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      To Noj, Andrew and Isabella.
      

   
      
      Chapter 1

      
      ‘Miss! Miss!’ Squinting in the bright sunshine, the little boy with the trowel was waving at Polly. ‘I’ve found something,
         miss. It’s Roman. Definitely Roman.’
      

      
      Polly grinned, got up from where she was crouched sieving soil and went over.

      
      ‘Let’s have a look, Kyle.’

      
      The small, skinny boy with the buzz-cut hair proudly extended a filthy palm on which lay a small, dirty disc. He looked at
         her expectantly.
      

      
      ‘It’s a really interesting find, Kyle,’ Polly said. ‘But it’s not a denarius – a Roman coin – not exactly. It’s, um, actually a sixpenny piece dating from the nineteen fifties.’
      

      
      Far from being disappointed, Kyle looked thrilled. ‘Nineteen fifties!’ he exclaimed excitedly. ‘That’s centuries ago! That’s, like, ancient, miss.’
      

      
      Polly giggled. Probably she seemed ancient to eight-year-old Kyle, despite being only twenty-two. That time was relative was
         one thing you learnt as an archaeologist.
      

      
      ‘What’s it worth, miss?’ Kyle urged, his grubby face blazing with hope and bravado. ‘Millions?’

      
      ‘Not quite millions,’ Polly explained tactfully. ‘But it’s very pretty. And maybe it’s a good thing that it’s not Roman. Can anyone
         tell me why?’
      

      
      The group of four children looked doubtful.

      
      ‘Well, what is it we’re digging up here?’ Polly waved a hand around the wide, shallow trench whose reddish earth they had
         been exploring.
      

      
      ‘Toilets!’ they roared in unison, smiling broadly.

      
      Polly nodded, tucking a stray dark brown curl behind her ear. ‘Exactly. This section,’ she pointed at a low clump of narrow
         brown bricks, ‘used to be loos, and if it’s a Roman coin, someone must have lost it in the loo. And remember what I told you
         about Roman loos?’
      

      
      ‘Yes! Yes!’ Four hands pumped into the air. Polly looked along the row of eager faces before picking Hannah, whose cloud of
         dark hair hid a lazy eye. Polly, who’d had a squint herself as a child, knew what it was to be less confident than the rest.
      

      
      ‘They flushed,’ Hannah said shyly.

      
      As everyone laughed derisively, Hannah went as red as her primary school sweatshirt. Polly leapt to her defence. ‘As a matter
         of fact, Hannah’s quite right,’ she said. ‘And well done for remembering, Hannah, because I did mention very briefly that
         some Roman lavatories, in the forts on Hadrian’s Wall for example, had a type of flushing system. But not this one here,’
         she added. ‘So what else can you remember about Romans and toilets?’
      

      
      The hands were pulsing in the air again. ‘Yes, Leo?’ Polly invited a chubby boy whose face shone with exertion and excitement.

      
      ‘You said,’ Leo took his customary deep breath before beginning a long speech, ‘that they used to go to the loo all at once,
         and sit in long rows and laugh and joke while they were . . . while they were . . .’ He tailed off, embarrassed.
      

      
      ‘Pooing!’ shouted Kyle irrepressibly.

      
      ‘Yuck!’ said Poppy, a forthright child with bright green eyes and a pixie face. ‘Fancy pooing with other people.’

      
      ‘Better than what usually happened,’ Polly riposted, going on to explain that for most Romans the communal loo was a large
         jar at the end of the street into which they tipped the contents of their chamber pots. As the children howled in disgusted disbelief, she thought, not for the first time, how the history of
         lavatories was the history of civilisation. She had never intended to end up specialising in it, but her initial interest
         in tessellated flooring seemed to have drifted towards the privy and somehow never come back. There were good reasons for
         it to remain there too; Roman plumbing systems, being one of archaeology’s less sexy areas, offered more opportunities for
         graduates.
      

      
      How else, for example, would she have ended up here, in the gardens of the local stately home, after a pipe-laying project
         ended in historical discovery? Admittedly the dig had not unearthed the entire Roman palace foundations that Lord Shropshire,
         the landowner, had been hoping for. So far as he was concerned, a Roman villa, especially one this far north, would have been
         both a powerful tourist draw and a source of revenue, not to mention useful grants. Even a reality TV series had been mooted
         at one stage.
      

      
      But once it became clear that nothing much beside the distinctly untelegenic lavatory foundations were to be found, interest,
         as it were, drained away. Even Polly herself, expert though she was, could not quite explain why the usually logical and practical
         Romans had apparently decided to build a loo block in the middle of nowhere, miles from the nearest road or settlement. But
         archaeology was full of mystery; you often unearthed more questions than answers.
      

      
      She had been called in by the local council, who had been left with the necessity of recording the find and making sure there
         was nothing else of note on the site. The connection had come through a lecturer on her university course who also happened
         to be the county archaeologist. Aware that Polly would be spending the summer at home, he had landed her the gig. The money
         – small though it was – was one benefit; another, more unexpected, was the pupils from the local primary school, which had
         taken an interest in the excavation.
      

      
      Polly had never previously spent much time with children. She had been doubtful at first, imagining them rampaging on the ruins and throwing dirt at each other. In the event it was
         themselves they had thrown, into the project with gusto, listening to Polly carefully and treating the excavations with respect.
         They had quickly mastered the various skills, such as making drawings of any finds and plotting their position carefully on
         a chart before removing them.
      

      
      And while they were only allowed to poke and dig in a safe area removed from the Roman brickwork, their small, strong fingers
         had nonetheless managed to unearth all manner of treasures. Kyle had spent the best part of one afternoon painstakingly drawing
         his find of a broken Matchbox car, while Hannah had sieved up a contact lens.
      

      
      ‘A bone, miss!’ Leo called now. ‘I’ve found a yuman bone!’

      
      He was waving something large and pale in the air. The other children were crowding round, shouting in excitement. Polly hurried
         over. A burial site? Unlikely, but you never knew.
      

      
      ‘Miss? Miss?’ Leo gasped, his dirt-smeared face red with agitation as he handed the object over to her.
      

      
      ‘Maybe he got murdered in the loo,’ Kyle was theorising.

      
      ‘P’raps he’d been in too long,’ Poppy added. ‘People got fed up of waiting.’

