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Chapter One


It felt very much like Groundhog Day when Daisy arrived at the school gates to collect Finn and Campbell on Monday afternoon. She kept her head down, hurrying to her usual spot in the playground, determined not to make eye contact with anyone and most especially not with Kit Devereaux. The sea of umbrellas helped, grouped together in multicoloured clusters to ward off the rain showers as their owners chatted underneath, paying less attention than usual to the comings and goings around them. But rainy weather notwithstanding, it was all too reminiscent of Daisy’s first few school runs after moving to Mistlethorpe and she wouldn’t be surprised if a deadpan Bill Murray popped up in the crowd. Back then, it had been a careless accident involving Kit’s car that made her long for an invisibility cloak – now the mixture of embarrassment and resentment crawling down her spine were the result of entirely different actions. She’d had no evidence that her relationship with Drew Entwistle had become the subject of playground gossip, other than a fleeting impression of sideways looks and poorly disguised whispers, until Kit had declared his disapproval of her spending the night with Drew. And she knew it shouldn’t bother her, especially since he’d agreed it was none of his business, but hot on the heels of a lecture from her ex-husband about shielding their sons from her romantic encounters, it had sparked an indignation that had smouldered all day. Right now, she didn’t care if she never spoke to Kit again.


Except that wasn’t quite true, a nagging voice reminded her. Because just after he’d tried to warn her off Drew, Kit had given Daisy a bundle of wartime letters written by her grandmother to his grandfather. It had been a gift that took the wind from her sails, leaving her to stare open-mouthed as he stalked away, and flipped her perfectly justified umbrage on its head. By the time she had reached Half Moon Farm, surprise had morphed into a grudging gratitude that tempered her irritation. He’d given her something she hadn’t dared to dream might still exist – the missing half of the love story between their grandparents. And she hadn’t been able to resist diving straight in.




11 Thanet Lane


Mistlethorpe


Kent


8th March


Dear V


Thank you for your letter which came this morning. You say such lovely things, it fair made me blush. You would not be impressed if you had seen me when I got home today, all dusty from work! Mr Athers is making us replant the west side of the walled garden, which will be nice when it is done but looks a terrible sight at the moment. Our tree is as sturdy as ever, though – tiny green buds are appearing on the bare branches. I smile every time I see it, remembering you.


Life in the village goes on much the same, although I expect it sounds ever so boring to you. Mr Barker and his bicycle got waylaid by a squirrel on his way home from church on Sunday and he ended up going over the handlebars into the pond on the green, which made everyone hoot with laughter except for Mr Barker, who was quite cross even though the duck house broke his fall. I daresay he will get over it but I would lay low if I was that squirrel.


I hope you are keeping well. They say on the wireless that the war will be over soon but the longer it goes on, the more worried I get. Mrs Porter at the baker’s got the awful telegram last week and it broke my heart to see her sob. I know we must be brave and do our bit to win the war but I wish ever so much that you were home, Val. I am sending you all my love until then.


Write as soon as you get this.


Your Violet





A sudden cacophony of noise, caused by several classroom doors opening at the same time, snapped Daisy back to the playground. Children streamed out, chattering and laughing, exclaiming at the rain. She kept her head down as she scanned the crowd for the twins – in typical fashion, they were among the last to appear. She expected them to be glued to Alice, Kit’s daughter, but she was nowhere to be seen. That was unusual and caused Daisy to risk a more detailed look at the assembled parents, who were flowing towards the gates like the outgoing tide. She could not make out Kit’s tall figure among them, even hidden beneath an umbrella – he was not waiting for Alice nor walking with her out of the school grounds. In fact, there was no sign of either.


The mystery was solved as soon as Finn and Campbell reached her. ‘Alice vommed all over the carpet,’ Finn told her with gruesome relish before she could even ask. ‘She had to go home.’


‘Oh!’ Daisy said with a sudden rush of sympathy. ‘I hope she’s okay.’


‘Probably the norovirus,’ Campbell said, with the air of a middle-aged GP. ‘Plenty of fluids and rest, she’ll be fine in a day or so.’


