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Amnesia wrapped her in its soft cocoon

Luce had awakened in hospital with no memory. Amel New Zealand
police, despite an extensive search, had foundace of her former self. So
for two years she had simply got on with living.

Then she met Conn Ramsay ...and something stmrbdridarkened mind.

Every glance he gave her, every touch evoked aquests response. Surely
she must have known him intimately in the past!

Luce couldn't help falling in love with Conn. Butesfeared him, too. He
held the power to make her remember ....



CHAPTER ONE

'You should have come, Luce! The film was marvedlcand oh, Dean Parr
is the most gorgeous actor I've ever seen!

Luce Laurenson looked up, smiling, and went actilssoom to switch off
the television.

'Was it as good as the play was supposed to beé?gbhaave reviews and
had a terrifically long run, didn't it?"

The taller of the two women who had come into thied) room of the flat
they all shared smiled as she sank into a chgipish her shoes from her
feet. 'lt was magnificent. The acting was suped, Beresa's right, Dean Parr
was an ideal hero." She flashed a humorous glankeraompanion. 'He
died beautifully, and Teresa wept buckets. Sittiagt to her at a sad film is
like keeping company with a herd of whales, alligpw with great feeling.'

Teresa Halliday grinned, totally unrepentant. 'Eyeu got all misty-eyed at
the end, Faith, so don't pretend to be so haredollthink everybody cried;
it was like a Greek play or one of Shakespearagetties—cathartic. |
noticed several men looking furtive as they blewirthoses.’

‘Just the thing for a warm spring Saturday nightWmangarei." Luce
Laurenson was English, her clipped speech at waiamith the New
Zealand drawl of her companions. She had typicaliEim colouring, or
perhaps Nordic was a better description, with sivar and eyes of that
peculiarly clear cloud grey so rarely seen in tidipodes. Set in dark lashes
and brows, they were the main features of a fagelwacked true beauty of
feature yet possessed a compelling attractionpdlier of it relieved by a
mouth that had a curiously disciplined line.

As she moved gracefully around the tiny kitcheneti@king coffee she
listened to her companions' conversation with &s$raile curving her lips.

Not for the first time she thought how lucky sheswa be sharing the flat
with two such women, kindly, practical Faith ane tmore lively Teresa
with her keen sense of humour and ardent appreuiafilife.



'I'm glad you enjoyed it,' Luce said now, setting pottery mugs. 'Who did
the screenplay?’

'l looked specially,’ Faith answered. 'It was thagwho wrote the original
play—Conn Ramsay.'

Luce frowned, chasing an elusive memory. '‘Conn Rgfishe murmured.
'lt—the name sounds familiar.'

Her companions avoided looking at her or each othféer a moment Faith
took her coffee, saying as she did so, 'He is fanolucourse. He wrote one
play set in the Middle Ages, about a band of lep&hey did it on T.V.,
remember?’

'l remember," Teresa responded, shivering slightlwas gruesome.’

'Very strong stuff.' Faith's voice was dry. 'Thenfsaa cynic, but there's
always a tiny ray of hope left at the end of hesygl He's written quite a few,
each one a bigger hit than the last. The critics'tdcompare him with
Shakespeare like our rash young friend here, hwggbd the feeling that they
would if William S. wasn't sacred.’

'I've probably read about him somewhere.' Luce sataka chair. 'Did you
see anyone you know?'

‘Jolie Stewart, with an absolutely gorgeous martoim." Teresa grinned
wickedly. 'At least, he wasn't in tow, she was. Blitant eyelash-fluttering
and coy lip- licking, but I don't think it was hag the usual effect.’

Luce chuckled. 'l get the impression you don't lkée much. Did she steal
one of your boy-friends once?"'

'When we were at primary school, but that's not Wegn't stand her. She's a
snob, she's rapidly driving her mother round thedoeith her antics, and

Mrs Stewart is a darling.' Teresa sipped her coffieen added slyly, 'She
sets my teeth on edge. She's always given the ssipre that she thinks

she's got all of Northland's share of sex appeahdn own rather too

generously endowed form.'



One of Luce's brows lifted in comical interrogatiokliaow! Didn't she
introduce you?'

Both of her companions burst into laughter; Terssaered, saying wryly,
"You know me too well, but honestly, Lucewasfunny. She was obviously
dithering between showing him off and basking iergwvoman's envy, or
keeping him unobtrusive in case someone pinched him

The amusing part being that he stood there lisgetonher with a kind of
bored amusement that would have had me cringifid ibeen with him,’
Faith commented. 'He doesn't suffer fools gladly.’

'What was he like? To look at, | mean?' Luce waas. Jolie Stewart was
a stunning beauty. Most men never got past theegieghysical shell to
discover the not particularly pleasant persondlégeath it.

'Oh, dark; dark hair, not quite black, very tanrsich. Harsh features—a
clever face. Eyes which saw everything. His expoesdidn't give much
away, but his mouth—well, that still gives me gdms®aps.' Teresa gave a
mock shudder, pronouncing, 'Very sensual, that mdatfact, he gave an
overpowering impression of fabulous male, all biagdntensity and what
Faith in her youth used to call "animal magnetism".

‘Never used the expression,’ Faith protested, mgnds she set her empty
coffee mug back on the bench. 'Have you a headaake;? You look a bit
shadowy around the eyes.'

'Yes, nurse,' Luce smiled. 'Only a vague one, thpugery rarely get them
now.'

'Well, off to bed, then. Tomorrow, thank heavensilivall be able to relax.
What say we go to the beach? If the weather's dihegurse.’

The weather was fine, after a somewhat subdued tstathe day. By
mid-morning the warm spring sun had banished tbadd and what little
breeze there was whispered gently in from the Ndwtiinging with it a hint
of the tropics.



‘Just the day for acquiring an early tan,' Teresad#d as she loaded the
hamper into the boot of Faith's small, rather éydear. 'Everybody got
everything? O.K., let's away, folks.'

They had decided to go to Waipu Cove, a long s@dch south of
Whangarei several miles from the small village o&igé where over a
hundred years ago a brave band of pioneers hdddsafter a hair-raising
voyage from Nova Scotia in boats they had builtf@mselves.

Luce looked around with eager eyes. The winterdesh wet and miserable
and this was the first time she had really felt¢pang. Along the streams
kowhai trees bore golden offerings to the sun artde lush paddocks there
were lambs and calves playing beside their mothérs. air was soft and
warm with promise, every farmhouse garden gay Wawers. Beside the
road the manuka bloomed, starry white blossomsyhkeoented against the
grey-green foliage of the bushes.

New Zealand was lovely, she thought wistfully. Sedly. The two years
she had spent here had been very happy ones. Nooaig: be kinder or
more fun than Teresa and Faith, and because offtledship she had a
vvide and interesting circle of acquaintances. &hjeyed working in the
antique shop. Her life was very pleasant.

'‘Bring your bikini, Luce?"'

She smiled and nodded at Teresa. 'Yes, why?"

'Oh, just that it looks lovely on you. I've broughine too. I'm determined to
get some tan before Greg comes back.' ArtlesslgsEkelifted her hand to
look at the diamonds her fiance had given heriskrhim like hell!"
'‘Another six months.' Faith turned the wheel toetéthe side road to the
beach. 'Then another year and you'll be marriets &lleset to join his father
in his practice, isn't he?'

'Yes. Oh, | wish time would hurry!

'It goes fast enough for me,' Faith commented. 'ldbaut you, Luce?'



'Fast enough indeed. People are already startibgycstuff for Christmas
presents, and | feel as though | haven't recovieced last year's summer
rush." But she didn't say that, for her time seetoeitbw like a circle, no

beginning, no end.

The warm day had brought out plenty of picnic garilong the beach, most
of them family groups, but there were enough caifgeive the long sweep

of sand a frivolous air. Because of her pale skine.. anointed herself with

a sun-block before stretching out on her towel.e$arjoined her in her

sun-worship, but Faith sheltered beneath a largardhread a book.

After a while she interrupted Teresa's careful nignof their exposure to
murmur softly, ‘Don't look now, but there's Joldus the handsome brute.

'My, my, aren't we making the most of our charfisfesa sighed. 'Oh dear,
that girl brings out the worst in me. I'm goingn@akeher introduce him."'

‘Teresa!' But Luce had to watch as Teresa sprahgrtéeet and with mock
girlishness, waved, calling, 'Jolie! Jolie Stewart!

Jolie was forced to swerve towards them. Her espwasset in lines of
extreme petulance as she spoke rapidly to the mesiddher. Jolie's normal
habit was to clutch one arm of her escort, bupgeared that she was too
intimidated by this companion to drape herself dvar.

Luce sat up, reaching for her jacket, her eyesiuttie sunglasses wide and
frightened. He looked . .familiar! She was almost sure that she knew the
exact dark green which shaded his eyes. And thke sthat derisive, hard
movement of his lips—surely she had seen him sikiethat before, and
been hurt by it.

As they approached she huddled into her wrap, nmulithe belt tightly
around her slender waist. A tide of excitement fosewithin her, but she
forced it down, aware that to concentrate now mighake any returning
memory depart irretrievably.

Jolie put off her air of sulkiness as she introduicen. Although he gave no
indication that he knew Luce she felt that coldnizal glance on her for



minutes afterwards. It was no surprise when shedhiat his name was
Conn Ramsay.

‘The playwright?' Teresa exclaimed.

He looked down at her, a quizzical smile softertimg lines of his mouth.
‘The very same. Didn't | see you at the film laght®"'

'If you didn't see her you almost certainly heagd 'Haith told him drily, her
glance very level and direct. 'She was one of teep&rs. The gusty one.'

He grinned at that, summing her up in turn. 'I'mvaals pleased when my
work moves anyone to tears. A very definite egostbeo’ The cool glance
moved across to rest on Luce's partly averted fatmu weren't there,
miss—Luce?’

'No." She was fully in control of herself once mared although she knew
that she was being too abrupt she could see n@me@ms giving any
explanation.

So there was an awkward little silence until Jeh&, 'Well; perhaps we'd
better move on, Conn.’

‘Are we in any hurry?'

That was all that he said, but Jolie flushed am&éme strange reason Luce
felt sorry for her.

'No, of course we're not," the older girl said gailn- convincingly, her eyes
behind the fashionably enormous sunglasses fixedoohis face with
painful intensity.

'Sit down,' Faith invited. 'Luce, you're closesttlh® hamper; how about
getting us out something to drink? It's hot!'

They had a carafe of white wine in the bottom, jgalckmong plastic bags of
ice-cubes. Luce poured it out and carefully hantiedglasses around with



her eyes fixed firmly on them so that they wouldr@tspilled, before she
took out the tiny savouries that Faith, had madkdadfered them around.

Teresa sighed with pleasure. 'Lovely! Tell me, Minisay, what brings you
to New Zealand? Are you working on another play?’

‘At the moment, no,' he returned. 'But | think ban idea for one. I'm
visiting my sister, as it happens. She and her dnglown a farm around
here.'

'On the coast," Jolie informed them, then subsatete looked at her. She
was obviously attracted to him. Just as obvioushessawe.

'Will this new play be set here?' This was Faitteriested.

'Part of it, perhaps.' His eyes were a strangeucptmldy-brown around the
iris merging into a wide band of clear hard grdarspite of being English

he didn't wear sunglasses, so Luce had an exceilntof them when he

looked at her. As he was doing now, almost as th@ahg was some kind of
scientific specimen.

That nagging feeling of familiarity fretted at hegrves, but she knew that
probably she had seen his photograph in a magaziaenewspaper. He
possessed the kind of features it would be hartbriget; too tough for
conventional good looks but with a hard forcefulesich impinged far
more readily on the senses. Once seen, never fengathe thought, and
because the thought was ironic she smiled, thdtetbap from her drink to
find him watching her again, the heavy lids half/éwed so that all that she
could see was a gleam of colour beneath them. Wasenothing to be read
from his expression. He seemed to have the knaskvetling only what he
wished of the thoughts behind the sexy mask ofdatures.

Luce schooled her face into blandness, turninghkad so that all he could
see was the curve of her cheek and the small, ezlicigin, unaware that she
also displayed the long lovely line of throat andast, the sweep of dark
lashes against her pale skin.



Fortunately she wasn't needed to keep the coni@rsalive. Teresa and
Faith managed that very successfully, both bringingir considerable
assets to entertain him.

At least, Luce thought with a spice of malice, hmuld see that not all New
Zealanders were as obvious as Jolie, who was gsittiare with a sulky

pouting mouth and sullen eyes, bored with Faithiasing commentary on
casting the Drama Club's latest effort.

'We thought about doin§aturday's Harvestraith was saying now, 'but we
decided against it in the end. Not enough strong@min the club.' She
grinned, 'So we di€harley's Auntnstead.’

He chuckled, enjoying her amusement. 'Do you ait'ac

‘Teresa and |," said Faith. 'Luce comes to thedight each time.’

Luce felt those eyes on her profile. When he spgo&eones were lowered,
as intimate as though the other three were lifalesdels.

'Not interested, Miss Laurenson?’

She had to turn, and said bluntly, 'No talent, Mngay.'

Jolie stared at her. '‘But you wouldn't be ableetmember anyway, would
you? | mean," looking bewildered, 'with your hamgicit would be

impossible, surely.'

There was an odd silence, then Luce shrugged. 'Bmany for most things
is excellent.’

'‘But you'velostyour memory," Jolie persisted, ignoring Faithtsnviin. 'How
can you remember?’

Luce said gently, 'l can't remember anything oflifieybefore two years ago,
but for everything since then my memory functioest@ctly.'

'Weird," Jolie observed, shivering. ‘Don't you thits weird, Conn?"



Against her will Luce looked across at him, met tloel implacable stare
with a shock of recognition which sent apprehensiondding along her
nerves.

'You seemed to have adjusted very well to it,) benmented without
expression.

A wry smile touched her lips, made her suddenlyurgatThere's not much
else one can do. If your memory has gone, it's gNoeeffort of will can
bring it back.'

'Perhaps you don't want it back,' he remarked galvetching her.

For a minuscule part of a second every muscle elsubody tensed. She
knew that she had gone pale, and knew that he lsgbdnothing of her
reaction to his suggestion.

'Perhaps,’ she returned lightly. 'God knows whatkmisecrets | have
hidden away." She set the wine down and lookedsacab him with an
assumption of amusement which didn't fool him a'ldit make you an offer
of my experience, Mr Ramsay, but I'm afraid it's tull to make good
theatre.’

'I'll be the judge of that!

The hint of challenge in the deep tones broughhkad up. He was smiling,
but the smile was as watchful as his regard. Bdsed€-aith made an abrupt
little movement, then drained the wine from heisglasaying heartily:

'Where do you get the ideas for your plays, Mr Rayfs

It was a clumsy attempt to break the inexplicablesion, but he followed
her lead. Or rather, he allowed her to change ubgest. Luce swallowed,
knowing that this man was always fully in contrélamy conversation he
took part in.

'‘Conn,’ he said, not looking at anyone but Luckndw enough about New
Zealanders to know that you use first names ondiotction here. As for the



ideas,' he smiled, and met Faith's eyes, 'youstespen one born. Thank you
for your offer, Luce.’

She did not need Jolie's hot brown stare to coevherself that she had
made a mistake. Like a fool she had challenged & he had taken up her
unspoken gauntlet, daring her to refuse him noweAdlin pumped into her

veins; she had to stifle an impulse to jump tofeet and run like a hare back
along the sunlit beach. But she knew—who better&tftr her there was

no place to go. Unconsciously her hands grippedttey, then relaxed as
she told herself that she had nothing to fear finimn No one could hurt her

unless she allowed them to. She would not permitthi get close to her in

any way.

'Better talk it over with Mattie Jameson,' Faitlviadd, her calm level tones
easing the panic which had clutched at Luce. Cotedlhis eyebrows and
she explained, 'The hospital's psychiatrist. Slep&an eye on Luce, telling,
her every six months that she's delightfully normal

'Except that she can't remember beyond the lasyéars.' Jolie's tones were
ambiguous, but the message she hurled at Luce migstan clear. Stay
away, her gaze warned. He's mine.

You can have hintor one horrified moment Luce thought she had spok
her thoughts aloud, but once more Faith had stejppethe breach and was
discussing a production &fomeo and Juliethich had gained notoriety in
London, and as Conn too had seen it they enjoyedet several minutes
tearing it to bits. He was clever, a master of ustement; he used a
caustic wit, but there was no malice in his commeRnhormously sure of

himself, and why not? A man like that had everysogato be confident. He
had everything—talent, brains, the kind of persityahat was a stark

challenge to any woman.

After that the sun wrapped himself in a veil of lhigjauzy clouds which
effectively blocked out more heat than was pleagsaitth the result that they
decided to go home. Nothing was said during thelgges of any further
meeting.



"You didn't like him," Faith observed as they spadk along the Ruakaka
flats towards Whangarei.

‘Not particularly.’

Teresa chuckled. 'All that untrammelled masculimty bit much, isn't it?
Do you think Jolie has any idea what she's gethitaf'

‘Jolie is an arrogant little half-wit," Faith sawith considerable asperity, ‘and
she's well due for a fall, but | feel sorry for h&f course she doesn't know!
She can't see beyond the fact that he's seethitly Td@resa’'s animal
magnetism.’

'l only wish | had half of his supply,’ Teresa infeed her, grinning. 'But I'm
rather glad that Greg isnt so well endowed. Heldehpatients killing
themselves for love of him!'

'‘Not a good idea," Faith agreed. 'Conn Ramsay basnty got that terrific
sex appeal, but he's hard and too cynical witltCambine that with a
brilliant mind and a total disregard of other pedpfeelings, and you've got
a dangerous man. Trouble with a capital T, in fact.

'l gather you didn't like him,' said Teresa, mitdaaishment in her voice.

Faith smiled. 'Oh, I liked him, but he's no threame.' She flashed a quick
look in the rear-vision mirror, her dark eyes thiotiigl. 'How about you,
Luce?'

'He's too arrogant.’ Luce was exhausted, as thpusgibeing in his presence
drained her. 'Jolie is welcome to him.'

'l don't think it's Jolie he's interested in,' Rastid calmly. 'He couldn't take
his eyes off you, Luce.’

'Perhaps he likes blondes," she retorted flippamtigsking her tiredness
with a smile. 'Or perhaps he wants to mine meritormation and make a
hit out of a case of amnesia. | wonder if | coukina half of the profits?’



They whiled away the rest of the trip home spendnage mythical profits,
but later that, evening Faith remark&groposof nothing, "You'd better let
Mattie Jameson check you over, Luce, in case thddwane brute does want
to pick your brains.’

'Do you really think he does?' Putting down her azage, Teresa drew her
knees up on to the chair, her blue eyes sombrhegsrésted on the pure
lines of Luce's profile. 'l thought it was a noliak, myself.'

'Possibly, but he strikes me as possessing andbiatesire for experience.
Secondhand, if he can't acquire it himself." Fajgbd her newly-varnished
nails, frowning. 'He might find Luce's looks appeg] but I'll bet he'll pump
her dry while he's edging her towards the bedroom."

A great flood of colour washed up across the fkia.sDo you think that's

what he has in mind?' Luce asked, surprised avwitilence of her own

reactions. She had been propositioned before, asdwell able to cope, so
why the juvenile blush at the thought of Conn Rayisshard features
flushed with desire?

'Of course he has.' Teresa laughed, folding hes anound her knees as she
watched the remnants of Luce's blush fade. 'Thatat they all have in
mind, as you should know by now. Might be differémt the handsome
brute, however. I'll bet not many say no to him.'

‘There's always a first time,' Luce murmured, pglla record free from its
cover. Her fingers slackened; for a moment sheghbshe was going to
faint, but the sensation was fleeting. After a motrghe put the record on to
the turntable and walked back to her chair as tiperd voice of Joan
Sutherland filled the air.

'‘Are you cold?'
She shook her head at Teresa's enquiry, leanirkgibdice chair to listen as

the magnificent pathos of the Mad Scene filamia di Lammermooifilled
the room.



They were darlings, Teresa and Faith. Sometimethsiught that had it not
been for their unobtrusive support over the past years she might have
gone mad. They worried over her, and Conn Ramsgppearance and
apparent interest concerned them, Faith especlalyas like having two
older sisters without the hassles she believed wademic in a family
situation. Somehow she knew that in that life wHaghhidden in the depths
of her subconscious there had been no sistergptiogos. So it was pleasant
to have acquired two such substitutes.

Not for much longer, however, for both planned tarm in the near future.
And therein lay the cause of their concern. Neitlked the thought of her
fending for herself. Behind their attitudes lay tineexpressed hope that
some day her memory might come back, but Luce lidrae given up any
expectation of that. From the first time she haétem&d in that impersonal
hospital ward she had known that her memory was fmmever. There had
never been a ray of light, nothing to illuminate ttlarkness of her past,
except that occasionally she was visited by arigedif deja vu,of having
been here before, such as had occurred when sheCesaw Ramsay.
Because they led to nothing she had learned t@uidcsuch experiences,
refusing now to strive for the memory which hadvaa so elusive.

In a way she was quite content. And Conn Ramshg,vewed as the music
swelled to its finale, was not going to upset tlahtentment. Even

supposing he wanted to; he did not know their asfdeend had made no
attempt to get it, so it was more than possiblé Eagth was wrong and he
was not interested in a slender, pale creaturenaitnemory, certainly none
of the robust sensuality that characterised Jolie.

Why should he be, when he had Jolie obviously mgltio indulge him? If he
wanted a holiday affair he need look no farther. Ir@rself, Luce decided,
she did not like the man, with his probing callogisnce and air of
watchfulness.

Unfortunately for her peace of mind he turned uphat shop at close to
twelve the very next day, walking in through th@dwith an air of owning
the whole universe and not thinking much of hissession. Those green
eyes roved the shop, finally settling where Luaedt cool and remote,
removing a ring from the locked case so that a woomald try it on.



'l love rubies,' the customer gushed now, tryinptae it over her knuckle.
'l could have it made bigger, of course.’

'Of course," Luce agreed tonelessly, inwardly detxght the thought. The
ring was a dainty setting of tiny rubies and diaa®which needed a long
slender finger to set it off.

Apparently the customer agreed, for she frownelihddgh it's not what |
had in mind, really. Too—too bitsy. I'll leave thank you.'

All through the inane conversation Luce was awdrei® stare, hating the
delicate colour it brought across her cheekbonesv Bhe turned to him
armed with the few moments' warning of his presence

'What can | show you?' she asked.

He smiled, but the eyes remained as cool as grless.gwWhat a prim little
voice! Hadn't you better lock that away?"

As he spoke he lifted the ring, then, so swiftigttthe Was completely taken
aback, thrust it on to her finger, holding it therigh a cruel grip when she
tried to pull away.

'What are you doing--?'She tried to ball her firsgerto a fist, but he held
them extended, hurting her so that she gasped antiwhite.

'‘Leave me alone,' she whispered in a shocked vbitteg a hand to her
temple.

'‘Does your head hurt?'
'l don't—no, no, it doesn't." It was no use trytndight him, so she let her
hand lie resistlessly in his, trembling with reantand a kind of fear she had

never before experienced.

‘Lesson one,’ he said, smiling yet meaning evenglwbit. 'Don't fight me,
Luce. I've made a habit of winning and | don't mitéo stop now.'



It was a threat in spite of the smile, but he Etimand go. She turned away,
fumbling with the key to the cabinet, terrified tine would come and open
it himself.

He waited, however, until she had replaced thelyaeng, and then said as
if the strange little incident had never happenkedant something for my
sister. It's her birthday next week."

'What did you have in mind?' The often repeateddeateadied her, gave
her back her confidence.

A smile which mocked her manner twisted the hardittmo'Her husband
buys her jewellery, but she collects porcelain ghaks. You know her
tastes.'

'l do?' She was astonished, prepared to bet threg abthe customers bore
any resemblance to the man before her.

'Yes,' he said, with that smile which was not alenftshe's Sonia McLeod.'
'Oh!'

He laughed, the fierce features softening into hum® ou may well look
astonished.’

Indeed she had every reason. Sonia McLeod was kworaan, a dainty
elegant little creature with no hint of her broteestrong features except,
perhaps ... yes, the eyes were the same. Goldemlaund the iris, then
the wide band of green enclosed by a black ed@tagtling eyes, but while
they made Conn resemble a bird of prey they gasesister a very clear,
piercing regard without the cruelty. Sonia McLeodswa charmer, her
brother was a danger and the sooner she got hithothe better. Fortunately
there was a piece which should appeal to her.

'We have a Lalique vase,' she said, taking him bathke locked cabinet, it's
not an antique, but it is beautiful.' It was algpensive, but she had no idea
how much he wanted to spend on his sister.



Carefully she removed the vase, her fingers wigtarest the electric blue
glass.

‘Very pretty," he observed drily. 'I'll take it.'

He didn't even blink at the price, which was higloegh to have convinced
Luce that the piece was doomed to remain in the &oa long time.

And for a man who seemed to suffer from a bareppsessed impatience,
he waited calmly enough while she carefully packes lovely delicate
thing, watching her absorbed intentness with aragswe expression.

'Do you want it gift-wrapped?' she asked when she packed it to her
satisfaction.

'Of course.'

The note of irony in the crisp voice brought a ¢&ra€ colour to her cheeks,
but she ignored it, wrapping the box in the gaiéyterned paper with deft
fingers.

‘There,’ she said, holding it out to him. 'l hope kes it.'
'I'm sure she will.'

Meaningless words, so why did they rasp over althgat and why did she
avoid his eyes as if she possessed a guilty secret?

It was a relief when the owner, Graeme Hunter, apggefrom the back of
the shop, saying, 'Lunchtime, isn't it, Luce?"

He was waiting for her when she came through frobendloakroom, the

parcel tucked casually under his arm as he-frownated particularly fine

Spanish sword. Evidently he had frightened Graeffidar he was in the

depths of the display case busily rearranging ¢weeilery. Conn walked

beside her without saying anything until they restlthe street, when he
observed:



‘Trusting soul, isn't he?'

Luce shrugged, angry at his casual attitude. "Yostriook trustworthy, |
suppose. Graeme is no fool.'

‘Do you think I look trustworthy?*
'No," she said coldly. 'l think you look dangerous.

Dark brows lifted in mocking amusement. 'You ddredieve in hiding
behind platitudes, do you? Why should | look dange?’

'I'm sure you're not interested in my opinion otiydhey had come to the
corner of the road and she said swiftly, 'l havgaadown here. Goodbye,
Mr Ramsay. Enjoy the rest of your holiday.'

‘Not so fast!" Incredibly he caught her wrist, preting her from leaving.
'Have lunch with me.’

His grip didn't hurt, but beneath his fingers Lacgkin prickled as if his
touch was poisonous. 'Let me go," she said vemtlguher face set in lines
of astonishment and anger.

'When you agree to have lunch with me.' He waartheé least intimidated
by her anger or the cold scorn in her glance.

'No.'

'Why not?"

People were beginning to eye them now, some wjtimgtrest, some with
open curiosity and several with broad grins. Thaystrlook like lovers

guarrelling, she thought, and what colour she Es&sk drained away

leaving her as white as a marble statue.

‘I don't want to,' she told him thinly.



'l wonder who has the stronger will?' As her gazdewed he smiled with
narrow emphasis. '‘Because | want you to, very much.

For some reason she could not sustain her glareedle the mockery in his
expression there was laughter as if he invitedidi@hare a joke. Her eyes
fell to rest on the lean strength of his fingers.

Perhaps he saw her weakening, for he lifted hed ad kissed the delicate
veins at her wrist, saying against the skin, 'Redsice. | promise to
behave.’

Later she told herself that she should have stowdand refused him, but an
instinct told her that he would have found some waypreak down her

resistance. As it was the heat of his mouth orskiermade her jerk away as
if he had branded her.

Half beneath her breath she asked, 'Why don't gkualie? Affairs are not
my line.'

'And they are hers?' He was smiling as he led bersa the road. Several
girls looked him over, their appreciation obviolist he didn't appear to see
them. When she said nothing he resumed, 'You haaerry high opinion
of her.’

'l hardly know her.'

'‘But what you know you dislike? | wonder why? Besalou see her as a
threat?'

'Oh, for heaven's sake!" She stopped, very nedplyimg up a large woman
with a shopping bag who glowered indignantly at What is this? It's none
of your business how | feel about Jolie Stewart-aioyone else. Do you
think that just because you write plays you haviglat to probe into other
people's minds? Not mine, Mr Ramsay. What thecé isis a very private
place.’

"You're obstructing the footpath." He smiled wittony yet a certain
sympathy as she jerked her arm from his grip.



It occurred to her that he would be a man whomai$ @imost impossible to
fool. A further even less palatable thought strbek. It was probably this
intuitive understanding that made him so clevelagwright, and so great a
cynic.

Perhaps he understood why she found herself stppgsite him in a small
restaurant she knew only by - hearsay becausesitazeexpensive for most
of her escorts. Trust him to have discovered ittange perfectly at home.

'I'm not hungry,' she said tonelessly, eyeing tle@unwith a complete lack
of interest.

"You don't look as though you eat enough.' Ignohagprotests, he ordered
for them both, then asked with calm impertinendew old are you, Luce?'

‘Twenty."' Her lashes, thick and blatantly dark, gingown to cover the cool
depths of her eyes.

'So you were eighteen when you lost your memory.'

She shrugged. 'Obviously.’

'Does it make you feel uncomfortable to talk akbtiit

‘No, not really." Waiting until the wine waiter hgdne, she said huskily, 'It's
like a dream, now. Apparently | fell downstairs—asweading, which was a
stupid thing to do—and | hit my head. When | woke-tblankness.'

'Did you remember your name?’

She sipped the wine, enjoying the dry, crisp tastder tongue. '‘No, but
when they told it to me—it—it sounded familiar.'

'What else did you remember?'
'‘About myself, nothing." It was probably part of lstock-in-trade, but he

was easy to talk to. It couldn't be the wine, saé barely tasted it. Almost
imperceptibly she relaxed, staring into the paletie of the wine glass. '‘But



| remember—or at least, | can retrieve—all of thiaimation | must have
learned at school. | know the plots of books thad tead, | know music, |
can recall films.'

'‘But you've lost the events of your life.'

Luce nodded. 'Just that.'

'Is it likely that you'll regain your memory now?"

A shiver feathered across her skin, making her soigdclammy. 'No.
Apparently if I'd been going to it would have hapeéd by now. Oh, the

doctor has never said so, but | can see that stentddhold out much hope."

"You don't seem to care,' he observed speculatiiedyglance shadowed yet
intent on her face.

Again that shrug. 'l don't. I'm happy.'
'Meaning that you weren't before?'

The words hung, sharp and hurtful on the air. Ldresv a painful breath as
her fingers tightened on the stem of her glasknit know, she murmured,
lifting tormented eyes to meet the cold penetratibhis.

After a moment he said almost gently, 'It's straitige no one claimed you.
Surely the police must have advertised—or appealezshmething,’

'l don't know." She swallowed, saw his eyes lingethe pale length of her
throat and felt a prickle of heat crawl along hkins There was sensual
appreciation in his regard and a challenge; thearof the waiter was a
relief.

The food was delicious. To her surprise she dissathat she was hungry,
after all, so she made a good meal, helped byatiethat during it they
spoke of un- controversial subjects.

'‘Better than a carton of yoghurt and an apple, Wwé8h



She smiled. 'An orange, as it happened. To be exacigelo. But yes, thank
you, it was. Doesn't your sister mind if you de$ent during the day?”

‘Sonia knows me too well to be surprised at anygthiao," he told her drily,

stirring the black depths of his coffee. He lookgd and held her eyes,
smoothly sure of himself, and smiled. 'She's areextly busy woman, with
a house and a farm and a husband as well as twverhto keep tabs on.
Besides,' with a return to cynicism,- 'she knows Buying her birthday

present.’

'It seems strange to think of you with a sistére’ emarked idly.

There was a hint of a silence before he retorfet) how does a man with a
sister differ from the norm?"

' don't know," she said, bewildered by her renzar#t his astringent reply. 'It
was a stupid thing to say.

You seem—I suppose it's because you seem so giitient.’

'My upbringing was enough to produce an excesslbfssfficiency. My
parents believed that boarding school was the answall disciplinary
problems—and to be fair, there were a lot. | wawmme of a child. So | was
sent away at a remarkably early age even for Edgkamd from then on we
saw each other only in the holidays. It doesn't enfie close, enduring
family ties.’

The caustic note in his voice warned her from amgher probing. 'l suppose
not,’ she said, feeling profoundly sorry for hiDid your sister go away to
school, too?'

'Oh yes. My parents followed the traditional pattefThey almost
bankrupted themselves to give us a good educgionia was expected to
marry well, but unfortunately she disappointed thmnfalling in love with a
raw Colonial." He saw her eyes widen and gavewa s&ydonic smile. 'Yes,
they really thought that way. Further disappointtagay in store, however.
| had no desire to become a banker or stockbrdkgnwriting they never



considered. When | left school and began wastimg tihey washed their
hands of me entirely.’

'You sound bitter.'

He nodded. 'l was, for a long time. Then, aftepace of ten years or so, |
went back.'

‘And . . '

'‘And they were two old, tired people, caught iraigacket not of their own
making. Not unfeeling, just unimaginative. It wavexry salutary lesson.
Before that I'd paid lip service to the notion ttiedre are two sides to every
guestion; after that | knew it was true.’

Strangely, this made Luce look up, startled. Foraenent she stared at him
as if it was the very first time she had seen Huer, gaze wide, almost
unfocussed as she took in the hard excitementsofdatures. Her breath
caught in her throat. She expelled it with a sigt set her coffee cup down.

'So all's well that ends well,’ she said flatlyl. Have to go—it's almost time
for me to be back.’

Conn looked at her with the watchful intensity sledisliked but made no
attempt to stop her. When they arrived back at shep he seemed
unsurprised at her haste to get away from him.

She was unmannerly in her eagerness to say gooflbymnic smile curled
his mouth.

'I'll see you around,’ he said softly.

Doubt darkened her glance, but she merely noddeédhamked him for the
meal before diving hurriedly inside.



CHAPTER TWO

MATTIE JAMESON had kept an eye on Luce ever since she had beaghir
unconscious to the hospital. She was middle-agddtian, and like all of
her profession it was difficult to pin her downaalefinite statement about
anything, but especially where Luce was concerned.

Now she looked across her desk at the girl, hee ey&s sympathetic. 'You
know | can't answer that, Luce. | have no idea trebr not your memory

is likely to come back. We're dealing with the miadd there are immense
areas about which we know nothing. Why the suddtsrest?’

'‘Something somebody said.' Luce's every instina twaavoid mention of
Conn Ramsay, but she told her, adding ruefully, sSeems to think that |
might be an interesting subject for study. Faitisted | see you first.’

'Did she now?' Mattie's fingers smoothed lovinghgiothe petals of one of a
cluster of pinks in the vase on her desk. 'Amnesia form of hysteria, a
defence mechanism, if you like. Normally it weafsadter a few days or
weeks. Occasionally, as in your case, it lasts. tBete isalways the
possibility of your memory returning. Usually iteas some stimulus, some
nudging in the right direction. That was why weedrito discover your
background and where you'd come from. If you remenmnjou weren't very
enthusiastic.'

