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Chapter One


Daisy Diamond swung briskly round the corner into the sunny seaside resort of Port Pol with the top down on her Porsche, blue silk scarf trailing out behind her as though in a film-set wind machine – and slammed on her brakes.


‘Oh, for pity’s sake!’


Traffic was backed up in all directions from the crossroads in the town centre, the rather chilly seaside air redolent of exhaust fumes. Seconds later, Daisy found herself completely stationary, staring up at the back of a lumbering, round-bellied, white milk truck.


No Hazardous Waste, read the large red sign on the back of the truck.


She was relieved to hear it, not least considering she had nearly driven her Porsche up its capacious rear end.


She glanced in the mirror and took a moment to tidy her windswept blonde hair. Really, she did not know why she was surprised by the traffic jam. Port Pol’s inhabitants had been grinding to a halt at this point for centuries, one road out of town leading to the picturesque coast, the other into the rough wilds of Cornwall. People from up-country would be queuing patiently for the coast road, the harassed inhabitants itching to escape into the hinterland, and so, despite the construction of traffic lights, it was stop-go, stop-go, all the way back to the outskirts of town.


People on the pavement had stopped and were staring at her. She caught her own name on the end of a piercing whisper, ‘Daisy Diamond!’


She did her best to ignore those staring, not entirely successfully.


Perhaps it was the low-slung, electric blue, open-top Porsche 911 Carrera Cabriolet that had drawn their attention. It was a very nice car, she had to admit. Not quite new, but new enough to have made her wince as she handed over her card. Though she deserved a car like this. It had been her personal reward for some incredibly hard work these past few years.


It happened all the time in London, of course. People stared, people stopped her in the street and asked for autographs, people harangued her over script decisions that were nothing to do with her.


But this was not London. This was Port Pol, Cornwall.


Her birthplace.


The tiny dot on the map where, for better or for worse, she had been born and brought up twenty-eight years ago.


How long had she been away now?


Not long enough, she thought drily, glancing around at the traffic clogging up the narrow streets of Port Pol.


Home sweet home.


Daisy struggled to ignore the ironic strain behind that line, keeping a smile pinned to her face. But, as though determined to make her even more self-conscious at returning to these humble roots, more people had now tumbled out of the local pub and were also staring at her and the car.


Speaking of humble roots, were hers showing yet?


A little uncertain, Daisy air-kissed her reflection in the rear-view mirror, checking her teeth and lipstick.


Mwah-mwah.


Hmm, not too skanky. Her blonde hair might be out of a bottle, but it was convincing enough, thanks to the eye-watering sums she paid her regular stylist in London. Her eyeshadow could do with some work, but then so could her eyelids – and perhaps the rest of her face. Her skin was no longer as smooth and flawless as it had been ten years ago when she was still a country bumpkin, stuck in these quiet Cornish backwaters but secretly dreaming of the big city. Perhaps it was time to give into her agent’s water-on-a-stone technique of nagging, and sign up for some minor cosmetic surgery. A nip and a tuck to halt those tiny wrinkles before they became noticeable.


She hated the idea, but that was the business she was in. In television, it often seemed any female the wrong side of twenty-five had to look twenty or younger to get ahead, and heaven help those over thirty. She did not even want to think what lay ahead for her past the choppy waters of forty.


But by then perhaps she would have done the sensible thing, retired from television acting, and taken up a less demanding career – say, as a nuclear physicist.


Though she doubted she would even have a job in television by this time next year. The writing on the show, usually so peppy, had gone flat last season. Ratings had slipped. And now there was this awful business with her co-star, Ben.


Her agent hated her at the moment, Daisy was convinced of it. Never a very sympathetic woman, Philippa had barked down the phone at her last night, ‘What do you mean, you’re going back to Cornwall? Why on earth would you want to do that?’


‘House-sitting. For my parents, while they’re on holiday in America.’


Philippa had been dumbstruck. For all of three seconds. ‘Sorry, I don’t understand. Can’t they hire someone to house-sit?’


‘I want to go.’


‘What? There must be a problem with the line. Did I hear you say you want to go? To the Cornish coast? In early spring? It’ll be freezing and everywhere will be shut. I don’t think they even open Cornwall until April.’


Daisy had counted to three in her head before replying. Her version of dumbstruck. Which was intended to prevent her from the temptation of being rude to Philippa, who did, after all, have the dubious honour of keeping her acting career on track.