‘Could be the Black Death,’ Finn argued. ‘We learned about that in history. If she’s got boils and pustules then it’s definitely the plague.’


‘Nah.’ Campbell’s tone was dismissive. ‘You have to try really hard to get the plague nowadays. My money is on some sort of bug, although she did go a funny green colour.’


Finn’s eyes widened. ‘Ebola. Hundred per cent.’


Daisy looked sternly from one son to the other. ‘Can I remind you this is your friend we’re talking about? She doesn’t have the plague or Ebola, thank goodness, and a bit more sympathy wouldn’t go amiss. She probably feels rubbish, poor girl.’


To their credit, both boys appeared slightly shamefaced. ‘I didn’t say she had either of those things,’ Campbell pointed out. ‘It was Finn.’


‘That’s true,’ Daisy agreed, herding them towards the gates. ‘But you weren’t exactly kindness personified. Try putting yourself in her shoes.’


Campbell wrinkled his nose. ‘No, thanks. They’ve got sick in them.’


But it turned out they didn’t have to try very hard to empathize; with grim inevitability, both fell victim to the same symptoms just before bedtime. Dabbing their fevered foreheads with cool, damp facecloths long into the night, Daisy could only hope it was a short-lived bug and that she didn’t succumb herself. Even if she was lucky enough to avoid becoming ill, it meant an enforced quarantine from Rose and her carers for several days. Her mother was almost fully recovered from her heart surgery a few months earlier but the last thing Daisy wanted was to risk passing anything on. Thankfully, by the early hours of the morning Finn and Campbell’s pallor had eased and they slept soundly, the clammy sheen on their skin gone. Daisy brought pillows and the duvet from her room and slept on the floor between their beds.


Their fever was gone the next morning, although both were still noticeably quieter than normal and had no interest in eating. The school secretary told Daisy that a number of children in their class had gone down with similar symptoms. ‘Don’t bring them back to school until forty-eight hours after the last bout of sickness,’ she reminded Daisy. ‘I hope they feel better soon.’


They spent the morning playing Uno, sardined in Campbell’s bed with Daisy perched on a chair beside them. Around eleven o’clock she managed to tempt them with some toast. While she was in the kitchen, she put aside her prickliness of the previous day and messaged Kit.


I hear Alice has the bug. Hope she’s over the worst of it.


It took a few minutes for a reply to pop up on her phone.


Seems to be, thank goodness. Have the twins gone down with it too?


Yes, along with half the class, she tapped. Fingers crossed it’s just a twenty-four-hour thing.


His reply didn’t arrive until she was back upstairs and coaxing Finn to nibble at the dry toast. Wishing them a speedy recovery. I’ll let Athers know you won’t be visiting the gardens for a few days.


The boys dozed for most of the afternoon. Once Daisy was sure their toast wasn’t going to make a reappearance, she retrieved the bundle of letters and settled down at their bedside to read. When she’d first discovered Valentine’s letters to Violet, in a cluttered, neglected room at the farmhouse, she’d had no idea who her grandmother’s mystery lover had been. It was only when she visited the walled garden at Winterbourne Castle, and Kit revealed two initials carved into a tree, that Daisy had understood why Violet hadn’t married the man who had promised nothing would keep them apart. Valentine Devereaux was destined to become the Earl of Winterbourne – marrying a gardener’s assistant was utterly out of the question. Even so, Daisy couldn’t hold his naivety against him, in the same way she didn’t blame her grandmother for being swept along. They were young, their lives overshadowed by war; who could judge them for believing love could conquer all? And they had loved each other, Daisy had never doubted that. But there was no happy ending to come and, as she read, Kit’s ominous warning as he’d handed over Violet’s replies still rang in Daisy’s ears. Don’t thank me yet…


By the time Finn and Campbell awoke, both looking significantly healthier and demanding food, Daisy had arranged both sets of letters in date order. Often, there were several from Violet to only one reply from Valentine but that wasn’t a surprise, given the difficulties of operating a postal service in wartime. She’d gone back to the start, scarcely able to believe her luck in having the two sides of the story within her grasp, and it had been a real wrench to drag herself from the past and into the present when her sons needed her.


