
A CELLAR FULL OF SECRETS

A Porthmellin Cove Mystery, Book Two

Rosamund Vale

A Cellar Full of Secrets

Copyright © 2026 by Rosamund Vale.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced without written permission, except for brief quotations in reviews.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, businesses, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. Porthmellin is an invented village and does not depict any real place.

First edition, 2026.

Contents

Chapter One..........................................................5

Chapter Two..........................................................9

Chapter Three.......................................................13

Chapter Four........................................................16

Chapter Five.........................................................20

Chapter Six..........................................................24

Chapter Seven.......................................................30

Chapter Eight........................................................33

Chapter Nine........................................................38

Chapter Ten.........................................................41

Chapter Eleven.......................................................44

Chapter Twelve......................................................47

Chapter Thirteen.....................................................50

Chapter Fourteen....................................................55

Chapter Fifteen......................................................58

Chapter Sixteen......................................................63

Chapter Seventeen...................................................65

Chapter Eighteen....................................................70

Chapter Nineteen....................................................73

Chapter Twenty......................................................76

Chapter Twenty-One..................................................81

Chapter Twenty-Two..................................................84

Chapter Twenty-Three................................................87

Chapter Twenty-Four.................................................90

Chapter Twenty-Five.................................................92

Chapter Twenty-Six...................................................95

Chapter Twenty-Seven................................................99

Chapter Twenty-Eight...............................................103

Chapter Twenty-Nine................................................106

Chapter Thirty......................................................109

Chapter Thirty

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One

[image: ]


By the end of October, Clem had learned that a Cornish autumn did not arrive so much as lay siege.

It came up out of the sea in the night and was simply there in the morning, grey and patient and total, so that she would open the holly-green door to take in the milk and find the harbour gone, the whole bright bowl of it swallowed, the masts of the fishing boats reduced to suggestions, the foghorn out on the Mellin Rock lowing like something that had lost its calf. The light that had poured through the bay window all summer, the light that had ambushed her on her very first day and lodged somewhere under her ribs where she did not have a column for it, had packed up and gone wherever light went. In its place was a soft pearl dimness that made the lamps necessary by four o'clock and the fire necessary always, and that the village, with the bottomless Cornish appetite for cataloguing weather, called close, or thick, or, on the worst days, simply some fog, in a tone of grim professional respect.

Clem had stopped fighting it. This, she understood, was a development.

She stood now behind the scrubbed elm counter of The Whistling Kettle with a tea towel over her shoulder and a tray of saffron buns cooling at her elbow, and she watched the fog do its slow work on the quay, and she felt, she examined the feeling the way she examined everything, turned it over, looked for the catch, she felt all right. The buns had risen. The fire was drawing. Pilchard, the enormous one-eared ginger tom she had inherited along with the freehold and the goodwill and the eight mismatched tables, was asleep in the window in a patch of warmth that had no business existing on a day like this, having located it by the infallible instinct of a creature who had never in his life done a hard thing when an easy one was available.

It was a Tuesday in late October, the visitors long gone, the swallows long gone, and the tea room was full anyway, full of the village, of dripping macs steaming gently by the hearth, of the particular damp-wool-and-woodsmoke fug of a Cornish café in the off-season, which Clem had come to think of, privately, as the smell of having stayed.

"You've gone soft," she told the cat, setting a bun on a willow-blue plate. "You realise that. You used to have standards."

Pilchard did not open his eye. He had heard worse from better people.

"He's right not to answer," said Bryony, swinging through from the kitchen with a stack of clean cups balanced against her hip, her dark curls escaping their bun as they had escaped every bun since the day Clem met her. "You only say it to feel superior. Mrs Olds wants two cream teas and to know whether you're doing the Christmas hampers again this year, only she's asking now, in October, because she heard Mrs Treloar at the post office was asking, and Mrs Olds would sooner die than have Mrs Treloar's hamper booked before hers."

"Tell Mrs Olds the hampers are a closely guarded commercial secret and I'll thank her not to start a war about them before bonfire night."

"I'll tell her you're thinking about it. That's better. Then she can worry." Bryony said it with love. She said most cruel things about the village with love; it was, Clem had decided, the local dialect. She set down the cups and lowered her voice, though there was no need, the way she always did when the news was good. "Year's nearly up, then. Isn't it. The condition."

It was. That was the other thing Clem had been turning over, in the small hours, when the foghorn was going and the fire had sunk to a sullen orange eye.