‘I was born and brought up there, Philippa, I know what to expect. And since we’re not filming for six weeks –’


‘That’s no excuse. You should be in London, partying and networking. Talking to your accountant. Stocking up on wine. Or flying out to the Caribbean, maybe? Whatever it is sensible people do when they’re not filming.’


‘I miss the sea views from my parents’ house at Port Pol. And I want to redecorate my old bedroom.’


Spluttering noises from Philippa, who by her own admission loathed the sea, and had probably never held a paintbrush in her life.


‘And also . . . I’ve split up with Ben.’


Silence had followed that admission. A short silence, but still deeply ominous.


‘When did this happen?’ Philippa’s voice sharpened. ‘Do the paps know yet?’


The paps. Paparazzi. The celebrity gossip newsmongers, armed with cameras and astonishingly sensitive recording equipment, and no qualms whatsoever about intruding on deeply private moments if it meant impressing an editor or grabbing a major celeb coup from under someone else’s nose.


The paparazzi were, in other words, the bane of her life. Especially one man in particular who followed her everywhere – even to the ladies’ toilets once, to poke his lousy equipment under her stall. The sneaking little sandy-haired weasel known as Ron Scrotes, photographer and freelance bastard.


At least Ron had not been lurking outside the night before when she packed her Porsche under cover of darkness and slipped out of her security-gated house in Essex in the small hours. He would know by now that she had left London – because it was his job to know such things – but he would not have the faintest clue where she had gone, and that alone was enough to make her smile.


‘Not yet,’ she had told Philippa the night before, mobile clasped firmly to her ear as she continued to throw clothes into her suitcase. Casual, holiday-style clothes. Jeans, shorts, culottes, plain blues and whites, with the merest whiff of a designer frock and some killer heels – just in case. ‘But I doubt it will be long before the whole world knows.’


‘Why did you have to split up with him? You know the ratings are slipping.’


‘Funnily enough, I pay more attention to my boyfriend sleeping around than I do worrying about how splitting up with him might affect the show’s ratings.’


‘Sue won’t be happy.’


Sue was the executive producer of the show Daisy had been starring in for the past five years. Ben, who had only briefly been an item in her bed – let alone her life – was her co-star on the show. He was a few years older than her and incredibly fit, incredibly good-looking and incredibly egotistical. They had been pretend-dating for the sake of the show’s profile for the past year. Then a few months ago, Daisy had done the unthinkable and tumbled into bed with him after a glittering champagne reception for the launch of the new season.


Huge mistake.


Now she felt battered and bruised, and that was just her sense of self-worth. Ben was not an ogre. But he was always after the trophy. The trophy show, the trophy role, the trophy girlfriend.


Only Ben was not bothered about fidelity. If a pretty young extra gave him the come-on during filming, Ben would be in her bed that night, and think nothing of it. When Daisy had confronted him about his one-night stands, he had actually looked wounded. As though he were giving all these other women a leg-up in the television industry by sleeping with them – rather than a leg-over.


‘With all respect, I don’t care what Sue thinks. She’s not the one sleeping with Ben.’


Silence.


Daisy had gasped, nearly dropping her mobile, ‘Is – is she?’


Philippa had made a loud coughing noise, then pretended there was a call on the other line. ‘Look, darling, bit busy here. I’m renegotiating a contract for Teddy and he’s not happy with the money. Not enough zeros, apparently. Call me again when you get down to . . .’


‘Cornwall.’


‘That’s right, Cornwall. Do they have telephones there? Phone masts? Will you be able to get a signal?’


‘Ha very ha.’


But her mobile did not have a signal, so maybe the joke was on her. She had come home to lick her wounds, but was it the right decision? Looking at the traffic queue, and the dirty old shops and buildings on either side in Port Pol, Daisy was beginning to wonder if she had indeed made a mistake in escaping London.


She could be in her luxury home right now, curled up on a massive five-seater corner sofa, watching daytime television in her designer onesie and munching on Quorn burgers. Instead she was breathing in traffic fumes and staring into local art galleries crowded with generic blue seascapes, and through shop windows at shelves of over-priced tourist souvenirs and beach paraphernalia, and being waved at violently by some crazed woman in purple tie-dye dungarees.


The woman was standing in the paved yard of the town’s main pub, the Coach House, right beside the road. ‘Hey!’ she was yelling, her hands waving in the air. Her shoulder-length hair was gathered up in a loose ponytail and she had no make-up on, yet she looked healthy and sunkissed without it, like so many Cornish residents. ‘Hey, Daisy Diamond!’


