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The morning fog was just starting to lift off the harbor when I unlocked the back door of the Daily Catch Café. October in Harborview meant layers—flannel over a long-sleeved shirt over a tank top—because you never knew if the day would stay cool or warm up by noon. I flipped on the lights and started the coffee, letting the familiar routine settle my thoughts.

The café had been mine for seven years now, and I still got a quiet satisfaction from those early morning moments before anyone else arrived. Just me and the hum of the refrigerator and the smell of coffee starting to brew. No customer complaints, no inventory issues, no nephew asking if he could please work fewer morning shifts because his marine biology class didn't start until ten.

I pulled down the bag of flour and started mixing biscuit dough. Tuesday meant the special was biscuits and gravy alongside the regular menu, and Father Mike would be disappointed if I ran out before he got here. The man had opinions about proper sausage gravy that bordered on theological.

The back door opened and Benji shuffled in, his hair still damp from the shower and his Red Sox hoodie on inside out. Again.

"Your sweatshirt," I said without looking up from the dough.

He glanced down, sighed, and pulled it off to flip it right-side out. "One of these days I'm going to do that on purpose just to mess with you."

"Sure you will." I shaped the dough into rounds and arranged them on the baking sheet. "Can you start the bacon? We're going to need extra today."

"Town hall thing?" He tied his hair back and washed his hands at the sink.

"Anniversary celebration. Forty years since the current building opened." I slid the biscuits into the oven and started on the gravy. "Dorothy Cheney's being honored for her forty years as town clerk. Half the town will probably show up."

Dorothy had been town clerk since before I was born, one of those fixtures you couldn't imagine the place without. She'd processed every birth certificate, every marriage license, every death certificate in Harborview for four decades. If you needed to know when something happened or who was related to whom, Dorothy was better than any database.

"Is she retiring?" Benji asked, laying strips of bacon in the cast iron pans.

"I don't think so. She's seventy-six, but she still comes in three days a week." I stirred the sausage into the gravy base. "Can't picture the town hall without her."

By six o'clock, the café smelled like coffee and bacon and baking biscuits, and the first customers were trickling in. Dottie arrived right on schedule, dropping onto her usual stool at the counter and pointing at the coffee pot.

"Please tell me those are fresh biscuits I smell," she said.

"Just came out." I poured her coffee in the chipped blue mug she'd been using since I opened the place. "How's Stephanie settling in?"

Dottie's niece had moved to Harborview six months ago, escaping some kind of mess in Portland that Dottie still wouldn't talk about in detail. She was working at the bait shop now, learning the business, and from what I could tell, actually doing a decent job.

"She's good. Better than good, actually." Dottie added cream to her coffee. "Kid's got a knack for the work. And she's stopped complaining about the smell, so that's progress."

The door chimed and Father Mike came in, followed by Raj from the bookstore. The morning rush was starting—fishermen who'd already been out on the water, shop owners opening up, postal workers starting their routes. The café filled with conversation and the clatter of plates, and I moved through it all with the ease of long practice.

By eight-thirty, the place was packed. Every stool at the counter was full, every table occupied. Danny Chen had arrived for his shift and was handling the tables while Benji worked the grill and I managed the counter and the register. It was controlled chaos, the kind I'd learned to navigate without thinking about it too hard.

"Tammy, you got a second?"

I looked up from pouring coffee to find Sawyer standing by the register. He was in his work clothes—canvas pants and a fleece jacket with the harbor master logo on the chest—and he had that particular expression he got when he was trying to ask me something without making it seem like a big deal.

"Everything okay?" I asked.

"Fine. Just wanted to make sure we're still on for dinner tomorrow night." He kept his voice low enough that only I could hear. "I know you've been busy with the town hall thing."

"We're still on." I smiled at him over the coffee pot. "Your place or mine?"

"Mine. I'll cook." He glanced around the crowded café. "I should let you get back to work."

After he left, I caught Dottie watching me with one eyebrow raised. I ignored her and went back to taking orders, but I could feel her amusement from across the counter. Sawyer and I had been together for over a year now—openly, comfortably, in that settled way where we didn't need to make a big production of it. He came to the café most mornings, I went to his place for dinner a couple times a week, and we'd stopped trying to hide the fact that we were building something that looked an awful lot like a future together.

The breakfast rush finally started to ease around nine-thirty, and I had a chance to refill everyone's coffee and catch my breath. That's when I noticed Dorothy Cheney sitting at one of the window tables, talking quietly with a man I recognized as her lawyer, Thomas Ward.

Dorothy looked tired. She'd always been one of those small, energetic women who seemed to run on nervous energy and strong opinions, but today her shoulders were slumped and there were dark circles under her eyes. Thomas was leaning forward, speaking in a low voice, and Dorothy's mouth was set in a tight line.

