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"l remove obstacles that stand in my way!"

Nick Martella wouldn't allow Joanna's love for am&t man to cause him
any problems. Joanna, of course, resisted his hagided attitude, but it
seemed that wherever she went, whatever she dill,vidis always one step
ahead of her. It was hard enough to deal with mrEmgland, but on the
small Caribbean island Nick called home, Joannaxdou even more
difficult to outmaneuver him. It was, though, omifien Joanna realized that
she was not only fighting Nick's single minded putref her, but her own
growing love for him, that her problems really bega



CHAPTER ONE

JOANNA stared at herself in the long mirror, too numlidego really see her
own image, although this frozen disbelief was Wettean the sick,
frightening bitterness that had been eating into dnece she had known
about the wedding. It would not get her throughdag. Somehow she must
face it, hide her feelings. Nobody knew; that wasgrotection. They might
suspect, but if she could get through this day theyld finally forget about
her and Matrtin.

The girl who stared back at her seemed to be agarathe eyes no longer
filled with laughter. Hair of cloudy gold hung tehshoulders, tilted eyes of
jade-green and a soft, sweet mouth that was nanblieg. It could hardly
be her, Joanna Denton. She turned slowly, watctiagiress swing with
her, its cleverly cut lines accentuating her youithigure, the slender shape,
the tiny waist and high young breasts. It was hether's taste, and Eve
Calvert had perfect taste; she had selected thes direm many sent to her
from London. It was the exact jade-green of Joanenes.

Her hands clenched together as she moved acrossaitme the bitter panic
threatening to resurface. She had known Martihallife, loved him for as
long as she could remember. Always it had beennkdand Martin, the two
of them inseparable. Even when she had been ageathe had raced home
at weekends whenever possible, simply to see loitpe with him. Nothing
had ever been said, no feelings spoken aloud hiethad always known that
one day she would be Martin's wife.

Well, he was getting married today, but Joannaneshe bride. She could
still hear his voice when he had told her.

'I'm getting married, Jo.'

Her heart had leapt. She knew him so well, kneweasnly his humour. Next
he would say he had decided that she could bertde-show else would
Martin ever propose to her? They were too closamyrritual kneeling and
hand-taking. She had known he was different simchdd come back from
London. There was an excitement about him.



He hadn't said what she had expected to hear, éhaillgh. He had told her
about Rina Matrtella, and the whole world had criedbdround her. That
had been weeks ago, and now he was back, backddagst time. He was
getting married here, at the church they had btidnded as children, and
the reception was here too, in her own home, bamnda was not the bride.
She was the bridesmaid.

Her mother came into the room and walked acrobsitoevery movement a
burst of nervous energy. There was little aboutmth® denote their

relationship. Joanna was taller, graceful, a slemti@ge of her paternal
grandmother, but Eve was a very sophisticated womaerfect foil for her

busy husband, this house the background she déserve

'Excellent!" She surveyed Joanna closely, no thbgier mind but that her
daughter would look the part she had planned. "@hess is the perfect
match for your eyes.' She peered closely into J@ariace. 'Keep your eyes
wide open. | want the effect of the perfect colmatching to be seen.’ She
stepped back, satisfied. 'Now get your hair upfasten the flowers into it.
They'll be here soon.’

'Flowers are for the bride.' Joanna's voice wals dahost far away, but Eve
was already briskly moving out. She saw nothingdidenot want to see.

'l think she'll be covered head to foot in a veisomething.' Eve frowned
slightly. 'It would have been nice to be told, adhy; but as you're the only
bridesmaid there'll be no chance of a clash. Adtlshe's wearing white. |
know that.'

'l don't see why she needs me as a bridesmaidndeaid with a rising note
of panic in her voice that she tried to controfteéA all, they're only having
the reception at the manor. Surely she has friehtder own?"

‘They're all in America, darling, and it's a longyvIn any case, Mr Martella
asked for you, and naturally Martin would want yoplay a big part in his
wedding, as he has no sisters. | think you're thonis choice, and |
wouldn't have been too pleased to see you lefobiltings as the reception
is to be here. | don't intend them to outshinekre' paused elegantly at the
door of Joanna's room. 'Mr Martella has such imfbee He wanted the



wedding to be something to remember, and you sagitJoanna, that this
house is less than spectacular. We could hardlyseefvhen he asked.
Apparently his niece wanted a very English weddipigture-book. He's
brought a good deal of business Frederick's wasethest few years, and
refusing this favour was out of the question. Nowvhdirry up and stop
looking so depressed—it's not a funeral!’

She swept out and Joanna walked to the window,ingokut over the
grounds of Hemmington Manor. To her it was almo#ireral because it
marked the death of all her hopes. In just a litthele Martin would marry
Rina Martella, niece of the head of the great Miartedustries, and Joanna
would watch because she had no choice. She waelidathe bride and see
Martin walk away married to someone else. Had Maatiked her to be the
bridesmaid because Nick Martella had ordered ity éifer thought was
too hurtful to contemplate. There was no crueltivigrtin.

It should have come as no surprise that her lifaldbe ruined. She should
have known by sheer instinct, because there haayallveen this peculiar
upheaval inside her at the thought of Nick Martelavays she had known
deep down that one day he would threaten her. Simedrad first seen him
she had been unconsciously on guard. She even édeainhim regularly,
dark, frightening dreams that left her strangethdegic and unsettled the
next day. Even at seventeen he had alerted alinséncts, and now, six
years later, it had all come to pass.

She had told herself that it was not his faultf e was merely the girl's
uncle, that Martin was not in any way committedhtr, his childhood
friend, but nothing could wipe away her hatred. §neved for Martin,
would always grieve, but she hated Nick Martellalzes had never in her life
hated. His dark power seemed to have cast a cleedh®r since she had
first seen him.

Tears stung her eyes, burning, bright and paiftuty misted the scene she
watched, the great sweep of green lawn that felayadfvom the old
Elizabethan manor- house and reached to the lalteeadge of the park.
The old stone balustrades were mellow in the shplithe azaleas and
rhododendrons glowing, almost unreal. Yes, it- wapectacular house, and



small wonder that Nick Martella had chosen it aspltace where his niece
would hold her wedding reception.

It was true, of course; her stepfather could refusenothing at all. Calvert
Aircraft Components was barely hanging on in th@npetitive age.
Martella was a giant in his sphere, a millionairanytimes over, who had
been invited here by her stepfather and had beemngoever since,
charmed by the house. He had asked to hold bustoegsrences here when
he was in England; the size of the house madesgiple and it had suited
her stepfather because it had certainly brougmtplef business his way.

Until now it had meant absolutely nothing to Joaareept that she thought
of Nick Martella as a dark threat. He had ignoredih his lordly way but
she had never quite been able to ignore him.

When she had first seen him, at seventeen, herigdutieined her. After each
visit his dark, handsome face had lingered in hedniater she had always
been glad when the conferences had been held veenas at college and
she had been able to miss the whole thing, theesadiumber of guests, the
house parties that followed. If she was at homehsigdemade quite sure that
Martin was there because she didn't like to evesalspo Nick Martella and
she could hardly be rude—her stepfather quite alsho needed the
Martella business, hence this ready agreementve tie& reception here.

Now, without a word, without a sign, he had ruited life. It was idiotic to

blame him, but she did. He was the one who had IM&rtin away from the

small firm of accountants where he worked. It waartdla who had

inveigled Matrtin into joining his own firm, going tthe London office to
work. That was where Martin had met Rina. It akreed deliberate, but
how could it have been? It was Martin's choice Badtin had made it.

Joanna felt now that she had nobody. Martin had e life. To the
outside world she appeared to have everything: autdal home, a
sophisticated mother whose success as a hostestegemlary, a kindly
stepfather who denied her nothing. In reality, tjimushe had always felt
lost, an outsider. Her parents had been divorceshvghe was eight and she
had wanted to go with-her father. Charles Dentoa avavriter, successful,
famous even, but her mother had won custody.



A writer of thrillers about the world of big buss®was not felt to compare
with the comfort that would be given to a smallldhat Hemmington
Manor, to the steady influence that her mother faredierick Calvert could
offer. Charles Denton did a lot of roaming abouatthgring material for his
books in many cities of the world. He didn't evamelin England
permanently. He had a London flat that rarely saw Ris home was in the
Caribbean, on the beautiful island of Santa Marta.

Oh, she saw him, was greatly attached to him, bwtds nevethere,never

close to hand when she had some problem. Eve Cahasrnot the sort of
mother who discussed problems, and her stepfaéfeit this duty not to
intrude. Basically she had always been alone exiepg¥iartin. Now she
was alone completely.

Joanna blinked back her tears and walked to theomsweeping her hair
into a high arc, fastening the flowers securely o allowing the cloudy

golden mane to fall around one shoulder. The suiethie flowers seemed to
fill the room. Lilies of the valley, costly and oot season, a sickly perfume
to her nostrils. Her stomach heaved with tensioth sime tore them off,

tossing them to the floor, securing her hair withlack velvet band. Black

was more fitting than flowers, the way she felt.

The steady buzz of engines came across the paik,gitowing glamour

filling the air, and Joanna stepped back to hedain her eyes opening in
amazement to see three helicopters approachingydla¢ front lawns, their
flight like angry dragon-flies. The great man! Whktse? He was here,
bringing the bride, and now she would have to gerddhe would have to
face them, but most of all she would have to faceti.

She saw the guests begin to descend, people sheelvad seen before,
friends of the mighty Martella clan, elegant, weglpeople, like film stars,
glittering, assured. A few of them had the darkdytmwks of Nick Martella,

Italian-Americans, alien and worrying to her Enlglimind. None, though,
had the quiet arrogance of the man himself, norgk Hia devastating
presence.

He stepped down then, the man with dark glitteeggs, with hair like a
raven's wing. Even from here she could see theduané aesthetic face, the



dark straight brows, the long firm mouth, the powmeat radiated around
him. He held up his arms and lifted a girl outa@y-tale vision in white
lace, her veil all-concealing, like some creatuesny led to her doom,
except it was not doom: she was being led to Matifbe his wife.

Joanna watched, her fist pressed to her mouthingtithe cry that had
almost escaped, as Nick Martella let his niecedstard took her arm most
gently. He was wicked, powerful, an enemy, someune had stepped out
of her blackest dreams and injured her. She wataltbdpanic-filled eyes.
There was no person she could turn to, nobodydio to, no one to take her
hand.

Nick Martella smiled across and raised his handrasther man stepped
down from one of the helicopters and Joanna's heapt with joy for one

wild moment. Daddy! If there was one person lefthe world she could

trust, one person she had always been able totinesthe was arriving now.
How had he known? How had he got here?

She lifted her long skirts and ran from the rooiting back tears. Nothing

could save her happiness, but she could hide bdtendfather. Somebody
was on her side and it was all she needed. Sheetasome teenager,after
all. She was twenty-three, talented, successfulsiA¢ had to do was tell
herself that and cling to her father.

She flew across the lawn, her eyes steadfastihemall, smiling man who
stood and watched her. Charles Denton was the iroagjee successful
writer. His books were often filmed and he was weaibwn now, not
struggling as he had been when the divorce had bealised. Now he
would have won his battle to keep her. He wouldehéwvown money into
the ring as Frederick Calvert had done to pleaséiiie-to-be. Life would
have been different. She would have felt that stleriged. There would
have been no Matrtin, no heartbreak, only the iskmtithe sunny waters.

'‘Daddy"

She threw herself into his arms and he huggedlbse cchuckling in the old
way, his arms a haven of comfort.



'Well, now, cherub. You didn't expect me?’
'Oh, Daddy! How could | have expected you? How inasknow that... ?'

'Nick had me flown over in one of his planes.' Hg lpis arm round her and
began to walk towards the house. 'l thought he triigive mentioned it.
Naturally | wanted to see Rina married. I've becgui¢e fond of her. She's
a very sweet girl, a bit young perhaps, but then...

Joanna was hardly listening. Her eyes were heltidgark eyes of the man
who waited for them, watching her steadily. A shipassed over her skin.
Was her father scooped into his net too? She hadeit known they were
more than politely acquainted, yet her father veaslfof the bride, had been
flown out here almost as if he were enmeshed inMbgella legend and
nothing to her at all.

‘A whirlwind greeting." The dark, husky voice waaripof her dreaded
dreams. 'l have never before seen her lose herdogaity.' His black eyes
swept over her, seeing the stifled tears, the Ifigheld-in emotion. They
narrowed almost imperceptibly and Joanna foundhlaeds clenching on
her father's arm.

'My daughter, after all." Charles Denton smiled,drm still around Joanna's
slender waist. 'How do you expect her to greet ie®, if it had been
Eve...'

'l cannot imagine Mrs Calvert running into any nsaarms,’ the husky voice
noted. He turned back to Joanna, his dark eyeeniagf on her face,
meeting her clear gaze. 'You will look after thedbrfor me? She is, as you
may imagine, nervous. I'm relying on you to take inehand. It is not a
man's job; at least, not until she is married anklar husband's arms.’

There was the cut of deliberate cruelty, and itssbthat every bit of colour
left Joanna's face as she turned to the housegsi bride standing alone
at the great doors. She looks lost, Joanna tholightne.

'Perhaps she could have expected your supportféav aeconds more,’ she
managed stiffly. 'l didn't really need to be renaddf my duties.’



Her father had been called by one of the guestslaadna found herself
alone with Nick Martella. She moved forward quicKiying to free herself
of the dark radiance, but he kept pace with hen wit trouble at all, his tall,
lean height almost menacing.

"You perhaps think it an imposition that | wishedhbld the reception here
at your home? Rina is studying in London and staginmy London home.
It is not the most fitting background for a weddigie wanted something
special.’

'‘Brides get married from their own homes normallpanna murmured
through stiff lips. 'I'm surprised shedidn't go bao America, but it's no
imposition to me, Mr Martella. This is my stepfatsdhome.’

'‘And yours. You don't wish to attend the bride?'

'My mother asked me, and—and so did Martin, becaugsee always been
friends. | agreed. If you don't mind, I'll get ofthvmy duties.’

His hand came to her arm as she made to walk away.

'She is very young—nineteen. She means a greatalsad and | would not
like her to be upset.’

'What makes you imagine she'll be upset, Mr Ma®lDoanna enquired
coldly. 'She's getting married, the happiest dayeoflife. Or do you imagine
thatl'll upset her?'

'‘No. You're well brought up, sensitive, dignifidddon't think you would

willingly upset anyone. I'm merely concerned fon&I His hand was firm
on her arm and Joanna felt waves of revulsion shiddough her. He was
powerful, self-possessed—even in her own homemtser.

'‘As you know my sensitivity," she managed tightlyen there's nothing to
fear.'

'I don't fear, Joanna. | observe and retaliate."'



The jade-green eyes slanted a look of dislike at. e had called her
Joanna. He had never done that before. It madeiether arm away
impatiently, even if he did think she was rude. ¥bgce worried her. Deep,
dark and American, with some underlying trace afeat. It should have
been pleasing to the ear, but to her it was frigihtp

"You're nothing to do with me, Mr Martella,’ shemiaded him coldly. 'My
stepfather offered the hall for the wedding, addn't particularly like being
threatened, especially when I've no intention ehgd@nything wrong.'

'I'm no threat to you, Joanna. The threat | repreisemerely in your lively
imagination.'

She almost gasped. Did he know her dark dreams?ddald he possibly?
The night-dark eyes held hers for a second, amighe turned and swiftly
walked to the house, aware of the thoughtful Iabks followed her, stifling

the feeling that she should run. Many people wouldat a look from Nick

Martella, but she wasn't going to be one of them.

Rina was in the hall, looking curiously lost, hehnite veil still hiding her
face. Joanna felt everything tighten up inside. Bfessupposed to smile, to
be a happy companion for this girl? She couldn't!

'We have a room prepared for you.' She despisegléor the tight way the
words came out. It wasn't this girl's fault thatriitawas leaving her; not her
fault either that her uncle was Nick Martellas'ljuiet upstairs, and you
can—er—qget yourself together before we go acrosthéochurch.' She
forced a smile and saw dark eyes watching her firdlie heavy lace of the
veil.

The qirl just followed obediently, glad to have smmne to hang on to, it
seemed. Clearly her uncle had deserted her, amhddelt another burst of
anger against the arrogant man. He thought he gostdssue orders and
then stand back and watch. It was a wonder he thadi®€red her stepfather
to give the bride away.

The anger faded, though, as she led Rina to a somatl at the back of the
house, already prepared, a tranquil resting plaaeaverlooked the woods.



You'll be able to have a quiet minute here," skienmured, showing the girl
into the room. She was not prepared for the siflth® pale face as Rina
Martella threw her veil back and regarded her \atige dark eyes.

‘Thank you. You're kind. You're Martin's friend?'

She looked terrified, unsure of herself, such dresnto her. overwhelming
relative, and Joanna felt a twinge of conscient¢e $ad been waiting to
hate this girl, but what was there to hate?

'Yes. I'm Martin's friend. We've known each othrenf childhood. Sit down
and have arest. I'll get you some tea, or coffeeéed with the situation, she
was surprised to find herself calm. The grief wes¢ and would never go,
but it was less of a dread now. She would liveubfoit because she must,
and this girl looked so helpless.

Joanna couldn't remember ever feeling helplesslierantil today. When

she had been nineteen she had been completelpfshes life. Her dress

designs had already been selling before she hadfaushed her training,

and her time was spent between college and honegy eninute happy

because Martin was there. This girl looked as #& slas accustomed to
unhappiness. Her uncle's wealth had not shieldettdra some misfortune
and that was clear. There was actual misery indtrk eyes, not just the
thought of facing the ceremony.

'Will you help me?' She was almost pathetic, ana@nda bit her lip in
vexation. Why me? Her mind refused to accept thyiof it. Her beautiful
mouth twisted ruefully and she managed a smile.

'Yes, of course I'll help you. There's really nathio worry about. It's only
bridal nerves.’

Her own words almost made her laugh. Bridal ner&& was falling apart
inside, dreading her own reaction as she watchedilMaarry someone
else, and here she was, offering solace.



Later Joanna wondered how she had managed. Thengeslds beautiful,
and she had stood behind the bride and carriedevduties, her mind quite
blank.

As Nick Martella had brought Rina to the church dbe had looked
steadily at Joanna as if he expected her to dtattmg, and as he handed
Rina over to Martin and then sat to the side Joaonn&l feel his eyes on her
relentlessly, but there had been a feeling of Uityethat anaesthetised her
to some extent. It was only as she saw Martinnéws bride on his arm, that
she felt the shuddering blow of the fact that he Vst to her forever. She
wanted to cry, to run away, to scream out a debidlshe was forced to stay
and see it through.

And Nick Martella was there all the time, a man asgible to ignore. There
was a sort of dark power about him, a splendoert,allark eyes that saw
everything— far too much. Vitality radiated fronmnhiand Joanna felt the
jolt of it each time their eyes met. He could seelmatred, her antagonism,
and she could not hide it away because now, dftéreayears, it was right

out in the open, but he seemed to be willing heeetep upright, to control

her mad urge to run, and she managed, more tchehlafthan anything else.

She was kept on her feet by pride and a deterroimati get the better of
him, because hkenew,she was sure of that.

There were guests from America who had been flowas her grandfather
had been; there were guests from London. Martirdeds had also come,
and a few friends of her mother who had wantecktothis spectacle. Back
at the reception, Joanna held herself aloof, liandyer own kind of nervous
energy, knowing that only her ability to throw hedfsheadlong into any

project would keep her sane this day.

She certainly attended the bride, and Rina's goitvas almost tangible. It
was only when it was over that Joanna felt any, f&ad panic at her inability
to carry on. She had seen it all happen, watcheuwt ito the end. She was at
her lowest ebb.She stood at the side of the robenpld ballroom of this
beautiful house where all the guests now dancedvamete Rina, now
securely with Martin, looked flushed and happy.



'Well, that was really something,' one of Martiniends sidled up to her and
murmured in her ear. At least she assumed it wasded to be a murmur,
but several people heard and looked round. Theytedard his next remark.
'We all imagined it would be you and Martin. Youlveen thick as thieves
since childhood. Came as a shock to find him magyhis Italian kid.'

'She's American.' Joanna stood stiffly, ready g and hard arms came
round her.

'Dance with me.'

The order took her by surprise, but Joanna hadm®tb protest. The arms
held her, drew her forward, and she found hersmkihg up into the

handsome, enigmatic face of Nick Martella as hevdrer to the floor and

mingled with the other guests.

It was pointless to protest. She could see thanae. Any refusal would
create a scene, and she was at great pains thiseay through and then
hide in her room to lick her wounds, great as theye. Many eyes were on
them, the tall, dark man and the slender girl wgitiming golden hair, and
Joanna was too shy to think of throwing any soffitadf rage.

'I'm proud of you.' His dark eyes met her greeriagonistic gaze without
flinching. 'A heart, as you will find, is never lxen.'

'It's difficult to follow your chain of thought, MmMartella,’ Joanna
murmured, looking quickly away.

'Not for you.' His hand turned her face back to.Hifoday you expected to
die of a broken heart. You have not," he pointetl drily. ‘'Instead you
committed yourself to Rina and survived, as | kiyaw would.'

'l haven't the vaguest idea what you're talkinguabdoanna met his gaze
fearlessly, but the night-black eyes burned intodven and she had to look
away.

'‘Don't pretend with me, Joanna,” he murmured hyskdou imagine
yourself in love with the boy. You are not. Loveeistirely imagination, a



vague mystical feeling that lives for a very shionte indeed. You needed to
get through this day, to see it happen before gges. | arranged that and
you have survived.'

Joanna just looked at him coldly, summoning all $teength to meet the
dark gaze, and his lips twisted wryly.

"You are stubborn. You don't intend to ask questibat your eyes are alive
with enquiry. | will explain. Rina had seen a plgraph of this house and
decided that a reception here would be spectaduike. to indulge her, but

| could have refused. | could have taken over astglhin London for this
wedding. Alternatively | could have flown every gti¢o America. | chose
to have the ceremony and the reception here infteealise you needed to
face the fact that Martin Sutton is married to Ramal no longer available
for any dreams. You needed to see him married and you have. I'm
proud of you, as | said. Now you may forget himuXon't love him. It was
a child's dream, a dream you should have growmbationg time ago.'

Joanna was too shocked to make any pronouncemaihttde had done all

the pronouncing and her mind could hardly takdl maHe was telling her

very categorically that he had engineered all ilghis torture, for her sake
alone.

'How dare you speak to me like that?' She triguutbaway, but his strength
was too great, a conquering strength that heldasty his hands tightly at
her waist, his eyes burning into her.

'l will speak to you as | choose!" His lips tightelnat her anger. "The bride is
there for you to see. It is finished, over. Forgeh. | would not have
allowed it in any case, even if Rina had not exlistéou're mine,exactly
what | want.'

Her knees seemed to be ready to buckle under herdark eyes held hers
effortlessly, the hands that clasped her turnedhek into his arms as she
tried to pull away.



'Let me go!'" She said the words through clenchethfeafraid she would
scream out her denial if she let herself go, buteeely smiled, that cold
dark smile she had seen many times before.

'If I let you go it will merely be on a temporargdis.’

He looked down at her steadily and she seemed to/jmeotised, a rabbit
with a fox, and suddenly the smile softened, théemeeth showed against
the tanned skin of his face, the hard lips quirked.

'l frighten you, Joanna? You tremble like a leaftiwe breeze. I'm not
threatening to kidnap you. It will not take too ¢phefore you're willing. |
will make you want me as you never dreamed to \®anan before.’

'Y-you're disgusting!" The words came out more gipakan she would
have liked, but he relaxed his hold, the long §pgking again.

'‘Merely determined,’ he corrected. 'l have imagimatoo. | have imagined
you beside me in the night, your golden hair on pillow, your slender
body locked in my arms. | am not a man to live magination indefinitely.
| prefer reality. | will give you a few weeks toayr accustomed to the idea.'

"You may be mad, Mr Martella," Joanna said in &vaice, 'but I'm not mad

at all. It may have escaped your notice for sixgehut | don't like you in

the least. In fact, this little experiment of todags more than confirmed
that.'

‘It was not an experiment. It was a thing you hathte, to rid you of this
ridiculous notion of love for a childhood friendnd call me Nick. Polite
English formality can become tiresome.’

'‘Not as tiresome as your insane humour, Mr Mattelanna snapped.

'If you believe it's humour, then why are you alfdihe asked softly. "'Why
do you tremble?' His hand tightened on her wristhastore herself away.
'I'm not joking, Joanna. | want you, and anythinmgaht, | get, | never let go.
It's part of my nature.’



Joanna pulled away and he let her go, but hisfejlesved her with brilliant

determination and she dared not simply leave tbenrafoo many people
were watching, intrigued by the small scene theyld®nly conjecture
about. Her mother's eyes were intent on her pale, fand Martin was
looking at her with an enquiry that told its oworst She fled to her father
and danced with him, her body slowly coming backifeg her trembling

subsiding.

You've been overdoing it,” Charles Denton saicethyi 'I've watched you
throw yourself into this day like a lunatic. Whateme over you?'

'‘Well, I never let the side down, Daddy. You kndatt'

‘Never let Eve down, you mean," he grunted. 'ltdarow why she wanted
this wedding here. She doesn't know a soul extepfeiw cronies of hers,
and she's deeply affronted that I'm here. Nick @duhve held this in
London, at the Savoy, | expect.’

'So he said,’ Joanna murmured, keeping her eyesréovwhen she found
that black, brilliant gaze still on her.

‘Well, Eve usually gets her way," Charles muttefeat Joanna almost
laughed hysterically. Not with Nick Martella! Herdanded something and
he got it, especially with her stepfather, who wasg around looking very

honoured. Nick Martella had arranged all this foe @urpose. She would
have been inclined to think him demented, but Bk @yes told her he was
not. Her nightmares were out in the open now. Nadbtiéreddy would gain

some business advantage and think himself dulysétesNobody knew

what it was all about, nobody but Nick Martella dred.



CHAPTER TWO

Eve CALVERT came up and leaned over to peck at Joanna's cdsetie
music stopped for a moment.

'Well done, darling. You looked wonderful, much mdreautiful than the
bride. |1 did think that Martin dithered a bit inwaich, didn't you?'

Joanna was once again speechless. Everythindighbysher mother unless
she particularly wanted to see it. Any normal motiweuld have known
how her daughter felt. And it looked as if she wiasbout to even
acknowledge her ex-husband. She did, though. Apfigree was not a
social success.

'This is a bit over the top, Charles, isn't it?eStowned at him, clearly
indicating that he should not be here, and he tbekattitude he always
took, one of deliberate misunderstanding.

'‘Oddly enough, | agree with you," he murmured, inogkound the room. 'l
can never understand anyone hanging on to thes®usd historical old
heaps. Still, I suppose it's been in Fred's fafoihygenerations?'

It was the nearest Joanna had come to laughing@&ksv Her stepfather was
Frederick, of enormous importance, according to rhether. In private,
Joanna thought of him as Freddy and from timen@ tshe called him that,
never in her mother's presence. Now he was plad,@Bnd Eve's face tried
its best to redden with annoyance but refuseddaveduch indignity.

'Impossible man!" she hissed. 'l never cease terstahd why | divorced
you." She swept away, across the room, and Joastedrher head against
her father's shoulder, wishing with all her hehdtthe had won custody of
her so long ago.

'Oh, Daddy! You're a wicked man. I'll never hea kst of that.'
He tipped her smiling face up and grinned downeat Herrible woman,

your mother. Can't stand her. How about flying bagih me to Santa
Marta? Nick will fly you back with me with no troléo Did he tell you he's



bought that old Spanish fort above the bay? Healzattle to get permission
but he won, of course. He's restored it beautifully a fantastic house now.
Only a man with his amount of wealth could havealin

It brought Joanna back to life.
'He lives on Santa Marta? | thought he lived in Néavk.'

'‘Not permanently. Not for a couple of years. Ofrsey he's always in and
out. He never has a lot of time, but what time &g e spends on the island.
| suppose he's now the best friend | have. He @alevilish game of chess.'

He would, being the devil! Joanna felt her heark sidlesolation racing back.
Nick Martella had taken everything from her, almigslated her. His niece
had married Martin. He had bought a piece of thetrheautiful island in the
world where she had spent so many happy hoursp@nche had taken her
father. Hatred came flooding back, hatred that been submerged for a
while in shock and fear. He was surrounding hee &dud the terrible feeling
that she would have to fight him right out in theeo at some point, and she
shuddered at the thought.

When the bridal pair was ready to leave she hadasteuty. She went back
to the room that Rina had used and helped herttaeegdy.

'You've been a good friend to me today, Joanna' ddrk eyes looked at
Joanna and smiled. 'l was so scared. Now I'm happyl feel I've made a
friend. You're now not just Martin's friend. Wellave lots of outings
together after our honeymoon, and you must bring poyfriend.'

'Oh, 1 will,’ Joanna murmured, her eyes hidden, ligs threatening to
tremble. She hurried Rina into her clothes and atrttoust her out on to the
passage. 'Go down. I'll—I'll come in a minute.’

She turned to the bed where the bridal gown layylsite and delicate, her
hands reluctant to lift it and hang it up. It sicbbbve been her! It should be
Joanna and Martin going away, not this girl witft syes. A sob rose in her
throat and she spun round defensively as she laesight noise at the open
door.



‘Jo! | can't really believe I'm going off withouby.' Martin stood there and
smiled ruefully at her. 'Somehow it's like a faigfe, not quite true.’

It was like a nightmare to her, but Joanna triedntole. She wanted to run
into his arms, put her fingers to the thick faiirhEe just didn't know what
this was doing to her.

"You've just missed the bride,’ she managed gadgnt her down a minute
ago.'

'l know. | saw her go. | was wanting to say goodtiysgou, to thank you

for..." He suddenly closed his eyes and grimaasikihg across at her then
with something like despair on his face. "You jwsttiched it all, Jo. | was

looking at you and you never flinched.'

'What did you expect me to do, attack the bride&hda stood like a statue,
stiff and tight, holding herself together, not evetiing her face relax, and
he shrugged, back to looking rueful.

'l don't know what | expected—something, afterttadl time you and I--'

"Your wife is waiting for you," an icy voice saiahd over Martin's shoulder
Joanna saw Nick Martella appear, silently and tereagly. She also saw
Martin pale visibly.

'l know. Just saying thank you to Joanna.' He ldakeross at her, wanting
to say more but clearly not daring. Now he was oh#&lartella’s men, a
minion, taking orders. He just turned and left, almhnna faced Nick
Martella as he stood at the door, making no atteamgb downstairs with
Martin.

'How fortunate that he merely stayed at the déte.didn't have to enlarge
on that, the softly sinister undertone was quiteugin, and Joanna stared at
him, almost hypnotised. He suddenly relaxed, a wéggr decision on his
part. 'lIt's over, Joanna. Forget him. You're pdistressed, but it will pass
and you will look back and see how foolish all ttMas, how much wasted
emotion.’



'l don't have emotions,' Joanna managed, chokiokthe tears. 'l would be
grateful, Mr Martella, if you would go downstairschleave me to put these
things away.'

'Nick," he corrected quietly. 'As to your emotiotigey show in your face, in
those amazing eyes. One day soon those eyes waiilgehcolour and glow
for me.'

‘They already have done,’' Joanna snapped, ragesuyf'l never liked you,
Mr Martella, and now I can only think | hate yotil should ever know that
you're coming here again I'll make quite sure I'torey way off!'

He took one menacing step towards her and Joancikedbaaway, her
expression of loathing making his face harden fegmgly.

'l will not touch you,' he grated angrily. 'l witherely tell you this: J leave
for America tomorrow. | shall be there for two miosit When | return |
intend to come for you.'

The thought of people in the house left Joannaesl lemtirely. Her hands
clenched at her sides and her considerable terapaced over grief, fear
and utter bewilderment.

