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			1

			In spite of the warm evening, Olivia shivered and forced herself to relax back against the leather interior of the taxi. The driver didn’t even draw breath as he swerved violently to avoid a very clean SUV hurtling round a blind bend towards them in the middle of the road. She clung on to the handle above the rear door and winced at the competing blasts of horns and torrents of abuse that were exchanged through the open windows.

			‘Blimmin’ emmet arseholes!’ the driver yelled, gesticulating wildly and then beaming at Olivia in the rear-view mirror, apparently satisfied that he had taught the tourist a valuable lesson in the art of driving down narrow Cornish lanes.

			‘Now where were we? Ah yes.’ The driver grinned at Olivia again as she seized the opportunity to straighten her fancy jewelled headband that had assumed a jaunty angle over her right eye. ‘You’re off to this posh do at Peneglos Hall the whole of Falmouth is talking about.’ His dark eyes, twinkling in the mirror from a face tanned deep brown by the hottest Cornish summer in fifteen years, rested on her outfit. ‘Fancy dress is it, love?’

			‘Yes, 1920s flapper and black tie,’ Olivia confirmed, tugging the heavily beaded and tasselled sleeveless dress over her knees. ‘Not my usual style, it must be said.’

			Once he was stationary at a junction, the driver twisted around in his seat, and tipped his denim cap back on his head with a wide smile. ‘Well, I think you look proper hansum.’

			

			‘Thank you.’ She reddened and changed the subject. ‘Do you know the Hall then?’

			‘Too right I do.’ He pulled out on to the main road that led to Falmouth and accelerated sharply. ‘I lived over that side of Falmouth when I were a nipper and me and my mates used to ride our bikes out there and play in the grounds. The old boy didn’t mind us playing in the woods or down in the cove, as long as we kept out of his way.’ He gave Olivia a conspiratorial smile. ‘It was heaven for us kids.’

			She smiled back. ‘His name was Charles. Was he still living in the house back then?’

			‘Nah. It was practically falling apart so he’d moved into the gardener’s cottage.’ He stopped the car to let an elderly couple cross the road. ‘The old boy only cared about that walled kitchen garden, by all accounts. Even employed a weird, beardy gardener bloke to help him look after it. It’s a good job his great nephew came back to take over after he died. Can’t say we were surprised though. He was always good to Charles.’

			The driver fell silent as he weaved the vehicle through the streets of Falmouth, passing the colourful front gardens of the houses and cottages lining the roads that eventually disappeared and gave way to verges thick with cow parsley and poppies.

			‘Apparently the nephew has done a proper job with the old place. Word is, he got some fancy American architect in to oversee it, and she’s done a grand job turning it into a swanky hotel that’s all green and eco-friendly…’ His voice trailed off as he caught Olivia’s eye in the rear-view mirror. ‘Oh my, that’s not you, is it, love? You have got a bit of an accent.’

			She laughed. ‘Guilty as charged, I’m afraid. But I was born and brought up in Penbartha, and only spent seven years in Manhattan.’ She watched as the back of the driver’s neck turned crimson. ‘I’m Olivia, by the way.’

			

			He coughed. ‘And I’m Jack. The missus always says I should think before I speak. No offence, love.’

			‘None taken.’ She leant forward. ‘But you’re right about the Hall being in a sorry state and it looks like the Falmouth grapevine has got it spot-on as usual. The nephew is called Ruan, and he and his partner, Lucinda, had the most fantastic plans for the Hall. My job was to honour the vision and techniques of the original architect and craftsmen while bringing it up to date with the high energy-efficient standards of twenty-first century living. That’s what my business specialises in – breathing new life into old buildings in cutting-edge and sustainable ways.’ She sat back in her seat. ‘It’s been a bit of a race against time to get it ready for the summer season. We’ve had less than eighteen months to get it all done.’

			‘All the more reason to enjoy tonight then.’ He winked at her in the rear-view mirror. ‘My daughter’s looking for a waitressing job over the summer before she goes to uni. You couldn’t put in a good word for her, could you, love?’

			‘I’ll see what I can do. Get her to call the Hall next week and speak to Lucinda.’ Olivia gazed out of the car window for the next couple of miles, watching a small flotilla of white-sailed boats chasing diamonds of sunshine across the aquamarine waves, and wondered whether Jago would manage to get his own boat out on the water for the summer. Her stomach squeezed. That all depended on whether he even made it down to Cornwall this time. And based on his recent track record, she wasn’t convinced he would.

			Eventually, they turned off the open coast road onto a smaller lane, bumped over several potholes, and drew to a halt in front of a large black, glossy sign announcing Peneglos Hall in gold lettering.

			‘Oh my!’ Jack breathed. ‘Even the old stone pillars and rusty gates are looking grand! I’m more used to seeing them hanging off their hinges and covered with brambles and nettles.’

