from wet-shine to matte,
the smell shifting from raw green tartness to caramel as the sugars
finally let go and browned. Maillard, she'd have called it in
another life, in a lab coat in Boston with a clipboard and a
quarterly target. Here she just called it ready, and slid the tray to cool, and watched Mr.
Inkster perk up at his window like a plant turning toward sun.

"Trish texted," Lily said, passing with a tray. "Wants to know
if Friday coffee's still on. Said she found something in Boston
that's been keeping her up nights." A small pause, careful as
everything had become careful where Trish was concerned. "Sounded
happy about it. Or — not happy. Lit up. You know."

Sage knew. Lit up was the right word,
the old word, the word for the Trish who used to come into the
library back room with three books under her arm and a theory she
couldn't wait to be wrong about out loud. They'd had a long winter
of building back to that, one Friday at a time, and there were
still rooms in the friendship they walked into slowly. But
lit up was good. Lit
up she would take.

"Tell her Friday," Sage said. "Tell her I'll do the
cardamom."

The rush broke around nine, the way it always did, the bell
falling quiet between customers and the case half-empty and the
light through the front windows turned from gold to plain bright
day. Sage carried her coffee out to the front step and stood in
it.

The harbor was full awake now. Gulls worked the wharf, the first
of the season's day-trippers were photographing the lighthouse, and
out past the seawall a single sailboat leaned into the wind with
that particular spring eagerness, as if it too had spent the winter
waiting. Somebody had hung the bunting along Main Street for the
Memorial Day weekend already, two weeks early, blue and white
snapping in the salt breeze. The beach roses Owen wanted weren't
there yet. But the wild ones were, the old stubborn ones nobody had
planted, blooming pink and ragged in the rocks below the wall where
they'd always bloomed, and would bloom after everyone who
remembered the parking lot was gone.

It was, Sage thought, a small careful kind of morning. The kind
you don't notice you're inside of until later, when you'd give a
great deal to be back in it.

She went in and started on tomorrow.

It was the following Saturday that Mrs. Inglesby came in looking
wrong.

Sage knew it before the old woman reached the counter. Mrs.
Inglesby was a woman of upholstered calm; she moved through the
town like weather that had decided to be fine, and she had buried
two husbands and a great many opinions and emerged from all of it
more upright than ever. She did not hurry. She did not fret. And
she came through the door that Saturday morning hurrying and
fretting both, her hat slightly off true, and she put her gloved
hand flat on the counter as if she needed it there.

"Sage," she said. "Have you seen Gerry this week?"

"Gerry Beaufort?" Sage set down the proofing basket. "Not since
— Wednesday, I think. She came in for her buns." Gerry came in
Wednesdays, regular as the tide, and bought four cardamom buns and
ate one at the window and took three home, and stayed forty minutes
telling Sage about the sea trunk she was cataloging for the
Historical Society — her mother's trunk, full of her grandmother's
things, full of the whole long Beaufort line that had fished and
sailed out of this harbor since before the harbor had a proper
name. Gerry had taught the town's children for forty years and she
narrated everything, still, the habit of the classroom never quite
leaving her, and Sage had loved her the way you love the people who
were kind to you when you were new.

She could see her, suddenly and exactly. Gerry at the window
stool, finishing a bun, then taking her reading glasses off to
clean them on her sleeve — and folding them, before she set them
down, the way she always did, the careful schoolteacher way, left
arm over right, the same fold forty years of children had watched
her make before she read them a hard word. You
fold the left in first, she'd told Sage once, holding them
up, amused at herself. I have done it ten thousand
times and I could not do it the other way if you paid
me.

"She missed bridge," Mrs. Inglesby said. "Friday night. She has
not missed bridge club in nineteen years. Not for her hip, not for
the ice storm, not for either funeral. We called the house. No
answer. We called this morning. No answer." Her gloved hand pressed
flatter. "It is probably nothing. She is probably fine and I am an
old fool. But I have a feeling, Sage, and I do not like it, and I
thought of you because you are kind and you are nearer than I
am."

"Of course." Sage was already moving, already pulling buns into
a box without thinking, the way you reach for something to
do with your hands when the thing your
stomach is telling you can't be done anything about. "Of course
I'll go. Harbor Street. It's five minutes." She tied the string.
"Lily — I'm stepping out. Twenty minutes."

"Take your time," Lily said, and then, catching Sage's face,
more quietly, "Take your time."

Harbor Street ran one block back from the water, a row of
clapboard houses gone soft and silver with sea air, and Gerry's was
the green one near the end, with the white trim she repainted
herself every other June and the brass gull knocker she'd had since
Sage had known her. The beach roses along the front fence were
budded but not open. The morning was bright and ordinary and full
of birds.

