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Chapter 1

A small child charged passed Hetty, wielding fake green fists and shouting at his twin brother that he was going to smash him good just as soon as he got his hands on him. The twin brother replied by turning around and pretending to shoot him with something imaginary coming from the palms of his hands. Hetty smiled at them both, happy they were enjoying their birthday party.

Approximately two minutes before, the garden had been wonderfully silent and still, the quiet punctuated by an occasional buzzing of a bee as it flew from flower to flower, or the chirrup of a bird hiding in the mature trees. You could even hear the gentle murmur of the sea just a few streets away and the air carried a slight salty sting if you inhaled deeply enough. Now though, the children’s party was well and truly underway and Hetty stood back to enjoy the fruits of her labour.

‘Oh, Hetty,’ the birthday boys’ mother said. ‘You’ve done such a fantastic job. I can’t believe you managed to do all this in just a week. It’s amazing.’

‘Well, that’s what I’m here for,’ Hetty replied, with a grin. Mrs Silverman had come to her last Saturday in a complete panic because she’d left it too late to organise her twin boys’ birthday party and had no idea where to even start. As a local event planner with a multitude of contacts, and seeing as Mrs Silverman lived down the road, Hetty had been only too happy to step in. After a couple of hours, she’d had everything sorted and in place for a superhero birthday party.

Hetty brushed a hand through her short blonde hair and shoved her hands into the pockets of her favourite dungarees. ‘The boys seem happy,’ she said, as Hector, wearing the green fists, began pummelling his brother who he’d pinned to the ground and was now sat on.

‘They’re absolute terrors,’ Mrs Silverman said fondly. ‘Hector, Lucas, come here and say thank you to Hetty for your party.’

The boys ran over.

‘Is that what you want to be when you grow up?’ Hetty asked, pointing to their Hulk and Spiderman costumes. ‘Superheroes?’

Hector shook his head. ‘I want to be an arse-ologist—’

‘Archaeologist, dear,’ Mrs Silverman cut in quickly. ‘Like his father.’

‘What about you, Lucas?’ Hetty asked the other twin, enjoying this conversation immensely.

‘I want to be an arsonist too.’

Hetty bit back the laugh that was forcing its way out. ‘Sounds fabulous. I hope you enjoy your party.’

The boys ran away as more of their friends arrived, shepherded in by Mr Silverman who already looked in desperate need of a drink.

The huge back garden had been decorated with brightly coloured bunting, balloons were hung everywhere and several garden tables had been laid together and covered in a red chequered cloth to hold the party food. Naively, Mrs Silverman had requested celery sticks and rice cakes, but Hetty applauded the effort nonetheless. You never knew, she might get lucky and some child would eat one by mistake.

The strong midday sun beat down into the garden, warming them all and casting shadows as it dappled through the leafy branches of the trees. It had been one of the best summers on record, so when Mrs Silverman turned up on Hetty’s doorstep, distraught and virtually hyperventilating, it had seemed the easiest solution to hold the party in their back garden. Hetty’s own back garden was much smaller as she lived in one of the smaller fisherman’s cottages, rather than the larger houses that made up the conservation area of Swallowtail Bay. It was only just big enough for a little table and the two chairs she and Macie, her assistant, often sat at when they were planning.

From across the table, a slightly muffled voice said, ‘These sausage rolls are lush.’ Hetty looked up to see Macie stuffing two into her mouth at once.

‘Try and leave some for the kids, won’t you? But don’t worry, I’ve already snaffled us a little treat tray. And Mrs Silverman’s promised us a piece of cake too. I know how you love birthday cake.’

‘Kids’ birthday cake is the best,’ Macie replied. ‘It’s pretty much one hundred per cent sugar with a bit of buttercream added for good measure. And jam. I love jam.’ Her long, cinnamon-coloured hair hung down in a plait, and the freckles on her nose disappeared as it crinkled from her mischievous grin.

A little girl came and tugged on Macie’s arm. She’d been crying and Hetty was suddenly on high alert. Macie knelt down to ensure she was eye-level with the girl. ‘Hey, poppet, what’s wrong?’

The little one mumbled something but neither of them caught it, and Macie asked her again as the girl’s mum came over.

‘Don’t worry, she’s not upset with the party. She’s got the hump with me.’

‘Oh no, why’s that?’ asked Hetty.

‘I got her costume wrong. She wanted to come as a parrot, but I thought she said carrot, so that’s what I ordered online and by the time it came it was too late to send it back.’ The little girl, complete with bright orange carrot costume and a little green hat with sticky out bits, wiped her eyes and stared sullenly at her mother.

‘I think you look smashing,’ said Hetty. ‘Here, why don’t you come and have one of my extra special sweets?’ The little girl immediately brightened, even though the sweet Hetty gave her was the same as all the ones on the table. The girl’s mum mouthed a thank-you as, cheered, the little girl ran off to join her friends.

So far, things were going well for a kids’ party. There was always some disaster or other. The key was how you handled it. As an event organiser, Hetty was incredibly experienced, having run every sort of event you could imagine. Yet, for a while now, she had hoped to extend the reach of her business beyond the borders of her sweet hometown of Swallowtail Bay. With its pebbly beach and boutique shops it was a wonderful place to live – peaceful, beautiful – but she desperately wanted to attract clientele from the wider area and the bigger towns nearby. Pulling her mind back to the task at hand, she checked her watch. ‘Ten minutes and the entertainment will be here.’

