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    Chapter One




    ‘Damn!’ Kersty muttered, hollowing her back to ease free of the barbed wire. It had pierced her sweater and shirt. She could feel the rusty metal point digging into the skin below her shoulder blade. She twisted and squirmed, but the barb only gouged deeper into her flesh. And it hurt.




    Flicking her long hair back in an attempt to see which way the barbs were pointing, she winced as a wind-blown curl caught on the wire and was held fast.




    This was too stupid. She had got through the first fence on the edge of the wood easily enough despite the strong new posts and shiny wire with vicious, claw-like hooks.




    She had been just as careful here where the wood met rolling parkland dotted with magnificent copper beeches and huge oaks. So how on earth had she managed to get caught up on these older, looser strands?




    Bent forward from the waist, her blue-jeaned legs astride the lower twist of wire and both hands occupied in trying to keep the wires apart, she was well and truly impaled.




    The rustle of approaching footsteps brought Kersty’s head up with a jerk. She gasped in pain. She’d forgotten her hair was caught and her reflexive movement had forced the barb deeper into her flesh.




    The leisurely stride came nearer and her heartbeat quickened. Should she call for help? Or keep quiet and hope that he, for she sensed it was a man, would pass by without seeing her?




    She was screened by thick bushes from both the woods and the overgrown path bordering the park.




    But if she didn’t ask for help how was she going to get free? The more she struggled the deeper the barb would work its way in.




    She looked down at the wire between her knees. As well as flaking rust, it was adorned with mouldy leaves, fluff – perhaps from a rabbit – and birdlime. A dose of blood poisoning on top of everything else really would be the last straw.




    Kersty swallowed hard. What if he was a poacher? It was May, she reminded herself quickly. There was nothing to poach other than rabbits or pigeons, and they were considered vermin. Even so, he might not be pleased at someone seeing him where he had no business to be. But she had no right to be here either, so that made them equal.




    ‘I say,’ she shouted. The footsteps stopped. ‘Can you help me, please? I’m caught on the wire.’




    There was a moment’s silence. Kersty wondered if she should shout again. Then a twig snapped and the footsteps drew nearer. To the right of Kersty’s head, the bushes rustled and parted.




    The man who stood there was at least six feet tall, and from her angle seemed twice that. Faded blue jeans hugging muscular thighs were tucked into mud-spattered green Hunter boots. The rolled-up sleeves and open neck of a pale blue denim shirt revealed bronzed skin. Broad shoulders and a strong neck supported a hard-planed face shadowed by faint beard stubble. Narrowed eyes observed her from beneath straight brows, and sun-streaked hair, tousled by the breeze, fell across his forehead.




    He took another step forward and Kersty saw, balanced on his shoulder, his finger hooked round the trigger guard, a double-barrelled shotgun.




    ‘Look, I promise I won’t tell anyone,’ she blurted, her mouth drying. ‘If you’ll just unhook me no one need know either of us was here.’




    As puzzlement crossed the man’s face Kersty’s heart sank. ‘You’re not a poacher.’




    His wide mouth tightened in a fleeting expression that could have been anger or amusement. He shook his head slowly.




    Kersty sighed. ‘I suppose you work on the estate.’ She was so concerned with the implications of being caught in such damning circumstances she did not notice the momentary hesitation before he nodded.




    ‘Yes,’ he said briefly. ‘Are you local?’ His voice was deep and made Kersty think of molasses: dark, smooth, and slightly bitter.




    Her cheeks burned with embarrassment at the fanciful thought. She looked at the ground, glad her hair hid her face. ‘I live in the village, yes.’




    ‘May I ask what brings you to Ravenswood?’ His courtesy only emphasised the undertone of wry amusement.




    ‘Do you think you might unhook me first?’ Kersty demanded with acid sweetness. ‘Polite conversation isn’t easy when you’re strung up on barbed wire.’




    ‘Really?’ the stranger mused. ‘I’d have thought it quite … persuasive.’ He remained exactly where he was, weight on his left foot, left hand in the front pocket of his jeans, the shotgun resting casually on his right shoulder.




