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Chapter One
The Proving Ground
"A good scone is a matter of confidence. Handle the dough too much and it toughens. Not enough and it falls apart. Sound like anyone you know?"
The lavender scones were almost there.
Eliza held the wooden spoon suspended over the mixing bowl, studying the crumb texture. Too much agitation and they'd be dense; too little and the flour wouldn't hydrate properly. The trick, according to Gran's journal, was knowing the exact moment to stop. It was a matter of confidence, apparently. Of knowing when good was good enough.
She set the spoon down and stepped back from the kitchen bench, letting the dough rest. Outside, late spring had settled over Millbrook with the kind of gentle persistence that felt permanent. The courtyard garden had erupted in wildness since she'd arrived three months ago. The rosemary sprawled up the back wall like an ambitious child. The mint had colonised three-quarters of a bed. And the lavender, Gran's lavender, had gone feral in the best possible way, its purple heads heavy with fragrance.
She'd dried several bunches in the kitchen window, bundled with kitchen twine. The papery flowers came away from their stems easily now, crumbling between her palms into something that smelled like memory. The dried petals had a sharp, almost medicinal intensity, quite different from the sweetness of the fresh blooms. When she'd first tried them in the scone dough, the flavour had been too strong, overpowering the butter and cream. She'd reduced the quantity, tried again. Better. Still working on it. That's what the journal called it: "working on it." As though cooking were a process of refinement rather than completion, a conversation rather than a conclusion.
The kitchen smelled of lavender and butter now, the ghosts of seventeen previous attempts hanging in the air like a benevolent haunting. The ovens against the far wall ticked as they cooled. The flagstone floor was covered in a light scatter of flour that no amount of sweeping quite eliminated. She'd stopped trying.
The bell above the shop door chimed. Eliza glanced at the kitchen clock. Quarter past eight.
She wiped her hands on her apron and pushed through the kitchen door just as Rev. Davies was setting down his canvas bag, already speaking.
"Two of the wholemeal, if you have them. I'm having the ladies' guild round for supper and they've become terrifyingly discerning about carbohydrates. Your grandmother would approve of their standards, which is the sort of thing that should comfort me but doesn't." He paused, studied her face. "You look like you've been having thoughts. Flour-based thoughts, I'd wager."
"Scones," Eliza said. "Lavender. I'm trying to get the balance right."
"For the fête?"
She nodded. Margot had been agitating for her to enter the baking competition for weeks now, appearing on the doorstep like clockwork every other day with new encouragement and old flowers from her shop, the sort that couldn't be sold but were still beautiful. Eliza had resisted, then agreed, then spent several nights in a state of low-level panic that made itself known through her hands. Too much kneading, too much reworking, too much handling. Everything she'd promised herself not to do.
"Margot will be pleased," Davies said, handing over coins. "Though I gather she's been pleased about this for some time now."
Eliza boxed the loaves, watching the familiar ritual. The brown paper, the fold, the press of the receipt machine. The chalkboard behind the counter still carried Gran's handwriting for the basics: "Farmhouse loaf, £2.50." Underneath, in Eliza's own hand, she'd added the week's specials. The apostrophe was missing from "Hartwell's" in the shop sign outside, had been missing for years, and the second L had faded to a ghost. She'd stopped noticing it.
Davies collected his bag. "Confidence, you know. That's what your grandmother had in absolute measure."
After he left, the shop settled into its familiar quiet. The oak counter scarred with decades of use, the display shelves arranged just so, the flagstone floor still cool underfoot even as the day warmed. Eliza had walked this shop's geography until it felt like her own skeleton.
She was arranging fresh bread on the shelves when DI Ashworth arrived.
He'd started appearing regularly sometime in February, after the investigation ended and the village had settled back into its ordinary rhythms. At first, his visits seemed official in some vague way; then they became less so. He'd stand at the counter, buy a loaf, leave. Recently, he'd started lingering.
Today he came in wearing his grey suit (a different one, or possibly the same one; she still hadn't resolved this question) and walked past the counter without stopping. He pulled out the chair at the small table in the corner where Eliza sometimes sat with her notebook, and sat down.
He didn't ask. He simply sat.
It was such a small thing, and it undid her completely. In October, during the Finch business, it had taken weeks before he'd so much as accepted tea standing up. Now he was crossing his legs with the careful precision that characterised everything he did, his fountain pen visible in his jacket pocket, his shoes polished, and saying, "Tea, if you have it. And whatever you're recommending," as though this were something they'd been doing for years.
She brought him a cup of strong black tea and a slice of yesterday's rosemary and sea salt loaf, the recipe from page fourteen that she'd finally got right. He accepted both without comment, which was, she had learned, his version of approval.
"The lavender scones for the fête, then," he said. Not a question.
"How did you know?"
"Margot mentioned it. Extensively. In the post office. To everyone." He took another bite. "She's not subtle about her investments."
"She means well."
"She does." He set his fork down with the kind of precision that characterised all his movements. "I'll be there. At the fête. I hadn't decided until recently, but I will be."
Eliza felt her throat tighten fractionally. "You don't have to."
"I didn't say I had to. I said I would be." His grey eyes were steady on hers. "I'll try not to arrest anyone this time. As a courtesy."
It was close to what she supposed people called humour. She'd learned that Ashworth dealt in small quantities of it, carefully measured out, each one worth the weight of its syllables. She also knew, with a certainty that had snuck up on her over the past months, that this was the closest they'd come to acknowledging what sat between them unspoken. Warm. Charged. Present as the yeast in the cold room's crock, alive and persistent and fed daily by the smallest attentions.