Being in solitary confinement also meant Daisy hadn’t seen Drew since she’d left him on his doorstep on Sunday morning. They’d exchanged messages around lunchtime – him jokingly checking she’d survived the walk of shame and Daisy thanking him for a very enjoyable evening – but their paths hadn’t physically crossed and for that Daisy was slightly relieved. It wasn’t that she regretted spending the night with him, more that she wasn’t sure what came next. Would there be another date and another night together? What would happen after that? She had no idea. It had been a long time since she’d done anything like this – in fact, she wasn’t sure she’d ever been in a situation quite so fraught with complication. Stuart’s admonishment about conducting her romantic attachments out of sight of the twins still felt fresh and there was the undeniable fact that she would be leaving Mistlethorpe in less than six weeks’ time. On one hand, that made things simpler for both Daisy and Drew – there was no question of forming a relationship – but it also made her feel oddly unsettled, as though the ground had turned to quicksand under her feet. She couldn’t help wondering whether she’d made a mistake.


Nancy’s response to this suggestion was brisk. That’s THE FEAR. Ignore it.


Which was easy for her to say, Daisy thought dryly as she stared at her phone. She might have only known Nancy a few months but she was sure her friend had never experienced a moment’s self-doubt in her life. Before she could craft a reply, another message popped up. You had fun – he had fun. Does it need to be any more complicated than that?


It took Daisy a few minutes of sifting through conflicting emotions to settle on an answer. I suppose not, she typed eventually.


Try not to overthink it. See how you feel once the boys are better.


Daisy had to concede that was also good advice – she didn’t have to make any decisions now. Perhaps all she needed was time and space to settle into this new incarnation of herself, a woman ready to take a chance on romance again. As Nancy had once observed, Drew might not be Mr Right, but he could be Mr Right Now. He’d certainly done plenty of things right during their night together, she recalled with a sudden flush of warmth, and then had to fan her cheeks. Nancy had been on the money there too: it had been fun. Maybe that was part of the problem.


By Wednesday, Daisy felt confident that the virus was beaten but it was still another day before Finn and Campbell could return to school. Mindful of keeping them away from her mother, Daisy decided a break from the farm was in order and packed them into the car for a trip to take in some bracing sea air. The golden sands of Broadstairs weren’t empty – plenty of families with young children were enjoying the July sunshine – but there was room at Viking Bay for paddling in the sea and even a kickabout with a ball. She’d wondered if the boys would still want to slip off their shoes and socks the way they had when they were smaller but it seemed daring the waves to catch them was as irresistible as ever. Finn fell in, as Daisy had known he would, and was drenched from head to toe. He shrugged off his wet clothes beneath the beach towel she held around him and grumbled about the sand sticking to his skin but it wasn’t long before he was dry and dressed in the spare shorts and t-shirt she’d brought. Then they’d spent a small fortune playing the penny games in the arcades, and finally made their way up to Morelli’s ice cream parlour to watch the tide roll in. Daisy smiled as she watched them plough enthusiastically through sundaes as large as their heads, glad to see the colour back in their cheeks. Their appetites certainly hadn’t suffered any after-effects, at least.


She wasn’t sure what to expect from Kit on Thursday morning. They hadn’t exactly bonded over their children’s shared sickness but it had helped to take the sting out of Daisy’s irritation. The letters had played their part too, the poignancy reminding her of the folly in holding a grudge. She replayed Kit’s words in her head several times, noting that he’d offered his warning about Drew from one friend to another. Reluctantly, she had come to the conclusion he’d meant well and it was quite possible she’d overreacted. But had their friendship been damaged? She wasn’t sure.


That question was answered almost as soon as she entered the school grounds. Kit was waiting just inside the gate with Alice, clearly determined not to miss Daisy and the twins. ‘Good morning. How are you all feeling?’


‘Much better, thanks,’ Daisy said. ‘How about you?’


