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Instinct warned her to avoid a man like Nick!

But as he was the new owner of the vineyard wheeson rented a
small cottage, their meeting was inevitable.

Life hadn't been easy for Shannon. Supporting beng orphaned
niece had left her little time for male friends aameone like Nick

was totally beyond her experience. She quicklyalisced he had the
power to disturb her emotions and she realizeddmger of allowing

him into her life.

Nick Stanich, however, didn't wait to be invitede Hook over,
commanding and demanding. And in spite of her lb@sintions,
Shannon soon found herself responding!



CHAPTER ONE

‘You look like the cat who's just swallowed theasrg' Beverley
stated positively as she placed her tray down ahddable. 'Are you
going to tell me, or am | to be kept in suspense ?'

Shannon smiled, and it was a happy smile thatpliher attractive
features into something quite beautiful. Carefidlye emptied a
sachet of sugar into her coffee, then stirredaughtfully.

'Shannon!'

'l was waiting until you sat down," she declaredsimgly, her fine
brown eyes lighting with teasing laughter at théieot girl's
expression.

'For heaven's sake,’ Beverley grumbled good- ndiuras she
subsided into a chair. 'lt must be something ouhefordinary if |
can't be trusted to hear it standing on my feetv il, please!

Shannon smoothed a hand over the length of herxtavin hair and
regarded her friend with a faintly pensive lookréteived a letter
from Ivan Stanich's lawyer a few days ago.'

'‘Well?' Beverley urged. 'What did it say?'

Shannon made a slight moue, then smiled. 'Legasglotogy—it
tends to confuse rather than clarify. lIvan mustehanade mention of
the fact that | could continue occupying the cattagore or less
indefinitely, and now it appears that Ivan's nepheio has inherited
the Vista d'Oro vineyard, has expressed no objectibave written
confirmation that the present low rental won't heréased. Isn't that
great?'Her eyes shone with relief. 'Rents are gb thiese days, and
since lvan's death I've been so worried, wondexingther Kelly and

| would have to move. The mere thought of havingnédke ends meet
has been giving me sleepless nights.’



'It was beginning to show," Beverley professed \ritmdly concern.
'‘You've lost weight—something you can't affordyas're much too
slimasitis.'

‘Mother-henning me, are you?' Shannon teased yightily to have
the other girl quip light-heartedly:

'If I don't, who will?"

Shannon smiled across the table at her companieveriey was a
dear, and they'd been firm friends ever since Sbtraniterally
bumped into her with Kelly in her arms more thauarfgears ago.

There was a companionable silence for a few miragebey sipped
their coffee, then Beverley queried idly:

'Did the letter say when the nephew is due to e?’iv

Shannon frowned slightly on reflection. 'No. Bighiould imagine it
will be soon. A flourishing vineyard can't be leftsupervised for
long, even though most of lvan's regular employees been kept
on.’

*You've met Nick Stanich, haven't you?'

‘Twice,!” Shannon said bleakly. 'He flew over for ti&es
funeral—and again, three months later when Ivasqhaway.'

Beverley shivered slightly. 'Funerals!" she sighesfully. ‘Hardly the
most auspicious of occasions at which to form ajuamtance.’

That specific occasion heralded the arrival fronst#alia of Ilvan's
brother, Mate, together with his son Nick—tall, poful men with a
forceful presence that Shannon had found overwingimi



It was on the tip of Shannon's tongue to revedalerascathingly that
she had no desire to renew her brief acquaintamte-Nick Stanich,
Ivan's rather awesome nephew. Even now, his imagee ctoo
readily to mind to taunt her. Dark-haired, slateygeyes that held a
wealth of living in their depths, the man had pctgel an aura that
was daunting. She hid a slight humourless smileefiection—her
defence mechanism had risen protectively with adpleat bordered
on sheer panic!

'l expect he has things to organise before he aea up residence,’
Beverley pondered thoughtfully, causing Shanndmastily abandon
her reverie.

'l suppose so,' she commented absently as she aglatbb queue
grow in front of the self-service counter. It waslvafter midday, and
many of the tables in the coffee lounge were o@ulipi

‘Now that he has his own vineyard,’ Beverley cardth
speculatively, 'he won't have to kowtow to an elaether.'

Shannon couldn't for the life of her imagine Nidkr8ch kowtowing
to anyone, and quite frankly she was becoming toe8everley's
preoccupation with the man. 'l really must be on way," she
declared briskly. 'lI've still some shopping to doeterminedly she
rose to her feet and began collecting her parogisther.

Beverley sighed. 'Back to the grindstone, | gubislunch-hour is
almost over.' She followed Shannon, and pausederpavement
outside the coffee lounge. 'Same time, next week?'

Shannon gave the girl a quick ready smile. 'YesveHa nice
weekend,' she said engagingly, then she turnedraa@ her way to
the parking area.

Her aged, slightly disreputable Mini stood restingtween two
vehicles of a more modern vintage, and she spdredobnnet a



conciliatory pat. Unlocking the passenger door, dbhposited her
parcels on to the back seat before securing thkedgain, then set out
briskly towards the main entrance into the larggpging mall. There
were only a few minor items she had to purchase-fasteners that
Mrs Elliott had neglected to provide when she'd ledt another
length of material for Shannon to fashion on hevisg machine,
some buttons, a few reels of thread, and new riblbomKelly's hair.

Some fifteen minutes later Shannon manoeuvred aeilinto the
steadily-moving flow of traffic along Rail- side-Anue, and muffled
a brief curse as the traffic lights changed fromegrto amber just as
she reached the intersection. It really was toq éen time was of
the essence. In little more than an hour she whalk to collect
Kelly from school, and Sheila Burton was due toivarrat
two-forty-five for a fitting. There wouldn't be tento do any baking
at all, and with a sigh Shannon relegated that echiorthe early
evening hours after Kelly was asleep.

The lights changed, and Shannon urged the Mininmdton, only to
have the engine give an apologetic cough, thendeibssilence. Oh,
darn it! She'd forgotten to change geatr!

Within seconds there was a hornblast from the t@ahe quickly
followed by another. Impatient drivers, she dedueagly, and
almost certainly they would be men—women were ugualre
sympathetic! In that instant the engine spluttedece, and she thrust
the gear lever forward with more than necessagetdVithout doubt
it was pure mechanical perversity that caused din¢ocleap forward
with something akin to a kangaroo hop before conting halt yet
again.

Shannon cursed softly beneath her breath. Thig/rneak the limit!
‘All right, Angel,' she murmured soothingly, 'I'nulty sorry.* 'Angel’
responded in kind, moving smoothly without hasaéjrtg the bend



with dignified pride, and was seemingly obliviousthe car behind
pulled out and passed them with a suitably indigynaar.

A Ferrari—Shannon mused speculatively as she sjarsidek lines
an admiring glance. 'We're shamelessly outclasgediel,’ she
uttered with an irrepressible grin, then gave htligugh. Talking to
her car —she needed her head read!