‘I can’t believe you managed to get them at such short notice,’ Macie said. ‘They’re normally booked up months in advance.’

‘They owed me a favour.’

‘Miss,’ a little girl dressed as a Disney princess said, ‘Tommy was just sick behind a bush.’

Hetty smiled, knowing this would happen at some point. ‘Whereabouts, darling? Can you show me?’ As the girl led her by the hand to a disgruntled hydrangea, Hetty called over her shoulder to Macie. ‘Can you bring the cat litter please, Macie?’ Though sawdust was traditional in these circumstances, after years of hosting kids’ parties, Hetty had found that cat litter was much better at dealing with these sorts of incidents. Moving some branches out of the way, she was slightly surprised to find a pirate hidden behind it, weeing. ‘Do you think you could do that in the toilet, please, sweetheart? I don’t think hydrangeas respond very well to that sort of watering.’

As soon as she’d sorted that, the entertainment arrived. The boys had requested Superman and Batman attend their birthday party and fight to the death. While she couldn’t promise that exactly, she had managed to get two trained karate masters who ran a sideline in dressing-up as superheroes and play-fighting at kid’s parties. They had another booking straight after but had squeezed in Hector and Lucas as a special favour to Hetty.

‘They’ve got bulges in all the right places,’ Macie commented. To which Hetty gave an I’m-too-grown-up-to-comment eye-roll but let her grin show that she hadn’t missed that observation either.

The kids adored them and cheered as the battle played out. All was going swimmingly until near the end of their set when Superman threw out a foot rather too enthusiastically and hit Batman square in the privates. Poor Batman quickly lost his superhero status as he crumpled to the ground holding the damaged area and taking deep breaths.

‘Ouch,’ commented Macie. ‘I don’t think his manly bulge is going to be quite so bulgy now.’

Hetty leapt into the fray. ‘Time for some food, everyone! I bet I can beat you to the cupcakes.’

As expected, the kids left Batman and Superman to recuperate and charged at the food table. Watching them eat was like watching monkeys in a zoo. Food was suddenly everywhere, drinks were knocked over as arms went flailing around for sausage rolls, jam sandwiches and chocolate biscuits, but the smiles and the giggles made it all worthwhile.

Once the food was eaten, Hetty signalled to Mrs Silverman to bring out the cake and kept everyone seated and quiet, ready to sing ‘Happy Birthday’. Mr Silverman, who still looked like he needed a shot of whisky, circled with his phone, desperately trying to catch every moment as the candles were blown out.

Content with how everything was going, the remaining hour flew by for Hetty, with only minor hiccups. A toilet roll was discovered and used as a streamer, another had been stuffed down the loo, and overwrought with the whole affair, the birthday boys collapsed into sobs when Mrs Silverman told them they couldn’t have a fourth slice of cake. Overall though, it had been one of the less traumatic children’s parties she’d organised and Hetty was thankful when the children left and the clear-up began.

She and Macie had it down to a fine art by now and were sorted within half an hour. Hetty put the last black sack into the bin as Mrs Silverman came over with an envelope and a bottle of wine. ‘Here,’ she said to Hetty.

‘What’s this?’

‘For you and Macie. You’ve been absolutely brilliant, and I can’t thank you enough. I was going completely mental and you took all the stress off me. I don’t know how you do this for a living. It would kill me.’

Hetty graciously accepted the gifts and after splitting the generous tip with Macie, they were on their way.

‘Well, that went well,’ Macie said, stretching her arms above her head and bashing the roof of Myrtle, Hetty’s Mini.

‘It did, didn’t it.’ Hetty circled her neck, easing her shoulders, but it didn’t alleviate the feeling that lingered more and more with each passing day. A fidgety feeling. A feeling of expectancy and restlessness. ‘I love doing the kids’ parties – and all the other things we do – but I really want to try something different.’

‘Like what?’ Macie asked.

‘Oh, I don’t know.’ Hetty searched for the right word but was unable to fix on anything specific. ‘Just something bigger – something more challenging.’

As much as she loved the bay, she felt somewhat limited by the repetitive nature of her job which mainly involved birthday, anniversary or retirement parties, and the odd funeral. ‘I just feel like there’s a lot more we could be doing and we’re not. It’s always the same old, same old. I’d like something meatier to get my teeth into.’

‘Don’t say meatier, you’re making me hungry.’

Hetty glanced over. ‘How can you possibly be hungry? You ate a gazillion sausage rolls and all that cake.’

‘I was chasing around after twenty 7-year-olds, it works up quite an appetite you know.’ Macie grinned. ‘I don’t know about you, but my feet are killing me. If something more challenging means more ache in my feet, I might have to resign.’

‘No, you won’t, you love this job too much.’ But it was true, the soles of Hetty’s feet were throbbing too. ‘Do you want me to drop you home or do you fancy sharing this bottle of wine in my back garden with our feet up?’

‘Will Stanley be there?’ Stanley was the limpy seagull Hetty had adopted and fed regularly from a special little plate. They’d both grown very fond of him as they imagined his deformed foot meant all the other seagulls teased him and wouldn’t let him join their gangs.