    Panic fluttered in Kersty. ‘I’ll explain, I promise,’ she said quickly. ‘Only please help me get free. One of the barbs is sticking in my back and –’




    In one swift movement, he had set the gun down and come to her side. Sunlight glinted on the barrel, and Kersty was startled to see the name James Purdey engraved in flowing script on the metal. She had designed a catalogue for an antique dealer about a year ago, and he had been offering a pair of Purdeys for sale. She could not remember the exact valuation but it had been several thousand pounds. Why would an estate worker be carrying such a valuable firearm?




    Kersty’s brief curiosity dissolved as her gaze shifted and she caught sight of the two cartridges in the breech. An icy shiver rippled down her spine. Don’t be stupid, she told herself. People don’t get shot for trespassing. Not in this country. Yes, they did. She had seen it on the news.




    He freed her hair first, and she groaned with relief, dropping her head forward and turning it from side to side to ease the stiffness in her neck and shoulders. His booted foot on the lower wire enabled her to release her grip and she flexed her fingers.




    ‘Stand quite still,’ he commanded softly. Kersty’s indrawn breath hissed as he carefully removed the barb. From the sting and sudden warmth, she knew the wound was more than a mere graze.




    Grabbing his hand so she wouldn’t overbalance, she stepped through the parted wires towards him.




    Finally free, she began to straighten up. But before she could utter a word, he spun her round so her back was towards him, and placed her palms against the nearest tree. Then, pushing up her sweater, he pulled her shirt free from the waistband of her jeans.




    Leaping like a scalded cat, Kersty whirled round. ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ she blazed, backing away from him.




    Irony twitched the corners of his mouth. ‘Trying to minimise the risk of infection,’ he said calmly. ‘What on earth did you imagine? If the wound is bleeding freely, it will take only a few seconds. When did you have your last tetanus shot?’




    Before she realised what was happening, he had firmly replaced her hands against the tree trunk. She recalled her earlier fears of blood poisoning. It wasn’t only the sudden awareness of the cool air against her bare back that made her shiver. ‘I – I’m not sure. Last year, I think.




    ‘Wait,’ she cried desperately, craning her head over her shoulder, ‘I don’t even know your name.’




    ‘I doubt that will affect the treatment,’ he said drily. ‘But it’s Neil, Neil Drummond. Now turn your head around and try to keep still.’




    Kersty did as she was told. Her eyes widened with shock and every muscle tensed as Neil Drummond’s mouth fastened over the wound. He sucked hard for several seconds then, lifting his head, turned away and spat. After repeating the process twice more, he straightened up.




    ‘Your shirt’s a mess, but nothing cold water and salt won’t cure,’ he observed.




    Kersty felt no pain, just throbbing warmth.




    ‘I don’t suppose you carry sticking plaster or antiseptic cream?’ It was a rhetorical question and he answered it himself. ‘I thought not. Don’t move,’ he ordered as she started to straighten up. He raked in his own pockets and produced a white handkerchief, still neatly folded. Shaking it out, he folded it into four on her lower back.




    ‘People who risk injury trespassing on property that’s fenced off for their own safety –’ He broke off. Laying the improvised pad over the wound, he lifted the shoulder strap of her bra over to hold it in place then tucked the lower edge beneath the fastening band. His fingers were warm but impersonal. He did not linger nor did he touch her more than was strictly necessary as he lifted her shirt down carefully over the dressing. ‘Such people ought at least to come prepared for accidents.’ He stood back. ‘You can manage the rest.’




    Kersty shot upright, her face on fire, her skin tingling from the memory of his touch. Her hands shook as she stuffed her shirt back into the waistband of her jeans. ‘I’ve lived in the village all my life,’ she retorted. ‘And I’ve never heard of anyone coming to harm on the estate. The Carvossas didn’t mind people walking through the woods. The new owner must be paranoid.’ Kersty didn’t hide her disgust. ‘This place is almost as well protected as Fort Knox.’




    ‘It is private property.’ He did not raise his voice but a new element had crept in, a steeliness that raised goosepimples on her heated skin. ‘We’re clearing areas of the wood using chainsaws, JCBs, and heavy lorries so it’s not safe to have people wandering around. But in any case, there are no public rights of way on the deeds. If local people were allowed access in the past, it was due solely to the goodwill of the owner. It was never a legal right.’




