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About the Book

Nell O’Driscoll’s  known Marcus Kilburton for years – according to her diary, she even had a crush on him as a teenager.  When he decides to open Kilburton Castle to the public, Nell takes a job as his assistant – and soon sparks are flying between them.  But is Nell free to pursue Marcus, when part of her past refuses to let go?

The world fell apart for Nell’s best friend, Hetty Brewster, when her husband Tony abandoned Hetty and their teenage daughter for a bitchy but successful writer.  Now the press is full of stories about the frumpy, boring wife losing out to a younger, slimmer model.  But Hetty’s about to get her chance for sweet revenge – if she can stop being nice long enough to take it!
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Chapter 1

It might be Easter, but it certainly wasn’t springlike. Marcus Kilburton, home from boarding-school for what was laughingly known as the spring break, lit a cigarette in order to practise his smoke-rings, tapped his foot in time with the Mini’s windscreen wipers and broodily surveyed the miserable landscape as rain swept in waves across Kilburton Park. The lake was the colour of charcoal, the walls of the castle beyond it darker still. Even the deer, huddling together for shelter beneath the wind-blown chestnut trees, looked depressed.

Hell, he’d only been back a day and a half and already his father wasn’t speaking to him. Other people, no doubt, would automatically envy him, assuming that because he was the heir to an earldom he had a brilliant life, no worries and everything a sixteen-year-old could ever want.

Hmm, thought Marcus, narrowing his eyes against the Marlboro’s smoke and focusing on a figure approaching from a distance. Whoever it was, was going to get seriously wet. The trouble with being automatically envied as the boy who had everything was the fact that people conveniently forgot the flipside of all it entailed. There was nothing they liked better, furthermore, than hearing about the failings of so-called privileged families like his and gossiping about them.

Which was why he had been forced to tackle his father this morning, in an attempt to make him realize what a prat he was currently making of himself.

It was what had provoked this morning’s huge argument and got the holiday off to such a thrilling start. Having to tell the ninth Earl of Kilburton that his supposedly discreet affair was, in fact, both common knowledge and the subject of much scornful derision, hadn’t gone down at all well.

The lone figure battling through the rain was only a couple of hundred yards away now, and he was able to see who it was. Marcus’s eyes narrowed further still as recognition slowly dawned. Just what he needed, he thought with bitter amusement. Yet another bloody O’Driscoll.

He’d never spoken so much as a single word to any of them, of course, but he knew of them only too well. Everyone did. The O’Driscolls were notorious, as talked-about in their own way as the Kilburtons themselves, and as common as they were colourful.

He even knew this one’s name, simply because it was so outlandish. Petronella, he mouthed silently, his lip curling with disdain at the ludicrous, gypsyish sound of it. Petronella O’Driscoll, supposedly the smart one of the family. If she was that smart, thought Marcus, why wasn’t she wearing a coat?

He hadn’t formulated any particular plan as he put the Mini into gear and began to drive along the single-track road towards her. When it was raining this hard, it would be only natural – as a rule – to stop and offer a lift to the person on foot.

When the person on foot was an O’Driscoll, however, the overwhelming temptation was to push her into the lake.

Close enough now to see her properly, Marcus observed that she looked as if she’d just crawled out of the lake anyway. The black, waist-length hair was plastered to her head as if it had been painted on. Dark eyes deliberately ignored him. Her cheeks, bright red with cold, matched the thin scarf around her neck. Every single item of clothing she wore – from the navy school blazer and cheap-looking white shirt to the short, grey, box-pleated skirt and navy tights – was absolutely sodden.

Marcus had been driving slowly, still undecided whether or not to stop. The next moment, however, the girl’s dark gaze had locked with his and the corners of her mouth lifted in a smile.

No, not a smile; a smirk. A condescending smirk at that. It was, he realized, a sly acknowledgement of the link between their two families, coupled with the merest hint of triumph.

Infuriated, he crashed his foot down on the accelerator. She was walking on the right-hand side of the road, skirting a large and muddy puddle. If he swerved just a fraction to the left, he would avoid it.

But why the bloody hell should he? The park was privately owned after all, Marcus reminded himself. She was trespassing, using it as a short cut home. Sod it, how dare she smirk at him like that?

He’d had to listen to Crispin Petersen-Vane in the sixth-form common-room drawling, ‘I say, Kilburton, what’s all this  I hear about your old man boffing some gyppo? The word is, he has to cross more than her palm with silver before she’ll let him near her. Do tell, does he also have to wear one of her pegs on his nose when he’s—?’

He had punched Petersen-Vane across the room. It had only helped a bit. Sending a great splattering wave of icy, muddy water over Petronella O’Driscoll, on the other hand, was much more satisfying.

The rock, flung with force and deadly accuracy, ricocheted off the boot of the Mini less than two seconds later. It sounded like a rock, anyway. Cursing, scarcely able to believe the nerve of the girl, Marcus slammed on the brakes and screeched to a diagonal halt.

‘You threw that stone at my car,’ he hissed, his face taut with rage as he pointed to the offending object which now lay on the narrow road between them. ‘What the hell do you think you’re playing at?’

To his even greater fury, as he leapt out of the car to inspect the damage he landed in another puddle. The girl, no longer smirking, still managed to look amused. At close quarters he was able to see the way the rain had spiked her eyelashes into clumps.

‘Repaying a favour?’ Nell, unafraid and not bothering to disguise the note of mockery in her voice, in turn studied Marcus Kilburton. Blond hair, flopping over his forehead in time-honoured Clark Gable fashion. Perfect profile. Very green eyes, straight dark eyebrows, and the kind of tan you didn’t get in Grimsby. Nice body, thought Nell dispassionately; shame about the attitude.

It cheered her immensely to see how wet he was getting. Great droplets of rain, seeping into his ancient jeans, turned them a darker shade of blue-grey to match the sky.

‘Look what you’ve done to my car,’ he snapped, jabbing an accusing index finger at the boot. Disappointingly, the stone hadn’t been as large as it had sounded, and there was no gaping hole to show for it, but at least the racing-green paintwork had been scratched. Only a small scratch, but still . . .

‘Oh dear me,’ mocked Nell. ‘What is it, a complete write-off ?’

Bloody bitch. In retaliation, Marcus gazed pointedly at the ladder in the left leg of her opaque navy-blue tights, and at the cheap shoes she wore.

‘Why, do you seriously think you could afford to pay for it if it was?’ He bent to run his fingers over the damaged paintwork, determined she wasn’t going to get away with this. ‘You’ll receive a repair bill, you know.’

