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Hannah Swan sat in her allocated window seat and felt a faint pang of disappointment. On the walk from her flat to Waverley station, despite the early hour, Edinburgh had been so full of twinkling Christmas lights – strung up in the trees of Princes Street Gardens, and as part of sumptuous festive window displays – that the faded fabric of her seat and plain Formica table were a letdown. The only burst of colour came from a poster advertising mini-breaks in the Scottish Highlands, and the lush greens and endless blue sky were entirely wrong for this time of year. Hannah loved Christmas, and her train was sadly lacking in adornment. 

It was the fourth of December, a Friday, and she was on her way to the other end of the country; to a Cornish village called Porthgolow, to spend a week assessing the green credentials of a spa hotel. She gave a brief shake of her head as a man settled into the seat opposite and held a newspaper open in front of his face. All her carefully orchestrated plans: the friends’ Christmas that she always held on the twenty-third; present-buying and -wrapping; decorating her tiny flat and helping her mum put up her tree. She would somehow have to fit them all in when she got back.

She had only been working as an eco-consultant for Green Futures for six months, and this was her very first client. Gerald, her boss, had initially been reluctant to send Hannah on her own, but when her colleague, Brad – who unsurprisingly had a myriad of reasons why he couldn’t take such a long trip a few weeks before Christmas – had suggested Hannah could work with one of the freelancers based in Cornwall, Gerald had agreed. It was the best of both worlds: a member of his core team to show the hotel owner, Daniel Harper, how committed they were to his case, and an experienced freelancer who had local knowledge. 

Sitting in the cool meeting room with a view of Edinburgh Castle beyond the rain-splattered glass, Hannah had been overjoyed. It wasn’t until she was on her way to meet her friend that evening that reality had set in. 

‘Why did you accept it?’ Saskia had asked once they were settled in the pub, festive foil decorations looped across the ceiling. ‘Why go now, just before Christmas, instead of taking the next case he offered you in the New Year?’ 

‘I have to show willing,’ Hannah had replied. ‘I have to prove myself.’ 

‘Do you think Gerald had that in the forefront of his mind when he let you accept a case that nobody with any sense would take?’ Saskia’s dark eyes had flashed. ‘It’s bloody freezing, it’s nearly Christmas and it’s hundreds of miles away. Not to mention your company policy means you can’t hop on a plane and be there in a couple of hours.’ 

Hannah had squirmed in her seat. ‘Gerald’s not a game player. He’s keen for me to get out there. Also, Sask, how can we tell people how to look after the planet if we’re flying everywhere? Trains are the best option.’ 

‘But what about your plans?’ Saskia had pressed. ‘The friends’ Christmas? Strategy is your middle name, and I can’t imagine how you’re going to fit everything in once you’re back. You know I’ll help as much as I can, I just don’t want you getting stressed.’

‘I’ll re-strategize then,’ Hannah had said, hoping Saskia couldn’t see that she was slightly hurt to be given no credit for spontaneity. It was true that she liked to be prepared, but she wasn’t a total stick-in-the-mud. ‘Besides,’ she’d continued, ‘I’m not solely responsible for the Crystal Waters project, so I won’t get stressed.’ 

‘Ah yes, your babysitter,’ Saskia had grinned. ‘Gerald’s covered his bases.’ 

‘Exactly.’ Hannah had nodded, determined. ‘My freelancer.’ She didn’t like to think of someone babysitting her – that person being somebody called Noah Rosewall, apparently one of Gerald’s trusted contacts, who lived an hour away from Porthgolow. 

It was a strange situation where Hannah, as a Green Futures employee, would be leading on the case, but Noah would have more experience. Hannah hoped they would work well together, despite the unusual set-up and the fact they’d never met before, and that she could prove to Gerald she deserved her place on his team. 

The train juddered awake and Hannah held on to her coffee and her almond croissant. It had been too early to have breakfast at home, and she needed fortification for the long journey. What she hadn’t told Saskia was that, as well as wanting to get her first project under her belt, she had felt the pull of Cornwall like a familiar song tugging at her heartstrings. 

Her mum had taken her and her brother there on holiday when they were little; they had stayed in Newquay and made the most of the surrounding beaches. Hannah remembered the way it was almost surreally beautiful when the sun was shining, the colours pure and bold. Those holidays had ended when they’d moved to Scotland, but the snippets of memory Hannah had retained were magical. Cornwall in December would be very different from midsummer, and she would be there for work, but the thought of seeing the sea and the rugged coastline still gave her a thrill. 

Tucking a strand of long blonde hair behind her ear, she took out her iPad and opened Safari, Porthgolow appearing as a search option after she’d typed the first two letters. She’d already done this several times, but nothing about the village’s internet presence had so far jogged her memory, and when she’d spoken to her mum on the phone – she hadn’t had time to visit her before the trip itself – her mother had been vague. 

‘Of course we didn’t just stay in Newquay when we went, love, but that’s what a holiday’s for – travelling around, visiting new places. What’s the name of this village again?’ 

‘Porthgolow,’ Hannah had said, and then repeated it, trying out a slightly different pronunciation. 

There was a pause, as if her mum was considering it, and then, ‘Nope. Doesn’t ring any bells. Maybe we passed through it, but all those Cornish place names are so similar … It was twenty years ago, love.’ 

