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Chapter One
Starter Culture
The sign read Hartwell's in letters that were once gold. The apostrophe was missing, and one of the l’s had faded to a ghost of itself, barely there against the weathered green paint. Below it, in smaller script: Bakery & Confections, est. 1962.
Eliza stood on the pavement and looked up at it. Behind her, her car sagged under the weight of everything she could fit into it: three suitcases, a bin bag of shoes, a box of books she'd probably never read, and a spider plant that had somehow survived the M40. The sum total of a life, packed into a Fiat 500 with a cracked wing mirror and an air freshener shaped like a pine tree that had stopped smelling of anything months ago.
She had a key in her hand. It was small, brass, slightly tarnished. Robert Tilling had posted it with a letter she'd read four times and understood less each time. Gran's solicitor: a retired man in a village she'd never visited, handling the estate of a woman she'd failed to say goodbye to. The bakery was hers. The flat above it was hers. The debts attached to both were also hers, though Mr. Tilling had been less enthusiastic about that part.
The high street was quiet. It was late afternoon, that peculiar hour when an English village seems to hold its breath between the bustle of the day and the retreat into the evening. A few cars were parked along the kerb. A woman emerged from the florist two doors down, caught Eliza's eye, and offered a small, curious smile before disappearing around the corner. Across the road, a pub called The Millbrook Arms had a chalkboard outside advertising a quiz night and a Sunday roast. The church spire rose above the rooftops at the far end, grey stone against a sky that couldn't quite decide whether to rain.
Eliza put the key in the lock. It stuck. She jiggled it, pushed the door with her shoulder, and stumbled into the bakery as though it had pulled her in.
The smell was what hit her first. Flour, old and settled into the woodwork. Something yeasty beneath it, faint but alive. And dust. Months of dust on the glass counter, on the empty display shelves, on the chalkboard menu where Gran's handwriting still listed a farmhouse loaf at two pounds fifty.
She stood in the middle of the shop floor and breathed it in.
The light came through the front window in long, dusty slants, catching the particles she'd disturbed. They drifted and turned in the stillness, unhurried, as though the air inside the bakery moved at its own pace, slower and thicker than the world outside. A clock ticked somewhere she couldn't see, steady and patient, counting out the silence of a place that had been waiting for someone to walk back through the door.
The counter was oak, scarred with decades of use. Behind it, the wall was lined with shelves that had once held loaves and rolls and the fruit scones Gran was famous for, the ones people drove from three villages over to buy on a Saturday morning. The shelves were bare now. The till was unplugged. There was a jar of dried lavender on the windowsill that had turned grey.
Eliza ran a finger along the counter. The dust parted in a clean line behind it.
Through the back, the kitchen was smaller than she remembered. The ovens squatted against the far wall, industrial and serious, their surfaces dulled. A wooden workbench dominated the centre of the room, its surface pale and pocked, worked smooth in places by years of kneading. Flour had settled into the grain of the wood so thoroughly it might have been part of the structure. There were hooks on the ceiling for utensils, most of them empty. A calendar on the wall was still turned to March. Seven months ago. The month Gran died.
Eliza didn't look at the calendar for long.
Beyond the kitchen, a narrow corridor led to a storeroom and a small cold room with a heavy door. She almost didn't go in. The cold room felt like the kind of place that held things you weren't ready to find. But the door was ajar, and there was a faint, sour sweetness coming from inside, something organic and persistent, and she pushed it open.
The room was cool and dim. Shelves lined the walls, mostly empty. And on the middle shelf, sitting on a ceramic plate with a cloth draped over it, was a crock.
It was stoneware, cream-coloured, about the size of a large mixing bowl. The cloth over the top was muslin, held in place with a rubber band. On the side, in Gran's careful handwriting, a strip of masking tape read:
Mother. Feed daily. Talk often.
Eliza lifted the cloth.
Inside, a pale, bubbling mass sat in the bottom third of the crock. It was alive. She could see that immediately, the way the surface shifted with tiny, lazy bubbles that rose and popped in no particular hurry. It smelled sharp and sweet at the same time, like overripe fruit and wet stone. It smelled, she thought, like something that had been waiting.
She knew what a sourdough starter was, in the abstract way that someone who had never baked anything more ambitious than a tray of shop-bought cookie dough knows what a sourdough starter is. She knew it was alive. She knew it needed feeding. She had no idea with what, or how much, or how often, despite the fact that the instructions were literally written on the side of the crock.
Feed daily.
She hadn't been here for seven months. Nobody had. And yet "Mother" was alive, diminished and sluggish but present, still producing those patient little bubbles. Eighty years old, Mr. Tilling had said, in a tone that suggested this was a selling point. Gran had started it during the war, or Gran's mother had; the story varied depending on who was telling it. Either way, this culture had outlived everyone who ever tended it. It had survived rationing, recessions, a flood in 1987, and now seven months of total neglect.
Eliza looked at it for a long time.
"Right," she said. "I suppose you're hungry."
She found flour in the storeroom. Plain flour, which she would later learn was wrong (bread flour, strong flour, not plain, never plain, but she didn't know this yet). She found a measuring jug and filled it with water from the kitchen tap, which coughed and sputtered brown for a few seconds before running clear. She poured flour and water into the crock in quantities that felt approximately right and stirred with a wooden spoon she found in a drawer.
"Mother" accepted this offering without complaint. The bubbles resumed. Eliza replaced the cloth.
"I have absolutely no idea what I'm doing," she told it.
The starter said nothing. This was, Eliza supposed, a kindness.
The stairs to the flat were at the back of the corridor, narrow and steep, the treads worn into smooth valleys by decades of feet. Upstairs, the flat was small: a sitting room, a bedroom, a bathroom with a claw-foot tub and tiles that had been fashionable sometime around 1973. The windows faced the high street on one side and a small courtyard garden on the other, overgrown now, the herbs gone wild. There was rosemary climbing the back wall like it was trying to escape.
Gran's things were still there. Not packed, not sorted, just left. A cardigan over the back of a chair. Reading glasses on the side table. A half-finished crossword, folded to the right page, pen beside it, as though she'd just stepped out for a moment and would be back shortly. A mug sat beside the kitchen sink, rinsed but not washed, a faint brown ring where the tea had been. On the mantelpiece, a photograph: Gran outside the bakery, younger, flour on her apron, squinting into summer light with an expression that was either a smile or the sun in her eyes. Beside it, a smaller frame held a picture of Eliza at perhaps eight years old, cross-legged on the bakery floor, face smeared with what might have been chocolate icing. She didn't remember the photograph being taken. She didn't remember being that small, or that happy, or that thoroughly covered in chocolate.
Eliza sat on the edge of the bed and pressed her hands flat against her knees. She breathed in through her nose and out through her mouth, the way someone had once taught her. It didn't help much. It never did.
She unpacked because unpacking was a task, and tasks were better than thinking. Suitcases opened, clothes hung in a wardrobe that smelled of cedar and lavender sachets. Books stacked on the floor because there was no shelf space that wasn't already occupied by Gran's things and she couldn't bring herself to move them yet. The spider plant went on the kitchen windowsill, where it listed sideways and looked as unconvinced about this move as she felt.
In the second suitcase, wedged between a jumper and a laptop she hadn't opened in three weeks, she found the journal.
It wasn't hers. It had been in the box of Gran's personal effects Mr. Tilling sent over, along with the key and a pair of earrings and a sympathy card from the parish council. She'd flicked through it at the time, registered that it was a recipe book, and packed it without thinking.
Now she opened it properly.
It was A5, hardback, the cover a faded floral print. The pages were thick, cream-coloured, filled with Gran's handwriting in blue ink that varied from neat to hurried depending on, Eliza assumed, how much flour had been on her hands at the time. Recipes, mostly. Sourdough loaf (basic). Sourdough loaf (rosemary and sea salt). Fruit scones. Cinnamon rolls (Christmas only). Lardy cake, which sounded medieval. Each recipe was annotated with notes in the margins: "Less water in summer," "Prove longer if cold," "Mrs. Beecham prefers hers without raisins (remind her she's wrong)."
But between the recipes, and sometimes in the margins of the recipes themselves, there were other notes. Not about bread.
The Finch problem won't keep.
Spoke to M.A. about the arrangement. She's nervous. She should be.
Some doughs are best left alone. This isn't one of them.
He promised discretion. I don't believe him.
Eliza read these fragments with the dull incomprehension of exhaustion. They felt like they belonged to a different book, one that had been shuffled into the pages of this one by mistake. Gran was a baker. Gran made bread and scones and the occasional Victoria sponge for the church fête. Gran did not write things like "the Finch problem won't keep" in the margins of a recipe for wholemeal rolls.
She turned a few more pages. More recipes. More marginalia, scattered between instructions for rye bread and notes on proving times, as though Gran had been conducting two conversations at once: one with whoever would inherit these recipes, and another with herself. A passage near the back caught her eye, but the handwriting was smaller there, cramped and hurried, written in a different pen, and her vision was blurring with tiredness. She closed the journal and set it on the bedside table, next to Gran's reading glasses.
Outside, the light was failing. The sky had turned the colour of cold tea, and the high street lamps flickered on one by one, casting the bakery's faded sign in a warm orange glow that made it look, briefly, almost new. A blackbird sang from the rooftop opposite, its song absurdly beautiful for a Tuesday evening. She could hear the faint sound of the pub opening for the evening, a door, voices, a burst of laughter that carried across the still air. Somewhere a dog barked once and was told to be quiet.
She should eat. She should shower. She should probably ring someone and tell them she'd arrived safely, though the list of people who would care about this was shorter than she'd like to think about right now.
The flat was cooling quickly. She pulled Gran's cardigan from the back of the chair and put it on without thinking, then stood for a moment in the kitchen, arms wrapped around herself, wearing a dead woman's clothes in a dead woman's home. The cardigan smelled of flour and Yardley's English Lavender, a scent so specific and so achingly familiar that it nearly undid her. She breathed through it. She was getting good at breathing through things.
Instead, she went back downstairs. Through the shop, through the kitchen, into the cold room. "Mother" was where she'd left her, bubbling quietly in the dim light.
Eliza leaned against the doorframe.
"So," she said. "It's just us, then."
The starter bubbled.
"Brilliant. Glad we've established that."
She went back upstairs, brushed her teeth with the last of a travel toothpaste, and climbed into a bed that smelled faintly of someone else's perfume. The sheets were cotton, crisp with age, and the mattress dipped gently in the centre where Gran had slept for forty years, a hollow shaped by a body that wasn't there anymore.
She lay in the dark and listened to a village she didn't know settle into sleep around her. A fox called somewhere beyond the garden wall, sharp and strange, a sound that belonged to neither the city she'd left nor the countryside she'd arrived in but to some liminal hour between the two. The pipes ticked as the building cooled. Below her, in the cold room, "Mother" would be bubbling quietly, doing whatever sourdough starters do in the dark when nobody is watching.
She slept in a dead woman's flat above a dying bakery, in a village where she knew nobody, holding a key to a life she hadn't earned yet.
It wasn't much.
But it was hers.
Chapter Two
Dead on Arrival
Something woke her. Not the foxes this time, not the pipes. Something closer, below her, in the bakery itself. A sound she couldn't quite place, dull and weighted, like something heavy settling against the floor.
Eliza lay still, eyes open, heart thudding. The bedroom was unfamiliar in the dark, the shapes of Gran's furniture resolving slowly as her eyes adjusted. The bedside clock read 4:47 AM. Outside, the sky was the colour of old bruises, neither night nor morning.
She listened. Nothing now. Just the silence of a building that was still learning her sounds the way she was learning its. The radiators were cold; she hadn't worked out the heating yet. Her breath wasn't quite visible, but it was close.
She sat up. Sleep wasn't coming back, and lying in the dark invited the kind of thinking she'd driven three hours to escape. She pulled on a jumper over her pyjamas, pushed her feet into trainers without tying the laces, and went downstairs.
The bakery kitchen was cold. She flicked the light on and the fluorescent tube stammered to life, casting everything in a flat, clinical blue that made the room look like it belonged to a different building than the one she'd walked through yesterday afternoon. Gran's recipe journal was still upstairs. She didn't need it for what she had in mind, which was roughly: turn the ovens on, find some flour, and see what happened. The ambition was modest. The competence, she suspected, would be more modest still.
She was halfway across the kitchen floor when she saw the shoe.
It was a man's shoe. Brown leather, polished, the sole slightly worn at the heel. It was attached to a foot, which was attached to a leg, which extended from behind the workbench at an angle that no living person would choose.
Eliza stopped walking.
The rest of the body came into view as she moved, slowly and without any conscious decision to do so, around the end of the workbench. A man, late sixties perhaps, lying on his back on the flagstone floor. He wore a tweed jacket and pressed trousers, as though he'd been on his way somewhere that required effort. His eyes were open. A pair of steel-rimmed glasses had been knocked sideways and lay on the flagstones beside his head. His face held an expression of what looked, horribly, like mild surprise, as though the last thing that happened to him had been unexpected but not entirely dramatic.
He was very clearly dead. There was no blood, no obvious wound, nothing violent about the scene at all. He simply lay there, neat and still, like a man who had decided to take a nap on the coldest, hardest floor available.
Eliza's hands were shaking. She pressed them against her sides and made herself breathe. The kitchen smelled of flour and cold stone and, beneath it, something else, something faintly sweet and chemical that she didn't want to think about too carefully.
She didn't touch him. She didn't move closer. Her body made the decision for her, stepping backwards with a precision that felt borrowed from someone calmer. She backed out of the kitchen, through the shop, her trainers squeaking on the flagstones in the silence. She fumbled for her phone on the counter where she'd left it charging overnight, knocked it sideways, caught it, and dialled 999.
"There's a man," she said, and was surprised by how steady her voice sounded. "In my bakery. He's dead. I think he's dead. He's definitely dead."
The operator was calm. Eliza answered questions on autopilot: address, her name, was she in danger, was she sure the person was deceased. She was sure. She had never been more sure of anything. The operator told her not to touch anything and to wait by the front door.
She waited by the front door. The high street was empty, the lamps still on, the dawn creeping in at the edges like light under a door. The air was sharp with autumn cold and smelled of wet leaves and wood smoke from someone's early fire. She stood on the pavement in her pyjamas and untied trainers, arms folded tight across her chest, and stared at the bakery sign, the same sign she'd stood beneath twelve hours ago with a key and a car full of suitcases and something that might have been hope.
The police arrived in under fifteen minutes, which, she would later learn, was remarkably fast for rural Gloucestershire. Two uniformed officers first, then a detective in an unmarked car who parked precisely and walked towards her with the unhurried purpose of someone who had done this many times before.
DI James Ashworth was the kind of man you noticed and then pretended you hadn't. Late thirties, tall enough to be aware of it, with dark hair cut short and a face that gave very little away. He wore a grey suit that fit well and an expression that suggested he had been called out of bed and was reserving judgement on whether the interruption was justified. His shoes were clean, which she noticed because her own were untied and covered in flour dust from yesterday.
He showed her his warrant card. She read it without absorbing it. The photograph on it was marginally less composed than the man standing in front of her, which was somehow reassuring.
"Ms. Hartwell?"
"Eliza."
"Ms. Hartwell," he said again, with the faintest emphasis. "I'm DI Ashworth. Can you tell me what happened?"
She told him. She'd come downstairs to bake. She'd found the body. She'd called 999. She hadn't touched anything.
Ashworth listened the way a camera records: impassively, taking in everything. His eyes moved to the bakery behind her, then back to her face. She could feel him cataloguing details. The pyjamas, the untied shoes, the fact that she was shivering and hadn't thought to grab a coat.
