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She'd learned never to depend on promises

When graphic designer Kersty Hurrell was caugisigassing on a Cornwall
estate by Neil Drummond, she had no idea it wasstrake of luck that
would save her fledgling advertising business.

Neil turned out to be everything Kersty hadn't estpd, including Viscount
Haldane, the owner of Ravenswood House.

He offered her a job publicizing the estate axaryhotel, and he promised
her love. Caution, her head warned, but her he&used to listen.



CHAPTER ONE

'DamN!" Kersty muttered with quiet force, and holloweer lback to ease
free of the barbed wire. It had pierced her sweanekr shirt, and she could
feel the rusty metal point digging into the skirldve her shoulder- blade.
She twisted and squirmed, but it was impossiblee Barb only gouged
deeper into her flesh. And it hurt.

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

This was too ridiculous. She had got through th& fence on the edge of
the wood quite easily, despite the strong new pasts shiny wire with
vicious, claw-like hooks.

She had been no less careful here, where the wabdatting parkland
dotted with magnificent copper beeches and hugs.&khow on earth had
she managed to get caught up on these older, letyraads?

Bent forward from the waist, her blue-jeaned legside the lower twist of
wire, both hands occupied in trying to keep thewmpart, she was well and
truly a prisoner.

The rustle of approaching footsteps brought Kesdtgad up with a jerk.
She smothered a cry of pain. She'd forgotten hemnes caught, and her
reflex movement had forced the barb deeper intdlasin.

The leisurely stride came nearer and Kersty's heattquickened. Should
she call for help, or keep quiet and hope thatdreshe sensed it was a man,
would pass by without seeing her? She was screfem@dboth the woods
and the overgrown path bordering the park by tbigghes.

But if she didn't ask for help, how was she gomgét free? The more she
struggled, the deeper the barb would work its vy i

She looked down at the wire between her knees. élsas flaking rust, it
was adorned with bits of mouldy leaf, fluff—perhdpsm a rabbit—and



bird-lime. A dose of blood-poisoning on top of extaing else really would
be the last straw.

Kersty swallowed hard. What if he was a poacherwds May, she
reminded herself quickly. There was nothing to oaitier than rabbits or
pigeons. Even so, he might not be exactly pleassdraeone seeing him
where he had no business to be. But she had niotoidge there, either, so
that made them equal.

'I—I say,' she shouted. The footsteps stopped. yGarelp me, please? I'm
caught on the wire.'

There was a moment's silence. Kersty wonderedeifsslould shout again.
Then a twig snapped and the footsteps drew neboehe right of Kersty's
head the bushes rustled and parted.

The man who stood there was at least six feetaatl,from Kersty's angle
of vision seemed almost twice that. She gulpede&ddue jeans hugging
narrow hips and firmly muscled thighs were tuckatb imud-spattered
green Hunter boots. The rolled-up sleeves and oygek of a pale blue
denim shirt revealed mahogany skin and dark, ayair. Broad shoulders
and a strong neck supported a hard-planed faceosleaidby faint beard
stubble. Narrowed eyes observed her from beneadigist brows, and
sunstreaked hair, tousled by the breeze, fell adnssforehead.

He took another step forward and Kersty saw, baldon his shoulder, his
finger hooked round the trigger guard, a doubledi@d shotgun.

'Look, | promise | won't tell anyone,' she blurta@athlessly. 'If you'll just
unhook me, no one need know either of us has been'h

At the look of mild puzzlement on the man's facerdfy's heart sank.
"You're not a poacher.’

His wide mouth tightened for an instant in a flegtexpression which could
have registered anger or amusement. He shook aisdtewly.



Kersty sighed. 'l suppose you work on the est&ee’ was so concerned
with the implications of being caught in such damgncircumstances, she
did not notice the momentary hesitation before ¢eded.

'Yes,' he said briefly. 'Are you local?' His volwwas deep and smooth and
made Kersty think of dark, flowing honey.

Of all the things to be imagining at a time likesthtShe was glad her hair
screened the pinkness in her cheeks. 'l live ivillege, yes,' she admitted.

'May | ask what brings you to Ravenswood?' His sy only emphasised
the undertone of amusement.

'Do you think you might unhook me first?' Kerstymtended with acid
sweetness. 'l find that being strung up on barbed wather inhibits my
facility for polite conversation.’

'Really,’ the stranger mused, 'l would have thouiginite...persuasive.' He
remained exactly where he was, weight on his teft,fleft hand in the front
pocket of his jeans, the gun resting casually srrilght shoulder.

Panic fluttered in Kersty. 'l will explain, | prosg,’ she said quickly. ‘Only,
please, help me get free. One of the barbs isisgek my back and--'

In one swift movement he had set the gun down amdecto her side.
Sunlight glinted on the barrel, and Kersty wastidrto see the name James
Purdey engraved in flowing script on the metal. $fael designed a
catalogue for an antique dealer about a year agbhea had been offering a
pair of Purdeys for sale. She could not remembeeiact valuation, but it
had been several thousand pounds. Why would ate estaker be carrying
such a valuable firearm?

Kersty's brief curiosity dissolved as her gazetetifind she caught sight of
the two cartridges in the breech. An icy shiveplga down her spine. Don't
be stupid, she told herself. People don'tgiedtfor trespassing. Not these
days, not in this country.



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

'Stand quite still," he commanded softly, and Kelst back a gasp as he
carefully removed the barb. From the sting and saddarmth she knew the
wound was more than a mere graze.

Grabbing his hand to stop herself overbalancing, sbpped through the
parted wires towards him.

Free at last, she began to straighten up, butéstoe could utter a word, he
spun her round so her back was towards him, plaeegpalms against the
nearest tree and, pushing up her sweater, pulleclid free from the
waistband of her jeans.

Leaping like a scalded cat, Kersty whirled rounihat the hell do you
think you're doing?' she blazed, backing away from.

Once again his mouth quirked fleetingly. Tryingrtonimise the risk of
infection,” came the calm reply. 'What on earth godi imagine? If the
wound is bleeding freely it will take only a fewcesds. When did you have
your last tetanus shot?'

Before she realised what was happening, he hadygepiaced her hands
against the tree. As she recalled her earlier feanslood-poisoning, it

wasn't only the sudden awareness of the cool ainagher bare back that
made her shiver. 'l—I'm not sure, last year | thib&ok, wait--' she cried

desperately, craning her head over her shouldeigriit even know your

name.'

'l doubt that will affect the treatment,’ he saidlyg 'but it's Neil, Neil
Drummond. Now turn your head around and pleasttkgep still.'

Kersty did as she was told. Her eyes widened wititk and every muscle
tensed as Neil Drummond's mouth fastened over thmd He sucked hard



for several seconds then, lifting his head, turagdy and spat. After
repeating the process twice more, he straighteped u

Your shirt's in a mess, but it's nothing cold wated salt won't cure,’ he
observed.

Kersty felt no pain, just a throbbing warmth.

'I don't suppose you carry sticking plaster or saytic cream?’ It was a
rhetorical question and he answered it himsethdught not. Don't move,'
he ordered as she tried to stand up straight. kélrim his own pockets and
produced a pristine white handkerchief, still ngédlded. Shaking it out,

and using her lower back, he folded it into foRedple who risk life and

limb trespassing on property which is fenced offtfeeir own safety--' He

broke off and, lifting the shoulder strap of henlwver the side of the
improvised pad to hold it in place, he tucked tbwdr edge beneath the
fastening band. His fingers were warm and quiteerspnal. He did not

linger, nor did he touch her more than was necgssahe lifted her shirt

down carefully over the dressing. 'Such people bughleast to come

prepared for accidents.' He stood back. "You cek yourself in.'

Kersty shot upright, her face on fire, her skirgling from the memory of
his touch, and her fingers all thumbs as she stuffer shirt back into the
waistband of her jeans. 'I've lived in the villagest of my life," she retorted,
‘and | never heard of anyone coming to harm oretitate. The Carvossas
never used to mind people walking through the wodte new owner must
be paranoid.' Kersty didn't hide her disgust. Tlece is almost as well
protected as Fort Knox.'

'It is private property.' He did not raise his voice, but a néament had

crept in, a steeliness that raised goose- pimphe&earsty's heated skin.
‘Apart from the fact that we are clearing areathefwood, which involves
the use of chainsaws, JCBs and heavy lorries, aliefaus to the unwary,
there are no public rights of way on the deedshéf local people were
allowed access in the past, it was due solely @ogtbodwill of the owner,

not as a legal right.’



'You seem to know a lot about it,' she observeitiytastung by the rebuke
and forced by her innate honesty to admit it wasedesd.

He smiled down at her, and it was as if a newéghber sun had appeared in
the sky. The smile lit up his face, making him l@ddenly years younger
and somehow much more approachable. His eyes pa caaflower blue,
were startling in his darkly weathered face, andcdd with amusement.
Yet there was something in their depths which, &hdt exactly making her
uneasy, confused Kersty.

He shrugged lightly. 'All part of the job. Wouldwyaare for some tea?'

Caught off balance by the unexpected offer, shédted. 'Oh, I—I don't
think--'

He cut in smoothly. "You promised, if | freed yaao tell me why you were
sneaking about in here.' He leaned over and scagp#te gun, balancing it
on his shoulder once more. There was notlovertlythreatening about the
movement, and yet...

'l was not sneaking," Kersty protested hotly. 'Iswaalking perfectly
normally.’

'Not when you called for help," he reminded hes Hbuth twitched briefly.
'Shall we go?' Parting the bushes with one hangtded back to let her
pass, and for no apparent reason she suddenly foerself reliving the
sensation of his mouth on her skin, the scrapei©osbbard, and the firm
warmth of his hands. There was a strange quivdyargeath her ribs, and
Kersty lowered her head, letting her hair swingvand as she passed him.
‘Th-thank you,' she muttered.

'It was my pleasure.’ The undercurrent of amusemweantned her cheeks,
and she had the oddest feeling that he had guassedoughts.

Last year's leaves whispered beneath their febtegsreached a fork in the
deeply rutted path and headed in the general dreof the lake.



'I—I used to know these woods like the back of naypdh' Kersty found
herself saying as the silence grew unbearablend'ddea the estate had
become so badly run down.’

He glanced at her, polite, interested. "You havegen in here for a while,
then?'

She caught his eye, but could detect no sarcadmdden meaning in the
qguestion. Shaking her head, she answered truthftligt for years. But
when | was a child, it was a magical place. Trdesvb down by winter
gales often blocked the paths. Sometimes they'dalaen up and cleared
away, but more often they were just left to rohe§jlanced at him from
beneath long eyelashes. 'Poor estate managementerbfic fun. We
climbed on them and hid behind them. They weredwts ride, ships at
sea, and islands in crocodile-infested swamps.

'In the spring, we used to go to the lake to colfeegspawn and pick

bluebells. On hot summer days, we'd bring a piemd sit in the grass
where the park meets the woods, and listen toiths.bVe'd see how many
different butterflies we could count and watch skyeirrels. Then in autumn
there were blackberries to pick, and conkers.' @&réed another look at
him, grinning guiltily. 'If we were feeling very ave, we'd go scrumping
apples from the orchard, too. Then, when winteregane'd put on scarves,
wellies and thick gloves and collect chestnuts.rsKe smiled at the

memory. 'lt was like discovering treasure to spiien the prickly cases and
see the nuts, all fat and glossy, packed tightlasi

She gazed about her at the deeply rutted eartlredchy the passage of
heavy vehicles, the piles of sawdust, the pyranoidstacked logs with

numbers painted on their freshly sawn trunksll'lbaks so different now.'

"You are no longer a child," Neil pointed out.

'‘No," she agreed softly. Hopelessness welled udeariser. There was no
escape from the present and all its pressures,gmsband decisions.
Decisions Kersty shivered, suddenly cold.

'l don't think | caught your name," Neil said.



Kersty dragged her attention back to him, obscumalyry. 'l didn't give it,'
she replied shortly. She was behaving badly. Tlwevikedge made her even
more angry, but now the anger was directed at Hetsgasn't his fault.
She had no right to be rude, especially as, ifadrit been for him, she
would still be impaled on the barbed wire.

'‘But you're going to," Neil smiled pleasantly. Bahihis calm statement of
fact, Kersty glimpsed a determination borderingrotinlessness. But the
impression was only momentary, and his next wordselit from her mind.
'We can hardly chat like old friends over a cuped if | don't even know
your name.'

Kersty wasn't at all sure she wanted to be friends Neil Drummond.
There was no denying his good looks, and he pasdesguiet charm that
made Miles's silver- tongued eloquence seem clogmistudied. But there
was something about him, an indefinable air, tleatsed at odds with his
position as woodsman or estate manager or whatiegerorrect term was.
It wasn't that he was loud-mouthed or over-familier fact, his quiet
courtesy had surprised her.

Your name,' he prompted.
'Kersty." She spelled it for him. 'Kersty Hurrell.'

'So, Kersty." His voice was quiet, and its verydmédss was a forewarning to
her, even as she ridiculed herself for being saifah 'What could be
worrying you so much that you try to find escapd eomfort in a childhood
playground?’

Kersty's head flew up, and before she could stopelfeshe blurted, 'How
did you know?'

He shrugged easily. A grin played at the cornersi®mouth. 'l suppose it
has to be a man.'

For a moment Kersty didn't know what to say. Nagrabout this afternoon
had turned out as she had imagined. All right, headle a lucky guess. She
had come back to Ravenswood to recapture the caréfappiness and



security of her childhood. And to find the strengthface decisions she
knew had to be made. The situation could not lmsvaid to drift any longer.

She had spent too long hoping, praying, that somekomething would

turn up.

She pushed a hand through her hair in a gesturdéti@yed her despair.
You're right," she admitted. 'Well, partly. Businhot a man in the usual
sense.’

He raised one straight brow in silent query.

The path joined a wide, cobbled drive. A few ydtdther on, a metal fence
bisected by a large white-painted gate divided waods from more
parkland rising gently towards massed ranks ofrtadbdodendron bushes,
ablaze with pink, white and purple flowers, bordgrthe formal gardens
which surrounded the house. But, though the blodsolen bushes were a
magnificent sight, it was the sea of bluebellstehiag as far as the eye
could see that made Kersty catch her breath. Téezbrrippled them like
water, and the sun gleamed on the fresh new lezfvibe tall beech trees,
some emerald-green, others glowing copper.

'Oh, it's so beautiful," Kersty murmured. 'Even entlran | remember."’
'‘Good," he said softly, and smiled.

Suddenly, Kersty wanted to tell him everything. Was a.stranger, so it

couldn't mean anything to him. But talking it oughmt help her come to the

right decision. She had kept it all bottled up $orlong, having to put on a
brave face for Josh, and her father, and the eli€site hadn't even dared
confide in Harry, not this time. One word to histsr, Stella, and it would be
all over the town in no time. There would be sorymathy, but that was

small comfort. The fact that she had failed afein sosureof success was

a bitter pill to swallow.

She clasped her hands behind her, then stuck thdraripockets as Neil
closed the gate behind them and they started ugribhe



'I'm a graphic designer,' she began hesitanttun'imy own small business
from a studio and office in town."'

'What's your angle?' Neil broke in curiously.
'I—I beg your pardon?'
"Your sales pitch. High quality or low prices?’

'Oh." Her bewilderment cleared. 'High quality." kledded, as though she
had confirmed something for him, and she went 8ut ‘it's a very
competitive business, and becoming more so. I'tetwgo clients whose
work we need, but they are very slow to pay.' Streal her hands in a
gesture of helplessness. 'I'm facing what is contyriarown as a cash-flow
problem." She tried to grin, but it wasn't a suscé3roblem? Who am |
kidding? It's more of a crisis! The bank won't lend any more money until
| clear some of the overdraft. The fact that I'e¢ @ pile of enquiries on my
desk for work I'd give my back teeth to do doesuttany ice with them at
all." She sighed and jerked her head, flickingtaer back over her shoulder.
''ve also started receiving complaints about tekvery of work. | could
soon solve that by taking on more staff, but | dymgan't afford to." She
grimaced. 'This is where Miles comes in.’

'Do | take it Miles is the other half of the proi@' Neil queried.

Kersty nodded, pulling a face. 'Oh, he's a realrrobg is Miles. So
reasonable, so logical and, though it kills medma it, so right. It does
make economic sense to sell out to him and letidpics become part of
the Duchy Design Company. I've been promised a@edhe board, just
like the owners of the other two small companie's bwallowed up. He
would take on the overdraft as well as the new rsrded all my troubles
would be over.' She shrugged and flashed a bsittide at Neil.

'‘But?' he said softly.
Kersty looked down at her feet, her burnished fadling forward to mask a

face suddenly tight and pinched with misery. 'Bwouldn't bemineany
more. Without boasting, I'm quite certain Miles Qell wouldn't be the



least bit interested in buying me out if | didn’epent some sort of threat.
After all, a little competition is always good fany business. But once he
takes over, the individual touch that made K. Gregplsomething special
will be lost. Miles is a great one for levelling wio. In any case, the
atmosphere could never be the same. And yet,'abedrworried eyes to
his, 'do | have the right to deny my staff the siguhis... merger--'she
grimaced '—Miles's diplomatic description—would yide?'

They left the avenue of sycamores and poplars bogi¢he top of the
drive, and turned along a shady path towards alsstahe-built cottage
nestling among the trees and surrounded by lawn.

'How many staff are involved?' Neil asked.

Kersty looked up at him with a quick, half- embased smile. 'Perhaps
staff isn't quite the right term. It's more of aniyy affair really, and there
are only four of us. Josh, my brother, he's ourt@i@apher. And he's
brilliant, really talented. Sue, his fiancee, heips. She does routine jobs in
the studio, answers the telephone, types lettheg, dort of thing. And
there's Harry. He isn't a relation, though he ofbehaves like a Dutch
uncle. He was an artificer in the Royal Navy uhi retired. He works
miracles keeping our dubbing and editing equipngemg. But sooner or
later something vital will go bang and even Hargxkpertise and boxes of
bits won't be enough to fix it." She heaved a skghit comes back to money
again.’

Kicking off his mud-crusted boots, Neil unlockeektiiont door and went
in, automatically ducking his head to avoid the lowel. 'What has dubbing
and editing to do with graphic design?' he askesr tns shoulder, clearly
expecting her to follow him.

Kersty hesitated only a moment. Then, carefullyimgpher shoes on the
spotless mat, she stepped over the threshold.iidptshe replied. 'But we
also make promotional videos. It's a fast-growingrket." She closed the
door. 'All sorts of people are having them doneates agents, large
companies, and the Tourist Boards. But they doguist a lot to make, and
it's pointless producing a beautifully photographkd if the sound quality



of the commentary and background music spoils teggmtation.' Her voice
trailed off as she looked around, her eyes widening

The cottage had looked quite small from outside, Neeil had obviously
demolished the inner dividing walls, for the roomwhich Kersty now
stood covered the whole of the ground floor.

One window looked out on to the front lawn, whilenkght streamed in
through three others which faced south-west. A leehroeiling, high
enough for Neil to stand upright with inches torgpaoney-coloured walls,
and, at the far end, an inglenook fireplace withassive oak lintel gave the
room a cosy intimacy heightened by the fire glowhwneath a beaten
copper hood. A large basket of logs stood on theeshearth.

A tall, exotic pot-plant with masses of glossy lesfilled an alcove. Several
more plants, with brilliant blooms lifted to the nrsusat on the broad
window-sills.

A plain fawn carpet bore the neat stripes of resaauuming, and there
wasn't a speck of dust to be seen. Warning beliabenging in Kersty's

head. Unmistakably, what little she had seen ofcthitage was stamped
with a woman's touch. Only a carelessly folded rpaper tossed on to the
faded but spotless chintz- covered sofa, and bpd&d untidily on every

available surface, saved the room from the stegib®d taste of an

advertisement imdeal Home.

Neil reappeared in the doorway opposite, no longgrying the gun.

Beyond him, Kersty glimpsed the streamlined unfta enodern kitchen.

She thought of the bungalow she shared with hkeefatnd Josh, built in the
1930s and hardly altered since, except for redéogra

'You did say tea?'
'Oh!" Kersty started. 'Y-yes. Thank you." She haa@ant to say that. She
should have refused, politely, of course. She oughtto be here. It was

time to make some excuse and leave.

'‘Aaaah,’ he frowned. There is a small, but sigaiit problem. I've run out.'



There it was. He'd offered her the solution. '#lisedoesn’t matter,' Kersty
said quickly, backing away towards the door. 'Bttér be getting home now

anyway.'

'I'm sure | put it on yesterday's list for Mrs bgithe said, as though she
hadn't spoken. 'My housekeeper,' he added. 'Thpadtaps the term is a
little pretentious.' The corners of his mouth bifie self-mockery. 'She only
comes here once a week. But as | live alone andeasonably tidy, it
doesn't get in too bad a state.'

The glint of amusement in his hooded eyes brougjht tolour to Kersty's
cheeks. He had recognised her sudden awarenesssande. The fact that
he had bothered to clarify the situation sent aaxpected tingle of pleasure
and excitement along her spine.

Then, as she realised the direction her gallophmaughts were taking,
Kersty's face began to burn. She had only justrinetand in circumstances
that were embarrassing, to say the least.

Besides, after Martin, and with all she had on pkate regarding the
business, she certainly wasn't looking for moretaehe.

'So, could you bear coffee instead?' Neil querigd. Brazilian special
blend. | developed a taste for it while | was watkihere. One had little
choice. It was almost impossible to get anythirsg &l

'Please don't go to any trouble.'

'‘Believe me, it's no trouble at all." His voices direct gaze, the warmth of
his quick smile, made Kersty falter. Her interestsveaught, even though
she suspected the casually dropped remark aboail Bras a deft ploy to
change the subject and coax her into staying aevidiiger.

Well, why not? He seemed very pleasant. He ceytanadd beautiful

manners. And it was a long time since she had datkeanyone about
matters other than work. Yet work had even crept ithis afternoon,

although that had been his doing, insisting shdniel why she had come to
Ravens wood.



'Have you ever been to South America?' Neil caltech the kitchen. He
had interpreted her hesitation as acquiescencewasd busy with the
percolator. 'Do please sit down and make yoursdibee.’

At homenotcomfortable Kersty gave herself a mental shake. 'Thank you.'
She settled herself on the sofa, raising her veic# would carry over the
bubbling of the percolator and the subdued clatterockery. 'As a matter

of fact," she confided, 'I've only been out of Geafi a few times.'

Neil emerged from the kitchen carrying a tray. "Wdoolld blame you? I've
seen quite a bit of the world, and there are feacgd more beautiful. It has
an atmosphere all its own." He indicated a smadiletailed high with
National Geographi@nd nature magazines. 'Would you mind pushing that
lot on to the floor? The table is very light; ifyeould just lift it over here,
we'll be more comfortable by the fire.'

Kersty did as he asked, conscious that, whileitrgdier with a courtesy she
had rarely experienced, he was also behaving aglhiey had known one
another for some time. The combination was verysik, and she found
it strangely difficult to maintain her usual reseiand distance.

Dealing with men on a professional basis posedablems for Kersty. She
knew she was good at her job, and discussions wirezadly but
businesslike. The boundaries were clear, and anyeerstepping them met
with a decidedly frosty response. Her head accefpi@idall men were not
like Martin, but her heart recoiled from the risk.

The tray held a beautiful and obviously expensigéee-pot, cups and
saucers, a matching cream-jug and sugar-bowl, qutat@ of cherry buns.

Neil caught her eye and grinned. 'No, | didn't,'da&d, forestalling her
guestion.

'My," Kersty observed, tongue firmly in her chetlgesn't Mrs Laity take
her work seriously!

Neil shrugged. 'What can | do with a woman who asvinced | need
looking after?'



'Humour her,' Kersty retorted sweetly.

Neil's face registered momentary surprise as loaryihit home, then eyes
bright with devilment, he set the tray down in frohher. 'If you would care
to pour— by the way, | take mine black with one@piol of sugar—I'll stir
the fire up a bit. In spite of the sunshine, thadMhas a keen edge today.'

"Touche,'Kersty muttered under her breath, masking a sriibe.all his
olde-worlde courtesy, Neil Drummond had a mind l&kescalpel. In fact,
considering his talent for organising people, shes wgurprised he had
chosen this type of work, hard physical labour,io@l weathers. Surely he
could have done better for himself? Of course,aswone of her business.
Doubtless he had his own very good reasons. Yete tlvas something, she
couldn't put her finger on it, but she sensed thveas far more to Neil
Drummond that he had so far revealed.



CHAPTER TWO

SETTLING herself in the corner of the sofa cradling heffemicup, Kersty

was acutely aware of Neil beside her. This awaerss unexpected, so
confusing, unnerved her. She racked her brain @nething to say.

Anything to break the silence which was becomimgdosy and intimate for
her peace of mind.

'Was it business or pleasure, your trip to Bra#IRé tried hard to sound
merely polite. But, now the question was out, slas atartled by her own
curiosity.

His mouth curved briefly as he glanced at henwds a little more than a
trip. | was out there for five years on my--' he comrdcdhimself smoothly
'—on a large estate in one of tieera firmaforests along the Amazon.'

'What's aterra firma forest?' Kersty asked, barely noticing the brief
hesitation.

'‘An area above the highest flood levels. The dgerund supports the
highest trees. We had timber growing to over a heshdnd fifty feet.’

'Was it the same sort of job you're doing here®' Isd given up trying to
hide her interest.

Neil leaned forward to refill his cup. 'Bits ofvitere,' he answered carefully.
She shook her head as he offered her more cofféavé a degree in
forestry, and part of that particular job involvednservation and a
replanting programme, as well as felling mahogang aosewood for

export. But neither the local labour we recruitethr the relevant

government departments, were interested. In thew,wreplanting was a
waste of time and money. There were thousandsuafregniles of trees, so
why worry? All around our estate huge tracts oéfbwere being cut down.
It looked like a battleground: nothing but stumgswdust and torn earth.’
His expression had grown hard and Kersty felt 8 fd@ther across the back
of her neck at the quiet, bitter anger emanatioghfhim. An anger all the



more potent for being controlled. It occurred to tiat she would not care
to be on the receiving end of Neil Drummond's wrath

'Is—is that why you left and came back to this dog#i No wonder he

looked so hard and fit. Demanding physical workhiose temperatures and
humidity either made or broke a man. Neil Drummdradi not merely

survived. He made Kersty think of iron that hadrbé&ough a furnace,

emerging as tempered steel.

He shook his head. ‘Not entirely. —there was dldgethe family.' His arm
brushed her knee as he replaced his cup on thdttregs totally accidental,
but the brief contact sent a buzz along Kerstylstarves.

Swallowing, praying he hadn't noticed her quiclake of breath, she waited
for him to go on with what he was saying. Instdaelchanged the subject
entirely.

"You must have known the Carvossa family well, hgvived here all your
life," he observed casually.

She shook her head. 'We all knew them by sighttHayt weren't the sort of
people you could knowvell.’

‘The gentry and the rabble, you mean?' he askddf@igned innocence.

‘No, I do not mean,’ she retorted, smiling but nnegevery word. 'You may
not have been here long enough to realise it, l@itGornish are a very
independent people. We give credit where it's dad,respect if it's earned.
But being an island within an island has given mis. andividuality you're
unlikely to find elsewhere.'

'l had noticed," he murmured ironically. 'About tbarvossas?'

'l only remember Richard and Evangeline," Kersplieel. 'The rest of the
family had died long before | was born." She putdwn cup down. 'The
first time | saw Evangeline, she was dressed amg,Iflowing gown of pink
and green. She had a lilac silk scarf around hek aed was pruning roses.
Her hair was as bright as newly minted copper. Motimought she put



henna on it. She always wore lovely vivid colodrthink she must have
been over sixty then.'

'‘An eccentric, would you say?' Neil ventured.

‘Actually,’ Kersty confided, 'she was as nutty &sué cake. But she was
harmless. So was her brother Richard. She likguhtiot and write poetry

and grow roses. He just couldn't cope with the tiegim century. He was a
sweet, gentle soul, but he belonged to a diffesy. It's not really

surprising the estate became so run-down and riedleshe mused. "When
the older staff who understood their odd waysdeftied, they couldn't find

replacements. At least, not ones who would stay.

‘Neither Richard nor Evangeline had a clue aboutheyolt often took a
solicitor's letter or threats of court action ta ¢fgem to pay a bill. They
weren't deliberately mean or dishonest,' she addexkly, wanting him to
understand. 'lt was just that to them money wasralevance. As long as
there was food in the house and coal for a firey thieren't interested in how
it got there. It simply didn't occur to them thhetlocal shopkeepers and
tradesmen had their own bills to pay. Eventuahligytjust couldn't cope on
their own any more, and they both went into a home.

"You are remarkably well informed." Neil's dark Wweolifted, and Kersty
thought she detected the faintest note of censure.

'My mother nursed Evangeline when she fell off sse@nd broke her hip. |

went with her to help a few times. Evangeline wasrseventy then, and
still talked of balls they used to have when she waung, and the beaux
who wanted to marry her. She never did marry.droftondered why. Lord,

that was... fifteen years ago.’ Kersty paused,itgpikward to a distant past.
‘They're all dead now,' she said softly.

'AllI?" Neil queried.

Kersty's head lifted. 'Richard, Evangeline.. .ang mmother," she added,
barely realising she spoke aloud.



"Your mother?' Neil frowned. 'Forgive me, but sleldn't have been very
old.

'She wasn't,’ Kersty's voice was flat.
'‘An accident?’

'‘Cancer.’ It was curt, abrupt. Kersty's face tightk It was not a time she
wanted to remember. As well as losing her mothes,l&d lost her fiance.
Thoughlostwas perhaps not the right word. Without telling, artin had
given up his flat, changed his job and walked diieo life, leaving her with
a half-planned wedding, a chest full of thingstfer new home, and a letter.

Worried sick about her mother, and feeling theistragarding her newly
launched business, she hadn't even realised agytldaa wrong until she'd
opened the envelope and read the brief note inside.

In it he told her he was tired of coming a poordhn her affections after her
family and her business, tired of practically havio make an appointment
to see her. And that in any case she was not gxaatisionate when they
were together. He wished her well, but advisechoéto consider marrying
anyone until she had grown out of her selfishness.

She had laughed then, even as scalding tearsdwadietl down her cheeks.
She had seen him clearly for what he was. But kngwhe was better off
without him had not lessened the pain of lossherdrutality of his actions.

She had managed to keep it from her mother, whoteasl to cope with
any further upset. Her father had been sympatHhaticonost of his concern
was for his wife, and Josh had still been at cell&tfith no one in whom she
could confide, Kersty had simply thrust it all teetback of her mind. There
had been plenty to keep her busy.

After her mother died, slipping away peacefullyhier sleep, Kersty had
totally immersed herself in her work, finding comifand escape in building
her business. For the past two years she had thobgtile else. But now,
that too was threatened.



'Forgive me,' Neil's dark, gentle voice broke in&r thoughts. 'l have made
you unhappy. That was the very last thing | intehde

Kersty shook her head. 'It's all right, honestljudt--* She put on a bright
smile and deliberately changed the subject. Tha®swsmething about him
that invited confidences, and it would be all tagyto let the hurt flood out.
She resisted the temptation. He was pleasant,éowials a man. A man she
barely knew, and she had the uneasy feeling shelneady told him far
more about herself than was wise. 'Who owns Raveodwow? Did it stay
in the family? There have been all sorts of rumaurthe village.' Her grin
was more natural, less strained. 'But that's ngthew."'

Neil bent forward to toss another log on to the.fiwwhat sort of rumours?’

'Oh, you know," Kersty shrugged. 'lt's been bolnytd pop star, it's going to
be turned into a commune, the land is being sdidoofdevelopment, the
usual sort of thing.'

He nodded, his back towards her. 'Well, they'reveding. It has remained in
the family, though it's a distant branch.' He selttbeside her once more,
resting one arm casually along the back of the, sfa leg tucked beneath
him.

'‘Apparently, James Carvossa married twice. Richad Evangeline were
the children of the first marriage. James's seawifiel was much younger
than him andbore him two daughters. One died yotimegpther married a
Scottish peer and produced two daughters and dtsothe son, Viscount
Haldane, who now owns Ravens wood.'

Kersty's brows climbed. 'Now who is well informede commented, only
half joking.

Neil seemed momentarily taken aback, then, witbfémand gesture, said,
'l keep my eyes and ears open.’

'‘Well," Kersty frowned, 'l can't help thinking iedl wrong that one person
should own so much when there are thousands ofeeoihis country who
are literally homeless.'



'l take your point," Neil nodded. '‘But even if astate like Ravenswood
could be built on, it wouldn't solve the problemost of those people live in
cities and have done so all their lives. And in aage, Cornwall is a high
unemployment area. Say your suggestion was caugavhere would they
find jobs? What would be left of Britain's herit&g@&/here would people go
to escape the concrete jungle of city life? Whérentcould they enjoy
parks, woods and lakes?'

Kersty snorted. 'As Ravenswood has been fenceditffbarbed wire for
the past two or three years, there has hardly bagrh opportunity for
pleasant walks, or visits to the lake here, forossy'

‘That situation is not necessarily permanent.’

Kersty's face brightened. 'Does the Viscount intémdeopen it to the
public?'

Neil shook his head. 'Not exactly. The plan isutmtthe house into a luxury
hotel with an indoor pool, jacuzzi, solarium andrgfor people who want
peace and privacy, and the opportunity to relax raedperate away from
the public eye.'

Kersty looked at him. 'You make it sound like atsafrupmarket health
farm.’

He laughed. 'Do I? Well, what better place fonit&'re only a mile from the
coast, in beautiful surroundings, with fresh eggsat and vegetables from
the home farms. Don't you approve?’

She sensed he was teasing her, and grinned. 't'encwnplete Puritan. I'd
give my back teeth to be pampered in a place he The only reason I've
never been to one is that | can't afford it. Sshe sighed, ‘that's not likely to
be a problem for Viscount Haldane.'
'What isn't?' Neil seemed confused.

‘Money.’



'On the contrary,” Neil's mouth twisted. 'l think finds it an enormous
headache.'

'‘Come on,' Kersty scoffed. '"He owns an estate Regenswood and he's
pleading poverty? | should be so poor.’

Neil stood up suddenly, a swift, sinuous movemanti moved to the

fireplace. Resting one foot on the hearth, he lddme shoulder against the
stonework, thrusting his hands into his pockets. tiot quite that simple.'