Kit patted his daughter’s shoulder. ‘Glad to be back, I think. Alice was worried she’d miss the school disco tomorrow night.’


Daisy nodded. Finn and Campbell had voiced similar concerns. There was still another week until the end of term but she knew they were looking forward to the disco, even though neither would be doing anything as cringeworthy as dancing. It was a chance to let their hair down with their classmates and part of the ritual of saying goodbye, even though they weren’t leaving Mistlethorpe until the end of the summer holidays. ‘Thankfully, that shouldn’t be a problem.’


They stood together, watching as the children headed for the open classroom door. Kit cleared his throat. ‘Have you had time to read any of your grandmother’s letters?’


‘Some,’ she replied. ‘I’m trying to take my time and really savour them, but at the same time I want to gobble them all up at once. They’re making me see my grandmother in a whole new light.’


He dipped his head thoughtfully. ‘I can imagine.’


Daisy wondered if he could. From what little he’d said about his family, it didn’t sound as though they were close, nor given to grand passions – hadn’t he once told her that earls rarely married for love? Then she gave herself a mental shake, because she really had no idea what the Devereaux family dynamics were like; Valentine had definitely known how to express his feelings, at least on paper. ‘Thank you for finding them,’ she said, and pulled a wry face. ‘In case I forgot to mention that on Monday. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate the trouble you took.’


‘It was no trouble,’ Kit said, but Daisy knew he was playing things down. At the very least, he’d had to raise the subject with his brother, Hugh, which would have involved an explanation of why he was asking. And it was quite likely Hugh would have been ticklish about the spectre of an old family scandal suddenly raising its head – Kit might well have had to convince him Daisy was entitled to the full story. Then he’d had to find the letters, which she presumed were hidden away somewhere at Winterbourne, and give them to her. He had definitely gone to some trouble. ‘Well, I’m grateful anyway. Thank you.’


The tide of parents began to flow towards them. By unspoken agreement, they turned and made their way out of the school grounds. A quick glance along the road told Daisy they had parked at opposite ends and Kit seemed to reach the same realization. He straightened his shoulders. ‘I owe you an apology.’


She knew instantly what he meant. ‘You don’t.’


‘I do,’ he insisted. ‘I stuck my nose in something that was none of my business and it upset you. For that, I apologize.’


Daisy was silent, because she had no argument. Her love life was nothing to do with Kit and his unsolicited advice had upset her. ‘Yes,’ she admitted after a moment, flicking an uneasy look towards her sons to make sure they weren’t listening in. ‘But I overreacted. It’s never fun to discover you’re the subject of village gossip.’


‘No,’ he conceded, and from his rueful tone she guessed he must have had first-hand experience of that when his marriage had broken up. ‘Anyway, I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.’


The stiffness in his expression reminded her of the first time they’d met but his blue eyes were soft as they sought hers, as though her good opinion of him mattered. ‘Apology accepted.’


‘Thank you.’ He paused. ‘Shall I tell Athers to expect you at all this week or will you be catching up with work?’


Daisy considered the question. On one hand, she did need to focus on delivering her final illustrations for The Secret Garden anniversary edition – her deadline was fast approaching – but reading her grandmother’s account of working in the castle’s walled garden only made Daisy want to walk in her footsteps more and she was all too aware that opportunities to do so were slipping away. The end of term was looming and she couldn’t imagine Finn or Campbell showing any interest in admiring the roses or hollyhocks. And above that hung the shadow of their eventual return to Milton Keynes. It wasn’t impossible that she could come back to Winterbourne on occasion but it wouldn’t be a ten-minute drive. Perhaps she should seize the day, allow the glorious flowers to inspire her creativity. If she tried really hard, she might even convince herself it was work. ‘Tomorrow, maybe,’ she said. ‘In the afternoon, if that’s okay?’


‘You’re welcome whenever suits you,’ Kit said without hesitation. ‘I’ll be at the airfield but you know your way around. Just park up and make your way to the garden – Athers will be somewhere near.’


Just the thought of being at Winterbourne gave Daisy a glow of anticipation. ‘I’m looking forward to it already,’ she said.
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