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The Hollow Crumb

— Elara —

The town smells exactly the same.

That's the first thing I notice when I roll down the window of the van somewhere along Millbrook Road, still a mile outside Sugarmill Hollow's center, the October dark pressing in from both sides. Wood smoke. Lake water. The faint ghost of someone's early oven — something yeasty and warm drifting from the direction of the old bakehouse on Crane Street, the one that's been there since before I was born, before my grandmother brought her copper pots and her French opinions to this particular corner of Vermont and decided it would do.

It smells like home.

I roll the window back up.

I don't need it to smell like home. I need it to smell like a job.

The van's headlights find the cobblestone of Main Street at 5:47 a.m., and Sugarmill Hollow offers itself to me in the particular way of a town still half-asleep — unhurried, unguarded, its charm genuine only because no one is performing it yet. The maple trees lining the center square have turned the color of old caramel, and a few last leaves detach as I drive under them, spiraling down through the headlight beams like something out of a postcard no one would believe. The lake is invisible behind the tree line but I can feel it the way you always can, that particular weight in the air, the way the cold here has a different texture than cold anywhere else.

I catalogue everything through the windshield.

The hardware store. Still Brannigan's, still with the green awning that's been fading since 2019. The flower shop — new ownership, different window boxes, lavender where there used to be mums. The alley between the post office and the old insurance building, wide enough for a delivery vehicle, narrow enough to feel private. The Town Hall, dark except for the security light above the entrance, the Golden Whisk Invitational banner just visible against the facade, white and gold and already too large.


Mercer Ridge Vineyard — Proud Sponsor.


I don't look at that part longer than I look at anything else. I have learned, over six years, to give everything exactly the same amount of attention in public. It is one of the more useful things I have learned.

I find my address — a narrow brick storefront on the east side of the square, flanked by a frame shop and a winter-closed ice cream parlor — and I parallel park the van with the precision of a woman who has been rehearsing this particular arrival for two years. The sign is already in the window, installed by the property manager last week: The Hollow Crumb, in the same restrained gold lettering I used before. The same name. Some people would have changed it. I am not some people.

I sit in the van for sixty seconds with my hands on the wheel.

Not because I am uncertain. Not because I am afraid.

Because I want to remember this moment — the specific quality of the dark, the smell of the town, the feeling of the engine going quiet under my hands — the way you mark a thing that matters. The way you say: this is the line. Everything before. Everything after.

Then I get out.

The key turns on the first try, which I take as the universe being professionally courteous.

Inside, the space smells of fresh paint and old brick and the particular emptiness of a room waiting to become something. I find the light panel by feel — I memorized the floor plan from the listing months ago — and the overhead prep lights come on in a warm, even wash that turns the stainless steel counters gold. I stand in the center of my kitchen and breathe.

This is yours, I tell myself. You built it back. You built it twice.

I start unpacking.

The copper pots first — eight of them, graduated, each one dented in exactly the places a copper pot should be dented, which is to say they have been used continuously and without apology for twenty years. My grandmother's. Her name is on the base of the largest one in a script so worn it's nearly gone. I hang them in order on the overhead rack and the kitchen becomes a kitchen.

Then the knife roll. Carbon steel, Japanese handles, the leather gone soft from use. I line them up on the magnetic strip above the prep station and run my eyes down them the way a surgeon checks instruments before an operation. Everything present. Everything sharp.

On the shelf above the prep station, between the spice rack and the small radio I've had since culinary school, I set a framed photograph face-down.

I do not turn it over.

Not tonight. Tonight I am not that woman yet. Tonight I am only the caterer, the businesswoman, the woman returning to a town she left — for reasons, people will say, because people always say reasons when they don't know the specifics and can feel, instinctively, that the specifics are large. Tonight I need my hands and my head and nothing else. The photograph is for a later chapter.

I find the biscuit tin at the bottom of the second crate, under the immersion circulator and the vintage biscuit de Reims molds I bought in Épernay the year I stopped crying on public transportation. The tin is painted cream with pink roses, which is a ridiculous design for the object it actually contains. Inside: a small hardcover notebook, graph-paper pages, my handwriting in two colors of ink — black for facts, blue for questions, red for the things I know but cannot yet prove.