'If you were the last man in the universe | wouldonsent to be near you!
she shouted. 'You've taken away everything I've exated. You've even
sneaked up and taken my father. Now | can nevéo §anta Marta again!

'l know you love the island,’ he said with surprgsguiet. "Your father told
me. We will live there and you will see your fathveinenever you care to
walk down the beach to his house.’

'l see him when he comes over to England,' Jaaomnrected bitterly. 'One
thing is for sure, though: after today I'll nesere yowagain! Forget the mad
idea about me, Mr Martella, because I'd rather die!

"You will not die, Joanna,' he said silkily, 'urdes is the small death that
lovers die in each other's arms. And | intend tgdog lover. In two months
| will be back.’



He turned and walked out, and Joanna sank to ttheclheeless of the fact
that she was crushing the beautiful gown, her $bg&ing too much to hold
her up any more. When she finally drummed up enaaginage to go back
down, the wedding party was ready to leave, andiud dutifully close to
her mother as they all made their farewells, tHg ttime for many years she
had felt in need of her mother's protection.

He came, of course, to thank her mother and stegfab take her hand and
offer his congratulations of a job well done, bigt éyes were cold and dark,
no trace of the burning fire in them that had ogexhand frightened her.
Rina came and thanked her again, but Martin staealy, his eyes on
Joanna's pale face, and she knew he dared notskede her hand. Nick
Martella was watching, his eyes like chips of tolack and bottomless.

The helicopters lifted off in perfect unison and kleoulders fell with relief,
anger and grief flooding over her when she realibed for the last two
hours she had thought very little of Martin and llest love. She resented the
fact that it was Nick Martella who had got her tgb this day. Her hatred
for him had kept her tears at bay.

When she went to her room finally she found a sipped under the door.
It was written in a firm and uncompromising hand.

Come to me, or | will come for you.

Dramatic swine! He had even invaded her privacye &buld almost feel

him here in her room, although he had merely pusheaard beneath her
door. No doubt he had discovered where she slept ffis many visits here.
It made her feel unsafe and more angry than evere reurrounded. His
London address and telephone number were on tdeaad she started to
tear it up, but some impulse stopped her. Maybenshdd sneak up there
one night and poison him. She pushed it into a dramd tried to forget all

about it. She had enough grief to contemplate aod, that she was alone,
the tears came, fast and hot. It felt like the ehlder life.



Next day Joanna walked into the shop looking taed pale. Eileen Gordon
looked up and then went on staring at her. She klsamna well. They had
been at design school together, although Eileerbbad one year ahead of
Joanna. By the time Joanna was finished Eileersétalp this boutique with
very little money, and Joanna had come in withdsea partner. They sold
their own designs and creations. It had been a n&ature but it had
worked so far, and now Joanna's designs were g@luch further afield. It
would have been quite easy to let the whole thakg Dff, to become quite
wealthy on the Joanna Denton label, but Joannapeef it here. Buyers
came down from London frequently, but here washhbk of the whole
thing, a safe place as far as Joanna was concerned.

"You look awful," Eileen muttered, watching withefndly disquiet.

'l had a pretty bad night.' Her pale face tolits story and Eileen looked
slightly embarrassed.

‘Too much champagne, | expect. Did it go all right?

‘Naturally. When my mother organises somethintaysorganised.' Joanna
sounded a little bitter, and Eileen glanced atamiously.

'‘Come into the back and have a cup of tea. We desti to open yet.’

'It's nearly nine.’

‘Then we'll open at ten past. If anyone knocksdline back in.’

Joanna didn't feel up to facing customers anyhowhg went through to the
back room where they had lunch, designed clothdgyanerally conducted

their affairs.

'He wasn't really your type, Jo,' Eileen pointetl quuietly after a minute. ‘It
would have been a big mistake.'

'May | know what you're talking about?' Joanna kxbkarefully into her
cup. Did everyone know about her love for Martin@sMer guilty secret no
secret at all?'I'm talking about Martin Sutton god damned well know it!"



Eileen glared at her frustratedly. 'I've known yolong time, Joanna, and
I've never ceased to hear about Martin, the dreaynte wasn't your type.'

'‘Really, Eileen! | don't know what--'

'Put a sock in it," Eileen bit out rudely. She pdher round glasses up on
her nose. 'You were going to marry Martin when y@re a teenager; only
trouble was, he didn't know it. Anybody who turrmuydown has to be a
drip; therefore, he's one!

'We were just—just friends,"' Joanna began, chokaxk tears.

'‘Obviously. Your friend got married and you wavewh loff. | can see you're
very satisfied about it.'

Tears spilled over on to Joanna's cheeks and shedtaway frantically. It
wasn't only that. Losing Martin had devastated bet,she had not even
been able to mourn in peace. It was this feelingedfig menaced, pursued,
threatened.

'Oh, Joanna! I'm a bitch.' Eileen put her arm adodoanna and clucked at
her like a small, plump hen, and it helped. Joaire her eyes and sniffed
ruefully.

'No. You're quite right. It's better to face fadts an idiot.'

'‘Now | never said that," Eileen pointed out righigly. 'Martin Sutton's the
idiot, and he's all wrong for you anyway. You nsetheone very special.'

'Martin's special; there's nobody else who can desgin to match up to
him," Joanna managed with a tearful smile, anceRigave a very theatrical
sniff.

'He's a drip; he's now married. How can you goaying he's special when
he let you down? Look around for Prince Charming.’

'No, thanks," Joanna stated grimly. 'From this ftath and until further
notice I'm a business lady.’



'‘Amen,’ Eileen murmured. 'Get cracking—that's tberd

It was the start of a surprisingly busy day, andnia tried hard to lose
herself in it. She never quite managed. A darkdsame face kept coming
into her mind. The wedding seemed to still hanteair, but more than that
her own private space had been infiltrated.

She felt she had to keep away from the manor. $fsebneathlessly aware
that Nick Martella had been in the house and, logkiack, she realised she
had always felt like that. Even when she had beesyaand a conference
had been held at home, she had sensed his prdsegcafter, had never
needed to be informed that he had been there. ¢tsopality seemed to
hang around after he had gone. She had often weddlethis was how he
stole into her disturbed dreams, dreams she hadfhadd on since she had
first seen him.

She had dreamed again last night and this way tballcause of her misery
today, the true basis for her tears, if she wodldiait. The dream had been
different. This time the pursuing figure had caulgét, crushed her against
him, kissed her cruelly, and she Haed it! She had shot up in bed in her
darkened room at five this morning and had nottssepce, the dream
lingering in her mind, troubling her body becauke sould still feel those
hard arms, that insistent mouth.

She had stumbled into the shower and turned ow#ter, standing in her
nightie as the cooling spray had dashed over teenliling to discover that
her breasts were swollen and tight, her tummy nesséénsed with a
peculiar pain. There had been a melting sensagbnthrough her, new and
frightening, as if she had no control over her dyady.

She had never felt like that before and the fedhiad taken a long time to
fade. She was safer here in the shop, surroundexdtdrgsted customers.
Eileen was extremely down to earth. She probaldyg'tidream at all, and if
she did it would be a dream of swirling colour llnt jackets and long,
swinging skirts.

Shewas a designer too, already quite well known. Wity she have to
dream of a dark, lean face, of black, glittering®)a cruel mouth that came



closer .with every dream? She shuddered. It wasethat of hatred. She
would have to look it up.

'Do you ever dream, Eileen?' she asked quietlynduai lull in trade when
Eileen was busily lifting clothes back to the racksoking for faults as
usual.

'Hmm! Big fashion shows, world acclaim, TV interwig.'

Joanna smiled and breathed a sigh of relief. Saaidyspoken, even if it was
a very unusual kind of sanity. The hell with Niclahklla!

She regretted that thought a few weeks later.atusihe was leaving the shop
Eileen stopped her.

‘Can you hang on a minute, Joanna? I've got sontethitell you and I've
been mulling it around in my head all day. | déméw quite what to do and
| certainly don't want to let you down.’

Joanna turned back into the shop and somehow gvedme had a problem,
another one. Why was it that a dark, handsome dppeared in her mind
whenever things looked worrying? He couldn't reaghhere to her. In any
case, he'd probably have forgotten all about her. i8he hadn't forgotten
about him. The dreams were still there, real andfpla Martin seemed to
be no longer one of them. Even when she was awékéce was blurred in
her mind, overshadowed by another face, a stragtgymined face.

'If I can help?' Joanna sat on the edge of theteoamd looked at her friend,
seeing anxiety and embarrassment flit across thallyscalm expression.

' may as well get it right out,’ Eileen said rugfu'Fact is, Joanna, I've been
offered a great deal of money for the premises. \Afmypone would want
such a tiny place is beyond me, but the price isH-wastonishing.'

'What about the business?' Joanna realised shealwasst holding her
breath. Take this away and she was out into the wittle world. She would



have to go round and sell her designs, make up rd#oj@ be a
businesswoman. She was too shy. She did not iwagywn the premises.
The money she had put in had been all for equipraedtmaterials and,
although they both knew that it was Joanna's dediggt made the wheels
go round, Joanna had never wanted to take matidigef. People had to
come to her. She just could not push herself hezBelf.

"You know my dad lent me the money for this theryesfore you came in,’
Eileen reminded her. 'He had to borrow himselfdatdbut that's Dad. I've
been paying it back bit by bit but it eats into phefits, and there's no chance
to expand although we're bursting at the seams Wk, if | sell out to this
firm we've been offered rented property in Londarg fabulous spot, a sure
winner. | could pay Dad back, have some capitalsaidip in a good area.
With the name you're making for yourself it would g bomb.’

'Who's offering the property?' Joanna asked witheling of fright. She just
couldn't help this suspicion. She was dogged bgraah. In her heart she
knew it.

‘The same company that wants to buy this. It dbesake a lot of sense to
me, but | expect they know theirown business. Toelle is, would you go
to London with me? It would mean getting living asanodation and being
all at sixes and sevens for a while.'

'What's the name of the company?' Joanna persiShexlexpected to hear
Martella Industries, was sure of it for some reagan it was not that at all.

'Er—Micro-Consolidates,’ Eileen read from her nagky the phone.
'Funny name, but interesting money. Look," she dddeJoanna sat there,
unable to believe it, the chills down her spineibemg to fade, 'it's Friday
tomorrow. Let's both think about it over the weekeWe'll have a
conference on Monday. We'll decide whether we'iagto go big or stay
here.'

All the way home Joanna chased it around in hed.h#awas all very
straightforward. Some firm wanted to start up hiarehis little town. It
sounded like a computer firm. Well, there was na¢ computer shop here
and that annoyed some people. It ought to do Wwellondon too her name



could only grow. So why were her instincts stilfait alert? Why was that
face swimming round in her mind?

When she got her stepfather to herself for a miafter dinner she asked
him for the information.

'Freddy, have you ever heard of Micro-Consolidates?

'Maybe. Just a minute." He was always interesteouginess and left the
room to go to his study, coming back after a minuté a thick book. 'Here
we are; thought as much. It's part of Martella ktdes. That man has a
hand in everything. | mean—"industries" covers g beld as a name.
Interesting fella. Started from nothing, back dse®f New York,
grandparents Italian from the old country. | unteard he was a millionaire
times over by the time he was twenty-five. Wethéan, hanusthave been.
He was coming to this house when he was about yweaght. You were
seventeen then, probably didn't notice him. Lordvws what he's worth
now.'

Joanna wasn't really listening. She didn't warktrtow. And she certainly
had noticed him when she was seventeen. She haddegoung to really
know what his eyes were doing to her, but she badHreatened.

'Invited him here for the weekend as a matter of flaut he couldn't come.
Tied up, | expect.’

He ought to be! He should be tied up and droppedsome river, preferably
from one of his own planes! He must be back in &ngl She didn't know
what to say because her stepfather was in full,flovd she had to get out, to
think.

'Well, thanks for the information. Eileen wantedktwow, actually. They're
thinking of setting a place up in town.’

She stood up and began to edge out of the roomhemstepfather reached
for his drink, quite content to sit by the fire athoze.

'‘Good idea. Should do well. Computers and things.'



How Freddy ran a business she had never beenafdéhom. He seemed
utterly dreamy to Joanna. Still, they lived in thp of luxury. Who was she
to query it? She almost raced to her room, seethmpthinking furiously.
Wanting to get her thoughts out and place themneat row to examine.

They needed little examination. The two months wepeand he was
isolating her further. He was mad! No, it was imgbke! Joanna stared at
herself in the mirror and knew it was no such thing

‘Just because I'm paranoid it doesn't mean heaftr@otme,' she murmured.
She didn't know whether to be frightened or enraded finally rage
asserted itself and she decided to act. Hidingavas, it was over for good.
In the morning she would go afteimand see how he liked it. Two could be
a nuisance. She was no longer going to sit dowrewutids threat. In any
case, seeing him again would wipe out these implesdreams. They were
beginning to take over her life, make her skin lotas almost indecent, as
if she were sleeping with him each night.

In the morning she came down, ready to go strdrght the shop. She was
wearing one of her own creations, a simple gregdwith a pleated skirt
that swung as she walked, showing insets of bmilyared flowers. Her
mother inspected her minutely, from her shiningdgal head to her dainty
high heels.

'Very nice. Simple but nice,’ she murmured. 'Gdmgpwn?'

'l have to go to London after work,' Joanna mutteherrified when her face
flushed. Anyone would think this was an assignatiith Nick Martella, not
a meeting for battle. 'I'll stay with Margarettiigets late.’

'Oh, very well, dear." Her mother's interest diathvits usual speed. She
wasn't interested in Joanna's friends, and hefadtegy didn't even know

they existed. Joanna had been a free agent sieceah about seventeen,
her work and father her only real ties, exceptMartin.

Funny how it didn't hurt so much now. Eileen haweir her like a tyrant,
and there had been letters and calls from peopkengappointments to see
their latest work. She had been too tired at nighthink of anything but



going to sleep. The dreams had disturbed her cathstao, making her pale
and listless, leaving her with a daily feeling thlaé had a guilty secret and a
man in her life.

The evil genius had raised his head again now. ddewalked right out of
her dreams and this time he had gone too far. legemg to find out how
much she hated him. He could just get back to Newk ¥and his beautiful
women and leave her alone. She was about to gopas Nick Martella's
attitude of take anything you want.

On the way up to London later that day Joanna'péeroooled a little. In
fact she had almost decided not to come becausbeabad gone to her
drawer and collected the card he had left she laddtlne awful feeling of
fate taking a hand. If she had torn this card upheshad started to do she
would have had no idea where to find him. Was shely walking into his
life like an idiot? The memory of his words kept lgwing, however. He
played dark and dangerous games. He had said hedvaer and he was
cutting her out like a quarry. It did not please twefeel that she was being
rounded up like some defenceless creature. Shaetdgfenceless!

Joanna hadn't the faintest idea really what sheldveay to that arrogant
American. He wasn't even that, she told herselfwide a mixture, a New
York Italian or some such thing. He had more amagathan an Eastern
prince and more money than was decent. All the saime began to feel
uneasy. She had set off on a wave of temper butsh@had to decide on a
plan of action.

Trying to reason with him would not really be wiske was very

unreasonable, after all. The best thing would behtome him, to make him
see that his attitude had finally gone over thasible barrier of taste. He
was supposed to be a friend of her father's, soust know he couldn't do
this to her. Her father would be furious if he kndbared she tell him,
though? Her father would think it was some yound'sgfantasy. Nick

Martella would make quite sure he thought that.

By the time she found herself outside his door téxe driving off, Joanna
felt as if her nerves were stretched wires. It wagry wealthy district, the
house in acurving Georgian terrace, white stoneaagrhcious height, the



gleaming black of the paintwork, the perfectiorited wrought-iron railings
all speaking of a much older, more elegant ages pait of London was still
extremely elegant, though, housing several fameogle, as she knew, and
her heart was beating just too fast as she mouhtdhallow steps to the
door and rang the bell.

Maybe he wasn't even here. The thought struckudatenly and she had no
real idea as to why she should imagine he wouloddo& in London right on
the dot, after the two months were up. It was sumaagination, giving
herself so much importance in his life? She wabkeraashamed of the
feeling of relief the thought gave her. She wadanger of backing out of
this, and she rang the bell again before she gawnd sneaked off, beaten.
This was no attitude to take. Was she admittinfyightened her? Yes. Her
mind acknowledged it swiftly with no thought of caxdice. He did.

What she had expected to confront her she did motvkbut the sight of a
rather ugly face, greying black hair and a grizaiboh quite took her aback.
She just stared.

'‘Can | help you, ma'am?'

The owner of the face peered at her rather owljsiityl Joanna wondered
who on earth he was. Surely Nick Martella surrouhldienself with the very
best servants, even a butler? If this was a bh#ewas a very odd- looking
one, and he was in his shirt-sleeves. They didwvéeanything so splendid as
a butler at home, but if they had had her mothauldvbave chosen a little
better than this. He looked as if he had wanderéem the nearest bar. Her
mother would faint at the sight of him.

'l want to see Mr Martella." She looked into higgy little eyes with a great
deal of determination, willing him to surrender,tbus ugly face was
unimpressed.

'Don't think you can.' He took a firm stance himfisshd Joanna's green eyes
narrowed ominously. Having summoned up her coursige,was going to
see this thing through. And where had he got tltaer? Definitely
American, but a bit too nasal. He sounded like ooa character. She
nearly smiled but held on to her wavering thougigtstly.



'It's a matter of life and death,' she said cleaglyunciating each word
carefully.

‘It might be for one of us. He ain't nice when heterrupted.’

The face in front of her remained perfectly blatile small eyes watchful,
but Joanna was filled with glee. So\wwashere? And doing something that
must not be interrupted!

She had a vision of a beautiful woman. She had gpedaores of those
beauties who drifted through his life, and her lightened determinedly.
To catch him at a disadvantage would be very siwdeed and nothing was
going to stop her now. She would also tell him gt& had no intention of
being his! She would tell him right in front of the face ofshstartled
lady-love. It seemed a blissful revenge.

'I'm a very dear friend," she said resolutely,rfixhim with an unwavering
stare. 'l must see Mr Martella before—before | gokoto Santa Marta. If |
don't see him he'll be furious.’

He was impressed now. She could see that he wisapgdustomed to fury
from his boss.

'OK, but don't say | didn't warn yer.'

He opened the door wider and she stepped insidepacsure of victory
now that it was in her grasp but temper right tregrthe top of her feelings,
burning her.

The hall was wider than she had expected, a cumwedght-iron staircase
leading to the next floor, and instead of asking thewait in some room
downstairs the man signalled her forward.

'He's up here.'
He was in the bedroom. How delightful! She clenched hends and

prepared to face a very embarrassing scene, ettadgie would be the one
to be embarrassed. She could already hear voickshenfought against all



her good breeding. He would only be getting whatiégerved. If this was
unforgivable then what was he? She went up betoeecsuld change her
mind. The man knocked, opened the door very widé dmanna found
herself facing several interested pairs of eyes.

It was a study. There wasn't one woman presenth&thsimply walked into
a meeting, and she felt her face flood with colasirshe realised her own
temerity. What had come over her? She didn't krfegvrhan at all and yet
she had more or less forced her way into his houglet into a private
meeting. What was she going to say now?



CHAPTER THREE

NicK MARTELLA was sitting behind a huge mahogany desk, and wilen
stood up he seemed to fill the room. That inexplieaadiance seemed to
reach out and touch her, and Joanna stood like stmable to say one word
at all.

He wasn't furious, she could see that. There wiash of something in
those midnight-black eyes that was unfathomablehisiface was perfectly
composed, almost aloof.

'My dear Joanna. You surprise me.'

Danger seemed to flood around her at the soundeoflark, husky voice,
and she noticed the others get to their feet. &uste interrupting a love
scene she was in a room filled with polite business. An enormous
feeling of being trapped washed over her, of bedigtic, childish and
downright impudent.

Her only thought was to escape, bury her head apd h was a nightmare
that nobody else had noticed. She turned and rashimg past the man at
the door and making her way headlong down thesstair

'‘Joannal’

The sharp command merely added to her panic asmsbd down the stairs,
her feet hardly touching the steps. It was ridiogloShe had made a
complete fool of herself because now she couldhmok of one single thing
to say to him even if she dared to stop. Why, dty lhad she thought herself
capable of bearding this particular lion in his @en

Almost at the bottom of the stairs, she slipped,dhgtching hand missing
the rail entirely, and the world seemed to becortapay-turvy place as she
fell down the last of the flight, her shouldergihiy the hard steps one at a
time, knocking the breath from her, the pain in Ib&ck excruciating.

She opened dazed eyes and Nick Martella was tkeeeling beside her,
raising her head carefully and looking annoyed beywoords.



'Little fool!" He stared down at her. "Why did you run? What gbmonster
do you think I am?’

‘The worst." She murmured the words as her facstdaiin pain, and his
frown was as black as his eyes. It was traumatibaee him so close,
bending over her, touching her. It brought backhalt dreams and, even
through the pain, her skin tingled, heated. Whentshe her gaze from his
she could see interested faces peering from tlghhet the stairs, and Nick
too seemed suddenly to become aware of them.

'‘Gentlemen. We will call the meeting closed.’

It was so arrogantly smooth, as if the sight oirbag the bottom of his stairs
was an everyday occurrence. He rapped out a fewsaorthe servant, who
nodded and moved away quickly. Then she had eveance to see the
interested spectators, because Nick picked heargiully and mounted the
stairs towards them.

‘A friend, gentlemen,” he remarked coolly. 'Obvigusomething has
alarmed her. Obviously too she needs attention.ll Véentinue the
discussion at Monday's meeting.’

He didn't wait for approval, not that he would, thaster of the world! He
shouldered a door open further along the passatjd@anna found herself
being placed with a great deal of care on a saft bhere was nothing for it
but to get out the reason for her visit.

'How dare you offer to... ?' Her righteous wratketted her as she fainted,
and her last sight of him was not encouraging. I&tkinfuriated him, even
though he had kept control of that considerablgerHis lips were set in
one straight line, the dark eyes narrowed and cold.

When she came round she was under the sheets.hides $iad been
removed, and she opened her eyes to find him stgmadithe foot of the bed,
his eyes intently on her, his arms folded acrosschiest in an ominous
manner.

'What you say now is, "Where am I?" he suggestexly



'l know where | am. | didn't hit my head," Joansawaed him shakily.

‘A minor miracle. Is your behaviour normally so 8dBo you regularly
insinuate yourself into the homes of people youvkrand then flee in
terror?’

'l didn't. | saw you had a meeting and--'

'Stop being ridiculous!" he snapped impatienths ¥®u regard me as some
sort of predator, you must have had a very presgiagon for coming here.
You will tell me what it is.’

'Who undressed me?' Joanna suddenly realisedh@atas in her lacy slip
and remembered too that she had seen no one hetleebservant, apart
from the visitors, who would hardly like to takehand in making her
comfortable.

Her anxious question brought a twisted smile ts¢harrogant lips and he
let the question hang in the air until her palldraicged to rose-pink
confusion.

'‘Colby has a wife," he informed her when she seexméeé burning up with
embarrassment. 'She travels with us. She prepaxetby the doctor.'

'l don't need a doctor. If you'll just go out FlI-
‘The doctor is on his way. | have no intention oing out. Your peculiar
ways lead me to believe that you may jump fromahelow. | wouldn't like

it on my conscience.'

'I'm big on self-preservation,’ Joanna managedsheulders hurting madly
as she tried to move.

'l have reason to doubt it. Don't move. | don't wnilve extent of your
injuries. It was a risk to lift you. Lie perfectyfill—and be good.' He added
that last with a faint smile, and Joanna glareirat

'Will you stop talking to me as if I'm a dementdudld?’ she snapped.



'Will you stop behaving like one?' He turned, mayia the door. "You will
have to acquire more poise. | imagined you alrdaaly poise. It will be
necessary when you live with me.’

'‘Come back!" Joanna stormed. 'I've got severaghia say to you.'

‘The doctor has arrived. When he has gone I'llagdst come back.' He
paused at the door, the dark eyes flashing over"Wédren | carried you
upstairs | considered putting you into my own bEge thought still hangs
around in its tantalising manner.’

'You're mad!

Her minor insult gained no reply at all. He merhbnted her a dark, amused
look and left. As he closed the door on her Jodanght back a wave of
unaccustomed feeling, though not entirely unacenstb Her dreams
seemed to be turning into reality. Her mouth feit, dher hands trembled.
She tried to get out of bed but sank back on tedfiepillows. It felt as if her
shoulders had been stepped on by a horse. Famimoning any battle, she
seemed to have precipitated herself into dangeerelthad been a
chauvinistic masculine amusement at the back afehark, intent eyes all
the time.

'Multiple bruising,’ the doctor pronounced aftedemgthy examination.
'‘Nothing broken, but you'll be quite stiff for auge of days. You're very
lucky, young lady. Those stairs are hard.’

She was being chaperoned by a very firm woman, vagarded her
solemnly, and as the doctor left she advanced enb#d and wrapped
Joanna up.

'I'll make some tea for you, love. Then I'll geuya nightdress.'

'l can't stay here!" Joanna looked at her in hanal received a warm smile.

"You can't move yet. The doctor said so. It's gdmge no trouble to look
after you. Mr Martella is a very busy man, but here all the time."'



Joanna just looked at her, confused thoughts wigedirough her mind,
and clearly the woman thought she was still dazexe'? That's what the
woman had said. 'You're English?' It suddenly dalvoa her. 'Yes, |
married Ed when they were over here years agoallgiver with them. It's
a great life.' 'Ed?' Joanna looked more dazeddkan 'Colby. He let you in.
He's been Mr Martella's servant for years.'

Nick came back into the room after a brief tap loe door, and the woman
left with a quick smile at him. There was a submemvair about her that
everyone seemed to have when he was there. Nowhbdboked back on
it, her own mother was hard pressed not to dropthenodd curtsy. And that
ugly-faced man at the door was married to that,riaen woman? People
did odd things.

Joanna went straight into the attack.
'How dare you offer to buy the shop from right enchy feet?"

'‘Ah! You've managed to get it out at last. Am utoderstand that this is the
reason for your visit?'

'What else? You've cut me off from everyone | aveut, and now you're
taking my place of work. We don't behave like timathis country.’

'What a naive and idiotic remark. There are busimes in this country who
make my hair stand on end. The purchase is merblysaess matter. |
imagined you owned half of the shop. Surely youemébeen dismissed?’
Joanna looked at him with intense dislike, anddo&éd back derisively.
'Eileen Gordon owns the premises, but it makes ifference. She's my
friend. There's no question of dismissal, so yau foaget that. Therefore,
the plan, whatever it was, failed.’

'So, you're moving to London with her?’

The way he said it was quite frightening, as ifN@&s penning her closer, and
she was finding it difficult to move her gaze frims.



'I'm not moving to London. Eileen won't sell.’
‘Then | must raise the price. | can afford it.'

'You're wasting your time. She won't sell and, eifeshe did, | wouldn't
move to London. My designs are well known alredtlyust go somewhere
else. You can't buy every shop in town."'

'l probably can,' he murmured sardonically. 'l madidea you could be so
amusing. There's a great deal boiling below théasarwith you, Joanna.
Getting to really know you is an exciting prospeéaan give you anything
you want. Stop thinking of me as a threat."

'l think of you as a monster. We've already establl that. Get me my
clothes!" Joanna choked out. 'l have no wish thdre.'

‘Very well. I'll order the car and see you're safitlivered home.'

He walked out and the way he had simply givenfinJeanna momentarily

stunned. She had expected an argument, a diresaieShe had expected
some reference to his threat, but here he was,lgtisig her go. It was

idiotically disappointing, as if a spark of firechdied. What was wrong with

her? She must be going mad too.

She climbed gingerly out of bed and as her feathed the floor they gave
way beneath her and she sank to the carpet witv anloan of pain.

'Oh!" She bit her lip, pain forcing tears into leges, and when she opened
them he was standing in the doorway, a look ofegmé irritation on his
face.

"You are stupid! Small wonder you imagined yourselflove with that
simpering boy!" He strode across to her angrily ahnel looked up at him
with pain-filled eyes, the vivid jade-green awasthvtears.

'He's not too simpering to be taken on as partoof yirm, is he? Not too
simpering to marry your niece. You did it on pur@osdidn't you? You



deliberately took him away and introduced him totaer lifestyle, to your
niece, and all the glamour that surrounds you!

'Yes. | did.' His face looked down at her, his @gsion utterly cold. 'l want

you myself and | have very good reasons for myadigenerally remove

obstacles that stand in my way. What has he lost® idarried to an heiress,
his life henceforth extremely comfortable.’

'What about me? What about my loss?' Joanna asitedyh and he glared
down at her.

'Explain your loss to me after a month in my cafégr nights in my arms.
The matter is ended, and so is your foolish escépe.have some growing
up to do. You will stay here and then go with m&emta Marta.'

You've kidnapped me?' Joanna looked at him widagdistaste, but he
simply bent and lifted her effortlessly, placing back on the bed.

'If the idea excites you then—yes.' His eyes sherder, slowly making her
aware of her state of dress. 'Didn't | tell you yeould come to me? Here
you are. In a moment Nora will bring you two paitiées the doctor left for

you. Tomorrow we'll talk, when you're less filledkvpain and annoyance.'

'I'm going home!" Joanna looked at him defiantlying hard to ignore the
way his eyes roamed over her as he slowly pulleghieets up to cover her.

"You are going to Santa Marta to your father. Thyen&ll be close to me,' he
said softly.

He just walked out, and she looked at the closedr do frightened

frustration. How on earth had she got herself this situation? Clearly she
couldn't move tonight, but tomorrow she would ¢&t mother. Her mother
would collect her. That gave her pause for thoughtvould take some
explanation. What could she say to excuse her hesié? How could she
explain? It would bring up the whole story. Shelbagk and smiled softly to
herself, victory back in her grasp at a new thoug§he would call Eileen.



Eileen came. It was Saturday and the shop was ctlodsey had never
opened at weekends because there was always sowouctho do behind

the scenes, and after a few intrigued questiorsekigave up her day to
drive to London for Joanna. Although she had matageée rather vague
on the phone, Joanna knew she would have to faegi@us interrogation

when Eileen arrived.

For the moment she felt reasonably safe. Nora Clatbyght her breakfast
and told her that Mr Martella had a business apgpwnt in the City. He

wouldn't be back until well into the afternoon. Byen, with a bit of luck,

Eileen would be here and they would have escap&dd quite ridiculous,

Joanna mused when Nora had left. Really there wasieed for this

subterfuge. Why hadn't she simply told the womanwgas leaving?

She looked round the luxurious bedroom as sheat&ohst and drank tea.
Her back was hurting like mad and she had beentablalk only with a
great deal of difficulty as she had gone to théntwetm earlier. There were
the stairs to negotiate and she had to get pablyC8he should just get up,
dress and tell Nora quite firmly that she was n@wng home. The trouble
was, she felt they would try to restrain her. Shd tild visions of Nick
Martella getting their call and storming out ofiamportant business meeting
to arrive and recapture her.

Much as she told herself that this was romanticseose, she could not
escape the dread that lingered. The night befoteabesimply ignored her,
her presence in his house concerning him not afTak pain-killers had
been duly administered by Nora and they had wodketbst immediately;
she had slept like a log.

This morning he had called in and she could sewd® in no mood to
console her. His brief enquiry about her state e#lth had been cold and
impersonal.

'Feeling better?' He had stood just inside the wlagrand looked at her
steadily, making her feel the intruder she was.



'Yes, thank you." As always when she was faced tiitly, her innermost
feelings were more fearful than she liked to adrhatred somewhat
submerged. 'l can move fairly well. | intend tolgume today.'

The black brows rose sceptically.

"Your intentions differ from mine. | intend to takeu to Santa Marta. It's
not going to be possible for three days, butdtiylour father know.'

'l won't go." Joanna looked at him steadily anchitlieliven bother to raise her
voice. It amused him.

