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Chapter One
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She went up to Nell Saltern's the morning after the Midsummer Fête, with cake, because Nell had asked for cake and because Clem had learned, over two years and four deaths, that when Nell Saltern named the terms of a telling you met them to the letter, the way you'd meet the terms of a will.

It was the loveliest of high-summer mornings, the kind Porthmellin laid on as though to make a liar of the thing that was coming. The whole hill above the harbour had gone over from spring gold to summer green and was frothing now with the year's first honeysuckle, tumbling pale and gold over every hedgebank and garden wall and the lych-gate of St. Brioc's, so heavy on the warm air that Clem could smell it the length of Fish Street, that thick sweet evening-and-morning scent that is summer in Cornwall and nothing else, and that she would never, after this fortnight, be able to smell again without a catch in her chest. She carried a saffron cake still warm from the Kettle's oven in a tin under her arm, and beside her Tom Pengelly carried nothing and said little, because Nell had said bring your young man and Tom had come, off-duty, in his soft weekend clothes, with the particular quiet on him that meant he too felt the morning had a weight to it.

"You don't have to come up" Clem said, at the foot of Nell's steep stair. "She said you could. She didn't say you must. This is mine, Tom, Winnie's, and mine."

"She said bring him, you'll not want to be alone with this one," Tom said, turning over the words the way he turned a teacup. "I've learned to take Nell Saltern at her word, same as you. If the old woman thinks you'll want someone to count beside you, then I'll be the one counting. That's the whole of the job, isn't it." He almost smiled, in the honeysuckle morning. "I came for the novelty of a tea-room woman who solved my murders. I appear to have stayed to carry the cake. Go on. She's waiting. She's been waiting, by the look of her these two years, a great deal longer than this."

Nell was in her window chair with the bright harbour below, as she always was, smaller than last year and more transparent, an old woman gone to the fineness of a leaf in autumn; but the black eyes, when they came up, were as sharp and as deep as ever, and there was in them this morning a thing Clem had never quite seen there before, not even over Carnglaze, not even over Demelza, a fear. Nell Saltern, who had buried a husband and most of a century and faced down four murderers' truths in this very window without flinching, was afraid; and Clem set the cake down very gently, and sat, and took the old woman's hand, and waited.

"You brought the cake" Nell said. "Good girl. Some things want cake. And you shut the door?" Clem had. "And you brought your Tom." The black eyes went to Tom, settling himself quiet in the corner. "Good. You'll want him. I'd not send even you into this one alone, Clem Hart, and I'll tell you for nothing, I've half a mind not to send you in at all, I've lain awake on it, this short summer night, whether to let it die with me, the way it's near died already, the way your Winnie meant it not to." Her hand tightened. "But it's not mine to let die. That's the thing I keep coming back to, in the dark. Your Winnie left it you. Not me. She judged, across all those years, that you'd be the one. And who am I, eighty and going, to overrule a dead woman's judgement of the living? So I'll tell you the half I know, this morning, and where to look for the half I don't, and then God help the both of us, because once it's told it can't be untold, and it's the biggest and the oldest and the worst, and there's a soul still living it touches, and I'm not certain, my lover, I'm truly not, that the telling won't cost you more than the keeping ever cost her."

The honeysuckle came in at the open window, sweet and thick. A gull cried over the bright water. And Nell Saltern began.

"Nineteen seventy-one" she said. "The summer the world was young, or we were. I was a maid of thirty, married two years, watching the young set the way you watch a thing you've just got too old for, and what a set it was, Clem, that summer. Your Winnie at the heart of it, tall and dry and full of devilment, before the tea room, before she went quiet and careful the way you knew her. And Hyacinth, Hyacinth Carlyon, she was then, before the Pendrays, before she was a tyrant, just a beautiful proud girl with the whole of her life ahead and meaning to have the best of it. Thick as thieves, those two, that summer, Winnie and Hyacinth, you'd not have got a cigarette paper between them. And the Pendray boys courting all the pretty girls, and dances at the regatta, and bonfires on the quay, and the whole of it gold." The old face had softened, and then, slowly, closed. "And there was a girl called Grace. Grace Tremenheere. And before that summer was out, Grace was gone, ran awaythey said, ran off to the city in her shame and was never heard of again, and nothing in this village was ever, quite, the same."

"Her shame," Clem said quietly.