Luce nodded, her hair given a pale radiance byvren eager light of the
sun. 'Yes, | remember. It was odd, but | felt sedj | just wanted to sleep.’

'Have you done anything about it since then?"

'‘No,' she answered, sounding surprised. 'l—welkemthe police said that
they couldn't find out anything about me 1 just iéf

'Hasn't it ever occurred to you that such a reactias—well—unusual?'

The tip of Luce's tongue wet her lips. The spisgmgof pinks was suddenly
heavy on the air. 'l suppose itis," she said tyisBut | was never posted as



missing, was |I? | must have been alone in the wbedause there was no
one looking for me."

'‘No one appeared to be interested,’ Mattie agf¥ed. sound English, but
there was nobody of your name who'd come into thmty in the last few

months before your accident, so we concluded yloe&h here some tirr)e.
We drew a complete blank everywhere we went. Alrasst you'd covered

your tracks.'

'Like a criminal!"

The psychiatrist smiled. 'Relax—the police did theest, and there was
nothing to show that you'd been mixed up in anghinlawful. But I've
always felt that for some reason you wanted no tonkenow where you
were. And that reason is why your mind blanked tbet personal part of
your life—why it still blanks it out. The answees§ in the past.'

'‘And my mind won't let me go there because of Wimaight find.’
'Exactly." Then Mattie added with her usual cautlénleast, | think so.'

There was silence while Luce thought this over foehead crinkling at the
implications. 'Do you think | should talk thingseswvith Mr Ramsay?' she
asked nervously.

'Luce, | can't give you advice. | think you're neivong enough to take
whatever you uncover without cracking up. It may Io@ pleasant, but you
have strength and courage. Perhaps you neededsththat amnesia gives.
If you want to remember now you must convince ysubyconscious that the
knowledge can no longer harm you.'

"You think | should try.’
But the older woman shook her head. 'No, the datisiust be your alone.

So far you've drifted along; now this man has cdysei to think seriously,
and that's a good thing. What's he like?'



'Forceful,’ Luce told her wryly. 'You know, the sof man you read about
but don't believe in. Tough, but clever—too clever.

"You seem to have learnt a lot about him for sushat acquaintance.’

Luce was very still. 'Yes, it's odd, isn't it? Buée— oh, he makes himself
felt.’

'Some people have it," Mattie murmured. ‘Charactdrarisma—whatever.
It's an interesting field. | seem to remember tlteahas more than his share
of looks.’

'Oh, he's an impressive creature.’ It took an eftorLuce to keep her voice
light, untouched by emotion. 'Like a hawk, all agand planes, no curves.
Even his chin is square. And green eyes, opagesgditte. You can't look
into them and see what he's thinking." A shivechaa her skin, fretting at
her nerves as Conn's brooding hard features spoamay recollection. With
a smile she finished, 'Not your average likeablenratall! He looks as
though he knows hell like his own backyard.’

Which was a strange thing to say. Mattie never gtbsurprise, but at this
she enquired rather anxiously, 'You sound as thgughdislike him, my
dear.’

'l don't think anyone dislikes Mr Ramsay. He'ssbé you hate.'

'Or love.'

The pale hair belled out as Luce shook her heagl s8tiled to cover a dark
foreboding which held her in thrall. ‘No. Isn'ttitie that love can only be
love if it's reciprocated? Conn Ramsay has neveedoin his life, I'm
certain. He has the power of fascination, but a@woke love.'

‘A very sensual man.'

'Oh, he's that.' But Luce had tired of the subgcperhaps she was afraid of

revealing more of the turmoil that the thought oh@ evoked. Smiling, she
looked across the desk, met Mattie's shrewd, cosipaate eyes with



laughter in the cloud-coloured depths of her owiho knows, my
experiences might be immortalised in a work by Ramsleady thoughts
for a nobody!

'My dear girl, you'll never be a nobody, even itiyonemory refuses ever to
come back.' Mattie looked down at the flower in hands, frowning at its
perfection. 'But | would think very carefully be®you encouraged him.
Forgive me, but you don't strike me as being paldity experienced, and if
my memory for gossip is at all accurate Conn Ransagpt the sort of man
| would like my daughter to cut her teeth on.’

'Oh, I shan't fall for him." Luce's voice was vepft, but the determination in
it rang louder than any bell. 'l think if | remennk@nything it's that I'm a
survivor. Anyone who gets involved with him justshto be a loser!
Besides,' she added calmly, 'he may change his.'mind

However, she was not surprised to come out fronstiogp at five-thirty a
few days later and find him waiting for her. Leajpaygainst a car, he was tall
and disturbing in jeans and a thin fine sweaterctvle@mphasised the width
and power of his shoulders. When he saw her higlstemed up and came
towards her, an ambiguous smile not softening laatmat all. A woman
walking towards them looked greedily at him, hempression openly
envious, then flushed when she saw Luce's swifiaglaHe had not seen
that quick calculating scrutiny, for he watched &ws she came towards
him without sparing a glance anywhere else.

'Hello," she said uncertainly, feeling that memsleegard pinned her for
inspection.

'Hello.' He spoke softly. 'Come to dinner with me.’

Just momentarily her teeth clenched on to her botip. "You don't give
much warning, do you.'

'Yes or no, make up your mind.'



His withdrawal into boredom angered her. What teeilddid he think he
was up to, treating her as if she should be gratbat he had thought of
asking her out! A muscle jerked against her jawbtigatening it.

'No, thank you.'

'‘Aha,’ he mocked, the green eyes narrowing. 'Se e tiny claws beneath
that touch-me-not veneer. Get in and I'll drive yaume.'

Luce hesitated, but only momentarily. However equaal his attitude it was
stupid to turn down a lift home.

But she should have taken that purposeful jawgottsideration, for almost
immediately it become apparent that he had nofioieiof taking her home.

'Is this an abduction?' she enquired icily.

He smiled. 'Yes. It's Sonia's birthday; she waotstp come out for dinner.’
'Why didn't you say?' Luce twisted angrily agathst confining band of the
seat-belt. 'Honestly, you're the most infuriatingmi've ever met! | can't go
out in my working clothes.’

'l would have taken you home to change.’

‘Take me home now.'

'No.' He smiled again, his profile hard againstghke sky.

'‘Oh—you're maddening!’

'Second lesson," he said mockingly. 'I'm quite u@mdous when it comes to
getting my own way."'

'Why qualify it? Why not say totally unscrupulousshe demanded
sarcastically, her voice as sweet as honey.



Conn laughed at that, apparently finding her eatairg, although it was
hard to tell whether his amusement was genuineobrWithout checking
the progress of the car he lifted one of her hdrada her lap and held it to
his mouth. She felt the tip of his tongue agaihstgalm and was submerged
by a wave of sensation terrifying in its strength.

Jerking her hand away, she turned her head sti¢hatuld not see how his
touch had affected her. Beneath the blue linereofdcket her breasts rose
and fell with the intensity of her emotion; afternsoment she relaxed
enough to see that they had left the main roachraortl were heading east
towards the coast. The countryside was very smaatHush-looking, many
deciduous trees lightening the landscape with thew leaves, the grass
green and thick beneath the warm sky. The pastwea® in superb
condition.

'My brother-in-law is a farmer,’ Conn informed Haandly. 'Sheep and
cattle.'

'How did he and your sister meet?'

'She was here on a working holiday. I've never gadubut from what
Sonia has let drop | gather that they loathed e#oér at first sight and had
an unusually tempestuous courtship, finally endtoggveryone's surprise
including Sonia's, with wedding bells.’

It seemed easier to follow his lead, so she sdmyr sister doesn't look in
the least tempestuous!

'‘Looks can be deceiving. She might resemble a widxlat she can whip
up a storm when she wants to. She needs a firm, laaadthey don't come
much firmer than Ryan.’

A faint frown marred the smoothness of her forehéde sounds a bit
ominous.'

'Let's just say that if | were ever in trouble.ancthink of no one else I'd
rather go to.' But it was obvious that he couldin@gine such a situation.



Neither could Luce. He was altogether too muchamimmand to ever need
help.

Ryan McLeod was every bit as tough as his broihdaw. Indeed, in some
ways they were startlingly alike, for bath possdssbhat immense
self-assurance which comes from a cold, clear r@tiog of one's faults and
strengths.

Two overpowering creatures, Luce thought, as sbelshands with him.
He was pleasant, but the dark eyes were cool, walyning when they
rested on his wife.

Sonia smiled. 'They do tend to swamp any bystanderst they," she said
with amused understanding. 'Come into the dranaog. I've lit a fire even
though it's a warm evening.'

Chatting easily, she led the way into an enormoos;, superbly furnished

in a mixture of antique and the best of modernifura. It suited its owners

so perfectly that Luce was not in the least sueggri® learn that McLeods
had lived here for generations. Sonia had marnewthe landed gentry, she
thought frivolously.

It was a pleasant evening, although there werergaodents. Sonia could
not have been more charming, but her husband, ite gp his superb
manners, kept his thoughts very much to himselEeLlwas nervous, made
uneasy by the way Conn watched her from beneatlagties even when he
spoke to his sister or her husband.

It gave her that cold creepiness between the shoudilthdes which can
attack the bravest person when they are being syped or stalked.

She would not give way to it. With the faintest bf her chin she set herself
out to respond to her hostess's overtures. To atsyde observer it would
have appeared a very successful little dinner pdoty there was much
laughter, not a little wit and plenty of good corsation. Luce enjoyed
herself in spite of the prickle of tension througr nerves. Such was the
McLeods' courtesy that she didn't know whether ot they had been
warned of her amnesia.



Until Sonia said, sighing, 'I'll never get accuseshto spring here. | like my
spring to arrive with a bang and trumpet voluntgri#ue skies and daffodils
after the miseries of winter. Here we have jongbi$ore winter has got
under way, the lambs and calves arrive in Julyctis in the depths, and
it's only the oak trees which unfurl their leavesspring. Don't you prefer
the English spring, Luce?'

'l don't remember,’ Luce answered quietly, smibegause so often amnesia
made people embarrassed. 'But spring here is lovdlg days seem
suddenly to get longer and the tea-tree bloomalatig the roadsides like a
late fall of snow, and the air is soft and rictove it.'

‘Luce isn't in the least worried by her lack of noeims,” Conn observed
smoothly, his expression enigmatic.

Sonia shivered. 'l don't think | could be so calmw& . it. How about you,
Ryan?'

'It depends entirely on the memories.’

Which led to a spirited discussion about a storyDafkens on just that
subject, and from there the conversation rangedrfdrwide in the world of
literature. Luce knew that she surprised them hyfamiliarity with the

works they mentioned; it was a normal reaction aftdr a while they
accepted her knowledge.

But she was glad when the evening was over. Iblead exhausting. For the
first time she realised how much she moved amomgplpewho were in
some way connected with the hospital and who aedeper condition
without comment. It made life much easier for her.

'Now, you must come and see us again,’ Sonia présseas they left.

‘Thank you.' But Luce was noncommittal. She liketi& very much; it was
the two men in her life who were frightening.

As if she had spoken her thoughts Conn said soRlan likes you. Which
leaves only me.'



'I—I don't know what you mean.'

'No?' He let the silence develop into tension lefoontinuing, 'You like
Sonia, that was obvious. And Ryan is no threabtg go that means that it's
me that you distrust. That's why you brushed offihetation, wasn't it?"

'Was it that obvious?'
‘Worried?'

Luce sighed, sinking back into the seat. 'l doké& being rude, and she was
so kind.'

'She's a kindly soul," he agreed without patron&gee of the few really
kind people | know. No, she won't be upset. Youigoe her, just as you
intrigue me.’

The skin tightened over her cheekbones, but shegeahto infuse a note of
amusement into her voice when she spoke. 'Profesfiol hope.'

'Why? Do 1 frighten you?'

'l may have lost my memory, but | still have insts)' she said drily, 'and
every instinct | possess is warning me that yademegerous.'

He chuckled. 'So you've told me before. Elucidate.'

"You know darned well what | mean! | don't havespell it out. You're as
tough as whip leather and every edge is a cuttimgg Wou hurt people.’

'l can't approve of that appalling mixed metaphdeather has no cutting
edges. And you must have packed a lot of experigmagour pre-amnesiac
life to be able to recognise my type so swiftly.’

The derision in his voice hurt, as it had been rhéanstripping away

confidence so that she found herself wondering dilsnhow on earth she
could think of him being interested enough in herbe a menace. She
swallowed, feeling sick and stupid.



A wave of sensation swamped her with its fiercémation that she had
been here before, that a long time ago this manusad just that note of
ridicule when he spoke to her.

Unknown to herself she must have moaned, for headded roughly,
'What's the matter? Are you ill?'

The car stopped. Without bothering to dip the kghe turned to her,
switching the interior light on so that he coul@ $er pinched features, the
haunted grey eyes enormous in her white face.

'‘Luce?' he asked softly, touching her foreheadgkimaced as he felt the
beads of sweat there, but the dark eyes held haegi ‘What is it?"

Already the weakness was passing, but she askesdigadDo | know you?'

Nothing changed, not one muscle in the dark gamukihg face moved, yet
she felt his withdrawal as clearly as if he haadiner from him and the pain
made her close her eyes.

'No," Conn said at last. 'No, you know nothing @&, rhuce. Nothing at all.
Why?'

Deep breathing had always helped. Now, with ey#kised, she initiated
the rhythm. Slowly the fear and the pain recedaking with it that hint of
recollection.

After several minutes she said, 'I'm sorry thatpesged. It always frightens
me when it does.’

'Why?' He set the car in motion again. 'Surely gbauld be pleased at the
thought of regaining your memory.'

Carefully she wiped her face with her handkerchiefn dried the cold
dampness of her palms. 'No. It's as though if éddo remember I'd find
myself in a hell that | can't escape.’ She pausddré finishing in stifled
tones, 'lt's like living on a ledge. A clear sudéitige, safe and snug and



pretty, with people who are kind. If | miss my fowj I'll fall off the ledge
into the abyss.’

'‘Are you so sure that what lies buried in your suiscious is unpleasant?
You could have lived a perfectly ordinary life, iwé& family and friends and
lovers, and the amnesia could be the result ofathé

The moon had risen while they dined and was ritlig in the sky, its light
dimming all but the brightest stars. Beneath theedBve glamour of its
radiance the countryside lay revealed, a mysterimesrtcatching fairyland.
The headlights picked up the double green gleaasohall animal's eyes; a
few seconds later Conn swerved to miss a hedgehofflisg its busy,
dangerous way across the road.

Such beauty caught Luce by the throat. Huskily sdid, "You're probably
quite right. But apparently none of those familyerids or lovers cared
enough to want to know where | was.'

'‘And that hurts.’
'‘Oddly enough, it does.’

‘That means,” Conn said without emphasis, 'therstnibe someone,
somewhere; someone you hoped would come after you.'

Again she was surprised at how easy it was tottalim—and how astute
he was. The sensation was unpleasant. By revesdimguch of her mind to
him she felt that she was exposing herself to ayelashe could not yet
discern.

Stiffly she replied, 'Possibly. But apparently ¥eced my tracks so well that
not even the police could trace me, so | must leen in two minds about
this hypothetical someone.’

‘Just as you're in two minds about me." His smis & swift challenging
flash in the darkness. 'You don't trust me, yet tadkito me. Why?'



'l suppose . .." she paused, marshalling her theuggfore resuming, 'l
suppose it's because you offer me no sympathy. Yaudon't treat me
like a freak; or a halfwit. You stimulate me intbirtking. And there's
nothing personal in your interest.’'

He laughed at that, and drove the car off the beagkath a huge oak. Before
Luce had time to think he unclipped his seatbelt &mrned, his hands
holding her wrists together as the lock on her tleked free.

'How very naive you are, my dear,' he tauntedyafilhe pulled her into his
arms. 'Or did you think | needed encouragement?'

The steering wheel hurt her shoulder, but it wathing compared to the
pain in her heart. Those instincts she had talkedvarred within her,
self-preservation urging her to hit out at him wtaldeeper, even more basic
one told her to lie still in the hard circle of l@ism. His hand came up to her
throat. He looked down to where his finger restgdirst the pulse that his
touch made leap beneath the silken skin.

If he kissed her she would be sacrificed, flayett,aked to his gaze.

His stillness warned her that he was waiting fartbeesist. She could feel
the tension in his muscles and knew that some peeval hunger in him
would give him pleasure in subduing any strugghesinst the silver sky
his profile was predatory, cruel as a conquerohierwhe sees an enemy
preparing for a battle in which defeat is inevigabl

Very slowly she asked, is that what you think been doing? Provoking
you? You give me credit for more subtlety than $g@ss. | don't even like
you.'

'‘Ah, but we know this has nothing to do with likjihge said, lifting his
glance to rest on her mouth. 'Nothing to do witinly, or loving. And if you
don't know it, Luce, it's time you learned.’

The throbbing pulse in her throat seemed to faseinin, for he touched it
with his lips, smiling when it betrayed her oncereidlis breath was warm
against her skin, incredibly erotic. She could $ried faint male scent of



him, feel the slight roughness of his skin when iiguth traced a line
towards the lobe of her ear. Deep within her a lliegan to burn, barely
discernible except for a strange lethargy whicld lelr motionless while his
mouth ravished her senses.

'l can't bear this,’ she moaned, turning her hesdrom him.

it gets easier as time passes.' His tongue expktwedulnerable hollow
beneath her ear, then his teeth met on the lobesledasped, and put her
hand out in a blind appeal.

'‘Conn—_please,’ she whispered.

She had been kissed before, of course she hadusumally found it
enjoyable, even slightly stirring, but there coblve been nothing ever to
compare with the complete abandonment to her palyself which
occurred when his mouth covered hers, blottingloeiplea on her lips.

Needs she had never known existed fired her to@oge so that she moved
against him convulsively, twisting to bring her lyad even closer contact
with the hard strength of his. She wanted—oh, Gbeé,"wanted! Desire
held her in its terrifying, ecstatic grip; everyse fed her hunger so that she
drowned in the scent and feel and taste of himy®el eyes remained
tightly closed, a kind of barrier between her braind the full realisation of
what he was doing to her.

When Conn lifted his head she reached up her lapdlIt him back while
sharp rigours of unsatisfied passion shook her body

‘Not here, Luce," he muttered, his voice strangelike his normal incisive
tones. 'A car isn't my favourite place for makiogd.'

Slowly she lifted her lashes, her breath cominghart gasps between her
lips. He was looking at her with a strange, shattesensuality, his
expression too controlled to be natural after saurclexplosion of desire.

'What is it?' she breathed.



'‘Nothing.' He tightened his grip but it was onlyltong her upright. Once
she was back in her seat he asked ironicallyasybur usual reaction to a
kiss?'

It was like being thrown into iced water. 'No," reswered, beyond lying.
'Is that how you kiss a woman for the first time?'

it depends entirely on the woman.' There was aathd mockery in his
voice as he brought the seat- belt across herttmadsclicked it into place.
'‘As we're being so frank, however, I'll admit thpddysically we seem to
mesh.'

Which fell so far short of how she had felt thatspite of the turbulence
within a faint smile touched her lips.

'No comment beyond the Mona Lisa look?'
She shook her head. 'l can't seem to think of amytio say.'
‘Then I'll take you home.’

It wasn't until they had almost reached the flat ttuce realised that during
the entire evening she had given no thought tongeeresa or Faith know
where she was. When she was with Conn he seenssdatap her with his

personality so that even the consideration shetihagght to be an inbuilt

part of her character went by the board.

He came to the door but made no attempt to touchShe was horrified to
discover that disappointment was the strongestiemahe felt, and this
forced a return to the stiff manner she had fidsted.

'It's too late to try to freeze me out," he told Wwé&h dry amusement. 'l know
too much about you now.’

Silhouetted against the brightness of the moorditdgn his face was in
darkness so that she could not see anything bependiark profile, but the
sardonic note in his voice was plain. It made Ihéres.



'‘Get inside, you're cold.'
'‘No," she whispered. 'A goose walked over my gtave.

She stared up, trying to distinguish his featunesware that her own were
set in an expression of unconscious yearning.

'I'm not going to kiss you again,' he tauntede'had enough excitement for
one night. Goodnight, Luce.’

Presumably she said something suitable, for henkdigoftly and pushed
her through the open door.

Oddly enough she slept as soon as her head hgiltbes, slept long and
dreamlessly so that it took Teresa a minute orttwshake her awake the
next morning.

'‘Comeon!" she ordered, yanking back the curtains with &less hand. 'It's
a beautiful day and it's ten minutes past the tyme should have got up
at—if you know what | mean!

Luce groaned, but sat up. 'Obrd! What time is it?'

‘Ten past seven. Coffee's made and the bathrofreeisAnd where did you
go last night?"

It was an effort to summon up a smile, but Luce aggal it, although she
made sure that her back was to the older girl véentold her.

'Really?" Teresa was vastly intrigued. 'l told you thatwes interested.
Hurry up and you can tell us over breakfast.'

Which Luce did, giving a suitably expurgated dgstesn as well as
apologising for not letting them know where she baen. Faith was on
afternoon duty, so she had not been home when faileel to appear, but
Teresa had been just a tiny bit worried, so sh sai



'Not that | should have been,' she decided chégrfnécause nobody could
be less likely to kick over the traces than you.'

Remembering those moments spent in Conn's arms hagtéhe grace to
blush slightly. If Teresa knew how ironic her stagnt was she would
probably be appalled.

'l saw him yesterday,' Faith commented.

'Where?' Luce could have kicked herself for enggiso eagerly, especially
when she felt the heat of that telltale flush astosr cheeks again.

‘At the hospital. He was strolling around the grdsias though he owned the
place.' A pause, and then she went on, 'l saw bimirgg out of Block Seven
a little later.'

Teresa opened her mouth, thought better of whahatidbeen going to say
and closed it firmly.

‘That's Mattie Jameson's block," Luce was suddasilgw in the stomach. 'l
wonder if he tried to pump her.-What a nerve!'

'Oh, he's got all the confidence in the world, tbage,' Faith agreed, 'But
even super colossal audacity wouldn't get Dr Jamésaalk if she didn't
want to. And that's assuming that he got to seeStex can be very elusive
when necessary.'

'So don't be too angry with him," Teresa orderettirgy her coffee mug
down. 'You know, if he took you to his sister'sgdahe just might be
serious.'

Luce shrugged. 'Hardly. | know her from the shop.'

You're moving in exalted circles." Faith was orlglf teasing. 'The
McLeods were here very early in the piece. Ryan waise the most
desirable bachelor around before his wife cameoaiheé scene. What did
you think of them?'



Again Luce shrugged. 'Very pleasant. She's a dgrhe's not the sort of
person you get to know in one easy lesson. Stadljdpose she's used to
dealing" with complex types; no one could call Carasy to understand
either.'

The cheerful voice of the radio announcer giving time brought instant

action, but even as she walked briskly down theépfaitn Luce couldn't help

feeling the niggling fear which Faith's disclosheal caused. The fact that it
was fear that she felt, and not the anger Teresavsed it to be, bewildered
her, quite spoiling a walk that she usually enjoyed

After a few hundred metres she determined to punGut of her mind, and
by dint of concentrating fiercely on the gardensdaicked out in spring
flowers, she managed it. The sight of one partitpllovely clump of
cottage pinks even brought a smile to her facefarithe rest of the day she
was kept so busy that there were long periodsnoé tivhen she scarcely
thought of him at all.

Until Jolie Stewart walked in, superb in a blackl avhite striped dolman
dress which did wonders for her auburn hair angeldorown eyes. She was
just slightly too curvy, Luce thought wearily; iart years' time she would
probably be on a permanent diet, but at the mostemtooked like the stuff
of every young man's fantasies.

Astoundingly she gave Luce a smile which almostddder into thinking
that the other girl had had a change of attitudere/lshop assistants were
concerned.

'l want to look at some jewellery," she said, quiteasantly. 'Especially
those emerald earrings.'

They looked stunning with her colouring, the gretanes opulent against
the creamy skin and vivid hair. Luce said so.

'Yes, they do, don't they?' She smiled at hereedr. 'It's my birthday soon.
My twenty-first. | know it doesn't mean much nowgslgbut the parents are
rather old-fashioned and they like to make a tlohd, so there's to be an
enormous party. | think | might just work out attatway to mention these."'



Luce made a noncommittal noise, thinking drily ttkee Stewarts must be
extremely wealthy if they could afford the earriragswell as a party.

Again Jolie smiled. 'Conn tells me he took youitmer at the McLeods' last
night. I'm so glad you could go; | felt a real hiesgting him down at the last
minute, but Mum really was sick and | just couldyot Dad's no use when
she's not well.’

'I'm sorry to hear about it. Is she better?'

Perhaps Jolie had been expecting some sharperoreaittr beneath the
offhanded note in her voice there seemed to berchadnen she replied,
'Oh yes, just a bout of change-of-season tummy bagpe you enjoyed
yourself.'

The avid curiosity in her brown eyes sickened Lukeshe put the earrings
back in the cabinet she replied woodenly, 'Very maicank you.'

‘The McLeods are super people, aren't they? Seraasiveetie and Ryan--'
Jolie rolled her eyes heavenwards, ‘well, hegitiits me goosebumps when
he smiles.' She paused, expecting an answer, aad e said nothing
resumed chattily, 'l tease Sonia by telling het tha two men in her life are
the two most exciting men in New Zealand. | beli®yan's reputation with
women used to be absolutely appalling, and accgrgirgossip columnists
Conn is no better. Of course, it's different whewoge are friends. | mean,
it's only a certain sort of girl that would—wellpy know what | mean."’

Luce knew perfectly well what she meant, knew ®@ctly what she was
implying. And decided that if she ever heard Je&g, 'Of course,' again in
that patronising voice she would take great pleasukicking her.

However, she merely smiled and nodded, aware df rddkbrown gaze
fixed on her face, and went on locking the cabinet.

'Well, | must be off." Yes, she was definitely ¢lipainted. She must have
hoped for some stronger reaction. 'See you around.'



Not if I can help it. Luce almost said it alouddéed, for a moment she
thought she had, and it was with one hand ovenwerith and a rather fierce
look in her eyes that Graeme Hunter surprised tamvhe walked in from
the big storeroom at the rear of the shop.

Trouble?' he asked, taking in her attitude wigapient glance.

'No. Just girlish bitchiness.’

He grinned. 'Find it difficult to cope with?'

'No, but | can't help wishing she wasn't a customer

Graeme was in his early thirties, very astute anodinesslike, with a
sophisticated wife and two precocious children.Hde given Luce a job
before she had lost her memory and kept her omuseg he said, she had a
feel for old things. Between them they shared aygaing friendship built
up over the years.

Now he said quite seriously, 'Well, don't let it ¢fge better of you. And if
girlish bitchiness degenerates into abuse, givamell. You don't have to
put up with that.’

'l know, but | doubt if Jolie can produce anythirgan't handle.’

But if that was true why did she feel so angryhat éther girl's disclosures?



CHAPTER THREE

ALMOST she expected to see the car waiting for her whercame out of the
shop that afternoon; indeed, it was with difficultyat she prevented herself
from looking up and down the street. Only the krexge that if he was
there he would see her and draw his own deduckiepsher eyes straight
ahead. The pang of disappointment which his absesmgendered
humiliated her, for it meant that the physicalattion which last night had
swept her into mindlessness was stronger thanathetagined.

Did he kiss Jolie like that? At the pictures thimjired up in her brain her
fingers clenched on to the strap of her handbagcddise he did, she
thought scornfully. He would not refuse what shierefd, and Jolie was
beautiful and hot for him. He was far too expereshaot to realise that she
was poised on the brink of a devastating affanduld take only a little of
the right sort of stimulation to push her into teep end.

Rather viciously Luce found herself hoping thatytheth knew what they
were doing and followed that up by making a vowtodtave anything more
to do with Conn Ramsay, who used people withoutdes or mercy. If he
tried to kidnap her again she would create a scaream, run away—do
anything rather than meekly allow him to drive sff high-handedly with
her. And although she had the feeling that he waamto be intimidated by
few situations, he might well draw the line at lgeimistaken for a
kidnapper.

Her head was aching abominably by the time sheneshbome, so badly
that she took two painkillers and went to bed.

When she awoke it was dark outside and a wind pathg up, the keening
sound of it around the windows intensely depresgtngm the living room

came music, and the sound of Teresa's voice, gh Raist be home.
Somewhat to her surprise Luce discovered that steehwingry. Pulling a
long Swiss cotton wrap over her nightgown, she pddzarefoot out into the
room, stopping so precipitately when she saw Changhe almost fell over.

'‘Ah, you're awake,' Teresa observed cheerfullyhes got up to turn the
stereo down. 'Feel like something to eat now?"



'‘No." Luce felt herself back away from the mockamgusement in the dark
eyes fixed on her. 'I'll go and get dressed.’

‘Not for my sake,' he said coolly. "You look likelarming child.’

Teresa smiled. 'Luce is incredibly modest—we camelthat she had no
brothers and sisters.'

Which was all very well for Teresa, Luce thoughsshe escaped back into
her bedroom. Perhaps it was because both her tieséncame from large
families that neither thought anything of wanderamgund the house in next
to nothing. But she could not do it; every instifedt outraged.

Hastily she pulled on slacks and a cotton shirthee in the first blush of
youth, but she was not going to make any efforhior. Still, she was glad
that the first shirt to come to hand was black,ifalid wonderful things to
her hair and skin.

When she reappeared he was talking to Teresatleffslly subjugating her
with a charm so blatant that it should have beearafully studied part of
his manner. It wasn't, though. It was completelgamscious, as natural a
part of him as the thick long lashes and the sudd@mth of his smile.
There would be few people who could resist him whercthose to use this
power to fascinate.

"You must have something to eat,” Teresa told heatherly instincts
temporarily taking over from those affected by atremely personable
male. 'I'll scramble you some eggs, shall I?*

Luce managed the grin that Teresa expected, fop&ssion for this dish
was a standing joke. 'I'll do them," she offered.

‘No, you entertain our guest. This is my week feitigg dinner. Conn, how
about some coffee?’

'‘Love some.' He smiled lazily, catching Luce's hasdshe walked past to
pull her down beside him on to the sofa, i usekhimv someone who loved
scrambled eggs.'



Breathlessly, for his hand was still around hestyshe returned, 'Plenty of
people do.’

‘True. She also lusted afteratatouille with an unnerving passion.'

'l like that too." She moved restlessly, too comssiof a latent cruelty
beneath the civilised veneer. Conn wore a shifingf cotton and beneath
the thin material his muscles moved, reminding dfethe strength with
which he had held her the night before.

'Am | making you uneasy?"

Surprised, she looked up, met a regard so pietbiaigshe blinked, turning
her head away. 'Yes,' she said bluntly. "You'reingron too strong. | don't
like it.'

"You enjoyed it last night.'

She jerked her wrist, but his fingers clamped otfnéostrong, slender bones,
hurting. Between lips suddenly tight she said,usirhave been mad. Let me

go!

'When I'm good and ready.' The green eyes tauriedhd Smiled, a twisted,
humourless movement of his mouth. 'Say please.’

‘Conn. ..
'Say please.’

Her anger was replaced by something more insidifass: It sapped her
will, rendering her silent for a long moment wHiler eyes entreated him to
release her.

They met with no response, but she knew that betiadenigmatic mask
there was a keen analytical brain and that herticeec were being

monitored. And she knew, as clearly as if he haxigd it at her, that he
enjoyed making her feel his strength. Perhaps & thia presence of that



streak of cruelty which made him such a challermgsameone like Jolie.
Luce knew that it terrified her.

But she managed to break his grip, jerking hertvatigrply so that it slid
through his fingers. Jumping to her feet, she pumaich space between
them as she could. When Teresa came in with astraywas busy flicking
through records, the clean lines of her profiledeid by the fall of her hair.

'Eat up,' Teresa ordered, setting the tray dowa lonv table. "You still look
a bit fragile.’

In spite of the fact that there was a flock of érfttes loose in her stomach
Luce smiled. "You'll make a wonderful mother," sbased.

Teresa grinned, her eyes falling automaticallyhte ¢luster of diamonds
which were the pledge of her love. 'Roll on the,dslye retorted lightly.

'Not a dedicated career woman?' Conn sounded jroisi®rows lifted.

'l like nursing, always have, but I'm going to gneing a wife and mother.
As Greg is a doctor it's not going to be an edsy li

'But the rewards will make it worthwhile."'

Apparently Teresa hadn't noticed the cynicism sice, for she replied
happily, 'Naturally. | shouldn't be marrying if leren't in love with him.’

'How about you, Luce?' The heavy eyelashes hiéxpeession in his eyes
as he asked the question, but she could hearuheitathe deep voice. '‘Are
you going to submerge your life in another's?’

She finished swallowing and said coldly, 'l justnivéo be myself.’

After a moment he said softly, 'Surely you of atipke are just that? No past
to bedevil you, no memories to keep you awake gtitni know of people
who would give their considerable bank accountsafepot of amnesia.' He
paused, watching her as she put her knife and thog&ther, then added,
'‘And you don't appear to grieve overmuch.’



Very conscious of Teresa's puzzled glance, Luatsavly, 'l just want to
be left alone.’

'So that you can continue to wallow in self-pity?"

Stunned, she stared at him, then a wry smile talibkelips. 'You—yolare
an arrogant brute.’

Almost she had added, 'You always were," and hgefs flew to her lips as
she stared at him in dismayed surprise.

He grinned but refused to let the subject alongohder why women resort
to personal comments when someone tells them ditie. tAdmit it, Luce;
you rather enjoy being without a past. It gives gdunt of mystery which is
incredibly intriguing.’

'What on earth makes you say so?' Teresa's brigdes well set up. She
almost glared at him.

The lamplight gleamed golden on the acute angldspéanes made by his
features. He sat back on their shabby old sofadomdinated the room,
effortlessly, as he would dominate any room. The&es no reading the
expression of his eyes, but the sensual mouth egiirkto an enigmatic
smile as he said calmly, 'The fact that she has dbsolutely nothing to find
out who she is.’

‘The police failed. What makes you think Luce codtu better?' Teresa
asked rather belligerently.

His brows lifted in scepticism. 'l doubt if they deamuch of an effort. Why
should they? Once they'd decided she wasn't amattenal criminal |
imagine they closed her file and left it, assumthgt she'd regain her
memory before too long.’

'I'd just as soon you didn't talk about me as wdren't here,’ Luce said
crossly. 'And for your information, Conn Ramsagpol not make a habit of
indulging in self-pity. | was perfectly happy withy life until you came
along and started stirring."'



‘The fact that you resent my attempts to find ondtimakes you tick proves
my point,' he retorted with calm insolence, hisngka moving over the
flushed contours of her face to linger for too largthe rise and fall of her
breasts.

'Wouldn't you dislike it if | pried into your innerost feelings?' she
demanded, adding scornfully, '‘And don't tell menjde is an open book!'

'Hardly,' he returned drily, smiling with caustromy. 'But | can remember
my past.'

