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    For those who believethat comfort can be found in small kitchens,truth hides in ordinary places,and courage sometimes beginswith a single cup of something warm.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "In a small town, nothing is ever truly private—only politely ignored."

      

    


Maplewood is the kind of town that sells comfort like it’s a local currency. The lights are warm, the porches are friendly, the coffee is always “just one more cup,” and the air smells like cinnamon when the wind cooperates. It’s a place where people smile quickly, remember your name faster than they should, and swear they’re only asking because they care. I moved here for a clean start—fresh mornings, honest work, and the simple rhythm of flour, butter, and quiet.

That rhythm lasted right up until the day a famous city critic walked into my bakery as if he owned the room, judged my pastries like they were evidence, and left behind a warning I didn’t understand. Hours later, he was dead behind my shop, my mixer became a clue, and the town that had welcomed me started rewriting my name into something darker. Maplewood doesn’t need facts to build a story. It only needs a whisper, a familiar face, and one person new enough to blame.

If you’ve found your way into this book, you already know what comes next: secrets hiding in plain sight, polite smiles with sharp edges, and a mystery that refuses to stay neatly contained. But you’ll also find the things Maplewood does best—small kindnesses that matter, friendships forged under pressure, and the stubborn comfort of a warm kitchen when the outside world turns cold.

So pour yourself something hot, settle in, and keep an eye on the locks. In Maplewood, trouble doesn’t always kick the door down.

Sometimes, it walks right in with a key.

Warmest regards,  

Sed Filho
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Chapter 1 — Butter, Sugar, and Bad News
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If there’s one thing a commercial stand mixer and a small-town rumor mill have in common, it’s this: once they start, they don’t stop until everything’s whipped into a froth. At six-fifteen on a Tuesday morning, both were already in full spin.

The mixer—Agnes, yes I named her—hummed on speed four, dragging butter and sugar into a pale, fluffy surrender. Outside my front windows, Maplewood’s Main Street was still half-asleep, with lampposts glowing like they were trying to keep the dark from noticing it had overstayed its welcome.

My sign, SUGAR & SPARROW, cast a warm rectangle across the sidewalk, and for a moment it almost looked like I had my life together. It was an illusion, but a comforting one, like pretending calories don’t count if you eat standing up.

I checked the cooling racks behind me and did a quick inventory with the kind of calm that only comes from pure denial. Scones were lined up like well-behaved students, lemon bars shone with powdered sugar, and two trays of cinnamon rolls looked scandalous enough to get a blush out of a saint.

Today was not a “lightly busy” day. Today was a “why did I choose this, and can I fake my own disappearance” day, because at nine o’clock sharp, Sugar & Sparrow was catering the Maplewood Volunteer Fire Department’s charity breakfast.

Two hundred mini-muffins. Three dozen quiches. One towering display cake that needed to look “rustic,” which was code for make it gorgeous but act like it required no effort. If rustic had a personality, it would be the friend who says, “I woke up like this,” while wearing full makeup.

I wiped my hands on my apron and glanced at the list taped to the wall, the one my brain had rewritten overnight into something that looked suspiciously like a threat letter. I’d traded corporate accounting for pastry flour six months ago, and the universe was still deciding whether to reward my bravery or punish my arrogance.

Somewhere behind me, the front bell jingled. I didn’t jump, mostly because I’d already jumped twice today—once when I dropped a measuring cup at five-forty-five, and once when a delivery truck backfired outside like a gunshot and my brain briefly remembered every true crime podcast I’d ever sworn not to listen to while baking.

I turned with my calmest bakery-owner smile. “Morning,” I called, letting my voice land in that friendly, welcoming register that says we’re wholesome here, please don’t sue me.

Juno Hart stepped inside with two coffees and a look that meant she’d come bearing both caffeine and trouble. She wore a chunky sweater the color of oatmeal, her dark hair twisted into a messy bun, cheeks pink from the cold, and her expression bright with the kind of curiosity that could probably be measured with scientific instruments.

“You’re already mixing buttercream,” she said, eyes widening at Agnes in action. She made it sound like I was committing a crime.

“I’m not mixing buttercream,” I lied, as Agnes whirred louder in a clear demonstration of appliance betrayal. The mixer did not respect my commitment to denial.

Juno crossed the bakery and set one coffee beside my elbow like she was placing a life-saving device. “Oat milk,” she said. “Before you say you didn’t ask, I’m reminding you that you also didn’t ask for Maplewood to adopt you, and yet here we are.”

I took the cup. My fingers warmed instantly, and my soul followed a second later. “You’re a menace,” I told her, even though I was smiling.

“I’m a hero,” she corrected, then lowered her voice and leaned closer like we were about to plot a heist. “Also, I have news.”

Of course she did. Juno ran the café next door—Juniper & Bean—which meant she heard everything, because people came into coffee shops to drink caffeine and stayed to confess their sins.

I took a cautious sip. “If the news involves Mayor Dalloway and the fire department breakfast, I already know,” I said, keeping my eyes on the timer as if it might save me. “He emailed me at one in the morning asking if the cake could be taller.”

Juno’s mouth twitched. “That man would ask you to stack muffins into a skyscraper if he thought it would get him photographed.”