			

			His words brought Olivia out of her thoughts and she opened the window as the taxi nosed up the meandering tree-lined driveway bordered by towering rhododendrons and the delicate nodding hydrangeas in every shade of blue, pink and white. Although it was after seven o’clock, the heat from the sun in a cloudless sky was still strong and Olivia welcomed the slight breeze encouraged by the movement of the car. She inhaled the sweet scent of the flowers that mingled with the dusty smell of dry pollen and leaves in the warm air.

			Eventually, the trees on either side of the drive thinned out to cow-dotted fields and Olivia leaned forward expectantly, a small bubble of excitement mingling with her nerves, eager to catch her first glimpse of the old Georgian country house in its full glory and see it through the eyes of the guests.

			And there it was. Peneglos Hall glided into view, sitting upright and proud, just like its first owner. It was a large square building, built of local granite, now silvered with age, with elegantly tall multi-paned windows on each of the three floors. From its elevated position the windows on two sides of the house overlooked the magnificent gardens and distant farmland and the other two sides enjoyed fabulous views over the gently sloping gardens to the glittering blue expanse of Falmouth Bay and beyond.

			The taxi followed the main drive until it reached a gravelled parking area, already filled with cars. Olivia was far more familiar with taking the second narrower driveway to the left, which led around to a large cobbled area in front of the coach house and stable block. Now she relished crunching to a halt in front of the sweeping granite steps that led up to a classic portico entrance.

			‘Bloody hell.’ The taxi driver’s mouth fell open. ‘You’ve done all this in less than eighteen months? After all those years of neglect?’ He shook his head. ‘I’d heard it was posh, but this is like something out of Downton Abbey!’

			

			‘It’s beautiful, isn’t it?’ Olivia agreed as she stepped out of the taxi, grateful for Jack’s help as she negotiated her beads, tassels and the high heels of her T-bar sandals.

			‘It is.’ He handed her the overnight bag he had stowed in the front passenger footwell and looked at her more closely. ‘Are you sure you’re okay, love? Your face looks more like you’re going to a funeral than a fancy party.’ He winced. ‘I’ve done it again, haven’t I? Me and my big mouth. Of course you’re nervous. It’s a big night for you professionally, isn’t it.’ He slipped his business card into her hand and patted her arm. ‘There you go, love. Make sure you have a super time. Call me if you need a lift back tomorrow.’

			She smiled. ‘Thank you.’

			A member of staff, dressed in the hotel uniform of black trousers and a black and white striped shirt, appeared to take her bag with a cheerful smile and warm promise that he would take it to her room. Olivia waved at Jack and then took a deep breath before she approached the open front doors, wondering whether the sense of nervous anticipation threatening to overwhelm her was, as Jack had said, apprehension on behalf of her clients showcasing their boutique hotel for the first time, or something more fundamental and closer to her own heart.

			She stepped through the vestibule into a vast square stone-flagged reception hall. Natural light flooded through a large, carefully restored roof lantern, bouncing reflections off the crystal vases filled with stunning arrangements of local flowers that stood on two long side tables. A grand staircase with gleaming oak bannisters and handrails swept up and around the walls upon which hung family portraits, now restored after decades of neglect and decay, all watching over the evening’s events in their ornate gilt frames.

			

			She stood for a moment and looked around, savouring the warmth and excitement of the evening and one of her favourite activities – people watching. Tanned and toned women in their flapper dresses, wafting expensive perfumes, exchanged air kisses and pleasantries with men in dinner jackets and bow ties and Olivia smiled. It looked as if the finest of Cornish society and beyond were here tonight. And that was where Lucinda excelled, Olivia realised, just like her own godparents had always done. None of them were respecters of social conventions, and the local dignitaries and landowners happily mingled with the craftsmen, builders and local designers who had worked on Peneglos, and the local farmers, fishermen and suppliers who had helped bring their vision to life.

			Music, laughter and general chatter floated through to the hall from a series of interconnecting reception rooms and spilled out onto the terraces and formal lawns at the side of the house. It was a long time since Olivia had attended a glamorous cocktail party. There hadn’t been much opportunity since she’d been living back in Cornwall and she hadn’t missed them. Tramping around building sites in boots and a hard hat and attending planning and client meetings was much more her forte. The fact that the party was being held to celebrate the opening of her new business’s biggest renovation project to date had made it impossible to refuse.

			‘Hey, Olivia! Come through. We have guests who are dying to meet you,’ a familiar voice called from one of the main drawing rooms. Olivia whisked a crystal flute of champagne from the tray of a passing waitress and gulped down the sharp, clear bubbles, feeling them tickling her nose before she took another deep breath and weaved her way through the throngs. She nodded and smiled at the people she recognised until she reached the main drawing room where she stopped for a moment to take everything in.