It was a five-minute walk and Sage made it in three. She passed
the Tildens' empty summer house, still shuttered, and the bench
where Owen wanted his roses, and a young couple from away taking a
picture of the lighthouse with the easy delight of people for whom
the harbor was only beautiful and held nothing else. She kept her
pace even. There was no reason to run. There was probably no reason
at all. Gerry had likely slept badly and unplugged her phone and
was at this moment doing the Times crossword in bed with her tea,
and would be mortified, mortified, to learn
the bridge club had raised the alarm.

The cardamom buns were warm against Sage's arm through the
box.

She went up the three steps and knocked, the gull knocker loud
against the quiet street, and called, "Gerry? It's Sage, from the
bakery — I've got your buns —"

Nothing.

She knocked again. A curtain moved in the breeze through a
window cracked an inch — the kitchen window, around the side. Gerry
would never leave a window open overnight; she was a woman who
locked the back door against a town that hadn't locked a door in a
generation, and laughed at herself for it, and did it anyway.

Sage tried the front door.

The knob turned under her hand.

She knew, then. Some part of her knew, the way she'd known a
dough was wrong before she could say why, the way the back of the
nose catches a sourness a half-second before the mind admits it.
She pushed the door open into the cool dim front hall, the smell of
the house coming out to meet her — old paper and beeswax and, faint
underneath, cedar and dust, the smell of a thing shut away a long
time, and she did not let herself think about where she had smelled
that this week, on a scrap of cloth in a blue saucer, because there
was no room to think of anything but the hall and the doorway at
the end of it that opened onto the kitchen.

"Gerry?" Her voice came out small.

She set the box of buns down on the hall table, very carefully,
as if it mattered, as if anything she did now would be the kind of
small careful thing you could hold onto later.

Then she went to the kitchen door.

Gerry Beaufort lay on the kitchen floor by the stone hearth, and
she was not asleep, and she had not fallen the way a person falls
who is going to get up, and Sage knew it in the first half-second
from across the room the way she knew everything — all at once,
with her whole body, before a single word arrived.

In the corner, the lid of the old sea trunk stood open.

And on the floorboards near Gerry's still hand, her reading
glasses lay folded shut — the right arm crossed over the left.

Sage stood in the doorway and did not move, and the buns went
cold on the hall table behind her, and somewhere out past the
seawall a gull cried once over the bright indifferent water.

She would not understand, for days yet, why the sight of those
folded glasses made the hair stand up along her arms.

But it did.





Chapter Two - Ruled a
Fall

For three full seconds Sage did not move at all.

Then the part of her that had spent eighteen years learning not
to flinch at things took over, the way it always did in the moment
after, and her hands were steady even though the rest of her was
not. She crossed the kitchen — not close, not too close, only close
enough — and knelt and put two fingers to the side of Gerry's
throat the way you'd test a custard for the barest tremor of set.
There was nothing. The skin was cool. Gerry had been gone a long
while, since the night before at the least; Sage knew that the way
she knew when a loaf had cooled past slicing, without wanting to
know it, the body keeping its own plain record of time.

She stood up. She did not touch anything else.

She made herself look once, properly, because some clear cold
corner of her was already taking notes whether she wanted it to or
not. Gerry by the hearth. The stone edge of it. The reading glasses
on the floorboards, folded shut, the right arm crossed over the
left. The sea trunk in the far corner with its lid standing open
and a froth of old tissue paper spilling over the rim. A single
white teacup upside down in the dish rack by the sink, dry. And on
the counter beside the rack, a faint ring where a hot cup had stood
and been lifted and never wiped — a small pale ghost of a circle on
the scrubbed wood.

Gerry took her tea at the table by the window. She always had.
Forty minutes a Wednesday at the bakery and Sage had never once
seen her drink standing up.

The thought went by like a gull's shadow and was gone, and Sage
turned and walked out of the house into the bright morning, and
stood on the front step, and called the police.

Caleb Reyes arrived at eighteen minutes past nine.

He came fast and parked crooked and got out already pulling on
the blue gloves, and for one second he was just Caleb — the kid
who'd lost three Worst Pun votes in a row and taken it hard, the
young man who'd carried Esme's chair into the library back room
without being asked. Then he stepped through Gerry's gate and
something in him changed over, smooth and quiet, like a kitchen
going from chatter to focus when the orders start coming. Caleb at
a scene was not Caleb at the library. Caleb at a scene knew how to
be still.

"Sage," he said. "You called it in. You went inside?"