His voice was taut, controlled. 'The estate isiledawhich means he can't
sell it. It has to be passed on to his heirs. Seffect, he doesn't own it, he
merely holds it in trust. When he inherited Raveosty he also became
liable for a horrendous sum in death duties.’

Kersty looked shaken. 'Goodness, | had no idea.’'

'Why should you?' Neil smiled. "You have problenisyour own. But
perhaps you can see now why Ravenswood must be@mable
commercial enterprise, a business that pays its'way

Kersty nodded. She sighed again. 'Me, too," shegd up at him. 'What |
need is a big fat contract, with half the moneydpa advance, for a
complete advertising package, video and brochiiteen | would tell Miles
Quintrell just what he could do with hiserger.'She was thoughtful for a
moment, an idea forming. She turned impulsivelWN®il, but before she
could speak, the telephone on a side-table chspéty.

Swinging round, Neil picked up the receiver antehed. 'I'll be with you in
a few minutes,' he said, and replaced the receiver.

Kersty was already on her feet. Her shoulder fbit atiff and the pad stuck
to her skin and she moved gingerly. 'Thank youtfe coffee, it was
delicious.'

He extended his hand, a curiously formal gestutg.ilstead of shaking
hers, he simply held it, covering it with both @$hand Kersty felt a pulse
beating rapidly in her throat. They were standiogegclose and he seemed
very tall. 'I've enjoyed our conversation enormgudihe rich timbre of his



voice slid down her spine and brought goose-pimpfesn her arms. 'I'm
sure something will work out for you.'

'Yes. Well--" Kersty drew her hand free with an edldictance. It had felt so
good in his, sosafe. With an almost visible effort, she pulled herself
together. The sooner she was out of here, therb8ite had literally been
saved by the bell. If the telephone had not rungmwh did, she would
probably have embarrassed both Neil and herselskiyng him, on the basis
of their brief acquaintanceship, to fix an appoietihfor her to meet
Viscount HaldaneAnd yet-the idea wasnall bad. But she would have to
follow it through alone when she had enough timdeeote to composing a
suitable letter. 'l—I hope | haven't got you intouble with his Lordship.'
She wasn't entirely joking.

Neil smiled. 'There's no problem. His Lordship drget along very well.
He stood back and Kersty went to the door.

'He's lucky to have found someone who shares Bisrviand dedication.'
She felt her colour rise even as she spoke, andleved if she'd gone too
far. But Neil's answering grin made her toes cuthwlelight.

He held the door open for her. 'There are defipageks to this job," he
murmured, his eyes dancing as he held her gazsh &urescuing beautiful
girls who come trespassing on Sunday afternoonudin it's not

something | would wish to make a habit of.'

'Nor 1, she replied, recognising the warning béndas light tone. 'Today
was—exceptional.’

'l shall take that as a compliment," he grinned.

Kersty shook her head in mock amazement. 'The anaeof some people!
You'll never be lonely, Neil, not with that ego fmwmpany.’

He lifted one hand and touched her cheek, gentiegst tentative. "You'd
be surprised,' he said softly. 'Goodbye, Kerstyd Aise the main gate. No
more fences.'



'Oh, yes—I mean, no," she stammered. '‘Bye, Neil.'

'‘Goodbye,' he'd said, not 'I'll see you againAce you on the phone?' she
thought to herself as she walked quickly down thived deaf to the
birdsong, heedless of the spring sunshine warmeorfdte, or the sharp
breeze.

Plunging her hands into her pockets, she tosseldieback. Forget it, she
told herself firmly. You are fighting for professial survival; there's no
time and precious little energy left to waste ostrdictions, even when they
are as attractively packaged as Neil Drummond.itNeas better like this.

She was still trying to convince herself three daysr.

Kersty looked up from her drawing-board as Sue ®aalik from reception
with the post. 'Any cheques?' she asked hopefully.

Sue shook her head. Her cropped auburn curls, bgesland freckles were
a vivid contrast to her apple-green baggy swedtaho white denim skirt.

She had a soft, clear voice, a lilting Cornish atcand, despite her
colouring, a wonderfully calm disposition.

Many was the tense situation she had defused wieesty burdened with
business pressures plus her own artistic tempetamieshed with Josh's
volatile personality.

Kersty often wondered how they would have surviweithout Sue's
practical good sense and impish humour. She sighed.

'We've been pleasant, understanding and patiarg,aSnounced, 'and it's
got us nowhere. | think I'd better start threatgnapologetically, of course.’

Kersty frowned doubtfully.



‘Nothing nasty," Sue assured her, 'just... severainders, no reply, greatly
regret no choice but to put the matter in the hasfdsur debt-collection
agency.'

Kersty's eyes widened. 'But we dondvea debt- collection agency,' she
pointed out.

Sue waved one of the letters. 'We could have. Tharaew one setting up
in town. This is an enquiry about leaflets for almhot. We could come to
some mutual arrangement. Shall | look into it?"

'Please,’' Kersty nodded. 'Anything else that'sniy®nly I'd like you to do
the typesetting for that Cook's Kitchens broch@rea@on as you can. | asked
around and they are good payers. Money on thdfdeé can get the copy
and transparencies to Fred by the weekend, theeokiance we'll get it back
before the end of the month." She grimaced. 'lfenlecky.’

'We really should use another printer," Sue rematest. 'Or at least spread
the work around more.'

‘Tell me something | don't know." Kersty supported chin on her palms.
'‘But | can't pay Tremayne's bill until we get theeque in for that contract
job for the Tourist Board. Besides,' she shruglyaakere else would we find
someone who gives us the quality Fred does, qrlus? It's really too low.

| don't know how he makes it pay at all.

'He does it for love," Sue grinned. 'He thinks y@wonderful.'

Kersty's head jerked up in astonishment. 'Sue, iBregyhty if he's a day.'

'What's that got to with anything?' Sue asked iendg. 'You're only as old
as you feel. And Fred has the body of a fifty-yelsand the heart of a lion.'

'Who on earth told you that?' Kersty demanded.

'He did," Sue said, straightfaced. Then they bothlgig



"'l make sure he getsis cheque at the end of the month,' Kersty promised
drily. "The copy is in the filing cabinet. | finiel it last night.’

'What about the transparencies?"

'In an envelope clipped to the copy. By the wayatghJosh doing today?
He was already in the dark-room when | came in ftbenmeeting with Mr
Edrich about the new guide-book. You were on thengti

Sue nodded. 'lt was the secretary of the Flowetivasconfirming
arrangements for the video. I've put a note in whh post and marked the
dates on the calendar for next week." She placedutvopened envelopes
and several sheets from a message pad on the berarh Kersty's
drawing-board. 'How did the meeting go?'

Kersty shrugged. 'He was impressed with my ideaswiasn't too keen on
the price. We both know he'd be getting value fonay and he wouldn't get
better quality work anywhere else, but he has tthgough the motions of
haggling, | suppose. He said he'd phone in the axor two.'

'Did he suggest lunch?' Sue grinned again.
Kersty's brows climbed. "You're telepathic.’

Sue shook her head. 'No, I've just heard the rusa@pparently he's got a
wife who doesn't understand him.'

Kersty snorted. 'She probably understands him tdywell. Anyway, |
turned down lunch. Pleaded pressure of work." Siokeld from her
drawing-board, covered with rough sketches, to libach strewn with
paper samples, typed copy, colour charts, half-deteg de-signs, Letraset
and several copies of a design magazine. "Whiadb imore than the truth.
I've got moreworkthan | know what to do with. What 1 needrisney.She
smiled to soften the urgency.

Out in the reception the phone rang. Sue wentdwanit and Kersty turned
her attention once more to her drawing-board.



'‘One moment, please,' she heard Sue say. 'lI'lbgestf she's in.'

Kersty looked up. Sue put her hand over the rece&ind mouthed, 'Miles
Quintrell.!

Kersty tensed, and her first reaction was to shtehead. But almost at
once she raised her hand to stop Sue saying agytRaluctantly, she got
down from her stool and picked up the extension.

Sue replaced her receiver, said 'Coffee?' and,east)Knodded, went into
the typesetting-room which led to the tiny kitchen.

'‘Good morning, Miles," Kersty said, and the calmfience in her voice
surprised her. She must be a better actress tleareahzed, for inwardly
she was trembling. 'What can | do for you?'

''d say it was more a question of what | can doylou.' Miles's voice
always made Kersty think of a sleek, well-fed clthad a sort of
self-satisfied purr that grated on her nerves. '€amd have lunch.'

'l can't today, Miles." Kersty kept her tone pledsaith an effort. 'I'm
terribly busy.’

'You still have to eat,’ he pointed out with hegoyiality. 'Naturally, I'm
delighted you have so much work. After all, our gegrwouldn't otherwise
have been contemplated. But time is getting onstgeand my accountants
are anxious to get the final details arranged.' dtreem was still there, but
thinner. 'Your creditors would hardly be delighteedlearn that you had
deliberately gone bankrupt rather than take adgentf my company's
offer. A very generous offer, under the circumsean’c

Kersty's eyes flashed angrily and she bit herdipald back the torrent of
words she longed to hurl at him. He was enjoying. tBhe could visualise
the gloating expression on his face. He revellagheeling and dealing and
the manipulation of power. He probably had a reggd<hildhood, she told
herself in an effort to maintain at least a facafiealm.



'l do appreciate your dilemma, Miles," she said edlye 'but it really is
impossible." A little demon made her add, quiterwthfully, 'You see, |
already have a lunch appointment.’

‘Then break it." The veneer had cracked and Milesfsatience showed
through.

'‘And lose business?' Kersty countered immediataipwing full well he
would hatethat.

‘Listen, Kersty," his voice was tight with curbedtation, 'you've had three
weeks to study the figures. Your own accountantstrhave told you the
deal is more than fair. And if they are workingyiour best interests, they
will have advised you to sell out.'

There it was, from his own lips. He wasn't propgssnhmerger. No matter
what he chose to call it, he was actually demandatgl capitulation.
Unfortunately, John, her accountant, had told hetegbluntly that if the
business was to survive she had precious littlécehlout to accept Miles's
terms.

Still Kersty resisted. She knew her stand was baseeimotion rather than
logic. Harry, Sue and Josh might not be aware efg@riousness of the
situation at this very moment, but there was no slay could keep it from
them for much longer.

Maybe tomorrow she would have to give in, admited&f and sign over
three years of total commitment and hard work,ehrears of vision and
creativity, to someone who could think only in terof profit and loss. Of
course, profit was a necessary consideration tlwasn't theonly thing that
mattered. She knew with a sure instinct that Mikes jealous of her talent
and was rejoicing at this opportunity to control it

But nottoday.Twenty-four hours, that was all she wanted. Onesday. It
wouldn't make any difference to him, and somehamething might turn
up. Swallowing hard, she forced some warmth intovbee. 'l could make
it tomorrow, Miles. Unless you're too busy, of cemit



‘Too busy for lunch with my favourite designer?'eThharm was on
full-flood, and Kersty knew how it would feel to awn in melted
marshmallows. 'How could you even think it?'

'Foolish of me,' she responded drily.

'Tll pick you up at twelve-thirty." Miles was bkis the organiser taking
charge. 'I'll book a table at the Waterfront arldtteem to make sure they
have a bottle of their best champagne on ice.'

‘A real celebration," Kersty murmured.

Miles missed the irony completely. '‘But of cour&hé could hear the smirk
of satisfaction in his voice. 'And not before tiftee reproved. 'You really
have drawn this whole business out an awful logénthan necessary.'
Then he added magnanimously, 'Still, all's welt #vads well, as they say.'

You smarmy, conceited, cliche-spouting hack, Keveiyted to shout. She
was gripping the phone so tightly that her knucldebed. Suddenly, she
couldn't stand it any longer. 'l must go, Mileseldis someone in reception
waiting to see me.'

‘Not half as impatiently as | am.' The words stichooth and facile, from his
tongue.

Her mouth curling in disgust, Kersty put the phologvn hard, and looked
up to see Sue holding two coffee- mugs.

'l don't know why you talk to him." She handed agnmuKersty who leaned
against the bench, staring down into the steanmogd. 'You can't stand the
man.'

The smell of the coffee transported Kersty backamday afternoon, Neil
Drummond's living-room, Brazilian coffee, 'blacktiwione spoonful of
sugar', cherry buns served on expensive chinasdéet of applewood as
flames licked the logs in the fireplace. She thawjlthe handkerchief, now
washed and ironed and folded neatly in her bagwihd have to post it to
him. She should have done it sooner. It too wasooisly of high quality.



The little crown embroidered in white in one cormatead of an initial had
intrigued her. She would have liked to ask him abguease him even,
accuse him of delusions of grandeur.

She deliberately blocked the train of thought. Ehed been no word from
him since. She might as well forget Sunday. Pretendver happened. It
had been a brief and all too pleasant interlud&hing more. '‘Beggars can't
always be choosers,' she murmured.

'What are you talking about?' Sue was clearly mdzzMiles Quintrell is
competition, isn't he? We can do without the lig@ekim, snooping around.’

'l only wish that were true.' Kersty clasped heffem mug in both hands.
She hadn't meant to reveal so much. 'What | mearshe explained
carefully, 'Miles wants to discuss a propositioatttvould make quite an
improvement to our income.’

'Mmmm.' Thoughtfully, Sue raised her mug to her thou

'‘And in business, if you aren't going forward, ygbart slipping back,’' Kersty
added.

‘Josh doesn't like him either,’ Sue said. 'And YHarwhat Harry thinks of
Miles Quintrell isn't repeatable.’

'‘Good," Kersty's tone was tart, 'because non@ohas to deal with him or
make the decision. Aren't you lucky? The respohsibs all mine.'

'Don't forget the post,’ Sue said mildly. Them® marked personal, so |
haven't opened it. By the way, you asked about.JH&ls editing the

wedding video to get it out of the way so he's fiethe Flower Festival.

He thinks that could take two days.' Sue's facavgtbwith pride. 'He got

some fantastic shots at that wedding. The bridedd@bsolutely fabulous.'
She giggled. 'There are a few really candid onethefreception, people
gossiping and other folks trying to be pleasanpd¢ople they can't stand.
Honestly, it'shilarious. Give me a shout if you want anything. I'll takeldo

and Harry their coffee, then as soon as I've dbadetters, I'll start on that
typesetting.'



‘Thanks, Sue,' Kersty grinned. Her flaring tempesat burned itself out as it
always did in the face of Sue's equanimity. 'Hogvyayu going to manage at
your wedding? If Josh is busy being the bridegroom, &e lkardly be
filming it as well.'

'Don't count on it Sue grinned. 'Knowing Josh!llkmme up with a
brainwave, likeyoudoing it.’

Kersty shook her head. 'l intend to enjoy the daot, be fretting about
angles, and light and all that stuff." Finishing beffee as Sue disappeared
into the type- setting-room, Kersty put her mug down the bench and
picked up the post. She made a practice of reaglirgything that came in.
Sue was already dealing with those that neededessthe rest would be
filed.

Tearing open the long, buff envelope, she saw, avgimking sensation, that
it was a reminder from Tremayne's. She read itkdyithen stuffed it back
into the envelope. At leatiteyhadn't reached the stage of making threats.

Kersty had always prided herself on paying hersbglomptly, and it
rankled that she was unable to do so now.

She picked up the cream envelope. The paper wasdhd had a textured
finish. It was addressed to her personally in b@ddwriting and black ink.
Not recognising either the writing or the distinetistationery, she opened
it, unfolded the sheet of matching paper, and ghspe

Kersty didn't even breathe as her eyes flew dowrptye, then returned to
the top to read the words once more. She needeshssure herself they
really did say what she thought they said.

'I don't believe it," she whispered. 'l just ddi€tieve it,' she repeated, her
voice rising with excitement. 'Sue,' she shoutétl,staring at the creamy
paper now trembling in her hands. 'Sue! Josh! Harry

The door to the typesetting-room was wrenched @pehSue shot out into
reception. 'What's the matter?' Her eyes were wiltk, expression
concerned.



Josh's wiry form clad in sweatshirt and jeans,daik hair an untidy mop,
appeared next, followed by Harry's stocky figutdrtsleeves rolled up as
usual.

'What's happened? Is there a fire?' Josh demanded.

'‘Someone paid their bill?' Harry quipped, realidimg news was good rather
than bad.

'‘Always the wise guy,' Kersty retorted, trying h&watontrol her excitement.
She had to remember they didn't know just how caitihe cash-flow
situation had become, or how precariously the lmssinvas balanced. They
could not know just how much this opportunity meant

'For God's sake, speak to us!" Josh pleaded.gtoi news or--'

'Listen," Kersty cut him short. She took a deepdyeng breath and started
reading aloud. 'Dear Miss Hurrell, your name hasnbbrought to my
attention as a graphic designer capable of produaiprestige bro- ;hure
aimed at the top end of the market. There is alstboag possibility | shall
require a promotional video as well. Should younberested in discussing a
package in which quality is of paramount importarmqerhaps you would
ring the number above to arrange an appointmentrsy @ithfully,” she
paused, 'l can't read the signature, but the aslisd@avenswood. It's from
Viscount Haldane!'

'‘Are you sure?' Josh was suspicious. 'It soundestlino good to be true.'

Kersty thrust the letter at him. 'See for yourséB.a printed letterhead.' She
could barely contain her bubbling excitement. Mxs Neil's doing. It had
to be.That was why she hadn't heard anything from him. It Mcwave
taken time to put the idea to Viscount Haldane, @r/ince him to at least
interview her and discuss the matter. In fact,tfoge she thought about it,
the more remarkable Neil's achievement became. Wouwd she ever be
able to thank him?

'It looksgenuine enough,’ Harry agreed grudgingly.



'Why shouldn't it be genuine, for heaven's sakePsty cried. 'This is the
best thing that's happened to us for months, thdwgh the looks on your
faces anyone would think you'd just been handeéckang parcel.’

Josh shrugged. 'Sorry, it's just—how did he chagsz | know we're the
best, but we're small fry compared with someone Nkles Quintrell.’

'He did specifyquality,’ she retorted. 'Miles Quintrell specialises in the
mediocre.'

'‘And you're having lunch with him tomorrow?' Sue rmured so only
Kersty could hear, her expression puzzled.

Kersty pretended not to have heard and kept hex @yéer brother. A grin
stole over his face, widening his mouth and ligiptms eyes. 'If this is for
real.. .wow! It could really put us on the map. énamission like this...' He
shook his head, eyes glazing as infinite possilifloated through his
mind.

‘Just whats the commission?' Harry asked. 'What does his lhopdsant us
to promote?"

'Ravenswood House,' Kersty answered without thopkilt's being turned
into a luxury private hotel.'

Three heads turned towards her. 'How do you knthey demanded in
unison.

Hoping they would put the sudden heat in her cheleken to excitement,
Kersty shrugged. 'It's all over the village. I'mmised you haven't heard.'

You'll have to arrange some money up-front," Jwained. 'If this Lord
What's-his-name wants a really first-class job, saifrthe filming will have
to be done from the air. If he's aiming to pustvaey and seclusion as a
selling point, aerial views of the house and théirggare a must. So that
means hiring a helicopter. The interiors will beproblem. | suppose he'll
want the gardens shown as well, and maybe the parkHe had grabbed a



pad and pencil from the bench and was scribblingodsly as ideas
occurred.

'Hold it, Josh." Kersty laid a restraining handham brother's thin shoulder.
Younger than her by four years, he was six inclakert thin, and
surprisingly strong. He ate hugely, loved chocqlget burned up nervous
energy at such a rate that his weight never vailiddetter go and see him
first, to find out what he has in mind, before va&ton a storyboard.'

'So, what are you waiting for?' Josh's impatienes fegendary, except
when he was working. Then no detail was unimpoytamteffect too much
trouble. 'There's the phone." He pointed, then éduke an afterthought,
'‘What about this deal with Miles?'

Deal. Her head jerked updow did he know®he swallowed.

'l was just telling Josh about you having lunchhw@ueasy Quintrell when
you shouted,” Sue explained. Kersty managed to linedeelief. 'Will you
still go? Much as | loathe the man, he does hdetd useful contacts. And
| don't suppose we can afford to turn down businassyet, anyway.' From
her tone it wasclear she wished they could, at kemfar as Miles Quintrell
was concerned.

Grimacing, Kersty nodded. 'Yes, | shall still hduach with Miles.' The
very thought of it made her stomach tighten, fa wlould have to stall him,
play for more time. She dared not tell him whatdoaild do with his
takeover bid until she was absolutely sure of theedRswood job. It would
be a meeting fraught with difficulty.

Kersty shivered. She had a horrible suspicionigét fo retain her business
was only just beginning.

Retrieving the letter from Harry, she took sevele¢p breaths, but still her
heart thumped. Watched by three pairs of eyes cteflg her own
excitement, anticipation and hope, she picked epptione and began to
dial.



CHAPTER THREE

THE WINDSCREENWiIpers clicked busily and Kersty slowed the littkr to a

crawl as she made her way gingerly along the rtetpot-holed drive. It
probably made sound economic sense to put offahg-bverdue repairs
until the diggers and heavy lorries had departadgimod. But, in the
meantime, visitors to Ravenswood faced a very urfadable ride.

Last night's forecast had mentioned the possikilitgcattered showers. It
had not warned of a monsoon. She sighed. Corniatheehad always been
a law unto itself, probably due to having the se#hoee sides of the county.

So much for the two hours she had spent the preaeaning cleaning and
polishing her ancient red Mini so as to create @dgmpression. She might
as well have saved herself the trouble. The downpad turned stiff earth
and dusty pot-holes into mud-puddles which splastiegir contents

upwards to streak the wings and doors as she ldrdweards Ravenswood
House.

She had entered the estate from the road at theftibye village, bumping

over the cattle grid as she passed the tiny lofigeugh she still could not
see the house, hidden as it was behind the treedreew she was almost
there.

Nervousness clenched her stomach into a solid Kri.outcome of this
afternoon's meeting with Viscount Haldane was ntfoae important now, it
was vital after what had happened yesterday dimangunch with Miles.

She had tried. She had been bright and witty angsarg, passing on news
and titbits of mild gossip about mutual acquainenin the design world.
She had asked after Caroline and the childrereniisgy attentively and
making admiring noises as Miles proudly listed therarious
accomplishments. It had all been for nothing. He kaown at once what
she was up to, only she hadn't realised it then.

She had been horribly tense even before the mgahb&@he champagne he
insisted she drink had burned like acid. Thoughbsirely touched her food,



pushing it around the plate while she encouragadthitalk, by the time
coffee arrived she had painful indigestion.

Miles added cream and two sweeteners to the dadgant brew, then sat
back in his chair, his eyelids heavy as he stubdexd'All right, Kersty.' He
sounded bored. 'Playtime is over. You're tryingtil. | don't know why
and | really couldn't care less. But | want an arswand | want it now. Just
tell me the deal is on. We'll go to my office, sitpe papers, and put an end
to all this time-wasting.'

For a moment she considered trying to bluff it &@utt only for a moment. A
glance at his thin mouth warned her against it.

As she hesitated, her mind racing, a smirk of fation began to twist his
mouth and crease the pouches under his eyes. Sesugoeed from every
pore. I've got you, he seemed to be saying.

All of a sudden Kersty was staggered to hear hem gwice announce
calmly and with perfect clarity, 'You're absoluteight, Miles. Too much
time hasbeen wasted. The answer is no.'

She had not known she was going to turn him dowtil, the words actually
came out. But as soon as they did she felt a gveaht slide from her
shoulders. It wasn't logical, of course. In fabi svas taking a terrible risk.
The pressure to solve the cash crisis and reesttahke business on a firmer
foundation would be intense. Yet she could not wang single regret. She
had worked day and night, sweated blood, and slay iitter tears to get
it going. It had cost her dearly in more ways tbha cared to number, but it
washersand hers it would stay.

Miles's mouth hung open. His shock was total. Kefiedt an instant's fierce
pleasure. He had been sare.

He recovered swiftly. His teeth met with a snags elyes were sharp with
malice. 'l don't find your idea of humour partialjseamusing.’

'I'm not joking, Miles," she replied evenly. Theriigle tension that had
strained her nerves almost to the breaking-poidtrhalted away. Strength



and resolve poured like adrenalin through her vdingu believedreally
believed in something, then you fought for it. Agtte was ready to fight to
the last breath in her body. 'I'm not selling ¢oityou or anyone else. | set up
K. Graphics. It's mine, and that's the way | intértd stay.'

'Oh, very heroic," he mocked. 'But haven't you maked something? You

can't afford it. You're overdrawn at the bank, goe your suppliers, and if
Fred Morrison didn't have a soft spot for youHe' broke off abruptly and

Kersty knew he'd said more than he intended. Hdd\ipproached Fred to
try and persuade him to stop printing for her? kh&od he hadn't

succeeded, for that really would have been the end.

Kersty wasn't looking for a fight, so she didn'ida up his inadvertent
disclosure. 'lt would be pointless to deny thedashe said, still calm. "You
made a fair offer, Miles. But | am at liberty tduse it, and that's what I'm
doing.’

A look of cunning crept across his puffy features.

You've got someone else lined up,' he accused/sbftiu're trying to play
us off one against the other.’

‘The idea never occurred to me," she said trughfiMliles, I'm not selling to
anybody.I'm going to work my own way out of this mess.’

His laugh was full of scorn. 'You'll need some fyrétefty commissions to
pull you out of the financial hole you're in.'

She tried to keep her face expressionless. Buts\émsed something. She
watched his face change. His features grew shéop:vVe got something,
haven't you?' he accused. 'You've landed a big one.

Unable to prevent tell-tale colour warming her dtsgdersty managed to
hold her gaze steady. 'l told you before, Milekal’e more work than |
know what to do with.'

'Dime-a-dozen stuff,’ he scoffed.



She bit her tongue, longing to hurl a list of hewent credits at him, but wise
enough to know it was precisely this into whichvias trying to provoke

her. He wanted to force her into justifying heridem, to put her on the
defensive. She must not fall for his tactics. Shd to remain calm and
aloof. It wasn't easy.

'l see you're not denying it,' he observed, histimnourling in a sneer.

She stood up then. 'I'm under no obligation to iconbr deny anything.
You made the running, Miles, you wanted this mergeever did. But for a
while | couldn't see any alternative.'

'‘And now you can,' he snapped, ‘which can only nwanof two things.
Either you've talked the bank into extending yowerdraft, or you've
managed to wangle an important commission fromaltiwe client. | know
which sounds more likely to me."

Digging her nails into her palms, Kersty shrugg&the would not be
goaded.But her nerves were tightening again. 'You willidvee whatever
you choose to believe, regardless of anything I say

"You're so right.' Miles stood up, glaring at Hity company is the largest
in the area. No one can match the range of serdoety Design has to
offer.’

‘Then you haven't a thing to worry about, have yd(érsty retorted
sweetly.

'Who's worried?' Miles sneered. 'I'm just curioss@why a makeshift little
outfit like yours has been offered this plum jolouycan't afford to drop
your prices.' He smirked again. 'What's the gimmigke you offering ...
fringe benefits?'

Kersty felt herself grow pale. The insinuation wasmistakable. Her
self-control teetered for an instant as severarkting rejoinders trembled
on her tongue. He was the dregs. She drew in a, sleep breath and
composed her face into an expression of mild puzeid. 'l really don't
know what you're talking about, Miles. As for my&keshift little outfit",’



she mimicked his scorn, 'only a few minutes agowete anxious to buy it.
Please excuse me, I've rather a lot do do. Thankgmunch.'

‘A total waste of time,” he muttered sourly. 'l ‘tagven-say it was a
pleasure.’

Kersty flashed him a brilliant smile. 'Chalk it tgpexperience, Miles. You
can always claim it on expenses.’

‘This isn't over yet, Kersty,' he scowled. 'l dgmte up that easily.’

Once more she curbed an almost uncontrollablea&siiash out verbally.
Choking back anger and frustration, she noddedgbpliGoodbye, Miles.
I'll see myself out.'

The pains in her stomach had continued for seveoaks and Kersty
wondered, not for the first time, if she could lettipg an ulcer.

Now, as she followed the curve of the drive, shektone hand from the
steering wheel, pressed her fingers just undebieastbone and wished the
burning sensation would go away. An ulcer at twdiMy was just too
ridiculous to contemplate. It was nerves, that alas

She passed the entrance to a paved yard which utadildings on two
sides and a high stone wall on the third. Soundsofmering and sawing,
accompanied by a transistor tuned to the localorathtion, issued from
doors and windows open in spite of the rain.

A few yards on she drove between two tall stonemzts, beneath an
archway of trees, and cut on to a huge gravelledcesle that fronted the
house.

Kersty hesitated for a moment, torn between leathegMini where it was,
barely a yard from the steps to the front door, &ethg accused of
thoughtless parking, or moving the car back torteatly trimmed hedge
and getting soaked on the thirty-foot run to thechoShe heaved a sigh and
opted for good manners.



The wheels spun on the gravel as she tucked theudiagainst the hedge
facing the way she had come in.

Quickly checking her appearance in the driving arirshe pushed a stray
curl back into her upswept hair-style. Its rich rmgany sheen showed to
best advantage when it hung loose, curling in he@zames on her shoulders.
But putting it up made her look not simmiderbut somehow more mature,
more authoritative. Needing all the help she caét there had been no
choice. Up it had gone.

She had limited her makeup to mascara, to darketigs of her thick lashes
and enhance her green eyes, a touch of blushescane coral lip-gloss to
counter her nervous pallor and give her face somehmeeded colour.

She had been equally careful in choosing what rwi&he needed to make
a good impression, but she also needed to feeldmrifenough about her
appearance to be able to forget it and concergrdteely on promoting her
abilities as a graphic designer capable of handlipgestigious account. To
do all this shénadto be comfortable, which ruled out skirts and Higtels,
items she possessed but rarely wore.

After an hour spent trying and discarding varioutfits from her wardrobe,
she had decided on a pair of smart black trousmrsheeled black patent
pumps, and a bat wing-sleeved top of black, cardleamerald.

Battling with portfolio, bag and umbrella, she maaelash for the lofty
granite porch. Leaving her umbrella, still open.he corner to dry, she
brushed the few drops of rain from her trouserspathred her hair in a
telltale gesture of nervous anticipation and, gragphe darkly tarnished
bell-pull, tugged hard. It came off in her hand.

Kersty's breath caught in her throat as she striedh horror, then, hearing
a sound, glanced up at the door.

At least ten feet high, it was newly painted areldeep maroon gloss had a
mirror finish. Kersty could see her reflection,iatpre of guilt. She looked
at the doorknocker. Of smooth, highly polished bras matched the
door-knob and letterbox.



Grasping her bag and portfolio more tightly, shensferred the broken
bell-pull to her other hand and lifted the knocKire resounding thud made
her flinch.

Almost immediately the door swung open, silent w#il-oiled hinges. A

man in his mid-thirties wearing the uniform of &lbuinclined his head and
said pleasantly, '‘Good afternoon, Miss Hurrell. aB& follow me. His

Lordship will be with you in just a moment.' He atbback, waiting for her
to enter.

Kersty had been mentally rehearsing her openinglsyawho she was and
why she had come, so his greeting threw her offrizad. 'Oh. Th-thank you,'
she stammered. She stepped inside.

He closed the door with barely a click. 'Would yazare for some tea? Or
perhaps you would prefer coffee?'Despite her nemwvess, Kersty was
impressed. But she was so tense she couldn't thes.eNo, thank you. Not
just now. Oh—er--' Lifting her hand she held ow tiroken bell-pull. 'I'm

terribly sorry. It—I--'

'Don't give it another thought, Miss Hurrell," leadsas he took it from her.
'It's due to be mended next week.’

She followed him across the patterned carpet. Alsbee reception desk
stood unobtrusively in one corner. Kersty was vagaeare of ivory walls,
white paintwork, subtle lighting and lots of plant$he overall impression
was one of warmth and welcome.

Passing a glass door, Kersty glimpsed armchairssafas upholstered in
pink, grouped around low tables on a carpet ofala@reen.

They came to another door, white-painted and pad€llhe butler opened it
and motioned her inside. 'Please make yourself edatfle. His Lordship
will be with you directly.’

A nervous spasm clenched Kersty's stomach and dweedmouth. She
backed into the room. 'D-do you think | might havglass of water, please?'



‘Certainly, Miss Hurrell. I'll fetch it at once.’
'It's very kind of you.' She smiled tentatively.

‘Not at all." He smiled back. She knew he recoghtbe fact that she was
nervous, but there was nothing condescending somaing either in his
smile or his manner. She watched the door closgtédhm. It couldn't be
easy, being a butler, she mused. It was rathemtikielle management, the
boss on one side, the staff on the other, and gwing to keep both happy.
It was also a job involving service, a concept Wlgeemed to have gone out
of fashion, and required total control over emati@md expression, not to
mention a degree in diplomacy.

Yet there was nothing remotedgrvileabout the man who had just left. He
had been pleasant and polite, but in no way familmefact, now she came
to think about it, he had been far more at easke et than she with him.
But that had nothing to do with rank or class. Heswecure in his job. She,
on the other hand, was not.

Unless she made a favourable impression on Visddalitane, her whole
future, and that of the others back at the studlas in jeopardy.

She dropped her bag on to a chair, leaned hegiorigainst it, then turned
to face the room. Her eyes widened, taking in Wexmtglvgreen walls,
apricot carpet, and furniture gleaming with théanpatina of age. Two sofas
faced one another on either side of a white Adaeplface, and comfortable
armchairs in muted shades invited company. Thohghrain still poured
down, light streamed in from two long velvet- drdp@ndows.

Kersty's head moved slowly in admiration. Everyghgine had seen so far
reinforced her impression of casual elegance anderstated luxury.
Despite the obvious quality of the furnishings, loeise was not simply a
showpiece; it welcomed, soothed and offered conifoan atmosphere of
peace and calm.

She crossed to the nearest window and looked autg@ring what it must
be like to live permanently in such surroundindse Supposed the Viscount
simply took it for granted. Beyond the gravelledip@amooth lawn, broken



only by clusters of azalea bushes, each a profusdiarite, yellow, scarlet

and pink blossoms, stretched nearly fifty feet towa stone wall. At one

side, tall rhododendrons formed a windbreak andestrBeyond the wall

more lawn, dotted with trees and shrubs, slopeddova fence separating
the garden from the park.