‘He will.’

‘In that case, it’s a definite yes. I think I’ve got a spare sausage roll somewhere about my person,’ said Macie with a chuckle, feeling her pockets to locate it. ‘He’ll like that.’

Hetty grinned too. ‘As long as it’s not in your bra. If it is, I might have to stage an intervention.’ Pushing her restless feelings back down, she turned up the air-con. ‘Right, mine it is, then.’




Chapter 2

The monthly meeting of the Swallowtail Bay business forum was about to get underway. Glancing down at her favourite crimson silk shirt, Hetty saw that the stick-on label with her name on it was already peeling off in the dense summer heat and she wondered if it would last through what was bound to be a lengthy, hot meeting.

Hetty smiled politely at the lithe and toned woman in front of her merrily chatting away about the weight-loss benefits of detox teas and waving a pain au chocolat in the air. Considering that Hetty’s figure was curvy – a fact that she was entirely comfortable with now she’d reached her late thirties – and that Hetty herself was brandishing a half-eaten mini croissant, it seemed an odd conversation to be having. But then the local business forum often ended up in odd conversations. Last time, Hetty had talked to a woman who made bath soap with avocado milk and spent the following day wondering how on earth one milked an avocado.

‘Shall we begin?’ asked Bob, the chairman of the forum, a man in his fifties with grey hair that fluffed out over his temples.

The woman in front of her paused mid-sentence at the words ‘ginkgo biloba’ – which for some reason made Hetty laugh – and excitedly went to sit down.

Hetty tactically chose a seat that would remain in the shade as it was already getting stuffy and the windows were cast wide open to let in as much air as possible. The tiniest of breezes fluttered the blue blinds sending dust motes into the air. Hetty watched them float lazily in the sun’s rays, landing unseen on people’s shoulders.

The forum was attended by many of the businesses in Swallowtail Bay and Hetty enjoyed the monthly get-together, finding out about upcoming events and promotion opportunities.

‘Right,’ said Bob, ‘you’ve all had time to network, now down to business.’

Despite the forum not having yielded any tangible results so far, Hetty believed it was time well spent. Running her own business, Simply Fantastic Events, had taught her you have to seek out new opportunities rather than just wait for them to land in your lap. People had to know who you were – especially as an event organiser. Waiting for opportunities to magically appear meant missed mortgage payments, worry lines and stress. All of which Hetty had enough of already.

‘Now,’ said Bob, ‘you all know that a new bakery has opened in town.’ He checked his notes. ‘Fairy Cakes, down the other end of the high street. The new owner’s assured me she’ll be here next time, so that’s another member of the forum. Good news all round, I’d say.’

Another baker’s? Hetty wondered if they’d prove a rival to The Bake House. But Hetty refused to let her thoughts linger on that subject.

‘Our first order of business for today is the strawberry festival—’

‘What strawberry festival?’ asked Stella, a new resident of Swallowtail Bay and owner of Old Herbert’s Shop. She’d moved in earlier in the year and had worked hard to turn around the fortunes of the strange old shop that had sold such a random assortment of goods no one was quite sure what to call it.

‘Oh, it used to be brilliant,’ said Lexi, who worked at Raina’s Café and was here to represent her. Lexi always wore vintage clothes and had attended today’s meeting in an amazing spaghetti-strapped Fifties-style dress that flared out at the waist. Hetty couldn’t wear anything with spaghetti straps. She usually had to wear a bra with straps as wide as scaffolding planks. ‘Swallowtail Bay used to be the strawberry-growing capital of Britain and we’d have a festival every year to celebrate. Stalls lined every single street up and down the high street and sold every type of strawberry thing you can think of. There were jams, scones, wines, soaps – anything and everything. Do you remember it, Hetty?’ Her bright green eyes – with a slick of thick black liner – turned to Hetty full of excitement.

‘I do. It really used to be something.’ Underneath the soft sleeves of her shirt, the hairs on Hetty’s arms stood on end.

Gwen, owner of Snip-It, the hairdresser’s, scoffed. ‘It used to be a festival many moons ago, but now it’s nothing more than a church jumble sale.’

‘There aren’t many venues available anymore,’ answered Mary, who alongside Gwen was part of the festival committee. No one really knew why Gwen was so depressed about the whole thing. They just assumed it was part of her normal approach to life, or maybe she resented doing any work for it when no one turned out. ‘And no one wants to take part. As everyone has lost interest it’s shrunk, and we’ve had to find smaller venues that don’t charge. We’re very lucky to use St John’s Church Hall. And we all still do our best.’

Reluctantly, Hetty had to admit that miserable Gwen’s statement was true. The strawberry festival had, at one time, when she was little, been a huge event. There’d been the stalls that Lexi mentioned, plus games, puppet shows, street entertainers – so much to grab your attention, no matter what your taste. It had been the highlight of the summer holidays when bunting lined the streets and everyone came together. When Hetty thought back to the bank holiday weekends spent there, all she could remember was laughter and a strange buzz in the air. The reminiscence brought a smile to her face. But these days the strawberry festival was held in a small church hall and comprised a few tables set out with a handful of homemade cakes, bric-a-brac and a tombola. Not a strawberry in sight. And outside, in the church car park, second-hand clothes would be piled up on wobbly tables. It really was such a shame it had died. It had been a great Swallowtail Bay tradition.

