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Chapter 1
The Murder Village
Scrape an old tin and the dust comes up worse than before, every time. Some things keep cleaner left alone. I have never yet met the soul who could leave them.
The ovens were lit by half past three. The dark she kept for herself.
In the dark, Millbrook was still Millbrook. Woodsmoke and wet stone, and the proper cold of late October coming on. The green a black square. The war memorial standing watch in the middle. The bakery warm at the heart of the street, its one lit window. Eliza liked the hour. No radio, no bell. Only the loaves coming up under her hands and the village asleep around her. For two hours a day the place was hers. Nobody photographed it then.
The light was the trouble.
The light brought the cars. They came in along the verge past the memorial, two and three of a morning now. Cars that belonged to no one she knew, nosed onto the grass. People got out of them wearing lanyards. One of them had a long lens. They took pictures of the church, the pub, the sign over her own door. They looked at the village the way you look at a thing you have already decided about.
It had a new name now. She had seen it a fortnight back, in a headline too large for the small grey paper it sat in. The murder village. As though it were a feature, like the font or the oak. As though people might come for it and bring a flask.
She fed Mother before anything else. She always would. The cold room kept its own weather, and the cream crock sat under its muslin where it had sat for eighty years, asking nothing of her but flour and water at the right hour. “Quiet morning,” she told it. It was not a quiet morning. The starter did not argue. That was the great virtue of starters. She gave it its flour and watched the bubbles wake.
There was a letter in the drawer she had not opened. Nine days, now. The drawer was where things went that she kept and did not look at: Gran’s reading glasses, the old March calendar, a postcard from nobody important, and the letter, in a careful, even hand, franked from a place she would not have named aloud in her own kitchen. She closed the drawer. That was the whole of what she meant to do about it today.
She baked the season instead. It was the one argument with October she could win. By six the window had the dark, sticky things the back end of the year asks for. Gingerbread cut in squares. Cinnamon loaves. A treacle tart under the dome where the lavender scones had sat all summer. There was a parkin too, though she would not sell it for a day yet, because parkin is a cake that improves by being ignored, and she respected that. On the high shelf the toffee apples for the children had gone glassy and deep, a red that does not occur in nature and is the better for it.
And on a plate of their own, small and pale, each marked with a cross, the soul cakes.
She had found them in Gran’s journal, though not as a recipe. Gran had not had the recipe. No one had, not for a long time. There was only a line, in the guarded hand of Gran’s later years, set in the margin beside the Christmas cinnamon rolls: They used to make soul cakes here, for the dead, before the church put a stop to it. No method. No quantities. Only the fact of a thing that had been, and had stopped, set down by a woman who set down the things nobody else would. Eliza had found the way of it in a book, the way you find anything now. She made them this week for the first time. She could not have said quite why. It was the season for them, and the village had more dead than it knew what to do with.
By half eight the bell had gone a dozen times, for regulars who wanted bread and the ordinary comfort of a counter that behaved as a counter should. Davies came at quarter past eight, as he did, and bought a wholemeal. He looked at the soul cakes a moment, and seemed about to say a thing, and decided against it. He stood a moment too long after, the look of a man with something on his mind he has chosen to carry rather than set down, and then he went.
Tuesday was Margaret Aldridge’s day. Her loaf went out at quarter past ten, left on the step in its paper, no note. You did not announce a thing like that, Margaret had said, early on. You did it, and went on doing it. It was the same kindness Gran had once done Mrs. Beecham, and Eliza had only lately understood it was a kindness at all.
She carried it round herself, the way she did, up the lane that ran behind the church. That was how she came to be standing at the school railings longer than she had cause to be. Someone had pinned the week’s work out to dry along the fence. A row of paper lanterns, orange and badly cut and wonderful. A witch with too many legs. A great quantity of bats. Through the low window the small heads were bent over more of it, and a young teacher held up a swede and a short blade and explained, to a room of appalled and delighted faces, that this was how you did it before anyone had heard of a pumpkin. Two children were arguing over whose lantern was the most frightening. It was the first uncomplicated sound she had heard in a fortnight. She stayed a moment with no excuse for it, and let it do her good.
By the time she went on, the morning was half gone. And the church, that autumn, had come with scaffolding.
The tower of St. Michael’s had wanted mending for years, in the way village things want mending, which is to say it was raised at three parish meetings and then not raised again. Now, with no warning she had registered, it had simply begun. A lorry stood half on the verge. Grey poles climbed the lopsided spire in a cage. Men in hard hats went in and out through the churchyard, over the paths and the graves alike, their boots finding the soft ground between the stones.
Davies was among them. He was losing. He went from grave to grave the way a man goes after a flock he cannot turn, standing a jam jar up here, lifting a trodden spray of chrysanthemums there. He asked the nearest pair of boots, very politely, whether they might mind the corner stones, the old ones, the soft-lettered ones, because people did still come. The boots said they’d do their best, Reverend. They went on not doing it.
“They mean no harm,” he said, when she reached him. He said it like a thing he was trying to believe.
“No,” said Eliza. “They never do.”
The noise of it struck her. Millbrook was a quiet place, a folded-small place. Here it was thrown open at the raw end of the autumn, its privacy out on the green and its dead under the workmen’s boots.
In the far corner, where the ground ran down to the wall and the yew kept the light off, one grave had fresh flowers on it. Not a wreath. A small, careful posy of whatever the season ran to, set straight against the stone. She noticed it only because a workman clipped it with his heel going past and did not stop, and because Davies, following her eye, went over and stood it upright again with both hands.
“That one still gets its flowers,” he said, half to himself. “Forty years, near enough. I have never once caught who brings them.” His knees told him about standing up again. “You’d think a thing like that would wear out.”
“Some things don’t,” said Eliza, and let it go.
For a moment they stood and watched the men work. Then Davies said, not quite looking at her, “You’ve put soul cakes in the window.”
“I have.”
“I nearly said, this morning, and thought better of it.” He moved another fallen jar out of a boot’s path with the side of his shoe. “They used to make them here, you know. All round here, on the eve of All Souls. The children went door to door singing for them, and for every cake you gave away, they’d say a prayer for your dead.” A pause. “And then the Church, in its wisdom, decided that praying for the dead was a popish error, and put a stop to the whole business of it. Four hundred years ago, near enough. My church, that did the stopping. I’m the one who’s meant to disapprove.”
“And do you?”
He looked at the churned corner, the soft stones with the tread across them. “I have lived long enough,” he said, “to be glad of anything that remembers the dead kindly. Even a cake. Make plenty. They’ll want them this year.” He did not say why this year. He did not need to.
Two women stood watching from the low wall by the lychgate. The pair from the lane, the ones she knew by sight and not by name, who came to the bakery on no fixed day and bought one small loaf between them. They watched the works with the flat, unsurprised patience of women who had seen worse. The younger one caught Eliza looking and dipped her head, not quite a smile. The elder put a hand to her sister’s sleeve. The two of them turned and went back up the lane together, in step, the way they did everything.
Margot caught her on the way home, as Margot did, with an armful of eucalyptus and the day’s intelligence.
“You’ll not have heard,” Margot said, falling into step, and the satisfaction in it made plain she rather hoped Eliza hadn’t, because being first with a thing was the better half of Margot’s pleasure in it. “A man’s taken the Pargeter cottage. The little one at the end of the lane, the green door that sticks. Took it for the month, paid for the month, and Sandra at the agency says he asked, very particular, whether the front room looked over the green.” She let that sit, the way she let things sit. “A man who pays for a view of the green in October isn’t here for the leaves.”
“People come for all sorts,” said Eliza.
“They do,” Margot agreed, comfortable. “Mostly the wrong ones.” She pressed the greenery into Eliza’s arms at the door. “For the counter. Eucalyptus lasts. Outlives everything, like the rest of us.” And off she went up the high street, nodding to the man with the long lens in a way that managed to be both gracious and a door shut in his face.
At six she opened the front room and set out the long bench, the bowls and scrapers and scales. The class came at half past, six of them now and a seventh promised. For an hour and a half the front room was warm and floured and held no opinion at all about headlines. Lottie, who had arrived in the autumn unable to trust her own hands, shaped a cob that kept its shape and laughed when the flour went up her sleeve. Eliza watched her and thought, not for the first time, that this was the part they could not photograph. As long as there was a class on a Tuesday and bread on Margaret Aldridge’s step, the village was still the village underneath, whatever the paper called it.
She locked up after the class had gone, turned the sign, and checked the bolt twice, the way she had done since her first autumn here. Then she fed Mother, last of all, which on a Tuesday made twice, the way Gran had kept it. “A man’s taken the Pargeter cottage,” she told it, because it was the one ear in the house that would not make a thing of it. “Margot thinks he’s trouble. Margot thinks everyone’s trouble.” The starter only bubbled, and kept its own counsel, and that was the comfort of it.
Upstairs, she pulled Gran’s cardigan round her shoulders. The scent of it was gone now, had been gone a while; only wool, and the warmth a thing keeps after the body that wore it has left. The dark came early in October, and the green lay black below the window, the war memorial a darker shape against the dark. Somewhere out on it, late, two small ghosts in bedsheets crossed from one lamplight to the next. Practising, early yet, for the night that was coming. Then they were gone indoors. A fox crossed the empty green, unhurried, owning the place the way it did once the people were in. It called once, sharp and strange.
Then a light came on where there had been none. At the end of the lane, in the cottage with the green door that stuck, in the front room that looked over the green. A man she had never seen moved across the window. He took his time about it. He set something on the sill. Small, and dark, and turned a careful degree to face the green, the way you square a thing you mean to leave where it is.
The light went out. The green went back to the fox, and Eliza went to bed.
Chapter 2
The Listener
Every kitchen has a sound it makes when it is happy. A stranger always takes it for trouble.
For two days the cottage at the end of the lane had sat in the corner of her attention like a kettle she did not trust. She had caught him twice from the bakery window, crossing the green, unhurried, stopping at the war memorial and looking the whole place over like a man weighing up a house he might buy. Each time she had gone back to her work and found the work harder to mind. So when the bell went on the Thursday, mid-morning, and she looked up from the counter, she knew him before he had said a word.
He was younger than she had expected, and tidier. Late thirties, dark coat, good boots, a few days of beard worn on purpose. He had the sort of face a screen would like. He carried a canvas bag with a foam-headed microphone poking out of the top, ready but not raised, the way another man might carry an umbrella on a dry day.
“You’ll be Eliza,” he said. Not a question.
“I’ll be whoever’s behind the counter,” she said. “What can I get you?”
“Whatever’s good.” He looked at the shelves with real attention, which she had not expected either. “The sourdough. And the rosemary, if that’s rosemary.”
“It is.”
“Then both.” He did not leave. He had the trick of standing as though he had been invited to stay, which was a trick, she knew, because she had once been paid rather a lot to have tricks like it.
His eye went to the window while she bagged the loaves. To the high shelf and the toffee apples. Then down, to the small plate, the pale cakes with the crosses cut into their tops. “And what are those?”
“Soul cakes.”
“Soul cakes.” He said it the way he might read a headline, turning it for the weight of it. “For the dead. All Souls. The children used to go door to door, singing for them.” He knew, then. It did not surprise her. It was his trade to know the things a place had forgotten about itself. “You’re bringing them back.”
“It’s the season for them.”
“It’s a good detail.” And she understood that to a man like him a thing could be a detail, the dead included, and that this was the first thing about him she actively disliked.
“Danny Wolfe,” he said, and put out his hand. “You’ll have heard.”
“I’ve heard a man took the Pargeter cottage.”
“That’s the one.” The smile widened, pleased to be known even as a rumour. “I make a programme. People listen to it, more than you’d think. I do the places nobody’s looked at properly.” He said it lightly, and the lightness was the tell. “And I have been looking at Millbrook.”
“Lots of people are looking at Millbrook,” Eliza said. “They park on the green.”
“They take pictures of a pretty village that’s had a run of bad luck.” He let that sit. “I don’t believe in runs of bad luck. Not at this rate. Do you?”
She wrapped his loaves and did not answer, which was an answer, and he knew it. He was kind enough or clever enough not to press it yet.
“Here’s the thing that got me,” he said instead, leaning in, confiding, as though they were two people who had agreed to be honest. “Marjorie Holloway. The lady at the Women’s Institute. You know it was nearly nothing at all? The doctor was ready to put it down to her heart. A note to the coroner and a kind word to the family and into the ground she’d have gone, and no one any the wiser.” He shook his head, slow, admiring almost. “It was the next thing to luck that anyone looked twice. And I thought, well. If they nearly missed that one, the one we caught, then how many didn’t we catch? How many went quietly, in a place that likes things quiet, because a doctor signed a piece of paper and nobody asked him to think too hard?”
Eliza kept her hands moving. She tied the paper, creased it flat, set the parcel on the counter between them.
It had not been luck. She knew exactly what it had been, and how, and whose telephone call had turned a note into a question, and that the call had been made to leave no trace, and had left none. She knew that the hand which had killed Marjorie Holloway had not been the doctor’s at all, but a pair of steady hands that had carried shortbread to a Women’s Institute meeting. None of it was hers to say. It sat in her chest where it always sat, and she gave Danny Wolfe none of it.
“Dr Marsh,” she said, “has looked after this village a long time.”
“I’m sure he has.” He said it gently, and it was the gentleness that told her he had already decided. She knew that, too, from the inside. She had once been that sure of a thing, sure ahead of the facts, and had said so out loud in this village where it could not be unsaid. She knew exactly what that kind of sure could cost. “I’m not saying he’s a monster, Eliza. I’m saying a kind man who can’t bear a fuss is the most useful thing a quiet village ever had, and that’s worth a listen, isn’t it. That’s worth somebody asking the question out loud.”
“And that’s you.”
“That’s me.” He paid, and picked up his loaves. “I’d love to talk to you properly. You found Geoffrey Finch. You were there for the critic. Your name keeps turning up, which either makes you the unluckiest woman in Gloucestershire or the one who notices things.” The microphone shifted in the bag as he settled it on his shoulder. “I think you notice things.”
He let the offer sit there, warm and open, an invitation to be understood. She knew the warmth for a tool. She had once used the same one, and been paid for it.
“I bake bread,” Eliza said.
“Sure.” He smiled, entirely unconvinced, entirely friendly. “I’m at the end of the lane. The green door that sticks. When you change your mind, the kettle’s always on.” And he went out, and the bell rang behind him. Through the window she watched him cross the green again, slower this time, looking up at the scaffold on the church the way he had looked at the war memorial, weighing what it might be worth to him.
She did not change her mind. But she stood at the counter a while after he had gone. Her certainty about him had a crack in it, because the one thing he was right about was the one thing nobody else in Millbrook would say aloud: that a village which lost this many people and asked this few questions was not, on the face of it, a village having bad luck. He had the wrong man at the end of his thread. She was almost sure of that. She was less sure, and it unsettled her, that he had the wrong thread.
The morning put itself back together, as mornings did. Margot came by with the last of the chrysanthemums and the news that the podcaster had been into the tearoom and the pub, and that Helen Barrow had given him nothing but Darjeeling and the weather. The village had closed around him without being asked, the way it could, the way it had around every stranger who ever came to take something out of it.
At noon the school broke up for half-term, and for ten minutes the green belonged to the children. They came past the window in a loose tide, satchels and scarves, and two of them stopped dead at the glass to lay siege to the toffee apples with their eyes. Eliza put two by under the counter, the way she always did, because there were children whose mothers would let them and children whose mothers would not, and the second sort still deserved a toffee apple. A boy was telling a smaller boy, with great authority, that the soul cakes were for ghosts, and that if you ate one a ghost would have to do whatever you said. The smaller boy did not believe him and wanted one anyway. Then the tide went out again, up the lane towards home, and the green was given back to the cars and the lenses.
The two women from the lane came in for their small loaf and went away again, in step; the younger one paid, and the elder one looked at the parcels on the shelf as though counting them. A coach did not come, which counted as a good day now.
The afternoon went the way the afternoons went now, thin custom and the cars on the verge and the early dark coming down over the green by half four. Somebody had set a turnip lantern in the post office window, its face cut crooked and grinning, the stub of a candle guttering behind it. The children would be out properly soon, in their bedsheets and their bin bags, going door to door for sweets, masked and shrieking and pleased with themselves. For one night the village would agree that the only thing to be afraid of was a child in a mask.
It was late, the door long bolted, when she took the letter out of the drawer.
She had let it lie nine days, and then two more. She did not know, even with her thumb under the flap, why she opened it now, except that Danny Wolfe had spent the morning telling her what to think about a village he had known for a fortnight, and she wanted, suddenly, to hear from the one person who had known it longer and better than anyone, and seen further into it, and been wrong about nothing at all.
The hand was even. It had always been even. There was no tremble in it, no crowding at the margins, nothing of a cell in it anywhere.
Dear Eliza, it said. I hope the ovens are behaving and that you are sleeping, though I doubt the second. You were never a sleeper. You carry things into the night and turn them over, which is the cost of the kind of mind you have, and there is no curing it, so you may as well make bread at four and call it a choice.
I think of you all there, going on. It is a comfort to me, the going on. Feed Mother for me. She and I are of an age, near enough, and we have both outlasted a great deal.
Write to me when you can bear to. There is no one else I would rather hear from. You are the only one in that village who ever really looked at me, and I have not forgotten it, and I never will.
Yours, Beatrice.
That was all. There was nothing in it. There was nothing in it at all, and that was the trouble. Eliza read it three times and could not find the place where it became a threat, and yet she sat with the cold coming up through the flagstones and her own pulse loud in her ears, holding a single page of perfectly kind words from a woman who had carried shortbread to the mourners she had made.
She put it back in the drawer with the reading glasses and the March calendar and shut it.
Then she went and fed Mother, and tonight she did not feed it in silence.
“She’s written to me,” she said, low, to the crock under its muslin. “A kind letter. Kinder than a threat, which is worse, if you think about it.” The flour went in. “She knew I wouldn’t sleep. Put it down on the page as though she’d been sitting at the foot of the bed watching me do it. You were never a sleeper, she says.” A breath that was not quite a laugh. “She isn’t wrong.”
Mother only woke and bubbled, warm and senseless and entirely hers, and asked for nothing back, which was the whole of why she could say it at all. There was no one else she could tell who would not then have to do something with it. Then she went up, and lay a long time in the dark, not sleeping, exactly as Beatrice had said she would.
Chapter 3
The List
Read a recipe aloud and it sounds like a confession. It is only ever a list, until you know which ingredient was wrong.
She had not listened to a word of the podcast, on principle, and the principle held until the Saturday, when it stopped being one she could afford.
By then the first episode was out, and the village had listened to it the way you listen to a thing about your own house. In the queue at the general store. On the bench by the war memorial. Over the wall between gardens. Margot reported that even Helen Barrow, who had given the man nothing but Darjeeling, had been heard to allow that he did have rather a good voice, which from Helen was as good as a five-star review. The cars on the verge had thinned, oddly, now that the village was doing the broadcasting for free. And up the lanes, behind the curtains, the same voice played out of the same small speakers, into rooms Eliza could not see.
What she could not get past was the nodding. Not the press; nodding was their trade. Her own. The people who queued for her bread of a morning and waved across the green. They had started, here and there, to nod.
So she went to the Millbrook Arms on the Saturday, because Margot made her, and because a part of her she did not much like wanted to see the damage with her own eyes.
The Arms was warm and low and smelled of woodsmoke and spilled ale and forty years of both. Horse brasses on the beams. The fire going. Over the bar the old sign still said NO MOBILE PHONES. TALK TO EACH OTHER, which had never struck her as funny before and struck her as funny now, because the whole room had gone quiet to listen to a man with a microphone.
He had the corner of the snug, and a small audience. The foam-headed microphone stood up out of a little tripod on the table like a black thistle. Pete was behind the bar polishing a glass that did not need polishing, with the face of a man who would dearly have liked to bar a paying customer and could not find the rule that let him. Half a dozen had drawn in. Old Croft from the cheese farm, nursing a half he was not drinking. The Taverner boy. Two of the lane women, not the pair from the bakery, others. A reporter who had stayed on past the rest, because this was better than anything he could file himself.
It was the listening that unsettled her, not the talk. A pub was a room that talked over itself all night, everyone at once, nobody quite finishing. This one had gone still to hear a stranger, and the stillness was the wrong shape for the room.
“I’m not making anything up,” Danny was saying, warm and reasonable, the recorder catching every word. “That’s the thing people get wrong about what I do. I don’t invent. I read out what’s already written down, and I let people hear how it sounds all in one go.” He had a notebook open. He did not need it. Not needing it was the performance. “So. Here’s Millbrook. Here’s the last few years, read straight through.”
And he read them.
Geoffrey Finch, the postmaster, dead on a bakery floor. Camilla Vance, the critic, dead at the summer fête. David Whitfield, dead in this very beer garden, gentlemen, mind your pints. Marjorie Holloway, the kindest woman in the Women’s Institute, dead of a heart that turned out to be a heart drug. He let each one land. He was good at it; she would give him that, the way you give a thing to a man you are coming to dislike. He made the list sound less like a list and more like a drum.
A log shifted in the grate. Nobody moved to it.
“And those are just the loud ones,” he said. “The ones that got a policeman. Now. Here’s a quieter one.” He turned a page he did not need to turn. “Howard Ridley. 1989. Died of his heart, certified by his own doctor, no inquest, nobody troubled. And funny thing. The cold-case people in Cheltenham have just gone and dug that certificate up again, because a man who dies of his heart looks rather different once you know there’s a heart drug in the story.” A pause, for the room to do his work for him. “And once you start pulling certificates, well. There are others. Older ones. People who went quietly, because a kind country doctor signed a piece of paper and nobody made him think too hard about it.” He read the old ones out then, flat, the way you read a shopping list. Sam Tovey, his chest, 1981. Old Mrs Lacey, a fall on the church path, 1986. Raymond Pell, his heart, 1988. Eunice Hale, in her sleep, 1990. Walter Maddox, his lungs, 1993.