Oh, bloody marvellous.


Ten long years since she had come home to Port Pol – and she had only been back five minutes before being spotted by a fan of the show.


Then she glanced at the woman’s face, and swerved into the pub car park. Leaping out of the shiny blue Porsche, Daisy ran across the pavement like a maniac, hurdled the low fence into the pub yard, and flung herself into the woman’s arms.


‘Kirsty!’


She was hugged back ferociously until she could hardly breathe. ‘You mad bitch,’ Kirsty shrieked in her ear, ‘what are you doing back in this dump of a town? I thought you had some plush digs in that London.’


‘Essex, actually. I’m here house-sitting. For my mum and dad.’


Kirsty grinned. ‘Oh yeah, I heard they’d swanned off on some massive tour of America at the weekend. I assumed you’d be going too.’


‘I’ve already been to the US,’ Daisy replied promptly. ‘Incredible landscape, fantastic cities, and the people are amazing. But I fancied some R & R at home. Anyway, this is supposed to be Mum and Dad’s second honeymoon. So I’d be a bit in the way.’


‘God, of course you would. I bet those two will be at it like hammer and tong, horny old bastards.’ Kirsty grinned at her horrified expression. ‘So how long are you back for?’


‘ We start filming again in May.’


Kirsty shook her head. ‘Filming. How glam is that? And to think I sat next to you in German at school. And geography.’


‘All the G’s.’


‘And here you stand now, as rich and famous as . . . well, any rich and famous person.’


Daisy sighed. ‘I hope there’s more to me than fame and a healthy bank account, Kirsty. Maybe I can work out what that is while I’m back home.’


Her school friend squinted at her knowledgeably. ‘Oh dear, you sound down. Man troubles?’


‘Well . . .’


‘No need to say a word. That Ben Dover on the show. Been screwing around behind your back?’


‘Christ!’ Daisy exclaimed, stepping back. ‘Did . . . did everyone know about him except me?’


‘Not everyone. Just the die-hard fans. I hang out at a few show sites online. And we get all the celebrity mags in the waiting room at the surgery, you know. He’s a well-endowed celeb, bit of a dick really, prefers natural blondes. You’re not a real blonde, are you? Only a matter of time before he spotted the bottle in your bathroom cabinet and reverted to type.’ She patted Daisy on the shoulder. ‘See, it’s not hard to piece things together.’


Daisy stared at her friend, feeling a little sick. Was that really why Ben had slept with all those other women? Because she had naturally mousy hair that was only kept blonde by the rigorous application of hair dye?


A shout made Daisy turn, her nerves jangling. She was ludicrously on edge. Had the paparazzi found her already?


But she need not have worried. A heavy-set bloke in fisherman’s trousers and a stained cable-knit jumper was hanging out of the pub door, staring at her with an amazed expression.


‘Good grief, is that – ?’


Kirsty nodded, shoving her towards him. ‘My bloody twin brother, Kieran. He’s seen you now. And stammering Sally’s in there too. She’s his girlfriend.’


‘Stammering Sally?’


‘Don’t say you’ve forgotten Sal?’


She had not forgotten the shyest girl in their class, who had also turned out to be one of the bravest when she rescued someone from drowning in their last year at school – and almost died herself.


‘No, of course not. I just . . . Sally and Kieran?’


‘I know, isn’t life strange? But they’re a match made in heaven. Sally can barely rub two words together, and Kieran never stops yapping.’ Kirsty grinned. ‘Come on, into the Coach House with you. This is as good a chance as any to catch up with all the Port Pol gossip. Celeb or not, you can’t escape a drink with your old mates.’


‘Oh, but my car . . .’


‘Go lock it up,’ her friend said comfortably. ‘Nice set of wheels, by the way. Not much space for a surfboard, though. Don’t worry, I’ll get the drinks in this time. What’s your poison?’


‘I’m driving.’


‘You’re nearly home. Just a small one. This is Cornwall.’


‘I’ll be fine with a diet cola and ice, thanks.’


While Kirsty hurried back inside the pub, dragging her bemused twin brother with her, Daisy went back to tidy up her lopsided parking. When she was done, she grabbed her handbag from the passenger seat and locked the Porsche with the press of a button. The hood came up, shielding the car interior from prying eyes – and hands. Then she knew a moment’s insecurity, and bent to double-check her make-up and hair in the wing mirror. Stupid, and probably wholly unnecessary, but it was a habit she was struggling to shake.


