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Chapter One


‘Kit Devereaux.’ Nancy shook her head and gazed at Daisy with a mixture of pity and sympathetic amusement. ‘Of all the cars in all of Mistlethorpe, you had to reverse into his.’


The two of them were sitting at a table in the dimly lit Oast House café, sipping hot chocolate and, in Daisy’s case, nibbling at a sour cherry muffin. It was just after five o’clock and, like most of the businesses that surrounded the cobbled yard of Half Moon Farm, the café had closed for the day. Outside, the occasional rumble of a car could be heard, often accompanied by excited barking as dog owners came and went, collecting their pets from Waggy Mamma’s doggy day care. But even the whipped cream and marshmallows on top of the hot chocolate could not lift Daisy’s weary annoyance as she met Nancy’s eyes. ‘I know,’ she said with a heartfelt sigh as she recalled Kit Devereaux’s disdain at the school gates that afternoon. ‘We exchanged a few text messages straight after the accident last week but I hoped I’d never have to deal with him again. I couldn’t believe it when I saw him glaring at me across the playground.’


‘He might be a bit tricky to avoid, since his daughter is in the same class as Campbell and Finn.’ Nancy pulled a face, ‘And his family owns Winterbourne Castle, not to mention most of the village.’


Daisy’s heart sank. She’d known there must be a connection when she’d visited the public parts of the castle with her sons and discovered a lengthy row of Devereaux family portraits in the Long Gallery. Kit Devereaux might not have been among them but Daisy had felt sure the unusual name couldn’t be coincidence. She thought back to the paintings, remembering the current Earl of Winterbourne had been missing and her spirits dipped even lower – she didn’t need a portrait to summon up an image of Kit Devereaux’s condescending disapproval. It was just her luck to have crashed into a member of the aristocracy, and worse still that she was going to be reminded of her mistake every school day for months to come. ‘That explains his arrogance,’ she said with a groan. ‘Honestly, you’d think he’d caught me robbing a bank or something.’


‘I imagine he was surprised,’ Nancy observed mildly. ‘You did tell him you lived in Milton Keynes.’


‘I do live in Milton Keynes,’ Daisy said, a little stung. ‘Most of the time. A minor car accident doesn’t mean I owe a stranger my life story, no matter how much of Mistlethorpe he apparently owns.’


Her friend raised her hands in a placatory gesture. ‘Don’t shoot me. I’m just saying that I don’t suppose he was expecting to bump into you again outside the school gates, that’s all.’


There was a joke to be made about only having bumped into him once but in Daisy’s current mood she knew it would come across as peevish rather than funny. And annoyingly, Nancy had a point. Daisy hadn’t lied when Kit initially asked whether she was a local; her life, and that of her sons, was in Milton Keynes and they would be returning to it in a few months’ time, once she was sure her mother was fully recovered from heart surgery. She could, however, accept that perhaps her appearance at the school gates had been something of a surprise. ‘Yeah, I’m sorry,’ she told Nancy, offering her friend a crooked smile. ‘What with Mum and the move, together with everything that needs fixing at the farmhouse, things have been a bit stressful. It’s making me tetchy.’


‘Blimey, who wouldn’t be with all of that to contend with?’ Nancy pushed the plate with the half-eaten cherry muffin towards Daisy. ‘But that’s why we have cake. And don’t worry about Kit – you’ve got off to a wobbly start but he’s not bad for a posh bloke. The family have always done a lot for the village.’


Which raised another question that had been troubling Daisy – if the Devereaux family were such a presence in Mistlethorpe, why hadn’t she heard the name before? She’d spent entire summers at Half Moon Farm as a child and no one had ever mentioned them, nor had there been any days out at Winterbourne Castle, although she’d known the rest of the village well. Was it strange that she couldn’t recall her grandparents or her mother ever talking about them? Kit Devereaux had recognized the


surname Moon when Daisy had given it, and linked it to Half Moon Farm, but then she supposed that was less of a mystery, given who he was. She had no idea what an earl actually did but she supposed it made sense that he would be aware of who his neighbours were. One thing she did know, his title certainly didn’t mean Daisy had to curtsey every time she saw him. In fact, her plan was to see him as little as possible. She had no doubt he felt the same way about her.