			

			Here, as in all the other rooms in the Hall, there was a complete absence of the classic swagged elegance of similar Georgian style houses. Instead, Olivia and the designers had allowed the marble fireplaces and magnificent countryside and sea views from the floor-to-ceiling windows provide all the necessary drama and the basis of the colour palette throughout the house. Local artwork on the walls oozed style and a simple mix of antique and contemporary furniture, oversized armchairs and sofas provided comfort for their older guests. Olivia’s gaze eventually settled on Ruan and Lucinda who were standing among a circle of guests, looking every inch the Lord and Lady of the manor.

			Olivia had liked both of them from their very first meeting. Ruan was the more flamboyant of the pair. In Lucinda he had found a business and life partner who fizzed with fun but was creative and professional at the same time. As a couple they were completely in tune with each other and with Olivia and Rocky’s commitment to sustainability and the environment. They had taken on board all the experts’ suggestions with great enthusiasm and added their own ideas until their joint vision was simply amazing.

			Both in their late thirties, Ruan was handsome, charming and appeared comfortable in his dinner suit and black tie. Lucinda was fun and stylish, with a strong face and wide mouth. She laughingly blamed her love of puddings and all things sweet for her slightly plump figure, but she looked magnificent in her carefully designed flapper dress, fashioned out of vintage fabric that made the most of her attributes. She described herself as big-boned and big-hearted and tonight she radiated happiness as she threw her arms round Olivia.

			‘Darling! You look fabulous!’ Lucinda pulled her to one side. ‘I’m so glad you’re here! Some of the men are asking the most technical questions and I haven’t a clue!’

			

			Olivia looked around the room. ‘Where’s Rocky?’

			Lucinda let out one of her famous belly laughs. ‘The last time I saw him he was on the terrace, surrounded by a gaggle of beautiful women. I overheard him talking about biomass boilers and photovoltaic panels and they seemed to be hanging on his every word, but I don’t think it’s our green credentials they’re interested in.’

			Olivia followed her gaze out through the doors and on to the stone terrace where her best friend and business partner, usually a man of few words, was deep in conversation with a group of glamorous and captivated women.

			‘Olivia, I’d like to introduce you to Andrew Warner. We used to work together in London and he’s really interested in what we’ve done here.’ Lucinda tugged gently at her friend’s arm and whispered in her ear, ‘Don’t look so worried. It’s going really well.’

			Olivia nodded and turned to smile at her fellow guest, who was in his early fifties with a small mouth set in the arrogant expression of someone who was supremely confident in his abilities.

			‘Lucie is always singing your praises, Olivia. I’m so pleased to meet you.’ He shook her hand energetically, the sunlight glinting off his fancy watch and almost blinding her.

			‘So, are you in the hotel business too?’

			‘I am. And I’ve recently been approached by a hotel group who want to explore the green agenda. They’re thinking of demolishing one of their existing hotels and rebuilding it from scratch. Would you be interested in arranging a meeting?’

			Olivia tried not to wince. ‘I’m afraid we don’t get involved with demolition and rebuild. We specialise in restoration and retrofit.’ She forced a polite smile. ‘It’s all part of our commitment to sustainability.’

			Andrew inclined his head. ‘Ah, the two most important words in the language of today’s tourism industry. Luxury and sustainability.’

			

			Olivia nodded. ‘Well, it is here in Cornwall. I can’t speak for the rest of the country. And I can only take credit for the bare bones of the building. The rest is down to our incredible teams of craftsmen and designers.’

			Andrew was still gazing round the room. ‘It must have cost a fortune.’

			Olivia brushed that comment away with another smile, and was relieved to see a familiar figure drift into the drawing room.

			‘This is the woman you want to talk to about sustainable interior design. Meet Kyra McLeod. We used to work together in Manhattan and now she’s opening a studio in London. Kyra, this is Andrew Warner, who might be interested in your interior design services.’

			As soon as he’d been whisked away for a tour of their work, Olivia was approached by an endless succession of other guests, all wanting to talk to her about their own projects but, as soon as she was able, she slipped out of the tall double doors, her eyes searching for just one person.

			The terraces and formal lawns looked magical on this warm midsummer evening and Olivia leant against the stone balustrade and looked down across the sun-washed gardens. They were filled with a mixture of indigenous and tropical plants and flowers that had been the pride and joy of Ruan’s ancestors. Some of the guests were wandering along the gravel paths that meandered through the beds, their legs and clothes brushing against the sweet-smelling lavender, verbena, alliums and rosemary, all releasing their fragrance into the warm air and lending the evening an exotic feel. She wondered briefly how many of these chosen guests were even interested in the sustainability element of what Lucinda was trying to achieve and how many were just there for the luxury. Stop being such a cynic, Wells, she told herself sharply. She shifted her gaze to the wildflower meadows that led from beyond the gardens down through the valley to a private cove, invisible from the Hall, and then out to the ocean that stretched in front of her for miles. A pair of skylarks suddenly swooped in and out of the meadows and she took a deep breath of sea air laced with garden scents, hoping it would settle the butterflies still swooping in her stomach.

