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The December wind off the harbor had teeth. I stood at the kitchen window of the Daily Catch Café, watching the pre-dawn darkness give way to gray light, and tried to remember why I'd thought opening a breakfast place in coastal Maine was a good idea. My breath fogged the glass as a fishing boat chugged past the breakwater, its running lights still visible against the emerging morning.

Behind me, the coffee maker gurgled its familiar song. Five-fifteen on a Wednesday morning, two weeks before Christmas, and I was already thinking about what I'd serve at tonight's dinner.

Tonight. The thought sent a flutter through my chest that I immediately tried to ignore. Sawyer Grant was coming over for dinner. An actual, planned, just-the-two-of-us dinner. Not grabbing lunch between his harbor master duties and my café shift. Not running into each other at the post office and deciding to get coffee. An actual date.

"You're smiling at the window like a weirdo."

I turned to find Benji slouched against the doorframe, his hair even more disheveled than usual. He'd finally given up on the Red Sox hoodie now that winter had truly arrived, but the replacement—a thick gray sweater that had probably belonged to his grandfather—wasn't much of an improvement.

"Good morning to you too," I said, pulling down the mugs from the overhead rack. "You're early."

"Can't sleep. Too much studying." He shuffled toward the walk-in cooler. "Also, I wanted to ask you something before the breakfast rush."

"That sounds ominous."

"It's not bad. It's just—" He emerged with a carton of eggs. "I got accepted into that marine biology internship. The one at the coastal research station."

I stopped mid-reach for the coffee filters. "Benji, that's amazing!"

"It starts in January. Full semester. I'd have to move down to Pemaquid for four months."

The flutter in my chest was replaced by something heavier. Benji had been working at the café since I'd opened it five years ago, first as a surly fourteen-year-old who needed something to do after school, then as my actual employee. The thought of running the morning rush without him felt overwhelming.

But this was exactly what he'd been working toward. Marine biology wasn't just his major—it was the thing that made his whole face light up when he talked about it.

"That's a great opportunity," I said, meaning it even though my brain was already calculating how I'd manage without him. "When do you need to give them an answer?"

"End of the week." He cracked eggs into a bowl with more force than necessary. "I know it's terrible timing, with the holidays and everything. And you'd have to find someone else to cover mornings, and I know how much you hate training new people—"

"Stop." I put my hand on his shoulder. "This is your future we're talking about. You take the internship. We'll figure out the café."

He looked up, relief written across his face. "Yeah?"

"Yeah. I'm proud of you, kid."

The moment threatened to turn mushy, so I pulled away and went back to the coffee. Benji cleared his throat and started whisking the eggs with unnecessary vigor. We fell into our familiar routine—me setting up the dining area, him prepping the kitchen—and didn't mention the internship again.

By six o'clock, the first customers were trickling in. Dottie Winters appeared right on schedule, her canvas work pants tucked into heavy boots, a wool cap pulled low over her steel-gray hair.

"Coffee," she said, dropping onto her usual stool at the counter.

"Good morning to you too." I filled her chipped blue mug and set it in front of her. "You're cheerful today."

"My brother's driving me insane." She wrapped both hands around the mug like she was trying to absorb its warmth. "He called me at five in the morning to argue about Thanksgiving. Thanksgiving was three weeks ago."

"What's there to argue about?"

"Whether I disrespected his daughter by not using her cranberry sauce recipe." Dottie took a long drink. "I used the same recipe I've used for forty years, but apparently Grace took it personally."

Grace Winters. I'd met her a handful of times over the years when she visited Dottie—a polished woman in her late thirties who always looked slightly uncomfortable in Harborview, like she was worried she'd get fish scales on her expensive shoes.

"I'm sure she'll get over it," I said.

"She better. She's coming up for the holidays, and Frank's insisting on some big family dinner." Dottie's expression suggested this was only slightly preferable to a root canal. "My niece, the real estate mogul. Can't wait to hear about her latest condo development."

The bell above the door chimed, and Father Mike came in, his white collar barely visible above a thick fisherman's sweater. He had that look he got when he'd been up since before dawn dealing with someone's crisis.

"Please tell me you have something stronger than coffee," he said, settling onto the stool next to Dottie.

"It's six in the morning, Father."

"That's not a no."

