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Chapter One
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Spring came to Porthmellin the way good news comes to a careful person, all at once, and weeks before she'd let herself expect it, and impossible, once it arrived, to go on distrusting.

It came in daffodils. Cornwall got them first, always, weeks ahead of the rest of England, and one grey morning in March Clem had opened the holly-green door to take in the milk and found the whole green hill above the harbour gone gold overnight, thousands upon thousands of them, nodding in the hedgebanks and blazing in the churchyard and marching down the lanes in ragged battalions, the daffodil farms up the valley shipping them off in their millions while Porthmellin kept the spillage for itself. After two winters Clem had learned to read the village's seasons the way she'd once read a balance sheet, and the daffodils were the line in the accounts that finally came out in the black: the long grey trough was over, the visitors would start again at Easter, the worst was behind.

Or it should have been. There was, this spring, a splinter under the good feeling, and the splinter had a name, and the name was painted in tasteful sage-green letters on a frontage three doors down the quay: The Anchor & Anemone, Coffee · Brunch · Artisan.

"Eleven covers" said Bryony, banging in from the kitchen with the morning bake and a face like a thundercloud. "Eleven, before noon, and four of them ours, the Pellow girls, and Mrs Carne, that's had her elevenses here every day for a yeargone three doors down for a flat white in a glass and a thing called a cruffin." She said cruffin the way she'd have said adultery. "It's that Carrow. Vaughn Carrow. It's his money behind it, everyone knows, he's put in some lad from Falmouth to run it and he's after the brunch trade and the trippers both, and he's priced it to bleed us, Clem, that's what Mum says, he can run it at a loss a year to kill us off and then do what he likes with the frontage." Her voice wobbled, under the fury. "He's never forgiven you. For Carnglaze. For the harbour freeholds. This is him getting his own back the long way."

Clem set down the cloth and looked out at the bright quay, where, sure enough, three doors along, a tasteful sage-green awning had appeared over the spring and a small queue of people who should have been hers stood waiting for coffee in glasses. She felt the old cold tug, not fear, exactly; she had faced down worse than Vaughn Carrow in two years, had faced down murderers, but a wariness, the accountant's respect for a competitor who, for once, had read the sums correctly. Because Vaughn had read them correctly. A village this size had only so much trade, and a well-funded rival willing to lose money to win could do real damage to a tea room that ran on stubbornness and clotted cream and a margin you could lose down the back of a chair.

"Then we don't fight him on cruffins," Clem said, "because we'll lose. We fight him on the thing he hasn't got and can't buy, which is forty years of being the place this village actually belongs to. He's got an awning and a lad from Falmouth. We've got Winnie's kettle and your gran's saffron and a one-eared cat the whole harbour's fond of. People will drink a novelty coffee for a fortnight. They'll come home for the rest of their lives." She picked the cloth back up. "And in the meantime we do the one thing Vaughn Carrow will never do, which is the show. The Flower Show wants the Kettle for the refreshments again this year, the marquee, the teas, the lot, and that's not trade, Bryony, that's standing. That's the village trusting us with its proudest Saturday. You can't buy that with an awning. Now. Is it true your mum's entering the daffodil classes this year?"

And Bryony's thundercloud face did something complicated, and Clem, who noticed everything, it was her whole curse and her whole use, filed it.

"She's entering everything" Bryony said, and there was a new wariness in her own voice now. "Daffs, and the Victoria sponge, and the preserves. She's been growing for it since the autumn, special, in the cold frames. She's, Clem, she's set her heart on it, this year, beating" The girl stopped. "Beating her. Mrs Pendray. The Chair. There's history. Mum'll tell you it's nothing and it's not nothing, and I'd not" She shook her head, gathering the empty tray. "Don't ask Mum about Hyacinth Pendray, that's all. Not unless you've an hour and a strong stomach. Some feuds in this village go back further than the daffodils, and that one's a proper one."

Hyacinth Pendray, Clem filed, looking out at the gold hill and the sage-green awning and the bright spring she'd been so ready to trust. The Chair. A proper feud, going back further than the daffodils. She did not yet know the name would be the centre of everything before Easter. She knew only that spring had come, and the trade was pinched, and somewhere up the hill a woman she'd never met held the whole village's proudest day in her fist, and that Bryony, who said everything, had just told her, very clearly, not to ask.

Which meant, of course, that she would have to.

*  *  *
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SHE FOUGHT THE CAFÉ the only way she knew how, which was not to fight it at all, and the not-fighting took a discipline that surprised even her.