Naming the car 'Angel' had begun as an amusinggohee eighteen
months ago when Shannon emptied her bank account
carefully-scrimped savings to purchase a car. Ntmb®lster her own
misgivings, she had given the thirteen-year-oldiMomething of a
pep-talk when she brought it to a halt inside thmge adjoining the
cottage that fateful day. Certain of her inabildymeet any expensive
repair bills, she had begged it to be an angelbaméve itself. Kelly
had dissolved into peals of laughter, and theydiacke developed the
habit of urging dear 'Angel’ to transport them Baf@thout mishap
whenever they ventured more than two miles distant home.

Dear Kelly, Shannon mused reflectively. An angeip consigned
into her care by the hand of fate five and a hadfrg ago. A carefree
nineteen, Shannon had been contentedly earnindivileg as a
machinist in one of Auckland's largest fashion mueds. She had
shared a flat with two girls in one of the eliteskaan suburbs, and
there had been several young men burning up teehehe wires
with invitations to wine and dine her. This idyllgtuation had
undergone an abrupt change when a perfectly nomeskend
assumed cataclysmic proportions and irretrievabliered her
life-style. If her sister Bridget hadn't indicatadiesire to accompany
her husband down to Rotorua for a soccer tourngmesmd if
Shannon hadn't unhesitatingly begged to take dasex-anonth-old
Kelly, perhaps Bridget would be alive today. A fatar crash on the
return journey robbed Shannon of all that remaiwfdter immediate
family, and left little Kelly without parents.



That following year had been a difficult one, bdtmancially and
emotionally, and if it hadn't been for a kindly Ireatate agent taking
more than the usual interest in Shannon's plidetpsight never have
managed to keep her head above water. A placeayovwgtiere the
landlord tolerated a child proved more difficulathshe had ever
imagined, for with only a few hundred dollars ivisgs and freshly
resigned from her job to look after Kelly, most ageshook their
heads and showed her to the door. One, an unasggunet man by
the name of John Vlasich, had not, and it had beenho persuaded
Ivan Stanich to rent Shannon the small cottageneretistern fringe
of his thirty-hectare vineyard. A large, imposinguble- storeyed
brick house had been built on an acre of groundcadit to the
original cottage some seven years previously wian indulged his
wife by building her the house of her dreams.

Ivan and Katija Stanich had taken Shannon and Kaiiger their

wing, showering them with an affection that wasalisureserved for

kith and kin, and it was largely due to Katija'luence that Shannon
managed to accumulate a modest clientele for hessdraking

talents.

For the past two years life had been exceedingbdgand the only
cloud on the horizon had been Katija's sudden diath months
previously, followed mere weeks ago by that of lvan

Shannon had been incredibly anxious about being tabstay on at
the cottage, for without doubt she would have lagay twice as
much in rent anywhere else. Now, thanks to Ivaalsegosity, and,
she had to concede, his nephew's consent, shestaylohdefinitely.

Shannon drove away from the township, crossingreoyabridge,
urging Angel up a moderate incline where the grotnthe left fell
away to give view to one of the oldest establish@yards in the
area. Lebanese-owned, it had been operating smecéutn of the



century. Acre upon acre of vines lay beneath thentraof the sun,
the grapes richly plump and ready for harvesting.

Henderson, and the valley encompassing Oratia,iRaduSwanson,
was scattered with housing estates among orchaxdiviaeyards.
For it was here that many early Yugoslav immigrdrdas the coast
of Dalmatia had settled after first working the dighas in the north
of the North Island of New Zealand, hardworking pleowho tilled
the land tirelessly in an effort to make a worthehliving for
themselves and their families.

Shannon followed the main road for some distanderéeslowing
down to bring the car to a halt beside a roadstdik where she
purchased some fruit and vegetables. Depositingrgelbag of
potatoes, some onions, apples and oranges on teahseat, she slid
in behind the wheel and switched on the ignitibenturged Angel on
to the road, gathering speed swiftly.

In less than five minutes she reached the eastegefof the Vista
d'Oro vineyard, and she couldn't help the feelihgebef that spread
through her veins at the sight of the neatly-bwhite-painted
cottage.

Now it would remain her home, and she wouldn't haveslinquish
its pleasantly-decorated interior for something legpealing.

Halting the car in the driveway, Shannon beganegail together as
many of her parcels as she could carry. With tbetfdoor key held
firmly between her fingers, she stepped quicklythep path and by
adroit manipulation managed to insert the key thwlock without

mishap. After unloading her armload on to the letcthable she
moved outside again and was almost to die car vdwenething

caught her eye.



A strange car stood in the courtyard adjacent &n'ss house, and
Shannon gave a slight start as she recognisedatikegceen Ferrari
that had swept past her less than ten minutesiagad to be the
same. 'Let's face it, my girl,' she muttered alnhesteath her breath,
‘a Ferrari isn't exactly your usual run-of- thetrodr!"

At that moment a tall dark-haired figure emergexuifithe house and
began descending the long flight of steps with ¢bimg akin to
cat-like fluidity.

Nick Stanich himself, she perceived wryly. For eaéa distance that
broad frame was unmistakable.

Shannon suppressed a slight shiver of apprehenStehad come
face to face with Ivan's nephew on just two ocaasi@nd she was
unable to view either of those meetings with enttem. Oh, Nick
Stanich had been polite—she would even go so fatoaadd
courteous—but something about him sent strang&lpsscudding
up and down her spine. Now he was here, aboutsideaea mere
hundred yards distant, and no matter how carefellvehs to avoid
him there were bound to be times when they wouldtme

Thoroughly cross with herself, she leant insideNMiei and gathered
together her remaining parcels, then hurried indige cottage
without so much as a backward glance.

The following hour passed in a flash, and Shanmmed rom the
cottage with no time to spare. Next week, when Kattained her
sixth birthday, it was likely that her school-leagitime would be
extended to three o'clock. An extra half-hour wonldke all the
difference to Shannon's afternoon, as far as sewimg was
concerned.

'Hi there. Did you have a nice day?’



Kelly's face creased into a wide smile, and shewgtb with
self-importance. 'lI've got a picture. | drawedit you.'

‘Drew, honey,” Shannon corrected as she scanned
carefully-proffered brightly-coloured drawing. 'Aobise?' she
hazarded quizzically.

'‘Our cottage,’ Kelly confirmed with grave importan€That's Ivan's
house, the big one on this side."

‘And all these squiggles --'
'Vines, of course.’

What else! Shannon shot her niece an engaging'yon:ll have to
keep it, and one day when you're a famous artist --

"'l sell my pictures for lots of money,' the l@timp responded with
an irrepressible grin. 'Then we'll buy Vista d'Guad live here for
ever.'

Shannon sobered. 'That's a pie-in-the-sky kindre&mh, my lamb.
We're lucky that Ivan ensured we could stay onthViioncentrated
dedication she eased the Mini out from its parldpgce and headed
home.