			

			‘It’s amazing what Mum and Dylan have managed between them in the gardens, isn’t it?’

			Jolted from her thoughts, Olivia turned with a smile to Kitten who was standing next to her in a vintage cream and ivory dress, embellished with silver beads. The high neckline and sleeveless bodice showed off her petite figure to perfection, her pale, flawless skin and blonde hair, fashioned in a Gatsby-style pixie cut, making her look every inch a 1920s flapper girl.

			‘It is and they make a great working partnership. Needless to say, Dylan is keeping a very low profile tonight, but I’m sorry Cassie’s not here.’

			Kitten shrugged. ‘I tried to persuade her, but she’d made her mind up. Said she was happier at home looking after the dogs for you and Jago.’ Olivia’s face didn’t flicker. ‘I told her Rocky and I would look after her, but you know what she’s like these days.’

			Olivia did, and understood why. ‘How’s Rocky coping with all his adoring fans?’

			Kitten rolled her eyes. ‘He’s loving every minute of it! Talking about the subjects closest to his heart. Who knew sheep’s wool insulation and lime plaster were so sexy?’ She moved closer to Olivia. ‘One of the many things I love about that man is his complete inability to read women. He actually believes they’re as interested in retrofit and refurbishment as he is. And not because he is drop-dead gorgeous in that tux.’

			Olivia laughed. All these months on, she was still surprised and delighted that Rocky and Kitten were such an unlikely but happy couple. He was her oldest friend and she’d never seen him so content.

			

			Kitten glanced at her watch. ‘I suppose I’d better rescue him. Gabe and Lexi are eager for people to start eating soon and I’m starving.’ She looked sharply at her friend. ‘If you chew your lip much more, you’ll draw blood. Jago will be here, Olive. When has he ever let you down?’

			A movement out of the corner of her eye caught Olivia’s attention and she felt a familiar lurch in her chest. Even at a distance Jago was unmistakable, with his tall, broad-shouldered body, handsome features and a head of thick, prematurely silver hair. He was moving towards her through the throngs, his strides long and purposeful, looking comfortable in an immaculate black tuxedo, black bow tie and highly polished shoes. Blue eyes, piercing even in his unusually pale, strained face, locked on to hers and he gave one of his rare lop-sided smiles. Another familiar sensation fizzled through her and she smiled back.

			Ruan and Lucinda halted him as he passed by and introduced him to two figures in chef’s whites who were directing people through to the dining room to eat. A frown creased his brow and every now and then he pinched the bridge of his nose in an impatient gesture, his eyes looking out on to the terrace rather than at the people who were talking to him.

			Olivia stiffened as cold fingers closed round her heart. This wasn’t the Jago she knew. This was Jago the barrister; the cool, authoritative courtroom lawyer cross-examining an unsavoury witness. He stood grim-faced and rocking on the balls of his feet, his gaze distracted as Ruan beckoned a waitress over with a tray of champagne.

			‘I told you he’d be here!’ Kitten patted her friend on the shoulder. ‘He probably had trouble charging his car on the motorway. You know what the service station EV points are like. You can relax now.’

			

			Olivia was just about to say something in reply when the peaceful air was suddenly filled with a cry and a shattering crash as the waitress, champagne, glasses and silver tray all hit the floor at the same time.
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			Jago snatched two champagne flutes from a passing waiter and handed one to Olivia, before swallowing his in one gulp and looking around for another.

			‘What was all that about?’ Olivia handed him her own flute, which went the same way.

			Lucinda jumped in. ‘Absolutely nothing! We were just introducing Jago to Gabe and Lexie, when I think the heat must have got to the waitress and she had a funny turn and hit the floor. Lexie’s taken her to the kitchens for a glass of water and a sit down. She’ll be right as rain in a moment.’

			Jago wasn’t so sure. The look that had crossed the waitress’s face wasn’t one of heat exhaustion. He looked around. ‘Do you think we should check on her?’

			‘Not at all!’ Lucinda kissed his cheek warmly and guided them through to the dining room. ‘Thanks for being so caring, Jago, but you must be ravenous after that long drive and Gabe’s anxious that everyone sees the food at its best. Come on through and be prepared to be impressed!’

			‘Wow!’ Olivia exclaimed. ‘I knew Gabe and Lexie were planning a feast, but I didn’t expect it to look like a de Heem painting!’

			

			Jago blinked. Art wasn’t really his thing, despite Olivia’s good-natured efforts to educate him. ‘A what?’

			She nudged him. ‘Jan Davidsz. de Heem. The Dutch still-life baroque artist? Amazing oil paintings of overflowing banquet tables? We’ve seen his work at the National Gallery. And I went to an amazing exhibition at MOMA when I was living in Manhattan.’ She must have seen his eyes glaze over because she laughed and handed him a white china plate. ‘Just eat, Jago.’