      
      Polly looked up from the bone, hating to disappoint them. ‘It’s a cow bone, I’m afraid. Probably from a beef joint. Not that
         old, either.’
      

      
      There was a howl of disappointment.

      
      A little later, Polly stood up and stretched in the hot afternoon sunshine. Archaeologist’s back was a professional hazard,
         and as courses of physio were expensive, prevention was definitely better than cure. She was in no position to run up unnecessary
         bills at the moment.
      

      
      A couple were passing, some of the many elderly shufflers who descended on the gardens in the afternoon. The old man stopped.
         ‘Digging for gold, are you?’
      

      
      The old lady whooped with laughter and dug her husband in his pastel nylon V-necked ribs. ‘He’s awful, he is. Always has to
         have his joke. Take no notice of him, love.’
      

      
      Polly smiled tolerantly, resisting the observation that this was not his joke, it was everyone’s. At least ten people a day,
         all labouring under the delusion that it was wit of the highest order, asked if she was digging for gold. Others would enquire
         how long her university course was and then exclaim in rude amazement, ‘Four years? To learn to dig holes?’
      

      
      ‘Found anything good yet?’ was another sally.

      
      ‘Yes,’ Polly would reply. ‘Everything we dig up is good. Bits of rock, shards of pottery, it’s all good.’

      
      ‘Can I have a go?’ some people asked, their joviality masking their obvious real hope. These were the ones Polly liked best.
         Her own passion for her subject had been sparked by seeing archaeologists uncovering a stretch of Roman road. It had been
         raining, and she had watched, fascinated, as mud-spattered people dressed like builders combed cheerfully through sludgy trenches.
         It had been love at first sight.
      

      
      As it had been with Jake. But at that happy, head-spinning stage, she had not known that rats of the worst kind lurked in
         archaeologists’ muddy pits. Love rats. She tightened her lips and rubbed her back harder.
      

      
      As the old people moved off towards the garden café, she gazed across the lawns at the great pale stone mansion of Oakeshott
         House. The front unfolded in a succession of columns and windows, a carved baroque palace whose roof line bristled with muscular
         gods and horns of plenty. Beyond the house and gardens stretched the softly curving park, an enchanted valley whose grassy
         slopes rolled gently down to a broad silver river sliding slowly between banks of red earth topped with a rich fringe of green.
      

      
      Perfectly positioned groups of mature trees stood about like guests at a garden party. Beneath them stood the deer; cinnamon,
         cream and ginger in the sunlight. A magnificently macho stag was standing in the middle of his women and showing himself off, antlers branching proudly from his head like a crown. Now
         who, Polly thought sardonically, did he remind her of?
      

      
      ‘Miss! Miss!’ Poppy was jabbing her hand wildly in the air. ‘Piece of Roman glass!’

      
      Polly examined it. Roman it wasn’t; in fact it was an early twentieth-century medicine bottle. She laid it beside her own
         growing pile of excavated alcohol bottles. That the Oakeshott gardeners of the Edwardian period were prone to heavy drinking
         on duty was the picture she was starting to build up. The Oakeshott of the past, it seemed, was not today’s businesslike working
         estate cum tourist honeypot bristling with shops and cafés and run by its ducal owner with military zeal.
      

      
      Polly had met the Duke of Shropshire for the first time yesterday; he had stopped by the dig and revealed nothing of his reported
         disappointment with the excavation. On the contrary, he had been charm itself. A tall, handsome man with grey hair and pronounced
         aquiline features, he had positively blazed with self-confidence yet treated the children with no hint of condescension. He
         had not missed a beat when Kyle had asked if he had a dungeon he tortured prisoners in. And when he had turned to Polly, His
         Grace had a definite twinkle in his eye.
      

      
      ‘You’re a very gorgeous archaeologist,’ he had said, rather suggestively, which had made her blush and the children nudge
         each other.
      

      
      Polly had returned determinedly to brushing soil off bricks with a toothbrush and ignoring the occasional giggles from the
         small helpers in the corner. She could not quite shake off the feeling that the Duke had been laughing at her. Glamorous?
         Her? The squint had been corrected now, but the feeling of having had it could never quite be removed, nor the memories of
         being teased at school entirely eradicated. Every time she looked in the mirror, whatever she was wearing, however elegant
         her hair, it was Boz Eyes who looked back. And probably always would.
      

      
      Archaeology was not glamorous either. It meant being out in all weathers, either broiled like a lobster in sunshine, as now,
         or fending off the lashing wind and rain in voluminous nylon boiler suits, your hair flattened by a hard hat and your face
         as raw as an Arctic fisherman’s. You got covered in mud, even in your ears and up your nose, your nails became split and your
         hands became roughened, hard and even bleeding. You ached constantly. Archaeology and drop-dead gorgeousness were, in Polly’s
         experience, mutually exclusive. Apart from in Jake’s case, of course . . .
      

      
      ‘Have the children behaved?’

      
      Polly was glad of the interruption. An assertive-looking woman in a red dress had materialised at the side of the pit. It
         was the primary school headmistress, Mrs Butcher, come to reclaim her charges. Polly clambered to her feet, smiling. She liked
         Mrs Butcher and her obvious ambition for her pupils. She alone among the heads of local schools had spotted the potential
         a real live Roman dig offered the children and had moved like the wind to secure permission to visit.
      

      
      Mrs Butcher’s state primary was obviously very short of money; the small numbers who visited Polly were governed by how many
         could fit into the headmistress’s car. Polly had once asked whether a school minibus would be a good idea, and Mrs Butcher
         had given a short laugh and said it would indeed, as would the equally likely prospect of a school opera house.
      

      
      ‘They’ve been great,’ Polly said, straightening up.

      
      ‘We’ve been learning all about . . . toilets!’ Kyle put in, to hysterical squeals from the others. He was silenced by one look from Mrs Butcher.
      

      
      ‘Sorry, Mrs B,’ he muttered, reddening as he tried to dust the mud from his knees.

      
      ‘Say thank you to Miss Stevenson,’ Mrs Butcher instructed in her firm, friendly voice.

      
      ‘Polly, please,’ Polly insisted. ‘They’re a very bright bunch,’ she added.

      
      ‘They are when you can engage them,’ the headmistress agreed. ‘When you can get them off the subject of their Xboxes and Nintendos.’
         Her red breast heaved in a sigh.
      

