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Chapter 1: Sourdough
Mornings

The dough had been retarding in the walk-in since midnight.

Sage stood in the warm half-dark of The Proving Ground's kitchen
with the cold of the walk-in still on her hands, lifting the first
of the round bannetons out of their slow-cold sleep. The dough
inside had not slept. It had been working in the cold the way a
worker works through a long quiet night — slowly, patiently, with
all the small chemistry happening one molecule at a time. The cold
had not stopped the dough. The cold had only slowed it down, and
slowing down was, for sourdough, the point.

Outside, the windows were feathered with frost.

She set the first banneton on the counter. The dough inside had
risen exactly the height she had wanted. She loved this hour. She
loved the hour before she was sure of anything else.

She slid one hand under the dough and turned it out onto the
cornmeal-dusted peel. It came out the way good winter dough came
out — taut on the top, slightly wrinkled where it had pulled away
from the banneton's coils, alive in a way you could feel through
the cornmeal. She scored it with a single curved cut. The cut
opened slowly, like a mouth deciding to speak.

The oven was at five hundred degrees. She slid the loaf onto the
stone.

It was four-fifteen in the morning.

The frost on the window was the kind that drew its own pictures
— feathers and fern fronds, the small careful crystals of a cold
snap that had been holding the harbor for nine days. Twelve degrees
out there. Eleven, if you trusted the weather radio, which Sage did
not, because the weather radio had been wrong four times in a row
last week and Sage had decided she was finished with it for the
season.

She stretched her back. She poured herself a third cup of
coffee.

Through the steam she could see, across the harbor, the lights
of Ashworth House.

The lights had been on a great deal lately.

Margaret had begun coming back into public view in early
December. A holiday tea at the Historical Society. A small donation
announced to the library. A short letter to the editor of the
Crescent Harbor Gazette about the preservation of the old chandlery
facade on Front Street. Each appearance had been correct and small
and gracious. Each had been noticed.

Sage had noticed.

Recovering elder, she had told herself
once, in November, when she had still been trying. The woman is allowed to come back.

She had stopped saying it in December.

She turned away from the window.

She had two more bannetons to set on the stone. The doughnuts
came next. After the doughnuts the cardamom buns, which had been
Lily's idea last winter and had become a Saturday tradition. After
the cardamom buns the brown butter shortbread, which Sage made in
batches of forty because the regulars had started asking for them
by the dozen. After the shortbread the day would begin.

She set the second loaf in. The smell that came out of the oven
when she opened the door was the smell of fall wheat caramelizing —
the maillard reaction beginning where the crust met the heat. The
smell would be on Main Street by six. The smell traveled further in
winter than in summer, because the cold air held it longer. There
was a science to that, too. Cold molecules moved slower; aromas
dispersed less. The bakery on a January morning could be smelled,
on a windless day, almost to the harbormaster's office.

Sage smiled into the oven and shut the door.

The back-door bell jingled.

"Don't tell me you've been here since two," came Lily's voice
from the mudroom.

"I haven't been here since two."

"Sage."

"I came down at twelve to put the bannetons in the walk-in. I
went back upstairs. I came down again at three."

"That is not a meaningful difference."

"It is meaningful to my circadian rhythm."

"You do not have a circadian rhythm. You have a sourdough
rhythm. They are not the same."

Lily Torres came into the kitchen in three layers, a wool hat
pulled down over her ears, the smell of cold air clinging to her
like a second coat. She had not yet had coffee. Her cheeks were
red. Her glasses had fogged. She unwound her scarf with the brisk
competence of a woman who had walked five blocks in twelve-degree
weather and had decided to live through it on principle.

She kissed the top of Sage's head as she passed. They had begun
doing this six months ago. Sage was still surprised by it every
time.

"Emma's home today?" Sage asked.

"Snow day. Officially. She will be here by ten with her library
books and her thermos. She is bringing the new one. About the
squirrel who steals a violin."

"Of course she is."

"She is reading it aloud to me at bedtime now. We are on chapter
four. I think the squirrel is going to be redeemed."

"Squirrels rarely are."

"Sage."

"Sorry."

Lily tied her apron. She washed her hands. She poured herself
the coffee Sage had been keeping warm for her. She looked at the
bannetons on the counter and at the loaf in the oven and at the
three more loaves she would now make herself, because that was how
they worked Saturdays in winter — Sage and Lily, side by side, two
pairs of hands at one long marble counter, with the smell of yeast
and butter rising slowly from the boards.

"Winter flour," Lily said, dipping her fingers into the bowl
Sage had set out. "How is it behaving."

"Slow. The way I like it."