    ‘You seem to know a lot about it,’ she observed, stung by the rebuke yet forced by her innate honesty to admit it was deserved.




    He smiled down at her and it was as if a newer, brighter sun had appeared in the sky. The smile lit his face, making him look suddenly years younger and somehow much more approachable. His eyes, a deep cornflower blue, gleamed with amusement. Yet there was something in their depths that, while not making her uneasy, confused Kersty.




    He shrugged lightly. ‘All part of the job. Would you like some tea?’




    The unexpected offer took her by surprise. ‘Oh, I – I don’t think –’




    He cut in smoothly. ‘You promised if I freed you to tell me why you were sneaking about in here.’ He leant over and scooped up the gun, balancing it on his shoulder once more. There was nothing overtly threatening about the movement, and yet …




    ‘I was not sneaking,’ Kersty protested. ‘I was walking perfectly normally.’




    ‘Not when you called for help,’ he reminded her, then arched one dark brow. ‘Shall we go?’ Parting the bushes with one hand, he stood back to let her pass. For no apparent reason she found herself reliving the sensation of his mouth on her skin, the slight roughness of his chin, and the firm warmth of his hands. With a strange quivering beneath her ribs, Kersty lowered her head, letting her hair swing forward as she passed him. ‘Th-thank you.’




    ‘It was my pleasure.’ The undertone of amusement in his voice made her blush. No way could he have guessed what she was thinking.




    Last year’s leaves rustled beneath their feet as they reached a fork in the deeply rutted path and headed in the general direction of the lake.




    ‘I used to know these woods like the back of my hand,’ Kersty said to break a silence that had grown unbearable. ‘I’d no idea the estate had become so badly run down.’




    He glanced at her. ‘You haven’t been in here for a while then?’




    She caught his eye, but detected no sarcasm or hidden meaning in the question. Shaking her head, she answered, ‘Not for years. But when I was a child, it was a magical place. Trees blown down by winter gales often blocked the paths. Sometimes they were sawn up and cleared away. But more often they were just left to rot.’ She glanced up at him from beneath long eyelashes. ‘It might have been poor estate management, but for us kids it was terrific fun. We climbed on them and hid behind them. They were horses to ride, ships at sea, and islands in crocodile-infested swamps.




    ‘In spring we would go to the lake to collect frogspawn and pick bluebells. On hot summer days, we’d bring a picnic and sit in the grass where the park meets the woods. The only thing we could hear was the birds. We’d see how many different butterflies we could count and watch the squirrels. Then in autumn there were blackberries to pick, and conkers.’ She darted another look at him, and grinned guiltily. ‘If we were feeling very brave we’d scrump apples from the orchard. When winter came we’d put on scarves, wellies, and thick gloves to collect chestnuts.’ Kersty smiled at the memory.




    ‘It was like discovering treasure to split open the prickly cases and see the nuts, all fat and glossy, packed tight inside.’ She gazed about her at the deeply rutted earth, scarred by the passage of heavy vehicles, the piles of sawdust, the pyramids of stacked logs with numbers painted on their freshly sawn trunks. ‘It all looks so different now.’




    ‘You are no longer a child,’ Neil pointed out.




    ‘No,’ she agreed softly. Hopelessness welled up inside her. There was no escape from the present and all its pressures, problems, and decisions. Kersty shivered, suddenly cold.




    ‘I don’t think I caught your name,’ Neil said.




    Kersty dragged her attention back. ‘I didn’t give it,’ she replied shortly. She was behaving badly. The knowledge made her angry but the anger was directed at herself. It wasn’t his fault. She had no right to be rude. If he hadn’t come along, she would still be impaled on the barbed wire.




    ‘But you’re going to.’ Neil smiled pleasantly. Behind this calm statement of fact, Kersty glimpsed determination bordering on ruthlessness. But the impression was only momentary and his next words drove it from her mind. ‘We can hardly chat like old friends over a cup of tea if I don’t even know your name.’