‘We used to have awards for the best strawberry product,’ Mary continued. ‘A strawberry trail to find a big stuffed strawberry toy, and a strawberry-eating competition. Oh, it was so lovely.’

‘Yes, well …’ Bob tried to bring them to order but the two older ladies were off.

‘People used to come from everywhere,’ Gwen agreed. ‘All the neighbouring towns turned out.’ Hetty cocked her head, listening with interest. ‘Now it’s an embarrassment to the word festival.’ Poor Mary blushed at Gwen’s harsh words, but she carried on regardless. ‘We used to have to squeeze the stalls in wherever we could – it was so popular. Now we’re lucky if we make twenty pounds from donations.’

‘It is a bit of a shame it’s not as popular anymore,’ said Bob. ‘But it’s still a great opportunity for us all to promote our businesses. I was thinking we could have a stand of leaflets or something like that.’

Sparks began to fire in Hetty’s brain and intuition tied a knot in her stomach. Her body was telling her something. And if there was one thing Hetty Colman always did, it was listen to her intuition. Her brain quickly made a list of pros and cons, tallied costs against potential profit, calculated the work involved and went through a million and one other things, then she opened her mouth to speak.

‘I’ve a suggestion about the strawberry festival, actually.’ All eyes turned to her. ‘You all know how I’ve been looking for opportunities to expand my business, well, I’ve a gut feeling this is just the chance I’ve been looking for.’

‘Go on,’ said Bob with genuine interest. Gwen and Mary had gone quiet and everyone else waited for her to speak.

‘I think we should revamp the strawberry festival and bring it back to its former glory.’ Eyes widened a little but with Lexi and Stella’s encouraging expressions, Hetty confidently continued. ‘I think we should turn it into a giant food festival that lasts the whole of the bank holiday weekend.’

‘What?’ asked Gwen, the scornful tone returning to her voice. ‘You? Run a great big food festival? It’s a lot more complicated than a kid’s birthday party or ordering sandwiches for a wake.’

Hetty simply smiled in response. She didn’t take Gwen’s remarks personally, she was always like this. It was a wonder Gwen had any customers left with her gloomy, glass-half-empty attitude. And Hetty was incredibly thick-skinned. ‘As I said,’ she replied cheerfully, ‘this is just the challenge I’m looking for to boost my business. Strawberries would remain a focus, but I think if it’s expanded to other things too, we could have a really big food festival attracting regional, maybe even national attention. And we all know how business slows in the winter without the tourists. This would give us a final boost before the drop.’

Nell, the owner of a boutique bed and breakfast, Holly Lodge, nodded along. ‘I could definitely do with the boost, so anything that brings in the visitors is good with me.’

‘Still held in the town?’ asked Bob. ‘It’s in four weeks, though, Hetty. If you plan to keep it to the bank holiday weekend, I’m not sure we’d get permission from the council by then.’

It was true that time was short, but even though she was excited, Hetty’s logical and practical mind had, in the few minutes available, already mulled over several possibilities for locations. Bob was quite right that getting permission from the council to close roads, divert traffic and all that faff for the August bank holiday weekend was most likely not going to happen in the time she had available. To attract stalls and entertainment on the scale she was thinking of, she needed a firm location before approaching vendors, so the town was definitely out. That left two other options as far as she could see: the first was a large sports field on the east side of the bay, but it was owned and operated by a private leisure facility and they’d be unlikely to give permission at such short notice. The other was a difficult option too but more likely to succeed, and one that could turn out to be beneficial to both parties, if local rumours were anything to go by.

‘I was actually thinking of Thornhill Hall,’ Hetty said confidently.

The full tables surrounding her erupted into low mumbles and the incredulous shaking of heads. When they fell silent, Hetty again watched the dust motes dance down the shafts of light.

‘Thornhill Hall?’ asked Gwen, returning to her sarcastic tone. ‘You’re having a laugh, aren’t you? There’s absolutely no way John Thornhill will let you use his family’s land for a food festival. The Thornhills keep themselves to themselves these days.’

‘If rumour is to be believed,’ said Hetty, adopting her best don’t-mess-with-me voice and tucking her blonde pixie-cropped hair behind her ear, ‘he needs the money. If I offer him a share of the profits in exchange for use of his land, what has he got to lose? He hasn’t got to do anything. I’m going to do all the organising.’

‘And what about the costs?’ countered Gwen. ‘Who’s going to stump up for all this? As much as we love Swallowtail Bay, we can’t all volunteer, or pay for pitches. Or move our businesses to a different location for the day, hiring extra staff so we can have one of those pop-up shop type things. Then there are stewards and all that what-not.’

A few people nodded support then regarded Hetty with apologetic expressions. The meeting room suddenly seemed stuffy under everyone’s gaze and Hetty felt an uncharacteristic moment of self-doubt. Adjusting her glasses, she pushed it down; it was a moment’s nerves, that was all. And nerves were a good thing. They kept you focused.

