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      For everyone who has ever stood in a warm kitchen
and felt, for no reason they could name, less alone.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Bakery on Cinnamon Lane

The key was older than Edie Hartwell's whole life, and it knew it.

It was long and black-iron and heavier than any key had a right to be, and it turned in the lock of the Hollow Hearth Bakery with a sound like a throat being cleared — as if the building wanted a moment to compose itself before letting her in.

"Right," Edie said, to the door, or to herself, or to the seagull judging her from the sign bracket overhead. "Here we go."

Cinnamon Lane ran crooked from the harbour up into the village of Hearth Hollow, cobbles slick with October drizzle, shopfronts leaning together like old friends sharing an umbrella. The flower shop two doors down had its shutters half-raised. The Copper Kettle tea room across the lane had a light on and, Edie was fairly sure, a face at the window. Word had gone round, then. Sylvie Hartwell's great-niece had come to take the bakery.

Or to sell it. The village hadn't decided which story it preferred yet. Neither, if she was honest, had Edie.

The door gave, and the smell reached out and took her by the collar.

Not damp. Not dust. Three months shut and the place should have smelled of mice and mildew and the sea getting in under the sills. Instead it smelled — faintly, impossibly — of cinnamon. Warm cinnamon, the way a kitchen smells an hour after the buns come out, when the sugar has stopped talking and the spice has settled into the walls.

Edie stood on the threshold with her suitcase handle going clammy in her fist.

"Aunt Sylvie," she said quietly, "if that's you, I want it on record that this is exactly the sort of dramatic nonsense you'd pull."

The bakery said nothing. Buildings mostly don't. But the silence had a listening quality to it that she decided, firmly, to ignore.

Inside, dust sheets lay over the counter and the long oak table where, twenty-five summers ago, a much smaller Edie had stood on a flour crate learning that pastry could smell fear. The great brick hearth oven filled the back wall like a sleeping animal — cold now, its iron door shut, the bricks above it smoked black by a century and a half of loaves. Sylvie used to pat the bricks the way other people patted dogs. The hearth remembers, she'd say. Long after the paper forgets.

Edie had assumed that was about sourdough starters. Most of Sylvie's pronouncements were about sourdough eventually.

She set the suitcase down, and something moved in the shadows behind the counter.

Edie did not scream. She would maintain this later with great dignity. The noise she made was closer to a kettle coming off the boil, and the thing that had moved leapt onto the counter, sat down on the dust sheet, and looked at her with the flat yellow contempt of a large ginger cat who has been kept waiting for three months.

"Sponge," Edie breathed. "You absolute menace. Who's been feeding you?"

Sponge declined to reveal his sources. He was heavier than grief should have allowed, so somebody had; the village looked after its own, even the four-legged ones with opinions.

"The whole lane's been feeding him," said a voice from the doorway. "On a rota. Tuesdays are mine."

The woman leaning in the open door was about Edie's age, dark hair escaping a knot, an apron printed with dahlias, and a paper bag already extended like a passport. "Priya Chandra. Flower shop. You're Edie. Sylvie had a photo of you by the till — you, aged about nine, covered in what I was always told was icing sugar."

"It was plaster dust. Long story. Ceiling's fine now." Edie took the bag. Inside were two samosas, still warm. Her eyes prickled, ambushed. "Thank you."

"Don't cry over samosas, you'll make them soggy." Priya stepped in, glanced around the sheeted room, and her briskness gentled. "We miss her. The whole lane misses her. It's not been the same street without the smell of bread at six in the morning." She paused. "Are you staying? Everyone's asking. Ada Marsh has opened a book on it, and I mean that literally, there are odds."

"What are the odds?"

"Three to one you sell to the developer. Ada's money's on you staying, but Ada also believes the bakery's haunted, so."

Edie had been unwrapping a samosa. She stopped. "Haunted."

"Mm." Priya's gaze slid, very casually, toward the hearth. "Lights, after Sylvie passed. Twice, maybe three times, small hours. And Tom Bellamy — he does repairs up and down the lane — he swears he heard the big mixer going at two in the morning back in August. Through the wall. Nobody had keys but the solicitor." She shrugged, dahlias rippling. "Old buildings talk. This one's had a lot to say lately."

"It smelled of cinnamon when I opened the door," Edie heard herself say. "After three months shut."

Priya considered this with the seriousness Edie would come to love her for. "Well," she said finally. "Sylvie always did say a bakery should never smell empty. Maybe she left the place instructions."