'‘Can we have a barbecue tea tonight? Please, Shdnhdove
sausages cooked on the barbecue.'’

'l don't see why not The weather is okay, and ifhage tea early,'
Shannon acquiesced willingly. 'Hot chipped potamegvell?’

‘And coleslaw,' Kelly added. 'Did you get Taniasgent?"

'Relax, imp. It's safely at home, all ready to wrapd a card.'



‘Are you making something to take?'
‘A pavlova—two, actually,’ Shannon replied absently

‘Shannon! There's a car—over there, in Ivan's didye Do you
suppose it'fim?’

Such excitement, Shannon reflected tolerantly. $mweshe had the
feeling that Kelly regarded the new owner of Vidt®ro as some
kind of godlike creature who would shower attentsord affection
upon them both.

'‘What an absolutely super car!" Kelly enthused witidisguised
delight. 'l bet it zooms along ever so fast.'

It does, Shannon endorsed silently, and it's unidaily just as
powerful as its owner. 'Hey, where are you goisy@'cried as Kelly
slipped out from the Mini just as soon as it drevathalt inside the
garage.

'I'm going to say hello, and show him my picture.’

‘Kelly—no!" But her words echoed emptily, for Kellyas already
moving with the speed of light, her small feet sefy touching the
concrete path leading through the rose garderstyrated the two
houses.

A confrontation with Nick Stanich would happen mudoner than
Shannon had anticipated, for there was, little sts& could do but
follow and retrieve Kelly, and proffer an apology.

It was with a feeling of slight trepidation thatesmounted the long
flight of steps at die rear of Ivan's house, arst fis she reached the
uppermost step,’ Kelly appeared followed by a womah much
older than Shannon herself.



‘Nick's in the shower," Kelly informed her aunt hwvih measure of
childish earnestness. 'I've left the picture fan.hi

Shannon shot the casually-attired woman a glana tteld
exasperation tinged with humour. 'I'm sorry if Ketlisturbed you.
She took off before | could stop her.’

A wide smile broadened the other's pleasant femttifeu must be
from the cottage.'

Shannon acquiesced, feeling an explanation of swatsnecessary.
'‘Kelly made this her second home when Katija arah lwere here.
I've already explained that she mustn't --'

'‘But Nick is part of Ivan's family," Kelly interrtggd with adolescent
logic, and Shannon shot her a cautionary glance.

Oh, Kelly, simply beingfamily doesn't mean that Nick will be as
amenable with his time and affection as lvan wa$att, she thought
dubiously, Nick Stanich was very much an unknowardity.

‘We have a little girl about your age. I'm sure Amll be delighted
for you to come over tomorrow and make friends.’

Shannon felt a sense of shock—inexplicable, shéihassured
herself. Why should it affect her that Nick Stanwhs married? He
hadn'tlookedmarried, but that was no criterion!

‘Mrs Burton has just driven up,’ Kelly observeddaBhannon,
murmured a few hasty words in farewell before skeeging Kelly
quickly down the steps.

"You mustn't inflict yourself on them,' she scoldather severely as
they walked towards the path, and Kelly lookedntpntly.

'‘Why are you cross?' she asked.



‘Kelly --' Shannon began with mild exasperation.

Oh heavens, it wasn't Kelly's fault that Katija dwdn hadn't been
distantly aloof landlords. 'Look, honey," she hastk to explain,
‘Vista d'Oro now belongs to Nick. It's not lvanfsyanore, and that
means the house is out of bounds—unless we'retvitou mustn't
waltz over there any old time as you used to dea$d,' she paused tc
smile down at the blonde- headed little imp walkisgdately
alongside. 'Try to remember—okay ?'

‘Il try," Kelly responded uncertainly. 'Do youmose ten o'clock in
the morning will be too early for me to go over &ad Anna?’

'I should think that would be fine," Shannon smésdhe reached out
a hand to ruffle Kelly's hair.

Sheila Burton was waiting by the front steps, logksoignee and
incredibly elegant. Shannon suppressed the unabbgithought that
what Sheila probably spent on make-up and appointsnat the
hairdresser would keep Kelly and herself in clottoesa year. These
beautiful black suede knee-length boots alone wbulgda month's
supply of food!

'I'm already late, and I've scarcely time to trytAmg on," Sheila
began without preamble as she followed ShannorKafy into the

cottage. 'l do wish you wouldn't insist on a secdittthg—one

should be sufficient.'

Irritation was clearly written on her classical tigas, and Shannon
hastily led the way to the small back bedroom wistee worked.

In less than five minutes Sheila faced the mirrat stood surveying
herself critically. Then, as was usual, she indistppon a few
alterations being made. 'The trim—I want it dowrotier inch
towards the hem, and the same applies to the sleeve



This was quite to the contrary of her instructibme days ago when
she had insisted die trim be lifted, and Shanngd tvaliantly to
control the desire to tell her so. It really was tmad, she thought
vexedly. If it wasn't for the fact that Sheila Bantwas one of her
most regular clients, following fashion with an alsh religious
dedication and well able to afford such whims, sloalld be very
tempted to give vent to her feelings. Why did tloguasition of
wealth by marriage give the woman the right to ahtt and reverse
her decisions with shameless disregard for anylze® e

"'l be here to collect it around midday tomorrb®8heila indicated as
she ran a hand over her immaculate hair. '"Youlvaille it ready by
then, won't you?'

Shannon longed to say no, but Sheila's custom a@s/aluable.
'Yes,' she said evenly, adding, 'Kelly and | arengoout at two
o'clock, so please call before then.'

When Sheila had departed in her opulent Mercedesiz Bports
saloon, Shannon retraced her steps into the sewiogn. If she
unpicked the offending trim now, she could re-sewaftier she and
Kelly had had their tea.

‘Shannon, you've finished my dress!" Kelly enthused bright blue
eyes shining. 'It's beautiful. Thank you.'

‘There's only the hem to finish,’ Shannon smiledeally. 'How
would you like to write on Tania's birthday card¥en, if you could
get some potatoes out from the cupboard for me, takd the
sausages from the fridge, | should just about beutfh unpicking
this.'

'Of course. And while you're peeling the potatd#get the portable
barbecue from the garage and take it across betteatemon tree,'
Kelly answered willingly.



It would have to happen, of course, Shannon thowgketchedly

some fifty minutes later. For three years therenhdnken a hint of
trouble in getting the charcoal beneath the bamecili to light. But

tonight of all nights it had to smoke and generdlghave like a
temperamental prima donna.

The sausages are going to taste all smoky," Kebygunced with
childish candour.

'It's the charcoal—it must be damp,’ Shannon medtéroodingly,
sure in her mind that today in some way was ikkdat

'‘Perhaps we should put it out, and cook our teaeajisKelly
deliberated.

‘An excellent suggestion, | would say.'

Shannon peered round the cloudy column of smokeeidirection of
that deep dry voice and met a dark, faintly quiazgaze slanted in
her direction. Vista d'Oro's new owner himself, angry bit as
overpowering as he'd seemed three weeks ago. $heidis beard
did little to tame his appearance—if anything itredg heightened his
rugged good looks.