‘Will I?’ Apparently unconcerned, she shrugged. ‘I won’t pay it.’

‘You caused the damage.’

‘You deliberately drove your car at me.’ The longer he stayed out of the car arguing, the wetter he got. Nell, hands on hips, took her time. ‘You asked for it. I understand why you don’t like me but it’s still pretty ill-mannered, trying to run someone over just because you don’t happen to approve of what their mother gets up to with your father. You should be careful,’ she added, shaking her wet hair away from her face and slowly running a pink tongue over her upper lip. It was an oddly insolent gesture. ‘Think how embarrassed you’d be if they  decided to get married. You wouldn’t be quite so superior then, would you? You couldn’t, really. We’d be related.’

This time it was Marcus’s turn to smirk. If this deluded girl seriously imagined such a scenario was even slightly on the cards, she was even more stupid than he’d first thought.

‘Oh dear, I hate to be the one to dash your hopes,’ he drawled, ‘but there are certain facts of life you should understand. My father, you see, is a member of the aristocracy. To be precise, he’s the ninth Earl of Kilburton. Kilburton Castle is our home. This is all ours . . .’ His brief gesture encompassed the five hundred or so acres of visible parkland. The girl, her eyes never leaving his face, said nothing.

‘People like us simply do not marry people like you,’ Marcus concluded, shaking his head slightly for added emphasis and silently congratulating himself on having put it so well. He’d never made a deliberately snobbish remark in his life before now, but she’d goaded him beyond endurance. For a first attempt, he felt, it wasn’t at all bad.

‘Maybe,’ the girl replied quietly, ‘because people like us have more sense.’

It had been an undignified exchange, Marcus realized later, and pretty much out of character for him. What had he got out of it, anyway, apart from a soaking and the uncomfortable sensation that he might just have come off worse?

Ah, but he did have something else. Driving back through the park later in the afternoon when the rain had eased, he had spotted the raspberry-red scarf lying limply at the side of the road close to the main gates. Without even knowing why he  was doing it he had stopped the car and picked up the scarf, which upon closer inspection was even more Bohemian than he’d first imagined. Made from panne velvet, silk fringed and tattered at the edges, it had been painstakingly hand-embroidered with deeper red beads and stars in what Marcus assumed to be typical gypsyish fashion.

He had no idea what prompted him to keep the thing. His conscience might have been pricking him but it didn’t bother him that much. He certainly had no intention of delivering the scarf to the O’Driscolls’ house, for God’s sake. They lived in the High Street. He was damned if he’d give the residents of Kilburton the thrill of seeing him knock at the door of his father’s frightful mistress. Now that would give them something to snigger about.

In the end, Marcus did nothing. Having shoved the scarf into the back of the Mini’s glove compartment he put it equally firmly out of his mind and a fortnight later returned to boarding-school, leaving the car garaged in one of the converted stables behind the castle. One of the biggest pains about being sixteen – apart from having to put up with a hopeless, gambling-fixated father and a deeply tedious ten-year-old sister – was being limited to driving on private land. Roll on the summer when he hit seventeen, he thought impatiently. Then he’d really have some fun. Kilburton, with its sneering, smart-ass locals, wouldn’t see him for dust.

If Marcus Kilburton had put the brief, stinging encounter with the uppity O’Driscoll girl almost entirely out of his mind, Nell O’Driscoll had not. Much to her irritation, as she walked  through the park each day to catch the school bus, she found herself reliving their meeting. She didn’t even know why – there were far more entertaining things to think about, after all – but every day it happened again, with such endless script revisions that the end result bore practically no relation at all to the original event.

Realizing that she was fantasizing, and furious with herself for being so idiotic, Nell took herself in hand and changed her route. No longer taking the short cut through the park meant adding three-quarters of a mile to the walk between home and the bus stop but at least she still had her dignity, she decided. Happily, as soon as she put the ruse into practice, the fantasies stopped.




Chapter 2

‘I don’t know why you bother with all that stuff.’ Trish O’Driscoll, four years older than Nell, couldn’t see the point of it. At nineteen, she had everything she’d ever wanted: dead-goodlooking boyfriend, nice little job behind the bar at the Hen and Chicken, baby on the way . . . and she’d managed it all without the help of boring old exams. Why Nell wanted to spend a heavenly afternoon in the garden hunched over the kind of textbooks you needed ‘A’ levels even to understand the titles was beyond Trish. All that stuff was so bad for your eyes. If Nell didn’t watch out, she’d have to start wearing glasses. And then who’d bother to look at her twice?

‘Just making sure I don’t end up like my sisters.’ Nell, unperturbed, prodded one of the books with her Biro. ‘You should try reading occasionally. There’s even a chapter in here on contraception.’

‘Who needs it?’ Trish wriggled comfortably on the rug, reaching for her tumbler of Coke. ‘I’m going to have dozens of kids.’

‘And I’m going to have dozens of GCSEs, though how I manage to get any work done around here is a bloody miracle,’ grumbled Nell. ‘Do you have to have that radio on all  the time?’

‘Yawn, yawn.’ Trish, who had heard it all before, finished  off the Coke and adjusted the straining straps of her pink-and-white bikini top. Bosomy since the age of eleven, she was now overflowing the cups in truly spectacular fashion. ‘Wait till me and Ricky get our own place. You’ll miss me when I’m gone.’

‘I won’t miss that God-awful music.’ Nell, flipping shut the book she’d been studying, rolled on to her side and chucked a crumpled-up sheet of A4 at her sister’s stomach.

‘Ouch!’ lied Trish, cradling the sunburned bump and hurling the ball of paper back. ‘I’ll tell Mum.’

‘Can’t. She went out half an hour ago.’ Nell ripped open a packet of peanuts which would have made ideal ammunition. Too greedy to waste them, however, she tipped the corner of the bag up against her mouth. ‘Guess where.’

Since it had by this time been going on for years, Trish didn’t even bother to reply. It only continued to entertain the villagers to such a degree because they didn’t have anything else decent to gossip about. One of them, anonymously of course, had even submitted a message of mock congratulation to the announcements section of the Cotswold Gazette: To Miriam and James, five years and still going strong. Whoever said it wouldn’t last?

Nell had come to the conclusion that the world was divided into two halves, those who wanted to be liked and those who didn’t give a toss. Hetty Brewster, for whom she regularly babysat, had been compelled to say in flustered tones, ‘What a sneaky, rotten thing to do . . . your poor family . . . how awful for them . . .’

