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To those who’ve ever found comfort in a warm kitchen, clarity in a quiet moment, or truth in a crusty loaf.

And to my children—who remind me daily that the best stories rise slowly, need patience, and are always worth the wait.
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  Preface


Every village has its secrets. Bramblewick just happened to bake theirs into the crust. 
When I first started writing A Crust to Die For, I thought I was just telling a simple whodunit—with flour on its face and a smirk in its dialogue. But somewhere between the rising dough and the dead body, I realized this story wasn’t just about mystery. It was about memory. Legacy. The strange alchemy that happens when truth gets mixed with silence and left to ferment.
Patty Rye came to me fully formed: sharp-tongued, deeply human, and carrying more grief than she’d like to admit. She’s not a detective. She’s a baker with a past and a rolling pin, and that’s more than enough.
This book is for anyone who’s ever baked through heartbreak, argued with a recipe, or found solace in the smell of something warm coming out of the oven. And it’s a reminder that even in a world full of secrets, the truth—like a good sourdough—always finds a way to rise.
Now then.
Bring your appetite.
And keep your knives where I can see them.
—Sofia Rodriguez












  
  Chapter 1: A Morning Gone Stale

Where breakfast ends in crime and the oven hides more than bread.
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The scent hit Patty Rye before she even turned the corner onto Walnut Lane—a sharp, acrid stench that made her nostrils twitch and her stomach clench. It was smoke. But not the comforting kind that curled from chimneys and promised scones and cardigans. No, this was the unmistakable odor of burnt bread—sourdough, to be precise—and it clung to the morning air like a bad decision. 
She slowed her pace, the heels of her battered clogs catching slightly on the uneven cobbles. Bramblewick’s main street stretched ahead, mist still lifting off the flower beds, early risers bustling about with their baskets and thermoses. And there it was, slap in the middle of the village square: The Daily Crumb, Harold Grain’s pride and joy, looking like it had been mugged by a pack of firefighters.
Yellow police tape fluttered across the front door like some cheap party streamer. A constable stood guard, hands tucked behind his back in that classic I’m-a-wall-you-shall-not-pass pose. The normally pristine brick oven chimney behind the bakery billowed lazy ribbons of smoke, darker than usual, as if even it were mourning something.
Patty blinked, heart hiccupping.
“Harold,” she muttered under her breath, already knowing the answer and not liking the way it made her gut tighten.
She crossed the street in four brisk strides, ignoring the concerned looks from two elderly women peering over their market baskets. One clutched a head of lettuce like a rosary. The other leaned toward her companion and whispered something that ended in a sharp gasp.
“Clive,” Patty called out as she reached the tape. “You better have a bloody good reason for blocking a bakery at seven in the morning.”
Constable Clive—twenty-seven years old, painfully eager, and in possession of the sparsest mustache Bramblewick had seen since the War Ration Incident of ’56—shifted his feet awkwardly.
“Miss Rye,” he said, attempting a nod of authority. “It’s, uh… it’s a crime scene.”
Patty arched an eyebrow. “Did someone steal all the croissants? Please say yes. I’ve always dreamed of a pastry heist.”
Clive’s Adam’s apple bobbed like it was trying to escape.
“There was a… body,” he said.
Patty went very still.
“Harold?” she asked, though she already knew. The smoke was too thick. The tape too fresh. The village too quiet.
Clive looked away. “Yes, ma’am. Found early this morning by Lenny. That’s his apprentice.”
“I know who Lenny is, Clive. I’ve been living here since before your mum stopped putting you in mittens with strings.”
He flushed, which pleased her more than it should have, considering the circumstances.
“But… what happened?”
He hesitated, then leaned in slightly. “He was in the oven.”
Patty blinked. “Come again?”
“In the oven,” Clive repeated. “The big one in the back. It was on.”
Silence stretched between them like an under-proofed baguette. Patty stared at the bakery, then back at Clive.
“You’re telling me Harold Grain, who treated his ovens like sacred temples, who kept his sourdough starter in a climate-controlled glass cabinet, somehow fell into his own oven?”
“We’re… investigating,” Clive mumbled. “Could’ve been an accident.”
“Oh, sure,” Patty said, her voice laced with sugar and arsenic. “Maybe he decided to climb in for a nap and forgot to set the timer.”
She ducked under the tape before Clive could stop her. He squeaked something about protocol, but she ignored him. The front door was propped open, and the faint scent of cinnamon tried valiantly to fight the smoke, but it was a losing battle.
Inside, The Daily Crumb looked like someone had taken a Sunday morning and smashed it. Chairs were overturned. A flour bin had toppled, spilling white dust across the floor like the aftermath of a poorly-executed séance. The display counter, normally lined with Harold’s obsessively symmetrical pastries, sat empty save for a lone almond croissant—burnt to a crisp.