      
      Polly grinned. ‘The Romans can hold their own, though. Kyle couldn’t believe it when I explained that they had an empire and
         a republic, not to mention a senate. He thought all that came from Star Wars.’
      

      
      Mrs Butcher’s warm brown eyes were rueful. ‘I wish we could do more about the Romans at school,’ she confessed. ‘But I have
         some very forceful governors – very forceful – and the curriculum committee insisted there was no point studying classical civilisations as they have no relevance
         to modern life.’
      

      
      ‘But,’ Polly began, as amazed as she was outraged, ‘they’ve every relevance. They’re the foundation of everything. They’re—’
      

      
      Mrs Butcher held up one small, capable hand. ‘I know! And I agree. But there’s nothing much I can do – apart from bring the
         children here, of course. Even if it’s only a few of them.’
      

      
      Polly’s burning indignation switched to a burning generosity. ‘Well I could always come to the school and give a talk or something,’
         she offered. ‘Roman loos seem to go down well. As it were. Perhaps.’
      

      
      ‘That would be brilliant,’ Mrs Butcher agreed enthusiastically. ‘You’re a wonderful role model. It would be a real eye-opener
         for them to see someone young, fun and attractive who’s making a career out of an academic discipline. Most of the girls want
         to be Cheryl Cole.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not sure how much of a career it is,’ Polly said ruefully. ‘I’ve got to finish my degree, then somehow finance three
         more years of postgrad study with no definite job at the end of it. The only example I might be setting them is of a lifetime
         of debt and unemployment.’
      

      
      ‘No worse than they get at home, then,’ Mrs Butcher said robustly. ‘Some of our kids come from families who think it’s normal
         to be on benefits for your whole working life. I’ll find you an assembly slot. I’d better go,’ she added, with a mock-exasperated glance at the children, now skidding up and down the gravelled path bordering the lawn and sending arcs of
         tiny pebbles sailing through the sunny air. ‘Thank you again, Polly, if I may. I’m Aurelia, by the way.’
      

      
       Aurelia, Polly thought, as she watched the headmistress steer her charges decisively down the path. Latin for gold. She wouldn’t
         have expected the forthright Mrs B to have so elaborate a name. Another example of the surprises archaeology revealed.
      

      
      It was quiet in the gardens, almost deafeningly so now the children had gone. Together with their forceful headmistress, they
         seemed to have taken the energy with them. Polly felt suddenly listless, and thinking of the long cycle ride home only made
         her feel worse. She had only herself to blame; Dad had offered to drop her off on his way to work and pick her up on his return.
         But she had insisted on making the daily journey to Oakeshott and back on Mrs Pankhurst, her ancient, doughty university bike.
         Mrs Pankhurst had no gears, weighed a ton and bore the relationship to a normal bicycle that a medicine ball does to a football.
         She was, however, the best possible defence against Mum’s irresistible syrup puddings.
      

      
      Polly closed her eyes and breathed in the perfumed air from the flowers around her. Dozy bees, their back legs thick with
         pollen, buzzed in heavy, desultory fashion. Even now, at the end of the afternoon, the sun still blazed from a cloudless blue
         sky. It was hot. Too hot to be thinking of cycling off just yet.
      

      
      Now the little ones were gone, she could remove the white shirt she wore over her vest top. As the cotton peeled away, she
         felt the warm air settle deliciously on her exposed skin.
      

      
      Slowly she began to gather together the tools the children had used. Occasionally she glanced up. Afternoon was the most beautiful
         time of day at Oakeshott, and today was lovelier even than usual. On the lawns behind Polly, dazzling stripes of sunlight
         and the long shadows of trees stretched across shimmering grass. Before her, the afternoon sunshine blazed on to the front
         of the magnificent house, picking out the ripe fruit in the horns of plenty, the heaving breasts of the goddesses and the muscled
         thighs of the gods. From the centre of the private knot garden to the side of the house rose a great fountain, its spume sparkling
         in the light.
      

      
      What was that? A scrabbling noise. A panting. Something big. Something behind her.

      
      Polly twisted round. To her horror, a large brown Labrador dog, apparently materialising from nowhere, had jumped down over
         the edge of the lawn into her pit, and was frantically digging with big, swift paws right in the middle of her neat excavation.
         Soil flew over its heaving shoulders; the stakes and string, uprooted, lay tangled in the dirt.
      

      
      ‘Stop it, you beast!’ Polly stumbled towards the animal. ‘Stop it!’ She tugged with all her strength on the dog’s collar,
         but he proved immovable as a block of stone. He was a big creature to start with; the muscles moved smoothly under his shiny
         chocolate coat, and to his size and weight was added the extra force of sheer determination. ‘Stop it, you horrid dog!’ Polly yelled, further enraged by the sun in her eyes, feeling the sweat bead her brow as she continued yanking to no
         effect.
      

      
      The strong light was suddenly blocked; Polly heard a thud and the crunch of heels on soil. Someone else was in the pit.

      
      Looking up, she was fixed by a gaze from two deep-set dark eyes, and felt a searing sensation through her lower insides like
         the passage of a bullet. She had a strange feeling of things slowing down. Realising that her mouth was slightly open, she
         shut it. She felt winded somehow.
      

      
      ‘Sorry about the dog,’ he said. He was, she estimated, a good foot and a half taller than her and about the same age. He wore
         an ancient check shirt and torn jeans, and his dark hair had a wild and undisciplined look, as if he often raked it deep in
         thought, or clutched it in despair or excitement. Polly was suddenly, hideously aware of her tiny vest top, exposing cleavage
         and midriff, and the fact that she wore no bra.
      

      
      ‘Your dog has made a complete mess of this site,’ she snapped. In her agony of self-consciousness, attack was the only defence.
      

      
      ‘I know. Sorry.’

      
      He had thick lashes, she noticed, irrationally. His nose was long and straight and his mouth was wide and curved upwards at
         the ends, as if it smiled a lot.
      

      
      The dog had not stopped for a moment. His nose remained on the ground and his paws continued as a scrabbling blur. Polly glared
         at him, exasperated.
      

      
      ‘He must have buried a bone there,’ the stranger suggested. His words sent a blinding flash of light through Polly. She dived
         for her rubbish bag and dragged out the bone, to which a banana skin from Poppy’s lunch adhered.
      

      
      ‘This one?’ She chucked it at the dog, who fell on it with a growl of delight.