'Oh!" Furiously angry with his constant harpingtbe fact of her amnesia,
she scrambled to her feet, saying in a tremblirigeydYou can go to hell! |
don't ever want to see you again.'

She headed for the door, but he got there beforeahd stopped her
headlong flight by grabbing her wrists. At his thusomething flared into
life within her; she stood, head bent, breathingvilg while his fingers
tightened cruelly.

Then she looked up. He was staring across the rabrieresa, his
expression coldly intimidating. It came as no sisgwhen the older woman
said with evident dislike of the situation, 'l#idve you to it. Yell if you need
help, Luce.’

The attempted joke fell sadly flat. Neither of themved until she had left
the room, then Conn demanded flatly, "What the ne$l happened to your
manners? You should know better than to make aiguplectacle of

yourself.'

Mixed with the excitement which was rising throdgdr was an anger all the
stronger for being cold. 'l know Teresa far bettean | know you,' she
retorted with harsh distinctness. 'Blame it onaheesia.'

'‘No." He swung her around, holding her hands agdims chest, his
expression predatory. 'You fascinate me,' he tetccholly. 'I'm determined
to find out what lies beneath that beautiful famegn if | have to hurt you to
gettoit.



'I'd imagine that you'd enjoy that.'

The bitterness in her voice horrified her. It mé&da lift his brows, but he
replied with cool control, ‘Not necessarily. I'dhrar make love to you than
hurt you, but if pain is what is necessary, theim gawill have to be.’'

'Why?'
He didn't attempt to evade the question. 'Becadusedrious.'
'So just to rid yourself of an itch of curiositywyt tamper with my brain?'

His eyes glittered beneath the heavy lids. 'Nobmatytamper with any part
of your life if you don't let them. All that | cado is make you want to
emerge from this safe dark cocoon you've hiddeémmsmiled with caustic
emphasis. 'Who knows, you might like what you findhe real world.'

When Luce shivered he lifted her chin, holding trapped in the hard
ruthlessness of his regard. For a long momentgtangd at each other, then
Conn smiled and brought his head closer so that@hle feel the warmth of
his breath on her mouth. A primitive hunger flametb life, heating her
skin, weakening her angry resistance with its péwvémpulses.

"You frighten me," she whispered shakily. "You l@skif you hate me.’

'Hate?' His hand moved, touched her lips, and ag ttembled that hot
glitter in his eyes intensified.

'l don't hate you,' he said softly. His fingers edvher face, caressing the
smooth skin as if he wanted to impress the contonifsis brain using every
available sense. 'Don't you know the differencewbet hating and
wanting?'

‘They both frighten me.’

'l wonder why?'



Her breath caught in her throat. Held by the sdrswae of his eyes, she felt
like a rabbit entranced by a stoat, powerless, gaigly the sexual charisma
of the man into a bondage more fearful than thdteofempty mind.

With an effort of will so strong that it took alf ber reserves of strength she
began to shake her head. 'Perhaps | was rapedashe

Instantly the tension snapped. His hand stoppedviag to come to rest on
her shoulder, pulling her close so that she restgihst him in the age-old
position of comfort.

'Is that what you think?'

His arm -was hard across her back, his body woualigdtrong against her.
She could not resist the impulse to lean agaimstamd let him hold her as if
she was a child in need of comfort.

‘No, I know | haven't been. When I—when | begagdbworried about what
sort of person | was the doctors told me all thatytknew about me. And
one thing was that --' she faltered, but continued|l, that | was still a
virgin. So | hadn't gone in for bedroom games."

'And since then?'
Colour scalded her skin. 'No! I'm not—I don't --'

Conn laughed softly, almost a jeer into her h&our watchdogs guard you
too closely, do they?"

'‘Don't be insolent!" Stiffening, she tried to pusin away, only to discover
that those strong, comforting arms could tighteo imonds of iron around
her. 'How dare you!" she spat, lifting an angrgretul face to his. 'Faith and
Teresa are darlings.'

'Very protective darlings,” he agreed mockingly,kmg nonsense of her
struggles to get free. 'So if it's not their infiwe which has kept you pure, it
must be an inbuilt aversion to or fear of sex. @eap-rooted conviction that
it's wrong to indulge. Let's find out which, shak?'



Had Luce realised what he intended to do she wioaN@ yelled for Teresa,
or scratched his face—done something to escapsotlieward thrust of his
mouth. But he seemed to have an hypnotic effecthen eliciting
confidences which she would never have dreamed&ing to anyone else
and stilling her instinctive withdrawal. Lulled ltlye lazy note in his voice,
she knew her reaction came too late; she couldtantyher head away, for
her hands were crushed against the hard wall afitest.

At first she thought she might avoid those quedtijgy for he had only one
hand free, the other splayed across her back. Buiighed, then she
winced with pain as his fingers tangled in the laainer temple. It obviously
wasn't the first time he had had to subdue a wdioranim to know that the

delicate skin at the side of the face was infigit@lore tender than at the
nape.

'Keep still and you won't get hurt," he said quietl

She had expected the kiss to be brutal, but thaseamother surprise in store
for her. His lips touched the corner of her moughtty, warm and teasing,
almost coaxing. Bemused, she stood still whilesmgi tide of excitement
licked over her body, rendering her shaken yetiaiid.

"You're beautiful,’ he said, punctuating each warnth one of those
featherlight kisses along the length of her molliilke a Norse goddess, an
ice-maiden, a Valkyrie.'

‘They were fairly ferocious females, if | remembght.' Was that her voice,
husky and deep in her throat?

'‘Ah, but they could be tamed by love." He picked e, taking her by
surprise, and carried her across to the sofapgittown with her across his
lap so that her shoulders rested against the qusthiarms. He smiled, and
bewitched by the lazy sensuality of it Luce smitettk as his hand traced
out the long, lovely line of her throat, findingammore the traitorous pulse
which seemed to fascinate him.

‘Are you still afraid of me?"



Honesty compelled her nod. '"You know too much.'
His finger stilled. 'And what does that mean?'

'l don't know.' She reacted sharply to the quialshaguestion, trying to push
his hand away. In the semi- darkness of the room féatures were
prominent, increasing her fanciful likening of htma hawk. He bent over
her, his hand clasped around the column of heattas if he would like to
tighten his fingers and watch her writhe for breath

For a long moment his eyes searched hers, thébisigscrutiny a violation
of her privacy. Then he relaxed as his fingers me=i their sensuous
stroking.

'You make a lot of cryptic remarks,” he commentedding with
disconcerting insight, 'but I'll continue givinglydhe benefit of the doubt,
so stop looking as though you think I'm going t@asgle you." His mouth
tightened, became for an instant coldly cruel. 'Whill you, Luce, I'll
make sure that neither your lovely face nor thay eexy body are marred."

"You like frightening me."’

His hand moved slowly from her throat to the gewtleve of her breast,

rested there a moment and began its smooth expigratveep once more.

"You respond so satisfactorily," he murmured, hmgdier eyes with his own.

‘As if you were made for me.’

‘Chauvinist!" But her tone lacked bite and she fred:

'What is it?'

‘Nothing.'

His fingers found the clip of her bra, twisted, afek shivered as his touch
evoked a wave of sensation so intense that it whearable. But although

he must have known what effect his practised cargssas having on her
he made no reference to it.



It was a strange sensation, the mute communicafiblands and body, the
voices conducting a conversation on an entirelfjeckht level.

‘Something bothered you,' he said softly. 'What s

'Deja vu.l felt as if you'd said those words to me befand #d made the
same reply.' Luce bit her lip as the erotic sensathis hands were arousing
threatened to swamp her, but made no attempt teptrdim from sliding
down the zip of her jeans. Their eyes were on el land she felt drugged by
the enigmatic purpose- fulness of his gaze; heeldsier, but his desire was
being made to serve his will and she did not kndvathe wanted of her.

'It's not an unusual comment,’ he said now, sadtiyost smiling. "You may
not be experienced, but this sort of thing is faadmmon. The Americans
call it petting. An amorous male could quite easifive felt you like this,
soft and yielding, and thought that you were mdanthim. And many
young women consider that they owe it to theirriibed ideals to toss the
word chauvinist into as many conversations as plessi

She began to tremble. Her jeans were tight, scetreat with the zip down he
could not explore as far as he wanted to, but dust on her skin was
incredibly erotic and when he stroked the lowet paher belly she gave a
convulsive shudder, pulling herself away with apegding look at him.

He made no attempt to stop her as she zipped hepsahd pulled down the
tee-shirt to hide her breasts, but his smile wadosac and when he spoke
that taunting note was back in his voice.

'l agree. This is fairly public; | acquit your frid of listening at the door, but
I'll bet she's in her bedroom with her ears onalegt. And isn't your other
watchdog due back soon?'

'Yes." Luce stood, teetering between coming andiggoand had her
dilemma resolved when he caught her hand and padedown beside him.
'‘And don't call them watchdogs!" she continued éngfurious at the

realisation that his hand in hers and the hardogsss shoulders through
several layers of clothes had the power to makebloerd run so quickly.

‘They've been very good to me.’



‘A childish remark, but they treat you like a chittbn't they?' He smiled at
her outraged expression, the dark mockery antaiggntser into a jerky
withdrawal.

'At least they have my best interests at hearg'sstid stormily from the
other end of the sofa.

'‘And | haven't?’

She allowed her gaze to fall in a significant geafiom his mouth to his
hands, overcoming with an effort the vibrant exoiéat this gave rise to.

'l see.' He laughed, lazily and with a note of duynour. 'You're going to
have to grow up sooner or later, Luce. Why not eo®n

'‘By growing up | suppose you mean that | let yoduse me?'

He leaned back on the soft cushion and let hiskadhoop so that she could
see nothing but the gleam of his half-closed elres painfully tolerant
voice he murmured, 'Luce, if | wanted to seduce habinave chosen some
less public place. | was conducting an experiment.’

'An—an experimer?’ Her voice squeaked in angry shame as she stared
him, shattered.

'Exactly, sweetheart.'" Subtly his voice changedcabee hard and
contemptuous. 'I'll tell you the results, shalYi®u may not have slept with a
man, but you certainly know what it's like to bededove to. Beneath that
frosty veneer there's a very sensual little lady, for your own good you'd
better believe it. Otherwise one day you're goiagfihd yourself in a
situation you can't control, and I'm sure | doa¥éto tell you what follows
on from that!

A kind of humiliation kept her silent for a momefiter eyes fell to her
hands, clenched in her lap, the bloodless skin beerknuckles revealing
the intensity of her emotions. Slowly she relaxseht, then listened to the
wind outside wailing like a forgotten soul, asuilbup for one of the spring



storms from the northeast which brought warm raithe red volcanic soil,
freeing the land from winter's yoke.

Aloud she said in a hard voice, 'How do you knowat tih isn't just you |
respond to in—in that way?'

'‘Are you being provocative?'

'No." She dared not look at him; the dark featuvesld be tight with that
smile she so disliked, that smile which seemedwaaslese cousin to a sneer.
'l just don't see that you can tell. It's like knogvwhether a woman is a
virgin or not; the doctor at the hospital told nfett no man can tell.
Nowadays so many women play sport that plenty haver made love and
yet are technically not virgins. So how do you ki?ow

‘This," he said blandly, 'is an extremely provogatonversation. Are you
sure you want to continue?'

"You were the one who started it. | don't belidvat tyou know—I think it's
just conceit that makes you say you do.’

She had wanted to taunt him, to prick his pridénwiér scornful comment,
so it was completely disconcerting when he laughpparently genuinely
amused, and said with dry emphasis, 'Try your fiadgclaws on someone
else, Luce. Your opinions don't worry me. Would \like to come for a
flight with me on the weekend?’

The change of subject bewildered her, as perhapsag meant to.
Unwillingly she turned her head to look at him, sawn lounge with
unconscious grace against the cushions, that atifiug, mocking smile on
the hard mouth, and somewhere in the depths oktoenach something
kicked.

'l—a flight?' she asked breathlessly.

He looked bored. 'A flight. Over the area. NeitBenia nor Ryan can come
and I'd like someone to point out the salient fezduo me.'



'What about Jolie Stewart?"
Conn lifted his brows. 'What about her?'

'She knows the area better than I. Or is she urtaldeme again, like she
was that night we went to your sister's place?’

He smiled narrowly, his unblinking glance fixed'wer face, is that what she
told you?'

'Yes.' Already Luce regretted the impulse which hzatle her tell him of
Jolie's hurtful remarks. A moment later she regrktt even more, for his
expression hardened into a merciless mask whiectfely frightened her
into silence.

‘Well, well, well," he said softly as his lashesneadown once more to hide
his thoughts. He turned so that she saw the hasdgsprofile silhouetted

against the golden pool of light from the lamp. E@as an old man he would
be inordinately good to look at, she realised;ahegant bony framework
would not succumb to age as the softer, gentletocws of a woman's face
did.

After a moment he asked, 'Well?'
'l --' she hesitated, then almost hopelessly, 'Yes, I'll come."
'Have you ever flown before?'

A dry smile touched her lips. 'l presume | arrivete by air. I'm not a New
Zealander. Why?'

it's different in a small plane.’

There was a note of—speculation, it seemed tonbisivoice, and he was
once more watching her. Disregarding a cold semsdteneath her ribs, she
replied curtly, having decided that she was a fogo with him, 'I'd rather
like to see the north from the air.’



She counterfeited a yawn and he smiled as he ras®ak her by the hands
to pull her to her feet.

‘Tired?' He made it quite clear that he didn'tdadiher for one moment, but
apparently it suited him to go then, for he pickgda jacket which he must
have thrown over a chair when he came in and,wiill her hand in his,
urged her towards the door.

She thought he might kiss her and her heart ragidwier, but he made no
attempt to, smiling irony at the fleeting glance skent him from beneath her
lashes.

‘Goodnight, Luce.’

Her voice was thick and husky when she respond&abhdnight, Conn.
Drive carefully—it's going to rain any minute.'

'How solicitous of you.' For a moment they stoatisg at each other until,
intimidated by the cool inscrutability of his gazbe turned away.

When Faith came in, some ten minutes later, Luceaouded up in the one
comfortable armchair listening to a tape, her esgimn shuttered into an icy
remoteness which didn't alter when the older wospake her name.

'Is it raining yet?' she asked.
'‘Any minute now. Are you all right? You look a bitawn."'

The concern in Faith's voice would normally havemed her. She blamed
Conn with his damned insinuations for feeling dliglexasperated now.

‘A headache, and Conn Ramsay's astringent comgameyeplied, forcing a
smile. 'For some reason he thinks that it's upito to encourage me to
regain my memory and that the best way to do tib iantagonise me into
open anger.'

Faith looked across at her, a frown wrinkling leeehead. "Well, everything
else has failed, so he might be right," she resporttily. 'How does he



affect you, Luce? You seem to dislike him, but yan't be discouraging
him.'

Luce permitted herself a wry smile. 'Do you honestiink that | could
influence him in any way?'

'In some ways, yes.' Faith's voice became even drgreYou're a beautiful
woman, and he's certainly very conscious of that.|Bgree that he's not the
most easily impressed man-I know. Have you anyvwd@&ahe should be so
concerned?’

'l don't think he's in the least concerned. Hef®ag, he told me so. Perhaps
he likes the idea of playing God.’

A swift frown made Faith suddenly look older, baegdidn't immediately

refute the suggestion. After a few moments spensidering Luce's words

she said slowly, 'Perhaps, though | shouldn't hlveeight he would be

driven by mischief, and that's what you're implyikig strikes me as a man
who values his own independence too much to trinterfere in anyone

else's life.’

'Yet he's doing just that.’

'Yes.' The dark eyes were reflective as they demlLuce's hands, slender
and restless against the dark denim of her jeaashaps he really does want
to use your experiences. Or perhaps . .." Her vin&gked away in unusual
hesitation. After several moments she resumedhiniktit would be very
difficult for Conn to refuse a challenge.’

Luce looked at her in astonishment. ‘And | am one?’
'Oh yes. You're cool and self-contained. Some med that very
challenging. | shouldn't have thought that Conn was of them, but you

never know.'

A shiver ran across Luce's skin. Compressing psr §he said in hard tones,
'He wants me to go on a flight around the harbeith him.'



'‘Are you going?'
Sighing, she answered, 'Yes.'
‘Are you sure that you know what you're doing?'

'‘No.' Luce would have given much to be able to enin Faith, but the
older woman's kind common sense was no armour stgaiann's dark
attraction. After a moment she said huskily, 'I'temen like him.'

"You're going to get hurt,’ Faith said worriedAnd what about Jolie?'
'What about her?'
'Well, she does rather seem to have staked a tlaim.

Luce laughed, the clear notes humourless. 'Nobtadkes a claim to Conn,’
she stated, knowing the truth of it. '"And he stakeslaims himself. Totally
self-sufficient, that's him. Jolie may be his ness, but if she tries to make
him jealous he'll turn his back on her with a srhile

She was shaking, her hands clasped so tightly rifaipethat they seemed
locked together.

'How do you know?' When she didn't answer Faitleaggd sharply, ‘Luce,
how do you know? Have you met him before—do youvkiam? Luce,
have you remembered?’

A pressure at the back of her eyes made them &chealthough Luce
expected them no tears came. Harshly she answbl®d|'ve never seen
him before. He told me that | didn't know him.’'

‘Then what are you worrying about?' Faith came ss;raouched her
shoulder gently, her kind blunt features reveahiegconcern.

'I'm not." Luce took a deep breath, forcing herseld a semblance of
composure. After a moment she continued, 'l musge kamown somebody
like him, | suppose. He—he has no reason to lire¢d



'‘No, of course not, although | can see him lyinthatit turning a hair if he
thought it necessary. If he really is interestedhéfping you regain your
memory and does know you then he would tell yon,sure. Talking over
old times would possibly be a great help.’

Luce nodded, obscurely driven to defend him. 'Wbydu say you could
see him lying?'

'My dear, there's very little he's incapable ofndpiand that includes
murder. You know it, although you might not like ithe violence and
recklessness are held in severe check, but thégre.' Faith yawned, then
smiled. 'lt's part of the reason why he's so axgitiThat's what Jolie is
hooked on. That's why I think you'd do better tefké&im at a distance.'

'l suppose so.' Yawns are infectious; Luce hid gtts her hand as she rose
to her feet, swaying slightly. 'Well, I'll go flyghwith him and then make it
quite clear that | don't want to see any more wof.hi

It was impossible to see properly in the shadoveen, but Faith's gaze
seemed compassionate as she said lightly, "Yobatpltuce. If he's the sort
of man you think him he'll turn away with a smieyn't he?'



CHAPTER FOUR

SATURDAY was perfect for sightseeing, clear and sunny wigfentle wind,
the only clouds great high galleons over the millhe centre of the island.
Luce ate breakfast pensively, wondering why theaie &an unpleasantly cold
area in the pit of her stomach.

'‘Another cup of coffee?’ Teresa filled the pottenyg and pushed it across
the table. 'Getting cold feet?'

‘Very much so.’

The two other women exchanged glances, but nesflteem said anything,
for which Luce was grateful. She knew that they neaor about her
relationship with Conn. She wasn't exactly happyualit herself, but she
could not explain to them the reason why she hadldthim to leave her
alone. She could not explain it to them becausedsheot know herself
what power he wielded, only that it was one shelccoasist but not
overcome.

Physical attraction, she told herself, and indeedltood seemed to fire

with excitement and hunger whenever she saw hitrthiewe was more to it

than mere sexual magnetism. He drew her with adredarker desire, and
that was why she was afraid of him. If it was mer@lmutual passion it

would be easy enough to sate herself. He wouldeafase her if she made
her desire obvious, for he wanted her too. Butehezre other instincts and
needs as well as the sexual, and she was afraitien he saw her it was as
the personification of urges he despised and wishée purged from.

He came before they had finished their meal, audistg, immensely
attractive man in a polo-necked shirt that clunghi powerful muscles of
his shoulders and chest.

'‘Ready, Luce?"

She made a play for independence. 'I'll finish roffee. Would you like
some?'



'‘No," he said, and that was all, but she set hgrdown and turned to get her
blazer, obeying his unspoken command even asliedHier.

Once in the car he slanted a sideways glance atvleer look very fetching,
although your clothes have a distinctly nautical higather your friends
don't approve of this jaunt.’

'Too astute by half, you are. What else can yoweetd)
Conn grinned. 'Do they think | have designs on ymermson?'
'Have you?'

'‘Any number,' he told her calmly. 'But | think lrcananage to control my
raging lust while we're in the plane.’

A dimple quivered beside her mouth as she subdulssiae to giggle. He
didn't miss it, of course; she began to think tletvas able to see with his
skin.

'l like that dimple. You must have made an encimgngichoolgirl.’

'l doubt it,’ Luce said on a half sigh. 'All legedaarms, I'll bet, with an
infuriating giggle and hair in pigtails.’

He laughed outright at that, suddenly revealingwa €onn, infinitely more

approachable than the old, and for the rest afhlogt drive out to the airport
he made her laugh too, imagining a schoolgirl pasher which involved

several elements of St Trinian's, but much mora ekin of immensely
likeable idiocy in his makeup.

The wind seemed to freshen as they climbed thetdi®nerahi, but the
gardens about the neat suburb were not being téssedolently, so Luce
forced herself to relax, aware of that ominous galtth in her midriff once
more.'You've gone all silent,’ he commented asifveet! the car towards the
airport.

'I'm beginning to wonder if I'm afraid of flying.'



He said nothing, but when the car had been parkddshe was standing
beside it, one hand at the blue scarf which hidotinght fall of her hair, he
asked, 'And do you think you are?’

‘There's only one way to find out.'

For a moment there was something like respect engtieen-brown gaze
which scanned her face; before Luce had a chankeaw for certain his
heavy lids hid the expression and he said codgll, let's go.’

She should not have been astonished to realiséa¢hiatended to pilot the
little Cessna himself, for he had that air of beabde to do anything, but she
was, and it showed.

'I'm qualified," he taunted softly.
'l believe you.'

A knot of tension tightened in her stomach. As thegnt through the
pre-flight procedures she forced herself to breateply and found to her
relief that concentration on that and the delilerataxation of her muscles
banished that kick of fear.

And when they had left the ground she slipped sagsgls on to hide any
residual tension and looked out, awed by the beaiutlye scene below. In
the crisp spring sunlight Whangarei lay at the heathe drowned river
valley which was its harbour, a collection of viyiadtoloured roofs against
the even more vivid green of the subtropical growthe city grew in
tendrils along valleys hemmed in by the WesterrisHind the forested
volcanic cone of Parahaki with its obelisk. Abotae tong chimney of the
oil refinery to the south a perpetual flame bubsside the complex was the
power station with its candy-striped stacks domingathe small town of
Ruakaka. On the other side of the harbour loomedabged improbable
peaks of the Whangarei Heads, high volcanic teeffudently topped by
the white and black cone of a trig height.

‘It must have been quite a job hauling that updiif€' Luce commented,
aware that he was watching her closely.



‘Tough men, in those days."
Even tougher now, she thought.

She was kept busy pointing out landmarks, sometimdsng it difficult to
discern where they were as from this strange athglé¢opography looked
different. To their right the Pacific Ocean rollagainst the coastline, the
surface of it wrinkled and lazy and incredibly hla®d where the sea met
the land were beaches, harbours and estuariesigRalgunguru, Tutukaka,
and Matapouri, the euphonious Maori names now itigpasily off her
tongue as she pointed them out, her love for thng,l northern peninsula
very evident.

'In summer there are hordes of people here,' 3teCmnn. 'They come for
surfing and big game fishing; a lot go out to tlmwPKnights Islands, over
there on our right, to dive. There are tropicah fisought down by a warm
current. They say it's beautiful.'

Perhaps her voice had held a note of unconscicstfuriess, for he asked,
'Have you not gone skin- diving?'

'No, it's an expensive hobby. Have you?'
‘Yes. I'll take you, some day.’'
She smiled. 'How long are you planning to stay?'

'‘As long as it takes,' he said ambiguously, andnntee snorted lifted a
mocking eyebrow at her. "You've learned to love tiwuntry.’

it's the only one | know." A thin thread of desmatin her voice made her
sound self-pitying. She straightened up, added aithiskness she was far
from feeling, it's beautiful—wild and free and romiia. It has a landscape
as varied as any you could find. You never get daheving around here

because you don't know what's going to happen drthennext corner.’

He smiled. 'l can see that. I'm going up to the 8@lglands tomorrow. Care
to come with me?'



Now was the time to tell him that she didn't wanhave anything more to
do with him. It helped to imagine Jolie's sullembty as she had made sure
that Luce knew she was second best.

'I'm going to be busy tomorrow," she said, fordmsy voice to sound firm,
almost hard.

'Really?' Conn didn't sound in the least upsetiradolandly, ‘Another time,
perhaps.'

See, it was easy, Luce told herself, staring wiithdbeyes at the green and
blue beneath. A few more rebuffs and he would ohe again, she was
sure of it. Self- sufficiency was the name of theng; had anyone asked her
she was prepared to bet that Conn would never fighther—or any
woman's company. Possessed of that private andnareiagnetism, he
had probably had to fend women off all his adid, land there was nothing
other than the easing of physical tension that &eted from them.

His plays revealed the real Conn Ramsay—so degplical that to him

even humanity's finest actions were ultimately daseself-interest. For the
moment he found her interesting, but it was notd_uaurenson who held
his attention, it was the aberrations of her mind e contours of her body.

And you'd better not ever forget it, she told hiéyseishing that she could

introduce him to the beauties of the Bay of Islartiat exquisite region

where at the end of the last ice age the risinghsgladrowned an ancient
river valley, producing a deeply indented bay. Ljgwels on silk, it was

scattered with a hundred and fifty islands, somenooe than rocks, others
big enough to be farmed.

Luce remained silent, and as it was time to go dowither spoke until the
little plane came to a halt on the short wiry gradsen she gave a curious
sigh and fainted dead away.

Conn's voice was the first thing that impinged oer freturning
consciousness. He was swearing softly, viciouss/,ha pulled at the
safety-belt trying to free her. For a moment evang whirled hideously.



Nausea clogged her throat, but after swallowingeomictwice the world
settled down and she opened her eyes.

Returning blood heated her face like the effecta bfow as she muttered,
'It's all right. I'm so sorry.'

'So | should think!" He was too close for comfaoing flames leaping in the
hard green eyes as they scanned her face. 'Whaélheappened?'

'l don't know.' She watched as his lean hands Wibdthe safety-belt, felt a
faint stirring in her blood and damped it down, stening her lips
nervously. 'l just passed out with the minimumusd.'

‘Are you all right now?'
‘Yes, | feel fine.'
'Wait there, and I'll help you down.’

Distinctly wobbly as her legs felt, she needed shpport. When they
reached the ground Conn held her against him, inns @ight across her
back, giving support without any sexual awarenesd she sighed and
pulled away, afraid that she betrayed too cleady pleasure at his
closeness.

‘Think you can get to the car?"

The curtness of his voice prompted her quick wilagil. 'Yes, of course,’
she replied in a remote voice.

'Here are the keys. You'd better wait in it untjet there.'

Luce caught the tossed keys, walked back acrosgréss to the car park.
High above a skylark sang his heart out, every ontstal clear, rising and
falling like a paean of praise to the day. The beagas cool, from the south
but without winter's bitterness, and in its passaggr the harbour it picked
up a salt tang. To the south and west lay greenl&ads where purple cloud
shadows chased each other across the fertile agntduhe land. Luce



looked for the distant Brynderwyn Hills and follosvthe grape blue outline

down to the coast. Somewhere down there was Waiwe Gvhere she had

first set eyes on Conn. From that first electriomeat she had known that he
was going to be significant in her life. As her gyeamed the islands, from
the sharp triangle of Sail Rock to the Hen and Kdnes, she found herself
wondering just how significant he was going to be.

'l told you to get in and sit down!

His silent approach from behind startled her. Withtaking her eyes from
the scene before her she said huskily, 'l lovelsse. It satisfies me.'

'A good spring day is like a benediction,' he agrééou surprise me."'
'Why?'

He smiled, not very pleasantly, and took the kegmfher, keeping hold of

her hand when she would have twisted it away. ®eerdark blue slacks

and the blue and white striped cotton knit camiselech he had called

nautical she wore a white blazer. Against it hischaas tanned; she stood
almost submissively, her head bent as she keptyes on the strong

fingers, wondering where he had got that tan. Térthern summer must

have been a good one.

'‘Because you look a sophisticated, perfected workrty he said quietly,
each word cool and distinct and emotionless. "Yaveha remote delicacy
which doesn't fit in with this distinctly rural,rabst primitive setting. You're
the product of a super-civilised environment; yalohg to the city. What
brought you to this little town?'

'Who knows?' She forced a flippant note into heice&o'This is where |
found myself when | woke up. And here I've staygs not entirely without
cultural amenities, you know.'

'So Sonia informs me.' His hand tipped her chirthsd she found herself
looking at him through the tips of her lashes, mptihe strong lines and
planes of his face, the hint of recklessness irsdmsual mouth the lines of
self-control that overrode it.



‘Tell me about it," he said, his glance probind he wanted her brain spread
out before him.

'About what?'

'Where you were when you woke up. How you felt. "dobeen in
Whangarei for some time, hadn't you, before thédaot which led to your
loss of memory?'

'‘Some weeks.' She freed herself, leaned back aglagisonnet to search for
the lark in the clear sky, her eyes shadowed. 'lamaugh to get my job in
the shop but not enough to have found a place¢o liwas still in a private

hotel.’

‘Tell me exactly what happened.’

Luce sighed. If recounting the events which hadupdo the fall had had
any chance of bringing her memory back it wouldeneaturned long since,
but obediently she recapitulated. 'Apparently lekiio at work and come
home with a magazine. | was reading it as | climthedstairs. | tripped and
fell and knocked myself unconscious. | didn't remommediately, so they
took me to hospital. When | did come to | couldeinember who | was.
And that was that.’

'Was the magazine checked to see whether thereamgdhing in it that
could have had a bearing on the business?"

She shrugged. 'Yes. In fact, | think I've still ggomewhere, but it's just an
ordinary glossy magazine, fashions, an articlerdigaes, several on people
of note—the usual things. Nothing that could pdgsitave shocked my

subconscious into burying the past.'

The flippancy in her tones might have irritated hfor he sent her a swift,
hard glance, but said nothing. After a moment shicued defiantly, 'To

be quite honest I'm sick of the whole businessst yvant to be left alone to
live my perfectly ordinary life, not exhibited amse kind of freak. You'd be
surprised how many people think that amnesia medther that you're

half-witted or mad—or a combination of both.'



Anger brought a sparkle to the grey depths of hgrselending her
expression a kind of fierceness that animated helevcountenance. For a
moment she looked at Conn as though she wouldtdikat him, but the
impulse died as soon as it was born and, trembding,turned away, aware
that she had revealed just how much her loss ofanemagged her.

'l can promise you that | think you neither," hedsalmly. 'Does it really
matter what people think?'

'It does when they transmute their thoughts intoac A sudden spurt of
laughter replaced the stormy expression of a moagmt 'Not so long after

| came out of hospital | went to a dinner partyhwiteresa and the hostess
told me, in a very sibilant whisper, not only theme of each dish but which
cutlery to use!

He grinned. 'How did you cope?’

'l was furious at first, but after a couple of c&@s my sense of humour got
the better of me and | had to stifle "the worsbfithe giggles I've ever had.
By the time we went home Teresa and | were neayltehical." She
chuckled, adding, 'People think the oddest thibgs$,by and large they've
been quite incredibly kind. Almost to a fault.'

'‘New Zealanders are inclined to be overwhelming,’agreed, somewhat
drily. 'The kind of hospitality that's generous weithout pretension.
Fortunately Sonia filters all my calls and assus&ryone that I'm
extremely busy writing a play.'

‘Are you?"

His glance was sardonic. 'Oh yes, it's true. Sdo&sn't lie.'

'Somehow | imagined that you'd retire into yourlkiaile you're working.
You know, the mad genius who mustn't be disturbed.'

'With keepers who tiptoe in while I'm asleep afficthie day's efforts before
| shred them in my maniacal fury?'



She laughed, her soft amusement disturbing theteemask of her features.
She felt vividly, vitally alive and knew that it wamore than physical
attraction which tugged at her. The lark had fiatslsinging and there was
only the faint hum of a speedboat in the harboinéod with the soft sound
of the wind; all about her a bubble of delight fedn round and fragile and
beautiful, enclosing the two of them in an enchdmtielescence.

"You're beautiful,’ he said, and when she looked atiphim without
astonishment he lifted his hand and touched hexrsbrghere her heart beat
heavily within her. His fingers separated, splaymg across the stretch
towelling of her camisole, displaying his experisa his experience in the
way they caressed the most sensitive areas whitoked down at her with
mocking eyes, daring her to protest.

'No prudish demands for me to stop?"

She bit her lips to stop them revealing how muahwhanted him. ‘It would
be a waste of time, wouldn't it?'

His glance sharpened. 'So if | decided to takeygatid make no resistance?'

'Ah, that's a different thing.' Colour washed ower face and throat, but she
kept her glance steady, feeling like a mouse irstbkts of a hovering bird
of prey. 'l think my instinct of self-preservatiomould prevent me from
being quite so reckless.'

Laughter gleamed in the hooded eyes as his hashaiglto rest across her
throat, pinning her against the car. 'If you hady anstinct of
self-preservation you'd have left town the day gaw me,' he said softly.
And then with a suddenness that startled her Heelggo, turning away as he
ordered, 'Get in, it's time to go.'

Once in the confines of the car the awareness whade her uncomfortable
became intensified; she was glad that he made meecsation on the way
home. The careless ease with which he had handednhde her angry
now. She did not need to look at the hardaquiliodile to know that he had
put that casual desire from him and was now giwilsgentire concentration
to his driving. Pride insisted that she refusedodme a toy for his leisure



hours. And when the deeper, darker reaches of érsopality whispered
that pride was a cold bedfellow she ignored theuskk suggestion.
Somewhere was imprinted the knowledge that he caldstroy her,
casually, effortlessly, and go his way unmarkedtly experience. If he
wanted a holiday romance let him seduce Jolie Stevehe though
waspishly.

At the door of the flat he refused her offer offeef but when she turned
away he said harshly, "You should learn to hide yelief, Luce," and pulled
her into his arms and kissed her, hurting her withhands and his mouth,
holding her against the door so that she was tdhppeveen it and the hard
contours of his body.

'Kiss me," he said against her mouth.

She could not shake her head, but her wide, defjame refused him,
forcing him to realise that his strength could eoéohis will but would

evoke no response from her. And yet, while his yngrrogant mouth
bruised hers that wellspring of delight which hade into being when she
heard the lark sprang into fuller flow, sendingreuts of singing desire
along her nerves and veins so that she had to bleiseyes to hide their
expression.

'Why do you fight me?' he asked against her mdMthu took one look at
me and decided that if you never saw me again itldvbe too soon. Why,
Luce?'

'l don't know." His mouth moved with seductive st@ss across the line of
her jaw; she tightened every muscle in mute raesistaand he laughed and
drew away.