"Why does winter flour behave differently."

Sage smiled. Lily already knew. Lily had asked this question on
a January morning a year ago and Sage had answered it, and Lily had
memorized the answer, and now Lily asked it every winter as a small
ritual.

"Winter flour is older," Sage said, the way she said it every
January. "The harvest was last summer. By January the flour has
dried further than the summer flour did. It absorbs water
differently. It ferments more slowly. The slowness is the gift.
Cold and old work together. The yeast slows down but the
lactobacillus keeps going. Lactobacillus is what gives sourdough
its sourness, and lactobacillus likes the cold. So a winter
sourdough is a longer, slower, tangier loaf. It tastes like
January."

"It tastes like January," Lily repeated, satisfied, as if she
had been waiting to hear it. "I am going to put that on the
chalkboard."

"Do not put that on the chalkboard. People will ask what it
means."

"They will buy more bread when they ask."

"Lily."

"Sage."

"All right. Put it on the chalkboard."

By five-thirty the loaves were out. By five-forty-five the
doughnuts were in the fryer. The bakery smelled of bread crust and
warm fat and the first hint of cardamom from the buns proofing in
the warm corner by the stove. Sage was rolling the cardamom dough
out on the marble counter, her hands sticky with butter and sugar,
when the back door opened again.

Owen came in with two travel mugs and the small specific cold of
a man who had walked from the apartment one block over.

He set one mug on the counter for her. The other he held with
both hands.

"You smell like a doughnut," he said, by way of greeting, as he
had said every winter morning he had brought her coffee for the
last two years.

"You smell like coffee. Are we just describing each other?"

"We are."

He leaned over the counter and kissed her. It was a quick kiss,
the kind a person gives when there is flour on the cheek of the
person they live with. Sage smiled into the cup he had handed
her.

Owen Yates was in his third year of working from a small
architecture office on Front Street, half a block from the
harbormaster. He had given up his Boston commute eighteen months
ago and had not, by his own report, missed a single thing about it.
He had absorbed, in the giving up, a certain bakery slowness that
suited him. His hair was slightly too long again. His coat was the
wool one Diane had bought him at Christmas, with the small leather
elbow patches he had been embarrassed about and was now devoted
to.

He looked at the cardamom dough on the counter.

"Saturday rolls."

"Saturday rolls."

"Have you decided on the wedding cake yet."

"I have. I am not telling you."

"Sage."

"It is in May. You have four months."

"I do not need to know what is in it. I just want to know the
shape."

"Three tiers. Round. Bittersweet on the top tier. You have
already seen the sketch. Do not pretend you have not."

"I have seen it. I have not been
told. There is a difference."

"There is no difference."

"There is a procedural difference. A man wants his fiancée to
tell him. It is part of the courtship."

"We are not courting. We are engaged."

"The courtship continues."

She laughed once into her coffee, and floured her hands again,
and went on rolling out the cardamom dough. Owen sat on the high
stool by the wall with his coffee and his phone and the relaxed
posture of a man who had nowhere to be for forty minutes and was
going to enjoy that fact in the warm of the bakery before the cold
of the office.

He looked up after a moment.

"Mom is coming next weekend."

"I know. The seating chart."

"She has been telling me about the seating chart since November.
She has a binder."

"Of course she has a binder."

"There are sub-sections."

"Owen."

"There are color-coded sub-sections."

"I love your mother."

"I am only telling you what is coming."

Sage cut the cardamom dough into long rectangles, brushed each
one with melted butter, sprinkled the sugared cardamom across the
surface, and began rolling them into spirals. The smell rose. Owen
watched her, because watching her bake was a thing he had decided
he liked, and Sage had stopped pretending it bothered her months
ago.

The bell over the front door jingled.

"Early," Owen said.

"Halberg," Sage said.

She knew without looking, because Halberg came in at six on
Saturdays, give or take three minutes, and the bell at six-oh-two
was Halberg's bell.

Dr. Maren Halberg came in with a knit cap pulled low over her
gray hair and her plaid wool jacket buttoned to the throat. She was
sixty-two and looked it in the way a woman looks her age who has
decided her age is fine and would prefer not to discuss it. Her
cheeks were red from the wind. Her boots were caked with the kind
of grit that came off Sunset Road in January.

She stamped her boots on the mat.

"Holloway."

"Halberg."

"I came on foot. I am regretting it."

"How far on foot."

"From the clinic. I left the car warming."

"That is half a mile in twelve degrees."

"Eleven."

"You trust the radio?"

"I trust my windshield. It said eleven."