You'll learn to obey me. You might as well begimwn We leave in three
days. Set your mind firmly on that.’

‘This is England, Mr Martella. You can't kidnap neke me away without
my consent.’

"You're here of your own free will, as at leastwsiinesses can testify. What
am | doing, after all? I'm merely taking you to seer father. Meanwhile

you have comfort and a very respectable chapefrtimatls kidnapping, then

it's a very odd way to go about it.'

She lowered her eyes to hide her thoughts, notesxga then if he could
read them. The only way she was going to get obieoé was by sneaking
out, she could see that clearly.

‘All right. I'd like to see Daddy. I'll have to getore clothes, though, and
also I'll have to let my mother know.'

‘The telephone is at your disposal, but | wouldenthought a call to your
mother was unwise. How do you propose to explair ygsit here?'

'I—I don't. She thinks I'm staying with a friendh &ny case, | do as | like.
Nobody worries about me.'



'I'm well aware of that." Momentarily the dark eygedtened. 'Nobody has
worried about you for quite a few years. I'm nané! | think | know your
family reasonably well.’

'I'm sure you don't, but, in any case, I'm not iédclAt twenty-three, | live
my own life.’

‘Then you can live it on Santa Marta,' he rejoipeamptly. ‘It seems to me
that you're losing your job, that nobody cares \aagply about you except
your father, so what have you to lose?’

'What have | to lose?' Joanna glared up at himxplect you've forgotten
what you said to me at that dreadful wedding?'

Having brought the subject up, she felt her facedlwith colour, and he
suddenly grinned, just a bit like a satisfied tiger

'I'm hardly likely to forget it. It's been on my mai for quite some time.'

'Have you always been insane?' Joanna enquiredsaitiastic interest, but
even that did nothing to anger him. His lips curuedmusement.

'Remembering your antics of yesterday, | thinkr teel reasonably certain
of my sanity.' He glanced at his watch, a flaskexjensive gold. 'l have to
go out. Rest and get better. We can discuss yalngms later.'

There wouldn't be a later, Joanna mused as shedwait Eileen. After this
she would keep strictly out of his way. He astoedsiner. He was just
proposing to force her into living with him like—k& an eastern potentate. It
was quite unbelievable and not something she adisttliss with anyone at
all in case they sent her to have her head exami@ddly enough, she
hadn't dreamed last night, but it was probablypifis she had taken. She
couldn't have faced him so readily this morning emdnormal
circumstances.

She tried to time Eileen's arrival and then ginggdt dressed. When the car
drew up outside she was waiting by the window, kfarthat the bedroom
overlooked the street. She had told Eileen to sima@it and not ring the



bell, and now she crept from the room and downstadérs, every step
hurting.

Joanna was in the hall when Colby appeared, arlddked quite startled,
his blank looks vanquished. The piggy little eyesewvide open.

'‘Now, then, Miss Denton, we can't have this,' hgabe but Joanna had
thought it all out.

'Oh, it's quite all right, Colby." She beamed at hi'm going to stay with a
friend. She's here to fetch me now. Mr Martellaeagrwith me that staying
here is not really suitable. People might get theng idea, and he's such an
important man.'

Colby puzzled it over, his brow wrinkled, and tHemlooked at her with a
little less suspicion.

'Maybe," he agreed. 'All the same, | thought yod toastay in bed. I'll get
Nora.'

He nodded at her, indicating a chair in the halere was the definite
understanding that she was to sit there and wadléarance, but as soon as
he went into another room Joanna pulled the froot @pen and ran down
the steps, ignoring the pain in her back.

'Go, Eileen!" she gasped, sliding into the passersgat and slamming the
door. 'Drive off quickly, please! They might comigea me."

‘After you!" Eileen looked round belligerently. 'Let théryl What the devil
is this?'

Tl tell you as we go," Joanna said quickly. tJdsve off, Eileen." They

moved off with a speed that threw Joanna back ag#ie seat, making her
wince, but at least they were away, and she brdatlsggh of relief as they
turned at the end of the street and lost themseivdse heavy traffic of a

Saturday in London.



'‘Now, then," Eileen muttered grimly as they slowe@ more sedate speed,
'let's have the gist of it.’

'‘Can—can | just think about it for a day or two dref | tell you?' Joanna
asked nervously, and gained herself a look simdathe one Colby had
given her as she had crept into the hall a littrelevago—astonishment
mixed with suspicion.

‘Think about it? Listen, chum, | come all the wayhere for you, get asked
to take off on two wheels with you looking over yoshoulder as if
somebody is after you, and now I'm supposed tasmly and wait for some
unspecified time while you think about it? No! Contean and do it now.'

'‘Well, | did a very stupid thing," Joanna confesseeimbarrassment. 'l went
to see somebody who's been— been pestering met taveell him off and
it all went hideously wrong. Er—I fell down the stawhile | was trying to
get away and—and after that he said | couldn'i yad to escape. Thanks
for coming.’

'He kidnappedyou? Listen, we'll get the police!

'No! Oh, no. | couldn't face that," Joanna saiatkjyi 'After all, | went there
of my own free will. I—I just didn't know how it wdd end.’

"You can visit people without then being kept aghaiyour will," Eileen
stated indignantly. 'When did you go there?"

‘Yesterday afternoon.’ It was all beginning to faaleal to Joanna, and
Eileen looked thunderous.

‘That's twenty-four hours of captivity. You ca®t this go unpunished.'

'Well, | hurt my back when | was trying to get avaayd he—he sent for the
doctor. So | had to stay all night...’

Realising it was sounding more odd with every waldanna faded into
silence, and Eileen glanced at her, intrigued.



'He sent for the doctor? That doesn't sound tocehemsible. Let's recap,

shall we? You went to London to shout at somebollyg keeps pestering

you. You then had to make a run for it and fell das@me stairs. Hesent for
the doctor and kept you all night. This morning yaeded to escape. Is that
about it?'

Joanna nodded, thankful it wasn't her mother whe weagging this
information from her. Still, her mother would na@ve had the interest to pry
as Eileen was doing. She would probably have da&hlly, darling!" and
left it at that.

'Who is this man?' Eileen asked quietly, lookirepsifastly at the road.

‘Nick Martella." Joanna tried to sound very offhabdt it came out in a
whisper. Even so, Eileen braked suddenly with sherott gained herself
guite a few hoots from other motorists and sevei@ithed comments. For
once she let it pass.

‘Nick Martella! Just a minute, | can't quite takéstin. He doesn't have to
kidnap women—they queue up.’

'I'm aware of that," Joanna said stiffly.

There was a long and thoughtful silence, and thiseii came right out in
her usual forthright manner with the thing uppertmasher mind at the
moment. 'Did you sleep with him, Jo?"

‘No. It may be his intention, but it's not mindate him!'

It was quite enough to silence Eileen, and theyewesarly back at the
manor before she acquainted Joanna with her dibeghts.

'I've decided to sell the shop to this firm Mic@ensolidates. | talked it over
with Dad last night. He could do with the money khathey're getting on

now, Jo, and don't have much behind them. What thighbank rate and
everything, | feel | can't let him go on shouldgrthis burden for me. Will

you move with me?"



‘No, Eileen. | can't." Joanna hadn't forgottenuhigoly glee in Nick's eyes as
he had assumed she would move to London. 'l agitbeyaur move. You
must do it, but | can't come. I'd better tell yoluywl suppose, because you're
partly in this. Martella Industries owns Micro-Cafigates. | got that from
Freddy and he- Nick Martella—never denied it.'

'So this wonderful offer is because of you?' Eileensed thoughtfully.
'What will you do, move to another place in town?'

'‘No. He'd only buy them out as well. He as goodad so. I'll dig a deep
hole, I think, or I might kill him, or | might fleéhe country.’

'What is it with him?' Eileen asked in an awesgitkoice. 'Does he want to
marry you?"

'Oh, no, I'm to live with him. He—he's quite mad.’

'Strewth!" Eileen said nothing more, and Joanniesebback to try and ease
her aching bones. What more was there to say, alifteNobody would
believe it. She wasn't sure if Eileen did. She wasme if she even believed
it herself. All she knew was that there was a fufegfing inside her and that
Nick Martella frightened her as no one else had managed to do. He was
a dark illusion at the back of her mind always.ddatrolled her dreams and
wanted to control her completely. She had wondefell was some
elaborate, sick joke, but deep inside she knevag mo such thing.

Martin would be back from his honeymoon now. Heeféwisted with pain
as she thought of it. What had she expected, acaicefrom abroad with a
note, 'Wish you were here. Having a lovely time'fear ago she could have
told Martin everything and he would have punchedkNwartella on the
nose. No, he wouldn't, couldn't have, her mind nmied her. Nick was a
good three inches taller; his lean body was a supesembly of muscle and
power. The way he stood, the way he moved assw@ethat he could take
good care ofhimself. Martin was one of his miniowsv, in any case. How
life had changed so swiftly.

"When she got home her mother never even noticedvsis looking pale,
never even noticed her bad back. She had newgjhhou



'‘Charles phoned for you,' she said with a lookistiadte. 'He needs to speak
to you urgently, but of course | didn't know whe were. You would
imagine from his tone that | should follow you anduand hold your hand.
He intends to phone you later today, so for goosirszske stay in. | really
can't have your father phoning here regularly. Hetsat all suitable.’

'He's extremely well-off now," Joanna pointed aitting down with great
difficulty.

'Money is not everything!" Eve Calvert snapped. dthwas funny, actually.
After all, that was why she had married Freddyhe first place. That was
what the divorce had been all about really. That why Charles Denton
could never forgive her.

Joanna settled to wait, and when her father calletbud lifted from her
heart.

'I'm going back," he told her. 'I'm not going te tisland, though, for a few
weeks. I've got to go to New York to see my puldisiCome with me, Jo. |
don't see enough of you. Turn your back on thatgpéand come with me. I'm
leaving in two days.'

Two days! If she could just get her back a bit nrabile, if she could just
avoid answering any calls in the meantime, she evbalable to sort things
out with Eileen about the shop and then go—escape.

"'l come," she said firmly, and her father gawshaop of delight.

'‘Can you get yourself to London, luggage and altink I'm not to darken
your mother's door again, or something like that.'

"'l manage, Daddy," Joanna laughed. After aé shd managed once. This
time, though, she would be meeting her father,eaaah if they should bump
into Nick Martella she could cling to her fatheatsn and laugh into Nick's
annoyed face. She was safe!



New York thrilled her. It was fast and furious, ahdr father obviously
thrived in the atmosphere. In the two days allowkxnna had completed
all her business. Under the circumstances, Eileshideen relieved to see
her go.

‘Not that | won't miss you, Joanna,' she said firridut with this problem
you've got I'll feel you're safer with your fathélt.take on a girl to help and
tie up this end swiftly. Of course," she added ullhgf 'with you out of the
way, they'll probably back out of the deal.’

‘No, they won't," Joanna informed her with certaifithate to have to admit
it, but Nick Martella is completely trusted in tbasiness world, according
to Freddy. If he gives his word it's enough.’

'He's so far above things that he probably woréhewtice,' Eileen sighed.
'He'll notice,’ Joanna assured her, red-facediEdedn nodded thoughtfully.

'Keep in touch. | owe you plenty of money and,daother thing, | want to
know how this thing works out with you and Nick N&lla.'

'l shall not be seeing him again," Joanna saigoghayou can send the cash,
though. Send it to Hemmington Manor; Mother willspthings on, but no
rush. I'm not poor, and I'm staying with Daddy."

So she was, Joanna mused happily as she stoodakedildown at the busy
streets. It was like looking in on a film. This wast a skyscraper block. It
was a six- storey rise and her father had the pesthapartment. Through
the french doors she could go out into a rooftapd@aand look down on the
busy street.

He came to stand beside her as she gazed withtdhe aity.

'‘Quite something, isn't it?' He handed her a déan#l looked across at the
skyline.



'I'm stunned. | wouldn't have missed this for amgli Joanna said, sipping
her drink and letting the hot sunshine warm hersafiithen did you get this
flat?’

'‘Apartment,’ her father corrected. 'lt's not mih&orrow it from time to
time. I'm not here often enough to own anything likis. It belongs to a
friend. He lives part of the time in Californiaé ladded when her heart
almost stopped in panic. She had thought he wagdoisay this was Nick's
apartment but obviously it wasn't, and on secondghts, luxurious though
it was, it somehow didn't have Nick's stamp omat;, the sign of his great
wealth.

Next day her father went to have lunch with hisligiier and Joanna went
to shop, after many cautions about not taking angrtoirning. She had no
intention of wandering around. She headed by taxthé big department
stores and was quite content to wander round the¥e,mouth almost

watering at the clothes on display. She was amasédquite flattered to

find that her own clothes drew quite a few eyes hed English voice

brought instant signs of friendship.

In the end she bought a dress, a short evening dferidnight-blue, and,
throwing caution to the winds, she bought shoesatch. By the time she
left she only had enough money for her fare baaktar arms were filled
with parcels. She really had enjoyed herself.

Her father was relieved to see her.

'l was just going to turn out the guards,' he cesde humorously. 'I'll come
with you in future. It's not worth the rise in bbpressure while | wait.'

It gave Joanna a great lift to know he was worabdut her. Her mother
never wondered at all where she was. Joanna kmghw then that if Nick

had not now owned a house on Santa Marta she Vinawikel stayed with her
father and never gone home, because it wasn't labrak Her father was
home. She could still design clothes, sell throsgime London outlet. She
didn't need to live in England.



She had to put it out of her mind, though. Nick dave a house on Santa
Marta and she could not stay here alone. She cmilctally stay anywhere
alone, she conceded. She had been lonely for atilmieg shut out partly at
Hemmington Manor, a long way from her father, and Martin was gone.
Oddly enough she could think of him now withoutrpaHappily too, her
dreams had stopped, or almost so. It was her fefinersmiled at him and he
gave her the usual grin.

'For that sweet look, I'll take you out tonightg bffered. 'We'll paint the
town red.'

'I've got just the dress for it," Joanna told hiuitedly. 'This is going to be a
night to remember.’



CHAPTER FOUR

AsIT turned out, it was a night to remember, but natllathe sort of night
Joanna had imagined. The place was fabulous, & gightclub with
extravagant food, dancing and a floor show, thé¢ sbplace Joanna had
never been in her life. Everything about it wasemngive and luxurious. She
expected to see a film star at any moment.

'What a place!' she murmured to her father as e led to their table. 'l
never imagined such places existed except in fillmssurprised you got a
table.'

'l rang up from London when you agreed to come,thag almost laughed
until I said the magic word— Martella. Nick ownsgiplace. People weep to
get a table here.’

It was back again, the feeling, the dark dread,Jmainna forced it away.
Nick Martella was in London. He had no idea she ha®, and even if he
had he would not bother to pursue her across Newk.Y@he must not let
him ruin her evening. With a bit of luck she woulelver see him again.

Luck was not with her. When they had almost findskating their attention
was suddenly drawn to the door into the stre@tak dark outside, the bright
lights of the city taking over from the hot surtloé afternoon. The attraction
was someone about to come in and eat. There wasteofssubdued
commotion, waiters scurrying, the manager suddempgearing with a
beaming smile, and shivers of cold touched Joarsmige as the small
crowd parted and Nick Martella walked into the tggh

He's magnificent! Her mind said it all by itseligtwords drumming around
in her head, although her instincts shrank from.hHta was in evening
dress, the first time she had ever seen him lige fhe radiance was there,
the brilliant darkness, his eyes glittering in lights. Someone stopped him
to speak, and she saw the flash of white teetreaamnbwered and laughed
with them.

Here, on his home ground, he looked more dangettvars ever, more
threatening, and Joanna felt the sharp stab of sonadl pain as he turned



and held out his hand to a woman who was obviduslgompanion for the
evening. A beautiful woman, Joanna noted, glossl almost as dark as
Nick himself. The dress she wore must have cosbraurfe—Joanna's
experienced eye told her that—and the diamondsrattist were definitely

real. She melted against Nick, almost swooning,Jrathna had to fight off
feelings she had never in her life had to face ewen with Martin.

The deep sadness she had felt when Martin had edamras nothing like
this. This was turbulent, outside her understand8ige was aghast at the
way she felt. She had lived inside a dark drearh wiis man, hated him,
feared him, but drawn by a strange compulsion,raowd he was here with
this woman, a stranger, a new player on the sthgeas a shock as her
feelings were a shock, all of it unacceptable.

To her horror, her father was delighted to see dmth stood up, raising his
hand to catch Nick's attention, and Joanna shudder¢he dark eyes were
turned on them. He looked so dangerous, her middher, panicking as he

turned and walked towards them. There was sometidogt the way he

moved, the way he held his head, an arrogancenithpeople moving out

of his way.

She still had not even begun to get control offeelings when he was at
their table, shaking her father's hand and lookimgn at her with dark eyes.

"You know Joanna, of course?' her father was sayhhg seemed to be
hearing it through a haze, and Nick's reply hadelyes fixed on his.

'Of course. She was the bridesmaid to Rina andkhsvn her for a long
time in any case. How are you, Joanna? This ieaspht surprise.'

She didn't know what to say. He seemed to holdilmesome strange
bondage. Clearly he was not about to mention heursion to his flat, and
her escape seemed to have caused him no concewgshidoking at her
with the sort of pleasant indifference a man ofvloeld would show when
introduced to somebody's beloved daughter.



His companion was clinging to him, sultry and dadlike a sleek cat, as if
he had been making love to her. He probably haahrkpsnapped to life and
nodded to him coolly.

'I'm very well, Mr Martella. I'm taking a little hiday with my father before
| plunge back into work.'

‘Are you?' he drawled softly, turning then to therman who leaned against
him sensuously. 'Celine. You already know Charléss is his daughter

Joanna. She's very clever. She designs cloth&ndland her reputation is
growing fast.'

Celine managed a half-smile that did not distunbghessy lips, and her eyes
ran over Joanna fairly comprehensively. The messagevery clear. If the

dress she now wore was an example of Joanna'sstatem Celine would

not be beating a hasty path to her door. Joanishdltl angrily, her face
hotter still when Nick gave a low, soft laugh. Helmot missed the look and
had not had any trouble interpreting it.

To Joanna's relief the head waiter skimmed ovesagomost humbly that
Nick's table was, of course, ready. Her relief wlagrt-lived.

'Perhaps we could join you here?' Nick asked hbefa'lt seems a pity to
use another table when we can all share this omkyd@ know there is a
gueue in the street?"

'Is there?' Charles Denton asked wryly. 'l dorpip®se you were at the head
of it, Nick?"

'Only as | stepped out of the car.' Nick suddemlgrged like an impudent
boy. 'l don't queue to dine in my own kitchen, Qést

‘A bit fancy for a kitchen,' her father laugheainJus, do. You don't mind,
Joanna?'

Oh, yes, she minded, she minded very much, anddsGealine by the look
of her, but nobody was about to snub Nick Martéellaey would probably
have been thrown out in a heap.



'Of course not. We'll be finished soon, surely, gtresh Mr Martella can have
the table to himself.'

‘Then it will be no fun,’” he murmured, sitting neaather, having handed
Celine most courteously to the other side. 'While gre here we must make
the most of it. I'm sure a late night won't harsiyau have your father right
beside you.' It was a subtle reminder of his pfander, but nobody else
could have imagined it.

'‘Wonderful! | did tell you we'd paint the town rethrling.' Her father turned
on her with sparkling eyes and never even saw déinécpn hers. She knew
she would not stop feeling like that until Nick waght out of the room, out
of the city, out of the country!

Champagne appeared as if by magic, and Nick irglictite table and the
meal they had now almost finished.

"These are my guests,' he murmured as the headratered. 'We'll all
take dessert together at the end and we'll havepibeality.'

The master had spoken and they were left waitiegethvith no ability to
escape, not that her father wanted to. He and $éekned to be really close,
and Joanna was not even expected to utter a sewed, had she been
capable. Celine said nothing either—she was tog kagoying her food.
She ate like a hungry cat, Joanna observed, omerofielicate eyebrows
raised as she watched the other woman. She loogednd Nick was
watching her, his own food barely touched. His ligairked with
amusement and she knew he had read her ratheioualiboughts.

He stood with one fluent movement and bent ovendaa

'‘Come along. We'll spin round the floor and work arp appetite for the
dessert. It's famous.'

'I'm not hungry," Joanna muttered, already on &éetr\ivhether she wanted to
be or not.



"You will be for this," her father laughed, wellepsed with his exciting
evening. 'lt's about a hundred pounds a go.'

'‘But not to me," Nick assured him, leading Joarfhdlo any case, how do
you know I didn't pop into the kitchens and makeyself?'

'You were too busy,' Celine purred, suddenly contmgjfe, and Joanna
stiffened in the arms that already held her. Thead not been a lot of
subtlety in that remark, even though her fathentbit hilarious. Still, her
father didn't know that Nick had wanted her to jdive ranks of the
subjugated.

She steadfastly refused to say one word even wienwere out on the
floor and his arms held her firmly. Nick said naitieither. He simply

danced with her, nodding and exchanging greetitlg @ther people as they
passed. This was part of his empire, this glamomase. An entirely

different atmosphere had come over the room nowhbavas here. She
could feel the excitement in the air, the way tlemen watched him. Their
escorts didn't look too worried either, poor fools.

'So you walked into my world?' he suddenly saicetiyi speaking over her
head, not looking at her at all.

'‘With my father!
'It doesn't much matter. Finally he will give yaurhe.'

Joanna's head shot up, her jade-green eyes fatitlus arrogance. 'I'm not a
pair of socks!"

He laughed and tightened his arms. 'No. You'rea.'gdis dark eyes ran
over her face and the clouds of golden hair. 'Algolgoal. | had expected to
have to pursue you across England, but now, ajbloyself, you step closer.’

'I'm merely here with my father. You must be contenth your feline
companion,’ Joanna snapped spitefully, and he th@aoss at Celine
critically, assessing her openly.



'Celine? She's decorative, willing and very easypkase. | am not,
however, content with her. | doubt if | would eler content with a woman.'
He looked down at Joanna and pulled her closédr 'stdu, though, | will
keep for a long time, 1 think.’

She started trembling. She just could not seemtdp, sand to her
astonishment he held her gently, changing direcimh shielding her from
several pairs of interested eyes.

'Stop being afraid of me," he murmured againstiaer How could she? He
was almost re-enacting her dreams, stepping neacértime.

'I—I need to go home,' she managed in a shaky yvgasping when she
found he had danced her out on to a cool terrace.

‘Not until you've tried our dessert," he insistacet]y. 'l ordered it especially
for you. | want to see your face when it comestotable.’'

Joanna looked up at him in a daze. All the dangdrdone, banished at his
command, and she had no idea how he had donegtthfbat had drained
from his voice, from his eyes, and he smiled dowhea in the lights from
the crowded room.

'We can't... People will...'

‘Not with me," he assured her softly. 'They wilaigme I'm showing you the
view from the terrace. They would not even thinkndérrupting.' Of course
they wouldn't. They would be barred from the plaoed lose face with all
their friends. She had heard of places like thismlduchesses begged for a
seat, to see and be seen.

He led her to the edge of the terrace and pointi¢@daoss gleaming water.
‘The river," he murmured. 'At night it's beautifglittering with city lights,

calm. In the day it is not so beautiful, but themever come here during the
day.’



Joanna just stood and looked, seeing the lightiseofew boats that passed,
her hot skin cooling and the panic- stricken feglitying quietly away. She
had been desperate to get away from him and nowvakgust willing to
stand here and gaze at the quiet river. It was stim® if he had given her
comfort.

'We should go back,' he said after a minute or tou will be cold soon
and, in any case, we don't want too many eyes 6n us

'I—I can't just walk back into there." She was waMNare that every eye
would turn on them as they went back, people spéogl about their time
spent out here.

‘Then we'll sneak in." He opened another door &udHher into a dark
passage. 'Give me your hand and don't panic." Stdenb alternative, and
she was startled as they stepped into bright lightsdelicious smells.
'‘Ecco! The kitchens!" He laughed at her astonished lodkveended his way
to the door amid chatter and smiling faces; shédedtuunderstand a word
they said, but Nick was asked to try just aboutrgténg, and everyone
beamed on Joanna.

‘That was like a whirlwind,' she murmured as thepged out into the lights
of the restaurant. 'l couldn't understand it, bemjbyed it.'

'They're my people.’ He took her arm and lookedrdather seriously.
'Surely the smart businessmen, the big businessngse.?"

'My work. Those in there, they're my people." Hddanly seemed more
Italian than American, and Joanna looked at himywry

'‘And the glamorous ladies?"

He never answered. His hand on her arm was wardhhanvas smiling to
himself, she noted.

"Your fright has gone?’



She just nodded. It had gone. Soon he would beedsad always been, a
menacing force, a threat, but for one brief monherftad been different, and
she couldn't understand it at all.

''ve been showing Joanna the kitchens,' Nick anced when they went
back to the table, where her father waited patyesmid Celine waited with
obvious annoyance. 'Now we'll have the dessert.’

It just arrived as if he had transmitted some giduand Joanna sat down
abruptly because she had never seen such a cantdtsi progress across
the room was greeted with gasps of awe and adomiatnd Joanna
suddenly realised that the lights had dimmed.

No wonder. The dessert was a masterpiece, pileld diga silver tray,

ice-creams, fruits and confections, all arrang&d fairy-tale mountains,

syrup sliding down the icy tops, brandy aflame iso& of moat around it.
Each height was topped by a castle of wafer bisand it was placed on the
table at its very centre with a great deal of respe

The chef came to serve it himself, and Joanna's eye as round as a
child's as she watched the deft serving; the fldifrd®red, illuminating her
entranced looks, and she suddenly looked up toNsele watching her,
flames in his eyes to match the flames on the sgisilver.

She was caught up in his gaze, held for a momansttemed timeless, and
then slowly lowered back to earth as he smiledfaid up his glass when
the lights came on.

‘To our English visitor,' he said quietly. 'Champeagnd dreams, Joanna.’
Of course, he meant the astonishing dessert andhifelooked mightily
pleased, but Joanna was once again back in thesgatk and this time
deeper. Subtly, some of the menace had gone lari, sy there was danger
in those dark eyes.

Next morning it just didn't seem real. Joanna rgsty stayed in the
apartment, taking breakfast on the terrace, firnrelgding the newspapers



and trying to put Nick out of her mind. Her fatlhexd gone out early, and
this afternoon they were going on a sightseeing. titi didn't seem so
exciting any more and she didn't have to lookdatlie reason. Nick excited
her, the danger excited her, and last night had&fpuzzled and unsure.

It had been very difficult to hate the man who hamioved all her tension so
unexpectedly by doing absolutely nothing at alhdt seemed that he knew
she had taken as much as she could take at tha¢mi@amd a cloak had been
thrown around her, shielding her from the world adtn

It was fanciful and not at all likely, but thenwas fanciful to imagine that
he insinuated himself into her dreams. She staceasa the skyline, not
really seeing anything, knowing she should go aratifig that there was
really no place to go if he was determined enoodimtl her. Why me? Her
mind asked the question, but there was no answa#y.re

The sightseeing was off, her father told her as claene in later.
Unexpectedly he had another meeting in the afternoo

'l can't miss it. There's something in the windj &wouldn't be surprised if
they're thinking of filming another of my books."

'Don't imagine you have to baby-sit me," Joanngedtamphatically. 'I'm
just hanging around.’

'‘And it's wonderful." Her father reached across langiged her. They were
having lunch on the roof-garden, the roaring tcafiix storeys below, and
Joanna sighed contentedly.

'l could really get used to this,' she laughed.

It was once again like watching a film as they ledklown, and her father's
attention suddenly sharpened as a long black eav ohto the kerb.

'It's Nick," he said with pleasure.

It was. Even from here she could tell that cougee-tread as he stepped
from the car and walked towards the building. Sistantly assumed he was



coming here to see them, all her senses told herahd it seemed important
to chatter away if only to distract her own mind.

'Isn't it strange to see people you know from biaght?’

‘Nick's easily recognisable. There's something sthon that other people
just don't seem to have,' her father murmured. 8h&s. It was danger.

He was walking towards the entrance, just leavisgér there, and the one
or two horns that blared were certainly not repndiag, his hand raised in
acknowledgement several times. He seemed to kn@wyleedy in New
York. He was like a dark prince, a prince from somwld she could never
hope to understand. He must be coming here. Harlsgan to tingle and
she sat down abruptly.

When he walked in she had pulled herself togetberesvhat and managed
to give him a weak smile as he looked towards Hes.dark brows rose
ironically and he turned to her father.

'l was just passing and decided to call.' Of caoursavas lying, Joanna knew
that, and she carefully kept her eyes away from Htor today | seem to
have a few free hours," he added.

'Which is more than | have," Charles grumblede'ljyot to go back to
another meeting. | was going to take Joanna outhodt. | wanted her to
get a good look at the place because | know hdremelugh—she won't be
here for too long, much as I try to coax her.'

'Maybe | can coax her,’ the dark voice suggedfegu're busy, why don't |
take Joanna sightseeing?'

'l couldn't possibly. I—I really don't think...I wdn't dream of troubling
you...'

How easy it was to step right back into alarm aondfasion. Her face
flushed and her eyes turned wild, but Nick justkkx at her with a very
ordinary smile.



'No trouble. I'll enjoy it. Normally I'm not stilbng enough to enjoy the city.'

Smiles could be so different, Joanna thought uhe&$e had a collection of
them: icy, menacing, scathing, seductive and nowesy, very normal. She
just stared at him, her own eyes changed to a dsbpde of green.

'No need to get in a dither, cherub,’ her fatheglheed. 'It takes a weight off
my conscience, and you'll be safer with Nick thatinwwne.'

I'm sure | won't,' she choked.

You will," her father asserted. 'Everybody knowskNIf | fell down in the
street people would just step over me, or on me.'

Joanna just couldn't get into the mood for gooanbured banter; too many
alarm bells were ringing.

'What shall | wear?' she found herself asking Naégid he smiled another of
those smiles. This time it was kindly, like a niizg brother's, and her father
beaming all over them.

'‘Something comfortable?’ Nick suggested. He tutadeer father. 'If we are
out late I'll ring you.'

Late? She looked round at her father but he wdetaming, and Joanna
wanted to cling on to him and shout that she wasgweith the wolf into the
dark woods. She wanted to lock herself in her raachshout that she wasn't
going anywhere at all, but her father would thihke svas mad, and in any
case it would offend Nick, and, last of all, shenteal to go. Inside she
admitted it. She wanted to go very badly indeedntight frighten her and
he almost always did, but he could set her heamgalt was racing now.

She dressed in white jeans and a long tunic topr@ddred with flowers
along the hemline. It fastened on one*shouldehwaitoncealed zip, one of
Eileen's creations. She put on flat white shoestettiher hair up into a
thick pony-tail. She looked innocent, she decididwould be quite
unsuitable to try to seduce her. It was the onfgniee she could come up



with and it must have looked good because herifatiedenly became very
protective and hugged her.

‘Take care of her, Nick," he said gruffly.

Tll protect her with my life,"” Nick murmured in slightly amused voice.
'Luckily I don't think it will be necessary, howave

Neither did Joanna. She wasn't even remotely asxabout being mugged.
She was scared of stepping off into the dark depttisose glittering eyes.

It took her a while to realise that nothing was gepng as the afternoon
progressed. She had been tense and uneasy, buvaBglist comfortable to
be with, a big brother and an amusing companiomalfyi she just let her
breath out in one long sigh and started to enjajl.iHe made no comment
whatever, but as she risked a glance at him shehsswnouth quirk in
amusement.

He must have noticed she was ready to spring asgaythim and take to her
heels. He probably thought she was ridiculousaat, fhe had called her that
when she had invaded his flat. Her face flushed,then she saw the funny
side of it and started to smile to herself too.

'l think the day can begin now," he murmured, making at her at all.
'Having established my credentials, | will now shgou my city.'