'You do know, darling, and when you admit it lifdlee much simpler for
us both. Goodbye.'

Belatedly she thanked him for the flight, met tlaedenic laughter in his
glance with as much self-possession as she codldidmot breathe easily
until his car had pulled away.



Teresa was reposing on a towel on the back lavad ol a bikini so
minuscule that it was barely decent, 'Nonsense tetorted when Luce told
her so. 'Anyway, there's no one to see. Everyorsaybae to the beach. Did
you have a good time?'

'Yes.'

"You sound surprised.” She sat up, holding hernbikra in place, and
surveyed Luce's expression. 'You don't like the ,,daryou?'

'Oh, I like him," Luce told her gloomily. 'l jusbd't trust him.'

'‘But, Luce, even the nicest man can't be trustbdyT all try to get you into
bed—it's normal.’

Luce laughed, pulling off the scarf which had hie&t hair in place. "You
come out with the most cynical observations withchsuvide-eyed
innocence. Did your beloved try?'

'Of course he did." A faint blush made Teresa salgdghy. ‘As | said, they
all do. Why, is the handsome brute putting the ewcd on you?'

'No." Luce shook her hair free, running her fingé@reugh its soft silkiness
as she relaxed on to the aged deck chair whichtigis only piece of
outdoor furniture. 'Not yet. | think he's tryingtip me off balance.’

'‘And succeeding, by the looks of it.'

The soft swathe of hair fell forward as Luce noddéoh afraid so. He's
attractive, of course, but there's more to it ttheat ...'As her voice trailed
away she sighed rather forlornly.

'Like what?"

'l don't really know." She stirred uneasily, tryitogput into order her vague
inchoate suspicions and fears.



'‘Well, for one thing, | don't think he likes meknow he's not your average
guy, but even so it's peculiar for a man to pusu@eone he despises. He
says he's interested in the amnesia, but he cmaa@it more aboutit from a

good book, or a psychiatrist.'

'Yes, but couldn't he be interested in your reactito it?"

'l suppose so, but | have no reactions. | meaoceat it. | don't go around
bursting into tears or suffering or throwing outsterious hints, or having
breakdowns.' Luce pushed a hand across her forebeatlle to put into
words the strange dread which Conn Ramsay inspireer. 'l just live," she
said defiantly. 'A perfectly ordinary, normal lifdnd | defy anyone,
however talented or brilliant, to find much inspioa in that!"

‘That's nonsense, and you know it," Teresa toldhhekly. 'Look atDeath of

a SalesmamandMain Streetand hundreds of other plays, all about ordinary
people. And that's only plays. No, | think he cooddgathering material. But
he's obviously interested in you too. Let's fact.iice, you're a very sexy
lady, if you like ladies with hints of fire benedtie snow. I've seen the way
he looks at you and there's very definite mascudipigreciation there.' She
hesitated, tied the straps of her bra about hemamd on slowly, "That night
he ordered me out of the room..."

‘Yes.'
'Did anything happen?’

'Did he make love to me, you mean?' Luce shrugglkissed me, then
told me it was an experiment and that I'd obviolslg some experience.’

'Did he really?' Teresa looked her incredulity. &¥/a beast! Did you enjoy
it?'

'Oh, 1 liked it. At least—I find him immensely ative.' Luce composed
her expression into one of simpering idiocy andl saith self-mocking
emphasis, 'He makes my heart go thump in my boswhmey spine tingles.
But I still don't trust him.’



'Do you think you have the same effect on him?"

A faint blush touched the pale skin across Luck&ekbones. 'Oh yes, |
think so,' she said gently, remembering the thiekiemote in his voice, the
hunger which even so experienced a man as he cohide.

‘Then you could be in trouble," said Teresa, clilglib her feet. '‘Because |
have the feeling that what that man wants, that ges. Although he has
the sort of willpower that hits you in the eyes,h@might be able to resist
your considerable appeal.’

'Let's just hope that he draws the line at seduamgesiacs.' Luce's voice
was deliberately frivolous, but to her surprise €Bar took her seriously,
nodding.

'l think you might appeal to his protective instg)tshe said.

'If he's got any.’

'Oh, strong men are usually protective even ibiegh't show. Protective or
possessive. | rather suspect the fascinating Goba both. Gosh, I'm dying
of thirst!"

Luce got to her feet. 'I'll make some coffee.’

'‘Lovely. Oh, the mail is here, by the way. Thesssmething for you—an
invitation, by the look of it.'

It was an invitation. Luce read it in astonishmehgén flipped it across to
her companion.

'‘Good lord!" Teresa read it through again. 'Joliew&rt, of all people,
inviting you to her twenty-first! Now why should sldo that? She doesn't
even know you, really.’

'| suppose it has something to do with Conn,’ Lsaid drily as she made the
coffee.



'But what?"
'l don't know.'
'‘Are you going?'

Luce smiled. 'Hardly. As you said, | barely know,rendI'm damned if I'm
going to be patronised by her. I've no doubt hethBay party will be a
howling success without my presence.’

'Mmm, | see your point, but it's a pity. You'd ligasee how the other half
lives. Jolie moved in the very best circles. AtslgaTeresa added
scrupulously and not a little cattily, 'her paretds I think our Jolie is rather
making a name for herself as a permissive ladyorder why she asked
you, though. Do you think Conn can have askeddf®r t

'Hardly. He has no reason to. | don't even knolel§ going.'

'Oh, bound to. The McLeods and the Stewarts carherothe same boat, so
his sister will be going.’

Luce nodded, but found herself wondering whethesne8onia and the
inscrutable Ryan could make Conn do something iflida't want to. But

why should she think he wouldn't want to go toelslparty? He'd probably
have himself a marvellous time, she thought malshy dazzling every

woman in sight with that brand of masculine atitathe'd made especially
his own.

When Faith arrived home she was told immediatelyTbyesa about the
invitation, but beyond favouring Luce with a coansidering glance she
said very little, neither urging her to accept @&s€ba was almost doing or
supporting her decision to refuse.

With every intention of refusing Luce somehow fouraself back at work
on Monday, with her answer unwritten.

It seemed like a conspiracy when Sonia McLeod camgean-clad and
almost harassed, with a small, alarmingly trucuggrattached to one hand.



'No, darling, you are not going to the movies,' shiel, and there must have
been something in the tone of her voice which mbasiness, for the child
stopped playing up and became just as alarmingthyude.

'How did you do it?' Luce's voice was awed.

A grin, mischievous and not a little smug, made i&®uddenly much

younger. 'Native ability and the threat of her &thshe said frivolously,

adding with a swift cuddle for the child, 'But Msda is very reasonable,
even though she has her father's iron will. Théwekgowers that be, both of
the kids are. Now, I've come to thank you for ssfjgg that beautiful vase
to Conn. | love it.'

'I'm so glad." It was impossible to be stiff witbrita. She had such warm
eyes that they impelled confidence. Luce could tstdad why Ryan

McLeod, cold and hard and self-sufficient, loved.hder warmth and

compassion, her kindness and generosity of spatilevattract him. They

were the two halves of a whole.

Impulsively, without any of her usual caution Lsaed, it's the oddest thing,
but I've had an invitation from Jolie Stewart ta party. | can't think why
she should want me to come.’

Surprise flashed into the older woman's expreseies. 'Well, no," she
agreed, adding with a chuckle, 'She's not normiadgn on competition,
poor Jolie. Are you going?'

‘No. I don't know her—or her family—at all. It'seal puzzle to me why she
sent me an invitation.'

'Oh, why don't you go? The Stewarts are a charcongle and the party is
guaranteed to be a success.' Sonia's face lit tipamthusiasm. 'l know,
come out and stay the night with us and we'll altapether!’

Too late Luce saw the pit her unwary confidence dwagifor her. ‘Oh no ...'
she stammered, wishing that she had had the serstayt quiet. 'No, it's
very kind of you, but | couldn't impose—I've dedld¢o refuse the
invitation.'



‘A pity.' But Sonia, although regretful, didn't erger to reconsider, beyond
saying, if you do change your mind, I'll be up$gtou don't go with us. It's
always more fun to go with someone you know, andrRg never averse to
escorting a beautiful woman.'

Luce flushed, but said lightly, ‘A beautiful womath®ould be two, surely.’

'‘Sweet of you, my dear, but the best you can sayn® is that | have a
certain charm and attraction.’

"Your husband thinks you're beautiful.’
Sonia smiled. 'Yes, | know," she said softly.

Envy, hurt, Luce discovered. It was a heavy welgliiter breast as she bade
Sonia and her daughter goodbye, and it had not prilee end of the day
when she called a farewell to Graeme. The lessaheof Sonia McLeod
the better, she decided as she walked home indhm wvening. There had
been that in the older woman's voice when she spbker husband which
had reminded Luce only too strongly that for heréwas no lover, no man
who saw through the superficial beauty of skin #&wthe structure and
colouring and thought that what was beneath wastlel

Somehow she doubted that she would ever be ablectume so vulnerable,
SO open to hurt as to love another person withatuwur that she had
glimpsed for a brief moment in Sonia's eyes.

Because the subject made her melancholy she bdntdhem her mind, but
it had reinforced her decision not to go to theéypand that night she wrote
her refusal and left it on the table in the tinyl kmbe posted next day.

'l think you should go, you know," Teresa said wklea saw it there.
' might, if I'd someone to go with.' Luce hadngmioned Sonia's proposal

and took refuge in a half lie when she saw thabther girl was prepared to
press the issue.



'Fair enough, | suppose.' Teresa's chuckle wasedglglsly. "You could, of
course, see if Conn is prepared to squire you.'

‘No. I don't think I'll be seeing much of him framow on.'

'Well, he's just pulled up outside, so you're gdimgee -something of him
right now.' Teresa was going out; as she pickellarag she said swiftly,
You'll be O.K.? | mean, | can stay in.'

'Rubbish!" Luce's voice expressed a confidencens® far from feeling.
'‘Go and have a nice dinner with the 'Moores. Hetdikely to beat me up or
rape me.'

'No such luck!

Which meant that Teresa certainly didn't think leapable of such violence.
Luce was not quite so sure. He was always wellommoand of himself,
presenting a tough mocking mask to the world, lmngath that mask there
were some very strong passions. It might take #lotake him lose control,
but if ever he did she didn't want to be aroundmibh&appened.

He and Teresa met at the door; she could hear tloédes, his lazy,
humorous, Teresa's answering laugh, then thereawaement of silence
before he came into the living room.

'Hi,' she said, above the hammering of her heart.
'Hi." He was dressed in jeans and a dark shirt, ldaadexpression was
watchful and enigmatic as he looked at her, cunledn the sofa, her legs

gleaming with the first of the summer tan benedthdenim shorts.

"You look very fetching,' he said as he came it® toom and dropped
down beside her. 'Have you been gardening?’

His finger traced a thin scratch on her thigh wkiie bright mockery of his
gaze took in the sudden flush which heated her face



‘Just a vagrant piece of wistaria,' she said, atdayher feet, desperate to
put some distance between them.

He knew, of course. Without altering his expressierput out a hand and
caught her wrist. She stopped, looking down atdidudx crown of his head

and the strong bones of nose and cheek as hedyerrél and pressed his
lips to the scratch. An agony of desire shook blee; almost cried out at the
sensations his mouth on her leg gave rise to. é&thtcame down to clamp
on to her bottom lip while she stood stock stélyified at the depths of her
need. After a moment she felt with something likgwsh the tip of his

tongue follow the line of the abrasion, and theasias free, and nothing in
her life was ever going to be the same again.

'Stay away from the wistaria,' he ordered, smilimg,glance fierce and hot
on her face. 'l don't like my possessions flawednarked by anything but
me.’

'Am | your possession?' she asked harshly.

'Oh, 1 think so." He was very sure of himself, tougnd cynical and

experienced, and when she said nothing he smilath and pulled her

down on to his knees, holding her still until skepped struggling. Then he
said calmly, 'Perhaps not just yet, but it won'tdreg before you are. You're
not stupid; you know | want you.'

'Don't my wishes count for anything?'

'Fighting a desperate rearguard action?' A blaokvhifted satirically. 'I've
never been afflicted with the English love for lastuses. If there's no
prospect of winning | prefer not to play. We bothelv, right from the
moment we set eyes on each other, that this isankewere headed. And if
I'd been in any doubt at all your response to thied I've tossed in your
direction would have convinced me.'

Luce was shaking her head, and he put his hanadipoaiched the nape of
her neck, threading his fingers through the sdit ai her hair. His touch

was gentle, and although she knew he was wrongslskered and turned
her hot face into the warm column of his throat.



The deep voice said quietly, "You come to life wheyuch you, Luce. Don't
try to lie to me.’

'Of course you know all about it, you've had a \ambunt of experience,'
she snapped, panic driving her to her feet in ené elovement.

It took him by surprise. Eyes narrowed as he watdiexr pace across the
room to stand by the french doors which led tortiieuscule terrace.

"You may not have had as much experience, buteget as innocent as
those virginal looks would have people believe $aiel after a moment, his
voice almost bored. 'So why the panic?’

If she told him that he could destroy her he wdaleyh, and indeed, it was
too dramatic to be sensible. But she knew that dwédg that there was
something about him which made every instinct sh&sessed afraid. He
wanted an affair and Jolie was too obvious to apfedim, so he had
decided on her, and if she let him make love tosherwould be lost in the
dark abyss which threatened her.

'I'm just not geared for affairs," she said quiétlgon't want to be hurt.’

'Why are you so sure it would hurt? We're good tlogie that experience
you're so scathing about will ensure that yourati@n will be enjoyable.’

'l didn't mean that sort of pain, and you knowShe spoke bitterly, aware
that they had no meeting ground. He was sophistiicat worldly man with

a cynical outlook on relationships between the sex¢e thought her

prudish, stupidly so, and any attempt to make hppreciate her fears and
doubts was doomed to failure.

'How many women have you loved?’

The question brought a cool, speculative smileisolips. 'I'm no sexual
athlete," he said drily, if by loved you mean gomded with, | don't make
notches on the bedpost. But if you mean the graisdipn the poets babble
of then I'd have to tell you that the answer isendngave up expecting or
wanting that ten years ago. The concept of romémiesis probably directly



responsible for more unhappiness today than angr ottea, and I've no
intention of offering a sacrifice on its altar.’'

'Why don't you write a play about it?' she askegarnness dulling her voice,
then before he had a chance to respond, 'Oh, @trase believe me when |
say | don't want to—to get involved—with anyonelkht

His glance had been mocking, a taunt without wdsdswhen she said this
it sharpened, became fiercely focussed on herdadbough he was trying
to see through the outer covering to the brain déne

'Why?' When she didn't answer he repeated, 'Whge2Why are you so
afraid of involvement, of becoming attached to arg@Your friends tell me
that you've gone out with plenty of men, but asnsas they show signs of
becoming serious you back away as if you're afdicany emotional
entanglement, however mild. Why do you keep mea distance, Luce?
You're not afraid of all emotion—you've allowed yself to become very
fond of Faith and Teresa. Why does the thoughtloivang a man close to
you frighten you?"

The direct attack angered her. 'l suppose all playws fancy themselves as
psychologists,' she snapped, turning away so #abhldn't see the pallor
of her face. 'Why don't you tell me, seeing youwrsm much about me?"
'Oh, I've several theories." Conn got up and camards her, stopping to
stand a few inches behind her. 'But I'll keep tihemyself for now. Did you
accept Jolie's invitation?"'

She swung round, her expression startled as sheéhmebol query in his
glance. 'l—it's none of your business.’

'I've just made it mine. I'll bet you've writtenrteeformal refusal.’
'‘And if | have?'

it reinforces my contention that you're a cowa@bhn grinned and strode
across to where the envelope rested on the srbidl ta



When Luce realised that he was going to open itns&ge a dash for it, but
he stopped her by the simple expedient of haulargagainst him with an
arm which- felt like a steel cable and holding tiare.

'‘Let me go!' she panted, her fury at his arrogammermining her caution.
'Don't you dare—oh!" She writhed uselessly unté tileam beneath his
lashes warned her that her struggles to free liergete having an

unforeseen effect on him. Mutinously she met hangé with contempt,

trying to hide the fact that her own pulses weapieg in time to a suddenly
frantic heartbeat.

'Must you stop?' he enquired smoothly. 'Just whesas getting interesting,
too.’

'Snake!'

Not at all upset by the loathing she managed teshin the word, he read
her carefully written refusal before crushing ithis hand and letting it fall
to the ground.

'Why did you do that?' Luce could have raked hegdrnails down his
handsome face with immense pleasure. 'Conn, | danit to go to her
party! | don't even know why she asked me. And--'

'She asked you because | let it be known, witheet saying so, that unless
you were there | wouldn't be.' He grinned derigivedl her flushed, furious
face. 'And you are going, my sweet, either willingt because I'll come and
get you myself.'

'Don't be an idiot! You can't force me to--'

'‘No?' The laughter disappeared from his expressaving it coldly
remorseless. 'Oh, | think | could,’ he said quietly

Luce's brain told her that there was no way hecoudke her go, but she
shivered at the expression on his face and triestiejo backwards. Instantly
his arm tightened. It was very quiet. The evenunghrof traffic had faded,
and the only noise from the street was the sousdmione whistling a long



way away. Down at the far end of the street a miath#ed her child, for
while they had talked the sun had disappeared dehabushclad slopes of
the Western Hills and the dew had started to fall.

Inside the room, motionless, the two people foagbattle all the fiercer for

being completely silent. Luce tried to drag hersslyjem Conn's, determined
not to let herself be intimidated into giving inytthe refused to allow her
until at last she closed her eyes, covering puyhlieh had suddenly become
hot and tired.

'l could, couldn't I, Luce?' he said.

A deep breath lifted her breasts. 'No,"' she whegheirying to ignore the
hard strong lines of his body against hers. Shevkmkat he was doing, of
course, and knew too that intensely disturbing tees feund his physical
closeness he was affected by hers as much.

'‘Luce?' His mouth was warm against her ear, the demes of his voice
softening. 'You look like an ice maiden, but youwsuth and eyes give the lie
to that. Are you going to accept that invitation?'

His habit of changing the subject surprised hereamore. She was angry,
with him for using the oldest method of persuasiothe book, and with
herself for not being immune to the touch of hiadeacross her back, the
erotic magic of his voice and his eyes and theiaumale scent of him.

'‘No," she said clearly, defiantly.

He laughed, and tipped her chin up. '‘Good,' he mugthoutrageously. 'I'm
going to enjoy convincing you that it's the wisimsnhg to do.’'



CHAPTER FIVE

Luck tried to pull away, but the hands which had besmentle became
cruel fetters, forcing her to remain trapped agdins.

'We can do it easy or we can play rough,’ he salitily into her ear. is that
what you like? Do you enjoy being hurt, Luce?'

'Would you hurt me if | said yes?' She spoke intothroat, furiously, the
words hissing between her teeth.

His laughter frightened her. "Yes. I'm always reaynew experiences.’
'‘New?"'

The word was a taunt; it found its target. Luceclhatl as his lips drew back
from his teeth in a smile which was cruel and co&sng. She wanted to
stop this scene, withdraw from it before she gotgletely out of her depth,
but some part of her urged her to stay and figbuit for if she gave in now
Conn would calmly take over her entire life.

‘Believe it or not," he said through lips which ddgrmoved, 'but I've never
had to use violence to get what | want. Still,idlence is your scene--'

His mouth hurt, raping hers with a ferocity thdefi her with revulsion. She
struggled, but he bent her so far backwards tratadt her balance and fell
on to the carpet, her breath knocked from her l@sgse came down on top
of her.

One glance at his expression told her that heritadded this humiliation; it
was set, demonic in his purpose, and for the tiims¢ she felt fear override
the excitement engendered by the weight of his loodiyers.

'‘Conn—Please!" The appeal was smothered by hisihmfmsting hers open
in a kiss which revealed his expertise and hisntide to hurt. Hot tears
sprang to her eyes; she fought viciously, tearintgsashoulders and then at
the hand that splayed across one breast, imprigatiima hard, painful grip.
He laughed deep in his throat, and ripped at thes§t cotton blouse. The



buttons held, but he smiled full into her furiowscé and increased the
pressure. There was a short, tearing sound andvakdaid open to his
seeking eyes and mouth.

A sob of terror blocked her throat. She knew tratould not be able to
dispose of the tough denim of her shorts in soleava manner, and there
was no way he could seduce her into removing thelomvarily, so she was
safe from the ultimate humiliation. But it was sleaenough, the way his
mouth explored the soft contours of her breast,lthad moulding the high,
small mounds to make a suitable morsel for thegasgaarching of his lips.

'Stop it,’ she moaned, pushing at his face withdkathat trembled.
‘Conn—please!’

He lifted his head. 'Conn, please,' he mimickedpusly, the hot contempt
of his glance sweeping the pallor of her facethis rough enough for you,
Luce, or would you like even more?’

Without waiting for an answer- he crossed his ab@kind her back and
lowered himself completely on to her body, grindimgr into the coarse
warmth of the carpet, the long legs imprisoningshes he mimicked the
thrust of possession. Luce felt she would suffodate face pressed into the
hardness of his shoulder.

And that was his mistake, for until then he hadwnexactly what he was
doing. Luce heard the indrawn breath which sigudtlis loss of control and
struggled even more violently, afraid now as sherinat been before.

'‘No," he groaned in an odd voice, and then, ogla 4Dear God, you drive
me insane!'

His mouth stopped any response. This time thevikéssgentle, sensuous as
he explored the bruised sweetness of her mouthe lfoand herself
responding, her hands on his shoulder stilled asirtbidious tenderness
stormed her defences and levelled them to the groun

'l could take you here and now," he said thickiy lips tracing a path down
to the sweep of her shoulder. '‘But | won't. I'm ¢d—I like comfort.’



The wry self-mockery made her smile. 'How old awa?®

‘Thirty." He lifted himself on his elbows, lookedwn into the quiet
surrender of her face, his glance lingering orstlieep of her throat, the soft
curves of the breasts his hands and mouth hadassedutally. "You're so
beautiful." The words were gentle, almost awedd'Ahurt you.'

'Yes. It doesn't matter.'

'It does.' He lifted himself from her, took her darand bending, hauled her
to her feet, keeping her against him. '‘Come te3oparty, Luce. Please."'

The hand that held the remnants of her blouse sdreischest stilled. She
looked up at him, met the hard, exciting gaze witmder and some anger.
'‘Why?'

He grinned, running his hand up beneath the cotbooup her breast.
'‘Because | want you to come,' he said. 'And daktrae why, or I'll show
you. | think we could spend an enjoyable evenirggtoer.'

'Ending in some enjoyable activity in a bed, somenei'

'Perhaps.' His fingers stroked the smooth skimdted her shiver with the
eye of a connoisseur. '‘But only if you want it. Ydon't like being
over-persuaded, do you?'

'‘No," she whispered, and this time the shuddercaased by the memory of
those moments when she had thought he might bediinig to rape her.

His hands moved to slide across her back and helctlose, his mouth
against her forehead. They stood for long momekesthis, Luce drawing
comfort from his strength and rock-hard steadinédter a while she
sighed, and turned her face against the smoothgstref his throat.

'Do you know what you're doing?' His finger tipgest chin so that he could
see her face. 'You're no amateur when it comesotmpation, Luce; it must
be inborn. Were you a temptress before you crawled?



'l don't--' she stopped, aware that to tell hin thaas only he on whom she
practised her feminine wiles would be revealingraach.

He was right, of course. She seemed impelled ttotfgrce some reaction
from him, goading him into the display of violensich had so frightened
her, and it had happened again just now when sthallh@st unconsciously
signalled her willingness for further love- makinGonn affected her
powerfully, and not only physically, although sheelw that if he wanted to
woo her into bed with him she would find it extrdyndifficult to resist.
With him, in spite of her resistance to the idda found acompletenss
which satisfied some deep basic hunger in her.fifstetime she had seen
him he had made an ineradicable impression; shéhmaght it merely that
he was a sexually attractive man, but she knew thaivit was more than
that. He was extremely attractive, possessing astha that cast a spell; she
had resented that, and until now had refused tatatat his attraction for
her was any deeper.

Held now in the comforting clasp of his arms, sbeedéd herself to admit
that she was more than halfway to falling in loughviaim. Superimposed on
the basic fact of the physical tension which haatlsgd between them from
the first was an edifice of trust and affectionpeledence and need, which
frightened her. Surely, she thought wearily, sutehe was needed for the
development of love; it did not spring into lifekdi a showy, tropical
flower—able to survive with neither water nor nalment. Love needed
roots, time to learn about each other, time to gimyether.

‘Are you certain we don't know each other?' shetdduout, searching the
angular features for signs that he was lying to her

Something flickered beneath the green glaze ofeliess, then vanished.
'Why do you ask?'

' seem to know you,' she said hopelessly, acogptne fact that his
self-control was too great for her to learn anyghirom his expression.

'Perhaps we've met before in another life." Hic&avas light, but his hand
smoothed a fine swathe of hair back from her foaehwith wonderful
gentleness.



Luce gave a choked chuckle. 'I'm having enoughbieowith this life to
worry about any preceding ones. Although," withweet, mocking glance
upwards, 'l can see you as a pirate. Perhaps ameecin Elizabeth's day,
tossing off immortal plays in between slitting waads and looting and
raping.'

He frowned, saying with a certain grim impatieri¥®u could have stopped
that onslaught, but you wanted to provoke me anglosohad to take the
consequences. Now, write an acceptance for theatron.'

Before she did so she changed into a dress, clwpos that covered her
arms and came high to her throat. She didn't watdke any chances, she
told herself; when Conn was being pleasant he a@gasy to like.

He lifted an eyebrow at her formality but said nogh Luce walked across
to the table, but before she set pen to notepdpesaid quietly, 'Are you
sure you want me to go, Conn?'

'l thought I'd made it clear.’

A flush touched her skin. 'Yes, but--' She stopgéating down at the paper.
'‘Well, I've no doubt Jolie— oh hell, you know whahean. If you want an
affair, Jolie is half in love with you already, aside knows the rules. | don't.
And | don't want an affair, either.'

'l know that.' He smiled at her, looking very sofehimself. 'My dear girl,
you've told me so often enough, and even if yonhdd know. You're a
fairly open book in spite of that cool remote auyve cultivated. You don't
know very much about men, however. I'm not inte@sin the Jolie
Stewarts of this world. Oh, a few years ago I'dehaecepted what she had to
offer, but I've learned discrimination since théte'grinned teasingly at her.
'‘And celibacy has lost its terrors. So write thateptance like a good girl
and I'll take you out to dinner."'

'Bribery?’

'No, a reward for accepting the inevitable withomd grace.'



So she wrote it, and Conn rang one of the locéhueants, and after leaving
a note for Faith they went out. Conn rummaged énglove box of the car,
found a stamp and made her post the acceptancthemdgrobably because
he had got his own way, showed her just how pldasad stimulating a
companion he could be, so that when Luce came tmatte flat she was
much more than only half in love with him and themory of the violence
she had provoked was overlaid with others, inflpiteore pleasurable.

'A clever man,’ she told her reflection as she essid, her glance brooding
on the marks which tomorrow would be bruises. 'Amh't you forget it,
Luce Laurenson. He eats little girls like you asrack. And he had
absolutely no scruples about the methods he uggst tus own way.'

And she went to bed to weave fantasies which madélhsh the next day.
Fortunately it was busy, and that evening Sonig ngm and renewed her
invitation to stay the weekend of the party witkrth Luce accepted.

'Decided to go, after all?'
Her answering smile was weak. 'Yes.'

'‘Conn persuade you?' Teresa was amused, but heweye shrewd as they
scanned Luce's averted face.

"You could call it that," Luce told her drily.

'‘Well, don't sound so ashamed of it. Few girls widog able to stand up to
that one if he really wanted something.’

Luce sighed, staring down at the silvery lilac fgetd an African violet with
abstracted eyes that saw nothing of the exotic tgeall the plant.
Impulsively she asked, Teresa, what would youf gou were me?'

'‘Good heavens, you don't want much, do you!" Thierodirl considered,
frowning slightly, if you don't want an affair withim I'd suggest you leave
town without a forwarding address. If he attraas ythen just sit back and
wait for further developments. If I've judged themright they won't be
long in coming. He's already developed that posssggeam in his eye



when he looks at you which means that he seesnybis ibed in the not too
distant future.’

'l don't want an affair,' Luce told her quietly—paps hoping that if she said
it often enough it might become true.

'What do you want?'

‘I don't know.' Luce pulled a dying leaf from that plant, threw it across the
room at the rubbish basket and collapsed into &,dh@avning at her legs. 'l
just don't know. I've got this weird feeling that-+if | do go to bed with
him I'll end up crucified.'

'He's made it obvious what he wants?'

A wry smile pulled at the corners of her mouth, ¥@ks, he's made that quite
clear. Jolie is too obvious; | think | intrigue him

it's that remote, touch-me-not look," Teresa tadd \Wisely. 'But | doubt if
he's got marriage in mind, Luce, if that's what yeant. | doubt it so much
that I'd suggest you put it out of your mind.'

Luce lifted her head, staring at her with an ae@$bok, as if the suggestion
was a monstrous one. 'Do you know," she said afteng moment, ‘do you
know, I've never thought of it. Marriage has simpgver entered my mind
in connection with Conn. Or anyone, if it comesthat. | don't ever see
myself as married.'

'l wonder why." The older girl stirred. 'I've alwsayhought it a natural
progression. Not that | viewed every man | wentwith as a prospective
husband, but surely it's natural to sort of thihkhose you like in that way.
Don't you ever, Luce?"

'No. Never. It's never occurred to me that I'd ma#io you see, | don't think
of Conn as suitable husband material." She smieuwically. 'Actually,
anyone who did would be out of their head. | mearsaCmarried! Can you
imagine it?'



'‘Well, he certainly wouldn't be a conventional harsth, but I'll bet he'd be a
wildly exciting one," Teresa said, smiling. 'Allatharrogance and. passion
and the hidden hint of violence. Very exciting!

"You're describing a lover,' Luce told her coolly.

'How about the self-assurance? And that wondenfalfaompetence? Very
desirable for a husband. He's the sort of persam Wigou landed up naked
on a desert island, would soon have you housedlatited and a boat well
on the way, as well as a horde of dolphins tametteained to drive fish
into the net.’

Luce laughed at her companion's flight of fancyndAstill able to take
advantage of the tropical moonlight,’ she teased.

'Oh that, definitely. He's as sexy as hell and hews it, and I'll bet he
enjoys it. He's as clever as a bag full of monk®gs and he probably
doesn't enjoy that quite so much. Life is not dasyhose with a talent, and
worse if they've any genius, which Conn may hav#.tB6 thing that comes
through to me about him, the one way I'd describeihanyone asked me,
is that he has the kind of tough integrity whicm dae abrasive but is
absolutely reliable.’

Luce accepted the truth of the comment with a eé@dhat stretched for long
minutes. Not for Conn the easy tactful evasion, lithé¢o avoid pain; he
might refuse to reveal himself, but he would net A complex man, he was
not easy to understand, but he did not deliberatetyout to dazzle or
bewilder. An honest man too, she thought with saicoveariness,
remembering his open avowal of his intentions talsdrer. Why then could
she not accept him as he was, without this conititarenent in her brain?
For the first time for a long while she pushed fists into her temples,
longing for the memories that lay hidden there. 8wairere there, she was
certain now, lay the reasons for her terror athioeight of finding herself at
his mercy.

'Is it a matter of principle?’ Teresa asked symgtathlly.



'l suppose so. Perhaps my mother, whoever shekigasd me to sleep with
the command never to sleep with a man before nggrido, it's not that,
entirely.' Luce pleated her fingers together, fromgnat their slender
paleness as she searched for words to explainihérseunds stupid, but
it's as if I've been given a post-hypnotic suggestl don't have to tell you
that | find him attractive.’

‘That was obvious right from the start. The airlyacrackled and spat
between you. That's why Jolie was so furious.'

'‘Well, that's how it is. But the thought of beingpgndent on him for my
happiness—and the knowledge that that's what wioayigben if we became
lovers— just fills me with terror." Luce lifted ale face to stare across the
darkening room at her friend. 'And | mean terrorsiék kind of fear, as
though something is eating away inside me. | feefelllas though if it
happened I'd dwindle into nothing, become a cyphergro, a creature
without will or thoughts other than his. And | haar@orrible feeling that I'm
falling in love with him.'

Silence, then Teresa whispered, 'My poor Luce! Mgrdyirl, it sounds as
though something is desperately trying to crawbtigh that barrier in your
mind and warn you of something. Do you think—ishwmaa of your past?'

'He says not, and as you've just said, it's hamhégine him lying.’

‘No, | didn't say that. | said he had integritshihk he'd lie all right, without
turning a hair, if he thought it served a greatatht Luce, if you don't know
him, why should you feel so strongly about him?"

'Oh, perhaps it's just virginal shrinking.' Liftifger hand to her head, Luce
summoned up a smile, humourless, but it had thecetif lightening the
atmosphere. 'Looked at sensibly, I'm just beingdnsal. Perhaps it's the
first time I've fallen in love and I'm overwhelmedsomething.’

'Perhaps you'd better go to Mattie.'

'‘Nonsense! She's got better things to do with mee than listen to my
ravings.'



Teresa did not try to persuade her, and in thevollg days Luce grew
ashamed of her outburst, especially as Conn didimie anywhere near her.
The season slipped slowly towards summer, the ggnggthening into lazy
warmth. Luce joined a tennis club and enjoyed hiemsenensely at the
weekends and after work, using the long eveningsexhby daylight saving
to their full extent. In the effort to win she falia physical exhaustion that
made her sleep well at nights. The first Monarctidsflies appeared in the
gardens, orange and black beauties with a sloweflaog flight and
confiding trustfulness. One settled on Luce's oetished forefinger, slowly
waving its wings as if to cool itself in the soit.a

'Delightful,” Conn said from behind her. ‘No dotdtbbits frolic around your
toes and birds trill confidingly into your ears.'

Luce's heart leapt in her breast. Not even theosgzdhote in the deep voice
prevented the smile with which she greeted him.

'Mm, | must stay away some more if that's the raspd get when | return,’
he drawled, and kissed her, not hard, but takiadifme about it as if he had
missed her and intended doing something about it.

'l was smiling at the butterfly," she said, wheer sbuld. It was difficult to
speak; he had lifted his head but only an inchaifrem hers, and his
closeness was doing strange things to her. Shpestdgack, colouring at the
mockery of his glance, and held out her hand whkee butterfly still
reposed.

‘Nature girl,’ he taunted smoothly, grabbing hemchao that the butterfly,
very much on its dignity, rose and made its statedy towards a clump of
irises in full flower.

'Why did you do that?'

He grinned. '‘Because it cramps my style." And Bsdd her again, only this
time there was no holding back. His mouth compedledsponse she could
not moderate; when he raised his head this timevalsepale and breathless
and she had felt the convulsive clutch of desiepdeithin her stomach.



'Yes,' he said, as though she had spoken. 'Cothe teeach with me today.'

Caution warred with eagerness within her and hgemess won. 'O.K.
Give me ten minutes.’

