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Chapter 1: Spring
Returning

The bakery's windows had been shut since November.

Sage opened the first one at four-twenty in the morning, on a
Tuesday in late April, and the air that came in was the air the air
had been on the other side of all winter — cool but not cold,
salt-edged from the harbor a block away, carrying somewhere in it
the small particular green smell of new things.

She stood with her hand on the sash and breathed.

Across Main Street, the cherry tree in front of the Methodist
church was in full bloom. It had bloomed on Sunday and had gone, in
two days, from the small careful pink of early spring to the full
white-and-rose riot of a tree that had been holding its breath all
winter and was now exhaling all at once. Petals had been falling
since yesterday afternoon. The sidewalk under it was patterned. The
wind off the harbor had been gentle for three days. The petals had
stayed where they fell.

Sage stood in her open window for a long moment.

Then she went back to her bench.

The lemon lavender scones were resting on the marble in their
second cold rest. She had mixed them at three-thirty — heavy cream,
butter cold from the walk-in cut into the flour the night before,
the small careful zest of two Meyer lemons from the produce
delivery on Friday, and the lavender. Always, with the lavender,
the question of how much.

She thought about the lavender now while she patted the dough
back into shape.

A teaspoon of lavender for a batch of scones was already too
much. That was the small mistake every baker made who had not yet
made it once. Lavender's essential oils — chiefly linalool and
linalyl acetate, which Sage had memorized in food chemistry the way
other people memorized lyrics — bound to fat. Cream and butter were
fat. Scones were largely cream and butter. So the lavender that
went into a cream-based scone bloomed twice as hard as the lavender
that went into a sponge or a shortbread. Half a teaspoon, dried,
hand-bruised in the palm to wake the oils up, was the upper limit.
A third of a teaspoon was the safer mark. Sage used a third.

She had tried, once, in her second year, a full teaspoon.

The result had been a scone that tasted like a candle.

She had not made the mistake twice.

She cut the scones now. Eight wedges, the way she always cut
them. The dough cut clean. The triangles came up off the marble
with the small dry whisper of properly chilled dough that had been
correctly handled by hands that had not warmed it on the way
through. She set them on the parchment. She brushed them with
cream. She zested a third Meyer lemon over the tops because in late
April she could afford a little extra.

The oven was at four hundred.

She slid them in.

It was four-thirty-five.

She stretched her back. She poured her second coffee. She walked
the small circuit she had been walking for two years now — bench to
walk-in, walk-in to proofer, proofer to the small front window
where the chalkboard waited. The chalkboard was, this morning,
blank. Lily had wiped it on Saturday and had left it for Sage to
start the new week. Sage uncapped the chalk. She thought.

She wrote, in her plain block letters:

WELCOME, APRIL. WELCOME, HONEY. WELCOME,
LAVENDER.

OPEN AT SIX.

Then she wrote, smaller, beneath it:

THE WINDOWS ARE OPEN. THE CAT IS
PLEASED.

The cat was, in fact, pleased.

Shadow had come down the back stairs at four-ten in his small
dignified way and had inspected each open window in turn before
going to sit on the wide sill above the sink, where the cherry tree
was visible across the street. He had been there since. He was a
black silhouette against the lavender pre-dawn. His tail moved,
once, when a petal blew in through the window and landed on the
counter.

Sage left the petal where it had fallen.

It was a small careful gift. She would not insult it.

The back-door bell jingled at five-fifty.

"Don't tell me," came Lily's voice from the mudroom, "that you
have opened the windows already."

"I have opened the windows already."

"Sage."

"It is April."

"It is April for three more weeks. The harbor is forty-two
degrees. The walk-in is warmer than the harbor right now. I will
catch a cold."

"You will not catch a cold."

"I am wearing a sweater for spite."

"Wear the sweater for spite. I am keeping the windows."

Lily Torres came into the kitchen in two layers and the sweater.
The sweater was pink. The sweater had a small embroidered honeybee
at the collar. Emma had picked the sweater out at the consignment
shop in Camden in March, and Lily, who had not chosen a pink
sweater on her own behalf since 1998, had worn it twice a week
since.

She kissed the top of Sage's head as she passed. Sage was no
longer surprised by this. She had begun, in the last month, to
expect it.

"Mari's coming at nine," Lily said.

"I know."

"She's bringing the new test batch of buttercream."

"I know."

"Emma's coming at three with the squirrel book. We are on
chapter sixteen. The owl has hired a duck."

"What does the duck do?"

"The duck is the lawyer."

"Of course the duck is the lawyer."

"Sage."

"What."