Sage smiled. She poured Halberg a coffee. She put a fresh apple
cider doughnut on a plate — the last of the season, made with the
last flat of Henry's seconds, a small farewell to the apples until
next October — and slid it across the counter. Halberg looked at
the doughnut. Halberg picked it up. Halberg ate the whole thing in
three bites without sitting down.

"I needed that more than I knew."

"I had it waiting for you."

"You always do."

"I always will."

Owen, on his stool, raised his coffee cup in greeting. Halberg
returned the gesture. Halberg had been to two of the Club meetings
since Cap's case had closed — she had become, in the slow way the
Club absorbed people, one of the warm peripheral presences. She was
not a member, but she came when she was free. She had become, since
November, what Sage had begun to think of as a real friend.

Sage wrapped Halberg's standing order — a sourdough boule and a
half pound of brown butter shortbread for the clinic — in brown
paper and set the package on the counter.

Halberg did not pick it up yet.

"Sage."

"Yes."

"I have been doing some homework. About the cat."

Sage paused, mid-tie of the package's twine. She kept her face
the way her face had been.

"Halberg."

"I know. You did not ask me to."

"I did not."

"I could not help it. The vertebra. The jaw. The shoulder. It
would not leave me alone over the holidays. I have been making
phone calls. I have been writing letters to clinics. Some of the
clinics are gone. Some of the clinics are still there. I have
something. I think I have something."

"What kind of something."

"The kind I do not want to talk about over the counter. The kind
I want to show you. Sage. Could you come to the clinic Wednesday
evening. After I close. Seven-thirty, maybe eight. We will sit. I
will walk you through it. I want to be careful about how I tell
you."

Sage looked at Halberg.

Halberg's face was not playful. Halberg's face was the face of a
woman who had stayed up late several nights in a row reading
something she had not asked to read. The face of a woman who had
not slept well since November, and had not, until this morning,
decided to say so.

"Yes," Sage said. "Wednesday evening. I will be there."

"Bring Owen if you want."

"I will bring Owen."

"Good."

Halberg picked up her brown paper package. She tipped her wool
cap to Owen. She paused at the door and looked back.

"Holloway."

"Yes."

"It is not — it is not a bad thing. I do not want you to spend
three days worried. It is just a thing I have begun to understand
and I want to share it carefully. It may even be a comfort, in its
way."

"All right, Halberg."

"All right."

The bell jingled. The door closed. The cold breath she had
brought in dispersed slowly through the warm.

Owen, on the stool, was watching Sage.

"Wednesday," he said.

"Wednesday."

"I am coming."

"You are coming."

He did not say what he was thinking. Sage did not ask. They had
become, in three months, a couple who did not always say the thing
out loud. The thing was understood. The thing would be there
Wednesday.

She turned back to the cardamom buns.

The buns went into the proofer.

The morning went on.

By seven the bakery had opened.

By seven-fifteen the bell had been jingling steadily for half an
hour. Mrs. Pelletier had come in for her dozen scones and the small
standing argument about the price. Eddie the mailman had come in
for two doughnuts and a coffee to take with him on the route, which
would be a slow one today because the snow on the porches had iced
over and his boots were not the boots he wanted them to be. The
Boudreau boy had come in for the pumpkin bread — Sage still made it
in winter, despite the season, because the Boudreau boy had asked
her not to stop, and the Boudreau boy was nine and Sage was a
sucker for nine.

Mrs. Inglesby came in at seven-thirty with the small careful
step of a woman of sixty-four who had been navigating winter
sidewalks for sixty-four years.

She set her gloves on the counter.

"Marble rye, dear. And one of the cardamom buns when they come
out."

"They are coming out in four minutes."

"I will wait."

She waited. She drank her coffee. She put her hand briefly on
Sage's wrist across the counter, the way she had been doing on
Saturdays since November, and asked after Owen, and Diane, and
Shadow, and the wedding plans, in that order, the way she always
asked. Sage answered each one. Mrs. Inglesby had made herself, in
the months since Cap's death, a small steady presence at the bakery
that Sage had come to depend on without quite knowing she was
depending.

Cap's notebook sat above the till, on its shelf at just above
eye level, where it had been since the second week of November.

Mrs. Inglesby looked at it once, the way she always did. Then
she looked away.

"Teddy is coming down again next month," she said. "For the
closing. The house sold."

"To whom."

"A young couple from Providence. Two children. He likes the
harbor. She likes the kitchen. They are going to put a sun porch
where Cap put his chrysanthemums."

"Oh."

"They will move the chrysanthemums. They have been told. They
asked me where Cap had put them and I told them, and they said they
would put them on the side of the house where they would still get
the morning sun."

"That is kind of them."