“Don’t give him ideas,” I muttered. “My wrists have limits.”

“This is different,” Juno said, and her tone turned gleeful in a way that set off every internal alarm I had. “This is... worse, in a fun way.”

“That is an upsetting combination of words.” I scraped the bowl down with a spatula and watched the batter cling like it loved me more than my last relationship ever had.

Juno nodded toward the front windows. “You see that car across the street?”

I looked. A sleek black sedan sat parked among Maplewood’s practical SUVs and rusting pickup trucks like a crow in a field of sparrows. It didn’t belong, and it knew it.

“Okay,” I said slowly. “City car. City person.”

“City critic,” Juno whispered, practically vibrating with the thrill of it. “The Gazette brought in a guest reviewer for the ‘Best of Maplewood’ issue.”

My stomach tightened, and the batter seemed to thicken out of spite. “A bigger critic,” I said, like I already knew the answer but wanted to confirm my suffering.

Juno nodded. “A big one,” she said. “Name’s Basil DeLuca.”

The name hit my brain like a dropped tray. It was familiar in the way horror movie music is familiar—your body knows it means trouble before your mind catches up.

“Basil DeLuca,” I repeated, my voice flatter than I intended. In my old life, I’d read his reviews the way you read disaster reports: with grim fascination and a quiet gratitude that I wasn’t the one being publicly dismantled.

“You know him,” Juno said, delighted, and it was deeply unfair that she got to enjoy this while I suffered it.

“Unfortunately,” I said, and the word tasted like burnt sugar. “He writes like he’s personally offended by joy.”

Juno sipped her coffee. “He already came into my café,” she said. “He asked if I had anything ‘more adventurous’ than cinnamon in my cinnamon latte.”

“That’s like asking if water has anything more adventurous than wet,” I said, and Juno snorted so hard she nearly spilled her coffee.

“So,” she went on, leaning in, “prepare yourself,” she said, as if I had a closet full of armor and not just aprons with flour stains.

“I survived corporate accounting for ten years,” I told her, trying to summon bravery from somewhere behind my ribs. “I can survive one critic.”

Juno raised an eyebrow. “You survived corporate accounting by dissociating and eating pretzels for lunch,” she said. “This is different. Here, people can see your face when you fail.”

“I’m starting to miss spreadsheets,” I said, and then the front bell jingled again, sharper this time, like the sound itself had posture.

The man who walked in wore confidence like it was tailored. He was tall, dressed in a charcoal coat that probably cost more than my monthly rent, and he had a merlot-colored scarf draped around his neck with the kind of casual arrogance that only belonged to someone who’d never had to unclog a sink full of butter.

His hair was dark and neatly styled. His face was handsome in a sharp, editorial way, like a model who’d decided being beautiful wasn’t enough and he needed to be feared too.

He took one look around my bakery, then at the display case, then at me. His smile was polite, controlled, and just this side of disappointment, as if he’d entered expecting magic and found... effort.

“Good morning,” he said, like he was greeting a staff meeting.

Juno’s hand slid to the edge of the counter as if she could physically block him from harming me with adjectives. “Morning,” she said brightly, in the voice she used when someone tipped badly.

I wiped my palms on my apron and stepped forward. “Welcome to Sugar & Sparrow,” I said, keeping my tone warm and my spine upright. “Can I help you with something?”

His gaze dropped to my apron, then returned to my face. “You’re the owner,” he said, not as a question, but as a conclusion.

“I am,” I replied, because if I hesitated I might accidentally confess to crimes I hadn’t committed, like overproofing dough.

He extended his hand. “Basil DeLuca.”

His grip was cool and controlled. “Wren Carter,” I said, because saying please don’t destroy my livelihood felt too direct.

“Wren,” he repeated, as though testing the sound. “Charming,” he added, and it was unclear whether he meant the name, the bakery, or the concept of me.

“Thank you,” I said, because sarcasm is fun, but bankruptcy is not.

His eyes moved past me to Agnes. “You’re baking already,” he observed. “Good. Bakers always work early. It’s part of the mythology.”

“Mythology?” I echoed, my voice calm even as my soul tried to crawl out the back door.

“The image,” Basil said, gesturing lightly, as if I were part of a curated exhibit. “The romance. The ‘I wake before the world to create warmth for others.’”

Juno leaned forward, sweet as syrup. “It’s not an image,” she said. “She actually wakes before the world. And she does it with less complaining than you’d expect.”

Basil’s attention flicked to her like she was a decorative plant that had started talking. “And you are?”

“Juno,” she said. “Coffee next door. Reality check occasionally.”

“Lovely,” Basil said, the way you say it when you want a word to sound like a full stop.

I kept my smile in place and gestured to the display case. “Would you like something to try?” I asked. “We have cinnamon rolls fresh out of the oven, lemon bars, scones—”

“What do you recommend?” Basil interrupted, still scanning, and I recognized the maneuver instantly. This wasn’t a question. It was a trap disguised as customer service.

I resisted the urge to recommend the exit. “Our cinnamon rolls are popular,” I said, choosing the safest path. “And the lemon bars.”

Basil’s mouth curved faintly. “Popular doesn’t mean good,” he
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