He took her to a beach she had never visited hd&aeing the road to head
across country on a farm track to wind down a bemrered hill to a cove,
small and perfect and pink, where dark red rochsortd to shelter the water
from the swell of the Pacific Ocean. Great pohuiukadrees spread their
gnarled limbs over a sandy, grassy area; one bramashalready covered
with the brilliant scarlet brushes of flowers. Aytistream tinkled down from
the bush-covered hill behind the cove to shimmersscthe sand in a sheet
of silver. To one side of the cove stood a houss,dnd dark-stained, the
wide windows blind in the vivid sunlight.

Conn drove behind the house, stopped in a garadjswitched the engine
off.

'Welcome to my retreat," he said.

"You said we were going to the beach.’

He laughed. 'My child, you can spend the entireatathe beach if you like.'
'Do you live here?'

'Yes.' He grinned and got out of the car, swingirgund to open her door. 'l
like solitude when I'm working. The homestead ke la three-ring circus
most days, so | opted for this.’

'l met your niece the other day,' Luce told him.

'Melissa? Fearsome brat, isn't she? She has er'tastrong will and her
mother's kind heart.' He pulled her bag from thekl the car and held out
a hand to her. 'The boy is Ryan all over again.ai@il kind-hearted.’

'Do you think kindness is important?’



That lazy grin eased the hard lines of his featufdsey say that one is
attracted to the qualities one doesn't possessyduiekind, Luce? | don't
think I am.’'

'No," she said, half beneath her breath. 'No, yewat kind.'

By now they had walked to the house, into a witksH room which was so
windowed that it was barely separated from the nifi@gnt outdoors.

‘Then what is it that attracts you?' Conn askedbdgdtely. 'Cruelty? I've
been accused of that.'

A cold shiver brought moisture to her skin. Widge@, she stared up at him,
her eyes almost afraid as they traced the magntfisene structure of his
face, the passion revealed by eyes and lips ctedraby a fierce
self-discipline which must have taken immense étimacquire.

'No," she said slowly. 'Cruelty doesn't attract ih&ightens me. You know
that.'

‘Next you'll tell me that tenderness is what yowntyvédut you'll be lying,
Luce. At least partly. You need a master, someonering the responses
from you that you refuse to give freely.' He toutter shoulder, his hand
slipping across the smooth golden skin to restenpe of her neck. Very
gently, as though afraid that she would flinch away fingers explored the
hollow behind an ear, moving with such sensuougeggtion that she
shuddered, biting her lip to prevent herself frawealing just how his touch
affected her.

'You see,' he said quietly, 'you're resisting me.ho

'l must be a very common type,' she said thickgu’' don't know me very
well, yet you've already pinned me out on a boautllabelled me.'

Conn smiled, the green depths of his eyes dariqgdniadhatever reaction he
had to her words.

'No, I rather think you are unique,’ he returned.



‘Then it must be all that experience the gossiproaists make such a play
of which enables you to classify me so quickly aodurately.' Luce hadn't
intended the words to sound so bitter, and bitliberith chagrin when he
laughed softly and pulled her towards him.

‘Gossip columnists are truly creative," he told beolly, his mouth only
inches from hers. 'What they don't know they mgkeAre you adopting a
high moral tone, or is it the idea of me, specificagaining experience
which makes you so disdainful?’

He lowered his head and kissed the corner of hetimthe warm firmness
of him calling up a host of sensations that seetaextramble her thoughts
into hopeless confusion. She discovered that sheedahim to kiss her

properly, she wanted to stand breast to breashgni hip, sealed together
in an embrace. A flush heated her skin as she owmieedrself that what she
really wanted was to lie in his arms and discovieatit was like to feel him

invade her body and take possession of it.

'When you want to go to bed with me your eyes go/iadike thunderclouds
in a grey sky," he commented, and watched withi@oséc eye as her colour
deepened and she lowered her lashes, her lipsrdyadity.

'How about you?' she said, stupidly, too shockedhleyerotic images her
sensitised nerves were conjuring up to be sensfblhat she was saying.

He laughed, and put his hands on her hips, holdergclosely but not too

hard against him so that she could feel how arobseslas. 'As you see,' he
taunted softly, and made no effort to hold her wéles stepped back. 'Don't
look so harassed, Luce, I've no intention of setdygou today. At least, not
unless you signify that you want it as much as. lAtal that you're not going

to regret it afterwards.’

'l suppose I- must seem an idiot to you,' she saiding away to unpack the
contents of the hamper she had brought.

'‘No. Why should you think that?' When she didn%veer he grinned and
pulled a soft strand of her hair. 'l think you'@upng and inexperienced, and
that although your memories of the past are gomatever trauma caused



your amnesia has carried over into your preseat ifaking you wary and

super-cautious. And as | am not, contrary to yaunywbvious opinion, only

interested in going to bed with women, I'm morenthappy to spend a very
pleasant day with you with only a minor amountafdmaking. O.K.?'

'0.K.," she agreed, not entirely trustful even pet, with her fears eased by
his frankness.

'So. A swim first, | think, to work up an appetite lunch.’

'0.K." Impelled by a yearning she recognised oobwell, Luce watched as
he moved away to pull his shirt over his head.

A cry broke from between her lips.

'What the hell--?" Startled, he looked up, his egpion hardening as he took
in the dilated eyes and trembling mouth. 'What amnhés the matter?'

"Your shoulder!" Luce put out her hand, her fingersching the short thick
scar that marred the dark skin. 'Conn, where—how ybu get that
appalling scar?'

He stood very still, lids lowered to hide any exgsien in his eyes. There
was an intent waiting quality to the silence tha¢tshed between them as
her forefinger stroked the ugly puckered tissuece_felt a horror out of all
proportion to the mark; it was stupid, an overCteen so violent that her
head began to ache with the intensity of her emstio

Without thinking she kissed the scar, forcing baaks. Conn's arm came to
rest across her shoulders. She could feel theoremshim, the taut muscles,
the watchful silence.

'How did you get it?' she repeated, afraid of Hilgince.

'In a car accident.'

Her head throbbed. 'I'm sorry," she said harshihgust be going mad.'



it's not a pleasant sight." He turned her chirhab $he met the hard scrutiny
of his gaze. 'Relax, Luce. It's all right. It happd a couple of years ago and
I'm well over it now.’

Perhaps he waited for an answer. She could sayngothut after a moment
she nodded, relaxing against him.

It took half an hour for the headache to go away ater that it was a very
pleasant day, a jewel of a day, in a setting ofhelked blue sky and sea,
sand that glittered like powdered diamonds andttfie sensual hush of the
sea on the shore. They swam and sunbathed, exptbesdmmediate
environs of the bay and ate lunch in the shadeeopbhutukawa trees. After
that, replete with food and half of the bottle ofiite wine which Conn
produced from the fridge, Luce slept, her headwéd in her arms.

She awoke to a sensation of such security and katat for long moments
she lay with her eyes closed, refusing to analixgesburce of such an
unusual feeling. Only slowly it became apparent ithaas because she was
lying enclosed in Conn's arms, one beneath her, tieelother heavy across
her waist and down her thigh, the fingers splayetigently on the skin
above her knee. She could feel the rise and fdliso€hest against her back,
the hair-roughened strength of his legs againg. s chin rested on the
top of her head. And she knew that she loved hatally, irrevocably,
without beginning or end.

And that she could not permit him to become heetplecause if she did he
would take not only her heart with him when he, lbfit all that made her
life worth living.

She should have felt despair, but joy sang thrdugihveins and a smile
curved her lips. Out at sea a gull called, distdanding false enchantment
to its cry; the regular, steady beat of his hehrtoat drowned it out. He

moved and the hand on her leg came up and restedsadner breast, a
moment before slackening into the looser grip aépdsleep. She smiled
again and sighed a little. At least she had thasetes with him, free from

the confusion of desire.



Too soon he stirred, muttered something, then cpaiie clearly, 'Darling .
.He woke instantly, like an animal when it is thezged, and for a moment
froze. Then his hand touched her heart and hensthdaughter deep in his
voice, 'How long have you been awake?"

'‘Not long." Luce turned, determined to keep thingjst.

Conn was smiling, the planes and angles of his &itlerelaxed in the
aftermath of sleep. From beneath those heavy Iglsyes gleamed as they
roamed her face; for a moment she thought she tédtecsharp indrawn
breath, but he bent as if to hide himself from poobing a gaze and bit the
lobe of her ear.

'You're nice to wake up to," he murmured lazilydhater in his voice.

'Sp are you. Conn, was Jolie telling the truth whke said that you asked
her to dinner at your sister's place and she caujof’

He was very still, then pulled her against him,tisat she could feel the
latent strength in him, and said with calm amusdmiBio, my inquisitive
delight, she wasn't. To start with, it was Soniawivited you. | may have
moments of boorishness, but | don't invite strasg@Sonia's house without
making sure she's quite happy about it. And althoBgnia is a dear, she
loves her husband devotedly and studies his wistyem doesn't like Jolie.
Her parents, yes, but not their regrettably forwgadghter. So Sonia would
need a fair amount of coaxing to have Jolie to elinde laughed, it's only
fair to add that the feeling is entirely mutual.ldolie is frightened of
Ryan.'

'Oh, so am |,' Luce said fervently.

'Really? He's a tough character, but as Sonia kkeshe'll not eat you.
Anyway, you have me to defend you.'

'I'm frightened of you, too. You're two of a kind.'



His chest lifted with his laughter, is this how yoormally signal your fear?
You feel very much at home in my arms, Luce, agoli belong there.
Wouldn't you like to?'

'For how long?'
'Does it matter?'

He held her firmly against him. After lying in treain Luce had put her
blouse back on, but Conn, accustomed, as he toJdde paler sun, had
remained dressed only in the battered pair of destiorts which he had
donned after his swim. Now there seemed to be techmf him, too much

tanned skin with its faint, evocative scent, toccintangle of hair across his
chest and on the legs, one of which now held mepsisoned.

Luce's heart stopped, then began to race. 'Yowsaigvouldn't,' she began.
‘Conn,please!

'Does it matter how long | stay as your lover?'

There was enough hard insistence in his voice terhar lift her head from
its resting place on the wall of hischest. 'Yd%' said defiantly.

Why?"

She flushed but held his glance. "You know whye teld you I'm not geared
to casual love affairs.'

Something gleamed beneath his lashes. 'What dongaun by casual?'

‘Just that." She tried to pull away, but he refuselbosen his hold. ‘Conn,
don't be a beast! Why won't you believe that | dasint to become your
mistress?'

'‘Because when we lie like this that pulse in ybuoat beats like a terrified
bird. Your lips refuse me, but body language isiffernt thing and
whatever you say, however hard you try to convimeeotherwise, you'd



like it Very much if | overruled your objections@took you without giving
you any options.’

Shamed colour flooded her cheeks and throat antushed her head away
so that he couldn't see how accurate his assesshém situation was.
‘You're hateful,' she muttered furiously.

His chuckle stirred the fine fronds of hair acrtisstop of her head. 'l know.
But I'm not going to seduce you, Luce. When you edmmme you'll come

because you want it, because you've finally corednthat brain of yours

that you needn't fear me. Then . . ." His voicghmmned as he moved, rolling
her on to her back to hold her pinned against tigeby her shoulders, his
hands hurtful against the smooth taut skin. 'Theeg, I'll show you what

it's like to lose your mind completely. I'm going make you forget that
you're anything but a collection of sensations m@elds and desires that will
eat you up if they're not satisfied.’

The hard passion in his voice forced an answerurggér deep inside her.
To shut out the sight of his handsome, tough featshe closed her eyes,
but that was even worse, for he began to kissduftly at first while his
hands cradled her face, and then, when she rekagarted her lips for
him, more and more deeply until she began to skattethe need to feel
him on her and within her.

'‘And you'd better believe it," he said, a thin #tt@f amusement in the deep
tones as he spoke against her lips.

Luce forced herself to acquire some control, deditedy relaxing muscles
racked by an intolerable hunger, breathing slowly megularly until she felt
courageous enough to open her eyes. Through lipslesw by the
demanding pressure of his she said defiantly, Weard and read often
enough—that the first time is not much fun for awem. And that it takes a
tender and considerate lover to help her reactgeest heights.'

Conn grinned, and kissed her nose, sliding his hameath her blouse to
find the tip of her breast. Lucy flinched as higgeers encircled it, giving rise
to'a needle of desire which turned to a surge dsllosved his hand with his

lips.



‘Are you implying that I'm not tender or considefdithe asked mockingly,
and then released her so that she was assailedséysation of cold and
rejection. 'Well, my Lady Disdain, you'll just hateewait and see.'

And for the rest of the afternoon he was infurighyrfriendly, treating her as
though she was an intelligent but sexless comparniooe found herself
first perplexed, then angry, mostly with herselfr foeing so easily
manipulated. That he knew exactly what he was deoiagymade clear when
he kissed her at the door of the flat—a chastetesadn her cheek—and
whispered, 'I'll wait until you're ready.’

Anger forced a shrug, but he had her, and he khe®omehow he had
become necessary to her, as necessary as foodrdighg so basic a part of
her life that when he went it would be like losegmb.



CHAPTER SIX

JoLIE was lucky with the weather for her coming of dtjead been a week
of languorous days smiled upon by a tender skymadrby a beneficent
sun. Already farmers were talking with cautiousimEm about one of
those years that made other seasons of droughtwardl and disease
worthwhile. There had been enough rain to keegthss growing, but not
so much.as to engender a facial eczema scareaytsdod tall and silver in
the paddocks. Home gardeners watched proudly astéorsweetcorn and
green pepper plants grew enthusiastically. On fingies the tiny green
globes of peaches and plums and apples expandemyanthe orchards lay
the heavy perfume of citrus flowers.

'l believe the Stewart place is like somethingaiitiouse and Gardensaid
Faith as she folded the black chiffon confectiordwas to wear that night.

‘Then I'll prefer the McLeod homestead,’ Luce nretleit's beautiful, but it
looks like a home.'

She was nervous, tension pulling at her until skeetb sit down on the side
of her bed and take several deep breaths.

'Relax.’ Faith laid the gown into the small suiecd®resa had lent. 'You
know, you've gone all eyes just lately. Is Connirggwou a hard time?"

'Far from it." Luce reflected gloomily that it wallhave been easier to deal
with someone who kept steering her towards theesédred. But Conn
hadn't given so much as a glance towards a bethdse past few weeks he
had been almost unnaturally circumspect. Like astefprey with all the
time in the world he stalked her, keeping his dssfar enough out of sight
in the hope that she would relax her guard. He ntaglete obvious that any
move to a closer relationship was going to haveotne from her, and the
tension of subduing the painful love she felt wasang at her nerves.

Restlessly she moved to avoid her friend's toovethigdance. 'No, he's been
very—very noncommittal,’ she said, slipping sandtais a plastic bag.



'Not losing interest, however.' Faith sat on thalschair. 'He's hunting. I'll
bet he was born knowing all the tricks." She hesitathen said quietly,
'Have you ever wondered whether he might be martiece?'

'‘No." After a moment Luce repeated, 'No, I've Me—surely we'd have
known? | mean—gossip columnists and such?’

She was talking for the sake of talking, givingdad time to come to terms
with the idea.

'Perhaps, butit's the sort of thing that mightehaasily been overlooked. I'm
probably wrong, mind you, but | don't suppose i tircles he moves in it
would make overmuch difference. | mean, they seeswap spouses with
charming lightheartedness, don't they, every ofbkar or so.’'

'‘Somehow | can't imagine Conn being quite so broaded,” Luce
remarked drily. 'He's the possessive type. | rasluspect that any wife he
married would stay firmly attached or he'd wanknow the reason why:.'

'l rather suspect you're right." Faith was thoughtfer broad brow wrinkled
slightly. "You know him well, don't you?"'

'What parts of him he reveals, yes, | suppose Bdbhe's not the easiest of
people to understand.’

‘No, and yet you seem to go together. | mean, yoogether.' Faith laughed
somewhat self-consciously. 'l know exactly what ¢am, but it's a bit
difficult to express. You dovetail, like two peoplho've been happily
married for some years. You complement each othed you call him
possessive. It's as though you're linked by dfialiy strong bond, which is
quite ridiculous, because you've only known eatieioa couple of months
and it was there on that first meeting.'

'Physical attraction.'
‘That too, but it's more than that.' Faith grinrelf- mocking. if | wanted to

be old-fashioned I'd say you were almost like sa@iés. And | can just
imagine Conn's derision at such a description.’



'Oh, so can I."' Luce began to poke in a few srallgs that were left, glad to
be bending so that Faith couldn't see her facau Ile him, don't you?'

'Yes, | like him. Immensely. He's an absorbinglgciaating creature. He
reminds me of a tiger at the zoo, beautiful ang lrxd good-humoured as it
stretches out along a log, but you know that bdén#wt sleepy exterior
there's a cold brain and a ferocity which is baretiden. If you weren't so
level-headed I'd worry about you.'

Luce laughed, pretending to believe her, and kneat both Faith and
Teresa were concerned about the relationship. Aigietened her lips as
she remembered Conn's scathing comments aboutahdntheir attitude
towards her. It was easy enough for him, she thipdghherself she could
never be thankful enough for their undemandingcéffe these past two
years.

Soon afterwards Conn arrived to take her to the ébcls' homestead. As
always he was charm itself to Faith and Teresawién the car pulled
away he slanted her a glance, saying, 'How haffemnded you this time?"

‘Not at all,’ she said stiffly, irritated by hisrpeption.

‘Then relax.' He picked up her hand and held iebénhis for a moment on
the wheel. 'Sonia is looking forward to having yoistay.'

'How about Ryan?'

He chuckled. 'Ryan wants Sonia to have whatevemsimds, so yes, he's
looking forward to it too.'

'If that's meant to be reassuring I've missed awgamething,' she muttered.

His soft laughter seemed to fill the car. Luce regtbher hand from beneath
his and stared with determination out of the windAWer a while the gentle
sweep of the countryside restored her good hunfehe waved to two
children riding bareback on a draught horse, watcheth irritated
amusement as Conn eyed with considerable speculaioglorious



bikini-clad creature who was mowing the grass veegel found herself
coaxed into reluctant laughter as he slid a teagiagce her way.

‘That's better," he said. 'For a minute there ughd you were going to do
something drastic.'

'l don't care if your eyes fall out watching bikigirls,’ she said, half
laughing, half angry.

'No?' His hand closed over hers in a grip thattéigad painfully for a
second. 'I'm nowhere near as complaisant, I'mcafRemember tonight that
you are my partner.'

‘Jealousy?’
'You'd better believe it.'

The words were softly spoken, but there was no tithdy were a warning.
Luce looked across at a profile hard as that dbaesstatue and felt a cold
clutch of fear mixed with the anguish of unsatidfaéesire in the pit of her
stomach.

'So remember,’ he told her calmly, 'you're mine.'

He took too much for granted. 'Your partner,’ sitermned with the faintest
hint of a snap in the words.

'If it makes you feel happier.'

It didn't, but Luce forbore to press the point. iehe/as an angularity about
his features that warned her that he was keepinge sgirong emotion in
check and that it would not take much to loos&lte began to talk of an
incident in the shop yesterday, using her seldorokiad talent for mimicry
to make him smile and then laugh, and the tensidnm eased.

'‘Are you being feminine and devious?' he asked,vemeh she nodded he
grinned and picked up her hand, but this time i$ weessed to his mouth.
'Clever Luce!



His long finger touched the wild flurry of her palsand then he set her hand
back in her lap, saying oddly, 'l wish—sometimesish that life could
reverse itself.'

'It would make an interesting play.'

'I'm sure it's been done before. Certainly it lmasdience fiction. I've read a
book about a man who's sent back to relive hisdifier being told that he'll
repeat every action he regrets in the first life. ks his memory, but finds
that he's forced by the situations he finds himselhto exactly the same
mistakes.'

Luce shivered. 'I'd hate to think that was possible

'l think it's probably correct,’ he said. 'Freelvgljust an illusion. You don't
really want to be here with me, do you, heading toua weekend with
people you hardly know, going to the birthday partya girl you actively
dislike?'

The harsh cynicism in his voice made her flincto,'Ndon't. In fact, I'm
damned if | know what I'm doing here.’

You're here because | persuaded you to come, usieipods hardly
according to Hoyle. And because there's sometsimme bond between us
that you can't free yourself from."

Shaken both by the flat conviction of his voice dnsl echoes of Faith's
remark, she asked, 'What about you? What would gther be doing?'

'My dear girl, need you ask?' He slanted a wickealynting glance at her
profile, watching as embarrassment washed overskier in a flood of
colour. 'I'd like to be with you in a large bedamsmall house, a hundred
miles away from the nearest person, with severaithsoof solitude before
us...'

He continued speaking, but Luce shut out the wdrdlsling her hands over
her ears until he laughed, and said loudly, 'Prédel if you want to spare
yourself blushes, don't ask leading questions.'



Luce leaned forward and switched the radio on, lent@dook anywhere but
at her hands. One of these fine days she just nigh to guard her
impetuous tongue!

Fortunately he said nothing more, concentratinges$ on taking the car
smoothly around the series of sharp corners thakedathe stretch of
readjust before the McLeods' station.

And then they were there, and there was no timarfgifurther conversation
as Luce met once again the redoubtable Melissavasdntroduced to her
brother, a quieter, more reserved child with hikdds straight, clear glance.

Ryan was out working on the station; he came inemtiey were having
afternoon tea on a wide flag- stoned terrace ov&nhy the swimming pool.
He was charming, Sonia was her usual sweet saf) €onn seemed more
relaxed than Luce had ever seen him. Insensiblyahbegan to relax, and
by the time it came to change for dinner she waséweginning to look
forward to the party a little.

Certainly, she decided as she viewed herself immineor, she looked well.
Sunbathing had given her a delicate golden glovelwiias enhanced by the
soft dark chiffon of her dress. And that was so dexras to be daring, the
full sleeves falling to her elbows, the necklinegaling entrancing glimpses
of smooth skin. With it she wore only earrings,goaloonstones which fell
from her ears to brush her neck, and a spray db&perfume, a heavy
tuberose stent which should have cloyed but stigganood tonight.

In the mirror her eyes sparkled, mysterious, delifey, as pale as the
moonstones that rested against the long lovelyecafiner neck. The only
touch of colour was her mouth, as full and pass®m@e her eyes were
remote.

When she walked into Conn's presence she watchhd axked up, and
saw for a moment naked desire, and then pain whesaW her. It was as if
her beauty stirred him to the depths but broughy despair with it. His
words echoed her intuition.

'La Belle Dame Sans Merci,' he said softly, for éars alone.



'Is that what | am? The personification of lustatted from love?"

He smiled, completely master of himself once misehat what that poem
is about? Come and have a drink before we go.’

They travelled separately 50 the Stewarts' homéstealy a few miles
along the road. Luce felt a return of her formeease, or perhaps, she
thought wryly, an intensification of the forebodiwhich had never left her.
The evening was mild and clear, cool enough to nddwecing pleasant,
warm enough to make outdoor activities equallyaative. Everything
combined for a wonderful evening. Luce knew thatlstoked superb, slid a
sideways glance at her companion and met his uablgnipossessive
regard. Tonight she would be envied by every unhééd woman there and
probably by many of the married ones. And yet asagon of doom was
pinning her back into the seat and she felt a tehge so strong as to be fear.

‘Conn--' Her voice trailed away.
'What is it?"
'l don't want to go."'

He frowned. 'We've been through that. You're ga@igcourse . . -." his eyes
gleamed suddenly, ‘if you made it worthwhile | ntighrn back to my place."'

Luce bit her lip. 'No, thanks," she said icily.

‘That's the only choice you have.’

'You're a beast! Sometimes | think you hate me.'

'l don't hate you.' His profile was etched hardirgfathe pale pink of the
evening sky. 'l despise myself for wanting you anesent you, but | don't
hate you. It would be different if you'd set outctpture me, but you didn't,

did you?'

'‘No." She wasn't surprised by his brutal honesty, wias she hurt. His
emotions were too much like her own; resentmerthatstrength of the



physical ties that bound them, self-contempt atlesrkness in being unable
to break free of them. 'Why does it happen this2vay

'Who knows? Desire is the wild card in the packe ®hly way to break its
chains is to give in to it, to become sated arldsitsickened. But you won't
do that.’

'I'd rather die," she said harshly, chilled andadied at the pictures his
savage, bitter voice conjured up.

is that just the conventional reaction of the virgonfronted by some of the
less pleasant facts of life? Or do you really fisalt to become my lover
would be a kind of death for you?"

'l told you once that it would," she replied torsslg, staring out of the
windscreen at the smooth, opulent countryside atdlem, it would be like
walking into a furnace.'

'‘Nevertheless, you'll do it." As she flinched Csard with quiet emphasis, 'l
don't want emotional commitment; | don't care iliylate my guts. All |
want is the feel of you in my arms and the soungoaf as you find out just
how pleasurable physical love can be.'

Something kicked in her stomach, a hot, debilitatide of desire conjured
up by his words and the erotic images they evokede closed- her hands,
forcing her nails into the soft palms until therparought her back to her
senses.

'I've no doubt that lovemaking would be wonderkhg said, her voice hard,
it's the aftermath that worries me."’

They had turned off the road between two largedldrs of volcanic stone,
now overgrown with ivy. The drive was dark benepthiri and karaka
trees. As they swung into a wide gravelled areanCGaid coolly:

'We'll continue this fascinating conversation lagar'

'Why don't you go back home and leave me alone?



'‘Because you're like a disease. You have to run gourse before I'm free
of you, and you haven't got beyond being a feveminblood yet.' He
stopped the car, turned so that he could see Wieergtended to reverse to
and continued, 'And I'm going to take you througkrg stage, my dear,
until we both of us reach convalescence and eviwtbadl recovery.
Regardless of your fears and fancies.'

The hard decision of his voice made her shivershetretorted with spirit,
‘Thanks for warning me. I'll make sure I'm not &awmth you ever again!'

He grinned, stopped the car and ran his fingetghligup her arm beneath
the soft fold of chiffon to her shoulder. A wildofidtide of sensation
followed the gentle movement of his fingertips; sieard her breath hiss in
between her lips and said deep in her throat, tbGohn .. .’

"You're beautiful,’ he murmured, leaning forwardtsat his breath touched
her forehead. 'And you remind me very much of Heleiroy. Just don't
forget who you came with.'

"You're very classical and poetic tonight! First Balle Dame, and now
Helen of Troy.'

He smiled again, tilted her chin and kissed th@eoof her mouth, 'Ah, but
they were both the same woman, weren't they?'

‘Then how about this?' It was hard to think wite mouth resting lightly
against her skin and his hand smoothing the sedhfof her shoulder, but
from deep in her subconscious she summoned uptiogiating lines of one
of Shakespeare's sonnets:

‘The expense of spirit in a waste of shame Isifusiction; and till
action, lust
Is perjured . . .

Her voice trembled, but she continued:

'Enjoyed no sooner but despised straight;
Past reason hunted; and no sooner had, Past reatsoh. ..’



Silence stretched between them, long and filleth v@hsion and pain.
'Isn't that what you're summoning?' she said quietl

'Shakespeare was a superb poet. The sonnets arexemise in
self-indulgence, an exorcising of emotions he couliandle any other way.
He couldn't resist the temptation to dramatise gherg.' The words were
cool, dismissive, spoken against her cheek sctieatorgot the anguish and
responded with an involuntary movement of her btugt brought her
closer to him.

‘Just as you do,' Conn taunted, and leaned overltezk the door.

Luce could have screamed with frustration. He khemweakness and used
it to his own advantage, stripping away the armghg so carefully built
around herself until she was forced to fight hinthwher pitifully weak
weapons. Always, always it was he who called tine twho decided when
to kiss and when to stop, when to tease and whbee &erious. If just once
she could see him at a disadvantage she almosghhahe could die

happily.

Jolie looked superb in a slinky dress of green thigplayed her figure
splendidly, as well as the emeralds she had coveteel greeted Luce with
an effusiveness which was patently false, allowed glance to linger
hungrily on Conn's dark features for just too lotign escorted them into a
room which was already well filled with people.

It was the first big party Luce had been to sinoe ®und herself with no
memory, yet it followed so familiar a pattern thstie knew she had
experienced such occasions often before.

Which was odd, she thought. Surely most eighteear-glds didn't lead
such very social lives?

Everyone was very friendly. Conn, of course, wasdhebrity, but even had
no one known of his fame he would have drawn akeyie had that air of
effortless authority enhanced by the kind of maignetvhich is only partly

sexual. It was a bedrock self-confidence, she @ecidReduced to its



simplest and most basic terms Conn was a survitiersort of man one
could trust in a situation where life was at stdkgan was another such, and
there were two other man in the room who had thed,aut none of them
possessed the personal charisma or the hard goksl which made Conn
stand out in any crowd, even one of wealthy Newlateders such as this.

Some may have been faintly patronising at the thowd an English
dramatist; it took only one look at him for themréalise their mistake. He
won an instant respect because he was the mandiédwad while the men
found him interesting their womenfolk were fascathby his dark charm.

He responded, of course, but there was no doutot\@ko his partner was.
Some primitive part of Luce enjoyed the total pgsgm of his attitude
towards her, but it also irritated her.

When asked to dance by a young man who had beemgelyer for some
moments she was ready to accept. But Conn slidnarabout her waist and
said, 'No." And his eyes said, without embarrasspséie’'s mine, and if you
know what's good for you you'll get the hell outhefre.

Which the brash young man did, his speed reveglisighow much Conn's
hard stare had affected him.

Luce was furious, but the pressure of his finggyairest her narrow waist
warned her not to speak and she had to contenelhevgh an angry
sparkling glance from beneath her lashes whichmetsvith a blandness all
the more infuriating for being tinctured with laugh Conn resumed his
conversation, and after a few minutes she relaredgh to join in.

And then he took the glass from her fingers, putith his on a convenient
table, excused them and drew her into the big fdlegroom which was
where the group played, and without a word slippedarm around her
waist and began to dance.

'Still angry?’

Luce bit her lip, only too conscious of the insigsosensuality of the music
and his closeness. 'A bit. Did you have to be qgotérutal?’



'Yes.' His arm tightened, forcing her against Hide was poaching and he
knew it.'

'‘And don't my wishes have anything to do with it?’
'Did you want to dance with him?'

'Oh, go to hell!" she retorted explosively, reagtio the taunt in his voice.
'‘Arrogant bastard!

'Shh, someone might hear you.’

He was laughing at her, the narrowed green ofy@s enocking her inability
to resist him. Suddenly a pang of fear and angsisit through her; she
stared up at him, her mouth a crimson flower agdivespallor of her skin.

'‘What is it?" he asked harshly, stopping. 'Whagsmatter?

'l don't—I don't know." She stared around, her egpion hunted. 'Conn, |
want to go home.’

‘No.'

When she moaned he steered her through the wids dodo a terrace and
stood, his back to the lights so that she was ateeltfrom any curious
glances.

'Oh—Conn . . ." Almost she begged, her voice tramgbMWaves of nausea
were submerging her, and a half-remembered agatyntlade breathing
almost impossible.

'‘Relax,” he ordered, deep tones softening the caomm®on't try to
remember, darling, just let it go. It will come, &rhthe time is right.’

Luce began to shudder, her eyes bleached of alucah the dim light, the

only colour the dark lashes and brows that outlitlegin. The nausea
passed, leaving her weak; she found that he walngoher hands and with
a quiet sob she swayed against him, taking corfrmmt his strength.



He held her for long moments until her body stilkead colour began to
tinge the damp skin of her face.

'l wonder if they'll think me an alcoholic if | as&r a neat brandy,' he said
into her ear. 'I'll have to risk it. With any luttkey'll think it an idiosyncrasy
of genius.’

She smiled, as he meant her to, and sat on thesadty. As long as he was
in sight her eyes dwelt on him, then she lookedh wiblank lack of interest
at the scene before her.

It was almost an enchantment. Between two wingsehouse the Stewarts
had built a swimming pool, now lit from beneath thater; several young
boys were swimming, their shouts clear above theienof the band.
Around the pool was a wide area of split sandsttiveesilver slabs of stone
outlined by honey-scented ribbons of alyssum, pivtkie, purple and lilac.
There were shrubs in pots and trees like the oeesahbeneath had been
planted between the flagstones. People talkedaaryhéed in groups beneath
the fairy lights, the women exquisitely gowned agathe sombre formality
of the men. Jolie had no reason to doubt the saawfdser party. It had all
the ingredients of a superb affair.

Luce sat, a tense, withdrawn figure, wondering sing should have been so
affected by Conn's taunt. If she knew that, of seushe would no longer
have amnesia.

She had been watching Jolie for some time befaeedlised who she was,
and it was some seconds more before she realisg¢chén hostess was
making her way towards her.

'Oh no," she muttered beneath her breath, but she wastamWmp with
reaction to make her escape. She couM only hogeCivan would come
and rescue her soon. And the knowledge that shesavdependent on him
made her feel sick again.

'Feeling the heat?' Jolie's voice was falsely pleggor even in the dimness
Luce could see the twisted smile bestowed on her.



'‘Just a little.'

'I'd have thought you'd have got used to our suraimgnow.' Jolie sat down
beside Luce, her hand touching the emeralds atdmes: Without pausing
she continued, 'Did you know that Conn is married?'

After the conversation with Faith it seemed likeiacredible coincidence
that Jolie should throw this at her. She hadn'iebetl it before and she
didn't believe it now.

'No," she said in a polite little voice that malde blder woman stiffen.

'‘Well, he is. He married some very well-connecteasman in London a
couple of years ago.' Goaded into further revetatioy the complete lack of
interest in Luce's profile she added spitefullgidn't think he'd told you. As
soon as | knew . ..

The innuendo was clear. As soon as | knew he wasedd dropped him.

She was lying, of course. She was still violentlyaeted to him, and if he
crooked his finger Jolie would be at his side, wafano wife.

For herself Luce didn't believe in any wife, bué Said, 'Who told you about
it?"

'‘Oh, apparently it's fairly well known in theatricarcles. My aunt is friends
with an actress in Auckland who knows him and sie her." The smooth
voice became heavy with sympathy as Jolie leangdrtts her. 'I'm sorry if
it's a shock, but | felt | should tell you beforeuygot in too deep.’

Conn was making his way towards them, a glasssmand. Luce watched

him, her heart contracting into a tight hard balher chest. As he came up
behind Jolie she said, lifting her voice a liti&@hy, Conn, Jolie has just told

me something rather startling about you.'

She heard the other woman's hissing breath, thieawds twisting away
from her, her expression tormented as she babled,—I--'



'Indeed?' He handed the glass to Luce and saidhquierink up, Luce.'
Then the dark intent glance moved to Jolie, holdiegstill against the pale
trunk of the tree. 'Telling tales, Jolie?' he asked

Luce was frightened and ashamed of herself. Jalieittended to hurt her,
but she was behaving just as badly. A cat fighd,tebught distastefully, and
over a man!

'Leave it,' she said now, trying to regain theiative.