Conjuring pictures of ladies in crinolines and pata taking tea on the
grass, Kersty was aware of the door opening asainaisg it was the butler
returning with her water, spoke without turning mdu 'lt must be
enormously satisfying, working in such a beautffldce.' 'It is," a voice
replied, a deep voice touched with quiet laughtiet the butler's voice.

Startled, Kersty swung round, her cheeks burning eimbarrassment.
'Oh,' she gasped, relief flooding through her. ‘Neil) yoade me jump.’

'I'm sorry," he smiled.

'No, it's all right. I'm so glad to see you." Re@lg she sounded more

enthusiastic than might be wise for only a secoeeting, she lowered her
eyes then looked up at him once more, frownindhdlyg'You're all dressed

up.'
He glance down. His dark suit was expertly tailarad fitted him perfectly,
subtly enhancing the width of shoulder, narrowrtddsp and length of leg.

He raised his hand to the knot of a maroon and gjrgyed tie, held in place
over a pale cream shirt by a plain gold tie- pin.

'It's only a suit, Kersty," he mocked, 'not the\@nalewels.'
She felt warmth return to her face. 'You know whatkean.'

‘That | look more at home in jeans and workshirte®' queried,
straight-faced.

'Yes—no—you're a rotten tease, d'you know that@' l8ssed at him, her
glance darting towards the door.



He nodded solemnly, then openly studied her. "ok Quite different too,
with your hair up like that.'

She shrugged, her nervousness showing. 'l havg émdt look the part.'
He moved towards her. 'What part is that?'

She lifted one shoulder. 'Older, mainly. | havappear the type of person
who can run a successful business, be organisedagadble, and still have
creative flair.'

His brows climbed. 'And for that you must lookler?’

The ghost of a smile tilted the corners of her rholt | want to be taken
seriously by someone who doesn't already know nteenW left college |

had just completed a four-year course in Graphisigde and graduated
with honours. I've run my own business ever sinog Em not boasting
when | tell you I'm good at my job. But I'm onlyewty-five. And if | had a

pound for every time I've been patronised or chatig by men who can't
see beyond the fact that I'm young and femaldyd'd millionaire now.’

'‘Oooh!" He winced softly. 'That sounds bitter.’

She shook her head. 'I'm not bitter, just irritdtedis expression was
doubting. 'Honestly. And I'm tired. | wouldn't hateego through all this if |
was a man.'

Neil's smile was cryptic. 'Who said life was fair?'

‘You're right,’ she allowed after a pause. 'l sesitlouldn't complain. Things
might not be easy, but I'm luckier than most. ldhayob | adore. How many
people can say that? Anyway, what | really measatpwas, thank you for
setting up this meeting for me with Viscount Haldahreally am grateful.
The idea—well, the possibility had crossed my naftdr we'd talked, and |
thought of asking you then, but it seemed an autigeek. | mean, we'd only
just met. It wasn't as if you knew me or my wo8ensing that her tongue
was beginning to run away with her, and might lgt snore than she



intended, Kersty stopped. She rubbed her handshegawkwardly.
'‘Anyway, thanks.'

Neil gestured towards one of the sofas. 'Shall idavn? How is your
back, by the way?'

Kersty glanced at the sofa uncertainly, and rentastanding. 'It's fine,
almost healed. Look, Neil--'

'Did you see a doctor?’

She shook her head. 'l sloshed on some TCP anesaisantiseptic cream
when | got home. | even managed to put a plastghongh | nearly stuck it
to the mirror. It was more to save my clothes tteaprotectthe wound.' She
went pink. 'l think your first aid was really alidat was necessary. And to be
honest, | really couldn't spare two hours to go aitdin the doctor's
waiting-room." She glanced at her watch and hewrravas a mixture of
worry and irritation. 'l wish his Lordship would iy up. My appointment
was for eleven. It's ten past nave'sprobably got all the time in the world,
but | shall be working until nine tonight as it is. fact, I'll probably be
working till nine for the foreseeable future, esp#y if | don't get this job.’

'Why?' he demanded curiously.

Kersty bit her lip. 'I've done something totallyodical and financially
crazy.'

Neil gazed at her. His eyes narrowed. 'You've tichevn the merger?’
She nodded. Her gaze slid, uneasy, to the doai--Ne

'Why?"' he repeated.

She shrugged. 'Call it a brainstorm,’ she answiépgzhntly. Then, hugging
her arms around her body, she turned once moretewindows and looked
out. 'No, it wasn't,’ she murmured. 'lt was thet Ipesve | ever made.' She

glanced round at him, an impish smile tilting heoutih and lighting her
eyes. 'Not the wisest, perhaps, but definitelyntiost satisfying. | wish you



could have seen Miles's face. He was all gloatsanidk, playing me like a
fish on a line. He was absolutedjunnedvhen | told him | wouldn't sell. He
just couldn't believe it." Her smile faded and stared out of the window
once more. 'l don't regret what | did. | know itsvaght. But life certainly
won't be easy for the next few months.’

'‘But surely, if you get this job for Viscount Halua-' Neil began.

Kersty turned to face him, clasping her handsontfof her!If,' she said.lf

| get it. Of course it would make a tremendousaidéhce.' She grinned. 'Not
to mention the knock-on effect of a commission franmember of the

aristocracy. It's almost as good as "By Royal Appuent".' Her face grew

tense, serious. 'But I'm not counting any chick@rsthe few occasions I've

depended on something, I've always ended up widtagn't.'
‘Somethingor someon®@' Neil queried softly.

Kersty pretended she hadn't heard. Her eyes fieck&ywards the door yet
again. 'In any case, I've no idea how many othelis lbe interviewing. |
know | can compete favourably with Duchy Design &whcept..." Her
chin lifted a fraction. 'If you want the truth, dald wipe the floor with both
of them. But if he's thinking of looking outsidesthounty...'

'l don't think you have a thing to worry about,ilNeniled, his voice warm
and gentle.

She raised her eyes, met his steady gaze, and &tange constriction
around her heart. 'Yoare kind," she blurted, colouring. 'l wish--' She
stopped, checked her watch again, and looked atadbe 'Whereas he?'

'Kersty, I--' Neil began, taking a step towards. her

‘I know," she interrupted, raising both her hamdfotestall him. "You have
to go.' He kept on coming. 'I've taken up far taechof your time. You're

dressed so smartly, I'm sure there are all sortenpbrtant things you

should be doing.' He was right in front of her n@wly inches separated
them.



'Well, actually, there is one,' he agreed, and ast{ looked up at him,

puzzled, his strong hands cupped her face and dughntovered hers. His
lips were warm. They caressed hers, exquisitelylgetiney teased, they
coaxed. Then tenderness blossomed into passiohciigght his breath,

his lips pressed down on hers, parting them, andsti{e her head

swimming, heard a soft answering sound drawn fremauwn throat. She

had been kissed many times in her life, but nevever had it been like
this. His mouth kindled a flame deep within her aa&lhe stroked her face
and throat, her skin was quiveringly alive to laadh. His body brushed
hers and they both swayed.

Then he tensed and she felt him fighting for cdnReluctantly, he dragged
his mouth from hers and, lifting his head, staredaly into her eyes.

Kersty felt dizzy. Her breathing was quick and khal Her knees had
turned to water and her heart pounded againstilbetike a prisoner in a
cage.

His gaze searching, Neil's expression was troulifedgive me, Kersty,' he
muttered. Grazing her cheek lightly with his lips,released her and turned
away.

She did not understand. ‘It wasn't exactly unpleaddeil,’ she smiled,
feeling oddly shy, yet at the same time wantingdace and sing for sheer

J0y.

Caution,her head warned, but her heart refused to ligtéar Martin, she
had built a wall around her inner self, so grievplsirt she had wondered if
recovery was even possible. At the time it had@ttened for she had not
cared.Never againshe had vowed.

Immersing herself in work, she had avoided all trefeships except, of
necessity, those connected with business.

Yet slowly, unaware, she had healed. Neil's kiss tha first in a very long
time, the first ever to evoke such strange, wondidgfelings. Her blood
fizzed in her veins like champagne.



Neil glanced at his watch and turned to face hevasn't referring to the

kiss,' he said quietly. 'l make no apology for thébw could I, when it's

something | wanted to do since the first momem@w sou?' He pushed his
hands into his trouser pockets. There was an uactaistic hesitancy
about him. 'Kersty, I'm afraid--'

'Look, it's all right, | do understand,’ she intgrted, recalling his
surreptitious look at his watch and wanting to mialeasier for him. He had
already taken time out to make her feel more relakat it was clear from
his clothes that he was due somewhere other tleewvdbds. 'l am grateful,
Neil.'

‘Gratitude wasn't exactly what | had in mind," belgrily.

'‘No." She coloured swiftly. 'l—I meant about thislie gestured, 'the
interview. I'm not half so nervous. In fact, by tiree I've finished, ever so
modestly of course, I'll have convinced Viscountddae he's lucky to get
me!" She flashed him a warm, happy smile.

But Neil did not respond. 'Kersty, yalon'tunderstand, there's some--'

There was a discreet knock and the door openeacatto admit the butler.
He was carrying a silver tray on which rested aesitoffee service, a plate
of chocolate biscuits and a glass of water.

Neil cursed under his breath and, catching the tatteer than the actual
words, Kersty's eyes widened as her gaze flew iaihto the butler and
back.

‘Thanks, George," Neil's voice was expressionle$eanodded to the butler
who set the tray down on an antique table.

George bowed, picked up the tumbler and offeredo itkersty. 'My
apologies for the delay, Miss Hurrell." He cleadig not intend to give a
reason or make excuses. Kersty had a feeling fttia¢ icooker blew up or
the chef went berserk, George would announce isdhee polite, measured
tones that 'dinner will be subject to a short delay



‘That's all right. Thank you." She took the glaasetully and, suddenly
uncertain, glanced up at Neil, who pushed a hanaugh his hair in a
gesture of impatience and resignation.

Kersty raised the glass and sipped the ice-colderwa&omething had
changed. The atmosphere in the room was diffenedtshe didn't know
why.'Leave it, George.' Neil's peremptory tonethesbutler began to pour
the coffee, startled Kersty, adding to her une#iiesee to it myself.'

'‘As you wish, My Lord.'

Kersty choked on the mouthful of water and begaoangh. Setting the
glass down quickly, her eyes streaming as she ddspéreath, she pulled
a tissue from her sleeve and held it to her mouth.

Both men turned towards her, their expressions exoec.
‘Are you all right?' Neil asked.

She nodded, unable to speak, swallowing convulsivi&hecouldn'thave
heard—her mind was playing tricks. Geoaildn'thave called him--

George turned to Neil. 'My Lord, | did not wish d¢isturb you, but Mr
Tregonning has telephoned twice. He needs a daaisiocerning the joists
in the small barn.'

'‘And naturally, it could not wait until lunch timéJeil commented acidly.

He was immediately brisk and businesslike. 'Ring hack and tell him to
replace the two at the far end. The rest will be @t treatment. And tell

him | want the lintel over the door replaced witteqgast concrete. The
existing one looks more like lace than wood.'

‘Yes, My Lord,” George bowed. 'Do you intend vigitithe site this
afternoon? Doubtless Mr Tregonning will ask.'

Weariness flitted across Neil's hard featuresaifished almost at once, but
Kersty had glimpsed the constant, driving pressmceher heart contracted
in sympathy. Immediately, she banished it. Whatka jhe'd been having at



her expense. How he must be laughing inside. Andlbng would he have
continued the pretence if George had not, in albaence, blown it wide
open? Anger flared, swift, hot and bitter, and lsaé to hold it under tight
control. She had trusted him.

"Il be on site at four," Neil stated.
'Very good, My Lord." George withdrew, closing th@or quietly.

Neil turned to Kersty. He stood straight and ve¥, this face devoid of
expression, his eyes slightly hooded so she caatldead them. 'Coffee?' he
suggested.

Crumpling the tissue in a clenched fist, Kerstyrgth at him, lips
compressed, head and heart at war. 'That walenthing to do," she burst
out.

'Oh, I don't think so," Neil responded mildly. 'Gg® often relays messages
when I'm otherwise engaged. Alf Tregonning is quged to it.'

'Don't play games with me," Kersty fumed. 'Thatswhat I'm talking about
and you know it.’

'Do sit down and have some coffee,’ Neil cut imu¥id say you were short
of time, so the sooner--'

'Stop ordering me about!" Kersty snapped. 'Whohiledo you think you
are to--' She stopped herself with a half-embaeddsalf-bitter laugh. 'Daft
guestion. | know who you arerew. But youdidn't tell me." Her voice fell
and the hurt was clearly audible. '"You cheated. exito me.' What a fool
she was. She should have know better.

'No, Kersty.' His response was immediate and emphBbn't say that. It
wasn't intentional.'

‘Then why didn't you tell me?' she cried. She ksae was wrong to allow
the hurt to show. She should have bottled it updexsand got out of the



house as fast as she could. By letting him know ith@attered, she had
handed him a weapon.

He raised an eyebrow in cynical weariness. 'Andhiéd, would you have
talked to me, confided in me, the way you didhea doubt it.'

Kersty's angry glare faltered, and her thick laghdgred down to veil her
eyes. He was right, of course. But as some oftimg$ she had said out in
the woods and here in this elegant room only msb&fore sprang to mind,
hot colour rose like a tide up her throat to fldwd face. She winced in an
agony of embarrassmer@he had called one of his relatives a nutcase. She
had told he had an outsize ego. She had critidisedristocracy in general
and the owner of Ravenswood in particular.

Her anger died, leaving her empty and confusedspitg her hands
together so tightly that they hurt, she lifted head. Her small chin jutted,
part bravado, part defiance. Whatever else he ntadpel her, she wasn't a
coward.

'‘My Lord, | must apologise--'

'Kersty, Kersty," he mocked gently. 'Spare me tNat. formality, not from
you' Her colour flared and her chin lifted a fractioigher. He took a step
towards her, but caught himself and stopped.

The air between them seemed to shimmer, full ehaibn new to both. 'I'm
still Neil Drummond, the chap who unhooked you fraftnarbed-wire fence
and administered first aid." His eyes gleamed.nifitie, perhaps, but
effective. After all, what do you expect from a maho spent five years in
the Brazilian jungle— finesse?'

Kersty didn't smile. How many times had she relitrest moment, the touch
of his hands and mouth on her back? Never in lierhad there been
anything to compare.until he kissed her.

But now he was suddenly a stranger, not the manhalethought. No
wonder she had sensed something different about, hima slight
remoteness, the air of authority.



She wrenched her attention back as he went ompé&en thanking my lucky
stars ever since that you had enough spark toegher"Keep Out" notices.'

'‘Really?' Defensiveness and uncertainty made heewound cool. '‘Whose
cottage did you take me to? And how long did yaend to continue the
deception?'

The light faded from his eyes leaving them opaguegadable. 'The cottage
is my home. It's where | live," he said flatly. i¥house, beautiful though it
is, is business as far as I'm concerned, and Ldikeave business behind at
the end of the day. As for the other, it was ndebberate deception. If you
recall, it was you who assumed | worked on thetesfss a matter of fact, |
do. | work damned hard.' His tone was cold. 'l badn trying for several
minutes before George came in to...'

‘Tell me the truth?' Kersty supplied acidly.

'l had not lied," Neil snapped. 'l was tryingeixplain,but you thought | was
trying to leave.’

Kersty looked down, biting her lip.

'l wanted, foolishly, perhaps,’ his voice held #ebiself-mockery that
unexpectedly tore at Kersty's heart, 'to be acdepirewhat | do, rather than
who | am. | thought—I hoped you were different."

Her head came up quickly.

'It seems we've wasted rather a lot of time. Ikhire'd better get down to
business. When can you start?’

Kersty stared at him. 'You...you mean...I've getjgb?'
He nodded briefly.
'Don't you want to see some examples of my work?'

'Have you done anything on this scale before?'emeathded.



'Well... no..." she admitted.

‘Then it wouldn't really help, would it?' He stoop suddenly and, pushing
his hands into his pockets, strode to the windod/ stared out. She turned
on the sofa and watched his profile; it was hard @osed. A chasm had
opened up between them. She knew she was parityreibe and grieved
for what had gone. Yet what choice had she had@ddenot been honest
with her.

'With so much money invested," he said quietlyl] ghzing out of the
window, 'the presentation is of vital importancevdnt it in the hands of
someone | can trust.'

'‘B-but you hardly know me," Kersty blurted. 'Areywiu taking a terrible
risk?'

Neil turned. He gazed at her long and hard, hisresgion deeply
thoughtful. 'Hardly know you? | wouldn't say th&ersty. | wouldn't say
that at all.’



CHAPTER FOUR

THE RESTOf the day passed in something of a haze. Joshdoe look at
Kersty's smiling face as she arrived back at thdist and dashed into the
tiny kitchen. He reappeared brandishing a bucketaioing crushed ice and
a bottle of champagne.

Kersty was both surprised and delighted. "Whereydidget that?

'From the fish shop in the High Street.’'

‘Not the ice, you idiot, the champagne.’

'l nipped into the Wine Cellar while you were out.'

'Weren't you taking rather a chance?'

Josh shook his head. 'Couldn't lose," he said dentiy. 'If you got the job,
we'd celebrate. If you didn't,’ he shrugged, 'vde@vn our sorrows.’

Sue hurried into the kitchen to rinse the coffeggmauwosh lowered the
bottle for a moment and draped an arm over hisr@sthoulders. 'Glad you
made it, kid. We're pretty close to the edge, area?'

She glanced up quickly.

'Don't flannel me, Kersty," he warned as she opemed mouth, the
automatic denial already on her lips. "You've b&lsowing definite signs of
strain this past few weeks. Still," with a finalusgze he released her and
raised the bottle once more, 'the odd little jdde lihis should brighten the
picture a bit, en?’

She nodded, grinning. 'Just a bit.'
Clutching coffee-mugs full of chilled, sparklingmwa, Harry, Josh and Sue

perched on any available surface around Kerstyeaniedly demanded to
know, word for word, all that had happened.



Kersty described in detail what she had seen dfitluse and grounds. Then
she gave an edited version of what had been sh@@w&sn't quite sure why
she omitted anything which gave even the slighkest of a personal
relationship between Neil and herself. Perhapsag Whe same reason she
had said nothing about her clandestine excursiétai@nswood on Sunday
and its outcome.

She had not been involved with a man for a verg iime. Too long, in the
view of both Josh and her father. And, despiterttagnetic attraction of
Neil Drummond, she was not sure she wanted tous assuming he had
any such inclination. Besides, he was not whatdeedeemed. And, while
she had felt a growing affinity to Neil Drummondiswount Haldane was
something else altogether.

So, forced as she was to refer to him as 'his ltopder 'Viscount Haldane',
Kersty found no difficulty in sounding quite objaa. The title itself lent

formality and detachment to her resume of theiculision concerning the
brochure and video.

But even as she talked, her delight and exciteraleatit the job visible in
her glowing cheeks and shining eyes, a pensiveecoai her heart
wondered if the man she had known only as Neil Dnomd was lost to her
for ever.

It had been Neil who had tended her back, who alkeéd about the woods,
who had drawn out of her things she had never spokéefore. Neil who
had held her face in his hands and kissed her, eiady feelings she had
been unaware she possessed.

Her reaction had driven that part of him back bdlartool, patrician facade
which, during the remaining half- hour of her visiad encased him like an
invisible armour.

He had been polite but businesslike. He had askethpnt questions and
listened thoughtfully to her answers. But of thennshe had teased and
laughed with there was no sign. Not once in th#th@ur had he used her
Christian name; in fact, he had not addressedtladk. &lis handshake as she



left had been brief, and she had hurried throughrdim to her little car with
an aching sense of loss.

It wasn't her fault. There was no escaping the dadetho he was. It could
hardly be ignored. He was surrounded by servarasddl a fleet of people
working for him. Even the architect was anxioust inery detail should
meet his Lordship's approval. He was treated byyewe with a deference
that set him aparEveryone but her.

Even as embarrassment burned once again, sheecetadl harsh, bitter
crack about thinking—hoping she was different.

Before she had realised exactly who he was, thadebeen...something.
She had glimpsed a solitariness about him, a siepess that struck an
answering chord in her. She understood all too wed burden of

responsibility. Had she been too hasty in her comdgion of his

behaviour? Yet what could they possibly have in emm? She was
growing more and more confused.

When the last of the wine had been swallowed, Sappeéd the cork into
Kersty's bag as a memento of the biggest commisgiey had ever
undertaken. Then they returned to work, each aufetes need to clear jobs
outstanding in readiness to begin the Ravenswoojegir

At ten minutes to five Mr Edrich phoned. Kerstykdbe call and listened to
the phoney regret as he said that unless she Idviieeeprice it would be
difficult for him to recommend K. Graphics for thaide-book. Her face set
as he went on to allow that there were severaltpan which compromise
might be reached, and perhaps they could disces®ritdinner?

Kersty let him go no further. As Sue tried, unsestelly, to stifle a fit of
giggles, Kersty told him she was sorry they woultiave the privilege of
working for him. But they could not lower the priggthout sacrificing
quality, and as quality was the foundation on wtitad business was built,
she could see no possible solution. It appearedvdndd have to look
elsewhere. She totally ignored his suggestion ofgromises and dinner.



'Why not try Duchy Design?' Kersty suggested sweefisk for Miles
Quintrell. I'm sure you'll both get along splengidYou have such a lot in
common. Good afternoon, Mr Edrich.' He was stilldtéring, telling her
not to be so hasty, when she put the phone down.

That night it was almost ten when Kersty arrivedneo exhausted, but
oddly content. Her faith in her own ability had begstified, and her
decision to turn Miles down vindicated. That aleveess enough to make her
feel buoyant. But there was more to the slow, d#gpng of anticipation
than the creative ideas that were beginning to leubther head. Some time
very soon she would be seeing Neil again. She veatesl to realise she
still thought of him as Neil, and even more sumulisit how much she was
looking forward to that moment.

Josh and Sue had left the studio at nine to ga fohinese meal. Harry had
stumped off soon after, warning Kersty not to staylate.

Over scrambled eggs and two cups of tea eatere &littthen table, Kersty
recounted the events of the day to her father.

Stanley Hurrell sucked on an old and much-lovee pip he listened, taking
the stem from his mouth occasionally to blow a ppushsmoke. He rubbed
the polished bowl with long, sensitive fingers thwegtrayed the artistic
streak inherited by both his children. Head of tigsic department at the
town's comprehensive school, he was also musicactdr of the
Boscarrick Male Voice Choir.

"You're sure this chap is sound, Kersty?' His tometained an element of
doubt.’

'What do you mean, Dad?' she asked, puzzled. Wbhase says he is.' She
got up and took her plate, cup and saucer to theidg-board. "There's no
doubt about that." Her voice was tinged with irony.

'l was thinking more along financial lines," hether said. 'Kersty, this
sounds like a very big job, and you are a very bomthpany. Don't get me
wrong, love. | don't want to spoil your pleasurgust don't want to see you
bite off more than you can chew.’



'Yes, it's big, Dad. But we can handle it. | havgreat team.’

Her father was not to be easily put off. 'lt's adhaorld, Kersty, and there
are some hard people in it. A title doesn't gua@mhoral behaviour. The
upper classes can be quite peculiar about moneyneRber the

Carvossas--.'

'Dad, that wayearsago,' Kersty broke in.

'Maybe. But will he pay up, this Viscount Haldaigfat's what I'm asking.
You've already had two bad debts, and look at #meatje they did. A third,
especially on the scale you're talking about, coulide off your business.
I'm concerned for you, love, that's all.’

Kersty patted her father's shirtsleeved shouldshadeaned across the table
to pick up the tray. 'Actually, | put that to himyself. Not quite as bluntly,
of course. But | did ask if he had any idea ofdbst of a project such as the
one he had in mind. He said he didn't imagine mlde cheap.' Recalling
the dry tone and raised eyebrow, Kersty felt a guimside and went on
quickly, 'l told him a rough estimate for a fifteannute film, with
voice-over commentary and music, plus the brochwayld be in the
region of twenty thousand pounds.'

'What did he say to that?' her father asked.

'He just nodded, said it was about what he thoughtl he expected a
first-class job, especially as he'd heard such igigweports of our work.'

'He'd heard about you, eh?' Her father looked plkdsvho from?’

Kersty grimaced. 'Actually, it was from me. Befdr&new who he was.
|—it's a long story, Dad, but basically, just a ead mistaken identity.
Anyway, | told him that we didn't know how to doydning less than a
first-class job.'

Stanley Hurrell nodded. He puffed on his pipe fanament or two, then
asked curiously, 'What's he like?"



Kersty ran hot water into the sink, added a squeérashing-up liquid and
kept her back to her father as she dabbled heerfinig the lather. 'To look
at?' She paused for a moment, not because it waicahto remember, but
because two images occurred at once, filling herdmso vivid that her
breath caught in her throat. One, a tall, powenfiah in denim shirt and
jeans, a shotgun over his shoulder, and a gleamsieyes. The other, the
same man, dark-suited, aloof, unapproachable. Mages superimposed,
blending, separating and blending again. And Kenmgglised it was
pointless to ask which image was tieal one. They both were. Two facets
of his job, two sides of his personality. 'Talhesblurted, suddenly aware of
the length of her silence. 'In his mid to latetibs, | suppose. Darkish hair
streaked by the sun. Apparently he spent five yeaBsazil.'

'l meant as a person,' her father said thoughtfully

'He's well spoken, courteous. He has beautiful memnide made me feel--'
terrified, breathless,

exhilarated... alivequite the lady," she finished lamely. "You woaddl him

a real gentleman, DadA' gentlemanAnd so he had been. That kiss... But
that was only part of the story. There was mormething stronger, darker,
more ruthless. The man that had survived the Amézests. And even that
was not all. 'He's..." she hesitated, trying to what was only a feeling,
intuition, into words. 'He's quite a mixture,' wtag best she could manage.
'He runs the whole estate himself. He has staffpafse, but he's the one in
overall control. He has a degree in forestry ad.wel

'What about his wife?' her father asked. 'Did yaetrher, too? What's she
like?'

A newly washed plate slipped from Kersty's hand @raghed heavily on to
the draining-board. 'He's not married,’ she thieewvords lightly over her
shoulder, scrubbing hard on a pan. 'Apparently, Miisy goes in once a
week to cook, clean, and do the washing.’'

'Only once a week? A place that size?' Stanley élluwwas openly
astonished.



Kersty was about to explain that Neil didn't livethe house, but stopped
herself in time. Explanations would only lead torenguestions, and she
had a strong feeling she'd said too much already.

Her father was studying her, frowning thoughtfidlyhe drew on his pipe.

'He seems to have told you quite a lot about hiipsgtanley Hurrell
observed. 'More than necessary, | would have though | get the
impression there's more than just a job involve® hi€ersty?'

Relieved her father could not see the heat in heeks, Kersty attacked the
pan with renewed ferocity. 'Honestly, Dad!" shedell, not looking round. 'l
hardly know the man. You asked what he was like.diven you as broad a
picture as | can, that's all." A flat denial migifalve been more convincing,
but she had never been able to lie to her fathen berself.

‘Listen, love, don't fall for him. He's probablyganuine sort. He certainly
sounds an enterprising young man. But with backgleuas different as
yours, it can only end in tears.’

Kersty wrung out the dishcloth with unusual fordenever thought you
were a snob, Dad.'

He removed his pipe. 'I'm a realist, Kersty. We amdinary people. That
doesn't mean we atessthan anyone else. We're certainly not stupid. But
we're not gadabouts. Our families have lived indbenty for generations.
Your mother's family has been in this village feepa hundred years. From
what you tell me, that young man has seen the wHit used to a different
way of life. It's my guess he won't stay long. Hed whatever it is he's
planned with the house, get the money coming &m tie'll move on.’

No, Kersty wanted to shout, you're wrong. He catesut Ravens wood. It's
not simply a business opportunity. He's putting dowots, establishing a
future for his children.

She moistened her lips. 'That's not the impresk®mmave me,' she said
carefully. 'And, to be honest, Dad, your argumeotingls more like



old-fashioned class- consciousness. A "Them anddttgtde. | thought
that had gone out with the ark.’

Her father's look held a sympathy that made herdeorif he had seen
through her charade of objectivity.

'No, love. Sadly it hasn't. But I'll say ho moreotre a grown woman. Old
enough to live your own life and make your own jehgents. Just don't get
hurt.' Again.He didn't say it, but the implication was clear.

Kersty wiped her hands on the towel and droppedss &n her father's
forehead. 'I've won an important commission, Dale Dnly thing that
concerns me right now is doing the best possililegad getting paid.’

Stanley Hurrell puffed silently on his pipe andk@d up the evening paper.

Late the following afternoon, Kersty sat alone Ire tstudio. Sue was
working on the typesetter. Harry had finally tradkdown the faulty
connection in one of the machines and was fixingvhile Josh put the
finishing touches to the storyboard which gave ttegraphic display of
how the Flower Festival video would be put together

The reception area was empty and classical musigeds softly from
Kersty's small cassette player. She sat at heringalwoard, her hair caught
back in a loose ponytail, totally absorbed as shdarsketch after sketch,
trying out ideas for the presentation of Ravenswood

The sound of a gentle cough penetrated her comatemty and she looked
up.

Neil stood in the studio doorway watching her, t@hned, and immaculate
in a light grey suit, striped shirt and plain tie.

His silent arrival was such a shock to Kersty gta simply stared at him.
He had been so much on her mind. To look up anghligtsee him made
her wonder, just for an instant, if he was a figir@rher imagination.



That illusion was swiftly dispelled as he stepp&o the studio and glanced
around him. "You are obviously busy, so | won'tchgbu up.’

She pulled herself together at ondew long had he been ther#o, it's all
right...l just...l didn't expect.. .actually," sbenfessed in a rush, 'l thought |
was dreaming.’'

His brows climbed and Kersty's face grew hot. Stweiéd on, 'l mean, |
didn't hear the door, or you come in, or... anyghin

There was no smile on his mouth, no gleam of warmtiis shadowed eyes.
His face was unreadable, as if he had deliberatgdgd all expression from
it.

Kersty felt a constriction in her chest. It shodianatter. They were virtual
strangers. Last night she had reasoned it all mdtcanvinced herself she
didn't want the inevitable complications of a mauher life, particularlyhis
man. Now all her careful reasoning counted for math

Neil opened his jacket and reached to an insid&gio8/Ve didn't discuss
the financial arrangements in detail at our lase¢ting. | thought, under the
circumstances, you might find this useful.’

Acutely sensitive to every nuance, Kersty recoghidee reprimand for
having doubted his ability to pay. She glancedataheque, looked again,
felt herself pale, and raised wide eyes to NeiiveRhousan@' she

murmured.

His features tightened imperceptibly and Kerstyisteged, but did not
understand, the air of strain about him. ‘Isrénibugh?’

'Yes. Oh, yes," she nodded, breathless. She cajdTpemayne's, the
suppliers, and Fred, then clear the overdraft—pellf of it—and still have
enough over to get the project off the ground. fikhgou.' Her smile,
heartfelt and dazzling, was a blend of relief, igmde and sheer pleasure at
seeing him again, a pleasure she could no longer hi



Neil Drummond's jaw clenched. All his life his retanships with women

had been uncomplicated by any emotion strongerrhanal attraction and

affection. Partings had never grieved him, andueahad been a thing of
the moment, untrammelled by plans for a joint fatur

But this girl... ever since he had heard her cnyhielp and stepped through
the bushes to see her trapped on the wire, hedwulmable to get her out
of his mind. She was different. There was somethimgut her, an honesty
as refreshing as iced lemonade on a hot day. Stebban hurt. The
wariness deep in those candid eyes bore mute 8itogsmst pain. But there
was strength too, and humour, and an impulsiveagsinst which, he
guessed, she constantly battled.

That first day he had thought... had hoped... Hsezlihimself for a fool.
Perhaps if he'd managed to tell her himself—who heakidding? Her face
said it all. She no longer saw the anonymous mahdrwoods. It was the
money, the saving of her business, that lit upfaee with that beautiful
smile, not him.

He gave a mental shrug and let cynicism hardennardim. She wasn't
different at all. She was just like all the othdsknded by his title and her
own preconceptions. He'd be the aristocrat sheategeand to hell with
damn-fool dreams.

Kersty half rose from the stool. But there was nsveering smile from him,

no thaw in his manner. He remained aloof and ingrels And, as

bitterness thinned his sensual mouth, cold Finggigened around Kersty's
heart. Her smile faltered and died.

The door to the typesetting-room opened and Suiéeblusut, her arms full
of fresh copy. 'Kersty, what do you want me to dthw Seeing Neil, she
stopped. 'Sorry, | didn't realise--'

He glanced briefly towards her, his smile courtdouisdistant. ‘Please don't
apologise. | was just leaving.' He turned to Keratyw on her feet. 'When

may | see the preliminary sketches? | would likeb&okept informed at

every stage.'



She stiffened, momentarily uncertain. 'l—that igh® way | normally
work.'

'Perhaps not," he agreed blandly. 'But | think l{yalilbw that this situation is
somewhat. ..unusual?’

Kersty caught the soft inner flesh of her lower liptween her teeth. It
couldn't be that he didn't trust her, or that hakded her ability. If so, he
would never have given her the job. Besides, histljanded her a cheque
for five thousand pounds on account. It was quibeiaus there were
already enormous demands on his time and energyh$alid he want to
be involved inherwork?

At that very moment Neil Drummond was asking hirhgetcisely the same
guestion. He had been startled to hear his owrevoi@king the request.

Their eyes met. And locked. A current as poterd asggh-voltage electric
shock arced between them. Kersty's skin tingled hed mouth was
suddenly dry.

For an instant Neil appeared deeply shaken, butvered almost at once.
His gaze flicked briefly to the cheque, met heraimgand one dark brow
lifted fractionally.

Kersty's chin came up. 'He who pays the piper?'cbladlenged, her voice
unsteady.

His eyes narrowed, glittering and dangerous. '‘Qaoté He started to turn
away, but stopped and looked back at her over lgilder. 'There is
another reason.' His voice was harsh with self-rapckShe waited holding
her breath. 'This is a new experience for me. |+ekea lot to learn.’

Kersty swallowedCould he possibly mean...She moistened her lips, her
smile, uncertain, hope tightly reined. "You andlmoéh.’

His gaze was hard, probing. 'Then you'll ring me?"'



Her hesitation was infinitesimal. She nodded antseé an easing of the
tension in him.

