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The June sun turned the harbor into a mirror, bright enough to make me squint even through the café windows. I stood at the counter refilling the napkin dispensers and watching the summer people arrive in their expensive cars, parking wherever they pleased because they thought the yellow curbs were just suggestions. Tourist season had officially started, which meant the Daily Catch Café would be busy from dawn until closing, and my profit margins would finally look healthy again.

"Aunt Tammy, do you want me to make more muffins or should I start on the lunch prep?"

I turned to find Benji wiping down the espresso machine, his hair actually tied back for once without me having to remind him. Four months working here had finally trained him into something resembling a competent employee.

"Muffins," I said. "The yacht club ladies cleaned us out yesterday, and they'll be back."

"The ones who ordered six muffins each and only ate one?"

"Those would be the ones." I finished with the napkins and moved on to restocking the sugar packets. "Welcome to summer in Harborview."

The door chimed, and Dottie Winters came in carrying what looked like a tackle box but was probably full of something completely unrelated to fishing. At sixty-eight, Dottie had more hobbies than anyone I'd ever met, and she approached each one with the intensity of someone training for the Olympics.

"Is that what I think it is?" I asked, eyeing the box.

"Depends on what you think it is." She set it on the counter with a thunk. "I'm getting into watercolors. Figured I'd paint the harbor at sunrise, capture the authentic Maine experience for the tourists."

"You're going to sell paintings to tourists?"

"Why not? They'll buy anything if you slap 'authentic' and 'handmade' on it." Dottie settled onto her usual stool. "Coffee, please. The real stuff, not that fancy nonsense."

I poured her a cup from the regular pot—dark roast, strong enough to wake the dead. "How's Stephanie doing?"

Dottie's niece had been in town for two weeks now, and the culture clash was everything I'd expected. Stephanie treated Harborview like an anthropological study, constantly making observations about "small-town dynamics" and "rural authenticity" that made the locals want to throw her in the harbor.

"She's at the library researching lobster fishing for her blog." Dottie took a long drink of coffee. "Apparently we're all fascinating specimens of working-class maritime culture."

"She actually said that?"

"More or less. Girl needs to learn when to keep her mouth shut." Dottie glanced out the window toward the marina. "Speaking of people who need to learn things, the yacht club's got their regatta this weekend."

"I know. I'm catering the lunch." Which meant three days of prep work for a four-hour event, but the yacht club paid well and always on time. "Should be interesting."

"Interesting's one word for it." Dottie's expression suggested she had other words in mind. "Dennis Walsh is commodore this year. That man could start a fight in an empty room."

I'd heard of Dennis Walsh—wealthy summer resident, owned one of the bigger yachts in the marina, the kind of person who complained loudly if his dock wasn't exactly where he wanted it. The kind of person, in other words, who made Harborview locals roll their eyes and count down the days until Labor Day.

The door chimed again, and Father Mike came in along with Rita Morrison and her husband Tom. The breakfast crowd was starting, which meant I had about ten minutes before every seat would be full. Summer mornings at the café ran like clockwork—fishermen first, then shop owners, then the early-rising tourists who'd read about us in some blog post about "authentic coastal dining experiences."

I moved into the familiar rhythm—pouring coffee, taking orders, calling them back to Benji, keeping conversations flowing. This was my favorite part of running the café, the controlled chaos of a busy morning when I knew exactly what everyone wanted before they asked.

By eight o'clock, the place was packed. I'd added two extra tables last month to accommodate the summer rush, and every seat was full. The air smelled like coffee and bacon and the sea salt that drifted in every time someone opened the door.

"Tammy, table four needs more coffee," Benji called from the kitchen.

I grabbed a fresh pot and made my way through the crowded café, refilling mugs and trading morning pleasantries with customers. Table four was occupied by three women I didn't recognize—summer people, based on their expensive athletic wear and the way they studied the menu like it was written in code.

"Can I get you anything else?" I asked after topping off their cups.

"Do you have oat milk?" the blonde one asked.

"We do."

"Organic?"

"Regular oat milk is all we've got."

She sighed like I'd personally disappointed her. "I'll just have the granola then. With the oat milk on the side. And fresh berries, not frozen."

I wrote down the order and headed back to the counter, where Dottie was watching the interaction with barely concealed amusement.

"Summer people," she said, not bothering to lower her voice.

"They pay the bills," I reminded her.

"Doesn't mean we have to like them."

The door chimed, and Sawyer Grant walked in. I felt that small flutter of awareness that still caught me off guard, even though we'd been seeing each other casually for a few weeks now. Nothing serious—coffee after work, dinner at the Thai place one town over, easy conversation that didn't require us to define what we were doing. It was nice. Comfortable. Exactly what I needed after my divorce and definitely not something I was going to overthink.

"Morning," he said, settling onto the stool next to Dottie. "Busy in here."

"Summer," I said, pouring him coffee without asking. Black, no sugar. I'd learned that on our second coffee together. "How's the marina?"

"Chaotic. Had to assign dock space to three boats that all wanted the same slip." He rubbed his eyes like he'd been dealing with complaints since dawn. "Dennis Walsh called me at six this morning to argue about his mooring."

"What was wrong with it?"

"Nothing. He just wanted a different one because his view wasn't scenic enough."

Dottie snorted. "That man's a piece of work."

"That's putting it politely," Sawyer said.

I started to respond, but the door chimed again and Chief Lydia Nash came in, still in uniform even though her shift should have ended an hour ago. She had that tense expression she always wore when something was wrong, the one that made my stomach tighten even before she said anything.

