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Chapter One
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There is a particular kind of cold that comes to a Cornish harbour in the week before Christmas, and Clem had decided she approved of it.

It was a dry, bright, ringing cold, quite unlike November's wet grey siege, the fog packed off out to sea, the sky scoured to a hard pale blue, the slate roofs furred white with the first real frost and the harbour water so still and black it held the whole village upside down in it, lamp for lamp. The fishing boats had strung themselves with coloured bulbs. Someone had wired a lit star to the top of the chandlery. And along the quay the new lights waited on their poles, dark as yet, swagged between the lamp-posts in great loops that the whole village had spent a fortnight arguing about and would spend the next month admiring, because they were to be switched on at Christmas, by the famous man, in front of everyone, and Porthmellin had not been this excited since the lifeboat got its new launch ramp.

Clem stood at the bay window of The Whistling Kettle with a tray of mince pies cooling at her elbow and watched a man up a ladder doing something hopeful to a length of cable, and felt the cold come off the glass, and felt, she examined it, turned it over, looked for the catch, found none, content. It was her second Christmas in Porthmellin and her first as a woman who owned the floor she stood on. The freehold was hers, signed and sealed since November; Mr Pengarth and his briefcase were a closed account; the year that had begun as a sentence had ended as a home. Pilchard was asleep in his patch of stolen warmth. The fire drew. The hampers were half made.

"You've got the look again," said Bryony, banging through from the kitchen with a tray of sausage rolls and her curls escaping their bun in the heat. "The soft look. You'll frighten the customers."

"I'm allowed a soft look in December. It's seasonal." Clem set a mince pie on a willow-blue plate and slid it across the counter to old Mr Praed, who had not technically ordered it and whom she had decided to feed anyway, on the grounds that a man who has colonised your fireside chair since October has earned the odd pie. "How many hampers are we to, now?"

"Twenty-three. And Mrs Olds and Mrs Treloar have both ordered the large with the muscatels, again, and are both pretending not to know the other has, again, and I've half a mind to let them find out at the carol service just to watch." Bryony's eyes were bright with the particular joy of a young woman in her own village at Christmas. "And, Clem. The big news. You've not heard the big news. It came this morning, while you were doing the bake." She set the tray down with a flourish. "The committee. The Christmas committee. They want the Kettle to do the refreshments. For the gala. The mulled wine and the mince pies, Christmas Eve, after the carols, for the whole village and himfor Tremaine, when he switches on the lights." She pressed both hands to her chest. "Our mulled wine. At the famous Lucas Tremaine's homecoming. Clem, it's, do you know what that's worth? Half of Cornwall will be there. The papers, even. Mum says it's the best thing that's happened to the Kettle since you caught the, well. Since the summer."

Clem felt the small warm flush of it, because she was not made of stone and it was, on its face, an honour: the incomer's tea room, chosen to feed the village at its proudest hour. And then she felt, underneath the warmth, the faint familiar tug she had learned not to ignore, the cold accountant's instinct that any sum which looks like pure gain has a cost written somewhere in smaller print.

"Who's paying for it?" she asked.

Bryony blinked. "Does it matter? It's an honour..."

"Everything's an honour until the invoice clears, my love. Who's paying? The committee's broke, they always are. So who's funding the gala, the lights, the wine, all of it?"

"Oh." Bryony's brightness flickered, just slightly. "Him. Tremaine. It's his gift to the village, isn't it. The lights, the gala, all of it, his money, his homecoming present, because he made his fortune and he wants to give back. There's a trust and everything. The Tremaine Trust." She rallied. "Which only makes it better, doesn't it? A famous man's own money, and he wants the local tea room, not some fancy caterer up from Truro. He wants us."

"Mm," said Clem, who had spent fourteen years learning that when a very rich man wants to give you something, the question is never what he's giving but what he's getting, and who had never once, in all those years, found the answer to be nothing. She did not say this to Bryony, because Bryony was twenty-four and it was Christmas and the girl's whole face was lit like the quay would be, and there is a time to teach the hard sums and a time to let the lights stay on a little longer.

"We'll do it," she said instead. "Of course we'll do it. The best mulled wine in Cornwall and two hundred mince pies and we'll make the village proud." She picked up her cloth. "I'll just want to see the paperwork first. The committee's books, the trust's. Whoever's paying. Call it professional curiosity."