      
      ‘Looks like it.’ The stranger was smiling. ‘Unless it’s someone you dug up earlier?’

      
      ‘It’s a cow bone. The children found it.’ Polly seized her rake and scraped agitatedly at the ground. What was the matter
         with her? She frowned and stared at the earth, unable quite to pinpoint why, suddenly, she felt as churned up as it looked.
      

      
      ‘Let me help tidy up,’ he was offering.

      
      Polly shook her head. ‘I’m fine on my own.’

      
      ‘But . . .’

      
      She looked him in the eye, finally. ‘Just take your dog away,’

      
      she said in a low, steady voice. ‘Please.’
      

      
      He shrugged shoulders that were wide but not bulky. His build was tall, rangy, slim-hipped. ‘OK. If that’s what you want.’

      
      Was it what she wanted? She tore her glance away, feeling a churning in her breast. A warmth that had nothing to do with the
         sunshine burned in her cheeks. What she definitely didn’t want, under any circumstances, was another good-looking, arrogant,
         brilliant, self-confident bastard like Jake.
      

   
      
      Chapter 2

      
      It had been a sunny summer morning by the river in Oxford; the trees were full of light and shimmered gently in the slight
         breeze. The dew made the grass dance with colour, tiny glassy drops of pink, blue and yellow, as if someone the night before
         had carelessly let fall a shower of diamonds.
      

      
      ‘I’m going to miss you,’ Jake had said, looking down on her from his towering height and swinging her hand as they walked
         along.
      

      
      ‘Sure you are.’ Polly had grinned. Jake, in the year above her and his course’s star student, was going on a prestigious Roman
         dig in the South of France for the summer, unearthing the foundations of what promised to be a temple. What was probably unearthable,
         undiscoverable, Polly thought, was how Miranda had managed to land a place on it too. Miranda, in Jake’s year, was celebrated
         less for her grasp of Roman worship sites than for turning up to digs in pink Hunter wellies and a leopardskin bikini.
      

      
      Jake had been outraged when, teasingly, tacitly, Polly had suggested that Miranda might try to seduce him. ‘I’m only warning
         you,’ she had protested. Beneath the tumble of golden hair Jake’s fine blond brows had drawn together in annoyance. Miranda,
         he explained, was a mere site bunny, the sort who infuriated the serious archaeologists by getting hand cream all over the
         digging tools. How could he ever be interested in someone like that?
      

      
      Polly had been reassured. Until that evening, when she had gone round to Jake’s college rooms unannounced and found an unscheduled
         piece of field work in full swing. Jake had been too occupied, groaning ecstatically as Miranda worked on an exposed site
         between his muscular legs, to notice Polly’s white face as it stared, appalled, through the half-open bedroom door.
      

      
      Too shocked to make a scene, she had reeled away down the narrow, twisting stairs. Next day, the university term over, she
         had gone home. After leaving messages – unanswered – on her mobile, Jake had called her at her parents’, only to receive an
         indignant earful from Dad, who had gathered the gist, if not the details, of what had happened. After that, all communication
         had ceased. The relationship was buried for ever. Archaeologist though she was, Polly had no intention of raking over this
         particular bit of the past. None of which, of course, meant that what had happened had not hurt.
      

      
      And still did. The initial storm of misery had passed, but Jake had ebbed ever since at the edge of her consciousness, ready
         to break in at unguarded moments and twist her bruised heart anew. Now, however, as she heaved Mrs Pankhurst along, Polly
         realised that for the first time in weeks, another man was filling her thoughts. The stranger with the dog, whom she had snapped
         at.
      

      
      From the park at Oakeshott, the road home ascended through fields of hilly lime-green pasture scribbled with pale grey limestone
         walls. At the top were the moors, where a spectacular carpet of heather, purple as an emperor’s robe, stretched away to the
         horizon. This was bordered by a grey stone wall supporting great javelins of willowherb, bright pink against the soft amethyst
         behind. A honeyish, herby scent was borne on the fitful breeze; Polly’s ear caught the fizzing chatter of larks.
      

      
      The stranger was still there in her mind’s eye, dark eyes looking apologetically into hers. Polly felt a twist of guilt followed
         by a ripple of shame. Should she have been quite so cantankerous? The damage had been minimal after all; five minutes with
         a rake and the place looked as good as new, or rather, old.
      

      
      She tried to push the uncomfortable thought away, but another, equally uncomfortable, immediately rushed in to replace it.
         This evening, and what lay ahead.
      

      
      It was all Mum’s fault. ‘You’ll never guess who I ran into today,’ she had said when Polly, exhausted, collapsed through the
         door the night before.
      

      
      ‘Brad Pitt, Angelina and the kids?’

      
      ‘Janet Donald!’

      
      Polly, puffed out, had slumped on to a kitchen chair. ‘Janet Donald?’ The only Janet Donald Polly could think of was the mother
         of a girl she had known at school, a girl from the same village. But she had never been friends with Allison Donald, or even
         liked her very much.
      

      
      ‘You’ll never guess!’ Mum had continued excitedly from the stove. ‘Allison’s home from university as well! Isn’t that a coincidence?’

      
      Only in as far as all universities tended to break up for the summer, Polly had thought, moodily contemplating the pepper
         and salt pots.
      

      
      ‘We thought it would be lovely to get you two together,’ Mum had trilled as she tipped boiled potatoes into a drainer. ‘Do
         you good to catch up with an old friend.’
      

      
      Friend! Polly had frowned. Among those who had taunted her about her childhood squint Allison Donald had been one of the ringleaders.
         She had straight black hair, a self-satisfied smile and hooded eyes reminiscent of a snake’s.
      

      
      ‘You’ll have a lovely time,’ Mum had said confidently, pounding away with the masher. ‘Allison’s very keen to meet you again,
         Janet says.’
      

      
      ‘Really? Why?’ Allison had never been keen before. But perhaps it was odd that she was even at home. Allison had always regarded
         the village as rather beneath her.
      

      
      Mum, spreading the mash over the top of a shepherd’s pie, had not seemed to hear the question. ‘We arranged that you should
         meet in the Shropshire Arms at eight o’clock tomorrow. They’ve done it up there – the Duchess designed it all herself, apparently – and it’s very nice, they say. Oh, and by the
         way –’ She had looked up from making swirly patterns with her fork – ‘she’s changed her name, apparently.’
      