Every instinct she'd brought from fourteen years in the City said competematch the cruffins, undercut the flat whites, win the brunch trade back by force, and every instinct was wrong, and Clem knew it was wrong, because she had learned, slowly, over two years, that Porthmellin could not be won by force any more than it could be sold by a model. So instead she did the thing the Anchor & Anemone could never do: she leaned into being old. She put Winnie's photograph up bigger behind the counter. She let Bryony chalk the board in her gran's recipes. She kept the fire lit and the cat in the window and the willow-blue cups out, and she greeted every soul who came through the holly-green door by name and asked after their mothers, and she served not novelty but belonging, which has no price and cannot be discounted and is the only thing a village ever truly comes back for.

"It's working," Bryony reported, a week in, grudging and pleased. "Mrs Carne's back. Came in this morning all sheepish, said the coffee down there was lovely but a body can't have a proper sit-down in a glass, can she, and where's Pilchard, she'd missed Pilchard." She grinned. "He's a business asset, that cat. We should put him on the books."

"He'd want a wage," said Clem, "and he'd embezzle it in fish, and then I'd have to investigate him, and the conflict of interest would be the ruin of us all." She said it lightly, but she filed the deeper truth under it: that the village was choosing, slowly, the place that was theirs, exactly as she'd gambled it would, and that Vaughn Carrow's money could buy an awning and a lad from Falmouth but could not buy forty years, and never would.

Tom said much the same, that evening, when he came by the back way after his shift, he came most evenings now, and the village had stopped pretending not to notice, and Clem had stopped pretending she minded the noticing. He sat at the corner table with the tea she didn't have to ask if he wanted and looked at her over it with the steady plain attention that had taken her the better part of two years to stop flinching from and now, she found, leaned into.

"Carrow's café won't last the summer" he said. "Between us. I've seen the like before, a man with money to lose moves in to kill a local place, and he can do it, sometimes, in a town, where nobody knows anybody. But this isn't a town. He's trying to buy a thing that's not for sale, and he doesn't understand it's not for sale, because he's never in his life belonged anywhere long enough to know what belonging's worth." He turned his cup. "You belong here now. That's the thing he can't fight. Took you two years and a deal of grief, but you belong, and the village knows it, and they'll drink his coffee for the novelty and come home to your fire for the rest of their lives." A pause, and the ghost of his rare dry humour. "I should know. I came for the novelty of a forensic accountant solving my murders, and I appear to have come home for the rest of mine. Most irregular. The station's never recovered." And Clem laughed, and the fire crackled, and the spring went on, gold and pinched and warm, and it was, she examined it, turned it over, found no catch, it was happiness, the ordinary kind, the kind she'd spent fourteen years not believing in; and it lasted, that spring, exactly until the day she walked into a church hall to be told where to put her urns, and met a tyrant, and felt the whole bright season tilt toward the thing that was coming.
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Chapter Two
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She met Hyacinth Pendray a week later, at the first committee meeting for the show, and understood inside five minutes both why the whole village feared her and why someone, before Easter, was going to want her dead.

The meeting was in the church hall, and Clem went as the refreshments contractor, to be told where her urns might stand and how many teas the committee imagined two hundred people might drink, and she went expecting the usual village-committee shambles, Reverend Nance presiding gently over chaos, Mrs Olds and Mrs Treloar contradicting each other, Mr Hollis the retired bank manager losing the minutes. What she found instead was a small, upright, beautifully-dressed woman of sixty-odd at the head of the table running the room like a colonel running a court-martial, and the whole committee, Nance included, gone meek as whipped schoolchildren around her.

Hyacinth Pendray was handsome in the hard, lacquered way of a woman who had decided forty years ago exactly how she would look and had not since permitted age or weather or doubt to alter it: silver hair set like a helmet, a twinset that had cost more than the church roof appeal had raised, pearls, a brooch in the shape of a daffodil that Clem would later learn was real gold and the gift of a long-dead admirer she'd mentioned in every speech for thirty years. She had a voice like a secateur, precise, pleasant, and made for cutting, and she used it, in the course of that one meeting, to cut nearly everyone at the table, always smiling, always reasonably, in the way of a person who has discovered that you can say anything at all to anyone if you keep your voice sweet and your phrasing tidy.

"The decision of the Chair," she said, twice, three times, whenever a flicker of dissent showed, "is final in all matters. It says so in the constitution. I wrote the constitution." And that, apparently, was that.