    Kersty wasn’t at all sure she wanted to be friends with Neil Drummond. There was no denying his good looks, and he possessed a quiet charm that made Roger’s silver-tongued eloquence seem cloying and studied. But something about him seemed at odds with his position as woodsman or estate manager. It wasn’t that he was loud-mouthed or over-familiar. In fact, his quiet courtesy had surprised her. Maybe that was what she found unusual: that and his piercingly direct gaze. He seemed to be trying to see into her thoughts. And that really was unsettling.




    ‘Your name?’ he prompted.




    ‘Kersty.’ She spelled it for him. ‘Kersty Hurrell.’




    ‘So, Kersty.’ His voice was soft, its very mildness a warning even as she ridiculed herself for being so fanciful. ‘What could be worrying you so much that you try to find escape and comfort in a childhood playground?’




    Her head flew up. Before she could stop herself she blurted, ‘How did you know?’




    He shrugged. A grin played at the corners of his mouth. ‘I suppose it has to be a man.’




    For a moment, Kersty didn’t know what to say. Nothing about this afternoon had turned out as she’d imagined. She had come to Ravenswood to recapture the carefree happiness and security of her childhood. And to find the strength to face decisions she knew had to be made.




    The situation could not be allowed to drift any longer. She had spent too long hoping, praying, that somehow something would turn up.




    She pushed a hand through her hair in a gesture betraying her despair. ‘You’re right,’ she admitted. ‘Well, partly. But it’s not a man in the sense you mean.’




    He raised one eyebrow in silent query.




    The path joined a wide, cobbled drive. A few yards further on, a metal fence bisected by a large white-painted gate divided the woods from more parkland that rose gently towards massed ranks of tall rhododendron bushes, ablaze with pink, white and purple flowers, bordering the formal gardens that surrounded the house. But, though the blossom-laden bushes were a magnificent sight, it was the sea of bluebells stretching as far as the eye could see that made Kersty catch her breath. The breeze rippled them like water, and the sun gleamed on the fresh new leaves of the tall beech trees, some emerald-green, others glowing copper.




    ‘Oh,’ Kersty breathed. ‘It’s even more beautiful than I remember.’




    ‘That’s good to hear.’ He smiled.




    Suddenly Kersty wanted to tell him everything. He was a stranger so it couldn’t mean anything to him. But talking it out might help her come to the right decision. She had kept it all bottled up for so long, having to put on a brave face for Josh, and her father, and the clients. She hadn’t even dared confide in Harry, not this time. One word to his sister, Stella, and it would be round the town in no time. There would be some sympathy, but that was small comfort. The fact that she had failed after being so sure of success was a bitter pill to swallow.




    She clasped her hands behind her then stuck them in her pockets as Neil closed the gate behind them and they started up the drive.




    ‘I’m a graphic designer,’ she began. ‘I run my own small business.’




    ‘What’s your angle?’ Neil broke in.




    ‘I beg your pardon?’




    ‘Your sales pitch. Do you go for high quality or low prices?’




    ‘Oh.’ Her bewilderment dissolved. ‘High quality; that’s the one thing I absolutely won’t compromise.’ His nod wasn’t simply acknowledgement. She had a strong sense that she’d confirmed something for him. But it’s a very competitive business, and competition is increasing. I have two clients whose work we need but they are very slow to pay.’ She shrugged. ‘So I’m facing what is commonly known as a cash-flow problem.’




    She attempted a grin but couldn’t sustain it. ‘Who am I kidding? It’s not just a problem; it’s a crisis. The bank won’t lend me any more money until I clear some of the overdraft. They don’t care that I’ve got a pile of enquiries on my desk for work I’d give my back teeth to do.’ She sighed, flicking her hair back over her shoulder. ‘I’m also getting complaints about late delivery of work. The obvious answer would be to take on more staff but I simply can’t afford to.’ She grimaced. ‘This is where Roger comes in.’




    ‘Do I take it Roger is the other half of the problem?’ Neil queried.