			Jago did as he was told. It was a long time since he’d eaten and his stomach was rumbling from the mouth-watering mix of smells that were coming from the nearest trestle table, which seemed to be loaded with meats, cheeses and crudités artfully arranged in piles that overlapped and intertwined. Every gap was filled with greenery, sprigs of herbs, nuts and what looked to Jago like garden flowers. Serving boards of different heights, trays and three-tier stands were dotted between the tables, filled with artisan breads, crackers, bread sticks, dips and condiments. As he loaded his plate, carefully leaving the garden flowers behind, he glanced across at Olivia who was admiring the adjacent table where the chefs had created an equally stunning dessert display, full of pastries, cupcakes, florentines and lots of things he didn’t recognise but which looked delicious. He would get to them later.

			‘Are you enjoying our food?’ a heavily accented deep voice interrupted him. ‘All farmed and produced within a ten-mile radius of the Hall!’ A carefully groomed, muscular figure in a white chef’s tunic and smart black trousers appeared at their side. ‘Do I take it you approve of my tablescaping?’

			Jago’s mouth was already full, so Olivia answered for him, her voice warm with praise.

			‘It’s fabulous, Gabe. Like painting with food!’

			A wide smile spread over the chef’s handsome Italian features. ‘What a lovely way of putting it! I will remember that forever.’ He caught hold of Olivia’s hand and brought it up to his lips theatrically for a moment. ‘Painting with food.’ He turned to Jago. ‘Your Olivia is not just a beautiful face, no?’

			

			Jago tensed and swallowed his food. ‘I’m afraid our introductions were somewhat interrupted.’ He took in the surprised look on Olivia’s face and knew he was being curt, but for once, he didn’t care. ‘I’m Jago Trevithick.’ He thrust a hand at the other man.

			Gabe didn’t miss a beat and he shook the proffered hand vigorously. ‘And I’m Gabe Marotta. Pleased to meet you at long last. I’ve heard so much about you from Olivia. I’m surprised we haven’t met before but Olivia says you’ve been too busy working in London.’

			Jago glowered at the implied criticism, which he had to admit to himself, hit a nerve. ‘Olivia understands that’s the way it is sometimes in my line of work.’ He held Gabe’s gaze, which didn’t flicker.

			‘Molto bene! I did wonder for a moment if that waitress had recognised you from court or something and that was why she dropped the tray…’ Gabe left the words hanging in the air.

			Jago’s stomach clenched and he stared at Gabe coolly. ‘I really don’t think so. I doubt someone like her would get caught up in the sort of cases I deal with.’

			Lucinda breezed past and caught hold of Gabe’s arm. ‘You’re not still talking about that silly waitress are you, Gabe? Because it turns out she hadn’t eaten all day and went all faint in the heat. She’s fine now and I’m sending her home.’ Her face lit up with one of her brightest smiles. ‘So, please carry on mingling, you two, while I introduce Gabe to someone, if you don’t mind.’

			They hurried off together and Jago returned to his plate of food, his usual confidence and self-assurance shaken, trying to ignore the look of concern on Olivia’s face. They weren’t left alone for long. Various guests were eager to talk to Olivia and she abandoned her own food to answer another dozen questions from people interested in her work. Eventually Jago caught her by the elbow, whisked another two champagne flutes from the tray of a passing waiter, handed one to Olivia, and gulped his back in one.

			

			‘Jago, are you sure you’re alright? You’re behaving really strangely. Has something happened?’

			He looked down at her lovely face, which was now creased with worry. He could tell from her healthy glow, the fine dusting of freckles and the threads of gold running through her hair, that she’d been out in the Cornish sunshine, running, walking and gardening at every opportunity. Her incredible dark eyes, flecked with amber, added to her striking appearance, and tonight, dressed in a vintage dress of copper and golds, and with her mass of dark curls held in place by some sort of headband, he decided she looked like an exotic princess. He’d been so looking forward to seeing her again, but now he felt their reunion had been spoiled by the waitress incident. And Gabe’s glib remarks.

			Jago helped himself to another glass of champagne and leant down to kiss her, breathing in her familiar perfume. ‘Everything’s fine, I promise. Let’s just enjoy ourselves.’

			Her expression didn’t clear and he realised he was going to have to come up with some other tactic to allay her worries. He slipped an arm around her waist and drew her into his side, burrowing his nose in her hair and kissing her just behind her left ear. Running his hand down the low back of her dress had the desired effect and she shivered and moved closer.

			‘When d’you reckon we can go and check out the bedroom?’

			He could feel her laugh travel through her body. ‘It’s far too early! Behave yourself. I think we’ve got speeches to come.’

			Jago groaned. He’d heard enough speeches over the last six weeks. Tonight, he just wanted to enjoy being back with Olivia.

			

			‘Break it up, you two!’ Rocky moved between them, slapped Jago on the back and kissed Olivia’s cheek. ‘Bit of a dramatic entrance wasn’t it, even for you, Jago?’