"You arrived in Millbrook yesterday?"
"Yesterday afternoon."
"And this is your bakery?"
"It was my grandmother's. She left it to me."
"When did your grandmother pass away?"
"Seven months ago. March."
"And you haven't visited in the intervening period?"
"No."
He wrote something in a notebook. The notebook was small, leather-bound, and she noticed he used a fountain pen. This struck her as either admirably old-fashioned or performatively eccentric, and she couldn't decide which.
"The man in there," she said. "Who is he?"
Ashworth glanced at the uniformed officer emerging from the bakery, who gave a small nod.
"Geoffrey Finch," Ashworth said. "Village postmaster. He's worked here for twenty-five years. Well-liked. I'm told he was something of an institution."
The name sat in Eliza's stomach like a stone. Finch. The Finch problem won't keep. Gran's handwriting, in the margins of a recipe for wholemeal rolls.
"Did you know Mr. Finch?" Ashworth asked.
"No."
"Never met him? Your grandmother never mentioned him?"
"I don't think so." This was true. Gran had never mentioned him by name. Gran had, apparently, written about him in a journal Eliza had only half-read while barely awake, but that was a different thing and not something she felt inclined to share with a detective who was looking at her the way a cat looks at something it hasn't decided to pounce on yet.
"The back door was unlocked when we arrived," Ashworth said. "Do you know anything about that?"
"No. I came in through the front yesterday. I used the key Mr. Tilling gave me."
"And you locked up last night?"
She thought about this. Had she? She'd gone in and out of the cold room, talked to a sourdough starter, gone back upstairs. She hadn't checked the back door. She hadn't even thought about the back door.
"I don't know," she said.
Ashworth's pen paused. He looked at her for a moment, and she could see him recalculating, adjusting whatever mental model he was building of her. Then he wrote something down. She didn't like what he was writing. She didn't like the careful neutrality of his expression, which was beginning to feel less like professionalism and more like a wall being built, brick by polite brick, between the question of what happened and the question of what she had to do with it.
"Ms. Hartwell," he said. "A man has been found dead in your premises, on your first night here, and the back door was unlocked. I'm sure you can appreciate that we'll need to speak with you at some length."
"Am I a suspect?"
"You're a witness. At present."
The "at present" landed precisely where he'd intended it to.
Behind them, more vehicles were arriving. A forensics van. Another unmarked car. The morning had committed to arriving now, the sky paling to a washed-out grey that made the police tape look even more garish against the honey-coloured stone. A small crowd had begun to form at the edges of the tape that the uniformed officers were stretching across the bakery frontage. Eliza caught faces peering from windows, figures pausing on morning walks, the quiet, focused attention of a village witnessing something that would be discussed for years.
A woman crossed the road from the direction of the florist's shop. She was in her fifties, wrapped in a patterned shawl that looked like it had been thrown on in a hurry, and she carried herself with the particular authority of someone who has lived in a place long enough to feel responsible for it. She walked straight past the police tape, nodded at a uniformed officer who clearly knew better than to stop her, and arrived in front of Eliza with the directness of a small weather system.
"You're Dorothy's granddaughter," she said. It wasn't a question.
"Eliza."
"Margot Prescott. I have the florist's." She looked Eliza up and down, taking in the pyjamas and the shock and the thin, rigid way she was holding herself together. "Right. You're coming with me. I've got a spare room and a kettle, and you look like you need both."
"I'm not sure I'm allowed to leave," Eliza said, glancing at Ashworth.
Ashworth, who had been watching this exchange with the expression of a man who knew Margot Prescott and knew better than to intervene, gave a fractional nod. "We'll need you to stay in the village, Ms. Hartwell. Don't go far."
"She's going thirty feet across the green," Margot said. "I think that qualifies."
She took Eliza's arm, gently but with the unmistakable grip of someone who was not going to be argued with, and steered her away from the bakery, the police tape, and the growing crowd of villagers who were watching her with an interest that was not entirely sympathetic.
Margot's flat above the florist's smelled of lilies and strong tea and something herbal she couldn't identify. The stairs creaked in a way that felt deliberate, as though the building wanted to announce visitors. The spare room was small, clean, and filled with the kind of mismatched comfort that suggested it was used often and generously. A patchwork quilt on the bed, a vase of dried hydrangeas on the windowsill, a stack of paperbacks on a chair that served as a bedside table. Margot made tea without asking how she took it (strong, milk, one sugar, which was wrong but also exactly right), put a plate of biscuits on the bedside table, and told her to sleep if she could.
Eliza sat on the edge of the spare bed and held the mug with both hands. The warmth of it was the most real thing she'd felt in hours.
She didn't sleep. She sat and drank tea and thought about what she knew, which was very little, and what she didn't know, which was almost everything.
She was the stranger who had arrived the day before. She was the owner of the bakery where a man had been found dead. She had no alibi; she'd been alone in the building all night. She hadn't locked the back door, or couldn't remember whether she had, which was functionally the same thing. And she had a dead woman's journal upstairs that mentioned the victim by name, which she hadn't volunteered and wasn't sure she intended to.
If she were Ashworth, she'd be suspicious of her too.
There was one person in this village she already knew. Not personally, not well, but his name was on the letter that had brought her here, and he'd handled Gran's affairs with the kind of careful, measured kindness that came through even in legal correspondence. She put down the mug.
"Margot. Do you know a Robert Tilling? He was Gran's solicitor."
"Church Lane. Big house at the top with the blue door." Margot looked at her over the rim of her own tea. "Going to see him?"
"I think I might need a solicitor."
"I think you might be right."
Church Lane was narrow and steep, the oldest street in Millbrook, and Robert Tilling's house sat at the top: a handsome Georgian property with window boxes that had been carefully maintained even in late October. Eliza knocked, expecting to wait.
The door opened within moments. The man standing in it was perhaps seventy, tall and straight-backed, with white hair carefully combed and a navy jumper over a collared shirt. He had the kind of face that had been handsome once and had settled into distinguished, and he looked at her with an expression that shifted from polite enquiry to recognition.
"There's no doubting you're Dorothy's granddaughter. The similarity is uncanny." He stepped back. "Please, come in."
The hallway smelled of coffee and old books. He led her to a sitting room at the back: leather armchairs, a walnut desk, bookshelves on every wall. Law books on the upper shelves. A framed photograph on the desk of a younger Tilling with a woman Eliza didn't recognise, standing in front of a church. The room was warm and quiet and smelled faintly of furniture polish, and it was the first place since she'd arrived in Millbrook that felt entirely civilised.
He made her coffee without asking. He sat in the armchair by the window and gestured her into the other, and for a few minutes he was simply kind: asking how she'd found the bakery, whether the flat was habitable, whether she'd been managing with the heating (which he suspected she hadn't; the boiler was temperamental and Gran had known its moods). He spoke of Gran with a warmth that went beyond the professional. "Dorothy was a remarkable woman. I was proud to act for her. The village is poorer without her."
Then Eliza told him about the body.
His face changed. Not dramatically. The composure didn't break. But something behind it tightened, a flicker of something she couldn't read, gone almost before she'd registered it.
"Geoffrey Finch," he said quietly. "In the bakery."
"The police think I might be involved. I'm the stranger. The back door was unlocked. I have no alibi."
Tilling was quiet for a moment. His hands rested on his knees, very still. "You won't need a solicitor, Ms. Hartwell. Not for this. These things resolve themselves, and you are clearly not someone who has done anything wrong." He paused. "But if the situation changes, I can recommend a colleague in Cheltenham who handles criminal matters. I'm retired, so I wouldn't be able to represent you myself, but I can make certain you're looked after."
"Thank you."
"Did you know Geoffrey?"
"No. I'd never met him."
He nodded slowly. "Everyone knew Geoffrey. He was a fixture of this village." He said the word "fixture" carefully, precisely, with something held in reserve. "Your grandmother and he had an understanding. I wouldn't presume to say more than that."
He walked her to the front door. On the step, he paused.
"Ms. Hartwell. If you need anything at all, you know where I am. Dorothy entrusted her affairs to me for thirty years, and I consider that trust to extend to her family."
She walked back down Church Lane feeling, for the first time that morning, that she had at least one person in this village who was unambiguously on her side.
Margot had left a fresh cup of tea on the bedside table. Eliza sat on the edge of the spare bed and held it with both hands and stared at the window without seeing it, and somewhere between the first sip and the third, the visit to Church Lane settled into place: the warm sitting room, the coffee, the quiet certainty of a man who'd known Gran for thirty years and seen her face in Eliza's.
The thought arrived without panic, clear and practical, as though a part of her brain she hadn't used in a while had quietly woken up and started working. She needed an alibi. Not a fabricated one, but a real one, a structural one. If she was going to live in that bakery, she needed to be seen there at five in the morning, routinely, by people who could vouch for her. She needed customers. She needed the ovens on. She needed the place to smell of bread instead of death.
She needed to learn to bake.
She also needed to find out who Geoffrey Finch was, why he'd been in her bakery in the small hours of the morning, and who had wanted him dead badly enough to make it happen.
She finished the tea. She set the mug on the bedside table, next to the biscuits. Through the window, she could see the bakery across the green, its frontage bright with police tape, officers moving in and out. Her bakery. Her crime scene. Her problem now.
She picked up a biscuit and ate it slowly, tasting nothing.
Somewhere across the village, the church bell struck six.
Chapter Three
The Village Speaks
By mid-morning, the whole village knew.
Eliza could feel it in the way people looked at her when she stepped out of Margot's front door, in the slight recalibration of posture, the conversations that paused a beat too long as she passed. She was no longer simply a stranger. She was a specific kind of stranger now: the one who'd found Geoffrey Finch dead on her kitchen floor. The granddaughter who'd never visited. The Londoner.
Millbrook in daylight was prettier than it had any right to be. Honey-coloured stone, window boxes trailing late-season geraniums, a village green so carefully maintained it looked like a painting of itself. The air smelled of woodsmoke and damp earth, and somewhere a wood pigeon was producing the particular, repetitive complaint that English wood pigeons have been producing since the Domesday Book. The kind of place that appeared on jigsaw puzzles and biscuit tins. The kind of place where nothing bad was supposed to happen, which made the police tape across the Hartwell Bakery's frontage look particularly obscene.
She walked because she couldn't sit still. Margot had offered her breakfast and she'd managed half a slice of toast before the walls of the spare room started pressing in. She needed air and movement, and if she was honest with herself, she needed information. The bakery was sealed. She couldn't get back in, couldn't check on "Mother," couldn't do anything useful. What she could do was walk, and look, and listen.
The post office was closed. A handwritten sign on the door read Closed until further notice. Our thoughts are with Geoffrey's family. The handwriting was neat and impersonal, the kind produced by someone on the parish council. Eliza stood in front of it and tried to picture Geoffrey Finch alive. She'd only seen him dead, which gave her nothing to work with except a tweed jacket, polished shoes, and an expression of mild surprise. He'd been dressed for going out, not staying in. Wherever he'd been headed at five in the morning, he'd taken some care with his appearance.
She filed this away without quite knowing why.
The florist's was two doors down from the bakery, which made Margot Prescott effectively her neighbour. Next to the florist's, a small estate agent with optimistic photographs in the window. Then a general store with a cat asleep on a stack of newspapers in the doorway. The cat regarded Eliza with the supreme indifference of an animal that had seen people come and go for years and found none of them particularly interesting.
There was a tearoom next door. A handwritten sign on the glass read Closed on Tuesdays, but today was Wednesday and the lights were on. She went in because she was cold and because she needed to sit somewhere that wasn't Margot's spare room. It was small: six tables with cotton cloths, a glass counter with scones under a dome, and a woman behind the till who looked up with the alertness of someone who'd been waiting all morning for news.
"Tea, please."
"Sit anywhere." The woman was perhaps forty, slight, with dark hair pulled back and quick, precise hands that set out cup and saucer without hesitation. "You're Dorothy's granddaughter."
"Eliza Hartwell."
"Helen Barrow. I run the place." She brought the tea over, a proper pot, and stood for a moment with the tray against her hip. "I'm sorry about all this. Your grandmother was a regular. Every Wednesday, half ten, pot of Darjeeling. She claimed she was checking the competition." A small smile that didn't quite reach her eyes. "She wasn't. She just liked getting out of the bakery."
"Did you know Geoffrey?"
The cloth Helen had been holding went still. "Everyone knew Geoffrey." The same careful phrase, worn smooth from village repetition, delivered with the same measured cadence she'd already heard from Tilling. "Terrible business. I hope they sort it out."
She went back to wiping the counter. Eliza drank her tea and watched Helen Barrow clean surfaces that were already clean, and thought that "everyone knew Geoffrey" was beginning to sound less like an answer and more like an agreement the village had reached about how much to say.
Eliza thanked her, finished the pot, and paid at the till. The bell above the door rang behind her as she stepped back out onto the high street. Past the village green with its bench and its war memorial and its ancient oak, whose canopy spread so wide it shaded half the green and was currently shedding acorns with the quiet, deliberate precision of a tree that had been doing this for three hundred years. Past a row of cottages with front gardens in various states of devotion. Past the primary school, silent during half-term. The geography of Millbrook was small enough to hold in her head: one high street, a handful of side lanes, the church at one end, farmland at the other, and the pub roughly in the middle, like the fulcrum of a scale that weighed gossip against discretion.
She ended up at the church without meaning to. St. Michael's was Norman at its base, Victorian in its ambitions, and slightly lopsided in a way that suggested the ground beneath it had its own opinions about architecture. The churchyard was old and well-kept, the graves ranging from mossy illegibility to fresh flowers and recent dates. Eliza found Gran's without looking for it. Mr. Tilling had sent a photograph of the headstone after the funeral, along with a note saying the service had been well attended. She hadn't been there. March. She'd been somewhere else in March, somewhere she couldn't leave, doing something she wasn't ready to think about yet. The photograph had arrived on a day when she could barely read the envelope, let alone process what was inside it.
Dorothy Margaret Hartwell. Baker, neighbour, friend. She made the bread that fed the village.
Eliza read the inscription twice. The simplicity of it caught in her throat. Gran had been reduced to a sentence, and the sentence was about bread.
"She chose that herself, you know."
The voice came from behind her. Eliza turned to find a man in his sixties standing a few feet away, hands clasped loosely in front of him, wearing the expression of someone who was used to finding people in churchyards and knew better than to startle them. He was tall and slightly stooped, with white hair that needed cutting and eyes that were far sharper than the rest of him suggested.
"The inscription," he said. "She wrote it years ago and put it in an envelope with her will. Very Dorothy. She wanted people to know what mattered to her, and what mattered to her was bread."
"You knew her well?"
"I'm Thomas Davies. The vicar." He offered his hand. His grip was warm and unhurried. "And yes. I knew Dorothy very well. She was a remarkable woman. I was sorry to hear she'd left us, and I'm glad her granddaughter has come to take over the bakery, though I imagine this isn't quite the welcome you were hoping for."
"Not exactly."
He smiled. It was a careful smile, the kind that acknowledged difficulty without minimising it. "I heard about this morning. I imagine the whole village has heard about this morning. News here travels at the speed of outrage." He paused. "Geoffrey Finch was a fixture of this place. Twenty-five years behind that counter. People are shocked."
"Were you?"
It was a blunt question, and she hadn't quite meant to ask it. Something about the vicar's careful phrasing, the way he'd said "fixture" rather than "friend" or "good man," had triggered an instinct she couldn't name.
Davies looked at her steadily. He didn't seem offended. If anything, he seemed to be reconsidering her, adjusting some internal assessment.
"Geoffrey was a man who knew a great deal about this village," he said. "That's a heavy burden for anyone to carry. He carried it for a long time."