Then he stopped, and looked up, and let them have it plain.
“I think this village has a man who has spent a working lifetime deciding which of its deaths were worth a second look. And I think the answer he keeps landing on is none of them.” He let it breathe. “Dr Marsh.”
The name sat in the snug like a dropped plate.
It was Pete who broke it, setting his cloth down with great care. “That’s enough of that in my pub.”
“It’s a free country, Pete.”
“It’s my pub,” Pete said, “in a free country.” There was a small, grim laugh from the bar end. For a moment the spell cracked, and the Arms was only the Arms again, a warm room full of people who had known one another their whole lives.
But it had landed. She could see it landing. In the way old Croft turned his glass and did not lift it. In the way the Taverner boy had gone still and young. A kind man who could not bear a fuss, named out loud, in the warm, with a recorder running, on a Saturday with Halloween less than a week off. Tomorrow it would be in their ears again. And the day after. There is no taking a name back out of a village once it has been said in the snug of the Arms.
Somebody at the bar said, into his pint and not loudly, that the doctor had sat up two nights running with his dying mother, on his own time and not the surgery’s, and that he would thank people to remember that. No one took the defence up. The man beside him, who had been nodding along with the podcaster not three minutes since, looked into his glass and let it lie. That was the trick of it, with a clever man and a microphone. He did not need to turn the whole room. He only had to turn enough of it that the rest stopped being sure.
And then Danny found her at the back of the room. His face did a small, pleased thing. He tipped his head a fraction, just for her, as if to say: so the baker came after all. He did not say it aloud. He did not need to. He only let her see that he had seen her, and turned back to his audience. Being seen was worse than anything he could have said.
She knew the shape of what he was doing, because she had once done it for a living. You did not accuse. You assembled. You laid the true things side by side until the space between them filled with a thing that was not true at all, and then you stood back and let other people say it for you, so your own hands stayed clean. She had been very good at it. She had a wall of it once, in a glass office, Post-its and red string, and a man had used the same trick on her so neatly that she had spent a year believing she had ruined herself.
He had the wrong man. She was nearly certain of it, and the nearness was its own discomfort, because nearly certain was the ground from which she had once thrown a name at the village and been wrong. Someone innocent had been hurt for it. She had promised herself, after, that she would never again be the most certain person in any room. And here was the most certain person in the room. He was charming. He was wrong. And the room was beginning to believe him.
Margot found her arm and steered her out, into the cold and the dark of the green.
“Well,” said Margot. “He’s got them, hasn’t he. The clever ones are the worst. You can’t argue a clever one out of anything; he’s already heard your argument and folded it into the story.” She drew her coat closed. “Pete will throw him out by Tuesday and regret it by Wednesday, and it will make no difference at all, because the thing is out now. It is in the air.”
“He nearly buried a murder, Margot. Marsh did. With Marjorie. That part is true.”
“Is it.” Margot looked at her, sharp under the lamp, because Margot heard the things people did not quite say. “And the rest of it?”
Eliza did not answer, which Margot, being Margot, took for the answer it was, and did not push. There are things you do not push even with your oldest friend, and most of them are the things you are most afraid are true.
The green had been dressed for the season now. A grinning turnip in nearly every other window. The school’s paper lanterns strung along the railings, gone soft and crooked in the damp. Halloween was less than a week off, and then the children would be out, and after the children the dark proper, the clocks gone back, the long slow descent of the year. From somewhere up a lane a window stood open a crack despite the cold, and out of it, thin and tinny and unmistakable, came the podcaster’s good voice, still talking, still reading, into a room she could not see, and to whoever was still awake in it to listen.
She thought of the doctor instead. Asleep or not asleep in his house, with no idea what had been said about him in the warm tonight. She thought she should warn him, and knew she would not, because what was there to say. A stranger has decided you are a murderer. He is wrong. And I cannot tell you how I know, because the how is not mine to give away.
She walked home the long way, past the church, where the scaffold stood pale in the dark and the soft-lettered stones kept their own counsel. She carried the name with her the whole way, the loud borrowed name, and under it the cold sense that it was the wrong one, and that she had nothing better to put in its place.
She let herself into the dark bakery and fed Mother before she did anything else, because there was a thing she needed to say aloud, and only the one safe place to say it.
“He’s got the wrong man,” she said. “The clever one, with his microphone. I’m nearly sure of it, and I can’t tell a soul why I know.” She worked the flour in. “Nearly sure. You remember where nearly sure got me last time.”
Mother woke and bubbled and did not argue, and did not agree, which was the whole of why she had said it to Mother and not to a living soul.
In the morning there would be bread. There was always that.
Chapter 4
A Kindness to the Family
Sparing someone the truth is the easiest loaf to bake. It rises beautifully, and it feeds no one.
By the Sunday the village had taken sides, which it had done in the way the village did everything, quietly, and without once admitting that it had.
She did not open the shop on a Sunday, and never had. But she baked. A Sunday with the ovens cold was louder in her own head than any amount of work, and the dough did not know what day it was and wanted feeding regardless. So she was at the bench, hands in flour, when the bell began. The single bell, the one they were still allowed while the tower stood in its cage. A thin sound, lonelier than a peal, calling the faithful to a church wearing scaffold up its spire like a splint.
She listened to who answered. That was the trouble with a village you had come to know. You could read it now with your back turned. Fewer feet than usual went past the window towards St Michael’s, and the ones that did went briskly, heads down, as though briskness might pass for nothing being wrong. The two women from the lane crossed the green together, in step, and turned in at the lychgate. The Taverner boy’s mother went the long way round by the war memorial, which was not the way to church, and which meant she was not going.
Margot arrived before the service was halfway out, which told Eliza that Margot had not been to it.
“They have got themselves into a state,” Margot said, by way of good morning, and set a jar of late dahlias on the counter without being asked. “You can feel it. I went into the store for milk and it was like walking into the middle of a row that everybody had agreed to have very politely.” She unwound her scarf. “Sandra at the agency told Helen, who told the woman in the store, who told me, that there’s already talk of folk moving their families over to the practice in Cheltenham. And you mark me. When that surgery opens on Monday, the waiting room will be empty as Christmas, and it will be people who have gone to that man for thirty years, suddenly finding they can manage their own chests.”
“Because of a podcast.”
“Because of a podcast.” Margot said it flatly, and then, because she was fair even when she did not want to be, “Because of a podcast, and because there is a thing underneath it that they cannot quite put down. That is the cleverness of him. He did not invent the doctor. He only said out loud the one thing they had all left unsaid all autumn.”
Eliza turned a loaf out of its tin and did not answer, because there was no answer she could give that did not lead somewhere she could not follow her own words.
What the village had not been saying was Marjorie. Everyone knew that Marjorie Holloway had gone into the ground as a tired heart and very nearly stayed there, and that something had pulled her back out of it into a thing with a policeman and a word nobody liked. Beatrice’s arrest they knew, in the bare way the papers were allowed to give it; the rest was before the courts, and a village understood before the courts, and held its tongue accordingly, the way it had held its tongue about a great deal over the years. But you could not tell people not to talk and expect the talking to stop. It only changed its course, the way water does, and went round by the one door nobody had thought to close. Nobody had told them they must not talk about the doctor. So they talked about the doctor.
And the terrible thing, the thing that sat in Eliza’s chest like a stone she could not cough up, was that the kernel of it was true. Marsh would have signed Marjorie off. He had been ready to. She had heard him in the hall that morning herself, gentle and certain, the likeliest thing, comfortable signing it. That was what gave the lie its teeth. There was a real failing in the man, a small grey one, and a stranger had found it and was building a gallows on it. And the one thing that might have set it straight was the one thing she was not free to hand to a single soul in Millbrook, least of all to the man at the end of the lane.
She took down a plate and laid out a dozen of the soul cakes, small and pale, each with its cross. Davies had told her to make plenty. She would take him some, she thought, half a kindness and half an excuse, because a part of her wanted to stand on the green when the service let out and see the shape of the thing with her own eyes.
The congregation came out into a cold bright noon, and Eliza, crossing with her plate held flat, walked into the middle of it.
It was not a crowd. It was less of a crowd than it should have been, and that was the first thing the eye caught. The faithful stood about on the path among the leaning stones, doing up their coats. It went on a beat too long, the way people linger when they are deciding whether to speak to someone. Or deciding not to. Davies stood at the porch in his cassock with the wind worrying his white hair, shaking the hands that were offered and noticing, she was sure, the ones that were not.
Dr Marsh was by the yew, alone, in a good dark coat gone slightly green at the seams with age, the way a careful man’s good coat does. He had a churchgoer’s stillness about him, hands folded. He was looking at nothing in particular, with the face of a man who has discovered that nothing in particular is the only safe place to look. Eliza had not, she realised, seen him since Marjorie. He had got older in it. They all had.
She might have gone past. But Helen Barrow was three feet from him, and Helen, who was not unkind, only careful, had angled herself a quarter-turn away, and the quarter-turn was doing more work than any word could. Eliza saw the doctor see it. She saw him decide not to mind. And something in that made her stop.
“Dr Marsh.”
“Ms Hartwell.” His face came up and found hers and was, for a moment, simply grateful, the way a face is when it has been braced for the next small cut and gets a civil word instead. “You are about early for a Sunday.”
“I keep baker’s hours even when there’s no call for them.” She did not offer the soul cakes; it seemed suddenly a clumsy thing to be carrying. “I’m sorry,” she said, because it was true and because she could not say the rest of it. “For all of this.”
He understood her, and was careful not to. “People are frightened,” he said. “When people are frightened they want it to be somebody’s fault. It is a great deal easier to bear than nobody’s fault, or everybody’s.” He said it without bitterness, which was somehow worse than bitterness. “I have known most of them since they were children. They will come back round. One does.”
“You don’t have to be so reasonable about it.”
“Ah.” A small, tired smile. “But I do, you see. That is rather the whole of the job.” He looked away again, out over the stones, towards the trodden corner where the works had been, and his voice went somewhere quieter and further off. “I have spent forty years trying not to add to people’s grief. You sit with a family at the worst hour of their lives, and they ask you what it was, and there is a kind way to put it and an unkind way, and the unkind way helps nobody. A natural thing. A peaceful thing. No need for a stranger to come and open the poor soul up to confirm what everyone already knows.” He turned the folded hands over, once. “A kindness to the family. That is what my father called it. He taught me to spare people the parts that did no good. I have tried to do as he did.”
Eliza stood very still.
He did not know what he had said. That was the whole horror of it, that he said it like a creed he was proud of, the gentle decent thing he had built a life on, and could not hear, would never hear, the place where the gentle decent thing left a door standing open in the dark. He had not looked away from anything out of malice. He had looked away out of love, the small daily averted-eyes love of a man who could not bear to make a grieving widow wait on a pathologist. And once, or more than once, a death had walked clean through that open door because a kind man could not bring himself to ask it to stop and show its hands.
She wanted to tell him. It was a physical thing, a pressure behind the breastbone. She wanted to say, it is not what you think it is, the thing you are being blamed for; you are guilty of a smaller and sadder thing than they say, and the larger crime was somebody else’s, and I know whose, and I cannot tell you, and I am so sorry. She said none of it. She said, “Make sure you eat something. You look as though you’ve been living on tea and bad sleep.”
“That,” said Dr Marsh, “is the most useful medical advice I have been given all week.” And the smile, when it came this time, reached his eyes, and she was glad of it, and ashamed of how little it had cost her and how much it had seemed to mean.
He was at the wall.
She had not seen him arrive, but of course he had not arrived; he had been there the whole time, the way a man is there when he has learned how to be furniture. Danny stood just outside the lychgate, the canvas bag on his shoulder, the foam head of the microphone just showing. Not raised. Never raised. He was talking to Davies across the wall with the open, sunny attention of a man who has all the time in the world and means to use it on you.
Eliza drifted near enough to catch it, the plate still flat in her two hands.
“…just the old registers, really,” Danny was saying. “The burials. I’m a sucker for a parish record, Reverend, I’ll be honest with you. There’s more history in one of those than in a whole shelf of the proper books.” He nodded up at the cage of scaffold on the tower. “Shame to see the old place all trussed up. Will it be safe to go up, when they’re done? I’d love to see the view. See the whole village laid out.”
“The masons will tell us when it’s safe,” Davies said, and there was a guardedness in him that had not been there for the others, a small drawing-in. Davies, for all his mildness, was not a fool. He had buried a great many of the names this man liked to read aloud. “The registers are diocesan record. There’s a procedure.”
“Course. Course there is.” Danny was all agreement, all warmth. “I’d never go round a man’s church behind his back, Reverend. I’ll fill in whatever form you like.” And he would, too, Eliza thought. That was the thing about him. He would do it all properly and politely, and it would change nothing at all, because he had already decided, and only the paperwork remained.
Then he saw her, and the sunny attention swung round and settled, and he tipped his head the fraction he had tipped it in the pub.
“The baker,” he said, pleased. “Out among us.”
“It’s a free country,” Eliza said. “You said so yourself.”
He laughed, delighted, as if she had given him something. “I did. I did say that.” His eye dropped to the plate, to the pale small cakes with their crosses, and she watched the detail go into him and get filed, the way a magpie takes a bright thing. “Soul cakes. For the dead.” He said it softly, almost tenderly, and it was the tenderness that turned her stomach, because she knew now exactly how much it was worth. “You really are the genuine article, aren’t you. I could put you on the air just as you are and not change a word.”
“I’d rather you didn’t put me anywhere.”
“No,” he agreed, comfortable, unbothered. “But you came out to look. That’s something.” And he turned the warmth off her as easily as he had turned it on, back to the wall, back to Davies, back to the registers and the old quiet names. The turning-off was worse than the turning-on, the way it had been in the pub, because it told her she had been weighed and set down again on the shelf where he kept the things he had not yet decided what to do with.
She went home the slow way round, the plate of soul cakes she had forgotten to give to Davies still in her hands.
She knew him. That was the thing she carried back across the green, heavier than the plate. She knew him from the inside, the way you know a tune you used to be able to play. The reading and the reasonableness and the all-the-time-in-the-world; the form filled in properly so the hands stayed clean; the warmth aimed and fired and switched off; the certainty, underneath all of it, that had been arrived at first and dressed in questions afterwards. She had been exactly that kind of certain herself, not so long ago, and not so far from here, with a name she was sure of and a whole pub to hear her say it. Sure in just that sunny, reasonable, tidy way. Right up until the morning she learned what being sure had cost someone who had done nothing at all.
He was her. He was her with a microphone that reached further than her voice ever had. Into rooms up every lane. Into the bedrooms of people who had trusted Dr Marsh with their children. And he was going to do to that decent tired man exactly what she had once done to someone who did not deserve it. Call it the truth. Believe it.
The doctor was the wrong name. She was nearly certain of it, and the nearness was the old familiar ground, the ground she had sworn never to plant a flag on again. But she had no better name to put in his place. She had only the wrongness of this one. And the cold knowledge that being the only person who could see the picture was not the same, not nearly, as being able to do a single thing about it.
She let herself in. She set the plate down. She fed Mother.
“He’s a good man, the doctor,” she said. “And they’ve decided he isn’t, the whole lot of them, over one weekend.” The flour went in. “And I know exactly how it’s done, because I did it myself once. That’s the part I can’t say to anyone but you.”
Mother wanted nothing of her but flour, and asked none of the questions she could not answer, and there was a mercy in that. Outside, the single bell had long since stopped. The green held its lanterns and its grinning turnips and its early dark coming on, and somewhere up a lane, she did not doubt, a small speaker was already playing a good warm voice into a room she could not see. People were listening. They always did.
Chapter 5
Loose Masonry
Nothing falls by accident in a kitchen. Flour, a knife, a person: something always lets go of it first.
The waiting room was not empty on the Monday. Margot had been wrong about that, and was big enough to say so. But it was thin. The thinness said what a cancellation never would. People would not ring the surgery and call a man off to his face. They simply did not make the next appointment. They would manage. They would see how they got on. The doctor worked his half-term week gentle and unhurried, and pretended, she was sure, not to count the gaps.
What undid her, as she watched, was that he did not stop. Arthur Pearson had been loudest of anyone in the store, telling whoever would stand still that he had always thought there was something not right about a man who signed so many certificates. Then Arthur’s chest went on him on the Wednesday night, in the cold, and it was the doctor who came out to him and sat with him until it eased, the way he had for thirty years, and never once mentioned the store. Margot had the whole of it by morning, the way Margot had everything. “He goes to the ones who have turned their backs on him,” she said, “because they are ill and he is the doctor. If that is the man Danny Wolfe has decided is a murderer, then Danny Wolfe is a fool.” Eliza said nothing. It was the truest thing Margot had said all autumn, and she could not say so, because saying so led straight back to all the things she could not say.
And Danny worked too.
He had got his way with the registers. More or less. He did it the patient, paperwork-tidy way she had watched him use on Davies at the wall. There was a procedure. He followed it. That was what wore you down. You could not refuse a man who only ever asked nicely and filled in the form. By Tuesday he had been seen in the churchyard twice. He moved among the old stones in the far corner with a torch and the foam-headed microphone, reading the soft-lettered names aloud to himself in the cold, the way another man might whistle. Davies came into the bakery on the Wednesday looking ten years older. He bought a loaf he did not want, only to have somewhere to put his hands while he said it.
“He asked me where the oldest graves were,” Davies said. “The ones nobody visits. I told him a churchyard isn’t a filing cabinet.” He turned the loaf over. “He thanked me very much and went and found them himself.”
“He’s good at finding things,” Eliza said.
“He is.” Davies looked out at the green, at the cage of scaffold pale against the grey. “I have spent forty years teaching this village that the dead are owed a kind of quiet. In a fortnight a man with a microphone has taught it they are worth listening to. I cannot decide which of us has done the more harm.” He took his loaf and went. The bell rang behind him. Smaller than usual.
The class met on the Tuesday. The class always met. For an hour and a half the front room held no opinion about anything. Lottie shaped a plait that very nearly held, and laughed at it, and the laugh was the truest sound in the village that week. Eliza watched her hands. They had learned, in a season, to stop apologising. This was the part the cameras could not have. Then the class went home up the dark lanes with their loaves. The warmth went with them. The bakery was a cold room with a starter in it again.
He came into the bakery himself on the Thursday, the day before Halloween, and bought a sourdough and a rosemary as though nothing had cooled between them. As far as he was concerned, nothing had.
“Big night tomorrow,” he said, while she bagged the loaves. He was pleased with himself. He did not trouble to hide it. “All Hallows’ Eve, in the murder village. I’d be a fool to waste it. I’m going up to the church after dark, just me and the stones, and I’ll read the old names out where they’re lying. Let people hear what a place sounds like once it stops pretending.”
“You’ll be cold,” she said.
“I’ll be cold.” He grinned. “Worth it.”
She had meant to leave it there. She always meant to leave it there. But there was a brightness in him, a boy’s brightness, that made her ask the thing she had not meant to ask. “Why do you do it. Really.”
He considered her, and for once the easy answer did not come first. “My nan,” he said. “She went into a home, and then she went, and when I asked what she had died of they told me she was very old and very tired and it was a blessing. Nobody asked a single question, because she was old and there was nothing in it for anyone. And I thought, somebody should have asked. Not because anyone did a thing to her. Just because she was a person, and a person is owed the question.” He shrugged the strap higher on his shoulder. “So I ask it. For the ones nobody asks it for. That’s the whole of the job, really.”
It was, she thought, almost exactly the story she had once told herself. The same noble little engine that lets you be sure, righteously sure, right up to the morning you say a name in a warm room and learn what being sure can cost. Danny could not see the harm for the principle. Neither had she. She knew the brightness for what it was. It was the brightness of a man who had never yet been wrong in a way he had to live with.
“Mind the scaffold,” was all she said.
“Always do.” He picked up his loaves and went, the bell ringing him out, and she watched him cross the green in the thin afternoon light.
By the Friday the village had given itself over to the children.
It was Halloween. Halloween belonged to them. For one evening the green forgot it had ever been famous for anything. The school’s lanterns hung soft and crooked along the railings. A turnip grinned in every other window. The toffee apples came down off the high shelf at last. The soul cakes went out small and pale on their plate by the door, because it was their night, or near enough. The eve of the dead, come round again. The children went house to house in bedsheets and bin bags and a witch’s hat or two, shrieking, holding out bags, and the village played its part and was frightened on cue. Eliza gave out toffee apples and soul cakes until both were gone. She put two more by under the counter, for the children whose mothers would not let them knock. For a while it was the nicest the year had felt.
Then the cold came down. The children were called in, one lit door at a time. The green emptied the way it always did, in stages. In the end there was only the war memorial, and the lanterns guttering, and the dark settling over the whole of it.
She was at the window with the till float in her hands when she saw him go.
Danny crossed the green alone. Unhurried, the canvas bag on his shoulder. He did not stop at the memorial the way he had that first morning. He went straight on. Up towards the church, towards the black shape of the tower in its cage. A man going to work, on the one night of the year a churchyard would give him exactly the sound he wanted. She watched him to the lychgate, with no more than a flicker of irritation that he would not let the dead be. Then he was through the gate and gone into the dark. She drew the bolt. She turned off the window light and went up to bed.
The morning came in cold and very still. The clocks were back now. The dark held on past six, as though it meant to keep the extra hour it had been given. She had the ovens lit by half past three. As always. She heard nothing. Up to her elbows in dough, the radio off, she worked on, until the knocking started. Hard, and wrong, on the shop door an hour before the shop had any business being knocked on.
It was the Taverner boy. White to the lips, sent down running because he was the fastest. There had been an accident at the church. The Reverend had found him. They wanted, the boy said, not quite knowing why he had been told to say it to the baker of all people, somebody who would keep their head.
She kept her head all the way up the lane. She lost a little of it at the lychgate.