      
      ‘The Duchess?’

      
      Mum had chuckled. ‘Allison. She calls herself Alexa.’
      

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘Janet’s not sure,’ Mum had reported over her shoulder as she bore the finished shepherd’s pie to the oven. ‘But you remember
         Allison. She always was – well – different. Between you and me, I think she thought she was a bit better than the rest of
         us.’
      

      
      Now Polly dragged Mrs Pankhurst up the last few hundred yards to the top of the hill. Chest heaving with the effort, she slumped,
         clinging to her handlebars for support and trying to draw breath into her overstretched lungs. After a few moments admiring
         the view, she swung a leg over Mrs Pankhurst’s wide, cracked yet supremely comfortable leather seat and pushed herself off.
      

      
      After the agony of ascent, whizzing downhill was delightful. A breeze in every sense of the word.

      
      Mrs Pankhurst descended at first in dignified fashion between the dry-stone walls. With the slopes of twisting bracken stretching
         beyond on each side, it was like travelling down a grey parting in a great head of curly hair.
      

      
      The road became steeper and the bracken gave way to slopes of brilliant sunlit green. Mrs Pankhurst, whose great weight meant
         that downhill she was a force to be reckoned with, now dramatically picked up speed. The sunlight, dazzlingly bright, streamed
         through the branches of the overhead trees. Mrs Pankhurst went faster and faster.
      

      
      Polly tore round a bend and, unable to avoid a large, sharp stone in the middle of the road, went straight over it. Immediately
         the road beneath her felt hard and rattly through the wheel rims. A tyre had gone. Mrs Pankhurst had had a blowout.
      

      
      Screeching to a halt, Polly pulled the heavy iron frame on to the grassy verge and stared in despair at the previously fat rear tyre now hanging limply from the wheel. Damn. Damn. Damn. It would be a push of at least an hour from here.
      

      
      Nor was that her only problem. She now felt a tiny shock on her hot forearm. Something had dropped on it; a bead of water.
         She had hardly noticed that the sun had suddenly gone; looking up, she saw that the hot blue sky was bunched with angry dark
         clouds. One of the storms summer was famous for was clearly about to do its worst.
      

      
      Another tiny shock, and another. The beads of water became large spatters. Within seconds, it seemed, the landscape around
         became first blurry, then completely obliterated by a solid sheet of grey water. The black tarmac rippled with streaming wet,
         its edges a mass of muddy bubbles.
      

      
      Polly huddled against the wall, taking what shelter she could from a somewhat sharp and inhospitable thorn bush. Salt water
         was running down her hair and dripping in her eyes. Her jeans clung wet and heavy to her thighs. Her shirt stuck to her breasts
         and back. It was like sitting under a power shower, only she was fully dressed and outside.
      

      
      She waited, head bent, for the pounding of the rain on her skull to be over. She hooked dripping hanks of hair back over her
         ears with hands that were red and shiny with wet. Meanwhile, on the verge, Mrs Pankhurst was slowly sinking into the softening
         mud.
      

      
      She cocked an ear. Through the fizz of rain on the road and the drip of it in her ears, she could hear something. An engine,
         coming over the summit, grinding down the hill. It got closer, halted opposite her and she heard the yank of the handbrake.
      

      
      ‘Are you all right?’ someone shouted. Polly peeped through her streaming hair at an exceptionally dirty Land Rover, its tyres
         thick and shiny with mud, spatters of the same decorating the doors. The windows were down, although she could not see the
         driver. It was difficult, through the rods of rain between her and the vehicle, to see at all, and anyway, a large dark-coloured
         dog, turning round and round in the passenger seat, was blocking her view of anyone else.
      

      
      ‘Fine,’ she shouted back. The storm would end as soon as it had begun; in any case, did she want to accept a lift from a stranger?
         The Land Rover did not drive off, however. She heard the driver’s door bang and someone’s feet on the wet road.
      

      
      As a tall, dark shape approached through the rain, a thrill as unexpected as it was violent shot through Polly. It was him.
         The man with the dog from the dig.
      

      
      ‘It’s you,’ he said softly.

      
      A powerful wave of self-consciousness had followed the thrill. She could feel her breasts sticking to her vest. If she stood
         up, her nipples would protrude like coat pegs. And so she remained crouching despite the cramp in her calf.
      

      
      ‘You’re very wet,’ he remarked, a hint of a smile in his voice.

      
      ‘So are you,’ she replied, although awkwardness gave it the quality of a retort. ‘Yes,’ he agreed, laughing. The ferocious
         rain had turned his hair into a shining black slick. His checked shirt clung to his chest and shoulders. Polly felt suddenly
         breathless. She stared at the dripping grass.
      

      
      He was examining Mrs Pankhurst, sprawled in an undignified fashion across the verge. ‘This yours?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Wow. It’s quite vintage.’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘You’ve got a flat tyre.’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Let me help you up,’ he said decisively. She tried to demur but his grip was strong. Pulled gently over the streaming ground,
         Polly struggled to maintain her bent posture.
      

      
      ‘Have you hurt your back?’ he asked her.

      
      ‘Yes,’ Polly lied.

      
      ‘Where do you live?’ He sounded concerned. ‘I’ll take you home.’

      
      He led her round to the passenger door. The dog, who evidently bore no ill will despite all the names she had called him,
         revolved excitedly on the passenger seat barking with delight. ‘In the back, you,’ his master commanded, hurriedly brushing
         the worst of the mud off the seat and gesturing to Polly to get in.
      

      
      From the window, she watched him heave Mrs Pankhurst out of the mud – a compliment the bicycle repaid by liberally smearing
         his clothes. Straining under the weight, he glanced up, saw her looking and grinned.
      

      
      He was being so cheerful, despite being soaked through and filthy on her account. She had, Polly realised as he finally swung
         himself into the driver’s seat, caused him far more trouble than his dog had ever caused her.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry I was so rude to you earlier,’ she blurted at the exact moment the Land Rover engine started up. ‘I’M SORRY I WAS
         SO HORRID,’ she shouted, just as a gear change quietened the roar down. From the rear, the dog barked in alarm.
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry about it,’ he said lightly. His voice was level and warm. That he was well-spoken she had noticed before, although
         there was, she now detected, a hint of something else there too, a slight accent, possibly.
      

