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The weather forecast had been warning about the nor'easter for three days, and by Tuesday morning, Harborview was taking it seriously. I stood at the kitchen window of the Daily Catch Café, watching the harbor water churn slate-gray beneath a sky that looked like it had been painted with dirty dishwater. The wind was already picking up, sending whitecaps across the surface and making the lobster boats rock at their moorings like nervous horses.

"Aunt Tammy, we just sold the last gallon of milk."

I turned from the window to find Benji behind the counter, looking at the empty spot in the refrigerator case where we usually kept milk for customers who wanted to take some home. His hair was pulled back in its usual bun, and he wore a flannel shirt I'd never seen before—dark green with a pattern that might have been fish or might have been abstract art. Hard to tell.

"That's fine," I said, checking my watch. Six-fifteen, and the café was already busier than usual for a Tuesday. "We've got plenty for coffee and cooking. People are just stocking up before the storm."

"Danny said his mom bought enough batteries to power a cruise ship." Benji started refilling the coffee station. "He thinks people are overreacting."

"Danny's nineteen and has never lived through a nor'easter that knocked the power out for five days." I pulled down mugs from the overhead rack. "Trust me, better to overreact than sit in the dark eating cold soup."

The café was packed—every stool at the counter occupied, all six tables by the windows full. There was an energy in the air that reminded me of the corporate events I used to plan, that pre-party buzz when everyone was arriving at once and you could feel the momentum building. Except here, people weren't excited. They were focused, purposeful, getting their coffee and breakfast before heading out to prepare.

"Tammy, you all set for the storm?"

Dottie Winters stood at the register, her canvas work pants splattered with what looked like paint. She'd been experimenting with watercolors lately, adding it to her list of hobbies that already included woodworking, birdwatching, and competitive crossword puzzles. At sixty-eight, she had more energy than most people half her age.

"Got flashlights, batteries, water, canned goods," I said, ringing up her order. "Benji's coming to stay at my place since the café will be closed."

"Smart. No point keeping the kid in that drafty rental of his." Dottie accepted her coffee—black, same as always. "I'm closing the bait shop after noon. Figure nobody's going to be buying lures when the rain hits."

Father Mike Kowalski appeared at Dottie's elbow, his white collar just visible above a thick wool sweater. "Morning, ladies. Hell of a day coming."

"Language, Father," I said automatically.

"God's heard worse from me." He settled onto a stool. "Mrs. Chen's cat got out again this morning. Took me forty minutes to catch the damn thing."

"One of these days that cat's going to blow away," Dottie said.

The door chimed again, and Raj Patel came in carrying a stack of books under his arm. His hair was disheveled, which meant he'd been up late reading again, and he had that slightly distracted look he always got when he was thinking about something other than the present moment.

"Morning," he said, heading straight for the counter. "Emma's school called a snow day. Well, storm day."

"Jennifer must be thrilled," I said, pouring his coffee without asking. Medium roast, splash of cream, no sugar.

"She's already got Emma doing practice math problems." Raj set down the books—all mysteries, I noticed. "Apparently storms are excellent opportunities for educational enrichment."

Dottie snorted. "That woman needs to relax."

Raj didn't disagree, which told me everything about how co-parenting with his ex-wife was going. Jennifer had moved back to Harborview six months ago—right after the incident with the art gallery director, though nobody mentioned that anymore—and she and Raj were still figuring out how to navigate being in the same small town again.

The door chimed once more, and this time it was Chief Lydia Nash. She was in uniform, and she had the look of someone who'd already had a long day despite it being barely six-thirty in the morning.

"Coffee to go," she said, not bothering with pleasantries. "Large. And whatever breakfast sandwich you can make fastest."

"Everything okay?" I asked, already reaching for a to-go cup.

"Define okay." She rubbed her eyes. "Got three boats loose from their moorings already, Mrs. Patterson's convinced someone's stealing her lawn furniture when it's just blowing away, and the Yacht Club's complaining that we're not doing enough to protect their precious boats."

"The Yacht Club can kiss my—" Dottie started.

"Dottie." Father Mike's tone was mild.

"I was going to say 'my left shoe,' Father."

Chief Nash took her coffee and sandwich gratefully. "Point is, it's going to be a long couple of days. Tammy, make sure you're battened down. This one's supposed to be nasty."

After she left, the conversations in the café shifted to storm preparation. Who had generators, who was worried about their roof, who was planning to ride it out at a friend's house. It was the kind of communal problem-solving that happened naturally in Harborview—everyone looking out for everyone else, making sure nobody was caught unprepared.

By eight o'clock, we'd gone through three pots of coffee and were working on the fourth. Danny had arrived for his shift at seven, moving through the kitchen with his usual quiet efficiency. He was good at anticipating what needed to be done, picking up tasks without being asked. Having two employees instead of just Benji had made the café run smoother, though it had taken some adjustment to manage the schedule.