"You must be Nick,' Kelly concluded engagingly.
‘In the flesh.'

His wry amusement immediately put Shannon on tlfendése. "You
don't need to worry, Mr Stanich,' she assured @prassively. 'I'm
not about to set fire to anything.'

'‘Not the barbecue, at any rate.’ His voice was lg@manused, and she
was prepared to swear that he was laughing at her.



'‘We didn't even call lvan Mr Stanich,' Kelly begalearly perplexed.
'He's Nick, isn't he?'

‘To my friends.’

Of whom | could never be one, Shannon muttereddibriesr breath.
Bother the man—he would have to catch her at aldas#age! She
was conscious of her hair, carelessly caught tegethher nape with
a ribbon, a denim skirt that had seen better daysa T-shirt with tie
crazy words 'Love Me' slanting across her breasts.

'Did you get my picture?' Kelly queried anxiously.

‘Thank you, it's charming,' Nick answered warmliirgy the little
girl - a ready smile, then stepping forward he tab& packet of
matches from Shannon's nerveless fingers. 'Have aysheet of
newspaper | could use?'

1l get some,’ Kelly responded in an instant, aptbmptly
disappeared into the garage to emerge secondsndlteseveral in
her hand. 'lt's a picture of the vineyard,' shdarpd earnesdy as she
watched him hold the newspaper directly in frorittlee charcoal to
form a partial shield from the slight breeze.

'Of course. | thought it a remarkable likeness.'

'I'm coming over tomorrow to meet your little giflye been invited,'
Kelly hastened to explain, casting Shannon a qgiaice.

'I'm sure Anna will be delighted to have your compaHe shifted
position slightly, gently fanning the flicker offine that begun to curl
round the edges of charcoal.

‘You've got it going,' Kelly cried delightedly. ' that marvellous,
Shannon? Perhaps you'd like to share our tea—ntis sausages,
chips and coleslaw. You're very welcome,’ she aaied with



solemn courtesy, and Shannon found herself holigndpreath as she
waited for his reply.

‘Another time, perhaps,’ Nick declined with easl lais eyes as they
met Shannon's held sardonic humour. '‘Good everfignnon
Fitzgerald—Kelly." With a brief nod he turned andved away with
long leisurely strides.

Well, really! Shannon thought crossly as she fiked attention on
the sausages beginning to sizzle merrily on thié e had known
she hadn't wanted him to stay—known, too, thatvgag intent on
remaining safe behind some elusive protective &aof her own
making. There was a latent sensuality in those dayks, a
cynicism-that made her want to turn and run. An tonal

entanglement with such a man would prove whollyatitd and
infinitely dangerous!

'He's nice," Kelly voiced a trifle dreamily, brimgi Shannon's
wayward thoughts sharply into focus.

‘We're merely his tenants, Kelly," she, returnedtenaf-factly.
‘Now, pass the plate and I'll put these sausagesiba-they're done.’

It was a pleasant meal, during which Kelly recodné® amusing
episode that day in class that had hilarious rej@srons—although
certainly not for the teacher, Shannon reflectegywvhen her own
laughter had subsided.

'You wouldn't have been mad, would you?' Kelly dggighelplessly
as Shannon tried to look suitably stern.

'I'd have paddled all of your rear ends with thiemushe declared
with mock severity.

"You should have seen Miss Richardson's face—it wech a funny
colour.’



'So would mine if | came across a mass of creeqawles scattering
helter-skelter across the top of my desk!

‘But, Shannon, we only wanted to give the spideraesfresh air,’
Kelly revealed. 'We were going to put them all baoktheir
jars—only Miss Richardson came in before we could.’

'‘Miss Richardson has my full sympathy," Shannoporeded as she
began dampening down the charcoal. She collecesi@tinplates and
utensils they'd used and took them into the kitchiére portable
barbecue could be dismantled and returned to ttaggavhile Kelly

had her bath.

‘Are you going to sew tonight?"'

Shannon pulled the plug out from the sink and wdaiugtil all the

water had drained noisily away before answerifgdid so, honey.
Mrs Burton wants some alterations done, and I'esdlpavlovas to
make for Tania's party.'

‘Do you think Anna will be there?"'

'I'm not sure if her parents know the Bartulovienfly,"” Shannon
ventured idly.

'‘Perhaps | could invite her to come to the beadh ws on Sunday,’
Kelly deliberated, lost in plans concerned with mgkthe unseen
Anna welcome.

'‘Wait and see,' Shannon cautioned. 'The weathercheayge.'

'‘But can she come—if the weather's fine, and hethercsays it's
okay?'



'‘Why not? She'll be company for you. Now, bath-tinmrgant,’
Shannon ordered briskly as she gave the child palsive hug. 'And
afterwards you can watch television for an hour.'

Later, when Kelly was well in the land of dreambaBnon pulled a
well-worn suitcase out from beneath her bed andambegprting
through several lengths of material. She hadn#nishtd making
herself a new dress to wear tomorrow afternoon, antlave it
finished in time would mean staying up very latet With feminine
intuition that had no rhyme or reason to it, she $he needed the
added confidence of wearing something new—what wase,
something smart and fashionable. Mary Bartulovani@'s mother,
on issuing the invitation had insisted Shannon stafor dinner after
the children's party, and had murmured somethiogicd few of the
other parents remaining as well.

Dressmaking was something at which Shannon wasrgushed,
and besides, she had seen a dress in a shop wihdbmiorning that
had caught her eye, and it had occurred to her thanshe could
copy the style without too much effort. With a leg@ skirt, it had a
gathered scooped neckline, short gathered sleawdsyas decidedly
gypsyish in design.

It was after midnight when she switched off the isgwnachine and
hung the finished garment on a hanger. She flexad dthing
shoulders, then switched out the light and mademMagrtowards the
front of the cottage. Bed had never looked so good.



CHAPTER TWO

‘THAT's the children taken care of—now for the adults,'rMa
Bartulovic intimated gaily as she rinsed the lashdnd placed it in
the dish-rack.

‘You're a tiger for punishment." Shannon pickedtlsp dish and
wiped it dry, then smiled in contemplation. 'Twatges in one day!
Why didn't you tell me?’

'‘Because if I'd said that fateful word "party”, yaouldn't have
agreed to stay,' Mary replied with the hint of alsrm her voice.

‘You did say dinner.’

‘And that's all it is," Mary declared easily. 'Atgwgether for a few
friends—not really a party at all.".

'‘From the number of saucepans simmering on the siod roasting
dishes in the oven, I'd hazard you're cateringniore than a few!
Shannon laughed lightly, wrinkling her nose. 'Anduye been
baking bread— | can smell it.'

'l wanted tonight to be purely traditional farehonour of an old
family friend—one George holds in high regard," iaevealed,
causing Shannon to query idly:

'| gather he's just returned from overseas?'
'‘Why, yes. In fact, you've met him, Shannon. ltskN&tanich.'