I open to the next clean page.

I write today's date.

I write two words: I'm back.

I lock the tin and put it under the prep counter, behind the stand mixer, in the corner where it will look like nothing more than a decorative prop if anyone who shouldn't be looking happens to look.

Then I turn on the oven.

Financiers require brown butter, and brown butter requires patience.

You cannot rush the browning. You bring the butter to a melt over medium heat and then you wait — you watch the foam, you smell the change, you listen for the moment the sizzle drops in pitch and the nutty sweetness hits the back of your throat. Go too fast and you have clarified butter. Go too slow and you have nothing wrong, exactly, just something that never fully became what it could have been. The line between golden and burnt is thirty seconds and full attention. I have made this particular mistake exactly once in my life, in a different kitchen, under different circumstances.

I do not make it twice.

The batter comes together from memory — almond flour, powdered sugar, egg whites, the browned butter, a scrape of vanilla. No written recipe. I have never written this recipe down. It lives in my hands the way some things live in the body, below thought, below language, in the part of you that doesn't require permission to remember.


I made these the morning before the Harvest Festival hearing. I remember the way the tin felt coming out of the oven. I remember the smell of them, warm and golden and good, sitting on the cooling rack while the phone rang with the news that the health board had upheld the violation. That the license was suspended. That the business I had built from a rented kitchen and my grandmother's copper pots and four years of sixteen-hour days was, as of that morning, over.

I remember leaving the financiers on the cooling rack.

I remember walking out without eating a single one.


I pipe the batter into the molds now — twelve small oblongs, precisely filled — and slide the tray into the oven. Set the timer. And the kitchen fills, slowly, with the smell of something coming back.

Nadia arrives at seven o'clock with such force that the front door announces her before she opens it — the sound of luggage wheels on cobblestone, a car door closing with the confidence of someone who has absolutely overpacked and refuses to be ashamed of it, and then a series of rapid knocks that are less knock knock and more I am here, I have arrived, adjust your reality accordingly.

I open the door.

She is standing on my doorstep in a burnt-orange coat with a coffee carrier in one hand and a piece of paper in the other — the coffee order, I realize, written on her palm in ballpoint, one Americano no sugar, one cortado oat milk, like a normal person — and her expression is the one she has been wearing in my imagination for the past six years whenever I pictured this: eyes too bright, smile too controlled, the look of a woman holding herself very carefully together because she will absolutely not cry on a public street in a small town at seven in the morning.

"You look terrible," she says.

"I drove overnight."

"I know. You still look terrible. Also the sign looks good. Also—" She stops. She looks at me. The script drops. Just for a moment, just between us, Nadia Voss sets down the luggage and the coffee carrier and takes my face in both hands and looks at me the way only one person on earth looks at me — like someone reading a document she has been studying for a very long time, checking every line for damage, relieved by what's still there.

"You don't have to smile yet," she says. "We just got here."

I smile anyway.

It takes more effort than it should and less effort than I expected. The gap between those two things is, I think, called progress.

"Get inside," I tell her. "The financiers have four minutes."

We eat them warm, standing at the prep counter, not talking about any of the real things yet because the real things require the right kind of quiet, and the kitchen doesn't have that quiet yet — it's still a new space, still earning its atmosphere, still learning us. Nadia eats two and pronounces them aggressively good, which is her highest compliment. I eat one and feel, for approximately thirty seconds, something close to peace.

Then I go back to unpacking.

She watches me work for a while — Nadia has always understood the difference between helping and witnessing, which is one of the many reasons she is the only person on earth I trust completely — and then she starts on her own luggage, filling the small apartment above the bakery with the particular chaos of her presence. I can hear her moving around up there, the slide of dresser drawers, the thump of boots dropped, her voice drifting down the back stairs occasionally in what sounds like a running commentary on the apartment's decor that she is delivering to herself for her own entertainment.

