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Chapter One


The scream brought Daisy from asleep to awake in 0.5 seconds. She sat bolt upright. The room was light – a dazed glance at the bedside clock told her it was a little after nine on Sunday morning – but something was clearly very wrong. It had been a single scream, shrill and panicky, and it had come from somewhere inside the house. Finn and Campbell were at their dad’s in Milton Keynes so there was only one likely source and it caused Daisy’s heart to stutter.


‘Mum?’ she called, throwing back the bedcovers back and stumbling to the door. ‘Where are you?’


Silence. ‘Mum?’ Daisy called again, from the top of the stairs, and this time she got a reply.


‘In the kitchen.’


It hadn’t been her mother’s voice, but that of Emily, her carer. Taking the stairs to the ground floor too fast, Daisy hurried along the hallway and burst through the kitchen door. The scene that greeted her caused her to gasp. Rose was sitting on a wooden chair, her face pale and perspiring, eyes closed in evident distress as she fanned herself with one hand. Emily stood beside her, gripping a shoulder as though in support, but oddly she was not looking at her charge. Instead, her gaze was fixed on the floor and there was a strange trepidation about her expression. Neither woman seemed to have registered Daisy’s arrival, although she’d been anything but silent. ‘What’s wrong?’ Daisy asked, fearing the worst. ‘Is it your heart?’


That got their attention. Rose’s eyes fluttered open. ‘No, but it should be after a shock like that.’


‘Like what?’ Daisy said, her gaze shooting to Emily in alarm. ‘What’s happened?’


The carer shuddered. ‘It seems Atticus has brought us a present,’ she said, her usually cheery tone subdued. ‘Poor Rose stepped on it and it gave her quite a turn.’


Relief eased Daisy’s jangling nerves as she took a couple of steps into the room. ‘Is that all? I thought—’


‘All?’ Rose suddenly bristled. ‘I wasn’t expecting to stand on a corpse in my own kitchen.’


It was on the tip of Daisy’s tongue to observe that the scream had been shrill enough to wake the dead but she bit the comment back. She’d encountered enough of her cat’s gifts to know that they were often a little grisly – stepping on one would be quite unpleasant, slippers or no slippers. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘Where’s the – uh – body? I’ll deal with it now.’


Emily pointed to the area in front of the kitchen sink without looking. ‘Over there.’


Her evident squeamishness surprised Daisy – a practical attitude was a big part of being a carer after all. Perhaps the massacre had been particularly gruesome. But as she bent to squint at the floor she understood a little better. The victim on this occasion hadn’t been a mouse or a vole. It was a frog and plenty of people weren’t keen on them. ‘Ah,’ she said, glancing around to see what tools she had at her disposal. ‘Could you just pass me that bowl, please?’


The frog lay motionless as Daisy approached. Splayed on the tiles, it looked as though it had hopped its last hop but Daisy wasn’t fooled. Atticus had once dropped a clammy, limp body onto her forehead while she slept and, once she’d recovered from the horror of that rude awakening, matters had rapidly descended into a scene from an amphibian zombie movie – just when she’d decided the thing was dead, it had leapt back into life and hit her between the eyes again. This time, she was taking no chances. With a deft flick of her wrist, she upended the plastic bowl and dropped it over the frog. Scooping a piece of cardboard from the recycling pile, she slid it under the bowl, grimacing as it met resistance from the body, then swept the cardboard and the bowl up and made for the kitchen door. Emily hurried to open it for her and moments later, the whole bundle had been carefully deposited at the edge of the orchard. Daisy did not look back to see if this frog also sprang back to life – that was its business, not hers. Instead, she returned to the kitchen and shut the door. ‘I’m going to need at least two cups of tea to recover from that,’ she said, raising one hand to her head as adrenaline ebbed away and left her to the mercy of the previous night’s champagne. ‘And probably a fry up.’


Emily squared her shoulders. ‘I’ll get the kettle on.’


‘Thanks,’ Daisy said, settling at the kitchen table opposite her mother. ‘I’m sorry Atticus gave you a scare. Are you okay?’


Rose sniffed. ‘I will be.’ She fixed Daisy with a look. ‘That cat of yours is a menace. I hear he’s been tormenting the dogs over at Waggy Mamma’s.’


‘Only from a distance,’ Daisy defended. ‘He sits on the fence and watches them.’


‘Picking out his next victim,’ Rose replied with dark certainty. ‘Today it’s Kermit but tomorrow it might be Mr Ainsley’s Rottweiler.’