"Everything all right over there?" I asked when I came by to refill their coffee.

Dorothy looked up and managed a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes. "Just fine, dear. Thomas was just leaving."

Thomas stood, gathering his briefcase. "Think about what I said, Dorothy. These things don't get easier with time."

After he left, Dorothy sat staring out the window at the harbor. I gave her a minute, then slid into the chair across from her.

"You sure you're okay?" I asked.

"Just old problems wearing new faces." Dorothy wrapped her hands around her coffee mug. "You know how it is. Family can be complicated."

I did know. My own family situation wasn't exactly simple—my sister had left Benji with me seven years ago when she decided to find herself in California, and she'd been finding herself ever since. But I sensed Dorothy wasn't looking for commiseration, just a friendly ear.

"Well, I'm looking forward to the celebration this afternoon," I said. "Forty years is quite an accomplishment."

"Forty years of filing paperwork and listening to people complain about permit fees." But Dorothy's smile was genuine this time. "Though I suppose someone has to do it."

She finished her coffee and left, and I went back to work. The lunch crowd would be coming in soon, and I still needed to prep the daily special. But I found myself thinking about Dorothy's tired eyes and the tension in Thomas Ward's shoulders, and I wondered what kind of family problems she was dealing with.

By noon, the café was full again. The town hall celebration was at two o'clock, and it seemed like half the town was using the café as a staging ground. Conversations swirled around me—stories about Dorothy, speculation about who would take over when she finally retired, gossip about various town hall dramas over the years.

"I heard Michael's back in town," Rita Morrison said to her husband at the counter. "Dorothy's son."

"Thought he moved to Portland," her husband Tom replied.

"He did. Five years ago, after that business with the divorce." Rita lowered her voice, but not enough that I couldn't hear from two feet away. "Word is he's having money troubles."

I refilled their coffee and moved on to the next customer, filing the information away without meaning to. Small town gossip was like the tide—constant, unavoidable, and sometimes useful when you least expected it.

At one-thirty, I left Danny and Benji to handle the last few stragglers and headed over to the town hall. The celebration was being held in the main meeting room, and someone—probably the ladies auxiliary—had decorated with blue and white streamers and a banner that said "40 Years of Service." Tables along one wall held cookies and punch, and a small podium had been set up at the front.

Dorothy was already there, standing near the refreshment table and looking uncomfortable with all the attention. Chief Lydia Nash stood beside her, and I could see the genuine affection in the way they talked—Dorothy had been the one to encourage Lydia to apply for the police chief position when she moved to Harborview ten years ago.

"Quite a turnout," Raj said, appearing at my elbow with two cups of punch.

"Dorothy's been here longer than most of us have been alive." I accepted the punch and took a sip. "She's earned it."

Mayor Patricia Saunders called everyone to attention and launched into a speech about public service and dedication. I half-listened, watching the crowd instead. There was a man in his early fifties standing near the back, looking uncomfortable in a sport coat that was slightly too tight. He had Dorothy's sharp features and her restless energy—that must be Michael, the son Rita had mentioned.

Next to him stood a woman about the same age, her arms crossed and her expression carefully neutral. She wore expensive-looking clothes and had the kind of rigid posture that suggested she didn't want to be here. Michael's ex-wife, maybe? Or current wife? I'd lost track of the gossip.

A middle-aged woman in scrubs stood near the refreshment table, checking her phone every few minutes. She looked vaguely familiar—maybe someone's caregiver? Harborview had a small but steady population of home health aides who cycled through various elderly residents.

The mayor finished her speech and presented Dorothy with a plaque. Dorothy said a few brief words about public service and the importance of accurate record-keeping, which got a laugh from the crowd. Then everyone clapped, and the formal part of the celebration was over.

I made my way over to Dorothy to offer my congratulations. She was surrounded by well-wishers, but she caught my eye and gave me a tired smile.

"Thank you for coming, dear," she said when I finally reached her side. "I know you're busy with the café."

"Wouldn't have missed it." I squeezed her hand. "Forty years is something to celebrate."

"If you say so." Dorothy glanced around the room, and for just a moment, something like sadness crossed her face. "Sometimes I think I should have retired years ago. Might have saved everyone a lot of trouble."

Before I could ask what she meant, Michael appeared at her elbow. "Mom, we should talk."

"Not now, Michael." Dorothy's voice was sharp.

"It can't wait—"

"I said not now." Dorothy turned back to the crowd, effectively dismissing him.

Michael's jaw tightened, but he walked away. I caught the woman in the expensive clothes watching the exchange, her expression unreadable.

I stayed at the celebration for another half hour, making small talk and eating too many cookies, before heading back to the café. The afternoon prep work wouldn't do itself, and I wanted to make sure everything was ready for the breakfast rush tomorrow.