I unpack the spice rack.

Alphabetical, the way I always do it — the way my grandmother did it, the way any kitchen worth its salt maintains its spice rack, because when you are mid-prep and you need the cardamom in twelve seconds you do not have time for a search. Bay leaves. Black pepper. Caraway. Cardamom. Cinnamon. Cloves.

I pick up the next jar and stop.


Bitter almond extract.


I hold it to the kitchen light. Small glass jar, commercial label, the seal unbroken. The amber liquid inside sits perfectly still. I don't remember packing it. I have no professional use for it — everything I make with almonds uses pure almond extract or almond paste, never the bitter variety, never this particular concentration. It's not something I would buy. It's not something I would own.


It is, however, exactly what someone used to contaminate my marzipan preparation six years ago.


I set it on the shelf.

I place it between the anise and the caraway and I make a note of it — not in the journal, not yet, just in the part of my mind where I keep the things that are probably nothing and might be everything. I will look at it again tomorrow. I will ask myself again where it came from. I will give it the same even attention I give everything else.

Not more. Not less.

I move on to the next box.

By nine o'clock the kitchen is mine — copper overhead, knives mounted, ovens calibrated, the prep counter clear and clean and smelling of lemon oil and possibility. Nadia comes back downstairs with her hair done and an opinion about the apartment's bathroom tiles and a list of people she has already remembered she dislikes in this town, which she delivers while eating her third financier with the serenity of someone who considers information-gathering a recreational activity.

I let her talk. I listen the way I always listen: fully, quietly, filing everything.

Outside, Sugarmill Hollow is waking up. I can hear the delivery trucks on the cobblestone, the distant bell of the post office clock, someone hosing down the sidewalk in front of the bakehouse on Crane Street. A life-sized world going about its morning, unhurried and particular and completely unaware that anything has changed.

It hasn't. Not yet.

But change, in my experience, is less about the moment it happens and more about the moment someone decides it will. I made that decision a long time ago. I made it in a hospital bed in Paris with the particular clarity that comes from losing everything you thought you were building toward. I made it again every year since, on the same date, in the same rented kitchen, over a batch of kouign-amann I never served to anyone.

I made it this morning, in this kitchen, in sixty seconds with my hands on a steering wheel.

I am not here because I am angry, though I am. I am not here because I am grieving, though I do. I am here because six years ago someone used this town to take something from me that cannot be returned, and the only answer to an unreturnable thing is to make certain it cannot be done again. To anyone. By anyone.

I am here because I am patient and I am precise and I have done my homework and I am, as of this morning, inside the room.

I look out the front window at the Golden Whisk banner across the square.


Mercer Ridge Vineyard — Proud Sponsor, Fifteenth Year.


I look at it for exactly as long as I look at anything else.

Then I start on the prep list for tomorrow.

The morning I came back to Sugarmill Hollow, the whole town smelled like burnt caramel — that particular sweetness that tips into bitterness exactly one half-degree too late. I noticed it when I unlocked The Hollow Crumb at six. I chalked it up to the sugar works down the street. I would remember it later. I always do — after the fact, when remembering is the only thing left.


Elara's Brown Butter Financiers

These are not a recipe, exactly — they are a practice. Make them when you need your hands to remember what they know. Brown the butter until it smells like hazelnuts and sounds like rain. Fold the batter slowly. Fill the molds no more than three-quarters. The oven will do the rest. They are best eaten warm, standing up, in a kitchen that is becoming yours.

Pair with: a strong Americano, no sugar. Something that doesn't pretend to be soft.
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Chapter Two
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The Golden Whisk

— Elara —

I have exactly three minutes before someone introduces themselves to me.

I know this the way I know most things — through observation, through pattern, through the particular social physics of a room full of people performing importance at each other. Three minutes is the standard window at an industry preview event between arrival and first contact. Long enough to read the room. Short enough that lingering looks purposeful rather than lost.

I use all three.

