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"AFatal Roast is a delightful cozy mystery with a sharp-witted protagonist and a coastal setting that feels like home. Emma Hartley is a detective I'd follow anywhere." 
	Sarah Morgan



"Lucy has crafted a perfect blend of small-town charm and dark secrets. The Moonlight Café Mysteries series is a must-read for cozy mystery fans."
	Moira J



"Emma Hartley is the amateur detective we've been waiting for—smart, determined, and refreshingly human. I can't wait for the next book!"
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  CHAPTER 1

THE SKELETON IN THE LIGHTHOUSE


The scones were perfect this time. 
Emma Hartley stepped back from the display case and allowed herself a small smile. Three months since her disastrous opening day, and she'd finally mastered her grandmother's recipe. The golden lumps sat in neat rows, their tops properly domed, their edges just crisp enough.
"Show off," Claire said, carrying a tray of apple turnovers from the kitchen.
Emma laughed. "You're just jealous."
"Completely jealous. Mine still look like they're having an identity crisis."
The morning rush at the Moonlight Café had settled into its comfortable rhythm. Henry Chen occupied his usual corner table, laptop open, coffee growing cold. Bea Whitmore held court near the window, her voice carrying as she entertained Mrs. Patterson with gossip. The espresso machine hummed steadily.
This was Emma's life now. Not depositions and corporate law, but coffee and pastries and the gentle rhythm of a small coastal town. She'd left Seattle three months ago with nothing but her grandmother's recipes and a desperate need for change. Willow Creek had seemed perfect—quiet, scenic, uncomplicated.
She'd been wrong about that last part.
The bell above the door chimed. Emma looked up and felt her stomach flip the way it always did when Jake Morrison walked in.
He scanned the café before his eyes found hers. Something in his expression made that flip turn into a knot.
"Morning, Jake," she said, keeping her voice light. "The usual?"
"Emma." He crossed to the counter quickly. "We need to talk."
Claire appeared at Emma's elbow. "Those are never good words. Last time you said that, someone was dead."
"No one's dead," Jake said. Then he paused. "Well. Not recently."
Emma set down the coffee pot. "Jake."
He pulled out his phone and turned it toward her. "They found something at the lighthouse. During the renovation."
Emma stared at the photograph on his screen. A locket, tarnished and ancient, lying open to reveal two faded pictures. A young woman with dark hair and bright eyes. A man in a lighthouse keeper's uniform, his smile warm.
The woman was her grandmother.
Emma's hand went to her throat. "That's Margaret. My grandmother."
"I thought so. I've seen her picture at your apartment." Jake's voice was gentle. "Emma, where did they find this?"
"In the lighthouse basement. With skeletal remains."
The café noise seemed to fade. Emma heard Bea's laughter, the hiss of steam, the clink of cups, but it all felt distant.
"Skeleton," she repeated.
"The remains have been there a long time. Decades, based on initial assessment." Jake watched her carefully. "The construction crew was removing old storage units when they found it. The locket was around the victim's neck."
Claire leaned in to look at the photo. "Who's the man?"
"We're working on identification. But based on the uniform and location, probably a lighthouse keeper." Jake paused. "There's a record of a keeper who disappeared from this lighthouse in 1962. Thomas Brennan. Vanished without a trace one September night."
Emma couldn't stop staring at her grandmother's young face. Margaret looked happy. In love.
"I never knew she lived here," Emma said quietly. "I chose Willow Creek because I wanted a small coastal town. I looked at a map and picked it almost randomly. I had no idea my grandmother had any connection to this place."
"You really didn't know?"
"She never mentioned it. Never talked about living anywhere but Seattle." Emma felt a strange chill. "I inherited the Moonlight Café from her. She opened the original in Seattle in 1965. I brought the concept here, to start fresh. But if she was in Willow Creek before that..."
"Then maybe it wasn't as random as you think," Claire said softly.
Jake's expression was troubled. "Emma, there's something else. We found a logbook from 1962. The lighthouse keeper's daily records. The last entry is dated September 15th." He swiped to another photo on his phone. "It just says, 'R.W. visited today. Seemed angry.' Then nothing. The keeper never wrote again."
Emma studied the faded handwriting. "R.W.?"
"Initials. We're working on identifying who that might have been."
"Do you think they're connected? The visitor and the disappearance?"