While Hetty’s dislike for Gwen was growing by the second, she had to concede that, again, Gwen had a valid point. With safety and security to think about, and stewards and equipment hire, there were going to be a lot of expenses, but grumpy Gwen had underestimated her. Hetty relaxed. To make this work she was going to have to use the capital from her own business, and as scary as that was, it was an investment in her future. One that she was more than willing to make. Hetty didn’t normally commit to things without a lot of forethought but something about this opportunity felt right deep down in her bones. She knew this was the right thing to do, the right step for her career. It was a cliché, but sometimes you really did have to speculate to accumulate.

‘Well?’ said Gwen again. ‘Who do you propose will pay for it all? You haven’t got time to find sponsors, have you?’

Matching Gwen’s gaze, with a carefree shrug Hetty answered. ‘I will.’

‘Are you sure, Hetty?’ asked Lexi, her forehead creasing in concern.

‘Absolutely. I really think this could be a great way for Swallowtail Bay to get back on the map. After all, we have some of the best food around. We have artisan bakers, cheese makers, vineyards, not to mention the best fish and chips in the land. By turning the food festival into a big weekend event, we could really get people coming back to Swallowtail Bay.’

‘It’ll be a lot of work,’ said Bob. ‘Especially with such a tight timescale.’

‘I think it’s a fabulous idea,’ said Lexi.

Stella nodded too. ‘I’d definitely be interested in having a stall.’

Hetty couldn’t help feeling like she was in a job interview under everyone’s expectant gaze. ‘I know this seems like a big deal, and it is. But I’m ready for the challenge. More than ready.’ Adrenalin was already pumping through her veins and she had a sudden urge to leave the meeting, grab a new notebook and get started. From the corner of her eye she caught sight of Mary, the member who’d spoken earlier and was on the festival committee. Her head was bowed, but Hetty couldn’t quite make out her expression. Realising she may have overstepped the mark by getting too carried away, she said, ‘Mary, do you think the committee would agree to this? I don’t want to step on anyone’s toes or make any enemies. I just thought it would be a solution that worked for everyone.’

Mary’s head lifted and Hetty saw her face suddenly relax into a smile. ‘Thank you for asking, Hetty. While I’m sure they’d be relieved to have it off their hands, I think you’d better talk to the festival committee when we’re all together. I can’t agree to it on my own.’

‘Okay, Mary. Perhaps we can get something set up over the next few days?’

Gwen snorted. ‘Don’t jump the gun, Hetty. You still need to get John Thornhill on board first and there’s about as much chance of him agreeing to this as there is of me winning Miss World.’

Resisting the urge to stick her tongue out, Hetty hid the feeling of dread that was creeping up her spine with a confident beam. There was only one thing for it. Straight after the meeting Hetty would make a trip to Thornhill Hall and face the scary – and scarily handsome – lord of the manor. She had to convince him to agree.

***

Filled with excitement, Hetty didn’t waste any time after the forum finished, pausing only to steal a couple more mini croissants on her way out. Once outside, she swapped her glasses for sunglasses, jumped into Myrtle and drove to Thornhill Hall.

John Thornhill very rarely came into town but from the few visits he’d made he had gathered quite a reputation for himself. Insanely handsome, with green-blue eyes and thick dark hair, but with a rather too entitled and forbidding attitude, Mr Thornhill was known for being rude, irascible and a complete stick-in-the mud who also happened to be stuck in the past, obsessed with his ancestral home. Unlike a lot of country houses that were open to the public for at least a few days a year, the Thornhills kept themselves locked away and rarely mixed with the local riffraff. It hadn’t gone down well with the residents of Swallowtail Bay.

The slightest of sea breezes blew through the open window as Hetty drove the long road that ran along the seafront. Once she’d left the town centre and the boutique shops that lined the front, the bay opened up onto a wonderful pebbly beach. A long green ran parallel with the road and weather-beaten and well-used fishing boats sat between small white beach huts. At this time of year the huts were well used and doors hung open while children ran in and out.

When finally the pebble beach curved away to the left and the road she was on took her to the right, Hetty drove until she reached the outskirts of town to be surrounded by fields and winding country lanes. Though the salt air faded, overtaken by the strong aroma of manure, if she looked in the rear-view mirror, she could see the bright blue of the sea on the horizon. Hetty watched as the fields rolled by, dotted here and there with enormous circular hay bales. Closing the window but cranking up the air-con, Hetty swung Myrtle past a tractor and down the road to Thornhill Hall. Though it was such a large country house, it nestled amid such sprawling acres of land that made it seem small by comparison.

According to the town gossips, John’s father, Rupert, had expensive tastes which had lost most of the family fortune and now the place was falling into disrepair. As excited as she was to get the festival planning underway in earnest, Hetty was also keen to see if any of the rumours were true. No one got to see Thornhill Hall up close, only sighting its beautiful columned façade from gaps in the hedges lining the roads.

As a child she’d imagined what it would be like to live there, running its lengthy halls like an orphan in a Victorian gothic novel. There’d be butlers, cooks, maids and governesses – a house full of staff serving the masters of the house. At one point, before she started grammar school, Hetty had decided that one day she’d live in a house like this. The thought made her chuckle now as she adjusted the sun visor. Obviously, that hadn’t happened, but she loved the small cottage by the sea she’d ended up in, with its rickety front gate and tiny kitchen. From the seat in her bay window she could sit and watch the tide – strong and fierce in the winter and serene and calm in summer.