"They are kind people. I think Cap would have liked them. They
asked me to come for tea after they move in."

"You will go."

"I will go. I will bring molasses cookies."

"You will."

Mrs. Inglesby got her marble rye and her cardamom bun, and she
paid in cash, and she tipped a quarter, the way she had begun
tipping a quarter in November, in honor of a man who had tipped a
quarter every Saturday for two years.

Sage put the quarter in the small jar by the till that she had
labeled, in pencil, the Cap jar. The jar
was nearly full. When it was full Sage was going to take the money
to the harbor cemetery's groundskeeper for the cemetery
flowers.

The bell jingled.

The morning went on.

The Vance Estate Services envelope arrived in the bakery's mail
at ten o'clock.

Sage saw the return address before she opened it. The envelope
was a heavy cream paper with a small embossed V in dark green at the back, the kind of embossed that
had been done by a printer who knew his work. Sage looked at the
V for a moment. The V did not, by itself, mean anything. The V was a normal V. And yet.

She opened the envelope at the counter.

Inside was a single sheet on the same heavy paper. The note was
typed.

Ms. Holloway,

This is to confirm your attendance at the
Wexford estate bequest meeting on Monday, January 27, at 10:00 AM
in the offices of Whitman & Bowes, Front Street. As recipient
of one item from Mrs. Wexford's estate, your presence is
appreciated though not required. The reading should take
approximately one hour.

Please accept my condolences on Mrs. Wexford's
passing. She spoke of your bakery often and with great
affection.

Very truly yours,

Vera C. Vance

Vance Estate Services

Sage read the note twice.

She folded it in thirds. She put it in the small basket by the
till where she kept the appointments for the week.

Then she stood at the counter for a moment with her hand on the
basket and let her brain do what her brain had begun to do whenever
the name Vance crossed her counter, which was to slow down, take a
breath, and look around the bakery to remind herself where she was
and who was in it. Owen had gone to the office. Lily was at the
espresso machine. Emma was at the chair by the window with a hot
chocolate and the squirrel book. Shadow was on the front sill in
his usual loaf, eyes half-lidded, tail curled, watching Main
Street.

The bakery was warm. The bakery was hers.

She moved on.

The Club met that evening.

It was the first meeting of the new year, and Sage had brought
too much from the bakery, because she had not been able to decide
what would feel right for January. She brought cardamom buns. She
brought brown butter shortbread. She brought a small tin of the
last of the apple cider doughnuts. She brought a thermos of hot
chocolate because the library's small kitchen had stopped making it
that month and she had decided someone should.

The library at quarter past seven smelled, as it always smelled,
of varnish and old paper and the small good fire in the Franklin
stove that June Hollister had laid an hour before. The wood-paneled
back room was warm in the way only old rooms could be warm —
slowly, evenly, with the heat soaked into the wood over a century
of fires.

The chairs were arranged in their usual half-circle.

The Dez chair sat closest to the fire.

It still sat closest to the fire. It would always sit closest to
the fire. The Club had decided this in November, when Esme had
joined formally and the chair arrangement had been settled. The Dez
chair did not need to be filled. The Dez chair needed to be
remembered.

On the small reading table beside Dez's chair was a fresh sprig
of bittersweet that Esme had clipped from the bush behind the
Historical Society. Bittersweet in January was a different thing
from bittersweet in October — the orange berries had darkened, the
husks had cracked, the whole branch had the small careful dignity
of something past its time. It looked, on the table, exactly the
way it should have looked.

Sage set her trays on the side table.

The Club arrived in stages.

Frankie arrived first, in her hardware-store jacket, with her
face the color of a sea-glass November sky in the cheeks and her
hair under a wool cap. She wrapped Sage in a hug that smelled of
motor oil and laundry soap.

"Holloway."

"Novak."

"I bought the dress."

"You did not."

"I did. Yesterday. After work. I drove to Bath and I tried on
four and I bought one."

"Frankie."

"Don't make it a thing."

"It is a thing."

"It is a dress."

"It is the maid-of-honor dress. It is a thing."

"It is — fine. It is a thing. Sage. I bought it."

"What color."

"Hunter green."

Sage almost cried. She did not cry. She hugged Frankie a second
time, briefly, and Frankie pretended not to notice, and they both
stepped back, and Sage said something dry about Frankie having
beaten Lily to the dress by a week, and Frankie said something
drier about how Lily was going to look gorgeous in whatever she
chose, and the moment landed where it needed to land.

Owen came in next. He greeted Frankie with the casual warmth of
a man who had decided two months ago that Frankie was his sister
now. He kissed Sage. He pulled his chair closer to the fire. He had
brought a notebook, because Owen had begun bringing a notebook to
Club meetings, and no one had asked him why.