"I think someone came to the lighthouse that day and Thomas Brennan never wrote in his log again. That's concerning."
Bea's voice rose above the café chatter. "Is that about the lighthouse? I heard they found something terrible."
Jake muttered something under his breath. Small towns.
Bea materialized at the counter within seconds, Mrs. Patterson close behind. "Was it really a body? How dreadful."
"I can't comment on an ongoing investigation," Jake said with practiced patience.
"Oh, you don't have to tell me. I already heard from Susan, who heard from her nephew on the construction crew. A skeleton in the basement, buried behind the old storage." Bea's eyes gleamed. "That place always had a strange feeling. My late husband used to say the lighthouse had secrets."
"Your husband worked there?" Emma asked.
"No, but his brother Robert did sometimes. Deliveries, maintenance, that sort of thing. This was back in the sixties." Bea settled in, clearly prepared to hold court. "Robert could tell you stories about that lighthouse. Strange comings and goings. The keeper—what was his name? Brennan?—he was an odd one."
"Odd how?"
"Oh, you know. Secretive. There were rumors about him and some local girl. Caused quite a scandal at the time, or would have if anyone could prove it." Bea lowered her voice conspiratorially. "He was married, you see. Catherine Whitmore before she married him. Robert's sister."
Emma's pulse quickened. "Robert Whitmore?"
"My brother-in-law, yes. Lovely man. Comes in here every morning, doesn't he?"
As if summoned, the door opened and an elderly man walked in. Judge Robert Whitmore, eighty-six but dignified, leaning lightly on a carved wooden cane. His eyes were sharp and intelligent behind wire-rimmed glasses.
"Good morning, Emma. Claire." He nodded to them both, then to Jake. "Detective Morrison."
"Judge Whitmore."
Robert's gaze flicked to Jake's phone, still showing the locket photo, before Jake could turn it off. Something crossed the old man's face. Just a flicker, gone almost instantly.
"I heard about the unfortunate discovery," Robert said carefully. "Terrible business. That lighthouse has stood for over a century. I suppose it was bound to give up its secrets eventually."
He ordered his usual—black coffee and a blueberry scone—and moved to his customary table. But Emma noticed he didn't open his newspaper right away. Instead, he sat very still, staring at nothing.
"R.W.," Emma said quietly to Jake. "Robert Whitmore."
"It's a common initial combination. There were probably several people in town with those initials back in 1962."
"But he's right here. And his sister was married to the victim."
"Which makes him a person of interest, yes. But not necessarily a suspect." Jake kept his voice low. "Emma, I need you to not jump to conclusions. This is a sixty-year-old case. It's complicated."
"Did you know your grandmother had a connection to the lighthouse?" Claire asked Emma.
"I had no idea." Emma pulled out her phone and scrolled through her photos until she found one she'd saved. Her grandmother in her seventies, standing in the café's original Seattle location. "She never mentioned Willow Creek. Never talked about the coast, really, except to say she loved the ocean."
"Maybe because coming back would have been too painful," Claire said.
Jake's phone buzzed. He checked it and frowned. "I have to go. Emma, if you find anything of your grandmother's—letters, journals, photographs—let me know. Anything that might tell us about her time here."
"You think she knew what happened to Thomas Brennan."
"I think she wore his photograph in a locket for at least part of 1962. So yes, she knew him. Whether she knew about his disappearance..." Jake shrugged. "That's what I need to find out."
After he left, Emma couldn't shake the feeling of being watched. She glanced at Robert Whitmore. He'd finally opened his newspaper, but his coffee sat untouched, cooling in its cup.
The morning crowd thinned. Emma went through the motions—clearing tables, brewing fresh coffee, restocking the pastry case. But her mind was elsewhere.
Her grandmother had lived here. Had known the lighthouse keeper well enough to carry his photo. Had left suddenly and never returned.
Why?
Around eleven, Emma's phone buzzed with a text from an unknown number.
Some secrets should stay buried. This is your only warning.
Emma stared at the message, ice sliding down her spine.
"Claire."
Her friend hurried over. Emma showed her the text.
"Oh my God. Who sent this?"
"I don't know. The number's blocked."
"You need to tell Jake."
"I will. But Claire..." Emma looked around the café. Half a dozen customers, all familiar faces. Bea chatting with friends. Henry typing away. An elderly couple sharing a cinnamon roll. "Someone in this town knows what happened in 1962. And they don't want me looking into it."