No one had covered him. That was the thing she would not be able to put down afterwards. For a few minutes on All Saints’ morning, Danny Wolfe lay where he had come to rest at the foot of the scaffold. The village stood back from him in a loose, helpless ring. Nobody had thought to bring a sheet. A length of coping stone lay beside him in the wet grass. Pale, heavy, entirely ordinary. The kind of stone that had stood on that parapet two hundred years and would stand on it two hundred more. It had come down in the night, for reasons the daylight made to look very simple. Davies knelt by him, cassock soaking through at the knees, one hand on the dead man’s shoulder, saying the words. The words were the one thing left that he knew how to do.
A foot from Danny’s open hand, in the long grass, the little recorder was still going. Its small light burned steady in the grey. It had run all night, patient as its owner. And while she stood taking it in, Helen Barrow crouched and turned it off, with the same careful hands she wiped her counters with. Gently. As though it might wake him.
“Leave it,” Eliza said. Too late. The word came out of the part of her that had sat across too many kitchen tables from too many careful detectives, and it came a half-second after the thing was done. Helen drew her hand back and stared, and Eliza had no gentle way to say why a dead stranger’s recorder should have been left exactly where it lay. So she did the only useful thing left to her, and noted it. Helen Barrow. Half past six. Her prints, now, on the one thing in that churchyard that had stayed awake all night. If this ever became a morning that had to be accounted for, Helen would have to be accounted for with it, if only to be set gently aside. It was nobody’s fault. Kindness had simply got to it first.
So she did the things she still could. “Has anyone rung the police?” She knew the answer already. The faces only confirmed it. Someone had thought to call an ambulance, in the first useless minutes, for a man long past one. No one had called the police. Police were for crimes, and this was a sad accident, and the village did not yet see that a sudden death is the law’s business whatever has brought it about. “Then ring them. Now. Tell them a man is dead, and that nothing has been moved.” She meant to make the last part true, even if she had to stand in the wet grass and hold it true herself.
She went to Davies. She crouched beside him, a hand on his arm and not on the body, and kept her voice for him alone. “You’ve done everything he needs, Reverend. Now do what the living need.” She tipped her head at the ring of them, the dressing-gowns thrown over nightclothes, the white faces. “Take them back to the wall. Give them something to do and somewhere to stand. And keep them off him until the police come.”
It was an instruction folded inside a kindness. He took it as both. He got to his feet, knees and all, and was the vicar again, gathering his frightened flock with his hands and his low even voice, leading them back from the body the way the tide is drawn out. It was the first sensible thing that had happened in that churchyard all morning.
And as he gathered them to the wall, she watched their faces. She could not help it. She had spent a career learning to read exactly this: the gap between what a face performs and what it feels. Under the proper shock, under the decent and genuine horror of a body in the morning grass, the other thing moved. It was relief. Quiet, ashamed of itself, swallowed the instant it surfaced. But relief. The man who had set a name loose in the warm was lying still in the grass. The good voice that had leaked from their windows for a fortnight had stopped. He would not be doing the thing now, the thing none of them could have stopped.
It was Pete who put words to it, low, to nobody. “Daft beggar. Up there in the dark with all that loose stone.” And there it was. The shape the morning wanted, handed round like a cup. A careless man. An old building. The dark, the cold, a drink perhaps. The works everyone had grumbled were a danger, proved right at last. The trouble had ended itself. A coping stone had done what a free country would not let them do.
She looked for it, and she found it on nearly every face. On her own she found something worse. A flat cold absence, where the relief should have been. She alone stood there, unable to feel that it was over. A man she had disliked was dead. She had wished him gone more than once. And yet. Standing in the churchyard on All Saints’ morning, with the recorder switched off and the coping stone lying so very simply in the grass, what she felt was not relief. It was not quite grief either. It was the small wrong note you catch in a kitchen when something has gone over that should not have, and you have not yet turned round to see what.
Dr Marsh came up the verge in his car and through the lychgate with his bag. Gentle, tired, steady, the way he had come to a hundred bad mornings before this one. The villagers, gathered now at the wall where Davies had put them, opened to let him through. Eliza watched him kneel where Davies had knelt. She watched him look at the stone, and at the man, and at the cage of scaffold standing over them both. And she saw, on his decent face, the beginning of the only thought his whole life had trained him to think.
The police would come now. She had seen to that. But she stood with the cold in her shoes and saw how the morning would be written up: a doctor who had decided before he knelt, a scene a dozen kind feet had already trodden through, a recorder switched off by a hand that meant nothing but tenderness by it. They would be handed an accident, tidy and comforting, and most of the village would be glad to take it. She thought of Marjorie Holloway, and how nearly that death had gone into the ground unasked. It had taken a favour, pulled quietly in the dark, to make anyone look at all. She did not think a death should have to wait on a favour twice.
She turned. She went back down the lane. The ovens were on, and Mother was waking in the cold room. Eliza fed her with cold hands, and found she had no words to give her this morning, none at all, and Mother, who never asked for any, asked for none now. The bread did not know that anything in the world had changed.
Chapter 6
An Accident, Surely
Every hand that touches the dough leaves something behind, the kind hand no less than the careless one.
By the afternoon the village had its word. And the word was accident.
It went up and down the high street like a warm drink handed round. A dreadful accident. That poor man, up there in the dark, in the cold, with all that loose stone. Said for weeks the works were a danger, hadn’t they. An accident, surely. The word did a great deal of quiet labour. It closed a thing that wanted closing. It let people be sad in a way that asked nothing further of them, and after a fortnight of being asked a great deal, that was a mercy, and Eliza did not blame a soul for reaching for it.
The green did not agree.
By noon there was tape across the lychgate, blue and white, snapping in the wind. There was a tent over the foot of the scaffold, white and squared, raised on the very grass where she had stood that morning. Figures in paper suits went in and out of it on stepping plates, unhurried. There was a van on the verge that was not an ambulance, and a constable at the gate writing down the name of everyone who came to look. None of it was the apparatus you raised over an accident. The village said its word, and the green answered with machinery, and the two did not match.
Margot came at three with no flowers, which was how Eliza knew the day had got even to Margot. “They’ve shut the church,” she said, and sat without being asked. “Reverend Davies is beside himself. They won’t let him near his own graves.” She turned her gloves over in her lap. “And they’ve had the doctor in. Not arrested, mind. ‘Helping.’ But they sent a car for him.”
“Did they.”
“They sent a car,” Margot said, “for a man, over an accident. You tell me why they’d do that.” She did not really want an answer, which was as well, because Eliza had one and could not give it.
Priya came at dusk.
She came to the back door, not the front, which told Eliza this was not entirely the police calling. She looked done in. As though she had not sat down since dawn. Eliza put the kettle on without asking, and Priya sat down at the kitchen table. For a moment neither of them said anything, and the ovens ticked as they cooled, and it was almost the old ease, and was not quite.
“You kept your head this morning,” Priya said at last. “I’m told you got us called when half of them were still ringing for an ambulance. You moved them back. You tried to keep them off his recorder, even if Helen Barrow had it switched off before you could.” She wrapped both hands round the mug. “Most people I deal with at a scene make it worse. You made it better. I wanted to say that first.”
“But,” said Eliza.
“But.” Priya looked at her. There was no unkindness in it, which made it worse. “You let Dr Marsh kneel over the body.”
“He’s the doctor.” It came out before she had weighed it. “Priya, he’s innocent. You know he is. You of all people know exactly who caused those deaths, and it isn’t him, and it’s never been him.”
“I do know that.” Priya said it flatly, and the flatness was a held thing, a great pressure kept very level. “I know it better than you think. And it does not matter even slightly, and I need you to understand why, because you are the one person in this village clever enough to understand it and you got it wrong this morning, and I would rather you never got it wrong again.” She set the mug down. “A man stood up in the Arms and told this place its doctor was a murderer. A week later that man is dead, and before my people could get a tape across the gate, the accused has knelt in the grass with his hands on the body. Now. I cannot use a thing he was near. Worse than that, I have to look at him, properly, on the record, because to anyone who does not sit at this table, Danny Wolfe’s death is the oldest story there is. The man he was ruining, ridding himself of the man who was ruining him. I have a motive served up on a plate, a suspect who put himself at the scene, and not one thing I am allowed to say out loud against any of it.”
“Because of Beatrice.”
“Because of Beatrice,” Priya said, very quietly. “I have a woman on remand for those deaths. I know the doctor signed what he signed because he could not bear to look, not because he had anything to hide. I know about the telephone call that caught Marjorie. I know all of it. And every scrap of it is sealed, and sub judice, and would collapse her trial if it walked out of my mouth, so I get to stand in front of a country that has decided a kind old man is a monster, and say nothing. I have to investigate the one suspect I am certain is innocent, and I cannot tell a soul why I’m certain.” She almost smiled, and it was the worst thing her face had done yet. “So when I see you let him touch that body because you happen to know what I know, I want to put my head in my hands. The law cannot run on what the two of us happen to know, Eliza. It runs on what can be shown. And you’ve put a stain on what I can show.”
Eliza sat with it. It was a clean blow and it had landed somewhere old, in the place that had sworn, a year ago, in the Arms up the road, never again to be the most certain person in any room. She had thought she had learned that lesson down to the bone. And here it was, the same lesson wearing a new coat, because she had been certain after all. Quietly, privately, only the once. She had been certain Marsh was innocent. Being right about it had made her careless, and her one permitted certainty had cost the very man it was certain of.
“I’m sorry,” she said, and meant it all the way down.
“I know.” Priya drank her tea. “It’s done. We work from here.” And the we sat in the warm kitchen, small and surprising, the first easy thing the day had offered either of them. Priya could not chase a feeling; the file would not let her. Eliza had nothing but feelings and a free pair of hands and an eye nobody had requisitioned. Neither of them said any of that. They both heard it.
The doctor she did see, the next morning, and it was worse than anything Priya had described.
He came into the bakery just after eight, in the good coat gone green at the seams, and he bought a wholemeal he did not need. His face when the bell rang was so pathetically glad of a door that would still open to him that Eliza’s heart turned over. He had been “helping” until late. He did not seem to understand what the helping was. Even now. “A terrible business,” he said, and shook his head, and reached for the gentle thing, the only thing he had. “That poor young man. And everyone so distressed about it, the whole village quite beside itself. I’ve said to the police, the kindest thing now would be to let everyone grieve and not drag it out. An accident is an accident. No good comes of making people wait on it.”
She looked at him, this decent tired man counselling the police to be kind, to not drag it out, to let a death mean the simple thing, never once hearing that he was describing the rope and offering to tie the knot himself. She could have told him. She could have said, they are not waiting because they are unkind, they are waiting because they think it was you, and every time you ask them to hurry it along you sound like a man with a reason to. She did not say it. It was not hers to say, and saying it would have broken something in him she could not afford to break. So she gave him his wholemeal and told him to eat. He thanked her. And he went out into a green that was watching him now in a way he had not yet learned to feel.
Mira Quinn arrived on the Sunday. She had been busy before she ever reached the bakery.
Eliza knew her before she spoke, the way she had known Danny: the city on her, the readiness, the particular alertness of a person who hears a room before she is in it. She was younger than Eliza had expected and harder, grief worn like a coat buttoned wrong. Danny’s producer, she said. His other half on the show. She had driven down through the night when the police rang. But she had not spent the morning grieving. She had spent it the way Danny would have. Door to door, soft and sorry and asking. A village with its guard down over a death will tell a kind stranger a great deal. By the time she reached the counter she had the shape of the night already. The recorder had been found still running in the grass. And it was Helen Barrow, from the tearoom, who had reached down and turned it off.
“I’d love it back, his recorder,” she said, and her voice did a thing Eliza knew to the marrow. It went warm. Soft, confiding, all for you. The warmth of someone who has decided, just then, that the two of you alone understand. “The police won’t give it to me. It’s his last work, the best thing he ever made, most likely, and they’ve shut it in a drawer in Cheltenham and won’t so much as let me hear it.” A small, rueful tilt of the head. “Your Helen was sweet about it, mind. Meant no harm at all, turning it off. I only got her to walk me through it, the poor love, what she saw, what she did. She’d told me the whole of it before she quite worked out she was telling me anything.”
And there it was. Set down on the counter between them: the trick entire, the warmth turned up like a flame under a pan. Eliza had done it for a living once, in a glass office, and been paid handsomely to. She had watched it weaponised against this very village by a woman who wrote the gentlest letters in England from a remand cell. And here it was a third time, warm as fresh bread, turned on a frightened tearoom owner to draw out a story that would finish an innocent man. The instrument never changed. Only the hand on it. And the throat it found in the end.
“I bake bread,” Eliza said. It was what she had said to Danny. Mira’s smile did not slip; she had heard that one too, and knew to the penny what it was worth. “Of course you do,” she said, warm to the very last. And she went. Eliza watched her cross the green to the cottage with the green door, to pack up a dead man’s month, and thought that grief and ambition had got into the same coat in that one. She could no longer tell which sleeve was which.
The recorder itself the village already knew about, because a dozen of them had stood in the churchyard at dawn and watched it burn its little light in the grass before Helen quieted it. That much needed no producer. By Monday the news of it had run along the same wires the word accident had run along, and it burned the word up as it went. His recorder was going. It caught it. It caught whoever. And of course the village had its whoever already, fitted and waiting: a man with a coat gone green at the seams and a motive anyone could say in a single breath. What the recorder was imagined to hold and what the village wished to be true folded into one. Only Eliza, who had watched a kind hand switch it off, knew how little of it anyone yet understood. The only people who had truly heard what it held sat in an office in Cheltenham. They were saying nothing at all.
The second letter was waiting when she locked up that night.
The hand was the same even hand. Dear Eliza, it said. I have been reading about our village again; one does, in here, there is little else to do. That poor doctor. I am sorry for him, truly. It is a hard thing to have a whole place decide what you are, all at once, on a feeling and a dead man who can no longer be asked. You will know how that feels better than most. A space, and then: People do so need a death to mean something. They cannot bear one that simply happened. Give them a name to set against it and they are almost grateful; you can watch the relief come into their faces. I used to think that the cruellest thing about people. I have decided, with time to think, that it is the kindest. We are only trying to make the world add up. Feed Mother for me. Write when you can bear to. Yours, Beatrice.
Eliza read it twice and could not, again, find the place where it became a threat. There was no threat in it. There was only a woman on remand for murder, sympathising, sweetly and at her leisure, with the innocent man the village had chosen instead. And it was warm. That was the thing that put the cold into her. It was warm to the very degree Mira Quinn had been warm that afternoon, the same soft heat laid over the same cold purpose. She had met the one instrument twice in a single day, in two different hands. And she herself had once been a third. She put the letter in the drawer with the first. And then she did the one thing the letter could do nothing about. She went down to the cold room and fed Mother.
She did not give it the whole of it. She had given herself the whole of it a dozen times over already, behind the counter and in the dark, and there was no sense in saying it twice. She only stood with her hands on the cold lip of the crock and said the one part that would not lie down.
“I let him kneel there,” she said. “And I knew better.”
She waited. As if it might answer.
A bubble rose, slow, and broke without any hurry at all.
“Yes,” she said. “I thought you’d take that line.”
She gave it its flour, and it woke, and asked her for nothing, which was the whole difference between the crock and the drawer. One of them only wanted feeding. The other wanted her. Then she went up at last, to lie a long time in the dark.
Chapter 7
The Second Look
Dough you trust is dough you haven’t watched closely enough. Look twice; the second look is the honest one.
The village had decided it was an accident, and the police would not let it be one, and the gap between the two widened all week.
You did not keep a churchyard taped for an accident. You did not raise a white tent over wet grass and leave it standing the better part of a week for a careless man and a loose stone. The works stayed stopped. The masons stood about on the verge with nothing to do and no leave to do it, and were sent home at last. And slowly the word accident went out of the village’s mouth, the way a loaf you were sure of sinks while your back is turned. Nothing comfortable came in to take its place.
The coroner opened an inquest that week and adjourned it in the same breath, pending enquiries. The village turned the phrase over and did not care for the taste of it. You did not adjourn an accident. You wrote an accident down and let a family bury its dead. An adjournment was a held breath on an official form. It said, in the flattest language England owns, that somebody in authority was not satisfied. And a place that had spent weeks insisting nothing was wrong with it now had a piece of paper that disagreed.
Eliza watched the doubt arrive. One face at a time, across her own counter. They had wanted it simple. They were being told, by tape and tent and silence, that it would not be simple, and they did not yet know what to do with their faces about it.
Priya came to the back door again later that week. This time she credited Eliza with nothing, and did not need to. She sat at the kitchen table and put both hands flat on it, the way you steady yourself, and said it the plain way, because they were long past pretending.
“It’s murder. We’re saying it out loud now.”
She had known it already. Since the wet grass. Hearing it said aloud was a different thing, and it sat in the cold kitchen with them a moment before either of them moved.
“The stone,” Eliza said.
“The stone didn’t fall the way a fallen stone falls. I’ll not give you the details. You don’t want them, and I’m not allowed. But a thing that comes off a parapet on its own lands one way, and a thing that comes down with a hand to it lands another, and the pathologist does not say murder to be interesting. He has said it.” She turned her mug a quarter and did not drink. “And there’s the recorder.”
“It was running.”
“It ran the whole night, just as the Quinn woman promised. It caught him.” A pause, weighed out. “And it caught someone else. Not a voice, before you hope for one. Nothing so useful as a voice. Footsteps that weren’t his. A breath that wasn’t his. Someone who was up there in the dark with him, and stood there while it happened, and did not call for help, and did not run from it either.” She looked up. “It tells me, past any doubt I own, that he did not die alone, and that whoever was with him let him die. And it tells me nothing at all about who they were.”
“So it doesn’t help him.” Eliza did not have to say the name. There was only one him in the county now.
“It hangs him,” Priya said, and the word was ugly and exact. “A second soul in that churchyard, and a whole country that already knows whose grievance Danny Wolfe was chewing on the night he stopped. It does not matter that the tape can name no one. They have their name. They’ve had it a week, gift-wrapped.” She pressed her thumb flat to the table until the nail went white. “I have a recording that proves a murder and clears nobody. A suspect I would stake my job on, and cannot say a word to clear him. A trial in the spring that comes down the moment I open my mouth to help him. Tell me where a person puts her hands in that. I have been trying for three days, and I cannot find one place.”
“You can’t,” Eliza said. “That’s the whole of what you are. You can only follow what the evidence will carry, and it will carry you straight at him, because that is exactly where it has been laid to carry you.”
“And you?”
“I haven’t any evidence.” She heard the shape of it as she said it. “I have a wall in my head, and a journal in a drawer, and no rules about either.”
Priya did not tell her to use them. She also did not tell her not to. She finished her tea and stood, and at the door she paused with her hand on the cold latch. “I was never here,” she said, which was the nearest a careful woman could come to asking. Then she went.
The class still met on the Tuesday, because the class always met, and because Eliza would sooner have cancelled the sunrise than the one warm hour the week had left in it. Six of them at the long bench, floured to the elbow, and for an hour and a half the front room held no murder in it at all. It never did.
But the talk came in with them, low, between the proving and the shaping. They had heard it was not an accident now. They had heard there was a recording. Somebody said the doctor was helping the police, with the careful weight a village puts on a phrase when it means the opposite, and nobody at the bench put them right. Lottie, working a cob that kept its shape now, said the smallest and truest thing of the evening. “I can’t make it fit,” she said. “The kind man who’s looked after the lot of us our whole lives, and a murder. In the one head.”
“No,” said Eliza. “Neither can I.” And meant it more than any of them would ever know.
Mira released the series on the Friday.
She did it well. That was the worst of it. There was no shrillness anywhere in it. There was only Danny’s good warm voice, the one the whole village had been living with out of its own windows, reading the roll of the dead exactly as he had read it in the snug, and setting the doctor’s name down at the end of it like a man lowering a heavy bag. And then, because Mira had the timing her partner had taught her, a single flat sentence in her own voice over the last of it: that Danny Wolfe had died beneath the church tower a week after recording these words, and that the police were now treating his death as murder.
She never said the doctor did it. She did not have to. She laid the two facts side by side and stood back, and let the country fill the gap between them. And the gap filled, the way it always filled. People would sooner have a villain than a tragedy. It was the old trick. She knew it to the marrow. She had used it in a glass office. She had watched it work in a snug. She had read it in a kind even hand from a cell. The same instrument, every time. And it never once failed to find a throat.
And the village listened. Of course it listened. It had listened to him alive, out of its own windows. Now it listened to him dead. The same good voice. The same names. Only the names carried a new weight tonight, because the man saying them had been silenced under a falling stone, and a silenced man is very easy to believe. Eliza stood at her dark window and watched a lit one two doors up. Behind it, she knew, somebody was hearing a dead man build a case, warm and reasonable and wrong. And finding it, of all things, a comfort.
By the weekend there were vans on the verge that had nothing to do with the church. The surgery had a man with a long lens at its gate by eight each morning. A hand-printed notice in the window, in the receptionist’s careful round letters, said the practice was closed until further notice and asked, please, for respect at a difficult time. There would be no respect. Not now. Respect was not the thing that had come to Millbrook.
And the village turned. Not all of it, and not all at once, which was all the trick had ever needed. The ones who had quietly not booked the next appointment in October now told the man at the gate that they had always felt there was something not right about him. Arthur Pearson had been sat up with through the worst night of his chest not two weeks since. He was heard in the Arms to say that a man who knew that much about who lived and who died wanted watching. Not a soul reminded him whose hands had kept him breathing till the light came. That was the cruelty. It did not even need them to lie. It only needed them to forget, in the right direction, and a frightened village will always forget in the direction that lets it sleep.
She saw the doctor once, that week. He came out of the surgery’s side door to his car, collar up, eyes front, the long lens going at the gate the whole while. He did not hurry. Walking slow cost him something, and she could see it from clean across the green. He caught her looking. For a moment neither of them did anything about it. Then he inclined his head to her, a small grave courtesy, the same one he gave the dead in the churchyard. He got into his car. He drove off to wherever a man goes when his own village has shut its doors to him. She had not been able to so much as wave. A wave would have been seen, and a thing seen in Millbrook now was a thing that meant something. That was new. That was the shape of the place since Friday. Even a kindness had to be done in the dark.
