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Spring had finally remembered where Maine was.

I stood at the kitchen window of the Daily Catch Café, watching the harbor come alive in the soft morning light. The ice had been gone for weeks now, but this was the first morning that actually felt like spring—the kind of morning where you could step outside without your lungs seizing up from the cold. The lobster boats were heading out earlier these days, their running lights still visible against the pale pink sky, and I could hear the gulls already fighting over something near the co-op. Some things never changed, no matter what the calendar said.

The coffee maker beeped, and I turned away from the window to pour the first carafe of the day. Five forty-five in the morning, and I had about fifteen minutes of quiet before the chaos started. These were my favorite moments—the café still and empty, the smell of fresh coffee mixing with the salt air coming through the cracked window, the whole day stretched out ahead like a blank page.

"Morning."

Sawyer appeared in the kitchen doorway, his gray-flecked hair still damp from the shower. He was already dressed for work—canvas jacket over a flannel shirt, the kind of practical clothes that came from decades of working outdoors. He'd been living in my apartment above Harbor Books for three months now, and I still hadn't gotten used to having someone else in my morning routine. In a good way, mostly.

"You're up early," I said.

"Couldn't sleep." He crossed to the coffee maker and poured himself a mug before I could do it for him. "Spring always does this to me. Too much to think about."

"Harbor business?"

"Some. Moorings to inspect, permits to process." He leaned against the counter and took a long sip. "Also been thinking about the wedding."

I paused with my hand on the second carafe. We'd been engaged since October, and we'd talked about the wedding exactly three times—once when he proposed, once when my mother called to ask if she needed to buy a new dress, and once when Father Mike mentioned he'd need at least two weeks' notice for the church. That was it. Neither of us was in any hurry.

"What about it?" I asked.

"Just wondering if we should start making some decisions." Sawyer set his mug down and met my eyes. "Not big decisions. Just... some decisions."

"Like what?"

"Like when. And where. And who."

I laughed despite myself. "That's all of them. That's literally every decision."

"I know." He smiled, that slow smile that still caught me off guard sometimes. "Figured I'd be efficient about it."

I finished filling the carafes and started setting up the front counter, Sawyer following with his coffee. The café looked good in the early light—the pale blue walls I'd painted to match the harbor on clear days, the old photographs of fishing boats from the 1950s, the eight stools at the counter worn smooth from decades of use. I'd bought this place five years ago, and it still felt like exactly where I was supposed to be.

"I don't want anything big," I said, straightening the sugar dispensers. "You know that."

"I know. Neither do I."

"My first wedding was big. Two hundred people, most of whom I barely knew. A band that played nothing but songs from the eighties because that's what the event coordinator recommended." I shook my head at the memory. "I spent the whole reception doing a seating-chart shuffle because someone put my mother next to my aunt Linda, and those two haven't spoken since 1987."

"What happened in 1987?"

"No one remembers. That's the point."

Sawyer pulled out his usual stool at the end of the counter—the one with the best view of the harbor—and sat down. "So. Small."

"Small," I agreed. "Just the people who matter."

"Here in town."

"Where else would we do it?"

"Some people go places. Destination weddings. Martha's Vineyard. The Caribbean."

I looked at him to see if he was serious. He wasn't—I could tell by the slight twitch at the corner of his mouth. "If you think I'm getting on a plane to get married on a beach somewhere, you don't know me as well as I thought."

"I know you fine." He wrapped his hands around his mug. "Just checking."

The back door banged open, and Danny Chen came in carrying a flat of eggs from the walk-in cooler out back. He was twenty years old, quiet and hardworking, and he'd been with me for almost two years now. He nodded at Sawyer, set the eggs on the prep counter, and immediately started cracking them into the mixing bowl for the morning scramble.

"Benji's running late," Danny said. "Texted me. Something about his presentation."

"The marine biology conference?"

"I think so."

Benji had been working on his presentation for weeks—something about kelp restoration in the Gulf of Maine. He'd been accepted to present at a regional conference in Portland next month, which was a big deal for a community college kid. I was proud of him, even if his excitement sometimes meant he lost track of time.

"He's got twenty minutes," I said. "After that, he's on dish duty for a week."

Danny almost smiled. Almost. That was practically effusive for him.

The front door chimed, and Dottie Winters came in like she always did—no greeting, straight to her usual stool, already talking.

"Spring's here," she announced, dropping onto the seat next to Sawyer. "You can tell because my joints don't hurt and the tourists are starting to circle."

"It's April," I said, pouring her coffee into the chipped blue mug she'd claimed as her own years ago. "Tourist season's not for two months."

"Tell that to the people I saw at the yacht club yesterday. Three couples, all of them wearing brand-new boat shoes." Dottie shook her head in disgust. "You can always tell. Real boaters wear shoes that look like they've been through a war. These people had creases."

"Creases," Sawyer repeated.

"Creases. Like they'd just taken them out of the box." She took a long sip of coffee. "Mark my words, by June this town'll be crawling with them. Summer people asking where they can get a good lobster roll, like that's not every restaurant in a fifty-mile radius."

"You're in a mood this morning," I said.

"I'm in a realistic mood. There's a difference." But her expression softened slightly. "How's the wedding planning?"

I glanced at Sawyer. "We were just talking about that, actually."

"And?"

"Small," Sawyer said. "Simple. Soon."

"How soon?"

"Summer, maybe." I realized as I said it that we hadn't actually discussed timing. But summer felt right—the harbor at its best, the days long and warm, the café busy enough that I'd need the distraction. "We haven't decided on a date."