"Tammy?" Benji called from the kitchen. "Jack Porter's here. Says he needs to talk to you."

I looked up to find Jack Porter standing near the kitchen entrance, his weathered face creased with concern. He was sixty-five, retired from fishing three years ago after his knees finally gave out. He lived alone in a small house near the north end of the harbor, and I usually saw him once or twice a week when he came in for breakfast.

"Morning, Jack," I said, wiping my hands on my apron. "What can I do for you?"

"Wondering if you could bring some supplies by later." He spoke quietly, like he was embarrassed to ask. "I'm having trouble getting out to the store, and with the storm coming..."

"Of course. What do you need?"

He handed me a list, handwritten in shaky capital letters. Basic stuff—bread, milk, eggs, canned soup. Nothing that would be hard to find, assuming the store wasn't already cleaned out.

"I'll stop by this afternoon," I said. "Before the storm hits."

"I can pay you back."

"Don't worry about it." I folded the list and tucked it in my apron pocket. "Just making sure everyone's taken care of."

After Jack left, Dottie caught my eye from her stool. "That man's too proud for his own good."

"He asked for help, didn't he?"

"Took him long enough." She drained the last of her coffee. "His daughter's supposed to come check on him, but who knows if she will."

I'd met Lisa Porter once or twice—Jack's daughter, mid-thirties, worked as a medical transcriptionist from home. She seemed nice enough, though Jack rarely talked about her. Some families were like that, keeping their business private even in a town where privacy was mostly theoretical.

The morning rush continued until nearly eleven, when the first real bands of rain started hitting. The wind picked up, rattling the windows and sending debris skittering down the street. I watched people hurry past the café, heads down against the weather, arms full of last-minute supplies.

"We should probably close early," I said to Benji and Danny. "Get everyone home before this gets worse."

Danny nodded. "My mom's already texted me three times."

"Go," I said. "Both of you. I can handle cleanup."

They didn't argue—smart kids. Within ten minutes, the café was empty except for me and Dottie, who was finishing her third cup of coffee like she had nowhere else to be.

"You planning to ride out the storm at the bait shop?" I asked.

"Hell no. I'm closing up and going to my sister's place in town. She's got a generator and an unhealthy attachment to reality TV." Dottie stood, stretching. "You?"

"Benji's staying with me. We'll be fine."

"If you need anything, call. I'll have my phone on me."

After Dottie left, I started the cleanup process—wiping down tables, stacking chairs, making sure everything was secured. The rain was coming down harder now, sheets of it obscuring the view of the harbor. I could barely see the boats at their moorings, just vague shapes in the gray.

My phone buzzed. A text from Sawyer: Power's probably going out soon. Want me to bring my generator to your place?

I smiled despite the weather. Sawyer Grant and I had been together for almost a year now—a comfortable, steady relationship that had developed slowly over the previous books in what felt like the natural progression of two people who genuinely liked each other. We'd reached the point where staying at each other's places was normal, where "we" and "us" felt natural in conversation.

That would be great, I texted back. Benji's staying here too.

See you in an hour.

I locked up the café and headed upstairs to my apartment above Harbor Books. Raj's bookstore was already closed, the windows dark, a hand-lettered sign on the door reading "CLOSED FOR STORM—STAY SAFE." My apartment was small but comfortable—one bedroom, living room, kitchen that was bigger than the café's. I'd lived here for seven years, and it felt more like home than anywhere else I'd been.

Benji arrived first, lugging a backpack and looking soaked despite the thirty-second walk from where he'd parked. "It's really coming down."

"Get changed into dry clothes," I said. "I'll make coffee."

Sawyer showed up twenty minutes later with his generator, a bag of groceries, and his usual calm competence. He was in his early fifties, with gray-flecked brown hair and the kind of weathered face that came from years working on the water. As harbor master, he'd been dealing with storm preparation all day—securing boats, checking moorings, making sure everyone knew what to expect.

"It's going to be bad," he said, setting the generator in the corner. "Wind's already gusting over forty miles an hour."

"How bad?"

"Bad enough that I'm glad I'm here instead of at home." He kissed me briefly—casual, comfortable, the kind of kiss that spoke of familiarity rather than passion. "Your place is more sheltered."

We spent the rest of the afternoon preparing—filling the bathtub with water, charging phones and laptops, making sure we had enough food. Benji settled on the couch with his marine biology textbook, occasionally looking up to comment on storm surge patterns or tidal effects. Sawyer and I worked in the kitchen, moving around each other with the ease of two people who'd done this before.

By six o'clock, the power went out.

"Well," I said, lighting candles. "Here we go."