			Jago saw the look that passed between the two friends and decided to try and shrug it off. ‘What can I say?’ He pointed to Rocky’s empty champagne flute. ‘Fancy another?’

			Rocky pulled a face. ‘No thanks, mate. Can’t say it’s really me. I’ve heard there’s some local beer outside, so I’m going for that before the speeches start. Want one?’

			Before Jago could nod his head, there was a tinkling of a spoon against glass and the waiting staff ushered the guests into the entrance hall where Ruan and Lucinda stood beneath the huge portrait on the wall.

			Lucinda coughed and everyone fell silent.

			‘We prepared this speech together and Ruan was going to deliver it, but he’s feeling too emotional to do it justice.’ She glanced up at him and they exchanged a nervous smile. ‘I just hope you will all bear with me.’

			A murmur of support rippled around the guests and Lucinda flushed and spoke movingly about his grandfather’s life, travels and his love of the Hall and gardens. She described Ruan’s initial shock at his legacy and his decision to buckle down and build on his family’s heritage. Then she turned and pointed to the portrait behind her.

			‘For those of you who don’t already know, this is Joseph Braithwaite, Ruan’s five-times maternal grandfather. He started his career as a crew member on a privateer ship in the 1770s. They were basically pirates, licensed by the government to attack foreign vessels in wartime and keep them away from English shores. In return, they kept or sold whatever they seized. He then went on to join the merchant navy where he honed his skills in evading capture during the various wars with France and Spain. When Falmouth was chosen as the new base for the packet service in 1780, and new routes were established to carry important mail, documents, goods and some passengers to the far-flung corners of the world, Joseph and his ship were an obvious choice.

			

			‘And unsurprisingly, given his past, Joseph was quick to exploit any and every opportunity to engage in unofficial trading activities which supplemented his official wages very nicely. Suffice it to say he and his family enjoyed many of the more exotic treats in life, that weren’t normally available in Falmouth back then.’

			Jago zoned out and directed his gaze at the recently restored portrait of Joseph. A stern face with a defiant gaze and a fighting chin stared back at him. He wore a full navy dress coat edged with gold lace and lots of brass buttons over white breeches, white waistcoat, white cravat and a black velvet kerchief. He looked arrogant and contumacious, Jago decided. Above the law. And he’d had enough of people like that.

			Lucinda came to the end of another entertaining story about Joseph’s escapades and smiled at the guests. The entire audience was listening intently, smiling and laughing with her. ‘Unfortunately, Joseph was forced to curtail his activities in the 1820s when the Admiralty took over the running of the packet service, and he could see the writing on the wall so far as his somewhat unconventional money-making ways were concerned. And so, he retired here from over the water at Flushing and built this beautiful house as a testament to his successful career.’

			Out of the corner of his eye Jago saw Kitten nudge Olivia. He guessed that Kitten wanted Lucinda to move on from the history of the Hall to talk about its future. Olivia shushed her. That was the difference between the two women, he thought fondly. Olivia was content with saving old buildings. Kitten was far more ambitious. She wanted to save the planet.

			

			‘And so, with the help of a wonderful team led by Olivia Wells and Rocky Berryman, we have undertaken an eighteen-month programme, which has seen its transformation from a neglected old house to an elegant boutique eco-hotel. I’m sure you will all agree that we have retained the dignity and grandeur of its past. The Hall has been standing for nearly two hundred years, through good times and bad. It’s seen births and deaths, wars and shipwrecks, sadness and triumphs and it’s still here to tell the tale.’ The guests clapped as they all stood enraptured by Lucinda’s ability to spin a good tale.

			‘Peneglos Hall has a wonderful story to tell. But now we are about to write a new chapter. We are serious about luxury and we are serious about sustainability. We’re committed to being the greenest hotel in Cornwall, to having a low impact on the environment and providing a positive experience for our visitors, local businesses and the whole of the local area. In short,’ Lucinda caught hold of Ruan’s hand as he stood proudly beside her, ‘we are all here tonight to do three things for Peneglos Hall. To honour its past, celebrate its present and preserve its future!’

			The hall broke out into applause. Jago stole a quick look at the faces of Kitten, Rocky and Olivia, expecting the former to be more than a little put out by the way Lucinda had glossed over all the sustainability measures that had been such an important part of the renovation programme. But they were all smiling, surrounded by guests congratulating them and he breathed a sigh of relief.

			It had turned into a gloriously golden evening and Jago finally felt himself relax as he stood slightly to one side while Olivia chatted and mingled with other guests. A few of the well-groomed and beautiful women, who seemed to be Lucinda’s friends from London, tried to talk to him, but he just wasn’t in the mood for small talk. He was only interested in talking to one woman. And she was firmly in professional mode: chatting with potential clients, explaining what they had done at the Hall, suggesting ways they could improve energy efficiency in their own homes and workplaces. Jago imagined this was how she must have been at the glamorous events she’d attended in Manhattan and it was so different from the Olivia he knew, whose idea of dressing up was changing out of her running gear into black skinny jeans and vintage Liberty shirts.