"You and your paperwork." Bryony rolled her eyes, fond, and went back to the ovens, and the bell over the door jangled and the cold came in and a customer with it, and the morning rolled on the way the good December mornings did, all woodsmoke and spice and the urn hissing.

But Clem stood a moment longer at the window, looking at the dark unlit loops of cable swagged along the quay, waiting for the famous man and his famous money to come and set them blazing, and she thought, without yet any reason to, with nothing at all to go on but the cold tug in her chest that she had stopped pretending she didn't trust, I wonder what it's really for. I wonder what a man who never came back for his own mother's funeral wants badly enough to come back for now. And I wonder why, when his name comes up, the whole bright village goes a little quiet, the way a room goes quiet when someone opens a door onto the cold.

She did not know yet that she would spend her whole Christmas finding out. She knew only that the lights were waiting, and the famous man was coming, and that her tea room's good name was about to be hung, with the holly and the ivy, somewhere very near the centre of it.

*  *  *
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THE WEEK BEFORE CHRISTMAS at The Whistling Kettle was a thing Clem had not known she was capable of loving, and loved.

It was the busiest the tea room ever got, busier than the summer trippers, because in December the whole village came in, not to be served so much as to beto thaw, to gossip, to escape their own cold kitchens and the relentless approach of relatives; and the Kettle in Advent was a warm loud golden box of woodsmoke and cinnamon and wet wool, the windows fogged, the urn never off, Pilchard installed in the bay window like a furred ginger draught-excluder, and Bryony and Clem run off their feet from eight till dark. They had the hampers to build on top of the trade, twenty-three of them now, stacked in the back in their tissue and ribbon, and the gala besides, and Clem had taken on a girl from up the lane two mornings a week just to keep the scones coming, and still it was barely enough, and she had never been happier in a December in her life, which told her something she filed and did not examine too closely.

The hamper war had reached its annual armistice early this year, sapped of its venom by a larger excitement. Mrs Olds came in on the Tuesday and, instead of her usual reconnaissance about Mrs Treloar's order, sat down by the fire and talked of nothing but Tremaine, Lucas Tremaine, coming home, here, to Porthmellin, the famous one off the televisionwith the breathless proprietary pride of a woman who had decided, on no evidence, that she had always known he would amount to something. "I knew his mother" she announced, to the room. "Lovely woman, Jowanna Vingoe, God rest her. He'll have got it off her, the gift. Such a tragedy she never lived to see him come good." And the room murmured agreement, and nobody, Clem noticed, filing it, nobody mentioned that the famous beloved son had not troubled to come home for the lovely woman's funeral, that Jowanna Vingoe had gone into the ground up at St. Brioc's unattended by the boy she'd raised, ten years back, while he was opening a restaurant in Dubai. The village had decided to forget that, the way it decided to forget inconvenient things, with the swift soft unanimity Clem was coming to recognise as Porthmellin's deepest and most dangerous talent.

The Reverend Aubrey Nance came in on the Wednesday, folding his long heron's frame into the chair nearest the hearth and accepting a coffee he had not ordered and always had, and he was the only soul in the village who did not seem wholly delighted.

"They've asked him to switch on the lights" he said, without preamble, warming his hands. "At the carol service. Christmas Eve. And to host the gala after, his trust paying for the lot. And I find, Mrs Hart, that I cannot account for my own unease about it, which troubles me, because I am a great believer that unease one cannot account for is usually one's better judgement arriving before one's reasons." He sipped. "He left here at twenty with nothing and a bad name, oh, there were stories, that summer he left, there's always stories, and he comes home at fifty in three motorcars to be cheered. And the whole village has decided he's the prodigal son, and I am to stand up on Christmas Eve and bless the homecoming, and I find I keep thinking of the other prodigal, you know, the one nobody preaches, the elder brother, who stayed, and kept faith, and watched the fatted calf killed for the one who squandered everything, and was not best pleased." The heron eyes lifted to hers. "There are elder brothers in this village, Mrs Hart. People who stayed, and kept faith, and remember the summer he left rather better than the rest. I shall be watching their faces, on Christmas Eve, while I bless him. It's a poor sort of charity, watching faces. But it's what I've got." He set down his cup. "You're catering it, I hear. The gala. The Kettle's mulled wine, in the famous man's honour." A pause, gentle and pointed. "Mind how you ladle, my dear. A homecoming this loud is bound to be standing on top of something. They generally are. And the people doing the refreshments have a way of being standing on top of it too, when it gives."