Joanna thought she had never enjoyed herself sb.milick seemed to be
talking endlessly, pointing things out to her. $keame used to his hand on
her arm, laughed at his dry humour and listenestifated, as they met
people he knew, who seemed to range from rathgaeteousinessmen to
construction workers who yelled down to him fromaféalding, their
remarks often in Italian.

Nick slid from one language to the other with easel Joanna realised why
he had this faint accent, sometimes not even raiilee He was an
American, but the Italian was always there, inMaige, his olive-tinted skin
and his black, unnerving eyes.



Finally Nick called a halt as evening began to elasound them and Joanna
began to drag her feet.

"You're tired," he said quietly, looking down atr.h&ll call your father
before we eat.’

‘Are you inviting him to join us?' Joanna askedalinessly, hoping he was
not. This day had been magic. All her fears seeimdve melted, and she
knew perfectly well that at any moment he couldng® but for now she
was almost sleepy with contentment.

"You need him here?' Nick asked softly.

'No. No, I—I was just asking, I..

‘Then if you do not need him | will not invite hirny time you wish to run,
say so and | will take you back.’

'l don't want to run,' Joanna said fretfully, 'd@hdre's no need whatever to...'
‘Then,piccola,we will eat without him.'

'What does that mean?' Joanna asked suspiciously.

'Piccola! Little, small.’

'I'm not at all little. I'm to your shoulders egsiand you're about six feet
two—that makes me tall for a woman,' Joanna poiotgdndignantly.

He looked down at her in amusement.
'It does not necessarily mean in size.'
'You mean | have a small mind?'

‘Not at all, and you certainly have a big tempeislan endearment,’ he
explained. That stopped her attacks at once.



'Oh.'

'So, honour is satisfied? Now we will eat. Italian@ asked with a quirk to
his lips, and Joanna looked abashed before breakimgmiles.

‘All right. You can teach me how to eat spaghetti.’

'‘And let mine go cold? No way. You can have a Ipigos.'

They dived across the street, dodging traffic, daanhand firmly in Nick's
as he dragged her along, and when they were safdlye other side he
simply held on to her and she didn't try to braale f

I'm a fool, she told herself. I'm just asking foyuble. All the same, she felt
wonderful.

'Cold?' Nick asked, and she paced along beside dtiaking her head and
smiling up at him.

‘Not at all. I'm warm as toast.’

'‘Ah! A funny British expression. Warm as toastikel my toast cold.' He
grinned down at her in the lights, his teeth damglhite, and Joanna
laughed back.

'Too bad,’ she teased daringly.

Later, after a meal that went on and on at a splatle where Nick was
obviously relaxed and well liked, they walked backwhere the car was

parked, lingering by the river to look at the light

'It was three when we left your father, and nosvritidnight,” Nick suddenly
said softly. 'We've been together for nine hours.'

'Midnight? | didn't realise...'



‘The city never sleeps,’ Nick pointed out. ‘It bas you up and carries you
along.' He looked down at her as they leaned ag#iasridge. 'Nine hours
and you have not run once. Do | still frighten you?

"You never did frighten me. | just...’

With no warning she was alarmed again, more bydvem accelerated
heartbeats than by anything Nick had said, andifger came to her lips,
stopping the tide of defensive words.

'l frighten you. You think of me as dark and aligiglent, a threat. Have |
been a threat today, Joanna?'

All she could do was shake her head, not eventableok away, and he
moved closer, taking her shoulders in strong, waamds.

"Then, for the first time, | will kiss you.'

It was time to run. Joanna knew that but she wablento move, her eyes
locked with his, her lids falling slowly as his &acame closer and his lips
met hers in a warm, coaxing kiss. It drained afl i@ng fears, and as she
relaxed the kiss deepened to sensuality and shbdedelf yielding in his
arms. Her head began to spin, and then handsdtdtden stiffly against his
chest crept to his shoulders without her even kngwii

'‘Any fear, piccola?' he questioned her against her lips, and she qutld
answer. When she did try to answer an odd littlenvpler came from her
throat and he scooped her closer, enfolding heptetely against him.

His control was enormous. He kissed her slowly, imgpaway and coming
back again, his lips warm and sensuous, teasingriigishe gasped against
his mouth and kissed him too.

He drew back then, looking down at her with unrédelayes, his finger
trailing down her flushed cheek.

'I think I'll take Cinderella home,' he murmureddsshe was sure that the
only heart beating wildly was hers. Nick lookediffetent. It annoyed her.



Her legs were trembling but Nick was still in carttof himself, no reaction
at all. She must have been a big disappointmemito

When he turned her away she walked silently bdsitiethankful to see the

car after a few minutes. Somehow she was humilibjethe way he had

kissed her and felt nothing, by the way he had kad®a to let her go. It

hadn't been like that in her dreams. In her drelaensad crushed her, held
her tightly, not wanting to stop.

He helped her into the car and then came rouniiti®is beside her, and she
couldn't even dare to look at him. He made suralgheéHe never started the
car. Instead he turned her face towards him ankklbat her with burning
eyes.

'‘Now, Joanna," he ordered huskily. 'Now you cas kig back again, but this
time there will be nobody to see. We are safe here.

He drew her towards him slowly, his eyes on hes,lgnd it was just like
before, the tight control, the teasing mouth, thaxing and the sensuality.
This time, though, when she longed to feel the haneksure that had
haunted her dreams and when she moved furthessohkin back his arms
slid round her tightly, crushing her against him.

His mouth was heated, demanding, his fingers motartgngle in her hair,
and he had no trouble at all forcing her lips apfaensation shot to all parts
of her body as his tongue slid into her mouth torenagainst the warmth
there, to search and explore, to find her own terand caress it roughly.

Joanna seemed to be on fire and he fuelled it elglibly, leaning back
against his door and lifting her over him, strokihgr tightly to his
demanding body, as his lips plundered hers. Shabadll of her own. Soft
moans seemed to rise, unbidden, in her throaigfinis desire more until his
hand moved to her neck to touch her silken skinsredfelt the zip of her
tunic plunge along her body as he slid it from $tewulder to allow his lips
to caress her there.

She wanted to draw back, shivering with nerveshatresponse he was
creating inside her, but Nick murmured her naméysafjainst her mouth,



curling her against him, his hand moving over Herutder to the swollen
rise of her breast.

'Don't be afraidcara,’ he murmured softly, his lips caressing her creamy
shoulder. 'This has been between us for a longj, tiome.'

It had. She knew now, and in fact she had knovor kveeks. His eyes had
told her this when she was still too young to edane understand. He
wanted her badly and she was almost mindless wetispre at what he was
doing to her. Her breathing was heavy and slowf slse had just woken

from a deep dream. Her breasts were tight and stte@pemembered pain
twisting inside her, only this time it was real.

Nick's body was surging against her as she lay lowveyand even if he had
been capable he was making no effort to disguisedbsire. His hands
moved feverishly to her hair, moving it from thagp until it swung free and
cascaded around them.

"Your beautiful hair," he breathed, his teeth miggner shoulder painfully. ‘I
dreamed it would flow around me as | held you. ddly I've wanted you
here, like this.'

His mouth sought hers impatiently as he moved gaimnat him to allow his
hand to explore further, his fingertips searchioigher breast.

'More, piccola! Give me more,' he groaned, and then he was dexphber
as his fingers found their objective and stungtosy nipple into excited
life. Joanna ignored every warning that her minsied. She was deep inside
her own dreams, the wild hot pain growing, her rhagen against his, and
he was draining her of everything.

It was Nick who stopped, taking her shouldersimfhands and lifting her
away from him. It was so sudden that she couldietbe it. Her mind could
not accept that the dream was over, and she loakieith blankly, her face
white as a sheet in the lights that edged the ad. p

He looked away impatiently and moved to start #re giving her no time to
recover, leaving her to struggle with her zip, hair and her trembling



feelings. It was only as they were once more iffitrdhat she dared to
glance at him and his face was tight and hard,gperipale, but more angry
than upset.

What had she expected? She had behaved like ai@ote, she had
cheapened herself for the first time in her lifeals came silently and she
tried to dry them with her fingertips, her surréiptis actions gaining his
attention after a second.

He swung into the kerb without any warning, cregtimvoc with the
following traffic and snarling viciously at a hapkepedestrian who had to
jump for his life. Then it was Joanna's turn. Thezlmg eyes were full on her
and she shivered at his looks.

'So, you are tangled up inside, pulled apart''asped. 'You think | am not?
You think it doesn't cut both ways? Or did you wianet to take you in a car,
to claim your virginity by the river?’

Her pale cheeks flooded with colour but she wagmirno time to defend
herself. His hand slammed down on the steering-idresk he swore under
his breath, making the colour leave her face again.

'A kiss, it was supposed to be. | should have knbefter. | only have to
look at you to catch fire." He turned on her helgtédnd why, demure little
English miss? What is there about you that | @miwithout?' He looked her
over contemptuously. 'Pale and anxious, goldenihan unsophisticated
style, neat, simple clothes that cost very litéhat makes you so special?
Tell me!

Joanna couldn't even speak. Tears would not stoyingp shock and desire,
anxiety and now his rage had left her shaken amstl without coherent

thought. For a minute he glared at her as teaearsied down her cheeks,
and then he reached out and pulled her to himdigr¢ucking her head

under his chin and staring out at the bright ligiftthe street.

'l want you," he confessed tightly. 'If we had bed&me in my apartment |
would have taken you. | would not have been abktdp myself and surely
you would not have even tried. Afterwards, andhi& torning, you would



have hated both of us, wanted to kill yourself.'tbiek out a pristine white
handkerchief and eased her away, drying her eiggsgser up straight and
starting the car again. 'lt is how | am." He sheaygngrily. '‘But then, you
know that already, don't you, Joanna?'



CHAPTERFIVE

Nick drove off and Joanna couldn't even begin to ans%iee had been
through the greatest turmoil of her life. She wasken and feeling
desperately lost, very hurt. It had all happenedgokly. A few days ago
she had hated him, wanted nothing to do with hireaded the dreams that
disturbed her nights. Now, with no warning, she dw&avn into his life and
quite obviously tossed out of it again.

The greatest shame was that Nick had been theocost®p. From being
unwillingly pursued, she now felt that she had dintprown herself into his
arms.

After a few minutes he glanced across at her aed thrned the car into a
dark alley and stopped.

'Why? What are you... ?' She instantly panickedl@dast a look of utter
irritability at her, turning on the interior liglaf the car and flicking down
the vanity mirror.

"You want to face Charles looking like that?' Sbald see what he meant
and she grabbed her bag, searching for her makaadpcomb rather
frantically. 'No hurry," he assured her in an adtihgr bored voice. 'Take
your time." He leant back and looked through thenowindow as Joanna
tried to ignore both him and the aching inside, aacefully repaired her
face.

The hair took longer. It was absolutely wild, inaodisarray after the way
he had run his fingers through it. She tugged atitih her comb, getting
more agitated by the minute as she also triedhtbthe clasp that had held it
in place. Nick found it. After watching her for e# seconds with eyes that
had suddenly become amused he reached down tttheahd handed her
the clasp. She remembered then how he had tossleerat, and her face
flooded with colour all over again.

'‘Quante scenelhe muttered, grinning maliciously as she turnesHing
eyes on him in suspicion and embarrassment. "Whagrimrmance,' he



translated. 'l have never before had to wait waileoman put herself back
together again.’

'l see,' Joanna blazed, 'normally you just walkaoidl leave them!
'‘Normally | have not taken them apart,’ he staedanically. 'Normally |

can never summon up quite that amount of heatedesit It must be your
chaste demeanour.’

He smiled sardonically, pressed a button and thelews slid up into place;
then he was stepping out into the dark alley asisiimg that Joanna did the
same as he came round to help her.

'I'm not getting out here,' she assured him figrdeblding on to the door.
'We'll get set upon and mugged.’

He simply hauled her out.

'I'll protect you," he murmured drily. "'They wouldlast long, however, if
you turned that sharp tongue on them.’

"You're uncivilised!" Joanna snapped, snhatching drem away from his
grasp.

'‘But naturally,” he agreed smoothly. 'Everythingatths black and
undesirable. Surely you're not surprised?’

He led her round the corner into the street, aedisds being ushered into a
dimly lit bar almost at once.

'Hi there, Nick!" The barman came straight up amkrinned at him.

"Two coffees, one brandy,' he ordered, and urgadnkoto a table at the side
of the room.

There were few people there and after one lookak tey got on with their
own conversations. Joanna was still smarting fronrmany emotions and
she glared at Nick ferociously.



'If you think I'm sitting here while you drink yoself stupid...'

'l drink white wine and nothing more,' he correcsederely, his dark eyes
punishing her. 'l like to be in possession of mgufiies at all times. The
brandy is for you.'

'l don't need--!'

'What you need, we both know,' he stated flatlpviddver, in lieu of that you
will have the brandy. I'll take you back when Intkiyou're looking normal,
So try to co-operate a little and calm down. If @ésshould decide to shoot
me | would have to agree that | deserve it. Coliymy other acquaintances
may not take the same charitable view. Spare yatmef grievous bodily
harm—drink your brandy and regain your composure.'

You're like an animal!" Joanna raged quietly, &edleaned back in his
chair.

'If  am," he reminded her softly, 'then you waght there with me, melting
in the same heat, eager to give me more than pvegmared to take.'

'Don't believe it," Joanna seethed, her face glgwotly. ‘I know when to
stop."

He suddenly shot up, his strong fingers graspimgunist painfully, his eyes
burning into her.

'‘And did you stop with Sutton?' he grated. 'At whaiht did you move back
and slap his hands away? Because you did not slapaway at all!’

'Martin and | are... were...'
'‘Lovers?' he rasped. In a minute he would breakwhnist, she was sure, and
he didn't care at all who was watching, not thaytivere. They would look

the other way if he strangled her.

"You're hurting me,' she gasped.



‘Then answer me!' His eyes seemed to have caughtafid Joanna's lips
trembled.

'No," she whispered. 'He never—never asked meinaacly case...’

'‘And in any case you are too shy, too demure ana@fir@id," he finished for
her, his voice softening. He released her wrist, @ the waiter came and
placed the brandy in front of Nick he pushed itoasrto her. 'Drink it," he
ordered. '"You need it. Tonight you stepped into world." His fingers
absently massaged her wrist where they had lefhiadts. 'It is a dark world
to you, isn't it?'

Joanna looked into her coffee and never answeresl. i¥was a dark world
and tonight he had proved it. She tried to ignbeefact that her heart was
beating madly just at the sound of his husky voice.

He dropped her off at the apartment, coming ingddeee her to the lift and
going no further when she asked him not to.

‘Normally | see my dates home," he murmured wilgen't you taken back
home after a date?'

'‘Normally," Joanna whispered, looking down at Heres.

'‘But | am not normal?' he asked, tilting her fddis.eyes ran over every inch
of it, lingering on her mouth. 'You look OK," hesased her quietly; a

muscle suddenly moved at the side of his moutthagw tightened. 'l hurt

you, piccola.lI'm sorry.'

Before she could answer he was gone, and she fouhdr astonishment
that her father had gone to bed. Clearly he fedt wlas safe with Nick
Martella. She had felt like that too until the esfdhe evening.

She looked ruefully at her wrist. It was slightgdr and when she undressed
her shoulder still showed the marks of his passiime shivered in the
silence and slid into bed. Tonight she had steppdthe darkness, given
something of herself over to Nick, and she hadeabidea of what it was. It
was enough to know that she didn't feel the sargeranre. He had stopped



when she would have been incapable of it, but loepossessed her mind.
The fact that she had blindly stepped towards Hiad been willing to
surrender when she had never even thought of tilathartin, was more
frightening than anything.

Next morning Joanna was able to assure her fattarshe had really
enjoyed herself with Nick. She was astonished atabdity to gloss over
some details and make much of others. It was acredjitable performance.
As usual, breakfast was on the terrace of the wdudeof-garden, the
morning papers spread beside them.

'Hmm! Gossip columns!" her father suddenly grunt®@u never know
when to believe them and when to laugh. If thigtisne, though, Nick is
going to have their hides."

'What?' At the sound of his name Joanna's heartidegat right into her
mouth, it seemed, and she tried to look amusedrdaecested, although she
knew herself that fier face had flushed.

"Nick Martella to marry,™ her father read outhére's a picture here. Some
glossy woman.' He went silent and began to re&ihtself, and Joanna was
silent too, stunned at the feeling that pierced &be didn't want to hear any
more. She didn't want to see the woman or seetargiof Nick. She felt as
if something inside her had died, as if somethiag been wrenched from
her violently.

'‘Could be true,' her father mused. 'She's fromrg kggh-class family. |
suppose Nick needs that now.'

'Why?' It was hard not to whisper, but her fatheswoo thoughtful to
notice; his mind was elsewhere.

'It seems to me he's restless, dissatisfied. He&hmore than a millionaire.
What has he got to go for now but marriage, yowkmdhat | mean? He
probably wants children.’



Joanna wasn't listening. She was thinking abotinigbt, Nick's words that
she would probably have hated both of them in tbening if he had taken
her. Why? Because he knew this would be in the mgrpapers? With
someone like Nick it had to be true. They daredpmott it otherwise. And
she remembered what Freddy had said about Nicludy Ibeginnings.
Maybe he needed a girl from a high-class familgnia was not. It was true
that she lived in a stately home but it was Fresldigme. She was just an
appendage, a chance addition to the family, notlyaauh all.

The thing uppermost in her mind was how to get awenw to escape
without upsetting her father, because now she kit Nick would not
come after her again. He had a fiancee, a higlsdas. His days of chasing
women were over. She was safe but the feeling didfil her with
happiness. Instead she felt empty.

While her father was out Nick rang and she tightiemginside as he said her
name in that husky voice.

'I'm sorry. My father is out at the moment," sHeiimed him icily. It brought
ice into his voice too.

'l rang you, not Charles. | wanted to tell you thait going to Chicago and
then on to Japan. I'll be gone a fortnight. Whatyayu going to do?"

'Enjoy myself. I'm going to have a nice time. GogelbJoanna said coldly,
preparing to put the phone down. After last nigtiter the things he had
said, after getting himself engaged, he had theen@erring her up as if they
were old friends. She didn't want to hear his vaioceut into her like a knife.

'‘Don't put the phone down on me!" he said menagiaglif he had heard her
thoughts.

'I'm so sorry," Joanna said in her very best Ehghsice. 'Did you want
something?'

"You know damned well | want something, and youvknehat it is,' he
grated. 'For God's sake, stop this cross-talk. Qeitieme!



'What?' She had to sit down. It was so unexpeateldsa blatantly sexual
that she felt her face flush, even though she wasaHer hands shook so
much that she had to grip the phone hard.

'Listen, Joanna, | can't come round. | just havgottthe time. I've got a
business meeting and right after that my plane ega\Everything is
dovetailed to get me from one place to another wilspare time—that's
how I live, that's how | work. You've got time. Racbag and meet me at the
airport. | may not have any spare days, but I'teptgmnty of spare nights. It's
no use pretending, because we both know what hagdast night. | want
you with me. You want to be with me.’

While his stupid, unsuspecting fiancee waited via#tted breath? He was
nothing but a fierce male animal driven by sexyallbanna went icily cold
and it was deep in her voice.

'No. Youlisten, Mr Martella! Go on your busy way and fisdmebody else
to fill your nights. By the time you get back He a long way off. In the
meantime I'll enjoy myself in safety. Perhaps tle&tnman | meet won't
either marry someone else or proposition me.'

'I'm not propositioning you! | need you!'
He was just roaring at her, and Joanna put thegodown very calmly.

Then she walked into her room, shut the door ariehgood cry, rage,
shame and hurt all mixed up inside. She hated Him!was uncouth,
vicious, unfeeling. If she ever saw him again sloelled scream at him and
lose all her dignity, what little she had left aftast night.

When her father came back he was like a dog with twils. They were
filming his book after all and they wanted sometions to make the film
script easier.

Tl have to go out to Santa Marta," he said vaittueful look at her. 'l can't
work here, it's too noisy. | don't suppose youke lto come?' he asked
quizzically.



'Of course | would!" Joanna grinned at him andradblged her in a bear-hug,
swinging her round.

''ve been holding my breath all the way back ie thxi," he confessed,
‘honestly, | have. I'd better phone Nick and let khow I'm deserting New
York.'

'Oh, he rang," Joanna told him innocently. 'Heisgdo Chicago and then
Japan. He had a business meeting first. He'll de@way to Chicago now,'
she added, not knowing whether he would be orStw. wanted to leave no
clues as to her whereabouts. Let Nick think she lveek in England, well

out of his reach unless he wanted to alert his fieaveee.

'Poor Nick," her father mused. 'Let's hope hesrmgpmarried. Maybe a wife
will slow him down.’

Maybe a wife would get close enough to kill himadoa thought bitterly.

She would certainly have cause to after the honeymar even before. Her
own chain of thought threatened to bring tearsetodyes, so she stifled it
and threw herself busily into planning their depeat At least she could
pretend to be happy, andSanta Marta was beautifubuld be unsullied by

Nick too, for at least a fortnight.

By the time they went to bed the packing was dtreetickets booked for an
evening flight the next day, and Joanna had pla@nigh to Fifth Avenue
with her father before they left. She would takexarning and buy herself
something fabulous. She would reward herself fonrmon sense. Nick was
not going to ruin her days.

That night he was back in her dreams, his armsdden, his lips on hers,
and when she woke in the early hours she couldeit think of going back
to sleep. She sat in front of the closed windowsking at the city lights,
and nothing she could think of would get Nick'skdf@ce out of her mind.

Santa Marta was just as she remembered it, a-Kitibevn island in a
turquoise sea, one of over a hundred, where theatd was balmy all the



year round and lush tropical plants and treesctteet to the water's edge in
many places. From her father's house she had atessndiew of
golden-white sands fringed with palms, soaringgwleeling endlessly on
the hot air currents, but behind the house the tasd, surprisingly green
and luxuriant.

The bigger islands where the tourists landed wetewen in sight across a
gleaming sea, and for the time being she was 3aéana had not been here
for four years and it was like coming home. Pho&l®e had kept house for
her father since he had come here, greeted her smiites and very
searching looks.

'You got a beauty here,’ she at last pronouncedhirles Denton, 'a real
beauty. You got a man yet?'" she asked Joanna wgh éarthy
outspokenness that was typical of the people oistaad.

'‘No fear!" Joanna laughed, surprised how much siggipline it took to
work up any smile at all. Mention the word 'mard &ick's face sprang into
her mind. She was here to shake off the feelingkesloff the dreams. If she
couldn't do it here she couldn't do it anywhere] she had two weeks of
safety.

Phoebe went off, her round face creased in snaled,Joanna started to
unpack and then flung her things down and searfirdaer bikini. Within
minutes she was racing down the steps, out onetedhd and heading for
the sea, where the waves rolled gently and brolkead@an, warm beach that
stretched, empty and dazzling, for miles.

She launched her slender shape into the wavesdeke clean, clear water
close over her. This was how she would recover.piaee of the island, the
warm, sunny days and the clear green sea woultisawtay all memory of
heated kisses and dark threat. She was away from dafely with her
father. Nothing could happen.

In the following days she rediscovered the islarer father worked

furiously, his hair tousled and his temper veryertain, but it was all sheer
bliss and gradually her face became calm, her pgaseful and her skin
tanned.



She took over the shopping, cycling to the markePboebe's ancient bike
and lingering among the stalls to enjoy the chadted inspect the fruits,
vegetables and the local pottery and leatherwonkas relaxing, idyllic, a

holiday she had not had for a very long time.

It was only when she went on the beach alone andlsaold fort Nick had
bought and altered that she faced the fact thatdsestill lingering in her
mind. The fort stood on a small headland, facirgstba, seeming as ready to
repel intruders as it had been when it was firat@tl here so long ago.The
alterations were subtle, tasteful, the old cannth facing the sea
threateningly, but the flat semicircular paradeaasbere it stood was now a
patio with potted trees and flowers, the arch legdrom it not now an
entrance to the island garrison but the way inverg beautiful house.

Her father had told her about it at great lengtig she longed to see it for
herself. Deep inside she knew it was for a glimpssomething that Nick

had created, planned and cherished, to let heinse¢hat dark, surprising

mind. She told herself that he was a man like ahgranan and worse than
most, but at night he was still with her, forcinig vay into her head, and
only her determination stopped her from fretting Fom. He was now

engaged to be married, as cleanly removed as Maurtich why should she
care? She despised him.

Martin never entered her mind. Events had crowded dut just as the
trauma of her duties had held her upright as henmaigied Rina Martella.
Joanna tried to remember how long it had been—itim@®hs? Four? It was
difficult to reckon it up. It seemed like anothde] another existence. She
was no longer the same person; she felt older,rmisached by a dark
destiny, and Nick's words came to her, cold and.hde had told her she
should have grown out of her attachment to Madimglago. Now she had,
but it was not the same peaceful life. Now her Wif@s turbulent, and she
knew that soon she would have to go back to Enghawdake up where she
had left off.

She had been here four days—plenty of time lettfibally time would run

out. Joanna walked along the beach and mused abbatred she stay and
risk things? Would Nick now let it all go? She hadt gained that
impression when he had telephoned in New York. fiéiscee had not



seemed to be in his mind then, only his desires)é®ds Anger came back,
rescuing her, and she frowned down at the silvengs

When she looked up, Nick was walking towards henglthe beach. He was
wearing white jeans and a soft blue shirt, his dvrosvn and strong, and her
heart almost stopped. She had never expectedttias only four days. He
should be in Japan!

She had nowhere to run, nowhere to hide, and he tawards her with no
expression on his face but irritation. As he campédauher he just stopped
and stared at her, his mouth one bitter line, laskobrows drawn together
in a scowl.

He could scowl! She was suddenly not scared—sheangsy again too,
angry and hurt, more hurt than she had ever beharitife. How dared he
drag her into his life and then let her drop? Hawed he walk like a dark
god into her dreams and then leave her to suffes?d had never met him
her life would have been totally different. Whababhis high-class fiancee
now?

'Why are you here?' She couldn't think of anytlelsg to say and she said it
furiously. Nick glared at her.

'l live here!" He flung his arm towards the fort and theshed his hands into
his pockets, keeping pace with her as she keptalking. He was silent, a
brooding anger about him, his face tight and hahd&mwJoanna risked a
secret look across.

'I'm here because you're here," he suddenly snaNéy the hell should | be
here for anything else? I'm chasing you, pursumg yriving myself mad!

He kicked out viciously at a pebble and sent iinflyalong the beach, and
Joanna deliberately looked at the sea, tryingrorg him. He was not going
to get her back into that dark world he ruled.

'‘And what happened to Japan?' she asked coldly.



'l cancelled it," he grated, sending another pebpiening violently. 'I'll go
later. Chicago was bad enough, but | couldn't esmye that. | had to start
tracking you. Japan can wait.'

‘Save yourself the trouble of tracking me. It't©yaes waste of your valuable
time. | would have thought you would be using yspare minutes to stay
with your fiancee,' Joanna muttered tightly.

'Don't be stupid!" He shot her a fierce, heate# lnad then went on walking.
"You've only got to shake hands with somebody aond'rg married,
engaged, related or partners. | met her once, rowled. 'She's more
ridiculous than you.'

'l don't have to stay and listen to insults," J@asmapped.

It was hard to remain annoyed and try to freeze hside her whole being
was singing. It wasn't true! He wasn't getting nealr He had to keep
looking for her! It was hard to contain her sudgdehping happiness. Oh,
she was ridiculous all right, much more than hexkrighe turned away, but
he grabbed her arms and spun her round. He seenoetne to his senses
then, though, and let her go, glaring at her alsame.

'Inside here you're mine!" he bit out, jabbing &t lead with one brown
finger. 'What's mine | own, so | can say what tbi hlike!

‘Not to me,’ Joanna snapped. ‘It might be fineoaryvorld, but in mine it's
not fine at all. I'm not interested in dark, vidlen

From rage he was suddenly grinning. 'Honey, yos&en too many old
films.'

"You fit the villain's part admirably!" Joanna'seywere a stormy green, and
Nick watched her intently, his eyes roaming overthengrily.

'What sort of a person do you think | am?' he askekily.

You're not a person at all. You're a threat!



She just looked at him icily and walked off, but ¢teught her hand and
swung her back, catching her in his arms whenrsbe to lash out at him.

'l can't keep away from you, Joanna,' he confedsekly, looking down at
her.

'‘What? Pale, insignificant me? Me, with shabby hamd inexpensive
clothes?' Her haughty looks brought a wry smilgigohard lips.

You, with jade-green eyes and hair like spun ¢did, corrected softly.
"You, with long, slender legs and a figure to makean go up in flames. It
makes me go up in flames. You may be smaller tharbut you're killing
me slowly. I'm not too good at fighting back whén kching inside.’

It was an unexpected confession and all Joannal ctuivas stare into his
eyes and his arms tightened.

'l want to put you down on the sand and make loyst," he murmured, his
eyes skimming her face slowly like a long careBs. you think they'd
notice, all the people from the house?'

'‘Are there a lot of people?' Joanna was in a dazessily. He was
hypnotising her with his hands and his dark eyes,nmouth suddenly
sensuous and not hard at all.

'Mmm. | brought reinforcements. Colby and Noras Head bent and his
lips brushed her cheek, his tongue snaking ouduoh her lips.

‘Nick!" She tried to move but he held her fast, ed sliding down her
back, arching her towards him.

'l can't help it, Joanna.' He raised his head aakidd at her. 'If | let you go,
will you run?"

She bit her lips together and shook her head, anduddenly grinned,
releasing her.



'What the hell? I'd only catch you. Come on, letdk.' He kept her hand in
his and turned along the beach. 'I've got a weeakieMn with me.’

Joanna snatched her hand free and sprang awaninonher hair swinging
round her hot face as she glared at him.

"You're mad! Power has gone completely to your h&ami haven't the
faintest idea how to behave in a civilised manner!'

'I'm not civilised,' he conceded, watching her vglBaming eyes. 'lI've never
found it necessary. I'm not arguing with youhdvegot power, and you
already know I'm not a person. What can a threattder than threaten?'

He made a sudden move towards her and Joanna tandecan back the
way she had come, flying over the sand as if thel ¢girsued. He was
completely untrustworthy, she knew that for surke Tact that he excited
her was utterly irrelevant. He was too dangerows/gn think about.

Nick caught her as she was almost at the treebjmueer down on the sand
and coming down with her. Before she could movevhse lying over her,
his body covering hers, his weight resting on t®ws as he looked down
at her, smiling derisively. It was only then thhésunderstood his duplicity.
Before, they had been visible from the fort andrfieer father's house. Here
they were secluded, only the sea and a few snoagudls to witness.

‘Let me go!" She struggled but only briefly becaaaeh movement made
her aware of the powerful body covering her own laedbreath threatened
to seize up in her throat. 'Let me get up, Nick!

Not daring to move, she tried icy words, but hemyrooked down at her
and shook his head slowly. His fingers startedttoke back her hair, his
eyes following the coaxing movement, and Joankaistegan to grow hot.

'Nick." Her eyes were wide open, wild, and he lab#ewn at her, his mouth
tilting in amusement.

"You're where | wanted you to be, on the sandiehended her softly. 'Why
should | give up an advantage? I'm uncivilised.'



His eyes began to roam over her face, and she slydfé®ind herself
longing to touch him. She had to curl her fingets ifists to stop herself.

'‘Nick! Please!'

‘A truce?' he enquired, still not looking furthban her soft lips. ‘A break in
hostilities?'

'What sort of a truce?"

‘Let me take you out this week while I'm here. C@nd dine with me at the
fort, go round the island with mbewith me.’

Joanna thought about it for all of a second. Shedlaot. Last time was too
much in her mind, and she didn't trust herself amgre than she trusted
Nick.

'‘No. Let me up.'
'l can't do that," he murmured, staring at her wrylhave to threaten.’