"I have a question about the lemon lavender scones."

"Go ahead."

"Are you using a third or a half?"

"A third."

"You are using a third because Mrs. Inglesby said the last batch
tasted like a candle."

"Mrs. Inglesby said the last batch tasted almost like a candle. There is a difference."

"Sage."

"All right. A third."

Lily tied her apron. She washed her hands. She poured the coffee
Sage had been keeping warm for her. She looked at the
chalkboard.

"The cat is pleased."

"It seemed accurate."

"It is going to make people stand in the doorway and try to find
the cat."

"They will buy more scones while they look."

Lily smiled.

"All right," she said. "We are open."

Frankie came in at nine-fifty.

She came in the front door, because Frankie always came in the
front door. Frankie did not believe in the bakery's back door for
friends — the back door was for deliveries and the family, and
Frankie, who insisted that she was not family, was very clear that
she came in the front because that was the right way. The bell over
the door rang. The bell, on the morning of the windows being open,
rang differently than it had since November. The cold had
compressed the sound. The warm air let it open.

Frankie came in with three folders under one arm and a coffee
from her own pot at the hardware store in the other hand, and she
stood in the doorway with her hair pulled back and her flannel
sleeves rolled up and looked at Sage across the bakery the way
Frankie looked at Sage, which was as if Sage had been a small
daughter Frankie had not been allowed to keep but kept anyway.

"You opened the windows."

"I opened the windows."

"It is April twenty-second."

"It is."

"It is forty-two degrees."

"It is forty-six. The thermometer is in the sun."

"The thermometer is on the windowsill in the sun, Sage. That is
not a thermometer reading. That is a thermometer suggestion."

"I am going with the suggestion."

Frankie came to the counter. She set the folders on the marble.
She set the coffee beside the folders. She accepted the lemon
lavender scone Sage put on a small plate for her — they had been
out fifteen minutes; they were still warm — and broke it in half
with her fingers and tasted it without ceremony.

She chewed.

She swallowed.

"This is a third."

"Yes."

"It is the right amount."

"Thank you."

"Mrs. Inglesby will be happy."

"Mrs. Inglesby will tell me, on Thursday, that they are
almost too lavender now. It is the
rule."

"Mrs. Inglesby."

"Yes."

"All right. Are you sitting down?"

"I am behind the counter, Frankie."

"Sit down anyway."

Sage came around the counter. They went to the small two-top by
the back window — the one with the spider plant Lily had been
overwatering for two years and the small chipped sugar bowl Esme
had given Sage at Christmas. Frankie sat with her back to the wall.
Frankie always sat with her back to the wall. Frankie had been
telling Sage for two years that hardware-store owners did this.
Sage had stopped asking.

Frankie opened the first folder.

"Three months," Frankie said.

"Three months."

"I want to walk you through it."

"All right."

Frankie laid out, on the small table between them, three
photocopied deeds. The deeds were old. Two of them had been
carbon-typed in the 1980s and the third had been an early laser
print from the 1990s. Frankie had numbered them in the upper right
corner in her small block hand. 1. Markham, 1989.
2. Lavoie, 1991. 3. Lighthouse parcel, 1994.

"Markham," Frankie said. "Carl Markham, foreclosed in September
of '89. Carl had been a builder. He had a contract dispute with my
father in '86 — eight-unit development, my dad pulled out, Carl's
business folded. Carl died ten weeks after the foreclosure. Heart
attack. Forty-eight years old."

"That is on the public record."

"It is. The post-foreclosure ownership is what I have been
chasing."

Frankie tapped the first deed.

"Bank takes it back. Bank sells it in November of '89 to an LLC
out of Augusta called Northbridge Holdings. Northbridge holds it
for fourteen months and sells it to a second LLC called Crescent
Coastal Realty. Crescent Coastal flips it in 1993 to a developer
who builds three small houses on it. The developer pays Crescent
Coastal in cash and a partial note. The partial note is paid off in
1996. The note is paid off, Sage, by a check drawn on a private
account."

"Whose account."

"Margaret Ashworth's brother. Edward Ashworth. Now
deceased."

Sage was very still.

"Edward."

"He died in 2003. The account is closed. But Edward, in 1996,
wrote a personal check for thirty-one thousand dollars to Crescent
Coastal Realty. The amount matches the outstanding note on the
Markham parcel. To the dollar."

"Edward did not buy the Markham parcel."

"Edward did not buy the Markham parcel. Edward paid off the note
that someone else had been carrying, after the parcel had been
flipped to the developer. He was paying down someone else's debt.
Or — he was paying down a debt that was, in fact, his."