She had thrown a name once herself. In a warm pub, at one frightened woman, in front of a room that had known her all their lives, when Eliza herself had been among them a matter of weeks. She had watched it do its work in a single village, and had carried the shame of it for a year, and rebuilt her life around carrying it. This was that. The very same thing. The same method: assemble the true things, stand back, let other mouths say the words. Only it was being done to a gentle tired man by a dead clever one, through a microphone that reached an entire country. And it could not be called back. The man who had thrown the name could no longer be brought into the warm to feel the room turn. He had got out. The one way nobody could follow.
So it fell to her. It had to.
The thought did not arrive grandly. It came the way the worst true things come, while she was doing something else. She was feeding Mother in the cold room, the surgery’s reporter no doubt still stamping on his step across the dark green. Priya could not chase a feeling; the file would march her the wrong way, and she knew it. The country had its villain. It wanted no other. And there was exactly one person left in Millbrook who knew the doctor was the wrong man. One who was free to say it to nobody. One who had spent a whole buried life learning to read the shape a thing made when the loud version of it was a lie.
“It’s down to me, then,” she told Mother. “Heaven help the pair of us.”
Mother only bubbled. It went on being warm, and did not say she was wrong. And in the morning, before the bread, she would take Gran’s journal down out of the drawer. A baking book, to anyone who opened it: recipes and weights and the weather, and, in the margins, in Gran’s small even hand, all the things the village would rather she had not seen. She had Danny’s list of names by heart. It was time she laid it against Gran’s.
Chapter 8
The Wrong Finger
Watch the loaf in your kitchen, not the one in your head. The two are seldom the same loaf, and only one of them is anyone’s supper.
She had Gran’s journal open at four, the way it usually was at four, while the ovens came up and the kitchen warmed. She read Gran the way other people read the morning paper, in pieces, between the things that wanted doing. There was a great deal of her grandmother in those margins, and most of it was about her bread, and some of it was about the village, and a little of it, here and there, was about everything else.
She read it longer than usual this morning. The world had got loud. Gran was the quietest thing in the bakery, and on a loud morning a quiet thing was what you reached for. The country was certain that a tired gentle man in a coat gone green at the seams had killed Danny Wolfe. Eliza was certain he had not. She did not need a journal to tell her that. What she needed was the shape of the thing none of them could see. Her grandmother had spent the best part of sixty years writing down shapes that other people could not see, which was, in the end, why Eliza had taken the bakery on in the first place.
The first reporter found the bakery at half past seven, while the wholemeal was still cooling. A young man. Polite, a phone held low in his palm the way Danny had carried the microphone low in his bag.
“Ms Hartwell?” He had the paper’s name on his lips before she had quite got the door open. “Sorry to call so early. Just a word about Dr Marsh, if you’d give me one.”
“No.”
“It’s only that your name comes up rather a lot in our file.” He let that sit, polite, watchful. “Mr Finch was found in your kitchen, I gather. Originally.”
“I bake bread,” Eliza said.
She had the door half shut before he had the next sentence out. He looked, for a moment, almost disappointed. Then he gathered the smile they were trained to keep ready for shut doors.
“Ms Hartwell, if you ever wanted to put your own side of things…”
She shut the door, and turned the sign to the side that asked nothing of anyone, and stood a moment with her hand on the bolt. That line had served her well three times already. She had a tired affection for it, and a great deal of suspicion of the polite young man who had just heard it.
But the phrase he had used stayed with her. Your name comes up rather a lot in our file. It was true. It was the same thing Danny had said across this same counter, warm and admiring, the morning before she had decided she disliked him. Her name was in the cuttings four times over now. The country had its story; she was a paragraph of it, whether she liked it or not.
Davies came at nine. That was wrong in itself. Davies came at a quarter past eight, had come at a quarter past eight for as long as she had known him. The missing three-quarters of an hour told her, before he said a word, how far the man had come adrift. They had shut him out of his church. They had run tape across the lychgate of a place he had given fifty years to, and put a constable on the gate to take the name of anyone who came. A man who has lost the one room that was ever his does not quite know, of a morning, what to do with his feet.
He did not buy anything. He had given up even the pretence of needing bread, which frightened her more than the rest of it.
He looked older than one autumn had any right to make him. “They have my church,” he said, before anything else, as though it were the last fact left standing in the world. “Fifty years I have kept a door open for the frightened and the ashamed, which in my experience is most people, most days. And now, when the village has never been more of both, they have run their tape across it and set a boy in a hat on the gate.” He turned his hat in his hands. “I could not even offer the doctor a pew to sit in, out of the cold and away from that lens. I had to turn him off my own porch.”
“You’re not joining in,” he said. He stood at the counter with his empty hands and looked at her. “I have watched you not join in for a week. It is the only decent thing being done in this village at present, and I wanted you to know that somebody saw it.”
“I’m afraid I’m about to do something worse than join in.” It came out before she had decided to say it, and once it was out she found she could not stop. “I have complete faith in his innocence. I am as sure of that as I have ever been of anything. And that is exactly what frightens me. Being so sure of a thing that I stop looking. Pointing at a name and never once seeing the hand. I have done it. You know I have done it. And here I am about to be the surest person in the room all over again, only this time I am telling myself it is for a good reason, which is what everyone tells themselves.”
Davies was quiet for a while. Outside, on the green, a van door slid shut.
“Your grandmother watched this village the better part of sixty years,” he said at last. “She saw more of its sins than I ever did, and I have heard most of them. And she never once threw a stone in all that time. You would think that made her a cautious woman.”
“Didn’t it?”
“It did not. Dorothy was not cautious a day in her life.” He almost smiled. “She was careful. There is all the difference in the world between the two, and this village has never troubled to learn it. Cautious is doing nothing, because you are afraid. Careful is doing the hard thing slowly, with your eyes open and your hands steady. Your grandmother was the most careful woman I ever knew, and she was never once still.”
“And the anger?” She was angry. She had been angry for a week, at Mira, at the vans, at a whole country that would rather have a monster than a misfortune.
“Oh, be angry.” The dry ghost of his old self came up for a moment through the grief. “There is cause enough. Anger is a fine fire to bake by, Eliza. It is a ruinous thing to steer by. Let it warm you. Do not let it point you.” He turned for the door. “Look. Carefully. With the anger behind you and not in front. That is all your grandmother ever did, and it is more than this village deserves, and you are the only one left who can.”
He went. The bell rang behind him, smaller than ever.
She closed after the morning trade, turned the sign, and did the thing she had not properly done since London.
She cleared the long table in the front room, the one the class used, and went up and came back down with the roll of butcher’s paper and the box she had never quite managed to throw away. Post-it notes, gone soft at the edges. A reel of red string. The tools of a life she had set down in London and not picked up since. They were the one thing London had given her worth keeping: a way to make a thing too large to hold in your head sit still on a wall and show you its own shape.
Her hands knew it. Before her head did. The tearing of the paper to length. The particular tack of an old note that has lost half its will to stick. She had built walls like this in a glass room twenty floors up, for soap and for cereal and once, memorably, for a brand of caraway crackers she did not let herself think about. She had been, whatever else was true of her, very good at it. A man had taken that goodness and made it the thing that broke her. She had let him keep it ever since, the way you leave a room you were shamed in and never go back. She took it back now. In a cold front room in a Cotswold village, for the one use it had never been put to and might have been made for all along.
She wrote the names out. All of them, in the order Danny had read them in the snug, because his order was a confession in itself and she meant to take it apart. The loud ones first. Geoffrey Finch. Camilla Vance. David Whitfield. Marjorie Holloway. Then the corroborator, Howard Ridley, with his year set against him. Then the quiet ones, the shopping-list ones, the names nobody had ever given a policeman: a Sam Tovey, an old Mrs Lacey, a Raymond Pell, a Eunice Hale, a Walter Maddox.
She pinned them up the paper in a column, and stood back. She made herself a promise that was the whole of the difference between her and Danny, between her and the woman she had been in the warm pub. She would not start from the answer. Danny had started from the answer, the doctor, and gone looking for names to hang on it. She had done the same, once, with a different name. She would not do it again. She would start from the names, every one of them, and follow only where they actually went, and if they went nowhere, she would say so, even to herself, even at four in the morning with a good man’s life going down across the green.
Then, with the wall up beside her, she turned to Gran’s journal.
It was a baking book. That was the first thing, and the truest. Flours and weights and the temper of the oven; the year the starter nearly died and what she had done to save it; a hundred small wars with the weather. But Gran had written in the margins, the way Gran wrote everywhere, in that small even hand with no tremble in it anywhere, and the margins were where the village lived. A wedding noted in the same breath as a fruit cake. A death, with the cause given plain and a line under it that was not about the cause at all. Forty harvests of who was kind and who was not, who was struggling, who was watched, who wanted watching. Gran had read this village every day of her life and written it down where no one would think to look, between the soda bread and the lardy cake, and told not one living soul.
There was more of it than she had ever let herself see. She had read Gran in pieces for as long as she had owned the bakery, a recipe and a margin and a recipe and a margin, the way you take a person who is gone in pieces, because to take them all at once is more than the heart can carry. But the pieces had added themselves up over the years. Gran had buried a marriage’s worth of her own grief in these margins, and a good deal of other people’s besides, and carried all of it, and gone on selling bread across the counter to the very people she was carrying it about, and smiled at them, and said nothing. It was the loneliest thing Eliza had ever held in her two hands. It was also, she saw now, exactly the inheritance. The same eye. The same village. The same terrible discretion. Gran had watched, and kept her peace. Eliza watched too, and could not keep the peace, because a man’s life hung on her not keeping it. She did not yet know whether that made her better than her grandmother. Or only louder.
Eliza read it the way Danny had read his list, name by name, only slower, and with her eyes open, and the anger banked behind her where it could warm her and not steer.
She read a long time. The dough did its slow work in the cold room without her. The wall filled, a little, the red string finding its first honest connections. The journal answered her questions the way Gran would have, sideways, never quite saying the thing, always letting you arrive at it yourself. It was slow work and careful work and it would take more than one night, and that was right. That was the whole point of it.
At last she fed Mother, late, her fingers stiff with the cold and the writing.
“I’ve started,” she told it. “Carefully. He’d have approved, Davies. So would she.”
Mother woke under the flour and asked her nothing, and she stood a moment in the dark with her hand on the warm crock, and then went up, leaving the wall and the open book and the long column of the dead to wait for her in the morning.
Chapter 9
Gran’s Hand
A recipe in your grandmother’s writing is two things at once: instructions, and everything she did not say out loud.
She came down at four to a wall and a book waiting for her, and the kitchen warming round both of them.
It was Sunday. The shop stayed shut on Sundays, as it always had. The bake happened anyway. The dough was fed at six the night before; it had done its slow work in the cold. There was a morning’s bake ahead of her. The wholemeal and the sourdough and a tray of cobs. She would do it the way she always did, because thinking and shaping were the same motion in this kitchen and always had been. The wall and the book would fit between the proving and the oven, the way Gran had written between the recipes and the weather. That was the right way of it.
She read the way Davies had asked her to. Carefully. Not cautiously. The anger banked at her back, where it could warm her and not steer.
She began with the easy ones. The padding names. The shopping-list ones, Danny had called them, reading them flat between the loud ones, the way a clever man hides a thing by setting it among ordinary things. She would learn whether they were ordinary.
Sam Tovey, his chest, 1981.
The journal had him on a Friday in November. Sam buried this morning. Sixty-one and his lungs no better than his father’s. Edith took soup round to Mary for a week. A good turnout for the funeral, given he had no friends to speak of. Gran’s hand at its plainest, in those years, before the change. Direct. No second thought put in.
Eliza set a thin line through Sam Tovey on the wall. Not crossed out. Marked. The names were dead either way, and deserved to be read.
Mrs Lacey, a fall on the church path, 1986.
Late autumn. Gran had her in three lines. Old Mrs Lacey down on the slope by the lychgate. The path is wicked when it is wet and the council have been told. And underneath, with a small black scribble of impatience: Margaret was very good with her sister. She wept in the kitchen and would not be persuaded to stop. A line through Mrs Lacey.
Raymond Pell, his heart, 1988.
The journal had it in a hand she had not quite learned to read yet, a hand Gran had picked up the year before and kept ever after. More careful. More sideways. Never quite saying. Eliza had seen the change without naming it. She read the two lines Gran had given Raymond Pell.
R.P. went sudden in the night. His heart, they said.
She read it a second time. The word she stopped on was sudden. Sudden is a death no one had seen coming, the kind that woke a household and brought a stranger to the bed in the dark. Sudden means a referral. Sudden means an autopsy. But according to Danny Wolfe, no autopsy had occurred.
Which she would need to verify, and not on Danny’s word. He could as easily have cut a corner as not.
There was no soup taken round. There was no funeral note. There was no Margaret was brave, or Edith was good. Two flat lines, and the weather under them, in a hand that the year before would have given six.
Eliza had been reading Gran long enough to know what Gran did when Gran was not saying a thing. Gran was not saying a thing.
She did not jump. She had thrown a name in a pub once on less than the word sudden and what was not said round it, and she would not pull a man out of his place in a list because of one word and the silence under it. Not yet. Not before she had given the rest of the list its own honest look. She set a different mark beside Raymond Pell on the wall, neither line nor circle, a small open square. And went on.
Eunice Hale, in her sleep, 1990.
Eunice gone. She had been ready for a year. Helen Barrow read at the service, very nicely, though she does swallow her endings. Eliza almost smiled at it. There she was, thirty-five years younger, Gran sat at this same table writing Helen would swallow her endings. A line through Eunice.
Walter Maddox, his lungs, 1993.
Walter had a hard winter. The pit was in him long before he came here. His wife would not have a notice in the paper. He always said he would die in his garden and so he did. A line through Walter.
Five. The shopping list. Four came off the wall as Gran had laid them down. Old people who had got old enough, or unlucky enough, and a village that had wept for them at the proper services and put soup in at the proper doors. Gran had given them their lines and they were ordinary lines. There was a bruise of relief in finding it so. Danny had smeared four innocent passings, and his smearing had been quiet enough that no family was likely to know they had been smeared, which was the worst part of him, in the end. He had hung weights round the necks of four people who had not been heard from in thirty years and let them sink, to give the fifth the look of being weightless.
The fifth he had buried in the middle of them.
The wholemeal came out at half past five, dark and good. She slid the cobs in. The kitchen smelt the way the kitchen had always smelt, and her hands had done the shaping while her eye had done the reading, which was the only way she knew how to read anything difficult.
She turned to the loud ones for completeness.
Geoffrey Finch.
Camilla Vance.
David Whitfield.
Marjorie Holloway.
She set them aside without dwelling. Geoffrey she had stood over herself, in this very kitchen, his glasses knocked sideways on the flagstones. Camilla on a hot afternoon in summer with a scone of Eliza’s own making in her hand. David in a beer garden, on the Aunt Sally pitch. Marjorie was the favour, sealed. They wanted no further looking from her, only the weight of having happened. Gran had Geoffrey down with only the line G.F. is going to come unstuck on one of them, mark me, which had been Gran knowing Geoffrey the way Gran knew everyone. Gran had not lived to see the rest. A thin line through each on the wall, and a longer line in her own head: those are mine, and I have already paid for them.
Howard Ridley.
She paused at his name. Set it down a little apart from the others, as he sat now in her own knowledge, apart. Gran had Howard in one careful line on a page near the end of 1989. Howard gone. His heart, they say. Margaret very brave. It was an even line and a guarded one and it was wrong, the way the village had been wrong, the way Beatrice had wanted it to be wrong, and Eliza had been told the right of it by Beatrice herself with both hands flat on her own kitchen table. Pinned and sealed. She drew a thin line through Howard and moved on, because moving on was the work.
Then she came back to the square.
She felt it the way you feel an oven that has been turned off in a kitchen that ought to be hot. She had Davies in her ear. Look. Carefully. With the anger behind you and not in front. The room she had not yet known the shape of was the one she had to step into now.
She got up and slid the sourdough into the oven, because the bake did not care what she had found, and the bake had things to do.
Then she went backward.
She had Raymond’s death. She wanted Raymond’s life. She turned the pages back through 1988 and 1987 and 1986, looking for him before he was a line and a half in a careful hand, when he was still a man who walked through the village and bought bread.
She found him by his initial. R., he had been in those years, in Gran’s plainer hand before the change.
R. went past on the Sunday at speed. The younger one not at chapel today. The elder is, sat alone in the pew they share, and did not sing.
The entry was one of a handful, spread across a year or two. R. on the green. R. past at speed. Once or twice, his surname. Once, very late in 1986, that Pell man, the only flick of judgement in any of it. And in every one of them, beside R or apart from him by a careful step, a young woman from the lane.
Eliza set the book down and got up and walked to the sink, because her hands wanted to do something that was not turning a page. She filled a glass with cold water and drank it slowly, against the wrong taste that was beginning to form in her mouth. Then she went back.
She turned back further, looking for the years before R had been a letter on the page. And found, instead of him, the young woman herself.
The young woman had been in Gran’s pages for years.
The younger lane girl in again Tuesday. A fresh mark on her wrist she did not mean me to see, and that bright little smile she keeps for not being asked. He wants watching, that one. And not the first time.
Gran had written about her many times over those years, in the same plain hand. She had given her tea. She had stopped asking, after a while, because asking did no good and shamed the asked.
And then a summer came when the entries about her changed. The young woman came in looking better than Gran had any right to expect.
And whoever she had been, Eliza thought, she had been her own person. Not the lane Eliza knew, necessarily. There were two women in the village now who came from the lane, together, on the wrong days, in step, inseparable, the pair the village no longer noticed. Gran’s younger lane girl and her elder, decades on, might be them. Or might not. The lane had not been an empty place in 1985, and need not have held the same two women then as it held now. She wrote the lane (then?) on the wall, and put a small open square beside it.
Then 1987. The fête she had stopped entering after. The pages went quiet. The hand turned careful in the way a person turns careful when she has learned a thing the hard way and decided that writing it down might be worse than carrying it. And then, the autumn after, R.P. went sudden in the night, and his heart was what they said, and Gran set two flat lines down and went on to the weather.
Eliza sat a long moment with her hands flat on the table.
She took the sourdough out late, in the end. It came to no harm, having been asked to survive worse than her inattention.
Gran had known about the bruises, and the bruises had stopped, and she did not know in which order, and she did not know by whose hand they had stopped.
She knew it had been a Marsh pen. There had been one GP in the village in 1988, the way there had always been one, and the man who held the practice then was not the man who held it now. The current Dr Marsh, who was at this moment shut up in his surgery with a long lens at his gate and a country deciding he was a monster, had been a young man in 1988. He had no pen of his own then. The pen that had signed Raymond Pell off was his father’s.
She wrote Marsh (the elder) underneath Raymond Pell on the wall, with another small open square beside it, and put the journal down, because her eyes had stopped reading and were only moving over the page.
There was one other thing.
She had nearly missed it. She had gone back through to see if Gran had mentioned R. Pell anywhere else, and on a page from the early 1980s, in among the bread recipes and the village notes, Gran had written a line that Eliza had read before without looking at it.
As the older book has it: never write down the thing you would not say in the kitchen of the woman it concerns. I think Mother meant me to learn this slowly.
Eliza read it twice.
The older book. Mother. Not the starter. A different Mother, in this passage, in a hand that had been writing before the bakery’s crock had ever been called by that name. Gran’s own mother. And the older book.
Gran had been drawing from something. Gran had inherited a hand of her own, and had taken its discipline as her own, and the discipline was that you wrote what you saw, and you did not write what you would not say to the woman’s face. Which was why, perhaps, the death of a man who beat a young woman went down in three flat lines. Whatever Gran had thought of how he died, she would not have said it to the young woman’s face. So she did not write it.
There was an older book.
Eliza did not know where it was.
She closed the journal carefully and put her hand flat on the cover a moment, the way you put your hand on the wrist of someone who has told you a great deal and is now tired.
The wall sat looking at her. Eleven names, eleven thin lines, three small empty squares of her own marking, and beneath Raymond Pell, like an answering note, Marsh (the elder), with the second square beside him. Two rooms she did not yet know the shape of.
It was nearly evening before she stood up.
She fed Mother in the cold room, late, her fingers stiff again.
“There was a young woman, Mother.” She heard herself say it. She did not soften it. “From the lane. And someone hit her, and Gran watched, and gave her tea, and wrote it down, and did not ask. And then one summer it stopped, and a man went sudden in the night, and the doctor wrote it down kindly, and the village went on.”
Mother bubbled, slow, the way it had bubbled yesterday and would bubble tomorrow.
“And I do not know in which order any of that happened. And I do not know by whose hand.”
A second bubble, no hurry.
“Yes,” she said. “I thought you’d say so. So would Davies. So, I think, would she.”
She gave it its flour and stood a moment with her hand on the warm crock, and then went up.
The wall would still be there in the morning. And, somewhere, older than Gran, an older book.
Chapter 10
The Two Women from the Lane
The pair you stop noticing are the pair you have stopped seeing. Set two loaves side by side long enough and you forget they were ever shaped apart.
She came down to the kitchen and had the ovens up and the wholemeal in by half past four. The sourdough went in at six. The cobs at seven. The day, on every visible measure, was ordinary.
The thought had come in the dark before dawn, while she was tying her hair. She had been turning the visit over all night, and the decision was made; what remained was the pretext, and there was only one pretext she could carry without giving herself away. A baker walking down a lane with a loaf was a thing the village had been doing on this lane for sixty years.
But the women at the end of the lane bought one small wholemeal between them. A wholemeal had nothing in it that needed bringing to a door. They could come down for one themselves, and had been coming down for themselves all summer.
So she made a fruit loaf. She did not make fruit loaves. She had not made one in eighteen months in this kitchen. She made one this morning, with the dried apricots and the sultanas that had been in the second drawer all autumn, waiting for a reason. The visit needed a thing not to be refused at a door, and a fruit loaf, to a house that did not have one of its own, was a thing not refused.