Nell’s mother, on the other hand, had thought it the funniest thing ever, shaking with laughter upon reading the  announcement and gleefully embarking on a campaign of counter-gossip. The Earl of Kilburton, she hinted in the local shop, was boiling with rage and threatening to evict whichever traitorous coward had placed the ad.

Miriam O’Driscoll, the object of behind-the-hand whispering for the past forty-five years, positively revelled in the attention.

‘They need someone to brighten their mundane little lives, bless ’em,’ she declared, her dark eyes reflecting good-natured contempt for the villagers’ small minds and passion for gossip. ‘Can you imagine anything more depressing than always being the one doing the gossiping rather than being gossiped about? Good heavens, it isn’t even as if I’m doing anything so terribly wrong. The colourless old bags are just jealous, that’s all,’ she concluded with a broad, careless smile, ‘mad with envy because he chose me.’

Miriam’s four children needed no further encouragement. As far as they were concerned, their devil-may-care mother was without fault. And since the simple fact that they were her children meant they were already thoroughly accustomed to being whispered about, it didn’t bother them in the least.

They were individuals and they could do as they pleased.

In the case of Trish and Lottie, the two eldest daughters, doing as they pleased chiefly entailed getting a terrific name for themselves and producing babies out of wedlock at a rate of knots. Derry, the only boy, still only ten years old and already with the looks of an angel, seldom bothered to go to school and was widely suspected of having been the brains behind last  year’s great gnome escape, when poor Elsie Cutler’s gnomes spent the entire summer decamping, turning up in other people’s gardens, up their trees or on their roofs.

Fifteen-year-old Petronella, in contrast with the rest of them, at least attended school and appeared uninterested in the opposite sex. With her exotic looks and family background, however, it was generally acknowledged that it could only be a matter of time. Never mind the flashing smile and undoubted intelligence, they murmured. What about the quick temper, those eccentric clothes she sometimes wore, and that ferocious, unswerving loyalty to her mother? She was an O’Driscoll, wasn’t she? They were half-gypsy, after all. It stood to reason, then. Getting into trouble was in the blood.

Trish, who was supposed to be reading Miriam Stoppard’s  Pregnancy and Birth Book, lent to her by an ever-hopeful health visitor, struggled through a couple of paragraphs about the second stage of labour before casting the battered paperback to one side and giving herself up to Radio 1 and mindless sunbathing instead. Anything she needed to know, she thought, she could learn from Lottie. Her big sister might be a bit of a dead loss when it came to hanging on to boyfriends but she was brilliant at having kids. Three already and still only twenty-two. What Lottie didn’t know about gas, air and regular contraptions wasn’t worth knowing.

‘D’you know what I’d really love?’ she said hopefully, above the blare of the radio. ‘A chocolate milkshake.’

Nell carried on reading. ‘Me too.’

‘Oh go on, be an angel.’ Trish heaved herself on to her side and looked plaintive. ‘It’s my big craving. And nobody makes milkshakes better than you do. Pleeease . . . ?’

Nell, who had been about to go inside and get herself a cold drink anyway, seized the opportunity. ‘Only if you promise to turn off the radio.’

Trish pouted. ‘How long for?’

‘An hour.’

‘Will you do me a sandwich too?’

‘An hour and a half.’

Trish, tired of listening to music, grinned and said, ‘Deal.’

When her eyes had adjusted to being indoors after the brightness of the sunlight outside, Nell studied her reflection in the mirror over the mantelpiece. Definitely browner, she saw with satisfaction, pulling aside the shoulder straps of her black bikini to double check. It made a nice start to the weekend.

The blue-and-white kitchen was blissfully cool. Humming to herself, leaning her hot legs against the fridge door as she set to work, she whisked vanilla ice-cream and chocolate sauce together in a glass jug. Trish, still only six months pregnant, had already exceeded her weight allowance for the whole nine months. Her love affair with chocolate milkshakes, however, continued to flourish. Nell chucked in plenty of ice-cubes in an attempt to dilute the mixture and save her sister a few unnecessary calories, then smiled to herself as she recalled Trish’s hazy explanation of labour. The baby was unable to get out, she had solemnly informed Nell, until you were fully diluted.

The kitchen windows looked out on to the High Street, which was deserted. Everyone was enjoying the sun in their back gardens. Nell, cutting bread for the sandwiches, heard the sound of a lone car racing up the street and glanced up as it shot past.

All that really registered at first were the colours, dark green and a streak of red. When she had finished slicing the bread, curiosity rather than suspicion sent her across to the window.

Having screeched to a noisy halt outside the village shop, the driver had already leapt out of the car and disappeared inside. That it was Marcus Kilburton’s Mini wouldn’t have bothered Nell. Home from school for the weekend and seventeen at last, he was undoubtedly showing off the fact that forty-eight hours after his birthday he had passed his driving test. Tearing like a maniac along narrow country lanes, terrifying the wildlife, Nell thought with some scorn, was something all seventeen-year-old boys seemed to have to do in order to feel macho.

The streak of red, on the other hand, bothered her enormously. Nell had spent days searching for that scarf. Now, seeing it tied to the car’s aerial like a trophy, she felt her fingers curl around the handle of the bread knife with almost murderous intent.

The bastard . . . how could he do such a thing? she thought wildly. It was as if he were openly taunting her. And what was worse – whether it had even occurred to him or not – was the fact that since it was such an instantly recognizable scarf, everyone in the village who saw it fluttering from his aerial was automatically going to leap to the wrong conclusions. Like  mother like daughter, they’d crow with malicious delight. Well what else can you expect when it’s in the blood?

Nell was out of the house and halfway down the dusty, deserted street before she even realized what she was doing. The pavement burnt the soles of her bare feet. The bread knife was still clutched tightly in her fist. She was also decidedly underdressed.

Nell, who wouldn’t have cared if she’d been stark naked, wasted no time. Since she was never going to wear it again, she used the bread knife to slice the scarf in two, freeing it from the aerial in one go. The temptation to carve up a couple of tyres while she was about it was almost overwhelming. Taking a deep breath and exerting ferocious self-control, she turned instead and walked away.

Back at the cottage, however, and still buzzing with adrenaline, she knew she couldn’t leave it at that. Simply removing her scarf hadn’t been enough, not nearly enough. If she didn’t do something more satisfyingly constructive she was likely to explode.

Minnie Hardwick, who ran the village shop, was a widow rumoured to have chattered her poor husband to death. Any customer even attempting to say they were in a hurry was immediately treated to one of Minnie’s endless ‘Now don’t you talk to me about ’urry, why only the other mornin’ I said to my son no wonder ’is ulcer’s playin’ ’im up when all ’e does is tire ’isself out rushin’ ’ere, there and everywhere’ diatribes.