I poured him coffee instead. "Rough night?"

"The Hendersons are getting divorced." He cupped his hands around the mug. "Been married forty-three years, and apparently Jim decided last week he's in love with someone else."

"Jesus," Dottie muttered.

"He's not helping much with this one." Father Mike took a drink. "What's the special?"

"Gingerbread pancakes. It's December."

"I'll take a stack. With extra butter."

The morning settled into its rhythm. More fishermen came in, along with the postal workers and the librarian and Rita Morrison with her husband Tom. The café filled with the smell of coffee and bacon and the low hum of conversation that rose and fell like the tide.

I moved between tables, refilling cups and clearing plates, catching fragments of talk. Christmas plans. Complaints about the weather. Speculation about whether the Yacht Club's holiday party would be as obnoxious as last year's. Normal small-town morning chatter.

Around seven-thirty, the door opened and Sawyer Grant walked in. He wore his usual canvas jacket over a flannel shirt, his gray-flecked hair slightly damp from the mist outside. When he caught my eye, he smiled—just a small lift at the corner of his mouth, but enough to make that flutter return to my chest.

"Morning," he said, heading to the counter.

"Morning yourself." I grabbed the pot and poured him coffee without asking. Black, no sugar. "You're later than usual."

"Had to deal with a situation at the north docks. Someone's boat came loose from its mooring overnight." He wrapped his hands around the mug, and I noticed the scrape across his knuckles. "Spent an hour getting it secured before it could hit anything."

"You're hurt."

He glanced at his hand like he'd forgotten about it. "Just a scratch. The cleat put up a fight."

Before I could say anything else, Dottie called out from her stool. "Sawyer! You coming to the boat parade meeting tonight?"

"Wouldn't miss it," he called back. Then, quieter, to me: "Still on for dinner?"

"Unless you need to reschedule." I tried to keep my voice casual. "I know you're busy with the parade and everything."

"I'm not rescheduling." He held my gaze for a moment, and I felt something warm settle in my chest. "Seven still work?"

"Seven's perfect."

He smiled again, drank his coffee, and headed over to join Dottie and Father Mike. I watched him go, then forced myself to focus on the customer waving an empty cup at me from table three.

The breakfast rush didn't slow until after nine. By the time I flipped the sign to show we were now serving lunch, my feet ached and I'd drunk enough coffee to power a small boat. Benji was in the kitchen, prepping for the lunch crowd, humming something off-key while he chopped vegetables.

I was wiping down the counter when the door opened and Chief Lydia Nash walked in. She wasn't in uniform, which was unusual for a weekday morning, and her expression had that tight, controlled look she got when something was wrong.

"Tammy," she said. "Got a minute?"

My stomach dropped. Nothing good ever came from Chief Nash asking if I had a minute.

"Sure." I set down the rag and followed her to the table in the far corner, away from the handful of customers lingering over late breakfast. "What's going on?"

She sat down heavily, and I noticed the shadows under her eyes. "Grace Winters is dead."

The words didn't make sense at first. I'd just heard Dottie talking about Grace coming for the holidays. You couldn't be dead and coming for Christmas.

"What happened?" I asked.

"They found her in her car at the overlook this morning. Carbon monoxide." Chief Nash rubbed her face. "Looks like she was there all night."

The overlook. The scenic pulloff on the coast road, where tourists stopped to take pictures of the harbor. Where the drop on one side was steep enough that we'd had to put up guardrails.

"Dottie—" I started.

"I'm going to tell her next. I wanted to ask you first if Grace came in here recently. Maybe talked to anyone."

I tried to think back through the past few weeks, but I couldn't remember seeing Grace at all. "Not that I know of. When did she get to town?"

"Yesterday, apparently. She was staying at her father's place." Chief Nash pulled out her notebook. "Frank Winters said she drove up from Portland in the afternoon, seemed upset about something. They had dinner, she left around eight saying she needed to clear her head."

"And nobody saw her after that?"

"Not that we've found yet." She closed the notebook. "I know you and Dottie are close. I wanted you to hear it from me before—well, before the whole town starts talking."

I looked across the café toward Dottie's empty stool. She'd left about twenty minutes ago, heading back to open the bait shop. In an hour, maybe less, Chief Nash would walk through that door and destroy her day. Her week. Her Christmas.