It cooled on the rack while the morning happened round it.
Reverend Davies came at quarter past eight. He had come at nine on the worst day of his autumn; he was back to a quarter past eight on a Monday, because that was what a Monday wanted. He bought his wholemeal. She did not remark on the rebuilding. He went.
Margot came at ten with the Monday stems. A single late dahlia, the colour of the inside of a fig, and three sprays of something green that smelled of pine. She put them in the lavender jar without asking, the way Margot had been putting flowers in the lavender jar without asking for a year and a half, and leaned on the counter while Eliza wrapped two slices of fruit cake for her in a paper bag.
“You look like a woman who has made up her mind to something.”
“I’ve made a loaf I wasn’t going to make.”
“Have you, indeed.” Margot regarded the fruit loaf on the rack. “And who’s that for?”
“Visiting.”
“Visiting who.”
“Down the lane.”
“Ah.” Margot did not press. Margot had spent forty years in this village, the last eighteen months of them with Eliza behind the counter, and knew the difference between not asking and asking. “Take care, love.”
“It’s a fruit loaf, Margot. Not a confession.”
“Take care anyway.”
She went, with her paper bag and her dahlia smile, and Eliza set the fruit loaf back on the rack and watched the door swing shut behind her, and did not move for a moment.
Trade trickled the rest of the morning, the way trade trickled now, three or four faces of the kind that had always come, sliding in and out with smaller purchases and quieter exchanges than they had used to bring.
At noon she turned the sign. She wrapped the fruit loaf, cool now, in a clean cloth. And then she went down the lane.
The cottage stood at the far end of the lane where the elder bushes leaned over the wall and the gate was always slightly ajar because the wood had moved with the years and one of the hinges sat half a finger lower than the other. Eliza had passed it twice a week for eighteen months and had not, until this morning, ever really looked at it. It was small. The paint was clean. The flagstones up to the door had been swept, recently and well.
She had been thinking about this walk down the lane in the wrong direction. The discipline was Davies’s. Look. Carefully. With the anger behind you and not in front. The discipline she had set herself was simpler still. She would bring a loaf. She would accept a cup. She would ask no question she would not have asked any other house in the village this fortnight. She would let the visit be what visits are. She would see only what she was given to see.
She had been putting a loaf into their hands across her own counter for eighteen months, and had asked Joan after a chest in March that had sounded bad, and had been told in passing by Nora in September that the dahlias had taken at the back, and she knew them the way you know the names of people you serve. She had said good morning, Joan, and good morning, Nora, a hundred times across the counter and not, until now, ever wondered which sister was the one who came first to the door.
Joan answered it.
She was in her sixties. A soft mouth. Eyes a quiet grey. She held the door with the polite expectation of a woman who does not flinch at unfamiliar callers, because she has used up all her flinching long ago.
“Miss Hartwell.”
“I brought you a fruit loaf. I thought you might like one.”
Joan looked at the cloth a moment, the way a woman looks at a kindness she has not asked for. Then she opened the door wider.
“Come in. Will you have a cup?”
“If it’s no trouble.”
“Nora,” she called, quiet, not raised. “Miss Hartwell’s brought us a loaf.”
Nora came out of the kitchen with a tea towel in her hands. She was an inch taller, broader at the shoulder, hair done up tight. Her eyes were the same grey as Joan’s, only sharper. She looked at the loaf, then at Eliza, then at the loaf again. She nodded once. She did not smile.
“Sit down, then,” she said. “Joan’ll make the tea.”
The front room was small and dim, the sort of room that had not been redecorated in thirty years and did not need to be. A pair of armchairs and a small couch. A low table. A clock on the mantel that did not tick. A wood-framed photograph on the sideboard of two women on a beach somewhere, thirty years old at least, both women squinting into the sun. There were no flowers anywhere in the room. The walls were bare of pictures except for a small print of the church.
She sat in the offered chair. Joan brought tea on a tray with three cups. Nora set a small plate for the fruit loaf and cut three slices with a knife she got from a drawer, and gave Eliza the first. The tea was strong. The fruit loaf was not as good as Eliza would have liked.
“How are you holding up?” she asked. She had decided this much was honest. The whole village had been keeping in.
“Well enough,” Nora said. “We don’t go out. We don’t need to.”
“We’ve been keeping in,” Joan said.
“I wondered. I haven’t seen you in the bakery this last week.”
“We’ve a freezer,” Joan said. “And Nora bakes a perfectly respectable bread when she has a mind to. We aren’t quite ruined for sliced.”
She said it warmly. The way you give a guest permission to be at ease.
“It’s hard for everyone,” Eliza said.
“It is.”
“Reverend Davies, especially.”
The sisters exchanged a look. Not big. Not telling. A look that two people who had shared a house for sixty years would exchange about anything at all.
“He came down the lane on Friday,” Joan said. “Knocking. Just to ask after us. He’d not been past in years. None of them come past in years. We’re not on the way to anywhere, you see. We’re at the end of it.”
“I’m not on the way to anywhere either,” Eliza said.
“And yet here you are.”
Joan’s smile was small. There was warmth in it. There was also something else, and Eliza could not name the something else.
“I haven’t been to the church since they shut it,” Eliza said.
“Nor I,” said Joan.
There was a small pause.
“Joan goes to the wall,” Nora said, quietly. “The far corner. The shut church doesn’t shut a wall.”
“I know I do,” Joan said. She was looking down at her tea. Her hands did not tremble. “Nora knows I do, and Nora minds, and Nora doesn’t say.”
“I do say,” Nora said. There was no edge in it. Two women who had said this before, many times, with no edge in it.
“You say it less than you used to,” Joan said. “That’s the version of saying I am grateful for.”
Eliza had been the careful third party at this kind of exchange before, in the bakery, between women who had carried something a long time. She did the only thing she knew how to do in those moments. She drank her tea, and looked at the print of the church, and did not visibly listen.
Joan, after a moment, said, “It is the only grave I do. You’d have to know me a great deal longer than these last eighteen months to know why.”
“You don’t owe me a why,” Eliza said. “I’m grateful for the tea.”
“Well.” Joan smiled again. The smile reached her eyes this time. “There aren’t very many people in this village I would have offered tea to this fortnight.”
“There aren’t very many people in this village offering,” Eliza said, and Joan laughed at that, very softly, and Nora half-smiled for the first time, and Eliza had the brief unreasonable thought that she was in love with the pair of them, which was the sort of thought she sometimes had in front of people who had spent a long life with one other person and were still on speaking terms.
They sat a while. The clock did not tick.
“Your grandmother,” Nora said, “used to keep a little dish of broken biscuit by the till. For the dogs that came in with their owners, and for the children who came in with no money but were known. I had quite forgotten until just now.”
“I remember the dish,” Eliza said. She did. It had been in a kitchen drawer when she moved in, washed and dry and not used in seven months, and she had not been able to throw it away. She had not, she realised, ever used it either.
“You should put it back out,” Joan said. “There are still children. There are still dogs.”
“I will.”
“She knew us a long time,” Nora said. “We were sorry to lose her.”
“Most days,” Eliza said, “I am still sorry.”
“Yes,” said Nora. “Yes.”
There was a third pause, longer than the first two, and Eliza could feel that the visit was at its proper length. She finished her tea. She thanked them both for it. Joan saw her to the door.
At the step, with the loaf already accepted and the visit already done, Joan put a hand very briefly on Eliza’s wrist.
“You don’t have to be the one carrying it, you know,” she said. “Whatever it is. The village has been carrying its things for a great deal longer than you have been here.”
Eliza did not know what to say to that. She looked at Joan a moment, and Joan looked back, and Joan let go of her wrist, and Eliza thanked her again and went out into the lane.
She walked back slowly.
She had not asked a single question that mattered. She had been offered tea. She had been told nothing she could write down. She had verified, by a single sentence in Nora’s mouth, that these were the women Gran had known and given tea to a quarter of a century ago and longer; the dish of broken biscuit was a thing she had heard Gran mention once in her own kitchen, and a thing that had only ever lived in the bakery, and a thing the sisters could not have known unless they had been near enough to see it from across that very counter.
She had also been told something else. You don’t have to be the one carrying it. It was, on the face of it, a kindness, the kind a woman offers another woman who has had a hard week in a hard month. But it was also a sentence that meant precisely what it said. It said: I see you carrying. It said: we know what carrying looks like, my sister and I. It said, very gently, very firmly: put it down.
Eliza could not put it down.
She got back to the bakery and went straight in and stood a moment in the cold front room with her hand on the wall.
She did not move the open square beside the lane (then?) to a line through. She would not do that yet. The biscuit dish was strong evidence, and it had come unbidden from Nora’s own mouth, which was stronger. But it was not certainty. There were still doors in the village she had not knocked on. There were parish records she had not looked at. There was an electoral roll Priya could pull in a day. She wrote biscuit dish underneath the open square, very small, in pencil, and left the square open. Verification was a thing you did all the way through, not most of the way and call it done.
And beside the open square for Raymond Pell, in the same small pencil, she wrote:
Joan tends. Nora minds.
She did not write further.
She went into the kitchen and fed Mother, who took the flour without comment, and bubbled twice, slow.
“They’re the same women,” she told it. “They knew her. I have that much.”
A bubble.
“Joan tends a grave. Nora has been waiting forty years for her to stop. That was the whole of what I saw.”
A bubble.
She stood a moment with her hand on the warm crock. The bake was over. The trade was over. The visit was done.
“Davies said look. He said carefully. I am looking carefully. I think it is making me sadder than I bargained for.”
A bubble, no hurry.
“Yes,” she said. “I know. So would she.”
And she covered the crock, and went up, leaving the wall and the small new pencil-line and the not-yet-written third question in the cold front room to wait for the morning.
Chapter 11
What the Doctor Signed
We inherit more than recipes. We inherit the way a hand moves, and sometimes the thing it learned to look away from.
She came down to the kitchen and had the ovens up and the wholemeal in by half past four, and on the bench beside the proving cobs she set out the things that would be needed for the class that evening. Six benches, six bowls, six scales, six dough scrapers, the flour weighed out for each. The class always had what it had, before the day began, because by the evening she would not have the head for it. The class was eight months old now, and the older she got with it the more she set it up at dawn.
Davies came at quarter past eight, the way he came on a Tuesday, the way he had been coming again since Monday, and he asked for his wholemeal and stood a moment longer than usual at the counter. Whatever he had to say he had decided in the half-minute between the door and the till.
“They’ve taken the tape down,” he said.
“At the church?”
“The lychgate’s open. The tent’s gone. They have left me my building back.”
“That’s good news, Tom.”
“It is. I shall do a service of some kind on Sunday. I have not yet decided what. Not the regular.” He turned his hat in his hands. “They are leaving the works stopped, on the tower, until further notice. That is a thing I shall have to learn to look at without flinching. But I shall have my door open.” He paid for his wholemeal. “Tell Margot, would you. She’ll be in later.”
“She will.”
He went. The lychgate open, the tent down. It was the first piece of weather coming off the village in a fortnight, and it did her good in the way good weather will when you have not been outside.
Margot did come, at her usual ten, with a small posy of late chrysanthemums the colour of butter and a sprig of fennel that smelled the way September smells when you remember it. She put them in the lavender jar without asking, the way Margot put flowers in the lavender jar, and Eliza told her about the lychgate and the tent, and Margot looked, for a moment, like a woman who had taken a long breath in and forgotten to let it out for a fortnight. She let it out now. Then she leaned on the counter.
“He’ll do a small one. Tom always does the small ones beautifully. The all-village ones he over-thinks.”
“He said he hadn’t decided.”
“He has decided. He just hasn’t told himself yet.” She put her hands flat on the counter. “You took a fruit loaf down to Joan and Nora yesterday.”
“How did you know that was where I’d gone?”
“Because there is one lane in this village that ends in two women you would take a fruit loaf to, and you didn’t come past me with one.” Margot’s eye did not move. “I am not asking what for. I have lived in this village forty years and I know what working looks like, and you were working yesterday, and you are working today, and I do not want you in the corner you were in this time last year, when you decided you knew who killed Geoffrey Finch.”
“I am not in that corner, Margot.”
“I am inclined to believe you. I am also inclined to remind you, because the last time you were in it, you didn’t know you were in it until you were halfway through saying a name aloud in The Arms. I would rather we did not have a repeat.”
“Nor would I.”
“Then we are agreed there won’t be one.” She picked up her bag. “Joan and Nora are a tender pair, love. Forty years they have been the two women from the lane and forty years they have managed it on their own. Whatever you are doing, you are doing it about a pair who have given this village no trouble of any sort, and that is worth carrying in front of you and not behind you.”
“It is being carried in front.”
“Then we are agreed on that too.” A small smile, the warmth coming back in. “Take care.”
“I will.”
“Take care anyway.”
She bought her two slices of fruit cake and her small loaf, and she went, and Eliza watched her go and was sorry to see her go and also, in a quiet way, glad of having seen her at all. There were people in this village she had begun to count by their coming, the way Gran must have done. Margot was one of them, and Margot had just done the friend’s work, and Eliza was the better for it.
The trade ran small and steady. By half past ten Eliza had set the cobs to cool and was washing the bench when the back door went; the back door, not the shop door.
Priya did not come at half past ten on a Tuesday morning, not as a rule. Priya did not come unannounced. That she had come unannounced, at this hour, in plain clothes and on the back step rather than at the till, meant several things at once, and Eliza opened the door already shaping the kettle for the tea that would have to happen.
“Have you got a minute?”
“I’ve got the minute and then some. Come in.”
They sat at the kitchen table, where they had sat the dusk after Danny was found, when Priya had ended Eliza’s certainty about everything, and Priya put her elbows on the wood. She had a thin manila folder, which she did not open. She had the face of a woman who had walked through a sentence on the way down the lane and had decided it was the sentence to lead with.
“I have been doing the obvious work.”
“Verifying him.”
“Verifying his claims. The man stood up in a pub and read a roll of names and a date against each, and I have a duty to the file to look at every name and every date and write what I find next to them. It is the dullest work in the building this week and it is the most useful. And I have done it from the end of his list, because it occurred to me that whatever was meant to be hidden was likely to be hidden among the names he made boring.” She tapped the folder, once. “Sam Tovey, eighty-one, chest. Eunice Hale, ninety, in her sleep. Walter Maddox, ninety-three, lungs. Mrs Lacey, eighty-six, the fall. All four of them came up natural, certified, signed, registered. Old people who got old. Nothing in any of them I could put a thread through.”
She had not opened the folder. She did not need to.
“And the fifth,” Eliza said.
“And the fifth.” Priya looked at her. “Raymond Pell, sudden in the night, his heart, no autopsy. Certified by Henry Marsh, the elder. The current Dr Marsh’s father. Who held the practice from 1972 to 2001 and was never registered as anybody’s deputy or partner in that time. There was him in that surgery and there was a receptionist and there was nobody else. The certificate is his.”
Eliza did not say I know. She had known it since Sunday afternoon. She had written it on the wall in the front room in pencil. She had not put it to anyone else because the thing she had to give Priya was the kettle and the kitchen table and not her own conclusions. She poured the tea. She did not write verified in her head against any line yet; the writing was not yet hers to do.
“It’s the wrong Marsh,” she said.
“It’s the wrong Marsh.” Priya took the tea. “Which I cannot say out loud yet, because the public name on the public list is Adam Marsh, the son, and the son is still the suspect in Danny Wolfe’s murder, and saying out loud that he wasn’t the pen on Raymond Pell’s death without context attached would be read as me clearing him, which I am not in a position to do. But it is on the file now. And what is on the file goes through to Cheltenham. The cold-case unit will have it by lunchtime.” She sipped her tea. Then she set the cup down. “I would like to see your front room.”
“Now.”
“Now.”
Eliza took her through. She had not invited a guest into the front room since the class on Tuesday last, and the class was not a guest in the same sense. She had set up the wall at the long table where she taught women to shape boules. She had pinned Danny’s list down the butcher’s paper and drawn her thin lines through the names she had read, and her small open squares, and her small pencil notes under them. She watched Priya stop in the doorway, and look, and make a small sound at the back of her throat that was not quite a laugh.
“Of course you have,” she said. “Of course you bloody have.”
“Is it ridiculous?”
“It is the most reassuring thing I have seen in this village in three months.” She walked round the table. She looked at the open squares. She looked at the pencil under them. “You’ve built yourself a board, Eliza. I’ve sat in rooms with whiteboards that did less.”
Board. Eliza had been keeping that word away from herself. Board became murder board, and murder board assumed a verdict the work had not yet earned. She had been calling it the wall instead. The wall had served her well enough until somebody walked in who knew it for what it was. Priya had given her the right name for it now. There was no use pretending otherwise.
“I worked in brand strategy. We did campaigns like this.”
“You worked exactly the same way the Met do, only with prettier pens and lower stakes. Tell me what these mean.”
Eliza named them. The line-throughs first, because line-throughs were easy. The four cover names, the loud names, Howard, the line through each. Then the open squares: Raymond, with Marsh (the elder) below him; the lane (then?), with biscuit dish below it; and beside Raymond, in pencil, Joan tends. Nora minds.
Priya looked at each of the squares for a long moment.
“Biscuit dish?”
“The detail surfaced unprompted yesterday afternoon. It is the kind of thing you would know only if you had been a customer of Gran’s, and it placed the Tranter sisters in this bakery in the seventies and eighties. It verifies that the women I know now are the women Gran wrote about. But not officially. Anyone telling me a story can know a story; I would like the parish records confirmed and the electoral roll for the lane back to 1980 looked at.”
“That is a very small request to a very busy office and I will have somebody do it within the week.”
“Thank you.”
“And the autopsy. On Raymond Pell.”
“It is the open square that drives the others. Danny said no autopsy was conducted. I do not take his word for the time of day. Could you check?”
“I am checking. I started yesterday afternoon when the certificate came back. We will have a definite answer by the end of the week on whether there is a coroner’s file at all. If there is no file and the certificate stands alone, that is itself the answer.” She paused. “And we have flagged the certificate to the unit. Whoever picks it up will know to start with the certificate and not the body, because there is no body to start with. The body has been thirty-seven years in the churchyard. There is no exhumation in this for a long time yet, if ever.”
“I had not thought there would be.”
“Good.” Priya turned away from the board. “Eliza. Two things. One. How long have you been at this?”
“Since Sunday.”
“You have done in two days what I would have got authorised in three weeks, and I am grateful, and I am going to use it, and I am not going to put your name on any piece of paper because I am not going to do to you what Mira Quinn did to Helen Barrow. You are not in this file. You are a useful citizen who had a thought she shared with her village officer over a kitchen table. Are we clear.”
“We are clear.”
“Two. Whatever else comes off this board, you bring to that kitchen table. Not to anyone else’s. Not to a newspaper. Not to a podcaster, if one shows up. Not even to Margot, until I have said you may. I cannot keep an investigation safe if the things in it walk into the village before the file does. Are we clear.”
“We are clear.”
“Good.” She stopped at the doorway. She looked back at the board once. “Your grandmother would have been useful in a police station. She had the hands for the work. So have you.”
She went. Out the back, the way she had come in.
Eliza stood a long moment in the front room with her hand on the table, and then she went into the kitchen and got the chalk and went and changed the loaves on the chalkboard outside. There was bread to sell. The class was at six.
The class was easier than she had expected it to be. Lottie shaped a passable cob; she had been shaping a passable cob for weeks now, and would shortly be shaping a good one. One of the newer women made a thing that was the texture of a pillow and the shape of a bicycle seat and laughed about it, and Eliza laughed too, and the kitchen smelt of warm flour for the second time that day. The murder was somewhere off to the side. It was always somewhere off to the side, at the class. That was the thing about the class.
The post had come at the usual hour, mid-afternoon, and Eliza had let it sit on the counter while the class ran, the way one lets a thing sit when one has already recognised the hand on the topmost envelope.
She read it last, in the dark kitchen, with the class gone and the front room tidied and the dough fed and the lights low.
Dear Eliza, the third letter said, in the even small hand.
I have been remembering the way Dorothy used to watch the old doctor when he came out of the surgery onto the green. It was the looking of a woman who was waiting for something to confirm itself and never quite did. She watched him a long time, I think. Longer than he ever watched himself.
Somebody taught him to look away. I have been wondering, in here, about who.
Feed Mother. Yours, Beatrice.
Eliza read it twice. She put it in the drawer with the other two. Somebody taught him to look away, it had said. The wonder itself was not new to her. That Beatrice should ask it, in November, from a remand cell, was. The chill came in slow, the way the chill came with this hand. Whatever Beatrice was thinking it for, it was not for Eliza.
She went down to the cold room and fed Mother in the dark.
“They’ve given Davies his church back,” she told it. “They’ve given me the wrong Marsh on the certificate. Priya was kind about the board. And Beatrice has written again and is asking who taught the doctor’s father.”
A bubble.
“I do not know who taught the doctor’s father, Mother. But Beatrice does, or thinks she does, and it is the first thing she has said to me in three letters that has actually made me cold.”
A second bubble, slow.
“Yes,” she said. “I know. So would Davies. So would she. I am being careful.” She put her hand flat to the warm crock. “It is harder some days than others.”
Mother only bubbled and waited.
She covered the crock, and went up, leaving the board and the open squares and the three letters in the drawer to wait for the morning.
Chapter 12
The Cold-Case Desk
Cold dough keeps its secrets until the warmth comes back to it. Some things only rise when the right hands return.
She had the ovens up before five, earlier than November asked of her, because she had slept the way a person sleeps after a day that has moved the furniture about in her head, in short pieces, with the lamp left on. There was no profit in lying in the dark pretending, so she came down to the cold kitchen and woke it. She fed Mother first, by the light over the cold-room shelf, and stood a moment with her hand on the crock while it took the flour and began, slowly, to think about the day. Then she weighed and mixed and set the dough to its long rise, and she scrubbed the bench that did not need scrubbing, because her hands wanted a task and the rest of her did not yet know what it wanted.