Her tone was so disapproving that for a moment Daisy wasn’t sure whether Rose was being serious. She glanced at her in consternation and was relieved to see a definite twinkle in her mother’s eye. ‘I think we need a bigger bowl.’


Emily glanced across at them. ‘That Rottweiler is the soppiest dog I’ve ever met – he’d probably lick Atticus to death.’


The image of the tomcat glaring balefully around, his ginger fur dripping with dog slobber, made Daisy smile. ‘Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.’


From the other side of the table, Rose was studying her closely. ‘You look tired. Was it a late night?’


Daisy’s smile slipped, because although her mother knew she had been out the night before, she hadn’t been totally transparent about where she was going. Rose harboured an intense, not unreasonable dislike for the Devereaux family that stretched back decades and she was adamant that the Moons had no business mixing with them. But Daisy had found Kit Devereaux’s invitation to a ball at Winterbourne Castle impossible to resist and so she had dressed up and snuck out of the farmhouse, much like Rose had once done in her youth. And she didn’t regret the decision – once her initial nerves had passed, she’d had an exhilarating whirlwind of an evening – but now she felt like a teenager again, confronted by her mother about the night before. It didn’t help that Emily knew exactly where she’d been. ‘Fairly late,’ Daisy said evasively. ‘But nothing a good breakfast won’t fix.’


‘This should pick you up a bit,’ Emily said, placing a mug of tea on the table in front of her. ‘We were just going to have some poached eggs, weren’t we, Rose? I can make you some too if you’d like.’


Daisy shook her head, still uneasy beneath her mother’s scrutiny. ‘That’s kind but I think I’ll pop over to the café for one of Nancy’s specials.’ Pausing, she looked at Rose again. ‘As long as you’re sure you’re okay?’


She flapped a hand dismissively. ‘I’m fine now and I have Emily if I need anything. Off you go.’


‘Great,’ Daisy said and gathered up her tea. It wasn’t an escape, she told herself as she headed up the stairs to her room. She was a fully grown, forty-something woman – the mother of two boys of her own, for goodness’ sake – she was perfectly capable of facing her mother’s ire when she needed to. But her reasons for keeping the ball to herself had been less to do with disapproval and more to do with trying not to cause unnecessary upset. And then there was the not insignificant matter of the bombshell she’d uncovered last night at the castle, that relations had not always been frosty between the Moon and the Devereaux families. In fact, it looked very much as though love had bloomed between Kit’s grandfather and Daisy’s grandmother, and until she could find out more, Daisy planned to keep her discovery well away from her mother. And if that meant she had to tell a few half-truths along the way, then it couldn’t be helped.





‘So? How was the ball?’


Nancy’s face had lit up in expectation the moment Daisy entered the Oast House café, just as she’d known it would. Unfortunately, she’d been followed inside by an influx of other customers and it had been several long minutes before the café owner materialized at Daisy’s table.


‘It was good,’ Daisy said, hoping she sounded casual. ‘The Devereauxs throw a nice party.’


Nancy waited, her pen poised over her notepad with the air of an old-school reporter anticipating a scoop. ‘And?’ she said, when it became clear further information was not going to be forthcoming. ‘Who was there? What were they wearing? Did you snap any sneaky photos?’


Daisy couldn’t help smiling. ‘Loads of people were there. Nick Borrowdale, the actor. Merina Wilde, the novelist – we share an agent and I had a lovely chat with her.’ She paused and fixed her friend with a steely look. ‘Not to mention the Earl of Winterbourne. Why didn’t you tell me that wasn’t Kit?’


Nancy’s forehead crinkled. ‘I thought you knew,’ she said, in a tone of genuine perplexity. ‘As the eldest, Hugh inherited the title when their father died, although we don’t see much of him these days. It never occurred to me that you thought Kit was the earl, although maybe it should have.’


‘I really wish it had,’ Daisy said, remembering how she’d gawped at Hugh when Kit had introduced her. ‘I spent a very confusing few seconds trying to process who he was and probably looked a complete idiot.’


‘Oh, I bet he’s used to that reaction from peasants like us,’ Nancy said cheerfully. ‘But never mind him, tell me about Nick Borrowdale. Is he as gorgeous in real life as he is on the screen?’


If anything, Daisy had found the actor more attractive in person but she wasn’t going to admit that on an empty stomach. ‘Coffee first,’ she said firmly. ‘And a full English, please. You can have the rest of my meagre gossip once I’ve eaten.’