"She was carrying" said Nell. "Everyone knew, in the end, though it was meant to be a secret, a poor girl, no people to speak of but a young sister, carrying a child by one of the gentry boys who'd thrown her over for a better match, and then gone, vanished, run away rather than face the disgrace, poor Grace, sad Grace, and the village shook its head and was sorry and forgot her inside a twelvemonth, the way it forgets the quiet ones." The black eyes came up. "That's the half I know, Clem. The story everyone was told and most believed. And I'll tell you the other half-of-the-half, the part I've carried fifty years and never said to a living soul: I never believed it. Not from the first. Because Grace Tremenheere would no more have run off and left her sister Rose without a word than that cat of yours would take up vegetarianism. They were all each other had, those two girls, close as Bryony and her mother and closer. And Grace ran away and never once, in fifty years, sent her own sister so much as a postcard?" Nell shook her head, slow. "No. I never believed Grace ran. I believed, I've believed, half a century, and been too feared and too comfortable and too loyal to your Winnie's silence to ever say it, that Grace Tremenheere never left this village at all. That something happened to her, that midsummer, up among the gentry. And that your Winnie knew what. Knew the whole of it. And kept it."

The room was very still. In the corner, Tom Pengelly had gone quite motionless, the policeman in him waking.

"And Hyacinth?" Clem asked, because the cold thing in her chest had begun to move. "Winnie and Hyacinth, thick as thieves that summer, you said. And then?"

"And then they never were friends again" Nell said simply. "Not once, in fifty year. Nor enemies, openly, they circled each other this whole village's lifetime, careful, like two who knew the same buried thing and neither dared be first to dig. I told you that in the spring and I'll tell you again: time doesn't do that to two girls. Only a secret does. Whatever happened to Grace Tremenheere in the summer of seventy-one, it stood between your aunt and Hyacinth Pendray for fifty years, and your Winnie held it, held it over Hyacinth, who held all the rest of us, and never once used it, and took it to her grave." She let go of Clem's hand, and sat back, spent, the fear in her old face giving way to the relief of a weight half set down. "Or near to her grave. Because she left you the rest, didn't she. In the back of her booksI always heard her say, when she was failing, it's all in the back of my books, for the one who can read them. I thought she meant the tea room's accounts. I know better now. Go home, Clem Hart. Go and read the back of Winnie's books. And then come and tell me the half I never knew, before I go, for I find, at the end, I'd like to know what truly became of Grace, that I never believed ran away. I'd like to know it before I'm past knowing anything."

And Clem walked home down the honeysuckle hill with Tom silent beside her and the old woman's words heavy in her, and did not yet know that within the fortnight she would know exactly what became of Grace Tremenheere, and wish, with the whole of her heart, that she did not.
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Chapter Two
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Winnie's books were where Winnie's books had always been, on the deep shelf in the little office over the tea room, and Clem had looked at them a hundred times in two years and never once truly looked, because they were only the old accounts, the Kettle's takings going back forty years, the dull honest spine of the business, and there had never been any reason to think they were anything else.

She thought it now. She took them down one by one in the long summer evening, with the Kettle shut below and Pilchard on the desk and the gulls quieting over the harbour, and she went through them the way she went through everything, with patience and her sharp pencils and the cold clear part of her mind, and for a long while there was nothing, only Winnie's small dry hand recording scones and saffron and the slow turning of forty years' trade, and Clem began to think Nell had been wrong, or that the back of my books was only an old woman's way of saying my affairs, and there was nothing to find but a tea room's long dull honesty.

And then she came to the oldest ledger, the very first, bound in cracked oxblood leather, its early pages dated the year Winnie took the Kettle on; and it was heavier than it should have been; and when Clem turned it over in her hands the way she turned everything, looking for the thing under the thing, she felt it, a stiffness at the back, a thickness behind the marbled endpaper, where a careful hand had, long ago, made a second leaf of the board and slipped something in behind it and pasted it down so neatly that forty years of dusting had never shown the seam.

She fetched a knife, and she was careful, and she opened it; and inside, between the board and the endpaper of her own dead aunt's oldest book, was a packet of pages, folded small and gone soft at the creases with the years, covered close in Winnie Hart's small dry unmistakable hand, not figures, this time, but words; and across the top of the first page, undated, in that hand:

For my great-niece Clementine, who will have the Kettle when I'm gone, and who I am told is clever with the things that don't add up. If you have found this, then you found the seam, which means you went looking, which means you are the one I hoped you'd be. I'm sorry. I'd not lay this on a soul that hadn't the strength for it, and the kindness, both, and I'd give a great deal to be wrong that you have both, because then you'd not be reading this. But you are. So. Sit down, my dear, and put the kettle on, and let me tell you about Grace.