      
      They drove the first few miles in silence. Polly could not think of anything to say and he, apparently perfectly relaxed,
         did not even seem to be trying. They rattled along, the tyres hissing through the wetness of the road.
      

      
      ‘I’m Max,’ he told her eventually.

      
      ‘Polly.’

      
      ‘You like being an archaeologist?’

      
      ‘I’m not one yet,’ Polly muttered. ‘Still studying.’ She realised she must sound as if she was contradicting him. Why was
         everything coming out so awkwardly?
      

      
      The rain had slowed to a sprinkle; a strong sun was breaking through the clouds. His eyes, Polly saw, were not dark brown
         as she had thought but the rich dark blue of a warm night sky. Drops like diamonds were swelling on the ends of hair turned a glossy black by the rain.
      

      
      ‘What do you do?’ she asked bluntly.

      
      ‘I’m a vet.’

      
      ‘Round here?’ Polly was surprised. The local vet was a diminutive Scotsman whose manner was as short as his physique. It was
         hard to imagine this cheerful, solicitous creature working with him.
      

      
      Max shook his damp, dark head. ‘No, still studying.’ He flashed her a smile. ‘Like you.’

      
      So he was home for the holidays too? ‘You live here?’ And yet there was something about him that was ineffably un-local.

      
      ‘No. Someone on the Oakeshott estate’s a friend of . . .’ he passed a hand through his hair and looked suddenly awkward, ‘my,
         um, family and so I jumped at the chance to work on the farm in the holidays. Tell me when to stop, by the way.’
      

      
      She had not noticed them driving into the village even. But now she saw they were passing the low stone wall that ran in front
         of her parents’ cottage. ‘Here,’ she exclaimed, flustered.
      

      
      Max slammed on the brakes hard and the vehicle stopped abruptly.

      
      ‘Sorry.’

      
      ‘It’s OK,’ Polly muttered.

      
      He leant towards her, his eyes seeking hers. ‘Can I take you out for a drink?’ The dark blue eyes crinkled. ‘To apologise?’

      
      ‘Apologise?’ Polly repeated cluelessly.

      
      ‘About Napoleon and all that.’

      
      ‘Napoleon?’ She was even more mystified. What had he had to do with it?

      
      ‘The dog.’

      
      ‘Oh, him.’ It seemed so long ago. ‘That.’

      
      ‘Him and that, yes. Are you free tonight?’

      
      Polly was about to nod, then she frowned, remembering Allison Donald. Her frown deepened as she weighed up the possibilities.
         Change Allison to another night? Blow her out altogether even – from what she remembered of Allison, she would not have hesitated in Polly’s place.
      

      
      ‘Just thought I’d ask,’ Max said easily, leaning over and shutting the door with a bang. As the vehicle roared away, she realised
         he had misinterpreted her frown. He thought she was turning him down.
      

      
      The Land Rover was disappearing round the bend. Only now did Polly realise it had taken Mrs Pankhurst with it.

   
      
      Chapter 3

      
      The gleaming bridal carriage with its plumes and ducal coat of arms drew up outside the Abbey’s Great West Door. Alexa, helped
         out by liveried footmen, glided into the cool gloom of the ancient cathedral.
      

      
      The Bach cantata coming from the great organ could barely be heard above the murmur of the crowd. The place was packed. Royalty
         was present, as well as nobles and notables from several counties around. Adding a particularly decorative touch were the
         friends of the bride and groom, the cream of the young London set of whom Alexa and her fiancé were the leaders. These occupied
         several pews in the middle of the nave, seats spilling over with long brown legs in short pale dresses and tumbling hair gleaming
         from the attentions of monogrammed silver hairbrushes and the best colourists in Chelsea.
      

      
      Alexa wafted gracefully past in her long white satin dress. It was cut close to her slender figure and its neckline was demure,
         the better to show off the anything-but-demure gems above it. The diamond necklace had stones the size of apricots, and a
         pair of matching enormous peardrops sparkled at her ears. Brought back by an ancestor who had been Viceroy of India, the celebrated
         parure contained some of the biggest gems out-side the Crown Jewels. As Alexa passed beneath one of the medieval stained-glass
         windows, a rainbow shaft of light set the necklace and earrings ablaze with an almost painful brilliance. Shutting her eyes against the dazzle, Alexa could see the facets imprinted on her retinas.
      

      
      She glanced ahead, to the altar. There stood the man of her dreams, the man she had all her life longed to marry. He was no
         oil painting, but his family owned a lot of them. They had Holbeins, Rembrandts and a Raphael, all of which he would one day
         inherit, along with an enormous and very ornate Victorian ancestral home bristling with towers, turrets and heraldic beasts.
         The ancestral home, however, was only the beginning of it. He stood to inherit two additional piles, plus an estate in Scotland,
         a house on Mustique and a villa on Cap Ferrat. And money. Vast and unbelievable amounts of it. Alexa had estimated that he
         would, even after death duties, be worth £80 million when he gained the dukedom. And that was in cash – quite separate from
         the property . . .
      

      
      The boom from Coronation Street coming up through the purple shagpile jerked Alexa out of her favourite daydream. The copy of Socialite magazine she had been perusing slid off the bedspread and hit the floor.
      

      
       Coronation Street – how ironic was that? Anything further from a genuine coronation was impossible to imagine. Alexa grabbed Socialite off the carpet and tried to lose herself in the social pages again.
      

      
      
         The sleepy Scottish village of Stovie didn’t know what had hit it when 400 close friends of Highland beauty Tara Gussett private-jetted
               in for her wedding to mobile-phone heir Orlando Smellie. The bride arrived at Boggie Cathedral wearing the Gussett family
               tiara, which had been brought by her mother the Duchess of Skegness by sleeper from Monte Carlo. Then it was back to Gussett
               Castle for dinner courtesy of party planners Orgasm and dancing by Lord Caractacus Smallpiece’s Doo-Wop-A-Doggy-Doo-Doo Band.

      

      
      One of the bridesmaids, Alexa noticed, was a particularly beautiful, particularly lissom, particularly carefree-looking blonde whose name, according to the caption, was Lady Florence
         Trevorigus-Whyske-Cleethorpe.
      