And he gathered his long coat and went out into the Advent dark, leaving Clem with a cold coffee and a warning she could not yet read, and the distinct sense, the second time that week, that the brightest thing in the village's calendar had a shadow under it that only she and one stooping vicar could feel.

She wrote it in her notebook, under the day's date: Rev. Nance uneasy. "Elder brothers"who stayed, who remembers the summer he left. Tremaine missed his own mother's funeral; village has chosen to forget. Mind how you ladle., Who are the elder brothers?

Then she sold nine cream teas and built two hampers and refereed nothing, because the war was off, and got on with the warm loud golden business of Christmas, and did not yet know that the vicar's elder brother had a name, and played the organ, and was at that moment up the hill in a cold church, decorating it, alone, for joy.
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Chapter Two
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Lucas Tremaine came home four days before Christmas, and he came the way the very rich come, which is to say he made the weather of it.

Clem watched the arrival from the Kettle window along with everyone else, because there was no not watching it; the whole quay had turned out in the ringing cold, breath smoking, children up on the harbour wall, and down the impossible lane came not one car but three, a long black thing in front, a long black thing behind, and in the middle a low silver machine that cost more than the chandlery and looked, in Porthmellin, as out of place as a swan in a chip shop. They disgorged, by the harbour, a small entourage: a brisk young man with a tablet and an earpiece, two others who might have been security or staff, and then, to a sound from the crowd that was not quite a cheer and not quite a sigh, a sort of collective indrawn breath, the man himself.

He was worth looking at; Clem granted him that at once, the way she'd granted Porthmellin itself was pretty, grudgingly, on the evidence. Lucas Tremaine at fifty was big and handsome and weathered in the expensive way, silver at the temples, a good coat worn open to the cold as though cold were a thing that happened to other people, and he moved into the waiting crowd with his arms slightly spread and his face lit, gathering them, working them, and the village, the canny, counting, slow-to-warm village that had taken Clem the better part of a year to win a corner of, went to him like iron filings to a magnet. Old men who'd called him jumped-up shook his hand. Women who'd been girls when he left touched his sleeve. The children stared. And Tremaine laughed and clasped and remembered names, or seemed to, and said the harbour hadn't changed and thank God for it, and that he'd dreamed of this light, this very light off this very water, in every grand kitchen in the world, and Clem watched a whole village fall in love in ninety seconds and thought, coolly, from behind her own glass: he's good. He's very, very good. That's a performance with thirty years of rehearsal behind it, and not one beat of it is for them. Every beat of it is for something he wants.

She priced him, the way she priced everyone. The coat: real, new, eye-watering. The watch: the same. The ease: practised. And under the ease, glimpsed only because Clem had spent a career learning to see the thing a man is hiding behind the thing he's showing, a flicker, when the brisk young man with the tablet murmured something in his ear; a tightening, when a photographer's flash went off from the wrong angle; the quick controlling sweep of his eyes across the crowd, counting it, the way Clem counted it, the way a man counts a room he means to own. Fear, she thought, surprised. Under all that. He's afraid of something. A man does not perform that hard at being beloved unless he badly needs to be, or unless he's covering the fact that he's here for something the beloving would not survive.

"He's even handsomer than the telly," breathed Bryony, beside her, wholly gone. "Oh, Clem, look at him. And he gave the lifeboat ten thousand pounds, did you hear, just gave it..."

"Did he," said Clem. "How nice." And she watched Lucas Tremaine bend to kiss the cheek of a weeping elderly woman who had clearly known his mother, and she filed the ten thousand pounds to the lifeboat under the same heading as the lights and the gala and the trust, which was a heading she had not yet named but was beginning to suspect would, when she named it, not be generosity.

She turned to say as much, lightly, to whoever would hear it, and stopped, because beside her at the window Nell Saltern had appeared, on her stick, come down from Fish Street in the cold to see the famous man like everyone else, and Nell was not looking at Lucas Tremaine the way the rest of them were.

Nell had gone white. Not pale, white, the colour drained clean out of her sharp old face, her knuckles tight on the head of her stick, her bright black eyes fixed on the man in the crowd with an expression Clem had never once seen on her in a year of cake and gossip and the whole long memory of the parish: not warmth, not the relish she brought to a good story, not even dislike. Fear. Old fear, and under it something that looked, terribly, like grief.