He let the silence sit. Eliza let it sit too. She'd learned, somewhere in a previous life, that silence was often more productive than questions. People filled silences with the things they most wanted to say.
Davies filled this one by gesturing towards the church. "Will you come in? I was about to put the kettle on. A village this size runs on tea, and the vicarage kitchen has heard more confessions than the church ever has."
The vicarage kitchen was warm and cluttered and smelled of beeswax and something that might have been scones, though not recently. Books colonised every surface: theology, local history, a well-thumbed Agatha Christie beside the bread bin. A noticeboard by the door held parish rotas, a photograph of a church outing, and a recipe for marmalade in handwriting that wasn't Davies's. He made tea with the practised efficiency of a man who had done it ten thousand times and never once considered whether there might be a better method. He put a mug in front of Eliza, sat down opposite her, and waited.
"You said Geoffrey knew a great deal about the village," Eliza said. "What did you mean by that?"
"Exactly what I said. He was the postmaster. Letters passed through his hands. Parcels, bills, personal correspondence. He knew who was writing to whom, and how often, and occasionally he knew what they were writing about." Davies paused. "I shouldn't say more than that. The man is dead, and I'm a vicar, and there are things I know in confidence that I intend to keep in confidence."
"But?"
"But nothing. I've said what I can. Your grandmother understood these things better than most. She and Geoffrey had an understanding. I'm not sure it was always a comfortable one."
This was the second time Gran had been connected to Geoffrey. The journal, with its cryptic marginalia. And now this: an understanding that wasn't comfortable. Eliza wanted to push, but Davies had drawn a line with the quiet authority of a man who drew lines for a living, and she respected it. For now.
She thanked him for the tea. He walked her to the door and paused.
"Eliza. Your grandmother was a good woman. She was also a complicated one. If you're going to live in this village, you'll find that most people are both." He looked at her with those sharp, assessing eyes. "You're welcome at St. Michael's any time. Whether for worship or for tea. I suspect you'll find the tea more useful."
The Millbrook Arms opened at noon. By half past, Eliza was sitting in a corner with a glass of lemonade she didn't particularly want, trying to look like someone who belonged.
The pub was low-ceilinged and dark in the way that English pubs have been dark since the invention of the English pub. Horse brasses on the beams, a carpet that had absorbed decades of spilled ale, and a bar made of wood so old and polished it looked like it had been grown rather than built. The landlord was a heavy-set man in his fifties who'd introduced himself as Pete, served her lemonade without comment, and gone back to polishing glasses with the studied neutrality of someone who had learned that listening was more profitable than talking. Above the bar, a blackboard listed real ales with names like Old Peculier and Bishop's Tipple, and a brass bell that hadn't been rung in years hung beside a sign reading No mobile phones. Talk to each other.
The lunchtime crowd was thin but committed. Three men at the bar, two women at a table by the window, and a younger man reading a newspaper in the opposite corner. Conversations were low but not whispered. There was a particular quality to the way people were talking, a frequency Eliza recognised from years of sitting in focus groups and client meetings: the careful performance of people who knew they were being overheard and were choosing their words accordingly.
She caught fragments.
"...always at the post office at odd hours, you'd see the light on at midnight sometimes..."
"...particular about things, Geoffrey was. Very particular..."
"...Carol said her bank statement arrived opened last year, but she thought she was imagining it..."
"...and now this woman turns up, Dorothy's granddaughter, never visited once..."
Eliza looked into her lemonade. The last fragment stung, though it was factually accurate. She hadn't visited. There were reasons for that, reasons she wasn't ready to examine, and the guilt of it sat in her stomach alongside the toast she'd barely eaten.
But the other fragments were more interesting. Odd hours at the post office. Particular. Bank statements arriving opened. She thought about Gran's journal, about the cryptic notes in the margins, about the Reverend's careful phrasing. A picture was forming, incomplete but persistent, like an image developing in a darkroom. Geoffrey Finch, the beloved postmaster, the village fixture, had been something more than what he appeared. He'd known things. About people, about their lives, about the contents of their envelopes.
What you did with that kind of knowledge depended entirely on what kind of person you were.
One of the men at the bar caught her eye and held it. He was in his seventies, weathered, with the look of someone who'd spent a lifetime outdoors.
"You're the one who found him," he said. Not unkindly, but not gently either.
"Yes."
"Bad business." He took a pull of his pint. "Geoffrey was a good man. Mostly."
The "mostly" hung in the air like cigarette smoke.
"Mostly?" Eliza said.
The man looked at her for a long moment, as though deciding how much she was worth. Then he turned back to his pint. "Ask Mrs. Aldridge," he said. "She'll tell you about mostly.”
Pete the landlord cleared his throat. The man at the bar took the hint and said nothing further. But the name landed and stayed.
Mrs. Aldridge.
Spoke to M.A. about the arrangement. She's nervous. She should be.
Gran's handwriting. Gran's journal. M.A.
Eliza finished her lemonade, thanked Pete, and stepped back out into the afternoon. The high street was golden in the autumn light, and across the green the police tape still stretched across her bakery, bright and wrong. She could see officers moving inside, methodical and unhurried.
She walked back to Margot's. The afternoon was cooling, the light thinning, and the village had taken on that particular quality of late October: beautiful and melancholy in equal measure, every leaf a small, bright declaration of impermanence. There was a small stack of books on the spare room bedside table that hadn't been there when she left, and a note in Margot's handwriting: Thought you might need something to take your mind off things. The Patricia Highsmith is mine, I want it back. M.
Eliza sat on the bed. Through the window, the light was failing again, the second sunset she'd watched from this village, though this time from a different window and with considerably more questions than she'd had yesterday. She didn't pick up a book. She picked up Gran's journal, which she'd brought from the bakery the night before, and turned to the pages she'd been too tired to read.
She read them now.
Chapter Four
First Proving
They released the bakery on Saturday morning. Four days after Geoffrey Finch had been found on the kitchen floor, and five days after Eliza had arrived in Millbrook with a car full of suitcases and no particular plan beyond survival.
Ashworth delivered the news in person. He stood on Margot's doorstep with his hands in his coat pockets and his collar turned up against a thin autumn rain that couldn't quite commit to being weather.
"The forensics team has finished," he said. "The premises are yours again. We'd ask that you don't rearrange the kitchen significantly for the time being, in case we need to return."
"I wasn't planning to redecorate."
"No." He looked at her for a moment, and she couldn't read what was behind it. Professional assessment, possibly. Possibly something else. "Ms. Hartwell. You're still asked not to leave the village."
"You've mentioned that."
"I'm mentioning it again."
He left. Eliza watched him walk back across the green to his car, neat and purposeful, the rain not seeming to bother him in the slightest. She wondered whether anything bothered DI Ashworth, or whether he'd simply been trained to absorb discomfort the way his grey suit absorbed the rain: without visible complaint.
She collected her things from Margot's spare room. It didn't take long. Three days and she'd barely unpacked, living out of a suitcase in someone else's kindness, reading Gran's journal by lamplight and trying to make sense of a village she didn't belong to and a death she hadn't caused.
Margot pressed a Tupperware box into her hands at the door. "Soup. Butternut squash. There's bread in there too, but I imagine you'll want to make your own soon enough." A pause. "Will you be all right over there? On your own?"
"I'll be fine."
"That wasn't what I asked."
Eliza looked at her. Margot Prescott had the particular gift of certain women of a certain age: the ability to see through a polite answer as though it were made of glass.
"I'll be fine," Eliza said again, and meant it slightly more this time.
The bakery smelled different. The same base notes of flour and yeast and aged wood, but layered over with something clinical: fingerprint powder, chemical traces, the ghost of latex gloves and evidence bags. The kitchen floor had been scrubbed, though Eliza couldn't tell whether the police had done that or whether it had been clean to begin with and she was imagining stains that weren't there.
She stood in the kitchen and breathed through it.
The workbench was where it had always been. The ovens squatted against the wall, patient and unused. The hooks on the ceiling held nothing. The calendar still read March.
She tore the calendar down. Crumpled it. Dropped it in the bin. It was a small act, almost nothing, but it felt like clearing a space.
"Mother" was in the cold room, where Eliza had last seen her four days ago. The starter looked diminished, the bubbles fewer, the surface flatter than before. Four days without feeding. Eighty years of continuous care, and Eliza had already broken the chain twice in a week.
"I'm sorry," she told it. "I've been busy. Someone died on the floor. You understand."
She fed "Mother" properly this time, or closer to properly. She'd read more of Gran's journal in the nights at Margot's, studying the recipes like someone preparing for an exam in a language they didn't speak. Strong bread flour, not plain. Room temperature water, not cold. Equal weights, roughly. Stir, don't beat. The instructions were simple in the way that piano scales were simple: easy to describe, difficult to execute, and the gap between the two was where all the skill lived.
The starter accepted the offering and, within an hour, looked marginally livelier. Eliza chose to interpret this as forgiveness.
She spent the rest of the morning cleaning. Not the forensic traces, which she left alone as instructed, but the months of neglect that predated the murder. Dust from the shelves. Cobwebs from the corners. The dead lavender from the windowsill, which she replaced with nothing because she didn't have anything to replace it with. She wiped the glass counter until it squeaked. She plugged the till back in. It beeped once, reproachfully, and displayed a date from seven months ago.
By noon, the shop looked less like an abandoned building and more like a closed one. There was a difference, and it mattered.
She ate Margot's soup standing at the workbench. It was good. The bread that came with it was better, a dense, seeded loaf that had clearly been made by someone who knew what they were doing. Eliza tore off pieces and thought about the gap between that loaf and anything she was currently capable of producing.
Then she opened Gran's journal to the first recipe. Sourdough loaf (basic).
Take a generous cup of Mother and let her breathe for an hour in a warm place. She'll tell you when she's ready. Add strong flour (500g), water (325ml, no warmer than your hand), and salt (10g). Mix until the dough comes together, then knead. Knead like you mean it. Fifteen minutes if you're strong, twenty if you're honest. The dough should be smooth and elastic, like the inside of your wrist. Shape. Prove. Bake at the highest heat the oven will give you for twenty minutes, then drop to moderate for another twenty-five. Listen to the crust. It should sound hollow when you tap it, like a door with nobody home.
Eliza read the instructions three times. She laid out ingredients on the workbench: flour, water, salt, and a generous cup of "Mother," which she scooped out with a reverence that surprised her. The starter was warm from its hour by the oven, and it smelled different now, sweeter, more active, as though it had opinions about what was happening and approved.
She mixed. The flour and water came together into something that resembled dough in the same way that a pile of bricks resembled a house: the raw materials were present, but the architecture was missing. It was too sticky. She added more flour. Then it was too dry. She added more water. Then it was too sticky again, and she had flour on her face and in her hair and a growing suspicion that Gran's journal had been written by someone who considered basic competence a reasonable starting assumption.
She kneaded. Fifteen minutes if you're strong, twenty if you're honest. She was neither, and after ten minutes her arms ached and the dough was still lumpy and resistant, fighting her hands like a living thing that did not wish to be reshaped. She kneaded longer, swearing quietly, and at some point the dough changed. Not dramatically. But the texture shifted under her palms, becoming smoother, more willing, as though it had decided to cooperate.
"About time," she told it.
She shaped it into something roughly loaf-shaped, placed it in a tin she'd found in a cupboard, covered it with a tea towel, and set it by the ovens to prove.
Then she waited.
Proving, Gran's journal informed her, could take anywhere from two to twelve hours depending on temperature, humidity, the mood of the starter, and (Eliza suspected) the alignment of the planets. She sat on the kitchen stool and watched the dough like someone watching a kettle, knowing that observation would not accelerate the process but unable to look away.
She lasted forty-five minutes before she reached for her phone.
She hadn't thought about Geoffrey Finch's death since she'd walked back into the bakery, which was, she realised, the longest she'd gone without thinking about it since Tuesday morning. The cleaning and the baking had given her hands something to do and her brain somewhere else to be. But now, in the quiet, with a lump of dough rising imperceptibly under a tea towel, the questions came back.
Geoffrey had keys to the bakery. Gran had given them to him years ago, according to the man at the pub who'd mentioned it on her second day (or had it been Margot? The details were blurring). He'd had keys to several village buildings. But having a key to a place didn't explain why you'd use it at five in the morning, dressed in your best tweed, and end up dead on the floor.
He'd been coming to meet someone. Or coming to collect something. Or coming to leave something. The bakery had been empty for seven months; it would have been the perfect place for private business.
And Mrs. Aldridge. M.A. The initials in Gran's journal. The name the man at the bar had dropped like a stone into still water. Ask Mrs. Aldridge. She'll tell you about mostly.
Who was Mrs. Aldridge? Eliza didn't know, not yet. But she knew the shape of the question, and the shape of the question was interesting.
The dough, when she checked it an hour later, had risen. Not much. Not the dramatic doubling described in Gran's instructions. But it was larger than before, slightly domed, and when she pressed a finger gently into the surface, the indent sprang back slowly, reluctantly, like someone who'd been disturbed mid-nap.
She turned on the ovens. They took a long time to heat, groaning and ticking, and when they finally reached temperature the kitchen was warm for the first time since she'd arrived. She slid the tin in and closed the door.
Twenty minutes at the highest heat. Then twenty-five at moderate. She set timers on her phone and sat on the stool and tried not to open the oven door.
She opened it twice.
When the loaf came out, it was brown. Unevenly brown, darker on one side where the oven ran hot, and slightly collapsed on top where she'd slashed it too deep. But it was brown, and it smelled like bread, and when she tapped the bottom it made a sound that was, if she was generous, hollow-ish.
She let it cool for as long as she could bear, which was about eight minutes, and cut a slice.
It was dense. The crumb was tight and heavy, nothing like the open, airy texture in the photographs she'd looked up on her phone during the proving. The crust was tough. The flavour was there, somewhere, beneath the heaviness, a sourness that was almost pleasant, the ghost of what it was supposed to taste like.
It wasn't good.
But it was bread. She had made bread. She had taken flour and water and an eighty-year-old sourdough starter and produced something that could, in a court of law, be classified as a loaf.
She sat at the workbench with the slice in her hand and felt something she hadn't expected to feel: a small, fierce satisfaction, entirely out of proportion to what she'd actually achieved.
There was a knock at the bakery door.
Ashworth stood on the step, warrant card already half-raised, though he lowered it when he saw her face through the glass. She unlocked the door. He looked past her into the bakery, then back at her.
"You've been cleaning."
"Full marks, Detective."
He didn't smile, but something shifted at the corners of his mouth. "I have some follow-up questions. May I come in?"
She stepped aside. He walked through the shop and into the kitchen with the automatic survey of a man who catalogued rooms for a living. His eyes moved across the workbench, the flour, the open journal, the cooling loaf.
"You've been baking."
"Two for two, Detective. You'll make Inspector yet."
"Ms. Hartwell." The almost-smile again, suppressed. "I need to ask whether your grandmother ever mentioned Geoffrey Finch to you. In any context."
"You asked me that already."
"I'm asking again. People sometimes remember things once the initial shock has passed."
She thought about the journal. About the Finch problem. About M.A. and the arrangement and the promise of discretion. The journal was upstairs, on her bedside table, and Ashworth didn't know about it, and she hadn't decided yet whether to tell him.
"She didn't mention him," Eliza said. This was still technically true. Gran hadn't mentioned him. Gran had written about him, in a journal Eliza had found after her death. There was a distinction there, fine but real, and she held onto it.
Ashworth watched her for a beat too long. Then he wrote something in his notebook.