The Sugarmill Hollow Town Hall has not changed in six years. Same wide-plank floors the color of old honey. Same vaulted ceiling strung with Edison bulbs that someone in the 1990s decided were charming and no subsequent administration has had the energy to contradict. The room is full in the particular way of an event that people attend less for the content than for the information — who is here, who isn't, who is standing with whom, and what the arrangement of bodies in this room tells you about the arrangement of power in this town.

I read it the way I read a new kitchen: exits first, then the heat sources, then the pressure points.

Three long tables along the east wall hold vendor displays — catering portfolios, bakery samples under glass domes, a hand-lettered signage situation that suggests more enthusiasm than budget. The west wall is staged for the sponsors: cocktail-height tables with white linens and branded materials, the Sugarmill Hollow Invitational Committee's official banner overhead, and beside it, occupying approximately forty percent more visual real estate than any other single sponsor, a longer, newer, more expensively printed banner.


Mercer Ridge Vineyard — Proud Sponsor, Golden Whisk Invitational, Fifteenth Year.


I give it exactly as long as I give everything else.

I take out my phone. I photograph it. I add the photograph to the folder I keep on the second screen of my camera roll, behind the food portfolio shots, labeled Assets and Liabilities. I keep moving.

Near the entrance, Deputy Soren Hale is doing what I am doing, which is to say he is standing very still in a room full of movement, watching. He has the particular stillness of law enforcement at a civilian event — technically off-duty, never fully off, the eye always moving even when the body is relaxed. He hasn't spotted me yet. I adjust my line through the room by approximately eight feet to the left, take a flute of sparkling water from a passing tray, and file him under Not Yet. Not an enemy. Not an asset. A variable. I have time.

What I do not have is sentiment, and it is sentiment, specifically, that I am managing most carefully tonight.

Because I have been in this room before.


Not this exact room — the Harvest Festival dinner was held in the east wing, the long one with the French doors that open onto the square, the one they use for the big events. But close enough. Close enough that the smell of the place — old wood and buffed floors and the specific institutional warmth of a Vermont public building in October — puts me somewhere I am not supposed to go tonight.


I eat a canapé.

It is a competent canapé. Smoked trout on buckwheat blini, crème fraîche, a single dill frond placed with more intention than the kitchen probably gets credit for. I note the sourcing would be local — there's a trout farm on the north side of the lake — and the blini are made from scratch, not a mix. Someone in the catering department cares. I file that, too. You can learn a great deal about a town from who it trusts with its food.

The croque-en-bouche towers are positioned at both ends of the central dessert display, and they are, I will give them this, impressive from a distance.

I do a slow orbit of the nearer one, holding my sparkling water, looking for all the world like a woman appreciating the architecture of spun caramel. Which I am. I am also looking at the base of the lower-left quadrant, where the profiteroles have been stacked with enthusiasm rather than structural precision, and where the caramel threading — beautiful, amber, catching the Edison light exactly as intended — has bridged two adjacent cream puffs that are bearing unequal weight.

A hairline separation. Maybe three millimeters. The kind of thing that, under the warmth of a crowded room and the slight vibration of a hundred people moving past, becomes a problem in approximately forty minutes.

Nobody else has noticed.

I don't say anything.

I move on.

I am not here to fix their dessert display. I am here to get a catering contract, catalogue a room, and leave with more information than I arrived with. The structural fragility of the croque-en-bouche is interesting for exactly one reason — it tells me the event committee is working with caterers who are technically capable but not meticulously thorough. They prioritize the spectacular over the sound.

I know a family like that.

Near the champagne station, two vendors in matching lanyards are having the kind of conversation people have at industry events when they want to be overheard — just loud enough, just indiscreet enough, the volume calibrated for an audience of two or three.

"—Faye, from Culinary Northeast," the taller one is saying, and something about his tone makes me slow my orbit. "He's here as press, but someone on the organizing committee sponsored the invitation. Nobody's saying who."

The shorter one makes a knowing sound. "He doesn't write reviews. He writes autopsies. Three events he's covered in the last two years have had their funding pulled within six months."