'I'll look forward to it." His tone and manner wegelite rather than warm.
But the polished facade did not include his eyégylwere full of words as
yet unsaid, of much to be explored, and Kersty&stHfépped over.

'‘Goodbye, for now, Miss Hurrell.’

'‘Goodbye--' She hesitated. She could not call hatl &bain, not yet. Too
much had happened and there was too much unresésesthe opened her
mouth to address him by his title, he flashed hesutiing look, part
frustration, part warning. She felt weak and briesthy and wanted to laugh.
Then, acknowledging Sue with a nod, he crossedetteption area in three
strides and closed the outer door softly behind him

Sue sagged dramatically against the studio dooriVdlgat was allthat
about?' she gasped, her eyes sparkling with ctyioSWho is he, for
heaven's sake? Kersty? Hey!" She leaned forwaothédn number seven,
your time is up.'

Kersty started. Her heart was still pounding aretétwas a strange, hollow
excitement in the pit of her stomach. She strovefight, teasing note, not

wanting Sue to guess how deeply Neil's requesaffadted her. 'You mean
you don't know?"

Sue began to shake her head. 'How could I? I'verrsmen--' She froze, her
hand flying to her mouth. 'Oh, Kersty!" Her voiceopped to an awed
whisper. 'lt wasn't.. .was it?"'

'‘Who?'

'Him. You know.'

'If you mean our new client—yes, it was.' Her hé&arked.



'He'sgorgeous Sue breathed, then, heaving a sigh; she hudpgecbpy to
her, her expression thoughtful. 'I'll tell you sdahmeg, though. For all his
money and his .title, | wouldn't swap him for Josh.

'‘Any special reason?' Kersty was curious.

'Despite Josh's temperament, underneath he'saay sie a rock. He loves
me and he makes no secret of it. But | get tharfgetith that one," she
nodded towards the door through which Neil had ppeared, 'he's all
locked up inside himself.'

'How can you possibly tell?' Kersty demanded, haitised, half irritated.

Sue snorted. '"You only have to look at him. You peatticallyseethe wall.

| suppose it's protection. | mean, how else doesesaoe like him survive?

People gawping at you every time you go out. Yoorra@lisplay the whole

time. You can't scratch or swear or walk away wé@meone is boring you

to death.' She shuddered. 'Who'd want it? Stalippose he's used to all
that. It's a bit like royalty, really. They're bota it, aren't they? Never

known any different." She turned away and placecctipy in a tray on top

of the filing cabinet.

Kersty moved slowly back to her stool. Neddknown different. His time
in Brazil had not been spent in the cities, rubkshgulders with people as
sophisticated and cosmopolitan as any in London, ifbithe Amazon
forests. His title would have meant little to thelians and labourers. To
them he would have been just another white mansa to be respected or
cheated, depending on their mood and the poweisgidrsonality.

That was the man she had met in the woods. Thaanahom she had been
so strongly and unexpectedly attracted. And, despierythingstill was.

'Right," Sue announced, 'I'm off now." She pullacher anorak and picked
up the bundle of letters for the post. 'Nothingeeleu want, is there?'

Kersty shook her head. 'No, thanks. See you tomotrro



After Sue had gone, Kersty settled at her drawoogrd. The presentation
was coming together well. She had narrowed theilplesspproaches down
to three, and had sketched each one of them inegreetail.

It was often easier, when she was working on apreyect, to stay on after
everyone else had gone. The building was quietpliome didn't ring, and
there were no callers to disrupt the flow of ideas.

So why couldn't she concentrat&?opping her pencil, she rubbed her
forehead with the tips of her fingers, stretchedbdaek and drew in a deep
breath.

But as she looked once again at the drawingshaliceuld see was Neil's
face.This is a new experience for nfhe words echoed and re-echoed in
her head.

She made herself a cup of coffee and went backdatool, clasping the
mug in both hands, watching the evening sun stiatorthe reception area.

Had he meant the packaging of Ravenswood, or lasarship with her?
Could she even call it a relationship? They hag argt twice before today,
and that first time she hadn't known who he wag.réw she did. And her
anger at his apparent deception had melted angdpisaed.

It was no use pretending the title made no diffeeerShe found herself
wishing fervently that he was plain, ordinary Nefummond.

She smiled wryly to herself and gazed at the stegropffee. With or

without a title, there was nothing plain or ordyabout the tall, brooding
man who had kissed her, arousing a hunger whosagsktr she found
unnerving. He had awakened feelings in her no otteer had ever touched,
feelings she hadn't known she possessed.

Despite her own initial doubts, despite her fatherarnings, she wanted to
know Neil Drummond. She wanted to hear about hslfa his childhood,
the people he knew, the places he had visited.v@&med to know his
favourite music, his taste in food, the books kedi



This is a new experience for mM#&ell, it was for her too. And she didn't
know how to handle it. She gulped the coffee, l@rdhunsteady.

If she read him right, he had, in that statemeatl@the first move to bridge
the yawning chasm that had opened up between tiem.t was her turn.
She stared at the phone, torn.

He'd asked her ring him. It had be@sidea. But would he expect to hear so
soon?

She sucked in a deep breath. This was ridiculdasir®g) her cup firmly on
the bench, Kersty wiped a suddenly damp palm ddwerside of her jeans,
and picked up the phone. Her pulse hammered londher ears as she
dialled. She heard it ring and clutched the regemth both hands.

There was a click, then George's voice said, 'Rewead House.'

'Oh!" Kersty cleared her throat. 'Good evening. Mapeak to Viscount
Haldane, please?’

'I'll see if his Lordship is at home. May | ask wisaalling?'

Kersty swallowed. 'It's Miss Hurrell, Kersty Hurtelabout the project,’ she
added as a last-minute excuse.

‘Just one moment, miss.' The line went dead.

Doubts crowded in. Kersty took the receiver fromn Bar and started to
replace it. There was another click and Neil's #agame down the line.
'Hello?'

Kersty hesitated. His voice sounded flat.

'Kersty? Are you there? Don't you hang up on me-'

Relief coursed through her, leaving her legs sh&ke. hitched one hip on to
the bench, pressing the receiver to her ear. 'Hdwal know?'



'Intuition." She could hear exultant laughter is tieep voice and it warmed
her.

‘That's a woman's prerogative.'

'Who says?' he challenged. 'I've been expecting ¢hil for the past
half-hour.’

Kersty closed her eyes. '"You could have rung rhe,p®inted out.

'‘No," he said softly. ‘It had to be your decisiofhere was a moment's
silence, then, 'Where are you?'

'In the office."
'Problems?"

‘No. Everything's fine Everything is wonderful, marvellous, fantastier
heart sang. 'But it's easier to work in the evesiiggiieter.'

'I know what you mean. I'm sitting here surrountiggpaperwork.’

'| thought you didn't take work home with you.'

‘I don't. I'm in my office. It's just off the hadlehind the reception desk.'
A vivid image of the imposing house rocked Kerstylsw-found
confidence. She was suddenly uncertain. 'l— I'mrysdrdidn't mean to

interrupt--'

'For God's sake, don't apologise,’ Neil brokelid.far rather be talking to
you than preparing figures for my accountant.’

"You would?' Kersty blurted in delight, then, blush furiously, tried at
once to cover her pleasure. 'Still, if you dok¢lpaperwork, even talking to
the coalman is a treat."'



'He's a very pleasant chap, our coalman,' Neillsaiadly. 'Breeds canaries.
You still have the edge, though.’

Kersty grasped the receiver more tightly. 'l—I washdering—the reason |
rang—you did say you wanted to be kept informed...’

‘That's right, 1 do." His reply was swift and warm.

'‘Well, I thought... maybe you'd like to come in dook round the studio, see
how everything is put together.'

He didn't reply at once, and Kersty felt a dampnester the heavy fall of
hair at the back of her neck. She wiped it away \wér free hand.

'I'd like that very much. The only thing is, | wbbé able to manage it before
the end of next week. Is that all right with you?"

'Yes, that's fine." Kersty caught sight of her faccthe small mirror attached
to the notice-board. Her smile stretched almoshfear to ear. She wrinkled
her nose at her reflection, poking fun at her omnmgparent pleasure. 'lI've
rather a lot on myself during the first half of theek.’

'‘Are you going to the Flower Festival?'

'Yes. I'll be doing interviews while Josh concetgsaon the filming.' 'Fine.
I'll see you there, then.'

Kersty couldn't hide her surprise. 'Are you goitighave thought you were
too busy. In any case, it doesn't seem your thamgehiow..." She clapped a
hand over her mouth. She had no right to make sweleping statements.
What did she have to go oexcepintuition?

‘Just between ourselves, you're right. But | havesoice. I'll have to be
there.' There was a rich undertone of amusemdrisivoice. 'You see, I'm
performing the opening ceremony.’

Kersty gave a strangled gasp.



'See you on Wednesday. Think of some interestiegtijns.'

'‘Questions?' she croaked.

"You'll have to interview me, Kersty. I'm the gueshonour.’

She could hear him laughing as he put the phonendow



CHAPTER FIVE

KERSTYs feet ached. She hadn't sat down since seven thaimg, and it

was now almost two o'clock. Even the ham sandwiuh @astic mug of

coffee which constituted lunch had been eaten emtbve as she followed
Josh among the exhibits.

The huge marquee was filling up. The heady sceflbakers and swelling
babble of conversation were overpowering, and tensirapped a tight
band around her skull.

Trestles, raised in three tiers, edged the canwdis wnd formed an island
down the centre. Neatly covered in white lining @aphey groaned beneath
the weight of vases, bowls and buckets, all cramwigdluxuriant blooms
of every hue. The whole tent was a riot of colaud perfume.

Mindful of the unseasonal warmth as well as tharieg@resent a good front
for her business, Kersty had discarded her usaasj@and sweatshirt for
smart black cords and a lilac silk overshirt caugiia violet leather belt.
Her hair was tied back with an emerald and lilaarfsc

Behind the clipboard she clutched like a talisnsdue, carried a black leather
bag containing her lipstick, car- keys, purse, Ndiandkerchief and some
spare fibre-tip pens. The cassette recorder antbphone with which she
had already taped two interviews hung by a longpsfrom her other
shoulder.

Part of her yearned to be out of the crush, famftbe noise, the cloying
sweetness of the flowers, and the heavier, morggntrodour of sweating
bodies as the sun beat down on the canvas, wathengpidly staling air.

Momentarily, she longed for escape. Yet her thaaidlgw, not to the
beaches and rugged coastline bordering the townreleent refuge from
people and the pressures of work, but to the lalRagenswood.

As a child, Kersty had been enchanted by the lakged by a narrow path,
fringed with reeds and marsh marigolds, shadedbeting beeches and



graceful willows whose boughs curved and dipped tooich the
mirror-smooth surface, it had seemed a magic plaaeof this world.

At the far side, where the hillside rose so steépiy the water's edge that it
was impossible to walk there, giant ferns grew amder lilies formed a
thick, glossy islet.

She had always held her breath as she crept berbatharch of
rhododendrons which hid the path from all but thoke knew where it led.

She had not seen the lake for years. Did the thmtched summer-house
with its open front and single semicircular segit sttand at the curve of the
path? It was unlikely. The summer-house would betid ruin, the lake

silted up and choked with weeds. Nothing stayed séwme. Childhood

memories were special, but one had to move on. dedtpite the years
between, Ravenswood had not lost its magic, its. [dnly now it was not

simply the park, woods, and lake that invaded megination, it was their

owner.

She sighed, coming out of her reverie with a stardosh called impatiently,
'‘Before or after, Kersty?'

'What?' She hadn't heard a word he said.

"The interview with his Lordship, are you planntoglo it before or after the
opening ceremony?’

‘After. There won't be enough time before." Shax¢ga at her watch and
excitement flickered through her like summer lightn She tried hard to

concentrate, to keep her mind centred on the fipaimd the schedule. It was
impossible.

Dry-mouthed with anticipation, she looked about fAére noise and chatter
grew as more and more people flooded into theitepteparation for the
opening ceremony. Neil's name was mentioned witheasing frequency,
and Kersty found herself straining to catch snipmétconversation.



Much of what she heard was no more than idle cityiosut a significant
number of remarks contained resentment and hgstilit

Two women stopped a few feet from Kersty, one camnpig volubly about
local people no longer having access to the fallees that had provided
firewood for generations before 'this young upstarne down where he've
no business to be.’

Kersty edged closer, pretending to study the notelser clipboard, but the
conversation had jumped to the other woman's impgrmperation.

Suddenly, awareness brought the fine hairs on ieratms erect as a sixth
sense told her Neil was somewhere nearby. Foraleseronds there was no
change in the tone or volume of the babble. Th&s,d ripple, the news
spread to the furthest corner of the marquee. ldeah@ved.

'Get to the doorway,' Josh called to her acrosshewls of the people
pushing forward and separating them. 'They'rerggettp a mike for him.'

Kersty pushed, elbowed and excused her way thrtugmilling throng,
emerging a few steps ahead of her brother, andifberself alongside the
Outside Broadcast unit from the local TV statiaqshlreached her side and
raised the camera.

‘This is terrific," he grinned. 'l know it's not tre board, but a few feet of the
TV people filming the event should go down welllwihe organisers.’

'‘Go easy, Josh. There's not much film to sparerstfle warning was
automatic. Her brother had the true artist's demr@dor mundane matters
like cost. Quality and originality were all that tteaed to him, that special
moment captured at the instant of happening orftostver.

Turning her head, Kersty saw Neil enter the marcurekher heart gave a
great leap.

Several inches taller than the knot of officialsreunding him, his dark
head was bent forward as the mayor, chain of offlc#ing, and two other
men, all hearty laughter and self-importance, ¥gcis attention.



His expression one of polite interest, Neil nod@tdome remark, then
raised his head and looked around, apparentlyndbra.

Kersty recognised the cool, bland facade, the ptioe barrier behind
which the real man had retreated. Hadn't she pexvtthe same reaction on
learning who he was?

For the first time in her life she comprehended énermous pressure of
living in the public eye, and the strength neededdal with it.

Then, for an instant, his eyes met hers. They madoslightly, but not
before she had seen the sudden gleam. The corfnleisraouth lifted in a
smile so fleeting that Kersty wondered if she hradgined it. He was about
to be swept past her. She had to warn him.

'My Lord." Her voice was lost in the noise. Shdezhhgain, louder this time.
'My Lord, may | speak with you?'

The mayor and dignitaries glared at her, huddlieger around Neil, as if
she presented a threat from which they must shiehd

‘Interviews will be grantedafter the ceremony,’” one man announced
severely. "You really can't expect...'

Kersty ignored him, her eyes never leaving Nélt'ss important.’

‘That's what they all say,’ another official mugtérwith ill-concealed
irritation, while a third demanded of no one intgarar,

'When will these young women learn to control thelwvess?'

'‘Gentlemen,’ despite the bland expression, Nalsawas unsheathed steel
as his gaze swept over them, 'please excuse noaéomoment.’

Kersty's admiration and respect for him rose evigheér. He made no
apologies or excuses. He did not explain or losetéimper. He simply
stepped outside the circle and came to her sidegibg his head down
close to hers, ready to listen to whatever shettady.



Quickly, succinctly, trying to ignore the specwatiooks and murmurs, she
repeated the remarks she had overhead. 'l thooghtyght to knovbefore
you made your speech,’ she finished softly.

His expression didn't alter. 'Thank you,"' was allshid. But the warmth in
his eyes made her heart swell until she felt it hbdowrst.

In two swift strides he returned to his entouradpecv closed about him like
an amoeba.

Kersty's cheeks burned under censorious glancestendeld her clipboard
even tighter.

Neil stepped on to the small dais which had bestilizdorought in and set
up behind the microphone. There was a brief hiasuthe mayor and the
organisers of the Flower Festival jockeyed for posiand the local paper's
photographer dazzled everyone with his camera.flash

Then the mayor introduced the chairman of the Falstommittee, who in
turn introduced Neil. After waiting for the politdapping and whispers to
die away, Neil began to speak. Josh raised thereame

Kersty had deliberately positioned herself so shddsee the audience as
well as Neil. His deep, clear voice carried to g\aarner of the tent, and she
watched curiosity about the man turn to absorptionhat he was saying.

He did not use notes and his eyes roved constantlying from the people
directly in front of him to those at the back andesther side, so that every
person in the tent felt he was addressing thenopally.

After paying tribute to everyone involved with tRestival, he switched
smoothly to the subject of Ravenswood.

'Some of you will have been dismayed by the suddéhdrawal of
privileges your families have enjoyed for genenadib There was a low
murmur of agreement. 'Unfortunately, it is all teasy to forget that a
privilege is not aight, and that because certain situations have existed f
years, there is no obligation for them to contihue.



The muttering grew louder and feet shuffled restieKersty gazed at him
in dismay.What was he doing?

'However," Neil did not raise his voice, but theogrdswell of noise
subsided almost at once, 'Ravenswood is part o¥itlage, and |1 would
hope to see the village involved in its future, nost in terms of
employment in the house and grounds, though we Bbhalecruiting staff
quite soon.’

He had their total attention. 'l understand sevefrgbu have had difficulties
finding premises in which to carry on crafts trauital to this village:
furniture- making and boat-building.’

'What would you know 'bout that?' a sceptical malee called from the
crowd.

Kersty looked quickly at Neil. His mouth twisted anwry smile. 'When
you've made as many trips to the planning offiog atended as many site
meetings as | have been forced to do over theypast it's impossiblaotto
realise how many other people are facing the saraegling red tape.'

A roar of approval and agreement went up, and Kexshsed a subtle but
definite change in the attitude of the villagersoligh complete acceptance
would take time, Neil was no longer an outsidegldw spread through her.

'Several of the outbuildings near the main house lieeen converted into
self-contained workshops,' Neil went on. 'Therseigsoned wood available.
Much of the timber now being felled is already canted to buyers outside
the county, but I am retaining some for sale IgcalA replanting
programme is planned, and dead or fallen treesbsilhvailable in logs or
rings for firewood at a nominal sum.' Before anyoaeld ask how much he
considered a nominal sum, Neil elaborated, 'l rnager the cost of sawing
and transport, but I'm not looking for a profittmm that, anyway.'

A burst of applause greeted his words, then, agairsseady low hum of

approbation, he pointed out that while a certailoam of change was both
necessary and desirable, the heart of villagethiecaring and sharing, was
too important, too precious to neglect.



'Ravenswood is no rich man's toy.' His gaze swegt ef them in turn. 'ltis
a way of life, and in order for all of us to bengeiti must remain healthy and
profitable. I'd like you to be part of it." Theredaring the Festival officially
open, he stepped back from the microphone to drusiatstic ovation.

Hampered by her clipboard and bag, Kersty coutdiai, but her smile said
it all, or so she thought. She caught Neil's eyd, Hos face remained
expressionless.

He stepped off the dais and came towards her. fitwieage followed. 'l
believe you wanted an interview?"

Unexpectedly, doubt stirred, like sediment in alpoouding her pleasure.
Josh had the camera to his eye, lining up the slgdpasting the focus and
angle. The mayor looked pointedly at his watch. Te¥ahe organisers
murmured disapprovingly, and all around people gopand stared, avidly
curious.

‘Miss Hurrell?' Neil prompted.

She searched his face, her nervousness deepehmbeginning of a frown
drew his brows together. There was no special smileign of recognition.
They might have been total strangers. Her thraatldher mouth refused to
work. She was paralysed by stage fright.

'Kersty!" Josh hissed. 'Get on with it.'

She swallowed painfullyWhy wouldn't the words com&hen she was
elbowed aside and stumbled slightly as the TV reppa brash young man
with a toothpaste ad smile, shouldered his wayuiinpthrust a microphone
under Neil's nose, and began questioning him.

Josh glared at his sister, then carried on filntimg interview. Hot with
shame and confusion, Kersty backed away, wantitgtoriose herself in
the anonymity of the crowd. What had happened t@ Rew dared she call
herself a professional? She should have ignoredthal people and
distractions and concentrated on NBilit he was the cause of her freezing.
He had spoken to her like a stranger.



Unable to stop herself, she glanced towards him.h@&sanswered the
reporter's questions, he appeared perfectly rejastading, urbane; surely
she couldn't be the only one to see that he wakisgewith suppressed
anger? Yet, despite that, he was controlling theriurew with an authority
and professionalism which, even as it evoked herirtion, sapped her
remaining confidence.

Apprehension reared up like a wave, ugly and tereag.\WWasshe capable
of handling Neil's project? Last week she had lsmesure. But now?

A hand on her shoulder made her jump. Warm, clarfingers gripped
through the fine fabric of her shirt. 'Why wasteigygime?' Miles murmured
silkily, his smile cold and sneering. He shook Hisad. 'What a
performance, Kersty. If he was the ace up yourvelebd say you've just
crashed out of the game."

Automatic denial leapt hot to her tongue, but befshe could utter a word,
Miles patted her arm, saying, 'l watched that pathigtle exhibition.
Everyone can see you're way out of your depth. @k ko designing
letterheads and leaflets for whist drives, andddae top- league stuff to the
real professionals. | bet you haven't even gotrdraot signed.' Tutting, he
shook his head again and Kersty bit down hard anldwer lip as he
swaggered off, angling through the knot of onlogkewards the tall man in
their midst.

Kersty watched, horrified, unable to move. The regrdurned from Neil to
the cameraman, and Miles, with plastic smile andlhextended, bull-dozed
through and introduced himself. She saw Neil's esgion harden for an
instant, then he bent his head, frowning slightiyt clearly prepared to
listen.

Kersty's whole frame sagged. She could guess wasthappening. Miles
might be a mediocre designer, but he was a brilsatesman. On the day
they'd had lunch, hadn't his parting shot beenhbatidn't give up easily?

She felt hollow, empty. Her performance today hiaémMiles exactly the
opportunity he needed, and he was far too shays@adéssman to let it slip
through his fingers.



But Neil had given her the job.

Would he stand by that after today's fiasco? AdtlerMiles's shot in the
dark had hit the bull's-ey&lo contract had been signéd/ith so much to
do, she had not finished the costing and was/illing for the hire- charge
guote from the helicopter company. Neil was noalggoound to keep their
agreement.

She turned away and started towards the entrarereforearm was seized
and Josh jerked her round. 'What the hell's gonij lse demanded in a low
voice that held as much bewilderment as anger. HAtEhim on a plate,

Kersty. Dammit, he couldn't have been more helpful.

Tears welled in Kersty's eyes, making them shimrhdmow. It's all my
fault." Her voice cracked. 'First the interview amav this. I'm sorry, Josh.

I--I
'Now what? What are you talking about?'

Wearily, Kersty indicated the two men, Miles stilalking, hands
gesticulating, as Neil listened, his face set arbss.

'Oh, hell!" Josh whispered furiously. 'How did he get in &1 it

'I'm sorry.' Kersty lowered her head quickly, ureatad control the trembling
of her mouth.

Touched by her visible distress, Josh put his aourad her. 'Hey, it's not
the end of the world. So you blew the interview,vgmat? We can do it
again.' He looked momentarily shame-faced. 'I'kchéo use some more
film, though. | caught his nib's speech and bitsthe# TV interview. |
thought they'd be useful. As for the creep,’ hacgd at Miles, 'just because
they're talking, it doesn't mean anything.’'

'You think not?' Kersty looked at her brother, Hace drawn with
self-reproach. 'Miles guessed we've got no contkes over there trying to
cut us out.'



Josh paled. 'But surely his Lordship won't--'

'Why shouldn't he?' Kersty's voice wobbled. 'Myfpanance will hardly
have inspired him with confidence. I—I don't kndw can cope any more,
Josh. Perhaps I've lost my touch. I--' She shrudpgdulessly. 'l have to get
out of here. | need some air.’

'Sure. Come on, I'll--'

'‘No." She shook her head quickly, drawing away from. 'I'll be all right.
Honestly. You finish filming what's on the storybdaSomeone has to do
the job properly.’

'Hi," Sue appeared between them. She smiled happibt Josh. 'I've been
looking everywhere for you.'

He dropped a kiss on her upturned nose and gririded. many times do |
have to tell you? Try wherever the crowd is thi¢kes

'Everything OK?' She glanced cheerfully from ongh®other. Then, as she
sensed the strain, her smile began to fade.

'Everything isi fine," Josh said briskly, giving ts&/ no chance to speak.
'‘Now, grab that clipboard and come with me, Kergiints some air. She's
been stuck in here for hours. Between you and ntleink she's caught
greenfly." He winked encouragingly at his sisted anstled a giggling Sue
away. Heads close together, he had one arm drajgedher shoulders while
the other hugged the camera. They disappearedhiatcrowd.

Keeping her own head lowered, avoiding eye contattt anyone, Kersty
squeezed her way to the entrance and out intoldhni@gs spring sunshine.
Blinking at the sudden brightness, she sucked ep dgeaths of fresh air.
The breeze was cool. She longed for a drink tonsoloér parched throat and
throbbing head, but the thought of joining the peeat either the tea-tent or
ice-cream van made her shudder. She hesitatedieuoswhat to do next.

'‘Ah—Muiss Hurrell, a word, if | may?'



The familiar deep voice tightened every nerve aralught her head up
quickly. Hot colour stained her cheeks as Neildgrpurposefully towards
her, his little train of acolytes hurrying alonghiosd.

Suddenly he stopped, turning to face them, a mowsift and unexpected
that three men collided with one another. Desgieedhurning inside her,
Kersty had to bite the inside of her cheek to naasknile.

'‘Gentlemen.' Neil's tone was pleasant but brookedrgument. 'l am most
grateful for all your assistance during the aftemobut | feel I've
monopolised you long enough. Doubtless you all haaay demands on
your time, and it would be inconsiderate of me &k .;. from family,
friends or other duties a moment longer. Thank alau

Thus dismissed, the men had little choice but talesrfeakly, nod in
agreement, and depart. They went slowly a: firlgntwith increasing speed
and intent.

You can almost see them composing the headlined,'oiserved softly,
turning his head to watch the scurrying figuredn "an exclusive
conversation with Councillor So-and-so, Viscountddae today revealed
his plans etc. etc.™

He swung back to her and she quailed at the bleakokhis expression.
Then, as he passed a hand across his face, theshipgsd and she saw the
lines of strain etched deep at the corners ofyes and mouth.

‘Let's get out of here," he grated. 'The publiatsits share of me for one day.
We've a few things to sort out, you and I, andotéfer to do it without an
audience.’

Kersty's legs filled with water and there was atingss like clutching
fingers in her chest. 'lf—if it's about the inteawi, I'm dreadfully sorry. |
don't know what--'

'‘We'll discuss it later," he cut in brusquely. ®Rigow, all | want is to get
back to the cottage, have a long, cold drink, agtdogt of this suit. Come
on.'



Helpless, swept along by the quiet power of hisqeality, Kersty found
herself following him as he strode across the giaske area roped off for
the cars of the organisers, committee, and oth@&sVHer mind was in
turmoil. He was like two separate people, and thoungellectually she
grasped the reason and need for the division, ematy she hadn't yet
come to terms with it.

From publicly treating her with the same distantirtesy as he had the
organisers and hangers-on, suddenly the barrierdea® and they were
back to where they werBut where was thatPer footsteps slowed. It was
all beginning to matter too much, and she was avganger of getting in
over her head.

Neil glanced round. 'What's wrong? Don't worry abgaur car. I'll bring
you back to collect it later.’

She gestured dismissively. 'It's at home. | walte@n.’
He stopped and turned to face her. 'So what'srtht#gm?'
‘Neil, I don't—I can't--' She broke off as he srdile

It was the first genuine smile she had seen ofahisthat day, and her heart
lurched.

His eyes were alight with laughter and his lipgg@rto reveal strong white
teeth. The dark aura of strain surrounding him eakétind vanished. He took
a step towards her. 'Now that's progress," he maunu

She was startled, bemused, then realisation davBtezlhad instinctively
used his Christian name.

'‘And if you apologise or try to deny what existddeen us,’ he said softly, 'l
shall put my hands around your lovely throat, amake you till you rattle.'
He was still smiling, but there was undeniable wagnin the deep blue
eyes.



'Me deny it?' she retorted hotly, stung into retadin, oblivious of how
much she was revealing. "You're the one who's beerso--'

'Distant?’ he supplied. Treating you exactly thmes as everyone else?"
'Well... yes,' she admitted, uncertainty makinggwrnd defiant.

'Oh, I se¢' he nodded with exaggerated understanding. '"¥aulite ready
to have your name plastered all over the gossipnoo$. You're prepared
for the speculation, innuendo and downright liest till be printed the

moment we openly admit our friendship. You won'tdhbeing followed,

watched, questioned and hounded, or your familyfaadds being grilled

for every detail of your life and previous relatships. Privacy will be just a
vague memory, something other people enjoy. Bybifre ready for all

that--' He took her arm. 'Come on, we'll go bacthsfray and let the local
Press have their moment of glory, exclusive shb¥dszount Haldane with

his latest mistress.’

'‘No!" Bewildered, horrified, Kersty snatched her arne ff¥ ou—they--' She
blushed furiously. '‘Anyway, I'm not your mistress.'

He arched a cynical brow. 'Do you imagine theylidve that?'

'Why shouldn't they? It's the truth." Embarrassmanther own secret
thoughts and daydreams deepened her flush.

He sighed patiently. 'Kersty, don't be so naiveic8iwhen has the Press
allowed minor irritations like facts spoil a gootbry?' His gaze darted
beyond her shoulder. 'However, if you are serida@uinot wanting to be
an overnight sensation, we really ought to get goin

Kersty glanced round quickly. People were trickliogvards the car park,
arms loaded with pot-plants, flowers, cakes and-&brac. She looked up
at him, hesitant, vulnerable.

'What about you? Will you mind if they...?' Shetéa¢d, the words trailing
away, not sure how to say it.



His shrug did nothing to ease her mind. 'lt's asupational hazard I've had
to learn to live with. I'm thirty-six, unmarriednd | have a title. So gossip-
column logic has it that if I'm not bedding everpman I'm seen with, |
must have a suspiciously limp wrist.'

Eyes wide, Kersty gasped, then smothered a gibigldeaned towards her,
his eyes glittering. 'The truth is I've neither #tamina for the first, nor the
inclination for the second.' He straightened ugshpug his hands into his
trouser pockets as if to restrain himself from toog her. 'Kersty.' His
voice was low, suddenly serious. 'I'm not concerfi@d myself. But
you...it's only fair to warn you of whabuld be in store. Though this was
neither the time nor the place I'd have chosers.'gin was crooked. 'God
knows, I don't want you frightened off before weaxen had a chance--' He
shrugged again. 'That's why | played it so coolwN@ you understand?'

Kersty's heart opened like a flower. Eyes shingigg nodded. 'Right." She
grinned up at him, light-headed with happiness, Headache completely
gone. 'You're the expert in these matters. Do w, gir do we scuttle?'

His eyes narrowed, full of secret promises. Kesstgkin tingled as
excitement feathered along every nerve. 'We stiafinitely. Nothing

catches the eye or stirs curiosity more quicklynthativeness. The car's
over there.'

She followed his pointing finger to a pale blueukgSovereign. The sleek
lines and aura of latent power matched him pesfectl

Shooting him a sideways glance, trying hard to @orter exhilaration, she
remarked, 'Nice little runabout.’

He shrugged, straight-faced. 'Short journeys danttthe Lamborghini.' He
opened the car door and held it while she got in.

The fine leather was soft and exquisitely comfdga8he lay her head back
against the rest. 'Home, James,' she murmuredIgjapid don't spare the
horses.’



Neil settled himself in the driving seat and swadhon the engine.
‘Comfortable?' he asked above the throaty purr.

Kersty turned her head. 'Blissfully,’ she sighexiliag. 'Anything to be off
my --' He leaned across and kissed her hard. Thtarghlisingly brief, the
contact of his mouth, firm and warm, sent a shidiweet sensation through
her. '—feet," she finished shakily, and sat upigittan her seat, lifting the
heavy fall of hair off the back of her neck, flugheith sudden heat that had
nothing to do with the afternoon sunshine.

Neither spoke for a while. There was so much goma Kersty's head, she
was scarcely aware of the journey.

Neil drove fast but with the necessary care aldrgwinding roads, and
soon they were turning in at the estate entrance.

Kersty smiled to herself as he took one hand froentheel, loosened the
knot in his tie, and unfastened his collar. Thotighsuit fitted him superbly
and he wore it with the ease and assurance of a awaustomed to
formality, his preference for casual clothes wany ¢too obvious.

Visibly more relaxed, he glanced at her. 'You'fma one to laugh.’

Her cheeks pinkened. She hadn't thought he wouldeno

'l know you've got legs, but you seem determine#dep them hidden.
Don't you ever wear dresses?"

‘Not very often," she responded. 'They simply amnaictical in the studio,
and anyway | loathe tights.'

'What about the evenings?' he pressed. 'Dinnensedathat sort of thing.'
She shrugged. 'Not my scene.'

"You can't dance?' He sounded surprised.



'l never said that. As a matter of fact, | love dag. Its just—well, | don't
get much time or opportunity to think about sosialg.'

He pulled the car to a halt outside a small baawly converted into a
double garage, and separated from the cottagerghyoe thick hedge. Half
turning in his seat, he looked at her for a momieistyoice gently chiding.
"You know what they say about all work and no play.

'Yes,' Kersty retorted drily. 'Given a little luckou get to be pretty
successful. Only in my case it didn't quite work.‘d@icking up her bag and
the tape recorder from beside her feet, she opireedoor and got out.

Slamming his own door, Neil came to her side aaking her elbow, guided
her through the gap in the hedge, and up the pétietcottage door. 'What
do you mean, it didn't work out?' Putting the keglin his trouser pocket,
he stood back and gestured for Kersty to go inw'lH@any commissions can
you handle at once? Isn't this enough to be gomgith?'

He closed the door, leaning against it as she thaké&im, all the doubt and
uncertainty that had been gnawing away beneatlexmtement suddenly
visible on her face.

' know you're good,’ he teased. 'After all, youd dtcome highly
recommended. But even you can only do so mucldewyad

'I've still got the job, then?' Her voice was a taie of hope and incredulity.

He frowned. Pushing himself upright, he took off facket and slung it
across the back of the sofa. His tie followedot'tlunderstand.’

'Well," she moved uncomfortably, 'l made such éhafsthe interview. |
didn't even manage one question before the TV pdaopk over. You were
obviously furious, then Miles guessed | didn't haveontract with you--'
She broke off, flinching at his expression.