"We've been speaking to villagers about Mr. Finch's habits," he said. "He was well-liked, but there are some inconsistencies in how people describe him. I'd advise you not to ask questions of your own, Ms. Hartwell. This is an active investigation."
"I haven't been asking questions."
"You were in the pub yesterday. You spoke to several regulars."
"I had a lemonade. People talked to me. I can't help being talked to."
"You can help encouraging it."
Eliza stared at him. "I moved to this village four days ago. I don't know anyone. I don't have friends here, I don't have family here, and the one person who's shown me any kindness is Margot, who I've known for approximately seventy-two hours. Are you genuinely advising me not to speak to my own neighbours?"
Ashworth's pen stopped moving. He looked at her properly then, not the cataloguing glance he gave rooms and evidence, but something more considered.
"I'm advising you not to conduct your own investigation."
"Having a drink in the local pub isn't conducting an investigation. It's called living somewhere."
They looked at each other. The kitchen was warm from the ovens and smelled of bread and flour, and for a moment the scene was almost domestic: two people standing in a kitchen, disagreeing about something that mattered.
"Is there anything else, Detective?"
He glanced at the loaf on the workbench. "How is it?"
"Terrible."
"May I?"
She wasn't sure why she said yes. She cut a slice and handed it to him. He took a bite, chewed thoughtfully, and swallowed with the carefully neutral expression of a man who had eaten worse things in the line of duty but not recently.
"It's not terrible," he said. "It's not good. But it's not terrible."
"High praise."
"I don't give high praise, Ms. Hartwell. I give accurate assessments." He put the rest of the slice in his coat pocket, which she pretended not to notice. "Stay out of trouble. And stay in the village."
He left. The door clicked shut behind him. Eliza stood in the kitchen and looked at the loaf, which now had two slices missing: one for her and one for the detective who'd told her to stop asking questions whilst pocketing her bread.
She picked up the journal. She turned to the page she'd been reading at Margot's, the one about Mrs. Aldridge and the arrangement, and she read it again.
Then she went to feed "Mother."
"He took the bread," she told the starter. "I pretended not to notice, but he took it."
"Mother" bubbled.
"I know," Eliza said. "I thought so too."
Chapter Five
Letters Never Sent
The post office had been closed for a week.
Eliza noticed because she'd been looking for stamps. A mundane reason to walk into a dead man's workplace, but she needed to send a change-of-address card to her mother, who still lived in Dorset and still communicated exclusively by letter, viewing email with the suspicion of a woman who had correctly predicted the dot-com bubble and never let anyone forget it.
The door was propped open with a box of files when she arrived. Inside, a woman in her thirties was kneeling behind the counter, surrounded by the dismantled machinery of Geoffrey Finch's professional life. Envelopes, ledgers, stamp books, rubber bands bundled in neat towers. The woman looked up with the expression of someone who had been crying recently and was irritated by the interruption.
"We're closed. Obviously."
"I know. I'm sorry. I'm Eliza Hartwell. I..."
"You found him." The woman's face shifted. Not softer, exactly, but recalibrated. "I'm Claire. His niece. I've been told about you."
"All good things, I hope."
Claire didn't smile. "You can come in if you like. Everyone else has. The vicar, three women from the parish council, a man who claims Uncle Geoffrey owed him fourteen pounds for a bet on the Grand National. I've stopped being surprised."
Eliza stepped inside. The post office was smaller than it looked from the street, a single room with a glass-fronted counter, a wall of post boxes, and a back area that was less an office and more a controlled explosion of filing cabinets and cardboard boxes. Geoffrey Finch had worked for the Royal Mail for twenty-five years, and the evidence of every one of them was stacked in this room.
"Can I help?"
Claire looked at her for a moment, weighing something up. "Can you sort? I need to separate Royal Mail property from his personal things. Royal Mail want their equipment back by Friday, which feels unreasonable given the circumstances, but apparently dead postmasters don't qualify for an extension."
They worked in near-silence for an hour. Eliza sorted envelopes and inventory sheets while Claire tackled the back office, occasionally surfacing to ask whether something was personal or professional. The distinction, it turned out, was not always clear.
Geoffrey had been meticulous. His filing system was almost aggressively organised: every delivery log, every registered parcel, every redirect form stored in chronological order in labelled folders. The labels were typed, not handwritten, and aligned with a precision that suggested either a ruler or an obsessive temperament. Possibly both.
"He was like this at home too," Claire said, catching Eliza staring at the filing cabinets. "Everything in its place. He used to alphabetise the spice rack. Who alphabetises a spice rack?"
"Someone who needs order."
"Someone who needs control." Claire said it flatly, without bitterness, like a diagnosis she'd arrived at years ago and no longer needed to explain.
The back office yielded a desk, a chair, a coat stand, and a drawer that didn't open. Eliza tried it without thinking, the way you try any drawer, and found it locked.
"That one's stuck," Claire said from the doorway.
"It's locked. There's a difference."
Claire frowned. "He never locked anything. He was the postmaster; the whole job was about access."
But the drawer was locked, and neither of them had a key, and Claire shrugged and moved on to the coat stand, where Geoffrey's spare jacket was still hanging with a packet of mints in the pocket and a bus timetable folded inside the lapel.
Eliza didn't move on. She looked at the drawer, and then she looked at the desk, and something in the way the desk was arranged bothered her. The surface was clear except for a blotter, a pen holder, and a notebook. The notebook was small, A6, black, the kind you could buy in any stationery shop. She opened it.
The first few pages were mundane: parcel tracking numbers, phone numbers, reminders. Order stamps (2nd class). Call Christine re: redirect. Mrs. Pemberton's cat has been sitting on the post again.
But from page seven, the format changed.
Each entry was a pair: initials and a date, sometimes followed by a single letter or a brief notation in a shorthand she couldn't immediately decipher. The entries were listed neatly, one per line, in Geoffrey's careful hand.
M.A. 14/03 C 
R.T. 22/03 C 
H.B. 01/04 B 
D.W. 15/04 C 
M.A. 28/04 B
The pattern continued for several pages. The same initials recurring, the dates spanning months, the single-letter codes shifting from entry to entry. She turned to the most recent page. One entry was underlined:
M.A. 09/09 F
She photographed the page. Then the two pages before it. She did this quickly, without decision, the phone raised and the shutter clicking before the thought had fully formed. It was a reflex she recognised from somewhere she wasn't ready to think about: the instinct to capture data before it disappeared.
"Find something?" Claire was back in the doorway.
"Just his notebook. Tracking numbers, I think."
Claire held out her hand. Eliza gave it back.
She walked home the long way, through the churchyard and along the back lane where the hedgerows were thick with sloe berries turning purple in the cold. She wasn't thinking about the notebook. She was deliberately not thinking about the notebook, which was, of course, the same thing.
In the bakery kitchen, she pulled up the photographs on her phone and spread Gran's journal open on the workbench beside it.
The initials.
M.A. appeared eleven times across the pages she'd photographed. M.A., who was paired with dates stretching back at least eighteen months. M.A., whose entries showed the most variation in codes: C, C, B, C, B, and finally, on the most recent page, F.
Mrs. Aldridge. The parish council chair. The name the man at the pub had dropped, the name that matched Gran's marginalia: "Spoke to M.A. about the arrangement."
She looked at the other initials. R.T.: Robert Tilling. Gran's solicitor. The kind, straight-backed man who'd made her coffee on the worst morning of her life and told her she wouldn't need a lawyer. She stared at his initials for a long time. He appeared twice in the pages she'd photographed, coded "C" both times. Whatever Geoffrey's system was, Tilling was in it, but he was stable, compliant, the quietest line in the ledger. She thought of his sitting room, the law books, the careful composure. Not someone who caused trouble. Not someone who needed monitoring.
She moved on.
H.B. appeared once, coded "B." Helen Barrow. The woman from the tearoom who'd served her Darjeeling and wiped clean surfaces with quick, precise hands. She could see her face: the dark hair pulled back, the smile that hadn't quite reached her eyes, the careful delivery of "everyone knew Geoffrey" as though the words had been rehearsed. "B" wasn't "C." Whatever it meant, Helen Barrow had not been compliant.
D.W. she couldn't place. The initials sat on the page without a face or a name, and that absence bothered her more than anything else in the notebook. Three of Geoffrey's targets she could picture. The fourth was a gap, and gaps, in her experience, were where the important things hid.
Four sets of initials, four villagers, each tracked in a notebook left sitting on a dead man's desk in plain sight, as though Geoffrey had never imagined anyone else would understand what they were looking at.
The pattern was obvious once you saw it. Not immediately, not if you were looking for something dramatic. But if you understood data, if you'd spent years building tracking models and customer profiles and campaign analytics, if your brain was the kind that sorted information into hierarchies without being asked, then the pattern was as clear as a spreadsheet with the filters removed.
Geoffrey had been tracking people. Not parcels.
The codes were a system. She couldn't crack the full notation yet, not from three photographed pages, but the structure was there: initials, dates, status codes. A monitoring system. A ledger of leverage.
She sat on the kitchen stool and stared at the photographs until her eyes ached.
Margot's kitchen was warm and smelled of chrysanthemums and digestive biscuits. There was always tea. There was always a biscuit. There was always Margot, settled in her chair with the air of a woman who had been waiting for exactly this conversation and was mildly annoyed it had taken so long to arrive.
"You want to know about Geoffrey," Margot said. Not a question.
"I want to know what the village won't say out loud."
Margot stirred her tea. She stirred it for longer than any tea required stirring, which Eliza was beginning to recognise as Margot's version of deliberation.
"Geoffrey opened people's letters."
The words landed simply, without drama. Margot said them the way you'd say "it rained on Tuesday" or "the milk's gone off."
"Everyone knew?"
"Everyone suspected. Nobody proved it. And nobody wanted to, because proving it meant admitting what was in the letters." Margot set her spoon down. "Geoffrey was postmaster for over twenty years. Twenty years of birthday cards, bank statements, love letters, solicitors' correspondence, medical results. Twenty years of envelopes that arrived sealed and were delivered sealed but had been read in between. He never said anything directly. He never threatened anyone. He just... knew things. And people were careful around a man who knew things." She paused. "Even David Whitfield, the advertising man from London with his weekend cottage. If Geoffrey could get his hooks into someone who was barely here three months of the year, what chance did the rest of us have?"
D.W. David Whitfield. The connection filed itself before Eliza had consciously made it.
"That's blackmail."
"That's Millbrook."
They sat with that for a moment. Outside, a car passed slowly on the high street.
"Gran knew," Eliza said. It wasn't a question either.
Margot's expression didn't change, but something behind it tightened. "Your grandmother knew a great deal about this village. More than most. She and Geoffrey had an understanding, I think, though I was never privy to its terms." She picked up her tea. "I told you she was a complicated woman, Eliza. I wasn't being euphemistic."
The police station was actually a desk in the back of the village hall, staffed on Tuesdays and Thursdays by a constable who looked barely old enough to drive. The constable rang Ashworth, who arrived twenty minutes later in a different grey suit that fit identically well.
"Ms. Hartwell."
"Detective Inspector."
"If you're here to report another body, I'd prefer advance warning."
"I'm here because Geoffrey Finch was blackmailing at least four villagers, and I can show you the system he used to do it."
Ashworth looked at her. Then he looked at the constable, who was pretending very hard to be absorbed in paperwork.
"Come with me."
They sat in the village hall's committee room, which smelled of floor polish and stale sandwiches. Eliza laid out the photographs on the table and walked him through the pattern: the initials, the dates, the codes, the frequency of M.A.'s appearances, the correlation with Gran's journal entries.
Ashworth listened without interrupting. He studied the photographs the way he studied everything: carefully, methodically, giving nothing away. When she finished, he sat back in his chair.
"You've named them."
"M.A. is Margaret Aldridge. R.T. is Robert Tilling, Gran's solicitor. H.B. is Helen Barrow from the tearoom. D.W. is David Whitfield, the London advertising man with the weekend cottage."
Ashworth's pen stopped. "Helen Barrow was in Cheltenham General Hospital that night. Visiting her mother. Admitted to the ward at half past six, didn't leave until the following morning. We've confirmed it."
"And Whitfield?"
"Hasn't been in the village since August."
She took out her phone. David Whitfield's Instagram was public. It took her thirty seconds: a tagged photograph from a restaurant in Clerkenwell, timestamped the night Geoffrey died, surrounded by people she vaguely recognised from an industry she'd left. She turned the screen toward Ashworth, who looked at it, then back at her, with an expression she couldn't quite read.
"Two eliminated," she said. "Two remaining. And the one marked 'F' is Margaret Aldridge."
"How did you get access to the post office?"
"I helped his niece clear out. She asked for a hand with the sorting."
"And you happened to photograph his private notebook."
"I happened to recognise a data trail when I saw one."
He looked at her for a long moment. "A data trail."
"People leave them. Everywhere. In the things they write down, the things they file, the systems they build. Geoffrey built a surveillance operation using paper and a notebook he didn't even bother to hide, and he ran it like a..." She caught herself. The word that wanted to come was campaign, and it had arrived from somewhere specific, somewhere she'd been before and wasn't ready to discuss. She steered around it. "He ran it like a business. The point is, four people in this village were being monitored. One of them, M.A., was marked with an 'F' on the most recent entry. I don't know what F means yet. But it's different from every other code in the notebook, and it's the last thing he wrote."
"You don't know what F means, but you have a theory."
"I have several."
"I'm sure you do." He gathered the photographs and placed them in a neat stack. "This is useful, Ms. Hartwell. I'll say that once, and I'd appreciate you not making me repeat it."
"Noted."
"I'll also say that what you did today was reckless. You entered the workplace of a murder victim, handled potential evidence, and photographed material relevant to an active investigation without authorisation."
"Would you rather I hadn't? Royal Mail want the post office cleared by Friday. His niece is boxing everything up. That notebook was sitting on the desk between a blotter and a pen holder, and by the end of the week it would have been in a crate on its way to a sorting office in Cheltenham. If it's still evidence, it's only because I recognised it as evidence."
Ashworth tapped the stack of photographs once, absently, as though confirming they were real. He didn't argue the point. She suspected he couldn't.
"You're not wrong," he said, quietly. "But being right about the evidence doesn't make you safe. This kind of theory gets people into trouble."
"This kind of theory gets me out of it. I'm still your only suspect, Detective. The stranger with no alibi who happened to find the body. If Geoffrey was running a blackmail operation, then the list of people who wanted him dead extends considerably beyond the woman who's been in the village for five days."
He didn't answer immediately. He picked up the photographs, looked at them again, and slid them into his jacket pocket with the same unhurried precision with which he'd pocketed her bread two days earlier.
"Stay out of the post office," he said. "And if you find any more evidence, bring it to me before you build a theory around it."
"Is that an instruction or a suggestion?"
"It's a request. From someone who would rather you didn't get hurt."
He left before she could decide what to do with that.
She baked that night. Not because she had to, not because someone was watching or she needed to prove anything, but because the kitchen was warm and the dough was patient and her hands needed something to do that wasn't scrolling through photographs of a dead man's notebook.
The second loaf was better. Not good. The crumb was still too tight, and she'd over-proved it by forty minutes because she'd lost track of time reading Gran's journal. But the crust had cracked properly this time, splitting along the score marks she'd made with a bread knife because she didn't own a lame and didn't know what a lame was. It was the colour of dark honey. When she tapped the bottom, it sounded hollow.
Properly hollow. Not hollow-ish. Hollow.
"Progress," she told "Mother," who was bubbling contentedly on the shelf after her evening feed. "Slow, but progress."
She cut a slice and ate it standing at the workbench, the journal open in front of her, the photographs glowing on her phone screen. The bread was heavy but honest. It tasted of effort and flour and something underneath that she was beginning to recognise as the starter itself: that sour, ancient tang that connected this loaf to every loaf Gran had ever baked in this kitchen.