Finally reaching the boundary of the grand estate, Hetty pulled off the single-track country lane into the drive, surprised to see the large wrought-iron gates had been left open. Her rickety front gate paled in comparison to the eight-foot tall, dark black metal with gold patterning at the top. The long gravel drive lay before her, lined on either side with mature trees whose verdant haws offered only a little shade on this hot, cloudless day. The light shone through onto her windscreen and she drove slowly, following the winding path towards the house. About halfway down the drive, the mature trees were replaced with formal gardens. High, unkept privet hedges now lined the driveway but what lay behind them, Hetty couldn’t see.

Behind her owl-like sunglasses, Hetty felt her eyes widen at the enormity of the house as it finally came into view. She slowed the car. She’d always imagined seeing Thornhill Hall up close for the first time as something akin to the moment Elizabeth Bennett first sees Pemberley. But somehow, up close, it managed to be even grander than she had thought. The great grey Palladian façade was a mass of windows, covered in wisteria. Though not a gardener, wisteria was one plant Hetty knew the name of. Even in winter it made a house look enchanting and magical. The pale brown vines reached out over the front of Thornhill Hall in long winding fingers, and a few spring blooms dotted the front, hanging down here and there like lilac lanterns. She wasn’t exactly boned-up on architectural design, but Hetty supposed the house would be called Neo-classical in style. The two recessed wings on either side of the main building housed six windows each and the front door, which was in fact enormous, appeared small nestled behind four columns on top of which stood a large vaulted gable. Behind the house, great swathes of fields spread out and the sea became a vista of hazy lines of blue.

The drive ended in a turning circle, in the middle of which was a massive stone vase overflowing with flowers. Hetty parked just down from the front door. As she climbed out of the car her eyes remained fixed on the house. It was utterly beautiful and perfectly situated in the middle of the overgrown ornate topiary that formed the formal gardens. They clearly weren’t paying a gardener right now.

Being of a practical nature, Hetty could well see that as lovely as the place was, the heating bills alone would be astronomical. Would it really be wonderful to live somewhere like this, she thought, or more trouble than it was worth? Before her mind could answer, she spied the name sticker from the business forum just about holding on to her shirt and pulled it off, screwing it into a ball and stuffing it in her jeans pocket. Hetty suddenly wished she’d worn a skirt or shorts as the sun beat down on the backs of her legs. Though June had been a bit patchy, the sun had shone relentlessly since the beginning of July, causing hot, sticky days and long, frustratingly sleepless nights. Taking a deep breath and swapping her sunglasses back to normal glasses, Hetty rolled her shoulders and readied herself to face John Thornhill.

The deep stone steps that led to the front door were of the same grey as the house and seemed smooth, almost soft, worn by time and the feet that had trodden them over the years. A sense of history imparted with every step and Hetty was curious to know how long the Thornhills had owned the house. Picking up the heavy iron knocker on the large wooden door, a sudden rush of nerves swamped her normally confident demeanour. It was too late to go back now though, she thought, glancing back at the car. She’d committed herself at the forum and here she was on John Thornhill’s doorstep. Hetty reminded herself that her business needed this boost, and as steely determination rose up, she tapped three times, hearing the deep bass note resonate around her.




Chapter 3

John sighed with relief when he heard the loud knock echo through the hall; the delivery was finally here. At least one thing was going right this morning. So far today he’d had another final demand, a row with his brother, Felix, over the best way to raise funds for the roof repairs, his mother was almost packing her bags, so utterly terrified of losing her home, and his dad – well, his dad had been pruning in the garden since 6 a.m. A completely unhelpful task and one he was performing with increasing regularity as a way of avoiding the mess he’d got the family into.

John ran a hand through his short dark hair, then down his chin, feeling the neat, trimmed beard beneath his fingertips. As the silent house filled with the echo of the knock, he made his way from the study to the front door in time to see Jaz, his PA, running down the stairs faster than a whippet to get there before him. Her black hair was tied in a tight high ponytail and bobbed as she descended. When he’d been her age, he’d had energy too.

‘You beat me to it,’ he said with a grin, his deep voice echoing almost as loud as the heavy lion-shaped knocker on the front door. She returned his smile with one of her own.

‘I’m surprised you left the study. I thought you’d be waiting for that call from Christie’s. Do you want me to ring them for you and chase them once I’ve dealt with this? Oh, and don’t forget you’ve got Mr Stevens ringing at ten about that Ming vase. It might be best if I ring Christie’s so you don’t get stuck on another call.’

John was struck by his assistant’s bright eyes and impressive organisation skills. He couldn’t remember now how he’d managed to run his antiques business on his own. As it had grown, he’d found the admin side too much to handle but had resisted needing an assistant. He found it hard to delegate and give up control. Considering how reticent he’d originally been to hire someone, particularly someone so young, Jaz Simmons had more than proved herself capable. She’d been 24 when he’d hired her. Now, two years later, he had no idea what he’d do without her. ‘If you could, that’d be great. I’ve still got fifteen minutes before Stevens though, which should be enough time to deal with this delivery.’ Jaz took a step back, leaving John to answer.

Turning the handle, he pulled open the heavy oak door, beautifully weathered by time. At moments like this, the magnificence and history of the house would grab him, and he’d feel the hard work was all worthwhile. He shouldn’t ever forget how much that meant to his family even though it was often the case that his ideas and the hours of work all came to nothing.