"Bad luck," says the tall one, in a way that means the opposite.

I store the name — Crispin Faye — and keep moving. A food critic with a pattern of destruction, sponsored into an event by an unnamed committee member. In this town. At this event. With this particular Mercer Ridge banner taking up forty percent of the west wall.

I am beginning to understand why I was right to come back.

Judge Petra Holloway finds me, which is its own piece of information — at this kind of event, the head judge does not cross a room for a vendor applicant unless she has already decided the applicant is worth crossing a room for.

She is perhaps sixty, with the posture of a woman who was taught young that a straight back is both a courtesy and a defense. Silver hair cut close, a charcoal blazer that costs more than most of the table displays in this room, and eyes that catalog without appearing to. She is holding a glass of the Mercer Ridge Chardonnay — the current release, the 2024, which I have tasted and found technically competent and quietly dishonest, the way things made by people with something to hide often are.

"You're the Hollow Crumb application," she says, which is not a question.

"Elara Voss." I extend my hand. Her grip is dry and precise. "I'm glad they sent the portfolios in advance. It gave me time to think about the pairings."

She accepts this without comment and opens my portfolio — a real portfolio, leather-bound, organized by event type and then by season, with sourcing notes and wine suggestions in the margins because I have learned that the detail people don't ask for is often the detail that closes the room.

She takes her time.

I let her take it. I watch the room over her shoulder, noting the movement, the clustering, the man in the far corner wearing a Mercer Ridge Vineyard staff lanyard who keeps checking his phone with the specific frequency of someone waiting for a message rather than killing time. Younger than I expected for someone with a staff role. Dark jacket, careful posture. Not a server. Operations, maybe, or events liaison.

I photograph him in my mind and keep his location peripherally.

"Your sourcing is specific," Holloway says. She hasn't looked up from the portfolio. "Most caterers at this level don't cite the farm."

"I cite everything."

She looks up then. Over the top of the portfolio, with the unhurried attention of a woman who has made a career of tasting things carefully and deciding what they actually are rather than what they claim to be. I meet her gaze and give her exactly what I give everyone: warmth, competence, a woman who is exactly what she appears to be.

Something moves in her expression. Not suspicion. Something more complicated. Recognition, maybe, of a particular kind of precision — or something else, something I cannot yet name, something that passes between us and neither of us touches.

"The lamb sourcing note," she says. "Birchwood Farm. That's the Hendersons' place, north of the lake."

"They've been farming that land since 1987. The fall lamb is exceptional."

"It is," she says. "I didn't know caterers from outside the county knew that."

I smile. "I do my research."

She closes the portfolio and holds it for a moment, and I watch her make a decision — I can see the moment it crosses her face, the slight settling of something that had been weighing — and then she hands it back to me.

"I'll speak to the committee before the end of the evening," she says. "The amateur showcase contract hasn't been finalized. I think it should be."

"Thank you, Judge Holloway."

She nods once and moves away, and I watch her go with the specific attention of someone adding a piece to a map that is not yet complete. She had the Mercer Ridge wine in her hand and the Mercer Ridge banner at her back and she still crossed the room and she still made the decision she made.

I don't know yet what that means.

I file it. I keep moving.

The evening has the rhythm of these things: a brief welcome from a committee member whose name I store but whose face I will need to check against the county records I have waiting at home; a slide presentation about the Invitational's history and economic impact; the opening of the official vendor registration at seven-thirty, which creates a queue I position myself in exactly the right place within — third, close enough to suggest enthusiasm, far enough from the front to allow observation.

By eight o'clock I have spoken to eleven people, remembered everything they said, eaten four more canapés (the smoked trout remains the best offering; the cheese board is a missed opportunity), and circled the dessert display twice more.

The croque-en-bouche in the lower-left quadrant has developed into a visible lean.

One of the event servers has noticed and is watching it with the expression of someone calculating whether they are paid enough to intervene.

I watch a small child in a red dress point at it with great interest and say something to her mother that makes her mother laugh. The laugh shakes the table. The tower holds. For now.