Outside, the village was dark and quiet. She could hear the pub closing, the last voices carrying across the green, a door shutting, a car starting and pulling slowly away. The clock she'd found ticking on her first day was still ticking, steady and unhurried, and she'd stopped noticing it now, which she supposed meant she was getting used to the place.
She washed the workbench, covered "Mother," and went upstairs.
On the bedside table, Gran's journal lay open to a passage she'd read three times without fully absorbing:
Some recipes are best kept in the family. Not because they're secret, but because the wrong hands would use them for the wrong reasons. I kept Geoffrey's secret because the alternative was worse. I'm not sure that was the right decision. I'm not sure there was one.
In the margin beside it, in smaller handwriting that looked as though it had been added on a different day: Compliant and complicit are not the same thing. One is silence out of fear. The other is silence with a purpose. I have seen both in this village, and the second frightens me more.
It sounded like Gran at her most philosophical, the voice of a woman arguing with herself on paper. Eliza read it once more, then closed the journal and turned off the light.
She was beginning to understand that her grandmother had been a far more complicated woman than the one who made scones for the church fête and talked to her sourdough starter.
She was also beginning to understand that the complications had not died with her.
Chapter Six
Rising Tensions
The third loaf came out at quarter past six on a Saturday morning.
Eliza had set her alarm for four, which was a sentence she would not have believed possible two weeks ago. She'd fed "Mother" at half past, mixed the dough at five, and spent the intervening hour kneading at the workbench in the grey pre-dawn light while the village slept and the kitchen windows steamed with warmth.
The loaf was nearly there. The crumb was looser than before, the crust thinner, and when she held a slice up to the kitchen light she could see the beginnings of those open, irregular holes that proper sourdough was supposed to have. It wasn't beautiful. It wasn't something she'd put in the window. But it was recognisably bread in a way that her first two attempts had only aspired to.
She ate a slice with butter and didn't bother telling "Mother" about it. The baking was becoming routine now, slotted into the early hours like a habit she'd acquired without noticing. She was learning the rhythms: how long the dough needed, how warm the kitchen should be, how "Mother" behaved differently on cold mornings versus mild ones. She was learning to listen to the process instead of fighting it. It was, she thought, the first thing she'd been patient about in years.
By eight, she was dressed and walking the high street with a purpose she was trying to disguise as aimlessness.
The four sets of initials from Geoffrey's notebook: M.A., R.T., H.B., D.W. She had names for all of them now. H.B. was Helen Barrow, coded "B," but she'd been in hospital in Cheltenham the night Geoffrey died; Ashworth had confirmed it. D.W. was David Whitfield, the London advertising man, coded "C," who hadn't set foot in the village since August; his own social media had placed him a hundred miles away. Both eliminated. Both accounted for. R.T. was Robert Tilling, Gran's solicitor, coded "C" throughout, steady and compliant and seemingly irrelevant. But Mrs. Aldridge was the one who mattered, because Mrs. Aldridge was the one Geoffrey had marked with an F.
She found her in the general store.
Margaret Aldridge was examining tins of soup with the focused intensity of a woman who approached supermarket shopping as a competitive discipline. She was perhaps sixty-five, trim, her silver hair set in waves that hadn't moved since 1987, wearing a navy cardigan with brass buttons and an expression that suggested she was aware of being observed and did not intend to make it easy. The store was quiet around her: a teenager stacking shelves near the back, the same cat from Eliza's first walk asleep on a pile of newspapers by the door, a radio murmuring somewhere behind the counter.
"Mrs. Aldridge?"
The woman looked up. Her eyes were pale blue and remarkably steady. "Yes?"
"I'm Eliza Hartwell. Dorothy's granddaughter. I've taken over the bakery."
"I know who you are." No warmth, no hostility. A statement of fact delivered with the precision of someone who measured her words the way other people measured ingredients. "I was sorry about Dorothy. She was a good woman."
"Thank you. I've been trying to get to know the village a little. People have been very kind."
"People are curious. Kindness is a secondary benefit." Mrs. Aldridge placed a tin of minestrone in her basket with the care of someone defusing an explosive. "What can I do for you, Ms. Hartwell?"
The directness was disarming. Eliza had been planning to ease into the conversation, to ask about the parish council, to circle around the subject the way you circle around a bread that might not have proved properly. Mrs. Aldridge had bypassed all of that with the efficiency of a woman who had sat through too many committee meetings to tolerate preamble.
"I wanted to ask about Geoffrey Finch."
"Everyone wants to ask about Geoffrey Finch. The police have asked. The newspapers have rung. His niece has asked. And now the woman who found him on her kitchen floor wants to ask." Mrs. Aldridge selected another tin without looking at the label. "Geoffrey Finch was a fixture in this village. Fixtures are easy to overlook until they're gone. That's all I have to say about it."
"Did you know him well?"
"Everyone knew Geoffrey. That was rather the point of him." She turned to Eliza fully, and for the first time her expression shifted. Not anger, not fear, but something guarded and precise, like a door closing with a quiet click. "Ms. Hartwell. You've been here, what, a week? Ten days? Long enough to find a body, long enough to charm Margot Prescott, long enough to have the police treating you like a colleague rather than a suspect. That's impressive. But this village has been here for eight hundred years, and it doesn't appreciate being treated like a puzzle."
She picked up her basket, walked to the counter, paid for her soup, and left without looking back. The bell above the door rang once, brightly, in her wake.
The journal passage was on page forty-seven.
Eliza found it that afternoon, sitting at the workbench with a cup of tea going cold beside her, turning pages she'd already turned but hadn't been ready to read properly. The light was fading outside, the October afternoon drawing in, and she'd lit the kitchen with the overhead fluorescent and the small lamp she'd brought down from the flat because the fluorescent alone made everything look like an autopsy.
Margaret came to the back door again. Third time this month. She's frightened, and Margaret Aldridge doesn't frighten easily. Geoffrey has the Thornbury letters and she knows it. I told her I'd speak to him. I told her it would be handled. I shouldn't have said that. Some promises are flour on water: they dissolve the moment you stop stirring.
I keep Geoffrey's secret because exposing him would expose everyone else. That's the trap, isn't it? He doesn't need locks or threats. He just needs everyone to understand that the alternative is worse.
Gran had known. Not suspected, not inferred, but known. She'd known that Geoffrey was reading letters, she'd known he had something on Mrs. Aldridge (the Thornbury letters, whatever those were), and she'd promised to handle it. And then she'd died, and nothing had been handled, and seven months later Geoffrey had turned up dead on the bakery floor.
Eliza sat with this for a long time. The tea went cold. The kitchen ticked.
Gran's marginal note surfaced, the one she'd read beside the passage about keeping secrets: Compliant and complicit are not the same thing. One is silence out of fear. The other is silence with a purpose. She'd taken it for philosophy. Now, with page forty-seven open in front of her, it read like a confession. Gran hadn't been musing about the village in the abstract. She'd been describing her own position: a woman who kept Geoffrey's secret not because she was afraid of him, but because she'd decided the alternative was worse. That wasn't compliance. That was complicity, and Gran had known the difference.
Her grandmother had been kind. She remembered that with the clarity that survives grief: the flour-dusted hands, the scones cooling on wire racks, the way Gran would press a warm roll into her palms and say "taste that, tell me what's missing." But kindness and complicity were not, it turned out, mutually exclusive. Gran had known about a blackmailer and chosen to manage him rather than expose him. She'd made herself part of the machinery, a mediator in a system that depended on silence, and the system had outlived her.
Was that protection or participation? Eliza couldn't tell. She wasn't sure Gran could have told her either.
The pub was busier than usual on Saturday evening. Eliza went because she needed to eat something that wasn't bread and because she was trying, however awkwardly, to be a person who lived in a village rather than a person who hid above a bakery reading a dead woman's journal.
She ordered a ploughman's and a glass of white wine that Pete served with his customary neutrality. She sat at the small table by the window, the one she was beginning to think of as hers though she'd only used it twice. The pub murmured around her: conversations about the weather, the football, the road works on the B4035, the ordinary mechanics of a place that was trying very hard to be normal despite the police tape that had only recently come down from her bakery.
She was halfway through the ploughman's when the atmosphere shifted.
It started with a look. A woman at the bar, someone Eliza didn't recognise, glanced over her shoulder and said something to her companion. The companion turned. Two more heads followed. The conversation didn't stop, exactly, but it changed direction the way a river changes direction around a stone: the current still moved, but you could feel the obstruction.
"You're the one who's been asking questions."
The voice came from a man at the bar. Fiftyish, ruddy-faced, the kind of build that suggested either decades of manual labour or a committed relationship with real ale. He wasn't hostile, not quite, but he wasn't friendly either. He was addressing her the way you'd address a dog you weren't certain was friendly.
"I've been having conversations. People talk to me."
"People talk because you ask. There's a difference." He turned on his stool to face her properly. "Geoffrey Finch was a friend of mine. Twenty years I knew him. And now half the village is whispering about blackmail and stolen letters because some Londoner's decided to play detective."
The pub had gone quiet. Not silent, but the volume had dropped to the frequency of people listening while pretending not to.
"I'm not playing anything," Eliza said. She kept her voice level, though her hands had gone to her lap where nobody could see them grip each other. "A man died in my kitchen. I'd like to understand why."
"That's what the police are for."
"Then perhaps you should tell them what you know, instead of telling me what I shouldn't ask."
The man stared at her. Pete, behind the bar, had stopped polishing glasses and was watching with the practised stillness of a landlord calculating whether furniture was about to be rearranged.
"You don't belong here," the man said. Not cruelly. Almost sadly, which was worse. "You don't know these people. You don't know what you're stirring up."
He turned back to his pint. The pub slowly resumed its ordinary volume, but the air had changed. Conversations rerouted themselves around her table as though it had become an obstruction, and nobody met her eye on the way to the bar or the toilets. She finished her ploughman's without tasting the cheese. She left money on the table, pulled on her coat, and stepped out into the cold.
The high street was empty. The lamps were on. Across the green, her bakery was dark, and for a moment it looked exactly like what it was: a building that belonged to a woman who didn't belong to the village it stood in.
The churchyard was not where she'd intended to go.
She'd intended to go home, to lock the bakery door and sit in the kitchen and talk to "Mother" about the particular humiliation of being publicly told you don't belong somewhere you already suspect you don't belong. But the church was on the way, and the gate was open, and the moon was high enough to see by, and her feet made the decision before her brain caught up.
Gran's grave was at the back, near the yew tree. The earth had settled since her last visit. Someone had placed fresh flowers since Wednesday. She didn't know who.
"You could have warned me," Eliza said quietly. "A note in the journal, perhaps. 'Dear granddaughter, the village is built on blackmail and nobody wants to talk about it. Best of luck with the bread.'"
The headstone offered no response. This was, Eliza supposed, consistent with Gran's approach to most things: let people work it out for themselves.
She heard him before she saw him. Footsteps on gravel, measured and unhurried, the pace of a man who was either very calm or very tired. Ashworth appeared at the end of the path with his collar turned up and his hands in his pockets and an expression she hadn't seen on him before: not professional, not guarded, but something looser and more worn, like a coat he only put on when he thought nobody was watching.
He stopped when he saw her.
"Ms. Hartwell."
"Detective Inspector."
"Do you make a habit of visiting graveyards at night?"
"Do you?"
He almost smiled. It was the closest she'd seen to an actual, genuine smile, and it changed his face entirely: briefly, unexpectedly, before he caught it and put it away. He walked over and stood beside her, not close but not distant, and read the headstone.
"Dorothy Hartwell." A pause. "You look like her."
"You knew her?"
"I've seen photographs. The investigation file." He was quiet for a moment. "She was well-regarded."
"She was complicated."
"Most well-regarded people are."
They stood in the kind of silence that happens between two people who have run out of professional reasons to talk and haven't yet decided whether the personal ones are permitted. The moon lit the churchyard in silver and deep shadow. An owl called from the yew tree, low and unhurried. The air smelled of cold earth and fallen leaves and something faintly sweet from the last of the year's roses climbing the church wall.
"The case isn't straightforward," Ashworth said. He said it quietly, almost to the headstone rather than to her, the way you'd admit something you hadn't intended to share. "The blackmail angle complicates things. It gives several people motive, and several people alibis they've had time to rehearse, and the forensics are..." He stopped. Caught himself. "I shouldn't be telling you this."
"Then why are you?"
He looked at her. Not the professional assessment. Not the detective cataloguing a witness. Something else, something that had been there before in small fractures, in stolen bread and almost-smiles, but had never been this close to the surface.
"Because you're the only person in this village who's actually trying to work out what happened. And I find that both admirable and deeply irritating."
"I'll take that as a compliment."
"Take it however you like." He turned back to the headstone. "Your grandmother kept secrets, Ms. Hartwell. I'm beginning to understand how many. I'd advise you to prepare yourself for the possibility that some of them aren't comfortable."
"I've already passed comfortable. I'm somewhere around unsettling and heading for distressing."
The almost-smile again. Softer this time. He looked at her for a moment longer than was necessary, and something passed between them that neither of them named or acknowledged or knew what to do with. Then the professional mask settled back into place, as neatly as a door clicking shut, and he was DI Ashworth again, hands in his pockets, collar up, a man with a case to solve and boundaries he'd nearly forgotten.
"Go home," he said. "It's cold, and graveyards aren't safe at night."
"Is that professional advice?"
"It's personal advice. Which I'm even less qualified to give."
He walked away down the path. His footsteps crunched on the gravel, steady and unhurried, and she watched him until he disappeared around the corner of the church and the sound of him faded into the sound of the village settling into another night.
The owl called again. The moon moved behind a cloud and came back.
Eliza stood at her grandmother's grave and thought about complicated women and the secrets they kept and the men who were both admirable and deeply irritating.
Then she went home and fed "Mother."
"I think I've made things worse," she told the starter. "The village doesn't want me asking questions. Ashworth doesn't want me asking questions. And Gran apparently had the answers all along and took them with her."
"Mother" bubbled.
"Helpful as always," Eliza said.
She locked the back door. She checked it twice.
Chapter Seven
The Second Proving
The fourth loaf came out on a Monday morning, and the kitchen smelled like Gran.
Not like Gran herself (flour and Yardley's English Lavender; that was the cardigan upstairs, and Eliza had stopped burying her face in it because the scent was fading and she wasn't ready for the day it disappeared entirely). This was Gran's kitchen. Gran's bakery. The smell that had lived in this building for sixty years: warm bread, hot stone, the faint sourness of a starter that had outlived every person who had ever fed it. The smell of something made properly, with time and attention and flour that had been measured rather than guessed at.
Eliza stood at the workbench and stared at the loaf on the cooling rack and could not quite believe she had made it.
The crust had cracked along the score marks, not the messy splits of her first attempt or the tentative fissures of her third, but proper, deliberate cracks, the kind Gran's journal described as "the bread telling you it's ready." The colour was deep golden, darker at the edges, the shade of autumn fields seen from a distance. When she tapped the bottom, it rang hollow. Not hollow-ish. Not close enough. Hollow. And when she cut the first slice, holding her breath the way you hold your breath before opening a letter you've been dreading, the crumb was open and airy and shot through with the irregular holes that said sourdough the way a signature says a name.
She sat on the kitchen stool and ate a slice with butter, and she cried.