Guessing that she had another minute at least before Marcus Kilburton could make good his escape, Nell gazed around for inspiration and found it on top of the fridge.

There was still no one else in sight. Covering the hundred or so yards quickly, she encountered no twitching curtains along the way. All the Mini’s windows were open in an attempt to circulate the air. Choosing the rear window on the driver’s side, she tweaked the carton’s cardboard spout, took careful aim and tipped three-quarters of a pint of full-cream milk on to the dark-green carpeting behind the front seat. It sank in within seconds. In this stifling heat, it would start going off almost straight away. By nightfall, Nell thought happily, the terrible stench would be enough to make even strong men retch.

Feeling tons better, she sauntered back along the street swinging the empty carton between index finger and thumb. Now that she had used up the last of the milk – albeit in a thoroughly deserving cause – she would have to visit the shop herself before it closed. It amused Nell no end to think that Minnie Hardwick, pink-cheeked with pride, would undoubtedly boast about having had Marcus Kilburton in there. She could almost hear it now: ‘. . . what a charmin’ boy ’e is, such lovely manners and so ’andsome . . .’

‘How on earth long does it take to put together a sandwich?’ Trish, shuffling into the kitchen, stared in dismay at the unbuttered slices of bread. ‘You haven’t even started,’ she grumbled. ‘What are you staring at, anyway?’

‘Oh hell,’ groaned Nell. Unable to resist peering through the window, she now wished she hadn’t. Because the stocky, dark-haired boy climbing into the dark-green Mini definitely wasn’t Marcus Kilburton.

Three weeks later, on the last day of term, she found him waiting for her as she stepped off the bus.

Marcus, having broken up for the summer holidays several days earlier, had parked in a gateway at the side of the road. His gold-blond hair glittered in the afternoon sunlight and his tan was deeper than ever. He wore very dark glasses, a loose, white cricket shirt and old, pale Levi’s. Leaning casually against the gate, lighting a Marlboro in order to look extra-cool, he drew gasps of admiration from the other girls on the bus. The blackness of the sunglasses might make it impossible to tell in which direction he was looking but Nell didn’t need to see his eyes. She knew anyway, with a sinking certainty, that he was waiting for her.

‘Cor!’ sighed Sharon Meldrew, emboldened by the fact that he was twenty feet away and she was safely ensconced on the bus. ‘He can light my fags any time he likes. Coo-ee, gorgeous . . . over here! Go on, give us a smile.’

Maria Sharpe, sitting next to her, shoved her bony elbow into Sharon’s spare tyre. ‘Shuddup, he’s talking to Nell O’Driscoll. D’you suppose he’s her boyfriend?’

The bus driver, less enthralled by the idea than Nell’s classmates, pulled away from the kerb, leaving Sharon and Maria craning their necks over the back seat.

‘She doesn’t have boyfriends.’ Slumping back down, Sharon peeled the wrapper off a half-melted Mars bar. It was a source of some irritation to her that all the boys in their year lusted after Nell rather than herself, yet all Nell did was ignore them. ‘Lanky cow,’ she added in dismissive tones. ‘I’ve heard her mother only does it for money.’

‘I’d do it for money, if it was with that lad back there.’ Maria, deeply envious of Nell, was still peering out of the window. ‘Oh sod it,’ she admitted finally. ‘I’d do it for free.’

‘. . . you see, something like that’s OK when one’s learning to drive.’ Marcus’s mouth twitched as he fought to contain his smile. ‘But as soon as I’d passed my test I went for something with a bit more go in it. And sold the Mini to one of the stable lads,’ he added unnecessarily. ‘You’d probably have got away with it if you hadn’t taken the scarf, you know. As soon as he mentioned it had gone I realized it had to be you. And as for the milk, poor Robbie . . . he still hasn’t been able to get rid of the smell.’

He was loving every minute, Nell thought. As if she hadn’t felt stupid enough at the time. Why the bloody hell had it not even seemed to occur to him that he was the reason she had done it in the first place?

‘What are you saying, that it’s OK for people like you to steal other people’s property, but not OK for people like us to take it back?’ Her dark eyes flashed with anger. ‘It was my scarf.’

Marcus had the grace to look momentarily shame-faced. ‘I know. I had meant to return it, as a matter of fact. When Robbie found it in the back of the glove compartment he didn’t realize it was yours.’

‘And that makes it all right?’ Nell, beginning to despair, snapped. ‘I tell you what, why don’t I break into your house, rip one of those fifteenth-century Flemish tapestries off the wall, take it home and hide it in the back of my wardrobe? How  do you suppose the police will react when I tell them I’d meant to return it?’

Irritated by her vicious mimicry, waving away a fat, lazy bumblebee, Marcus removed his dark glasses. ‘Hardly the same thing,’ he drawled. ‘It was only a tatty scarf, after all.’

‘My grandmother gave me that scarf.’ Nell took a deep, shuddering breath. Her eyes glistened with tears. ‘Just before she died.’

‘Oh God.’ This time genuinely appalled, Marcus said, ‘I really am sorry. I didn’t know.’

‘Of course you didn’t know.’ Nell wiped her eyes and looked resigned. ‘You didn’t ask.’

‘At least you got it back.’ He half-smiled. ‘If I hadn’t found it, you might never have seen it again.’

The fact that she had bought the scarf for twenty pence in the school jumble sale was neither here nor there. Astounded by the sheer nerve of the boy, Nell said, ‘Oh please! If you’re expecting me to say thank you . . .’

Having come to gloat over her faux pas with the Mini, Marcus felt dangerously close to being out-manoeuvred. Yet again. What was it about this girl, he thought with rising annoyance, that made her think she was so superior to him? Anyone else would have been impressed by his new car, yet Petronella O’Driscoll hadn’t so much as glanced at it. He’d have bet money she’d never even sat in a BMW before now.

‘I don’t expect you to say anything,’ he replied, jangling his keys and moving towards the car. Dark blue, lovingly polished and a dream to drive, it was his pride and joy. The urge to show off overcame his irritation. ‘Come on, I’ll give you a lift home.’

‘No thanks. I’d rather walk.’

So much for largesse. Enraged, Marcus demanded, ‘Why?’

‘Don’t you remember?’ Nell hoisted the bulging, end-of-term haversack containing far too many textbooks on to her shoulder. ‘People like us shouldn’t accept lifts from people like you. If we did,’ she added sweetly, ‘we might start getting ideas above our lowly station. And that would never do.’