Everything holds until it doesn't, I think, and then I look away, because that thought leads somewhere I am not going tonight.

At eight forty-five I check the room one more time before collecting my coat.

It has been a productive evening. I have the contract, or the promise of it, which in a town this size is the same thing. I have seventeen entries in the mental file I have been building since I walked through the door: the vendor who knows more about the health board than a vendor should; the committee member who flinched when someone said Gerald Mercer's name in a positive context; the two servers who arrived in an unmarked van rather than the catering company's branded vehicle; the man with the Mercer Ridge lanyard who has been in the same corner for ninety minutes and received, by my count, four phone calls he took by stepping partially behind the emergency exit door.

And the seventeenth thing, which I notice on my way out, passing the dessert table in the general direction of the cloakroom.

Crispin Faye — I find his face from the description I overheard; fifties, prosperous, the particular self-satisfaction of a man who has built a career from other people's failures — is at the far end of the dessert display, holding a small plate. On the plate: marzipan petits fours, white chocolate shells with the particular bright-green marzipan center that I would recognize at any distance in any light because I spent four years perfecting that specific preparation before someone used it to end everything I had built.


I can smell it from six feet away. Or I think I can. Or my body thinks it can — there is no meaningful difference between a memory and a threat when both of them make you stop walking.


He is eating one.

He is talking, while eating it, to the man with the Mercer Ridge Vineyard lanyard, who is now smiling at something Faye has said, and who turns slightly, catching the light, and I see the lanyard clearly — staff credentials, not press, not vendor.

Someone on Gerald Mercer's payroll fed the critic the marzipan.

I stand very still for exactly one second.

Then I collect my coat, thank the committee volunteer at the door, and walk out into the cold Sugarmill Hollow night.

I noted seventeen things at that party that everyone else missed. The seventeenth was the most important. Crispin Faye was eating marzipan petits fours from the dessert table. He looked very pleased with himself. He was talking to a man I didn't yet know but whose Mercer Ridge Vineyard lanyard caught the light when he turned. By morning, the critic would be dead. I would have been less surprised if I had been paying closer attention to the petits fours.


On Croque-en-Bouche and What It Teaches You

A croque-en-bouche is built from the bottom. The base must be wider than it looks necessary. The caramel threads must cool before the next layer is placed. There are no shortcuts that don't eventually show themselves. Every baker who has tried to rush one has learned this the hard way, usually in front of an audience.

Some things are only impressive until the weight of them becomes too much.

Pair with: anything that tastes like what it actually is.
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Chapter Three
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Bitter Almonds

— Elara —

I wake at four in the morning to the sound of sirens and I already know.

Not the specifics. Not the name, not the venue entrance, not which evidence tech will be first on scene. But the shape of it — the general outline of a thing gone wrong in a particular way — that I know before I am fully upright, before my feet find the cold floor, before the blue-red wash of emergency lights begins strobing through the gap in the curtains of my apartment above The Hollow Crumb.

I sit on the edge of the bed and listen.

Two units. Moving fast, then stopping. Direction: the square. The Town Hall end.

I get dressed in the dark.

I make coffee first because making coffee is a discipline and discipline is what I have instead of the luxury of falling apart. The French press takes four minutes. I use all four of them standing at the kitchen window, watching the lights, counting the seconds between pulses the way you count between lightning and thunder to measure distance. Close. Very close. The venue where the preview party was held last night is three hundred feet from my front door.


Someone on Gerald Mercer's payroll fed the critic the marzipan.


I had written that in the journal before I went to sleep. A hypothesis, I had told myself. A thread worth pulling, not a conclusion. I had been careful. I had been responsible. I had told myself to wait for morning.

Morning came early.

I fill my travel mug. I put on my coat. I go outside.

The cordon is being established as I arrive — two officers unspooling yellow tape across the Town Hall's front approach while Deputy Soren Hale stands at the center of the scene with the still, efficient authority of a man who does not waste movement at four in the morning. He is in plainclothes but carrying his badge on a lanyard, which tells me he was called in rather than already on shift. He got here fast. Either he lives close or he was already awake.