No! Oh no, it couldn't be. Shannon felt her stomamltscles tighten
suddenly. '‘Mary, | hardly know the man. | thinknvbuld be best if |
took Kelly home.' In fact, | know it would! she latbed silently. She
accepted that she would have to see Nick Stanichsmmnally, but
not socially.



‘Shannon, don't be silly,’ Mary chided gently, capther a quick
penetrating glance. 'lvan and Katija regarded loth and Kelly as
the nearest thing to family—it's only right thatuyshould be here.
Besides,' she urged logically, 'living so closeu'ifarun into him

often. You can hardly expect to remain on a lardemd-tenant
basis, surely ?'

Oh yes, | can. At least, I'm going to try my hatdeskeep it that way,
Shannon vowed uneasily.

‘Unless I'm mistaken, Nick has already arrived,'rWMetimated,
straining an ear. 'The children have gone awfuillietg—can't you
hear the silence?' She grinned towards Shannock &ways did
have a penchant for fast, foreign cars—I imagisddtest acquisition
Is holding the tots enthralled.’

Undoubtedly, Shannon thought wryly. 'l didn't seenA here this
afternoon. His daughter,’' she hurried on at Mayzled look.

‘Anna? Oh, you mean Stefan and Linda's daughtery Naughed,
and her eyes twinkled merrily. 'Stefan is Nick'sigia, and here to
work in the vineyard. Anna didn't travel very welhd is nursing an
upset tummy,' she explained. 'Nick isn't married.’

'‘Not yet,' came an amused drawl from directly béh8hannon,
causing her to tense involuntarily. 'Although juttyifrom George's
complacency, perhaps it's to be recommended.’

Mary burst into undisguised laughter, and her livelue eyes
twinkled. 'l hope that's an indirect compliment.’

'Of course. One has only to look at you.'

'Flatterer! Flushed from my exertions over the st@nd six months
pregnant into the bargain!'



‘The ultimate in both femininity and domesticity—xaetly what a
doting husband would wish for," Nick replied musyngnd Shannon
bit back a sharp retort. Really, the man was inbigdhauvinistic!

‘You've met Shannon, haven't you?' Mary queried| perforce
Shannon had to turn round and face him.

He looked rugged and invincible, attired in an icgable light grey
suit and an expensive silk shirt of pale grey-blue.

‘Shannon.' He made a slight mocking bow, and hils gleey eyes lit
with laughter. 'Perhaps you don't share my sentisi?en

How did he expect her to answer that? 'l thinkpldfer to pass on
that one,' she managed with a tight smile.

'‘Oh, Shannon's marvellous with children," Mary taia lightly. ‘And
a good cook—she made the pavlovas for Tania's.datysaved one
for dessert.’

Nick's gaze never wavered from Shannon's expre$sateres. 'In
that case, | must ensure | have some dessert.'

Oh, he was just too much! Shannon decided crashlgpe you enjoy
it," she managed with a semblance of politenessefg she hoped it
would choke him, and when she spared a quick glanaes direction

his eyes held a mocking gleam, almost as if hedcaebd her
thoughts.

Mary linked an arm through each of theirs. 'Letsirggo the lounge
for a drink. The stove can take care of itselftesr minutes or so.’

It was an incredibly friendly meal, the food supét®e wine—Vista
d'Oro, Shannon noticed—an excellent complementhd&ointense
relief Nick took a seat further down on the opposide of the table,
and throughout the meal she avoided glancing inlinestion.



It was at least an hour before they all rose froertable, and the men
escaped to a large family room downstairs to tathoke, and take
yet another glass of wine while the women werettetiear the table,
dispense with the dishes, then bed down their uaradfspring.

Perhaps now, Shannon breathed deeply, she coulkel soake excuse
and leave. It was almost nine-thirty, and there measeason to linger.
Certainly she had no desire to make pleasant csatien with her

landlord, should he seek her out. Doubtless it d@rhuse him to
parry words with her, and she didn't aim to playus®to his cat!

'Mary --'

'‘Oh, Shannon, be an angel and carry these dows&baime,' Mary
urged, holding out two bowls of potato crisps.

'l really must be going,' Shannon declared a tdésperately, only to
have Mary shake her head to the contrary.

‘You can't leave now. George intends making a spézevelcome
Nick into the community. He'd be disappointed ifuyleft before
then, and in any case, Nick brought along some 8gtimante. It
wouldn't be polite not to stay and sample it.'

Oh, fate, where are you now that | need you! Shannglored
silently, sure that everything and everyone wasnnon conspiring
against her.

‘Shannon Fitzgerald,’ Nick Stanich murmured as beea leisurely
across the room to join her some twenty minutesr.ldie looked
infinitely formidable, and the epitome of male silcation—a dark
angel, Shannon perceived wryly.

‘That's my name,' she acknowledged, albeit sweetly.

‘Irish, undoubtedly," he mocked gently.



‘My grandparents emigrated from County Clare.’

He smiled, and his eyes crinkled attractively &t ¢brners. 'Kelly is
as blonde as you are dark.'

At once the hackles began to rise. 'Kelly is mycajeMr Stanich,’ she
said icily, hating him afresh.

'l wasn't aware of any intended innuendo in thaeobkation,’ One
eyebrow lifted as he regarded her steadily. "Yastes Bridget
married Peter Soames some seven years ago, andé¢heylessed
with one child—Kelly.'

Shannon swallowed convulsively. 'You're remarkab
well-informed,' she said stiffly, and his smile bawe wholly cynical.

‘I make it my business to be.’

'In that case, my life must be an open book, chagtd verse. We
obviously have nothing to talk about.' She turredtep away, only
to be brought to a halt by his hand on her arm.

‘Nothing personal, | assure you.'

'How can you say that?' she retorted angrily, aftd with unveiled
sarcasm, 'Incidentally, in case your dossier ordoesn't list them, |
have three moles too, each in places you'll negetagsee!"

His subdued laugh almost proved her undoing, amdihe brown
eyes sparked furiously alive.

‘You intrigue me." Grey eyes glittered with amusemepenly
challenging.

'‘Be assured it's quite unintentional,’ Shannonadledl coldly. 'Now,
If you'll excuse me, | really must mingle.’



1l permit you to get away with it this time,’ &k asserted
mockingly, and she directed him a brittle smile.

'‘Oh, are we keeping score?'
‘You're way out of your depth, Shannon Fitzgerald taunted softly.

'l wouldn't doubt it. To repeat your own words, aftcontext, of
course—"one has only to look at you".'

'‘My, my," he drawled silkily—dangerously, Shannanrected, and
felt an icy finger slide down her spine. "Your egd®uld be green,
like those of a spitting Kilkenny cat.'

Shannon felt her eyes widen with shock. Rarely $lagl ever had
cause to lose her temper, and never once in leendidl she spoken to
anyone with such intended sarcasm. It was almost e devil
himself had hold of her tongue.