The morning came up grey and reluctant over the green. The scaffolding on the church tower wore a skin of frost that the early sun would not reach for hours. She put two cobs in the window and turned the sign and corrected the date on the chalkboard, the way she did every morning, and it steadied her, the way the small true things did.
Davies came at quarter past eight. He bought his wholemeal, and he stayed the half-minute longer that meant he had brought something with him.
“I have decided about Sunday,” he said.
“Margot said you had. She said you just hadn’t told yourself yet.”
“Margot is a menace and usually right.” He turned his hat. “An eight o’clock. Said, not sung. No music, no notices, nobody required to be anywhere. I shall open the door and say the words and whoever is there is there. After a fortnight of being kept out of my own building, I find I do not want a choir. I want the quiet of it back.”
“That sounds exactly right, Tom.”
“It is what your grandmother used to call the bread service. The plain loaf. No seeds.” He almost smiled. “She came to the eight o’clock for years and never once to the family service. She said the family service was for people who wanted to be seen being good, and the eight o’clock was for people who wanted to be left alone being grateful. I never told her I agreed.” He took his loaf. “Tell Margot I am doing the small one. She will want the satisfaction.”
“She will get it, whether I tell her or not.”
“She always does.” And he went, out into the frost, with the rhythm of a man who had his church back and was walking the village again the way he had walked it for fifty years.
The trade ran thin and steady through the next hour, the way trade ran in November, when the tourists had gone and only the village was left to feed. Margot rang at five past ten. She was at the wholesalers in Cirencester, she said, in a voice raised over the noise of a loading bay, and she had got the last of the eucalyptus and the first of the forced narcissi and was that not a thing, narcissi in November, the world had lost its sense of season entirely. She would be back by lunch. She would bring the eucalyptus over. Was Eliza eating. Eliza said she was eating. Margot said she did not believe her and rang off, which was the whole of the call and meant nothing more alarming than that Margot liked to hear the shop was still there.
By eleven o’clock the cobs had cooled and Eliza was at the sink with her sleeves pushed up when the back door went.
The back door, not the shop door. And not Priya’s knock, which she had learned only yesterday and would not have forgotten overnight. This was a single knock, low, the knock of a person who was not sure they had the right to knock at all.
She opened it on James.
He was standing on the step with three bags at his feet, a holdall and a suit carrier and a box she could not see into. Two months stood there too, between the door frame and the cold morning, two months of phone calls and the things a phone call cannot carry. He had driven a long way and it was on him: the grey suit gone, an old dark coat instead, a day’s worth of beard, the particular thinness of a man who has been awake since somewhere south of dawn and has not eaten because eating would have meant stopping.
“Hello,” he said.
For a moment she could not find a word at all. She had not seen his face since September, since the weekend that had ended with both of them saying the careful things instead of the true ones, and two months of phone calls since had let her forget, somehow, what the face did to the rest of it.
“You’re not in Manchester,” she said, which was not what she meant, but it was a true thing and her mouth had reached for a true thing.
“No,” he said. “I’m not.” He looked down at the bags, and back up. “May I come in. Only I’ve been telling myself for four hours that I’d say all this standing in your yard if I had to, and now I’m here I find the yard’s very cold.”
She stood back from the door. “Come in, then. Before you freeze on my step and Helen Barrow tells the whole village I left a man to die on it.”
He came in, and brought the bags as far as the mat and no further, set them down against the wall by the cold-room door, and stood in the warm kitchen with the smell of the morning’s bread around him, and she watched him take it in, the bench, the cooling cobs, the crock she had not covered, the whole live ordinary fact of the place, and something in his shoulders came down by an inch.
“Sit,” she said. “I’ll put the kettle on. You look like you drove through the night.”
“I drove through the night.”
“From Manchester.”
“From Manchester.” He sat, in the chair by the window, his chair, the one he had sat in across a year of visits, and sitting in it seemed to cost him and to mend him at once. “They rang me yesterday. At my desk, half two in the afternoon. There’s a unit being put together in Cheltenham, cold cases, the deaths nobody looked at twice. They wanted somebody who’d worked the county. They offered it to me at half two and I said yes by three.”
She filled the kettle and set it and did not turn round straight away, because her hands had started to do a small unsteady thing and she did not want it read before she had decided whether to allow it.
“That’s a step down,” she said, to the window. “From a DCI’s chair in Manchester to a cold-case desk in Cheltenham.”
“It’s down the league, on paper.” He said it plainly, without complaint. “I’ve thought about it a great deal, in the dark, on the M6. And the truth is I haven’t been able to make myself mind. Manchester was a good job and a good flat and a good salary and I was, every single day of it, forty-five minutes from being a person I recognised.” He paused. “They told me to report to the new unit’s HQ at one o’clock this afternoon. Cheltenham. I could have driven straight there this morning, slept in the flat last night, arrived clean and shaved and on time.”
“But you’re here. At eleven o’clock. Unshaved. With three bags on my back step.”
“But I’m here.” He looked at her, and the careful thing he had been holding in front of his face came down. “I came here first. Before HQ. Before I report, before I’m anybody’s officer again, before any of it has a chance to put a uniform back on me. I wasn’t going to let you find out from a phone call that I’d be forty-five minutes away as of one o’clock. I have spent two months knowing what I should have said in September and not being able to say it down a phone line, and I wasn’t going to add this to the list of things I’ve let a phone call ruin.”
The kettle came up to its noise and she was glad of it, because it gave her somewhere to put her face for a moment. She made the tea. She gave him the mug that had become his without either of them deciding it. She sat down across the wood from him, and looked at him in the way that had always made him say more than he had planned to.
“What should you have said in September?” she said, with the half-smile she kept for goading him.
She was, she knew, almost certainly not ready to hear it. Her head was still full of yesterday, of a board in the next room she could not show him and a letter in a drawer she could not name and a great many things she had promised, across a kitchen table, to carry to one person and no other. She was a woman standing in the doorway of her own life with her hand still on the frame, and she knew it. She asked him anyway. There was a part of her that had been asking him since September and was tired of being told to be sensible.
He understood it. She watched him understand it, watched him weigh the size of the thing in his chest against the size of the daze in her face, and choose, with a discipline she had not always credited him with, to set the larger thing down again, gently, where she could reach it later.
“Not today,” he said. “You’ve the look of a woman who’s had a week land on her in a day, and I’ve just driven a hundred and fifty miles and I smell of service stations, and whatever it is, it deserves better than a kitchen at eleven in the morning with my bags by the door and a man due in Cheltenham at one.” He turned the mug in his hands, the way Davies turned his hat. “I came here first. That’s enough for now. We can make time for the rest.”
“Can we,” she said. It was not quite a question.
“I’m forty-five minutes away as of one o’clock,” he said. “We can make all the time in the world.”
She did not ask him about Cheltenham, or the deaths nobody had looked at twice. He did not ask her about Danny Wolfe, whose name was in every paper, or about the murder village, or about anything that had a file. They were both, she understood, deliberately not asking, and that was its own kind of courtesy: he had not reported and had no right to the case, and she had a front room she was not, today, going to take him into. The door to it stayed shut down the passage. He never glanced at it. They sat instead and talked about the drive, and the frost on the tower, and his sister in Edinburgh, and the long list of small nothings two people reach for when the real thing is too large to pick up. For half an hour, in a warm kitchen, it was almost ordinary. And that it was only almost was the sweetest part of it.
At a quarter to twelve he looked at the clock and stood, and the moment sat awkwardly on both of them, because neither of them had a name yet for what it was they were leaving.
“I’ll have to go,” he said. “If I’m late on my first day they’ll wonder what they’ve taken on.” He looked at the bags against the wall. “I haven’t anywhere to put these yet. The flat in Cheltenham isn’t sorted. I’ll be in a travel lodge tonight.” He hesitated. “Could I leave them here? I’ll come back for them this evening, once I’ve reported and got my bearings. It seems daft to cart them into HQ.”
She looked at the three bags against her cold-room door. A holdall and a suit carrier and a box she could not see into, the whole portable weight of a man between one life and the next, asking to be left in her kitchen.
“Leave them,” she said. “They’re not in the way.”
“You’re sure.”
“I’m sure. Go and be a policeman. Come back for your bags.”
“Thank you,” he said, and it was a small thing and they both heard the size of it. At the door he stopped, and for a moment she thought the larger thing was going to come out of him after all, on the step, in the cold, against his own good sense. But he only looked at her, a long look that did the work several sentences would have done, and said, “Eliza.” Then he went out the way he had come, round the side to the road, and a moment later she heard a car start, and she stepped through to the front of the shop and watched it go round the green and out past the war memorial towards the Cheltenham road.
Helen Barrow rang Margot at a quarter past eleven. Eliza did not learn this until three, when Margot arrived with the promised eucalyptus and an expression of such studied innocence that the game was up before she had her coat off.
“Helen says,” Margot began, putting the eucalyptus in the lavender jar without being asked, “that a car she didn’t know was parked out front this morning, square in her window, with its boot open, and that James Ashworth, of all people, lifted three bags out of it and carried them round the side of your shop, and came back without a single one of them and drove off empty. Three bags went round the side of your bakery, love, and only the man came back.” She turned. “Helen is beside herself. She had the two of you wed before the kettle had boiled.”
Margot sat down. She sat down the way a woman sits down when the news is better than she had dared hope and she means to enjoy it properly. “Our James,” she said. “Back from the frozen north.”
“Reassigned,” Eliza said. There was no use in anything else; Margot would have it out of her in a minute regardless. “Cheltenham. A cold-case unit. As of one o’clock this afternoon.”
“Forty-five minutes away,” said Margot, who could do the geography of the county in her sleep, and whose eyes had gone bright. “And he came here first. Before he reported.” It was not a question; Margot had already ranked the visit and found it satisfactory. “Did he look well?”
“He looked like he’d driven through the night.”
“They always do, the worthwhile ones. Did he look thin?”
Eliza thought about it. “He looked thin.”
“Good,” said Margot, with enormous satisfaction. “Thin is hopeful. Thin means Manchester didn’t suit him and he knows it.” She arranged the eucalyptus a half-inch to the left. “Now. You will give him a week to find his feet in that office, and you will not go chasing down the Cheltenham road like a girl, and when he comes back for whatever it is he left here, you will feed him. Properly. And you will cut him a slice of the fruit cake to take away with him, because a man living in a travel lodge eats nothing a body could grow on, and a fruit cake on the passenger seat says a great deal that nobody has to say out loud.” She stood and kissed Eliza’s cheek. “A week, love. Then fruit cake. Trust me. I have managed more reunions in this village than the registrar.”
She bought her small loaf and her two slices of cake and went, glowing, off to glow at Helen Barrow, and Eliza let her go with the week’s patience she had prescribed and did not tell her that the man in question would be back at the bakery by dark.
He came at half past six, when the green had gone dark and the shop was long shut, the same low knock at the back door. He had the look of a man who had got through a first day on no sleep and a sandwich from a garage, and he had come, he said, for his bags.
“You can have your bags,” Eliza said. “Sit down first, before you fall down. How was it?”
“Forms until eleven, and a man showing me where the kettle lives until twelve.” He sat in his chair, the day coming off his shoulders the way it had that morning. “Then some actual work, which I’m not going to talk to you about, and you’re not going to ask me about, and we’re both going to be very grown-up about it.”
“We are.” She had the kettle half lifted out of habit before she thought better of it, because it was gone half six and tea would only keep him in his coat, and she turned round and said the thing plainly, the way you say a thing when you have decided not to be shy of it. “You drove through the night with no sleep, you’ve been on your feet all day, and now you mean to do the better part of an hour back to Cheltenham in the dark, dead on your feet, to lie down in a travel lodge. I’d be up half the night wondering whether you’d got there.” She held his eye. “Stay. Sleep. Go in to work fresh in the morning. And isn’t there a law about getting behind a wheel as tired as you are? You’d know better than I would. I only bake bread.”
He looked at her, and the September weekend was in the room with them, unmentioned and entirely present.
“You’d have to be gone before it was properly light, mind,” she said, before the look could turn into a conversation neither of them was having tonight. “Because if Helen Barrow sees that car out front at dawn, she’ll have it round to Margot before I’ve the ovens warm, and the two of them will have me wed by Sunday. So. An early start. For the sake of my good name.”
“I can be gone before the birds,” he said, and something in him had eased.
“See that you are.”
So he stayed.
Later, with the shop dark and James upstairs, Eliza went down to the cold room and fed Mother in the low light.
“He stayed,” she told it. “You needn’t say anything.” She stirred the flour through. “No, he hasn’t said the thing, and no, neither have I, and yes, I know. But he’s here, and the bags go with him in the morning, and that is a very great deal more than I knew what to do with at eleven o’clock this morning.” She put her hand flat to the warm crock. “It isn’t an answer, Mother. It’s a night. But I find I’m not in the mood to want the answer tonight, and that is new, and I’m going to let it be.”
Mother only bubbled, and asked nothing, and took the flour, and waited, the way it always waited.
She covered the crock, and turned off the light, and went up to him. There was bread to bake before dawn, and a man to see off before it, and for tonight that was enough, and more than enough.
Chapter 13
Motive
The obvious flavour is the one the cook wants you to taste. Ask what is underneath the salt.
She was at the ovens before five, the way she was most mornings, and for once she was grateful for the long November dark, because it gave a man somewhere to leave from without the whole street watching him go.
James came down with his bags in his hand, his collar still damp. He stood in the kitchen a moment, taking in the warmth and the flour and the first cobs going into the heat, the way he had taken in the whole of it the morning before. He set the bags by the door, the three of them, and poured himself the tea she nodded him towards, and drank it standing, watching her work. Neither of them said much, and the quiet had none of the carefulness the parting had carried the day before. A night had taken some of that out of them.
She cut two slices off yesterday’s fruit cake, wrapped them in greaseproof, and put them in his coat pocket without asking, and thought, as she did it, that Margot would have a great deal to say about being proved right inside a day, and that Margot need never know.
“For the road,” she said. “You’ll get nothing fit to eat in that building.”
“Margot’s orders?”
“My orders. Margot’s are for a week’s time, and we’re running ahead of her.”
He almost smiled at that. He rinsed his cup under the tap and set it on the rack. At the door, the bags in his hand, he stopped and looked at her across the warm kitchen. The September weekend and the night just gone were both in the look, and neither of them needed saying out loud at twenty to six in the morning.
“Go on,” she said, gently. “Before Helen Barrow’s kettle’s on. I’ll not have the green knowing my business before I do.”
“Before the birds,” he said. And he went, out the back and round the side, and a minute later the car turned over in the dark and pulled away up the lane, no headlamps until he was past the green, careful of her good name even as he went.
Then it was only her and the ovens and the day coming, and the work waiting in it.
By the time the sky had greyed she had the window full and her hands floured and the board standing in the front room the way it had stood all week, the names down the butcher’s paper and the open squares beside Raymond Pell. She went past it twice with cooling cobs and did not let herself stop at it yet, because the morning had its own order and the board would keep.
Davies came at quarter past eight. He looked steadier than he had, a man finding his rhythm again, but he brought the weather of the green in with him.
“They’ve still that car at the surgery gate,” he said. “The doctor’s stopped going out to it. He sent the girl from the dispensary for his milk.” He set down his coins. “Three days to Sunday. I find I’m looking forward to it more than is decent, a service with nobody in it but the ones who’d come anyway.”
“You’ll have me, Tom, if my ovens let me.”
“Your ovens and your grandmother never let her either, and she still came.” He took his wholemeal. “Bring flour on your hands if you must. God’s seen worse at an eight o’clock.” And he went.
Margot came at ten with a few bronze chrysanthemums and the last of the eucalyptus, and put them in the jar without being asked.
“They’re still on about the doctor,” she said. “A fortnight of it now, and not one of them a scrap the wiser, and still it’s all anyone will say.”
“It’ll pass. They always pass.”
“Slowly.” She moved a stem half an inch. “And while we’re on things best left alone. You’ll give that man his week, won’t you, before you start wearing a path to Cheltenham in your head.”
“I’ve a class to set up tonight, Margot.”
“That’s not a no,” Margot said, pleased, “and from you, love, that’s worth more than a yes from most. I’ll let you get on.” She bought her small loaf and went, and Eliza did not tell her how far ahead of that good advice the morning had already run.
The trade ran thin. By half past ten the back door went, low, and she opened it on Priya, plain clothes, the thin folder under her arm again.
They sat at the kitchen table. Eliza made the tea. Priya put her hands flat on the wood and led with the thing she had come to lead with.
“I’ll give you the part that matters first, because it changes the colour of everything after it. Raymond Pell was a young man when he died. Not thirty.” She let that sit a moment. “A man that age does not go to bed well and turn up dead of his heart by morning, not on his own, not without something behind it. And when he does, every doctor in the country knows exactly what happens next. You ring the coroner. You don’t get a say in it; the law takes the choice out of your hands. A sudden death in a man in his twenties is the coroner’s the moment you walk through the door.”
“And the elder Marsh didn’t ring.”
“The elder Marsh walked in, looked at a healthy young man dead in his bed, wrote up complications arising from atrial fibrillation, and went home to his supper. No referral. No inquest. No post-mortem. He didn’t lift the telephone.” Priya turned her untouched mug a quarter-turn. “That’s the thing I couldn’t see the size of until the age was in front of me. An old man and a heart, you could call it a tired doctor’s poor judgement and lie awake wondering if you were being unfair to the dead. There’s no choice to be made when a death involves a man that young, there is only procedure, and he chose not to follow it.”
Eliza sat very still. The young man’s death turned the elder Marsh from a doctor who had signed something quietly into a doctor who had held a gate open and known he was holding it.
“The certificate’s with the unit now,” Priya went on. “As of yesterday Raymond Pell is a death the law’s allowed to be curious about again, and a young man’s unreferred heart is the exact thing that unit was stood up to be curious about. Which means somebody, before very long, is going to start asking who he was and who was near him the night he died.” She let that sit.
“He was going to marry Joan Tranter,” Eliza said. “The younger of the two from the lane.” It was the village’s to know and hers to give, and she gave that much, and held the rest of it behind her teeth.
Priya watched her hold it back. “There’s a but in your face.”
“There’s a but in my grandmother’s pages. There’s a good deal more in them than an engagement.” Eliza turned her cup on the wood. “And I’m not going to tell you what, because the last time I had more than a fact and a feeling I stood up in the Arms and said a name out loud, and a year on I’m still living it down. I’ll bring you the rest when I’m sure of it. Not before. You’re the one who taught me the difference, near enough, the week you met me.”
Priya did not push, which was the whole of why Eliza trusted her; she knew the worth of a careful witness was the care, and that you broke it by leaning on it. “Then be sure,” she said. “And be sure carefully.”
“I mean to go and see them.” Eliza said it lightly, half decided before she heard herself decide it. “They know me, Priya. They’re regulars, and I sat in their front room with a loaf not a week back. There’s no harm in me calling again with half a fruit cake. People say things at a kitchen table they’d never say across a counter.”
“And do I tell them,” she added, because it was the honest question and Priya was owed it, “that his name’s come up again? That it’s being looked at?”
Priya was quiet a moment. “No,” she said. “You don’t. You don’t tell a soul a dead case has started breathing again, least of all the ones nearest the grave. Tell a guilty person and they tidy up. Tell an innocent one and you’ve torn a forty-year wound open for nothing, and you can’t always tell which you’re sitting with until it’s too late to take it back. If you go, you go as their baker with a fruit cake. Nothing about a certificate. Nothing about a unit. Are we clear.”
“We’re clear,” Eliza said, and meant it as far as it went, which was not quite all the way.
Priya gathered her folder and stood. “I’m trusting you with how far this has got, which is further than I’d trust most of the people I’m paid to work alongside. Don’t make me sorry for it.” And she went, out the back the way she had come.
Eliza went down after she had closed the shop, in the last of the afternoon, with half a fruit loaf wrapped in a cloth, because you did not call at that cottage empty-handed, and because it was good to give her hands a thing to carry that was not a question.
The front room was as it had been: dim, the two armchairs and the small couch, the clock on the mantel that did not tick, the photograph of the pair of them squinting on a beach thirty years gone, the bare walls but for the little print of the church. Joan let her in, pleased and surprised. Nora came through from the kitchen with a tea towel over her hands, pleased rather less, or pleased more carefully, and Eliza filed it and did not look at it.
She did not stay long. She let the loaf be the reason, and the cold snap, and Gran, and then she let the name fall, the way you do when you want to see where it lands.
“I’ve been hearing an old name this week,” she said. “Raymond Pell. Before my time, but my grandmother knew everyone, and I gather he was nearly one of this family, once.”
Joan’s face did a soft, sorrowing thing, the thing of a woman pressing an old bruise on purpose. “He was going to be,” she said. “A long while ago now. We don’t speak of it much. It’s a long while ago.”
And it was Nora who moved. Not toward Eliza, and not away, but a small settling of herself nearer to Joan, her hands going still on the tea towel and her grey eyes coming up. The look in them was not for Eliza at all. It went to her sister, quick and whole, and came back, and in that half-second the elder woman had put herself square between the younger one and the name lying open on the floor of the room.
“He was a local lad,” Nora said to Eliza, in a voice gone level and kind and altogether closed. “It was all a long while ago. Will you take more tea, before the light goes?”
That was the whole of it, and Eliza did not need it said twice. The elder sister had not moved at the dead man’s name on her own account. She had moved for Joan, for the sorrow that crossed the younger woman’s face at the sound of it, the way you move to catch a person who has stumbled. Whatever there was in this house that a stranger with a loaf must not be let near, it was Joan’s, and Nora had spent a long life learning to stand in front of it. She drank her tea, and praised the warmth of the little room, and let them go on thinking the call was the simple thing it looked like.
At the gate, the cloth folded empty in her hand, she said the last small thing, lightly, as though it had only then occurred to her.
“It’s a strange thing, the way a name comes up. I’d never heard of the poor man until this week, and I’ve heard him twice now.” She smiled. “That’s a village for you. Nothing stays down in the ground long once it starts working its way up.”
