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Chapter One

 


Elle picked up her phone from her mum's
kitchen table and glanced at the screen. Her pulse quickened. Damn,
it was 3:20 PM already. She'd ruin everything if she didn't get a
move on.

She jumped up, gathered the crumpled tissues
and shoved them into the garbage. Then she ran the faucet and
splashed some water onto her face. She been crying for ages and she
bet that her face was blotchy but there was no time now to cover it
with makeup.

Her phone lit up and began to vibrate
across the table. Elle grabbed it, sat back down and pressed the
Facetime button. A woman's face—Cora's
face?—appeared on the screen. She was in her
forties and was haughty-looking with elaborately styled hair. She
sat in an office. On the wall behind her, hung rows of framed
CDs.

“Is that Elle?” Cora asked.

Elle nodded and held the phone higher, so
that she didn't have a double chin.

“Cora. Cora Fairchild,” Cora said. “How
great to meet you in person, so to speak.” She gave a haw-haw
laugh. “Now I've read your resume. It's super. I'd like to tell you
more about the position but first, let's hear about you.”

She held up a piece of paper, which Elle
guessed was her resume, and studied it with narrowed eyes. Her
eyelashes were brittle with mascara.

“I see you're working as a nanny,” she
said.

Elle was smiling so hard that her face
hurt.

“That's right,” she said. “I love my
job.”

“So why do you want to switch
positions?”

Elle flushed.

She'd guessed that Cora was going to ask
this question, which was why she'd practiced the answer several
times in the mirror. What she wanted to say was that since she'd
found out about Henry, she needed to leave the
city—and fast.

“Well,” she began. This was proving much
harder than it had been in front of the mirror. “Of course I love
London but it's becoming so busy these days. And I've always
dreamed of living in the country. I've worked as a live-in nanny
many times, which is like being a housekeeper.”

“Of course, of course.” Cora was smiling and
nodding. “I've checked your references and they're great.”

Elle's heart skipped. Wow, Cora had done a
reference check already. Did that mean that she was going to offer
her the job?

“You know the position's in Devon?” Cora
said.

“I love Devon,” Elle replied, not that she'd
ever been.

“There's just one thing,” Cora continued.
“Something I didn't mention in the advert. I didn't want to attract
the wrong kind of person. You'll be working for someone famous, so
I would need you to sign a confidentially agreement before you
started.”

“A famous person?”

“Reece Ryan.”

Elle gave a gasp, which she tried to change
into a cough. Wow. Was Cora serious? Reece Ryan was only the
hottest singer to have ever walked the planet.

“Reece won't be at house,” Cora said.

Elle felt her happiness dip a little.

“Chatsworth Hall is his holiday home,” Cora
continued. “In fact, he's only seen it once, just before he bought
it years ago. He plans to sell it when the market picks up.”

“If it's empty, why does he need a
housekeeper?”

Cora sighed. “Because vandals keep breaking
in. Reece thinks it might be better if the place were occupied. So
would you like the job?”

“Oh my God. Really?”

Cora gave a watery smile.

There was a pause. Cora stared at Elle
through the screen. Her face was so close to the glass that Elle
could see the flecks of color in her irises.

“Reece's house is on Dartmoor,” Cora said.
“It's on the moors in the middle of nowhere. They'll be no-one
around for miles. Are you sure you'll be okay stuck out there on
your own?”

A chill passed through Elle but she kept up
her smile.

“When would you like me to start?” she
asked.

****

When the Facetime session ended, Elle put
down the phone and wandered over to the window. Outside, a pigeon
sat hunched on the telegraph wire, its feathers fluffed up against
the cold. Below it stood the mailbox. She caught her breath. The
mailbox was where Henry had kissed after she'd brought him home for
the very first time to meet her mum. He'd held her by the waist and
had swung her around so that she was facing him.

“Do you think she liked me?” he'd asked.

When she'd nodded, his dark eyes had lit
up and at that moment, she'd known that he was
hers—a keeper, her forever guy.

She bit her lip. What had gone so wrong? She
was sure that he'd found her attractive. People had always said
that they looked like brother and sister. They were both slender
with olive skin. Elle's hair was long and it fell in a dark sheet
to her shoulders. When she smiled, the indent of a dimple appeared
on her left cheek. Henry had loved that dimple. Or that's what he'd
said. But he'd clearly been lying. He'd lied about a lot of things,
the pig.

She was never going to get over him. Never,
ever. But maybe being in Devon during springtime would help her
broken heart. She imagined walking across the moors while swallows
zigzagged across the bowl of the sky. She pictured lush green grass
and skipping lambs.