A year. Great-Aunt Winnie, dead now fourteen months, with the dry humour of a woman who had run a failing tea room for forty years and enjoyed every minute, had left Clem the whole improbable establishment on one condition: that she keep it trading, actually trading, to the satisfaction of the trustees, for one full year. If she closed it or sold it within that year, the freehold passed instead to the Cornwall Wildlife Trust, who would, Winnie's appended note had observed, make of it a lovely visitor centre, though they don't do a patch on my scones.

Eleven months and three weeks ago Clem had stood in this room, cold then, dust-sheeted, an empty cake dome and a blackboard ghosting the words Cream teas all day, my lovers in a confident hand, and built, in her head, a model. Rows and columns. The model had said: assess, sell, take the deferred consideration, go back to London and the firm and the life. The model had been very clear.

The model, it turned out, had not factored in the cat, or the light, or Bryony's face opening like a window, or a dead man at a midsummer fête and the dreadful clarifying business of finding out who had killed him. The model had not factored in staying. Models never could. They were only ever as good as the things you were willing to put into them, and Clem had spent fourteen years in a glass tower in the City carefully not putting certain things in, and look where that had got her.

"Nearly up," she agreed. "The trustees' man comes the second week of November. Mr Pengarth. He'll look at the books, confirm we've genuinely traded, and then the freehold's mine. Outright."

"And then?"

"And then nothing changes, except I stop having nightmares about Mr Pengarth." Clem flicked the tea towel at her. "Go and tell Mrs Olds about her hamper. Gently. We can't afford a war, we've only just got the trade back."

That was true, and it was the small splinter under the good feeling, the thing the model would have flagged in red. They had only just got the trade back. After the business in the summer, after the whole village had spent a fortnight believing the borage from the Kettle's own herb order had poisoned poor Hugh Tregarrick at the Smuggler's Rest, before Clem proved it had not, before she proved a great deal of other things nobody had wanted proved, the takings had cratered. They had clawed their way back through August and September on cream teas and stubbornness and the slow forgiveness of a community that did not forgive quickly but, once it decided to, did it thoroughly. They were all right. They were not comfortable. A bad winter could still tip them.

She did not, therefore, want trouble.

This is worth recording, given everything that followed: on that grey Tuesday in late October, standing in her warm room with her risen buns and her sleeping cat and her year nearly safely up, Clementine Hart wanted, more than she had wanted anything in months, to be left entirely alone.

The bell over the door went, that thin bright jangle, and the fog came in, and so did the trouble, in the shape of a man she had last seen three days before, soaked to the skin, standing on her mat with the worst news of his life and nowhere to put it.

He was dry now, more or less. That was the first change. The second was that he had slept, or tried to, and it had not helped; he had the grey, scoured look of a man running on the fumes of his own outrage, the look Clem remembered from her own mirror in the bad weeks. He was perhaps forty, weather-cured, big through the shoulders in the specific way of men who hauled things from the sea for a living, and he stood just inside the door turning a flat cap in his hands as though he meant to wring it out.

The room, which had been loud, became fractionally less so. The village knew him for a stranger. The village was counting.

"You said," the man began, and stopped, and started again, lower. "You said, the other night. You said to come back when I'd slept. And to bring her things." He had a holdall over one shoulder, an old soft-sided thing, and he set it down by the door as carefully as if it held something that might still be hurt. "I've brought her things."

Clem looked at the holdall. She looked at the man's scoured face. She thought about the model, and the trade only just clawed back, and Mr Pengarth coming the second week of November, and the year nearly safely up, and the enormous and precious dullness of being left alone.

"Bryony," she said. "Two teas at the corner table. The pot, not the bags. And then mind the room for me, would you."

Because some things did not add up, and Clem had never in her life been able to leave those things alone, and she had stopped, somewhere around midsummer, pretending otherwise.
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His name was Ross Kellow, and his sister was dead, and nobody would believe she had been killed.

He told it the way men like him told things, flat, in order, the feeling pressed down hard underneath, surfacing only at the joins. Clem poured, and pushed a saffron bun at him that he did not touch, and let him get to it in his own time, because the one genuinely useful thing she had learned in fourteen years of interviewing people who did not want to be interviewed was that silence, properly deployed, did most of the work.

"Annie" he said. "Annie Kellow. My sister. Older'n me by thirteen year, so she was more like" he turned the cup a quarter-turn on its saucer, not drinking"more like a mother, growing up. Our mother wasn't, much. Annie did it. Then she went into service and I went to sea and we wrote, birthdays, Christmas, you know. Then this last year she got the place up at Carnglaze. The big house, up the hill. Housekeeper, sort of, but more, she did the books. That's what they wanted her for. The accounts. She was good at it, our Annie, always was, kept everything, wrote everything down, where every penny went. Drove our mother mad." A muscle moved in his jaw. "Drove the wrong person mad too, in the end. That's what I think. Only nobody'll listen."