"Front door was unlocked. I knocked, I called out. When she
didn't answer I —" Sage stopped. "I checked for a pulse. Throat.
Two fingers. Nothing else. I didn't move anything."

"Okay. Good. That's good." He was writing as she talked, small
and fast. "Front door unlocked. You touch the door?"

"The knob. The hall table — I set a box of buns down on it.
That's all I touched in the hall."

"Kitchen?"

"Her throat. The floor by her shoulder, with my knee, when I
knelt." She heard her own voice doing the steady thing and was
distantly grateful to it. "Caleb, she's been gone since last night.
At least. She's cold."

Something crossed his face — Gerry had taught him to read,
probably, the way she'd taught half the town, the way she'd taught
Sage's understanding of what this town even was. He put it away. "I
need you out here. Off the step. You can wait by the fence, but I
need you out of the house." He was already lifting the tape from
his belt. "Chief's on her way."

He went in. Sage went to the fence.

And here was the trouble with a noticer, which was that you
could put her body wherever you liked but you could not stop her
eyes, and the front door stood open, and past the dim hall the
kitchen doorway framed itself like a stage. She told herself to
look at the roses. She looked at the roses. They were going to be
lovely in a week. Then she looked back at the doorway because she
could not help it, and through it she could see the corner of the
room with the trunk, the lid up, the tissue paper, and she found
herself doing the thing she did with a recipe she suspected of
lying to her — reading what was there against what ought to be
there.

A trunk Gerry had been cataloging for three months, lid up, on a
Friday night when Gerry should have been at bridge.

Glasses on the floor, folded wrong, by a woman who could not
fold them wrong if you paid her.

A ring on the counter by the sink, where Gerry never stood to
drink.

None of it added to anything yet. It was just a set of small
wrong notes, the kind your ear catches before your mind does, and
Sage stood at the fence with her arms wrapped around herself in the
warm May sun and let them sit there, unsorted, hating every one of
them.

Through the doorway she watched Caleb work. He moved around the
kitchen in a slow, methodical circuit, his phone held up,
photographing everything — the hearth, the floor, the trunk, the
spilled tissue paper, the counter, the dish rack, angles she would
not have thought to take, corners that plainly held nothing. He was
careful about it, more careful than his years. Whatever the eye
missed today the camera would keep, she thought. Every dull
ordinary surface of that room, saved, in case it turned out later
to have been trying to say something. It was a small cold comfort
and she took it anyway.

Chief Marguerite Reyes arrived at nine thirty-five, and the
street rearranged itself around her the way a kitchen rearranges
around the person who actually runs it.

She was a square, unhurried woman in her fifties who had policed
this town for two decades and buried more of it than she liked, and
she had a way of arriving at a bad thing that made the bad thing
feel, briefly, survivable. She nodded to Sage on her way through
the gate — stay, I'll want you — and went
inside, and Sage heard the low even murmur of the chief and her
nephew through the open door, two voices keeping a small careful
order over a thing that had none.

Doc Pelletier came twenty minutes later in his ancient Volvo,
black bag on the passenger seat where it had ridden to half the
deaths and most of the births in the county for thirty years. He
was old now, soft-spoken, careful. He went in and was a long time,
and when he came out he came to the fence and stood with Sage a
moment before he said anything, the way a man does when he's about
to say a hard true thing gently.

"You found her," he said.

"Yes."

"You did everything right." He took his glasses off and cleaned
them on his shirt — and there it was again, the small motion,
Gerry's motion, and Sage's throat closed. "I'm sorry. She taught my
Karen long division. She taught everyone something." He put the
glasses back on. "It looks like a fall, Sage. The hearth's right
there. A woman her age, alone at night, the floor's uneven by that
stove — I've signed a dozen like it. I'll do the autopsy because
the law says I do one when there's no one to say otherwise, but I'd
not want you carrying anything heavier than what it is. Sometimes a
house just takes someone. That's all it usually is."

That's all it usually is. Sage held onto
the usually without meaning to.

"Doc," she said, before she could decide not to. "When you were
in there. The glasses on the floor. Did you happen to notice how
they were folded?"

He looked at her, kind and tired and not unkind about the
question. "Folded? They were folded shut. People fold their
glasses, Sage." A pause. "Get some rest. Bake something. It helps,
I've always thought. The hands knowing what to do when the rest of
you doesn't." He patted the fence rail twice, gently, the way you'd
settle a nervous horse, and went back to his Volvo.

The chief came out last. She found Sage at the fence and stood
beside her, looking at the house and not at her, which was its own
kind of kindness.

"Walk me through it," she said.