Chapter Two

 


The taxi chugged up the windy road. Elle
shivered and drew the zipper of her jacket farther up her neck.
She'd been traveling for five and half hours. First, she'd taken a
bus across London to Paddington. From Paddington she'd caught a
train down to Plymouth. Then two more buses. And now this, the
final leg, a ride in the taxi. She felt hungry, irritable and
tired.

She stared out the window. It seemed like
spring had bypassed Dartmoor. The sky was the color of steel. It
was punctured by hills that were almost high enough to be
mountains. Boulders were strewn across a wasteland of grass.

Elle tried to think of what she knew about
Dartmoor. It had been the setting for the Sherlock Holmes
novel The
Hound of The Baskervilles—a
seriously spooky book. It
also had been a maximum security jail and now, she understood why.
Even if a murderer did manage to escape from the prison, they would
surely die from exposure while crossing the harsh terrain of the
moors.

She bit her lip. And this was where she was
going to live. She'd probably grow old and die in the moors.
Because she was never going to have another boyfriend or fall in
love again. People only had one shot at love.

Elle had found this out when she was
eight. It had been a light bulb moment, a moment of revelation. It
had been half a year after Elle's dad had left them. Elle had
dragged her mum out to feed the swans, anything to make her change
out of her pajamas.

They had trekked along the tow path until
they'd found a swan bobbing in the canal. It was on its own, which
was odd, because the swans that Elle had seen always stuck in
pairs. Elle had asked her mum about it and her mum had explained
that the swan's partner had probably died and that the swan would
always been on its own. It was like life, her mum had said, her
voice cracking with emotion. There was only one chance of love.

The taxi went over a bump and jerked Elle
out of her thoughts. She realized that the cab had stopped climbing
the hill and was now barreling down the other side. The road grew
so narrow that she was scared that they were going to meet a car
that was coming the other way. She could no longer see over the
hedges. It felt like they were driving through a tunnel, a very
twisty tunnel. She stared hard at the flashes of green from the
hedges and prayed she wouldn't be sick.

Surely, it wouldn't be much longer. They had
to be close to Reece Ryan's house. She wondered what it would be
like. She bet that it wouldn't be flashy like a conventional pop
star's house, all blinged up to the max. Because Reece Ryan wasn't
a conventional pop star. He was soulful as well as seriously
talented. She'd seen him play at Wembley when he'd been in Chill
Armada. Then he'd married the actress Sonia Ringman and had
unexpectedly left the group.

Everyone had thought that it would be the
end of him but his solo album was even better. It had been a global
sensation. It seemed like every time Elle had gone into a shop or
had turned on the radio, one of his songs had been playing. They
were everywhere—on commercials
on television and as the soundtrack to televised sporting
events.

The taxi turned up a lane and stopped by a
wrought iron gate. An Audi was parked beside it. Near the Audi
stood Cora. She was smothered in a faux fur coat and wore round
Jackie O sunglasses, which seemed ridiculously out of place.

She marched up the taxi and rapped on Elle's
window. Elle got out of the car and Cora held out a set of
keys.

“You're late,” she snapped. “I thought you
were never coming. I can't get the bloody gates to open.”

Elle took the keys from Cora and tried
several of them in the padlock until, at last, she found the right
one. She paid the driver then she followed Cora through the gate
and into a courtyard, her feet crunching on the gravel.

Cora was talking non-stop. But whatever she
was saying, Elle didn't hear it. Because all of her attention was
focused on the crumbling mansion ahead that she was about to call
home.

It was old, possibly Georgian. Ivy grew up
the stone walls and framed the windows, which had diamond-shaped
panes of glass. The ivy was working its way up the sagging roof
too, like it was trying to eat the h0use.

Elle stepped past barren flowerbeds and up
to the door where, after wrestling with more keys, she managed to
unlock it. Then she followed Cora into an entrance hall. The smell
of mold wormed its way up Elle's nostrils and she wrinkled her
nose. Cobwebs trailed from the picture rail and the chandelier.

Cora pulled up something on her phone and
studied it with her coral colored lips pursed.

“Okay,” she said. “So Reece thinks you'll be
better in the left wing, wherever that is. There was flooding in
the other side of the house. One of the central heating pipes froze
then burst. He wants you to keep the heating on when it's cold, so
that it doesn't happen again.”

“What? Is the heating on now?” As Elle
spoke, her breath came out trains of white.

Cora shrugged. “How am I supposed to
know?”

She led Elle down the hall and into a vast
kitchen. Hooks for hanging saucepans dangled from the ceiling. A
stove stood opposite a wooden island. Elle imagined a cook hunched
over the island, plucking a pheasant to much flying of
feathers.

Cora went to the sideboard, opened a drawer
and peeked inside. She pulled out a set of spare keys, which
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