“It was kind of you to call,” Joan said. Nora said nothing, but she came to the gate and stood in it, and watched Eliza the whole way up the lane, not with guilt, Eliza thought, but with the flat, unblinking steadiness of a woman minding a door. She had left something alight in that house. She did not think it would be out by morning.
She walked home in the dark and did what the day still wanted of her: the bench wiped down, the proving baskets stacked, the morning’s flour weighed out, the small plain round of things that holds a kitchen together when other things are coming apart inside it.
Then she went into the front room and stood at the board, and did not draw the line. She had gone down the lane to be sure, and come back with the surest thing in her being a direction she did not want. The line wanted to run up from Raymond Pell to the soft, sorrowing woman who had pressed an old bruise on purpose and let her sister step in front of her, and Eliza would not draw it there. Not on a feeling. Not to a woman she had watched grieve across a hearth three hours since. But she could not make the line want to go anywhere else, and she stood a long time failing to, and that was what she carried up the stairs.
She fed Mother last, in the cold room, in the low light.
“I went down the lane to be sure,” she told it. “And I’ve come back less sure than I went, and a good deal more afraid, which was not the errand.” The bubble came, slow. She put her hand flat to the warm crock. “There’s a direction in it now, Mother, and I do not like where it points, and I’ll not say it out loud, not even to you, because the last time a thing pointed this clean I followed it and was wrong, and a woman who’d done nothing wore it. So I’ll sleep, and see if it still points there by morning.”
Mother only bubbled, and asked nothing, and took the flour, and waited, the way it always waited.
She covered the crock and went up, and left the board with its undrawn line, and the lit thing down the lane, to do their slow work in the dark.
Chapter 14
The Inseparable Alibi
Two loaves from one batch are never quite identical. Tell them apart, and you can tell who was where.
She had not been able to write a name on the board the night before, and that was what had kept her from sleeping.
Not for want of doubt. That was the trouble with it. She had stood at the board with the pencil in her hand and the line undrawn, and the line had wanted to go somewhere, wanted it the way a loaf wants the oven, somewhere underneath thinking, and she had not been able to send it. So she had lain awake, not arguing with the want but circling it, the way you circle a kitchen at night when something in it has gone over and you cannot yet see what. The board sat in the dark of the room below her, the line hanging unfinished over the dead man’s square, and all night the direction it wanted lay in her like a held breath, and the direction it wanted was a soft, grieving woman she did not want it to want.
She gave it up at half past four and went down to the ovens, because the ovens did not care what she was sure of, and the work would hold her hands while her head did whatever it was going to do.
The kitchen came up around her the way it did every morning: the dark going grey at the window, the cold lifting off the flags as the first heat reached them, the starter stirred and fed and breathing in its crock. She weighed and mixed and turned the dough out, and her hands knew the whole of it without asking her, which left the rest of her free to circle the name in the next room, and circle it, and find no edge on it she could take hold of. That was the trouble with a true thing built wrong. There was nothing in it to argue with. Every piece was sound; it was only the shape they made together that had something the matter with it, and she could not yet say what, the way you cannot always say which note in a tune you know by heart has been played a half-step off, only that the room has gone quietly wrong around you.
She made the morning bread. Two boules from the one batch, the same flour and the same water and the same pair of hands, and she set them side by side on the cooling rack and saw, as she saw most mornings and never remarked on, that they were not the same loaf. One had risen a shade prouder. One had taken the blade cleaner. Sisters out of one bowl, and not alike, and any baker living could have told you which was which with her eyes shut, because a baker’s whole trade was telling apart the things that came out of the same bowl looking like one thing. She wiped her hands and did not know yet why the thought had snagged.
Davies came at quarter past eight. He had his churchyard back, and it showed all over him; he had the look of a man who had spent the early hour putting his own house back in order with his own hands.
“I’ve been setting the graves to rights,” he said. “They trod half of them flat, the police, and the workmen before them, and nobody’s fault, but a churchyard remembers being walked over. I’ve been an hour with a trowel and a stiff brush, and I’ll be another tomorrow.” He set down his coins. “Funny what you notice, on your knees among them. There’s a grave in the far corner, under the yew, that’s kept better than any I tend myself. Fresh flowers on it the whole year round, and has had for thirty-seven years.” He shook his head. “And in all that time I have never once seen who brings them. Not once. I’m in that churchyard every day God sends, and somebody has been keeping that grave under my nose for thirty-seven years and never let me catch them at it.”
“You’ve never asked?”
“You don’t ask, about a grave. Whoever it is, it’s theirs to do quietly, and quiet’s the whole of what they want, or they’d have let me see them long since.” He took his wholemeal. “It’s a kind of faithfulness you don’t get to praise, because to praise it would spoil it. I think about that, sometimes, more than I think about the ones who come to be seen.” And he went, out into the cold, content in a way he had not been content in a fortnight.
Eliza stood at the counter with her hand flat on the wood for a while after the bell had stopped.
She knew whose grave it was. She had learned the name of the man in it not a week ago. And she knew, because she had sat in their front room and watched it cross between them like a thing worn smooth with handling, who it was that tended him. Joan tended. Nora minded, and did not go. Joan went to that corner of the churchyard, alone, with her trowel and a posy, and had gone for thirty-seven years, and even Davies, who knew every soul in his ground and most of their secrets, had never once seen her do it.
Margot came at ten and looked at her across the counter the way she looked at a bloom gone over in the night.
“You haven’t slept,” she said.
“I slept enough.”
“You did not. You’ve the face of a woman who’s been up half the night turning a thing over she can’t put down. Is it James?”
“James is fine. It isn’t James.” It was true, and it was a small relief to give Margot a true thing, since the rest of it she could not give her at all.
“Then it’s the other matter. The one you’ve been carrying about all week and not naming.” She let it sit, and when Eliza said nothing she did not press, which was the kindness the briskness hid. She bought her loaf. “When it’s yours to tell, you’ll tell me. You always do.” And she went, and not being able to tell her was one more cold thing in a cold morning.
She went into the front room and stood in front of the board and made herself look at it the way she should have looked the night before, before she let her hand write anything down.
The whole village called them the two women from the lane. Two women, the one phrase, the way you’d say salt and pepper, a thing that came in a pair and lived in a pair and you never thought of the one without the other. She had done it herself, every day since she arrived in the village. She had written the lane on the board as if a lane were a person. And because the village had only ever seen the pair, the village had never once, in forty years, asked the question you would ask of any two separate people in a place where a man had died: which of you was where.
Their being together was the answer to a question nobody had thought to put. And she saw now, with the cold coming into her slowly, that the answer had never been true. It had only never been tested.
She knew the village’s habits the way she knew her own oven; it was half the trade. She could have told you to the half-minute when Davies would be at the counter for his wholemeal, and that Margot came at ten with flowers or with news and generally with both. But when she set herself honestly to what she knew of the comings and goings of the two from the lane, the answer was a fog with no shape in it. One small loaf between them, and no day you could set a clock to. A Thursday, often enough. But a Monday once, and a wet Tuesday she remembered only because Joan’s coat had dripped a dark patch onto the flags by the door. She had filed all of it under the comfortable shapelessness of two old women with nowhere particular to be, and never once turned the file over to find that shapelessness was the wrong word for it altogether. It was not shapeless. It was two people whose comings and goings the village had quietly stopped counting the day it agreed they were a single thing, the way the eye stops reading a sign it passes every morning. They were the most familiar pair in Millbrook and the least looked at, and the whole of her error had been living in the gap between the two.
And because the village had never counted them as two, no one had thought to set the plainest fact about one of them against the night Danny died: that she, alone of the pair, was a familiar sight in that churchyard, and that nobody who happened to see her there, at any hour, would have thought a thing of it. She had only ever been the half of a them. And the half of a them is the last person anyone thinks to place, alone, at a graveside in the dark.
The recorder had caught one presence at the church that night. One. A single tread, a single breath that was not Danny’s, somebody who stood there while he died and neither called out nor ran. Not a pair. One. She had let that lie under the clean answer all week without once turning it over, because the clean answer had a pair in it, the two women and their shared old story, and she had never once put the only question Danny’s murder actually asked: which of them had been there.
The moment she put it, the pair came apart in her hands, and the one left standing in that churchyard was not Nora, who never went near the place, but Joan, who went there alone and often and unremarked, and had for thirty-seven years, and who was the one soul in Millbrook who could have stood under that scaffold in the dark and been nothing stranger than herself, in her own churchyard, where she always was.
And once Eliza was looking at Joan, the rest of it turned and looked at Joan as well.
Gran’s pages had been plain enough about who suffered. The wrist, the bright careful smile she kept for not being asked, the marks she had not meant a soul to see, every line of it was Joan, and every line of it at the hand of the man whose grave she now kept. It was Joan who had every reason in the world to have wanted Raymond Pell dead, and Joan who stood to lose the most, thirty-seven years on, when a stranger came to dig that death up into the daylight. The means, the chance, and the oldest reason there is, set down years ago in her grandmother’s own hand, in among the recipes. The woman who could have killed Danny to keep Raymond buried was the same woman Raymond had spent years breaking, and she had been in plain sight the whole time, halved into a them so that no one ever had to look at her straight.
It was clean. It was whole. Every piece she had lay flat in its place, and there was no gap left in it for hope to get a finger behind.
That was what stopped her hand. She had gone up the night before unable to write a name, and come down a morning later with the name fitting at every joint, fitting the way a thing fits when it is simply true, however little you want it to be. So still she did not write it. She left the line undrawn over the dead man and the space beneath him empty, not because the name was wrong, but because writing it would make it a thing she had done, and she was not, tonight, ready to have done it.
She fed Mother in the dark of the cold room with the board waiting in the room behind her.
“It’s her, Mother,” she told it. “The soft one. The one who grieves him. I went down that lane half hoping I was wrong, and I’ve come back knowing I’m not.” The bubble came, slow. She put her hand flat to the warm crock. “He broke her when she was a girl, and she has kept his grave thirty-seven years, and now I am the one holding what she did. I’ll not say her name out loud tonight, and not because I doubt it. Because I don’t, and being sure of it is the heaviest thing I have ever carried into this kitchen.”
Mother only bubbled, and asked nothing, and took the flour, and waited, the way it always waited.
She covered the crock and went up, and left the board in the dark, the line still undrawn over the dead man’s square and the name she would not write hanging unwritten above it, to wait for a morning, and a clearer head, and the only question left in it, which was not whether the thing was true but what she was to do with the truth of it.
Chapter 15
The One Who Was Never a Victim
The steadiest hand leaves the least behind. You will not find her in the crumb; she was never the one you were watching.
She had been sure since the night before, and by morning the sureness had become a thing she could not get out from under.
It hung on the board in the front room, the line undrawn over the dead man’s square, and it hung in her the same way, decided and unspoken, because to speak it was to begin the next thing, and the next thing was Joan. She had promised Priya the rest of it when she was sure, and she was, to the joints; and that was exactly the trouble, because the last time she had been this sure of a name she had said it aloud in the Arms and an innocent woman had worn it for a year. She did not trust being sure any more. She had learned instead to make it earn its keep: give the thing a day, leave a door open for whatever she had not yet seen, and then, certain or not, carry the name to Priya by dark and let the machinery have it. That was the bargain she struck with herself over the ovens, and it was the only thing that let her work at all.
Davies came at his quarter past eight, his own weather coming back to him. His service was in the morning, the eight o’clock with no music, and the prospect of it had steadied him after too long with nothing to tend.
“I’ll keep it small,” he said. “No music, and nobody in it but the half-dozen who’d come through worse. I find I want it that way. After the month we’ve had, a quiet one in a cold church is the only kind I’ve the stomach for.” He took his wholemeal. “The tower’s stopped till the spring, they’re telling me now. Scaffold up and the works walked off. I have learned to take my eyes off it. A man can learn to live alongside most things if he stops looking straight at them.”
“That he can, Tom.”
“Your grandmother could. It was half her gift.” He put his coins down. “The other half was knowing when not to.” And he went, out into the cold, a man with a small right thing to do in the morning.
Margot came at ten with the last of nothing in the garden, a few sprigs of something silver she would not name, and put them in the jar, and looked at Eliza over the counter with the particular look she kept for things she had decided to mention.
“Helen Barrow’s still talking about your policeman’s car,” she said. “The week he came with the bags, she had it round the village inside the hour, and she’s not let it lie since. She wanted me to know she remembers. I expect she wanted you to know too, and hadn’t the nerve, so she used me, which is what I am for in this village.”
“He’s not my policeman, Margot.”
“He drove through the night from Manchester to stand in your kitchen, a new posting waiting on him in Cheltenham and you the first stop he made, and a man doesn’t do that for the bread, good as the bread is.” She moved a sprig half an inch. “I’ll say only the one thing, and then I’m done with it. He looked thin when he was here, and I hope you fed him, and I hope you’ll feed him again, because my reading is there’ll be an again. That’s all. I’ll have my small loaf.”
“You’re incorrigible.”
“I’m seventy next year and I’ve earned it.” She took her loaf, and her two slices of fruit cake, and at the door she paused. “Whatever it is, love. You’ve gone somewhere this last week I can’t follow you to. I’ll not ask. But you know the way back, when you want it.” And she went, and Eliza stood with the silver sprigs and was, for a moment, undone by being seen and not pressed, which was the rarest kindness Margot had.
James rang at half past twelve, in the thin middle of the trade.
“I’ve something you’ll want to see,” he said, “and something I want to see, and they turn out to be the same address. Can I come tonight, after you’ve shut. I’d rather not do it down a telephone line.”
“Do what down a telephone line?”
“Show you I’ve been wrong about the shape of a thing, and watch you see it quicker than I did, which is the part I’ve been looking forward to all the way from Cheltenham in my head.” A pause, and the dry warmth in it that she had come to know over a month of these calls. “Seven. I’ll bring the file. You put the kettle on.”
He came at seven with the dark long down and a thin document case under his arm, and he stood a moment in the warm kitchen as he had the first morning, taking it in, and then he looked at her and some of the carefulness went out of both of them at once, the way it had been doing, a little more each call.
“You’re still thin,” she said.
“You sound like the flower woman.”
“The flower woman has views. Sit. There’s soup, and you’ll have it before you show me anything, because I know you, and you’ll not have stopped to eat.”
He had not stopped to eat. He took the soup, and the heel of yesterday’s loaf, and let her watch him eat it, which was its own small surrender, and only when the bowl was back did he put his hand flat on the document case and not open it.
“Before I show you this,” he said, “I want to see the thing Priya told me you’d built. She wasn’t meant to tell me. She told me anyway, because she said if the two cases were going to end up in the same room I might as well know the room had a wall in it.” He met her eye. “She also told me you were under instruction. Not to anyone else, until she said. I’ve not come to make you break that.”
“Let me tell you what you are, then.” She said it slowly, laying the pieces down one at a time, working it out even as she spoke. “You rang and said you’d something I’d want to see. Something for me. So it touches what I’m doing, or you’d not have driven through the dark to bring it. And what I’m doing is Danny.” She looked at the document case under his hand. “You’re on the cold cases now. You told me that yourself, in this kitchen, your bags by the door. And the one cold thing this village ever sent up to a Cheltenham unit, on a certificate, through Priya, by the proper road, was Raymond Pell.” She raised her eyes to his. “So you’re not anyone else, James. You’re working Raymond Pell, and he is the far end of my own string. That is what’s in the case.”
For a moment he only looked at her, and she watched the thing a man’s face does when it has been read clean through without a word having been said.
“I’ve not told you one thing about what I’m working,” he said.
“No. You didn’t need to.” And she was, despite all of it, a little glad, that she could still do that, that it had not been burned out of her with the rest. “So showing you the board isn’t taking the work out of the kitchen. It’s the kitchen talking at last to the desk it’s been feeding for a month.” She stood. “I’ll square it with Priya in the morning regardless. But come through.”
She took him through to the front room, and watched him stop in the doorway the way Priya had stopped, and not laugh the way Priya had not quite laughed, and walk the length of the long table reading it: Danny’s list down the butcher’s paper, the lines through the loud safe names, the open squares, Raymond Pell with Marsh (the elder) beneath him, and beside Raymond, in pencil, the thing she had not been able to rub out and had not been able to firm up either. Joan tends. Nora minds.
“You’ve put her there,” he said quietly, his finger an inch under the pencil. “Joan.”
“I’ve put her everywhere but on the line. She had the churchyard, James. She’s the one who goes, alone, has gone thirty-seven years, and Nora never sets foot in the place. One presence at the church the night Danny died, the recorder caught it, and the only soul who could stand in that churchyard in the dark and be nothing but herself is Joan. And the journal gives her the reason, all of it, the years of it.” Her voice had gone low. “I’ve had the whole of it since last night, and I was going to bring it to Priya today. The woman Raymond broke is the woman who’d want him to stay buried, so she silenced the man who came to dig him up. It’s clean. I’ve not slept for how clean it is.”
James was quiet a moment. Then he opened the case.
“That’s what I came to take apart,” he said. “Because it’s clean and it’s wrong, and I’d not have seen it either, only the cold-case work goes at a thing from the far end. You start from the body and the day and you build outward, and you don’t carry the story with you, because you haven’t got one yet. So we did the dull thing. We asked where everyone was the night Raymond Pell died. Not the village’s answer. The hospital’s.”
“The hospital’s.”
“Joan Tranter was an inpatient the night Raymond died.” He laid a single photocopied sheet on the table, an old admissions trace, a date, a ward, a hand long retired. “Brought in beaten near to death, concussed, four ribs broken and one of them sitting a hair off her lung, and kept the best part of three weeks for it. She didn’t kill Raymond Pell, Eliza. He died on her third night on that ward, in his own bed, while a nurse was waking her hourly to be sure the concussion had not taken her, and she was in no state to stand even had she wanted to.” He let that sit, and his voice when it came again was careful, the tone of a man setting down a thing that will break the floor if he drops it. “It was him. The injuries are his. A young woman doesn’t come into a cottage hospital that broken on her own account, and the man who had done it to her died in his bed while she lay there mending, and was certified a natural death, his heart, no referral and no inquest. That’s the thing the certificate was built to bury. Not just that he died. Why anyone would have wanted him to.”
Eliza had sat down without knowing she meant to. The board did not change on the wall, but the whole weight of it shifted, the way a misjudged loaf comes alive in the hand the instant you feel it, and is never again the loaf you thought you held. A night and a morning she had grieved a soft woman to the grave for a thing the woman had not done. She had built the saddest version she could bear and it had still not been sad enough, and it had still not been true.
“He put her in hospital,” she said.
“He put her in hospital. And somebody could not watch it again.” James did not say the name. He did not have to; it was already crossing the room between them like a cold draught from a door neither had opened. “Which is where the clean answer comes apart, and where I’ll want your eyes, because you know these two women in a way no file ever will. The village only ever saw the pair. One thing, the two from the lane. You wrote it on your own wall, look, the lane, as if a lane were a person.”
“I told myself that on Friday,” Eliza said slowly. “About the churchyard. That the village stopped counting them as two the day it decided they were one, and so nobody ever asked which of them was where.” She lifted her head. “It’s the same blindness. It’s the same blindness twice.”
“Go on.”
“The hospital saw the pair as well.” She was on her feet again, she found, drawn up out of the chair by the thing assembling itself. “A girl in a bed and her sister at the side of it, and the sister always there, every hour, so settled into the place that after the first day nobody on that ward wrote down a single time she came or went, because you don’t note the comings and goings of a woman who never seems to go. She was furniture by the second morning. She was part of the bed.” She heard the cold come into her own voice. “And if nobody was counting her hours, then nobody can say, now, which of those hours she was actually in the chair.”
“Nobody can say at all,” James said. “I went looking. The hospital’s gone. Both of the little ones went the same year, Bourton and Moreton, closed in twenty-twelve, and what they held went with them. The admission survived because it travelled, a referral that ended up somewhere that’s still standing. The day-books didn’t. The visitor records, who sat with who and when, there’s not a page of it left on this earth.” He turned the photocopy a quarter-turn on the table, the way Priya turned a cup. “So the one woman in this whole business with a perfect alibi has an alibi nobody alive can check. Before her sister’s husband-to-be died, she was at that bedside. After, she was at that bedside. Everyone agrees. It is the hour in between that no one can speak to, and that hour is the only one that counts.”
“Because she was always there.” Eliza’s hand had gone to her mouth. “She had the one night in forty years when being half of a pair was the most useful thing a person could be. Nobody would miss her. Nobody was timing her. She could be gone an hour and come back to the chair and there’d not be a soul who could swear she’d ever left it.”
“An hour’s enough. He didn’t live far. We have that much.” James watched her. “And here’s the part I’d have had to reach for, and you’ll already be most of the way to it, because it’s been a hospital in your head for a minute now. How. A young man, no history, written up as his heart let go in the night. How do you make a healthy man’s heart look like it simply stopped, in a way a tired doctor will sign without lifting the phone.”
She looked at the photocopy. She looked at the ward, the long-retired hand, the word admitted, and she thought of what a ward is, what it has lying on its trolleys in the dark within the reach of a sleepless woman who has sat by a bed for two days watching what one man’s hands can do.
“You give it nothing,” she said. “You give a vein nothing at all. A syringe off a trolley and a sleeping man and you push nothing into him but air, and his heart does the rest, and in the morning there’s a little mark on his arm that the doctor who already wants it to be a heart will never trouble to find.” She felt slightly sick. “It wouldn’t fool anyone now. You’d have it open on a table inside the day.”
“It wouldn’t survive a modern post-mortem for an hour,” James agreed. “It didn’t have to. It only had to get past one man who’d already decided not to look, and the elder Marsh had made not looking his life’s work. The means was in her hand because she was in a hospital. The cover was on her because the world only ever saw a pair. And the reason was lying in a bed beside her with its face stove in.” He closed the case. “She killed Raymond Pell, Eliza. The steady one. The one who was never touched.”