"Frankie."

"It is the same hand, Sage. The same hand on the second
one."

She tapped the second deed.

"Lavoie. 1991. Old fishing family, small two-acre parcel up on
the bluff. Forfeited for unpaid taxes after Tom Lavoie died and the
heirs could not be located. The town auctioned it. The winning
bidder was an LLC called Northbridge again. Same Northbridge."

"How many properties does Northbridge own."

"At its peak, in 1994, Northbridge owned eleven Crescent Harbor
parcels. By 1998 it had divested all of them. The proceeds, Sage,
where I can trace them, are bank-deposited into three different
accounts. One of those accounts was a Massachusetts business
account held by a small consulting firm called A.H. Associates."

"A.H."

"Ashworth Holdings, maybe. Ashworth-something. I cannot prove it
because the firm dissolved in 1999 and the records are not where
they should be. But the firm's registered agent in Massachusetts,
until 1997, was an attorney whose name appears in the Ashworth
Foundation's incorporation papers in 1985."

"Frankie."

"I am not finished."

"Of course you are not finished."

Frankie tapped the third deed.

"Lighthouse parcel. 1994. Small lot adjacent to the keeper's
house. The town sold it for delinquent taxes after Ralph Mercer
died without a will. Northbridge bought it. Flipped it in 1996 to a
small ecological nonprofit who held it for twenty years and sold it
in 2017 to — Sage — to the Ashworth Foundation. Directly. By name.
The Foundation now owns the lot. The lot adjoins town property that
the Foundation has been quietly trying to acquire since 2019."

"They bought it from themselves."

"They bought it from themselves. They washed it through a
nonprofit that no longer exists as an active operation. The
transaction was public. Anyone could find it. No one ever did,
because no one was looking for it. I was looking for it because you
asked me to look."

"Frankie."

"I am not finished."

Sage waited.

Frankie set down the last folder.

"Three estates," Frankie said. "Not properties. Estates. The
decedents — Edna Markham, who was Carl's widow and held some of his
papers, died in 2017. Pearl Lavoie, who was Tom's sister-in-law and
held a box of Tom's old documents, died in 2021. And Ralph Mercer's
son Henry Mercer, who held what was left of his father's
correspondence, died in 2023."

"Vance Estate Services."

"Vance Estate Services handled all three estate cleanouts."

"All three."

"All three. I pulled the probate filings. Vera Vance was the
named estate liquidator on each. She had legitimate access to all
three sets of personal papers. Any document her client had not
already seen was, briefly, in her hands."

The two of them sat for a moment without saying anything.

The cherry petals from the tree across the street had been
coming in through the open window in twos and threes for the last
hour. There were now several on the floor and one on Frankie's
coffee lid. Frankie did not move it. Frankie was looking at the
second deed.

"Coincidence is doing a lot of work here," Frankie said.

"Yes."

"It is doing more work than I am comfortable with."

"Yes."

Frankie tapped the table once.

"I want to do one more night's work on it. I have the original
Bernie files in the back office at the store. There is one box I
have not been through — my dad's personal correspondence from '85
to '89. I have been saving it because it is the one that is going
to make me cry, and I have been waiting for a night when I had the
constitution. I have the constitution tonight. I am going to go
through it after closing."

"Frankie."

"I will be fine. I will bring it to you Wednesday."

"Take it home with you. Take it to my place. We can go through
it together tomorrow."

"Sage."

"Frankie."

"I want to do it alone first. I want to know what is in my
father's words before I share it. He was — he was a careful man. He
kept what he kept for a reason. I owe him the first read."

Sage held her gaze.

Frankie held it back.

It was Frankie who first looked away.

"I will be at the store tonight," Frankie said. "I will lock up
at six. I will work in the back office until I have been through
the box. Then I will go home. Tomorrow I will come here at eight
and we will sit at this table and we will look at what he had to
say. Yes?"

"Yes."

"Sage."

"Yes."

"Don't worry."

"I will worry."

"I know. But don't worry tonight. I am a woman in a hardware
store with a locked door and a box of my dead father's letters. The
most dangerous thing in that room is going to be my own
crying."

Sage almost smiled.

She let it through.

She came around the table. She hugged Frankie. The hug was the
small careful hug of two women who had been hugging each other for
two and a half years and who had become, in that time, the kind of
close that did not require speech. Frankie smelled like the
hardware store — old wood, fresh-cut pine, the small metallic note
of nails in bins. Sage tucked her face against Frankie's shoulder
for a second longer than usual.

Frankie patted her back.

"Sage."

"Yes."

"It will be all right."