Patty’s eyes scanned the room with automatic precision. No signs of forced entry. No broken windows. Nothing stolen, as far as she could tell. But the oven…
She stepped toward the back, hesitating just before the kitchen. Clive scrambled in after her, tugging awkwardly at his vest.
“You really shouldn’t be—”
“I’ve baked side by side with that man for over fifteen years. If you think I’m going to stand out there while you lot stumble around looking for clues in the flour bin, you’re mad.”
Clive opened his mouth, but her glare shut it again.
The back kitchen was a mix of steel, wood, and obsessive cleanliness. Everything in Harold’s domain had a place. Labels were handwritten in loopy calligraphy. Jars lined shelves like disciplined soldiers. But today, there was chaos. The massive stone oven at the back—Harold’s pride and joy—was blackened around the edges, the door slightly ajar.
Patty didn’t look inside. She didn’t need to.
Instead, she moved slowly around the space, noting the faint scrape marks near the prep table. A bowl had been knocked off and shattered. A metal peel leaned against the far wall, its handle smeared with something that looked suspiciously like soot and… something darker.
She turned to Clive.
“If Harold got in that oven, someone helped him.”
Clive cleared his throat. “There’s no evidence of struggle. No sign of forced entry. No… obvious motive.”
Patty gave him a look that could wilt spinach.
“No evidence? Harold Grain didn’t even let his cat near that oven unsupervised. You think he just tripped and tumbled in like a sourdough sacrifice?”
Clive looked like he wanted to melt into his shoes.
“I don’t make the rules, Miss Rye.”
“You barely make toast.”
She turned on her heel, brushing past the constable and heading back into the main shop. The smell of burnt bread was stronger now, curling around her like a bitter scarf.
Outside, the village was waking up. More people had gathered—some on their way to work, others clearly there just to spectate. Mrs. Fernwick from the flower shop leaned over the tape like it was an invitation to gossip.
“I heard he was found half-baked,” she said to no one in particular.
Patty didn’t stop walking until she reached her own bakery two doors down—Loaf Actually. The sign swung slightly in the breeze, and the hand-painted image of a smiling baguette winked at her like it was in on the joke.
She stepped inside, locked the door behind her, and leaned against it.
Dead. Harold was dead. In his own oven.
She’d imagined a lot of things for the man over the years. Falling into a vat of jam. Choking on one of his pretentious tarts. But not this.
Not burnt alive in the place he loved most.
The silence of the bakery pressed in around her, broken only by the gentle tick of the clock above the till. Her own ovens were cold. She hadn’t fired them up yet. There’d been no reason to rush—Harold always opened first. It was their unspoken routine.
Her eyes drifted to the dough bench. Her apron hung limply on a hook. The air was too still. Too wrong.
Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out, glanced at the screen.
Voicemail from Elise.
She stared at it for a moment, thumb hovering. Then she pressed play.
“Hi, Mum. Uh… listen, I might be coming to Bramblewick soon. Work stuff, kind of. And maybe… just maybe, a bit of personal stuff too. Anyway. Just thought I’d give you a heads-up. Don’t panic. Love you.”
The message ended. Patty stared at the screen, her jaw set.
“Elise,” she said aloud, the name tasting like old tea—familiar and slightly bitter.
As if things weren’t complicated enough.
A sharp knock rattled the front door. She turned to see Geraldine Baggins peering in, her pink hat askew, eyes glittering with something that looked suspiciously like delight.
Patty sighed and opened the door an inch.
“You heard already?” she asked.
Geraldine sniffed. “Heard? Darling, I was there. I was on my morning walk when the smoke started. Like a bloodhound, I am.”
“More like a vulture.”
Geraldine clucked. “Now, now. No need for rudeness. I’m just here to offer condolences. Such a tragedy. But not entirely unexpected, wouldn’t you say?”
Patty narrowed her eyes. “Meaning?”
“Oh, come on. Harold had enemies. He wasn’t exactly… universally beloved.”
“He wasn’t a Bond villain, Gerry. He made scones.”
“Sharp scones,” Geraldine said, with a meaningful glance.
Patty closed the door on her.
Back in the quiet of her bakery, she finally allowed herself to sink onto the stool behind the counter.
Harold Grain. Dead. In his oven.
Murdered?
She couldn’t say for certain. But one thing she did know: Harold never burned sourdough. Never.
And if someone had done this to him?
Well, they’d just poked the wrong bear.
By noon, Bramblewick was practically foaming with speculation. The village hadn’t buzzed like this since the Cheese Fair debacle of ’19, when someone smuggled in a wheel of French brie and caused a three-day gastrointestinal crisis.
Patty Rye had reopened Loaf Actually just enough to let the smell of fresh cinnamon rolls and indignation waft out. She hadn’t baked anything new—her hands were too shaky, her mind too full—but she’d reheated a few yesterday’s crullers and arranged them just so in the display case. Mourning food, she told herself. The carbs of contemplation.