    Kersty nodded, pulling a face. ‘Roger is a real charmer. He’s so reasonable, so logical, and though it kills me to admit it, so right. It does make economic sense to sell out to him and let K. Graphics become part of the Duchy Design Company. I’ve been promised a seat on the board, just like the owners of the other two small companies he swallowed up. He would take on the overdraft as well as the new orders and all my difficulties would be over.’ She shrugged and flashed a brittle smile at Neil.




    ‘But?’ he said softly.




    Kersty looked down at her feet, her burnished hair falling forward. Her face felt suddenly tight with misery. ‘But it wouldn’t be mine any more. I’m not boasting when I say I believe the only reason Roger Quintrell wants to buy me out is because I represent a threat. If I didn’t, he wouldn’t be interested. The trouble is that once he takes over, the individual touch that made K. Graphics something special will be lost. Roger is a great one for levelling down. In any case, the atmosphere at the studio could never be the same. The thing is –’ she raised worried eyes to his ‘– do I have the right to deny my staff the security provided by this merger?’ She pulled a face. ‘Merger ’s Roger’s diplomatic description. It’s really a takeover.’




    They left the avenue of sycamores and poplars bordering the top of the drive, and turned along a shady path towards a small, stone-built cottage nestling among the trees and surrounded by lawn.




    ‘How many staff are involved?’ Neil asked.




    Kersty looked up with a quick, half-embarrassed smile. ‘Perhaps calling them staff is overstating it a bit. It’s more of a family affair. There are four of us. My brother, Josh, is our photographer. He’s really talented. Sue, his fiancée, helps me. She does routine jobs in the studio, answers the telephone and types letters, all the admin stuff. And there’s Harry. He isn’t actually a relation but we think of him as an honorary uncle. He’s an ex-telecoms engineer and is brilliant at keeping our dubbing and editing equipment going. But sooner or later something vital will go bang and even Harry’s expertise and boxes of bits won’t be enough to fix it.’ She heaved a sigh. ‘So it comes back to money again.’




    Kicking off his mud-crusted boots, Neil unlocked the front door and went in, automatically ducking his head to avoid the low lintel. ‘What has dubbing and editing to do with graphic design?’ he asked over his shoulder, clearly expecting her to follow him.




    Kersty hesitated, but only for a moment. Then, carefully wiping her shoes on the spotless mat, she stepped over the threshold. ‘Nothing. But we also make promotional DVDs. It’s a fast-growing market.’ She closed the door. ‘All sorts of people are having them done: estate agents, large companies, and the tourist attractions. But they do cost quite a lot to make if they’re done properly. Also it’s pointless producing a beautifully photographed film if the sound quality of the commentary and background music spoils the presentation.’ Her voice trailed off as she looked around. She felt her eyes widen.




    The cottage looked quite small from outside. But Neil had taken down the internal dividing walls so the room in which Kersty stood covered the whole of the ground floor.




    One window looked out onto the front lawn. Sunlight streamed in through three others that faced south-west. The beamed ceiling was high enough for Neil to stand upright with inches to spare. Honey-coloured walls and an inglenook fireplace with a huge oak lintel gave the room a cosy intimacy heightened by the fire glowing beneath a beaten copper hood. A large basket of logs stood on the stone hearth.




    An exotic pot plant with masses of glossy leaves filled an alcove. Several more plants, their brilliant blooms lifted to the sun, sat on the broad windowsills.




    A plain fawn carpet bore the neat stripes of recent vacuuming and there wasn’t a speck of dust on any surface. This unmistakable evidence of a woman’s touch sounded warning bells for Kersty.




    Only a carelessly folded newspaper tossed onto the faded but spotless chintz-covered sofa, books spilling from crammed shelves and piled untidily on a side table, saved the room from the sterile good taste of a magazine advert.




    Neil reappeared in the doorway, no longer carrying the gun. Beyond him, she glimpsed the streamlined units of a modern kitchen. She thought of the bungalow she shared with her father and Josh, built in the 1930s and hardly altered except for redecorating.




    ‘You did say tea?’




    ‘Oh!’ Kersty started. ‘Y-yes. Thank you.’ As soon as the words were out, she regretted them. She should have refused. She ought not to be here. It was time to make her excuses and leave.