"You had my word." His tone was icy. 'Isn't thabd@nough?'



Kersty swallowed.Oh, God, what had she doné?-yes, | know,' she
stammered, 'but--'

'‘But you prefer the security of a written contrastd, that if | renege on the
agreement, which you clearly expect me to do, itale something to
produce in court when you sue me."'

'No—yes! Look," she cried, 'that wasn't what | ntean
'Really?' His sarcasm was biting. 'That's exacthawt sounded like to me.'

Kersty's anger bubbled up and boiled over. 'Listepnpusiness nearly went
broke because | trusted people. Maybe I've doneayoinjustice. If so, |
apologise. But don't get high-handed with me bezduszant to protect
something I've worked damned hard for." She coet herself shaking.
"You mustknow that without a written contract neither of igslegally
bound. You could have changed your mind this aftenrand given the job
to...to someone else." She could not bring hergelmention Miles
Quintrell's name. 'l hope you won't. | want to tovery much.' Chin high,
heart pounding, she met his gaze squarely. 'Biirhito continue working
for you, you'll have to show a little more undenstimg of my feelings and
be less wrapped up in your own.' Her face was i@and she felt almost
sick with trepidation. But it had needed saying.

'l see." He bit the words off. His eyes were shahwhis expression
unreadable. 'It didn't occur to you, | supposet, tiareason | looked furious
had nothing to do with your attack of nerves whiahger the circumstances
was perfectly understandable, and everything tovib that obnoxious

young TV reporter's pushing you aside?' Kerstyessayidened. 'And that
my sole purpose in hearing out Miles Quintrell'tesaspiel was to see if
there was any aspect concerning this project thmihtmhave been

overlooked.' He paused. 'As it happens, there was.’

'Oh," Kersty whispered. She lowered her head foroment, hearing her
own words echo, loud and mocking, in her ears. I&ite accusethim of
being immersed in his own feeling&/hat about herself?



'What can | say?' she whispered. Clutching her blag,twisted the strap
between her fingers. 'On the phone, you said... sad this was a new
experience for you.'

"It is," he agreed quietly.

She glanced up, meeting his gaze, and took a deathb'l'm not referring
to the project.’

'Nor was |, he said.

'‘But you do know | want to make a success of realy big success? Not
just because of the money, though obviously themhportant.' She grinned
shakily. 'Important? Who am | kidding? Without'mlwiped out.' She was
immediately serious again, desperately wantingtoimnderstand. 'Well, |
want to justify your faith in me.’'

He would have spoken then, but she lifted her ltanckly to stop him. He
caught it in one of his. 'Go on," he ordered tgrsel

She moistened dry lips. 'But, as thexenore than just work involved here,
l—you--' She shrugged helplessly and stared atdwtr

'Kersty?' He waited until she looked up, thenhasrteyes met, he raised her
hand to his mouth and pressed his lips to her ppém, then held it against
his cheek.

His skin was warm, firm along his jaw, and rouglhafaint beard stubble.
'What are you afraid of? The past? Me? The diffegerbetween us?’

She shook her head, though doubt clouded her'fdoeyou, not the man |
met in the woods, though the other will take #ikbnger to get used to. No,

it's— I—it's just--'

'It's all happened rather quickly?' His voice wast{e and she sensed the
underlying note of laughter was directed againstseif and not at her.



She bit her lip. "That's part of it.'

'‘And the rest?' he prompted, bringing her handisdips once more and
pressing tiny kisses to the flesh at the base ofrhanb.

'‘Well, I—I'm not..."beautiful, or sophisticated, | don't know how ¢age
and flirt, I've been hurt and I'm not hard enougbt to care. | think I'm
falling in love with you and I'm scared—no, I'mrieed'... not the kind of
girl you're used to.'

'‘No," he agreed. Swiftly, her eyes searched his faumnd only tenderness.
She shrugged, and tried to smile.

'‘No," he repeated softly. 'I've never met anyoniédike you,' he paused.
Gently taking the tape recorder and bag from heesisting hands, he
placed them on the nearest chair. Straightenindh@pested his hands on
the curve between her neck and shoulder. She hald her head back to
meet his gaze. 'You're independent, impulsive kpriozulnerable, funny,
warm, and very..." he lowered he head towards tery..." his voice
dropped to a hoarse murmur, 'special.’

His mouth was warm and caressing, and after a mtsngimy hesitation
Kersty gave herself up to the delicious sensatfdnslips parting hers and
the tip of his tongue gently exploring the inneftisess of her mouth.

He drew her closer. One hand buried itself in teer, [islodging her scarf
so it fell in a tiny silken pool to the floor. The¢her traced her spine, making
her quiver and gasp as, involuntarily, she arclgaihst him.

His body quickened and she heard his whisperedenté breath, then a
soft, incoherent sound deep in his throat as higefis spread at the base of
her spine, melding her to him.

Crushed against the hard wall of his chest, headtsehurt, but it was a
deeply pleasurable ache, unlike anything she had experienced before,
and she welcomed it. She could smell the subttgdrece of his aftershave,
feel his body heat and the rhythmic thud of hishdavery sense was finely



tuned to a new level of awareness. Her hands esgblus shoulders, feeling
the curves and ridges of muscle through his sélid,to the strong column
of his neck, and up into the thick hair that curjadt above his collar.
Nothing existed but this moment and the powerfubgoms binding them.

When at last they drew apart, Kersty could not kp&xeathless and
trembling, she was perilously near to tears.

Holding her close, Neil stroked her hair. 'It'sraght," he whispered.
She nodded, clinging to him. 'l just didn't expect've never felt...’

Gently tilting her chin, he looked deep into heegyAnd smiled. 'What
would you say to a cup of tea, then a long talk?’

Eyes shining, face aglow, she grinned tremuloukifhought you'd never
ask.'



CHAPTER SIX

THE TREES cast long shadows, their fresh young leaves ithatad by
slanting golden beams as Neil and Kersty walkedda hand, past the sea
of bluebells to the white gate.

It was almost six-thirty. The drone of chainsawsl déine throaty roar of

tractor and mechanical digger had long ceased. kWvemnkbusy in the

converted outbuildings had left for home an houotee Apart from the

household staff and gardeners, now at their teagtivas no one left on the
estate but themselves.

The trees whispered and sighed. High overhead e deagull soared, its
mournful cry snatched away by the breeze.

Carrying the tape recorder by its strap, her baged in the crook of her
arm, Kersty glanced down at the thick sweater riegcmid-way to her
knees, and smiled.

Neil had offered her the choice of a lift backhe Flower Festival, or a walk

through the woods to the estate's lower entranpagbbcked gate festooned
with barbed wire at the end of a lane off the g#i&a main street. When she
chose the walk, he had fetched the sweater, ingistie wear it against the
evening chill.

Now she was glad of it. The thick wool was warmrolver silk shirt, and
smelled of him, a faint, musky fragrance.

How they talked! For over three hours, until thtéiroats were parched and
the dregs of the second pot of tea stone-cold.

At first she had been hesitant, acutely aware ttiespite the powerful
attraction between them, they had known each dihezly a week. But as
Neil probed, teased and coaxed, her diffidence @eapd, burned away by
her fascination with him.

He spoke of his two sisters, one married to a lmeed polo-ponies and
living in Argentina, the other an Australian ranchevife, and of his five



nephews and nieces. He told her more about his indBkazil. She recalled
his brief reference to a death in the family beimg of the reasons for his
return to England. Tentatively, she had asked aibout

After a moment's silence he told her how the liglaine, piloted by his

father, and carrying his fiancee who had arriveat dtay for two weeks'

holiday, had crashed into the forest. Neil himéelél led the rescue party.
They had searched for three days and nights béfali@g what was left of

the bodies.

Shaken, Kersty had fought back tears as she |dtente story. She had no
right to cry. It was his tragedy, not hers. If loeild handle it with such quiet
dignity, then so must she. But, having known thim @d loss herself, her

heart bled for him.

No wonder she had sensed deeper, darker currarttghdtotally feminine
side of her nature could not help wondering if tilegrieved for the woman
he had lost. If the flame of memory still burnedghtly, might she not be
eclipsed by it?

She had pushed the thought away, unwilling to dctie@ possibility,
refusing to acknowledge just how much it mattered.

She had told him about her mother's illness anefigxt on the family. And,
for only the second time in her life, recountedway Martin had jilted her.
Her voice was calm and factual as she describedhtieer's insistence she
pretend everything was fine to spare her mothéhéurdistress.

To her surprise, telling Neil had not been the afd#e had anticipated.
Distanced by time, and by the powerful feelingshbd aroused in her, she
found herself able to think of the whole episodeddt as if it had happened
to someone else. Perhaps, in a way, it had. Fowakeno longer the same
person.

Neil's lips pressed to her temple, and the tiginiggoif his arms around her in
long-denied comfort soothed and healed.



Now, as they left the park and followed the patiotigh the woods, a thick
carpet of leaf-mould deadening their footsteps,itereent simmered in
Kersty. As she learned more about the man besideihe was discovering
someone else, a strangeerself.

'Kersty--' Neil broke into her thoughts and shenéat her head to look at
him. The upturned collar of the battered brownHeaflying-jacket he had
pulled on over his open-necked white shirt angledid his cheekbone,
giving him a faintly piratical air. "There's no gagay of saying this. Please
try to understand.’

Her stomach contracted. The words were ominousv&ahe silence, as he
visibly searched for the right way of putting agaeghat was on his mind.
Her mind raced as dread slid cold tentacles ardwardheart.She should
have known it was all too good to be true.

Her hand slackened on his. Already she was withisigvsteeling herself in
automatic self-protection as she prepared for ibwe.b

What was she doing3he had already jumped to one wrong conclusion
about his reactions in the marquee, and was iregtanger of repeating the
mistake. What was the worst he could say? Thatid@tdvant to see her
again?

But that wasn't possible. Not after today. Notratte kisses that had stirred
them both so deeply. Not after the way they hakethl confiding thoughts
and experiences never before shared with a livondy $ couldn'tbe that.

He stopped walking and, raising her hand, lightss&d her knuckles. She
waited, hardly daring to breathe.

‘There are going to be problems, Kersty. The kihghroblems ordinary
people aren't usually called upon to face.'

'‘Are we that special?’

His smile held a trace of cynicism. 'Unfortunatsilgs. Look," his voice was
gentle, 'l wasn't exaggerating about the dangerwarhature publicity. It



mustbe avoided. At least until we've had more timel you are a lot more
certain about your feelings about..." he broke tbi#n made a brief gesture,
‘about all of this.’

'Oh, Neil," she began, a flood of words ready tolile out in her happiness
and relief. 'l don't need t--'

He placed his fingertips on her mouth, effectivsilgncing her. 'Let me
finish, please?’

She nodded. He was worrying about nothing. She kihew she felt. It
wouldn't be easy to tell him. For one thing she exkr before experienced
such exhilaration, such strange, trembly excitemuat time wasn't going
to change that. In any case, she certainly dide&dnany more time to
convince her that meeting him was the most impoesant in her life, and
that the more she learned about him, and the nmaeethey spent together,
the more powerful and binding the attraction became

He touched her face, a gesture of tenderness atddgwg her willingness
to listen and silently thanking her for it. Drawihgr hand through his arm,
he covered it with his own, and they started wajlagain.

‘The fact that | have commissioned you to designbitochures and make a
promotional video for Ravenswood will not pass nmaeked. You are a
very..." his voice softened to match his smileséryattractive woman.'

Kersty blushed with pleasure and darted a sidedpimgat him. 'You're a cut
above the average yourself.'

Irony lifted one corner of his mouth. '‘Believe niewouldn't make any
difference if | looked like the hunchback of No&me.'

A puzzled frown creased Kersty's forehead. 'Of seur would, | mean, |
know looks aren't everything, personality courits...

He shook his head. 'You're missing the point. Whasaying is that we are
likely to be the target of a lot of gossip and ieando. Which is one of the
reasons | feel it would be best if the personakespf our relationship is



kept totally secret. You must not talhyone.Not even your family. And
certainly not your friends.'

From the bitter disgust edging his tone, Kerstysged that in the past some
girl or herfriendshad bought fleeting fame at his expense.

Her brow furrowed. 'I'm not sure | understand. #'ne&—working together,
well, surely that's a perfectly legitimate reasontfs to be seen together?' A
battle was raging inside her. On one hand, shelsré the logic of keeping
their personal relationship a private matter. Atély it was no one else's
business. But the kind of secrecy Neil was insistom... She couldn't
smother a growing unease.

'Oh, Kersty,' he sighed. 'What does it take totgedugh to you? What
exactly do you think some enterprising reporter Mfanake of us wining
and dining and dancing together? And you answemiagguestions with,
"I'm working for Viscount Haldane, that's all. Weejust good friends." The
next question would be, "What kind of work?" Aneh "How come a tiny
company like yours got the job?" And, "Isn't it éryou were in severe
financial difficulties?" And, "What can you offershLordship that a large,
long-established company like Duchy Design cafd&?f we didn't know.™

Kersty paled. 'No." She shook her head, horrifigd, that'sawful:

Neil's mouth twisted. 'That's just for starters.’

Kersty stared, unseeing, at the path, trying toetmterms with what he
was telling her. 'But...but why should the Pressneknow if we went out to
dinner, or.. .dancing?'

Neil's face was stony. 'They'd be tipped off. Neaysgrs thrive on whispers.
Not all their informants do it for money. Some wank a favour-for-favour

basis. Others consider it," his sarcasm was bitngublic duty. And with

some it's just spite. In which category would yéacp Miles Quintrell?'

Kersty's eyes widened and her head flewMjges?'



'You sound surprised,’ Neil observed drily. "Yowwdn't. Your refusal to
sell really hit him where it hurt—in his ego. Addedwhich, you obtained a
commission he considered should have been offeragtcompany.’

'‘But | turned down his offdoeforewe—beforeanything...' She faltered, her
cheeks rosy. 'Did he say something about all thtké marquee?'

Neil squeezed her hand gently. 'He said a lot ioig) most of which are
best forgotten. But the point is that he, or sonedide him, could cause us a
lot of unpleasantness.’

'So," her tone was hollow, matching the sudden e@gd yawning inside
her, 'you do want us to be furtive...'

Releasing her hand, he seized her shoulders, guién round to face him.

His thin face was dark with anger and his eyesehattely glitter. 'You see

how it starts? The doubts? The misunderstandingPhbide a visible effort

to control himself. 'That's not what | want at'dlle was brusque. 'l thought
I'd made it clear. My concern is fgou.| want to come to the studio, and |
want you to come to Ravenswood. In fact, you hay®tfilm the house and

grounds. But we will be meeting in a professioregdacity and must behave
accordingly. Surely that's not unreasonable?"

'No,' she admitted.

‘Look at me," he commanded.

Slowly she raised her eyes.

'Kersty, we are both involved in work we care dgegbout. Though it
wasn't directly responsible for our first meetingg paused, his mouth
twitching in a fleeting smile, it has brought ogéther.’

The foreboding that had drawn her nerves wirefbagian to lift.

'We have a unique opportunity to learn about edbbrs working life," he

went on, ‘about the pressures and problems asaselhe satisfactions.
Kersty, don't you see?' He shook her gently. 'Rewend was your



childhood. It's my future. All this--' he flung hesm wide, encompassing not
only the woods, but the park and house '—is paunsddfoth. It's not a barrier,
it's a bond.’

His hand fastened on her shoulder once more, Imgefs gripping,
unwittingly hurting her in his desire to make hedarstand. 'We are on the
threshold of something very, very special. But westrbe patient.’'

He held her gaze for a moment longer, then pulerddughly to him. The
sudden shock of his body against hers took Kerbtgath away.

One arm encircled her waist. His other hand buitself in her hair as he
laid his cheek against her temple. 'How glibly Iktaf patience." Kersty
winced at his blistering self-mockerfPatienceis the last thing | feel when
I'm with you. | want you to remember that whenémedistant. God knows,
it's not because | don't want to be close to yotpuch, to hold you like this,
to kiss you, and explore that beautiful, mysteribady.'

Kersty closed her eyes as his husky voice seneshif delight along her
limbs.

‘It would be all too easy to throw caution to thieas, to take you to all the
best restaurants, and show you off. But if, inva fgeeks' time, either of us
decided that the relationship wasn't working digypbuwho'd be caught in
the backlashyour name and reputation the village gossips would tear
shreds." He rubbed his cheek against her hairl fiiel I'm wrong," he

demanded softly.

Kersty drew back. Meeting his gaze, she shruggeaimful recognition of
the truth. 'No,' she admitted, 'you're quite right.

She could hear them already, Aggie Collins, Flo kituy and Marge
Tallack. The black widows, they were dubbed by bt of the village.
Related by marriage and living side by side in mate of cob-walled
cottages, they were named partly for their stalizhree husbands having
embraced eternal peace many years previously, anig for their habit of
weaving webs of suspicion and half-truth, lacechwiite acid of frustration
and spite that masqueraded as high moral tone.



They would make it their business to tell everyart® would listen how
they'd known all along it would never work, thaeskas no better than she
should be, throwing herself at him like that, tishe'd been asking for
trouble and would pay for her folly. The heads wbuabd, the tongues
would click, and if she appeared in the villagamything loose-fitting, their
stares would focus on her waistline.

The imagined comments echoed loud in her headhandather's doubts
returned, adding to the cacophony. Neil was artcariat, a much-travelled
man of the world.

Though intelligent, independent and capable, sisesithonly a village girl.
There was no denying the flaring physical attracbetween them, but what
hope was there of a long-term future? Even ashiveght formed, she was
overwhelmed by the realisation that her unconsciousd had already
begun to think in terms ofldetime.

She lowered her head, but not quickly enough, it §&ized her face in his
hands.

'Don't,’ he grated. 'Please, darling, don't lok& that.' He rained tiny kisses
on to her temple, her eyelids, her cheek, andlfinaér mouth.

‘Trust me," he murmured against her lips. 'Kenrgiy, need time and space to
be sure of what you feel. | intend to make sure getuboth. Will you trust
me?"'

Eyes bright with unshed tears, she looked up at Ewerything was far
more complicated than she had ever imagined it avbal That was not his
fault, it was just the way things were. She swadldvand tried to smile. 'l
don't have much choice, do IBhe was more than half in love with him
already.

He did not return her smile. 'There's always a@hbhe said quietly. "You
are free to turn me down, to walk away.'

Free?The word bubbled up hysterically inside her. Slas as free to stop
breathing.



'‘But," he added, tension audible in his voicahdt's what you intend to do,
for pity's sake, do it now while I'm still capalbdé pretending it doesn't
matter.’

'Oh, Neil," she whispered and clung to him, buryinmey face in the warm
curve of his neck and shoulder as his arms fastenedl her, lifting her off
the ground. 'l do understand, and I'm sure yoigid,rout...'

He held her away from him, searching her face.?But

'‘Well... if we're to be so circumspect during besis hours, and not be seen
together in public afterwards, whean we behave like ordinary people?
And where?

His eyes burned with a hunger, a yearning, that aefelicious spasm of
shock knifing through her, and her heart gave aroat painful kick.

"The cottage is my home, my retreat, the place avlhexan forget all the
pressures and responsibilities. No one outsideskete knows | live there.
The staff, and Mrs Laity, are sworn to secrecy.|Wbu come to me there,
Kersty? There'll be no looking over our shouldacshiding or pretence. We
will be free and quite alone.' His voice roughernédll you come? Soon?'

She hesitated, but only for a moment. Then allurerertainty dissolved,
replaced by serene happiness. She smiled up atllitike that.'

His lean, hard-muscled body was taut, unyieldimgl as he tilted her head
to take possession of her lips a tremor shook him.

She expected fierceness, a passion to match tihéd gyes. But his mouth
was gentle, caressing hers with a sweet sensubbtysent sudden heat
coursing through her veins.

After what seemed like a lifetime, he raised hiachéHer legs felt boneless.
Slowly she opened her eyes, only to be hypnotisethé rhythmic pulse

beneath the skin on one side of his throat. Shenkadr thought of him as
vulnerable, yet that pulse...



'l think," his voice was husky and seemed to caimm far away, ‘we'd better
go.’

'Yes,' she murmured, but did not, could not, move.
His body stirred against hers and she caught leathor

'Kersty..." The strain in his voice pierced hergaor, bringing her sharply
back to reality, and to awareness of his battle@mtrol.

A blush bloomed on her cheeks. She took a smalimising step
backwards, still caught within the circle of hisma: There was an
indefinable ache where, only moments before, thetdalf of Neil's body,
so closely moulded to hers, had generated volugtua@aimth.

... I'm sorry, I...!

'Ssshh!" He kissed her forehead. 'An apology'dasiething | want. Mind
you,' he grimaced wryly, 'abstinence was neveoalpm,' he paused, ‘until
you came into my life.'

At his words, her confidence in herself as a wonsarfragile since Martin's
defection, took off like a rocket. She slanted hanteasing smile from
beneath her lashes. 'Is that so?"

Neil seemed momentarily taken aback, then he clbseelyes and groaned.
'Oh, lord, whathavel done?' Opening one eye, he grinned and hugged he
close.

His arm rested on her shoulders and hers was arbisndaist as they
followed the curving path past a clump of rhododendbushes. About
twenty yards ahead, bound with barbed wire whicktshed three strands
deep along the top of a moss-covered stone hedggeths gate and, beyond
it, the lane leading down to the village.

They exchanged a brief glance. Neil's arm tightemementarily, and
reluctance to leave him slowed Kersty's footsteps.



They stopped, and by unspoken agreement movedlglagart, turning to
face one another.

'So," he said softly, 'when shall | see you again?'

She clutched the tape recorder and her bag, desperfand something to do
with hands that longed to stroke his face or tahetthick hair that was dark
underneath and streaked with gold where the suriglaigned it. 'Soon?"
she pleaded. 'Though you did say you would be basy all this week.’

He nodded. 'Among other things, I'm interviewinggpective staff for the
hotel. | need a first-class housekeeper, seni@ptemnist and chef. Thank
God | don't need to worry about getting a managewall. George is
admirably suited for that position. But the sucagfdbie venture will depend
on them.’

Kersty was shaken. 'You're not going to run it welff”’ She recalled her
father's warning that Neil would install a managleen move on.

He shook his head. 'No. I've enjoyed setting iupll despite the problems.
That was the real challenge. Naturally, I'll keepege on things, but the
day-to-day running doesn't interest me. With tightristaff, George could
run the hotel with one hand tied behind him." Hekkd around. 'This is
where | want to be.'

As he gazed up at the oak and and chestnut tréesyoite became
reflective.

'In Brazil the temperature rarely dropped belowesgy-eight degrees, and
the humidity made even breathing an effort sometiniéhe trees were
giants: Para chestnut, Brazilian rosewood and nehogInstead of
thrushes and robins we had humming-birds and, dbwnthe river,
flamingoes and egrets. There were butterfliesga®my hand and ants that
marched in armies. Instead of foxes, badgers draltsa we had monkeys,
wild boar and jaguars. It was a vivid, primaevalga. But this," he turned his
gaze on her and she saw enthusiasm burning brightiys eyes, 'this is
home.’



But for how longKersty wondered.

'l have a thousand acres of woodland here," Nel| 8auch of it still badly
neglected. A wood isn't just a bunch of trees.dtkving thing, with an
eco-system all its own. Like all living things, needs tending. The old,
diseased trees must be culled and new ones plawednpenetrable rows
of conifers that deface the countryside and kifl tbe wildlife, but oak,
willow, ash, beech and elm. Undergrowth must barel@, drainage ditches
maintained and nurseries established for seedéindsaplings.’

'It sounds as if it could be rather a big job,' tgrobserved lightly. 'Do you
plan to do it all by yourself?'Her knuckles gleanadshe waited for his
reply. How long?

Turning his head slowly, Neil scanned the areatsfied smile lifting the
corners of his mouth. 'Hardly. But I'm only taking men who genuinely
love the work. | have two already, and we get alwedj. Of course, if | get
involved, as | hope to, on the business side ofctlagt units, setting up
outlets both in this country and abroad, | ratlinénk I'll have more than
enough to keep me busy for the rest of my life.’

Kersty relaxed, letting her breath out gradualllge $iad her answer from
Neil's own lips. He was here to stay.

'You did say you'd like to come and look around ghedio,' she ventured.
'‘But it sounds as though...'

He didn't wait for her to finish. 'Just try to keee away.'

She pretended to give his remark serious considardahen shook her head.
'‘No, you're bigger than me.' She thought for a muméen looked up at
him. 'If | really press on, | could have a mockafghe brochure ready, plus
a rough storyboard. You'd be able to see how wa maput tI>e film
together.’

'I'm really looking forward to this." His voice emsed her, warm and
admiring. 'You, Kersty Hurrell, are a woman of maajents. And | am
finding all of them quite fascinating.'



Aware from the undertone of mild surprise thatreimark was heartfelt and
not mere flattery, Kersty glowed with pleasure.

'In the meantime,’ he went on, 'how much experieti@eyou have in
marketing?'

She shook her head. 'Very little. It has becomeh saccomplex and
wide-ranging business, not to mention time-consginithat..." She broke
off, her hand flying to her mouth as comprehensiawned. "Washatwhat
Miles... yes, of course... Oh, lord, that's somegHishould have thought of.
But normally | only handle design. The client ertdees his own marketing,
or employs a company of his own choice.’

'Stop panicking,’ he chided gently. 'l don't thekocally based company
would have the scope or weight we need. We're gimirthe top end of the
market,' he pointed out. 'People with not onlyrtieney, but the perception
to understand and appreciate what Ravenswood rafteto Look, leave it
to me. There's a company | know of in London. hkhthey'll be exactly
what we need. Is it all right with you if | dropeim a line?'

'Of course.' Kersty heaved a sigh of relief. 'Thiaekven for your contacts.
That side of it is rather outside my experience.'

He laid one hand on her shoulder, his fingers fma warm through the
thick wool. 'Leave it to me. You already have mibr@n enough to handle on
the creative side. Look, don't think I'm rushingiyel want the best possible
job, and | know that takes time—»but roughly howdaill it be before we
have something to show the marketing people?’

Kersty did some rapid mental calculations. 'At #aliest, I'd say two
weeks. | can probably get the brochure finisheddogt Monday or Tuesday.
But the printers will take a week or possibly londstill, there's nothing to
stop you contacting the company before. In faghight be a good idea. At
least we'd know in advance how many brochures apies of the video
they'll want, and what type of advertising andrilisition they have in mind.
As for the video itself, I'd like to start filminthe interiors on Monday.
Depending on the weather, the outside shots—thaegar any specially



atmospheric locations, plus the aerial views— cdgdcompleted by the
following weekend. Would that be all right?"

His smile lit up his eyes, deepening the creaséisedt corners. 'It's a real
pleasure doing business with such a professional.’

Kersty inclined her head. 'Well, thank you, sir. @fim to please.’

His grip on her shoulder tightened and he drewfdmsvard. "You do that all
right,’ he agreed softly. 'You please me very mibu also... tantalise...’
His voice faded to silence as his eyes roamedauwer ds if committing it to
memory.

Eyes wide, lips parted, she hung in his gaze. Hmenged for him to kiss
her, just once more. Unconsciously she swayed tisvaim. The slight
movement brought a brief sound that was almosbargfrom deep in his
throat and, lowering his head, he covered her maitthhis own.

When he straightened up, releasing her shouldeshbeed his hands into
the slit pockets of the flying-jacket. ‘Go home,rétg," he grated, 'before |
forget all my good intentions.'

Laying her bag and tape recorder on the groundsshggled out of the
sweater and handed it to him. "Thank you. It waslpand warm.'

Swinging it over his arm, he unlocked the gate haldl it open for her,
relocking it again as soon as she was on the dalte. 'Go on," he
commanded brusquely, 'before you get chilled.’

'Yessir,' she snapped a mocking salute.
His eyes narrowed. 'I'll see you on Friday.'

Excitement fizzed along her veins at the threat armnise in his voice.
Raising her hand in silent farewell, Kersty wallgdckly down the lane.
She looked back once. Neil still stood behind e gHe had the sweater to
his face, and a smile curved her mouth as shesesbhe was inhaling the
faint trace of her perfume.



As she walked in through the kitchen door, threx$aturned to greet her.
Sue, Josh and her father were all seated at ttleekittable with the remains
of their evening meal in front of them.

'Hi. Where did you get to?' Josh helped himse#rtother slice of cake.

'I... went for a walk," Kersty answered carefulBhe wasn't going to lie if
she could possibly avoid it. Placing her bag amdnmger on the dresser, she
went to the sink and washed her hands, needingttrgather her wits and
prepare herself for possible questions.

‘Are you all right, love?' Her father's face wasngathetic. 'Josh tells me
you had a rather difficult time.'

‘That creep, Quintrell,” Sue muttered. 'l don'talisuill-wish people, but |
wouldn't grieve if he got what was owing to him.'

'What did you all have?' Kersty asked, indicatimg plates, anxious to steer
the conversation on to safer ground.

'‘Bacon, egg, sausage and tomato,' Josh repliegl.c&ked for us, as you
weren't here.’

"You really are the limit," Kersty scolded, but bheme held more resignation
than anger. 'You are perfectly capable of cookingeal yourself. So's Dad,
for that matter." She looked at her father, who s@ddenly busy tamping
and re-lighting his pipe.

'Sue likes doing it. She's getting some practicésimit that right, love?'
Her back to Josh, Sue rolled her eyes at Kershe @ these days I'll say no.
Then where will you be, Josh Hurrell?' She leanesr ¢o pour them all a

second cup of tea.

'Hungry." Josh grinned, sliding an arm around harstvas she stopped
beside his chair.

Sue ruffled his hair. You're hopeless.’



He winked at her. 'But ever so lovable.'

Sue glanced round at Kersty, who had the fridge dpen. 'So what did his
Lordship want?'Kersty almost dropped the tray afsed beg your pardon?'

Putting the teapot down, Sue resumed her seatiekedoup her cup. ‘It was
him you were talking to, wasn't it? Over betweea tha-tent and the car
park.'

Kersty shut the door with her foot and took thesetggthe worktop next to
the cooker. 'Yes. |I—I was apologising for messipghe interview. He was
charming about it. Said it could have happenedimiae.' She reached into
the cupboard for a glass bowl and took a fork ftbhencutlery drawer in the
dresser.

'What about Quintrell?" Josh demanded. 'Did hisdkbip say anything
about him? Or what they'd been talking about?'

‘Josh!" Sue broke in. 'You couldn't have expectedtb.’

'He was quite angry.' Kersty broke two eggs inte bowl, added salt,
pepper and a little water, and began beating theune with a fork. 'His
Lordship, | mean. As far as he's concerned, hislvi®ias binding as any
contract, and he was furious that | could evenkihie'd consider changing
horses in mid-stream, so to speak. The job isaiil$.'

Sue and Josh both let out loud sighs of relief.

‘Then what?' Josh pressed.

Kersty shrugged. "Then he went home.'

She turned away to wipe the frying pan out, grigdime handle tightly to

cover the tremor in her hand as Josh said sympedhet 'l bet you were
glad to see the back of him. Enough's enough ferday.'



CHAPTER SEVEN

DURING the next two days Kersty worked harder than steg bad in her
life. She was at the studio by eight- thirty a.md aidn't leave until almost
ten in the evening. Her lunch break was a merehwlf, and the cup of
coffee and snack that served as her tea were svallavhile she checked
and signed the day's post.

The occasional nagging pains beneath her breastimhered her a little,

but she forced herself to ignore them, blamingdiseomfort on long hours

spent at the drawing-board and meals eaten to&lgulo any case, she was
far too happy and busy to fret about a touch oigestion.

Since meeting Neil, everything in her life had taketurn for the better.
Yesterday the cheque had arrived from the Tourstr®, and this morning
she had taken on another designer. From teetermghe edge of
destruction, the company had taken a great leagielthy new life.

Dena Graham had trained in London but, following birth of her son, had
been out of the business for almost five years.Halgeonly recently moved
into the area, her husband's company appointingthiapen a new branch
in the town. As their little boy had just startethsol, Dena was keen to
resume her career, though on a part-time basis only

She had called at the studio on impulse while simgpjust as Sue managed
to persuade Kersty to stop for coffee and a breathe

As far as Kersty was concerned, Dena was a gifit fneaven. She could not
really justify or afford to take anyone on full-ttmnso Dena's swift and
delighted acceptance of three hours each morningndsly to Friday,
provided the ideal solution.

Thus Kersty was spared the hassle of advertisingaiod interviewing
another designer. It also meant she could tellt8aecept several offers of
work they would otherwise have been forced to tlown.



So, with one less problem to contend with, and J8sk and Harry all fully
occupied with their own work, she was able to devwr total attention to
Neil's project.

It was coming together beautifully. She had pregpareck-ups of two

brochures. Both were approximately eleven inchgh,teight inches wide,
and contained four pages. One was a heavyweighklyhtextured paper

the colour of clotted cream, with fine purple bosleurrounding the
sketches which represented the photographs yettkien, and a mixture of
Roman and ltalic typeface.

The other was of thick, glossy pine-green papee. diotographs were to be
mounted on white borders outlined with a narrow bethd. The bold
Century Textbook typeface was crisp and clear-cut.

The mock-ups completed and put carefully asidewaitaNeil's approval
and final choice, she began work on the storyboard.

She knew from their conversations the image Neilte@ to present in the
video, and raked over her own memories of the piackatures deserving
special attention, incorporating both into the plan

Sue and Josh left at six, and Kersty waited ulnél/thad gone before sitting
back from her drawing-board. Excitement had begursdethe inside,
making her feel slightly queasy, and she had beerfied of betraying
herself. But with Harry shut in the editing-roorhes could allow herself a
few moments to stop and look forward to seeing.N#aw soon would he
come? An hour? Two?

Putting the kettle on, she made some fresh cadtfies, took the opportunity

to freshen up, retouching her lipstick and pullimgy hair loose from its

ponytail. After brushing it till it shone and crded#t, she fastened it back,
from her face with a large tortoiseshell clip. Tretre drank her coffee and
waited.

Six-thirty came, and went. At seven o'clock hd kildn't arrived. Seeking
reassurance in the certainty that had he not daertmacome he would have



let her know, she reminded herself of all the deslsaon his time, any of
which could have delayed him.

Rinsing her coffee-mug, and her mouth, she retutoedork and was soon
utterly absorbed.