Clem watched, and priced her, the way she priced everyone. The clothes: real, expensive, oldgood cloth kept beautifully for decades, not new money but carefully-tended status. The brooch: gold, genuine. The manner: absolute authority, unquestioned for so long it had stopped being performance and become simply the air she breathed. And under it, Clem looked for the thing under the thing, as always, something she could not at first name, a tightness at the edges of the lacquer, a quickness to crush dissent that was a hair too quick, the over-vigilance of a person guarding something. People this certain are usually certain of nothing, Clem thought. The ones who've truly nothing to fear can afford to be gracious. This one rules by terror because terror is cheaper than whatever the truth would cost her. I wonder what the truth is. She filed it, and had no idea yet how deep it went.

The cutting came to its point near the end, over the daffodil classes, and its object was Jenna Spargo, Bryony's mother, whom Clem knew a little and liked, a warm fierce capable woman who grew prize blooms in cold frames behind the harbour and had, it was instantly plain, been waiting all meeting for this.

"I'll remind the committee," Hyacinth said, sweet as arsenic, not looking at Jenna, addressing the air, "that certain entrants are on notice. We had, an unpleasantness, did we not, a few years back. Blooms that were not, shall we say, entirely home-grown, presented as such. The Chair takes a very dim view of deceit, of passing off another's work as one's own. Very dim. And the Chair has a long memory, and the disqualification rules will be enforced this year without exceptionparticularly where there has been, previous." She smiled, finally, directly at Jenna, and it was the cruellest thing Clem had seen done with a smile since Hester Quayle. "I do hope we understand each other, Mrs Spargo. We'd none of us want the unpleasantness aired."

And Jenna Spargo went white, and then red, and stood up so fast her chair scraped, and said, in a voice shaking with thirty different things"You'll not, I've grown those daffs honest, every bulb, you've no call" and could not finish, and snatched her coat and left, and the committee studied the table, and Hyacinth Pendray made a small satisfied note in her agenda and moved smoothly to Any Other Business.

And it was not only Jenna. Clem, watching the rest of that meeting the way she watched everything, saw the technique applied all round the table, deft and economical, a touch here and a touch there, each one calibrated to its mark. To Mr Hollis, the retired bank manager fumbling the minutes, a sweet aside about how some of us find the figures harder than we once did, don't we, Edmundand Hollis, who Clem would later learn had been on the committee thirty years and carried a guilt she'd not yet guessed at, went grey and silent and wrote no more. To Mrs Treloar, a gentle reminder that the Chair does hope we'll not have a repeat of the regrettable business with the raffle takings, will we, dearand Mrs Treloar, scarlet, examined her gloves. To Reverend Nance himself, a velvet little dig about the state of the church-roof fund that made the gentle vicar flinch as though slapped. One after another, smiling, reasonable, each soul touched on the exact spot where their own small kept shame lived, and Clem understood that she was watching not a chairwoman run a meeting but a collector take inventory, a woman walking the room of her holdings and tapping each one to hear it ring with fear. She knows something on every single one of them, Clem thought, chilled. Forty years of it. Every soul's worst small moment, filed, and produced when wanted. That's not a committee. That's a hostage hall. And the dreadful thing is they've all stopped even resenting it, they've gone past resentment into a kind of trained flinch, the way a beaten dog stops growling. All but one, maybe. There's always one a thing like that finally pushes too far. She did not yet know which one. She only knew, leaving, that she had never seen a roomful of decent people so thoroughly owned, and that ownership on that scale was not power, in the end, but a vast accumulation of risk, a debt the owner had been running up, soul by soul, for forty years, against the day one of them came to collect.

Clem walked home through the gold dusk thinking about a sweet voice made for cutting, and a public humiliation delivered with a smile, and a fierce honest woman driven white and shaking from a room, and a tyrant so practised at terror that terror had become her resting state, guarding a something Clem couldn't yet see. A proper feud, Bryony had said. She had thought the girl meant Jenna's grievance against Hyacinth.

She understood now it ran the other way too. Hyacinth Pendray had something on Jenna Spargo, some old small shaming thing, and held it, and used it, smiling, in public, for sport. And Clem, who had watched a great deal of village cruelty in two years, thought she had rarely seen a woman more thoroughly hated by a roomful of people too frightened to say so, and that a person who rules by terror has, by definition, filled a whole parish with motives, and need only wait for one of them to come due.

It came due eleven days later, on the morning of the show. But first there was the card.