'Please let go of my arm,’ she faltered shakilg,stepped to the other
side of the room as soon as he released her, fay &wom his
disturbing presence.

It took every ounce of effort to listen to George&dcoming speech a
short while later, and the wine she sipped almisked her. As soon
as she could she determinedly made good her esplgagling a
headache in answer to Mary's puzzled frown.

Kelly was carefully wrapped in a light blanket atheposited safely
on the back seat of the Mini, and it was with asseof blessed relief
that Shannon moved in behind the wheel.

Angel didn't respond. Again and again Shannon édgishe ignition
key with no effect. It had to be Nick who accomiganGeorge out of
doors to see what was wrong, and after eliminagirfgw possible
causes, the problem was deduced as being a ftatyoat



Nick suggested he drive them home, and Shannowrperhad to
accept his offer.

They didn't exchange a word by way of conversaton the
homeward journey, all ten minutes of it. Shannopeexed cynical
comment, sarcasm—something. Somehow his silence mash
worse.

‘Thank you,' she murmured just as soon as therslichto a halt in
her driveway. 'I'll open the front door, then cobaek for Kelly.'

‘You go on ahead, I'll bring her,"” Nick bade brusgu blandly
ignoring her protesting murmur of dissent. 'Whigdtmom?'

Shannon stood aside as he moved past her intootimeyé. The
middle one,' she indicated. The cottage had novhg—one room
merely opened on to another.

Kelly remained blissfully asleep, and didn't so muws flutter an
eyelash when Nick threw back the covers of the bmsdered her
between the sheets, then tucked the covers barblmte.

Shannon moved out towards the front door, awara atrange
prickling sensation at the base of her neck asolewed closely
behind. 'Thank you for bringing us home," she eiflewith cold
politeness.

His slight smile held faint amusement. 'Whateveydemed to those
sharp claws?' Without warning he bent down andove=d a brief
hard kiss on her unsuspecting lips. ‘Goodnightn8ba Fitzgerald,'
he bade with gentle mockery, then he was gone,tlaacar was
already purring down the driveway before she cahithk of a

suitable retort.



‘Do you mean to say | had a ride in Nick's car, aeder even knew
about it?'

Shannon smiled at Kelly's incredulous query.' tFiso, honey. You
slept as sound as a babe all the way home.' Skatbite out of her
toast as she surveyed her young niece acrossehkfast table.

'‘What will happen about Angel?' Kelly's face fdigjitly. 'l guess we
can't go to the beach today.'

'‘George seemed to think it was only the batterhe said
reassuringly. 'He's putting a new one in this magniand Angel
should be back around ten o'clock. George saiddutdwing if it was
anything more serious.’

'Oh, fantastic!' the young imp declared exuberantly
‘Don't get too enthusiastic—it's barely nine now.’

'‘But George is a mechanic,' Kelly reasoned. 'lttnlnesthe battery.
I'm going to get my swimsuit out, and a towel, tlhsrsoon as George
gets here | can go and fetch Anna.'

How remarkably simple everything was to a childa®@ton reflected
idly as she sipped the last of her coffee. Theepotca new battery
would take a slice out of her bank account, butlshe had Angel
almost eighteen months, and apart from new tyresethad been
very little to pay out by way of repair bills.

By nine-thirty there was still no telephone catirfr George, and with
a heartfelt sigh of relief Shannon began to paelpibnic basket. She
would buy some freshly-baked bread rolls from thekdny in
Henderson as she passed through the township déa touthe
motorway, and there were plenty of iced biscuitisitethe tin. If she
added lettuce and tomatoes from the garden, bailedv eggs, and



grilled some sausages, then with the addition ofliaband some
fruit, they would have an appetising meal.

George arrived just before ten, and Kelly ran ouhe car and gave
him an enormous hug just as soon as he emergdoubehind the
wheel.

‘This young imp is going to knock the boys for sixa few years'
time," he grinned towards Shannon.

'‘Cupboard love, George," she chuckled. 'You've ditbuAngel
back—without which we couldn't get to the beachatod

'‘Ah," he declared with mock disappointment. 'Alddught it was my
charm!’

Shannon burst into laughter, and her eyes spaddenks at himl '
think you're charming and wonderfully kind, evennify niece's
reasons are purely superficial. Now, how much dwé you?'

‘Call into the garage when you're passing nextdibmissed easily.
‘Where are you off to?'

'‘Mairangi Bay. Kelly loves driving over the Harbdaridge, and the
beaches on the North Shore are more suitable fionrsng. If you'll
wait while | pack everything into the car, I'll d& you home.'

George shook his head. 'l want to see Nick abauetiuing, thanks
all the same, Shannon. Mary intends prising me aasund
lunchtime.'

Shannon smiled, and said with grateful sinceritipahks for fixing
the car, and bringing it back. | really do apprezia I'll be in town
tomorrow, and I'll settle with you then for the teay.'



'‘No hurry. Have a nice day,' he smiled, and gaveeadly salute
before striding across the expanse of lawn towislide's house.

Kelly appeared at that moment with Anna in tow, &ménnon hid a
tiny smile at the eagerness Kelly was displaying.

‘This is Shannon—she's really my aunt, but shieesdimother, too.'

Shannon managed a suitable reply and smiled wataviyh at Anna.
She was the same height as Kelly, although asataielly was fair,
with a rich olive skin. 'Hop into the back seatthbof you, while | get
the picnic basket and lock the cottage.'

'l've brought some chicken,' Anna ventured shydyyding Shannon a
plastic container. '‘My mother said you were to hiaver the picnic.'

Shannon thanked her solemnly, adding that they wetr¢o have a
veritable feast.

In no time at all Angel was travelling at a sedptee towards
Henderson township, and after Shannon had viditedakery they
continued towards the main road that led to theomdaty. Its
double-laned highway curved gently round an inragr lietween two
peninsulas on the upper Waitemata Harbour. Aucktatydand its
suburbs settled on gently rolling hillsides, sddtleys, with the land
mass shaped into probing peninsulas and sweepiyg Ipa the
wandering Waitemata on the east, and the Manukath@rwest.
From the sheltering Waitemata lay the vast Paftean, and west
of the Manukau the expanse of the Tasman Sea yavavesds
Australia.

Once past the toll gates on the northern sideeHarbour Bridge,
Shannon took the main highway north as it swepbbd\Birkenhead
and Takapuna. There was no need for her to strhivpleasant
conversation, for Kelly was managing to keep up pates of



informative chatter that more than made up fotoibin of them—she
would have had a hard job to get a word in edgeWways

Mairangi Bay was only one of many bays on thisgerof the east
coast. From Devonport right up to Long Bay, ther@sviMilford,
Castor Bay, Murray'$ Bay, to name but a few. During the summe
months scores of city folk and residents flockeény the sea and
the sun-drenched sands.