At the sound of the door opening she glanced uphbart leaping as he
strode in. Wearing jeans and a Norwegian-stylesfistan's sweater over a
warm shirt, his hair wind-blown and his eyes stagtly blue in his tanned

face, he looked the ultimate outdoor man.

"Sorry I'm a little late." His apologetic smile s@ndelicious shiver down her
spine. How different this was from the last timehael been in the studio.
'It's been one of those days. Anything that coddwgong did, and | was
required in six different places at once to malstant decisions.’

'‘Aaah!" She shook her head, mocking him gentlye ‘plroblems of being a
wealthy landowner." Her shining eyes betrayed twef seeing him again.

‘A little more respect from the ranks, if you pleashe demanded, adding
softly, "You look very beautiful tonight. I've miss you.'

Kersty could hardly contain her happiness. Climldog/n off her stool, she
advanced towards him, extending her hand. ‘GoodiegeMy Lord, may |
welcome you to K. Graphics.'

His eyes narrowed and a smile flickered acrossioisth. Then he assumed
his most arrogant expression. "You may," he drawled

As their hands touched, his cool, hers warm, theam electrifying, the
door between the studio and editing-room opened-amdy emerged.

Acknowledging Neil with a murmured, 'Evening,’ luened to Kersty, who
hoped fervently her cheeks did not look as redhag telt. She had dropped
Neil's hand like a hot potato and had been rewabngledlook brimming with
irony.



'I'm just going up home for a bite of supper andj¢éb some bits from my
workshop,' Harry announced. 'Then I'll come baai famsh off.'

'‘Are you sure you want to bother, Harry?' Kerstyrsied doubtful. 'You've

already worked late two nights this week. Woulglali rather finish it in the

morning?'

'‘Can't do that, my bird.' He shook his head. 'Jasfin the middle of editing

that there film of the Flower Festival.' He pausgalting a sidelong glance
at Neil, then lowered his voice. 'Not in your way 1?'

'Of course not,' Kersty answered hastily, claspiaghands in front of her.
'My Lord, may | present Harry Hooper, our maintes&rengineer and
resident miracle worker.'

Harry's eyebrows lifted as he looked from Kerstyhi® tall man beside her.
'Harry, this is Viscount Haldane.’

'‘Good evening, Mr Hooper," Neil held out his hand.

'‘Call me Harry, sir, everyone does.' After shakiagds, he went on, 'Nice
place you've got up there.'

Kersty didn't dare look at Neil as he replied, fikgou. It's coming on.’
Turning to her, Harry asked, 'Will you still be beor shall | take the key?'
'I'll still be here," she promised.

'Right. I'll see you later, then. You'll—er—be afjht on your own?'

'I'm not on my own," she reminded him, keepingfhee straight with great
difficulty. 'Viscount Haldane will be here for a id He wants to see over

the studio and as we're so busy during the dayehg kindly agreed to
come after office hours.’



'‘Ah!" Harry stretched his chin. 'Well. Mind you dbtouch the console. |
haven't finished connecting up.' He stumped owt the darkness, closing
the door loudly behind him, leaving Neil and Kershaking with laughter.

'l could do with someone like him," Neil said atla
'Don't get any ideas,' Kersty warned. 'Poacherstgvepular round here.’

Their eyes met and locked, the smiles faded and¢hening was almost
tangible.

It was Neil who broke the contact. Hooking his thognon to the lower edge
of his jeans pockets, he looked around the stu@o. Where shall we
begin?'

Pushing a stray lock of hair back from her forehagersty half turned
away. 'Would you like to see the editing suite?’

He nodded. 'l would.'

Kersty led the way. It was a narrow room, made enaanower by the deep
bench running the length of one wall. Two swivehich were pushed
carelessly aside.

Neil followed her in, not quite touching, but closaough for her to be
vividly aware of him. 'Why do you have two tape-kieand two TV
screens?' He indicated the equipment separatetiebgantrol console, a
mass of knobs and dials, one panel of which had bascrewed and lifted
out to reveal a mass of wiring.

"'The deck on the left plays back the film from tideo camera which shows
on the small monitor," she explained. 'The decktlmn right, which is
connected to the large screen, holds the masteramapo which the edited
film is recorded.’

As he leaned forward to get a closer look at thdrots, his chest brushed
lightly against her back, setting all her nervesejahgling as she moved a
little to one side.



'What about sound?' he asked, studying the layout.

‘The camera records both sound and film simultasigdBhe clasped her
upper arms, pressing them against her midriff ®edhe niggling pangs.
'‘But if you want voice-over or background music,even to erase certain
unwanted sounds, like aeroplane noise, that is dorthe master tape after
editing. To add music, we use the record deck ssatte player on the far
right.’

Neil nodded thoughtfully. ‘It looks a very professal set-up. Tell me, who
does the voice-over?'

'I've done two myself," she admitted. '‘But for eteewho prefer a male voice,
we use the leading man from the local amateur diarsaciety. He's really
very good. He has a clear voice, low-pitched anti nvedulated but not at
all actor-like.Have you considered which you would prefer?' Shaagd
up at him and immediately wished she hadn't, feruftge to touch him, to
push back the wind-ruffled hair and trace the aetbf his face was almost
irresistible.

Something of her thoughts must have shown, foefes grew smoky and
his features tightened. They looked at one andtinerlong moment. 'l can't
say | have. Perhaps it's a matter for consultatiidm the marketing people.’
He moved fractionally towards her. Then, visiblgde, he muttered, 'l think
we'd better go back into the studio.’

She swallowed. 'Yes, of course. Please--' Sheatalicthe door and, as he
strode out ahead of her, sucked in a deep, steqtyeath.

He sat on the edge of the bench, one foot firmlytten floor, the other
swinging gently a few inches above it.

Perched on her stool, Kersty outlined the ordedefelopment from the
client's initial enquiry to the finished produchd& physical distance between
them made it easier for her to concentrate.

She watched him carefully as he examined both tbehioire mock-ups.



'‘Which do you prefer?' he asked, looking from ooethe other, then
glancing up.

‘That doesn't matter,’" Kersty told him. 'I've trtecapproach the design from
two different angles.' She grinned. 'l startedvath three, but the other one
simply didn't work. With the cream and purple, laiened for elegance and
subtlety, almost understatement. I've tried to egran atmosphere of peace
and unashamed luxury. In the other,’ she indicdtedyreen brochure, ‘the
house still features strongly, but I've made mofréhe surroundingsl
think--' She broke off, colouring slightly. 'It'®yr decision. You know best
the kind of people you want to attract, and whispexts will appeal most to
them.’

He flicked through both brochures again. 'When wau have the actual
photographs?'

‘Josh will take them the day we do the interiamitlg. We'll need special
lights, you see.’

Nodding, Neil bent his head. Kersty was conterdit@nd observe him. It
was a joy just to have him here, for once a pahesivorld.

He glanced up, smiling and shaking his head.ntitseasy. They really are
good.’'

Her heart turned over at the open admiration irees. "You needn't sound
so surprised,' she teased. 'l did come highly recended.'

He shot her a hooded glance that spoke volumes Oife,’ he decided,
handing it to her.

Kersty couldn't hide her delight.
'‘Obviously that was your choice too," he observdg.d
Her colour deepened. 'It's what .you want that taun

'Well, that's the one. Now, am | right?"



Smiling, she nodded. 'Yes, | hoped you'd choosedhe.'
'‘Why?'

‘That," she pointed to the heavy, textured, creapep 'was designed for
Viscount Haldane. But this--' she lay the forestegr sheets on her drawing
board, smoothing them '—I created this for Neil idraond."'

Folding his arms, he straightened his legs outantfof him, crossing one
ankle over the other. He leaned forward, his e)xgmescurious, his gaze
intent. 'Explain.’ It was a command.

Sudden shyness overwhelmed her. He didn't kndwuithe was asking her
to lay bare her heatrt.

Sensing her wariness, his voice softened. 'Plelsesty. | want to
understand.’

'Well,' she began hesitantly, ‘the colours, for negle. They are all
significant. They represent everything I've learabdut you, my own fe...
observations as well as the things you've told 8tee'turned her head away,
unable to hold his gaze. 'The dark green is for yp@loved woods. The red
represents the plants and flowering shrubs. Thetewhbrdering the
photographs is for your clarity of vision and theldtypeface for your
strength of purpose.' Her voice faded and shedstaliedly at the edge of
her drawing-board.

'‘Goon.'

She ran her fingertips over the glossy paper.ebute same approach in
choosing what to put in it. Obviously the house twable the focal point. But
the grounds are much more than just a barrier lstwieand the local
population outside. In the old days, estates likevdRswood were
self-supporting communities. They even used to hhe& own church. |
know there was often an awful lot wrong with thecadled "good old days",
but one thing that did exist was a sense of coityirand belonging. People
took a pride in craftsmanship, in the creation omething not only
functional, but beautiful as well." She shruggédnbow we can't turn the



clock back, but there is nothing to stop someone kellly cares, someone
with the vision and resources, from recalling ladittwas good about the way
of life while relating it to the modern world.’

She raised her eyes to his. "That's what | triecbtovey, the best of both.'
Her voice grew stronger and more confident. 'Thestgiwho come to
Ravenswood should be aware thasit't simply another luxury hotel, it's
part of a way of life. History isn't just the pai$s going on all the time, and
they can actually be a part of it. They can watzd craftsmen using tools
and methods that have been handed down for gemresati

He stared at her in silence, then drew in a sl@epdoreath. 'You really are
guite amazing,' he murmured.

Flushed with pleasure and glowing at the wonddrisnvoice, she made a
deprecating gesture. 'All part of the service.'

'I'd say it was rather more than that," he retuswdtly. 'In fact--' But he was
interrupted by the outer door opening to re-adnaitri

'Everything all right, then?"

Kersty sensed a certain undercurrent in the appgreasual enquiry. It
wasn't quite suspicion, but nor was it mere idleasity. She caught Neil's
eye and from the glint of suppressed amusemerniseéathat he too was
aware of the older man's reservations about evenisits by
out-of-the-ordinary clients.

'Perhaps | could have a look at the storyboard?'sNggested.

‘Yes, of course.’

'‘Make you both some coffee, shall I?' Harry cafledn the doorway.

As Kersty looked at Neil, he shook his head. 'Mothe, thanks. I'll have to

go soon. I've still a load of paperwork to get tigh. But, please, you go
ahead.'



Wincing slightly, Kersty pressed her fingers justdw where her ribcage
divided, and shook her head. 'l think I've hadraah already.' She swung
round on the stool. 'No, thanks, Harry. I'll belicgl it a night soon.’

He waved acknowledgment and disappeared into tiieggdoom.

Neil leaned forward, his voice low, concern drawimg brows together.
'What's the matter? Are you in pain?'

'It's nothing," she removed her hand quickly frdma source of discomfort,
making light of it. 'l expect I'm hungry. I've onltyad a packet of crisps since
lunch time." She didn't think it wise to mentiomatlall she'd eaten for lunch
was a tuna fish sandwich and an apple. She kneasih't really enough, but
hadn't wanted more, not then. But now, unexpectetijons of a hot pasty
filled her mind, the golden crust cut open to réwtiaed potato, onion,
swede and succulent chunks of beef, all steaminigeagiices dribbled out
on to the plate. She wrenched her thoughts awady arnt almost painful
effort.

'Kersty," Neil was quietly forceful, 'devotion toig project does not require
you to starve. You have already justified my faitlyou ten times over. You
don't have to make yourself ill. In fact, | shadl ,tamned annoyed if you do.
| have enough problems already.’

'Who's ill?' She spread her hands. 'For heavekés saissed a meal, that's
all.’

'No, that'snot all. You've missed more than one, by the look af,yhe
observed bluntly.

Her eyes sparked a warning. 'Aren't you being rgtkesonal?’

'You bet | am," he retorted. 'You're a person alwdham | happen to care
rather a lot.'

'Oh," she gulped.

'‘Now, let's have a quick look at the storyboard.’



'Yes,sir,' she muttered under her breath as she turnedkat pip.

She didn't hear him move, so his whispered, 'Domdh your luck," just
behind her left ear lifted her right off the stool.

As she whirled round he was once more leaning agdéme bench, arms
folded, his straight brows slightly raised. One Koat his expression
convinced Kersty not to pursue the matter.

'I—I thought we'd open with aerial views, showihg twhole of the estate,
then sweep in on a curve to circle the house, and bn the lawn. After
some exterior shots of the house, we move inshumy$he drawing- room,
dining-room and one of the bedrooms, and the viears them, then the
leisure facilities. Of course, we will need Redretat all the interior shots.'

Neil did a double-take. 'You'll needhat?"

Kersty giggled. 'Don't panic. I'm not suggestinguydl the place with

glamour-girls. Redheads are lights, powerful hatoalbs mounted on a
stand. They have adjustable flaps to modify the lath@nd direction of
light so that we can avoid the reflections and skad which would

otherwise spoil the shot. It's all quite scientific

'So I'm beginning to realise,’ Neil admitted.

'‘By the way, wherés the swimming pool?' Kersty asked. 'l bet you digat
planning permission for it in the main building.’

He grimaced briefly. '"How did you guess? Though,tdsappens, it all
worked out for the best. The pool and jacuzzi aréné vinery.'

Kersty recalled the huge, airy extension that odemrgo the walled garden.
As well as the arched windows,the walls and pitaloed were also made of
glass, much of it hidden by the wrist-thick vineigfhhad climbed and
spread to cover almost the entire inner surface.lds$t time she had seen it,
the shabby paintwork had been cracked and peelimtthe glass covered in
green algae, dirt and spider's webs.



'What about the vine?' she asked anxiously.

'It's still going strong. We had the devil's owib jprotecting it during the
alterations. But once the work was complete, a@ldlass cleaned and the
vine properly fastened to the walls and ceilingodk on a new lease of life.
| should think we'll get at least fifty pounds ahges from it this year.'

'You'll have to start making your own wine," Kerstjid. They looked at one
another as the potential of her suggestion tookand blossomed.

‘That's not a bad idea," Neil mused, 'not a baa adell. What would you say
to another commission?’

Kersty was nonplussed. 'To do what?"

'Design me a label for Ravenswood vintage wine.'
'Ever the businessman,’ she taunted.

'‘Well? Would you do it?'

'‘Are you serious?"'

'‘Never more so.'

She grinned. 'I'd love to. I've never done one iigefo

Neil eased himself off the bench and straightenpd'luseem to have
prompted that reaction rather frequently of late.'

'I'm not complaining,' Kersty said quickly. 'In fathis commission for you
is the most challenging and satisfying work I'vereandertaken. Long may
it last.'

The look in his eyes made her feel weak inside éAto that," he said softly,
and she realised he was referring to far more fhsintheir professional
relationship.



The charged silence was broken by thenk of a spanner hitting the floor,
followed by Harry's muttered curse.

Kersty's tongue snaked out to moisten her liperiFrer—after filming the
pool we'll move on to the rest of the gardens,ipigkip any special features.
That gives you a rough idea of the sequence.’

'Who decides the best angles and so on?’
‘Josh does.'
"You're confident he can handle that responsifflity

Kersty nodded emphatically. 'He has both the tadedtthe training. And as
cameraman, he's the best person to produce thetfibugh I'm involved

with the editing. I'll probably write the scriptrfdhe voice-over as well,
unless your marketing people..." She allowed tlyggastion to hang in the
air.

'I'm glad you reminded me.' Neil smothered a yanth siretched. "They're
sending someone down as soon as possible for disagsApparently, they
think it would be useful to have a marketing stygtevorked oubeforethe
filming is complete. That way any particular feawvhich might provide a
special selling point can be made more of at latl@o extra cost.'

She nodded.

You don't mind?'

She was touched at his concern. 'Of course notstiKéinked her hands
about her knees. 'lt's the sensible, logical thindo. After all, it's their job

to know how best to hook our target audience. $hatiat you're hiring
them for.'

'Right." He flexed his shoulders. His tone told herwas getting ready to
leave. 'So when will you begin filming?'



'Monday morning, weather permitting. The helicoptelarranged for ten
a.m.'

‘Terrific. | would have liked to come up myselhdven't seen Ravenswood
from the air. But..." He shrugged. Words were uessary. The weary

movement of his shoulders said more than enougbtdbe pressures and
demands on him.

Kersty desperately wanted to prolong his visit, kngw it would be neither
fair nor wise. Without waiting for him to make tfiesst move, she got down
off her stool and started towards the door. Heofedd.

The bright lights of the reception area, spilling through the glass into the
darkness, illuminated them as if they were perfosnom a stage.

They walked together, footsteps slowing and, ag tbached the outer door,
Neil stopped and turned. He held out his hand aety gripped it. To a
casual passer-by the scene would have suggesteephaeture of someone
delighted with the progress of a business deal. g was, up to a point.

But no one outside could have guessed, from thgepalmost formal stance
of the couple, at the electric atmosphere surroygnthem.

Neil's handshake was the first time he (dadiberatelytouched her all
evening. His firm, warm grasp sent tiny flames iligk along Kersty's
nerves, and she needed all her strength to rémsmagnetic pull of his
body.

'I've enjoyed this evening very much.' He stillchker hand.

'Me, too." She studiously avoided his eyes, knowimgwould not be able to
hide her longing to touch him.

"You obviously have everything well under control.’
The dry irony in his tone brought her head up dyittlis eyes were ablaze

with conflicting emotions, and she realised he firading this parting every
bit as difficult as she was.



She moistened her lips. 'One does one's best.wbhgs emerged husky
with strain.

'Kersty." Barely audible, his voice was utterly qgmeting. '‘Come and have
dinner with me tomorrow night, at the cottage.'

She swallowed, her heart thumping painfully. 'l-artk you, I'd like that.'

His fingers tightened on hers before he let goesfiiand. He looked at her
intently. 'How will you explain your absence?'

'l hope | won't have to. They're all used to mekaay late. But if | do, I'll
just say | needed a complete break and went toitieena.’

He nodded. 'Come at seven.' Opening the door,dreegtl back at her over
his shoulder, winked, and disappeared into thetnigh

Kersty woke the following morning to grey skies gradsistent, heavy rain.
But even the foul weather could not dampen heitspir

After a quick bath, she climbed into her usual geand sweatshirt, pushed
her feet into comfy trainers and, after brushingfreshly washed hair until
it gleamed, twisted it up into a loose knot highham head.

Standing at her open wardrobe, she studied theewttTonight was
special. She couldn't go and have dinner, with Hethe cottage wearing
jeans.

Taking down a dress of peacock-green wool jerskg, Igted the warm
fabric. It flowed over her palm like water.

Though she rarely wore dresses, she had been utmabésist this one,
bought off the model's back at a fashion show gbsean exclusive store for
whom she had designed the invitations. Its riclowolnd simple, elegant
styling had appealed to her artist's eye.



Slipping it off the hanger, she folded it quickbnatched up her black high
heels and put shoes and dress into a carrier latingaa slip and an
unopened packet of sheer black tights from herstinggdable drawer.

A chunky gold necklace was popped into her shouloleg, and she hurried
downstairs, especially glad on this particular nirggrio be the first up.

Placing her breakfast dishes in the sink, hopieg thiould not still be there

when she returned that evening, Kersty picked epctrrier, and her bag,
grabbed her beige blouson jacket from the hookenhall, and hurried out

to her car. She always parked on the road, lealmgrive for Josh's van, as
he often left lighting equipment in it overnightchtine gates could be locked.
Their father's old Morris Traveller had first clamn the garage.

As it was a Saturday, there were few phone calls ram visitors. Sue
finished typing the contract while Kersty completeéd voice-over on the
Flower Festival film, reading aloud from the scnphile Josh timed and
recorded.

Josh's shots of the TV company's film and interviad come out perfectly.
Seeing Neil on the screen, his crisp white shid eimarcoal suit setting off
to perfection his bronzed features, Kersty's hkead turned over, and she
had had to look away, gripping her pen tightly emtrol the sudden tremor
in her hands.

Harry had rung just after nine-thirty. As Sue wasthe kitchen, Kersty
answered the phone.

'What did his Lordship think of it all, then?' Hamsked.

'He was quite impressed,’ Kersty rolled her pemn ane over in her fingers.
"You never bothered showing anyone around before.'

Acutely aware of his curiosity, Kersty's grip o gphone tightened, but she

managed to keep her tone light. 'Let's face it,r{{ave've never had a
twenty-thousand pound commission before. You caalty blame the man



for wanting to make sure we know what we're doag] that his money
isn't being wasted.’

Reluctantly conceding that she had a point, Hamnoanced he wouldn't be
in and would see them all on Monday.

Sue and Josh left at one. Both had things to darédiey went to Penzance
that evening to listen to their favourite folk gpou

Kersty had a small pork pie and an apple, and vebdte At six-thirty she
sat back, tired, stiff-shouldered, but satisfietle $iad managed to finish
everything she set out to do, and would take tharaot with her this
evening.

This eveningEach time she allowed herself even to think thedsoher
stomach churned with intoxicating excitement.

Stretching her arms to loosen her shoulders, sheed/éhrough to reception
and looked out. The wet road was deserted. Thistisasull between the
last of shop workers going home and the emergehteedSaturday night
entertainment seekers.

Locking the outer door, Kersty switched off thehligg Then, grabbing her
bags, she hurried into the tiny kitchen and putledn the blind.

Twenty minutes later she fastened the necklacendrbar throat and leaned
forward to check the final effect in the small roirpropped above the sink.

Flushed with excitement, she had used the baramami of make-up, not

trusting her unsteady hands. Mauve shadow on llsr énhanced her
emerald eyes, and a touch of mascara had madasiersl seem twice as
long. Beneath the rose lip-gloss, her mouth lodaftiand inviting.

She had left her hair loose and it fell in a casualble to her shoulders, its
mahogany sheen a perfect foil for the creamy skihew throat and the
vibrant colour of her dress which clung to her upgpedy, flaring from her

hips into deep folds that swirled about her kneeshe walked.



It was almost like looking at a strang&¥lith trembling fingers she touched
the heavy golden links of her necklace. Then, dngvim a deep breath, she
gathered up her scattered belongings and, slideng@ims into the padded
jacket, turned out the light.

The rain had stopped. Broken clouds drifted likeoken across the
flame-bright face of the setting sun as Kersty drout of the town towards
Ravenswood.

An echo from the past prompted her to stop andabbgttle of good wine.
Her mother had never allowed her to accept anaheit to anyone's house
without ensuring she took along a small gift. Tdriiggas extra-special, and
it seemed important to remember the small courtesy.

She drew the little car to a halt outside the gmtdPicking up her shoulder
bag and the wine, she hesitated a moment, thebeplabhe carrier as well.
She would have to change before she went homewheild be the first to
appreciate that, and would surely not mind hemigkiver his bathroom for
a few minutes.

As she got out, careful on the unaccustomed higitshéhe cottage door
opened and Neil stood on the threshold.

Dark grey cords molded his hips, making his lorgg ook even longer. The
sleeves of a pearl-grey turtle- necked sweater wesbed half-way up his
forearms. It was obvious from the way the fine wdaoihg to his powerful

shoulders that he wore nothing beneath it.

He watched, arms folded, as she approached. Heksleirned at the open
admiration on his face. He waited until she readghedporch before saying
softly, 'You've no idea how much I've looked fordiém this evening.'

Kersty smiled into his eyes. 'Believe me, it cae'thalf as much as | have.
I've even worn legs in honour of the occasion.'

'So I'd noticed." He mouthed a soundless whistlé Kersty's colour
heightened still further.



'l think you'd better take this before | drop &tie thrust the wine at him.

As he stood back to allow her in, she noticed ktisfeet were bare. They
were long, narrow feet with straight toes, thesailt short and square. The
gesture spoke of a special intimacy that thrilleeéreas she recognised,
grinning at her own relief, that she could follovs lexample, discard her
high heels, and really relax.

He stared at the bottle. 'What's this for?'

Placing her bags on the chair nearest the doostKeyok off her jacket and
dropped it on top of them.

'Well, | have heard," she lifted her hair off heack and shook it loose,
'though | don't know how much to believe, theseaura never lose in the
telling, but the word is," she paused, ‘that yooldit.'

His head came up, eyes narrowed, and he transfigedavith a look that
stopped her breath and set her blood racing.

Before she could blink he had set the bottle domdy almost lifting her off
her feet, grasped her upper arms and caught memtcEven with her heels
on he still towered over her. The minty fragranthis breath was warm on
her cheek. His eyes glittered and his mouth curedslow, lazy smile.

'So that's the way it's going to be.' The throagprsent an exquisite shiver
down her spine. Every nerve was wire-taut with@pétion.

His gaze roamed her face. The smile faded, anddnuogk its place. His
fingers tightened. 'Oh, God," he muttered, 'how ihissed you.'

'Neil," she implored, 'kiss me.'
With a wordless sound, his mouth claimed hers. $he sank slowly

towards the horizon, birds twittered outside th@dew, a saucepan lid
rattled softly in the kitchen.



Kersty was oblivious. Her entire world centred de tman whose strong
arms enfolded her, whose lips and tongue were atswement evoking a
swelling ache of need even as they soothed heilingrder his touch.
Eventually, warning pierced the languorous senguébgging her brain.
'‘Something's burning,’ she murmured against hss hpr eyelids too heavy
to open.

'Mmmm," he growled, biting gently on her lower lip.
'Me.'

'‘No." She struggled, her movements weak and unowiedl as she tried to
resist the soul-stirring magic of his mouth. 'Néitan smell it. Something
really is burning.'

Lifting his head, he was utterly still for an instaDamn!' Letting her go so
quickly that she staggered, he dashed into thénéiitcand she heard the
clatter of pans.

Smiling even as she tried to calm her ragged biregtKersty kicked off her

shoes and moved on legs that felt like jelly towhedow. She hugged her
arms across her body, her breasts sore from beiughed against the
hard-muscled wall of his chest.

The trees were stark black shapes against a buange sky. In a few
moments it would be dusk.

Gradually, her heartbeat returned to normal, trenge ache subsided and
she was once more in control. Yet she knew it woake only one touch,
one kiss, and she would melt.

Part of her was stunned by this previously unknawth unsuspected side to
her nature, shocked at her own abandonment toutgng desire Neil
aroused in her.

Yet how could she pretend she felt nothing? To déis/ wondrous new
experience was to deny not only what she felt f&il,Nout her own



femininity. And never before had she been so glmlypaware of herself as
a woman.

She heard the pad of his bare feet on the carpet aame up behind her.
'Kersty?' His voice was full of gentle concern.eAwou all right?’

Turning her head, she smiled at him, radiantly lyafpever better.'
His relief was obvious. 'Forgive me, sweetheatidh't intend... it was just..

Whirling swiftly to face him, she placed her fingps on his lips to silence
him. 'No apologies, Neil, no regrets. It takes tyou know," she dimpled,
half teasing, half sincere. 'l may lack experieited,I'm a very enthusiastic
learner.'

The play of expressions across his face made hst but laughing.

Smoothing her hair back, he cupped her face betweehands. 'You're
wonderful." His piercing gaze searched her facd tescould hardly believe
his luck. 'I've never met anyone quite like you.uYe...' He hesitated, his
eyes narrowing as he searched for the right words.

'‘Unique?' she supplied.

His expression was serious as he slowly noddeds, "Oamly once in a
lifetime does a man meet a woman he—

Kersty, I--' He stopped, compressing his lips a® iphysically hold back

words whose time had not yet come. Dropping a @&iss$o the tip of her

nose, he released her and, with his arm at het,vgaisled her towards the
table.

The polished oak was set with silver, lead crystddite linen and, in the
centre, a small vase of freesias.

'Forgive me. My selfishness is making me a lousgt.hb haven't even
offered you a drink, or thanked you properly fouygift, which | do, most
sincerely. Would you like a glass of sherry?"



Kersty shook her head. 'No, thank you. Wine wité theal will be quite
enough, especially as I'm driving home." She fatmantarily disappointed
and wished he had finished whatever it was he lated to say. But she
knew better than to press him. He would tell heewhe was ready.

Her spirits rose again. After all, there was nayufhey had all the time in
the world.



CHAPTER EIGHT

KERSTY set down her wineglass, rested her chin on hengpahd sighed in
deep contentment. The meal had been delicious,Sisgganoff, served on
a bed of fluffy rice, followed by a lemon sorbehelhaunting rippling notes
of Chopin nocturnes were a perfect complement ¢dehping flames and
lamplight.

Leaning back in his chair, one arm on the tableeatoyed with the stem of
his wineglass, Neil watched her. 'A penny for tHem.

Kersty smiled at him. 'They're worth far more tliat.'
‘Tell me, anyway."'

She closed her eyes for a moment. 'l haven't éelelaxed in weeks. I'm
utterly at peace with myself and the world.’

He raised his glass in salute. 'You couldn't haid pe a finer compliment.'
He set the glass down again. 'I'll fetch the cheeskbiscuits.'

She shook her head. 'Not for me, thanks. | couldiiere simply isn't
enough room.’

Neil frowned. 'Considering the amount of nervoud areative energy you
burn up, you really should eat more."'

'How do you know what | eat?' Kersty countered.isTil the first meal
we've had together. For all you know, | might begwery day with a huge

fry-up.'

‘No, you don't,’ he said at once. 'Well, maybe andays, once in a while,
when you're not rushing about.’'

Kersty decided attack was the best form of deféhdare say I'd find it only
too easy to eat more if | had a Mrs Laity prepaatignymeals.’



'Hold on!" He waved her down. 'Mrs Laity had nothto do with this meal,
other than shopping for the ingredients. I'll hgee know | prepared the
whole thing myself.'

'Really?’ Kersty tried to sound sceptical, but dotilhide her delight.
He grimaced. 'It tookours.'

"It was worth every second. Honestly, Neil, it vdgsicious.'

It was his turn for scepticism. 'Do | detect a notsurprise?’

'Only that you managed to find the time and thdination to learn how to
cook,' she responded with wide- eyed innocence.

'It was a matter of survival. | don't particuladgjoy eating out. The custom
of sharing food in the context of a developing tielsship is a private

matter. Hotels and restaurants are naturally moneaerned with the food

and their profit margin.’

'So you do all your entertaining at home?' Kerstyoed her finger slowly
around the rim of her wineglass. The idea provokerg mixed feelings.

'No," he said, and she glanced up in surprise.

'‘Business entertaining is done in the main housgy One other woman
besides you has been invited to dine here.’

Who?Kersty wondered and guiltily squashed the thougiatas none of her
business.

'‘And yes, on rare occasions, if I'm particularlypuMrs Laity will prepare
something. But mostly | fend for myself, and thare a limited number of
ways to serve baked beans. So, | taught mysetiak.dMore wine?'

They talked on, serious, bantering and seriousnagdiout food and the
customs associated with it, about bureaucracy inegg and local
officialdom in particular. So the conversation reed to Ravenswood.



As Kersty left the table to fetch the contractsnfrber bag, Neil went to
make the coffee.

'‘Go on over by the fire," he directed. 'If we hawevork this evening, we
may as well do it in comfort.’

Kersty hesitated. "Would you rather leave it? | meis not reallyurgent...’

'Yes, itis," he contradicted quietly. 'For youcsaty and peace of mind. 1 do
understand, Kersty.'

So, without conscious thought, she made herselffadaible on the
hearthrug, her back against the sofa, toes pototedrds the blaze.

Neil snapped off the kitchen light as he came ithwihe coffee-pot. She
glanced round, smiling up at him. It was only when stood quite still,
gazing at her with an unfathomable expression, #iet realised her
informality might be mistaken for presumption.

Quickly, she drew her legs under her, preparinggtoup.

'No." Neil's hand shot out. 'Stay where you arés' \Hice softened. 'You
look so.. .right.’

She sighed happily and straightened her legs ormwe.nThis is far more
comfortable than home." Her cheeks burned suddeady all the
interpretations of her totally honest, but impuésiemark dawned on hét.

had to be the wineShe darted an embarrassed glance at Neil, binalcis

was to her as he poured the coffee.

Their empty cups sat side by side on the hearéhsitined contracts beside
them on the carpet. Neil lay sprawled full-length the sofa, his hands
linked behind his head, a smile lifting the cornefr$iis mouth. 'Now this,'
he murmured contentedly, 'is living." The reconddihed, the final notes
dying to poignant silence.



Kersty turned to face him, laughter lighting heegyBut, before she could
speak, he caught her face and covered her mouthigiobwn. His lips were
warm and tasted of wine and coffee.

Releasing her, he swung himself on to his feet @edted across to the
stereo unit. Kersty swivelled round to watch hiestmg her elbow on the
sofa seat and her head on her palm. She loveddleher moved, smooth
and sinuous, like a great cat.

Selecting a record, he put it on the turntable hpdsthe switch, and the
intoxicating rhythm of Latin America filled the roo Neil turned and held
out his hand. A moment later she was in his arms.

Her feet had wings. She was one with the musicaélé her as lightly as a
feather and they moved in perfect harmony, sepayaind coming together
as they swayed, dipped and turned. Time and timedbey sought each
other's gaze.

The track ended, they stood, poised, unmoving, &mether began, slower
this time. He gathered her to him, holding her eldser head nestled into
the curve of his shoulder and her arms slid ligatlyund his neck. Their feet
barely moved. Neil bent his head to rest his cleggknst her forehead and,
as naturally as breathing, Kersty pressed hettdifss throat.

She felt his body harden as desire quickened fremauldering ember into
a living flame. A soft sigh caught in her throatres bones melted to liquid
sweetness and the strange ache returned, a thgolebnptiness crying
soundlessly to be filled.

Suddenly, shockingly, Neil was gripping her showddolding her away
from him. She hung weak in his grasp, her eyes itk unfocused, her
mouth quivering.

'Kersty." Her name was a groan, hoarse and straineid throat/No.'
'Why not?' The whispered plea was out before sh&liop it. Then, even

as the crimson tide flooded her face, she knewhskea't wanted to stop it.
She needed to know.



She could feel him trembling with the effort of ¢xa, the cost visible in the
sweat that beaded his forehead and upper lip.otinged you time, and
space.' He swallowed, his throat working. 'To mizkes to you now, this
moment, would be the easiest thing in the worlis' ¢hze scalded her, his
eyes burning with a passion that told her his neqahlled, perhaps even
surpassed her own. 'lt would also be the mostséeHct of my life." His
fingers tightened, bruising her flesh. 'l won't @awu on my conscience,
Kersty. It would be more than | could bear. Do ymderstand what I'm
saying?' He shook her and she felt the desperatibim. 'l want you, God
knows how much | want you, but--' He broke off, edkanguish distorting
his features.