When she straightened, the sun was in her eyes.


Daisy raised a hand automatically to block out the glare, and found herself staring straight at a man in black jeans and jacket, lounging in the shadowy doorway of a shop opposite. His hat was tipped low over his forehead and his sunglasses reflected the light as he stared back at her, arms folded across a strong chest.


A powerful sense of recognition left her temporarily frozen, her lips slightly parted, breath trapped in her chest, heart contracting in pain.


Then the sea wind gusted violently again, and Daisy’s silk scarf billowed out crazily, a fluttering blue streak that suddenly draped itself about her face.


She struggled to unwrap the scarf, her hands trembling.


Surely that couldn’t be . . . ?


By the time she had the mad scarf under control, the shop doorway was empty. And so was the sunlit pavement. It was as though the man had just melted back into the shadows.


Daisy sagged against the blue Porsche, her breathing still erratic. How ridiculous. She had not seen the man’s face, not properly. Perhaps she had only imagined him. Conjured a ghost from her past out of a long-suppressed yearning that had never truly gone away . . .


Then her gaze lifted to the dusty sign above the shop window, and it took all her acting skills not to give herself away. Written in bold Copperplate text, next to the picture of a grinning skull, was the shop sign. She read it in horrified silence.


The Devil’s Bookshop.


*


It was nearly dusk by the time she escaped from her old school friends at the pub. It had been lovely to catch up, as Kirsty had promised. Stammering Sally still stammered, true to her nickname, her lovely smile taking the place of speech with no detriment. Kieran was loud and cheerful and a bit mad and kept telling tasteless jokes and then slapping Daisy violently on the back so that she choked on her soft drink. And Kirsty watched everything and grinned. It had been exactly like being back in sixth form, including the bizarre hour on the pool table once Kieran had downed his fifth pint and started challenging all comers to a game, including Daisy.


She had won, despite not having played pool since school. But Kieran had been pretty drunk by then, and kept missing the cue ball.


The key to the farmhouse was under a smooth red stone by the back door, just as her mother had said it would be.


Daisy let herself in through the back door. Having turned on the lights, she hurried back out to her car and carried in her suitcase and a few other items before it got dark.


The farmhouse had only been empty a few days, but already felt damp. Her mother, a bit of a control freak, had left a long sheet of detailed instructions for her on the kitchen table: phone numbers in case of emergency, how to use the new heating system, where the chest freezer was kept, recycling and rubbish collection times, and even how to work the television.


Daisy laughed.


She trod softly up the familiar wooden stairs and managed to get the heating going. Her parents’ room was untidy, clothes still strewn about from when they had been packing for their holiday. Her sister’s old bedroom and her dad’s ‘office’ were only slightly neater.


Still no curtains at the bathroom window, she noticed, popping in for a quick wee. But since it overlooked a field, that didn’t matter. She doubted that the lone horse grazing quietly in the gathering dusk would be bothered by the sight of nude humans prancing about.


Her old room, with ensuite bathroom, was on the next floor up. It was a converted attic room with a low, sloping ceiling and exposed beams and a hairy floor covering that looked like ancient fleeces tacked together. She had loved treading barefoot on the fleece as a teen, staring out of the high window across fields to the sea. Even now, a chill wind off the sea was rattling the old window frames, the room in dire need of heating.


Daisy turned on the radiators, which had been lowered to minimum, then went below to retrieve her suitcase. Half an hour later, her clothes had been unpacked and the attic room was beginning to warm up.


The noise of a car approaching fast up the bumpy farm track startled her. Straightening up suddenly, she banged her head on one of the exposed ceiling beams. ‘Damn it,’ she muttered, rubbing her forehead, and hurried to the window, wrestling with the stiff catch. ‘Who the hell . . . ?’


But when she finally got the window open and leaned out, she could hear nothing at all.


‘I’ve got to stop being so jumpy,’ she told herself fiercely, dragging the window shut before all the heat escaped.


She turned to survey her old bedroom. Her older sister Penny, who was a tax lawyer, had landed a high-profile job that would include a couple of months in South Africa that summer. Penny’s husband had tragically died in a yachting accident three years ago, and she did not want to drag their son, who was almost four now, all the way to South Africa with her. So her parents had offered to look after Christopher until Penny was home again.
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