Chapter 3

Curiously, Nell found herself able to recall almost every word of that tetchy, bickering roadside exchange. The details had stayed with her, even though she had neither seen nor spoken to Marcus Kilburton since that day.

Was it ten or eleven years ago? Putting her foot down as she left the Oxford traffic behind her and hit the dual carriageway at last, Nell idly figured it out. She’d been fifteen, now she was twenty-six. Marcus Kilburton had been seventeen then, so he must be twenty-eight. Goodness, what a lot had happened in eleven years. How things had changed.

And here I am, she thought with a grin, driving a BMW for my sins. Who knew what devious, subconscious workings of the mind had drawn her towards that particular make of car? If she drove up to the castle tomorrow morning, would he be reminded of his own dark-blue BMW, and of her refusal to accept a lift in it? Or had their brief, insignificant meetings faded entirely from his mind?

As she overtook a battered white Escort driven by a beautiful boy in his early twenties, Nell caught his eye and smiled. It would be interesting, she thought, to find out whether or not Marcus remembered her as clearly as she remembered him. And if he did, whether he would admit to remembering . . .

‘Bloody young whippersnapper,’ Miriam declared, scowling at the piece in the local paper and prodding the relevant photograph with her unlit cigarette. ‘I’d go and see him myself and give him a piece of my mind, so I would—’

‘Don’t we know it.’ Nell, who was still trying to read the article, gave her mother a dry smile. ‘And wouldn’t that go down wonderfully? Mrs Diplomatic O’Driscoll tearing round there and shaking the life out of him. I’m just glad you had the sense to phone and let me know what was going on.’

‘Yes, well. You’re so much better at making sense than I am.’ Miriam, never one to back down from a skirmish, could nevertheless appreciate the fact that on this occasion her youngest daughter was undoubtedly the best man for the job. A fight might be fun, but not when there was this much at risk. Being booted out of The Pink House, her home for the past twenty-five years, wouldn’t be fun at all.

‘And if you do ever happen to bump into him,’ Nell went on, ‘it might be best not to call him a bloody young whippersnapper. He’s the Earl of Kilburton now, Mum. He might not like it.’

‘Hmm.’ Shooting her daughter a dark look, Miriam fiddled with her many silver bracelets. ‘Depends what he has to say tomorrow. If it’s the wrong thing,’ she added in warning tones, ‘I’ll say whatever I bloody well like. Better still, I’ll knock the bugger’s teeth out.’

Hetty Brewster, not having had the happiest of days, was delighted to see Nell making her way up the path. Hurrying to open the front door, wiping her wet hands on her housework-only track-suit bottoms, she exclaimed, ‘How lovely, what a  perfect excuse to stop scrubbing the kitchen floor. I didn’t even realize you were back.’

‘It wasn’t planned.’ Nell threw herself into the deep, sagging patchwork sofa and kicked off her shoes. Reaching up to accept a tumbler of Hetty-strength gin and tonic, she nodded through the window towards The Pink House, two hundred yards away on the other side of the village green. ‘I got a frantic phone call from Mum this morning. She’s had a letter about the tenancy. Now that his father’s dead, Marcus Kilburton wants her out.’

‘But that’s awful,’ Hetty gasped, genuinely appalled. ‘Can he do that?’

Nell wasn’t sure. The agreement between Miriam and the last Earl had been delightfully informal. Nothing, it transpired, was ever committed to paper. In the beginning, of course, whilst Nell’s father had been alive, it had all been entirely straightforward. Donald O’Driscoll was employed by the estate as head gamekeeper which meant he and his family were entitled to occupy The Pink House. When he had died of pneumonia at the age of forty-two, nobody in authority had had either the heart or the nerve to turf Miriam and her four children out of their home. And by the time the other villagers had begun to complain amongst themselves about the unfairness of it all, Miriam and the Earl had already embarked upon their scandalous affair.

Estate cottages were occupied by those who worked for the estate, and in her own way that was what Miriam had done. All  I have to do now, Nell thought wryly, is to persuade Marcus Kilburton to see it that way too.

‘I don’t know.’ She shrugged, twiddling ice-cubes with her index finger. ‘But we’ll find out tomorrow morning. I’m seeing him at ten-thirty. Poor man, my heart bleeds for him; evidently times are hard and he’s down to his last few million. That’s why he needs to evict my mother.’

The friendship between Hetty and Nell, on the surface an unlikely one, had been founded over the years and remained firm. When Hetty, in a rare burst of defiance, had ignored the chuntering disapproval of busybody villagers and asked Nell O’Driscoll to be her regular babysitter, she had earned the young girl’s eternal gratitude. And not only had Nell been brilliant with Rachel, she had become over the years a brilliant friend, too. Deeply loyal to her feckless family, she was irreverent, spirited and marvellous at cheering people up when they most needed it, yet she managed at the same time to exude an air of mystery that Hetty both envied and admired. It couldn’t have been easy, being born an O’Driscoll, yet Nell had simply gone ahead and done her own thing, refusing to allow the gossips to get her down.

For Hetty, who was about as mysterious as a loaf of bread, and who had only recently discovered what it was like to be gossiped about, it was comforting to have Nell as a kind of role model and to know she didn’t have to let it get to her either.

That wasn’t to say the events of the past eighteen months had necessarily been easy. Using Nell as a role model was one thing, but keeping your spirits up when your husband swapped you for a younger, thinner and infinitely more glamorous woman was hard enough on its own. When he didn’t even have the decency to move out of the village with her, moving himself  instead into her immaculate, equally glamorous house within binocular-peering distance of his old home, Hetty had wondered quite what she’d done to deserve such public humiliation.

In some respects, of course, she knew she had been fortunate. The eventual death of the marriage hadn’t been too bad at all, simply because the marriage itself hadn’t been that great. Shaming though it was to have to admit it, no longer having to actually share a house with Tony had come as no hardship. After eighteen years of putting up with his pernickety ways, passion for golf and desperate attempts at social climbing, life without him was positively idyllic.

It was just a shame, Hetty felt, that he couldn’t have moved further than two hundred yards away. Starting out all over again as a single woman was complicated enough on its own without the added handicap of feeling you were being watched over from a not-very-great distance. It was one of the famous drawbacks of village life anyway, having your every move monitored and commented upon. Hetty was used to that. But it really was a bit much, she felt, when the chief commentators were your ex-husband and his unbearably smug new mistress.