Sage walked her through it — the missed bridge, Mrs. Inglesby,
the buns, the unlocked door, the throat, the not-touching. The
chief listened the way she listened, which was completely, and
asked three short questions and wrote nothing, because Marguerite
Reyes did not write things she intended to remember. At the end she
was quiet a moment.

"You've got that look," she said.

"What look?"

"The one you get before you ruin my month." The chief almost
smiled, and didn't, out of respect for the house behind them. "It's
a fall, Sage. Until the doc tells me different, it's a fall, and
I'd be glad of it being a fall, because I'm tired and this town's
tired and Gerry Beaufort deserves to have died of nothing worse
than her own floor." She turned and looked at Sage directly for the
first time. "But you tell me if something won't sit. You hear? You
don't go quiet and chase it alone. We've all had enough of you
chasing things alone."

"I hear you," Sage said.

"No you don't," said the chief, "but I appreciate you saying
it," and she went to put the town back together.

Sage walked back the long way, along the seawall, because she
could not yet face the short way past the houses where people were
still inside not knowing.

The harbor did not care that Gerry Beaufort was dead. That was
the thing about the harbor; it was the thing she had come to lean
on. The tide was making, the gulls were arguing over something at
the waterline, a lobster boat came in around the point with its
wake spreading silver, and a pair of kayakers from away laughed at
something out past the moorings, their voices carrying clean across
the water the way voices do over water, light and untroubled. The
wild beach roses were budded all along the wall. In a week they
would open and the whole town would smell of them and Owen would
have his benches in and people would sit and look at the channel,
and Gerry would not be one of them, and the harbor would not notice
that either.

She stopped where the seawall ended at the wide flat rock and
stood a moment. She let herself be just a person who had found her
friend on a kitchen floor, before she had to go back and be the
baker the town leaned on. She gave it the length of one slow breath
in and one slow breath out — small, careful — and then she folded
the grief away, just so, the way Gerry folded her glasses, and put
it in a place she could take out later, and walked the rest of the
way to the bakery.

The news outran Sage home, the way news did, on the long
invisible wire that ran from porch to porch.

By the time she got back to the bakery the bell over the door
had been ringing all morning and the case was nearly bare, not
because people were hungry but because people did not know what
else to do with their hands and their grief except come and stand
somewhere warm and buy a roll they wouldn't eat. The Proving Ground
filled up the way it always filled up when the town had a wound —
quietly, gradually, everyone arriving as if by coincidence and
nobody quite leaving.

Mrs. Inglesby was in the corner with a cup of tea going cold in
front of her, and when she saw Sage's face she put her gloved hand
to her mouth and didn't ask, because she already knew, and Sage
went and sat with her a minute and held the hand that wasn't
holding the tea.

"I knew," Mrs. Inglesby said. "I had a feeling and I hate that I
was right. I would so much rather have been an old fool." A tear
went down one powdered cheek and she let it. "Forty years she
taught those children. There isn't a soul in this town under sixty
she didn't teach to read. We will none of us ever be done being
taught by Gerry Beaufort, and now look."

"I know," Sage said.

"What do we do?"

"We do what we always do," Sage said, and meant it. "We feed
people."

So they did. Lily and Marco had read the morning correctly
without being told and were already running it like a galley in a
storm — Marco keeping the urn full and the coffee free for anyone
who looked like they needed it, Lily moving through the room with a
basket and a steady word, Devon, to his eternal credit, wiping the
same three tables over and over with enormous seventeen-year-old
solemnity because somebody had to do something and tables were what he had. Casseroles began
to arrive almost at once, because that was the law of the place —
the Boudreaus brought a tuna noodle within the hour, two of the
bridge club ladies came with a ham, somebody's church circle
produced an entire lemon sheet cake before noon, as if the town
kept a strategic reserve of grief food and had simply mobilized
it.

"There's a whole sociology to it," Owen said quietly, coming up
beside her with a tray. He'd come down when the bell wouldn't stop.
The cane was still in the stand. "The casserole index. You can
measure how loved a person was by how fast the Pyrex shows up."

"Then Gerry was very loved," Sage said. "We're going to need a
bigger counter."

It was a terrible joke and exactly the right size of one, and
Owen huffed out a breath that was almost a laugh and pressed his
shoulder to hers for a second, and across the room old Pete Cyr,
who had not said a soft word in living memory, said to no one in
particular, "She used to bring the whole class down to the wharf in
June. Made us teach 'em the boats. Every kid in this town knows a
bowline 'cause of that woman." And he looked furious about it, the
way men of a certain age get furious to keep from doing the other
thing, and bought a baguette he would not eat.