"Carnglaze," Clem said. "I've seen it. From the cliff path. The grey house above the church."

"The Penhales'. Gentry. Were gentry. Sir Tristan died year and a half back, there's just the old lady now, Lady Eudora, and the son, and the, the companion, the housekeeper woman. And the grounds man. Annie ran it for them. The money side. She said" and here he looked up, and Clem saw that the outrage was the lid on something much worse, which was bewilderment, the specific bewilderment of a man whose family had taught him that the world ran on plain dealing and was discovering, late, that it did not"she said it was a mess up there. The money. She said it didn't add up. Those were her words. The last words she ever said to me, near enough, down the phone, midnight, three weeks back. Ross, it doesn't add up, and when I work out why, somebody's going to wish I hadn't."

Clem had been about to lift her own cup. She set it down.

"Tell me exactly," she said. "The call. As near to the words as you can."

"I've not done anything else but go over it." He shut his eyes. "She rang late, which she never did, costs money she always said, daft really, but she never. Eleven, half eleven. And she was, not frightened, Annie didn't do frightened, but wound up. Said she'd been at the accounts. Said there was money going out of that estate for years to a thing that wasn't real. Her word. A thing that isn't there. Payments, regular, to some firm or some name, and she'd gone looking and there was nothing at the other end. And she said there was a, a signature. Something about a signature being wrong. And then she said the thing about somebody wishing she hadn't, and she sort of laughed, only not really, and she said she'd have it out with" his voice failed, came back"she didn't say who. She said I'll have it out with them tomorrow and then we'll see. And I said be careful, Annie, and she laughed again and said she was a fifty-four-year-old bookkeeper, what was anyone going to do, audit her to death."

The fire shifted in the grate. Out on the quay the foghorn lowed.

"And the next morning," Clem said quietly, because he could not seem to get there.

"The next morning she was dead at the bottom of the cellar steps." He said it fast, to get it out. "Fell. They say she fell. In the dark, carrying something, missed her footing, went down the stone steps and, and that was that. The companion found her. They got the doctor, and the doctor said her heart, or the fall, or both, said she'd been poorly, dizzy, which was news to meAnnie was strong as a gate, and there's an inquest Thursday and everyone, the doctor, the police, that detective sergeant, all of them, everyone's lined up to call it misadventure. An accident. Thursday." He opened his hands on the table, helpless, enormous. "Three days. Thursday they'll write down accident and close the book on her and that'll be, that's it. And the last thing she ever told me was that something didn't add up and somebody was going to wish she hadn't noticed."

Clem said nothing for a moment. She was aware of the room behind her, the murmur of it, Bryony's bright voice managing Mrs Olds; aware of Pilchard, who had woken and was watching Ross Kellow with his one yellow eye and an expression of grave feline assessment; aware, most of all, of the cold familiar click in her own chest, the one she distrusted, the one that had ruined her career in London and very nearly ruined her here, the click of a discrepancy presenting itself to a mind that could not, constitutionally, let it lie.

A thing that isn't there. Payments going out for years to a firm with nothing at the other end. A signature that was wrong.

She knew what that was. She had spent fourteen years finding exactly that, finding the phantom in other people's books, the supplier who didn't exist, the invoice for nothing, the name that was a door painted on a wall. It had a smell, that kind of fraud, and the smell came up off Ross Kellow's flat plain words as strong as the fog off the harbour.

"Mr Kellow" she said. "I have to be honest with you, because you've been honest with me, and because I'm no use to you otherwise." She folded her hands. "I'm not a detective. I'm not police. The man you want, DS Pengelly, he's a good policeman, a better one than the village deserves, and if he's lined up behind misadventure it's because the evidence in front of him points that way, and he won't be moved off it by a grieving brother's feeling, however right the feeling is. That's not cruelty. That's the job."

The light went out of his face. He started to rise.

"Sit down," Clem said. "I haven't finished."

He sat.

"I'm not a detective" she said. "But I was, for fourteen years, a forensic accountant. Which means that the one thing in the world I am actually good at, the only thing, on a bad day, is finding the place where the money doesn't add up. And your sister, by the sound of it, found it first, and wrote it down, because that's what she was good at too." Clem looked at the holdall by the door, the old soft-sided bag he'd carried in as though it might still be hurt. "You said you brought her things."

Ross Kellow looked at her, and something came back into his face that was not hope, exactly, he was too far gone for hope, but was at least the cousin of it. The thing you feel when, after a long time alone with a weight, somebody reaches to take one end.