Not the kind of crying she'd done in the flat upstairs during those first days, quiet and formless and aimed at nothing. This was specific. This was the catch in the throat and the heat behind the eyes that comes from doing something you weren't sure you could do, in a place you weren't sure you belonged, with your hands and a recipe and a starter that had been alive since the war. She cried because the bread was good. She cried because Gran would have said "not bad, but you've over-scored" and then pressed a warm slice into her palms and told her to taste it properly. She cried because making bread was the first thing she'd completed in months that hadn't ended in failure or retreat, and the simple fact of a loaf on a cooling rack felt like evidence that she might, after all, be capable of staying somewhere.
She wiped her eyes on her sleeve and ate the rest of the slice.
"Mother" was bubbling on the shelf, freshly fed, warm and content in the way that sourdough starters are content: by continuing to exist.
"Don't get smug," Eliza told her. "You did the chemistry. I just did the labour."
She looked at the loaf again. Then she looked at the shop floor through the kitchen doorway: the oak counter, the empty display shelves, the chalkboard menu with Gran's handwriting. The window, catching the early October light, bare as it had been since March.
She wrapped the loaf in a clean tea towel and set it in the window.
It sat there, pale cloth against grey glass, and from the street it would look like nothing much: a single loaf, not a display, not a reopening, not a statement. But it was the first thing the bakery had offered the village in seven months, and when Eliza stepped back and saw it from behind the counter, she understood that some things communicate their significance without explanation. A light left on. A door unlocked. A loaf in a window.
She put the kettle on and went back to work.
The photographs were still on her phone. Three pages of Geoffrey's notebook, captured in the post office ten days ago and studied so often since that she could have drawn them from memory: the initials, the dates, the single-letter codes, all recorded in Geoffrey's careful, unambiguous hand.
She'd identified the players. Four sets of initials, four villagers, two eliminated, two remaining. She knew who. She knew where. She didn't know why.
But she hadn't seen the system.
She saw it now.
It happened the way insights sometimes do: not as a thunderclap but as a quiet rearrangement, like looking at a picture you've seen a hundred times and noticing that the frame is crooked. She'd been reading the entries forward through the pages, one at a time, trying to decode each letter in isolation.
That was the wrong approach. Geoffrey's notebook wasn't a diary. It was a database.
She spread the photographs across the workbench, anchoring the corners with the salt cellar and the flour jar and Gran's journal, and she started reading across. Not "what does this entry mean?" but "how does this person's record change over time?"
The pattern was immediate.
M.A. 14/03 C. 
M.A. 28/04 B. 
M.A. 17/05 C. 
M.A. 03/06 B. 
M.A. 22/07 B. 
M.A. 09/09 F.
The codes weren't static labels. They were status updates. C appeared first for every target, the default state. B emerged later, sometimes replacing C, sometimes alternating with it. And F appeared only once, in the final entry, attached only to M.A.
She'd built systems like this before. Customer engagement models, campaign tracking, the spreadsheets that had once been her native language. You tracked a subject through stages: awareness, consideration, conversion. Each stage represented an escalation of commitment, a narrowing of options, a move toward a point of no return.
Geoffrey had built the same thing. Not for customers. For targets.
C was compliance. The baseline. The target was cooperating, keeping quiet because Geoffrey's knowledge kept them in line. R.T. and D.W. were coded C across every entry. Stable. Managed. No trouble.
B was something else. Resistance, perhaps, or renegotiation. M.A. alternated between C and B for months, the pattern of someone who cooperated and then pushed back and then cooperated again, a cycle that would have been exhausting to sustain.
And F was the end. The final stage. Geoffrey had underlined it. The last entry in the notebook, the last thing he had written before someone killed him on a bakery floor at five in the morning.
Geoffrey Finch hadn't been clever. He hadn't encrypted his records or hidden his notebook or built elaborate safeguards. He'd written his blackmail operation in a book he kept on his desk, using a system so simple that it barely qualified as code, and nobody had looked. Because looking meant acknowledging what they already knew: that the postmaster read their letters, and the price of his silence was their own.
She picked up her phone and called Ashworth.
He arrived at half past eleven. Grey suit, professional neutral, fountain pen already in his hand. But something shifted when he stepped into the kitchen and saw the workbench spread with photographs and journal pages, the flour jar holding down one corner, Gran's handwriting visible on the open page.
"You've been busy."
"I've been thinking. Sit down. I'll make tea."
He sat. This was notable. In every previous encounter, Ashworth had remained standing: at the crime scene, in the village hall committee room, in the churchyard. Standing was control, distance, the physical language of a man who didn't intend to stay. Sitting was something else.
She made tea the way Margot had taught her (which was really the way Gran had done it: pot, strainer, real milk). She set a mug in front of him and noticed that his leather notebook was open beside the phone, ready.
"Geoffrey's code isn't a code," she said. "It's a status tracker. He was monitoring his targets through stages." She walked him through it: C for compliance, B for the middle ground she was still defining, F for the final escalation. The pattern of M.A.'s entries across months. The underlined entry that was the last thing Geoffrey ever wrote.
Ashworth listened without visible reaction, his eyes on the photographs, his pen still. When she finished, he didn't speak immediately. He picked up his tea, drank, and set it down.
"The financial investigation came back last week," he said.
Eliza waited.
"Geoffrey's income didn't match his expenditure. Not dramatically. Not enough to flag if you weren't looking. But his savings showed deposits that didn't correspond to his salary. Small amounts, irregular intervals, spread across years. Consistent with supplementary income from an undeclared source."
"Consistent with payments."
"Consistent with payments." He said it carefully, the way you confirm something you've suspected but hadn't been willing to say aloud. "He wasn't getting rich. The amounts were modest. But they were systematic, and they match the timeline in his notebook almost exactly."
They looked at each other across the workbench. The kitchen ticked. Outside, a car passed slowly on the high street.
"Mrs. Aldridge was being escalated," Eliza said. "Whatever F means, it means Geoffrey was done managing her. He was going to act."
"Or threaten to act. Which amounts to the same thing."
"And she knew. She must have known. When I spoke to her in the general store, she was precise. Controlled. The kind of control that costs effort."
Ashworth turned his pen between his fingers. "Ms. Hartwell. What you've done here is good work. It aligns with what we've found through official channels, and in some respects it's ahead of us, because we were looking at the finances first and the notebook second. You've done it the other way round."
"Is that a compliment?"
"It's an observation. I'm also obliged to point out that sharing active investigation details with a civilian is exactly the sort of thing that ends careers."
"Then why are you doing it?"
He looked at her. Not the professional assessment. Something more considered, more deliberate, as though he were weighing a decision he'd been circling for days.
"Because I looked you up."
The kitchen went very quiet.
"Twelve years at a London agency. Head of Brand Strategy. Campaign analytics, data modelling, pattern recognition. You built systems for tracking how people behave, Ms. Hartwell." He gestured at the photographs spread across the workbench. "You're not an amateur with a hunch. You're a professional applying a highly specialised skill set, and it's a skill set nobody on my team has."
Eliza said nothing. Something had tightened behind her ribs, the particular discomfort of being known by someone you hadn't chosen to tell.
"I also know why you left."
He said it quietly, without inflection, the way you mention something that matters precisely because you're not going to make a fuss about it. His pen had stopped turning. He wasn't looking at the photographs any more. He was looking at her, and there was something in his expression she hadn't seen before: not pity (she would have shut that down immediately) but concern. Genuine, careful concern, offered without expectation.
"Which is why I need you to understand that when I tell you to be careful, I'm not just being territorial. The last time you threw yourself into something with this kind of intensity..." He paused. Chose his next words with visible care. "I'd rather not see that happen again."
She held his gaze. The heat was back behind her eyes, different from the bread, sharper, and she blinked it away.
"I'm steady," she said. And was surprised to find she mostly meant it.
He studied her for a moment longer than was comfortable. Then something in his expression settled, as though he'd found what he was looking for.
"Good. Then I'd rather have you working with the investigation than around it." A pause. "Also, your tea is better than the village hall's."
She almost laughed. It came out as a breath, something between amusement and relief, and she saw the corner of his mouth shift in response. Not a smile, but an acknowledgement that something between them had changed. The antagonism hadn't vanished; she suspected it never would entirely; it was structural, built into the gap between amateur and professional, between instinct and procedure. But it had been joined by something else. Something that felt, tentatively, like trust.
They spent the next hour at the workbench. He shared what the police had established; she shared what the journal revealed. They built a timeline together, his notebook beside hers, his careful handwriting in blue fountain pen beside her annotated photographs, and for the first time since she'd arrived in Millbrook, Eliza felt that she was doing something she was good at with someone who recognised it.
He stood to leave at half twelve. At the doorway to the shop floor, he stopped.
The loaf was still in the window. The October light was catching it now, the tea towel and the golden crust, and from where he stood it looked like what it was: a small, deliberate act of presence.
"You put bread in the window."
"I made bread worth putting in the window."
He looked at it for a moment longer than was necessary. Then he looked at her.
"Maybe there's hope for you yet, Ms. Hartwell."
He let himself out. The bell above the shop door (she hadn't noticed it before; it must have been there all along, silent for seven months because nobody had been coming or going) rang once, a clear bright note that carried across the empty shop floor and faded into the ticking of the kitchen clock.
Eliza stood behind the counter and looked at her loaf in the window and felt, for the first time, like a baker.
That evening, she fed "Mother" and talked to her about the case.
"Two suspects," she said, measuring flour by weight (strong bread flour, never plain; room temperature water, never cold; equal weights; stir, don't beat). "Helen Barrow was in hospital. David Whitfield was in London. Which leaves Mrs. Aldridge and Robert Tilling, and Tilling is coded 'C' throughout. Compliant. No trouble." She paused. "Which really means it's Mrs. Aldridge. The parish council chair with brass buttons and a stare that could strip wallpaper."
"Mother" bubbled.
"The question is what F means. Not just as a code. What was Geoffrey going to do? Expose her? Demand more? And what are the Thornbury letters?"
"Mother" offered no opinion on the Thornbury letters.
"Helpful," Eliza said.
She covered the crock, washed her hands, and stood for a moment at the kitchen window. The courtyard garden was sinking into October dark, the rosemary climbing the back wall, the herbs gone wild, the season settling in with the patient inevitability of a thing that knew exactly what it was doing.
She locked the back door. She checked it twice.
Upstairs, she opened Gran's journal to page forty-seven and read the passage again. Margaret came to the back door again. Third time this month. She's frightened, and Margaret Aldridge doesn't frighten easily.
Frightened. Not angry, not defiant. Frightened. A woman whose pale blue eyes were remarkably steady, who approached supermarket shopping as a competitive discipline. Frightened.
What had Geoffrey found in those letters that could frighten someone like that?
Eliza closed the journal and turned off the light.
Outside, the village settled into another night. A fox crossed the green. The ancient oak creaked in a wind that was turning properly cold for the first time, the kind of cold that said October was half over and winter was making its arrangements.
In the window of Hartwell's Bakery, the loaf sat in its tea towel and waited for morning.
Chapter Eight
Crumbling
Margaret Aldridge came to the bakery on Wednesday morning.
Eliza saw her through the kitchen doorway: a shape behind the shop window glass, pausing, considering, the way people consider things they've been thinking about for days. Then the door opened and the bell rang (only the second time Eliza had heard it; she was counting now, as though the bell were keeping score) and Margaret was standing on the shop floor in her navy cardigan with the brass buttons, looking at the loaf in the window the way you look at a photograph of someone you used to know.
"Your grandmother's recipe?"
"Her starter. My hands. The recipe is still a work in progress."
Margaret nodded. She didn't move further into the shop. She stood with her handbag held in both hands and her gaze moving across the counter, the chalkboard, the empty shelves, and there was something in her face that Eliza hadn't seen before: tenderness. Or perhaps grief, which from a distance looks the same.
"Dorothy used to leave a loaf on Mrs. Beecham's step every Tuesday morning," Margaret said. "Without being asked. She never mentioned it, and if you brought it up she'd change the subject. That was the kind of baker she was." A pause. "That was the kind of woman she was."
Eliza didn't know what to say. This was not the Margaret Aldridge of the general store: trim and steely and armoured in poise. This was someone standing in a dead woman's bakery, missing her.
"She'd have liked to see the bread come back," Margaret said. Then she straightened, recomposed, and left. The bell rang again. Eliza watched her walk down the high street, straight-backed and measured, and felt something complicate itself in her chest.
She found the journal entry that afternoon.
Page sixty-three. She'd been working through Gran's marginalia methodically since Monday, and there it was, wedged between a recipe for lardy cake and a note about ordering more yeast.
Margaret was at the back door again last night. Past midnight. She says she'd do anything to make this stop. Anything. I told her that some things can't be undone. She wasn't listening. I don't think she's slept in weeks.
She'd do anything to make this stop.
Eliza sat at the workbench and felt the pattern complete itself with the clean, cold certainty of a lock clicking shut.
Margaret Aldridge had been coming to the bakery through the back door. At midnight. Desperate, sleepless, willing to do "anything." Geoffrey had been escalating her for months: C to B to B to F. The final stage. Whatever the Thornbury letters contained, Geoffrey had been tightening the screw, and Margaret had reached the end of what she could bear.
Geoffrey was found dead on the bakery floor at 4:47 AM. The back door was unlocked. Margaret knew the back door.
The narrative built itself with the ruthless efficiency of a campaign deck: motive (the Thornbury letters), escalation (the "F" marking), access (the back door), opportunity (the early hours), and a victim who pushed one person too far. It was clean. It was logical. It fitted.
She gathered her photographs, her notes, her certainty, and she went to the pub.
The Millbrook Arms on a Wednesday evening was half full: Pete behind the bar with his cloth and his studied neutrality; a table of regulars by the fireplace; the Reverend in the corner with a half of bitter and the parish newsletter. Margaret was at a table by the window with a glass of white wine and the parish council minutes, reading spectacles on the end of her nose.
Eliza sat down opposite her. Margaret looked up, surprised but not unwelcoming. Still soft from the morning, perhaps. Still in the version of herself that had stood in the bakery and missed Dorothy Hartwell.
"I need to talk to you about Geoffrey," Eliza said.
Margaret's expression shifted. The reading spectacles came off. "I've already told you everything I intend to say about Geoffrey Finch."
"I found Gran's journal entries about your visits. The midnight visits. Through the back door." Eliza kept her voice low, but in a pub this size, low carried. "I know about the Thornbury letters. I know Geoffrey was escalating. And I know that on the night he died, the back door was unlocked."
The colour left Margaret's face. Not slowly, not in stages. All at once, like a tide pulling out.
"I think you were desperate. I think Geoffrey pushed you past the point where paying was enough, and I think you went to the bakery that night because you didn't know what else to do."
The pub had gone quiet. Not the hush of individual conversations stopping, but the collective weight of attention turning toward their table. Pete's cloth had stopped moving. The Reverend's newsletter was lowered.
Margaret stood up. Her chair scraped against the floor, and the sound was enormous in the silence.
"I haven't been near that bakery since Dorothy died."
She said it clearly, without raising her voice, and the steadiness of it was worse than shouting. Her hands were trembling, but her voice was not.
"Those letters are not what you think they are. They are not evidence of anything except a woman who made a choice forty years ago that she has been paying for ever since. And I have been paying Geoffrey Finch, yes. Paying him to keep those letters quiet, because the alternative was losing everything I have left." Her voice cracked, just once, on the last word. "But I did not kill him. I did not kill anyone. And if your grandmother were alive, she would be ashamed of you for sitting where she sat and saying what you've just said."
She picked up her handbag and walked out of the pub. She did not look back. Nobody moved to follow her.
The silence lasted three seconds. Then it broke, and what replaced it was worse.
Margot found her on the bench by the war memorial. The village green was dark except for the streetlamp by the post office, casting its circle of amber light that didn't quite reach.
