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CHAPTER ONE

The Seam in the Wall

— · —

Edie Hartwell had been staring at the back wall of her pantry for three days, and the back wall of her pantry had been staring back.

That was not, she was aware, how walls generally behaved. But very little in Hearth Hollow behaved the way it did in the rest of the world, and the Hollow Hearth Bakery least of all. In the eleven months since she had inherited the crooked little building from her great-aunt Sylvie — eleven months, two murders, one slightly singed ledger, and more cinnamon than any reasonable woman could account for — Edie had learned to take the bakery's moods seriously. And the bakery's mood, since midsummer, had been concentrated entirely on the third shelf of the pantry and the wall behind it.

The jars had been turned again this morning. Every one of them, labels to the wall, neat as choristers. She had turned them back last night. She had turned them back every night for a week.

"You could just tell me," she said, to the cool dark air of the pantry, which smelled of flour and beeswax and, very faintly, of a cold that had no business in July. "You've spelled things out before. You're not shy."

The pantry said nothing, in the particular way it had of saying nothing very loudly.

It had been a good summer, otherwise. The best since she'd come. The tourists were up, the wholesale order from the Anchor had doubled, her sourdough had finally forgiven her for February, and the village had gone almost three months without anyone dying of anything more sinister than ninety-four years of age — a run of peace so unbroken that Ada Marsh had twice been reduced to reporting on the weather. Edie had allowed herself, in unguarded moments, to imagine that this was what her life was now: flour, tides, the till, the slow overturning of Nora Pettigrew's forty-year grudge one grudging teacake at a time, and a certain detective sergeant's Saturday two loaves. Ordinary. Sweet. Hers.

She should have known better. In Hearth Hollow, a quiet summer wasn't peace. It was proving time.

Sponge, the enormous ginger cat who had come with the building and considered Edie an acceptable if occasionally slow member of staff, sat in the doorway in his sentry posture — paws together, tail wrapped, eyes fixed on the seam at the back of the third shelf. The seam where, as Edie had confirmed with a torch, a spirit level, and eventually her own fingertips, there was no seam. The wall was smooth plaster over old brick. It was also, unmistakably, colder along one hand's-width line than anywhere else in the room, and Sponge had growled at it three evenings running, which was two evenings more than he had ever bothered growling at anything.

Great-Aunt Sylvie's recipe book lay open on the worktop behind her, held flat by a jam weight, at the page Edie had read so many times she could recite the margin note in her sleep.

Keeping shelf keeps more than jam. Ask the pantry nicely, and mind who answers.

She had taken it for whimsy, once. She had taken a great many of Sylvie's margin notes for whimsy, and had been wrong about nearly all of them.

"Right," said Edie, and went to fetch Tom Bellamy.

· · ·

Tom Bellamy had repaired half the village in his sixty-odd years and had long since stopped asking why anyone wanted anything done. He arrived after the lunchtime rush with his canvas roll of tools, ran a broad thumb down the cold line in the plaster, and grunted.

"Stud partition," he said. "Well. Brick behind, but this bit here's lath and plaster. Someone's closed something up." He tapped, moving his knuckle along the wall an inch at a time, and the sound changed — dull, dull, dull, and then, behind the keeping shelf, hollow as a drum. "There."

"Can you open it without bringing the shelf down?"

Tom gave her the look he reserved for people who asked him whether he could do things. He unloaded the shelf jar by jar — Edie noticed he handled each one as if it might complain — unscrewed the brackets, and set to work on the plaster with a bolster and a gentleness surprising in hands the size of dinner plates.

The wall came away in pieces the colour of old piecrust. Behind it, where there should have been brick, there was a cavity: shallow, no deeper than a bread oven, lined with tongue-and-groove boards gone silver with age. A dry larder, Tom said. Older than the pantry around it. You found them in houses of a certain age — a cold cupboard for keeping things before anyone had refrigeration.

Except that nobody kept preserves like this.

The little chamber was fitted with a single shelf of dark oak, and on the shelf sat a japanned tin box, a stack of small parcels wrapped in wax paper and tied with string, and dust that lay over everything like a held breath. The cold rolled out of the opening slowly, the way heat rolls out of an oven, and Edie's own breath misted, briefly, in the middle of a warm afternoon.

Tom stepped back. He was not a superstitious man, in the sense that he had lived in Hearth Hollow all his life and therefore reserved his superstition for things that deserved it.

"That's yours to open, I'd say," he said. "Not mine."