.Shannon urged Angel gently down the long slopiigdwards the
beach, and slid into a recently-vacated parkingepaat was handy
to the grassed fringe near the foreshore.

It was a pleasantly spent day, all the more sban Kelly and Anna
seemed to delight in each other's company. Theynswedore lunch,
and sunbathed for a while after getting througlkem@ormous quantity
of food, then took to the water again. Shannondeite contrite at
having to' call them in to get changed, but fouloek was the latest
she could leave, especially as she had despatahedsage to Anna's
mother through Kelly that they would be home betwgmir- thirty
and five.

With the motion of the car the two little girls raed off to sleep
almost immediately, and Shannon reflected musititdy after they
had both been fed and bathed neither would be faerfrom their
beds.

‘Thank you very much for taking me," Anna declgvetitely as soon
as Angel drew to a halt in the driveway besidecibitage.

'It was a pleasure to have you along,’ Shannoronekgal warmly.
*You must come with us again, mustn't she, Kelly?'

'‘Oh yes, please. Can we go to Parakai thermalgiddetlensville next
time? And there's my birthday party next week—Amaa come,



can't she?' Kelly besought her aunt eagerly, arahi@&mn burst into
unsuppressed laughter.

‘Anna’s here to stay, honey, not just for a holiddere'll be lots of
opportunities for you to be together —and yes, Anaa come to
your birthday party. You can write her name on ohthe invitation
cards that | bought, and take it across to her exddimorrow. Okay?'

Kelly's eyes sparkled with delight. ‘And school—n@ncan come
with us, can't she ?'

Shannon looked doubtfully from one to the otherthihk Anna's
mother will have to come the first time, becauselbheed to see the
Headmaster and enrol Anna.'

'I'd really like to go to school with Kelly, ‘cosdon't know anyone
else. Do you think you could come and see my moébeut it,
please?' Anna asked anxiously.

Go over to the house, and chance coming face te faith
Nick—after last night? Shannon had secretly burakdlay over
their verbal parryingandthat hard kiss he had subjected her to. F
was the last person she wanted to see, but toerdfnea's request
would seem churlish, and in any case she couldiha@ahtinue
relaying messages through Anna to her mother.

‘After tea,’ she allowed brightly.
'I'll tell her." Anna positively glowed. --

‘About seven,’ Shannon added, not at all suresti@tvas as calm as
she sounded. 'I'll wash your container and brirngtih me. You can
see Anna home, Kelly, but mind you come back dttsagvay.'

The two girls skipped off hand-in-hand, and Shantumed her
attention to unloading the car of all their picpiaraphernalia. As



soon as Kelly returned she would get her into @l land wash her
hair, then while Kelly viewed television, she cosligp beneath the
shower. Tonight they would have a simple meal cdrsbled eggs on
toast, she decided pensively.

Two hours later Shannon smoothed a hand nervouwsly leer hair,
and endeavoured to appear relaxed. She had exchaegsun-frock
for a flared denim skirt, Xvith which she wore aghsleeved knit top
in matching blue. She deliberately chose not torveesy makeup,
other than a light touch of lipstick.

'I'm off, Kelly," she said, pausing in the bedrodoorway. 'l won't be
long. Read your book, and I'll be back before yoaw it.'

It was one thing to appear relatively unconcernédenstill within
the cottage, but walking through the rose gardeth across the
pebbled courtyard at the base of the long flighgteps leading up to
Nick's back door was something else. As she mouthiedoncrete
steps she felt as if each one took her nearemt@tong she wanted
no part of—ridiculous, she mentally chastised Hergke probably
isn't even here. He'll be in the Cellar, in thet\aagoining annexe, out
inspecting the vines, or in the office downstafmsywhere but in the
kitchen where these steps led to, and Linda, ekmetier to call,
would answer the door.

Shannon drew a deep breath and knocked, a reatly@mter lips as
she waited for someone to heed her summons.

‘Hello again,' Linda greeted warmly. '‘Come on in-e‘r& just having
coffee. I'll get a cup down for you.'

'Oh, no," Shannon said quickly. 'l can't stay,' lshgtened to explain.
'I've left Kelly on her own.’

"'l send Anna to fetch her,’ Linda assured, imeiteswidening. "You
can't just stand in the doorway while we make ayeaments about



school tomorrow. | won't hear of it,’ she concludadly, and
Shannon heard a deep throaty chuckle from insigl&itbhen.

‘Come inside, Shannon,' Nick's voice drawled, dnteld a slight
mocking edge. 'Anna is positively jumping up andvdoat the
prospect of fetching Kelly. Besides, as Linda saescan't allow you
to hover in the doorway.'

| don't want to hover at all-—I want to take flighight back down
those steps and into the safety of my own four syag8hannon
grimaced wryly. Without seeming downright rude, died little
option but to accept their invitation.

‘Thank you," she said quietly as she followed Limdade.

Nick was seated at the table in the company oftemanan, and he
looked even more daunting dressed as he was ialcdark trousers
and an equally dark shirt left unbuttoned almostht® waist. Short
sleeves revealed an expanse of well-developed muscld
darkly-tanned skin.

Shannon smiled a trifle hesitantly as both mendtodheir feet, and
she took the chair Nick drew out for her.

'‘My cousin Stefan, his wife Linda you've alreadytm&hannon
Fitzgerald,' he introduced with an ease born ofhmumactice.

Shannon murmured something appropriate, althougk qdnat she

couldn't recall. Stefan was dark, like Nick, bugr the resemblance
ended, for he was not as tall, and he had a mdwestatereas Nick
was clean-shaven.

‘Do you take your coffee black, or with milk, Shanf?'

‘Black, thank you.'



‘A dash of brandy?' Nick quizzed, raising a questig eyebrow.
‘Your Irish ancestors liked it so, surely, and atldeeam?’

‘Whiskey," Shannon corrected lightly, sure thathlad deliberately
made the error. She could tell by the gleam inelyiss. "Thank you,
but | prefer it black.'

'‘Anna hasn't stopped talking about her day at #aelb ever since she
came home.' Linda joined them, - sitting down ojgpdShannon.

'l doubt if they stopped talking all day," Shannmparted with a
slight grin. 'I'm not sure they were even aware theas there.'

'It was kind of you to take Anna,' Stefan declasedlingly, then
glanced over her shoulder at the sound of childisghter. 'Here they
are now.'

Kelly bounced happily into the kitchen with Anndldeving close
behind. 'Shannon, isn't this nice? Have you deciged what's
happening about school?'

'‘Not yet. We haven't had a chance,' Linda protestpdhbly. "What
say the two of you go into Anna's bedroom and faw while?'

'‘We really can't stay long," Shannon interveneellyKhas school
tomorrow, and she's already had an exciting day.'

'I doubt half an hour or so will make much diffeceri Nick declared
dryly.

Shannon chose to ignore him. 'I'll be taking Kédlyschool in the car.
It would be no trouble to take both you and Annaadaow. The
school bus goes past the corner, but that's alenasite away.' She
could sense Nick's penetrating gaze, and willeddienot to blush.
He was deliberately trying to get beneath her skithat he was
partially succeeding infuriated her no end!