			

			Eventually, Ruan and Lucinda made sure that all business talk subsided and the party continued into the night. Laughter trailed through the house and onto the terrace, where lights were threaded through the balustrades and candles in lanterns lit the pathways, until everything became pleasantly blurred with champagne and music. Just after midnight, Olivia pulled him onto the dance floor and moulded her body against his as they moved gently together to the music. He felt her hands snake beneath his jacket and he lifted her chin up with his right hand so her eyes met his. The look they exchanged said it all and he bent and whispered into her ear.

			‘Now can we go and check out the bedroom? We’ve got a lot of catching up to do.’

		

	
		
			

			3

			The first rays of dawn peeking their way through the fine muslin curtains that dressed the window woke Olivia. Jago’s arm was thrown across her, and her tanned legs were intertwined with his on top of the crisp cotton sheets. He’d let out a low whistle of appreciation when they first entered the room, but his admiration of the soft furnishings had come to an abrupt halt when Olivia had slipped her arms round his waist and kissed him. After that they’d both lost rational thought.

			They’d left the wooden shutters open to allow the warm night air to circulate and Olivia, reluctant to disturb Jago, looked around the room from the comfort of the massive bed.

			Although she hadn’t been directly involved in the design and decoration of the fifteen luxury en-suite bedrooms, she knew from Lucinda that each room had its own unique identity and feel. Kyra and Ellie had excelled themselves.

			All the rooms had breathtaking sea or countryside views, which the decor of each took its lead from, and were named after a Falmouth packet ship. Jago and Olivia were in the sea-facing Hampden Room, which according to the room information was the ship Joseph Braithwaite had regularly sailed to Lisbon, his most profitable route. Olivia smiled as she recalled how Lucinda had researched all the names in her typical meticulous way. She really was the queen of planning. Everything she did was carried out with the efficiency of a carefully crafted military campaign, and nothing was left to chance. Surprises were definitely not allowed.

			

			The en-suite bathroom was beautifully indulgent too, with a roll-top bath and separate walk-in shower. Only those interested, or in the know, would appreciate that the baths were all reclaimed and restored, that there were efficient sanitary fittings to reduce water consumption without compromising pressure, and that the hotel’s water was harvested and recycled for use elsewhere. Olivia liked the fact Ruan was determined not to lecture guests about the hotel’s environmental credentials, but rather just prove that luxury and protecting the environment were not mutually exclusive.

			Now she was awake, Olivia itched to get out into the early morning air. She’d always been an early riser and was used to setting off on her morning run with the first rays of light. In the heat of the past few weeks, she’d been going out even earlier. She liked being by herself in nature while everyone else was still asleep, and letting the breeze blow away her mental cobwebs. But as she turned to wake Jago with a kiss, his arms tightened round her as he shifted in his sleep and she snuggled into the crook of his arm, resting her head against his broad chest and listening to the strong, rhythmic beat of his heart.

			Asleep, his face was unlined and untroubled and he looked like his old self. But she knew something was bothering him. She also knew he would only tell her when he was ready. He just needed time and space and there was plenty of that available now. She’d felt tense herself for the past three days, as if waiting for something to happen, but had put that down to the launch. Now that had been successful, could she relax a little? Although she and Rocky had other projects on their books, after the crazy months working flat out at Peneglos Hall, they had made sure to give themselves some lighter weeks over the summer.

			

			‘Morning.’ Jago’s deep voice broke into her thoughts. ‘What are you worrying about?’

			‘I’m not worrying!’ Olivia kissed him. ‘Just thinking about our plans for the summer.’

			‘Let’s get today out of the way first.’ His hand lazily stroked up and down her arm. ‘I presume there’s an itinerary, knowing Lucinda?’

			‘’Fraid so. She wants everyone to have a leisurely breakfast and then meet at the swimming pond at about eleven o’clock.’

			Jago sighed. ‘I still don’t understand why they went to all the expense of building a swimming pond when there’s a perfectly good cove at the bottom of the valley.’

			Olivia sat up and clasped her knees to her chest. ‘The steps down to the cove are eroding and it’ll cost a fortune to restore them. Lucinda is adamant that the swimming pond is more cost-effective as it can be used almost all year round and is far more environmentally friendly than a conventional swimming pool.’

			He didn’t look convinced. ‘And have you been to admire it?’

			‘Not yet.’ Olivia looked shamefaced. ‘You know it’s not really my thing.’ There was a silence while she thought about her phobia of water, caused by her older brother’s drowning when they were young. She’d made a real effort to overcome it last summer, with lots of patience and help from Jago. But she hadn’t been swimming at all in the last few months while he’d been in London.

			He ran his hand down her back. ‘Well, I’m sure Lucinda will understand if we give it a miss.’