Esme came in at seven-thirty with a leather satchel and the
small careful smile she had begun wearing to Club meetings. She had
not, in three months of membership, fully relaxed in the
wood-paneled back room. Sage suspected this would take a year. Sage
had decided to let it take a year. Esme nodded to Frankie, accepted
a cardamom bun, took her seat — the wooden chair Owen had moved
closer in November, with the small velvet cushion Owen had brought
from home — and got out her notebook.

Caleb came in at seven-thirty-five.

This was new.

He had asked Sage in December, with the small red-eared
embarrassment of a deputy approaching a thing he had been
considering for weeks, whether he would be allowed to attend the
Club informally. Sage had told him yes. Sage had checked with
Margaret by phone, because Margaret was technically still the
Club's chair. Margaret had said, of course, dear.
The young man has earned the chair. Sage had not asked
Margaret which chair. There was no spare chair. Frankie had
volunteered to share with Caleb until they figured it out. Caleb
had said he would stand. Sage had said no. Owen had brought another
chair from his office that afternoon — a small wooden ladder-back
that he had decided was a Club chair now.

Caleb sat in the new chair. He had brought a thermos of his
grandmother's tomato soup, which he was sharing. He had brought a
notebook of his own, smaller than Owen's. He had brought Lisette
Vibert, his fiancée, in spirit — she is sorry she
could not come tonight, she is at her sister's, he
announced, in the tone of a young man making a small formal apology
— and Sage had said next time, and Caleb
had blushed.

Margaret arrived last.

Margaret always arrived last. Margaret had been arriving last
for fifteen years, in the same gracious unhurried way Margaret
arrived at everything. She wore black wool tonight, and her white
hair was tucked under a soft hat she did not remove until she had
reached her chair, and she greeted each person at the half-circle
as she passed — Owen, Frankie, Esme, Caleb (whom she addressed by
full name and welcomed warmly), Sage.

She sat in the velvet chair by the window.

She inclined her head briefly to Dez's chair.

The Club had, for tonight, six people. The most it had held
since the year before.

The meeting opened.

It opened the way the meetings opened — with the case book.

Sage had been the Club's chair-in-practice since November, when
Margaret had begun deferring to her without saying so. Sage walked
them through the January book — Tana French's The
Searcher, which Esme had chosen for its winter atmosphere —
and the conversation moved in the easy way Club conversation moved
when the case under discussion was on the page and not in the town.
Owen read a paragraph aloud. Frankie disagreed about a suspect.
Caleb, who had not yet read the whole book, listened. Margaret,
when she spoke, was as gracious as always. She liked the book. She
mentioned a small craft point about how French had structured the
third-act reveal. Esme made a note.

Then the conversation turned, the way Club conversations always
turned, to the question of what the Club would read next.

This was where Sage saw it.

The library's old wood mail rack was on the wall beside the
door. The Club's mail came to that rack — invitations, book
recommendations, the occasional Christmas card from old members who
had moved away. June Hollister had pinned the Club's January mail
to the rack earlier that week. There was a folded program from a
writers' conference in Portland. There was a card from a former
member in Florida.

There was a third envelope. Cream paper. Hand-addressed.

Sage saw the handwriting.

It was Trish Gallagher's handwriting.

Sage knew the handwriting because Trish had signed two years'
worth of Club case notes in that handwriting before the events at
the end of summer year before last, after which Trish had not
returned to the Club, and after which the Club had not, by anyone's
stated choice, removed Trish's name from the mailing list. The card
was a Christmas card. It had been mailed in late December. It had
been pinned to the rack waiting for the first meeting of the new
year, because June was the kind of librarian who did not open Club
mail.

Margaret, in the velvet chair, had also seen the envelope.

She had seen it, Sage suspected, when she had come in.

The meeting continued. The book conversation moved to the
question of the February reading. Frankie suggested a Louise Penny.
Caleb, looking up from his soup, mentioned he had been wanting to
read The Sweetness at the Bottom of the
Pie. Esme suggested a recent translation of a Norwegian
mystery. Margaret listened, and made small approving remarks, and
did not look at the wall.

At eight-thirty Sage stood to refresh the snack table.

Margaret stood at the same moment.

"I will help you, dear. My knees would like to remember they are
knees."

The two of them moved to the side table. Sage replenished the
cardamom buns. Margaret reached for the thermos of hot chocolate
and poured herself a small cup. She did this in the unhurried way
Margaret did things. She did it with her back to the room.

Then she stepped sideways, half a step, in the small motion of a
woman moving for
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