They hadn’t lived in Edinburgh when Hannah was little; she’d been born in Oxford, and they’d moved to Scotland when she was nine, her mum wanting a fresh start after divorcing Hannah’s dad. After that, the Cornwall holidays had stopped. It was a long enough journey at the best of times, as she was about to experience for herself, let alone with two young children. 

From her online search, Hannah had already discovered one point of interest in the village she was visiting: the Cornish Cream Tea Bus. It was a vintage Routemaster that had been turned into a café and was based on Porthgolow beach. It gave tours around local beauty spots, was the focal point of a Saturday food market and had even, earlier in the year, been part of the catering team for a lavish BBC costume drama filming in the area. 

Hannah went to the website now, and once again pored over photographs of the bus standing on the beach, its red paintwork contrasting with the pale sand and dizzyingly blue water. There were pictures of scones, crumbling under healthy dollops of jam and cream, steaming cups of tea, sausage rolls and mini quiches, Danishes and doughnuts, slices of lemon cake. Hannah’s mouth started to water and, as she went on to read about the variety of culinary delights on offer at the food markets, she was almost drooling. Would they be holding them in December? Would the bus even be open? 

Hannah felt a pang of longing for her sous chef job at the Whisky Cellar, an upmarket restaurant in Edinburgh’s old town. It had kept her in rent money throughout her university course, but it hadn’t just been a way of staying afloat. She had loved the simple pleasure of creating original, mouthwatering food, though she hadn’t admitted to anyone quite how much she missed it. She decided, as she eyed her almond croissant with disappointment – it didn’t look anywhere near as good as the photos she’d just been looking at – that while she was in Porthgolow, she would fit in at least one visit to the Cornish Cream Tea Bus. She wondered if Noah could suggest other local eateries for her to try. 

The train picked up speed and left Edinburgh behind, and Hannah turned to her notes. It was just after seven, and she had at least ten hours of travelling ahead of her. The first train took her all the way to Newton Abbot in Devon, so she was pleased she’d got a table and a window seat. 

The Crystal Waters Spa Hotel had been established in 2016, taking the place of the old Clifftop Hotel which had, according to the owner, Daniel Harper, been rundown and unsafe when he’d bought the site. Mr Harper had built his new retreat to a high standard, securing it into the cliff in a way that must have been eye-wateringly expensive to achieve. 

From everything she’d seen and read, Hannah thought that this would be a straightforward job. Ecological concerns were already on everyone’s radar when the hotel was built, and it looked as if Crystal Waters was ahead of the game. But there was always room for improvement, and that’s what she and Noah would be able to advise on. Excitement danced through her at the thought of it: walking through the rooms and grounds, assessing the building’s suitability for solar panels or an energy-efficient air-conditioning system, discussing water reclamation, eco-friendly toiletries and reduced packaging. Even the smallest changes would make a difference. 

Done with her notes, she looked at her messages. The first contact she’d had with Noah was an email exchange once Gerald had confirmed the visit and put them in touch. He’d offered to pick her up from Newquay station, which she’d readily accepted. Her train was due to get in just after five that evening. 

Hi, it’s Noah. So you have my number if you need to get in touch. 

Hi Noah, thanks so much for this! Really looking forward to working with you. Hannah. 

You too. 

So far, so straightforward. 

Hannah read and dozed, and returned to the buffet car once her croissant – great flavour, a little on the soggy side – had disappeared. The weather changed as frequently as the view beyond the glass; bright rays peeping out between clouds, rain battering the windows moments later, the dense greys and brick reds of towns and cities replaced by dun-coloured December fields and the charcoal lines of leafless trees. The man with the broadsheet seemed disinclined to make small talk, leaning his head against the seat and closing his eyes once he’d finished with his newspaper. 

As morning slipped into afternoon, Hannah noticed the increasing frequency of the announcements, her skin prickling when one started with: We regret to inform you that … There was a signalling problem ahead of them, and the updates were soon accompanied by stops and starts, the hitherto-moving backdrop now pausing on views of fields and cows, rows of neat back gardens with colourful children’s slides and washing lines. 

The man opposite Hannah woke up and blinked, his gaze settling on her. He was attractive, in a ‘distinguished older man’ sort of way, dressed in a navy and white checked shirt, his dark hair greying at the temples. 

‘We must be nearly at Newton Abbot by now,’ he said. 

‘I’m afraid there have been some signalling problems,’ Hannah replied, ‘so we’re forty-five minutes behind. They’re keeping us up to date with announcements, though,’ she added brightly, trying to find something positive amongst the gloom. 

He swore under his breath but gave her a tight smile. ‘Isn’t this bloody typical? I’m going for a coffee. Want anything?’ He gestured at her empty water bottle and sandwich packet. Hannah was about to decline, then realized she was cold and that, also, she wanted a reason to keep their conversation going. ‘A tea would be lovely, if you’re sure?’ She opened her handbag to get her purse, but when she looked up he was already striding through the carriage. 

She messaged Noah. 

Hi. We’re running 45 mins late. Signalling problems! :( I’ll miss my connection but there should be another train. :) I’ll let you know. Hannah. 

His reply came half an hour later, once her table companion had returned with tea and chocolate biscuits and refused to let her pay for them. 

Keep me updated. 

Noah, it seemed, was a man of few words. 

Her table companion, however, was not. Mark was a business consultant on his way to visit his elderly mother in Devon. Hannah enjoyed his company, glad that he’d eventually chosen conversation over silence. Saskia had often said Hannah’s main superpower was friendliness, and Hannah would be the first to admit that she wasn’t self-conscious
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