The other two ignored her. 'Jolie?" Conn askedlysoftis expression
completely impassive, yet there was such menatt@trone word that Luce
was not surprised when Jolie began to tremble.

Her mouth worked silently: for a moment defian¢éHe dark eyes and then
faded and she looked at him with an expressioruci $lind subjugation
that Luce's nausea returned in full measure.

'l told her that you're married,’ Jolie said thirilyn sorry, Conn. | didn't—I
wanted—' She put out her hand to touch his andwiespered, 'I'm sorry,’
again before running across the terrace towardbdhbse.

Very carefully Luce put the glass down on the saatshe swayed and fell
she was caught by arms strong enough to hold bsee @gainst a driving
irregularly beating heart.



CHAPTER SEVEN

IT was three o'clock in the morning before she gdied, but although she
was exhausted she lay for long hours in the luxigrimedroom and watched
the slow wheel of the stars past her window.

Incredibly her faint had gone unnoticed. When slt®vered consciousness
she was still clasped in Conn's arms. He had satidwen, insisted on her
sipping the brandy, and after a few minutes hedhesd cleared and the
warmth of the spirit had given her enough strerigtfollow his lead. And
his lead was to ignore the whole sordid little d®nt. Incredibly enough, it
worked. He never left her side but rarely spokedtly to her; the only time
they separated was when she danced with Ryan,\aamdteen Conn was
waiting for her, his hand ready to take hers, sb by the end of the evening
everyone there must have decided that she and Weron the brink of an
affair, if not in the throes of one.

Bewildered by his calm attitude, Luce had managesbibpt it for her own.
To her considerable surprise she found that shesdlemjoyed the evening.
Jolie had stayed away from them, their only contdtit her being as they
said their farewells and then the sherry-colourngesenad avoided Conn's
and Jolie's voice had had a shrill undertone whelde Luce uneasy.

She felt profoundly sorry for the girl. There wa&iad of sick despair in
Jolie's eyes which was frightening. Jolie had mthdemistake of allowing
herself to be ensnared by a sexuality of such davker that she had been
unable to resist it. On the way back to the honagektaice told herself that
she too had become a prisoner, trapped by an &uragnetism and the
rock-hard impregnability of the man.

Not the same way as Jolie, she decided now. Jdted him, and her
hunger was a thing by itself, divorced from the vemmalmost divorced
from the man. It wasn't Conn she needed so mutiteaensations she knew
he could arouse in her.

Whereas she. . . . Luce smiled sadly, pushing aewéwair back from her
forehead in a weary gesture. Had she fallen in leitle him? If love was
this aching need, this yearning to give and giw@wme, to spend oneself in



a prodigality of emotion,, then yes, she was ireloxth him. It seemed to
have sprung to life full-blown in that first momesftseeing at Waipu Cove,
and although she had been in retreat ever sindeaghlkenown that sooner or
later she would be forced to face the truth.

The curtains lifted and billowed in a vagrant besezhich brought in all of

the odours of a summer night, the sweet perfuntes Bonia's garden, the
fresh evocative scent of a newly mown lawn and allex faint tang of salt,

for the sea was not far away across the hills. Véigkd, Luce tried to sort
her emotions into recognisable bundles, but wadldoafoy the deep

melancholy which held her in its grip. If only lobeought happiness in its
train!

She got up and walked across to the window, drayvddsires older than
time. Dawn was not far away. Already the sky toeghst had lightened, but
although a lamb bleated it was still too early ttoe dawn chorus of birds.
Luce stood for a long moment watching as the digiké of a man walked

beneath a pergola starred with jasmine flowersnBeeeshortened there
was no mistaking him. Conn too was unable to sldepen by who knew

what devils to walk off his restlessness in therwarotic night.

What was he thinking of as he paced the lengthe@pergola?

Luce turned swiftly back into the room and got irded. He had -not
mentioned Jolie's accusation and neither had sltendow the questions
came like ants around sugar, bedevilling her. Ak iad was her own
deep-rooted conviction that he was single to sainag Jolie's confident
assertion. And the days when intuition could bsted were long past.

But surely Sonia would have said something? His eister would know

whether he was married. It hurt to think that saeed so little about Luce
that she had not even warned her. Assuming thedsttrue, and not just a
vicious item of gossip.

Incredibly Luce slept. When she woke it was almosthtime and Sonia
was laughing in the kitchen with her children, birar gaze amused when
Luce opened the door.



'My dear, you look so fresh!" she exclaimed. 'Th#ee's perking. Would
you like some?'

'I'm conscience-stricken," said Luce, acceptinggagratefully. "You should
have woken me up.'

Sonia chuckled. 'Ryan got up at eight and tookkile with him while he
did his rounds, the darling, so | slept in till ten

'And Conn?'

Something flashed into the green eyes so like haher's, then as quickly
disappeared. 'Oh, he took off about nine o'clock,he's back now. I think
he wants to take you to the beach this afternoon.’

'Oh?' Luce looked annoyed. '‘Charming soul, isrit @ee of these days he
might think to ask me if I want to do these things.

it's a waste of time.' He came in through the lzharkr, throwing Luce a look
which was at once a challenge and a statementeritinYou're coming.’
And when she didn't answer he said softly, 'Argolt?"

Their eyes met, clashed and disengaged, leaving Ebaken. Clearly he
had come to some decision during the night anddtk rfo intention of
letting her alter it.

'l know when I'm beaten,' she said, infusing a rdtight raillery into her
voice. 'But | thought the days of caveman tactiesesong past.’

Sonia laughed, poured another cup of coffee andduhit to her brother.
'Here, drink this, or you'll frighten Luce off.’

Which certainly didn't sound as though Sonia waepkey any marriage a
deep dark secret.

It was an odd situation, made more tense by Cammnds watchful patience,
but they had lunch, and then, when the dishes lead blone and Luce's
baggage transferred into the car, she thankeddstramd hostess for their



hospitality, receiving, to her considerable sumaria swift hard hug from
Sonia. 'Wishing you luck," Conn said sardonicafi\tteey pulled away.

'l like your sister.'

'Don't sound so surprised. She's not in the ldasthler brother.'

A small silence elapsed before Luce said quiétlgu‘'ve changed.'
'l made a decision last night.'

'l saw you," she told him, keeping her eyes firfitgd on the road ahead. 'l
couldn't sleep either.’

His sideways glance was as swift and sharp asierrap

'Why?'

'Oh, overtired, | suppose. It was a strange evening

He smiled grimly. 'An understatement.’

'Why are we going to the beach?' she asked.

'‘Because | think it's about time we put our candshe table.’

A pulse began to beat hectically in her throat.

'What what do you mean?'

‘Just that | went into Whangarei this morning amd Baith to find the
magazine that you were reading just before yod tiwesplatter your brains
out on the stairs two years ago. We're going tthgmugh it and see what's in
it.'

Pulse beats were drumming in her ears now, makingpiossible for her to

hear. 'But I've read it,' she said at last. 'Cdhaf's no use. | tried that
before—while | was in the hospital.'



'‘We'll try it again.'

He was inflexible, so determined that she said moembut watched her
hands clench and unclench in her lap all the walygdeach, while fear rose
like a black cloud to hide her from the rest of warld.

Once in the beach house Conn poured her a gldgsejuice, sat down
beside her on the sofa and dropped the magaziméentiap. Luce flinched,
suppressing a startled cry. It was thick and glossperbly decorated by
photographs and advertisements for jewellery andnttg houses and
perfume. Luce stared down at the cover, thinkinthwvdistaste that the
model had that air of dated smartness common t@aniags of the type. An
immense distaste for the thing filled her.

‘Let's go through it, page by page.'

Conn's voice was inflexible. Casting him a lookcomplete dislike, she
opened it at the first page.

An hour later she said raggedly, 'That's it, then.'
'‘No, there are a few more pages.'
'Only advertisements.’

His gaze was a warning, hard, merciless. 'Keepggdince. There's still the
gossip pages.’

'‘Gossip?' There were, too, not thdvertisements she had assumed there to

be but several pages of tightly written paragrajpfigrspersed with

photographs. Her fingers trembled against the sphages. She could feel
the darkness pressing at the closed doors of het,rthie sinister, terrifying

strength of it lurking there, waiting for her tamember.

Her voice was a thread of sound. 'l can'twein't\Conn, please don't make
me. Please. . . '



There was no softness in the green gaze, no gesfi¢a ease the hard lines
of his face. He looked like a devil, arrogantly idant, forcing his will to
overcome hers. "You must,' he said calmly. 'Youwkn@u must, Luce.
Come on, you have the courage and spirit and gtieng

Luce drew a deep sobbing breath. Hatred for hinoatraverwhelmed her;
he had hunted and pursued her, driving her ingdbiner from which there
was no escape.

'Read it," he insisted, and with an exhalationrefth that came too close to
a despairing cry she began to read.

Trivia, all of it, uneasily familiar, the first pagthen the second. Darkness
pressed through the doors now, advancing with laoasevil cat feet. Luce
turned her head, met Conn's icily implacable gawkfalt beads of sweat
form at her temples. More than anything she lonfgedcomfort, but he
made no move to touch her, said nothing.

It was a small paragraph. '‘Conn Ramsay, well-knplagywright, escaped
death by inches a week ago when a drunken driveolighed his car. Not
so lucky was his companion, well known society BsstNita Laurenson,
who died before help could reach them.

There was more, but the darkness pounced, crusigngeneath an agony
of disillusionment which forced her voice from hleroat in a choked cry of
despair.

Then he touched her; she was caught and encomplgded arms as he
rocked her gently back and forth, resting his cheeithe bright hair while
she moaned in pain too intense for tears.

After a long time she pulled away. Instantly hismardropped. She looked
down at the magazine, crumpled on the slate floor.

'So that's where you got the scar,’ she said dilow, Conn?!

"Trying to get her out." The gaily flowered cushiointhe sofa moved; she
could feel the cane creak as he relaxed into tlok. ddis voice was cool,



without expression. 'She was caught in the cars€ougs. By the time the
rescue services arrived she was beyond help.'

'‘But you tried.’
'Oh, yes, I tried.’

As he had tried to help her, because some paitgfgerhaps the last part
free of cynicism, felt some sort of obligation.

'Damn you," she whispered. 'Why couldn't you leawe alone? | was
happy—I was happy here, until you came.’

'‘No, you weren't. Don't try to fool yourself, Lucgu barely existed. God,
when | saw you on the beach | couldn't believeaswhe same girl. You'd
retreated into an icy shell. You, who'd been wjlarident, infuriating—but
so vividly, vibrantly alive! | could have wept farhat you'd become.’

'So you determined to bring me back?'

The hard note of censure in her voice angered Imibeyond frowning he
made no attempt to respond to it. 'Yes.'

'l want to go back to the flat.'
'Right.’

And that was that, except that when they got theeeesa was home,
summoned from a friend's home by an imperious kelep call, and soon
after Conn had left Mattie Jameson came by and Havea sedative. It
worked, but long before dawn Luce woke and whitegky to the east paled
and the dawn chorus sang its praise for anotherday, she lay in a stiff
agonised knot under the bedclothes and rememlsraking, clenching her
teeth together to prevent the sobs from burstinidp fand waking the others.

So vivid the memories were, as though her subconsdnhad kept them
freshly dusted, ready for instant use. Her fatbkarming, weak, superbly
good-looking, who had kept her at a boarding schechuse she reminded



him that she had survived the plane crash in whislwife had died. Luce
had only been three when it happened, but that metao was mint clear,
overlaid only slightly by the remembrance of theddlight to Australia two
years ago and the subsequent shorter hop acro$ashean.

On those flights she had been too shattered bydimeof disillusionment to

give way to the phobia caused by that fatal cr&sle. knew now why Conn
had taken her up in the little blue and white Casknew too that she would
never again feel the sick panic which the mere ghowof flying had once

engendered in her. One way to rid oneself of a halpparently, was to hit
the depths of despair and then force oneself h#ghobic situation.

How old had she been when her father had marrieaNien or eleven, she
estimated, a thin plain little creature, all eyrd Bones. Nita had been quite
a kindly stepmother, buying her elaborate presdatsbirthdays and
Christmas, occasionally appearing at sports daybs m@ize-givings, an
enviable, dazzling creature.

For Nita was beautiful, dark and sultry and finenéd with an elegance
which owed only a little to the fact that she wasrédibly wealthy, able to
buy superb clothes and pamper herself. To the fauttuce she had
seemed like a fairy princess, gay and glitterinlittla larger than life.

Inevitably Luce left school; even then, things tggmhe along quite well.

Nita made, great play with the words, 'My beautgtdpdaughter,’ insisted
on an allowance and was charming to her when taeyesch other, which

was rarely. Luce spent her time discovering Londod was well content.

Deeply grateful as she was it took her father'sxpaeted death of a heart-
attack and her meeting with Conn Ramsay to desitirjragile relationship

between the two women.

It all came back to Conn, careless, arrogant Coitim s harsh cynicism

and immense attraction. Slow tears squeezed thrbugé's lashes as she
remembered the very first time she had seen hita.\Was at a health clinic
so that Luce was alone in the big London house wieegalled. He had

looked at her with such speculative appreciatioat tthe had blushed,
laughing yet shy.



'‘Good God!" When he smiled the charm leapt int® Bubjugating her. 'But
are you enchanting! I'd thought you a gawky schiddlg

'‘Beside Nita | am."

He frowned. 'Hardly, my girl," he said drily. 'Telle, what do you do with
yourself all day?'

'Oh nothing." With unerring aim he had struck aegmint. She wanted to get
a job, but her stepmother had laughed at her, ipgiout with kindly scorn
that she was trained for nothing.

Because Luce was still a little in awe of Nita $lael acquiesced, disliking
the useless feeling but unable to find a way toeaghher desire.

‘Nothing?' The green gaze mocked her. 'Just a $§ititial butterfly?’

‘Not just any social butterfly," she retorted swWeahade pert by anger. 'A
very special one.’

He laughed. 'Then come out to lunch with me. | ne@értaining.’

Hardly a flattering invitation, but even then shesthave been in the grip of
the fierce attraction he had for her. Whateverasywshe had responded to
the amused challenge in his expression with a fatmess Nita certainly
would never have recognised.

That lunch had been the beginning of it all.

She had fallen headlong in love with him, makingattempt to hide her
feelings, and although he had been aloof at Bestjonically amused by her
transparency, that had changed over, the weeks tBem she had known
that he didn't love her, but she had made him tlemiih desire and in her
innocence she had thought that love would follow.

God, how childish she had been, thinking that skked enough for two! He
had tried to warn her, but she had not believed. hiost in the first
experience ofintense physical desire, she was angerto realise that her



hero-worship had transformed him into the Princear@hing of her
adolescent dreams. Looking back now she could seeshe had backed
him into a corner, forcing him to choose betweemrygiag her or allowing
the inevitable to happen and destroying her innoeekven then he had
been brutally honest with her, but she had refugsetimit that her dreams
of lifelong happiness were built on the flimsiegabt foundations, desire.

At last, one evening when she had told him agam much she loved him,
he had laughed, and kissed her with an ever desgpgrassion which
aroused sensations of such overpowering desirsliedtad made no protest
when he began to remove her clothes.

She had no excuse, she knew what was happeningrendlidn't care,
offering him her body with the same innocent abanithat characterised all
her dealings with him. But although he drove hemdmath his expert
caresses he still did not take her, not even wherasked him to, pressing
herself against him in an agony of need.

'Oh no," he said thickly, his mouth hot againstsesitive skin of her breast.
'‘No, you beautiful little wanton, I'm not going get myself into a situation
like that. |1 don't mind initiating you into the dgits of heavy petting, but
that's as far as it goes."

He had meant to hurt, and he had, the brutal witickeng her like the lash
of a whip. Furiously, her whole being one vast aghlenging, she slapped
his face, watching with satisfaction as the dark $lamed red where her
palm had hurt it.

'Go to helll' she seethed, sick with frustration.

'My way," he taunted, and touched her with sensgamnleness until she
arched against him, lost.

"You're going to lead some poor devil one hell dffa’ His voice was
derisory and he smiled with cruel malice. 'The e an alley cat and
beauty to match.

You wouldn't care if | took you now, would you?'



i want you to," she muttered, pressing hot lititsks against the skin she had
marked with her anger. 'Please, Conn. | love yomsoh. . . .'

He laughed at that, holding her away so that hédceee her. Her hair had
been longer then, uncut for years, and the finértisnveiled the white

perfection of her shoulders in a tantalising clotiis glance hardened,
became fixed and glittering as it lingered on tighhyoung breasts, the
narrow waist and the symbolic circle of her hips.

You don't love me," he said, but his voice waargjely distant as though he
was repeating a lesson well learned. "You want aneake love to you.
There is a difference.’

Just to hear him say the words stimulated herarf@verish hunger, i love
you,' she muttered obstinately, and put his hantbdmer heart so that he
could feel it throbbing. 'Can't you feel it? It keéor you.'

'For me now,' he told her, cynicism tighteningrhisuth. '‘Next week it could
be someone else. Luce, you're an enchanting arydseay little girl, but
you're going to end up as hardboiled as Nita if keep on like this.’

"You—you started it.'

He nodded, the exciting glitter dying as he looketb her mutinous
frustrated face. 'Yes, darling, | did, and beliewe, I'm regretting it. |
wanted to see how far you would go.'

'l suppose I'm shocking you.' Pain almost overcharelesire, but when he
moved to release her she whimpered and clutchedhoislders, pressing
herself against him in an agony of need only pawitoch was physical.

His sigh ruffled the wisps of hair about her tenspldVly dear, I'm
unshockable. You're very sweet and | suppose itih'dsuffer from the
remnants of a conscience I'd take what you're sergesly offering and
when | tired of you go my way without a care. Bdblcare, enough to draw
back now.' His hand came up and began to strokédieback from her
flushed face, moving slowly in the age-old gestifreomfort.



'‘But why?' she choked. 'Why won't you love me?dwr've no experience,
but I'll learn. And | do love you, | do.’

'Hell, Luce!" Patience gone, he pushed her awaw fion, forcing her to lie
still so that he could look at her, the contemyt anger in his gaze stripping
her of what little pride she had left. 'Look at ydwe said harshly. 'Eighteen,
aren't you, pretty as a picture, offering your wngd self without a qualm to a
man whose only interest in you is sexual. Whatyare going to be like in
ten years' time? Tough as old boots, slightly schrfrom one or two
abortions, possibly too fond of the bottle or smmgkpot, still with that
hungry look in your eyes. Is that what you want?'

'Of course it's not. . . ." Her voice trailed awatp silence. How could she
say that her dreams of the future involved himtreghon him, relied on
him? So lost in love was she that she could noginga future without him.
His words hurt, but even more painful was the catttusation in his
expression, the disdain with which his finger toethher body as he
emphasised his words.

‘Then what?' he pressed.

Colour flooded her skin. Not for anything would gieeeal her innermost
hopes to his scorn.

‘Nita should be doing her best to marry you o#,shid after a moment. 'She
could do it if she put herself out a bit.'

A shiver touched her skin. 'l don't want to get meal;,’ she said pleadingly. 'l
only want you, Conn."’

'‘But | don't want you.' He observed her involuntiédinch with hard eyes, his
expression so remote that it chilled® her intorsile 'O.K.," he admitted
when the silence had lengthened into tension, ‘Weat you. You could
quite easily drive me mad. You'd drain me of evang if | let you, and

when | decided to end things—as | would, my borediorashold is low—
you'd weep and plead and get pregnant or havewuibreakdown or
sleep with anyone in sight and blame me. That kihgublicity | can do

without. | don't have affairs with teenage virgins.



'Who do you have affairs with?' she asked bittdrfting him and wanting
him, loving him and loathing him for his cruelty.

'With mature, experienced women who don't makentlstake of thinking

they love me. He pulled her up and held her agdimstso that when he
spoke she could feel his lips against her foreh®¥idh women who know
how to conduct an affair, Luce. Believe me, I'nttéeed that you should
have picked me to be your first love, but it woullavork.'

'Don't tell me I'll thank you one day.' The wordsre bitter accusations. She
felt the skin tighten across his shoulders as theahes beneath grew taut,
but his self-control was superb as ever.

'‘No, | won't tell you that," he said and she caeltlfrom the sound of his
voice that he was smiling. 'You'll probably alwdyate me, but believe me,
Luce, that's better than thinking you love me.'

When she sat up he leaned back into the cushicthavatched her, still

smiling, as she straightened her clothes and puthose which he had
dropped on to the floor. And the smile had stayeste until she said icily,

‘Nita is having a party at home. I'm going to golothere, pick out a man |
like the look of, and then I'm going to take himtapny bedroom and make
love with him, pretending that he's you.'

Conn laughed at that. '‘Brave words, but you hatke'tight sort of morals
for that kind of carry-on.'

'Why don't you come with me and see for yourself?’

He still didn't believe her, but of course he tdek home, and once there, he
came inside. Even then, even though Nita greeted With fulsome
pleasure, she had had no inkling. Perhaps she & 40 buoyed up with
her resolution to finally bring him to heel thatestwould have noticed
nothing, anyway.

Once there she had ignored him although it neargyftier heart out to do so.
The man she chose was an actor, a handsome, cati@ited young man
who was slightly awed by the wealth and sophigtcadf Nita's circle. He



had been easy to flirt with, and when she had stgde¢hat he come up and
see the portraits in the big gallery he had age=egbrly.

By then she was appalled at what she had planreedfiéd too that this
obsession with Conn could make her behave in sbaracteristic a manner,
but she set her jaw, determined to carry out haam.pl

She had shown him the portraits, and had submittetlis kisses and
groping hands with as much fortitude as she couldmson up, but the
sound of voices was extremely welcome; by the t@oemn and several
others arrived she and the actor were busy admih@gaintings collected
by her father.

She had been acutely aware of Conn's eyes ondwracd contemptuous,
but had ignored him. Damn him! He thought nothihger, why should he
care what she did?

On the way down she and the actor trailed behiedping their voices soft.
She wanted Conn to think that they were havingnéimate conversation,
although it was really of the utmost banality.

Her resolve had faltered; she knew that she cauitiore go through with it
than subject herself to the horrors of flying ag#infew minutes later she
chose her time arid slipped quietly up the stairser room.

Once there she got out of her clothes and pulled tbansparent nightgown
and barely less transparent wrap. Brushing her, lshe gazed into the
mirror and ached with the knowledge that she lo€edin and he would
never love her. When the door opened behind herhandialked in she
gaped, but recovered herself swiftly, ignoringstifing press of heartbeats
in her throat. 'What the hell are you doing?’

He smiled and her blood ran cold. 'Don't you kn&@@ng Fanning has just
been put into a taxi, drunk, so rather than sedymirated | decided to take
his place.’

'l beg your pardon?'



‘That was what you arranged, wasn't it, as you wengng down the stairs?'
He approached and stood behind her, his handsrahbelders, looking at
her in the mirror. His lashes were lowered so #ibashe could see of his
eyes was a green glitter as they roamed her rigitectAs you're so

determined to rid yourself of your virginity | mighs well take it. It will be

a new experience for me. After all, you did say ywre going to pretend
that you were making love to me—this way, my swget)'ll be able to

concentrate entirely on what | want you to do.'

Very slowly he pulled her to her feet, turned hed &issed her, his arms
hard across her back. Slowly, drugged by his nearneice lifted her hands
to either side of his face and opened her moutledtténhis, feeling the
hardening of his body against her as desire ovezdascontempt. At least,
this response was hers.

'‘Ah God,"' he whispered shakenly, lifting his he'athat am | going to do
with you, Luce?'

'‘Make love to me, please. Conn.' He groaned, higefis gentling as they
roved across her back, pulling her closer to hinthsd she could feel just
how much he wanted her. 'Not like this, not here.’

' won't—I'll try not to be a nuisance, not to gethe way of your work,' she
whispered frantically, instinct warning her that fince she had him at a
disadvantage. 'l love you so much, but | won't ekpeything more from
you than you want to give me.’

He held her close saying savagely, 'You don't imee you little fool, you
want me. This is infatuation, calf love, lust, @all it what you will. It's
madness. You don't even know me.' He held her athaygreen eyes very
cold and piercing. 'Promise me you'll never againviiat you planned to do
tonight.'

Her instinct was to promise him whatever he asketlshe knew she must
not. 'No," she retorted sullenly. 'You—you makeanke with wanting. If |
can't have you, I'll find someone else.’



'Like a cat on heat.' His mouth tightened into anfjegers moving on the
fragile bones of her shoulders with cruel force.

'If 1 am then it's your fault!

His laugh was reckless, almost defiant. 'Yes, pggp it is. | knew you were
trouble the first time | saw you; if I'd had anyse I'd have left London the
next day. O.K., little cat, we'll get married. Bue'll do it my way.'

And Luce had been so thrilled that she hadn't desduwwhen he insisted on
secrecy, especially from Nita. If she thought akibat all she supposed he
wanted to avoid publicity; after all, they were lhoiews and there would be
a horde of reporters spoiling things if their engiagnt became public
knowledge.

The register office wedding was a little bleak, bute wore a white dress
and carried flowers, and her radiant happinessitsasivnh glamour over the
scene. And although Conn hadn't done much morekisanher since the
night he had told her they'd marry she knew thamitihey were together he
would make love to her, and once he was hers skecaafident that she
could make him so happy that he would never watdawee her.

Luce moaned into her pillow, appalled by the naivedf her
eighteen-year-old self. How incredibly young shd baen, how reckless!

But how happy, happier than ever before or sindeeilife, those few days
between his capitulation and their wedding. They dalw in her happiness
had been that he refused to allow her to tell Nitap had been kind to herin
her fashion and who would possibly be hurt at bewgylooked.

So before leaving for the register office she haff & note for Nita,
elaborately casual, telling her. She hadn't toldr©ehat she had done; she
knew that he would be angry, but it seemed so wmgra to leave Nita
without a word.

The wedding was late in the day and afterwards Gook her out to dinner.
She had been excited, thrilled, bubbling with laegland love and joy. A



joy which was a vivid singing strength in her bomaesl her blood and her
heart because she was Conn's wife and nothing toutdher ever again.

And then, only five minutes after they had returteedis flat, Nita arrived.

Even now Luce could not recall the scene whichofeid without a return
of the nausea which has assailed her then. Breptl@eply in an attempt to
overcome it, she relaxed into limpness, her eyexifon the luminous dial
of her watch. Soon it would be daylight and she lvayet up and go to
work.

Lying there, she hated Conn with a fierce corropassion, wishing that he
had died instead of Nita, that he had never limeger wanted her enough to
embark on that mockery of a marriage. It had beenabse of the
responsibility he felt for her, but it would havedn less cruel had he got out
of her life. She would have wept, but at least loaile not have scarred her
so badly that her subconscious forced her intangidironically it was his
uncharacteristic softer side which had done thenpaent damage.

He had known what she had done even before Nifpeateinside. Luce
shuddered at the memory of that savagely scorofik he had directed at
her.

It had warned her that something was very wrong,de still had not
known what lay behind her stepmother's icy pallwdt his withdrawal. As
she stood staring from one to the other Nita sérippff her gloves and put
them carefully on a table. Then she smiled. It e@sy to see that the smile
was summoned up and held on her lips only by wiligo

'Unlike you to have wasted an opportunity, Conmg’ tlder woman said
calmly, 'but | can see that I'm in time. She lotikssled but still hungry. Sit
down, Luce. You're going to need some support.’

'‘Conn?' Luce looked helplessly at him, saw him srag he leaned against
the door frame, and at the cold-blooded crueltthat smile her blood ran
icily through her veins.

'Do as she says, Luce.' That was all he saidhailhe needed to say.



Limply she sat down, aware now of the tension #patrked between her
husband and her stepmother but still unable to nsieied.

The silence that followed seemed to fill the rogmessing against her
eardrums as she watched Nita, conscious of theerghgy glance from
Conn's narrowed eyes.

After a long moment Nita said abruptly, 'There'snvay | can think of to be
tactful about this, Luce. Are you aware that Cond bare lovers? We have
been, for quite a few years.'

The blood retreated from her skin. Very slowly simaed her head in blind
appeal. Conn said nothing, but his expression Yeged and watchful as his
gaze met hers.

'‘Conn?' It was a plea, barely loud enough to bedhea

‘Listen to her, Luce,’ he said relentlessly. 'Whadd it make any difference
to us? You love me, so you've told me a hundredgim

The savage cynicism of his tone hit her like a bl&er a moment she
thought she was going to faint, but somewhere desige her was an
unconquerable core of strength. It was this whiepter head high.

'For God's sake, Conn!" Nita spoke angrily, hekdgaince almost pitying as
it rested on Luce's face. 'You're a cruel bastagdther you told her nothing
about us.'

'It didn't seem important,” he said indifferently.
Nita winced but said, 'Perhaps not to you, bubitiously is to Luce. And to
me, | might add. You could at least have told na fflou wanted nothing

more to do with me before you married her.'

'So | might." The green eyes rested on the oldenavis exquisite face,
moved insolently down the pure line of her thraad areast.



And Nita flushed while naked hunger lit the depthder eyes. Her fingers

clenched on themselves. Luce felt a revulsion smnse that it almost made
her ill. Although Conn had made no attempt to déskie had hoped against
hope that Nita lied, but that involuntary movemehher hands revealed it
all. The older woman was sick for him, her desineoeacious hunger that

drove her to this confrontation even though shetrkosw that she was

damaging herself and whatever she and Conn haddshar

'‘Are you all right?' Nita stared at her. 'You loa& though you're going to
faint.’

Conn came away from the door with a lunge, bent theesback of the chair
and twisted his fingers in the hair at the naplesfneck, smiling that fierce-
smile. 'You're not going to faint, are you, Luc&® asked with cold,
controlled menace.

Pain brought tears to her eyes as it dragged hek tvam the abyss of
unconsciousness. 'No,' she said numbly, 'don'tnCBlease,’ as he showed
no signs of releasing her.

Even Nita looked fearful. 'Leave her alone,’ shd kalf contemptuously.
'For heaven's sake, Conn, she's only a child! Whyarth did you marry
her?’

‘A quixotic impulse of chivalry," he answered cgolfreeing his fingers

from her hair. He sat down beside Luce on the anthtook her hand in his,
his narrowed glance hawklike and predatory asstect on the pale pure
profile. 'And perhaps | fancied the idea of my aittte virgin.'

By now Luce was barely functioning. Locked in tlaonhs of a pain so
intense that it robbed her of initiative and wilper, she concentrated on
staying conscious.

Through a mist she heard Nita say with angry despyaiu're a cruel swine,
Conn. | hope you weren't planning on any moneyabse she's got none.
Her father was penniless when | married him andi&e penniless. She'll be
a drain on your resources.’



'My resources are adequate.' Again that imprisoglagce. 'And we intend
to live very economically for some time, don't vdarling? We won't be
going out much.’

The savage taunt made every muscle in her bodyramintLifting a
tormented gaze to meet the hard derision of hig,sstid huskily, 'Conn,
don't."

'Don't what?' He lifted the hand he held captiested the pulse spot in the
wrist against his lips.

Nita drew a sharp breath, colour appearing in heeks as two harsh spots.
'‘Don't mind me!" she exclaimed.

'l thought you'd never go.' His voice was cruelgual. 'Let yourself out," he
commanded after a moment.

White beneath her superb make-up, Nita closed les,ethen swung
towards the door. 'l hope you enjoy each otheg'spat out between her
teeth. '"And when you get tired of her, Conn, comeklio me. It will give me
great pleasure to throw you out.'

He laughed as he rose and walked across the rostogan front of her, tall
and perfectly balanced, his aura of magnetism abamation of looks and
personality and superb self-confidence. Nita flasis¢aring at him, held by
the green arrogance of his gaze. Her lip quivdrade saw her stepmother's
self-confidence evaporate under that coldly irqyaze. Nervously the older
woman licked her lips and then, whimpering, predsedelf against him,
the soft mouth ardent and seeking as it touched his

Luce wanted to close her eyes, but she could neembdware that she had
seen him humiliate Nita, use her need to bring thowabject surrender, she
winced.

'‘Damn you," her stepmother stammered frenziedmyou, Conn!'

She almost ran out of the room; the door slammdéeiind her like a prison
gate.



"'l make sure that we're not disturbed againni€eaid, as if her visit had
been in the nature of a minor nuisance.

When he came back into the room Luce hadn't mdsed.sat very primly,
knees and ankles together, her hands clasped yoiosker lap, her head
bent slightly forward to expose the vulnerable napleer neck.

'Why did you leave her a note?"

'l thought | owed her that, at least,' she answstedly. 'lI've been very
stupid, haven't 1?"

'Incredibly.’ He tipped her chin, forcing the whiteask of her face back to
meet his gaze. 'l suppose you want me to explangsto you?'

It hurt to meet the cool derision of his eyes galise that he had no intention
of making things right. Perhaps because he coulNia had told the truth
and there was nothing he could say that would eatarn things to the way
they had been. Or the way she had assumed thers, tehk corrected
herself, bitterness darkening her eyes as he saimb across the soft line
of her lower lip.

In spite of her disillusionment he still had thengo to stir her blood. The
pulse in her throat accelerated as her lashesrbdtdown to hide the
shameful desire that leaped into life within her.

'Do you hate me?' he asked, a note of lazy semgualtihe deep voice.
A flash of defiance lit her eyes. 'Yes!'
‘Just as Nita does.’

Colour fled from her cheeks. Her eyes flew opestas struck at the hand
which held her prisoner. As if the violent movemeaeteased some
corresponding violence within him he grinned andhmd her down into the
cushions, holding her wrists pinioned with one hainile the other pulled

her clothes free, wrenching the fragile materidiluhgave and she was
lying in the remnants of her pretty little weddidigss.



'What's happened to the love you swore so arder@ly?n jeered, his eyes
moving from the rapid movement of her breasts &flimsy pants which
were the only remaining barrier to his lust. 'Hgritle earthshaking emotion
you considered it if it's extinguished by the digexy of a mistress. Surely
true love—the kind you professed to feel—shouldble to take that sort of
thing in its stride. Think of Patient Griselda!'

Luce twisted, anger forcing despair into abeyancdy ceasing when she
realised that her writhing body excited him. If phle would explain—tell,
her that he didn't love Nita, that he had not nmage to her recently.

'‘Conn,"' she said suddenly, urgently, 'I'm not—witnd you tell me? Why?'
‘There were reasons.'

He spoke absently, as if the words were mere mogtbi sounds divorced
from reason or intent, but the green darknessfjaze was merciless, an
open avowal of his intention to take her.

Luce knew that she could not allow him to humiliaér so,-as if she meant
nothing more to him than poor Nita, merely a wilibody to plunder.
Certain no longer that she loved him, or whethee s¥as, like her
stepmother, in thrall to a sexuality she could mesist, she knew nothing
except that to submit to his passion would be ailtion greater than any
other.

'What reasons?' she asked, hoping to divert him.