The bridge club came in together a little after two, four of
them, walking close the way people walk who have just lost the
fifth chair at their table. Ruth Aldous, the doctor's wife, was
carrying the ham, and she set it on the counter and then stood
there with both hands flat on the lid as if it were the only steady
thing in the room.

"She was dummy last Friday," Ruth said. "Two weeks running.
Gerry was never dummy two weeks running, she counted cards like the
Lord meant her to, and I teased her about it, I said Gerry, you're slipping, and she —" Ruth's voice caught
and she pushed through it. "She laughed. She had this way of taking
her glasses off when she laughed, folding them just so, like she
was putting the lesson away for a second to be silly. And I
thought, that's the thing I'll see when I think of her. The glasses
going down on the table and her laughing." She looked up at Sage,
bewildered. "Isn't that a strange thing to remember a whole person
by."

"No," Sage said quietly. "I think that's exactly the right
thing." And she filed it, that detail, the way Ruth folded it into
the air — just so — because grief and
evidence had a terrible habit, in this town, of being the same
small facts seen from two directions.

She gave the bridge club the corner table and the good teapot,
the blue one with the crack she'd had mended, and a plate of the
rhubarb scones on the house, and they sat and told Gerry stories in
the low warm murmur of people doing the only useful thing left to
do for someone, which is to keep saying her out loud. Devon brought
them a second pot without being asked. He was learning after all,
Sage thought. Some lessons a starter, some lessons a room full of
grief; the boy was rising.

The afternoon light moved across the floor. The casseroles kept
coming. Somebody had brought a coffee cake and somebody else
immediately brought another, and Lily lined them up along the back
counter and murmured, "We're going to have to open a second location just for the Pyrex," and it was a
terrible joke and the right size, and the two of them laughed the
way you laugh at a wake, half a breath and gone, and felt better
for it and guilty for feeling better, which is also the law of the
place.

Shadow had come down too. He did not work the room; he never
did. He sat on the cherry-wood chair in the back where he could see
everything and be near Sage, and he watched the door, and now and
then his ears turned, tracking the room's grief like weather. When
Mrs. Inglesby finally rose to go, Shadow got down, crossed the
whole bakery, and pressed once against her ankle, hard, deliberate
— there and gone.

The old woman looked down, startled, and then her face came
undone in the good way. "Well," she said thickly. "Well. Thank you,
cat." She left steadier than she'd come.

Sage watched it and said nothing. Every Shadow thing meant
something. She had stopped pretending otherwise a long time
ago.

Wesley Beaufort drove up from Bangor at half past four.

She knew it was him before anyone said so, the way you know the
one customer who is going to be a problem from the way the bell
rings when they come in — too hard, the door let go instead of
guided. He was a big soft man going gray, in a golf shirt that had
cost money a while ago, and he stood in the doorway of the bakery
and looked around the room full of mourners with the frank
assessing eyes of a man pricing the fixtures.

"Somebody here run this town?" he said. "I'm looking for
whoever's got my aunt's house keys. Cop up there won't let me past
the tape, says talk to the chief, chief's not at the station." He
had the loud aggrieved voice of a man who has decided in advance
that he is being cheated. "I drove three hours. I'm the next of
kin. Gerry Beaufort was my aunt and that's my house now and I'd
like to know who's been in and out of it."

The room had gone quiet. Mrs. Inglesby, halfway to the door,
stopped.

Sage came around the counter, wiping her hands, doing the gentle
thing. "I'm Sage. I own the bakery. I'm the one who found her this
morning, Mr. Beaufort, and I'm so sorry —"

"You found her." He said it like an accusation, then seemed to
lose interest in it just as fast, his eyes already moving past her.
"Three hours I drove. You know what that house is worth? Water
view, end of the street. And the contents — she was a hoarder, my
aunt, kept everything, my father always said. There's that trunk."
He leaned in, and his voice dropped, and it was somehow worse low
than loud. "Big old sea chest. Family thing. She was always going
on about it, even when I was a kid, all the history." The word came out with a curl. "I want to
know it's all accounted for. Every piece. Has anybody been in that
trunk? Is anything gone out of it?"

And there it was.

Sage stood very still, the towel in her hands, and felt the cold
corner of her come awake all over again. A nephew who had not
called his aunt in years, who had not asked how she died, who had
not, in the whole loud aggrieved speech, said her name with one
ounce of grief in it — and the first thing he wanted, the thing he
had driven three hours to ask, was whether anything had gone
missing from a hundred-and-seventy-year-old trunk.

"I couldn't say," Sage said, mild as milk. "You'd have to ask
the chief."