"You went too far, love."
Margot sat beside her. She didn't put an arm around her. That was how Eliza knew it was serious.
"Whatever Margaret did or didn't do, that wasn't the way. Not in the pub. Not in front of everyone." Margot's voice was gentle, and the gentleness was the worst part, because it meant the anger hadn't arrived yet. "She'll not recover from that easily. This village has a long memory."
Eliza couldn't speak. Her throat was closed around something that might have been shame or might have been the specific horror of watching your own mistake unfold in real time, too late to stop, too clear to deny.
Her phone rang. Ashworth.
"Ms. Hartwell." Not warm. Not the "Ms. Hartwell" of Monday afternoon, of tea and shared evidence and the beginning of trust. This was the voice from the crime scene. Professional, distant, precise. "I've had a call from Margaret Aldridge. She's considering a formal complaint. What you did tonight was irresponsible, it was potentially actionable, and it is exactly why civilians don't investigate murders."
"I thought..."
"You thought. Yes." A pause that carried more weight than anything he'd said. "I told you to be careful. I told you what happens when you push too hard. I should have known better than to share what I shared."
He hung up. The line went dead with a click that sounded, in the dark, like a door closing.
Margot looked at her.
"Go home, love. Get some sleep. It'll look different in the morning."
It wouldn't. They both knew that.


The bakery was dark.
Eliza let herself in through the back door and stood in the kitchen without turning on the light. The ovens were cold. The workbench was still covered in photographs and journal pages and the timeline she'd built with Ashworth on Monday, when she'd been clever and capable and someone he'd chosen to trust.
"Mother" was on the shelf in the cold room. Unfed since morning. The surface was flat, the bubbles gone still, and the sharp-sweet smell had turned sour in a way that meant neglect rather than fermentation.
She didn't feed her. She sat on the kitchen stool in the dark and listened to the clock.
She thought about London. She thought about the pitch deck that grew to eighty slides, the product launch she'd prepared for obsessively, the conference room full of people who'd trusted her analysis, and the moment, precise and irreversible, when everything she'd built had collapsed in front of all of them. She thought about the weeks after, when she couldn't get out of bed, couldn't answer her phone, couldn't explain to anyone what had gone wrong because what had gone wrong was her.
She thought about getting in the car. Driving south. Dorset, London, anywhere that wasn't here. Leaving the bakery to the dust and the mice and the slowly dying starter and the ghost of a grandmother who would, Margaret Aldridge was right, have been ashamed.
The loaf in the window had gone stale. She could see it from the kitchen doorway, grey in the streetlight, no longer an offering but an accusation.
A knock at the back door.
The Reverend Thomas Davies did not wait to be invited in. He stepped past her into the dark kitchen, found the light switch, and then found the kettle with the practised confidence of a man who had been making tea in other people's kitchens for four decades.
"Milk's in the fridge," Eliza said. It was the first thing she'd said in an hour.
"I know where milk lives, thank you." He found it on the third attempt, poured too much, and set a mug in front of her. It was the colour of putty. She held it anyway, because it was warm and her hands were cold.
Davies settled himself on the other kitchen stool with the careful movements of a man whose knees had opinions about sudden descents. He didn't ask what had happened. The village had been talking for two hours. The village was always talking.
"In 1987," he said, "your grandmother accused Edith Sinclair of stealing from the harvest festival fund. Marched up to her in the middle of the fete, in front of the whole village, and called her a thief." He sipped his terrible tea. "It was Arthur Pearson, as it turned out. Dorothy had followed the evidence to the wrong conclusion and hadn't stopped long enough to consider she might be mistaken."
Eliza stared at her mug.
"She spent the next six months baking Edith a loaf every Saturday morning. Left it on the step, never said a word about it. Took Edith until Christmas to forgive her." He paused. "Partly because the bread was very good, and partly because Dorothy never once tried to justify what she'd done. She just turned up. Every Saturday. With bread."
"I'm not her."
"No. You're considerably worse at baking." The ghost of a smile. "But rather better at apologising, I suspect. Your grandmother was stubborn about admitting fault. You've at least got the advantage of knowing you were wrong before the bread's had time to go cold."
She didn't laugh. But something loosened, just slightly, behind her ribs.
"She made mistakes, Eliza. Your grandmother made mistakes. She stayed. She made better bread the next day." He set down his mug and looked at her, and his sharp eyes, the ones that always saw more than his mild manner suggested, were kind. "The question isn't whether you belong here. You do. The question is whether you're brave enough to stay and find out what that means."
He let himself out through the back door. She heard his footsteps on the path, then the gate, then nothing.
The kitchen was quiet. The clock ticked. The cold room door was ajar.
Eliza stood, went to the cold room, and took "Mother" down from the shelf. The surface was flat and still. She measured flour (strong, not plain), water (room temperature, not cold), equal weights. She stirred. Didn't beat.
"I know," she said. "I know."
She covered the crock, set it back on the shelf, and turned off the light. She didn't pack the car.
Upstairs, the flat was cold. She pulled Gran's cardigan from the back of the chair and held it, and the scent was almost gone now, just the faintest trace of lavender beneath the wool. She pressed her face into it anyway, because some things you hold onto even when they're fading. Especially when they're fading.
She fell asleep in the chair. Outside, the village settled, and no fox crossed the green, and the bakery window was dark for the first time since Monday.
Chapter Nine
The Proof
Four in the morning. Thursday.
Eliza stood in the cold room with "Mother" and tried to feel nothing.
The starter was sluggish from yesterday's neglect, the surface flat and reproachful, but alive. She measured flour (strong, not plain), water (room temperature, not cold), equal weights. She stirred. Didn't beat. Covered the crock and carried it to the warm shelf by the ovens, where the residual heat would coax it back.
Then she made dough. Not because she had a plan or a purpose or anything as organised as hope, but because her hands needed something to do and the alternative was sitting on the kitchen stool in the dark thinking about Margaret Aldridge's face in the pub.
She weighed flour. She added water and salt and a measure of "Mother" (awake now, bubbling reluctantly, like someone who's been let down but hasn't entirely given up on you). She turned the dough onto the workbench and began to knead.
Gran's journal: Knead like you mean it. Fifteen minutes if you're strong, twenty if you're honest.
She kneaded. The dough was too dry at first, then too sticky, and then something shifted and it became what it was supposed to become: elastic, warm, alive under her hands. She didn't think about the case. She pushed and folded and turned and pushed, and the rhythm of it became the rhythm of the kitchen clock, and the clock became the rhythm of her breathing, and for a while there was nothing but the workbench and the dough and the sound of a village sleeping through its own secrets.
I haven't been near that bakery since Dorothy died.
It came back the way things come back when you stop reaching for them: quietly, without announcement, surfacing like a bubble in a starter that has been left alone long enough to remember what it's for.
Margaret's voice. Not the trembling hands or the cracked voice or the line about Gran being ashamed. The other line. The first thing she said when she stood up, before the emotion took over. Instinctive, clear, steady. The statement of someone telling the truth:
I haven't been near that bakery since Dorothy died.
Eliza's hands stilled on the dough.
If Margaret didn't go to the bakery that night, then someone else did. Someone who knew the back door. Someone connected to Margaret's situation closely enough to act on it.
She set the dough in the proving basket and covered it with a cloth and washed her hands and stood at the workbench, and she thought.
The photographs were where she'd left them. She spread them across the workbench and looked at R.T.
R.T. 22/03 C. Robert Tilling. Gran's solicitor. Coded "C" across every entry. Compliant. Stable. No trouble. The man who'd made her coffee on the morning she'd found a body, who'd told her she wouldn't need a lawyer, who'd spoken of Gran with a warmth that went beyond the professional.
She'd dismissed him weeks ago. He was the quiet line in the database, the account that never required intervention. In her old life, she wouldn't have looked twice at a file that steady.
But steady wasn't the same as uninvolved.
She looked at the kitchen clock. Quarter to six. The dough was proving in its basket, rising slowly in the warmth. She would leave it. It would be ready when she got back, or it wouldn't. Either way, the bread would tell her.
She walked out into the village.
She knew the way. She'd walked it before, that first terrible Wednesday, when Margot had pointed her up the hill and she'd knocked on a blue door looking for help. The house was the same: window boxes tended, curtains drawn, the quiet composure of a building that reflected its owner.
Eliza knocked. It was just gone seven. She expected to wait.
The door opened immediately. As though he'd been expecting it. As though he'd been expecting it for weeks.
Robert Tilling looked at her. He was dressed, though the morning was early: the same navy jumper, the same collared shirt, the same careful composure she remembered from her first visit. But something was different. The steadiness was still there, but it was a different kind of steadiness now, the kind that costs something to maintain.
"Ms. Hartwell." A pause. "You'd better come in."
The hallway. The sitting room at the back. The leather armchairs, the walnut desk, the law books, the framed photograph of the younger Tilling with the woman she didn't recognise. All exactly as she remembered. The room was warm and quiet and utterly civilised, and Eliza sat in the same chair she'd sat in two weeks ago, when she'd come here frightened and left feeling steadied.
He made coffee. He set it on the desk, the same way he'd done before, and sat in his armchair by the window, and for a moment they were quiet. Two people who had met in kindness, meeting again in something else entirely.
"How are you, Ms. Hartwell? I heard about what happened at the pub."
"I accused the wrong person."
"So I understand."
She watched his face. The composure held. His hands rested on his knees, very still.
"Mr. Tilling, can I ask you something?"
"Of course."
"How well did you know the bakery? Gran's bakery."
A beat. Just a beat. The hands didn't move, but something behind his eyes shifted, a flicker so brief she might have imagined it.
"I visited Dorothy on occasion. She was a client and a friend."
"Did you ever use the back door?"
The sitting room went very quiet. The clock on the mantelpiece ticked. Somewhere in the house, a radiator clicked and settled. Tilling looked at her, and she watched it happen: the composure that had held for weeks, that had held through her first visit and through the police interviews and through whatever solitary hours he'd spent in this chair since Geoffrey died, all of it shifting. Not breaking. Shifting. Like a building whose foundations had moved by an inch.
"Dorothy told you," he said.
"Dorothy didn't tell me anything. But she didn't need to."
He closed his eyes. When he opened them, they were different. The professional mask was gone. What was left was a tired man in a warm room, and the particular expression of someone who has been carrying a weight for a very long time and has just felt it begin to move.
"Margaret came to me in 1985," he said quietly. "She was twenty-five. She'd made a decision. The right decision, in my view, though the village wouldn't have seen it that way then, and most of them wouldn't see it that way now. I handled the legal side. The Thornbury letters are the correspondence: solicitor's letters, medical records, the paperwork of a private matter that should have stayed private." He paused. "That should have stayed private for forty years, and would have, if Geoffrey Finch hadn't opened a letter addressed to my office and put it all together."
Eliza felt the shape of it settling into place. Not a deduction. A recognition. The quiet entry in the notebook, coded "C" for compliant, because he hadn't been paying to protect his own secret. He'd been paying to protect hers.
"You've both been paying him."
"Margaret paid because she was frightened. I paid because I had a professional obligation to protect my client's confidence." He looked at his hands, resting on his knees, and they were still. A solicitor's hands. "It was manageable. Geoffrey was greedy but not unreasonable. Small amounts, irregular intervals. A system. You understand systems, I'm told."
"Gran wrote something in her journal," Eliza said quietly. "About the difference between compliant and complicit. One is silence out of fear. The other is silence with a purpose." She looked at him. "I thought she was describing herself. She was describing you."
Tilling was quiet for a moment. "Dorothy always saw more than she let on."
"What changed?"
"Geoffrey changed the terms. He told me he was going to release the letters. That Margaret had pushed back once too often and he was done being patient. He used the word 'project.' He said Margaret had been his most interesting project."
The word sat in the room like something that had been dropped from a height.
"I arranged to meet him at the bakery. Neutral ground. It had been empty for months. Geoffrey had a key from Dorothy's time. I told him to leave the back door unlocked." Tilling closed his eyes briefly. "I didn't go there to kill him. I want you to understand that. I went to negotiate. Forty years of law taught me that most problems have a price. I thought this one did too."
"What happened?"
"I offered him everything I had in savings and he laughed. He laughed and said it wasn't about money any more. He said he'd enjoyed the arrangement." Tilling opened his eyes. "I pushed him. Not hard. A man's hands on another man's chest, the way you push someone who's standing too close and saying something unforgivable. He fell backwards. He hit the flagstones. And he didn't get up."
The sitting room was very quiet.
"I checked for a pulse. There wasn't one. I stood there for a long time. Then I left through the back door and walked home and sat in this chair and waited for someone to find him."
Eliza looked at him. Robert Tilling, Gran's solicitor. The man who'd made her coffee and told her she wouldn't need a lawyer. A man who had spent forty years protecting a secret that wasn't his because he'd given his word, and who had killed a man not out of malice but out of the specific desperation of watching a promise become impossible to keep.
A knock at the front door.
Tilling closed his eyes briefly. Then he stood, straightened his jumper, and went to answer it with the unhurried composure of a man who had been expecting this knock for considerably longer than he had been expecting Eliza's.
Eliza heard the front door open, the low murmur of voices in the hallway. Then footsteps, and Tilling reappeared in the sitting room doorway with Ashworth behind him.
Ashworth took in the scene: Eliza in her armchair, the grey light, the coffee untouched on the desk, the particular stillness that settles in a room where a confession has just been made.
He wasn't surprised. His expression was professional, measured, and tired. He'd arrived at the same door, one step behind.
"I'll need you to come with me, Mr. Tilling."
Tilling nodded once. "I know." He looked around the room with the careful attention of a man who suspected he wouldn't see it again for some time. He picked up a jacket from the hook by the door and put it on slowly.
"Ms. Hartwell." He turned to her. "Margaret had nothing to do with this. I hope you understand that now."
"I do."
He left with Ashworth. The front door closed quietly. A car started on Church Lane and the sound of it faded into the wider silence of a village that didn't yet know what had happened in the big house on the hill.
Ashworth came back alone.
Eliza was still in the sitting room. She hadn't moved. He stood in the doorway and looked at her for a long moment before speaking.
"How long have you known?"
"I didn't know. Not until I sat down in that chair and asked him about the back door."
"The financial records showed a second set of payments from a legal trust. Tilling's." He paused. "I was on my way to arrest him when I saw you walking up Church Lane at seven in the morning without a coat."
"I forgot the coat."
"You forgot the coat." Something passed across his face: not quite a smile, not quite anything, but alive in a way that Wednesday's phone call had not been. He came into the room and sat in the chair Tilling had vacated, and for a moment they were quiet together, the way they'd been quiet in the churchyard, except this time the silence had a different weight. Not unfinished business. Something closer to resolution.
"You were right, Ms. Hartwell. About the blackmail. The system. The pattern. The notebook." He held her gaze. "Not about Mrs. Aldridge. But about everything that mattered."
"That doesn't feel like enough."
"It rarely does." He looked at his hands, then at her. "I owe you an apology. What I said on the phone. I was angry, and I was wrong to retract what I'd offered. You made a mistake. That's not the same as being wrong about everything."
She felt something behind her eyes again, and she blinked it away, and he pretended not to notice, the same way she'd pretended not to notice when he took the bread.
"Go home," he said. "Your dough will be over-proved."
"Is that professional advice?"
"It's personal advice. Which I'm getting marginally better at giving."
She walked back through the village. The high street was waking: lights in the tearoom, the postbox being emptied, a cat (Mrs. Pemberton's, she now suspected) stretching on the general store step. Ordinary things. A village going about its Thursday morning as though nothing had changed, because for most of them nothing had.