"All right."

Frankie pulled back. She gathered the folders. She left the
second cherry petal on the lid of her coffee. She stood.

Shadow came up onto the table.

He had been on the windowsill for an hour. He had come down at
some point during the second LLC. He had crossed the bakery floor
in his small silent way and had jumped up onto the bench, and from
the bench onto the small two-top, and he was now sitting squarely
on top of Frankie's third folder.

He looked at Frankie.

Frankie looked at him.

"Shadow," Frankie said.

He did not move.

"I need that folder."

He did not move.

"You are sitting on my late father's 1991 correspondence."

He did not move.

Sage almost laughed.

"He is being thorough," Sage said.

"He is being a paperweight."

"Same thing."

"Sage."

"He will let you up."

He let her up. He did it without ceremony — he stood, he
stretched, he leapt down to the bench, and from the bench to the
floor, and he walked, without looking back, to the small bowl Sage
kept under the window where the cherry petals had been collecting.
He sat on top of three petals. He stared at Frankie.

Frankie picked up the folder.

"Cat," Frankie said.

"Cat," Sage agreed.

Frankie went out the front door. The bell rang. The door
closed.

Sage stood at the table for a long moment.

She picked up the cherry petal Shadow had been sitting under.
She put it in the small chipped sugar bowl Esme had given her at
Christmas.

She would remember, later, that she had done this.

Mari was at Sea Salt & Honey at
one-thirty when Sage walked in.

The shop was warm. The shop smelled of brown sugar and the small
specific yeasted smell of croissant dough on its third fold. The
chalkboard above the counter said, in Mari's looping hand,
Welcome, friends. We have laminated for
you. A line of three customers was being walked through the
pastry case by Mari's afternoon counter girl, who Sage did not yet
know by name and who was reciting, with great seriousness, the
names of every laminated pastry as if reading from a small
ceremonial scroll.

Sage went around the counter and into the kitchen.

Mari was at the long stainless bench with her hands in a bowl of
buttercream.

She looked up. She saw Sage. She smiled.

"Holloway."

"Bautista."

"You smell like lemon."

"I smell like one-third teaspoon of lavender
per batch. I am being very precise today."

"Mrs. Inglesby?"

"Mrs. Inglesby."

Mari laughed. Mari had a laugh that came from the lower lung —
it was the laugh of a woman who had baked in five different
bakeries by the age of thirty-six and had survived them and was, as
a result, harder to startle than most people. She wiped her hands.
She came around the bench. She pulled Sage into a hug. Mari hugged
the way she did everything else — with full commitment and no
apology.

"Are you ready?"

"I am ready."

"I have done the structural test."

"And."

"Three tiers held overnight. Brown sugar buttercream stayed at
firm-peak from forty-eight degrees up through seventy-three. I
tested it at seventy-five — which I do not expect the barn to hit,
but which I tested for paranoia — and the buttercream began to
slump on the lower tier at minute nineteen. Not collapse. Slump. We
will be eating cake before that. We will be inside the safe
window."

"You tested it for nineteen minutes at seventy-five
degrees."

"I tested it for an hour at seventy-five degrees. The first
eighteen minutes the buttercream was uncomplaining. The slump began
at nineteen. By forty minutes the tier was leaning at six degrees.
By an hour I had to euthanize it on aesthetic grounds."

"Mari."

"What."

"You euthanized a cake."

"I gave it a humane end."

"You ate it."

"I ate part of it. The rest went to my neighbor's chickens.
Nothing is wasted."

Sage almost laughed.

She let it through.

She came over to the bench. Mari uncovered a small platter she
had set aside under cling film. On the platter were six sugar-glass
cherry blossoms. They were pale pink. They were thin. They had been
pulled and shaped with the small careful patience of a woman who
had practiced sugar work in a Boston culinary school in her
twenties and had not, until last fall, had a use for it again. The
sugar blossoms were each about an inch and a half across. They
caught the light from the kitchen's big west window and threw it
back in five small bright points.

Sage stood very still.

"Mari."

"Yes."

"They are beautiful."

"I am making twenty-four."

"Twenty-four."

"Twelve for the cake. Six for the tablescape. Six in reserve,
because sugar glass breaks if you look at it wrong. By Saturday
week, I will have twenty-four perfect cherry blossoms in a covered
tray in my walk-in and we will set them on the cake the morning
of."

Sage put her hand, briefly, on the small of Mari's back.

"Thank you."

"Holloway."

"Yes."

"It is the cake. It is the whole cake. You and Owen are getting
the cake, and the cake is going to be the best cake I have ever
made, because it is for you, and because Frankie said in February
that the cake was non-negotiably good and I
have been afraid of Frankie since 2019."