"Good." Dottie set her mug down firmly. "Don't let anyone pressure you into some big production. I've been to enough weddings in my life to know they're all the same. Someone cries, someone drinks too much, and the food's never as good as people claim."

"That's beautiful, Dottie. Very romantic."

"Romance is overrated. Reliability's what matters." She looked at Sawyer. "You reliable?"

"I try to be."

"Good enough." She turned back to me. "What's for breakfast?"

The next hour passed the way it always did—a steady stream of familiar faces, orders I could recite from memory, conversations that wove in and out like the tide. Father Mike came in at his usual time, his white collar visible above a cable-knit sweater, and complained about the stray cats that kept showing up behind the rectory. Raj Patel stopped by for coffee and a muffin on his way to open Harbor Books, and spent ten minutes telling me about a first-edition mystery novel he'd found at an estate sale. Chief Nash came in looking harried, grabbed a coffee to go, and mentioned something about a budget meeting with the town council.

Benji finally showed up at six-fifteen, his hair in its usual messy bun, already apologizing.

"I know, I know, I'm late," he said, tying on his apron. "I was practicing my presentation and I lost track of time."

"Dish duty," Danny said without looking up from the grill.

"Come on, seriously?"

"She said twenty minutes." Danny flipped a row of pancakes with practiced ease. "You were thirty."

I bit back a smile. Danny rarely spoke more than necessary, but when he did, it was usually to hold Benji accountable for something. They'd developed an odd friendship over the past two years—Danny's quiet steadiness balancing out Benji's golden-retriever enthusiasm.

"Fine," Benji said, deflating slightly. "But I want it on the record that my presentation is going to be amazing. Kelp forests, Aunt Tammy. They're like the rainforests of the ocean."

"I know. You've mentioned it."

"Multiple times," Dottie added from the counter. "Daily, in fact."

"Because it's important." Benji grabbed a coffee pot and started making rounds. "Did you know that kelp can grow up to two feet per day? And it absorbs carbon dioxide at rates that—"

"Benji." I pointed toward the kitchen. "Dishes."

He went, still muttering about kelp, and I caught Dottie and Sawyer exchanging an amused look.

By nine o'clock, the breakfast rush had settled into the comfortable lull before the late-morning crowd. I was wiping down the counter when Sawyer stood up, stretching his back with a grimace.

"I should get to the office," he said. "Permits won't process themselves."

"Dinner tonight?"

"Should be home by six." He paused, then added, "Maybe we could look at the calendar. Figure out some dates."

"For the wedding?"

"Unless you've got other events you're planning."

I smiled. "Just the one."

He leaned across the counter and kissed me—quick and casual, the kind of kiss that came from three months of living together and six months of being engaged and nearly two years of whatever we'd been before that. It still felt a little strange to do this in public, in my café, in front of Dottie and whoever else was watching. But not bad strange. Just new.

"See you tonight," he said, and headed for the door.

Dottie watched him go, then turned to me with an expression I couldn't quite read.

"What?" I asked.

"Nothing." She took a sip of her coffee. "Just thinking."

"About?"

"About how long it took you two to get here." She set the mug down. "And about how some things are worth waiting for."

Before I could respond, the door chimed again, and Stanley Simon walked in.

I knew Stanley the way I knew most people in Harborview—by reputation as much as by face. He was seventy-three, a retired harbor pilot who'd guided ships through these waters for decades before hanging up his charts. Gruff, particular, the kind of man who had opinions about everything and wasn't shy about sharing them. He came into the café maybe once a week, always ordered the same thing—black coffee and wheat toast, no butter—and always sat at the table by the window where he could watch the harbor.

"Morning, Stanley," I called out.

He grunted in response, which was about as friendly as Stanley got before his first cup of coffee. He settled into his usual spot and stared out at the water with an expression I couldn't quite read. Something was bothering him—I could tell by the way his jaw was set, the tightness in his shoulders.

But Stanley Simon's problems weren't mine to solve. I had a wedding to maybe plan, a nephew to keep on track, and a café full of hungry people who needed their eggs.

Whatever was weighing on the old harbor pilot, it would have to wait.

I grabbed the coffee pot and headed toward his table, ready to start another ordinary spring morning in Harborview.

I had no idea it would be the last time I'd see Stanley Simon alive.
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The next morning started like any other—coffee brewing, Danny cracking eggs, the harbor slowly coming awake outside the windows. I was restocking the napkin dispensers when Chief Nash walked in, and I knew immediately that something was wrong.

It wasn't the uniform. Lydia wore her uniform most days, even when she was just grabbing coffee. It was her face—that particular tightness around her eyes that I'd learned to recognize over the years. The expression that said she was working, not visiting.

"Tammy," she said, walking straight to the counter. "You got a minute?"

Dottie looked up from her usual stool, coffee mug halfway to her lips. The café was still mostly empty—just Dottie, Father Mike at his corner table, and a couple of fishermen I didn't know well finishing up their breakfast before heading out.

"Sure." I set down the napkins. "What's going on?"

"Stanley Simon." Lydia glanced around the café, then lowered her voice slightly. "You saw him yesterday morning, right? He was in here?"

"Yeah, around nine. Sat by the window, same as always." I felt a small knot forming in my stomach. "Why? What happened?"

Lydia took a breath. "He's dead. Carol Briggs found him this morning during her jog. He was in his workshop down by the harbor."

The words landed like stones dropped into still water. Stanley Simon. I'd just seen him yesterday, sitting at that table by the window, staring out at the harbor with that troubled expression. Gruff and difficult
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