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  Dedication


For everyone who knows that the best stories are best shared over coffee, laughter, and slightly questionable decisions.

And for the loudest people in the room—the ones who embarrass us, exhaust us, and make life infinitely more interesting.








  
  Epigraph


"There is no trouble so large or grave that cannot be much diminished by a nice cup of tea."

— Bernard-Paul Heroux

And in Pine Pitch Haven, if tea fails, somebody always has a flask.
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  Introduction


By the time Sarah Boose realized someone had brought homemade blueberry brandy into paint-and-sip night again, it was already too late. 
It wasn't the bottle itself that posed the danger. In Pine Pitch Haven, hidden liquor was as common as snowplows in January or gossip after church on Sunday mornings. The real trouble began once the sipping started.
At seven o'clock sharp, the community center had looked almost respectable.
The folding tables were neatly arranged beneath buzzing fluorescent lights. Fresh canvases sat waiting beside plastic cups of rinse water and paper plates stacked with crackers and cheddar cubes. Sarah had carefully taped a sample painting to the front easel—a charming covered bridge surrounded by autumn trees blazing red and gold beneath a pale Maine sky.
At seven-fifteen, Earl Pike had arrived carrying a "medical thermos" that smelled strongly of blueberries and regret.
By seven-thirty, someone had painted a mustache on the covered bridge.
By eight, Florence Finny was loudly accusing Mabel Trundy of diluting the boxed merlot with cranberry juice "to stretch the budget."
And by eight-fifteen, Sarah had discovered that acrylic paint could be permanently embedded in orthopedic shoes.
Again.
Still, Friday nights at Pine Pitch Haven were Sarah's favorite part of the week.
The little retirement community was nestled deep in northern Maine, where roads curled through pine forests and old potato fields, winter lasted too long, and everyone knew which neighbor was secretly feeding the raccoons. Most evenings were quiet there, sometimes too quiet. But paint-and-sip nights filled the community center with warmth, noise, and the comforting chaos of people refusing to grow old quietly.
The seniors came for "art," at least officially.
In reality, they came to argue, flirt, gossip, snack, complain about arthritis, and occasionally remember to paint something.
Sarah loved them for it.
Even Florence.
Especially Florence, a fact Sarah would never admit aloud.
Florence Finny had opinions about everything and shared them generously with anyone unfortunate enough to pause within earshot. She criticized paint colors, bingo procedures, potato salad recipes, television weather forecasts, and once spent twenty uninterrupted minutes explaining why modern cinnamon rolls lacked moral discipline.
But Florence was also the first to organize casserole deliveries when someone got sick, to sit with a lonely newcomer during supper, and to notice when someone missed a community event.
The next morning, when Florence failed to come home, the entire town noticed immediately.
At first, nobody panicked.
In Pine Pitch Haven, people misplaced things all the time: reading glasses, hearing aids, cardigans. Once, Earl Pike misplaced an entire snowblower for nearly three weeks before discovering he'd loaned it to himself and forgotten.
But Florence Finny hadn't merely misplaced herself.
By Saturday morning, whispers rolled through the community faster than the scent of fresh biscuits from the kitchen.
Florence's bed had not been slept in.
Her curtains remained closed.
And worst of all, she had missed biscuit bingo.
That was when Sarah Boose realized something was truly wrong.