He smiled, and a flame leaped to life in the demth&is eyes, searing,
all-encompassing and contemptuous. 'My darling,’ shél insolently,

bending his head so that the words warmed theaddoss her throat, 'my
dearest wife, you swore to love me, lured me ihts marriage with your
violent love. Now prove it to me."' His mouth movédrning into the pale
silk of her skin, the tip of his tongue setting herves on fire. 'Or, by God,
I'll make you wish you'd never been born,' he fied in soft chilling tones
before his lips closed over the softness of headire



A surge of desire so intense that it shook herebbdy made her gasp. The
grip on her wrists loosened, then he released #eanslid his arm behind
her back as he lowered himself on to her, imprisgihier beneath him.

'‘Love me," he said thickly into her mouth beforenalering it in a kiss which
set a thousand fires flickering through her veins.

It was agony to refuse him, heart and body agdiestbrain, and for long
moments the voice of reason faded as his mouthhands explored her
body, seducing, incredibly erotic, revealing to hew sensual a response he
could evoke from her. Heat flushed her skin; sltetiie hard weight of his
body on hers with a joy she could not repress,shetrefused to abandon
herself to it, aware through the mists of desirat tGonn was using his
expertise to reduce her to a mindless submissi@mwhe would be no more
than the slave of her physical reactions.

Slowly, with an effort of will so immense that speew weak with it, Luce
forced herself to lie motionless in his arms, tosel her ears to the husky
voice as he whispered endearments against herr#ironly hope was to be
passive; she could feel the leashed violence in dmich knew that if she
resisted him he would subdue her to his will withoaring how much he
hurt her.

Nita's face, tortured, shamed as it had been wherhad kissed him, was
imprinted on her closed lids. With a stifled sole strned her head into the
cushion, clenching her fists to stop them from o@sjing to his practised
seduction. He appeared not to notice her withdrap@dsibly he was so
intent on his own gratification that he gave nouthiat to her reactions or
needs.

Then he proved her wrong. Gently, as though her\skis fragile, he began
to touch her, exploring her body and all its seplates. His eyes closed, his
expression was absorbed, almost tender, and sherethj knowing that
against his tenderness she had no armour.

Instantly his lashes lifted. He subjected her tong scrutiny; gradually his
eyes hardened as he took in her averted faceatiésnsion of her muscles
beneath the smooth skin. It took all her willpowemprevent herself from



welcoming him in that most intimate of embraces: btidy was wrought to
a fever pitch by his nearness and she knew nowfthaidid not take her she
would be left in a state of extreme frustrationt tvauld be agony. But still

Nita's face mocked her, its blind desire a hidepasody of her own

reactions.

'So," Conn said quietly, his hand closing with fulremphasis over her
breast, is that love you prated so endlessly ahotuiquite as limitless as
you'd thought? Having second thoughts, my dearest?’

"You're hurting," she whispered.

He smiled, and lifted his hand to clasp her thribeg lean fingers tightening
on her windpipe momentarily. 'Answer my question¢é.’

'Why didn't you tell me?’

Again that narrow, savage smile. 'Perhaps | wattiéest that love you were
so talkative about. If you love me only half as imas you said you did you
wouldn't care how many mistresses I've had.'

Staring up into the inscrutable mask, she suddkengw why he hadn't
bothered to reveal Nita's place in his life. He baén so confident of her
love that he thought it unnecessary. Anger spaviigain her, grew to a
flame, that coloured her cheeks and darkened lesrieyo stormy pools.

'Perhaps it wasn't love,' she stated in a tight] kiaice. 'Perhaps it was just
infatuation after all.'

He lifted his brows. 'Almost certainly. Although fatuation shouldn't
prevent you from enjoying your wedding night, myesi'

The amused cynicism in his voice brought her temysy close to
combustion. Ignoring the danger she was in, shedau'l wish I'd never
met you!'



You can't wish that more than | do," he resporstadothly. 'Now, are you
going to be sensible, or shall | go and find myselbther partner for the
night?'

‘SensibléNo, | damned well won't be sensible! | think yeigot a hell of a
nerve, expecting everything to be just the saméwaas before. Of all the
insensitive—*

The swift violent pressure on her windpipe choked into silence. For a
moment such ferocious anger blazed from his faaeste really thought he
was going to kill her. Then it vanished, to be agpld by the same bored lack
of interest with which he had looked at her stegrantNo doubt he looked
at every importunate woman in his life just likeath she thought,
swallowing with difficulty as he released her madtted throat and sat up.

'Save your childish rantings to go with your clshliprotestations of
undying love," he said coldly as he moved towanésdoor.

Left cold and aching for him, she asked huskilyh8Aé—where are you
going?'

‘To Nita. Where else?'
Her hand flew to her throat. 'She—she won't take ipg she whispered.

Very slowly he turned, looked her over from headad®, his eyes flat and
hard as pebbles. 'Don't you think so?' he askatefyol'You really are very
juvenile, dar-ling. The body of an extremely emtgcwoman, but the mind
of a schoolgirl. Of course she'll have me back.rhetknow when you grow
up, Luce. We might be able to have fun together.'

He had gone then, and after twelve hours of waltunge had taken her bags
and a taxi to Heathrow.

To an oblivion which she had always recognised axiful. Damn him, she
thought, lashing herself into futile anger. How ethrhe! Playing God,
reintroducing her to a pain which gripped her s thhurt to breathe, when



as soon as he set eyes on her again he must haisedethat she was
happier in her ignorance.

Perhaps he had wanted to make her unhappy; et dlinched at the idea
she knew that it was not true. Not even Conn waldlberately seek that
sort of revenge, though he had proved himself @oeligh. There had been
truth in his tones when he had told her that shitlbeked only half alive
without her memory. Reluctantly she admitted thatwas correct; in ten
years' time she might even be thankful for hismeteation to drag her from
the refuge her subconscious had provided for her.



CHAPTER EIGHT

"You look different," Teresa said seriously, thagr@ng, pushing another cup
of coffee across the table to her. 'l thought ydaédhappier—but you've
gone all wan.'

Luce smiled, aware that it was a pale effort buabl@ to summon up
anything brighter. ‘Life was pretty desolate for twe years ago. | seem to
have two sets of memories, and the ones | loguates vivid as the more
recent. So are the emotions.’

It was obvious that both her friends were extrenoelyous about her past,
equally obvious that neither was going to ask glsimuestion. Probably
Mattie Jameson had instructed them. The coffee dedisious, hot and

strong and aromatic. Luce blew away a drift of steand sipped, then said
softly:

'‘Conn and | are married.’
Teresa was astounded, but Faith merely nodded.
'‘Not surprised?' Luce asked.

'‘No, not really. He's been incredibly possessightrifrom the start. |
assumed that at the very least you'd been engaged.'

Teresa said urgently, 'But when you were examiredvyerevirgo intactg
Luce. What happened?' She bit her lip, pullingnit 'Hell, that's hardly
tactful, is it? Ignore me.’

'No, it's all right." Luce's shoulders moved slighteneath the thin straps of
her camisole top. 'Immediately after the wedding Wwed a—a
misunderstanding. | ran away. To Australia.’

'Why Australia?' Faith asked quietly, her expressialmly interested.

'My parents were both Australian; | was born thétamew that a passport
wasn't needed between there and New Zealand, sm wheached



Melbourne | booked a seat under a false name, ddirabeny documents
into a safe deposit box there and came over hedésguised myself a
bit—covered my hair with a scarf and wore sunglasse

Faith nodded. 'That's why they couldn't trace yafucourse. Well, what
now? Do you go back to England with him?"

'l don't think so." Avoiding Teresa's disappoingare, Luce lowered her
head to drink her coffee. After a moment she se¥#, should never have
married. | was infatuated with him—and you grow ofithat.’

'And he?'

Answering Faith's question was easy. With a wryleinice responded, 'He
never loved me. He didn't pretend to. He marriedetause | threatened to
do something stupid if he didn't.’

''ve heard a lot of funny things in my time," Tesiesnorted, unable to
contain herself, 'but that's about the most ludisrd simply cannot imagine
an arrogant, insolent devil like Conn Ramsay beitgckmailed into

anything! He'd be more likely to damn your eye aage you to do your
worst.'

Luce smiled with bitter irony. 'Oh, he has his weeéses—pretty women
being one. And for some reason | must appeal td'svledt of his protective
instinct.'

'l wouldn't have thought he possessed one." Teresamment was
aggressive; her fingers tightened around the haofdier coffee- mug as if
she wished it to be Conn's throat.

'You'd be surprised,’ Luce told her lightly. 'Anyyyat's past history now.
I'm grateful that he took the trouble to—to help ga¢ my memory back.’'

'As he was, no doubt, the reason for it going enfirst place it was the least
he could do."' Teresa was not going to be appe&sedhad cast Conn as the
villain of the piece and was now fiercely, proteety, on Luce's side.



Luce was warmed by her partisanship, but Faithsiske outlook was
almost certainly the one to strive for. Conn halgpée her; now he could go
back to England and forget about her. Amidst the plaat this thought
brought her she was surprised to find a nostatgiAadme. Her eyes strayed
to the window. Outside Sweet Williams flowered khycbetween great blue
flag irises and the tall cones of a scarlet waradabr the trellis that hid the
small garden shed tumbled a glossy leaved creeplerbig pink flowers,
their deeper pink hearts exhaling sweetness dretait. It was beautiful and
she loved it. Yet she felt an urge to go back ®lgnd she would always
consider to be her home.

She could not, of course. Not as long as thereanggossibility of seeing
Conn, or reading about him. The coffee was tasteteber mouth now, as
she wondered how long it took to get over lovingWrong man. Two years
of a new life had not changed her feelings for bixuoept in degree. Oddly
enough although she had not remembered him, hetieradad deepened.
Given the same situation she would not act in #reesway. She had been
naive and self-centred, but with the incrediblercaftery of youth had
chosen her man and allowed nothing to get in the afder choice. It had
been what she saw as his betrayal which had provbke behaviour on
their wedding night, and mixed up with that hadrbaéadly dented pride.
Had he coaxed her, or made some explanation, shlkel\Wwave given in.

But Conn, arrogant as ever, saw no need for exptarsa He had made it
quite obvious that he had no feelings left for Nifes far as he was
concerned that was explanation enough. And he,htad,been betrayed.
Luce had been persistent in her demands on himhartthd married her
because he thought that her love made her in sense dis responsibility.
But at the first test of that love she had failéd,ther moral and emotional
blackmail exposed in all its shoddiness.

That was what hurt her now. Perhaps maturity, gerhast the extra two
years of living had made her adult enough to uridedsjust how badly she
had failed him. And it was not made any the easidrear because he had
been the first to betray, for when Nita had dropped bombshell it had
never occurred to Luce that there might be any aagilon. She had
condemned him instantly and he had known it.



It was later, when she was searching for a waglece her hurt pride so that
she could enjoy his love- making, that she hadd#fkean explanation. And
his pride refused her as cruelly as she had refaged If she had done
nothing else, she thought now, she had certairilyffareed his cynical
attitude towards humanity.

‘Are you all right?’

She looked up at Teresa, banishing her sombre tit®ugth a smile. 'Yes,
I'm fine.'

'‘Well, what do you plan to do?'

Her shoulders lifted in a slight shrug. 'Nothinyelmade a new life for
myself. If he wants an annulment or a divorce, Wwlier comes easiest, |
don't care, he can go ahead and get it.’

‘There's not a chance. . .." Incurably romantice3a felt her voice fade at
the small cynical movement of Luce's lips.

'‘Not a hope.'

And such was the conviction in her voice that thibeo two women
exchanged glances, and for the rest of the weekn'€arame was not
mentioned.

It was a long slow week, unseasonably cold forfitlse few days and then,
as if the weather had relented, very hot and hu@idMonday Luce posted
two letters thanking Sonia and the Stewarts far tiespitality, and then she
tried to put Conn out of her mind.

During the day she almost managed it, only to speng wakeful hours in
the night tossing and turning while memories burtfegimselves into her
brain.

By Saturday morning she was looking pale and exkdus fact which
neither of her friends mentioned.



Over breakfast coffee Teresa asked without expmes$hat are you going
to do today, Luce?"

‘Tidy my room, and then | think I'll spend the aftgon at the Tennis Club.
If I don't get some exercise I'll go mad.’

‘'Take up jogging,’ Faith advised. 'Does Conn péemis?'
Startled, Luce said, 'l don't know. Why?"

'‘Because he's just pulled up outside.' Faith poareck coffee, adding, 'He
looks grim.

"You don't have to go with him," Teresa hissed éil@nspirator in a bad spy
film.

Bright coins of colour touched Luce's cheeks. Rerfirst time in days she
felt alive. 'He won't eat me.'

Grim he might have been feeling, but he hid it with usual air of lazy
cynicism, although his regard was watchful. Ludetfee old helplessness,
summoned up her new maturity to overcome it. Itléduave been an
awkward meeting, but Faith and Conn between theéedam normally that
Teresa's hackles lowered and even Luce managécetargunusually good
imitation of her normal self.

He accepted coffee, complimented Faith on its éxceé, and waited until
everyone had relaxed before saying blandly, 'Lllee,an invitation from
Sonia to spend the day with her. Ryan and | areggfishing.'

Luce stared into her coffee, acutely conscious wa&ryone's eyes. The
moment stretched until he laughed and said, 'Get lyag, idiot girl.’

And it was as simple as that. Although she waltshke in his company she
knew only too well that she would rather be witmhhan not.

After they had gone a few miles Conn commentedy'™dooking washed
out. Haven't you been sleeping?'



'‘Mattie gave me sedatives, but | don't like usimgnt.' She turned her head,
looking directly at him. 'And no, | haven't beeeegbing terribly well. How
about you?'

He smiled. 'Not particularly. Still hating me?'
'Oh, yes.' It seemed safer to lie than to reveatrine state of her emotions.

Silence, then he remarked, 'l gather you've redealle Teresa looked at me
as though | was one of the less attractive bagtania even Faith had a faint
note of censure in her voice.'

'l told them that we were married and that thingewwrong,' Luce returned
huskily, hating the mockery in his voice. 'Thatls a

"You meant you managed to avoid awarding blame®d that hard to
believe.'

'Oh, don't be so bloody-minded! | didn't blame armgjcand | can't help it if
they find me a fit subject for their maternal—asterly—instincts.’

'It's that pale, pure look, that air of being ameegal, not quite mortal, almost
faerie being that does it. When [ first met yoahdught you'd probably turn

out to be a frigid little bitch; it was a surprigediscover all the instincts of a
courtesan beneath that remote image.'

'‘Charming,’ she retorted, bitterness tinging hece:dl'd have thought that
someone as experienced as you would have recoghiseigns.'

'‘By then it was too late.'

He spoke with such sombre intensity that she fiactblinking rapidly to
hide the stinging tears his cruelty caused. Pertteisvas why she missed
the significance of the turning; it wasn't untivdi minutes later that
suspicion hardened into certainty and she turngtite face towards him.

"You lied! This is the way to the beach. Sonia didhvite me.’



'As it happens, she did, but | refused for you. Mg¢ed to spend some time
alone.’

She panicked then, hitting at him until he pulléiitioe road and shook her
into a sobbing submission, the white line aroursdnhouth warning her that
she had gone too far.

'Don't be so bloody stupid,’ he ordered harshiy. fiot going to harm you,

you silly little fool. Calm down. We need to talkp come to some

arrangement about the future, and the best plage ike beach, where we
won't be interrupted.’

He waited until the choked sobbing quietened, teard more gently,
'‘Believe me, Luce, | don't want to cause you anyenupset or pain, but you
must see that we can't just leave things as thepaw.’

Luce nodded, wiping her eyes. 'I'm sorry," she,saidting a hand to her
throat. 'Jolie said that, didn't shix® sorry. | think | knew then—that was
why | fainted. The way she looked and spoke—it wes same way that
Nita...'

Her hands were grasped, held firmly as he slidranaaound her shoulders
and held her for a moment against him. 'l suppaserg terrified it will go
again,' he said into her hair. 'Mattie said it'slikely.’

"You've spoken to her?' It was sweet to be heldmuofortingly, but she
pulled away, surprising an odd quirk to his lipshadooked down at her.

'Yes. She thinks that the shock of your fatheratld@nd your first violent
passion combined with an equally violent disillusitent, on top of a
hair-raising trip in a plane, possibly combinedhaatcrack on the head, is a
collection of circumstances unlikely to happen adai

The extreme dryness of his voice won a reluctamesnom her, and after a
moment she relaxed back into the seat.

Conn set the car in motion again and they were egrdown through the
patterned shade of the trees to where the litthe cwseamed under the sky.



Out to sea yachts in a race to the Bay of Islafigsi Imulticoloured sails to
the wind, dipping and swaying like exotic buttezfliagainst the wrinkled
surface of the sea.

When Luce got out of the car she breathed deemicoming the sensuous
murmur of the waves, the warm caress of the bréeakelifted the pale
tresses of hair across her temples.

'Do you want to swim?"'
She shook her head. 'No, not yet.'
"Then come and sit down on the terrace.'

Her previous panic was forgotten. Conn seemed isgo@l now, as though
he had no further interest in her. A little piquske accepted a cold beer, lay
back on a lounger and asked, 'How did you knowd here, Conn?"'

'Sonia told me. She knew that I'd married and ithadn't worked out, but
nothing else, so she had no idea who you wereyduuinterested her and
she mentioned you in one of her letters, as wethadact that you'd lost
your memory." He smiled narrowly, watching herdidin't believe it, of
course. | thought you'd chosen that way to re-agmenmunications. | was
ready for a holiday, so | decided it would amuseto@me out here, appear
to fall in with your plans and then leave you fldde shrugged, almost
moodily.

'What made you change your mind?' she asked ladstidnes.

'When | realised that you really did have amn€eBimat first day we met, to

be precise. At the beach. You looked at me witlseghempty eyes, a little
puzzled, very wary, like a kid threatened with amoey of a nightmare.'

Restlessly he moved across to the edge of theetgrsgaring out to sea for a
long moment before turning back with self-mockemnyhis expression. 'l

found | Wouldn't hate a child with no past.’

"Yet you weren't exactly kind to me.’



'No. | had to convince myself that you really wareamnesiac. | tried you
out a little first.'

‘The flight," she said quietly.

He nodded. 'Yes. | knew of your phobia. That's whpok me so long to
discover that you'd left England; it simply nevecorred to me that you'd
fly. When | did—well, the trail was well cold. Bybur reaction to the flight
convinced me. You were uneasy, but certainly nobpd) although the faint
had me wondering, until | realised that you wereerewildered than | was
about it. I knew then that you must have lost yo@mory completely. So |
went back to see Dr Jameson and asked her if niyyngrevould harm you.'

'Did you?'
Her astonishment was pronounced enough to makérovam.

'l realise that I've given you little reason tonthhighly of me," he returned

drily, 'but | didn't want to tip you over the edigéo madness; you'd told me
of the abyss you felt threatened you. Dr Jamessuraed me that madness
was the least of your worries. She agreed thabuilshiry to help you regain

your memory, and gave me an idea of what to do.'

'Make love to me."

The darkness at the centre of his eyes deepermgnithg out the green. He
smiled, not pleasantly. 'She said that a repetibicime events leading up to
the trauma frequently freed the block. In this aasdking love to you didn't

work, so | tried the magazine. She was convinced tie clue must be
there.'

Before he finished speaking Luce had turned hed tamay so that he
couldn't see the bleak desolation she knew mushib@red in her eyes.
'‘And that worked,' she said, adding in as leveesoas she could summon
up, 'Why didn't you just go away and leave me, Colinwould have been
kinder.'



'You asked me that before. I'm not kind.' His voiees hard, but it softened
slightly as he went on, 'Because you were only agerson. Experience,
however painful, however hardly earned, is a giffgrecious gift. You're
entitled to your experiences because what theisasbat you are. We had
some good times, Luce. Call your memory a repayrugrthose times.'

'It's more like a punishment for the bad,’ she,dzadf under her breath.

His hand on her shoulder was merciless as he fdreedound to face him.
In a voice that revealed just how cruel he wantelet he said, That's twice
you've fallen for me, Luce. Don't argue. You knd\w irue,' as she opened
her mouth to protest. 'You should have learned jesson. The first time it
happened you endowed me with virtues | don't pesseasked the response
of your body with a whole series of false emotiand called this love. And
because you thought that the fact that you welevie excused anything,
you behaved like an amoral, wanton little animddisTtime you've done a
little better; you refused to let me take you beeayou knew something was
wrong.' His smile twisted. 'Next time, you mightlifend whatever it is that
you want. But it won't be with me. I'll organised&orce as soon as | get
back home.’

‘A divorce?' Luce kept her glance on the buttohisfshirt straight in front
of her eyes so that he shouldn't see just how esledttshe was by his
decision. 'Wouldn't an annulment be quicker?'

'Yes.' His hand moved gently to clasp her throléitag her chin so that she
was forced to tip her face upwards to meet his .geeem beneath her
lowered lids she saw the hot possession of heesgjun, and a pulse leapt
in her body. 'Yes, you know what | want," he saittlg. 'You've cost me a
lot of time and trouble, Luce, and the one way yan repay me is by giving
me what you promised so ardently two years agdhat time | thought it
was worth my freedom; let's see if | was right,llsiva?’

He had hurt her before, almost killed her lovetion, but she had never felt
pain like this. It was like a knife in her healhtetcold calculated cruelty of it
a savage violation of her very personality. Suclongghad made her
subconscious excise him from her life as thoughiesnory was a growth
that must kill her.



'‘No!" she bit out harshly, trying to pull away.

Immediately his fingers tightened until her headasw 'Why not? You
know you want me. And God knows | want you. | alwdnyave. An affair
now could well set us both free.’

'If—if you take me--' Luce searched for the wordskplain her meaning.
Conn looked down at her, his eyes calculating aedaiory.

'What?'
' don't think | can ever be myself again.’

Miraculously the grip on her throat eased, but dolypoe replaced by his
mouth burning against the skin. 'You've always ditigsed yourself,’ he

murmured, his hands moving slowly down to rest entips. 'Perhaps that's
why | appeal to you.'

'l mean it." She held herself rigid, calling on gveunce of resistance to
fight the insidious uprush of desire.

'Rubbish, darling. It's only because you're a withiat you believe nonsense
like that. Relax—I won't hurt you. God knows I'vadhenough experience to
make it pleasurable.’

He pulled her on to the lounger beside him, wremglat her sun-top and
sliding it from her body with hands that trembléidtstly when they met the
gentle curves of her breasts. She was lost whemabigh followed, sick

with a desire that weakened her. He knew how tassrter, holding her up
in his arms so that he could taste her breast$ shi was faint with the
hunger that only he could sate. When he undid th®b on her shorts and
pulling the wide mattress of the lounger on to "tineund laid her on it she
made no resistance, but her slumbrous eyes hig@ession in which pain
and passion were equally mixed.

'‘God, but you're beautiful!" He stripped off ananeadown beside her, his
eyes fever-bright, the hard exciting line of mowathd jaw brooking no
further demur. Slowly, sensuously his hand fondlezl secret parts of her



body, moving caressingly across her stomach andgdrtiath firm skin of
her thighs while his mouth sought hers, exploriniiw her parted lips in a
kiss which presaged that other more intimate esmplom which was
inevitable now.

This was what he had done on the night of theiriage, using all of his
expertise to bring her to a pitch of passion whiea ached for the hard
invasion of his body.

When his mouth lifted she whispered, 'Are you gdm@gave me now?’

He must have been remembering too, for he smilashagher mouth. 'No, |
bloody near died of frustration, I'm not runnin@thisk again. Hold me,
Luce. Pretend you love me.'

Pretend! The breath caught in her throat, but shéddcno longer think

sanely, and with a moan of submission she kissequtiction of neck and
shoulder, using her hands to form the shape amdasid feel of his body
until at last their desire peaked and what had begusensual exploration
ended in fleeting pain and ecstasy and exhaustion.

When Conn lifted himself away it felt as though dtkeer half had been torn
from her. Above them the sea- birds still callethewing, lonely anthem for

an act of love that left her hungrier than bef@anlight wavered across
them in golden coins through the leaves of a pdtavta as the sun reached
his zenith.

Luce looked at the man beside her, loving him \&itbve which had never
died, and knew now that there could be nothingftefther in this life.

Unless . . . slowly her hand moved to lie acrogsskemach. Perhaps even
now, the miracle of conception had occurred andrsigit yet have some
solace in the black years ahead.

'We didn't think of that, did we?'



Her hand clenched into a fist. Acute as ever, Guuhknown immediately
what had lain behind the gesture. Now he was wadcher, his expression
too impassive to be natural.

it's highly unlikely," she said huskily.

'‘Nevertheless, we'd better decide whose respoitgilbiis.'
Hope flared in her breast. 'l don't know what yoeam'
'How long before you know whether or not you'regorant?’

Frowning, she counted. 'About a month, | supposdyet absolutely sure.
Why?'

'‘Because no child of mine is growing up outsideartyit.'

Luce felt herself grow hot under his possessiveeg@bviously he did not
find being naked an embarrassment, but she didslaadhade the discovery
that a blush is highly visible.

'So,' he said, half jeering as he ran a finger fhr@mthroat to her navel, 'that
gives me a month to sate myself with you. Thinkilt be long enough?"

She could have wept with the pain of her frustrateshms, but kept tight
control of the muscles of her face. The last tlihg wanted was for him to
read her heart as he seemed to be able to readimgiand as he definitely
understood the reactions of her body.

'So if you can bear to get dressed,' he mockethgdier assent for granted,
‘we'll go back into Whangarei and you can pick dgvaclothes and tell that
boss of yours that you want your holidays now.’

Luce sat up, stunned and appalled. 'l can't! Nsi ljke that. Graeme has
been very good to me—I can't just walk out on him!'

"You did it to me," Conn reminded her, smiling las tolour faded from her
skin. 'But then you were only married to me, wergol, not my employee.



Once I'd have said that you had no principles latat | realise now that
they're just different from other people's.’

'Like yours,' she said bitterly, turning away fréwm to pick up her clothes.
Resolution stiffened her back, steadied her voscehe went on calmly, 'I'm
not going to move in with you, Conn. Quite frankigon't think | can cope
with more punishment.’

'Was that what it was?' The side of the lounger edasg he rolled towards
her, preventing her movement by his favourite metbbtwining her hair

through his fingers. 'Yet you didn't seem to hasoimuch, my darling. In
fact, if asked to describe your reactiotd have to use words like
unrestrained, or uninhibited— even wanton.’

The coldly ironic note in his voice brought a shedtb her skin, a physical
reaction more easily coped with than the pit o€kldespair that had opened
at her feet.

Without moving, for she could feel his desire tattheating against her, she
acknowledged, "You'd probably be right, too. I"ever denied that | want
you. But | wasn't referring to that.'

'What then?"

Your constant taunts.' For a moment his fingegsténed painfully on the

baby-soft tendrils at the base of her neck. Shevexat still, her head held

high by his grip, but the slump of her shoulderserding the defeat he had
inflicted on her. Slowly his fingers relaxed, begansensuous stroking
movement across her neck and shoulders. She sthizgeen, but this time

with the desire which his gentleness invoked. Higelty did not hurt as

much as the fugitive tenderness he knew so well toowse.

"You're afraid of me, aren't you, Luce?'

She bit her lip. 'Not so much of you --' and stappeecipitately.



Moving with hypnotic gentleness, he turned her acef him. He was
smiling, but without the undertone of savagery wtroghtened her; instead
there was a kind of wry sympathy in his glance efobked at her.

'As of yourself,' he said quite calmly. 'l know libee me. You frightened
hell out of me two years ago. | didn't want thepessibility for your
happiness dumped on to me, but there was no ope wés there. Nita
couldn't have cared less, you didn't even havesedtiend to help you pick
up any pieces. | could see you treading a partiguade and primrosy path
to hell, seduced by the responses of that delectaddy and your need for
love.'

'So you married me," she said on an indrawn breath.

'So | married you.' He moved, pulling her acrosBa@gainst him. A little
breeze managed to find its way through the treesutess them; it was hot,
with the hard, fierce heat of midday, but agaihstdampness of her skin it
felt cool. The noise of the gulls had died away.&smly cicada shrilled in
the trees behind the bach, is zithering a harbinfg#re greater heat of high
summer when the trees would ring with their song.

Conn settled her against his shoulder, holdinggeeitly, without passion.
Luce looked down the length of her body, saw thek adive of his skin
contrasted against the paleness of hers anddklteh of desire in the pit of
her stomach. He had used his body as an instruaiguieasure, forcing
from her a response which had shattered any precattideas of ecstasy
in a flood of rapturous sensuality. She had alvkagsvn, in some primitive
instinctive part of her, that they would be gooddther; it was one of the
reasons that she had fallen in love with him.

But not the only one. During the long nights shd theought it was passion
which kept her tied to him, as it had Nita, but khew now that passion was
only a part of it. Sexually he was all that sheldask for, but he was more
to her than a superb lover. Angry though he haa béth her, he had been
tender and considerate, wooing her with all of $emses until their desire
had climaxed in shattering moments of physical mrghtal union. In the
lazy aftermath Luce had realised that she loved that she knew him as he
knew her; their minds as well as their bodies vegtened.



Now she cursed fate for allowing them to meet twarg too soon, for Conn
would never believe that she had learned to lowe Rior two years she had
not thought of him, would not have recognised lasa, but he had always
been with her, as much a part of her as the vdty @aeher body. Somehow
she had learned to love him, to accept him with hadl faults and
deficiencies. The passionate hero-worship was gwaasmuted by pain
and need into a deeper emotion, at once more Aadimore realistic. That
first love had been wilful and selfish, as all filsve must be. What she felt
for him now was so essential to her that the nteasadht of a life in which
he played no part made her shudder.

‘Tears?' he said quietly. 'Don't cry, Luce. Godwsdears never solved
anything. And I'm not worth them.’

'I've done my crying for you," she returned thicklyn crying for myself.'

He didn't mock her self-pity 'For that silly littlgirl?" he said, reading her
mind with his usual uncanny accuracy. 'Why cryHer? She enjoyed life;
she was too young to know the danger she courtedjnnocent to be
touched by any of it. It couldn't have lasted, ofise. Even if Nita hadn't
turned up it wouldn't have lasted, but I thougtatt thy the time we tired of
each other you might have acquired some maturitgouldn't bear the
thought of all that ardent, lovely generosity bedrggged down into the
slime. You'd have gained some sophistication wit acquired a little
caution.’

His words were like a blow to her heart. 'How latig you give us?' she
asked under her breath.

Beneath her cheek the smooth hard muscles of bisiddr moved as he
shrugged. "Two or three years. | had no intentfdatng you go until you'd
learned some discrimination.'

"You—you make Nita and her friends sound like skaakd wolves,' she
said.



'‘Darling innocent, they were. A hell's kitchen obuveaux riches,
hangers-on and decadents. Nita herself had thefs@putation which even
today lifts eyebrows.'

Luce stiffened indignantly,'lit didn't seem to wpgou.'

'She was available and she was beautiful, and sseevery bit as decadent
as her friends," he said with cold brutality, i eeclaimed to be any better,
Luce. But once it had become known that she dadm& a brass farthing for
you you would have been lucky to keep any innocdncanore than a
couple of weeks.'

' might have had something to say about that!"

He laughed and brought her hard against him, gngbiver wrist when she
lifted her hand to fend him off. A pulse drummedhe tender hollow at her
elbow; Conn's eyes hardened, then he placed Biagjpinst it. 'Sweetheart,
some of her playmates would have had no compunetiaut raping you,

but there are much easier ways to enforce obedi&uwwze—or drugs—for

the initial occasion, and after that blackmail tosere that you were
available for whoever wanted you.' The ugly wordsspered against her
skin, teasing even as they repelled her.

'l—don't—believe—you!

His fingers relaxed. 'No? Well, you're entitled/tur opinion, but one of the
reasons | married you was that | could see thatdalegradation ahead for
you.'

His tones imposed belief. On an exhaled breathsaleflatly, 'l see." And
for the first time she did. 'l suppose | shouldgbateful to you.'

‘Gratitude | can do without, but if you feel subigrent under the weight of it,
you know how to repay me.' He looked into the stpodapths of her eyes
and smiled sardonically. "'There were other reasonsur marriage.' His
glance dropped to the smooth curve of her breéistgered on the flat
stomach and the clean taut lines of her thighsu'éovery beautiful. And



you live up to the promises you make, which is ntban can be said for
some women.'

'How about Nita?' Pain forced the hard sarcasneofdnes, made her draw
back as far as she could from him.

Something ugly showed in the darkening depths ©Ekes. Without taking
his gaze from her body, he pulled her on top of, lsind against her throat he
murmured, 'Oh, she was an expert, believe me. ¥aa'way to go before
you reach her standard.’

Luce pushed with all her might against his shoddeating the cold passion
she saw in his expression. He was watching her freneath his lashes, his
smile a merciless threat, holding her clamped ag&im so that she could
feel the stirring of his loins and knew that this¢ there would be no

gentleness. She had made him angry and he would healpay.

'‘Conn,’ she whispered, her breath caught in heathiPlease..'

'‘Begging, Luce? I like to hear you plead; it sadisimy ego.’

'Did you really go to Nita on our wedding nightPehad to know.

'Does it matter?'

She nodded, trying to find an answer in his expoess

'It doesn't matter," he said slowly. "What matiethat you assumed | did. If
I'd needed any further confirmation of the fact §@u felt nothing more for
me than a lust you couldn't control, it would héeen that.' He pulled her
down so that her cheek rested against his shouged, | was furious," he
said quietly. 'l used to lie awake at night plagnmyself any number of
interesting revenges. | should have known thatdyput yourself through

hell, too.'

'‘But you went back to her.'



The wide shoulders lifted in a shrug. 'She waseth@nd you'd made it only
too obvious that you were no longer intereste@ figver had any taste for
rape, and | needed a woman that night."'

Sick horror whitened her face. Huskily, forcing tiverds past a throat
thickened with disgust, she spat, 'You used heni Xoew how she felt
about you! Even | could see that she was besottbd‘d-snever have
embarked on such a degrading scene if she hadmtiiéhout a will of her
own where you were concerned. You're a demon!

'Her term exactly,' he said, the even tones rewgalbthing but boredom.
'She was a high-class slut, Luce, and what sheaddrdm me was physical
gratification, and that was what she got.'

Every muscle in her body tensed, but before shilanave cruel fingers on

her chin forced her face down to meet his kisspdawng, swamping anger
and disgust in a hot tide of desire. Luce fought,istruggling to break free

of the physical and emotional shackles he had soped her in, but he

laughed as he subdued her, hurting her until daged, and then kissed her
with a drugging sweetness that left her with ongwill to guide her.



CHAPTER NINE

A LONG time later, when the sun lay close to the horifomn woke her, his
mouth gentle against her shoulder.

Without opening her eyes Luce murmured his name.

‘The same,’ he drawled, amused. 'Come on, waké lugon't get you home

the nurses will be out here demanding to know Whkiatdone to their ewe
lamb.'

'Hardly," she retorted drily, discovering that shas still in his arms.

Profoundly reluctant though she was to stir, sremkthat she would have to

move.

'Don't you think so?' His voice moved closer; justshing her lips with his,
he continued, 'Then let's go for a swim.’

Slowly she lifted her lashes, met his amused ggeee. 'Now?'