"Nell?" Clem said quietly, taking her arm. "Nell. Are you all right? Come and sit down, you're frozen, come by the fire."

"He came back," Nell said, not to Clem, not to anyone, her eyes still on the man laughing in the crowd. "After all these years, he came back. I never thought he'd dare." Her voice was strange, far off. "I never thought he'd have the brassto come home and stand on that quay and be, be lovedthe" She stopped herself, hard, the way Clem had watched her stop herself once before, over cake, on the subject of Winnie: a door drawn quietly to. The colour came back into her face by an act of will, and the brightness, and she patted Clem's hand and pulled herself up straight on her stick.

"Don't mind me, maid," she said. "Old woman, cold day, too many ghosts. I'll have that fire and that cake now, since you're offering." And she let Clem settle her by the hearth, and she ate a mince pie, and she said no more about it.

But she did not look at the window again, not once, the whole time the cheering went on outside; and when Clem brought her a second cup she found the old woman gazing into the fire with her ghosts, and heard her say, so low it might not have been meant for hearing at all:

"Eseld. Oh, my girl. He's come home, and you never can."

And Clem, who did not yet know the name, who had no idea at all what it meant, felt the cold tug in her chest turn over once, and changed its note, and she said nothing, and she filed it, and she got back to work, because the famous man was coming to her tea room's mulled wine in four days, and a woman she trusted had just gone white at the sight of him and whispered a dead girl's name into the fire, and those two facts had, as yet, no line to join them.

She had a feeling she was going to find the line. She usually did.

*  *  *
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LUCAS TREMAINE CAME into the Kettle himself on his second day home, and Clem got to take his measure across her own counter, which is the closest thing to a level playing field a tea-room woman ever gets with a man like that, and she did not waste it.

He came mid-morning, with the nephew, Damien, trailing a half-step behind with the tablet and the harried air, and the famous man filled the low room the way he filled everything, too big for it, deliberately, a sun expecting its planets, and the Kettle's regulars went still and bright-eyed and proprietary, our Lucas, in our tea room, and Tremaine worked them, of course, a word here, a remembered name there (or a confidently guessed one; Clem watched him guess, and watched the villagers supply the correction with delight, never noticing they'd been mined for it), until the whole room loved him, in ninety seconds, exactly as the quay had.

And then he came to Clem's counter and turned the full beam of it on her, and Clem felt it, she was honest with herself about that, afterward; she felt the pull of the man, the way you feel the warmth off a fire you know perfectly well could take the house. "So you're the famous tea lady" he said, smiling, leaning in, conspiratorial, making her the only soul in the room. "The one catering my little homecoming. I'm in your hands, then. Mulled wine and mince pies for the whole village, you'll not poison me, I hope?" And he laughed, the easy charming laugh, at his own little joke, and Clem smiled back, pleasant, neighbourly, and thought, with a cold clear inward calm: you have no idea, do you, how close to the bone you're playing. A man with nothing to fear doesn't joke about poison. A man with everything to fear makes it a joke first, so no one else can.

"I keep a clean kitchen, Mr Tremaine," she said. "You'll come to no harm from my wine." Which was true, and which she would have cause to remember.

She priced him, while she made the coffee he ordered (black, and he sent it back once, closerexactly as Jago had said). The coat, the watch, real, vast, new. The charm, practised to the point of reflex, a tool worn so long it had become a hand. And under it, glimpsed only because she'd spent a career learning to see the thing beneath the thing: the same flicker she'd caught on the quay, the quick controlling sweep of the eyes, counting the room, and, when old Mrs Olds mentioned, fondly, that the Eddys would be that proud, Bran especially, to see you come home so grandthe briefest stillness, there and gone, the smile holding while something behind it went cold and watchful for half a second before the warmth flooded back. There. The Eddys. The name does something to him. He came home and the first thing he did was ask after Bran, and now Bran's name stills him for half a second across a tea-room counter. Whatever he's afraid of, it has the name Eddy on it. She filed it, and she did not yet have the recipe book, did not yet know the shape of the old wrong, but she knew this much, watching the famous beloved man charm her village to its feet: that the homecoming was a performance, that the charm was a weapon, and that somewhere under all that warmth was a frightened man who flinched, very slightly, at a dead girl's family name.

Damien, the nephew
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