The storm hit in earnest around seven. The wind howled, shaking the windows and sending something—trash can, maybe, or loose siding—clattering down the street. Rain hammered against the glass in waves, and I could hear the ocean roaring in the distance, angry and relentless.

"This is kind of exciting," Benji said from the couch, his face illuminated by candlelight.

"This is kind of terrifying," I corrected.

Sawyer had gotten the generator running, which meant we had lights in the living room and kitchen, though we kept them minimal to conserve fuel. We made dinner on the gas stove—pasta with jarred sauce, simple but warm—and ate by candlelight at the kitchen table while the storm raged outside.

"Chief Nash is probably losing her mind," I said.

"Already got five calls about damage," Sawyer confirmed. "Told her I'd do a harbor assessment when it's safe to go out."

The evening stretched on, strange and timeless. Without power, without the usual rhythms of television and internet, we talked—about the storm, about Harborview, about nothing in particular. Benji eventually fell asleep on the couch, curled up with a blanket, looking about twelve years old instead of nineteen.

Around eleven, the wind reached its peak. The building shook, and I heard glass breaking somewhere nearby. Sawyer moved to the window, peering out into the darkness.

"Can't see anything," he said. "But that sounded close."

"Should we be worried?"

"We're as safe as we can be." He came back to where I was sitting at the kitchen table. "This'll blow through by morning."

"And then we get to see the damage."

"And then we get to see the damage," he agreed.

He pulled out the chair next to me, sitting close enough that our shoulders touched. It was comfortable, this closeness. Easy. We'd gotten to this point gradually, through months of coffee at the café and walks along the harbor and conversations that meandered from the practical to the personal. I hadn't been looking for a relationship when I'd moved to Harborview, but somehow I'd found one anyway.

"You okay?" he asked.

"Yeah. Just thinking about everyone riding this out alone."

"Most people have someone. And the ones who don't, the town will check on them." He squeezed my hand. "That's how it works here."

The storm howled outside, relentless and powerful, and I thought about Jack Porter in his small house near the harbor. About Dottie at her sister's place. About Father Mike probably saying prayers for the town's safety. About all of us, hunkered down and waiting for dawn.

In the morning, we'd assess the damage. We'd help each other clean up. We'd get back to normal, or as close to normal as we could get.

But first, we had to get through the night.
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I woke up to silence.

Not the complete silence that came with deep night, but the particular kind that followed a storm—the absence of wind and rain, the strange stillness that felt almost unnatural after hours of noise. Gray morning light filtered through the bedroom curtains, and I could hear Benji snoring softly from the couch in the living room.

Sawyer was already up. I could smell coffee, which meant the generator was still running and he'd figured out my coffee maker in the semi-darkness. I pulled on jeans and a sweater and padded out to the kitchen.

He stood at the window, looking out at the street below. His hair was rumpled, and he wore the same clothes from yesterday, but he looked alert. Harbor master instincts, probably—you didn't sleep deeply when you knew a storm was tearing through your town.

"Morning," I said.

He turned, offering a small smile. "Coffee's ready. Storm passed about an hour ago."

I poured myself a cup and joined him at the window. The street was a mess—branches everywhere, someone's trash can lodged against a lamppost, shingles scattered like playing cards. But the rain had stopped, and the wind had died down to occasional gusts.

"Could be worse," Sawyer said.

"Could be better."

"Always the optimist." He drained his coffee. "I need to check the harbor. See what we're dealing with."

"I'll come with you. Benji can sleep."

We left a note for my nephew and headed downstairs. Harbor Books looked intact, though Raj would need to check for any water damage. The street was eerily quiet—no cars, no people yet, just the aftermath of the storm and the sound of waves still churning in the distance.

The walk to the harbor took fifteen minutes instead of the usual five. We had to navigate around debris, step over downed power lines—Sawyer made me stay well back from those—and detour around a tree that had fallen across Harbor Street. The air smelled like salt and rain and something else I couldn't identify. Wet wood, maybe, or seaweed.

When we reached the harbor, Sawyer stopped.

"Damn," he said quietly.

Three boats had broken loose from their moorings and washed up on the rocks. Two more had capsized at their slips. Debris floated everywhere—buoys, rope, pieces of dock that had torn free. The water was still rough, dark and churning, and the sky overhead remained heavy with clouds.

"This is going to take weeks to clean up," Sawyer said.

We walked along the harbor road, Sawyer making notes on his phone about damage. Most of the boats had survived, but there was work to be done—repairs, salvage, securing everything that had come loose. I thought about the fishermen who depended on these boats for their livelihood, about the cost of repairs, about insurance claims and lost income.

"I need to start making calls," Sawyer said. "Let boat owners know what we're dealing with."

"I should check on the
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