"She kept her own books" he said. "Always. A little black notebook, hard covers, she'd had a new one every year since she was a girl. Separate from the proper ones up at the house. Her own." He reached down and unzipped the holdall and drew it out, and laid it on the scrubbed elm between them: a small, fat, hard-backed notebook, its cover soft with handling, an elastic band around it holding the swelling pages shut. "I can't make head nor tail of it. Numbers and little marks, her own shorthand. But I thought, you said find the place it doesn't add up. I thought maybe you could read it. Where I can't."

Clem looked at the notebook and did not touch it yet. Touching it would be a decision, and she liked to know she had made her decisions before she made them.

Mr Pengarth, the second week of November. The trade only just clawed back. The year nearly safely up. The enormous, precious, fragile dullness of being left alone.

And a woman called Annie Kellow, who had kept her own books since she was a girl, dead at the foot of a dark stair the morning after she found a thing that wasn't there.

"Drink your tea," Clem said, and picked up the notebook, and slid off the elastic band. "And tell me about the people in that house. All of them. From the beginning. And don't leave anything out, however small."

She opened the cover. The first page was ruled in a small, fierce, upright hand, the columns drawn freehand but dead straight, the hand of a woman who trusted numbers more than people.

Clem recognised it at once. It was, give or take, her own.
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Carnglaze did not so much sit on its hill as endure on it.

Clem walked up to it the next morning, because the lane was too narrow and too steep for her to want to take the car into a stranger's grief, and because walking let her arrive having already seen the thing, which was always an advantage. The fog had thinned to a high grey veil. The lane climbed out of the village between hedges still wet, past the lych-gate of St. Brioc's where the churchyard yews dripped, and up, and the houses fell away below until there was only the hedge and the climb and the sound of her own breath, and then the hedge gave out at a pair of granite gateposts, one of them leaning, each topped with a carved bird so weathered it might have been an eagle or a chough or nothing at all, and there it was.

She stopped, the way she'd stopped on her first day at the top of the village, and looked.

It was a big plain handsome house of grey stone and grey slate, three storeys, a deep porch, tall sash windows in two ranks, the whole of it facing out and down over the church and the roofs and the harbour to the sea, as if it had been set there expressly to remind the village who watched whom. Once it would have been magnificent. Now Clem's eye, the eye that read a balance sheet in the set of a man's shoulders, read it instantly and without mercy: the render gone from the chimney stacks, the guttering bellied and green, a cracked pane in an upstairs window mended with tape, the gravel of the drive gone to moss and weed in long unswept drifts, a whole wing with its shutters closed and the closed look that shutters get when they have not been opened in years. The lawns that fell away to the south had been mown, but only the near part, in a tightening spiral, the way you mow when you are running out of someone to do it. A walled garden off to the left stood with its door open on a wilderness of bolted vegetables and rosebay willowherb gone to seed.

Money long gone, Clem thought, and dignity kept. It was, she would learn, the truest thing about the place, and the most dangerous.

A man was splitting logs at the corner of the house, and he stopped when he saw her, the axe loose in one hand, and watched her come up the moss-soft drive with a flat unfriendly steadiness that she recognised from the harbour, from Ross, the look of a person who had decided, on long evidence, that strangers brought trouble. He was somewhere near forty, dark, wiry, with a healed scar through one eyebrow and a stillness that was not peace.

"Help you," he said. It was not a question.

"I hope so. My name's Clem Hart. I have the tea room, down in the village, the Whistling Kettle." She watched the name land and saw it meant nothing to him; he was not a village man either, then, or not by long standing. "I've come to pay my respects. Mrs Kellow had a standing order with us, for the house. I wanted to return the account, and" she let it sit a beat"and to say I was sorry. She seemed a good woman, by all I've heard."

Something moved in his face and was clamped down on. "She was," he said. "Best of the lot up here." He looked away, down the drive, at nothing. "You'll want the front. Miss Quayle's in. The old lady's resting." He hefted the axe again, dismissing her, and then, just as she turned, said to the log in front of him, very low, "She never fell. I don't care what they write Thursday. Annie never missed a step in her life."

Clem stood very still. "What's your name?" she asked.

"Petroc," he said, and brought the axe down, and the log sprang apart, and that was the end of the conversation.

Petroc, she filed. Groundsman. Says she never fell, volunteers it, to a stranger, unasked. Either he knows something, or he needs very badly to believe something, or he wants me to believe he believes it. She did not yet know which, and she made herself hold all three open, because the great temptation of her trade, the one that had nearly destroyed
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