Clem sat back with the soft old pages in her lap and found that her hands were not quite steady, and that the little office had gone strange around her, the deep shelf, the worn desk, the window over the harbour, all of it suddenly the room of a woman she had never really known. For that was the thing, sitting there in the lamplight: she had met Winnie twice in life, a small girl's blurred memory of a tall dry visitor at a London table, and once more as a sulky teenager who'd thought the old woman from Cornwall faintly ridiculous, and then Winnie had died and left the Kettle to a great-niece who'd never have come if she hadn't been at the end of her own rope, and everything Clem knew of her she had assembled afterward, secondhand, from the village's fond shorthand: your auntie, lovely woman, kept the books honest, sharp as a tack, never married, ran this place forty years, we all loved her. A tea cosy of a woman, a kind dry capable spinster, a legacy and a cat. That was the Winnie Clem had spent two years being grateful to and comfortably, distantly fond of, and it was, she understood now, holding the confession of a fifty-year-kept death, a child's picture, a greeting-card, a woman who had perhaps never quite existed. Because the hand in her lap had carried something monstrous for half a century, and built a whole long careful life as a kind of lid over it, and told no one, and left it at the last to a great-niece she'd gambled would be strong enough. Who were you? Clem thought, and the question had an edge close to dread now, because she could feel, holding the unread pages, that the answer would cost her the comfortable aunt she loved, and she did not know what it would give her back.

Clem put the kettle on. It sang, in the dark over the harbour, the way it did. And she sat down in Winnie's chair with Winnie's hand under the lamp, and read the first of it, only the first, because she found she could not, that night, read it all, the way you cannot eat a whole grief at one sitting.

Grace Tremenheere was the best friend I ever had, Winnie had written, and the gentlest soul this village ever made, and she did not run away in the summer of 1971, whatever you've been told, whatever they all believe. She is dead, and has been dead these fifty years, and I know where she lies, and I know how she came to lie there, and I have never told a living soul, and I am going to tell you, because someone honest must know it before the last of us who do are gone, and because there is a wrong in it that has never been put right, and you are the only one I can think of, across all the years I'll not live to see, who might finally be strong enough and clever enough and kind enough to weigh it. God forgive me for leaving it you. I could think of no one else, and I could not take it with me, and I could not, in fifty years, find a way to put it right that did not cost an innocent everything. So I kept it. And now it's yours.

And there it stopped, for Clem, that first night, not because the page stopped but because she did; because her hands had begun to shake, holding her aunt's confession of a fifty-year-kept death; because the woman in this writing was not, quite, the Winnie of her imagining, the brisk kind sensible great-aunt who'd left her a tea room and a cat and a second life; this was a woman who had carried something monstrous, alone, for half a century, and chosen to, and called the choosing mercy. Who were you, Winnie? Clem thought, for the second time in her two years, and this time with something close to dread. She folded the pages, gently, and did not read on, and sat a long while in the dark with the cat and the cooling kettle and the honeysuckle coming in at the window; and downstairs the holly-green door was locked and the willow-blue cups were on their shelf and everything was exactly as it had been that morning, and nothing was, because she knew now that the woman who'd built all of it had built it on top of a grave, the way, she did not yet know it, another woman had built a garden.
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She did not read the rest the next day, nor the next, because the next day the past came walking up the quay on its own two feet, fifty years late, and made the reading urgent in a way she could not have foreseen.

His name went round the village before Clem ever saw him, the way names did, brought to her over the counter, because when something was strange in Porthmellin people brought it to the Kettle. It was Bryony who brought this one, banging in from the harbour with the morning fish and her eyes wide.

"There's a stranger at the Smuggler's Rest" she said. "An old man. Come yesterday on the late train and taken a room of Jago, and he's, Clem, Jago says he's a Pendray. Come back. After fifty year. Johnny Pendray, Jago says, the old one's brother, Mrs Pendray that died in the spring, the flower-show one, her husband's brother that went off to Canada or somewhere before any of us were born and never came back, not for weddings nor funerals nor nothing, and now here he is, an old sick man, come home." She set the fish down. "And do you know what he's askingClem? Jago says he sits in the snug and he asks the old ones, anyone old enough, he asks about a girl. From back then. A girl called Grace." Her voice dropped. "Grace. Like you were asking Nell about. Isn't that, Clem, why's your face gone like that?"
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