"I'll do that," Wesley said, and let the door slam on his way
out.

The bell jumped on its bracket and went on swinging long after
he'd gone, and the room let out a breath it had been holding.

"Well," said Mrs. Inglesby, into the quiet, with the magnificent
finality of a woman delivering a verdict. "I taught his Sunday
school. He was a grasping child and he has grown into a grasping
man, and I will pray for him, but I will not enjoy it." She
gathered her gloves. "Imagine. Asking after a trunk before he's asked after the woman who left it
him. There's a sermon in that and none of it kind."

There was a low rumble of agreement around the room, the town
closing over Wesley Beaufort like water over a dropped stone. He
had managed, in ninety seconds, to make himself the most disliked
man in Crescent Harbor, and Sage watched it happen and noted, in
the cold corner, how neat it was — how a
man like that walked into a grieving town and handed it someone to
be angry at, and how grateful a frightened town would be to take
him.

"He'll be the easy answer," Owen said, low, only to her. He'd
followed her line of sight. "If it turns out to be anything other
than a fall. Won't he."

"Yes," Sage said. "He'll be the easy answer."

"Is he the right one?"

She thought about the loud aggrieved voice and the eyes already
pricing the fixtures, and then she thought about the trunk lid
standing open in the dark on a Friday night, hours before a man
from Bangor could possibly have reached it. She did not have it
yet. She had the wrong shape of it, the way you can hold a recipe
and know it lies without yet knowing where.

"I don't know," she said. "But I don't think a fall folds a
woman's glasses back the wrong way before it leaves."

Owen went still. He had been married to her long enough to know
what that quiet, even sentence cost, and what it usually
started.

Shadow jumped down from the cherry-wood chair, crossed the
emptying bakery in the slanted gold light, and sat at Sage's feet,
facing the door Wesley had slammed. He stared at it a long moment.
Then he turned and looked up at her and blinked, once, slow.

Sage went to the window and looked out at the harbor, at the
long bright water going gold toward evening, and knew with the same
plain certainty she knew a dough, a temperature, a thing that was
about to go wrong before it went — that it was not going to be a
fall, and that she was, against every promise she had just made,
about to chase it.





Chapter Three - Was
There Anything in it

The town grieved Gerry Beaufort for a week the way the town did
everything — slowly, communally, and with a great deal of food.

The casseroles came and were eaten and the dishes were washed
and stacked on the bakery's back counter with masking-tape labels
for returning, and the bridge club moved their Friday game to Ruth
Aldous's front room and left the fifth chair empty without
discussing it, and the flag at the school went to half-staff
because the principal had been one of Gerry's third-graders and
could think of nothing else to do.

It was a week of small ceremonies nobody had planned. People
came into the bakery and lingered at the window with their coffee,
looking out at the harbor, and told one more Gerry story before
they left. The labeled dishes went out the door one by one as their
owners reclaimed them, and each reclaiming was its own small visit,
its own how are you holding up, so that the
back counter emptied at exactly the rate the town's grief found
somewhere to put itself. Devon learned to read the labels and match
them to faces. Marco kept a pot of the good coffee going for the
ones who couldn't quite leave. The bell over the door rang gentler
all week, Sage thought, or she only imagined it did — people easing
the door shut behind them the way you ease a door in a house where
someone is sleeping, or has just stopped. Doc Pelletier's autopsy
came back the way he'd said it would: blunt impact to the right
temporal bone, consistent with a fall against the hearth, no other
significant findings. The chief released the body. A memorial was
set for the following Saturday at the Methodist church, because
Gerry had outlived her own minister and the Methodists had the
bigger sanctuary and nobody in town much minded which roof they
grieved under.

It was, by every official measure, a closed and gentle thing. An
old woman, a hard floor, a quiet end.

Sage could not make it lie down.

She worked it the way she worked a formula that kept failing for
a reason she couldn't name — coming at it from the side, at four in
the morning, with her hands in the dough and her mind somewhere
else entirely. A trunk Gerry had been lovingly cataloging for three
months, its lid standing open on the one night of the week the
whole town knew she'd be out. Glasses folded the wrong way by a
woman who could not have folded them wrong. A ring of tea on a
counter where Gerry never drank. Three small wrong notes. Sing them
separately and each was nothing — an old woman gets into her trunk
on a whim, glasses get knocked, a counter goes unwiped. Sing them
together and they made a chord Sage did not like the sound of.

She did not say any of this to the chief. She had promised not
to go quiet and chase things alone, and she was, at present, going
very quiet and chasing it entirely alone, and she was aware of the
contradiction and chose, for the moment, to be aware of it from a
distance.