He bent quickly and started to kiss her, hard, lqlisses that wound her up
immediately, his hands clasping her head as skd to turn away. He

kissed her until she was gasping for breath andgltlegan to kiss her all over
again. Joanna still dared not move, but she foutgitle, she fought the

tremendous excitement, the twisting, aching pdir, desire to wind her

arms round his neck, and when he lifted his headtsbught she had won.'It
was a good try," he assured her drily, looking dawrher flushed face.

'Some things can't be controlled, though—Ilike thss hand covered her
breast, discovering the swollen, aching evidenod,she gave a soft moan
as he looked deeply into her eyes. His own eydsedad even further and
he bent to caress the nipple through the thin natfcher dress, his mouth
hot and possessive.

She couldn't keep still then: she arched agaimst her fingers moving into
his black hair, and he moved his head sidewaysngei$ in the deep valley
between her breasts.



‘A truce,piccola?'he asked thickly.
Y-yes!'

Joanna could hear her own voice trembling, andohed clear and stood
smoothly, pulling her to her feet and steadyingdseshe swayed.

"You're not fair,' she whispered fretfully, anddaight her to him fiercely.

'You expect me to be fair? What's fair?' He relakedhold on her and
looked down at her with a wry smile, the hoarsarddsaving his voice. 'l
had to have a truce and, in any case, | neededtiall have to last me for
a long time. | have one week only and then I'm biacklew York, and
during this week, if | touch you, you'll yell thats all unfair and call the
truce off.'

'How do you know I'll even keep it?' Joanna askenl,lips twitching with
amusement in spite of her aching feelings. He asjuicksilver, changing
from passion to wry amusement at will. Sometimeseémed to be for her
benefit, but mostly she assumed it was for his own.

'Of course you'll keep it,’ he assured her irotycadlUnlike me, you're
civilised.' He just took her hand and began to wadk home, and after a
minute she couldn't help the bubble of laughter tbse inside and escaped
like a tinkling bell. He was back, impossible, daraus and utterly alien,
but she was happy again, wildly happy. He glanacadndat her and then
pulled her against him, draping his arm aroundneek.

‘At least | amuse you. Is that an advantage?'

‘The English have a peculiar sense of humour. Dyl know?' Joanna
asked mockingly. 'We laugh at very strange things.'

He tilted her face with the back of his wrist, gigiher a brilliant sideways
glance like black lightning.

'‘And I'm strange?’



'Weird, outlandish, bizarre and utterly abnorm@he laughed up into his
face and his eyes roamed over her sun-touched greldm

'l agree with every word," he muttered. 'l shoudddntaken you right there
on the sand. Instead | let the advantage slip amayl'm stuck with a truce
instead of a girl.’

Joanna started to laugh, and he suddenly grinmegpithg a quick kiss on
her parted lips; it was gentle, warm and not athakatening, but it wiped
the smile from Joanna'’s face because that was dranind tried to tell her
something, why she was so happy, why he walkecirdreams, why she
stayed when she should run. It was something steel chent listen to.



CHAPTER SIX

LuckiLy Nick never saw Joanna's face, because her faher to the top of
the steps that led down to the beach and Nick'deftrher as he waved. He
went up for a drink and was immediately in a deepversation with her
father, who wanted some business information fer libok, and Joanna
escaped to her room without giving herself away.

She looked at her reflection in the mirror and ewlie could see the
trembling realisation. Even her eyes had changdaslolld be hard to stop
him from finding out that this was more than a deegual attraction,
because that was all Nick felt for her. One wedhke S/ould have to be
constantly on guard. Then she would go back to &yl find Eileen and
take up her life again. It would not seem like kfiey more, though; more
like a slow passing of days.

He invited them to the fort for dinner and, aftéussle with his conscience,
her father agreed to go.

'I'm snowed under with work and I've got a deadline muttered.

'My life is built around deadlines,’ Nick told hidnily. 'This week, however,
I'm taking a holiday, and you can get down to haoik because I'm also
taking Joanna out every day. | intend to show heigland.’

'She's seen it,' her father informed him with alsrat Joanna. 'She's been
coming here for years, not as often as | would hikeel, but she knows this
island.’

'How can she? She has not seen it with me," Niagkmared quietly. For the
first time ever her father looked from one to thieen of them, and his eyes
were guestioning.

It was all drowned in the flurry of getting readynd Nick was waiting for
them on the patio as they walked later to the féoanna's pulses were
racing. Somehow she felt she was stepping deepeiNick's life, and in
spite of her fears she wanted to be there.



It was a fabulous place. Nick spent some time legeflinner showing them
around, explaining to Joanna how he had altered it.

'Did you know it before?' he asked her when hédrefiahad declined to move
another step and gone back out to the floodlitopatid his drink.

'Yes. | used to play here when | was a little gitie cannon fascinated me. |
had to be dragged from here at mealtimes. As a@ftemot, Phoebe was out
chasing me back as my father was sitting downgdumch.’

‘Then you know the look-out point above the patio?’

'Oh, yes.' She smiled up at him. 'It was my faveyslace, but even | knew it
was dangerous, a sheer drop to the sea, if yolt tidithe cannon.’

'It's safe now. Come and look at it.'

He led her up the stairs, wrought-iron and bealt#iong a passage where
soldiers had once walked to their duties but whiets now carpeted and
silent, hung with crystal wall-lights, and then shas stepping into a room
where the sea murmured far below, where the mdunfigoded through
silken curtains that swayed in the soft night beeez

When Joanna hesitated and hung back fearfully dle lter hand, ignoring

her trembling, and led her to the window, acrossam that was softly lit

and obviously his bedroom. He pushed the slidingdaws back and she
stepped out on to a now very safe stone balcomyicgeular, as the patio
below, and the glitter of the sea met her gazeesndnd miles of it

shimmering in the moonlight.

She could only stand entranced, and Nick stooddbdser, watching her
expression.

'It's beautiful, everything it should be," she vp@ged, forgetting her fears.
He had built a dream, a romantic dream, and tlusrthat seemed to hang
over a moonlit sea was the heart of it. For a mdrake was too choked up
inside to speak, and he took her arm and genthyhé&xdaway, out of the
room, out of danger and back to her father.



Joanna wanted to cry quite desperately becaudselslsbe had been denied
something wonderful, but Nick's dark eyes ignored éxcept to be most
solicitous at dinner and most amused as he emteddhem.

They were just leaving when Ed Colby came intodimeng-room quickly.

'Phone for you, boss," he murmured to Nick. 'NewkYmn .the line. It's that
lady again.' He grinned at Nick, who sprang up idiaily, a smile on his
lips, and then Colby noticed Joanna. 'Oh, hellgdMdenton.'

His face creased in what he imagined was a pleasaité, and Joanna went
hot and cold. Her father was a very smart man. E&mot going to miss the
fact that Colby knew her. She couldn't explain itm kvhy she knew this
hulking, odd-looking man.

'Met Miss Denton on the beach, did you?' Nick desdylooking keenly into
Colby's eyes.

'Oh, yeah. Saw her at the market too.' He was apficthe mark, she had to
give him credit for that, and she smiled with relestounded to see a very
sharp intelligence in the small bright eyes. Nickiked to the phone, very
certain that he had smoothed over what could haen la very awkward

moment, and Joanna slowly relaxed. This was gettioge dangerous, more
complicated by the minute.

When Nick rejoined them he looked pleased with leifrend smiled wryly
at her father.

'Sorry about the interruption,’ he said smoothi§y ‘grandmother on the
phone.’

Her father just grinned to himself, and Joannawitesly flabbergasted. His
grandmotherWell, she had heard of excuses, but this one heabést yet.
She glared at him and he looked most surprised.h&adn't been for the
stupid truce she would have flatly refused to gbwaith him the next day.



It was the beginning of the most deliriously hapmek of her life—at least,
it started out like that. Everything Nick did heddvith expertise and with
such a relish, such a zest for living that Joanaa mwshed along into his
days. These sparsely populated islands, on the edde of the tourist trade,
were inhabited by warm, friendly people, ever retdgtop and gossip, and
already Nick was accepted. They were rather prduither wealthy and
prominent neighbour.

One golden day dissolved into another. Nick hatigsked that she be with
him and at first it was all he demanded, althouglttimmandeered all her
time. From swimming in the morning, to driving ralthe island for lunch
in some out-of-the-way place, to dinner at the,fathere her father was
invariably invited, Joanna's days were filled whhck until she could
scarcely imagine life without him.

‘Tonight we're going to dine out," Nick announcee afternoon when they
were all sitting on the veranda at her father'sskoll thought we might take
the boat over to one of the hotels on the bigdends.’

'Nick likes calypso,’ Charles put in as an asidddanna, giving Nick a
sidelong grin.

'Why not? | rarely get the chance to make a foohgself,' Nick pointed out
smoothly. 'Providing that my competitors never fimat, | can be myself
here.'

Joanna was watching him, something she was doithgmdareasing fervour.
He had spent the days being nothing more than arftthecompanion,
deliberately silencing any other feelings that laaiden, and Joanna had
been lulled into a sort of enchantment, wonderiog Bhe could ever have
feared him.

'‘Well, | can't come," Charles stated firmly. 'I'eetering on the edge of
completion with these alterations and I'm goingdatinue before | lose the
thread of it. An evening of calypso would blow mynoh’

Joanna felt a shuddering excitement. It would prglber day with Nick,
and danger never entered her mind.



He had a fast motor launch. They had already t#keut several times, to
swim in the many bays that indented the island,theg started out for the
bigger towns across the water as the sun was ginkiranna sat beside Nick
as the powerful boat cut through the darkening wavihe sky was
wonderful at this time of day, cinnamon and veramlideepest yellow and
glowing pink, the sinking sun laying down a trdilgmld across the sea.

Joanna found it impossible to be anything othen ttantent. She had lived
these few days as if they were to be her last.Hslgeno idea what would
finally happen, but for now she simply longed toviaéh Nick each hour,

lost when he said goodnight quietly and walked kadke fort. Tonight he
would be with her for a little longer, and her egparkled with excitement.

'Beautiful,' Nick murmured, and she nodded.
'The sky is always beautiful at night.'

'l never noticed the sky,' he said quietly, 'exaepére it touches your face,
turns your hair to gold dust and tints your skithvthe flush of a rose."’

Joanna looked around, startled. Poetic words weme from Nick. If he
wanted to say anything he said it briefly, congissatd often pithily. Now
the words were murmured quietly, and when her ey&shis she could find
nothing to say at all, not even thank you. His eyese black in the light,
sombre almost, his lips were softened and his fetdé His mouth
unexpectedly tilted in a smile that was very s@pikcating and his dark
laughter drifted across to please her ears and larimgle to her skin.

'l am strange, hey? A monster with a dream.'

'‘Abnormal,’ Joanna agreed, falling headlong intackeoy to escape from
the almost tangible feeling of recognition that ayw floated between them.

'Ha ragione,'he agreed. 'l should stick to my correct role.'ttheed away

with a smile, his dark eyes scanning the waterJbatna did not turn away.
He was beautiful to look at, a grace to his movemehat was purely
masculine and frighteningly arousing. He could @meta dream, but more
and more her own dreams were becoming reality.



The major islands had plenty of exclusive hotetg] Blick knew exactly
where he was going. It was perfectly clear thdtdmkbeen there many times
before and as usual he was greeted with wide sndiiésrent from the sort
of respect she had noticed for him in New York.éHlee was simply liked,
and he was very light-hearted.

It was wildly exciting. Joanna had never been tolace like this before
when she had stayed here with her father. The hatelcertainly exclusive,
the guests there very wealthy, and she would havkaps felt shy and
rather lost, but Nick took her hand firmly as thegved to their table at the
edge of the dance-floor and then left her to singalge about with awe as he
ordered for both of them.

It was a glittering place with just that touch bktbarbarous that edged
everything about the islands, a warmth that cowt bre kept out and a
bubbling exhilaration that even insinuated itsetbithis up-market place.

'‘Got your flying nerves under control?' Nick askedly as she at last sat
back and smiled to herself.

'I'm not nervous,' Joanna stated firmly, lookingpihis mocking eyes. 'lI've
had to face plenty of big events at Hemmington Mano

She wished the words back instantly. She had rext been thinking about
Martin and the wedding, but obviously Nick's min@m straight to that
event and his face darkened at once.

'l am once again forcing you to face a difficultuation, you mean?' he
asked with tightening lips.

'l didn't mean that at all. | never even thougldwah. Please don't be angry!

Joanna wanted nothing to spoil this magical nigimg the plea came
without thought. It had his eyes narrowing on hetieus face.

"You would care? You would care if | became angrg aloof, distant from
you?'



'Yes.' She looked down at her hands, which layatied' rather desperately
together on the white cloth, and he reached otiém, his strong brown
fingers enclosing hers.

'I'm trying to be civilised—you know?' She looked and his eyes were
smiling, laughing into hers, dazzling her. 'Whedretome a threat and not a
person again you may let me know.'

"You can bank on that," Joanna told him adamalhttyight storm out of here
and take the boat.'

He grinned at her and enclosed her hands more warmi
'I'll watch my step.'

Warmth seemed to be round her again and for a debery simply looked
into each other's eyes until Nick took control loé situation and began to
point out the people he knew or knew about, higkquiry word-pictures
bringing smiles to her face again.

It was a lovely meal, and, even before they hatstied, the floor show
started. There was a steel band, and later dajaeesl it, coming on in
brilliantly coloured costumes and giving wonderjudkhletic performances.
The rhythm of the calypso gradually took hold of thhole place, and as
more wine was consumed the rather dauntingly wealihests visibly
relaxed. The whole evening ended in hilarity askibat changed and a low
bar was stretched across the floor to accommodeesinuous limbo
dancers.

It was not long before there was audience partiicipaand Nick's white
teeth showed against his dark face as he watched dhtics. He was
enjoying it, relaxed and almost carefree. For alevtiiey had not spoken,
and it had not even seemed necessary. This wedkashgrown very close
to Nick and she knew it. Perhaps he knew it too.

'‘Are you going to have a go?' Joanna asked oveardise of the music, and
he raised one black eyebrow at her, having look#uezexploits of one man



in evening dress, his performance obviously infagshby several glasses of
rum.

'l think not—at least, not in public. | would notamt to be at such a
disadvantage,’ he murmured wryly as the man cathms to his back. 'l
could escort you to the floor and you could trjhibwever," he suggested.

'‘No!" Joanna looked at him in terror. It was nogdoed him to suddenly drag
her out there. His eyes had a devilish gleam.

As they went back to Santa Marta much later theyevimth very quiet
again. The night was softened by a full moon thatd the water and made
the island visible long before they reached thellsiarading by the fort. As
they coasted in and Nick cut the engine JoannaHhanging to ask to stay,
to just sit with him until morning, watching the ordight on the water and
being beside him.

She loved him. She had fought against it for a lbmgg, since her teens,
when his dark power had frightened her, but now Isheé to admit it.
Without Nick there was nothing at all to interest,inot one thing she could
think of that would bring joy unless he was therslare it.

The realisation made her even more silent becdese tvas no future in

such thoughts, no hope at all. Nick wanted hertendias prepared to coax
her for now. She had no doubt about this week. tlde softening her

attitude, simply waiting, and it would not last gprHis nature would surface
and he would demand, attack, and then it wouldealbver because she
could never give herself without love that was med¢al.

'So quiet." Nick helped her out and looked dowteat in the moonlight.
"You didn't enjoy the evening?'

'l enjoyed it very much. It was wonderful"" Joarlnaked up at him and
smiled, but he still watched her intently.

'‘Wonderful? It was as good as that? It's rare & fieu enthuse so readily.'

‘That's not true," Joanna protested. 'l've enjolyedime since—since...'



'Since we had a truce and the threat was remdwvedifished astutely. He
turned her to the steps and then walked with rergathe sand, taking her
home. 'I'll have to give some thought to that,hhesed. 'Am | imagining it,

or do you enjoy being with me when you feel no pues, when | curb my
rage and my insane desire to own you?"'

She could not answer that; words sprang to hery lipsthey were stifled
before they could even be properly formed.

‘Joanna?’' When she did not reply he stopped akdchaarm, turning her to
face him. 'You won't admit to any enjoyment in lgeimith me?’

'l think | already admitted that," she said huryed like people, | get on
easily with them. And—and nobody likes pressureeradll. Y-you're quite
nice when—when...'

'Quite nice?' He tilted her face in the moonlightldooked down at her.
'How nice is that?"

Before she could speak or hedge any further hisshidraround her waist

and he swung her forward, pressing her against hisnhand cupping her

head. She could see the glitter of his eyes, thehgavatched her, and she
went on to the defensive immediately.

"You promised!

'l promised, you irritating little green-eyed cdflé let her go, his smile
sardonic. 'Just remember that this lasts for orekvealy.'

'It's all | need," Joanna informed him smartly.XNe/eek you go to New
York, and the week after, | go home.’

She bent to take off her sandals. The heels wake-siinto the soft sand,
and in any case it was a good excuse to avoid hngokt him. She had
wanted his arms to hold her. She longed to be #jssaressed, but Nick
must never know that.



She straightened, her sandals in her hand, andakest¥ there, waiting,
watching.

'Why?' he asked tautly. "Why must you go home? d@ihappier here. |
have seen you smile this week. You have grown bram¢hrested. In all the
time I've known you you have never smiled so much.’

'l used to smile,’ she said without thought. 'ldus®think | was happy.'

'With Sutton!" he bit out. '"How long will it be ket you stop reminding me
about him, about your lost love? How long before goow up and forget
him?'

She wanted to tell him that she could not even rebeg Martin's face, that
another face was permanently imprinted on her miben Nick finally
tired of chasing her she would never forget himwoelld never leave her
mind. As usual she defended herself.

'It's not possible to forget people to order,’ &he him quietly.

He said nothing more but the night seemed suddiarker, more cold, and
Joanna was almost in tears as she saw the lightsrdither's house and
stepped on to firmer sand.

'I—I'll put my sandals on," she whispered, bendind trying to get her foot
into the slender straps. She was so tight withosothat she couldn't even
begin to manage, and Nick muttered angrily benbkwthreath.

He knelt down quickly, taking them from her andlslg her feet into each
one, his hand on her foot. She was forced to glacéands on his shoulders
to balance, and now they seemed to be frozen ligge Nick's dark eyes
looking up into her face as she never moved.

He ran his hand over her ankle, his fingers agaimstsilken skin, and
suddenly the night was charged with feeling astdish became delicate,
sensuous. Joanna's mouth was dry. She was unabte/&g unable to utter a
word, and his hand slid further, to the back oflegr his other hand joining



the progress as he ran his fingers over the tighdgctes that seemed to be
locked in place, holding her fast.

Desire was in his fingertips as they continuedrtkedtic caressing of her
calves, and all the time the dark eyes held hexpikg her still, until her
heart was pounding wildly, every breath an effort.

‘Nick!" She gasped his name as his hands slid tahiighs, his palms flat
against her suddenly heated skin, and he stood améhswift movement,
reaching for her almost blindly, crushing her ia &arms, his own breathing
painful and uneven.

'Dio! How much do you think | can take of this?' he gexh 'l want you
now! Now!'

‘Your promise--'

'Was made to be broken. Feel what you do to me. e&pect me to sleep
without you?'

He pressed her closer until she could feel thesthmg arousal of his body
against her own. His hand slid to her hips, holdiegfast as he moaned in
pleasure, his blood on fire, and Joanna felt theata of his open mouth
over hers and surrendered, her cry of excitemefileduagainst his lips.

His tongue searched for hers, finding it and plgyam erotic game before
slowly exploring the warm cavities of her mouthsHtiands slid over her
body, heated against the silk of her dress thahedeno barrier between
them, and his knee moved possessively to parhigg.

He moved against her slowly, his hard body leaviagin no doubt of his
feelings, and her own body seemed to become ftamlten, her legs no
longer capable of holding her upright.

"You want me," he whispered against her ear, leith tigging painfully at
the lobe. "Tonight you're mine. One long night ywanms with no thought in
your mind but me.’



And then what would follow? A lifetime of regret?hat would she tell
herself in the morning? He had warned her oncerbéfat she would have
hated herself in the morning, and things were fferdint now. He pursued
her because she was unattainable; tomorrow he wimsddise her and she
would despise herself.

She pulled free, the effort of control bringing i ¢o her lips that was

almost desolation, and before he could recover filoensurprise she flew
along to the steps and into her own door. Safedykreess and tears that
lasted a long time.

It took an enormous effort to get up the next mognand when she did,
when she walked out on to the veranda, where Phbebe prepared
breakfast, Joanna knew at once that something iffasett. For one thing,
her father was not there with his head in a mafpisé¢re was walking back
towards the house, looking thoughtful and rathexasy.

He smiled when he saw her and then bounded ugépe t lean over and
kiss her cheek.

'Pale this morning," he observed. 'You evidenthystl out late last night. |
waited up until almost two. Nick looks as bad as ylo except for the
expression. You look almost ill. Nick looks likeutinder, the devil in him as
I've never seen it. | hope it's not something tavitb his visitors.'

He sat down to his breakfast, and Joanna triedmatrth ask but she had to.
'What visitors? He—he didn't say anything abouiteis.'

'l think it's a surprise to him," her father mus&ina phoned early. They're
staying for the next few days before going on tavNéork. Nick doesn't
look too pleased about it, and that really surgrisee. He thinks a lot of
Rina.'

Joanna's heart sank like a stone. It wasn't Rama\gal that had made Nick
displeased; it was Martin. After last night Nick wvd be wild with anger in
any case, and to then find that Martin was invadirsgdomain would be
enough to throw him into a rage to end all rages.



She was still staring at the sea, biting her lgggether, when the boat shot
out from the landing and sped towards the islanusravtourists landed. She
could see Nick at the wheel and she knew the deally was in him this
morning. At that speed he would not need to doekbibat—he would rush
straight into town.

She could not eat a thing. Already she had beeaddrg this morning,
dreading seeing Nick's anger; now she had even toateead and she just
didn't know how she was going to face it. No mattkat she said, what she
did, Nick would always believe that she still lovédartin. She had
encouraged him to think that in the past and slegvknom the things he said
that it was always in his mind.

Love! She had never imagined what it was like wsité had been with Nick,
until her fright had subsided and allowed her te s#at she should have
seen years ago. It was a love with no future, mpgvaksion for Nick and

nothing else.

In a cowardly manner that was not like her atJlgnna pleaded a headache
and went back to her room. Her father made allaheect sympathetic
noises, but she knew he was not really tuned letoHe muttered that he
was nearly finished and shot off himself to getaoth his task.

Joanna lay on her bed and tried to go back to sile@ had hardly slept at
all last night and she was in no condition to fédeeday. Her only hope was
that Nick would keep his guests over at the faut, dhe knew it was a very
slim hope indeed. Her father knew Rina, and it widag utterly bizarre if
Martin didn't call after a lifetime of friendshipithr her.

She knew now that that was all it had been. Shewawsery good position
to recognise love, and her feelings for Martin reeemed very much a boy
and girl affair. He had faded to being almost arsacquaintance. She would
have selfishly clung to him because she had nobtsdy but he had fallen in
love himself and the whole thing had now evenedlbitick had loved her
perhaps they could all have been friends.

She almost managed a smile as she thought oiNbaeven if he had loved
her, Nick would never be a friend to someone likarfih, and he would be



in too much of a jealous rage anyhow. She drifted an exhausted sleep,
not sinking deeply but remaining partly attunedhe sounds of the island.
She heard the boat come hack, not sounding now quitangry, and she
stirred and showered but resolutely kept inside Bas not going to risk a
chance encounter with either Nick or Martin.

It was her father who took the call when it evelijueame, and even he
looked a little uneasy as he came to speak to dann

'Dinner at the fort tonight, seven-thirty," he sai@fully. 'Normally | look
forward to it, but there was something about Niskige that..." He didn't
have to finish. Joanna knew what he meant. Nick lveeck to normal. The
holiday was over as far as he was concerned. Sthéoéen counting the
days, dreading the time when he would leave, but slee just wanted to
hide until he went away.

Her nerves became more taut as the time approaahddhe stayed in her
room, preparing for the dinner as if it were someifying audition. She
would have no defence against Nick's eyes. Allcsh#d do was try to look
better than her best. She took out the Fifth Avairess and decided on that.
It was multicoloured silk, the most expensive thsige had ever bought.
Normally she wore her own designs, or Eileen's,tbist dress was sheer
extravagance.

It was the colour of the sunset sky; all the shade® there, the cinnamon,
the vermilion, the gold and the deep, dark rosee B&d a bracelet and
necklace designed by a college friend, thick, hegolgl with a dull glitter in
the light, and after days in the sun her skin waden too. It brought a fairer
shine to her hair, enlarged her eyes, and herrfgtsped as she came out to
meet him.

'My word!" He just looked at her steadily and ttseniled very knowingly.
‘Nick," he murmured, his eyes intently on her face.

'What do you mean—Nick?'



'I'm not exactly sure," he mused, 'but one thidg know: you're different.
This week you've blossomed, like a rose unfurlltig.not me and that's for
sure. It can only be Nick.'

"Too much writing can damage your brain," Joannaadhim with a smile
that didn't quite come off.

'He's dangerous,’ Charles Denton said quietlys'Helliant, experienced,
ruthless and dangerous.’

"Your friend?' Joanna asked wryly.
'I'm a man, not a woman. Be careful, Jo. | wouldrnt to see you hurt.'

She managed a laugh, but she didn't think it foeldter of them.

Rina ran to Charles as soon as they arrived, likevaly dark-eyed doll
wanting a hug, and then she turned to Joanna aygkdiher too.

''ve been wanting to come over to see you evaesive arrived, but Nick
wouldn't let me. I'm so excited to see you agaana.’

‘Call her Jo," a voice said, laughter at the bdék and Joanna swung round
to see Martin watching her, his eyes smiling inéosh 'Hello, Jo, love," he
said softly.

He was different too. Joanna could see it. Shedmag known Martin as
well as she knew herself. She thought she had fiemgbis face but she had
not forgotten at all, and she knew it was differdms smile was different;
his eyes smiled, but inside there was no smild.a@amething was wrong.

‘Matrtin! It's so good to see you.'

For the moment she was safe, Nick was nowhere teeka, and when
Martin kissed her cheek she was very glad that belyfather and Rina



watched, although even they did not see the wahduisl tightened on her
face.

Extraordinarily, like some grotesque butler, Ed Wyolappeared and
dispensed drinks with a very peculiar dignity.

'‘Boss is on the phone," he remarked to her falltieris grandmother again,
never stops calling.'

It seemed to amuse her father, easing some o&hssan, and Rina never
even noticed. Clearly she was used to Colby, whogmbher a drink, held it
up to the light to inspect it, and handed it to Wwéh a frown as if it were a
measured glass of milk for a child who had to havery strict control over
all she did. They all accepted that Nick had wormaling him. It was
normal, and Colby knew to call each one grandmottmne odd quirk of
humour on his part, or Nick's.

Martin was not amused. He looked with distaste@b¥and seemed to be
having great difficulty in keeping a smile on hasé at all.

'‘Come out on to the patio and have a talk, Josugglenly said, looking at
her as if it was a matter of life and death.

'Oh, no, you don't!" Rina pounced, rather despbrdiéhis is a dinner party.
If you two get talking about old times we'll nexgat a word in.'

'I've known her all my life," Martin muttered, bla¢ gave ground at once,
and it suddenly seemed to Joanna that she hadjoéerskilfully cut out of
things as Rina clung to Martin's arm and engageatl€hin a conversation
that was just a little pointless.

It left Joanna standing alone, a rueful smile anfaee. Possessive jealousy
ran deep in this family, it seemed. It was probabdyItalian in them. For a
moment there Rina's eyes had flashed like Nickse@ that there had been
panic instead of rage. She had no idea what coal@ l[yone wrong so
quickly in Martin's marriage.



CHAPTER SEVEN

JOANNA was alone when Nick came in, almost isolated atotiher side of
the room and not one defence in sight. For a sebenstopped as he saw
her, as if some shock wave had hit him unexpectéti/eyes ran over her
from her shining hair to the slender brown legs #t@owed beneath the
dress, and she heard his breath hiss out betwerahed white teeth.

'For me or him?' he asked under his breath asrhe aa to her.

'l—i-it's just a dress.' Even to herself, her vasoeinded desperate, and his
eyes narrowed over-her, dark and filled with anger.

'A dress for an evening out in an expensive hdtelgrated quietly, 'and yet
you did not wear it. Did you know he was comingd be write to you?"

'Don't be ridiculous. Martin didn't even know | waere.'

'Perhaps,' he muttered, his mouth in one straigét But you knew he was
here. You had time to prepare for him, to show hinat he has lost.’'

'Oh, please, Nick!" Joanna was on the very ed¢gan$, but they did nothing
at all to soften him.

‘Last night that is what | said deep inside. Pledsanna, please stay with
me. You ran. Will you go to him if he begs? Or vadl not even have to beg?’

Joanna started to turn away but his fingers fastenand her wrist like
steel.

'‘Don't turn away from me!" he bit out.
He was so angry that soon he would not care whq sdw heard, and
Joanna's face flooded with colour, embarrassmeegging over her. He let

her go with a soft snarl.

'l am behaving badly," he muttered causticallke'ia threat!"



Colby came up with a drink, and Nick almost snatich&om him, downing
it in one go.

It ain't wine, boss,' Colby pointed out, his eyebs raised in surprise. ‘It
was for Mr Denton. That was a whisky you just #atd.'

‘Then get Mr Denton another one,' Nick rasped,tooé

Colby went off, muttering that he supposed Nickwivehat he was doing,
and Nick looked down at Joanna for a minute, hesegpaming all over her,
touching her hungrily wherever they paused, and thigen her knees were
ready to give way under her he turned on his heghealked away.

It was a terrible evening as far as Joanna wasetnad. Nick rarely spoke
to her; in fact, he rarely spoke at all, and therwas merely polite
conversation. He was like a king, bored with hisjsats and annoyed with
the majority of them. Rina watched everything wdtirk eyes, and Joanna
noted anxiety at the back of her looks.

She did not look like a happily married girl. Sbheked worried, miserable,

her smiles a thin cover. Each time Martin spoké@danna she cut in rather
desperately, clinging to his arm whenever possibig, Nick seemed to

notice nothing. There was black anger in his faue lze avoided Joanna's
eyes all evening.

She could have burst into tears, but her fatherecaut of his startled trance
and determinedly held his own type of conversat@eing to it that Joanna
was not left out, but it was a great relief whea ¢élvening was over. Charles
pleaded pressure of work and simply dragged hey.awa

It had not been the sort of evening they had sperdften with Nick this
week. He might well have been another person aadn¥recognised him
only too readily. He was back to how he had beeannghe had first met
him, hard, ruthless and menacing, raw power baragrolled.

'Phew!" her father breathed as they escaped imontbonlit night and
walked back home along the beach. 'Thank goodhass bver. Would you
say that Nick was annoyed?' he added with dry humou



'He was terrible!" Joanna took off her high heeld then walked beside her
father, her face pale as she remembered last arghhow she had walked
beside Nick.

‘Just remember this night, then, Jo," her fathersad quietly. 'Normally
Nick is good company, but the devil sits deep ieditm; it has done ever
since I've known him. He would make life hell fomaman, and they don't
last long in any case.’

'He—he's not engaged,' Joanna murmured.

'l know. He told me. His lawyers are already affter paper that printed that.
They've printed things about him before and helerigd it. For some reason
he's going for the throat this time.' He glancerbsg at her pale face. 'It
doesn't make any difference, Jo. He's surroundeggoyorous women. You
saw that one, Celine. She won't even be a shaddwak's horizon now.’

And neither will I, Joanna mourned inside. Neithdt | when he goes.

She cried when she was alone. It wasn't the firet &ind it wouldn't be the
last with Nick. Every bit of calm and reassuranbe $iad gained here
seemed to have been drained from her last nighttl@isdevening. Nick

could tear her apart, and when she realised heddsmileaving the day after
next she felt pulled in two directions. If she sdynear him he would
destroy her, and when he left there would be ngthirall.