'Why not? You look as though you could do with sthnrey to wake you up.
If | take you back looking like that your watchdog#l know immediately
how we've spent the afternoon.’

Curiously she asked, 'Wouldn't you like that?"

He grinned. 'Darling heart, they both took one labkne and put me down
as an inveterate womaniser. It wouldn't worry menanleast, but you would

be embarrassed.’

"You know too much about me,' she complained, kidiryawn by turning
her head into his shoulder.

'So don't ever lie to me again.’

The words hung on the still warm air, flat yet odtlireatening. 'l don't—I
haven't,’ she stammered after a moment.



Conn, turned her face away from the warmth of hmu&der, holding it so
that she was forced to meet his cool scrutiny.,'Yes have, Luce. You told
me that you loved me. | refuse to cloak honestwist lying emotion. You
desire me, you want me, you crave the sensatioas make you feel; leave
love to woolly-headed romantics. That way, whes aver, you won't be
hurt so badly that you go into hiding to escape.’

His words were like whips across her heart. Thrdiyghpaled by pain she
said harshly, 'And you—how will you feel? Or haveuybecome such a
cynic that nothing can touch you any more?"

'Oh, | can be touched.' His mouth twisted into desngold and meaningful
as he looked at her hands and allowed his glanttavel the length of her
body. 'l can, indeed. But not by inane appealsytteart or my better self or
my love. It was a crazy gesture, our marriage wg@mbcharacter for me that
| should have known it was doomed. We'll get eableroout of our systems
and then I'll go. You're mature enough now to tedee of yourself.’

Mockery glinted in the dark eyes at the outragéen expression. Swiftly
rolling away from him, she said in an icy voicepiire the most arrogant
man I've ever known, and if you think I'm goingsigend the next fortnight
being treated as one of your mistresses you'vénanttink coming. | want
to go home.'

Why?"

'‘Because | don't want to stay here with you. Otfat-' She was dragging
her clothes on, trembling with rage that maskegbdiesher fingers clumsy
as she yanked up her shorts. 'You really are thé!lishe flung at him.
'Autocratic, cruel, and not nearly as smart astiok you are. | think | hate
you!'

Her anger amused him. Without embarrassment hearaseame to stand in
front of her, looking into the flushed purity of hieatures with a keen,
too-knowing gaze. "You look more like the Luce éd$o know," he taunted,
and bent his head and kissed her into silence.



Hot tears sprang into her eyes. She felt an actiediack of her throat and
knew that she could not give in to his plans; & stied with him as his wife
for even a few short weeks any subsequent partmgdakill her.

Not that she would tell him now, for he was quiépable of refusing to take
her back to the flat. And, imprisoned as she walsdryjove, she didn't think
that she could cope with being held against hdr wil

'‘Oh—Conn!" she exclaimed hopelessly, holding hirairzgf her, touching
the jagged scar on his back with loving finger's.

'Sure you want to go back now?’
She nodded, loosening her arms. 'Yes, please.’

As if he sensed the decision she had just madéskedher again, crushing
her already bruised lips beneath his in an embndiieh was as brutal as it
was devastating. The fountain of desire spranglifgpher hands clenched
on his shoulders as he held her against him saligatvas left in no doubt as
to his need of her.

After long moments he lifted his head, but madeefiort to release her.
Luce touched her throbbing lips with one hand.

'What was that for?'

Conn shrugged, his lashes hiding all but a preglaleam while his mouth
set in a straight hard line. 'Call it putting mynk@&n you,' he said curtly.
'For the time being you're mine. You look like aman who's been
thoroughly kissed, and I like it.'

Momentarily hope quickened in her heart, but diglbern. What he felt for

her was possession, not the giving, sharing usbeléiss of love. Only a fool
would fail to realise that he considered the neechad of her to be &-
weakness, something to be exorcised.

They drove back to the flat in silence. Once theree said calmly, 'l won't
come back with you, Conn.'



'Had second thoughts?’

He didn't believe her, she could see that.
‘Yes, I'm afraid so.'

'Why?'

Her real reason would amuse him and she had nosotbady. To strike
back at him eased some of the pain that grippedhaging as she did the
arrogant self-confidence which tilted the corneriie mouth in a smile as
he looked at her.

Very coolly she said, 'l don't think | need a fagtrt to get you out of my
system.’

There was a moment of ominous silence before lte %aar," and leaned
towards her, coming to rest when his mouth wasngiltes or so away from
hers. Very hard and sharp his eyes were, and alentigictened along his
jawline. 'That pulse is hammering away in your #tyo he stated
conversationally, 'and your breath has quickerddkissed you now you'd
open your mouth to me as you always do, and fiveutes after that you'd
do anything | wanted. So try again, my wanton Wife.

It took an immense effort of will to shake her helagt she managed it.
'‘And what's that supposed to mean?' he asked.

‘Just that it isn't enough,’ she said, her voieg¢ \lith the curb she was
putting on her emotions. 'l don't want an orgia&iitnight with a farewell

dinner at the end of it.'

'Oh, 1 usually give a more tangible symbol of matgude, he said softly,
viciously.

Tension crackled in the air between them. Luceadel him willing her
towards him and had to summon up all of her hard stoength to resist his
silent assault. In the end it was the memory o&'Nlitibject self- despising



face as she had kissed him against her will whasred.uce the will-power
to step away.

'I'm not for sale,’ she said quietly, turning heat so that he could see only
her profile.

‘Yes, you are, but your price is a little highearthmost others.' He leaned
back against the wall, hands in pockets as thoegtohld not trust himself
to keep them from her. His anger was tangible, daud fright-ening as it
beat against her.

After several moments of this silent combat heestabftly, ‘| could always
make you come with me.’

The savage note threading through his even toneke rhar shiver. She
answered, 'l know, but you would get sick of haviméprce a response from
me. You're not used to it, are you. Conn. Most woffired you irresistible.’
'What do you want from me?’

Incredibly she smiled. 'Would you believe me ialdI don't know?'

'Yes, I'd believe you.' He straightened up, sagioigly, 'Well, that's it, then.
I'll see you around.’

When the car had gone Luce collapsed in a crunmmpeg on the sofa, the
tears dripping through her fingers as she wept.

She was still there when Faith came home, pinksattebloomed from her
day at the beach.

'Fraught, was it?' she asked after one comprehegtwnce.

Luce sighed, grateful for her good sense and ctiehgth. 'Oh, indeed it
was!'

‘Tell me to shut up if you want.'



'No, it's all right." Luce watched as the older vamwent into the kitchen.
The homely hiss of the tap, the small sounds tigaifeed that Faith was
making a pot of tea, soothed and comforted hewu kfmw, one of the worst
things in life is to get what you want and discotat it's not what you
wanted at all. And if that sounds trite, I'm sorit{s a profound truth.'

'Most trite' things are, that's why they becomte triFaith put cups on to a
tray and made a thing of getting the milk from tegigerator. 'l gather you
don't want to talk about it.'

'l don't even know what there is to talk about.'

Luce wasn't deliberately evasive, but she felt imsety weary of the whole
disaster that was her marriage. Too much had hagdenher brain to cope
and she needed nothing so much as a period ofregfiettion to help her to
get everything into its proper perspective. Alobd said drearily, 'He wants
me to go and live with him.’

‘And you don't want to?'

'Oh yes, | want to." A small cynical smile touchade's mouth. 'I've never
been able to resist him. If he'd wanted to takeam&our after we first met
I'd have counted the world well lost for lust. Hitle one with the scruples.’

Perhaps she wanted to shock Faith, but like Coltimpwagh for different
reasons, Faith was unshockable. As she poured dker \wmto the pot the
older woman remarked, 'Which should surprise megooirse, except that
for all of his ruthlessness he gives the impressioa man who cares very
deeply about things. He couldn't write the playslbes if he was a complete
cynic. Is it possible that he cares for you?'

'He feels responsible for me. When we met | wasgdiwith my stepmother;
she wasn't the ideal person to be in charge ofve méghteen-year-old. My
father died a few months after I'd left schoolpést most of my holidays
with my old nurse, but she died too that year, s@$ completely alone. |
didn't like my stepmother's friends much, but stes Wind in an offhand
way and she put no restraints on me. | enjoyedodesing London by
myself. | used to go to art galleries and museums-Hiked my life. And |



was always sent up to bed fairly early in the enggiwhen my stepmother
had her big parties.’

'What was her name?'

‘Nita Laurenson. She used to be Nita Rothbury.’

Silence, before Faith said in an odd voice, 'Yesl],Wve heard of her, of
course. Even over here she figured in the moreasensl gossip columns.

From the sound of it you were lucky to escape uhech’

'Ah, but | didn't," Luce retorted wryly. 'l ende@ marrying Conn, and I'd
defy anyone to escape that unscathed.’

'Yes, | see what you mean. Marriage to him wouldhegerilously close to
acquiring sophistication in one lesson.’

‘Not a particularly easy lesson,' Luce said qujettcepting a cup of tea with
an abstracted air. On the lawn a Californian gecalied imperatively to his
mate, his absurd crest of feathers giving him iguidusly regal air. Behind
the smaller, drabber hen came seven or eight lodll8uff, the next
generation. A smile touched her lips.

'So what do you do now? Go and live with him?'

A shrug lifted Luce's shoulders. 'No. | can't.'

'Have you told him?'

‘Yes.'

Faith asked slowly, '‘And what did he say to that?'

'I'll see you around.' She smiled drearily at Fai#tstonishment. The tea was
hot, stronger than normal. Perhaps she neededxthe stimulant, for it

tasted good.

'Do you think he's given up on the idea?’



Had he? 'No,' she said. 'No, not Conn. | owe hima, lae'll make sure I'll
pay.’

Even Faith looked appalled at this blunt statemelgt.sounds a horror,' she
began, her dark eyes shrewd as they took in theession on Luce's face.

'He's a hard man, but he has his own code of hgriawge told her, sudden
exhaustion sharpening her features. 'He wants me-harknows | want
him. He thinks that it's a weakness—that we shtnglal it as an affair and
let it run its course.' She smiled, cynicism appane the weary movement
of her lips. 'At the risk of sounding over-dramatihich he tells me is my
usual state, | think I'd die.’

'l suppose people have died of broken hearts, dulg too much character
to follow them.' Faith told her briskly. 'You knoyou're exhausted. Mattie
did warn us to be careful of you. Go and have aveh@and get into bed and
I'll bring your meal in.'

It helped to shower the feel of him from her bodypnly she could free
herself of his imprint on her heart and her mindessily! Later, as she
pulled on a nightgown, she grimaced at the smudbéseper colour left on
her skin by his hands. His second possession ofhhdrbeen fiercely
demanding and she had responded in kind. Not degerer, Conn, but oh,
he knew how to rouse a raging hunger and thentsatth his hands and his
mouth and his body, spending his virility with réeds fervour until she was
caught up by the force of his passion to a planexddtence where nothing
mattered but the sensations he alone could arangethe hunger he alone
could satisfy.

She had plenty of time to think over those sengsatithat hunger, in the

following days. It seemed that he had accepteadjyection, for as summer

arrived she saw nothing more of him. The wrenchedales in her body

eased back into their usual quietude, the brumseésd, she discovered that
she was not carrying his child, and still he stagedy. Luce ate as little as
she could without worrying her companions, but elrensunbathing could

not hide the pallor of her face.



And at night she lay, wide eyes staring at theirggpibf the bedroom,
trembling with barely suppressed desire as memooss to the surface of
her brain.

Tormented by the sensuous imagery of her fantashestwisted and turned,
getting little sleep so that she rose each morheayy-eyed and weary.

The weather became hot; roses bloomed in everyegattieir evocative
fragrance heavy on the sultry air. The usual raabs that Christmas was
not very far away made itself felt, and people Ipegaflock into town,
mostly mothers buying gifts for their families begschool broke up.

Luce lost weight, but refused to surrender to theds that were tearing her
apart. She would not become another of his misgtsgsgssed and then
discarded. But the ache within her grew, the huagerthe need, until one
day she walked listlessly along the street in tiech hour and came face to
face with Ryan McLeod.

He stopped and greeted her, those hard eyes restinger face with
dispassionate interest.

'Have you been ill?'

Luce looked at him warily. 'l—that is—-She stopped, feeling a perfect
fool.

'‘Come along,' he said calmly, taking her arm aadileg her into a nearby
restaurant. "You look as though you could do wading up. You've lost at
least a half a stone since | saw you last.’

'Not quite." Wondering wearily why it was her fatebe ordered about by a
brace of arrogant males, Luce subsided into a chaot him what she
wanted to eat and waited listlessly while he amdvtiter conferred.

A few moments later she was staring into a glassxtemely good sherry,
saying, 'l can't drink this. I'll be in no fit séato go back to work.'



'‘No breakfast?' Ryan lifted an eyebrow. 'Drinkngvertheless, and tell me
why you're trying to starve yourself to death.'

'I'm not.'

'‘No, you're unhappy and so your appetite has gome know, repugnant as
it is to me to interfere in anyone else's affalis, going to have to do
something about you and that brother-in-law of mBenia is worrying.'
'I'm sorry about that." Luce eyed him suspiciousigt the ironic humour in
his eyes with a faint smile and added impulsivélgan see you're the sort of
man to hate women bursting into tears all over you,if you talk about
Conn that's j-just what I'll do.’

'l wonder if my reputation could bear it,' he, miis& ou won't, however.
Tell me, do you happen to love that arrogant playh®’

'You've a nerve! The pot calling the kettle black!
He smiled but asked inflexibly, ‘Luce?’

Tears blinded her. She blew her nose, abandoningihef sophistication.
'Of course | do! If | didn't I'd take what he's@fihg and not c-care.’

'‘And he's offering?'

‘A few weeks together to—to get each other outwf gystems and then
divorce.' She gulped sherry, adding fiercely, Ulddill him!

‘The feeling is entirely mutual,’ he said drily.

Luce's glance flew up to his face, her eyes widktanrified. 'What do you
mean?'

'Last night he had dinner with us. Sonia retireddad early and after making
a determined effort to sink the contents of my Wiisottle Conn mentioned
in passing that when next he saw you he had emw&gtion of showing you

who was in charge.’



'Was he drunk?'

Ryan shook his head. 'Being ridden by a black tggther that he's unable
to write, unable to sleep and, like you, not eatiMipen | asked the reason
he told me, impolitely, to shut my face. Are yourgpto do the same. Luce?"

"You must admit you're an odd confidante," sheiparunsure of what she
should do.

‘The irony strikes me too. Quite frankly it's noy style, but I'm attached to
Conn and | have the feeling I could grow to liketyo

'‘And Sonia is worrying.'

He smiled, appreciating the note of sarcasm ircherment. 'Exactly. Now
would you like to tell me exactly why you and hevéanade such a mess of
things?'

Incredibly enough Luce did just that, finding soswet of release in telling

this big, uncommunicative man. She spoke rapidly eoncisely, without

drama, but her voice revealed the shades of heti@msp and while she
talked some of the heavy burden that had lain deerbegan to lift. Her

story ended with the coffee. For some minutes Ryared into the depths of
his cup, frowning slightly. Then he looked up amatisvithout expression,

"You've had a rough spin of it. What are you gdmgo now?"

'‘Go to him, | suppose,' she said hopelessly. 'Amktihat he never gets tired
of me. Do you think that's what | should do?'

'l never give advice,' he answered smoothly. 'Blladree it seems to be the
only thing to do. That's if you want to be with him

She answered the unspoken question positively. Yaking to you has
made me realise that there's nothing else 1 carf dloa miserable with
him—well, life without him is like walking through desert.’

'Very well, then.' Ryan looked at his watch. b# in town all afternoon. I'll
collect you from work and take you out.’



'‘What?' Luce began to stammer. 'B-but | can't—Imé&xraeme has to get
someone else—I can't. . ..'

'Luce, do you want things to go on the way they aeeh day that passes
hardening your attitudes, making it more diffictdt either of you to take
that first step?’

'No," she whispered.
'Very well, then.'

'l pity Sonia," she said darkly as he" held heirctoa her to get up. 'With a
husband like you and a brother like Conn it's adesrshe's got a soul to call
her own!'

He smiled down at her, causing a kind of feminilgtér right around the
restaurant. 'Welcome to the family.'

At six o'clock that evening he deposited her, ¢litg the smaH suitcase of
necessities she had packed, at the top of thédiilind the cove. Graeme
had been curious about her abrupt request fordifméut his wife was able
to take her place and he had let her go with aardaldjest and get better.

'‘Are you sure you don't want me to drive you doviRyan asked.

'‘No." Luce managed to produce a smile. 'He carkemae go back with you
if | walk down. Wish me luck, Ryan.'

'l don't for a moment think you need it." He smjlégnt and kissed her
cheek. 'Off you go!

He really was a dear, she thought as she madedecavefully down the
steep road, smiling at the crassness of such aipiisc.

As well as that inbuilt ruthlessness there wasdikess in Ryan which Conn
didn't possess. Except that that wasn't quite égtiner. Conn had been cruel
to her, but he had been surprisingly sympatheitz, t



God, | hope I'm doing the right thing, she whispebeneath her breath.

By the time she had reached the bottom of thdaillsuitcase weighed a ton
and she was so jittery that the scutter of somellsaramal in the
undergrowth beside the road almost made her scream.

It was very still, very hot even beneath the shaidhe pohutukawa trees
now almost smothered in scarlet and crimson floneven before her call
had met with no answer she knew that the beachehaas empty. For a
moment she hesitated, then shrugged and wentanghrthe wide screen
doors, across the shady living room and into thodoem.

Once there she unpacked, using the empty drawetBeimeat built-in
dressing table. She had brought mostly shorts lain;ssome wild impulse
had led her to pack an exquisite negligee and gaytm, but she bit her lip
at the sight of them and hung then up in the wénelro

As usual at the end of the day she felt sticky.ivadly she had a shower, but
the sea beckoned. Her fingers touched a bikingr aitmoment's hesitation
she left it and when she had stripped off put mafhiut a wrap over her skin.

The water was warm, like silk along her limbs, saneg smoothly and
wantonly. She stayed in it a long time, swayingtlyelbehind the red rock
barrier until at last she made her way acrossieogh wet sand.

By the time the sun went down she was worried, Igure hadn't taken to
roaming the hills aimlessly! A small smile lifte@tspirits. No, she could
not imagine Conn doing anything aimlessly; a ma#-directed man it

would be hard to find. So, as he was far too sémsthdrown himself, that
meant he had gone out. Sure enough, a quick petbp igarage revealed it
empty.

Possibly to Soma's. Which would appeal to Ryanislosac sense of
humour. Luce could just imagine him behaving pdlyeaormally all
evening. In the meantime she was hungry. A delte the refrigerator
revealed cold meat and salads; she didn't redlagattwas the first decent
meal she had had in over a week.



By midnight she had fallen asleep twice, wakingeaoe with a jerk which
almost dislocated her neck.

‘To hell with this," she told the sitting-room, anent into the bedroom,
pulled on a nightgown and went to bed.

And incredibly enough, almost immediately she slépsleep so deep that
she remained almost motionless during the ensuimgrsh spread in
splendid abandon across the big bed while the muaate its way across the
sky.

When she woke it was full daylight and Conn wasngjton the side of the
bed, drinking coffee and staring at the floor amuthh he wanted to order its
immediate execution.

For a moment Luce couldn't remember where she Was.unguarded
movement brought him around to look at "her.

'‘Good morning,' he said formally, every shade giregsion wiped clean
from his face.

'‘Good morning.'
He nodded at the side table. 'l made you coffee.’
‘Thank you.'

Much more of this ridiculous formality and sheldl tihe coffee over him. At

least it gave her something to do, so she reachieadnoarm and took up the
mug, blinking at the sunlight as it fell across tlo®r. ' Against it he was a
dark silhouette, threatening, poised to strike. Wicly glance revealed a
dented pillow beside her. A flush touched her ceeeid her hand trembled.
To hide it she drank the coffee, totally at a kmgsvords, while the thoughts
darted around her brain.

Obviously Conn had no intention of taking what s$te&l offered, or he
would have woken her when he came to bed. Andwbste did that leave
her? With her capitulation thrown back in her fabat's where!



'Who brought you here?’
She smiled with irony. 'Ryan.’

'l should have known." He grinned, almost wolfisHAnd then went on
home, changed and took his wife and children tdSttesvarts' barbecue.’

is that where you were?'

He slanted a taunt her way. 'Yes. And he spenethiee evening giving a
terrific impersonation of Ryan McLeod.’

'You're two of a kind. Poor Sonia!'

'Did he talk you into coming here?' His voice wasel, as though the
guestion was so unimportant it barely needed awems

For a second every muscle in Luce's body tensed.sNe said quietly. 'He
gave me aride, that's all.'

'‘Good. There's no need for anyone else to be iedoin our affairs.’ As if
tired of fencing, Conn put his mug down on the satge, took hers and set
it beside his, then with a purposeful expressideds'And just why did you
come, Luce? The truth, now.’

"You won't believe me.’

‘Try me.'

She sighed, staring down at her hands. The nightolkean hot and all that
covered her was a sheet. Against it her skin wis gald silk, fine and
fragile. '‘Because | want to be with you,' she sagdily. 'I'm sick of fighting.
It's all I've done since you left me on our weddnight. | suppose | love you
and I've no pride left.'

'What changed your mind?"

Luce smiled. 'Misery.'



The word was incongruous on the sparkling air fldteheaviness of it so at
odds with the shining morning that it sounded hkeobscenity.

Conn shrugged, watching her with his eyes narrowddd are you
expecting to live happily ever after?’

God, but he enjoyed hurting her! Her teeth clenabwedher lip a moment
before she said huskily, ‘No. No, I've learnedl#sson you set out to teach
me. Love is fleeting, enjoy it while you may, ett¢. | won't plead with you
to give me more than you can.' She lifted her lasbeay with a half smile,
You told me I'd have to crawl. Well, I'm crawlinGonn.'

'Words come easily to you.'

Her pallor increased, was suddenly lost in a flobdcarlet as she realised
what he wanted. Not content with her spoken sugeheé wanted her to
show him in the most basic way of all that she paen in. She looked
appealingly up, met a glance which was razor-shagpmerciless and knew
that if she failed now she could say goodbye tofatwre for them together.
He had never believed that she loved him, not fiteerfirst, and subsequent
events had only hardened his attitude. Not witleason; she had been too
immature to deal with Nita's revelations in any stouctive way, and her
running away had been the reaction of a hurt chllelhad every reason to
consider her naive, too juvenile to embark on ay af adult relationship.
But he was giving her the chance, if she had cauesgpugh to grasp it.

Nervously she looked at him through her lashes, diddenly dry. He was
wearing a robe, an old towelling affair beJted &psround the waist, and
he was big and virile and tough, totally withou¢ tenderness she craved
from him. He did not love her, but he wanted had #or her that was going
to have to be enough.

'What do you want?' she asked.
He smiled. 'Action, Luce. You've always been vencal about your

emotions, but when it comes to translating them awtion you don't follow
through. Show me how much you love me.’



'O.K." If she surprised him she would never knoar, lie still kept that
expressionless mask over his features. Very slsiwywriggled beneath the
sheet, tugging at the thin cotton of her nightgowasing it free of her
buttocks and above her hips until she could pul#r her head. Then she
looked at him and saw the flash of desire he cootdchide, and she smiled,
carefully concealing her relief. The fact that lael Islept beside her last night
without waking her had had her worried, but thabtder he couldn't hide
told her that whatever his reason it had not beanlie no longer wanted
her.

‘You're too far away,' she said softly.
‘Then come closer.’

Oh, he wasn't going to make it easy for her. A lsmdiranger lit the cool
depths of her eyes. She reached out and slid Inerbeneath his robe, then
grabbed his shoulder and pulled him off balancthabhe fell against her.
The movement jerked the sheet down and his heaohldner breast.

Luce's heart beat lightly and rapidly. Slowly sh& per arms around him
and rested her cheek on his thick hair, saying staken voice, ‘Conn, |
need you so much. Please don't send me back mttathness without you.'

He moved slightly, sliding his arms around her wagainst the silken skin
of her breasts his mouth made tiny kisses whemablkes is that what it was
for you, Luce? You told me that regaining your meynwould hurtle you
into that dark abyss.'

'No, it was the knowledge that I'd failed you, thatost you.'

'Oh, God!" The words were wrenched from him. Hestightened almost
unbearably, but he turned his head away from hehatin't shaved and the
dark shadow of his beard seared across her bimasgshe said nothing,
holding him close against her so that her heattefltad beneath his cheek.

'If 1 take you now, I'll never let you go,' he tdh@r harshly. 'Do you think
you could stand a lifetime of it, Luce? | can't ipise to be anything other



than fiercely possessive and I'll probably breditieedown the throat of any
man who so much as smiles at you, but I'll do st beemake you happy."'

‘Just being with you will make me happy."'

He was very still, and then said slowly, 'For h@ng, Luce? Until passion
wanes as it will, as it must?'

Bewildered by his change in attitude, she yet ktieat what she said now
could well be the cornerstone of their life togetl8mehow she must make
him see what was in her heart.

'If it fades, then surely there'll be other thinggs take its place,” she
whispered. 'lIf we share a life, doesn't that maikedis of a different sort but
just as strong? | want to have your children, Cdonsee them grow, to
make the kind of home for them that neither you Inoad.' Tears came to
her eyes. She felt them spill over, but dared elaixrher hold on him in case
he took it as a rejection. Turning her head, shieetither face into his hair,
saying in a voice muffled by emotion, 'But | danind if you don't want that
sort of life. | just want to be with you. Pleasalrily feel alive when you are
with me.'

He said nothing, and after a moment of unbear&plgidn she said, 'l know
you don't love me--'

'Luce, you stupid little fool! | fell in love witlyou the first time | saw you,’
he groaned, lifting his head to look at her. 'Likeboy of twenty.
Helplessly—head over heels and fathoms deep.’

She stared, unable to believe her ears. 'But yeerrsaid—you didn't—'

'Of course | didn't,” Conn smiled, irony and seafiempt mixed. 'Move
over.'

Luce knew that she should be happy. Had he notgiher what she had
longed to know but resigned herself to never hgariBut even as he slid
between the sheets, abandoning his robe on the amalytook her in his
arms, she could only feel a tired astonishment.



'Why?' she asked. 'Why didn't you tell me?’
'‘Because you felt no such emotion for me.’
'‘But | did—I did!"

He shook his head, smoothing away the frown limeker forehead with a
gentle finger. 'No, you didn't. You jumped headgtfinto your first bout of
physical attraction. I'm not blaming you for it;e@agjhteen that's about all that
you were capable of feeling. You were wilful andeart and unscrupulous
and utterly enchanting, and | wanted you more tlibever wanted anything
in my life before. But | wouldn't have married ythen if it hadn't been for
the menage you were in and your wholly ruthless afagealing with your
frustration. If you'd had a normal family I'd halieng around until your
attraction had deepened into love, possibly after or three love affairs.
Unfortunately | couldn't afford the time.’

Luce still couldn't believe him, though his explaoa made so much clear.
'‘But you were Nita's lover,’ she said in a smait&o

The muscles in his shoulder moved as he shrugdetil I met you.'
'‘But—she said—that you still were, and you didait so.'

"Try and understand just how things were. Somehbadito cope with my
emotions for you; I'd never felt like that befonedamore than anything |
wanted to marry you and make you safe, only | ktieat it wasn't fair to
you. You could—probably would—fall out oflove asség as you fell in
love. At eighteen one's emotions are hardly stake. it would have killed
me to let you go. Then there was Nita. Apart frovn flact that she was your
stepmother she had been generous and undemandiiaip'tlwant to hurt
her more than was necessary.’

Luce nodded, seeing for the first time just how Bhd contributed to the
disastrous course of their marriage. 'So | threateto behave like a
promiscuous little fool and you came over all chivas,’ she said,
burrowing her head into his chest to cool her nateks.



Conn laughed softly as he stroked her arms and amstkheek. 'Yes. When
Nita appeared like the wicked fairy on our weddmght I'd had enough,
especially as | could see that you believed evenglwshe said. So | behaved
as badly as | could, feeling that I'd got into tation from which we'd all
emerge losers.'

'Which was what happened, thanks to my idiocy.'

'‘No, mine,' he said roughly. 'l knew you werenjpaiale of anything more
than a kind of hero-worship with sexual overtorims, it still hurt like hell
when you behaved like an adolescent.' He swunglbse to him, crushing
her against him as he said through clenched téelitm't suppose you'll ever
know how it felt to make love to you and get nqo@sse. If | hadn't gone out
I'd have raped you. At least | still had sense ghdo know that if | did that
I'd have destroyed any chance of making our magnegrk.'

'l ached with frustration,' she said, kissing Iswdder and throat, pressing
her open mouth against the warm smooth skin uatiddgan to tremble and
caught her hair and held her head away.

'In a moment,’ he said thickly. This time | wainta be perfect, for both of
us, free from any taint of the past.'

She smiled, looking at him from beneath lowerethdasand ran her hand
down his side, coming to rest on his hip, delightimthe sudden tension of
his body at her touch.

'Witch,' he muttered, holding her still. 'No, | nmeia Is there anything else
you want to know?"'

'What were you doing with Nita when she was killddér fingers traced out
the ugly scar.

'We were both at a party. Oh, not together. Shehigils marijuana, | think,
so | drove her home. That was all. | didn't gogo @dn our wedding night—I
lied to you about that. | walked the streets, findecided to come back and
tell you the truth. When | got there you'd gonej &nouldn't find you.'



Something in the way he spoke told her of the de®ol he had felt, and she
gave a choked sob. 'l thought | was the only orsufter. Oh, Conn, I'm so
sorry for everything!

'I'm not."' He kissed her forehead, holding herelimsa comforting embrace.
'‘God knows, it was as much my fault as yours. Id¢tave saved us both a
lot of pain if I'd been open with you. I've a nasggnper, my love, and | can't
promise to change overnight.'

'l don't want you to change.' Luce rested her lag@ihst his chest, surprised
that lying together like this, like lovers, theyut yet be talking so quietly,
so earnestly. She could feel the smooth warmthsabbddy against hers, the
strength and the faint tangy scent of him, andoaltin she was acutely
conscious of his leashed passion she was relaxemh ey would make
love and she would know again the singing ecsthgyuprushing fountain
of desire which for too short a time freed thennfrithe immense loneliness
of humankind. But now was not the time, now it weasugh to talk and lift
the burdens of the past, to feel safe and warmcedl.

'l like you the way you are,' she said, smiling yetre serious than she had
ever been before in her life. 'l love you the way yare. But why were you
so—so aloof when | finally did remember? You told that you felt nothing
for me but lust, and that | owed you myself foryalur trouble. Why?"

i wanted you to love me. | knew as soon as | sawagain that the physical
magic was as strong as ever.' His hands arounfhtemere gentle, but he
spoke with a harshness that revealed how muchyeeks was under. "You
have no idea how much it hurt to see you fighttine fear and anger in your
eyes—yet that, and the desire you couldn't hideg gae hope. | dreaded the
return of your memory—it seemed that there wasvan ehance you could
wake up loathing me. So | kissed you and madetlmyeu, trying to make it
impossible for you to resist me.'

She smiled against his shoulder, her expressioghmeigous. 'You were
wicked.'

'‘Not nearly as wicked as | could have been.' Cagtresl, touching her throat
and breast with a gentle hand. 'But when you digireyour memory, we



seemed to have gone backwards. You lifted me aspiskd yourself. | gave
you time to get over the shock and we made lovel, knew we still weren't
out of the woods. | loved you more than | believegossible to love a
woman; you wanted me but you hated me, seeingdesire as the sort of
physical subjugation you despised in Nita.'

'‘And Jolie." She should not have been astoundéawatwell he read her
mind, but she was, lifting her head from his sheukb that she met the hot
green of his gaze. 'How did you know?'

'l know the way you think,' he told her wryly. Hiand swept the contours of
her body, fiercely possessive against her skin.

Luce winced, but her body knew its master, movingausly against him in
open provocation, revelling in the instant tensstve aroused in him. He
bent his head but didn't kiss her until she mowsdjry at the taunt in his
gaze. She pulled his head down, teasing his mqeh with hers, using all
the sexuality he had brought to life to force honidse control.

The kiss was painful yet satisfying, a dark merghmouths that was a seal
of possession for them both, a promise for theréutédnd still his hands
moved, reinforcing their mastery of her responsethay explored.

'I'm hurting you," he said thickly.
'l don't care.'

He smiled, but his touch gentled and after a monhensaid with harsh
distinctness, 'Well, that's it. | wanted your soder in every way. It was a
test, if you like. | felt that the only way for yda prove you loved me was
for you to sink your pride completely. It was a dde) but | won. You came
here last night. When | came in you were sprawlgdss my bed. I--' he
stopped, lowering his head to rest his face imthenth of her neck. After a
moment he resumed in muffled tones, 'My sweetljoguld have wept with
relief. | was bloody tired, so | got in beside yemd you turned and cuddled
against me, and it seemed the most natural thitigginvorld to go to sleep to
the sound of your breathing and the warmth of ymdy against mine.’



There was a long silence, before Luce said huskibt, you were beastly to
me when you woke me.’

'‘As always, morning brought doubts. | had to ture screw a bit, just to
make sure that you knew what you were doing.'

He released her, turning away to fumble in the draov the small table by
the bed. Luce lay still, hardly breathing, shakemér depths by the naked
need in his voice and face. For a moment the toargbgant lines of his face
had altered. He had looked vulnerable. It seemeoh&radiction in terms.
Conn—vulnerable? Yet he had been, and she had krnlogm just how
much he loved her. And the wonder and glory ofrightened her and
exhilarated her and made her so humble that sHd baue wept.

'Here,' he said. In his hand was the plain golddiregiring he had given her
two years ago. The morning sun caught it as heitsbd. 'When | pushed
that ruby one on your finger, that first time i tthop, | hoped it might stir a
memory," he said. 'l liked the look of it, and as dwdn't get an engagement
ring | bought it.'

'Where is it?' Her voice was thick, so low in heogt that she cleared it.
He had kept them together, if you don't like it @@ get another,’ he said.
'l love it." The tears gathered as she bent heat &ed kissed his hand, laying
her cheek against the lean strength of it in augeswhich revealed how
incredibly moved she was.

'Oh, God, Conn, never leave me again. | couldrmt ke

He leaned back into the pillows, pulling her sa stz lay against him, his
expression darkly intent as he traced the gentieesuof her body with a
loving finger.

'‘Never again,’ he muttered. 'l promise, never again

He kissed the ring and her finger; his mouth madeduker throat, touched the
pulse there and moved slowly”™ purposefully, ovar dteulders. Luce felt



the sweet tension stir again deep with her, theeofgdesire. His action had
displaced the sheet and she drew her breath dsaheatrong hands moved
across the whiteness of her skin.

'l love you,' she whispered, her fingers carestiegoroad shoulders.

'I'd die for you." Conn lifted his head, his exmies taut with passion,
warmed by the love he no longer hid. As his mootikthers she groaned,
her hands fiercely pulling him against her. She tedronly to give, to

recompense him for the lost years and the painaaralways happens, in
the giving she received as much again.