"He's alive," Devon announced on
Tuesday, holding the mason jar aloft like a trophy.

The starter had come back. Sage had taken it in on the Monday
after the death, half-expecting the gray lifeless sludge of a thing
truly gone, and instead found, under the crust, a faint web of
bubbles — the slow stubborn protest of a culture that had decided
to keep going whether anyone fed it or not. Three days of feeding
and it was climbing the jar again, doming, breathing its sour wild
breath.

"Told you," Sage said. "It wasn't dead. It was hungry."

"It rose from the grave."

"It rose from neglect. Which is more common and less
dramatic."

"I'm naming him Lazarus."

"You're naming a sourdough starter Lazarus."

"He's earned it."

Marco, pulling a shot, said without turning around, "Long as you
don't expect it to walk on water," and Lily said, "That's a
different miracle, hon," and the three of them laughed, and it was
the first real laughing the bakery had done in a week, and it felt
— Sage noticed — like something easing. The starter climbing its
jar in the window. A small careful resurrection, the kind the
kitchen specialized in. Most things you write off
as dead are just hungry. She'd said it as a baking lesson.
It kept turning over in her, that week, into something larger she
didn't have words for yet.

She baked for the memorial on the Thursday, because that was the
useful thing and because her hands needed it. Not the fancy things
— Gerry had distrusted anything that tried too hard. Cardamom buns,
because they were Gerry's Wednesday standing order and the whole
town knew it. A great flat tray of the brown-sugar shortbread that
Gerry had once declared, with the finality of a woman grading an
essay, "correct." Sage made it in Halberg's old tin, the dented one
with the faded thistle on the lid that had come to her along with
so many other inherited things, and she pressed the dough flat with
her knuckles the way the tin's first owner had, and docked it with
a fork, and thought about how a town keeps its dead — not in the
ground, particularly, but in the recipes that get made in their
honor, the buns and the shortbread and the casseroles, the whole
edible memory of a place. Gerry would be eaten and remembered
tomorrow. It was the warmest funeral rite Sage knew, and she had
learned it here.

The seed came from Ruth Aldous, on the Wednesday, and Ruth never
knew she'd planted it.

She'd come in to return a casserole dish and stayed for tea, and
somewhere in the long soft talk of a grieving friend she'd said,
"And she was so pleased, you know, these
last weeks. About the trunk. She'd had a man come look at it — a
book person, from away, Wiscasset I think she said — to help her
sort what the Society would want. She was over the moon. Said he'd
found things even she didn't know were in there. Old papers. Said
she felt like she was finally giving her mother's things a proper
home." Ruth's eyes filled. "She had a date,
Sage. For the donation. She was going to hand it all over to
Cynthia at the Society in June and have a little ceremony and now
—" She pressed her napkin to her mouth.

Sage had gone very still over the teapot.

A man. From away. Wiscasset. A book person, in and out of that
house, in and out of that trunk, in the weeks before Gerry died
with the lid standing open.

"Did she say his name?" Sage asked, keeping her voice in the
register she used for asking a child what they'd really had for
breakfast.

"Oh, I wouldn't remember. Something plain. Gerry trusted him
completely, she said he had lovely manners and knew his
manuscripts." Ruth dabbed her eyes and put the thought away the way
the grieving do, moving on to the next memory. "She did love a
person with manners."

Sage poured the tea and said nothing more about it. But she
filed it, hard, in the cold corner, next to the glasses and the
trunk and the ring of tea — a book man, from away,
with lovely manners, who knew his manuscripts and had found things
even Gerry didn't know were there. It was not, she told
herself, anything. It was a perfectly ordinary appraiser doing a
perfectly ordinary kindness for a beloved old woman's donation.

She did not believe herself for one second.

She walked past the house that evening, after closing, the long
way home along Harbor Street, and told herself she was only
stretching her legs.

The beach roses had opened along Gerry's fence — that fast, in a
week, the buds gone to ragged pink bloom, and their smell hung over
the little green house thick and sweet and indifferent, the way the
roses on the seawall were indifferent, the way the whole bright
spring went on being beautiful with no regard at all for who was no
longer in it. A line of yellow tape stretched across the porch,
sagging a little in the warm evening, and a single sheet of paper
in a plastic sleeve was stapled to the door: the chief's notice, NO
ENTRY, the brass gull knocker just above it, gleaming, still
polished, by a woman who would never polish it again.