Next day it was like waiting for some catastropMorning turned to

afternoon, and there was this terrible air of hetg for doom. Joanna
expected Nick to do something. He was not a maeetee things alone, and
there had been a whole night to brood on thingst haght he had been in a
black, silent mood, like a tiger deciding uponrsy, and surely it would be
her. He might hate Martin, but Martin had more patibn than she had. He
was married to Rina, Nick's well-loved niece, wialee was nothing at all.

In the end it was Martin who acted. Joanna hadmefiehe veranda, being
too scared to risk meeting Nick away from the prtoa of her father, and it
was with some shock that she saw Martin approachimgously intent on
speaking to her. It had to be her—he hardly knemfatber at all—and last



night she had known that he wanted to get hemséif for a minute as if he
had some urgent need to speak.

The manuscript was almost ready and her father iwdss study, not
available for visitors, and Joanna had to face #fasme. Not that Martin
worried her. Her worry was what Nick would do if tiscovered the two of
them together. He would suspect some plot, sonretsggsignation, and act
accordingly. She wasn't sure what he would dojtbwbuld be violent and
painful.

Martin was clearly on edge. He sat down when stgeid him but he was
not really interested in coffee, although he ace@pt as Phoebe brought it
in. All the time his eyes were on Joanna, a sodssperate look about him,
and finally he stood and held out his hand, 'Contevaalk on the beach.'

' hardly think... I mean, what will Rina--?"

'She doesn't own my soul, for heaven's sake!" bppad frustratedly. 'Not
yet, at any rate.'

It was a strange thing to say when he was maradtet, Joanna thought.
Nick ownedher soul already, and they had not even become loitersas
apparent that she would have to stroll along tteelbdor a little, however,
unless she wanted a childish outburst, and shenhaily case no desire to
act like a coy girl.

He was quiet for a while and she tried to jolly habong, reminding him

about things in the past. It was all she could doabise he was like a
stranger to her now and she had no real idea girbislem. It was not her
place now to probe into his new life.

Her laughing, nostalgic excursions seemed to mhakgd worse, and he
suddenly stopped, taking her hand and swingingderd to face him.

'l hurt you, didn't I?" he asked deeply, his grggseroaming over her. She
used to think they were the most wonderful eyeth@eworld, his fair hair
the most thrilling sight. Now dark eyes lived irrimeind, hair like jet and a



tanned olive skin. Nick's lean height waso much more arresting than
Martin's smooth, tough build.

'Jo," he murmured when she didn't answer. 'l saw fare at the wedding.
Don't pretend with me. | know what it did to yohlé turned away and
looked out to sea. 'lt was always you, Jo, yourapdogether. How could |
have let myself be lured into anything that tookamay from you?"'

"Your decision,' Joanna reminded him steadily. @ba't want to be drawn
into this, to be the sounding- board for his frastms. She had always been
that and she realised it now. Martin had neededvhen she had imagined
she needed him, her strong, fair, grey-eyed Ma®he had been the
strength.

'Yes. My decision. He offered me a job in Londonor® salary, better
prospects, a chance to be part of the Martella mmie could talk anybody
into anything. He can control that temper when la@t& to. He can charm
you off your feet. You don't know him, Jo.'

'Did he talk you into marrying his niece?' Joansked quietly. Not know
Nick? She knew him as she knew herself, all hisipasand his rage, all his
smiles and his frowns, the strength of his armswhbnder of his kisses. He
was part of her.

'He didn't have to," Martin muttered. 'She's ativacenough, as easy to
control as a child. She's also the niece of thatgieck Martella. Power, Jo!
That's what | thought | had and it went to my hédten | went imover my
head!

"You were there long enough to find out," Joannatpd out. '‘Marriage is
pretty drastic and final.'

This was not good. She didn't want to talk abouiRit was distasteful, like
prying into somebody's private life.

'l wanted to marry her!" he grated. 'l wanted tghb# of all that wealth, all
that power. | forgot you for a while. Now it's téete. She was more than



willing." His face reddened and he looked awaynat, Jo. You weren't
there! | slept with her.’

"You never slept with me, so what difference dichdke that | was miles
away?' Joanna asked, astounded at his flustered Hacwas like a boy, a
selfish, spoiled boy, no more grown-up than Rirtawduld have been
laughable to find that somehow it was all her fédaiftnot being there, but
she didn't particularly feel like laughing.

"You would have brought me to my senses, advise®Befere | could think
it was too late.'

'One night of romance, too late?' Joanna askedywryl

'It wasn't one night,’ he muttered. 'By the tintaine to my senses she was
pregnant. You don't walk out on anything like thadf with Nick Martella.'
He scuffed I his toe into the sand like a schoolbagyway, she's a sweet
enough kid, but I lost you, Jo. You were the cepnfreny life. I'm married,
away from you.'

Joanna didn't know what to say. It was more thamonis that she had never
known Matrtin at all. She knew now why Rina had ledkmiserable. Rina
was woman enough to suspect that Martin was notlwbommitted to this
marriage.

'I'm sorry you're not happy Martin,' she began lyet@Give it a real try. She's
a nice girl. Maybe things will work out for the hedter all, and--'

‘They will if I can have you, Jo," he entreatedcteng out and pulling her
into his arms. 'Let me see you, Jo. Let's take bprevwe left off. There'll
never really be anyone but you. | know you love arel one day, when I'm
free...'

'When you're approaching ninety," an icy voice sémdost in their ears.
Nick had appeared from nowhere, and Joanna remechli®mw far you

could see on this beach. She was still in Martmms. She had been so
startled by his words and by his actions that siterhade no move at all to



free herself. She had simply been standing thewking up at him in
amazement, an expression that Nick could not hese.s

He took her arm, swinging her away from Martin dhdisting her aside
with such force that she almost fell headlong, alidshe could see was
Nick's frightening power, the dark menace, thedajlihg threat as he faced
Martin.

'Get back to the fort!" he bit out savagely. 'Yewot a wife there, and if |
ever catch you even looking at another woman atjaimake you wish
you'd never seen Rina!'

‘Jo loves me,' Martin protested.
'Her great misfortune,’ Nick rasped.

'You can't frighten me," Martin blustered. 'Rina ulb die if anything
happened to me. She loves me too.’

‘Loves you?' Nick sneered. 'She wanted a lap-dogugiht her one. Love is
not a word that figures in the Martella vocabulafe simply take what we
want. What Rina can't take | buy for her, and y@bought. From now on
you're working in Japan, well away from temptati@don't make the
mistake of trying to come back here; this is mycplaDivorce Rina and
you'll not even be a memory.'

'It's not true! Rina does love me!" Martin protestend Jo could see from his
face that the thought meant more to him than amepd/NVhat a fool he was.
He didn't really know what he wanted.

'‘But you'll never know, will you?' Nick taunted eily.
'‘And what about Jo?' Martin asked. His face was palw in view of the
threats, but he was very much aware how he loaké&wdnt of Joanna. 'You

can't order her about. You don't own Jo.'

'No?' Nick reached out and took her hand, pulliegfbrward and wrapping
his arm tightly around her waist. "You think not?'



Joanna was too shattered to resist, her trembiimigsltoo weak to fight, and
Martin looked at her in astonishment and then cuopte his face paling
more.

'So you're one of his women," he said bitterlgiidh't know you at all, did 1?
Do you ever think about how many you share him With

"You're standing upright because Rina is still neséed in her pet,’ Nick
reminded him bitingly. 'When | get back to the fblitexpect to see you
packing. You both leave tonight. Move!'

Martin left, walking along the beach, not lookingck, and for a second
Nick stared after him with the same menace he Isad in his voice, and
then he turned on Joanna with eyes like blacktioesting her away from
him and watching her until her trembling becameamtllable.

'‘Now you,' he said with sinister quiet.
'W-why did you tell him... ? How could you... ?'

'His ego needed deflating,’ Nick rasped. 'A man whegines two women in
love with him must be floating on ego. As to Suftbhave finished with
him. He will stay with Rina until she tires of hifaut he will not make any
progress in my organisation. It will soon becomeiobs that he is merely a
lap-dog. You will stay here with your father. Youillwnot get the
opportunity to take Rina's husband away. | careeatgleal about my niece,
enough to keep you firmly under my eye. There ballno London meeting
with Sutton, no flying out to Japan to be with Him.

'l don't want to be with him!" Joanna raged, sutideaming to life.

'Oh, | could see that,' he assured her savagalgyeis narrowed. 'l could see
how you fought to stay out of his arms, your wordleMartin who can
never be forgotten.'

"You can't force me to stay here," Joanna snapsaolg anger to cover her
other feelings. Was this why Nick pursued her,rutgrt Rina? Was that all
it was?



'‘Can | not?' His fingers grasped her face crueily lae stared into her eyes.
'Did you know that your stepfather lives on theedfbankruptcy? Did you
know that your mother is a hair's breadth away froeing merely a
housewife in a down-market suburb? Calvert's fgrteetering on the edge,
ready to go under. Refuse to stay here and | wshpit under. | will take
Hemmington Manor and keep it for myself. The luxtirgt seems to be the
only thing your mother requires will all disappeéar.

'l don't believe you!

"You will," he assured her darkly. "You think tlyaur Freddy is more than a
bumbling fool? | do not intend you to go anywheeanSutton. Here, you
cannot. He will never dare return to Santa Mariaalfy he will come to his
senses if you are miles away. | intend you to desraway."'

You can't threaten me, you—you barbarian!'

"You will call me things like that once too oftehg muttered, pulling her
against him.

The kiss he forced on her was angry and bitteagamnessive intensity about
it that made her struggle weakly. There was nopssdhough. Nick's arms
were like steel, and the punishing kiss continugd she thought she would
faint.

Even so, Joanna felt her own body responding, iyigltb him through the
bitterness, and for a second his lips softenedvearined. She felt desire
race through him, and then he was pushing her amatgmptuously.

‘Little bitch! From him to me with such ease. Ydayshere on the island.
When | want you | take you, but right now | feekimog but disgust.’

It wasn't true and she knew it, he knew it. Whatdag motives, he wanted
her wildly, right in the middle of his raging angétis words made her feel
worthless all the same and she stared at him lyittdre jade-green eyes
awash with tears.

'l hate you!'



'Hate away,' he suggested, 'but be here all the fllmnight I'm leaving, but
remember that now I'm back to being merely a thneaiv it is not your
lively imagination. It's real.’

He strode off along the beach, and after a mim#éeda walked in the other
direction, trying to make herself something likermal before she went
back to the house. Of course, she knew that Fregdyquite out of this
world. Hadn't she mused on that herself? She ammwkthat he was
constantly up against fierce competition. That wy he had so readily
agreed to anything Nick wanted, meetings at theamaRina's reception
there.

But surely Nick could not push him under as he tmaelatened? She could
not stay here on Santa Marta, knowing as she didNttk might appear at

any time. She would have to chance it. She werk tmathe house. For now
she was safe with her father, although she had &eghing but safe there
on the beach. At this moment stiie hate Nick, would be glad to know he
had gone. What was she to him after all but a theeRina's happiness and
an object of desire? She could see now why he fzambeuvred everyone to
the manor for the wedding and reception. He had beenmering the

situation in with his usual force.

It seemed to be an incredibly short time beforebtbet came out and headed
towards the larger island. Martin was going, arstémed that Colby was at
the wheel. Rina was huddled up beside her husbatid@anna wondered
what had happened when Nick had gone back to theHad Rina too felt
the lash of his rage? She hoped not. Rina waslasrable as a child, caught
between two selfish people, Nick with his rage &faftin with his weak
desire to have everything.

It was almost evening when a plane landed behiadsiand, and Joanna,
who had never seen that before, looked up in epquir

'l expect it's come for Nick,' her father surmisesdshe looked across at him.
'It's the way he usually comes. Normally he flie®or Colby does—they're
both pilots. He's had quite a good airstrip madsrakthe fort, a couple of
old fields he bought and had flattened out. Sonegiire needs to leave in a



hurry. There's always something going off in Nidifs. Plenty of people
need his attention.’'

' didn't know he flew any small planes back andhp Joanna murmured.
'He's got just about everything, hasn't he?'

'He works damned hard for it. Everything turns aokiNand his brains.'

'He's important,’ she said dully. ‘It must be anggafor him when he goes
home to see his people. | wonder how they takidigPowly beginnings will
look so much more lowly when he arrives in oneholse huge cars.’

‘Lowly beginnings?' Her father raised surprisedoeges. ‘It might help if |
knew what you were talking about.'

'Well, Freddy told me about Nick ages ago,"' Joannanured, sorry she had
started this. 'He told me how Nick was raised i@ liack-streets of New
York.'

Charles Denton gave a great shout of laughterdtasaitied her, and then
looked at her wryly.

'Heaven preserve me from the Freddys of this wohlel,prayed. 'If Fred
Clavert had not been born into wealth he woulddding bootlaces by now
on some street corner and, try as | might, | €t your mother holding a
tin cup to collect the pennies." He grinned ::hilihsgiite maliciously;
evidently the idea appealed to him, and Joannaedaittil he had had his
full pleasure out of the thought. 'So Freddy wasngf'

‘Naturally. He always is. He was born being wroNgck, however, was
born in Italy. His father is some sort of nobilitydon't know what because
he never talks about it; well, not to me, anyhow.dtes back there a lot to
see him, though.'

'‘But—but how is it he's so well known, so many geop| mean, rich
people and poor, taxi drivers, building workers;nben...?' Joanna couldn't
quite take it in, and Charles smiled at her, waighler face before he
answered.



‘Theylike him, love. He knows New York, it's his city, anel hever turns a
blind eye to need. He was born in Italy but he tmagight up in New York.
His grandmother went out there and collected hinerwhe was about
sixteen and he's been here ever since.' 'He—he'a gandmother?' She
couldn't believe it.

'Of course he has. You've heard him on the phonbetg her father
reminded her.

'‘But I—I thought it was a woman. | thought Colbysazeing diplomatic.’

'‘Colby is not any great shakes as a diplomat,' IE®daughed. 'I've been
there when the phone has rung for Nick, and Calbygaunters in and says
things like, "Lisa on the phone for yer, boss.it'f Nick's grandmother he
comes in pretty quick and lets Nick know. Colby e like to cross that

particular lady; she's his favourite personalitynydvay, she's a tough
grandmother.’

‘Tell me about her," Joanna asked eagerly. She ko#wng about Nick but
she wanted to know everything, any small thingahdd store in her heart
about him 'How was it his father let her colleanRi

'l don't know. | don't know anything about his gtarother either, except
that she's a very rich old lady. | saw her once—+gedwas in the street
with Nick when a car pulled up and the window slmvn, and this voice
said, "Nick!" He just turned as if he was prograndme

‘All | saw was a hand, a very old hand, coveredhwiitgs that should have
been in a bank. He bent in at the window and talkduer. | stood well back
and then she sort of patted him on the head ahdNedll, she didn't exactly
just leave. She tapped her chauffeur on the showdk a cane, a black
ebony cane with a silver top, and as they pulléaioé called, "You're too
thin, boy. Get married." Nick just stood therepgiing, looking after the car.
Then he said, "My grandmother.” He was so proudpleased as a little
boy.'

So there was some softness in his life? To Joanmeant so much. Her
ideas of Nick had been built on his attitude, thedhdriving menace that



seemed to surround him, his power, his wealth.hlioktof him as being
cared for, loved, made him more human, and her syksned.

'Dare | ask if you're in love with Nick?' her fatheesked quietly, and she
flushed with no hope of stopping the swift cologrin her cheeks.

'Don't be silly.'
'l hope | am being silly," he muttered. 'l can geer flustered face, though.'

'It's embarrassment,’ Joanna assured him, and tohedaher for a second
more before going back to his study.

‘That's all right, then. You'd never survive witick] Jo. You're too young,
too innocentNot every woman in his life is his grandmother. Arenever
seems particularly interested in any of them. Witk it would be a short,
stormy life, and don't forget, he may not have beem or raised in the
back-streets, but he knows them all right. He mayeha wealthy
grandmother, but he's built himself an empire bgirs, hard work and
determination. He can take care of himself anywh&here's nothing soft
about Nick.'

Joanna looked out across the sea. She knew itkishe she would not
survive with Nick. She would have to go, try toget him. Minutes later the
small plane took off and she watched it out of sijfick was going, and so
must she, very soon. She would wait until her fiattees ready to go back to
New York and then she would leave, go to Londamd ftileen and start
work again.

It seemed that with Nick gone there was nothingldoon the island. She
took up where she had left off, going to the magketandering around, but
her mind was not really on anything. Sometimesepast and glowing
colours took her eye, and then she would go badkdaaw them, working
them into new designs, spectacular and vivid desligat caught her father's
attention and gained pleased nods of approval.



Joanna wasn't one bit fooled. She knew she was gmoiche was not in any
case really into clothes designing. He was simphieved that she was
thinking about other things. He was hoping she waibp thinking about
Nick. She wished she could.

She had brought all her things with her, her caoamd pencils, paper
blocks, and she was glad now. It stopped her fraom§ each day with
dread, held off the fretting for Nick. She was desig one afternoon when
the phone rang and it was Joanna who answeredsabwept off her feet
by her mother's voice as soon as Eve knew whost wa

‘Joanna! I've been desperate to speak to you. idiadke the risk of ringing
Charles because | had no idea where you were r€dilyJoanna, we're in so
much trouble!’

It didn't sound like her mother at all, and Joahad to spend some minutes
calming her. Never in her life before had Eve apgxbto her or even spoken
to her as an equal.

‘There's been a hostile bid for the firm," her nreosaid tearfully when at last
she was able to be coherent. 'l know you can'ngthang, Joanna, but | had
to tell somebody. So far it's not out in the opémur friends found out...
Frederick is just devastated. It would mean thatlegt everything. The
embarrassment of it would kill me, and there's timigse. It's all tied in with
the firm. | had no idea how things were. Fredehek been so stupid, and
now he's behaving like someone who's going to hawveart attack.'

Joanna knew then, if she had not known before, txadtat sort of a
woman her mother was. She cared for wealth andiposand very little
else. She was not at all concerned that FreddydMosk the home he had
lived in all his life, the home his family had clstred over the generations.
She was worried about embarrassment and her owrefut

For herself, Joanna had not needed to pry. If thvasea hostile bid she knew
exactly where it was coming from. When her motlagrgroff, Joanna went
into the study.



'‘Daddy? What's a hostile bid?' She tried to sowonmthalant and vague, and
he looked at her over hi? reading spectacles, gsitaunded.

‘A hostile bid is a bid that is not welcome, obsly, he told her, going back
to his manuscript. It just would not do. She cdalthom that out for herself.

'Er—how could it damage a firm?’

'If the firm was weak, hanging on, it would meae bid would succeed,' he
muttered, not even looking round. 'In that case,ekample, the board
would be out on its ear. The new owner could therxbctly as he liked,
wipe the firm out and take the profits, keep itrgpfor himself, anything.’

'What if the—the previous—er—chairman had his peatthings tied up in
the firm?'

Her father made a very graphic sign, drawing mgédr across his throat.

'‘Goodbye chairman's possessions,' he said. 'He&tlbeg bootlaces like
Fred.' He suddenly looked round, taking an intesest grinning. 'l say! It's
not Fred, is it?' He looked diabolically amusedd a@manna managed a
laugh.

‘Let's hope not. It was just something I've read.’

'Pity. Taken to reading my books? You might leanmething. Teach you to
be wary of Nick.'

He was back to work at once and Joanna escaped.

She was wary of Nick, even though she loved himtoAsreddy, she could

well understand her father's attitude but she tlitkwe the same attitude
herself. Perhaps her mother deserved this. Fredtiyt.dHe had always

been kind to her, even though distant. He had nenagle her feel that she
didn't have a home. She knew she could not letdnii



She was still appalled at her mother's attitudenngtee had mentioned how
he was taking this. If he had a heart attack thevas not going to be on
Joanna's conscience. She would stay and face Nick.

Before it got dark she went along to the fort, &lofa was still there.

'I've just got to speak to Nick,' Joanna said dyickhere's some news he
wanted to know and | must pass it on to him.’

'Well, | can give you his number, love, but he ntigbt be there. Sometimes
his meetings go on until all hours.’

Joanna tried all the same, using the phone théwegp it all from her father,
safely isolated from Nora's sharp ears by a cldseavy door, and she got to
Nick— at least, she got to his apartment. His vewes a shock to her. He
had only been gone for a while and yet her heartrhared at the sound of
his husky tone.

'It—it's Joanna.' She was almost whispering andksles it.

'Really? You're about to tell me that you're leg@inHow nice to be
informed.’

'I—I'm not leaving," she stammered quickly. 'I'myshg.'

He was so silent that she thought he had changeaiind, and she said his
name rather frantically.

'Please, Nick?'
'I'm here," he assured her darkly. 'What exactlyalowant, Joanna?'

'l know what you're doing. My mother phoned thigmwng. She was in a
panic.'

'She would be," he murmured sardonically. "You etgaeher to stand beside
her husband, laugh it off? | see no reason whyhleld fare better at her
hands than Charles did, or you.'



'I—I can't see Freddy lose everything. It's notrfgrmother. Freddy doesn't
deserve this. | was never close to him but he gagea home. He never
interfered Please withdraw the bid, Nick. Don't td®s him."And if |
withdraw the bid, if I help him, what do | get?' &gked after listening to her
and maintaining a silence for long seconds.

"You only started this to keep me here, away fromaRand Martin. You
don't need Freddy's firm. Withdraw the bid anddthy here. I'll stay with
my father and—and not go to London or anywhere.'

‘Then the bid is withdrawn. I'll telephone to Enmglanow. | will also
telephone your stepfather and offer my assistanassure you he has no
idea where the bid is coming from; nobody knows.tha

'l know!" Tears were running down Joanna's cheeksvieleled power like
a sword, with no mercy. Why did she love him a? all

"You're crying!" Apparently he could tell, even tigh the tears were silent.

'What do you expect? You're utterly without mertytever encouraged
Martin. | never intended to see him again, but yyod-tear into everything
and everybody.'

‘Joanna!' Before she could answer another voickesovoice in the same
room as Nick.

'Nick, darling. Can we go now?"
He ignored the request; after all, it was just anaaq.
‘Joanna," he said deeply, and she flew into a regegears ignored.

'You've got what you wanted," she shouted. 'Seeythakeep to the rules
this time because there won't be another chandefond-reddy nor my
mother, nor Rina nor anyone else. And let me rempowdwhat the rules are.
You withdraw that bid. | stay here, but it does matan that | have to either
see you or speak to you. The next time you're Heleck the door and stay
inside until you're gone!



She slammed the phone down and stormed out ofotingeh only coming to
her senses when she found herself kicking wildlyhat pebbles on the
beach, sending them flying as Nick had done. Shegetting as bad as he
was. Right now while she was so upset he wouldlgdiftl the phone and
call off the dogs, then he would go out with thaman and come back with
her to his apartment to continue his hobby. Shechaim!



CHAPTER EIGHT

NEXT day Joanna had a letter, posted on by her mdtheas from Eileen,
and Joanna settled down to read it with a heavyt.nedeen was free, no
attachments, no heartache. Nick had touched feetoldf but he had touched
it kindly, even if it was for all the wrong reasor$e had bought her out,
offered a better position and then left Eileen aloWhy did he only bring
heartache for her?

The letter was filled with enthusiasm. The place ¥ebulous, business very
good, but she sorely missed Joanna's work. Thgmesiere selling fast and
she couldn't keep up with the demand. There had bequiries from all
over the country. She wrote,

How about working again, Joanna? If you want toystath your
father you could work from there on a free-lancesibal've got
people to make the designs up. You could makegebigame for
yourself and make quite a packet if things go othayg are. Write
and let me know what you think.

Joanna knew what she thought. She was stuck heserfte time yet, and at
the moment she was simply moping about, longing\iek and dreading
seeing him, her designs merely to pass time ingi€adob she had trained
hard for. Much more of this and she would go mdee Seeded to work.
'Finished the damned thing!" Her father appeareah fnis study and beamed
at her, waving his manuscript, and Joanna beamgd ba

‘That's lucky," she said, '‘because | want younystligh working.'

'I'm glad, Joanna," he said quietly, taking herusthers in his hands and
smiling down at her. 'Does this mean you're staling

Did she have any choice after all?

'Yes. I'm staying for now, at any rate.’



‘Then take over the study, take over the housesuggested happily. 'I've
got you back and as far as I'm concerned you caw dn the walls. You
realise I've got to get this manuscript to New YbWant to come with me?"

'I'll be too busy,' Joanna said quickly. Nick wasNew York and he had a
nasty habit of appearing where he was least expelrteany case, she had
no idea where Martin and Rina were at this paricaloment. 'I'll be quite
all right here with Phoebe.’

"You will. Nothing ever happens here. | don't knbaw long I'll be but |
wouldn't leave you if | thought you were anythirther than safe.' He also
knew that Nick was in New York, and that was whywas happier to leave
her here. They never mentioned it but it was tladireght.

He left next day, and Joanna settled down to wgathering the preliminary
designs she had already done and beginning to woitkem seriously. It
was absorbing, and gradually she drifted back reioold habits, walking,
swimming, collecting new ideas from her exotic sundings and working
sometimes late into the night. At least it kepti\at bay, and when he stole
into her dreams she awoke and walked on the mdoedich until she had
recovered. So long as she didn't see him, everytould be all right.

* % %

Several days later Joanna awoke with a blindingladeze. She was cold,
shivering in the morning heat and her skin was atgrto the touch. Getting
out of bed was a great effort, and she had tosegtral times before she
managed to get washed and stagger out of her room.

Phoebe took one look at her and marched her baoédo

"You got a fever, child, and small wonder, workitify all hours then
roaming about that beach at night. It's time yaddy came back and put a
stop to it. Pity Mr Martella ain't here, he couldake you take care of
yourself.'

'It's a cold," Joanna protested.



'It's a fever," Phoebe snapped. 'You stay putdchdotta get the doctor.'

She was glad to be in bed and pulled the sheetis ber ears, terribly cold
and shivering. The doctor came in by boat, a demkr®d islander and very
professional, and it was a fever, to Phoebe's satigfaction. Joanna was to
stay in bed and he would come next day. He lefh-gdiers for her
headache and told her to drink a lot.

They could call it what they liked; Joanna knewvas the flu. She felt

utterly helpless, too weak to stand now, too weadrgue with Phoebe, and
next day the doctor didn't come after all. At tihsge she would have
pneumonia, but she was too ill to care.

Some time during the following day she awoke tar laelaarsh voice giving
orders and laying down the law mightily. She felb thazy to make any
effort to listen. It sounded like Nick but it coaftlbe, and she knew she was
hallucinating. She was not. The door opened an#d 8tiode into the room,
looking like thunder, Phoebe trotting behind hinxiansly.

'She gotta stay in bed, Mr Martella, and drinktaddhe doctor said so. She
won't drink an' she just sleeps and groans. kddker.’

'It's the flu!"" Nick snapped, his hand on Joanhathead. 'Her throat is
probably too sore to allow her to swallow anythatgall. Why isn't she
wrapped up warmly?'

'She keeps tossing things off.'

Nick glared at her and started to wrap Joannakedi mummy, winding
sheets over her and looking round impatiently foren

'I'm moving her," he rasped. 'Get her things togretimd put them in some
sort of bag. I'll send for them.’

'‘Nick.' Joanna clutched at him as he lifted her @fubed, and he looked
down at her reassuringly.



'It's all right. I'll get you to the fort. Nora wilook after you. Where's your
father?'

‘'The manuscript was finished. He took it to New K.drI didn't want to
go.'

'l can imagine.' He didn't look at her, he justkeal out with her, and she felt
dreadful, ready to cry like a child who wanted eéoduddled and was being
denied comfort.

'My—my head's so bad.’

'l know," he said more quietly, glancing at hewotMng now and you'll be
warm, safe and comfortable.’

"You came back.' She put her head on his shoufdkha carried her out of
the house and along the beach, her weight no proble

'‘Luckily,” he muttered. "You need a doctor.'

'One came, as Phoebe said. He never came baclghthble seemed to
know what he was doing."'

You'll have my doctor," Nick informed her grimljHe knows what he's
doing; working for Martella Industries, he has to.'

'You can't fly him out here just for me," Joannaaged.

'‘Believe me,' Nick said sardonically, ‘when | sapp, he'll jump. He's got a
good job. He would fly out to me without a plane Would flap his arms.’

'‘Another slave,’ Joanna murmured deliriously, aeadjlanced down at her
darkly, his eyes roaming over her flushed face.

'So why not? You refuse to be one. | have to keemtumbers up somehow.
I'm judged by my retinue.' He suddenly smiled da@awher. '‘Be quiet. Save
your strength and be good. Otherwise I'll orderb@ab take care of you in



place of Nora. And just realise that if you hadrbagth me in New York
you wouldn't now be in this state. | would haveetakare of you.'

Right now she wanted him to take care of her. Siwefhlt as if she was
drifting away from reality with no strength, butdkiwas here. He was back!

'Why did you come back?' she asked in a whisperthineat hurting badly.

'For the same reason | always come back," he gramigrily, 'to see you, to
touch you, to damned well hope!

She was placed in a comfortable bed, wrapped umpiyagiven aspirin and

hot lemon, and before the evening a doctor arriaed\ick had promised.
He listened to her breathing, took her pulse atiteseher back to sleep. He
told her she had the flu.

'I knew that,' she told Nick as he came in latdre Souldn't lift her head
from the pillow.

'Now you know it officially." He stood and lookedwin at her. 'I'll have to
stay until you're better,' he muttered almost todalf. 'I'll have to put the
trip to Japan off yet again. You're going to costafortune.' He sounded a
bit grim as he paced around the room, and shedstréim resentfully
through pain-filled eyes.

'l didn't ask you to come back. | didn't ask youdscue me. | would have
been all right with Phoebe. | don't need you théee.’

'If I leave you'll do something drastic,’ he gruht®on't you always? In any
case, Phoebe is too old now to look after you. Moo much trouble. This
is the second time you've been in bed at my plageuld be a lot less of a
problem if you just moved in with me. Nora wouldokn where she was
then.’

'I'll go back as soon as | can,’ Joanna said tarfitm quite used to being in
the way. My father doesn't think so, though.’



'‘Being in the way?' Nick walked over and stared naivher angrily. 'That's
a laugh! There's Sutton wanting to care for yowryather anxious to keep
you, and me hanging around like a fool. Sutton dpeiat of the picture, it's
either your father or me. Are you capable of chog?3i

'I'm not a half-wit,” Joanna said, wincing at tlanpin her head. 'l can take
care of myself.’

"You? A golden-haired, bewildered near-child? fieger noticed you taking
care of yourself. When you're finally with me ybwdalise it.'

Joanna closed her eyes tightly and he left the ranthleft her in peace.
Right now she was so glad to be here, to know shkelcall out to Nora, but
as soon as she was better at all she would go thattle place where she
belonged, with her father.

In any case, she had to make her peace with Phdible.had almost
chopped her to ribbons with his caustic tongue.

He stayed and he really did look as if he was hangiround, all his
movements restless as usual. Joanna would have fgéat nuisance, but
Nora took care of her, sat and talked to her whenthroat began to
improve, ..and she even got to know Colby.

He came in one morning to bring her tablets andrkdand she smiled at
him a trifle worriedly. It was a bit unnerving t@ave to speak to him. She
knew now he had been with Nick for years, long beefte had met Nora. It
sounded as if Nick's grandmother had appointed him.

‘Thank you-er-Colby.'

‘You ain't a bit friendly," he complained, lookiagher as he got to the door.
‘A real stiff English miss, not like Nora. Nick'glgought to call me Ed.'