Expecting to see a middle-aged man in overalls delivering a large wooden crate, John was surprised to be faced with an attractive woman wearing a dark red shirt tucked into tight jeans and with pink ballet pumps on her small feet. Her pale blonde hair was cut short, which suited her gamine face which was made all the more attractive by a cute pair of spectacles. Momentarily lost for words – not a state of affairs he was used to and one that put him on his guard – he barked, ‘How did you get in?’

However, the beautiful woman before him didn’t seem in the least bit offended as she brushed her hair over her ear. ‘The gates were open, Mr Thornhill. I was quite surprised myself; I know you usually keep them shut, but I’m taking it as a sign.’

The gates were normally kept firmly shut so people didn’t just randomly decide to visit the house. They used to be left unlocked all the time but then visitors would come and knock on the front door, asking to look around like their home was in some kind of estate agent’s open-house session. His mother used to be terrified and over the years had become increasingly jumpy at the sound of a rat-a-tat-tat and would run upstairs like a frightened rabbit. Still, he didn’t welcome this interruption to his day. ‘A sign of what?’

Smiling, she replied confidently, ‘You’ll find out if you let me inside.’

A light warmth rose in him that he put down to the heat of the day. This woman probably just wanted a donation to some local charity event or other and they had nothing to give, even if they wanted to. The do-gooders they normally met were little old ladies with grey hair, not attractive self-assured women. He glanced around hoping to be saved by his delivery driver and the sun shone on his face making him hot. ‘Listen, you can’t just drive onto private land, this is trespassing.’

‘Oh, hush, don’t be so dramatic,’ she said, laughing. ‘I’m not doing anything of the kind. I’ve come to speak to you, Mr Thornhill.’

Taken aback, John tried to regain control of the conversation. ‘How exactly can I help you?’

‘Let’s start again, shall we?’ The woman thrust out a hand. ‘Good morning, Mr Thornhill. My name’s Hetty Colman and I have a business proposition for you.’

‘Really?’ Slightly amused but also conscious of the time and the calls he was expecting, not to mention the chaotic morning he’d endured so far, he scowled. He didn’t have time for a ‘proposition’ that would inevitably be for a charity bake sale or some such local event. ‘I don’t have time right now, but if you’d like to make an appointment with my assistant, I’d be happy to speak to you another time.’

Disappointment and annoyance flashed over her features, but Miss Colman, it seemed, was not to be deterred. Her hand dropped back down to her side and he realised in his flustered state he hadn’t taken it. A wave of embarrassment hit him. ‘I’m afraid time is of the essence, Mr Thornhill and I’ll only take a moment of your day.’ She edged a little closer to the door, which irritated him even though the sparkling confidence in her eyes made him hesitate.

‘I’m very sorry, Miss Colman.’ He really didn’t have time for this now. ‘Another time.’ John backed away from the door, leaving Jaz to speak to her, but the woman didn’t move. Normally he’d consider it an admirable quality, but not today.

‘What I’m proposing,’ Hetty called out to him, ‘could be of great financial benefit to you, just as much as me, Mr Thornhill. And I’ve heard that’s something you require right now. I really would prefer to speak to you, rather than your assistant, if that’s at all possible.’

The words ‘great financial benefit’ and ‘heard’ stopped him in his tracks and he turned, feeling his hackles rise. Had the town been gossiping about his family and their situation again? It was true that thanks to his father’s obsession with French vineyards, the family fortune had been lost and, as a result, most of the paintings and anything made of precious metal had been sold to try to claw back some much-needed funds. Where they’d been removed from walls leaving squares of bright wallpaper, the rooms now looked bereft and sorry. Damp was creeping in everywhere, creating corners full of black mould and a general smell of dust. Now the roof of the east wing needed repairing, and some of the tapestries were in danger of being lost forever because they couldn’t afford a conservator. The place was already re-mortgaged to the hilt and the chance of repaying anything other than a token amount that wouldn’t even touch the interest was remote.

At 44, and with his own business going well, he should have been enjoying life. Maybe finding time for love and having a family, like Felix. Instead, half his time was spent researching possible income streams to raise money for the house, but with his mother against opening to the general public, and Felix always suggesting some outlandish scheme or other, it was proving virtually impossible.

Jaz was attempting to mollify the bossy woman, who from her polite, but dogged expression, wasn’t having any of it, and he only had twelve minutes now until his ten o’clock call. Jaz’s voice was harsh. ‘Miss Colman, I assure you, as Mr Thornhill’s assistant I’m quite capable of dealing with anything to do with his affairs.’ Jaz flicked her ponytail over her shoulder, something she did, he’d noticed, when she was asserting her authority.

‘I’m sure you can, Miss …?’

‘Simmons.’

‘Miss Simmons.’ Miss Colman’s voice was warm and friendly, not patronising, he noticed, just assured. ‘But I really would prefer to speak to Mr Thornhill directly.’

‘As Mr Thornhill has already explained, he has business to attend to this morning. But I can help you. Or we can arrange a more convenient time.’