‘How are love’s young dreamers, by the way?’ Nell, with her uncanny knack for reading people’s minds, looked suitably serious. ‘Still at it like rabbits?’

Hetty giggled. Tony, never one of life’s more ardent lovers, had evidently been transformed by Vanessa into some kind of six-times-a-night stud. This was according to Vanessa, anyway, who was astonishingly open and above board when it came to sex, and who was forever boasting to Hetty how marvellous Tony was in bed. Personally, Hetty felt he must have undergone  a willy transplant. Either that or Vanessa was telling vast, shameless fibs, fantasizing on overtime in a desperate attempt to convince herself he really was that good.

‘Well, Tony dropped by yesterday to see Rachel, and all he could do the whole time was moan about his aching back.’ Hetty tried not to laugh at the memory of her ex-husband hobbling across the kitchen. ‘He says it’s interfering with his golf swing. I asked him if he couldn’t get one of the other players from the club to write him a sick note, excusing him from sex for a few days. Poor Tony, he must be in real pain. He was dreadfully cross with me.’

‘Serves him right, silly prat.’ Nell shook her head. It wasn’t that she disliked Tony, she just despaired of him. Hetty was so lovely; sweet, funny and endearingly disorganized. With her rumpled hair the colour of Golden Shred, her short freckled nose and huge, trusting eyes she always reminded Nell of a friendly King Charles spaniel. How Tony could prefer power-dressed Vanessa with her Barbie doll make-up and overbleached hair, her ruthless, go-getting attitude and her alarming inability to keep her mouth shut was a mystery beyond belief.

But since Hetty didn’t seem to mind, Nell didn’t let it bother her either. As long as Hetty was enjoying her newfound freedom, who cared what kind of laughing-stock Tony made of himself? Men had no taste anyway; it was a known fact.

‘So tell me about you.’ Nell ran her fingers over the pink-and-yellow appliquéd cushions piled up on the sofa. The fact that Hetty had had the time to make so many wasn’t promising, but she lived in hope on her friend’s behalf. ‘Any scintillating  secrets you’d care to share? Anyone you’d like to introduce me to, maybe?’ Her eyes narrowed in pseudo-speculation. ‘What I mean is, any men?’

‘Oh please,’ Hetty protested, going pink beneath the freckles. ‘I’m nearly forty, not to mention twenty-five pounds overweight. Who’d be interested in me?’

That was another thing about Hetty; she had about as much self-esteem as an amoeba. The fact that she was on the dumpy side, Nell knew, had little to do with it. If Hetty woke up tomorrow looking like Joanna Lumley she would still automatically put herself down.

‘Plenty of men would be interested,’ Nell observed, adding drily, ‘given the chance. If you ask me, it’s those photocopied fly sheets you hand out headed “A List of My Faults and Failings, by Hetty Brewster” that puts them off.’

Sensing that she was about to undergo a damn good talking-to, Hetty refilled both their glasses to the brim. Nell, who was lithe, stunning looking and confident to boot, could have absolutely no idea what it was like to be . . . well, Hetty. Maybe chic divorcees in Oxford spent their days fending off heart-stoppingly handsome men but it wasn’t like that in Kilburton. She was lucky if she saw one man a day, let alone a handsome one. More often than not, in Hetty’s experience, it was seventy-four-year-old Abel Trippick walking his equally ancient dog past her front gate on his way to the Hen and Chicken.

‘Look,’ she said patiently, ‘it doesn’t matter. There really isn’t any rush. I’m just enjoying getting used to the idea of being single . . . good heavens, it’s just as well I’m not getting chatted up by men, because I wouldn’t have any idea what to  do with them . . . not the first inkling! I’m twenty years out of practice, Nell. The last time anyone showed any interest in me, Adam and the Ants were number one and my idea of sartorial elegance was a white stripe across my nose.’

‘So you sit at home instead, making cushions.’ Nell looked disapproving. ‘Are you sure the excitement isn’t too much for you?’

‘I don’t want excitement,’ Hetty protested, not entirely convincingly. Of course it would be nice to fall in love again and go skipping hand in hand through the poppy fields . . . it was just the nerve-racking business of meeting men that she couldn’t quite get to grips with.

‘If you carry on like this, all you’re going to end up with is a houseful of cushions,’ said Nell, who knew only too well what Hetty was like. ‘And before you know it, you’ll be thirty years out of practice. There must be some spare men around here . . . what about the crowd you used to tell me about? Those endless dinner parties at each other’s houses . . .’

Hetty pulled a face. ‘You mean the ones Tony and Vanessa go to now?’

‘Bastards! Can’t you go too?’

‘I’m a Spare Woman.’ Hetty, far less outraged than Nell, drained her glass. ‘We bugger up the numbers at dinner parties. All we’re interested in is sex, because we don’t have husbands. Oh, and other wives are terrified of us because we’re a threat to their own marriages.’ She shrugged and smiled. ‘This is what I’ve heard anyway. Just as well I don’t want to be invited to their boring old dinner parties. Tony and Vanessa are welcome to them.’

Nell, shaking her head in disbelief, said, ‘Right, that’s it. I’ve never heard anything so ridiculous in all my life.’

‘What do you mean, that’s it?’ Torn between high anxiety and excitement, Hetty started biting her nails. ‘I don’t want you doing anything drastic.’ Then, because there was really no knowing what might be going on in Nell’s mind she wailed, ‘I  especially don’t want Tony back.’

‘I should hope not.’ Nell broke into a grin. ‘He’s well and truly blotted his copybook. No, I have other plans . . .’

‘What? What?’

Hetty couldn’t help it; a tingle of anticipation shot down her spine. Nell had a way of making things happen. And she always kept her promises.

‘Ah, wait and see.’ Nell was openly teasing her now. ‘Just keep your legs waxed and your diary free. Because I’m going to make sure you meet more men in the next year than you’ve ever met before in your life.’ She winked. ‘And I’m not talking about a season ticket to Old Trafford, either.’




Chapter 4

By ten-fifteen the following morning the temperature was already up into the seventies. The sun was blazing out of a cloudless sapphire sky and there wasn’t a breath of wind anywhere.

Nell, making her way up the long, tree-lined driveway to the front entrance of the castle – in the end she’d decided against bringing the car – was reminded once more of her last meeting with Marcus Kilburton. The weather had been perfect then, too. And she had just stepped off a dirty, stiflingly hot bus in her cheap, second-hand school uniform, her body clammy with perspiration and her hair plastering itself in rat’s tails against the back of her neck . . .