‘Anyone would think this was a café,’ Nancy grumbled good-naturedly as she turned away, leaving Daisy alone to ponder just how much more of the evening she should reveal to her friend. Part of her was aching to confide in someone, to share the secret she’d discovered in the castle’s glorious walled garden, but she was still trying to get her head around the possibility herself. Inevitably, her thoughts looped back to the night before, when Kit had shown her the letters V&V surrounded by a heart, carved into the trunk of a horse chestnut tree, and she’d known immediately who they referred to. That moment of stunned recognition had been followed by disbelief, and then the dawn of understanding as she connected the dots: she knew exactly who V and V were, even if Kit had no idea. It was a vital piece of a jigsaw puzzle Daisy hadn’t realised she was solving until then.


Kit had gaped at her in astonishment when she’d announced she knew who had carved the initials. ‘But how could you?’ he’d said, nonplussed. ‘You’re not even from Mistlethorpe.’


‘But my family is.’


That had given him pause. His blue eyes sharpened with interest. ‘Fair point. Who do you think V and V are?’


She puffed out her cheeks as the thrill of solving the puzzle subsided. Now that it came to it, she wasn’t sure she should tell him about the box of old letters she’d found in the cluttered bedroom at Half Moon Farm – love letters addressed to her grandmother, Violet, and signed with the letter V. It was almost like betraying a confidence – not only giving up her grandmother’s secrets but also those of the mystery man who’d professed his love over and over again. Because if what Daisy suspected was right, then she understood why he had never signed his letters with his name. Just as she knew why Violet had eventually married another man.


‘I could be wrong,’ she said, hedging her bets.


‘As I said, so could I. It might not be my grandfather’s work. Maybe there was a Victor who loved a – a Vanessa. Who knows?’ Kit shrugged. ‘I just like being one of the few people who knows it’s even there.’


His words only fuelled Daisy’s hesitancy but she couldn’t shake the odd certainty her suspicions were correct. My grandfather’s middle name was Valentine, Kit had told her, and he’d served overseas throughout the war. Perhaps it was all a coincidence. Yet she knew in her bones it was not.


‘I found a box of letters at the farm,’ she said after what felt like an age. ‘They’re addressed to my grandmother, who I believe was an apprentice gardener here at the castle for a time, before the war. Her name was Violet.’


Kit was still, regarding her intently. ‘Okay.’


Daisy drew in a breath. ‘The letters span the duration of the war, sent by an officer on active service in the RAF. They’re beautifully written but there’s clearly a difference in education level – he constantly tells Violet not to worry about spelling and grammar, for example. And he knows Mistlethorpe well; there are loads of references to the village and the people who live here.’ She glanced at Kit, knowing he must be putting two and two together, just as she had done. ‘The letters were signed with a V.’


Seconds ticked by. ‘And you think V is for Valentine.’


‘Maybe,’ Daisy said, wondering what to make of his impassive expression. Was he sceptical? Intrigued? Outraged at her audacity in even making such a suggestion? She couldn’t tell. ‘It all fits.’


And then he laughed, a soft incredulous sound that mirrored her own surprise just moments earlier. ‘I definitely did not have this on the bingo card for this evening,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘A below stairs fling.’


There wasn’t a trace of derision in his voice, just astonishment and gentle amusement, but the words ‘below stairs’ still made Daisy bristle. ‘A fling that went on for at least five years.’


His mouth quirked. ‘Yes, that is more than a fling. A liaison, perhaps.’


Daisy resisted the urge to clench her jaw. Had he somehow forgotten this was her grandmother they were discussing? ‘How about relationship? Or is that impossible with someone from below stairs?’


She hadn’t meant for the last two words to be quite so pointed but they appeared to hit the mark because Kit glanced at her and his expression sobered. ‘Not today,’ he said mildly. ‘Although it would still be heavily frowned upon and gossiped about. But in my grandfather’s day? Yes, I’d say a relationship with someone of such significantly lower status would be quite impossible.’


Focusing resolutely on the intricate pattern of the tree trunk, Daisy counted to ten, reminding herself he hadn’t read the letters. He was approaching things from a pragmatic, if horrendously snobbish, viewpoint whereas she was being swept along by the aching love story that poured from the page. And she’d watched enough Downton Abbey to know that he was right – upstairs–downstairs relationships were always doomed – but did he have to be so dispassionate about it? ‘He loved her,’ she said finally, once she was sure she wasn’t going to snap. ‘And while I only have one side of the story, every word he wrote suggests he was sure of her love for him.’


Kit was silent for a long moment, reaching out to trace the carving. ‘If you’re right, they must have both been very young,’ he said eventually, his tone reflective. ‘My grandfather was only 19 when war broke out.’