      
      She turned to the next page of Socialite; photographs of a society party covered the whole of the subsequent spread. Le tout jeune Belgravia turned out in force when titled twin Teutons Princesses Dodo and Fifi von Sauerkraut-Bogenfratzel
            held their joint twenty-first in the London Dungeon . . . Alexa looked gloomily at the pairs of bronzed aristocratic legs in couture miniskirts cavorting among the racks and
         executioner’s blocks. She noticed that the longest, bronzest and most aristocratic of all belonged to a certain Lady Florence
         Trevorigus-Whyske-Cleethorpe. Her again.
      

      
      Behind Lady Florence, evidently in hot pursuit, was a face Alexa recognised. It belonged to the son of a duke with whom she
         had been at university but upon whom she had singularly failed to make any impression. Lady Florence’s face, however, betrayed
         no interest in who might be behind her; it was an absolute, beautiful blank. Alexa felt sick with envy.
      

      
      In the small sitting room below – or the lounge, as they insisted on calling it – her parents sat transfixed by the latest
         events in working-class Manchester. There was the occasional boom of her father’s laugh in response to some particularly salty
         televisual rejoinder. ‘You tell ’er, Ken!’ chimed in her mother.
      

      
      What was the point? Alexa stared miserably up at the paper ball shade that had been yellowish ten years ago and hadn’t improved
         much with age. Far from it; it now looked more like a wasps’ nest than ever. That shade had looked down on, had lit, so much
         of her youth.
      

      
      Not just the dreaming she had done over magazines like Socialite, and her subsequent ambition to have one of the glossy lives contained within them, but the very real work she had put in
         to make it happen.
      

      
      As the best universities obviously attracted the best people, Alexa had slaved over her A levels. And while she had missed
         Oxbridge, she had managed St Andrews, which had seemed more than fit for purpose. As a magnet for the upper classes, the place
         had form, and even if the biggest royal bag of all had been and gone, there were plenty of minor dukes and lords still littering
         the place.
      

      
      Taking as her maxim that of the Boy Scouts – her interest in them otherwise being absolutely zero – Alexa went prepared. Money
         carefully hoarded from Christmas and birthday presents was equally carefully invested in elocution lessons. Answering an ad
         in a local newspaper entitled ‘Lose Your Ey Up Accent’ proved the gateway to a paradise of long ‘a’s and the reassurance of knowing that never again could she be tripped up by
         hidden assassins such as ‘butcher’ and ‘bush’. While the lessons were kept a secret from her parents, the results could not
         be; her mother was mystified and her father openly annoyed. But it was not him, of course, that she was trying to impress.
      

      
      As well as Socialite, her bible, Alexa devoured every etiquette manual she could lay her hands on for pointers about gracious living, absorbing
         like blotting paper the rules concerning not holding your knife like a pen, how to avoid taking someone else’s bread roll
         by mistake and the rights and wrongs of powdering one’s nose at the table. The final piece of the jigsaw was clothes; there
         was no point speaking and acting the part if you didn’t look it, too. As designer shops were, especially after the elocution
         lessons, out of the question, Alexa devoted her energies to scouring eBay and built up a respectable collection of secondhand
         designer wear.
      

      
      ‘I hardly recognise you,’ Dad said disapprovingly, humping the luggage after her as she prepared to board the train to St
         Andrew’s. And soon, she planned, he wouldn’t recognise himself either; at university, when asked, Alexa would upgrade her
         father’s job in a supermarket warehouse to ‘commodities dealer’. Mum’s part-time post in the chemist’s shop, meanwhile, was
         repackaged as ‘consultant to a cosmetics house’.
      

      
      Things had gone well at first. As it was relatively straightforward during Freshers’ Week to join the shooting, beagling and hunting groups and the most right-wing political societies, Alexa
         was soon running after small yappy dogs through muddy woods and pondering the finer points of Conservative policy. She soon
         realised, however, that politics did not interest her and shooting was not only harder than it looked, but even less enjoyable.
      

      
      Fortunately, this hardly mattered; Alexa had managed acceptance in a set who spent weekends in each other’s country houses.
         Her calling card was her sexual availability; the warm and reliable welcome she gave to any titled corridor-creeper who happened
         to be passing her room, irrespective of whether he was attached, or even married. As many of them were, however, the women
         affected took action and eventually even the thick-skinned Alexa realised that the nickname ‘Sit Up And Beg’, stuck above
         her pigeonhole, posted on her Facebook page and pinged through in anonymous text messages, might refer to a reputation as
         the university bike.
      

      
      But again, it didn’t matter, as by then her efforts had paid off in the unprepossessing but nonetheless titled shape of a
         stammering Border baronet called Sir Lancelot Ffogge. His own prospects were unspectacular – he was the penniless heir to
         a ruin – but he had the connections Alexa needed. The somewhat ironically named Sir Lancelot, so physically unlike his dashing
         namesake, was her ‘starter’ aristo; the boyfriend-cum-platform from which she would jump higher up the social tree.
      

      
      ‘The bugger!’ now boomed her father from downstairs, evidently in response to the TV again. In the room above, Alexa felt misery clench
         her concave stomach. Her mother had been concerned at her thinness on her return from university, but Alexa, used to picking
         at expensive morsels, was unable to eat the vast piles of mashed potatoes and sausages as thick as forearms, swimming in thick,
         viscous gravy, that were regularly plonked in front of her. ‘You need feeding up,’ her mother would chide in mid-chew from
         the other side of the sauce bottle.
      

      
      It was a remark that filled Alexa with horror. There was nothing ‘up’ about feeding. The grand were rarely fat, the women, never.
      

      
      Alexa had stuck with Sir Lancelot for the first year, but the second had brought promotion to the etiolated and freakishly
         tall Lord Atticus Pump. From him, Alexa planned a raid on a duke’s son – until fate unhelpfully intervened.
      

      
      The relationship – and Pump’s life – met a sudden end when, as high on crack as he was up the building, he fell out of a top-floor
         window at a party. Alexa’s counter in the game of social snakes and ladders now slid down a python almost as long and thin
         as Lord Atticus himself.
      

      
      This inconvenient setback had been reversed only when, out of sheer desperation, Alexa had at the start of the next term barged
         up to the richest fresher, a banking heir called Reinhardt Silverman, and introduced herself as his second-year mentor.
      