"All the more reason to leave it alone. Let Jake handle this."
But Emma was already thinking about the boxes in her apartment. Her grandmother's things, shipped from Seattle after the funeral nine years ago. Boxes Emma had never fully unpacked because it hurt too much.
If Margaret had lived here, worked at the lighthouse, known Thomas Brennan—there might be something in those boxes. Letters. Journals. Proof.
"I need to go through my grandmother's things," Emma said.
"Emma, you just got a threatening text."
"Which means there's something to find. If there wasn't, why would anyone bother threatening me?"
Claire groaned. "This is exactly how you almost got killed last time."
"Last time I didn't have Jake on my side from the start."
"Jake who just told you not to investigate?"
Emma texted Jake a screenshot of the threatening message. His reply was immediate.
Don't do anything. I'm coming back.
But Emma's mind was already made up. Somewhere in her apartment were answers. Her grandmother's secrets, hidden for over sixty years.
And someone in Willow Creek was desperate to keep them hidden.
The lunch rush started. Emma forced herself to focus on work, but she kept thinking about that locket. Her grandmother's young face. The happiness in her eyes.
What had happened to put that look in Margaret's eyes? And what had happened to take it away?
Around two, Russell Warren walked in. Emma had met him a few times—local historian, maybe seventy-eight, friendly to the point of being nosy. He loved talking about Willow Creek's past.
"Emma! Heard about the excitement at the lighthouse." Russell settled at the counter with visible enthusiasm. "Fascinating stuff. I've been researching that lighthouse for years. Did you know your great-great-grandfather built it?"
Emma's head snapped up. "What?"
"Samuel Hartley. Built the lighthouse in 1891. It's all in the historical records." Russell pulled out his phone and showed her a scanned document. "See? Right there. Commissioned by the lighthouse board, built by Samuel Hartley, master craftsman."
Emma stared at her ancestor's name. "I had no idea."
"The Hartley family was important in Willow Creek's early days. Then they seem to have left around..." Russell scrolled through his notes. "Around the 1960s, actually. There's a Margaret Hartley mentioned in some records from 1960 to 1962. Any relation?"
"My grandmother."
Russell's eyes lit up. "Really! Oh, this is wonderful. I'd love to interview you about your family history. The Hartleys are one of my research gaps."
"What kind of records mention my grandmother?"
"Employment records, mostly. She worked at the lighthouse for about two years. 1960 to September 1962. Then she just... disappears from local records. No forwarding address, no death certificate here. Just gone."
The same month Thomas Brennan disappeared.
Emma's hands felt cold. "Do you know anything about Thomas Brennan? The lighthouse keeper?"
"Oh, the missing keeper! Yes, tragic story. He vanished one night in September 1962. Police investigated but never found anything. Most people assumed he ran off. There were rumors about marital problems." Russell leaned in. "Between you and me, there was talk of an affair. With a local girl. No one ever said who, but in a town this size, everyone had their suspicions."
"Did anyone have a theory about what happened to him?"
"A few. Some thought he'd been murdered over gambling debts. Others thought he'd run off with his mistress. The Coast Guard suggested he might have fallen from the lighthouse and washed out to sea." Russell shrugged. "After a while, people stopped talking about it. Catherine—his widow—remarried eventually. Life went on."
"Who did she remarry?"
"Let's see... I think it was Richard Walsh. Local businessman. Owns half the commercial property in town even now. Must be eighty-five, maybe older."
Another R.W.
Emma filed that away. "What about people who might have had reason to hurt Thomas Brennan?"
Russell's expression grew thoughtful. "Well, if the affair rumors were true, the woman's husband or family would have had motive. Then there was Raymond Wells—he was harbor master back then. There was bad blood between him and Brennan over some business deal. And Richard Walsh had financial dealings with Brennan that supposedly went south." Russell paused. "Why the interest?"
"Just curious. Given the discovery and all."
"Of course, of course." Russell finished his coffee. "If you want to know more about your family's history here, I've got boxes of documents. Town records, old newspapers, photographs. I'd be happy to share."
After he left, Emma pulled out her phone and made a list:
R.W. Suspects:
	Robert Whitmore - Judge, Catherine's brother, "seemed angry" per logbook