The bakery was warm. The oven had kept the kitchen alive while she'd been gone. She took the dough from its basket, scored it (one long slash, confident, the way Gran's journal instructed: don't hesitate), and slid it into the oven.
While it baked, she fed "Mother."
"We got there," she said. "Eventually. The long way round."
"Mother" bubbled.
The bread came out at half past eight. The crust cracked along the score. The kitchen smelled like Gran.
She put it in the window.
Chapter Ten
A Fresh Start
The sign read Hartwell's in letters that were once gold.
Eliza stood on the pavement and looked up at it. The apostrophe was still missing. The second l was still a ghost. But someone (Margot, she suspected, though Margot would deny it) had cleaned the glass in the front window, and the morning light came through it cleanly for the first time since she'd arrived, catching the loaf on the display shelf and turning its crust the colour of dark honey.
It was Friday. Eighteen days since she'd stumbled through that door with a key and three suitcases and no idea what she was doing.
She still didn't know what she was doing. But the bread was getting better.
She'd been up since four. The routine was hers now, not Gran's, not yet, but something adjacent to it: feed "Mother," weigh the flour (strong, never plain), mix, knead, prove, shape, prove again, score, bake. She could do it without the journal open beside her, though she still checked it. Not for the recipe. For the company.
This morning she'd made three loaves. Three. The most she'd attempted. Two sourdough (basic) and, for the first time, the rosemary and sea salt from page fourteen. The rosemary came from the courtyard garden, where it was still climbing the back wall with the quiet determination of something that had never been told it couldn't. She'd cut a handful of sprigs at dawn, the dew cold on her fingers, the village utterly silent except for a blackbird on the opposite roof.
The same blackbird, she thought. Or its descendant. Either way, it sang the same song.
The rosemary loaf wasn't perfect. The herb distribution was uneven (too much in one corner, giving it a lopsided, overstuffed quality that Gran would have diplomatically described as "rustic"). But the crust was good. The crumb was open. And when she'd pulled it from the oven at half six, the kitchen smelled like something she hadn't expected.
It smelled like a bakery.
Not a building that used to be a bakery. Not a crime scene that happened to contain ovens. A bakery.
She put all three loaves in the window. Then she unlocked the front door, turned the sign to OPEN, and plugged in the till. It beeped. The date had been wrong since March. She corrected it, and the small digital display blinked once, twice, and settled on the right day, as though it had simply been waiting to be asked.
The Reverend was first.
He arrived at quarter past eight with his dog collar slightly askew and his white hair in its usual state of gentle rebellion, carrying a canvas bag that suggested he'd come prepared to buy more than was sensible.
"I heard a rumour," he said, standing in the doorway.
"From whom?"
"The Holy Spirit." He paused. "And Margot, who telephoned me at seven."
He bought one of the sourdough loaves and held it in both hands the way you hold something that has been returned to you after a long absence. He turned it over, inspected the crust, and tapped the bottom. It rang hollow.
"Your grandmother would be very quiet about how proud she was," he said. "And then she'd tell you the scoring was off-centre."
"It is off-centre."
"It is. But the bread doesn't seem to mind." He put it in his bag. "How are you, Eliza? Truthfully."
She considered the question. Through the shop window, the high street was doing its usual unhurried morning: a woman walking a terrier, the estate agent unlocking his door, the cat stretching on the general store step. Ordinary things. The kind of things that happen every day in a village whether or not someone has just been arrested for manslaughter in the big house on the hill.
"I'm tired," she said. "And I owe someone an apology. And I think I might actually be staying."
Davies nodded. He didn't say anything about this being the right decision, or God's plan, or any of the things a vicar might be expected to say. He simply nodded, the way you acknowledge something that has already been decided and doesn't require your permission.
"The scoring will improve," he said, and left.
Margot arrived at nine with flowers.
Not florist's flowers, arranged and wrapped with professional precision, but garden flowers: late chrysanthemums, a few stalks of something purple Eliza couldn't name, and a sprig of rosemary that Margot had almost certainly stolen from Eliza's own courtyard.
"For the counter," she said, putting them in the dried lavender jar that Eliza had emptied weeks ago and kept because it was the right shape for something, though she hadn't known what. "Every bakery needs flowers. Your Gran had fresh ones every Monday. I brought them."
"You brought them?"
Margot busied herself adjusting the stems. "Well, someone had to. Dorothy never remembered, and then she'd complain that the shop looked bare, and I'd say 'Dorothy, I brought you daffodils on Tuesday and you used the vase for soaking paintbrushes,' and she'd say 'Those were perfectly good daffodils, Margot, they had another day in them,' and I'd say..." She trailed off. Her hands stilled on the chrysanthemums. "Well. You know how she was."
"I'm beginning to."
Margot looked at her. The look contained several things at once: warmth, assessment, the particular directness of a woman who has spent decades reading people across a shop counter.
"You went too far with Margaret. You know that."
"I know."
"And you're going to apologise."
"I am."
"Good." Margot straightened the last flower. "She's at home. She won't make it easy for you. Don't expect her to." She paused at the door. "But she'll let you in. She always lets people in. That's half her problem."
She bought both remaining loaves. Eliza started to protest, and Margot silenced her with a look that contained forty years of friendship with a woman who had also tried to give bread away.
"Your grandmother never charged me either. I paid anyway. So will you." She put exact change on the counter. "Same time Monday for the flowers."
Eliza walked to Margaret Aldridge's house at half past ten.
It was a cottage on the lane behind the church, modest and immaculate: painted gate, clipped hedge, window boxes that had been put to bed for winter with the same precision Margaret brought to everything. A brass knocker on the blue-grey door, polished to a mirror. The kind of house that said: the person who lives here has standards, and you will meet them or you will leave.
She knocked. Waited. The door opened, and Margaret stood in her navy cardigan with the brass buttons, silver hair in its waves, pale blue eyes offering absolutely nothing.
"Ms. Hartwell."
"Mrs. Aldridge. I've come to apologise."
Margaret did not step aside. She did not smile, or soften, or make any of the social gestures that typically accompany the arrival of a visitor. She simply stood in her own doorway and looked at Eliza with the steady, unblinking composure of a woman who had been looked at by the entire village for the better part of a week and had not flinched once.
"Then apologise."
"I accused you publicly, without evidence, of something terrible. I was wrong. I'm not going to offer excuses because there aren't any that matter. I'm sorry."
A long pause. A blackbird sang from the church yew. The lane was empty.
"Your grandmother once accused Edith Sinclair of stealing from the harvest fund," Margaret said.
"I heard."
"She was wrong about that, too." Margaret's hands were steady on the door. "Dorothy brought Edith a loaf every Saturday for six months. Didn't explain, didn't make a fuss, just left it on the step. Edith never mentioned it. Neither did Dorothy. That's how an apology works in Millbrook, Ms. Hartwell. You don't announce it. You just do it, every day, until it's been done enough."
"I understand."
"I doubt that. But you might, in time." Something shifted in her expression. Not forgiveness; something before forgiveness, something that was merely the acknowledgement that forgiveness might one day be possible. "Robert Tilling is a good man who did a terrible thing to protect a promise he made to me forty years ago. That is something I will carry for the rest of my life. I'd ask you not to make it heavier."
"I won't."
Margaret looked at her for another long moment. Then she stepped back, just slightly, the smallest possible concession of space.
"I don't suppose you've brought bread."
Eliza hadn't. She made a mental note. Tuesday mornings. Mrs. Aldridge's step. No note, no fuss, no announcement.
"Next time," she said.
"See that you do."
The door closed. But it closed gently.
The afternoon was quiet. Two women from the village came in and bought nothing but looked at the loaves with expressions suggesting they might come back tomorrow with money and fewer reservations. Pete from The Millbrook Arms stopped by, examined the window display, and said "Not bad" in a tone that constituted, for Pete, effusive praise. Mrs. Pemberton's cat (she was now certain it was Mrs. Pemberton's cat) crossed the green and sat on the bakery step for twenty minutes, which Eliza chose to interpret as a positive review.
She cleaned the kitchen. She scrubbed the workbench until the flour-packed grain gleamed. She washed the windows (inside only; outside would require a ladder and an optimism she hadn't quite achieved). She found the March calendar at the bottom of the bin where she'd thrown it two weeks ago, crumpled and stained. She smoothed it flat on the workbench and put it in the drawer with Gran's crossword and reading glasses, because some things deserve better than a bin, even when they hurt.
At four o'clock, with the afternoon light going amber and the shop empty, she sat on the stool behind the counter and opened Gran's journal.
She'd read it before, of course. Cover to cover, more than once. But she'd been reading it as a clue book: searching for names, dates, connections, the hidden architecture of Geoffrey's web. She'd been reading it the way she used to read client briefs, looking for the data.
Now she read it differently.
The entries went back years. Decades. Gran's handwriting changed across the pages, growing smaller and more hurried as time pressed in, but the voice was constant: sharp, warm, occasionally waspish, always precise. There were recipes she hadn't noticed before, tucked between the more familiar ones: a brown soda bread ("for emergencies and Irishmen"), a Chelsea bun ("Mrs. Taverner's recipe, adapted, improved, and claimed as my own"). And between them, the other notes. Not just about Geoffrey. About everything.
Saw the Barrow girl arguing with her mother outside the post office. Helen looked like she'd been crying. These things run in families, whether we want them to or not.
Arthur Pearson's been parking his van behind the church again. Whatever he's loading at two in the morning, it isn't hymnals.
New family in the old Sutton house. Three children, a dog of uncertain parentage, and a husband who drinks. Watch this space.
Page after page. Gran had been doing this for years: watching, recording, noting the small shifts in the village's surface that betrayed the currents running beneath it. Not for malice. Not for leverage. Simply because she was a woman who stood behind a counter six days a week and saw everything, and because seeing things clearly felt, to her, like a kind of duty.
Eliza turned to the final page with writing on it. The handwriting was shaky here, the ink blotted in places, written by a hand that was no longer entirely steady. Dated February. A month before Gran died.
She'll come back eventually. She's a Hartwell. We always come back.
I've left "Mother" enough flour for a month if nobody does anything stupid, and the journal in the box with the key. The rest she'll have to work out for herself. She's clever enough. She's more than clever enough. She just doesn't believe it yet.
The village will sort itself out or it won't. It's been sorting itself out since before I was born and it'll go on doing it after I'm gone. But the bread helps. It always has. You can't be entirely awful to someone who brings you bread every Tuesday morning.
Feed "Mother." Talk to her. She's a good listener, and God knows Eliza could use one.
Eliza closed the journal. She sat very still on the stool behind the counter while the light shifted and the clock ticked and the village moved past the window in its slow, unhurried way. She didn't cry. She had cried enough this week. But she pressed her hand flat against the journal's cover and held it there, palm against the faded flowers, and felt the weight of it: not heavy, not light. Just present.
Ashworth came at closing.
She was wiping down the counter when the bell above the door rang. She looked up. He was in the grey suit (a different grey suit, or perhaps the same grey suit; she had not yet determined whether he owned one excellent suit or several identical ones). His shoes were clean. His face gave very little away.
"You're open," he said.
"Apparently."
He looked at the empty display shelf. "You've sold out."
"Margot bought two. The Reverend bought one. So technically I've sold out, yes, though the customer base is not what you'd call diversified."
He almost smiled. He walked to the counter and stood on the other side of it, the oak between them, and for a moment neither of them spoke. The shop was warm. The last of the afternoon light came through the cleaned window and caught the flowers on the counter (Margot's chrysanthemums, already leaning slightly to the left, because flowers, like people, do what they want).
"I wanted to see how you were," he said.
"Tired. Open. Slightly terrified."
"All reasonable." He looked at the chalkboard behind her, where Gran's handwriting still listed the farmhouse loaf. "You'll need to update that."
"I know. I can't bring myself to erase it."
"Then write underneath."
She looked at him. It was such a simple suggestion, and so exactly right, that she felt briefly and irrationally furious that she hadn't thought of it herself.
"I also came to buy bread," he said, "but I appear to have miscalculated."
"I'll save you one tomorrow."
"Will you."
"I will. Consider it personal advice."
Something happened to his face. Not a smile. Something preceding a smile, the geological shift that occurs in a landscape before the surface changes. He held her gaze for a moment longer than was professionally necessary, and she held his, and the bell above the door was silent, and the clock ticked, and the shop smelled of bread and chrysanthemums and the particular warm stillness of a building that has been empty for a long time and is slowly, carefully, beginning to fill.
"Try not to find any more bodies," he said.
"I'll do my best."
"Your best is occasionally alarming, Ms. Hartwell."
"I know. But it's improving."
He left. The bell rang. She watched him walk across the green toward his car, hands in his pockets, and she noticed (because she noticed things; it was what she did, apparently, and always had been, and perhaps it was time to stop apologising for it) that he glanced back once before he reached the car. Just once. Then he got in and drove away, and the green was empty, and the light was going, and the day was done.
That night, she fed "Mother."
The kitchen was warm. She'd left the ovens on low, the way Gran used to (she'd found a note about it in the journal: "Ovens off at closing is false economy; the building needs warmth the way the bread does"). The fluorescent tube had been replaced; the new one gave a steady, warm light that made the kitchen look less clinical and more like what it was: a workspace and a home and a place where things were made.
She measured flour. Strong, not plain. Water at room temperature, not cold. Equal weights. She stirred. Didn't beat.
"So," she said. "Same time tomorrow, then."
"Mother" bubbled. The sound was steady and patient and alive, the way it had been for eighty years, through the war and the flood and the seven months of silence and the eighteen days of everything that had happened since.
Eliza replaced the cloth. She rinsed her hands. She stood in the kitchen doorway and looked at the room: the workbench, the ovens, the hooks on the ceiling (still mostly empty; she'd fill them, in time), the new calendar on the wall (October, a photograph of the Cotswolds in autumn, purchased from the general store and hung on the same nail). The flagstones where Geoffrey Finch had fallen. The back door, locked and checked twice.
She went upstairs. The flat was warm. Gran's cardigan was still over the chair, though the scent of Yardley's English Lavender had faded to almost nothing now; she pressed her face into it anyway, briefly, the way you touch something that is leaving but hasn't left yet.
She brushed her teeth. She climbed into bed. The mattress still dipped in the centre, and she still slept in Gran's hollow, and the sheets still smelled faintly of someone else, though the smell was becoming, gradually, her own.
Outside, a fox called. Sharp and strange, the same liminal sound, belonging to neither the life she'd left nor the one she was building but to the space between them where she currently lived.
She lay in the dark and listened to a village she was beginning to know settle into sleep around her.
It wasn't much. A bakery that had sold three loaves. A starter that needed feeding. A journal full of secrets she hadn't finished reading. A village that was watching her with the particular wariness reserved for people who ask questions and occasionally get them right.
But it was hers.
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Proving Time
Death & Sourdough Book Two
 
Eliza Hartwell's bakery is finally open, her sourdough is finally worth eating, and Millbrook is finally starting to feel like home.
Then the village fête arrives, and with it Camilla Vance: nationally feared food critic, celebrity judge, and a woman whose reviews have closed restaurants, destroyed livelihoods, and left a trail of ruined careers from London to Edinburgh. Within hours of arriving she has managed to offend virtually everyone in the village.
When Camilla collapses on the village green after eating one of Eliza's lavender scones, the finger of suspicion points squarely at the baker. Her recipe. Her ingredients. Her competition entry.
With her bakery sealed as a crime scene for the second time in a year, Eliza must clear her own name while uncovering which of her neighbours is hiding a motive sharp enough to kill, and a secret patient enough to wait for exactly the right moment.
The second book in the Death & Sourdough series. Best served with strong tea and a scone you made yourself.
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