They ate the samosas standing up at the counter, the way all the best food is eaten, and Priya gave her the lane: the Copper Kettle belonged to Nora Pettigrew, who had feuded with Sylvie for forty years over a shortbread recipe and would sooner eat gravel than admit she'd cried at the funeral, though she had, in the third pew, into a lace handkerchief. Ada Marsh, retired schoolmistress, knew everything about everyone and considered this a public service. Tom Bellamy fixed roofs and gutters and lost money on horses with a consistency that was almost admirable. And there was a developer, Dominic Ashe, who had been buying up the harbour end of the lane "for a boutique coastal quarter, whatever that is when it's at home," and who had made Sylvie three offers, each larger than the last, and been sent away three times with a Chelsea bun and a no.

"And the solicitor?" Edie asked. "Grieves and Crane, is it? I've a meeting tomorrow. Probate things."

"Victor Grieves." Priya's mouth did something diplomatic. "He'll talk at you for an hour and charge you for two. His clerk's the one who actually knows where anything is. Alistair — quiet, helpful, remembers everything. Honestly, ask for the clerk."

When Priya had gone, Edie walked the building alone in the last of the light. The little flat upstairs, her aunt's cardigan still over the chair. The flour room with its wall of deep shelves and its cool, breathing dark. And the cellar stairs.

She stood at the top of them for a long time. Steep, worn stone, dropping to the proving cellar where dough had slept in the cool since before Victoria. Where, on a morning in July, Tom Bellamy had come to fix a gutter and found Sylvie Hartwell at the bottom, and the coroner had said accident, and everyone had said terrible, and the file had closed like an oven door.

Sylvie had gone up and down those stairs four thousand times a year for fifty years. In the dark. Carrying trays. Carrying Edie, once, during a power cut, both of them laughing.

"You never fell in your life," Edie said softly.

The bakery held its silence. Somewhere below, in the cellar dark, a draught moved — and for half a second, no more, the cold air that rose up the stairwell carried the ghost of cinnamon.

Sponge, on the counter, stopped washing his paw and stared down the stairwell at nothing at all. His fur lifted, very slightly, along his spine.

"Right," Edie said, and her voice only shook a little. "First thing tomorrow, we buy lightbulbs. Big ones."

That night she slept in her clothes on top of the covers in the little flat, and at three in the morning — she checked her phone, 3:04, she'd swear to it later in front of a detective sergeant with tired eyes and no patience for ghosts — Edie Hartwell woke to the smell of cinnamon and the small, unmistakable, workmanlike sound of somebody, somewhere below her, opening a drawer.
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CHAPTER TWO

Flour Footprints

Courage, Edie discovered, has a shape, and the shape is a rolling pin.

She came down the flat stairs with Sylvie's French pin held like a cricket bat, phone torch jammed between shoulder and ear, heart going like an over-proofed dough about to collapse. The shop floor was empty. The front door was locked. The back door was locked. The drawer under the till — the odds-and-ends drawer, string and fuses and fifty years of orphaned keys — stood open two inches.

She had closed it that afternoon. She remembered closing it, because Sponge had been sitting in it.

"Hello?" she said, in the voice people use when they very much hope nobody answers.

Nobody answered. But when she swung the torch across the floor, the beam caught something that stopped her breath in her throat.

Footprints. In flour.

A fine dusting of flour lay along the passage to the flour room — spilled, she'd assumed, from a split bag on the bottom shelf, one of those jobs she'd been leaving for morning. Through it, crisp as piped icing, ran a line of prints. Large. Boots, not shoes, a worn tread with a nick in the left heel. They came out of the flour room, crossed the passage toward the back wall —

— and stopped.

Not at a door. Not at a window. The prints simply ended, mid-stride, an arm's length from the old spice wall with its ranks of built-in cupboards, as if the walker had reached that spot and been quietly deleted.

Edie stood very still for a long moment. The bakery breathed around her, joists ticking, the sea muttering at the bottom of the lane.

"Ghosts," she announced to the empty passage, "do not wear size eleven boots."

It sounded braver than she felt. She checked every window and every latch, put a kitchen chair under the back door handle in the manner recommended by films, and sat up until dawn in the shop with all the lights blazing, the rolling pin across her knees, and Sponge — traitor — asleep on her feet.

By eight she'd decided not to ring the police. What would she say? Someone broke into my locked bakery, opened a drawer, took nothing, and evaporated. She could hear how it sounded. New woman up from Bristol, first night alone, grieving, jumping at draughts. The village had a book running on her already; she wasn't going to hand Ada Marsh a new chapter for free.

Instead she did what Hartwells did with fear. She fed people.

By ten the ovens were hot for the first time in three months, and the smell of real cinnamon — hers, from a tin, no supernatural assistance required — was rolling down Cinnamon Lane like an announcement. She wasn't open, not properly, but she propped the door and put a tray of buns on the counter, and the lane arrived in ones and twos to pay respects to Sylvie's memory and Sylvie's recipe, in that order.

Ada Marsh arrived first, a small upright woman in
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