'It's too soon?' she whispered.

Some of the tension drained out of him. 'Do youessthnd?' He sounded
more normal. He rubbed her arms gently in silerdl@yy for his brutal
handling. 'It has to be right for us. It's too imjamt to risk...'

'It's all right," she cut in, attempting a smil@uite a turn-around, isn't it, a
man having to fight for his virtue! | didn't knowwas that sort of..." She
broke off, suddenly overwhelmed by the aftermatlthef intense physical
and emotional upheaval she had just experiencedkisw he wasn't really
rejecting her, yet that was what it felt like.

'Oh, Kersty," he murmured, one arm around her sleos] the other hand
stroking her hair. 'My sweet, precious girl." Hedad the top of her head.
‘Come on. Get your coat.’

So soonBomehow she swallowed her disappointment and stacki from
him. 'l suppose it is getting rather late.’

Frowning, Neil looked at his watch. 'It's only hagdast nine. Do you have to
go yet?'

Kersty looked up at him in bewilderment. 'But | tight... | mean ... don't
you want me to leave?'

‘Certainly not. Unless you feel you must.'



She shook her head quickly. 'l can manage anothar, if that's all right
with you.'

'It's fine with me." His face creased into a grimadief. 'l should have made
myself clearer. | just thought some fresh air mightus both good and...
there's something I'd like you to see.’

Kersty stooped and picked up her high heels, oneath hand. 'Small
problem." She pulled a face.

IAh,I

'‘Look," she began hesitantly, 'l had to bring myrkvolothes with me.
They're in the carrier. | changed at the studie-viell—it seemed the most
sensible thing. Perhaps it would be even more Bleni§il changed back into
my jeans and trainers now, especially if we're gambe stumbling around
outside in the dark. What is it out there that'sngportant, anyway?'

'Wait and see.' He would not elaborate. 'You go@rahge. Use my room.
First on the right at the top of the stairs. Théhb@om's next door.’

As she stripped off her slip and tights, rollingitthup with her dress, Kersty
glanced around the room. It was undoubtedly a maos, the muted
colours, natural wood, and masses of books, desanament or frills.
Yet it could almost have beeany man's room. There was little of Neil's
personality in it, no photographs, no clutter oflesénd ends accumulated
over the years, and Kersty heard the echo of ®bservation. 'That one,
he's all locked up inside himself." Only the fdatgrance of his aftershave
hanging in the air signalled his ownership, andeh&as a poignancy,
almost a loneliness in the atmosphere.

Clad once more in her jeans and sweatshirt, Kénstagt her dress and shoes
into the carrier and, with a last look around, liay her impressions to
relive later when she was once more alone, shéckdutownstairs. Neil was
waiting by the door. He had donned his old flyiagket and green Hunter
boots, and carried a large flashlight.



His hands lingered for an instant on her shouldsrse helped her with her
jacket, then he opened the door.

They stood in the porch for a few moments, waitorgheir eyes to adjust,
and Kersty realised it was not quite as dark ashskehought.

'‘Come on,' Neil took her hand and led her throdghdap in the hedge,
across the drive and into the trees. Now it washrlacker.

As he switched on the torch, the leaves rustlesbase tiny scavenger fled
from the beam of light. The trees loomed all arotlren, tall and ghostly,
disappearing upwards into thick shadow.

They seemed to be climbing, then turned to oneasdbe ground in front of
them fell steeply away.

A sudden scream chilled Kersty's blood, shock aigthtf bringing her heart
to her mouth. She clutched Neil's hand with a giiteishe had not known
she possessed, only to loosen her grip, overcomtd vdlief and
sheepishness, as on a whisper of white wings amgled over their heads,
frozen for an instant in the light.

The night wind sighed through the trees, brusheaj hgainst leaf as the
boughs creaked. Their footsteps made soft, shgf8ounds. With Neil in
the lead they followed the narrow path that wouadml the steep hillside.

Time and the darkness had distorted her memoryKansty had no idea
where they were.

Neil had to bend his head and shoulders as theseddseneath an archway
of rhododendron bushes so thick and intertwinetlttiey formed a tunnel.

Then he stopped and switched off the torch. Kes&igd silent, waiting.

'Close your eyes,' he commanded softly. "You'll edano harm, | promise.
Are they closed?"



'‘Can't you tell?' Her heart was beating fast. Hiim around her shoulders
held her tightly to his side as he guided her fodva

He didn't answer, and she sensed in the firmneks @frip a rising tension.

Now she was no longer concentrating on the toretmber worrying about
sliding on the steep, muddy path, all her othessgsmvere coming into play.

The ground beneath her feet had changed again thespringiness of leaf
mould to a gritty firmness. She smelled the pemfyness of wet earth and
heard the soft, steady drip of water from broaddsaWNater.She listened

intently, and heard it, the chuckle of shallow wateénning over stones.
Could it be?

Neil's arm tightened, halting her. 'You can opeanthnow.' He sounded
slightly hoarse.

Wraiths of cloud scudded swiftly across the milkiehface of a
three-quarter moon whose cold light cast a lumingath on the tranquil
surface of the lake. The trailing leaves of the pueg willow glistened with
rain. Tall reeds fringed the water, dark silhougitea scene of black and
silver.

The image shimmered, fragmenting like a brokenanifKersty turned her
head and laid her cheek against Neil's hand osHlwrlder. Her tears spilled
over, and as they trickled over his fingers, N&éd her chin. 'l love you,' he
whispered, but as she opened her mouth he covewdgthihis hand. 'No,

don't say anything.' His voice was rough. 'l shalildave—dammit, | didn't
intend--' He drew in a sharp breath.

‘This has always been my very favourite place,'sKesaid softly, filled
with radiant happiness. Her time would come, an@mwhe was ready to
listen she would tell him just how much he meartieo how the attraction
that had flared that very first day had, despiteveey real fight against it,
bloomed and deepened into love.

A love which, despite the differences between thiesad, grown deeper and
stronger with each passing day.



'l wanted so much to ask you, but | was so aframdi | didn't dare come
back, in case it had... in case it was..." Sheetlilver head, peering through
the darkness.

'What is it?'
‘The summer house,' Kersty said breathlessliy,.i<|

'‘Ah, yes, the summer house.' He led her along #itfe fhat edged the lake.
His tone gave nothing away, and Kersty was fillethwa mixture of hope,
excitement and apprehension. 'When did you lasit®ee

'l can't remember, years ago. | was still a chileke thatch was beginning to
rot and the walls were crumblin@h!" she gasped as he switched on the
torch. 'Oh, Neil!"

'l couldn't save the thatch, it had gone too far.’'

The conical roof, with tiny slates at the apex gatthg to larger ones that
overhung the walls, sat on the little semi-circutause like a hat. The
stonework had all been re-pointed, and a newlytpdislatted seat was
fixed all the way round the inner wall.

'Oh, it'sbeautiful’ she cried in delight.

' did it myself,’ he said, almost shyly. "Whenrsf saw it, it was virtually a
ruin, the lake was choked with weed, the pathsgregmn, but even then
there was something about the place...l don't kifawway, the workmen
had more than enough to do up at the house, sdé&tame my special
project. And I'd already decided, if anyone wasgdpo carve their initials
on the seat in the time-honoured fashion, it wasgto be me," his voice
softened, growing deeper, 'when the right time tedright woman came
along.’

As Kersty raised her face to his, her eyes mooghbrand radiant, a
raindrop splashed on to her forehead, followedrmtlzer, and a third. All
around they could hear the pitter-pat of rain fgjlin big, fat drops on to the



leaves and the dark earth. The moon disappeareddoahthick blanket of
cloud and the darkness took on a brooding quality.

Kersty shivered. 'Shall we run for it?'

In a moment,” came the quick answer. 'First...' diew her into the
summer-house. It still smelt faintly of fresh paiAs the rain drummed on
the roof and hissed into the lake, he slid one Hmereeath her coat to draw
her close, while the other caressed her face ainchdide brushed her lips
with his own again and again.

When Kersty could no longer stand the exquisiteiter she seized his head,
her fingers tangling in his hair and, as his arigbténed like steel bands
around her, her mouth opened beneath his and etigqd him her heart and
soul.

When at last she stood back, their ragged breathasgoud in the confined
space. The rain had stopped, though water stilfn@n the leaves to drip
steadily on to the ground.

'l think it's time you went home," Neil's voice wasigh.

lam homeshe longed to say, but held the words back. Henetiseady for
her commitment yet. And, even as she fretted afrtlsration of having to
contain all the love she so longed to expresshissed his thoughtfulness,
his consideration fdner.In any case, it made no difference whether stk tol
him tonight, next week, or in a month's time—nothwas going to change.

Neil closed the door of the Mini and leaned downKassty wound the
window open.

‘Thank you for a fantastic evening.' She smiledulpim.
‘The pleasure was mine.'
'Even the hours spent slaving over a hot stove?testsed.

He grinned. 'But of course. Will you come again?’



'As soon as I'm invited."

'l be in touch. In any case, I'll see you on May when you come to begin
the filming. Though it will probably be a ratherifivihello and goodbye. I've
rather a busy week.'

Kersty made a wry face. 'I'm not exactly sorryohd find it terribly easy to
concentrate when you're around, and with twentyshad pounds of your
money at stake, | needl my wits about me."’

'Stop worrying," he chided gently. 'l have complei¢h in you, and I'm the
only one who matters.'

| love you.lt almost spilled out. It was definitely time to.gShe switched on
the ignition. 'Thanks again, Neil, | enjoyed evemgment.' With eyes and
voice she tried to convey all that was in her heartl knew from his burning
gaze that she had succeeded.

'It was mutual. Drive carefully." He straightengmland stepped back.

Kersty's last glimpse of him was his silhouetté¢hia cottage doorway, one
hand in his pocket, the other raised in farewell.

All the way home she hummed the tunes they hadetdhim, smiling to
herself even as her fingers pressed against heifitaease the nagging
pain, remembering... remembering.

The house was in darkness. Kersty let herself iatlpuand crept through to
the kitchen. Snapping on the light, she droppedhgs on one of the chairs.
The carrier slid off and fell to the floor, spilnout her dress and shoes.
Kersty sighed, hesitated, and with a dismissiveey#ft it where it was and
went to the cupboard for a glass and the bicarleonfasoda.

Shuddering at the taste, she was rinsing the gtass a sound behind her
made her whirl round. Her father stood in the daywhis blue woolen
dressing gown tied haphazardly over his pyjamashair tousled.



'Sorry, Dad.' Kersty set the glass upside-down len draining-board. 'l
didn't mean to wake you.'

"You're late tonight," Stanley Hurrell observedtdbang sight of the things
on the floor, he bent to pick them up.

'It's all right, Dad, I'll see to those," Kerstydsguickly, but her father had
already lifted the dress, underwear and shoes ipéakhe carrier and laid
the bag on the kitchen table. They both looked at i

'l see you've been out.’

‘Yes.'

Kersty met her father's gaze and they stared ataher for a long moment.
She could feel the tension tightening her musatekstie burn of acid in her
stomach making the pain worse.

'With him?'

Her chin tilted. 'Yes.'

'l know, it's none of my business.' Her fathersetavas sad rather than
disapproving.

Kersty said nothing, but conflict raged inside head. She felt guilty and
hated it, not even sukghyshe was feeling that way. She was also resentful.
Surely she was beyond the stage of having to an®nwesr father when she
came in later than eleven o'clock?

'‘But, love, if he's genuinely fond of you, why thecrecy?’

'l don't know what--' she began, but the expressioher father's face dried
the words in her throat.

‘I may be getting old, but I'm not stupid, andthiank you to remember that,
young lady," Stanley Hurrell said with some asgeiWhy didn't you come
home to change? Why take your clothes to the stedi&n though you have



to come back through the village to get to Ravemsi®olf you're so sure
what you're doing is right, why hide it? Sneakidmpat as though you've
something to be ashamed of.'

'It's not like that, Dad,' Kersty cried.
'Well, that's what it looks like from here.'
'You don't understand--'

‘No, | don't," he agreed. 'l know things have cleghgjnce | was young, but
you're a grown woman, with a career and respoiitssil

Kersty was bewildered, 'So?'

'So, where's your pride?' Her father demanded. "@¢&myt he call for you
here, like any normal, decent man would? Is he rasdaof you, or
something?'

'Oh, Dad." Half laughing, half crying, Kersty rushirward and put her
arms around her father. 'It isn't like that, realllge secrecy is fanysake, to
avoid the Press. Neil has been through all thabrbefhe knows how
destructive it can be. He was only trying to makads easier for me. Dad,
he's the kindest, funniest, most thoughtful maa éver known. Heares
about things...' She paused, then added, softhguAme.’

Her father held her at arm's length and studied fn@wning, concerned.
‘You're in love with him." It was a statement rattiean a question.

She hesitated, remembering Neil's command thatedheo one of their
relationship. But surely this was different? Hah&a certainly wouldn't tell
anyone; he wasn't exactly over the moon aboutsglf, which, in its own
peculiar way, was rather amusing.

She nodded.

'‘But you hardly know the man.' Again Stanley Hurseemed more worried
than angry.



'Dad, you shouldn't make such sweeping statem&matisty reproached him
gently. 'You have no idea how well | do, or dokrtpw Neil Drummond.’

Her father's gaze sharpened and Kersty felt heucalse. Pride tilted her
chin. 'And, no, | haven't been to bed with him. Boly becausé@erefused.
He insists | need more time to be sure of my fggslims that the behaviour of
a philandering playboy?' She controlled herselhvéh effort. 'Trust me,
Dad," she said quietly. 'l know what I'm doing."'

'l hope so, love. | dearly hope so." But Stanleyrellis eyes, as they
followed his daughter's departing figure, were diedi with concern.

Kersty held her breath as she drew back her bedmotains on Monday
morning, and let it out in a rush of exultant reéethe clear pale blue sky. It
was a fair bet that clouds would appear lateriftibe forecast held true they
would be the cotton wool balls that heralded dexpell of dry weather.

After an early breakfast, Josh dashed off in histeecollect the lights from
the hire company, while Kersty drove to the studeglt with the post, saw
Dena settled in, and phoned the charter compaaogrtbrm the helicopter's
time of arrival at Ravenswood.

She had just parked the Mini and was clambering olutching the
storyboard, her shoulder-bag, jacket and keys, wWeihcame round the
side of the house. He was dressed in a formaletpiece suit of pale grey,
6ver a white shirt and mauve and grey stripedHe looked preoccupied
and, though the instant he caught sight of hefdus broke into a smile, it
was restrained and did not entirely banish hisgabstraction.

'Hi," she greeted him, her own smile sympathdRimblems?'
He looked startled for a moment, then shruggedliigh hope not, Kersty. |
wish | could have been around more this week, lieiintay things are--' He

gestured helplessly.

She grinned at him. 'l thought we'd been througthat and decided it was
better if you weren't.’



He nodded slowly. 'Kersty, remember our bargaim @ast me. You do,
don't you?'

The first thread of unease tugged. 'Of course., Melomething wrong?'

'‘Nothing | can't handle.’ He fiddled with his clifiks. 'l hope it all goes well
today.'

Kersty glanced skyward. 'We've certainly got thether for it. Just keep
your fingers crossed there are no hitches.'

He smiled naturally for the first time. 'If thereeadoubtless you will deal
with them in your own inimitable way."'

'Is that a compliment?"
'You'd better believe it.' He glanced at his watchust go. Kersty?"
‘Yes?'

He seemed about to speak, then a strange, shuttokdardened his
features. 'Good luck with the filming.' He turnedisstrode away.

Kersty stared after him, her smile fading to puz#et as the conviction
grew that his parting words were a substitute foatwhe had originally
intended to say.

As Josh's van skidded to a halt on the gravel, iar whrotor blades above
the engine noise announced the arrival of the tyelér.

Forcing Neil's unusual behaviour to the back of inérd, Kersty waved a
greeting to her brother, then hurried round the sitthe house to the lawn.

The Bell Jet Ranger in its livery of blue and whstd like a large insect on
the smooth grass, the rotors circling slowly asahgine idled.

Jumping out, the pilot ducked to avoid the turbakeand came forward at a
crouching run to meet her. He was a stocky, grizat@n in his mid-fifties,



with deep creases etched at the sides of his &ess Hurrell? I'm Bob
Crossley. Do you mind if we get started right awayfily, our other
machine has developed gremlins in the fuel lind,lsve an extra trip to fit
in today.’'

'We're ready when you are,’ Kersty assured hinosls ganted up with the
camera.

The Jet Ranger had been fitted with a special figmidoor which had no
glass.

'l hope you're wearing your thermals,’ Kersty mumeadk grinning, as her
brother passed her to climb, under Bob's directioto, the back seat. As
soon as the camera was safely fixed on to the apedunt which would

hold it secure and stable, Josh put his earphamesdjusted his microphone
and fastened his seat-belt. He gave Kersty a thwpbasnd, zipping her
jacket, she climbed into the front seat beside Bob.

A few moments later they were airborne. The helieoplimbed vertically
then, dipping its nose, surged forward and riglat sweeping curve. For one
very uncomfortable moment Kersty felt as if she hefl her stomach
behind, and she swallowed hard.

But seconds later she had forgotten the brief @galetness in the thrill of
actually flying. It was an incredible experiencetetang trees and fields
rush by beneath her feet.

With an effort, she forced her mind back to bussnasd switched on her
microphone. 'OK, Josh?'

'Right on,' came the laconic reply. 'I'd like to @@omplete circuit of the
estate and get some long shots before decidindwetmgle of approach will
give us the best over-view of the house.’

Kersty turned to the pilot. 'Is that all right wiglou?"

He nodded. 'Whatever you say, as long as we're lipaekeven.'



‘You hear that, Josh?' Kersty said, transfixedhieyamazing view.
'‘Loud and clear. Now hush, and let me concentrate.’

Suppressing a smile, Kersty did as she was toldastmarvellous to be able
to relax for a while and just enjoy being. Thewaas crystal-clear, washed
clean by the previous day's rain. She could sesdhen three sides of the
country, the waste tips of the china clay workingsside St Austell, and the
vast shallow lake near the workings of Wheal Jaimeem

Over to her right was the town, its hotels and headronting the open sea.
The shops of the town centre were set back behardivouses and wharves
and piers fronting the river, and rows of housesasfed over the hills
between the two.

They veered north once more, over the village wslpub, chapel, school,
four shops, smithy and huddle of houses, surrouratedhree sides by
farmland and on the fourth by the woods of the Raweod estate.

Kersty glimpsed a sleek white sports car speedinggathe top road. The
hood was down, revealing cherry-red upholstery. Woenan driving had
long, blonde hair, held back from her face by afsoad bandeau-fashion,
the ends knotted below one ear, fluttering in tiedwShe wore dark glasses
and what looked like a flying-suit the colour ofter chocolate.

‘That's a Porsche Carrera.' Josh's voice wasffallve. ‘Do you know they
cost ovetthirty thousanchew?"

‘Josh, the film?' Kersty wailed.

'OK, OK, just broadening your education, that's gtlowing you the sort of
motor I'll be driving when I'm rich and famous.’

The car disappeared beneath a canopy of trees.

'If you don't get the shots | want, you won't lleag enough to be rich and
famous," Kersty warned.



Bob swung the helicopter round in a huge circleehwith Josh giving
instructions as to height and angle, began an apprhat would carry them
low over the house then rise to sweep round indevgemicircle before
coming in to land once more on the lawn.

"You happy with that, Kersty?' Josh added as anrthfiught.

It sounds great, and should make a tremendoudbctefe opening
sequence.’

'OK, folks, here we go.' Bob hauled the machinendoand sent it swooping
down. Kersty caught her breath. It was like being a gigantic
roller-coaster.

'Slow her down, Bob...a bit more," Josh direct8dper job.’

They were following the drive through the park. Anthe fresh young green
of the oak, ash and chestnut trees, the coppehbsetowed a rich purplish
brown, and the bluebells, though past their bestewstill an arresting sight
as they rippled in the breeze.

Kersty caught the glint of sun on watéfhe lake.Memory stabbed,
piercingly sweet, and she saw once again the miberexd surface of the
lake, and heard Neil's voice, low-pitched and hustelling her so
unexpectedly that he loved her. Such precious mtsneare an oasis of
tranquillity in their stress-filled lives, to be gnded and treasured.

Now they were approaching the house. Over the digdeden and vinery,
to the right the newly converted craft units, aetlind them, nestling in the
trees, Neil's cottage. Then they were flying oherrnain roof. Below was a
semicircular gravelled driveway where now threeidlels stood instead of
two.

'Hey!" Josh's surprise and curiosity echoed vivitlpugh the headphones.
'Isn't that the Porsche we saw earlier?’



Kersty didn't answer. She sat like a statue, siastraight ahead. No longer
flesh and blood, but glass, and one word, one mewemvould shatter her
into a million pieces.

Her eyes were open, but they did not see the gisppanorama of garden or
the elegant windows and sun- warmed granite walhef house as Bob
brought the Jet Ranger down to land as light asathér on the grass. She
still saw the couple standing on the gravel outsidemassive front door.
Neil, and a tall blondewearing a chocolate-colodhgdg-suit, dark glasses
hanging carelessly from crimson-tipped fingers didkaround his neck, as
they stood, locked together in a passionate embrace



CHAPTER NINE
'KERSTY"

The sound of her brother's voice, laughing, impatipierced her daze and
she looked up.

‘At last! | thought you'd gone deaf.' His grin fddéHey, are you OK? That
last dive was a bit of a gut- churner. No offenbe,'called over Kersty's
head. The pilot raised a laconic hand.

‘I'm all right. I'm fine." Her voice sounded stranon her own ears. She
climbed out of the helicopter. Her legs refusedstpport her and she
clutched at the door, maintaining her balance sitber effort of will.

‘Thanks, Bob,' she said over her shoulder, foraisqile. 'lt was a fantastic
flight.'

*He nodded. 'Good day for it. Got your land-legskoget?"

So he'd noticed. At least he didn't know the reakpn for the treacherous
weakness in her limbs.

Kersty reached for her clipboard as Josh finishef@siening the camera
from the mount and shut the door. 'Yes, thanks.'

'OK, I'd better get moving. Hope to see you agametime.'

Josh caught Kersty's arm and pulled her out ofathg as the rotor blades
began to spin faster, whipping through the air witswishing whine as the
engine note rose.

The turbulence narrowed her eyes and plasterejadiaat and sweatshirt to
her body, streaming her hair out behind her. Witmal wave, Bob lifted
the Jet Ranger off and, within moments, it hadmpsared behind the trees.



Josh was keen, brisk. 'Right, what's next? | kn@yplanned to do the inside
work today, but it does seem a shame to wastewbaher. How about
finishing the exteriors today and move inside tommef?'

'Fine," Kersty agreed vaguely.

Josh looked concerned. 'Are ysureyou're all right? Shall | see if | can get
you a drink or something?"

Kersty made a valiant effort to pull herself togatiHer stomach felt as if it
was on fire. 'Sorry, Josh, my mind was...' Sheugestbriefly. 'Let's get to
work.'

She had to keep busy. More than anything, she wdataun into the house
and ask Neil what was going on. But that was otthefjuestion. Apart from

the fact that Neil had asked her to respect thargdin of secrecy, she
couldn't sacrifice her pride and dignity in frorittbe blonde, whoever she
was. She had to wait. And the only way she woutdige the waiting was to

keep so busy she wouldn't have time to think, wbtlato worry.

Since the moment they had met, Neil Drummond h#ddfiher every
waking thought, but she hadn't realised just haighteningly dependent
her growing love for him had made her, until tHabeking glimpse of the
blonde woman twining herself around him and kiss$img with such an air
of possession. Suddenly the very foundations ofdweld were crumbling.

No! she screamed silently, wondering how she coultlsSmumuch and yet
continue to function normallyt wasn't what it seemed. There was a simple
explanation. Neil would explain. There was no threa

She followed Josh across the gravelled forecowatds the van to collect
the stills camera. But, before they reached it|'&\biue Jaguar, a uniformed
chauffeur at the wheel, purred in from the drivestop outside the. main
door. It opened, and the blonde emerged, with Ngiit behind her. The

chauffeur got out of the Jaguar and crossed t®tnsche.

Was the blonde leaving? Kersty's heart thumpedfghiragainst her ribs
and her eyes flew to Neil. His expression was das&l unreadable.



'‘Could you both spare a moment?' he called, andaineof them came
together in the centre of the forecourt. ‘Char|dtteant you to meet Kersty
Hurrell, and this is her brother, Josh. He does#merawork. Kersty, may |
introduce Charlotte Ledbury, who will be running timarketing side of the
project.’

Kersty's heart plummeted. Far from leaving, Cheeldedbury obviously
planned to be around for some time, judging bysthe of the two expensive
suitcases the chauffeur had removed from the Peaat was now carrying
into the house.

From her highlighted hair and immaculate make-ine jade silk shirt
peeping from beneath the fine-grained leather @3snit, to her matching
high-heeled boots, Charlotte Ledbury radiated stglgphistication and
wealth.

Kersty judged her to be between twenty-eight andythand the golden
cleavage just visible above the strategically l@glezip and unbuttoned
shirt made her own slender figure seem sexless Hwe subtle perfume
smelled so exclusive, Kersty knew she probably diwtieven recognise the
name. Her confidence shrivelled. She felt untidg gauche.

The sky-blue gaze swept over her, calculating, ss83g, and ultimately
dismissive.

Her pride stung, Kersty's chin lifted. She held loeit hand. 'How very nice
to meet you..." She hesitated. To address the maarcby her surname
would undoubtedly maintain a formality and distabegween them, and
that appealed greatly to Kersty. But at the same tt would look as though
she thought of herself as a subordinate. She daimct had no intention of
allowing Charlotte Ledbury to assume that she Bakides, it was only too
obvious to anyone looking at the pair of them thatdisadvantages were all
on her side. 'Charlotte,' she finished.

There was a flicker in the other woman's eyes.[finely brushed Kersty's
fingers with a long, elegant hand. Her smile, digplg small, perfect teeth,
was cold and insincere. 'Neil was just talking abawur work." She flashed
him an arch look. 'Darling, you didn't tell me skas quite sgyoung: The



way she said the word invested it with several ekadf meaning:
unsophisticated, inexperienced, untried.

Kersty bit the inside of her cheek as her gaze 8ewitly, desperately, to

Neil. The possessive endearment and Charlotteidamanner seemed to
confirm the closeness of the relationship intimdigdhe kiss, a relationship
that banished her, relegating her feelings toekiellof an adolescent with a
crush.

Neil's face was devoid of expression, his eyes opas they met Kersty's
briefly, then moved deliberately ofirust me he had said. She would. She
did.

'‘Age is irrelevant, Charlotte,” Neil said. 'Kersgyan extremely talented
designer.’

Charlotte patted his arm in a proprietorial gesturd shook her head. 'You
haven't changed a bit. Still generous to a faudirliBg, talent is all very
well, but without a track-record, a proven creit, land let's face it, this is
hardly the hub of the universe, you're taking oek &f a gamble.’

'Possibly," Neil agreed, blandly, 'but it's my mphe

Charlotte gave a disarming shrug as she turnedestiK ‘No offence
intended.’

Like hell,Kersty thought, but she smiled politely. 'Noneetak
'‘But I'm sure you see my point. | mean, we're tajlbusiness here.’

'Indeed,’ Kersty nodded. 'Perhaps you weren't atliateny company has in
fact, been operating for several years, during whime we've had some
quite spectacular successes. Our client list, femall concern, is quite
impressive.'

'Really?' The single word was a masterly blendunpsse and scepticism.
'‘Now, isn't that odd? When | was making some emggi@ couple of days
ago, having never heard of your company, | wasitoMhs on the verge of



folding, and almost certainly would have but forilldegenerous and timely
intervention.'

Kersty swallowed hardMiles. It never pays to listen to gossip, especially
when it's based on malice and envy.'

'I'll be sure to keep that in mind," Charlotte gaid tone that made it patently
obvious she had no such intention. 'But | think itme we got down to

business. Neil, darling, | know you have simply sessof terribly important

things to do, so why don't you leave Kersty, Josti me to go over the

details, and I'll bring you up to date at dinnemigit?' She flashed him a
dazzling smile.

Neil's gaze met Kersty's.

Help meshe pleaded silently.

For an instant something stirred in the smoky dejpthhis eyes, then the
curtain feil once more, shutting her out. 'Will yexcuse me?' He glanced at

his watch. 'l was due at a meeting ten minutes ago.

"They're not likely to start without you," Charetsaid playfully. ‘After all,
darling, you are Viscount Haldane.'

‘That's hardly an excuse for being late, and esendf one for bad manners,’
was his cool reply. With a brief nod that encompdsthem all, he strode
across to the Jaguar. As he shut the door, the nhdwear was already
pulling away.

Josh had been moving from one foot to the othebarely contained
impatience for several moments, and Kersty sensedds anxious to get
back to work.

Charlotte turned a dazzling smile on him. 'Are yaterested in cars, Josh?'
He blinked, then nodded, grinning. 'l wouldn't moek like yours.'

‘Not bad, is it? Do you fancy a spin?'



Josh goggled at her. 'You mean it?'
She nodded.
'Would | ever!

'The keys are in the ignition. Help yourself. Nobtlong, though, | don't
want to upset Kersty by keeping you from your work.

That was precisely what she did want, Kersty redli8But why? Then it
dawned. Charlotte had already tried sowing seeddoabt about her in
Neil's mind, now she was trying to drive a wedgeveen brother and sister.
Charlotte wanted her to feel isolated, and the polysible reason had to be
that she presented some sort of threat to Chddgti@ns for Neil.

There had obviously been a relationship betweem tnethe past. Kersty's
mind shied away from the precise details. She daht to know, it was
more than she could bear. What was clear was thairl@te clearly
believed that the threads were ready to be piciedgain. But why would
she think that®nless Neil had encouraged it.

No! Kersty could not accept that Neil would do sacthing. Nothow. Not
after they had become so close. Not after telliighe loved hefTrust me,
he had said. So she would. If he knew the reaso@liarlotte’'s behaviour,
he would tell her when he could. If he didn't kndken it was up to her to
try and ignore it, to believe in Neil and all thlaéy had come to mean to one
another. The very fact that Charlotte saw her #weat was some small
comfort.

All this flashed through Kersty's mind in secorgtsme of it reasoned, most
of it intuitive. She looked at her brother, who vimwering, clearly anxious
to go, yet hesitant, knowing he should be working.

Kersty reached for the video camera. 'Well, whatyaru waiting for? You
don't get an offer like this very often. Just ddoiget what it cost you the
last time you ran out of road.' She hid a grin #seting shadow of disquiet
marred Charlotte's indulgent smile.



'Spoilsport,' Josh called over his shoulder aspnmted towards the sleek,
expensive car.

Exultant at her small victory, her confidence gmtureturning, Kersty
turned to Charlotte, keeping her voice pleasaielieve you wanted to go
over the project details?' This war was not oneenfmaking. But, while she
would defend herself with whatever weapons thatectmhand, she was not
looking for a fight.

Charlotte's glance was quick and hard. An instatrIshe was all smiles.
'Let's go into the drawing-room. I'll have Georgmf us some coffee.'

With a pang, Kersty recalled her first sight of gdlegant room, her nervous
request for a glass of water, and George's unkrgpwerelation of Neil's
true identity. It all seemed so long ago. So muath lappened since.

George was crossing the hall as they walked inCAarlotte opened her
mouth to issue the order for coffee, he lookedigititgpast her to Kersty.
'Miss Hurrell, how nice to see you again.' The ge@wvarmth in his voice
touched and thrilled Kersty. 'His Lordship has sggoknost highly of your
work.'

‘Th-thank you, George.' She glowed.

'‘And you'll no doubt be pleased to learn that saoeitem has been repaired
and is now functioning perfectly.'

Vividly recalling the embarrassing episode with thell-pull, Kersty's
cheeks bloomed with colour even as the cornergoirfouth tilted upwards
in an involuntary grin. 'Thank heavens for that.'

'Perhaps you'd care for coffee? His Lordship said might be cold after
your flight. If you and Miss Ledbury would care gw through to the
drawing-room, | will ensure a tray is brought tauyat once.’

‘Thank you, George, that's very kind.' Kersty warety able to contain her
delight at Neil's thought- fulness, and her sugas George's reaction to



Charlotte. Without in any way compromising his iropable courtesy, he
was making it abundantly clear that he didn't hiee;

As they entered the drawing -room, the expressio@lmarlotte’'s face sent a
shiver of foreboding down Kersty's spine, and regdrs strayed to the spot
just below her breastbone where the burning paaweqd.

When the coffee arrived a few minutes later, broughby a uniformed
waitress, Charlotte glanced up from the papershsigetaken from a slim
briefcase, frowned, and dismissed the girl culgying they would help
themselves.

Quickly, Kersty looked down at the storyboard onlap, compressing her
lips to obliterate any trace of a smile. Withouee\appearing, George had
had the last word.

A few minutes later Josh breezed in to return thgskand collect the
camera. 'Ah, coffee!' His eyes lit up. 'Super motoe grinned at Charlotte.

Her mouth twitched in a reflexive smile and she dextl briefly. 'Kersty,
pour the coffee, would you? We really should get 8he looked up from
the pad on which she was making notes with a galigdint.

Score one for Charlotte, Kersty thought to herselggating me to the status
of maid.

'l take it you've no experience in marketing?"

'If I had," Kersty answered carefully, 'there wohll/e been no need to drag
you all the way down here from London.’

‘Thank God Neil had the good sense to do just't@duarlotte muttered,
frowning.

'You know him well, then?' Josh asked over theafrhis cup.

'Oh, yes,' Charlotte smiled, a secret, satisfietlesrintimately, you might
say.'



Kersty struggled to keep her face set in its exqpoesof polite interest, as
Charlotte went on, 'We go back years, Neil andh lfalct, I'm close to the
whole family. | was friends with his two sistersfare they married and
went to live abroad.’

Kersty cleared her throat. 'Then you must have knbis fiancee, too.’