	Richard Walsh - Businessman, Catherine's second husband, financial issues with victim

	Raymond Wells - Harbor master, "bad blood" with victim

	Russell Warren - Historian, knows too much?



Four men. All with the initials R.W. All with connections to Thomas Brennan or the lighthouse.
One of them had killed Thomas Brennan.
And one of them—or someone protecting them—had just threatened Emma.
Jake arrived twenty minutes later, his expression grim.
"We need to talk," he said. "Privately."
They went to Emma's apartment above the café. Jake immediately checked the windows, the door locks, anywhere someone might have gained access.
"The text came from a burner phone," he said. "Untraceable. But the timing is concerning. The discovery was announced this morning. You received the threat a few hours later."
"Someone's watching me."
"Or watching the investigation. Emma, I need you to be careful. This is a murder case now. Not a missing person. A murder."
"You confirmed it's Brennan?"
"Preliminary identification based on location and timeframe, yes. We'll need DNA testing for certainty, but I'm confident. And the cause of death—" Jake hesitated. "Blunt force trauma to the skull. Someone hit him hard enough to crack his skull. This wasn't an accident."
Emma sank onto her couch. "The logbook said R.W. visited and seemed angry. That was the last entry."
"I know."
"Jake, I made a list." She showed him her phone. "Four people with R.W. initials who were in Willow Creek in 1962. All connected to Brennan somehow."
Jake studied the list. "Where did you get this information?"
"Bea mentioned Robert Whitmore. Russell Warren came in and told me about Richard Walsh and Raymond Wells." Emma met his eyes. "One of these men killed Thomas Brennan. And I think my grandmother knew which one."
"Emma—"
"She left in September 1962. The same month Brennan disappeared. That's not a coincidence." Emma stood and walked to her closet, where boxes were stacked against the back wall. "She left something. I know she did. Letters, journals, something. She wouldn't have just walked away from a murder without leaving some kind of record."
"Or she was scared. Scared enough to run and never look back."
"Then why keep his photograph? If she was running, terrified, why keep a locket with his picture?"
Jake had no answer for that.
Emma pulled down the first box. "Help me search. Please."
They worked in silence, opening boxes Emma hadn't touched in years. Dishes. Books. Kitchen equipment. All her grandmother's worldly goods, sorted and packed by strangers after her funeral.
Emma's throat tightened as she pulled out a familiar Blue Willow plate. Margaret had used these for special occasions. Sunday dinners. Birthdays. The plates had chips and cracks from decades of use, but Margaret had refused to replace them.
"She said these plates had history," Emma murmured. "I thought she meant they were old. But maybe she meant they came from here. From Willow Creek."
"Everything means something," Jake said quietly. "When you're running from something, every object you take is a choice. A piece of who you were."
They opened more boxes. Photo albums. Cookbooks. A Bible. Several novels from the 1960s.
Then Emma opened a box labeled Office and found papers from the café's early days. Business licenses from the Seattle location. Tax returns. Recipe cards in Margaret's precise handwriting.
And at the bottom, wrapped in faded blue cloth, a wooden recipe box.
Emma lifted it carefully. The box was beautiful, hand-carved with a delicate pattern of leaves and flowers along the edges. She'd seen it before, vaguely remembered it sitting on her grandmother's kitchen counter.
"That's lovely craftsmanship," Jake said.
Emma opened the lid. Inside were dozens of index cards, each with a recipe in her grandmother's writing. Lemon scones. Apple turnovers. Cinnamon rolls. All the recipes that had become the foundation of the Moonlight Café.
She ran her fingers along the cards, emotion welling up. Her grandmother's legacy, right here. The recipes Emma had brought to Willow Creek, not knowing they'd been born here first.
Then her fingers caught on something. A slight unevenness in the bottom of the box.
"Jake."
"What is it?"
Emma pressed gently and felt the wood give slightly. A false bottom.
Her heart hammered as she worked the panel up and out.
Underneath were three leather-bound journals, their pages yellowed with age.
Emma pulled them out with shaking hands. The first was dated 1960-1961. The second, 1961-1962. The third had no date on the
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