  
  Chapter 1

Friday Night at the Easel


By six-thirty Friday evening, the Pine Pitch Haven Community Center already smelled of acrylic paint, burnt coffee, and the particular lemon cleaner Mrs. Dalrymple from maintenance wielded with the enthusiasm of someone attempting to erase history. 
Sarah Boose stood in the middle of the activity room, her hands planted on her hips, staring at the folding tables she had spent the last forty minutes arranging in perfect rows.
They would stay that way for approximately twelve minutes.
Maybe less if Earl Pike showed up early.
Outside the long bank of windows, northern Maine settled into one of those chilly autumn evenings that seemed to arrive all at once. The last traces of daylight drained behind the pine trees, leaving the sky pale gray-blue above the dark forest line. Wind rattled brittle maple leaves across the parking lot, and somewhere far off a snowplow clanged against a truck bed even though the first real snowfall was still weeks away.
Inside, the fluorescent lights buzzed softly overhead.
Sarah adjusted the sample painting clipped to the easel at the front of the room—a covered bridge surrounded by blazing red maples reflected in a slow river. It had taken her nearly three hours to paint the scene, and she knew not a single person attending tonight would follow her instructions properly.
Not one.
Last week's lesson had been "peaceful lighthouse at sunset."
Someone had painted Elvis.
She moved down the tables, checking supplies with the practiced rhythm of routine. Canvas? Set. Brushes? Set. Water cups? Set. Napkins? Not enough—never enough. Wineglasses? Thirty-two. Backup wineglasses for inevitable breakage? Twelve.
Sarah paused at the boxed wine stacked beside the refreshment table and narrowed her eyes suspiciously.
Three boxes of merlot.
Two of chardonnay.
One of pinot grigio.
That was all she had purchased.
This meant that, by eight o'clock, there would somehow be enough alcohol in the room to stun a moose.
She sighed.
"Lord, give me patience," she muttered.
The front door banged open.
"Too late for that," came a voice.
Sarah looked up just as Earl Pike shuffled inside carrying a camouflage thermos the size of a fire extinguisher.
Cold air gusted into the room, bringing with it the smells of pine sap, woodsmoke, and damp wool. Earl stamped his boots dramatically against the entry mat before peeling off a flannel jacket that looked as though it had witnessed several presidential administrations.
At seventy-eight, Earl moved slower than he used to, but his grin remained boyish beneath a thick white mustache.
"You're early," Sarah said carefully.
Earl held up a thermos innocently. "Doctor says hydration's important."
"Your doctor also told you to stop making blueberry brandy in your bathtub."
"That was one time."
"It was six times."
"Allegedly."
Sarah pointed toward the refreshment table. "Whatever's in there stays hidden tonight. Last month Mabel tried to sing karaoke into a mop handle."
"She was excellent."
"She was singing the weather report."
Earl considered this. "Still had rhythm."
Sarah snorted despite herself.
That was the problem with Pine Pitch Haven: Even when the residents drove her insane, they remained deeply lovable.
Earl wandered toward the easels, inspecting the sample painting with narrowed eyes.
"Well now," he said. "That's a handsome bridge."
"Thank you."
"Needs a moose."
"It does not need a moose."
"Everything improves with a moose."
Before Sarah could argue further, the front door burst open, rattling the bulletin board beside it.
Florence Finny swept inside like an approaching storm system.
She wore a forest-green cardigan buttoned to the throat, sturdy brown shoes, and a long, cream-colored scarf looped twice around her neck despite the relatively mild weather. Her silver hair was pinned into its usual immaculate twist, though several strands had already escaped around her temples.
Florence never entered a room quietly. She arrived like the weather.
"Oh good," she announced loudly. "The alcoholic lumberjack beat me here."
Earl clutched his chest. "That's hurtful, Florence."
"It's observant."
Florence handed Sarah a plastic grocery bag. "I brought crackers. Don't let Mabel near them. Last time she licked seasoning off half the plate before anyone else arrived."
"I did not," came an offended voice from the doorway.
Mabel Trundy marched inside, carrying a sequined handbag large enough to conceal camping equipment. Her bright purple coat clashed magnificently with the orange knit cap perched atop her carefully curled white hair.
"You absolutely did," Florence said.
"I was checking for freshness."
"You sampled seventeen."
Mabel sniffed. "Quality control matters."
Sarah closed her eyes briefly.
The evening hadn't officially started, and she was already tired.
Behind Mabel came the rest of the regular Friday crowd in noisy waves.
Lottie Bell entered, balancing two tins of homemade molasses cookies and loudly reminding everyone she had won biscuit bingo three weeks running. Benny Gove shuffled in carrying a bouquet of supermarket carnations that no one acknowledged aloud were obviously intended for Florence. Edith Laramie and the Perkins twins immediately began arguing over table placement before even removing their coats.
The room quickly filled with overlapping voices, squeaking chair legs, rustling jackets, and the steady clunk of suspicious containers discreetly placed beneath tables.
Sarah noticed at least three handbags that sounded like metallic flasks.
Possibly four.
Within minutes, the activity room transformed from neat and orderly into cheerful chaos. Coats piled onto chairs. The thermostat was turned up too high. Earl somehow acquired a second thermos from nowhere. Lottie passed around cookies before Sarah could object to crumbs near wet paint.
Through it all, Florence Finny narrated everyone's shortcomings at full volume.
"Mabel, that lipstick color makes you look radioactive."
"It's coral rose."
"It's highway emergency flare."
"Earl, stop pouring mystery liquid into the merlot."
"It's flavor enhancement."
"Benny, those flowers are wilting already. That can't be romantic."
Benny flushed crimson. "They were fresh this afternoon."
"Then they've given up."
Sarah bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing.
At the front of the room, she clapped her hands sharply.
"All right, everybody, settle down before somebody breaks a hip or starts an international incident."
The chatter softened only slightly.
Sarah lifted her sample painting. "Tonight, we are doing autumn covered bridges."
A collective groan rolled through the room.
"We did trees last month," Mabel complained.
"These are different trees."
"They're still trees."
Earl raised a hand. "Can I add a moose?"
"No."
"What about two moose?"
"Still no."
Florence squinted at the sample painting.
"The perspective's crooked."
"It is not crooked."
"The left side leans."
"That's reflection."
"Hm."
Sarah pointed a brush at her. "You are not allowed to critique until after your second glass."
"That rule exists because of me, doesn't it?"
"Yes."
"Fair."
The residents finally settled into their seats with the dramatic sighs of people determined to behave as though sitting in folding chairs was a physical hardship.
Sarah moved between the tables, distributing paint palettes while conversation resumed in overlapping bursts.
Outside, wind scraped branches against the windows.
Inside, corks popped.
Sarah demonstrated basic brush techniques while nobody listened.
Within ten minutes, Earl had painted antlers onto the bridge.
Within fifteen, Mabel announced autumn foliage was "emotionally limiting" and switched entirely to purple trees.
Lottie accidentally dipped her cookie into rinse water and kept eating it anyway.
At the far end of the room, Florence Finny leaned toward Sarah and said quietly enough that only Sarah could hear:
"You know half these people are sneaking extra liquor in here."
Sarah sighed. "Florence—"
"No, listen to me. Somebody's bringing stronger stuff than usual."
Earl
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