Sensing Nancy was watching her, Daisy dipped her head in diplomatic agreement. ‘I’m sure you’re right,’ she said and reached for what was left of the muffin. ‘Now, enough about arsey aristocrats, tell me how your day’s been. I hope it was better than mine.’





Daisy awoke on Tuesday with an uncharacteristic sense of reluctance about the day ahead but it wasn’t until she’d swung her legs out of bed and touched her feet to the chilly wooden floor that the reason for her unease crystalized. There was no denying that the thought of running into Kit Devereaux was the problem, despite her determination not to be intimidated, and she found herself wondering how early she could drop the boys off. Not early enough to avoid a meeting, she concluded with a dispirited huff. But perhaps she was fretting over nothing – she’d watched enough episodes of The Crown to know that men like Kit Devereaux didn’t lower themselves to the school run twice a day. He’d leave that to his wife, or perhaps a nanny, neither of whom would know Daisy. There really was nothing to be anxious about.


And yet her thoughts returned to the conversation she’d had with her mother the evening before. They’d been in the cluttered living room, the television showing a quiz show that no one was paying attention to. Finn and Campbell were tucked up in bed, and Magda the carer had popped to the kitchen to make tea, so Daisy had taken the opportunity to ask Rose about the Devereaux family.


Rose had lowered her knitting and given her a sharp look. ‘Good thing your grandfather isn’t here. He’d make you wash your mouth out with soap for mentioning that name under his roof.’


The vehemence in her tone had caused Daisy to blink. She couldn’t recall ever having heard her grandfather raise his voice, let alone threaten such a Victorian punishment, but it certainly seemed true that the Devereaux name had been unwelcome at Half Moon Farm. ‘Why?’ she asked. ‘Did something happen?’


‘I don’t know,’ Rose said. ‘I always assumed it was something to do with money or land. The usual things men fight over.’


Money or land or love, Daisy thought but didn’t say because Rose was frowning down at her knitting. ‘It only really bothered me when there was a party at the castle that I couldn’t go to – we had a big argument over the Christmas Ball when I was sixteen or seventeen.’


Daisy was all too aware of the tempestuous relationship between teenage Rose and her parents – she could easily imagine missing out on a party at Winterbourne would be a flashpoint. ‘What happened?’ she asked.


Rose sighed. ‘I went anyway. Climbed out of my bedroom window and almost caught my death yomping across the fields in the dead of winter. Tore my dress on the hawthorn hedge too.’


Daisy could picture the scene as though she’d been there. ‘I bet you were still the belle of the ball.’


‘Hardly,’ Rose said, with a sudden snort. ‘When I finally reached the castle, they wouldn’t let me in. Stopped me at the drawbridge, like I was an invader.’


‘What?’ Daisy felt her jaw drop. ‘Why?’


Her mother glanced at her. ‘I wasn’t on the list, they said, even though the whole of Mistlethorpe was invited. I mean, I did look like I’d been dragged through a hedge backwards so I could hardly blame them for turning me away.’ Rose paused and shook her head, her blue eyes misty with remembrance. ‘But it wasn’t my appearance that was the problem – it was my name.’


Righteous indignation fizzed through Daisy’s veins as she imagined how humiliated Rose must have been. ‘What did you do?’


‘What could I do?’ Rose said with a resigned shrug. ‘I walked home. Dad met me at the farmhouse door, arms folded and a face like thunder. I expected to get bawled out but he just looked at me and said he hoped I’d learned my lesson – the Moons and the Devereauxs don’t mix.’


It was beginning to sound like a family feud, one that only made Daisy more curious about the cause. What could have inspired such animosity in her mild-mannered grandfather? ‘And you really never knew why?’