'I'm not Nick's girl," Joanna said quickly, lookifigstered and hot. 'I'm just
here because he happened to come back and find'me i



'He happens to come back pretty often,' Colby drdwi that nasal tone. He
walked over to the window and looked out. 'He's ddmere now, kicking at

pebbles like a bad-tempered kid. | never seen ethis. He's tough, a
big-business man, real important. You're drivingp muts.’

'I'm not doing anything at all," Joanna protestgdting hotter by the minute.

‘That's why he's going nuts," Colby rejoined smgartl know Nick, he's
letting things slip for you. Should be in Japamtand me both. You gotta
come to your senses.'

'Look, Colby! Ed! You've got this all mixed up,'alina stated firmly, her
trembling legs being securely in bed. All she gatswa wry look as he
ambled to the door.

'Not me. | ain't nuts. That's Nick.'

Joanna was bright red with embarrassment whendsedlthe door but she
didn't blame Colby—Ed. It was very obvious thatl\eas chasing her, and
very obvious that from time to time he caught tedter all, she was here
right now, and it was not the first time Colby hsgkn her in bed at Nick's
house. She had to get back to Phoebe as soonsiblpos

When Nick came back and called in to see her imbweg cold-eyed way she
put the whole thing to him.

'l can go back now. | won't be a lot of troublePiooebe. | can get up.' She
still looked flustered and he eyed her narrowly.

'Nora told me this morning you were still very shake said tightly. "You're
not fit and you know it. Wanting to get me out aiuy sight, are you?'

'No. It—it's just that—that | shouldn't be hereople will be getting the
wrong impression and..." She blushed furiously, Ainck's black brows
rose, comprehension dawning in eyes that suddeakel devilish.

'Colby's been setting you right," he murmuredelyiss on her flaring cheeks.



'He's all mixed up,' Joanna said hotly. 'He—heechihe your girl.'

"You are my girl." He walked over and smiled atdienisively and she glared
at him.

"You had no right to imply that I...’

'l don't imply,piccola,'he grinned, thoroughly enjoying her embarrassment.
'He's got eyes in his head. He's using his natité w

He suddenly bent and wrapped his arms round herligs seeking hers
hungrily, possessive and devouring, and she hattuggle to get free.

You'll get my germs,' she said shakily when hevdosack and looked at her
with amusement. He had felt her trembling resp@mgkshe knew it.

'S0? | want everything you've got. If you have klcid's mine.’

She was just staring at him, not knowing what taodsay, when the door
opened after a slight tap and Colby stood therk aitery bland face.

'Celine on the phone for you, boss," he muttened Nick got up with a very
annoyed expression on his face, striding out ofdloen as Colby lingered to
close the door. He didn't say anything but his $oekre eloquent. They said
quite clearly, 'What did you expect?' What inde®@¢iten Nick came back
she pretended to be asleep and he went out, cltterdpor quietly but with
a certain amount of suppressed violence. Whateigerdal reason for
chasing her, there was no doubt at all about tssele

Joanna got up the next day, and even though shéoh&dt later she had
finally made it to her feet. The phone never seetaextop ringing for Nick,
and he came to announce that he would have togotbdNew York.

'l suppose Celine is getting restless?' Joanna omexdntrying her hand at
the same scathing tone that Nick normally used.

'‘Well, I'll be busy,' he remarked evenly. 'Stillike to go out at night."'



'And come back in again!" Joanna snapped. Shenstenitly appalled at her
jealousy. Being jealous was one thing, letting Niokl out was yet another,
and she stopped at once, turning away and looKititeasea.

They were on the patio, having coffee, and for auta Nick said nothing at
all. When she looked up he was staring out to Beaface tight, and he
suddenly stood and walked into the house, leavardtere without a word.

She wasn't sure why. She did know, however, thidhfolast couple of days
he had not been in any way warm. With her ilindesoat over he simply

wanted to get back to his business and his womehelwasn't prepared to
be one of them there were plenty who were. Hisye®getion and remark

informed her of that.

Joanna made her way back to her own room, starmjintbe window and
looking at the endless sea. Almost everything seletaethrow her into
Nick's path, as if fate was determined to leaddaek to him whichever way
she went. And to what purpose? What was she? Sameerwanted, a
passing obsession, Nick's girl— for the moment.

The other women were quite happy to be like thahwim. Beautiful,
sophisticated women who drifted in and out of fis, Ibrightening his
nights. Tears flooded into her eyes and beganlitsitently down her face.
She could never be like that. She loved him.

He came while she was crying, taking one look atdemt head and then
softly closing the door. She had no idea he wattsd when he reached
for her she looked round, startled and unhappycheeks wet with tears.

‘All right, all right," he said huskily. 'l knowpsdon't even start pretending.’
He turned her in his arms and cradled her agaimstincredibly gentle. 'l've
got to go but | want you to stay here, to let Nok after you.' He tilted her
face and began to kiss away the tears. 'I'll e#awnd you Colby. He can keep
telling you how to behave.’

'Does he tell them all, all those women?' Joankadawith bitter sobs. 'Does
he bring them coffee in bed and givemadvice?'



'‘Ask him!" Nick suddenly took her face in his hangigsping it tightly. 'Ask
him if | keep running after their, like a fool. A$km to name one woman
who has ever been upstairs in this house othenybiah

'It doesn't matter. I'm not prying into your affalrdon't care at all.'

‘Then why are you crying? Why do you melt againstewery time | touch
you?Dio, you torture me, you torture both of us. | will giup every woman
for a lifetime to have you for just one night!'

Joanna could do nothing but stare into his eyasharpulled her closer as if
he really was tortured.

‘Joanna!' He looked at her deeply, words hovermdpis lips, but he never
said them. Instead his lips caught hers and regdlifier against him, kissing
her with a hungry passion. When she made no movesist he swept her
into his arms, his mouth still over hers as he wdlio the bed and put her
down, coming instantly to take her back into himsr

'One word," he breathed, shuddering against hee ¥rd is all | need and
you never say it, you never admit anything." Hekémb down at her
vibrantly, his eyes moving over her tear-stainagfaYou cry for me, cling
to me, want me, but never the word. | know, Joahkapwhow you feel.
Why can't you come to me?'

He sounded agonised, desperate, and when he catkedaer Joanna
wound her arms round his neck, her lips willinglyeaed below his, her
body moving where he led.

‘The plane, boss. It's ready.' Colby tapped atitioe, and with a groan Nick
moved away, his hands running through his dark léerlooked down at
her and then stood, moving to the door.

'Stay here,' he ordered softly. 'Stay here wheteast | know you're safe.’
He suddenly grimaced wryly. 'l used to play chesgl then there are all
those women. Right now | don't have time for amghbut chasing you.
Pretty soon | won't even have a business. You stk into you. You're

tearing me apart.’



He walked out, and soon after Joanna heard the péde off. He had left
her in the same turmoil that he usually did bus time she felt guilty, as if
she was hurting him. Should she talk to him, teti Bhe could never go to
him because she loved him? Could she be as opbatasith Nick?

She walked back to the patio thoughtfully. No, slaeed not. He would

laugh at her, explain his needs and his desiresedinter the same thing he
had told Martin, that the word love was not in Martella vocabulary. The

phone rang as she was passing it and she pickpanithout much thought,

her soft lips tightening as she heard a sultry fiene voice.

'Is Nick there? It's Annabelle.’

Fury just raced through Joanna. Minutes ago, rmreks ago she had been
contemplating putting her heart on the line, cosifes everything because
he had sounded hurt and lost. Now another womanrighsthere on the
phone.

'He's already left,’ she snapped. 'He'll be with yogood time for tonight.'
She slammed the phone down and stood fuming.

'Was that the phone?' Colby appeared like an ugtyegand peered at her,
getting himself a glare to be going on with.

'Yes. It was Annabelle this time. | told her he Webbe home in time for
tonight.'

The nearest thing she had ever seen to a griclst@ticross his face.

'She don't work nights. Annabelle is his PA. Fifbyt nice with it." He

walked out and she could hear him actually chugkéia he moved off, and
Joanna's face was once again red. She remembeckdsalying at the
wedding how dignified she was. Dignified! She canglity made a fool of
herself when she was anywhere close to Nick. Nowvag managing to
have her doing the same thing when he was airbandethinking about
nothing but facts and figures. She had to get dhece.

She went to tell Nora, ignoring Ed Colby, who jsiiod there and listened.



'Nick wanted you to stay here,’ Nora said quietpu've been really ill,
love. And there's nobody there to look after you.'

'l can cope,’ Joanna told her. 'In any case, | madiack. Nick really told
Phoebe off and I've got a few fences to mend. 3ieels with my father for
years.'

'l can go and smooth her ruffled feathers,' Nofarefl, but Joanna laughed
and shook her head.

‘No. I've got to go. I've got some work to do ity aase.'

'I'll carry your things,' Colby said suddenly, almhnna nodded her thanks.
She hoped he wasn't going to give her any quietady start any amused
remarks about Nick's personal assistant.

In the event, he just walked quietly beside heyjrganothing at all until
they were almost there.

‘Nick's going to ring," he cautioned her quiethe"s going to find out you've
gone and he's going to be back here again.’

'Of course he isn't,’ she snapped, glaring at him.

Glares glanced off him like water off a duck. Heelil with the glares of a
master. Nobody could glare like Nick.

'Don't take any bets," he suggested.

'It's ridiculous," Joanna fumed, wondering why sles discussing private
affairs with this man. 'Why should he?'

"You're his girl." He put her small grip by the dand turned to go. He shook
his head with some sort of exasperation. 'Youlgnay one. Most women
would go crazy to be Nick Martella's girl. You juake off like a rabbit. It
can't be because you're English—Nora's English, sired got her head
screwed on right when she was born. They must hassed a stage with
you.'



He left Joanna open-mouthed. She didn't know whetheell him he was
insolent or push him down the steps. He glancedtiner as he reached the
sand and she frowned as ferociously as she cduékpeéct it's because
you're American," she stated icily and obscurely.

"Yeah." He just grinned at her and turned away,ingawno difficulty
whatever in following her chain of thought. She haadiced before how
intelligent those little eyes were. It wasn't likéhat Nick would have idiots
around him, except her.

Phoebe wasn't at all ruffled. She just beamed @tk and took her grip
inside.

'l see you got over that nasty fever,' she poiotgd 'That Mrs Colby, she
knows about fevers, she's been coming here fosyeaw.'

| can't win, Joanna thought wildly. Whatever happéran't win. Her father
phoned soon after and she grabbed the phone befarebe could lay a
hand on it.

'I've got to go on to Florida,' he said straighbgwAre you all right, Jo?"'

'I'm fine, fine,' she assured him quickly and, éo tter fury, Phoebe leaned
across and shouted into the phone, 'She's hacr'fev

'What fever?' Instantly her father was worried, Bhadebe went off, looking
very righteous.

'Oh, Daddy, | had flu, that's all. Nick came backl dook me to the fort.
Nora looked after me," she added hastily when h#& wery silent. 'l came
back today.' 'Where's Nick?'

‘Nick? Oh, he went back to New York.' The air segéntebe boiling across
the singing lines and Joanna was worried aboutfdtber's attitude. She
didn't want him coming back and messing up his daleebecause of Nick's
being here.



'I'm not surprised,’ he said after a minute. 'Hethe middle of negotiations
that are worth a small fortune. He seems to spesrg time on Santa Marta
than he has at his disposal.'

'Well, I'm glad he came,’' Joanna said smoothlwak too much for Phoebe
to have to look after me.’

'‘Maybe | should come back?'

'If you do I'll go back to London at once,’ Joarstated firmly. 'I'm
twenty-three. | don't need caring for like a child.

'‘And Nick's gone?' he asked after a second's slenc

'Up, up and away,' she said cheerfully. 'l don'tinagther your manuscript
or Nick's business on my conscience, and I'veagutd of work to do, so get
off to Florida and stop worrying.'

He agreed to go, and as she put the phone downddbérher lips together.
Her father didn't trust Nick. He was his friend It didn't trust him. And
how could he? It must have been as clear to hieerffais it was to Colby that
Nick was chasing her. The only difference was alby was strictly on
Nick's side. And neither of them knew the deptlhisfreasons.

Colby came two days later, knocking on the door lan#ting at her with a
sort of pleading that was quite alien to him, asa® she knew. He came
straight to the point as usual.

'You gotta go to New York this afternoon,' he saithning her with his
eyes.

'l will not go to Nick!" Joanna looked outraged,the shook his head
frustratedly.

It ain't Nick, it's her, his grandma. She sayadter here, and you gotta go.
| just had her on the phone, and when she saysmething | do it. She's
some lady, and | do everything she says. She'sgadayour plane ticket
and you leave this afternoon. | take you over alibat and | go with you



and see you're OK. That's what she said. And It amthing to do with

Nick," he added forcefully when Joanna looked at tiith suspicion. 'He
knows nothing about this. She wants to talk to y®he wants a look at
Nick's girl.’

'I'm not Nick's girl.’

‘Tell her that. Don't expect me to tell her. Sim@sto be upset. She tells me
to walk on water—I do it.'

Joanna could see that he was quite prepared tdeakbere under his arm.
She had no alternative, and she wanted very musdgtdlick's grandmother
in any case. This was the woman who loved himjgaand all, who patted

his head as if he were a small boy. Oh, yes, simeddo see her, and when
Colby came back for her she was all ready, herrogket bag packed, and

she was wearing one of her best creations.

"You look a bit thin," Colby muttered, examining ler faults. 'Maybe she
won't notice." He grimaced at Joanna's startled.|t®he's old-fashioned.
She's a real lady.'

It was like preparing for an audience with royakiyd Joanna left once
again, only slightly less bemused than she had Wen Nick had stormed
in and rescued her.

There was no hailing of taxis, no walking and natwg. A long dark
limousine drew up as they stepped through the didumrs and a chauffeur
took Joanna's bag and placed it in the back, botwmgnto her sea: He very
carefully refrained from looking at her and - helsta glance at Colby, who
looked just a little anxious, and then they wereeeping into the busy
traffic.

She almost expected a police escort. This waly/resraordinary but she
found herself feeling as nervous as Ed Colby, difskaause of an old lady.
Not any old lady, she reminded herself, Nick's graather, the matriarch of
the Martella clan. She had been summoned to theepce and she had no
idea why.






CHAPTER NINE

NERVES almost got the better of Joanna as she was uslheied very
luxurious apartment by a small, neat maid. She liiedt a prisoner, the
chauffeur on one side of her and Ed Colby on therptind she knew where
most of her nerves were coming from. Colby wasdmatting them like
radio waves. She had never seen the tough, comipatenso anxious as
when Nick's grandmother was mentioned.

The chauffeur left them at the door and Joannalsa@oting, looking round
the drawing-room they had been shown into. It wageh white-carpeted,
draped in muted colours, very pleasing to the ey \&ery indicative of
wealth. Colby stood like a soldier, almost at diten and Joanna was
greatly relieved as an old lady came slowly inte thom. At least she was
now at the stage of facing whatever it was witifurther waiting.

‘Thank you, Ed," a soft, musical voice said gentiyeally don't know what |
would do without you.'

Joanna knew he bristled with pleasure, althoughnstsenot watching him;
she couldn't take her eyes off Nick's grandmotBbe was very old but still
a strikingly beautiful woman, her ancestry all tbear in the luminous black
eyes that gleamed intelligently from a pale facer Hair was completely
white but thickly piled on her head in a beautiétyle that showed the
arched neck that still had the poise of a girl's.

She wore a smart, expensive silk trouser suit Jaana noticed the ebony
cane her father had mentioned and the hands cowegdittering rings. Yes
they should have been in a bank, but she couldnk bf anyone who would
have the temerity to rob Nick Martella's grandmothe

'Shall | wait, ma'am?' Ed Colby asked, and thdaudg smiled across at him,
her eyes moving from their intent inspection ofnlca

'‘No, Ed. Come back for her in about two hours. Bsntshe will have had
enough of me and this overheated apartment. I'e&dzbher into an hotel
for tonight. You can get her back to the island aomow before Nick finds
out you've left. Our little secret, Ed.'



'Yes, ma'am.' He was red with pleasure and haliyebbacked out, closing
the door as quietly as a whisper.

'‘Bring us some tea, Dinah," Nick's grandmother gaidthe maid. 'The
English like tea, and I'm very fond of | it myselihen you can go to the
shops and leave us.’

She turned to Joanna and stood looking at her foinate.

'So you're the girl who is making a fool of my Nicthe said quietly. '‘Come
and sit down. | think | need to get to know you.'

Joanna sat and looked at her, not knowing whatytoEhis was not a lady to
argue with. In the first place she was too diguifiand in the second place
there was an amused gleam at the back of the daak #hat made it
impossible to start protesting.

"You have been ill,’ she remarked, showing Joamateshe was up to date on
facts. 'l know this because | tried to get in towstin Nick and | had a good
idea where he would be. "Nonna," he said, "I havatdy here for a while. |
can't get back." Once again he was on Santa Marenwe should have
been in at least two other places. Of course, dandi enlighten me about
your influenza. Ed did that. He has kept an ey&limhk for me for years, an
extraneous activity that Nick knows nothing of.'

Joanna found herself smiling. ‘Do you think Nicleds anyone to keep an
eye him?' she asked drily.

'Yes, | think so, and Ed does it admirably. Ohpbw that Nick is tough,
sometimes almost savage, but he is the heartbeabo$iness empire and
when | die there will be nobody at all to see hegats, to understand his
moods and his sombre moments. To the world he ¢& Niartella, hard,
ruthless and clever. To me he is my grandson, mik+elged Nick who sat at
my knee and told me his problems. He tells me tk&h That is how |
know about you. You are Joanna, a golden girl fEargland who thinks my
Nick is a monster. | have to know why you are mgkarfool of him, why he
flies to you when he should be doing so many attiegs.'



The maid came in with tea and Joanna had a mioutertk. She was right
in the middle of Nick's territory, facing his great champion. The truth
seemed to be the only way possible. She had thiénde¢hat any
equivocating would bring contempt to the dark-egttiady.

'Perhaps he chases me because I'm unattainabklsyiggested quietly when
they were once more alone.

'He is a brilliant businessman. He drops the umathde.' Dark eyes roamed
over her. 'Perhaps you are necessary to his egestard therefore cannot be
abandoned?'

'He's surrounded by beautiful women,” Joanna painteit rather
desperately, her cheeks flushing wildly. 'l doudbanyone is necessary to
Nick's existence, except you.'

'You think a man cannot need a woman? You think Mices not need to
come home to warm arms ar.: soft words?"He hasemgndoanna said
quietly, her eyes on her clenched hands.

'Glossy dolls," the old lady murmured scathinghnd fewer of those than
you apparently imagine. He is wealthy and thergpamsued. You think that
only a man is a hunter?' She sighed and then paasgour tea, handing
Joanna a delicate china cup. 'There have been wontes life, beautiful,
mindless creatures who no doubt told him exactlatwhey imagined he
wished to hear.' She looked up intently at Joahfau are different and |
have been aware of your existence for many yeaesh&t changed his
schedules for you, cancelled trips for you, spemtiess time in England
when it was all unnecessary. Why are you not néitoany Nick?'

'He doesn't want to marry me," Joanna said quiéttysorry, but you've got
the whole thing wrong. Nick just—just...’

'Wants you? Go ahead and speak, my dear. | amehat aint. | doubt if |
will be pressed into that role. | too am a MarteAad if he married you,
what then?'



'He wouldn't,’ Joanna assured her softly. 'In aasecl| would never agree,
even if by some miracle he asked me. He said ligatvord "love" does not
figure in the Martella vocabulary. | think that éxips everything, don't
you?'

For a few minutes the old lady looked at Joannd,than looked out of the
huge window that faced the park. It was sunny beitd, hot, but inside this
room there was a controlled atmosphere, no noiseptxhe ticking of a
golden clock.

'l am ninety-one,' she said after a minute. 'Tlageemany secrets in my life,
and | am very much like Nick in many ways, althoudtke to think | am
more gentle. Today | intended to persuade you,nBeatior Nick. But you
are not what | imagined, so | will not try to beyml to my wishes. | would
not succeed. Instead | will tell you a very sadytnd leave you to think it
out.'

She looked across at Joanna, summing her up, andntbdded to herself,
and Joanna had the strangest feeling that she dss#¢ some sort of test.
She was beginning to understand why Ed Colby weatie of this woman.

'My husband was a member of the Italian nobiliNi¢k's grandmother
began, 'a proud man and hard. He brought up myosba exactly the same
and | was not able to do anything but watch. |twaglgrandchildren, Renata
and Nick, and they were destined for the same dutNick to follow in his
father's steps, but my son's wife was a charmirigggintle, kind and loving.

| felt they were safe with her and | came to Am&ric my own relatives
when my husband died.

'My son's wife died when Nick was ten years old kinihk then that my son

turned completely to stone. His attitude to thddrbn was utterly cold

because he could not cope with life himself. Theas a great gap in their
lives where a warm-hearted mother had been, buyt tlael each other;
Renata and Nick were inseparable.

'Renata was older and she married, but the twdhehtwere very close
always.' She sighed and looked at Joanna with ayvesaile. 'Tragedy was
not long away from us. When Rina was born, Renatadied, and Nick had



lost everything in his life that was gentle. | abulot get through to him. |
stayed in Italy, watched his slow progress to tealdwatched him harden
and grow cold, the dark eyes no longer laughinger@&hwere unsuitable
companions, rather desperate deeds, so | broughbdck here to America.
He visits his father often but one cannot get ctose statue.

'He was fifteen when | brought him here, almostritygears ago. He would
not leave Rina—she was all he had left of his si§§e my grandson-in-law
was brought too and | built a new life for Nick aaaund Nick. A life to
wash out the melancholy of the old country. It Wasked until now. For the
past six years he has been restless, impatiem@ne-miserable. He first
saw you six years ago. | can only draw my own agsiohs.'

She said nothing more. Her eyes were again seeigdle green park and a
land far away, unhappy times that clearly livedhwhier, and Joanna could
not even begin to express her feelings of symp&hg.was sure they would
not be welcome. Here was a woman who took lifeneydhin and altered it,
a woman who had lived with sorrow and risen over it

'l expect you will think that he is a man now andrenthan capable of
casting off the past?' she murmured quietly. 'Whows, though, what the
past does to us?"

'Many things,' Joanna agreed softly. Hadn't it dibmegs to her, made her
feel rootless, torn between her father and a lifelsad been forced to live in
England? 'l understand.'

"Yes. You would.' The brilliant old eyes lookednatr closely. "You tell me
that Nick says the word love does not appear invoaabulary. Perhaps for
him it is because it appeared too deeply and was dway, each time
because of a woman who left him without being dblstay. You have a
choice, Joanna. You are able to stay.'

'For how long?' Joanna asked with soft bitternéisk chases me for a lot
of reasons.' She blushed. 'l wouldn't be tellingoawe else about this.’



‘Then I'm flattered, my dear.' The old lady smileééy rather regal face
softened. 'Yes, | can believe that he does. Hoyoddnow that this will not
last for a whole lifetime?’

"It isn't love,' Joanna pointed out quietly.
'Perhaps it is. Perhaps it is Nick's kind of lobe.you love him?'

Joanna looked at her warily and the old lady ladglaequiet, dark laugh,
very much like Nick's.

'l am the keeper of many secrets, Joanna. Nick ned most things but | do
not tell him every small secret of my own. What usrild | be to him if |
did?'

'Yes. | love him," Joanna confessed. 'For a lomgtl was afraid of him,
thought | hated him. He took away the man | thoudpwed, and | imagined
I'd never recover. How stupid it would have beemwNI can't even
remember Martin's face.'

'He married Rina? Yes, | have met him, quite rdgehtwas not able to

attend the wedding. It was so far away.' She mamey dace. 'He is not like

my Nick and certainly not the man for you. In tiRma will learn to handle

him and I think she will interest him more as shaxg older and wiser.' She
stood quite vigorously and smiled down at Joarv\ee have exchanged
secrets and now | think | know you. | must leave st to you. Think with

your heart, Joanna. At the moment | can only catelthat Nick is doing

precisely that. Certainly he is not using much canmsense. Now | am
going to show you my apartment and my treasures. ot often get the
chance to show off. At my age one enjoys luxuryg Bhave plenty of it.’

When later Colby came for her he was like a warly arad obviously
astonished to see Joanna in deep discussion wettisNgrandmother about
clothes design. The time had flown, and on thesesthble were sketches of
clothes that would suit a very regal lady She weeptly interested. Nick's
grandmother had not inany way dropped her holditherlife or vanity.
She actually came to the door with them, still itadk ordering Joanna to
complete the designs and get them made up fonHsaridon.



Colby was filled with awe. He kept silent until had taken Joanna right to
the door of her hotel room, an order clearly gitermim beforehand. She
had the door open when he suddenly grasped hemahmstrong blunt
fingers.

'What did she say?' he asked eagerly, and Joantesaahhim with a great
deal of mischievous pleasure.

'Mind your own business,' she said tartly. 'I'tt ®u tomorrow.' She closed
the door in his irritated face and suddenly féde Isinging.

How true was it? Did Nick want her for a lifetim@?fas it the argument of an
old lady who loved him and nothing more, or did Nieally need her? He
had said more than once that he did. Rina wouldh lahandle Martin, his
grandmother had said. Would she learn to handlk™N#ow did one handle
somebody like Nick? She could only love him, shd ha other skills, no
brilliance to match his, none of the weary knowlkedd the world that Nick
possessed.

But he was magic to her, a dark dream that tremitethe edge of reality,
and his grandmother had drawn her in more deeplyssie wanted to see
him, to run to him, but she must go warily or it wia all slip from her
fingers and Nick would go on his dark, silent wigaving her forever lost.

When she got back to Santa Marta she started wauriediately, her mind
now not only on clothes for women of her own aged gounger. She had
met a very young old lady and it had broadeneab#ook. Looking back at
it, she felt she had been with a friend, but matyia¢ was just because she
loved Nick.

He did not come. Her father rang to check up onshésty but she did not
tell him about her trip. It was a secret. Only Gokmew, and now when she
went to have coffee with Nora he joined them, hikeleyes amused when
they met hers. Nick's tough manservant was now -aoospirator and
evidently it pleased him.

She listened for the plane but it never came. Mdybw/as in Japan, maybe
still in New York or even in England. He never rangver came, and after a



while her hopes began to die, the singing insidpstd and she felt once
again unhappy.

She was locked in Nick's arms, her legs entwineith Wwis, and he was
kissing her passionately. He was not angry, neétening at all. Everything
about him was loving, and desire raged through bbthem like white heat.

'Nick! Nick!'

The sound of her own voice woke Joanna and shepsat bed, her heart
pounding madly, her eyes on the moonlight thateftiinto the room. The
dream again. She was hot and breathless, her hitidgttsined to Nick's

arms, and she tried to fight it off as she got aoubed and went to the
window.

How long was this going to go on? How much morg obuld she stand? It
would have been better to get away from here wheeeything reminded
her of him. She was trapped now more than evehlarta escape because
she could not leave Nick. She could still feel heésxds on her skin, the
dream hanging around like reality, and she letdibmut of the house, not
stopping to dress, doing what she had done marestlmfore, escaping on
to the deserted beach.

She had not bothered with sandals. The sand wh&atm from the day's
heat, and she walked close to the sea, lettingdb&breeze drift over her
skin through the thin cotton nightie, trying tortkiof nothing at all. She
could not leave her body behind. It reminded hat akvays did. She was
aching inside, longing for Nick's arms.

A patch of white on the sand attracted her attardiad for the first time ever
she had misgivings about being here alone in tigatnPerhaps it was
something washed up by the sea? It was not veeylikt was well back
from the water on dry sand and she became verjocsas she approached,
her senses alert in case she had to run, very awafe that she wore only a
short cotton nightie. It was perfectly decent buhade her feel vulnerable.



She had never before given even a thought to beéng alone like this.
Nobody came on this beach.

It was a towel. She could see that even beforecahge close, and she
walked forward very slowly, mystified by its appaace. She had certainly
not left it there earlier, and for days she had se#n a soul apart from
Phoebe and the Colbys.

The sound of movement in the sea had her spinmuagd with thumping
heart, and Nick was wading ashore, his body glegrmnthe moonlight,
dark, brief swimming trunks covering him, his haet and black, his eyes
fixed on her vibrantly.

"You—you're in New York.' Joanna was transfixeddHhast by his eyes and
his unexpected appearance. It was almost as atheonjured him up out
of her own head, and her body began to slide battk her dream, her
breasts tingling, everything inside her warm, yiredd

'l arrived about an hour ago.' He came towardsfrioen the sea, his eyes
never leaving hers. 'l left as soon as my last mgdor the day was over.
Tomorrow was too far away, too long to wait.'

Joanna never moved; in fact, she was incapableowing. She stood by the
towel and simply waited, knowing he would take imehis arms. It was all
there in his eyes and her body was already subreissithout any

command. Her dream was swirling around her and Nistkreached for her,
holding her close, his eyes looking into hers.

"You're wet,' she whispered, looking up into hig face.
'I'm much more than that.' He pulled her tightlyhim, letting her feel the
hard pulsing desire that held him in its grip, awhnna wound her arms

around his neck and willingly softened against him.

"You feel hot, feverish,’ he whispered, his teetigging at her ear
sensuously. "You could not sleep?’



'l was dreaming.' Her head fell back languorouslyiting the caress of his
lips, and his hands began to move over her sloyding up the fierce
excitement.

'"You allow me into these dreams?' he murmured aghier ear, his hands
stroking her, and she trembled against him.

'l can't keep you out.' Joanna had no sense efgelervation left. She was
too lost, too deeply committed to Nick. If he walkaway she would die.

'l won't be kept out,’ he whispered. 'l belong ¢hémant to be there.’

Oh, did he talk to every woman like this? Did havie what he was doing
and fly into the night to be with them? Would sleddft with nothing but the
dreams? Was that what happened without love?

Joanna gave a soft moan of anguish and his ligsieapher, gently forcing
her mouth to part, his tongue sliding inside t@éand caress. She was soft,
pliant, obedient, surrendering as she had nevee dmfore, and Nick
groaned against her lips, his hands sweeping amrepdssessively, finding
the swollen evidence of her breasts and lingerngxcite them to painful
life. She tightened her arms around his neck angechagainst him, her hips
moving slowly against his, inviting and willing wkiho real thought of what
she was doing.

'What are you wearing?' he asked huskily.

'l never bothered to dress,' she whispered. 'ldv@aming and then—then |
had to get out of the house.' She moaned softlyarited to find you, Nick.'

He gasped harshly and tilted her face, seeing the/sy submission to
desire, her eyes half closed, her lips partedysaitid he crushed her mouth
beneath his as his hands swiftly stripped awaylytdress and let it fall to
the sand. After years of waiting she was in hissgragolden in the
moonlight, enraptured by desire. He knew she waalytvulnerable, in
need of protection from her own enslavement, bsitdwn passion raged
beyond control, burning inside him like a fire.



He ran his hands over her skin, satin-soft, wardhiawiting, and his head
bent to the pale mounds of her breasts, his torilitleng against the
darkened nipples until she cried out sharply, aglaimd melting inside. His
hands spanned her waist, tightened and slowly mbgeffom him and she
began to whimper softly, struggling to be close.

‘Joanna." His voice was deep and low, and she dpéee eyes in
bewilderment, shaking her head from side to sitterly given up to desire.
'l want to look at you.'

He held her trembling body away, his eyes runnimgrcder, dark and
hungry, moving over every rounded curve, everyetelgollow, until she
was sobbing under her breath, her legs ready ®way beneath her.

Nick's eyes locked with hers as he pulled her gtehedck to him, relishing
each second of agony before her skin would megahdthen his hips were
moving against hers, his knee parting her legs, pinerful, thrusting
evidence of his need against her soft warmth. Tiexe locked together, as
close as in her dreams, and triumph raced throughds she tugged
impatiently at the brief black trunks that had b&enonly covering in the
sea.