‘Violet was 17,’ Daisy said, and when she closed her eyes she could imagine the girl her grandmother had been, standing in the shelter of the horse chestnut tree, wrapped in the arms of a faintly familiar blond-haired boy on the cusp of becoming a man.


‘But he was old enough to know better,’ Kit went on, as though he hadn’t heard Daisy. ‘Perhaps the war skewed things.’


She opened and closed her mouth several times before speaking. ‘I’m sure it did,’ she said at length. ‘I can’t claim to know your grandfather but the V who wrote those letters was a long way from home, scared and lonely despite an admirable stiff upper lip. If that made him yearn for the woman he loved and dream of a future with her then I can understand that.’


Kit frowned. ‘A future he could never have.’


Daisy thought she might actually punch him. ‘I imagine,’ she said, finally allowing her irritation to show, ‘that when you’re sitting in a war zone, any kind of a future seems impossible, let alone the one your family demands.’


The speed with which Kit’s expression turned blank instantly made her regret the words. Of course he knew what it was like to be in a war zone, Daisy reminded herself too late. Hadn’t Drew told her he’d come back from serving in the RAF a different man? ‘You’re right,’ he said quietly.


Cursing her own thoughtlessness, Daisy took a deep breath. ‘I’m sorry. I should have – I shouldn’t have said anything. That carving could have been done by anyone.’


His gaze stayed fixed on the tree and Daisy got the impression he was pulling himself back from a place she couldn’t see. ‘No need to apologize. And for what it’s worth, I think your suspicions are bang on the money.’ A flicker of a smile crossed his face as he turned to her. ‘You caught me on the hop, that’s all. I just wanted to share this little secret with you – I didn’t expect you to solve the mystery.’


The revelation that he’d wanted to show her the carving caused a little shiver to run thought Daisy. She puffed out her cheeks. ‘Believe me, I didn’t either. I was expecting a fancy party, some nice champagne and sore feet from pretty but impractical shoes.’


Kit glanced at her feet, clad in yellow wellington boots, and smiled. ‘Maybe you should keep those on.’


‘Maybe,’ Daisy said as her own lips curved into a smile. ‘Do you think anyone would notice?’


‘Probably not,’ he said. ‘And even if they did, they’d all be far too polite to say anything.’


‘Until afterwards,’ Daisy observed dryly. ‘I think I’ll change back to my impractical footwear, if you don’t mind.’


His gaze had been steady on hers. ‘I don’t mind at all.’


‘Earth to Daisy.’ Nancy’s voice jolted Daisy back to the café. ‘Coffee and water are here, food is on the way.’


Glancing down, Daisy saw there were indeed two drinks on the table, along with some neatly wrapped cutlery. ‘Sorry, I was miles away. Thanks.’


‘You’re welcome.’ The bell above the door of the café tinkled and several more customers came in. Nancy sighed. ‘I think the debrief might have to wait until after the lunchtime rush, though.’


It wasn’t the worst thing that could happen, Daisy thought – at least it would buy her time to work out how much of her night at the ball she wanted to share. ‘The twins aren’t due back until seven-ish. Why don’t I pop in around closing time and fill you in?’


‘Perfect,’ Nancy said, flashing her a faintly distracted grin as she homed in on the newcomers. ‘I can’t wait to hear every juicy detail.’





‘It sounds like a lovely evening,’ Nancy said across the table, when Daisy finished describing the ball and its guests. ‘A bit lacking in actual juiciness but I suppose everyone was on their best behaviour. And Nick Borrowdale sounds like an absolute dream.’ She sighed as though dreaming about the actor was something she did often, then gave Daisy a speculative look. ‘Are you glad you went?’


‘Yes,’ Daisy said, and hesitated, wondering how much more to spill.


The pause didn’t escape Nancy’s gimlet gaze. ‘But?’


Daisy picked at a fleck of paint underneath her thumbnail that had escaped her post-work scrub. She’d spent the afternoon poring over her grandmother’s letters, scouring them for any confirmation that the mysterious V was indeed Kit’s grandfather but there’d been nothing concrete, no tell-tale clue that would unravel his identity, and she’d been forced to accept that she only had her gut instincts to go on. As things stood, she wasn’t ready to share her suspicions with anyone, even though she was longing to see the amazement on Nancy’s face when she revealed all. ‘Oh, nothing,’ she said, aware that her friend was waiting for her to speak. ‘It’s just – it’s a completely different world, isn’t it? The aristocracy, I mean. Kit said his brother has titles he can’t even remember but Kit himself almost has to depend on family charity to provide a home for Alice.’ She took a long sip of tea. ‘If I owned Winterbourne, I’d live there, wouldn’t you?’
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