And there it was, the whole shape of it turning over in the room, and Eliza turning with it. Nora had killed Raymond. And when Danny Wolfe stood up in a crowded pub and read Raymond’s name aloud off his list, to a running recorder and a green that forgot it by morning, his fate was sealed in that breath, though he never knew it and never knew her. Joan, whom she had grieved since the night before and would have named by nightfall, fell away from the board entirely, and the quiet sister stood in her place.
“Then I had the churchyard wrong as well,” she said, and it was almost a relief to say it, to set down a thing she had not wanted to hold. “I gave the night to Joan because Joan is the one who goes. But Nora knew Danny would be there. He’d told the whole green he’d be at St Michael’s with his recorder, after the old graves, after the names. He’d as good as published it. And the one name in that churchyard Nora could not let a loud stranger stumble onto in the dark was the one she’d buried with a syringe.” The cold answer assembled itself smooth and entire, each piece flat in its place. “So that one night, she went where she never goes. After Joan, to keep Joan clear of him, to keep him clear of the grave. She’s the presence the recorder caught. Not the sister who tends him. The sister who put him there.”
“That’s the case,” James said. “That’s the case the unit will build, and it’ll be a good one, and it’ll hold.” He was watching her, though, in the lamplight, like a man reading something he has not got to the end of. “You don’t look like a woman who’s just been handed the answer.”
“I had the answer last night,” Eliza said. “I had it clean and I had it whole and I was going to put my name to it today, and it was wrong from the first word. So you’ll forgive me if I’ve gone off the taste of being sure.” She gathered the bowl, the spoon, the heel of the loaf, small true things for her hands. “I believe you. The evidence is the evidence. It’s better evidence than I had, and mine felt like granite.” She managed something that was nearly a smile. “I just don’t trust the granite any more. That’s not doubt, James. That’s only a woman who got burned learning not to put her hand back on the stove the same way twice.”
“You didn’t put it back, though,” James said. “Sure as stone, and you still gave it the day before you’d say her name. That’s not the woman who stood up in the pub. That’s the one who came after her, and she’s worth more in a case than I am.”
He stayed another hour, and they did not speak of it much further, because there was not much further to take it tonight and both of them knew the morning would take it whether they wanted it to or not. He would carry it to the unit. The unit would carry it to Priya. And the long, slow, official thing would turn down the lane at last, toward the steady one, the elder, the woman who had never flinched in forty years because she had spent all her flinching in one terrible week with a syringe in her coat.
She walked him out to the front, into the cold, and he stopped at the car with his hand on the roof.
“I’m glad it wasn’t her,” he said. “The young one. I know that’s no comfort to anyone, given where it leaves us. But I’m glad, for you. You’d grieved her.”
“I had.” Eliza wrapped her arms around herself against the dark. “Go carefully. It’s a long road and you’re still thin.”
“You sound like the flower woman.”
“The flower woman’s right more than she’s wrong.” And she watched the lamps come on and the car pull away up the lane and over the green, careful past Helen Barrow’s dark windows, a man being mindful of her even in the manner of his leaving, and then it was only her and the cold and the work the day had left.
She fed Mother last, in the cold room, in the low light, and found she had less to say to it than she had carried in.
“It’s the other one,” she told it. “The one I never once looked at. The quiet one at the soft one’s shoulder.” The bubble came, slow. She put her hand flat to the warm crock, and did not, tonight, say a name out loud, and noticed that she was not refusing to the way she had refused before, out of fear of being wrong. She simply had no wish to hear it in the cold room. “I was so sure of her sister, Mother.”
Mother only bubbled, and asked nothing, and took the flour, and waited, the way it always waited.
She covered the crock and went up, and stopped, after all, at the board in the dark, at the four words she had read since the night before as guilt and as grief. Joan tends, Nora minds. She had held them by the wrong end. The tending was not penance. It was love, the plain unfinished love of a woman who had never been let stop, whose man had been taken from her while she still wanted him, so that her wanting had nowhere left to go and had gone, all thirty-seven years of it, to a corner under the yew with a trowel and a posy and nobody to see. Joan had not been freed of Raymond. She had been parted from him mid-sentence, and had been finishing the sentence ever since, the way you do with the dead you were not done loving. It was the saddest thing on the whole sad board, and it pointed at nothing but a heart that had never been let mend, nor ever let harden. The quiet sister did it. The soft one only ever loved him. She turned the light off on the pair of them and went up, and found no comfort anywhere in having it right at last.
Chapter 16
Crumbs of Evidence
Love and harm come out of the same warm oven. The only way to know which you have made is to wait, and to be brave enough to taste it.
She did not sleep, and she did not waste the night pretending she would.
She lay in the dark with the next day sitting wrong in her, the way a loaf sits wrong in the hand before the crust gives any sign of why, and somewhere past three she gave up trying to argue it level. By the time the window greyed she had settled only one thing: that she would go down the lane when they went, and stand where she was put, and watch, and say nothing she could not stand behind. It was little enough to carry out of a sleepless night.
She did not open the shop. It was a Sunday, and the village would be going down to Davies’s eight o’clock in ones and twos, the said service, no music, the plain loaf of it, and the lane at the end of the green would be quiet behind its leaning elders, the two women in it not yet knowing the day had a shape. She fed Mother before she did anything else, in the cold grey kitchen, and told it nothing, because there was nothing to tell it that it had not already heard her circle for a fortnight.
She went to find Priya.
Priya was up and dressed before the day was, a kettle going and a file open in front of her and the particular stillness of a woman who had slept as little as Eliza had. She let her in without surprise. James was there too, his coat still on, the cold-case work and the live case at one table at last, and Eliza saw from the look that went between them as she came in that the thing was already in motion.
“We move on the elder sister today,” Priya said. She did not dress it. “Your board and James’s hospital between them, and there is no one else the evidence will carry. Nora Tranter for Raymond Pell, which is as sound as a thing thirty-seven years cold is ever going to be, and Nora Tranter for Danny Wolfe, because the one death runs into the other and a jury will walk the line without being led.” She watched Eliza take it. “You don’t have the face of a woman who came to be thanked.”
“I came because I couldn’t sit in my kitchen and let it happen without me, and because I’d sooner hear it from you than from Helen Barrow.” Eliza kept her voice level. She let a small quiet sit, and then she said the one thing she would allow herself. “There are questions still in it. But they’re not mine to answer now.”
Priya looked at her a long moment, and did not ask what they were.
“Then come and stand in the room while it’s done,” she said. “You’re the one face those two will open a door to before it becomes the worst day of their lives, and I’d sooner walk in behind you than break it down. But you’ll stand where I put you, and you’ll keep your own counsel unless I ask for it, whatever that counsel is. Are we clear.”
“We’re clear,” Eliza said, and meant the whole of it.
They went down to the lane while the eight o’clock bell was still going, the single bell, the only one the caged tower was allowed, and the sound of it followed them down off the green and in among the elders. The gate stood ajar the way it always stood, the wood swollen past closing. Joan opened the door before Eliza’s hand was off the latch, in her Sunday cardigan, a woman dressed for a church she had not gone down to, and she looked at the three of them on her step, and at Eliza’s face among them, and something in her own went quiet and certain, the way a thing goes quiet when it has been waited for so long that its arrival is almost a mercy.
“You’d best come in,” she said. “I’ve only the one pot, but it’s a big one.”
The front room was as it had been: the two armchairs, the small couch, the clock that did not tick, the print of the church on the bare wall, the photograph of the pair of them squinting on a beach thirty years gone. Nora came through from the kitchen with a tea towel over her hands, and she took in the room in a single sweep, Priya, James, the baker, and she did not move to the teapot. She moved, the way she had always moved, a half-step nearer to Joan.
“Whatever this is,” Nora said, in the level closed voice she kept for doors, “it’s mine. You can leave my sister out of it. She’s not been well.”
“Nora.” Joan said it softly, the way you say a name you have said ten thousand times.
“I mean it.” Nora’s grey eyes were on Priya now, flat and unafraid. “I know why you’ve come. I’ve known you’d come for the best part of my life, and I’d rather it were now than another night of waiting on it. It was me. Raymond, and the other one, the man at the church. Both. Me. Get your coat, Joan, and put the kettle off, there’s no sense it boiling dry while they take me.”
Priya’s eyes were on Nora, and so were James’s, because Nora was the one talking and Nora was the one they had come for. Eliza’s were not. She had been watching the soft one in the soft chair since the door came open, the folded hands, the Sunday cardigan, the stillness in her that was not peace, because Eliza was the only soul in that room who knew what she was watching for, and dreaded it, and could not have stopped it now if she had wanted to. She watched it come. She watched the gentle one reach the end of what she could sit still and let happen.
And Joan stood up out of the soft chair, slowly, the way someone not quite well stands, and put herself between her sister and the room.
“No,” Joan said. “Not this one. This one’s mine, and you’ll not have it, Nora. You’ve had everything else.” She turned to Priya, and her soft mouth was steady. “I killed Danny Wolfe. At the grave. He came round the yew with my Raymond’s name in his mouth and a machine to catch me saying anything back, and he’d have pulled and pulled at it until he had Nora, and I could not let him, because she did a terrible thing for me once and I have never been able to give her a single thing back that was worth the having. So I gave her that. I gave him the stone, and I gave her the quiet. And I would do it again tonight, God help me, which is the part you will never put in your file.”
“Joan.” Nora’s voice cracked clean across the middle for the first time in the whole of it, and she reached for her sister’s arm. “Don’t. Let me. I can carry it. I’ve carried the other one all this time and it’s set hard, there’s room on it, give it here, let me take the both of them and have done.”
Joan did not pull away. She only turned and looked at her sister, and whatever was in the look stopped Nora’s hand in the air between them.
“She carried one,” Joan said, to the room, but for Nora. “I was not going to let her carry two.”
Nobody moved. The single bell had stopped, away up on the green; the eight o’clock had begun in the cold church, the said words, the plain loaf, the half-dozen who had come through worse. In the little room the clock did not tick and the tea did not get poured and two old women stood close as a pair of loaves out of one bowl, not alike, never alike, and at last, after a life of it, told apart.
Eliza stood where Priya had put her, by the door, and did the only thing that was left to her. She let herself ache for Joan, who had been broken as a girl and had loved the man who broke her and had buried herself in a churchyard corner for half a lifetime and had killed an innocent stranger out of the one love nobody had ever let her spend. And she did not let that ache lift a feather’s weight off the fact of Danny Wolfe, who had been a vain and prying man with a kind reason under the vanity, and who was owed his question, and had been given a coping stone for asking it.
“Joan Tranter,” Priya said, and her voice was not unkind, and she said the words the law gave her to say, the caution, the rights, the careful machinery, and Joan listened to the whole of it with her hands folded as though it were a reading at a service. James had stepped quietly to Nora, who had not asked to be taken and was going to be taken regardless, for an old certificate and a syringe and a young man dead in his bed thirty-seven years, and Nora let him, her eyes never leaving her sister.
“There’s a man up at that surgery,” Eliza said, before they went, “who has been called a murderer to his face on the green by people he sat up all night to keep alive. Dr Marsh. The young one. He never did a thing but inherit his father’s bad habit of looking away, and the whole county has him hanged for two killings he had no hand in. You can give him back to himself now. That part is yours to do, and it is the only clean thing in the whole of this, so do it loudly, and do it soon.”
Priya met her eye and inclined her head, once. “His father signed Raymond Pell,” she said. “We’ll be a long while in the elder Marsh’s filing yet. The son comes out of it clean. I’ll see it said where saying it counts.”
They took the sisters out into the cold together, which was the one mercy left to give and Priya gave it, the two of them side by side down the swept flags and through the gate that would not close, Nora’s shoulder a careful inch from Joan’s the way it had been at that lychgate wall in a hundred unmarked Sundays, the pair the village had stopped seeing because it had decided they were one thing. They had never been one thing. They had been two women who loved each other past all sense and all law, and had each, once, done murder rather than watch the other suffer, the gentler of them answering now for the darker deed.
Eliza walked back up the lane alone, past the green, past the church where the eight o’clock was letting out its small faithful handful into the raw morning, Davies in the porch with his thin hands, and she did not stop, because she had nothing in her fit to say to anyone yet, and she went home to the only room in the village where she was not required to be anything at all.
She fed Mother again, though it had been fed at dawn and did not need it, because her hands wanted a true and ordinary thing to do and there was none truer or more ordinary in her whole life than this.
“It was both of them, Mother,” she said. “And neither of them for themselves, not once, not ever. That’s the part I can’t set down.” The bubble came, slow, and asked her nothing, and she put her hand flat to the warm crock and left it there a while. “I got it right, in the end, carefully. And I never threw the name to do it. And it has not made me glad.”
Mother only bubbled, and took the flour it did not need, and waited, the way it always waited.
Outside, the bell did not ring again; it was not that kind of Sunday. But somewhere up the green the kettle would be on in the tearoom, and the doctor would wake to a county that did not yet know it owed him an apology, and the two women from the lane would be telling their long account at last to people whose job it was to write it down. And in the morning, whatever the night had taken, there would still be bread, because there was always bread, and making it was the one promise Eliza had never yet broken to anyone, living or dead.
Chapter 17
In the Morning, There Would Be Bread
Whatever the night took, the starter is still alive in the morning, and hungry, and asking to be fed. That is not hope. That is only bread, and bread is enough.
It took the village the better part of a week to find a way to talk about it, and then it talked about nothing else.
The two women from the lane. Both of them. One for a man nobody had thought of in thirty-seven years, and one for the stranger under the tower. People who had bought their one small loaf on a Thursday and never given them a second glance were suddenly full of things they had always half noticed, and almost none of it was true, and Eliza weighed her flour and let it go past her, because there was nothing she could say that would not make it worse.
Margot came in early in the week with the first of the forced narcissi, put them in the jar, and did not pretend, for once, to have come about the flowers.
“You knew,” she said. Not an accusation. Just Margot, setting it on the counter to see what Eliza would do with it.
“I worked it out. That isn’t the same as knowing, not until they said it for themselves.” Eliza wrapped the loaf. “And I never said a word, Margot. Not one. Not until Joan said it herself. I’d like you to know that.”
“I do know it. It’s the reason I’m not cross with you for the half of it you’ll never tell me.” Margot took her loaf. “You’ve the look of a woman who saved the wrong sister and can’t decide if she’s allowed to be glad of it.”
“That’s about the size of it.”
“Then I’ll say it, since you won’t say it to yourself. You’re allowed. Not glad. Allowed.” She paused at the door. “The doctor’s back at his surgery. Three went in yesterday who’d been driving to Cheltenham a month. Nobody’s said sorry to him yet. They will. This place is slow, but it gets there in the end.”
The class met again on the Tuesday, four where there had been six, the two who stayed away staying away for reasons Eliza did not ask about. Lottie came. Lottie’s hands had stopped shaking somewhere back in the autumn without either of them ever remarking on it, and that morning she shaped a cob that wanted no help from anyone, and looked up surprised at herself, and Eliza nodded, and that was the whole of the conversation and all of it that needed having.
Dr Marsh came in on the Wednesday, which he had never once done, for a small wholemeal he plainly did not need, and Eliza understood it for what it was: a man making himself walk back into the place that had hanged him in its head for a month.
“I’m given to understand I have you to thank,” he said. “In part.”
“You’ve Priya to thank, and the law. I only ever asked questions.”
“You asked the one no one else would. About my father.” He turned the loaf in his hands. “They have cleared me of the killings. They have not cleared me of the way I practise, and they were right not to. A kindness to the family, he called it, the note in place of the referral, and I have put my name to thirty years of them.” He paused. “There’s a young doctor coming in the spring. The insurers will not carry me at full scope any longer, so the new one takes the out-of-hours and the difficult cases, and countersigns every referral I write, which is the courteous way of telling an old man he is to be watched at his work. I keep my regulars. The ones who’ve had no one but me in forty years. The rest is the young one’s.”
“That’s a hard landing, Doctor. At your time of life.”
“It is the right one, and I shall take it.” He set down his coins. “A man ought to be looked at while he works. I taught myself otherwise, and a murdered woman all but went into the ground as a tired heart on my signature, caught only because someone looked when I would not. I’ll not pass that habit on to whoever comes after me. The rest of it I shall do looking.”
Davies came on the Thursday at his quarter past eight, and bought no bread, which had not happened in all the years she had known him. He stood at the counter with his hat in both hands.
“I went to the grave,” he said. “The one in the far corner, under the yew. The one I could never catch a soul tending.” He was quiet a moment. “Thirty-seven years. And I walked past it every morning God sent and never once knew her for the woman who kept it. I find that hard to sit with. It is my churchyard.”
“You weren’t meant to know, Tom. That was the whole reason she did it the way she did.”
“I understand that.” He turned the hat. “I’ll keep it now. The flowers. Until she’s able again, if she ever is. It seems the smallest thing a man can do, to tend a grave whose keeper he failed to see for thirty-seven years.” He put his coins on the counter from habit, though he had taken nothing, and Eliza let him, because some men need to pay for a thing even when there is nothing to be bought. “She loved him, then. Pell. After everything he did.”
“She never stopped.”
“God help her,” Davies said, and he did not say it lightly. And he went out into the cold.
James came on the Friday, properly this time, no bags and no case and no certificate, and sat in his chair by the window and let her feed him before either of them said anything that mattered.
“The unit’s going to be a year unpicking the elder Marsh’s signatures,” he said. “Maybe two. There are more of them than there ought to be.” He turned the mug in his hands. “Cheltenham want me to run it. I said yes.”
“You’re staying, then.”
“I’m staying.” He looked at her. “Forty-five minutes. Which is not nothing, and is not enough, and we both know it, and I’m not going to sit in your kitchen and pretend I’ve worked out the rest. September’s still there. It’s been there two months and I’ve not had the nerve, and I’m not certain I have it tonight.”
“Then don’t,” Eliza said. “Not tonight. I’ve had about as much truth as I can hold for one week.” She said it gently. “But come Sunday. We’ll walk. You can find your nerve out on the green, where I can’t feed you to change the subject.”
“That’s a yes to something.”
“It’s a yes to Sunday. We’ll see about the rest of it, in our own time.”
“In our own time,” he said, and for the first time since he had walked back into the village he looked like a man who could breathe.
At the door he stopped, the way he always stopped at her door. “The elder Marsh’s files. There are names in them I can’t account for, and shapes I can feel and can’t prove, and a unit full of good officers who only think in straight lines.” He did not quite ask it. “I might need your eyes. Now and again. Off the books.”
“You know where the kettle is.”
It was not an arrangement. It was a door left open. She found she did not mind it being open.
The last letter came on the Saturday, in the small even hand, and she knew it on the mat before her coat was off.
Dear Eliza, it said.
Two sisters, and each one carrying the other. I did wonder whether you would see it. You see most things.
I have been thinking how few of this village’s quiet deaths were ever really anyone’s secret. A thing is only kept if someone agrees to keep it. You might ask yourself, some slow evening, how many agreed, and for how long, and who first taught them the way of it.
Feed Mother. She has never lied to you. Nor have I.
Yours, Beatrice.
Eliza read it twice and put it in the drawer with the others, and stood a while with her hand flat on the drawer. How many agreed, and for how long, and who first taught them. It was not a question for tonight. But it would not go back in the drawer with the letter.
That evening she took down Gran’s journal, not to read it for anything, only to hold it. Sixty years of a village watched and set down in the margins and never once said aloud. Gran had seen the things Eliza had seen, the bruise, the wrong-signed death, the kept grave, and Gran had held her peace, because that was what the village asked of the one who saw, and Gran had given it what it asked.
Eliza had not. She had seen, and she had not been able to stay quiet, because a man’s whole life had hung on her not staying quiet. She did not know yet whether that made her better than her grandmother or only louder. She thought Gran would have had an answer. She thought she knew, more or less, what it would have been. Neither, love. You did what was in front of you. That is all any of us ever does.
She fed Mother in the low light.
“They asked to be kept near each other,” she told it, “and the court allowed it, which is more mercy than I looked for and less than they are owed, and I cannot make both of those be true at once, so I have stopped trying. Marsh is back behind his desk. Lottie made a cob with nobody’s hands but her own. James is staying, and I have given him Sunday and a door I ought by rights to have shut. And Beatrice has asked me a question I am not going to answer tonight.” She put her hand to the warm crock. “It is a great deal for one starter to carry.”
Mother only bubbled, and took the flour, and waited, the way it always waited.
She covered the crock and turned off the light. Outside the cold had come down hard and the green lay empty and the tower stood in its cage against the stars, waiting on the spring and the masons who would come back to it. Inside, the dough she had set that evening was rising slow under its cloth, the way it always rose, owing nothing to the week that had gone. Whatever the week had taken, it had not taken that.
In the morning there would be bread. There was always bread. It was the one promise she had never broken, to the village or to herself, and she would keep it again tomorrow, the way she had kept it today. It was not hope. It was only bread.
And bread was enough.
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The Final Proof
Death & Sourdough, Book 6
Some things take years to prove.


Eliza Hartwell came to Millbrook broken, and the village, in its slow and stubborn way, made her whole. She can bake now. She belongs now. She has, at last, stopped flinching at her own reflection in the bakery window.

But the quiet she fought so hard for was never quite what it seemed. The deaths that have shadowed this gentle corner of the Cotswolds were never the accidents of an unlucky village. They were a pattern. And patterns, as any baker learns, are made by a hand.

Gran knew. That is the thought Eliza cannot knead away. The recipe journal, the coded notes, the things the Hartwell women have quietly noticed for generations: none of it was chance. Someone in Millbrook has been watching all along, folding events together with terrible patience, waiting for the loaf to rise.

And now, for the first time, Eliza is close enough to see the hand at work. Which means she is close enough to be folded in.

The reckoning Millbrook has hidden from for a generation is coming to the door of the Hartwell Bakery, and this time it will not knock. Everything Eliza has built will be tested, including the one person she is least certain she can trust to stay.

A village can keep its secrets only so long as no one is looking.

Millbrook is about to be seen.
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