Sage stood at the fence in the rose-smell and did not go closer.
She didn't need to. She only looked at the house the way she'd look
at a loaf that hadn't risen right, reading the outside for the
story of the inside. A side window stood cracked an inch — the
kitchen window, the one she'd seen the curtain move in. Friday
night had been warm. A woman home alone, in for the evening, might
crack a window. A woman who'd gone out to bridge as the whole town
expected would have shut the house up tight.

Gerry had been home Friday night. Home, with the window open and
the trunk lid up, on the one night the town swore she'd be out.

Which meant either she'd skipped bridge and told no one — or
someone had counted on an empty house and been wrong.

A car slowed on the street behind her. Sage turned. It was only
Caleb, off shift, in his own truck, lifting two fingers off the
wheel in the small grave wave of a man who'd seen her standing at a
dead woman's fence and decided, kindly, not to ask. She lifted two
fingers back. He drove on. She went home.

Owen took it harder than he let the town see, and Sage only knew
because she lived with him.

"I'd been doing the Beauforts for her since February," he said
Thursday night, the two of them at the kitchen table with the
harbor going purple in the window and Shadow on the cherry-wood
chair between them. He had a folder open, his architect's hand
making the family line into something clean and legible — boxes and
dates and the spidering branches of a fishing family that had
pulled its living out of this harbor for two hundred years. "She
wanted the genealogy to go with the donation. So the Society would
have the names attached to the objects, not just a box of old
stuff. She kept saying that. Marian taught us
that," he added quietly, and Sage's chest tightened, because
Gerry had said it too, then — the kitchen-table principle, the
thing Pat had named, traveled now from mouth to mouth across the
town like a starter passed hand to hand. The
objects need their names.

"How far back did you get?"

"To the 1850s, before I lost the thread." He turned a page. "Her
great-grandfather. James Beaufort. Born 1831, here. There's a gap
around 1854 — he turns up in the town records, then there's a
blank, then he's back and married by '56. I figured he went to sea,
the way they all did. There'd be a record somewhere if I could find
it. A reunion family keeps that kind of thing." He looked up.
"There's a Beaufort reunion next month, in Bath. Gerry was going to
take me. I think I'll still go. I think she'd want the line
finished."

"She would," Sage said. She reached across and put her hand over
his. "She'd want it finished, and she'd want you to do it, and
she'd correct your spelling the whole time."

Owen laughed, wet. "She would have hated
my dashes. She told me once a man who overuses the em dash is a man
who can't commit to a sentence."

"She wasn't wrong."

He was quiet a moment, turning a pen. "She came to see me, you
know. After the surgery. When I was — when it was bad, in November,
and I couldn't get up the stairs and I was being a misery about
it." He said it lightly, the way he'd learned to say the hard
months. "She brought me the Beaufort folder. Said she needed an
architect's eye on a family tree and would I be so good. I knew
exactly what she was doing. She was giving a stuck man a reason to
sit up. Forty years of getting children to do their sums, she knew
precisely how to hand a person a problem they couldn't resist." He
set the pen down. "I'd have come back without it. I want to be
clear I'd have come back. But she made it faster. She made it
kinder." He looked at the folder, at the spidering line he hadn't
finished. "So I'll finish her line. That's all. A man pays what he
owes."

Sage didn't say anything. She didn't need to. She just kept her
hand over his and let the harbor go dark in the window, and thought
that this was the other thing about the town keeping its dead — not
only the recipes, but the debts of kindness, paid forward and
around until you couldn't tell anymore who had started any of it,
only that the whole place was held together by people quietly
finishing each other's lines.

"I got Trish her map, by the way. The 1840 survey. It's in the
hall." He closed the folder gently, the way you close a thing
you're not done with. "She can have it Friday. Tell her there's a
notation on the Beaufort moorings I couldn't make out. She'll want
to argue with me about it."

Shadow got down from the chair. He crossed to the windowsill, to
the blue saucer where the small strange treasures lived, and with
one precise paw he hooked the little scrap of old cloth out of the
dish and onto the sill, and sat, and stared at it.

Sage watched him. "What," she said.

The cat did not answer, which was his way, but he did not move
either, and after a moment Sage got up and went over and picked the
scrap up off the sill. She held it to her face. Cedar and dust and
old shut-away time — and she was back in Gerry's hallway, the cool
dim smell of the house coming out to meet her, the exact same note
underneath everything. She had told herself in the doorway not to
think about it. She thought about it now.

Where do you even go, she'd asked him, the morning he brought it
home. The morning before Gerry died.

"You went to her house," Sage said softly. "Didn't you.
Before."

Shadow blinked, once, slow, and the matter was, as far as he was
concerned, settled.

She put the scrap in her apron pocket instead of back in the
saucer. She'd show it to Trish.
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