‘No,’ Rose said. ‘I’m sure I asked but that’s all he would ever say. We always just kept our distance.’


The door had opened then and Magda bustled in with a tray laden with mugs and teapot, but Daisy had spent the rest of the evening burning with curiosity mingled with sympathy for teenage Rose. And while whatever had gone on in the past had nothing to do Daisy or Kit Devereaux, she’d be lying if she didn’t think even less charitably of him after hearing her mother’s story. It seemed that now, as then, the two families were destined not to get along. But no matter what the history, Daisy still had to run the gauntlet of taking Finn and Campbell to school. Telling herself she was overthinking the situation, she pulled on her dressing gown and went to wake the twins.


Her sense of trepidation returned full force as she walked towards the school gate. She had spotted Kit almost the moment she and the boys had left the car; there was something about the way he carried himself that made him instantly recognizable, but thankfully he’d been further ahead and couldn’t have seen her. Daisy kept her eyes on him as Campbell and Finn chatted beside her, noticing how often he exchanged a greeting with other parents. At the gate, he stopped for a longer conversation with a member of school staff and Daisy was obliged to stop too, rummaging in her handbag and muttering about forgetting her phone.


‘We’re going to be late,’ Campbell grumbled, with an anxious look at his watch.


‘Just a minute,’ Daisy said, casting a surreptitious glance towards the school gate. ‘Okay, let’s go in.’


She kept her head down as they entered the playground but kept an eye on Kit’s location through her periphery vision. He was bending down, talking to his daughter, Alice. When he straightened up, his attention seemed focused on the classroom door and Daisy was sure he hadn’t noticed her but it wasn’t until the bell rang and the doors opened that she felt the tension in her shoulders ease a little. ‘In you go,’ she told the twins, knowing better than to attempt an affectionate goodbye. ‘Have a good day.’


She watched them amble to the door, her gaze flicking once or twice to Kit, who was doing the same thing with Alice. A female voice interrupted Daisy’s vigilance. ‘He catches the eye, doesn’t he?’


Blinking, she turned to see who had spoken. A short, dark-haired woman was standing beside her, her brown eyes dancing with knowing amusement. ‘Sorry, I’m not sure I understand what you mean,’ Daisy said, even as her cheeks grew warm with the lie.


The woman smiled. ‘Oh, don’t worry – half the village is in love with Kit Devereaux. It’s the RAF thing for me. You can take the officer out of uniform and all that.’


Daisy wasn’t quite sure how to react to the unexpected confidence, or the misguided inference that she fancied Kit, and latched onto the least significant aspect of the revelation. ‘Oh, was he in the Forces?’


‘Helicopter pilot,’ her new friend supplied, apparently oblivious to Daisy’s discomfort. ‘Wing Commander, no less. And now he gives flying lessons over at Mardon airport.’ She sighed and glanced across the playground again. ‘Who wouldn’t want to be alone in a plane with him?’


Me, Daisy almost said but decided that would only prolong an increasingly awkward conversation, when what she really wanted was to escape. ‘Mmmm,’ she said, her tone non-committal. ‘Well, I’d better get going. Nice to meet you.’


She flashed the woman a brisk smile and, without waiting for a reply, turned towards the gate. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Kit turn too and the thought of meeting his disdainful gaze was galvanizing. Lowering her head, she hurried for the safety of her car and it wasn’t until she was behind the wheel that she allowed herself to breathe. So Kit had been an RAF officer, had he? That fitted with the portraits she’d seen at Winterbourne – it was undoubtedly a family tradition – and also chimed with the authoritative air she’d disliked so much. But unlike the woman in the playground, his previous career held no appeal for Daisy – if anything, it made her all the more determined to avoid him. She was a little surprised an earl had the time to offer flying lessons but with a bit of luck it might mean he was high in the sky for that afternoon’s school run and she wouldn’t have to run the gauntlet of dodging him again. Catching sight of her flushed cheeks and anxious eyes in the mirror, Daisy puffed out a sigh. She could only hope.
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