I position myself at the far edge of the gathering crowd — a dozen people so far, drawn by the same sirens that woke me, all of them in various stages of hastily assembled outerwear, all of them with the same question on their faces. I have my coffee. I have my position. I have a clear sight line to the venue entrance and to the evidence technician who has just emerged from the side door carrying two sealed bags.

The first bag: clear plastic, large. Partial contents of the dessert display, by the look of it — the remains of the croque-en-bouche that I watched lean and threaten all evening, now collapsed and bagged and tagged with yellow evidence labels.

The second bag: smaller. White cardboard tray inside, maybe a dozen pieces remaining. White chocolate shells with green centers.

Marzipan petits fours.

The same ones.

I drink my coffee. My hands are steady. I have spent six years making sure my hands are steady for exactly this kind of moment, the moment when the thing you were afraid of finding turns out to be exactly what you thought it was, which is somehow worse than the unknown, because the unknown still has room for you to be wrong.

I am not wrong.

Deputy Hale's eyes move across the crowd in a professional sweep — cataloguing, the way I catalogued the room last night, the way all careful people catalogue rooms — and I let his gaze pass over me without inflection. I am a neighbor awakened by sirens. I am a woman with a coffee cup and a winter coat and the same uncertain expression as everyone else. He moves on.

I watch the evidence bags until they're loaded into the forensics van.

Then I go home.

The kitchen is exactly as I left it.

Copper pots overhead. Knives on the strip. The smell of last night's brown butter still faintly in the air, warm and nutty and mine. I stand in the center of the room in my coat and I let myself feel, for exactly thirty seconds, the full weight of what just happened.

Not grief. Not yet. Something colder and more precise than grief — the particular sensation of a hypothesis becoming a fact. Of a worst-case scenario stepping forward and saying hello, yes, it's me, I've been here all along.

Thirty seconds.

Then I take off my coat, hang it on the hook by the door, and go to the prep counter.

The biscuit tin is where I left it, behind the stand mixer, cream-painted roses facing the wall. I unlock it with the small key I keep on the same ring as the bakery key because there is a particular kind of safety in keeping your most dangerous things close rather than hidden. I take out the journal.

I turn to the second-to-last entry. Paris, two years ago, written after a conversation with my lawyer about the toxicology report she had managed to obtain through unofficial channels — the original report from the Harvest Festival incident, the one that the health board had sealed as part of the settlement proceedings that I had refused to sign.


The method is specific. The preparation of bitter almond extract in a marzipan vehicle at this concentration is not accidental and not common. Whoever used it on me either learned it from the original source — or is the original source, still active, still protected. If it appears again, in this form, it will confirm that the original act was not isolated. It will confirm an ongoing operation.

I had hoped I was writing this down so I could look back on it someday and confirm I had been wrong to worry.


I add today's date.

I write: Crispin Faye. Marzipan petits fours. Same preparation. Same vehicle. Same town.

I write one more word: Still.

I lock the tin. I set it on the counter in front of me rather than putting it away, because I am not done with it yet and pretending I am done with something I am not done with has never once served me.

Then I sit down on the kitchen floor, with my back against the cabinet and my knees up, and I open the journal again to the very first entry.


I remember the health board hearing. A Tuesday in October, six years ago. I wore the grey blazer I'd bought the month before for a catering industry awards dinner — the one with the good lining, the one I'd told myself I'd wear to important things. I remember thinking, while I drove to the hearing, that I should not be this calm. That calm was the wrong response. That calm meant I still believed it would be fine, that the truth would be sufficient, that a woman who had built something real and good and hers could walk into a room and have that acknowledged.

I remember the moment I understood it would not be fine.

I remember the drive to the hospital, three weeks later, when everything else had already been lost.


I close the journal.

The kitchen is very quiet.

I become aware, slowly, that my back is on the floor and my hands are in my lap and I have been sitting here for some time — ten minutes, maybe more — in the particular stillness that is not peace but the temporary absence of
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