"Is there anything I can do?" I asked.

"Just be there for Dottie. She's going to need her friends." Chief Nash stood up. "And Tammy? If you hear anything—anything at all about Grace or why she might have been up at the overlook—let me know."

She left before I could answer. I sat at the table for another minute, trying to process what I'd just heard. Grace Winters was dead. Dottie's niece. The woman who'd complained about cranberry sauce three weeks ago was gone.

The bell above the door chimed, and I looked up to see Raj Patel coming in with his usual slightly distracted expression. He carried a hardcover book under one arm and had ink stains on his fingers.

"Tammy," he said, then stopped when he saw my face. "What's wrong?"

I told him. Watched his expression shift from concern to shock to that careful stillness he got when he was thinking.

"Have you told Dottie yet?" he asked.

"Chief Nash is doing it now."

Raj set his book on the counter and looked toward the harbor, where Dottie's bait shop sat next to the docks. "She shouldn't be alone when she finds out."

He was right. I called to Benji that I'd be back in a few minutes, grabbed my coat, and followed Raj out into the cold December morning.

We didn't talk as we walked down Main Street toward the harbor. The wind had picked up, carrying the smell of salt and diesel fuel and the distant sound of someone working on their boat engine. Christmas lights were strung between the streetlamps, swaying slightly, and a wreath hung on the door of the post office.

Grace Winters was dead, and the town was getting ready for Christmas, and somewhere Dottie was about to have her world turned upside down.

I pulled my coat tighter and walked faster.
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Dottie's Bait & Tackle sat at the end of the commercial pier, a weathered building that had been there longer than most of the boats in the harbor. The hand-painted sign above the door had faded to barely legible, but everyone in town knew where to find Dottie.

Through the window, I could see her behind the counter, talking to someone I didn't recognize. Raj and I stopped on the wooden planks outside.

"Maybe we should wait," I said.

"Chief Nash will be here any minute." Raj's breath came out in white puffs. "Better she has friends around when it happens."

He was right, but I still felt like an intruder as we pushed through the door. The shop smelled like it always did—brine and motor oil and coffee from the ancient pot Dottie kept brewing in the back. The customer, a young guy in his twenties wearing an expensive-looking jacket, was examining a display of lures with the careful attention of someone who had no idea what he was looking at.

"Those are for striped bass," Dottie was saying, her tone suggesting she'd already explained this twice. "You said you wanted something for harbor fishing."

"Right, yeah." The guy set down the lure. "What about these?"

Dottie glanced up and saw us standing in the doorway. Her expression shifted from mild irritation to curiosity. "Tammy. Raj. Everything okay?"

"Just wanted to say hi," I said, which was possibly the worst lie I'd ever told. Dottie's eyebrow went up.

"Uh-huh." She turned back to her customer. "The mackerel jigs are what you want. That shelf on your left."

The guy thanked her and wandered off to examine the jigs. Dottie came around the counter, wiping her hands on her canvas work pants.

"Something's wrong," she said quietly. "You two look like somebody died."

The words hung in the air between us. Raj and I exchanged a glance, and Dottie's expression changed.

"Who?" she asked.

Before either of us could answer, the door opened again and Chief Nash stepped inside. She still wasn't in uniform, and when she saw the three of us standing there, she stopped.

"Dottie," she said. "Can we talk in the back?"

Dottie looked at me, then Raj, then Chief Nash. I watched understanding dawn across her face, followed immediately by something harder.

"It's Grace," she said. Not a question.

Chief Nash nodded. "I'm sorry, Dottie. They found her this morning."

The customer with the expensive jacket had stopped pretending to look at lures and was openly staring now. Dottie ignored him.

"What happened?"

"Why don't we sit down—"

"Just tell me what happened, Lydia."

Chief Nash glanced at the customer, who took the hint and mumbled something about coming back later before hurrying out the door. When it closed behind him, she turned back to Dottie.

"Carbon monoxide poisoning. She was in her car at the overlook."

Dottie stood very still. I'd seen her fix boat engines with her bare hands, haul fifty-pound bait buckets like they weighed nothing, and once physically throw a drunk tourist out of her shop. But right now, she looked smaller than I'd ever seen her.

"When?" she asked.

"Sometime last night. A jogger found her this morning around six."