      
      His actual mentor was a bombastic member of the female rowing team called Caroline Squareside, but by the time Reinhardt,
         who was not very bright, and the even-less-so Caroline found out, Alexa had been mentoring him for some time in her own very
         special way. Her hopes of an engagement were high. Then the shocking news broke that Reinhardt’s father had absconded with
         the contents of his financial management portfolio and was wanted by Interpol.
      

      
      As Reinhardt fled and markets plunged all about her, Alexa was left only with her own wrecked dreams of riches. Worse still,
         as Reinhardt’s conceit and appalling manners had alienated everyone whose acquaintance she had previously nurtured so carefully,
         she had become persona non grata. After three years of frantic social climbing, she was left right at the bottom with precisely nothing and no one.
      

      
      Not even a degree; as studying had seemed irrelevant if she was going to marry Reinhardt, whose sexual demands had anyway
         precluded time in libraries, Alexa had failed her end-of-year exams. Back home she had come, her purse empty and her suitcase
         stuffed with tweed shooting suits and designer party outfits. She had had no money even for a cab home. Waiting at the railway station for her parents’ battered Micra to come
         and collect her, she had restrained herself with difficulty from throwing herself under a passing express.
      

      
      ‘Is anything wrong, Allison?’ her mother kept turning to ask as they drove home. Alexa, in the dark safety of the back, shrank
         against the seat so the overhead street lights could not illumine the expression of utter misery that for once even she could
         not disguise.
      

      
      Once home, she was tortured by the possibility of redemption, of email invitations, of friendly messages on Facebook. The
         upper classes had short memories – most of those she had known had no idea what day it was; perhaps, in her absence, she had
         been forgiven. Rehabilitated. But as her parents had no computer, she had to walk miles to the local library, where invariably
         the computers were out of order. Or else monopolised by tramps or tense men in baseball caps jiggling their legs agitatedly
         as they pounded the keys. If she managed to log on, there would be only spam in her inbox, while on the Facebook pages of
         those few who hadn’t yet managed to unfriend her, she saw her former acquaintances falling out of exclusive nightclubs, hanging
         with the band at hip music festivals or playing drunken hide and seek at weekend house parties. None of which she was invited
         to, and obviously never would be again.
      

      
      She would clench her fists with helpless envy at this glittering life she had once been so close to, but which now seemed
         further away than the moon.
      

      
      Her social life these days consisted of sitting at the pine kitchen table opposite Dad with his mug of tea beside his brown-sauce-smeared
         plate as he made sausage sandwiches with Mother’s Pride. But at least he rarely spoke, being more involved in squinting at
         the distant – and always on – television. Mum, on the other hand, liked to pore over the local freesheet, and in particular
         the large adverts for coach trips it contained. But at least if she was weighing up the opposing merits of ‘Lakeland Loveliness’ and ‘Dutch Bulb Field Spectacular’, she wasn’t asking about Reinhardt, who Alexa had mentioned briefly in a rare
         unguarded moment and whose fate she could not bring herself to speak of, any more than she could bring herself to acquaint
         her parents with her failure in the exams.
      

      
      Death seemed the only option; having briefly, histrionically, considered suicide, Alexa realised that a demise was in fact
         necessary. Allison Donald must be killed off. Only then would the social disaster of university be eradicated. She would change
         her name, regroup, rebrand. Allison Donald would die and Alexa MacDonald rise from her ashes like a phoenix, smart-sounding in an untraceable, vague, castle-in-Scotland sort of way. She was
         pristine, full of potential and had never been called Sit Up And Beg. She was the future.
      

      
      But where, otherwise, was this future? Alexa had no idea. Certainly it was not at home. Home was so small! Horribly, vilely small. There was barely a stride between the entrance to her room and the side of her bed with its hideous frilly bedspread.
         Oh, the bedrooms she had stayed in at weekend country house parties! Bedrooms where you walked for minutes on end from the
         wide, high entrance before encountering any inanimate object, often human, male and awaiting her services.
      

      
      ‘You should get out,’ Mum had advised at tea earlier this week. ‘You should meet up with someone your own age,’ she had added,
         looking up from perusing the delights of ‘Torbay and the English Riviera’. ‘An old friend from school, maybe. Do you good.’
      

      
      School! Alexa had been too shocked to speak. After life in the social fast lane, the thought of her late, despised schoolfellows
         made her almost want to retch.
      

      
      ‘I saw Mary Stevenson today,’ Mum added. ‘She says Polly’s home.’

      
      ‘Boz Eyes, you mean,’ Alexa snarled, her lip remaining firmly curled.

      
      Her mother’s eyes widened behind her glasses. ‘I didn’t realise she’d changed her name as well. It’s quite the fashion, isn’t it? But – Boz Eyes . . .?’ Mum looked puzzled.
      

      
      ‘We used to call her that at school,’ Alexa snapped. ‘She squinted. Probably still does.’

      
      As Mum chuntered on, Alexa tuned out, then suddenly tuned back in again.

      
      ‘What did you say?’ she demanded.

      
      ‘I was just saying that Polly’s at Oxford,’ Mum repeated obligingly, frowning over ‘Cream, Crabs and Coastline: A Cornish
         Cornucopia’.
      

      
      Alexa stared, her mind’s eye filling with pictures of dreamy spires, of carefree, well-heeled young men in white tie drinking
         champagne. Oxford! Old Boz Eyes had gone there? It was too bloody irritating to contemplate, except that, of course, it might be useful. A sly smile began to curve Alexa’s
         thin lips.
      

      
      Mum, most unexpectedly and possibly unprecedentedly, was right. It might be worth seeing Polly. One never knew who she knew.

      
      Lots of people she had cultivated had relatives at Oxford; there could be a way back in.

   
      
      Chapter 4

      
      The Shropshire Arms had changed, Alexa thought, opening the door on what had been a room full of sticky carpets and fruit
         machines to find newly exposed flagstones and artfully mismatching wooden tables with vases of fresh flowers.
      

      
      And Polly Stevenson had changed even more. That could not possibly be her. Panic and shock coursed through Alexa as the pretty, slender woman with shining brown hair waved from a corner table.
         Was it actually at her though? Alexa looked behind her to check, but there was nothing to see but the chic striped bucket
         chairs and exposed brickwork of the bijou new dining area.
      

      
      Was this really Boz Eyes? But there was no sign of a squint; the eyes examining her as she approached were big, dark, thick-lashed
         and absolutely regular. Cheekbones had come from somewhere. And had she had a lip job?
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