"Tammy, you got a minute?" she asked.

"Sure." I untied my apron. "Benji, can you cover the counter?"

I followed Chief Nash outside to the small patio area where we kept three tables for customers who wanted to eat overlooking the harbor. The morning air was warm and smelled like low tide, and I could hear the rhythmic clang of halyards against masts from the marina.

"What's going on?" I asked.

"Dennis Walsh is dead. They found him on his yacht this morning."

The words took a moment to register. Dennis Walsh, the man we'd all just been complaining about. Dead.

"What happened?"

"Don't know yet. Could be natural causes—he was fifty-five, not exactly young. But the scene looked off." Chief Nash pulled out her notebook. "You're catering the regatta this weekend, right?"

"Yeah. Why?"

"So you've been in contact with people at the yacht club. I'm going to need you to tell me everything you know about Dennis Walsh and anyone who might have had problems with him."

I thought about Dottie's comment—that man could start a fight in an empty room. Thought about Sawyer's frustration over the morning phone call. Thought about all the times I'd heard Dennis Walsh's name mentioned in the café, usually followed by complaints.

"That might take a while," I said.

Chief Nash clicked her pen. "I've got time."

Behind us, through the café windows, I could see Benji working the counter and customers eating their breakfast, everyone still going about their normal morning because they didn't know yet that someone had died. But word would spread soon enough—it always did in Harborview. By lunchtime, everyone would be talking about Dennis Walsh. By dinner, the speculation would be running wild.

And I had a regatta to cater in four days, which suddenly seemed a lot more complicated than it had an hour ago.

"Let me get my coffee," I said. "This is going to take a while."

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


Chief Nash and I sat at one of the patio tables with our coffee while she took notes. Inside, I could see Benji handling the counter with surprising competence, and Sawyer had moved to a window table where he was working on something that looked like marina paperwork.

"Start with the regatta," Chief Nash said. "Who did you talk to about the catering?"

"Brad Murphy, the yacht club manager. He called me three weeks ago, said they wanted something simple but elegant for the lunch service. Sandwiches, salads, that kind of thing." I wrapped my hands around my mug, thinking back to the conversation. "He mentioned Dennis Walsh specifically—said he was the commodore and had strong opinions about everything."

"What kind of opinions?"

"Brad didn't say exactly. Just that Dennis would probably have notes about whatever I prepared." I took a sip of coffee. "I got the impression Brad wasn't thrilled about working with him."

Chief Nash wrote something in her notebook. "Anyone else mention Walsh to you?"

"Just in passing. Dottie said he could start a fight in an empty room. Sawyer mentioned he'd called this morning to complain about his mooring." I paused. "But that's just summer people being summer people. Doesn't mean anything."

"Everything means something until I know what happened." She tapped her pen against the notebook. "What time were you planning to be at the yacht club on Saturday?"

"Setup starts at ten, lunch service from noon to two."

"I'm going to need a list of everyone involved in the event. Volunteers, other vendors, anyone who'll be there."

The reality of the situation was starting to sink in. Dennis Walsh was dead, and I was catering an event at the place where he'd been found. Which meant I'd be right in the middle of whatever investigation Chief Nash was conducting.

"You think someone killed him," I said.

She looked up from her notebook. "I think a wealthy man died on his yacht under circumstances that don't quite add up, and I need to figure out what happened before the mayor starts getting phone calls from concerned citizens." She closed the notebook. "Dennis Walsh had money and connections. That means attention. That means I need to be thorough."

"You sound stressed."

"I am stressed. The mayor already called me twice this morning. Apparently Mrs. Walsh is very upset and wants answers immediately." Chief Nash stood up, tucking the notebook into her belt. "Get me that list of people involved in the regatta. And if you hear anything—people talking, gossiping, anything that seems off—let me know."

After she left, I went back inside to find the café still humming with breakfast activity. Sawyer was gone—probably back to deal with more marina complaints—and Dottie had been joined by Father Mike and Bobby Vasquez. All three of them stopped talking when I approached the counter.

"So?" Dottie asked.

"So nothing. Chief Nash had questions about the regatta."

"Dennis Walsh is dead," Father Mike said quietly. "Heard it from Tom Morrison about twenty minutes ago. He was down at the marina when they found the body."

Word traveled fast in Harborview, faster than any internet connection. By now, everyone in town probably knew. Which meant my café was about to become gossip central.

"What happened to him?" Bobby asked.

"Nobody knows yet." I started clearing empty plates from the counter, needing something to do with my hands. "Could be anything."

"Could be murder," Dottie said, not bothering to lower her voice.

"Dottie."

"What? I'm just saying what everyone's thinking. Man like Dennis Walsh probably had enemies."

Father Mike gave her a look. "We shouldn't speak ill of the dead."

"I'm not speaking ill. I'm being realistic. The man was involved in that whole marina expansion controversy last year. Plenty of people weren't happy with him."

I remembered the controversy—something about Dennis pushing the town council to approve an expansion that would have displaced several local fishermen. The plan had ultimately failed, but the process had created a lot of bad feelings.

"That was a year ago," I said.

"People remember." Dottie drained her coffee and stood up. "Anyway, I've got to get to the bait shop. If you need anything for the regatta, let me know."

After the breakfast rush died down around ten-thirty, I sent Benji home to study and started on the lunch prep. The café was quieter now, just a few stragglers lingering over coffee. I could hear them talking about
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