    ‘Unfortunately we have a small but significant problem. I’ve run out.’




    There it was. Problem solved. ‘It really doesn’t matter,’ Kersty said quickly, backing away towards the door. ‘I’d better be getting home now anyway.’




    ‘I’m sure I put it on yesterday’s list for Mrs Laity,’ he said, as if she hadn’t spoken. ‘My housekeeper,’ he added. ‘Perhaps calling her that is a little pretentious.’ The corners of his mouth lifted in self-mockery. ‘She only comes once a week. But as I live alone and am reasonably tidy that’s often enough.’




    The glimmer of amusement in his eyes made Kersty’s burn. He had guessed what she was thinking. The fact that he had bothered to explain sent an unexpected tingle of pleasure along her spine.




    Realising the direction her galloping thoughts were taking, she glanced away. She had only just met him and in circumstances that were embarrassing, to say the least.




    Besides, after Martin, and with everything she had on her plate regarding the business, she certainly wasn’t looking for more potential heartache. And yet … Neil Drummond was so easy to be with. So easy that she had trusted him with information she had not even shared with her father or Josh, Sue, and Harry. Was she mad?




    ‘Will you have coffee instead?’ Neil queried. ‘It’s Brazilian special blend. I developed a taste for it while I was working there. No choice, really, as it was impossible to get anything else.’




    ‘Please don’t go to any trouble.’




    ‘Believe me, it’s no trouble at all.’ His level gaze and the warmth in his quick smile made Kersty hesitate.




    Why not? ‘In that case, thank you.’ He seemed very pleasant. He certainly had beautiful manners. It seemed such a long time since she had talked to anyone about anything other than work. Yet even this afternoon she hadn’t been able to avoid it entirely. Though that was his fault for insisting she tell him why she had come to Ravenswood.




    ‘Have you ever been to South America?’ Neil called from the kitchen where he was opening and closing doors. ‘Sit down and make yourself at home.’




    At home, not comfortable. Kersty gave herself a mental shake. She settled on the sofa, raising her voice so it would carry over the bubbling of the percolator and the subdued clatter of crockery. ‘I’ve never been abroad. I’ve only been out of Cornwall a few times.’




    Neil emerged from the kitchen carrying a tray. ‘Who could blame you? I’ve seen quite a bit of the world. But there are few places more beautiful than this county. It has an atmosphere all its own.’ He indicated a small table with a scatter of magazines. She recognised Country Life, Sporting Gun, and The Field. ‘Would you mind pushing that lot onto the floor? The table is very light. If you could just lift it over here we’ll be more comfortable by the fire.’




    Quickly, Kersty did as he asked. While treating her with courtesy he was also behaving as though they had known one another for a long time. It was a seductive combination. Not only was she finding it increasingly difficult to maintain her usual reserve, she realised she no longer wanted to.




    Dealing with men on a professional basis had never been a problem for her. She knew she was good at her job, and discussions were friendly but business-like. The boundaries were clear. Anyone overstepping them quickly realised their mistake. In her head, she knew not all men were like Martin. But her heart hadn’t been willing to take the risk. Until now.




    The tray held a beautiful and obviously expensive coffee pot, cups and saucers, a matching cream-jug and sugar-bowl, and a plate of cherry buns.




    Neil caught her eye and grinned. ‘No, I didn’t,’ he said, forestalling her question.




    ‘My goodness,’ she observed, tongue firmly in her cheek. ‘Mrs Laity certainly takes her work seriously.’




    Neil shrugged. ‘What can I do with a woman who is convinced I need looking after?’




    ‘Humour her,’ Kersty retorted dryly.




    Neil’s face registered momentary surprise as her irony hit home. Then, his eyes bright with laughter, he set the tray down in front of her. ‘If you would be kind enough to pour – I take mine black with one spoonful of sugar – I’ll stir the fire up a bit. The wind has a keen edge today.’




    ‘Touché,’ Kersty murmured, unable to suppress a smile. For all his old-world courtesy, Neil Drummond had a mind like a scalpel. In fact, considering his talent for organising people, she was surprised he had chosen work that involved hard physical labour out in all weathers. Surely he could have done better for himself?