"That would be appreciated," she said.
He smiled then, just slightly, the corner of his mouth catching light. When he stood to leave, he pushed the chair in with the same unhurried courtesy he brought to everything. His fingers brushed the counter as he passed, and she noticed, not for the first time, that his hands were precise the way everything about him was precise: considered, deliberate, careful with things that mattered.
After he left, taking the rest of the bread with him ("No point wasting it, Ms. Hartwell"), Eliza locked the shop for lunch and pushed through the kitchen into the courtyard, where the May light had that particular quality of late spring in the West Country: not quite warm, but promising warmth, the way a held breath promises release.
Margot came by in the afternoon with white tulips.
"They didn't sell," she explained, transferring them to the dried lavender jar, which served now as a vase when it wasn't serving as the resting place for her flowers. "Bride wanted something else at the last minute. Their loss is the bakery's gain. How are the scones?"
"Nearly there."
"Nearly there is Eliza-speak for you've made them sixteen times and you're still not satisfied."
"Seventeen," Eliza corrected. "And I'm waiting for feedback."
"You have feedback. You have Davies coming in every morning. You have Ashworth sitting at the table as though he's always sat at tables. You have Margaret still taking the Tuesday bread, which means you're not poisoning people, which is in this business what we call a triumph."
The Tuesday bread was routine now, same as the flour deliveries and the morning proofing schedule. A loaf on Margaret Aldridge's step, wrapped in brown paper, no note, no fuss. They didn't speak beyond a nod if they happened to cross paths. It wasn't forgiveness, Eliza had decided some weeks ago. It was Millbrook's version of it, which amounted to the same thing in practice.
Margot perched on the edge of the counter, the way she did when there was more to say.
"The fête committee has done something rather exciting," she said. "And by exciting, I mean either exciting or catastrophic, depending on your point of view."
"What?"
"We've secured a judge for the baking competition. A celebrity judge. Camilla Vance."
The name landed with more weight than its syllables should have carried. Eliza processed it silently while Margot watched her with the expression of someone who had thrown a stone into a pond and was waiting for the ripples.
"The food critic?"
"That's her. She was apparently in Bath for a television thing. The committee's contact's cousin's partner works in television or knows someone who does. At any rate, she said yes." Margot paused. "You look worried."
"I'm not worried."
"You have the exact expression of someone who's very much worried."
Eliza turned away, busying herself with the till. Camilla Vance. She'd read some of the woman's reviews years ago, in another life, at a desk in London when she'd still been someone who read the weekend supplements. Witty, incisive, and ruthlessly honest was how one profile had described her. "I eviscerate mediocrity," Vance herself had said in an interview.
"I'll ask around," Margot said, reading something in Eliza's silence. "Get a sense of things."
But word, it seemed, had already gone around.
In the pub that evening, when Eliza stopped in to settle her grain account with Pete, there was a quality to the silence when Camilla Vance's name came up. Not excitement. Something underneath it, like the earth tensing before weather changed.
Pete went quiet. He picked up a glass and polished it with the careful neutrality he'd been practising for thirty years, and he said nothing at all, which for Pete was conspicuous.
"There's a cheese farmer over near Stow," someone offered from a table by the window. "Artisan operation. She reviewed him for one of the nationals a couple of years back. He hasn't been the same since, from what I hear."
"She closed a restaurant in Tewkesbury," another voice added. "Demolished them. They were gone within three months."
"Wasn't just the review," a woman said from the corner. "It was the follow-up piece. She doesn't do things halfway."
Pete set the glass down. "Well," he said. "Should be quite an event, then." His face gave nothing else away.
The pub interior was all low beams and horse brasses, the carpet the colour of old ale and accident, the sign above the bar cheerfully insisting "No mobile phones. Talk to each other." The Millbrook Arms was old in the way that English pubs were old, which was to say deliberately, with the kind of permanence that made everything else feel temporary by comparison.
The pub garden was visible through the window, bordered with what might have been cosmos and what might have been something else; Eliza didn't have the certainty for plants yet, despite the hours she'd spent in Gran's garden. Spring growth was obscuring most of the colour anyway, the borders still in that phase of enthusiastic abundance where everything seemed to blend. Someone kept the borders tidy, though, the beds edged and the paths clear. The space had a maintained quality, even in early May, even as the rest of the village let its wildness have room to roam.
Walking home through the village, Eliza thought about confidence. About knowing when to stop working a dough before it toughened. About knowing the difference between protection and restraint, between genuine peace and the quiet before storm. The way Gran's journal framed it, it all came down to touch; knowing how hard was too hard, how gentle was too gentle. Most of life seemed to operate by the same rules, when you thought about it.
The courtyard gates opened at her touch. The lavender was fragrant enough to make her eyes water, the evening air carrying the scent down the lane if you stood still long enough to notice. She'd pick more bunches tomorrow, dry them slower this time, see if a longer curing changed the flavour profile. Patience with dough had taught her something about patience with everything else.
Work was always the answer. Methodical, measured work, one step following the last with the inevitability of a proved dough rising in its tin. There was something solid about it, something that didn't require her to be anyone other than who she was becoming.
The cold room held the crock, cream-coloured stoneware under its muslin cloth, the label in Gran's careful handwriting: "Mother. Feed daily. Talk often." Eliza had been feeding "Mother" since October, had been talking to a sourdough starter with the unselfconscious ease of someone who understood that bread was, in essence, conversation. Feed it something; it responds. Listen; it tells