"I talked to her yesterday." Dottie's voice was flat. "She called me when she got to Frank's place. Said she'd stop by the shop this morning before heading back to Portland."

"She was going back today?"

"That's what she told me." Dottie moved back behind the counter, her hands finding the edge like she needed something solid to hold onto. "She only came up for the night. Said she needed to talk to Frank about something important."

Chief Nash pulled out her notebook. "Did she say what?"

"No. And I didn't ask. Grace and I weren't..." Dottie trailed off, then seemed to force herself to continue. "We weren't close. She was Frank's daughter, and I saw her at family things, but that's about it."

I'd known that, in the vague way you know things about people's families. Grace was Dottie's niece by marriage to her brother Frank, not by blood. They were polite to each other at Thanksgiving, exchanged Christmas cards, but there wasn't warmth there.

"Frank said they had an argument last night," Chief Nash said carefully. "About something to do with money."

Dottie's jaw tightened. "Of course they did. Frank and Grace were always fighting about something. That man could start an argument in an empty room."

"Do you know what they might have been arguing about specifically?"

"No idea. Frank doesn't confide in me about his finances." Dottie looked at Chief Nash directly. "You think this wasn't an accident."

It wasn't a question, and Chief Nash didn't try to pretend it was.

"I think we need to look at all possibilities," she said. "The medical examiner will do a full workup, but right now, we're treating it as suspicious."

"Suspicious." Dottie repeated the word like she was testing its weight. "You mean someone killed her."

"I mean we're investigating all angles."

The door opened again, and Father Mike walked in, slightly out of breath like he'd hurried over. He took one look at our faces and crossed himself.

"I heard," he said. "Jim Stevens saw the police cars at the overlook and called me. Dottie, I'm so sorry."

Dottie nodded but didn't say anything. Her hands were still gripping the counter edge, knuckles white.

Chief Nash closed her notebook. "I need to ask you some more questions, but it can wait until later if you need time—"

"Ask them now." Dottie's voice was rough. "I'm not going to know anything different in an hour."

So Chief Nash asked her questions. When had she last seen Grace in person? (Thanksgiving, three weeks ago.) Had Grace seemed upset or worried about anything? (Not particularly, but they'd barely talked.) Did Grace have any enemies that Dottie knew of? (She was in real estate, probably half of Portland.)

I stood there feeling useless while Raj quietly made coffee on Dottie's ancient pot and Father Mike pulled up a stool from behind the counter. The questions went on, and Dottie answered them all in that same flat tone.

Finally, Chief Nash put her notebook away. "That's enough for now. I'll need to talk to you again once we know more."

"Fine."

"And Dottie? I really am sorry."

Dottie nodded, and Chief Nash left. Through the window, I watched her walk back down the pier toward Main Street, her phone already at her ear.

The shop was quiet except for the creaking of the building and the distant sound of water against the pilings. Father Mike was the first to speak.

"Can I call anyone for you? Your brother, maybe?"

"God, no." Dottie let go of the counter and moved to the coffee pot. Her hands shook slightly as she poured. "Frank's probably already called half the family, and they'll all be showing up to cry and tell stories about what a wonderful person Grace was. I don't need to hear it yet."

"What do you need?" I asked.

She looked at me, and for just a second, her face crumpled. Then she pulled it back together and took a drink of coffee.

"I need to not think about this for five minutes," she said. "Tell me something normal. Tell me about something that has nothing to do with my niece dying in her car."

Raj cleared his throat. "I got a new shipment of mysteries in yesterday. Including that series you like. The one with the detective in Cornwall."

"The one with too many cats?"

"That's the one."

"I'll stop by later." Dottie set down her mug. "What else?"

I searched for something, anything, to fill the silence. "Benji got accepted into that marine biology internship."

"The one at the research station?" Dottie's expression shifted slightly, becoming more focused. "That's good. Kid's been talking about that for months."

"He starts in January."

"You'll need to hire someone to replace him." She picked up her coffee again. "Mrs. Chen's grandson is looking for work. Danny. He's nineteen, just finished a semester at community college. Needs something for the spring."

"I'll keep that in mind."

We kept going like that, trading small talk about nothing important while the coffee pot emptied and the morning crept toward noon. Father Mike told a story about Mrs. Chen's cat getting stuck in a tree again. Raj mentioned that the library was doing a book swap next week. I complained about the health inspector's latest visit.