‘Touch me!" He guided her hand between them, gngaas her fingers
touched the fierce evidence of his passion, and tieepulled her to the
sand, lowering her to the white towel, undressind moving over her, as
irresistible as the waves of the sea, dark, hotgoaadevour her.

Desire surged through her veins as his dark heattbder breast, his lips
tugging insistently, and she tossed beneath himbbey shuddering with
yearning, her mouth too dry to call his name. Hiadslid down her body,
his palm flat and deliberately heavy, making hespgas molten feeling
surged through her until his fingers slid delicateetween her thighs to
touch the warm moisture at the very centre of le@ndn

She cried out then, a sharp cry of ecstasy, ariftée@ her into his hips, his
feelings now out of control. He knew he must besftdy gentle. His violent
jealousy had not blinded him to the fact of heicence, but she shuddered



beneath him, bewitched, eager, intoxicated witlrdeand he came into her
fiercely, his mouth burning over hers.

Joanna felt the world shatter into a thousand gieibe brief pain forgotten
as the universe exploded around her, stars shotding fiery heaven.
Pleasure grew to an unbearable pitch as he mowgdkimer, draining her
sweetness until they were both consumed by thesiam

She trembled beneath him as he buried his faceemhhir and drew
shuddering breath into aching lungs, his heartibgdike a hammer above
hers. Tears streamed down her face, her bodyastdlsh with the vibrant
force of feeling, and Nick at last raised his hdaid,tongue beginning to
gather the tears slowly.

He knew what they were, the aftermath of such fezhdesire, and he said
nothing, expressed no regret, no joy, his breathtiligdeep and heavy. He
stroked back her hair, his eyes roaming over hes, fand then his lips began
to bite gently at hers, quick impassioned snatt¢has became faster and
deeper until his arms tightened and she felt thewed surge of desire race
through him.

She felt almost drunk with love, her eyes holdingds he looked down at
her, and this time he moved slowly, deliberatelg, teeth biting at her

gently, his hands stroking her breasts. Pleasugeduhrough her and she
arched against him, her eyes closed as he looked dod watched her face,
seeing the enchantment grow as he moved inside her.

‘Nick!" She gasped his name and his dark eyes degider.
"You need mepiccola?'he murmured thickly. 'You need me as | need you?'
She could not answer. She was floating away irga@thand this time when
she came back she was curled in his arms, higrapsg over the smooth

skin of her shoulder.

'Why did you come back?' she whispered againsstiilemgth Of his chest
and he sighed.



'For this. For you. | was not sure if | could liwetil morning. You came like
the answer to my prayers.' He lifted her face amkeéd down at her. 'As
soon as it is light | must go back. | left in thaddie of important
negotiations. If | stay here the whole thing willapse about my ears.'

It was chilling, not what she had expected to haiéinpugh she should have
known. Nick was never still,

never in one place for very long.

'Where is Charles?' he asked quietly when shersahing. 'Why does he
allow you to roam at night along the beach?’

'He's in Florida. It's to do with the film script.’
You didn't want to go with him?'

'I'm working. I'm doing free-lance work for Eileeygu know that. In any
case, |—I didn't want to go.'

'In case you saw me?' he asked astutely. '| havieesm to Florida for years.
You would have been safer there than here. | knbargvto find you. | was
desperate enough to even come and get you.'

He moved with sudden impatience, pulling on hisksiand standing,
lifting her to her feet. 'Get dressed. Your skibéginning to feel chilled.’

'D-don't watch me." She was suddenly shy, snatchmghe towel and
holding it like a shield.

'Why not? You cannot say now that | do not own Yyali. the same, he
turned away, and Joanna dressed quickly. She wzerisig, quite cold and
not a little lost. The passion had gone from Ni&yss, the tenderness had
left him as if it had never been there at all, ahd knew all over again that
she just didn't understand him.



What did he need? What had his strange backgrafhdrisatisfied? If she
could find the key to unlock his heart she wouldag}s be with him, and she
wanted that as she had never wanted anything else.

‘Are you all right?’

Joanna suddenly became aware that she was jogirggavith bent head
and that he was watching her, trying to hear heughts. 'Yes. Yes, I'm all
right.’

‘I hurt you?' His arms lashed around her, holdieg close, and he didn't
wait for an answer. 'l wanted you terribly and tthyou. I'm a savage. You
have good reason to be scared of me.'

"You're saying that deliberately, working yoursef into a rage for some
reason of your own,' Joanna accused, looking apratmaking no move to
tear herself out of his arms. She was smiling sazretly, her mind quite
made up. She would fight to keep him, just so mameth no more. Even if
she had to run away she would leave Nick guessiagting her. If she was
an obsession that had to burn out then she wowdd kén guessing for a
long time.

'‘And you are smiling to yourself, smug and satfiee mocked softly. His
hand captured her face, holding it fast. '‘Come badkew York with me. |
want you where | can see you.'

"You don't trust me?' She looked up at him andsdiche mocking of her
own.

'Who can trust a woman?' he muttered, his facétbfigpuzzled. 'It is not
that,' he added impatiently. 'l want you. How lalmgyou think | can live on
tonight? It will just make me need you more. Yountvane tearing back to
you each evening until | collapse with exhaustion?’

'Of course not." Joanna gently extricated hersalfiling into his slightly
bemused face. 'For one thing, my father will coraekband he'll certainly
object. For another, I'm working too. It may not bigh-powered and
all-consuming, but it's what | do and | enjoy it.'



'What do you mean, working?' Nick exploded. 'Youéao need to work. |
can buy you the moon.'

'It looks so much better there,” Joanna musedchigrat the sky. 'As to
working, | trained for it. | like it, I'm good at.iYoumay not care for my
clothes, but they sell.’

'Who says | do not care for your clothes?' Nickngpled, picking up his
towel angrily. 'You look beautiful with or withowatothes. How did we get
into this ridiculous conversation? What are younddio me?"

‘Nothing at all.'

'You smug, green-eyed little cat,’” he muttered}imgilher back into his
arms. 'l want you with me!’

'No, Nick. I'll see you when you get back, but olicse my father will be
here then.' She knew he would hear the threattamds very sweet to her;
his expression was dumbfounded. Nobody had eved ik wild life. She

kissed him quickly and then spun away.

‘Goodnight, Nick.'

‘Joannal!' He caught her in minutes and held hér fasan't live without
you.'

'Of course you can. All those women.'

"You don't care about them?' He looked appalledhelieving, and she
shrugged lightly although jealousy streaked throlighat the very mention
of them.

'l know all about your life. I've always known. arct change it and I'm not
about to wear myself out trying.'

He was so stunned that he let her walk away, andnk¥almost held her
breath. She was taking the greatest chance oifégechallenging him as no
one had ever done, and she knew it.



He bounded up the steps as she reached the door.

‘Tonight—it was the first time for you. You gave wseelf to me more
sweetly than any other woman could. It meant ngthioyou at all?' His
face looked drawn and she smiled into his dark,dgeging to tell him that
even his words just now had made her heart turm, & tummy clench
with remembrance.

'Yes. It meant something to me. I've stopped frghtou.'

‘Then come with megara. Sleep in my arms, be with me.' He began to rain
kisses on her face and neck, holding her closen®¥¢e each other. We set
each other on fire. You've moved into my life.’

'We made love, Nick,' she said softly, drawing bexkook at him, 'but it

doesn't mean I'm one of your women to follow youndiessly. | have my

own things to do, my own life to live. | want toesgou again as often as |
can, but not as a slave.’

Her hand touched his face gently and then sheedippside and locked the
door. She almost expected to hear him pounding, alemanding entry, but
there was no sound and she knew he was just statttine, something to
think about that he had never faced before. Fingitly heard him leave.
Even his footsteps sounded thoughtful, and Joatwwal svith her hand on
her pounding heart.

She might have lost him altogether, or she mighehapened his eyes to
something he had never faced before. She couldweaity wait and hope.

She was still awake when she heard the boat Ié&visliand. He was going
back; this time he had not used the small planeh&teprobably been too
tired after his meetings. Had he taken Ed? ShechsepeShe wanted him to
be guarded, looked after.

She curled up in bed and willed herself to dreacabse this time she knew
the reality; strong arms had held her, passiomagehlad kissed her and she
belonged to Nick.



CHAPTER TEN

WHEN she saw Nora, Joanna discovered that indeed Nidkdken Colby
with him. She tried to get down to work, but at baek of her mind a dread
loomed that she had taken a chance that wouldamoeé ©ff. Nick had gone
away thinking, but what had he thought? Had thatrght freed him of his
desire? He never rang, in spite of their lovemakamgl once again Joanna's
mind turned to the women who still stayed in his.liMaybe she was an
oddity and he had dismissed her as such? She aolyithope, but it was too
late now; in any case, she had made her decisaamight on the beach.

Her father came back two days later and he kneweung was wrong as
soon as he saw her. No amount of smiles couldawaieg the fear at the back
of her eyes.

'‘Are you better, Jo?' he asked when they were admukesettled to their
evening drinks on the veranda. 'You look thin,tsshaken.’

'It was only flu," she assured him. 'lI've been ovéor ages, but sometimes
things linger.’

'Like Nick. You love him, don't you?'

It needed no real consideration. She had spokentrtith to Nick's
grandmother, so how could she lie to her father?

'Yes, | love him. I've gone through all manner e¢lings with Nick, from
fear to rage, even to simply enjoying his compé#uyyes, | love him. | can't
pretend otherwise and | wouldn't want to pretend.’

'‘And how much more is there?' he asked quietlyu™onot the same.
There's something about you, something deep afetetit. Are you lovers,
Jo?'

'Yes.' She felt no embarrassment, no regrets, Bedalingered like beauty
in her mind. 'I'm not living with him, I'll nevenve with him, but we're
lovers. He needed me and | needed him." She stoddwalked to the
veranda steps, looking out at the brilliant sea. aldked me to go with him,



but | can't spend my life wondering when he'll feme. | couldn't live like
that.'

'My poor baby! Her father came and put his arrhttiground her. ‘Do you
think he'll marry you?'

'It's not even that," she said softly. 'l want joise word, one sign. | want to
know he loves me.’

'‘And do you think it's in Nick, to love? | like hindo, but | wouldn't want to
be a woman in his life. You obsess him. I've kndhat for some time. |
used to think he only made friends with me to bke &b get to you, and
perhaps my instincts were right. There's a ruthi$gng force in Nick that
can't be swept aside. He's a survivor. | can'hgagyetting married.’

'Or loving?' Jo asked wistfully, looking up intcstace.
His expression softened and he kissed her cheek.

'I'm prejudiced. | can't imagine anyone not loviymu. Maybe Nick's no
exception. Maybe he'll say that one word you'retiwgifor.'

They didn't talk about it any more, and Joanna sfienevening listening to
tales of Florida, exciting words from her fatheoabhow he had worked the
place into his book. The filming was definite arek svas glad to see him
happy, although she knew that there was anxieltynmabout her.

She lay in bed later without a thought of sleep,rhad on Nick, her own
words ringing round in her head.

One word, one sign, that was all she needed, addesly she was

skimming back in her mind to the fort, to Nick'srowords before he had
left her with Nora and gone back when she was alimetser. She could see
his dark eyes looking down at her, hear his voice.

'One word... and you never say it.'



She sat up in bed, staring blindly into the moamdam. Did Nick need the
same word that she herself needed? Did he needatothe word ‘love'?
Could it be that he dared not say it in case aessibn of that deep kind of
need left him lonely once again?

She had tried to play a clever game when in albabdity something so
gloriously simple had stared her in the face. Maumynen must have been
prepared to give themselves to Nick, some for gaime because they were
simply dazzled. How was he to know that she wagmiht unless she told
him, unless she proved it by saying the word?

He was so far away, and perhaps he would not cayaa.aPerhaps he
would make a barrier between them to protect himSéle could only wait,
praying for another chance. So far the chasingafiatbme from Nick, and
she had run repeatedly. She would never run agaih,if she was wrong
then at least she would never be sorry.

Nick did not come; days went by and still she néweard the sound she was
subconsciously always waiting for. No small briglgne came to circle the
island and set down behind the fort. Her fatheoltgsly stayed by her side,
reading, walking with her and talking about his ko8he worked too,
finishing the designs for Nick's grandmother anadssg them off to Eileen
with a letter asking for urgent action.

One day as she was alone for a while she suddentgmbered about
Freddy. After the frantic, tear-filledand selfiséllcher mother had not been
in touch once, neither by letter nor telephone, dodnna was annoyed
When she thought about it.

Not one suspicion entered her mind that Nick wddde lied. He had said
the bid was withdrawn and it would have been. Netdatew why, nobody
knew that she had been part of it, but any nornwher would have phoned
to let her know that the crisis had passed.

Eve was not a normal mother. Joanna had to rengrstH of that as soon as
she had her mother on the phone.

'Is everything all right?' Joanna asked as Eve aamte the line.



‘All right? Of course.’
'So you're not about to be forced into letting Hangton Manor go?'

'Oh, that?' Her mother gave a short laugh. 'Of smaot. | don't know what
got into me. The bid was withdrawn and | can welagine why. Do you

remember Mr Martella, Joanna? Martin's wedding, koow? Well, he

simply poured money into the business. Frederickassounded, but
delighted, of course. A manager has taken overdsecaaturally Frederick
was letting things slip. It all turned out for thest, and so lucky that Mr
Martella chose that very time to assist. Nobody vahink of standing

against him. Unlike Frederick, he's a man you cdrétlenge.’

Joanna was quietly furious. Her mother really thdugf nothing but her
own comfort.Naturally Frederick was letting things slip, Freddy, who had
been so important until she had found a flaw aridtifie money slipping
away. And did Joanna remember Mr Martella? It wapdssible to stand
there and chatter. Joanna rang off with a quickdgge before she was
driven to mentioning bootlaces.

She almost told her father when he came in, babofse she couldn't. It was
a secret. Telling him would have meant explainirng/w had happened in
the first place and how Freddy had been saved.fenaecret. She couldn't
tell him about her little trip to New York to seecdi's grandmother either;
that was secret even from Nick.

It was next morning when the plane came in, cigchnd then sweeping out
across the glittering sea, ready to land behinddhieJJoanna heard it from

her room. She was not even dressed yet, but abtired she ran out on to the
veranda and watched the small silver bird turrh&island.

'He's come back." She whispered the words almosietself, her eyes
watching the sky, and her father's arm came ro@ncé he joined her and
stood quietly. 'This time | know what to do," shermured. 'This time |

won't make any mistakes.'



'Oh, love, | want so much for things to go right f@u,' her father said
softly, but she hardly heard because she was slydsiif, frightened, her
eyes on the darkening plume of smoke that begatifiofrom the plane
without warning.

‘Nick!" She felt her father's arm tighten at tharghanxiety in her voice and
he too watched the sky with dread. The smoke blakestreaming out
behind the plane, a black patch on the blue sky.

Flames followed the smoke and grew in an instadrisg along the silver
fuselage like a many-tongued dragon, and the maises then, the cough of
failing engines as the plane lost height and dieedards the sea.

‘Nick!'

Joanna screamed his name as her eyes opened Witddyplane hit the
water with one wing-tip, turned over crazily, floag for an instant and
beginning to sink.

She had no memory of anything else. There wastbelygound of her own
screaming, her father's frantic attempts to holdoaek as she tried to fight
clear and race to the sea. Nothing could shieldelyes from the slowly
sinking plane, and Nick's name filled her wholenigeagonisingly.

Rescue boats were there almost at once, fast laarficim the bigger island
close by, and with them came a doctor, who gavankan injection to
loosen the tightly locked muscles and put her ¢esl There was no other
way to calm her.

She heard them talking, however, low voices bydoer, as the doctor stood
with her father.

‘They've got one man. He's hurt but safe.’
'Nick?'

She called out as she felt the injection catch lodlder, forcing her voice
from some deep woolly cloud, but before they caygdlinto the room she



was asleep, unable to fight off the drug. They &xblat each other then,
exchanging grave glances. It had not been Nick Giratles Denton walked
out to stare blindly at the sea. As long as hellive would never forget her
wild cries as she had called Nick's name. Teatedaown his cheeks and
the doctor poured him a brandy.

'l stay," he offered sombrely. 'She may needla@injection.’. He poured
himself a brandy too. He had never before heartharnylike that. She had
been in a state of collapse as he had got to theshand his heart was heavy
for the fair-haired girl who still shivered in hgleep. He had not needed to
be told who was on that plane and what Nick Maateleant to her. The fact
that she had seen it happen was appalling.

* % %

Joanna was kept sedated, and it was not untindkes night that she awoke,
and then only partially. The full horror was shi#ld at bay, dulled by drugs,
but she knew all the same. She could hear her @spaiate weeping, feel
her own body shaken by sobbing as she called Niekize.

Light came into the room as the door opened, antksoe sat beside her,
taking her hand and holding it tightly.

‘Joanna, Joanna, can you hear caea?'

She knew it was Nick and she also knew it was irsjies. Her eyes opened,
staring at him blindly, her fingers clutching his.

'Don't go," she said in a strange, urgent whisgéay in the dream, Nick. It's
all I've got now, and | love you. Stay in the dregease!

Her father stood in the doorway, swallowing hard dontrol racing
emotions, but she didn't see him; she clung to 'Nlitland, insistently
pleading with him in that low, urgent voice. It walsilling, heartbreaking,
and Nick bent swiftly, lifting her into his arms a@rsitting on the bed,
cradling her in his lap.



'Wake up!" he ordered fiercely. 'Wake up, Joaninahlere. I'm in the room,
alive. | was not on the plane. It was Ed and heisght. | was still in New
York, waiting for my flight to Japan. Do you heaepdoanna? I'm here with
you. I'm holding you.’

She looked into his face, trying to fight off tHewds of sedation, struggling
to see him more clearly. His face wouldn't seeketep still and she clasped
it between her hands, her eyes dazed, the roomraimign

'Nick?"
'l am here, Joanna. I'm with you.'

His dark head bent and his mouth closed over haardyg and he stayed like
that. Joanna fell asleep with his lips on her cavrd after a second he raised
his head and looked down into her pale tear-stbédee.

'Cara, cara mia,he said softly.

He put her gently into bed and then walked outmthe veranda, where
Charles waited, struggling with feelings so deegt bie could not yet control
them. Nick's hand came firmly to his shoulder drehthe flung himself into
a chair and looked up.

‘A whisky, Charles," he said wryly. 'Have one yelitsThis has been one
hell of a day, and white wine will not do at all.’

They smiled at each other with complete understapydknowing they
would still be there talking and keeping each ott@mpany when dawn
broke.

When Joanna awoke next morning she was alone.otumelof Nick's voice

still seemed to be in her ears, but he was noetherdream again, only a
dream. She put her head in her hands, looking tip uvihappy green eyes
as the door opened. It was Nick, her father behing but she didn't even



see her father this time either; her eyes wergicljnto the tall, dark man
who came towards her.

‘Nick!" She stared at him wildly and he pointed stern brown finger at her.

‘No tears,' he ordered vibrantly. 'Not one tead'dtbod by her, his eyes on
her dazed face, and then his own face was wreathsediles, his eyes
softened. 'l am hergjccola,alive, well and infuriating.’

'Oh, Nick!" She struggled to get up and he simiftgd her out of bed and
into his arms, smiling into her face. She was tted with incredulity to do
anything other than cling to him, her face buriggiast him, her arms
tightly around his neck. "You're here! You're hesbe whispered.

'Of course | am," he assured her softly. 'l alwzgge to be. | have no other
place to go.'

She looked up at him and his eyes caressed heninmgaover her face
adoringly. "You are still drowsy?' he asked quietery. I'll be struggling to
stay awake all day.' Her lips were trembling bwg sbuldn't stop smiling.

' will not," Nick said firmly. 'I'm going to sleefCharles and | have been up
all night, taking turns to come in and stare at. W& have also, at one time,
come pretty close to being drunk. I'm going to bel@. turned to the door
and looked directly at her father. 'I'm taking kgth me. If you want her,
you know where she is. Come for dinner and bringsbene clothes.’

Charles was laughing, actually laughing, when heé haver thought to
laugh again. 'What about Japan?’

'Where's that again?' Nick turned from the stepgaimthed at him. '‘By now
I've forgotten what | was going for.'

He walked off along the beach, carrying Joanna, euieed against him, her
slender arm around his neck, and her father wattheah, still smiling.
Sometimes miracles happened and he thought heegagyone.



'l saw the plane crash,” Joanna whispered when Weeg alone, Nick
holding her tightly, striding towards the fort.

'l know," Nick murmured, pulling her closer. 'Myfice was alerted and |
came at once. Another hour and | would have beanyway to Japan. Ed
was alone and he was very lucky. He's got a braekenand a few cracked
ribs. They've kept him in hospital.'

'I—I didn't know if you would come back...'
'l had to think," Nick said quietly. 'You made rsldoanna.’

'Stupid rules," she whispered. He never said angtlait all and Joanna
closed her eyes against the brilliant light. He Wwae, taking her with him,

but he had not made any sort of decision. It wange, but when she had
seen him this morning she had somehow felt thatyévieg was all right.

Last night was still hazy in her mind. She knevhbd been there. She knew
he was safe, but still dreams mixed with realitgehese of the after-effects
of the tranquillising injections. Was Nick merelyeibg his usual
domineering self? She had only hazy ideas as t¢ mérdather would think
and why he had stood there laughing as Nick hadecdaner off like some
pirate. It didn't matter. He was alive and she wak him.

Nick walked into the house, carrying her, and is\wsdent, empty.

'‘Nora is with Ed,' he told her, seeming to be negdlier mind. 'She'll be back
this afternoon. | can't imagine any hospital hajdiid. He's had cracked ribs
before.’

He walked up the stairs and shouldered his wayth#deautiful room she
had briefly seen before, kicking the door closed taking her across to
place her in the wide, comfortable bed.

'‘Go back to sleep.

Nick said nothing more. He simply stood there, imgebff his clothes as
Joanna looked up at him in astonishment. She vilasost sedated to feel



more than a ripple .of heated excitement as hedstgolden-brown and
naked, and then he slid in beside her, pulling lread to his shoulder,
wrapping his arms around her and closing his eyes.

‘Nick!" She didn't try to move, but this was so xpected, almost unreal.

‘Later,piccola,'he murmured drowsily. 'Right at this moment | anrmout.
| know my limitations. In any case, it would belaw to my ego if you fell
asleep as | made love to you.'

He curled her against him firmly as if the matteaswquite settled, and
Joanna sighed, her lips curving in a smile of sloeetentment because
suddenly she knew what she should have known atimegago: Nick loved

her.

It was almost dark when Nick woke her up by tiltingr face and placing
exotic kisses against her neck. The room was dirnlights from the patio
filtered up to make it possible to see.

‘Time to dress for dinner," he murmured. 'I've hesd Nora here. They came
back two hours ago. Ed is resting, Nora has thd ready and she tells me
that Phoebe brought your clothes.’

'‘Nora was in here?' Embarrassment brought Joanimatemt life, her eyes
looking frantically around the dimly lit room.

'It's OK," Nick assured her innocently. "We whigzerd made sure she didn't
wake you.'

'It's not that!" Joanna sat up, looking shocked-. I'm here... What will she
think... ? I mean...'

'She knows you're my girl," Nick pointed out, loogisurprised as he lay
watching her. 'Where else would you be but here?'

‘Nick!'

He began to laugh and pulled her down into his arms



'‘Nobody has been in here. | did my whispering aigtshe door. When we're
married, though, you will have a choice to makehé&ii Ed comes in with
the coffee each morning, or Nora. | can't get ddeal until I've had at least
two cups.’

'‘Married?' Joanna looked at him with so much hbpéhe hugged her close
and kissed her soft lips passionately.

'Married, my darling," he murmured against her thoWhen you were
crying for me, begging me to stay in your dreamy yad me all I've ever
wanted to know, said the words | always wanteddgarhYou said "I love
you" and those words will keep you in my arms ferdyecause | have loved
you since | first saw you.'

He drew back and looked down at her.

'Such a long timegara mia,so long to need you and long for you. You
looked at me with fright and then with such distastdared not try to get
close to you. And all the time | saw the way yoig Was going, leading you
straight to Martin Sutton. | had to take some acbecause | could not let
you go, and | knew that with him you would be mgi@ekhoulder to lean on.
You would still be alone, as | was.'

'Oh, Nick. | didn't love him at all. | was just lmg) away from any sort of
turmoil, 1 suppose.’

'So was |," he said softly. 'l wanted no attachsiemd woman to be close to
me, but | saw you and it was worth the risk.'

She knew what he meant. One day she would telldfiout her trip to see
his grandmother, but right now she simply wantesl &nims around her.
Nick, though, moved swiftly when she melted agalmst and began to trail
her lips over his strong jawline.

He slid down the bed and pulled on a robe that medainly had not been
there before.



'Oh, no, my enticing little cat,' he laughed. 'Vegon your father will be
here for dinner and, in any case, | do not intenokt close to you again until
after the wedding.'

'Nick!" Her wail of protest had him lifting her mthis arms, his smile white
and gleaming.

'Well," he mused, 'perhaps later. If | can conviageryone that you're my
girl.'

'Oh, | can,' Joanna said happily, wrapping her slendes around his neck.
'l can convince anyone. Just don't ever be away free again.’

‘Not for a second,' he murmured against her Ij@sst'night Charles and |
did a lot of talking. | told you that one day hewlagive you to me. He did
that last night and soon he can do it officiallg goon as we can arrange it.’

They both wanted the wedding to be on Santa Mantd, it seemed to
Joanna later that the little white church behirel hiil had been filled with
celebrities. Nick had flown people out from so mantgces. Eileen from
London, her mother and Freddy, but most of allgnemdmother, who had
already had a long visit from them when they haw/fl to New York to see
her and tell her their news. She was a warm addibaJoanna'’s life.

Joanna stood now with Nick on the patio overlookimg sea, and his arm
came tightly around her as his dark head bent te. iAdl around them the
party was still going on, the fort filled to ovesfling with guests, but
Joanna and Nick seemed to see only each other.

'Oh, darling. I wish they would go,' he whispergdiast her ear. 'l want you
so much, and they will not leave for hours.'

'‘We'll live through it," Joanna smiled, turningdrttis arms and laying her
hand along the silken rasp of his cheek. Thisust pne day. We've got
forever.'



His arms tightened as his dark eyes devoured bethe sound of light steps
on the patio had them both looking round.

'Oh, Nonna!' Joanna exclaimed. '"You look so wondérf

‘Thanks to you,' Nick's grandmother said with sdmmef like excitement in
her voice. "You were so quick with this design, #mely were really fast in
London. It came just in time for the wedding. Isisnming, don't you think,
and youthful?'

"You look positively girlish,’ Nick teased as himgdmother showed off the
suit Joanna had designed for her.

"You may laugh,’ she informed him firmly, 'but Joarhas too much talent
to be kept locked away. | suppose you are goitettioer continue to work?"

'If she works from home," Nick muttered. 'I'm nawng her flying back and
forth without me.'

'How selfish, Nick. You'll fly back and forth witlub her,' his grandmother
pointed out.

'No." His voice was very quiet and he shook hislh&avill never leave her
side. In future, things will have to change. | dd®long body and soul to
Martella Industries. | belong to Joanna.’

His grandmother smiled as she went back into tbmrfilled with guests. It
was no news to her. She had known where Nick's keafor a long time,
and everything had worked out so wonderfully. Edbg@ame to escort her
as he had proudly done all day, and she turnedfoackie more look at her
beloved Nick with his golden bride.

‘'They look so happy,' she murmured to Ed. 'Jusigéb together.’

'Yes, ma'am,’ he agreed with satisfaction. 'Nigklsis a real beauty.'



And that was what Nick told Joanna when the plaas at last silent and
only soft shadows filled the moonlit room above sea.

'l told you a long time ago that you were minelidgy' he whispered against
her skin. 'l've spent such a long time loving yad svaiting for you to love
me.'

'Oh, Nick. | was too afraid of your power, too dazz You seemed to offer
me emotions | couldn't face. | was carefully haggn to the things | knew.
| was even too scared to throw everything aside gmdo live with my
father, although | always wanted that. | suppdsang on to Martin because
of safety. You were danger, more excitement thesuld cope with.'

"You're coping with it very well now, my beautifibanna,’ Nick murmured,
his lips trailing heated kisses against her slendek. He suddenly stopped
and looked down at her. 'Was it wrong to refuskeaee Rina and Martin to
the wedding? It was too soon for me to have hine heut | wouldn't want
Rina to feel hurt.'

'She won't. I've seen to that,' Joanna assuredIhivote to her and told her
all about us. | also promised a party for the tiex¢ they come home. We'll
have another reception, and Rina can bring hedtap-she added wryly.

Nick grimaced in self-disgust and apology.

'Words,mia cara,words to cover my wild jealousy and my pain. Te geu
in the arms of another man is more than | can bélaought for one terrible
moment that you would go to him. | could not haaeied on with life.' He
sighed and turned her into his arms. 'In Rina Insgesister, gentle, kind.' He
looked at her urgently. 'Do you think he loves lwara?'

'Yes."' Joanna kissed him gently. It was wondedde able to reassure him,
to be the warm arms that welcomed him. 'He loveslii@ow Martin, don't
forget. He's weak and he's a touch selfish, bup diesvn he's a very nice
person, and from the things he said to me on thelbeknow he loves Rina.
All she has to do is learn to handle him, and sitié w

Nick laughed softly.



'Oh, yes. | know of your visit to Nonna. After aieshe could not keep it to
herself. She was too filled with joy at the idea having a beautiful
granddaughter, and I think that the thought oftestspecially designed by
a rising English designer helped a great deal@oqgite the confession.'

'l couldn't tell you until she did," Joanna progestit was Nonna's secret.'

'She thrives on them,' Nick admitted, 'but everyusie tells me, as you
would have done. Neither of my women can keep se&i@m me.'

‘Neither is a word that suggests two only," Jogroiated out, sitting up and
looking down at him crossly. 'I'll allow Nonna, bartyone else can just...'

He pulled her down to him, his eyes gleaming withuaement, and for a
moment she was being too possessively kissed akspe

'Let us deal with my women,' he said at last whHenwas lying breathlessly
beneath him. 'There have been women in my lifdjrdarl was not a boy
when | first saw you, but they were brief encoustidysat meant nothing at
all. 1 was too busy, too occupied with businessgize more than a
momentary glance at any woman. Since | met yow¢é lmobably doubled
my travelling time simply to be able to see youmg@y to hope that you
would be there.’

You've been seen with women, photographed witmth&anna protested.

'As is any well-known person. It does not mean kiia¢n took them back to
my apartment.’

'What about that woman in your apartment when prgou? And what
about Celine saying you had been "too busy"?'

‘The woman was with her husband. We were goingoodinner, the three of
us. As to Celine, hadbeen too busy,’ Nick laughed. 'l was not evenewN
York, and | got a message from the restaurant yotsat a man had
telephoned for a reservation all the way from Endldt had simply invited
their close attention, and then he had mentionedanye to be able to get a
table. It made them suspicious but it made me lbac&. | collected Celine



and almost bundled her out of her apartment. lgudiat if Charles had a
woman with him it would be you, especially as yoerg obviously

determined to escape. That particular vanishirgk tdid not do much to
hide you.'

'‘No," Joanna agreed, smiling into his face. 'l weasstunned to be terrified
and too angry about Celine to be shy. As you walkeany heart almost
stopped. | should have known then that | loved ‘you.

‘All | care about is that you know now," he whiggmkagainst her lips. 'You
are everything | need, everything | desire. | tgédi | would give up all
women for one night with you, and | meant it.'

'‘Not one night, Nick, darling,” Joanna murmured,ltimg against him.
'Every night for as long as we live.'

'‘And even after that,' he promised softly as lpis overed hers and she sank
into the deep, warm darkness of love. Now therelgvba no need to dream.
Now it was real and she was safe in Nick's armesvien.