			‘No!’ Olivia knelt up in the bed, her dark eyes shining. ‘Why don’t we check it out now? Before everyone else is up.’ She caught hold of his hands. ‘We’ll have it all to ourselves and it’s got to be the perfect place for me to give it another go.’

			

			Jago pulled her back down beside him and nuzzled her neck. ‘It’s not even six o’clock yet. Can’t we just stay here instead?’

			‘I think you need to exercise a different set of muscles and a swim will be perfect.’ She jumped out of bed and pulled on her navy and white one-piece. ‘You did bring your trunks?’

			From the look on Jago’s face, she knew she’d won this argument. When she was determined about something, there was no stopping her.

			‘In my bag.’

			She fished them out and threw them to him, before heading to the door. ‘Come on,’ she called over her shoulder. ‘What’s stopping you?’

			They wandered hand in hand across the terrace, the sun warming their bodies through the white bath robes supplied by the Hall. They both took deep breaths of sea air and listened to the second dawn chorus. Olivia held her face to the sun like a flower, any worries about Jago being distant at the party momentarily quashed.

			They followed a path from the terrace through the lawns and on to another oasis of lush green plants, in the middle of which lay what looked like a subtropical lagoon surrounded by tall umbrella palms, tree ferns, bamboos, reeds and bullrushes. Large natural boulders were interspersed with sedums, verbenas, geraniums and buddleia. Floating boardwalks ran off a sun deck surrounded with bold agapanthus at the far end of the pond and through the crystal-clear water to the other. Amidst the birdsong, brightly coloured dragonflies hovered and darted in front of them and damselflies skimmed the surface of the water. Jago turned to Olivia, with a smile on his face.

			‘This is incredible! Didn’t Ruan once tell me it used to be an old cattle pond?’

			

			She laughed. ‘That’s what he likes to believe. Apparently, it was just an old stagnant and redundant pond which had silted up over the years. But it’s the perfect location for something like this. Near enough to the house for easy access, but far enough away to be able to imagine you are in a tropical paradise.’

			‘Well, it certainly beats the turquoise rectangles most hotels have. And I suppose it ticks a lot of green boxes?’

			She shrugged. ‘You’d better ask Ruan if you want all the technical details, but basically the pond is split into two zones. You swim in the larger one and in the other one the water is filtered somehow by plants and stuff.’ She pointed out the shallower planted area at the far end, which was obscured by more subtropical plants on the banks. ‘It doesn’t use loads of energy to heat and circulate the water or harsh chemicals like chlorine. Lucinda raves about how clean and clear the water is and how wonderful it makes your skin feel.’

			‘Are you sure you want to try it?’ He threw his bathrobe onto the low deep seating area, built in local granite and set within the oak decking, and hurried into the shallow waters of the pond, still conscious of the fading scars that criss-crossed his torso, caused by a knife attack some years before.

			‘Come on in!’ he called. ‘It’s not even that cold!’

			Her stomach clenched. Perhaps she hadn’t come as far as she thought. ‘You go on!’ She placed her own robe down on the seats and paddled into the shallow waters, enjoying the cool water lapping around her ankles and the warmth of the sun on her bare shoulders.

			‘You’re right! It’s fantastic in here,’ Jago called from halfway up the pond. ‘No waves or currents, you’ll be fine.’

			Olivia smiled at his encouragement. She’d always enjoyed swimming as a child. Then Aidan had died in a horrific accident off a beach in Thailand and she’d been unable to save him. As a result, she hadn’t swum in the sea, or anywhere else, for nearly twenty-five years.

			

			Jago swam expertly down the pond and caught her in his arms. ‘I’m so proud of you.’ He twirled her around in the water and then held her close and kissed her. ‘You’re going to be back being the little fish George always told me about.’

			She kissed him back. ‘It really does feel like the perfect place to try.’

			‘Well, I’m going to explore the other end, where the plants are,’ Jago announced. ‘Fancy a race?’

			‘You’re on!’

			Olivia took a deep breath and plunged in head first. The shock of the chilly water took her breath for a split second before she powered through the water after Jago, muscle memory immediately coming into play with a delightful sense of her entire body stretching and working in a way that was so different from running. They raced through the water, Jago slightly ahead, due to his enthusiasm rather than any style, and Olivia was breathless when she stopped, totally out of practice. She paused while she recovered her breath, but when she eventually turned to Jago, he pulled her roughly away.

			‘Turn round and go back to the other end.’ His voice was harsh.

			‘What’s the matter?’ She blinked the water out of her eyes.

			‘Just go, Olivia!’

			‘No!’ She pushed past him. ‘What is it?’ She reared backwards in horror.

			There, caught among the plants in the regeneration zone was a limp body dressed in waiting-staff uniform. Olivia shook the water out of her eyes, but she knew she recognised the body. It was the waitress who had dropped her tray at the party the night before.
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