‘Miss Simmons—’

Jaz’s voice took on a steely edge and for a second this battle of wills was far too close to call. ‘Miss Colman, as I’ve already explained Mr Thornhill—’

‘Mr Thornhill hasn’t actually gone anywhere, Miss Simmons. I can see him quite clearly hiding in the hallway over there.’ The woman pointed to him and met his gaze. ‘So I can only assume he is in fact, still interested in what I have to say. Aren’t you, Mr Thornhill?’ She tipped her head slightly as she said his name and John turned away, hiding the smile that was pulling up the corner of his mouth.

He checked his watch and without quite knowing why, found himself saying, ‘I can give you five minutes. Follow me into the study.’

From the set of Jaz’s shoulders, she was a little cross that he’d given in, but she stood aside to let Miss Hetty Colman enter Thornhill Hall. Jaz’s eyes followed her as she walked into the house, the soles of her shoes tapping lightly on the tiled floor.

John stepped back and motioned for Hetty to go through to the study. It was, he felt, the grandest and least tatty room in the house these days. And for some reason, he didn’t want Hetty Colman thinking badly of him or his home. Hetty peered around, taking in the décor, and John followed her gaze, appraising his own home once more.

Three of the four walls were lined with books: great old-fashioned tomes with green, brown and red leather bindings, half of which he’d never even touched let alone read. The fourth wall had a large window with a view out towards the front of the house and the grand driveway. As he glanced out of it now, he could just see, through the mass of wisteria vines (a pretty, yet invasive and costly plant), the bonnet of Hetty’s car parked at the furthest end of the turning circle. Sitting down at his antique mahogany desk, he quickly brushed aside the large pile of unpaid bills and final demands taking centre stage and ran his fingers over the worn green leather inlay. He gestured for her to take the seat opposite, which she did, with a mesmerising grace he tried to ignore. For some reason, Jaz had followed them in.

‘Thanks, Jaz. If Stevens calls early, can you come and get me please?’ Not only was this an instruction for Jaz to leave but also a tactful reminder to this woman that she was only getting the five minutes he’d promised. However, Jaz didn’t take the hint as she lingered and directed a sideways glance at Hetty. Hetty didn’t seem to notice as she was still busy looking around. After a second of silence Jaz got the message and left.

‘So, Miss Colman, you’ve managed to get your five minutes. What is it you want? What is this proposition that’s going to be of great financial benefit to me?’

She smiled. ‘I’ve come to talk to you about the Swallowtail Bay strawberry festival.’

He leaned forwards, his elbows resting on the desk. ‘Hardly a festival, Miss Colman—’

‘Yes, I know,’ she replied, with a small shake of her head. ‘More of a church jumble sale these days, but I’m happy to say, I plan to change all that.’

‘Oh, you do, do you?’ He sat back, amused at her confidence and the twinkle in her icy blue eyes.

Every so often a charity bod would come along full of new ideas that were going to raise millions to do this, that and the other, but it never happened. If she was looking to revamp the strawberry festival – an event he’d enjoyed as a child – it was going to take a lot of hard work. And he was sure she wouldn’t have thought of half the things that needed to be considered with only four weeks to go. ‘Whatever it is, you don’t have much time.’ Hetty raised her eyebrows in surprise. ‘Oh, yes, I know when it is. Despite what people think, we do know what’s happening in the town. And what’s being said.’ The bitterness he felt had crept out again, but she didn’t comment and he moved the conversation along. ‘So, what is it you’re planning on doing, Miss Colman?’

‘I’m a local event organiser and I plan to turn our current boring boot-fair type afternoon into a huge food festival, lasting the whole of the bank holiday weekend. I was hoping we could hold it in the grounds of Thornhill Hall.’

Now that was a surprise. John felt his mouth open slightly but didn’t speak, wanting to consider his response. He needn’t have worried as Hetty continued.

‘Obviously I don’t expect you to let us use your land for free, we’d either sell pitches for a flat rate or get a percentage of profits that you and I would then split. The more pitches, the more profit.’

So, she wasn’t quite a charity do-gooder but a small-timer trying the big leagues. While John admired the spirit, his family had learned from bitter experience that these ventures rarely ended well. ‘Unless it’s a failure and no one comes.’

The instant he said it he felt a stab of regret. John knew his manner took some getting used to. A boarding school education had formed his direct way of speaking and even when he tried to soften it, it didn’t come naturally. Constant concentration on not sounding like a sergeant major barking out orders gave him a headache and he’d long ago given up trying to correct it. The woman in front of him didn’t seem to mind it as she gave a polite smile and adjusted her glasses.

‘A, I don’t think that’s likely, and B, even if that is the case, as you haven’t had to shell out any money upfront it won’t be a problem, will it?’

Her confidence was astounding. The only person he’d met with confidence like it was Jaz, but that had grown over time. She’d been timid and worried of making mistakes at first, but with support and encouragement had grown into her role and John had watched on with almost brotherly affection. Miss Colman’s confidence was much more … attractive – no, mature. That’s the word he was looking for: mature. And impressive. Still, he wasn’t convinced and there were many more questions to be answered. ‘What exactly are you planning?’

‘I’m planning on a huge number of food vendors showcasing different things as well as other local producers, entertainment and activities.’

‘Why can’t you hold it in town?’ The idea of people running all over his land would send his mother into fits, not to mention cause him untold problems.

Miss Colman’s hands were resting in her lap, one on top of the
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