Nell smiled at the memory. At least this time she was prepared, having dressed with care in a yellow-and-white striped silk shirt and white Levi’s. The shirt, the single most expensive item of clothing she’d ever owned, had been chosen to impress. The beloved denims on the other hand, close-fitting and absolutely ancient, were to show him she didn’t need to. They might only be a pair of falling-apart jeans but they still looked great.

Kilburton Castle was looking pretty good too. Seeing it again at close quarters for the first time in several years, Nell was struck afresh by its majestic golden beauty. Six hundred  years old, collapsing in places, extensively rebuilt and repaired in others, it seemed only to have improved with age. Built of bleached yellow Cotswold stone, sun-drenched and ancient, the castle walls were smothered in ivy. The gardens, laid out in the Tudor style, were lovingly maintained by Abel Trippick’s son Adam, their geometric, manicured perfection at odds with the crumbling, asymmetrical battlements silhouetted against the deep blue sky. The scents of newly mown grass and honeysuckle hung in the air. From a gnarled holly tree, a lone blackbird sang.

Nell couldn’t help wondering how it must feel to live here, surrounded by such beauty and historic splendour. She also wondered in which of the magnificent bedrooms her mother had carried on her happy, carefree, much frowned-upon affair with Marcus Kilburton’s feckless father.

Hilda Garnet, who had worked as the Kilburtons’ housekeeper for the last twenty years, opened the front door to Nell. Devoted to Sarah, Countess of Kilburton – whose tragic death in a riding accident it had taken her a good decade to get over – she had disapproved passionately of every one of the Earl’s subsequent affairs, viewing them as a vile insult to his beautiful late wife. The bizarre relationship with Miriam O’Driscoll, however, had been the ultimate betrayal. The woman was a gypsy, a tramp and a shameless Jezebel. Hilda had made it her business never to so much as look at an O’Driscoll, let alone speak to one.

She had evidently been told to expect Nell this morning. Now, her Jimmy Hill chin quivering with disapproval, she  managed to lead her through the Great Hall and along several echoing passages without uttering a single word.

The private quarters of the castle were situated in the south wing. Coming finally to a halt outside Marcus Kilburton’s office, she tapped with reverence on the heavy oak door.

‘Come in,’ Nell heard him say.

‘Your ten-thirty appointment to see you, my lord.’

‘Really? And who would that be?’

Hilda’s thin mouth had by this time all but disappeared. Rigid with distaste, scarcely able to spit out the syllables, she said, ‘Petronella O’Driscoll, my lord.’

Nell grinned. He had almost certainly done it on purpose. Maybe he had a sense of humour after all.

‘Oh, well in that case,’ came the amused reply from the other side of the oak door, ‘send her in.’

He was sitting on the edge of a massive, extremely untidy desk with a phone against his ear, a sheaf of papers in one hand and a brandy glass in the other.

In ten years he had lost the slight teenage tendency towards gawkiness but the changes were otherwise negligible. The light-and-dark-blond hair still flopped across his tanned forehead as it had always done. The thickly lashed green eyes were unchanged. That big, athletically proportioned body, filled out but not flabby, was evidently still kept in peak condition. And although he was only wearing a casual, dark-blue crew-neck sweater, a plain white shirt and beige cords, he exuded class.

He smelled nice too, Nell couldn’t help noticing. Maybe Hilda Garnet was just jealous because she’d got her eye on him herself.

‘Sorry about that.’ Putting the phone down and chucking the handful of papers on to the desk, Marcus smiled slightly and inclined his head in the direction of the door. ‘Couldn’t resist it. You aren’t exactly top of Hilda’s Christmas card list, you know.’

Nell, shaking his outstretched hand before sitting down on one of the olive-green leather chairs he indicated, realized that it was in his interests to appear friendly, to charm her on to his side. All he needed her to do was agree that he wasn’t being unreasonable and he was home and dry.

As if sensing her reservations, Marcus sat opposite her and unplugged the phone so they wouldn’t be interrupted.

‘OK,’ he said, pushing his fingers through his hair. ‘Well, it’s nice to see you again after so many years but presumably this isn’t a social visit.’

It was on the tip of Nell’s tongue to launch into the old ‘people like us’ routine. Restraining herself, she got straight to the point instead.

‘No, it isn’t. Look, the letter you sent my mother has upset her dreadfully. It’s hardly her fault that nothing was ever put in writing; as far as she’s concerned, you’re reneging on a gentleman’s agreement. Your father told her she had a home for life.’

‘Ah.’ Marcus Kilburton’s smile faded. ‘The problem is, that may well have been the basic understanding . . . but then again it may not. We only have your mother’s word for it, you see.’

The note of apology in his voice was not, Nell felt, entirely believable. He’d just put it in there to make himself seem more of a good guy and less of a shit.

‘My mother doesn’t lie,’ she replied evenly, determined not to give him the satisfaction of losing her temper and squawking at him like a demented parrot. ‘And I think you’re being rather unfair.’

‘OK.’ Gesturing towards the mountain of papers on the desk, Marcus tried again. ‘In that case, maybe you could try and appreciate my side of the situation here. When my father died he left serious debts. On top of those came the death duties. The amount of money needed just to keep this place standing is . . . vast. Now I’ve considered all the options, listened to financial advisers and discussed our problems with endless so-called experts. Basically, if this estate is to continue running we have to sort ourselves out in a pretty major way. And that includes clamping down on rent-free occupation of a highly rentable cottage. Apart from anything else,’ he added, still in ultra-reasonable tones, ‘it’s hardly fair on the other estate workers, is it? The Pink House is by far the largest of the estate houses, yet it’s occupied by only two people, neither of whom even works for me.’

Clearly pleased with himself for having argued the point so succinctly, Marcus leaned back in his chair and began drumming his fingers lightly against the desk top. ‘You think I’m being unfair?’ he said with a brief, chilly smile. ‘Well, snap. Your mother and brother are rattling around in a house far too big for them whilst families like the Carpenters and the Mitchells are crammed into much smaller cottages. Furthermore, since they work for me they are entitled to an estate cottage. As far as I’m concerned,’ he concluded briskly, ‘your  family are the ones who are being unfair.’

Damn, he was good, thought Nell.

‘OK.’ Uncrossing her legs and reaching into her bag, she withdrew a dark-blue folder. ‘If that’s the deal, fine. I’ve read the spiel in the paper about these big plans of yours. So I’ll come and help you out. People who work for you live rent free, am I right? If I do that, and move back into The Pink House, then everyone will be happy.’