"Everyone is afraid of Frankie."

"It is a healthy fear. The hardware store would not run without
it."

Sage smiled.

She did not let it through all the way this time.

She was thinking, briefly, of Frankie at her father's box of
correspondence, alone in the back office of Novak Hardware, with
the small lamp she always used at her desk and the small radio she
never turned off and the door, Sage hoped, locked behind her.

She came back to the kitchen.

"What else is left," she asked.

"Vanilla bean pods. I have four. I have ordered six more for
redundancy. The apple butter is in the walk-in — I made it on
Sunday from the last of last fall's apples. The brown sugar
buttercream we have just discussed. The vanilla bean buttercream
for the layers between filling and outer layer — I will make that
fresh on Friday. The crumb coat will go on Friday night. The final
coat Saturday morning of."

"Mari."

"Yes."

"I will see you Saturday."

"Saturday."

She kissed Mari on the cheek. She left through the front door so
the line of customers could see her — Mari had asked her to do
this, once, in March, because the line liked to see the two bakers
being friends, and Sage had made it a habit. She waved. The pastry
counter girl beamed. An older woman with a small dog tucked into
her coat said Best wishes, dear in a voice
that suggested she had practiced.

Sage walked back up Main Street.

The cherry tree was still falling.

The Murder Mystery Club met at six-thirty.

The back room of the Crescent Harbor Library was warm. The fire
had been lit at five-forty-five by Caleb, who had taken on the
duties of fire-lighting in February and had decided, with the
gravity of a young man trying to make a tradition his, that the
fire on a Club night should be small and well-laid and lit by a
single match. He had not yet, in twelve weeks of attendance, used a
second match. Sage suspected he would die rather than break the
streak.

The Dez Carroway Memorial Reading Nook was, as always, on the
far side of the fire. Dez's old armchair sat in it. The chair was
empty. The chair had been empty for two years.

Frankie's chair, beside Dez's, was not empty.

Frankie was in it.

She had come straight from the hardware store. She had not yet
gone to the back office. She was, she had said, going to do the
work after the meeting; she had brought a thermos of coffee to
drink at the meeting and had told Caleb she was going to make him
bring the firewood in next Tuesday because she had brought it in
for two weeks running and her shoulders, she said, were
forty-six years old now and they would like a
younger man to take a turn. Caleb had agreed at once.

Esme came in at six-thirty-two.

Owen came in at six-thirty-three.

Caleb's fiancée Tessa came in with him at six-thirty-five, in a
soft blue cardigan with her library badge still on, holding a small
paper bag she handed to Sage at the door. The bag contained four
oatmeal cookies. Tessa had been baking, badly but with great
commitment, for the last two months as a Sage-adjacent hobby. Sage
accepted the bag with the small careful seriousness that the
situation required.

Margaret came in at six-thirty-nine.

She came in alone.

She wore the long camel coat she had been wearing since
November. The coat looked, in late April, like a slightly different
coat — the same wool, the same cut, but in spring light the camel
was almost gold. She removed the coat. She hung it on the hook by
the door. She wore underneath it a soft heather-gray cardigan and a
pearl necklace Sage had been seeing for two and a half years now
and had stopped pretending not to notice.

"Margaret."

"Sage."

"You are well."

"I am very well, dear. The spring has been kind to me."

"It has been kind to all of us."

"Yes."

Margaret moved to the small armchair across the fire from
Frankie. She sat. She accepted the cup of tea Esme handed her
without speaking — Esme, in her quiet way, had been the one who
poured the tea at Club for two years now, and she did it without
consulting anyone, because she had observed once that Margaret took
milk and no sugar and Frankie took black and Caleb took two sugars
and one cream and Owen took the same way Margaret did and Sage took
whatever was poured. Esme remembered. Esme always remembered.

The Club settled.

Frankie presented the month's case file — the meeting's reading
had been Christie's A Murder Is Announced,
which Frankie had been re-reading since March and had a small
precise opinion about. She walked them through the timeline. She
walked them through the false sister. She walked them through Miss
Marple's small careful misdirection of the entire village. She had
brought, in her own folder, a small chart showing every named
character and their position in the manor house at the moment of
the announced murder.

The Club voted on the killer.

Five of them got it right.

Margaret got it right.

Margaret always got it right.

She had been the only Club member in five years, Sage knew, who
had been right one hundred percent of the time. Sage had been right
ninety-one percent. Frankie ninety-three. Esme — who had only
joined eighteen months ago — was at
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