The bell above the door jingled as the usual suspects trickled in. Old Marjorie, still in her gardening gloves, bought two jam tarts “for the nerves.” Geraldine Baggins returned—twice—pretending to forget her wallet the first time, clearly fishing for more gossip. And Roger Pym, the local butcher, took a croissant without making eye contact and whispered, “You think it was suicide?” like he was asking for a steak recommendation.
“No,” Patty answered flatly.
He nodded, satisfied, and left.
It wasn’t until the lunchtime rush—well, trickle—had ebbed that she spotted a familiar head of lanky brown curls bobbing outside the window.
Lenny Crumb.
He stood on the sidewalk, arms wrapped tightly around himself, looking like a nervous eclair left out in the sun too long. She pushed the door open before he could knock.
“Inside,” she said.
He followed her like a lost puppy, eyes wide and bloodshot. His apron—still stained with ash—hung crooked on his frame, and he clutched a canvas tote like it contained state secrets.
“Sit,” she ordered, gesturing toward the little bistro table near the window.
Lenny sat.
For a moment, she just studied him. He was in his early twenties but had the energy of a very old sponge. Soft-spoken, eternally damp around the edges, and harmless as a cinnamon swirl.
But today, there was something sharper about him. Something tight.
“I didn’t touch anything,” he said immediately. “I swear. I—I came in at five, like always. Harold wasn’t at the front. I figured he was prepping. He’s usually early. I started water boiling, grabbed the flour, and then I—then I smelled something.”
Patty didn’t interrupt.
“It was off. Not the usual crust burn, you know? And when I went to check the back… I saw the oven. It was on. The door was ajar. There was… there was something inside.”
He looked down at his hands. They were trembling.
“I thought it was a joke at first. Some Halloween prank. Like one of those burnt mannequins.”
Patty’s voice was quiet. “But it wasn’t.”
“No.” Lenny sniffled. “It was him. I saw the jacket first. The navy one with the gold buttons. Then the smell—God, the smell…”
He buried his face in his hands. Patty let the silence linger just long enough before speaking again.
“Did Harold seem different this week? Off? Paranoid?”
Lenny looked up. “Yes. Sort of. He started double-locking the back room. Told me not to touch anything unless he was present. Hid his notes. Said someone had been snooping.”
“Did he say who?”
Lenny hesitated. “No. But I caught him once in the middle of the night, scribbling something down like a madman. He had flour on his face, looked like he hadn’t slept.”
“What was he writing?”
“Didn’t see. Just a notebook. Leather-bound. He snapped it shut when I walked in. Shoved it in his satchel.”
A leather-bound notebook. Patty felt her pulse quicken.
“What happened to it?”
“Dunno. I didn’t see it this morning.”
Patty leaned back in her chair, her fingers tapping the edge of the table in a rhythm that matched her heartbeat.
“Thanks, Lenny. That’s helpful.”
He nodded and stood to leave, pausing at the door.
“I didn’t kill him, Miss Rye.”
She met his gaze.
“I know.”
He exhaled, then shuffled out into the street.
Alone again, Patty moved behind the counter and reached under the till, pulling out her old recipe book. Unlike Harold, she hadn’t used a satchel or a code or a hidden wall safe. She just kept things where she could reach them. She flipped to a blank page and began to write.
Harold. Dead. In the oven. No signs of struggle. Lenny saw him last. Clues: leather notebook. Paranoia. Double-locking. Late-night scribbling.
Unnatural smell. Burnt bread. Not suicide. Harold knew ovens like he knew his own heartbeat. So who benefits?
The bell above the door rang again.
This time it was Malcolm Finch.
He filled the doorframe like a misplaced lumberjack, tall and wind-worn, still wearing that same battered trench coat from his reporting days. He tipped his head in greeting.
“Thought you’d be open,” he said. “Didn’t think you’d be functional.”
Patty shrugged. “What’s grief without a side of croissants?”
He stepped inside, nodding toward the tray of tarts. “They fresh?”
“They’re yesterday’s, but the sarcasm’s new.”
He smiled faintly. “You hear the rumors?”
“I am the rumors.”
“Well, here’s one you haven’t heard: Harold had been working on a new recipe. Something revolutionary. Lenny let it slip last week while ordering coffee.”
Patty’s eyes narrowed.
“What kind of recipe?”
Malcolm leaned in. “No one knows. But he was testing something in secret. Said it would change baking forever. That’s a quote, by the way.”
She stared at him.
Harold. The man who once lectured for forty-five minutes about egg wash technique. Working in secrecy? That was like discovering a nun at a poker table.
Malcolm studied her face. “You think it’s related?”
She didn’t answer. Just stared out the window at the distant chimney of The Daily Crumb, now silent and cold.
When she finally spoke, her voice was low.
“If Harold had something worth hiding… someone might have
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