The café was quiet when I got back. Danny had already left for his afternoon classes, and Benji was in the kitchen, washing dishes and listening to something on his headphones. I started going through the inventory, making notes of what we'd need to order.

My phone buzzed with a text from Sawyer. "Still on for tomorrow? I'm thinking pasta."

I smiled and texted back. "Perfect. Should I bring anything?"

"Just yourself."

I slipped the phone back in my pocket and went back to counting napkins. Outside the window, the afternoon light was starting to slant across the harbor, turning the water golden. Lobster boats were making their way back to dock, right on schedule. Everything was exactly as it should be.

It would be another twelve hours before Chief Nash showed up at my door, before I learned that Dorothy Cheney had been found dead in her home, before the comfortable rhythms of Harborview were interrupted by the kind of questions no one wanted to ask.

But for now, there was just the quiet café and the afternoon light and the simple satisfaction of work well done. I'd learned to appreciate moments like these—they were more fragile than they looked.
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Chief Nash showed up at my apartment at six-fifteen in the morning, which told me everything I needed to know before she even opened her mouth.

I'd been awake for ten minutes, standing in my kitchen in sweatpants and an old college t-shirt, waiting for the coffee maker to finish its work. My apartment above Harbor Books was small but comfortable—one bedroom, a living room with windows overlooking Main Street, a kitchen just big enough for one person to cook in. Raj was a good landlord, which mostly meant he left me alone and fixed things when they broke.

The knock on my door was quiet but insistent. I looked through the peephole and saw Lydia Nash standing in the hallway, still in yesterday's uniform, her face drawn with exhaustion.

I opened the door. "What happened?"

"Can I come in?"

I stepped aside and she walked past me into the living room. She didn't sit down, just stood there looking out the window at the empty street below.

"Dorothy Cheney's dead," she said.

The words hung in the air between us. I thought about Dorothy at the celebration yesterday, tired and sad, talking about old problems wearing new faces. I thought about her sharp dismissal of her son, the tension in Thomas Ward's shoulders, the way she'd said she should have retired years ago.

"When?" I asked.

"Her caregiver found her this morning around five-thirty. She was supposed to help Dorothy get ready for the day." Lydia turned away from the window. "She'd been dead for several hours. Looks like a medication overdose."

I poured two cups of coffee and handed one to Lydia. She wrapped her hands around it but didn't drink.

"Accidental?" I asked.

"Don't know yet. Dorothy was sharp as a tack, never confused about her medications. But she took a lot of them—heart pills, blood pressure, cholesterol. Easy enough to mix something up, especially if she was tired or distracted."

"But you're not sure."

Lydia finally took a sip of coffee. "I'm not sure of anything right now. That's why I'm here. You talked to her yesterday at the celebration. How did she seem?"

I thought about it. "Tired. Sad, maybe. Her son tried to talk to her and she shut him down pretty hard. Thomas Ward was at the café earlier, and they were having some kind of serious conversation about family problems."

"Thomas Ward." Lydia pulled out her notebook and made a note. "What time was that?"

"Around nine-thirty, maybe ten. They were at one of the window tables. He said something about things not getting easier with time, and Dorothy looked like she wanted him to drop it."

"Did you hear anything else?"

I shook my head. "It was busy. The breakfast rush was winding down, but there were still a lot of people around. Whatever they were talking about, they kept their voices low."

Lydia made another note, then looked up at me. "You know I'm going to have to ask you questions about this, right? Officially."

"I figured."

"And you know you're not supposed to investigate."

"Also figured."

"But you're going to anyway." It wasn't a question.

I topped off both our coffee cups. "Dorothy came into my café yesterday morning looking exhausted. She was honored at a town celebration yesterday afternoon, and twelve hours later she's dead. If it was an accident, fine. But if it wasn't..."

"Then I'll figure it out. That's my job, Tammy."

"I know it is." I met her eyes. "But you also know I'm going to hear things. People talk in the café. They always do."

Lydia sighed and drained her coffee. "Just don't do anything stupid. And if you hear something important, you tell me right away. Deal?"

"Deal."

After she left, I got dressed and headed downstairs to the café. It was still dark outside, the kind of heavy darkness that came just before dawn. The street was empty except for a few seagulls picking through trash by the docks.

The café felt different when I unlocked the door. The same tables, the same counter, the same view of the harbor turning gray in the pre-dawn light. But Dorothy wouldn't be coming in anymore. Wouldn't sit at the window table with her coffee and watch the boats go out. Wouldn't offer her sharp observations about town politics or tell stories about forty years of filing paperwork.

I started the coffee and began mixing the biscuit dough for the breakfast special. The
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