Sponge walked past both of them, hopped up onto the oak shelf as though he had done it a hundred times, sniffed the tin box once, and sat down beside it with the satisfied air of a cat concluding a very long shift.

Edie lifted the box down. It was heavier than it looked, the lid painted with a faded ring of wheat-ears, and on the underside of the lid, when she opened it, someone had written in white paint, in handwriting she knew as well as her own:

THE KEEPING BOOK. Property of the Hollow Hearth Bakery and of no one else, especially you, whoever you are. — S.H.

"Sylvie," said Edie, and found she was smiling and shivering at once.

Inside the box lay a ledger. Not the parish kind, not the mill kind — she had had quite enough of those — but a tall, narrow book bound in flour-sack cloth, its corners worn round, its pages ruled by hand. She opened it at random and read, in an old copperplate that was not Sylvie's:

Received of Mrs Aldous Pym, one garnet ring, to be kept until asked for. Word to release: "harvest." First loaf owed each Michaelmas.

And below it, in a different hand, decades younger:

Released to Miss E. Pym, granddaughter, upon the word. All square. — V.H.

Line after line, page after page, hand after hand. Rings and letters and christening spoons, deeds and buttons and one entry that simply said a promise, in writing, God help us all. Each with a name. Each with a word. Some marked released, in inks that spanned a century. Some not.

Edie sat down slowly on the flour bin, the ledger open across her knees, and understood, in the way one understands a joke several days late, exactly what the Hollow Hearth Bakery had been.

Not just a bakery. A vault. The quiet kind, the kind that never advertised, the kind a village keeps the way it keeps its real opinions — behind the counter, under the flour, in the wall. For four generations, it seemed, if you had a thing too precious or too dangerous to keep at home, you brought it to the Hartwell women, and they wrote it in the book, and they put it in the wall, and it was kept.

The cold settled beside her on the flour bin, companionable as a shawl.

"You could have just told me," Edie said again, softly.

On the worktop, behind her, the pages of Sylvie's recipe book turned themselves, one by one, unhurried, and stopped.

The margin note on the open page said: Some things want returning. Mind how you go.
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CHAPTER TWO

What the Wall Kept

— · —

By nine the next morning, the entire village knew.

Edie had told exactly one person — Priya Chandra, over the flower buckets at seven, because Priya could be trusted with anything except the expression on her own face — and Priya had told no one at all, and it had made no difference whatsoever, because Ada Marsh had seen Tom Bellamy carrying plaster sacks out of the bakery yard, and from that single fibre Ada could knit a cardigan.

"A secret room," breathed Ada, third in the queue, buying a bun she plainly had no intention of eating before the conversation was done. "In the pantry. Doreen said treasure. Is it treasure?"

"It's paperwork," said Edie, which was true, and watched the word travel down the queue and out the door and up Cinnamon Lane like weather.

It was, she reflected, precisely what Sylvie would have said. She was coming to recognise these moments — the ones where she opened her mouth and her great-aunt came out — and had decided, on balance, to be glad of them.

The parcels she had left in the wall. It seemed the only decent place for them until she understood the rules. But the Keeping Book itself sat under the counter through the morning rush, wrapped in a clean tea towel, and Edie found her hand drifting to it between customers the way a tongue drifts to a loose tooth.

Four entries in the book were unclaimed. She had gone through every page twice the night before, cross-checking releases, and four kept things had never been asked for by anyone, word or no word.

One garnet ring, Mrs A. Pym — that one released, generations since; but a second Pym entry, one ring, gold, plain, E.P., never claimed.

One christening spoon, silver, N. Pettigrew. Word: "brightwell."

One envelope, sealed, F. Keck. To be kept till both are gone. Word: "organ."

And the last entry in the whole book, in Sylvie's own hand, no name, no date, no word at all:

One key, small, iron. Below.

Edie had turned that page towards the light for a long time. The key was there in the wall, sure enough, in the last wax-paper parcel, small and black and cold even for iron, and it fitted no lock she knew of — not the pantry, not the cellar, not the crooked door to the yard. Below. She had gone to bed deciding very firmly not to think about the sealed tunnel under her cellar that the county had bricked up in the spring, and had then thought about it for most of the night.

· · ·

Between the breakfast rush and elevenses, in the lull the bakery kept for itself, Edie brought the four parcels out into the light for the first time and laid them on the marble slab like evidence.

Priya stood guard at the shop door with a watering can she wasn't using.

The ring's parcel was the smallest: wax paper gone amber, string knotted in a bow that
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