*  *  *
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THE THING THAT STAYED with Clem, walking home from that first committee meeting, was not Hyacinth Pendray's cruelty, she had seen cruelty; the village was not short of it, but the fear, the way a roomful of grown adults, decent capable people who ran boats and farms and households, had gone meek as whipped children around one lacquered woman with a sweet cutting voice, and how none of them, not one, had defended Jenna Spargo when the secateur came out.

She turned it over at the Kettle that evening, the way she turned everything over, with Pilchard on the blotter and the lamp lit and Tom not yet off his shift. Fear like that, she thought, was a kind of accounting too. People do not fear what cannot hurt them. A whole committee did not tremble before Hyacinth Pendray because she controlled the rosettes; they trembled because she controlled something elsebecause each of them, she'd wager, had a small shaming thing that Hyacinth knew and held, the way she'd held Jenna's, the way she'd hinted at the "unpleasantness" she could air. That was how the woman truly ruled: not by the constitution she'd written but by the catalogue of secrets she'd collected, forty years of every soul's worst small moment, kept and filed and produced, sweetly, whenever a flicker of dissent showed. A blackmailer's reign, dressed as a chairwoman's.

And a person who rules by holding everyone's secrets, Clem thought, has, by definition, made every one of them wish her gone. She's manufactured her own murderers, a whole parish of them, one held secret at a time. The only question is which one finally cracks, and whether the one who cracks is loud, like Jenna, or quiet, like, like whoever it is that holds the deepest grievance of all, the one nobody talks about.

She did not yet know it was the meek widow taking the minutes. But she wrote, in her notebook, under the date: Hyacinth rules by held secrets, not rosettes, a blackmailer's reign. Whole village has motive. Look not for the loudest grievance but the oldest and deepest, the one she's held longest, the one that's had time to go from hot to cold to patient. And she put the kettle on, and it sang, and she thought, not for the first time, that the most dangerous person in any village is not the one everyone fears but the one everyone has stopped seeing, and that she should make it her business, before the show, to find out who in Porthmellin had the very oldest reason of all to want Hyacinth Pendray silenced for good.

She would find out. She always did. But not, this time, quite in time to stop it, because the thing about a grievance thirty years cold is that it has learned, in thirty years, to wait one fortnight more.
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Chapter Three
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The card went up on the Flower Show noticeboard outside the church on the Tuesday, and by Wednesday the whole village had seen it, and by Thursday it had reached Clem in the way village things reached her now, brought to her, over the counter, because when something was wrong in Porthmellin people had got into the habit of bringing it to the Kettle.

It was Reverend Nance who brought it, in the end, or rather brought the news of it, folding his long heron's frame into the fireside chair with an expression of real distress. "Someone's pinned a, a vile thing to the show board," he said. "I've taken it down, of course, but half the parish photographed it before I could, and it's all over the village now. About Hyacinth." He lowered his voice. "It threatened her, Mrs Hart. In so many words. Enjoy your last show, you poisonous old witch. This year somebody stops you for good. In capitals. Pressed so hard with the pen it tore the card." His mild eyes were troubled. "I don't like it. I don't like it at all. One says these things, in a temper, half the village has said worse about Hyacinth over a hedge, but to write it, and pin it where she'd see it, the week of her show, that's not temper. That's someone who wanted her to be afraid. And I find I keep thinking" he hesitated"I keep thinking of the summer, and Carnglaze, and how you always say a thing written down is different from a thing said. You'd know. Is it different? Should I be frightened for her, or is it only spite?"

Clem looked at the photograph on his phone, the torn card, the pressed-hard capitals, the genuine venom of it, and felt the cold tug turn over.

"It's different" she said slowly. "Spite is loud and it's cheap and it's usually spent in the saying. This" she studied the torn card"this is patient. Whoever wrote this wanted her to read it and be afraid and not know who. That's not someone letting off steam, Reverend. That's someone enjoying her fear, in advance, the way you'd enjoy the first course before the main." She handed the phone back. "But it's also exactly what a clever guilty person would write to point the finger at everyone but themselves. Half the village hates Hyacinth Pendray, you've said so. A card like this makes all of them suspects, which means it makes none of them suspects. So either it's a frightened, furious soul who finally cracked, or it's a cold one, laying a false trail in plain sight, before whatever they actually mean to do." She frowned at the fire. "I don't like it either, Reverend. Has anyone told the police?"

"Tom Pengelly's seen it." Nance allowed himself the ghost of a dry smile. "He came up, looked at it a long while, turned it a quarter-turn the way he does, and said, between us
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