    No doubt he had his reasons. Anyway, it was none of her business. Yet she had a feeling there was a lot more to Neil Drummond than he had so far revealed.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    Seated in one corner of the sofa, Kersty cradled her coffee cup, acutely aware of Neil beside her. This unexpected awareness unnerved her. She sought for something to say; anything to break a silence that was becoming too intimate, too unsettling.




    ‘Was your trip to Brazil a holiday?’




    His mouth curved briefly as he glanced at her. ‘No. I was out there for five years on – on a large estate in one of the terra firma forests along the Amazon.’




    ‘What’s a terra firma forest?’ Kersty asked.




    ‘It’s an area above the highest flood levels. The drier ground supports the tallest trees. We had timber growing to over 150 feet.’




    ‘Was it the same sort of job you’re doing here?’ She was intrigued.




    Neil leant forward to refill his cup. ‘Some of it was,’ he answered carefully. She shook her head as he offered her more coffee. ‘I’ve a degree in forestry and part of that particular job involved conservation. As well as felling mahogany and rosewood for export, we’d also developed a replanting programme. But neither the local labour we recruited nor the relevant government departments were interested.’




    ‘But surely –’ Kersty frowned. ‘Whyever not?’




    ‘They took the view that replanting was a waste of time and money. There were thousands of square miles of trees, so why both planting new ones? All around our estate, huge tracts of forest were being cut down. It looked like a battleground: nothing but stumps, sawdust, and ripped-up earth. Some areas had been replanted. But not with hardwood trees, with millions of rows of palms.’ His expression had grown hard and Kersty felt a chill feather across the back of her neck at the quiet, bitter anger emanating from him: anger all the more potent for being controlled. It occurred to her that she would not care to be on the receiving end of Neil Drummond’s wrath.




    ‘Is that why you left and came back to this country?’ No wonder he looked so fit. His muscles weren’t the result of gym workouts. Demanding physical work in those temperatures and humidity would either make or break a man. Neil Drummond had not simply survived. He made Kersty think of iron that had been through a furnace and emerged as tempered steel.




    He shook his head. ‘Not entirely. I – there was a death in the family.’ As he replaced his cup on the tray, his arm brushed her knee. It was accidental, but the brief contact sent a buzz along Kersty’s taut nerves.




    She swallowed, hoping he hadn’t noticed her tiny start, and waited for him to continue. Instead, he changed the subject entirely.




    ‘If you’ve lived here all your life you must have known the Carvossa family well.’




    She shook her head. ‘Everyone knew them by sight. But they weren’t the sort of people you could know well.’




    ‘The gentry versus the rabble, you mean?’ he asked with feigned innocence.




    ‘No, I do not mean,’ she retorted, smiling but meaning every word. ‘You may not have been here long enough to realise it, but the Cornish are a very independent people. We give credit where it’s due, and respect if it’s earned. But being an island within an island has given us a – an individuality you’re not likely to find anywhere else.’




    ‘I’d noticed,’ he murmured ironically. ‘You were telling me about the Carvossas?’




    ‘I only remember Richard and Evangeline,’ Kersty replied. ‘The rest of the family had died before I was born.’ She put her own cup down. ‘The first time I saw Evangeline she was dressed in a long gown of fine floating material, like silk or chiffon. It was pink and green, and patterned with flowers. She had a lilac silk scarf around her neck and was pruning roses. Her hair was a wild mass of ringlets the colour of polished copper. Mum said she put henna on it. I think she must have been over 60 then.’




    ‘An eccentric, would you say?’




    ‘That’s putting it mildly. She was as nutty as a fruitcake. But she was harmless. So was her brother Richard. All she wanted to do was paint and write poetry and grow roses. Richard was a sweet, gentle soul but … they didn’t belong in this century. When the older staff who understood their ways retired or died, they couldn’t find anyone to replace them. A few new faces turned up for a while. But none of them stayed long, so it’s not surprising the estate became rundown and neglected. The trouble was –’ she stopped, startled by how much she had told him, wondering if she had said too much.
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