Normal conversation. Normal topics. Like we could build a wall of ordinary words between Dottie and the fact that her niece was dead.

Around eleven, the door opened and a woman I'd seen around town a few times came in. She was probably in her mid-thirties, dressed in dark jeans and a wool coat, with the kind of confident stride that suggested she was used to being in charge.

"Dottie," she said, then stopped when she saw the rest of us. "I'm sorry, I didn't realize you had company."

"It's fine, Melissa. What do you need?"

Melissa White. The name clicked into place. She owned White Real Estate, the small agency on Main Street. I'd seen her name on a few "For Sale" signs around town.

"I just heard about Grace." Melissa's voice was careful. "I wanted to see if you were okay."

"I'm managing." Dottie's tone didn't invite further discussion. "Did you need something?"

"Actually, yes. I have some papers that Grace was supposed to sign yesterday. Business stuff. I know this is terrible timing, but—" Melissa pulled an envelope from her bag. "I wasn't sure who to give these to now."

"What kind of papers?"

"For the buyout. Grace was purchasing my share of our real estate partnership." Melissa set the envelope on the counter. "We've been working on dissolving the business for the past two months. She was supposed to finalize everything this week."

Dottie stared at the envelope like it might bite her. "Grace had a real estate business in Portland."

"We were partners. Started it together five years ago." Melissa's expression was hard to read. "But we'd had some disagreements recently about direction. Grace wanted to buy me out so she could take the company in a different direction. The papers were all drawn up, we just needed signatures."

"How much money are we talking about?" Father Mike asked, his tone casual but his eyes sharp.

Melissa hesitated. "A significant amount. Six figures."

The shop went quiet. Six figures was a lot of money, especially in a town where most people made their living from fishing or tourism.

"I should give these to her husband, I suppose," Melissa said. "Tom. Do you know if he's in town?"

"I have no idea where Tom is," Dottie said. "Try calling him."

"I did. He's not answering." Melissa picked up the envelope again. "I'll try again later. And Dottie? I really am sorry. I know you and Grace weren't close, but still."

After Melissa left, the silence felt heavier. Raj was frowning at the door, and Father Mike had that look he got when he was thinking about human nature and not liking what he found.

"Six figures," I said quietly.

Dottie set down her coffee cup with more force than necessary. "Don't start."

"I'm just saying—"

"Grace was buying out her business partner. That's normal. It doesn't mean anything."

"It means she had a lot of money tied up in something," Father Mike said. "And apparently her husband isn't answering his phone."

"Tom's probably grieving." But Dottie didn't sound convinced.

The door opened yet again, and this time it was a fisherman I recognized from the café—Bill something, always ordered the same thing, paid in exact change. He looked uncomfortable standing in the doorway.

"Sorry to bother you, Dottie," he said. "But I saw the crowd and thought I should mention—I saw Grace last night. At the overlook."

Everyone turned to look at him.

"What time?" Chief Nash's voice came from behind him, and I realized she must have come back. Bill jumped slightly.

"Around eight-thirty, maybe nine? I was driving back from dropping off my daughter in Bath, and I saw Grace's car parked at the overlook. The engine was running."

"Did you stop?" Chief Nash pulled out her notebook again.

"No, ma'am. Figured she was just enjoying the view or making a phone call or something. Didn't think anything of it until I heard..." He trailed off, looking at Dottie. "I'm real sorry."

"It's fine, Bill. Thank you for telling us."

After he left, Chief Nash made a note and looked at Dottie. "I'm going to need a list of Grace's friends and family in the area. Anyone she might have planned to see while she was here."

"That'll be a short list. Grace didn't have friends in Harborview." Dottie's voice was tired. "She thought this town was boring."

"What about in the surrounding area?"

"I don't know, Lydia. Like I said, we weren't close."

Chief Nash nodded and headed for the door, then paused. "One more thing. Do you know if Grace was having any problems? Money trouble, relationship issues, anything like that?"

"You'd have to ask Frank. Or Tom." Dottie picked up a rag and started wiping down the counter, even though it was already clean. "I really don't know anything about Grace's personal life."

After Chief Nash left, Dottie kept cleaning. She moved
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