Charlotte quickly masked her surprise, darted Kesesswift, calculating
glance, and leaned forward to pick up her coffg¢es, | knew Phillipa,
though not well; she certainly wasn't part of oet. ©f course, it wasn't a
love match, more one of those family things. PodbilliBa," Charlotte
sighed, 'such a little mouse. Dying like that was tne moment of glory.'
Kersty flinched at the total insensitivity of Chattk's offhand remark. ‘It
was very sad and all that," Charlotte added, 'buais sad as if she'd married
him.'

'What makes you say that?' Josh was openly curiooisng at her over the
rim of his cup.

'‘Because it wouldn't have lasted. She was so caetplerong for him. She
was ridiculously shy for a start. She scarcely eymned her mouth except
to talk tohim. | mean, it was a terrible burden for the poor nfaime was
such a bore. Her only interests were gardeningcaaking and looking
after other people's children." Charlotte's moutinled in disdain. 'She
probably wanted a dozen of her own. Just a tyfpioakewife.'

Yet she had been quite prepared to fly to the hedt humidity of the
Brazilian rain forest to spend two weeks with NKkrsty remembered.For
the quiet, home-loving girl Charlotte's scathingregconjured up, such a
journey must surely have taken a great deal ofagmyrand love.

'From what | know of him," Kersty said carefullyjscount Haldane doesn't
appear the sort of man to propose marriage to soewbo bored him.'

'‘But then, youdon'tknow him, do you?' Charlotte's smile was pureaolitr
‘Take my word for it, Phillipa was Neil's concessto family pressure. Still,
things are different now. Personally, | think Nedrried this mourning



business too far. Three years is a long time. é@tdng for a man of his...'
She paused knowingly "... passionate nature.’

'‘Ah!" Josh grinned uncertainly, and Kersty saw gedaeneath his effort to
appear a man of the world. 'So this isn't just siress trip?"

Charlotte laid a long crimson-nailed finger agaihset full lips. 'l really
mustn't say anything else. But look at it this whyt staying here at the
house, and will be acting as Neil's hostess fothallsocial events that will
be part of the launch.' She shrugged gracefulgopie must draw their own
conclusions.' She tossed a folded newspaper withiest casualness on to
the sofa between Josh and Kersty. 'The Press seéavée got wind of it
already. | can't imagine how.'

| bet you can't,Kersty thought savagely. But the momentary flafe o
violence was smothered beneath a suffocating btasfkeelplessness. She
felt like a small boat adrift on a stormy, shoald&n sea, powerless, at the
mercy of wind, current and the jagged rocks waifurgd below the surface
to destroy her.

'Still," Charlotte said, 'it's all marvellous pudity for the project.’

'Well, open it, Kersty,' Josh urged. He put his dogn. 'Here, let me.' He
rifled the pages. 'Wow, that's some photograph.'

Charlotte shrugged. 'Patrick never takes a bad one.
‘Lichfield?' Josh gaped.
'Is there another?' Charlotte responded with apeting smile.

Josh's eyes darted along the lines of print. "'Thelacertainly doesn't pull
any punches,’ he muttered, then glanced up, puzBed the project is

hardly mentioned.' He passed the paper to Kerstked up the video

camera and started adjusting the focus and distandear sign he wanted
to be out of a situation he did not understand wmich made him

uncomfortable.



Kersty skimmed through the article, a masterpieicenmuendo and arch
guestions concerning Charlotte's arrival at Vis¢ddaldane's estate. She
refolded the paper and laid it aside.

'No comment, Kersty?' Charlotte's gaze was brigtit malice.

Kersty felt chilled to her soul. Neil must have se¢be paper. If he hadn't
read it before Charlotte's arrival, she would delyehave shown it to him.

Realising her silence was betraying the turmoihimither, Kersty forced a
smile. 'lt's a stunning photograph," she said tulith 'How fortunate the
Press library had such a recent one. As for theeayrit's not the way | would
have approached the launch of the project, bug,gelstured with one hand,
‘as we both know, I'm no marketing expert. If hagdship approves of your
methods, my opinion is really of no importance.’

Charlotte's smile was smug. 'Oh, Neil was quiteplyagpith it.'

Kersty swallowed. It didn't add up. He had beenasihparanoid about the
need to keep his relationship witler a secret. To protect her, he had said,
and she had been gratefBlut had that been the real reasddi® insistence
on secrecy took on an entirely different significamow Charlotte Ledbury
had arrived on the scene to stake her claim, batfegsionaland personal

to Neil Drummond.

Doubts were beginning to flood in. For each one ksheished, another
reared up to take its place.

The rest of the day was a living nightmare. Cheeglgueried every one of
Kersty's decisions concerning the video. Someettiticisms were indeed
justified, and Kersty could have accepted themegedsily had it not been
for Charlotte's patronising impatience and deliteesttempt to belittle all
her ideas and undermine her confidence.

Nor did it end when she got home; Stanley Hurtalust the newspaper
under her nose. 'Have you seen this?' He flungyass the table in disgust. 'l
warned you, didn't 1?'



Kersty nodded. 'Yes, Dad. You warned me. You reakwt to believe it,
don't you?'

'Kersty, love, | don't want to see you hurt. Oldoh't . blame the man. |
suppose he has women flinging themselves at hithelime. | dare say he
knows how to handle it. But what about you? If laged as much as you
seem to think he did, would he have allowed hise&rbe used like that?'

She was about to argue, to point out that Neil Wwassponsible for what
other people implied, when it struck her that leghér was using the past
tense as if whatever there might have been betWednand herself was
now over, finished.

Trust me.

The next day was even worse. There was no sigrebfthen they arrived
to start the interior filming nor did he appearelatThe phone rang
constantly, and the brief glimpses she caught adr@erevealed rare ill-
humour visible in his tight-lipped expression. Th&mosphere in the
beautiful house was unpleasantly charged as siafigl, grim-faced, about
their duties.

Kersty felt sick with tension and misery. She thiegrself into her work,
checking and adapting the story- board, helpindyr Josve and set up the
lights, concentrating so fiercely oot allowing Charlotte to provoke her
into rudeness or temper that by five she had angalgeadache.

'What is there left to do?' Charlotte queried, cmgea bored yawn with her
talon-like fingertips. 'I'm really quite exhausted.

'Only the vinery,' Kersty replied. 'l want a shétlwe pool for the brochure.’
Charlotte brightened immediately. ‘It will be faore effective if someone is
actually using it, or better still, in the jacuzli.just go and get my bikini.'

She disappeared in a whirl of silk suit and expenperfume.

Josh glanced round to make sure no one else wasdrbwon't be sorry to
get out of here," he confided.



Kersty knew exactly what he meant. She longedIitdite how different it
had been the first day she came. How welcomingpdluse had seemed. But
what was the point? It wasn't any more. Nothing tessame any more.
Why hadn't Neil been in touch?

She felt something tear inside her. Stupid questod the answer was all
too obvious.

Trust meShe was clinging on by her fingernails, but hép gras slipping.

Charlotte insisted Josh take several shots ofdeside the pool, in the pool
and in the jacuzzi. She had piled her hair highhenhead and arranged
delicate, curling tendrils to enhance the grackfiel of her throat.

'Whatis this?' Josh muttered resentfully as he passedyeesponding to

Charlotte's demand for a close- up, the white, fognwater bubbling

around the golden skin of her shoulders and brehstsbikini top out of

sight, suggesting she was naked in the water.\\&rdoing a hotel brochure
or glamour shots?'

Kersty didn't reply.

'Right, I'm off,"” Josh announced flatly as Chadptivrapped in a fluffy
towelling robe, disappeared into the main hou8kréturn the lights to the
hire company after I've had my tea; they're opkreight. You know," he
paused, thoughtful, 'l was quite taken with Chaelthat first day, but now, |
don't know, there's something about her...she iogrtaeems to know her
job, but..." He shrugged. 'I'm glad Sue's not fia.’

For the first time in two days, Kersty's smile warorced. 'l was beginning
to wonder if you'd ever realise just how lucky yare.'

Josh grinned. "Course | do, but | can't risk hetigg big-headed.’

'With a chauvinist piglet like you?' Kersty scofféldat chance.'’



Josh looked pensive. 'What's so great about a IRgraoyway?' He added
softly, 'Personally, | think his Lordship wants Hiead looked at.' He
finished putting the camera into its case. 'Whatyamu doing tonight?’

Kersty's head throbbed dully. To go home would ma#rer questions or
sympathetic silence from her father. She couldfacé that. 'l think I'll go
back to the studio and start on the script. It# quiet, and with no
interruptions | should get quite a bit done. TedidCfor me, will you?'

'What about a meal?"

'I'll pick something up on the way,' she lied. Sék queasy already. The
thought of eating made her stomach heave.

Kersty stared at the scene frozen on the monitiois Was the fourth time
she had replayed it. If she looked at it long efputgnvould lose its capacity
to hurt. She would become immune, numb, incapabfeeading. That was
the theory. Only it wasn't working.

So brief, only a few frames, it lasted two secoatsiost. Josh hadn't even
noticed it happening, his attention riveted ongperts car. As for the pilot,
if he'd seen it, he had obviously considered itenohhis business.

She couldn't go on like this. These two days hahliee longest in her life.
Pushing aside her notepad and pen, she stood ypeawnthing a decision,
hugged her arms around her as if holding herseitteer as she left the
editing-room and went out into the studio.

Chewing her lower lip, she stood beside the bestdrjng down at the
phone. Then, before she could change her mind¢lsedtup the receiver
and, with a trembling finger, began to dial.

A female voice announced, 'This is Ravenswood HoKsesty recognised
Charlotte's tones at their most silky. Swallowihg tryness in her throat
she moistened her lips, but before she could speaksoice continued,
'Viscount Haldane is unavailable this evening,ibybu would care to leave



your name and telephone number he will try to rejwur call as soon as he
is free. Please speak after the toAa.answering machine.

Kersty lowered the receiver and replaced it gemtiyhe rest. Scalding tears
slid down her cheeks and into the corners of hauntmdJnavailableTrust
me. Trust me. Trust me.



CHAPTER TEN
'"WHAT are you doing?' Sue's voice registered astonishmen

'What does it look like?' Kersty replied withoutolong up from the
photographs she was labelling to correspond with $paces on the
brochure. At last, Charlotte had pronounced hersatisfied with both
quality and content. 'l must get this lot downhe printers first thing in the
morning.’'

‘Then will you be going?' Sue asked hopefully,igtrfgening her coat collar.
It was chilly outside tonight.

Kersty shook her head. 'l want to finish the voioeer for the Ravenswood
film." Not a tremor. She was proud of that If ohlgr stomach didn't hurt so
much.

You can't work lateagain.'Sue's voice was full of concern. 'Kersty leave it
tonight. Come down to the pub with us. You neeceak. You've hardly left
this place in four days except to sleep, and Jagh that from the noises he's
heard at two in the morning, you haven't been doingh of that.'

'Noises?' Kersty said quickly, her head coming up.
"You making cups of tea, and wandering about," stk

Thank God. He hadn't heard her crying. 'Sorry twlized him,' she said
abruptly. 'He should have said.’

'‘And got his head snapped off?" Sue asked gentysti looked down,
rubbing her forehead. 'You're disturbing all of ¥®u've got to slow up.
You'll make yourself ill." Sue's voice was quiedying, and Kersty had to
steel herself against it. 'Look, | don't know whdtehind all of this, but if
you're worried about the project, you needn't baelstly. The film is
fantastic, the photographs are beautiful, and tbehure is the best you've
ever done. You know all that without me telling ysa why are you driving
yourself like this? His Lordship can't help butdeighted. Dena is certainly



impressed, and she's worked on bigger projectstthsewKersty, you've got
to ease off.’'

'Honestly, Sue, you do fuss,” Kersty retorted wathightness that rang
horribly false even to her own ears. 'l can't gadgdeave it now I'm so close
to finishing. Once it's don¢henl'll take a break.’

'Promise?' Sue's small face was serious.

'Mmm.' Kersty nodded, her gaze sliding away fromdhl's patent concern,
wishing she would go. Why wouldn't they all jusave her alone?

With a muttered sound of frustration she switch#dhe microphone and
ran the master tape back for the fifth time. FodGasake, the sentence was
only half a dozen words long. Why couldn't sheigaght?

The pain in her stomach was distracting her, theg the problem. She'd
soon sort that out.

Reaching for her bag, Kersty opened it and lookadle for the packet of
mint-flavoured indigestion tablets. There it was, the corner. As she
reached in, her fingers encountered a cork.

For an instant she wondered, then memory drenckedike an ice-cold
wave, leaving her breathless and shaking. The cagngcelebration on her
return from Ravenswood the day she had discovemrtwas Viscount
Haldane.

She snatched her hand away and the bag fell sidgwpiling some of its
contents: her small appointments book, her car,kbgsbox of mints, and a
folded white handkerchief. Neil's handkerchief,withich he had protected
the wound in her back the day they met.

Kersty thrust everything but the mints back into lbeg and pushed it out of
the way. She couldn't thinkabout it now. Steuldn'tthink. She had work
to do. That was all that mattered. Work. Quicklye £runched two of the
tablets between her teeth, shuddering as she sveallthe chalky, glutinous
mess.



Clearing her throat, she reset the stopwatch, gdege switch to start the
videotape again and, as the aerial view of the écame up on the screen,
almost the last scene, she thumbed the watch bamidbstarted to speak, but
the sound that emerged was strained and tremulous.

‘Damn!’ she croaked, throwing mike and stopwatch on tactmesole. She
buried her face in her hands. 'Damn, dadamn?'Her shoulders began to
shake and a racking sob tore itself loose fronthmeat. She couldn't hold it
back any longer, couldn't pretend any more thatyvimmg would be all
right.

Worse than the physical pain was her heart's agtetyeven now she still
could not, would not accept what seemed the onplagation for Neil's
total absence from her life this past week, thdtino she had been merely a
diversion, a brief excursion into different emoabterritory, an experiment.

Clinging to the memory of the precious hours thag Bhared, hours during
which he had awakened her to the glorious reafityman's love, made her
see herself through his eyes, a beautiful, degiraldman, hours of joy

sharing memories of the past and hopes for thedusihe had clung also to
belief and trust.

Hadn't she told him—how long ago it seemed—thwbif really believed in
something then you fought for it?

She had fought. She had fought her own doubts e&.f The feeling of

being threatened by Charlotte had been much héodeght. But she had

tried, forcing herself to believe there was no peed enmity in the constant
criticism of her work, the impatience, the scathtogiment designed, like a
stiletto blade, to leave barely a mark on the s@favhile wounding deep.
With all her strength she had resisted the othenards determined efforts
to crush her spirit, reasoning that Charlotte'sieedhad to be born of fear.
For such behaviour would surely be unnecessaryhd was as well

established in Neil's life as she claimed to be.

But in the face of constant, unremitting presswthlat the studio and at
home from her father, the endless extra work Cktarldeemed necessary,



plus her own feelings of inadequacy running riothe absence of Neil's
reassurance, her strength had finally run out.

Physically and emotionally exhausted, she weptsh#rtears adding their
own cruel sting to her lacerated self-esteem. Asti¢ghere was no one here
to witness her final admission of defeat.

'Kersty?'
She froze, hunched over in pain and misery.

'Kersty?' Neil's voice?'You know you shouldn't leave that outside door
unlocked at night, anyone could walk in.'

Twisting round in her chair, her face hot and wethwears, she gulped back
a sob as he strode into the editing- room.

'What are you doing?' He sounded astonished.

The only light came from an anglepoise lamp abbeecbnsole. Never had
Kersty been so grateful for the deep shadows it dasning her back on

him, she fumbled in her bag for a tissue. Her heammered so loudly, it

almost deafened hete was here. He had come at lamtd she loved him

and hated him in the same instant. Unable to fime tissues, her nose
beginning to run, she grabbed the folded handkefshie had always meant
to return but somehow never remembered. Swiftlg, wiped her nose and
eyes. 'What does it look like?' she retorted, lwcerthick with pain and

grief.

'It looks as though you're working,' he gratedd 'awant to know why. I've
rung here three times in the past hour and goeplyri've a drawing-room
full of people back at Ravenswood to whom I'm siggalto be playing host.
Charlotte tells me you turned down your invitatimcause you had a date--'
his icy tones sent a shaft of real fear throughsier—and when 1 tried to
reach you at home, your father told me in no uagererms to stay away
from you. Now, what the hell is going on?"



Kersty leapt to her feet, the movement so suddan ithsent her chair
cannoning back against the wall. She' whirled roomdhim, fists clenched.
'Don't youdaretake that tone with me!' she hissed, almost incaitarnder
the stress of violently conflicting emotions thaemed to be tearing her
apart. 'l don't know what you're talking aboutavén't heard a word from
you for six days. Not a note or a phone call, artiainly no invitation to any
party. And as forme having a date--' her eyes flashed green fire at th
injustice of his accusation '—I've spent eighteeurk a day for the past five
days right here in this studio doing all the extvark your—qgirlfriend
insisted was necessary before she could accemirtiect. So you teline
what's—aaagh!" She doubled over, clutching her iffigs white-hot pain
lanced through her.

'Kersty?' In two steps he was beside her. Snatalpritpe lamp, he directed
it on to her ashen face, saw the dark smudges tteheraclosed eyes, and
the hair on her forehead and temples dark and deithpsweat.

A vicious expletive escaped his lips and, slamndagvn the lamp, he
caught her upper arms. 'Kersty? What's wrong? Ateilf?'

'Don't worry," she muttered through gritted tedtie project won't suffer.’
There was a roaring in her ears, and the walls sde¢mbe closing in then
retreating.

'I'll see it finished if | have to crawl into thauslio. | keep my word." Her own
voice sounded far away.

'‘Damn the project!" he shouted. 'Kersty?' he fotwedchin up. 'For the love
of God, tell me what's the matter—you look dreadful

‘Thanks.' It was meant to be ironic, but the flgranger that had given her
brief strength drained away like water down a sielkying her weak and
shaking. 'Neil?'

She clutched at him as her legs gave way. 'l—I+#hVdl small sigh, she
crumpled and would have fallen.



Vaguely, she felt herself swept up into strong aemd carried. She was
placed on a chair, her head almost on her knedsenonds later a cold, wet
cloth bathed her face and the back of her neck.

As she returned to full consciousness, she senttedrage emanating from
the grim-faced man who crouched in front of here &ised her head and
looked into blue eyes as cold and hard as spliofers.

'‘Are you strong enough to stand?' he demandedye&®e nodded. 'Right,
stay where you are. I'll fetch your bag and coat. taking you to the
hospital.’

Kersty was aghast. "Y-you can't. I-I'm all rightmb

'Have you had the pains long?' he queried flathg dark brow raised, his
gaze fixed on Kersty's hand, as, unconsciouslypstgsed her fingers to the
gnawing ache.

Flushing, she snatched it away, clasping her h&agtdy in her lap. 'lt's
indigestion, that's all." She was adamant, her ratadly closed to reason or
argument. 'Anyway, what about your party? All thesportant people?'

‘To hell with them,' he snarled. 'There's no oneennmportant than you.' He
straightened up, raking his hair with an unsteaaydh talking almost to
himself. 'l never intended it to go this far. Godnth it, | should have
known-* His features were bleak with self-disgust.'Whiag gou talking
about?' Kersty felt unease slither along her valasping the spark ignited
by his assertion of her importance.

‘Never mind, I'll explain later.'

She shook her head. 'You'll explain now. I'm nahganywhere with you
until you do."'

'Kersty, all this can wait...'

'No, it can't,’ she cried. 'l haven't seen youdays. Every time | tried to
phone | was told you were away or unavailable. Nowmarch in here and



start ordering me around. It won't do, Neil. I'nt patting up with it. | don't
know where | am any more.'

He said quietly. 'l assume you believe this haseibmmg to do with
Charlotte?'

Kersty laughed. It was harsh, high-pitched anddtibain. "You could say
that. From the moment she arrived she made it gigyfelear to Josh and |
that the pair of you were oldfriends,and that she was here, at your request,
to pick up the threads and weave them into a miader' Kersty's voice
wobbled and she fought to hold it steady, 'morena@ent relationship.'

Neil's voice was quiet, and for an instant Kerdtgught she detected
despair. '‘And you believed her?'

‘No, I didn't. Not at first. It didn't tie up witihe way things were between us.
But as the days went by..." Kersty's throat stéféwith tears as she relived
the terrible loneliness, far worse than anything Bad ever experienced
over Martin's defection. 'She appeared to have frduapproval for all the
alterations and extra work, plus free run of thede Then there was that
article in the paper...and you were never there.&en...' Kersty shrugged
and her face contorted for an instant. 'She evewkmhat was in the notes |
left for you that you never answered.’

His face was thunderous. 'What notes?'

'When | couldn't reach you on the phone, | left tatters, one in your office
in the house, the other at the cottage.'

His jaw tightened. 'So that's what Mrs Laity medm, muttered.
'‘What?'

His eyes glittered as they met Kersty's. 'Mrs Ltotgd me, rather nervously,
that Charlotte had warned her there was a youngamonvho apparently
had a crush on me, making a nuisance of herséMrdfLaity came across
any notes or letters addressed to me, she wasdadlgm to Charlotte, who
had my authority to destroy them.'



Kersty stared at him, horrified. 'And you knew abttnis?'

'No, of course | didn't,’ he snapped. He was pattiegsmall kitchen like a
caged animal. 'did know she would be likely to boast about our past
relationship, though it scarcely warrants the taie. met at a party. She'd
just ended an affair and was looking for someomadwe in with. Charlotte
was a high-flyer and the title was an added ingentshe told me she was a
friend of my sisters. | was lonely, bored and &tlltoo much to drink. We
spent the night together. She seemed to think dbatehow sealed our
future. It took me two very difficult and unpleasameeks to put her
straight.’

Kersty watched him as he paced. 'Yet you hiredddo the marketing.'

'‘No." He shook his head. 'l know the chap who thesagency. He's brilliant
and the agency is very much in demand. They onlyl@ytop-rate people. |
imagine Charlotte heard about the commission agdesied herself for it
on the strength of knowing me personally.’

Kersty's forehead puckered in bewilderment. '‘Bugati wanted nothing
more to do with her, why did you allow her to stay?

Neil stopped his pacing and stood quite still ldask to her, one hand in the
trouser pocket of his dark suit. With the otherstwmvly rubbed the back of
his neck. Then he swung round to face her. '‘Becsluseuited my purpose
on two counts. One, she obviously knew her jobwaasl just the marketing
expert we needed, and two,' he hesitated, 'l gddbst when she met you,
she would lay it on thick about what she and | ameant to each other. She
was also quick off the mark getting it into the papHe swallowed. I
wanted to be sure you could handle it.'

Kersty stared up at him, her eyes huge, her faameii of colour. 'You
deliberatelyput me through all this?' she croak&d&hy, for pity's sake?
Wasn't it enough that | loved you?"

"You thoughtyou loved me," he grated. '‘But we haven't knowchezher
very long, and because | wanted to give you timaeteure, our relationship
has been... limited. | had to be sure you wouldable to cope with the



inevitable gossip and muck-raking. Kersty, I'm tyxsix years old. I'm no

playboy, but I've had my fair share of women. Onewm | really cared for.

The others--' He shrugged. 'We were both conseatings and it was fun at
the time." A note of strain entered his voice. 'Bot were different. From
the moment we met | knew you were special. You wehat | had been
waiting for all my life. Someone who understood whavas trying to do

here and how much it meant to me. Someone | calndra and respect. But
the moment our relationship became known, the gptess would have a
field day raking over my past and paying girls I{Rbarlotte large sums of
money for kiss-and-tell revelations about the ségteferences of Viscount
Haldane.' His voice was bitter with disgust. 'lfuyoouldn't cope with it,

what was the point of putting either of us throtigdt kind of ordeal?’

The silence was heavy. Kersty stared at him, heyathworking. 'You

bastard,’ she whispered, and the pain tore andedlat her like barbs,
doubling her over with a gasp.

'Hospital, now," he rapped. He grabbed her coat fitee back of the door.

' must phone Dad," she gasped.

'Leave your father to me," Neil said grimly. 'Heslsme explaining to do,
such as why he never passed on my phone messag®s 'to

Kersty's head jerked up, her face grgyhat?'

‘Later,' he said abruptly. 'l promise I'll telepledmm, Kersty. I'll do it while
you're in with the doctor.’

With his arm around her, warm and supportive, dehker out into reception,
switching off the lights and closing doors on theyw

‘Just a minute.' Kersty hobbled across the desk.

'What is it?' Neil was impatient.



'l just wanted to check..." Kersty glanced roundhiat. 'The phone wasn't
switched through to the studio. | had both dooosetl. That's why | didn't
hear it when you rang earlier.’

'‘Never mind that now.' Just as he reached forleetdlephone trilled. They
both jumped.

Automatically, Kersty put out her hand, but Neilsaguicker. He lifted the
receiver. 'Yes?' His tone was curt.

Kersty could hear Charlotte's cut-glass tones lgleaand detected
apprehension.

'Darling, at last. What on earth are you dothgre?You really should be
here, you know. I'm doing my best to keep everyloaegpy, but George is
sulking and the maids are never around when you tham--'

‘Charlotte.’ The single word cut her off in mid-ss=rce. Kersty had never
seen him so angry. But it was a contained angéd, qaiet, and deadly. 'If
you value your job, you will be out of my house afdmy property within
the hour." Kersty heard her gasp. Neiltook notdiightest notice. *I want
your replacement, preferably male, here by Mondaynmg. If this isn't
done, | shall take my business to another agengdyraake certain your boss
knows why. If you mention my name or those of maffstfriends, or
business associates to the Press in any contexévénal shall sue you to
hell and beyond. Now, put George on the line.’

Kersty heard the receiver clatter on to the talMbich category did she fit
into, she wondered dully, staff or business assgi&he couldn't be a
friend. Friends weretrusted. But Neil hadn't trddter. He'd had to test her.
She started to turn away, but Neil caught her amthdrew her to his side.
She didn't have the strength to figBesides, God help her, it felt so good to
be close tol

'‘George? Make sure everyone has a drink and somg tth eat and give
them my apologies. I've been called away on angeney.' He listened for
a moment, holding the phone very close to his ed€essty could not hear
what George was saying. 'No, not tonight. And chratketomorrow's



appointments, will you? One more thing, George,sMisdbury has been
given one hour to get off the estate.' He listemgain then said drily, 'Yes,
I'm sure you will. Thank you. Goodnight." He re@ecthe receiver and
looked down at Kersty. 'Come on,' he said sof#éy's'go and get you sorted
out. And on the way I'll tell you how | got on irohdon.’

Her eyes widened. 'London?’

''ve been away for four days. A series of busimassgtings, plus the final
settlement of my father's estate. | now have alintoney | need to fulfil my
plans for Ravenswood. | only got back this morring.

'Oh,’ she gulped. No wonder she hadn't seen hinwdaer Charlotte had
been making so free with the house and skédfl had not been there.

As he turned the key and the Jaguar purred irgp Kiérsty said in a small,
tight voice, 'l don't want to go. Please, Neil tjtzske me home. I'm all right
now. | feel heaps better. I'd rather go home.’

She felt his gaze on her. She couldn't look up|diumeet his eyes,
couldn't tell him hereal fear. But somehow he knew.

"It will be all right," he promised. 'I'll stay viityou.’
‘They might not let you,' she whispered.
'Oh, they will," he said drily, and turned the oarto the road.

And so they had. When Kersty emerged from the dngnoubicle after the
most thorough medical examination she had ever rgode, Neil was
waiting for her, smiling. She searched his eyesthere was no shadow, no
reservation. 'I'm—it's all right?' It was funny hee looked at him rather
than the doctor. But Neil wouldn't li&he could trust himlhe realisation
broke over her like the sun through cloud. It wadnher very bones and
thawed her frozen heart.



‘There's nothing, Kersty,' he reassured her. 'Staad lack of proper food
have caused severe inflammation, But there's ner,utbough you were
heading for one, andothing else at all.'

She bent her head to hide the quick rush of t¥axsve a lot to be thankful
for, young lady,' the doctor said, 'you're strond healthy. But you can't go
on the way you have been...’

Kersty wasn't listening. Clasped in Neil's armg, faee buried in his neck,
she clung to him. 'l was so afraid,” she whispdargd his collar. 'My
mother...

'It's all right," he soothed. 'I'll take you home.

Kersty huddled into the corner of the sofa, staghthe leaping flames. The
scent of applewood filled the room. She looked siplail came in from the
kitchen carrying a tray with two mugs on it andla® of flapjacks.

'l thought you meant my home.’

‘There's no one to look after you there.' He setity on a table alongside
the sofa.

'l don't need looking after,’ she retorted autoocadiy. 'I'm perfectly
capable--'

'Yes, of course you are." Neil's tone was heavyh wibny. 'You're
overworked, overtired, underfed and have just hbesugh an emotional
wringer,' his voice softened, 'not to mention theadful burden of fear
you've been carrying. Yes, you're doing just fine.'

Tears of exhaustion welled in Kersty's eyes. 'Amdi'e a bully,” she
retorted, her voice ragged.

'l haven't even started. Drink this.' He passedonerof the mugs. Filled to
the brim, it had a creamy foam on top.



'What is it?' she demanded suspiciously.

'Egg, milk, honey and a large dollop of brandys ttie best restorative |
know. My mother swears by it. She's coming downaf@hort holiday in a
couple of weeks. She'll certainly notice some clearsince her last visit.' He
glanced at Kersty. 'She stayed here with me atdttage last time.’

Kersty stiffened momentarily as she realised tgriBcance of what he was
saying.Only one other woman besides you has ever begadrhere.

'‘Anyway," he said, 'you should be feeling betteth®n, and you'll have had
time to reach some decisions.'

'‘About what?' She sipped the creamy liquid. It slamvn her throat like
nectar, warming and soothing her tender stomactavetiing the tension
which for so long had wound her nerves tight.

Neil rested his elbows on his knees, cradling theyras he stared at its
contents. He seemed suddenly on edge. 'You knownmaet | admire your
talent as an artist. You've built up a small bughty thought-of business,
and now you've taken on another designer and saué¢dhe financial
problems, you'll be able to broaden your scopeexipaind. | mean, if that's
what youwantto do.'

Kersty stared at him, confused. 'What are you nigllabout?"
He shot her a sidelong glance. 'An alternative.~¥-ou

you could--' he made a small gesture with the muthfow in with me.
Your organisational and artistic abilities wouldibealuable. You know the
village people and they know you. Obviously thatuwdomake things so
much easier all round. Look," his voice was taut stnained, 'you don't have
to decide right now. You've been through a lotlyatend I'm responsible for
much of it. I—I know | don't deserve it, Kersty,tdwant the chance to put
things right.'



With a business partnershigfhe caught her lower lip between her teeth,
biting savagely to stop the tell-tale quiveringeStook her head. 'l—can't,’
she whispered.

'Why not?' he pleaded hoarsely. You love... RavewslwPlease—think of
what you're turning down.'

She knew only too well. But how could she accepte Sad dreamed,
romantic, foolish dreams. His offer was genuinethat she was certain. It
was also impossible to agree to.

'We--' She swallowed hard, but the lump in herahrefused to budge. 'We
want different things,' she managed at last.

‘That's not the impression | got." He stood upnsténg his mug down on the
mantelpiece with such force that his coffee sloppesel and ran down the
outside, to form a pool. 'In fact, | don't belieizd know how you feel about

this place. At least, | thought | did from the waou talked.' He dragged the
knot of his tie loose and unfastened his collaf #g crisp white shirt was

choking him. 'Was that all it was? Just talk? Nohoatment?"'

'Who are you to talk of commitment?' Kersty defich, and the look in his
eyes told her the shaft had gone home.

He crouched in front of her. 'It's different nowodk, | can't promise some
other female won't creep out of the woodwork maleérgravagant claims
about a past love affair. But | give you my soleoath you will never, ever
have to face anything like that alone. | will bght there beside you.' He
gave a short, nervous laugh. 'How's that for aatie

Immediately serious again, he spoke with obviofsrgthis voice low and
desperate. 'Kersty, please, don't turn me downgiVedn up hope of ever
finding a woman | could trust, someone who shareg ideals and
understood what I'm trying to do. We make a pertiegin, you and I.'

Didn't he know what he was asking of her? No, lda'tliFor she had never
told him that she loved him, that he was the oltadirof her. How could she



work with him every day, watch all the plans foe #state come to fruition,
share in the joys and sorrows, as a noetkeague?

‘Neil, I--" Helplessly, she shook her head.
He stood up, his face bleak. 'It's the bloody tiga't it?'
Her head jerked up and she gazed at him, bewild&tdtht is?'

'l thought you'd come to terms with it. Kersty, youst see | can't give it up.
| haven't the right. It's a trust, to be passed on.

Dazed, confused, her forehead puckered, 'What?"
'Is that why you won't marry me?' he demanded.
Her eyes flew wideMarry you?'

He glared at her. 'What the hell do you think been talking about for the
past five minutes? Kersty?' He was on his knedsomt of her. Taking the

mug from her shaking hands, he set it on the tiarsty? Sweetheart?' His
voice was raw with worry. 'Are you in pain again&mn that bloody quack,
the tablets should be working by now.' He tilted ¢i@n, gently smoothing

her hair back from her face. The concern scoring face turned to

perplexity, then to anger. 'Why are you laughifggzdemanded coldly.

Kersty felt light-headed. Relief, joy and overwheimlove, on top of all the
recent harrowing events, were taking their toll.

'Oh, Neil, my dearest, dearest love, forgive meought... | thought you
were offering me &dusinessleal.’

Enlightenment smoothed away the dark lines ofrstr&io | am," he replied.
'‘An equal partnership. On one condition.’

‘That | marry you?' How marvellous it was to say loud words that had
been merely a dream.



He nodded, cupping her head. 'l want to protectimagstment.' His voice
grew husky. 'Protect, support, honour and cherish.’

Kersty raised her hand to touch his face, drinkimg in with eyes and
fingertips. 'How I love you,' she whispered.

' know," he grated. 'I'll do my damnedest to betiwpof it—of you, Kersty.'
He turned his face to kiss her palm.

'Kersty Drummond,' she sighed dreamily, a smileviowy her lips.

'Viscountess Haldane,' he corrected, grinning agyes widened. 'It hadn't
even occurred to you, had it?’

She shook her head, pulling a wry face.

'Do you think you can get used to it?'

She gazed at him. They had been through so mudy. fdd both suffered.
But they had emerged with a bond of love and thest nothing and no one

would ever break.

She smiled. 'I've got a lifetime in which to trAhd lifted her face to
welcome his kiss.