Ten minutes of arguing later, Marcus was beginning to wish he had something stronger to drink than flat Pepsi. The girl, hell-bent on becoming his personal assistant, was unstoppable. She wasn’t taking No for an answer, either.

‘No,’ he repeated, emptying the lukewarm contents of the can into his glass. ‘I’ve already given the job to someone else. Somebody with experience. Look, you weren’t seriously expecting me to take you on as my assistant, just like that.’

‘Why not?’ Nell demanded. ‘I can do it. I wouldn’t have volunteered myself if I couldn’t.’

‘Maybe not.’ Marcus sounded bored. ‘But you don’t appear to be listening to me. It’s like saying, “I can be Queen, I can do that job.” I’m sure you could, but since there’s already a Queen, it’s entirely academic.’

‘OK.’ She dismissed his argument with a flick of the wrist as if it were irrelevant. ‘So that job’s taken. There must be something else you can offer me.’

At that moment, in one of those unbalancing flashes of recognition, Marcus remembered that his sleep last night had been interrupted by a dream featuring Petronella O’Driscoll. A disturbingly intimate dream it had been too. The prospect of meeting her again for the first time in over a decade had clearly  affected him more profoundly than he’d consciously admitted.

But this was no dream, this was reality. And instead of lying naked in his bed with her hair tied up in a red velvet scarf she was sitting opposite him, fully dressed and bolt upright, virtually demanding he gave her a job – any job – in order to keep The Pink House roof over her mother’s head.

She had done her homework too. Having read the piece in yesterday’s paper about his plans to open Kilburton Castle and its grounds to the public, he estimated she must have stayed up all night drawing up a deeply detailed plan of action. As his self-appointed personal assistant-cum-comptroller, the aim was evidently to get the business up and running within six months. Her ideas, furthermore, were expansive, including opera festivals, rock concerts and open-air theatre. Petronella O’Driscoll was serious. If he hadn’t already hired someone else, Marcus might have found himself with a dilemma on his hands. As it was, he called her bluff instead.

‘Any job,’ he mused, idly flipping through the blue spiral-bound folder she had handed him earlier. ‘Well, we’ll be needing tour guides I suppose. How about that?’

‘Fine.’ Nell didn’t flinch. ‘But I’d still like to be considered for the other post. Just in case it should become available.’

‘I’ll bear it in mind,’ said Marcus gravely.

‘Good.’ She rose to her feet and smiled as if she were in on some secret from which he was excluded. ‘And in the meantime, I’ll have my folder back. I wouldn’t want you pinching my brilliant ideas, after all.’




Chapter 5

Derry O’Driscoll, recovering from a serious party the night before, was lying in bed wondering whether to live or die when he heard shouting in the street below. Where picturesque Cotswold villages were concerned, not a great deal of shouting went on in the street; the last occasion he could recall had been six months or so ago when one of his spurned girlfriends, in a fit of desolation, had turned up outside The Pink House wailing, ‘Oh please don’t do this to me, Derry . . . I can’t bear it . . . I  love you . . .’

This shouting, though, was different. It was male for a start. Prompted by curiosity, Derry emerged from beneath the emerald-green duvet and listened. If it turned out to be the body-building ex-husband of the blonde he had met at last night’s party, he could always crawl under the covers and go back to sleep.

‘Help, somebody please help,’ came the voice again. It wasn’t one he recognized but it sounded genuine enough. Clutching his aching head, Derry slid out of bed and crossed to the window. When he saw what had happened, his heart sank. He had a nasty feeling he was going to end up taking at least a bit of the blame.

‘You poor man.’ Miriam, who had also heard the shouts for help, spoke in soothing tones. Kneeling on the pavement next  to the injured stranger, she mopped his perspiring forehead with a cool, damp cloth and patted his hand. ‘There, there. My son’s rung for the ambulance; they’ll be here in no time at all. You just stay still and relax.’

Gritting his teeth, Archie Halifax suppressed a groan of pain mingled with despair. Of all the bloody stupid comments to make, he thought with impotent fury, ‘stay still and relax’ just about took the biscuit. He had to stay still because he couldn’t bloody move. If he had been able to move he wouldn’t be lying here making a spectacle of himself in the High Street. And as for ‘relax’ . . . how the bloody, bloody  hell was he supposed to do that? First day in a new job, and something like this had to happen. What the Earl of Kilburton was going to say when he heard about it didn’t bear thinking about.

By the time the ambulance arrived, quite a crowd had gathered around the prostrate figure on the pavement. The local doctor, also having been alerted by the emergency services, was attempting to take a coherent history from the unwitting star of the show, who was swearing like a sailor and becoming more irate by the minute. For some reason the GP had yet to fathom, the middle-aged man was clutching a fifty-pence piece in his left hand and hissing through gritted teeth that whoever had put it there was going to get sued.

‘He was walking along the road when he spotted the fifty pee lying on the ground,’ Miriam O’Driscoll explained. ‘And when he bent down to pick it up, his back went ping. I expect it’s one of those slipped discs; the poor fellow can’t move so much as an inch.’

The doctor, opening his mouth to ask whether he might perform a brief examination, was interrupted by the poor fellow on the ground, by this time maroon with rage, yelling, ‘The coin was not lying on the ground . . . some bastard had  superglued it to the ground. I only fell backwards because the glue gave way,’ he stormed, ‘and that makes whoever stuck it down there in the first place entirely responsible for this incident. By God, when I find out who did it,’ he spluttered finally, ‘I’ll sue the pants off them.’

Derry, who had only stopped to sling on a pair of old jeans and a pale-pink T-shirt, wasn’t wearing any pants. Happily, the sunglasses he’d put on to protect his aching, hungover eyes also hid any giveaway guilt. He had glued the fifty-pence piece to the ground weeks ago, in order to amuse his visiting nieces and nephews. Watching people’s eyes light up as they spotted the coin, then their embarrassment when they realized they’d been caught out, provided hours of harmless entertainment. Well, he amended, it had been harmless up until now.

‘Come on, calm down,’ Miriam murmured, clasping the injured Archie’s hand. ‘You won’t do yourself any good getting all hot and bothered . . . I dare say it was just young children playing a prank, after all. Listen to me now, is there anyone you’d like me to contact whilst you’re on your way to the hospital?’ Her dark eyes glowed with compassion. ‘A handsome man like yourself must surely have a wife waiting at home for him. If you tell me her phone number I’ll give her a ring and let her know what’s happening, shall I?’

Her voice had softened. Several of the watching villagers  exchanged glances. The shameless trollop was actually flirting with the stranger on the ground. Well, what could you expect . . . ?
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