‘There doesn't seem much sense in two cars goirifpeinsame
direction each day.' His voice came as a deep sardoawl. 'l would

suggest one of you takes the girls in the mornary] the other
collects them in the afternoon.' He stood to hét f@th an easy little
movement, and drained the contents of his cugolfll excuse me?
I'll no doubt see you again.’

Linda gave both men a conspiratorial grin. 'Gohladtyou. Shannon
and | will be able to talk much more easily withgatu.' At which
Stefan gave a subdued snort, and his eyes welldyfrt@asing.

When they had gone Linda leaned forward and todk b the
coffee pot. ‘More coffee?'

‘No, really. Thank you," Shannon said hurriedlyntst be off home
soon.’

'‘Before Nick comes back?' Linda queried softly, ptetely taking
the wind out of Shannon's sails. 'He rubs you wgpwhong way,
doesn't he?'

'l didn't realise it was so obvious." Shannon madatp pass it off
with a shaky laugh. Heavens, she'd have to watcketliemore
carefully!

'He's a man it takes time to get to know,' Lindaticmed with
concern. 'Don't make any snap judgments, Shannon.’

| don't want to get to know him at all—in fact,lihad an ounce of
common sense in my head, I'd go at once and finthan place to
stay—even if it meant paying twenty dollars a weeke in rent, she
thought wildly. 'l don't imagine I'll have very mu¢o do with him,'

she said evenly. '‘Apart from the times when | pegyrent, we needn't
meet at all.’

'Hmm,' Linda mused speculatively. 'Perhaps—perhaps



Shannon cast her a desperate look. If she didntwgef here soon,
she'd explode! 'lt's way past Kelly's bedtime," diselosed briskly.
'‘She was out late last night, and after todayh# sloesn't get a
reasonable night's sleep she'll fall asleep inscl&hall | take you
down to school in the morning, so that you know rgheis? After
that, we can come to some agreement. Perhaps rgsrmight suit
you better, as you'll probably have afternoon temake for some of
the staff.'

‘Yes, mornings would be best, | think. I'd like tgs be friends,

Shannon,' Linda ventured sincerely. 'Please feel to come over at
any time. Nick won't be inside the house much duthe day,' she
added, grinning a little as a blush stole over 8bats cheeks.

‘Thanks, and the same applies to you, too. Now,reviaee those
girls?’

Kelly was reluctant to leave Anna's company, boalfy Shannon
persuaded her to say goodnight, and it was alnigist @' clock when
they entered the cottage.

'Into bed, honey," Shannon bade her briskly. 'loing to do some
mending, then knit for a while.’

'‘No story tonight?'

‘Tomorrow—I promise." Shannon smiled as she leawndand
kissed the little girl's cheek. 'Pleasant dreamslamb.'

' 'Night, Shannon. They're nice, aren't they—Anm, mother and
father?' Kelly queried dreamily. 'And Nick—him esgaly.'

| have reservations about that particular man, Starmurmured
beneath her breath. 'Yes, I'm sure you'll be gfaends,’ she
answered gently, blowing Kelly a kiss as she ledtrioom.



In the lounge she sat down with a tidy pile of haselving and some
mending, and when that was finished she pickechagumper she
was knitting for Kelly. The needles clicked furibpsas she
endeavoured to expend part of her pent-up emotlodgdn't work,
and to her chagrin Nick's image rose all too reaiiimind to taunt
her. Somehow she had the feeling she was beinghtaygin a
whirlwind over which she had no control.



CHAPTER THREE

IT was midweek before Shannon saw Nick again, amidshe would
have avoided him if she had had any say in theematt

Early Monday morning harvesting of the plump ripapes began,
and the vineyard fairly bustled with an assortmehthoises. The
trucks, tractors, the chatter of workers when gtepped for morning
and afternoon tea, and at lunchtime. She had begy sewing, all

day and far into the night, for she was intent @akimg as many doll's
clothes for Kelly's new doll, as well as coveringmaall bassinet and
draping it. Such activities had to take place vadétder Kelly was in

bed, otherwise the birthday surprise wouldn't bararise. And there
was baking to be done for the party on Sunday. WaitHewer than

sixteen young children attending, it couldn't b& Llentil the day

before. So she did a little each day and consigrtedhe freezer.

There was no indication that Wednesday would turhto be any
different from the day before, or the day beforat tiBut it did, and
Snoopy, their black and white cat, was the indicactse. Six months
old, he hadn't withessed a grape harvesting, aadr&im’ could only
conclude that the constant flow of machinery andppe finally
scared him silly.

The first she knew of his plight was when Kellyganto the sewing
room almost in tears.

‘Shannon, come quickly! It's Snoopy—he's stuck upea, and he
can't come down!'

'‘Are you sure he's not just being stubborn, and't®o&hannon
queried anxiously, for cats had a penchant for¢imabing.

'‘No, he really can't,’ Kelly declared, disconsal&ih, Shannon, do
come. He's miaowing something dreadful!"



"You want me to climb the tree and rescue him?'

‘Not the tree, just the ladder. You could reach tirtin the ladder.
Oh, pleasecome quickly," Kelly beseeched. 'He might fall.'

Cats don't fall out of trees, do they? Shannon pmdl as she
followed Kelly into the garage. The ladder was @uirge, and
incredibly awkward to carry. Close up, die treekied even more
awesome, for Snoopy was aloft in the uppermostdiresm

Well, here goes—Shannon to the rescue! Before sketime for

second thoughts she leaned the ladder againstetheand tested its
stability. Halfway up, she began to have more thecond thoughts
about this particular rescue operation. The higther climbed, the
more impossible it seemed to be able to get dowamagith Snoopy

held in her arms. She was almost there, withinlmegcdistance of
Mm—if she just placed one foot on the branch alibeeladder she
would be able to get him.

That was when fate took a hand. The last steg,cahd with one foot
on the branch the other slipped slightly, knockagginst the upper
tip of the ladder so that it became unbalanced.a&aroment she
thought she could steady it, but it tilted craztlyen toppled to the
ground. Snoopy, darn him, inched forward'bis branch and rubbed
his head against her forehead, then began to purr.

‘You're a complete idiot of a cat, do you know thahe whispered
fiercely. 'Oh, for heaven's sake, don't lick me!'

‘Shannon, are you all right?'

Shannon looked down, then wished she hadn't 'Kelbyy listen
carefully. Go and get Linda, she'll be able totketladder upright
again.'

'I'll get Nick,' came back from below, and Shangooaned.



‘Linda, Kelly. The men are all busy.’

There was no answer, and Shannon closed her eggsayed. Let it
be Linda,pleaselet it be Linda! Snoopy purred even louder, an
began washing himself with blithe unconcern.

'If ever you climb a tree again,’ Shannon threateteshall leave you
there, and you'll have to stay out all night!

Snoopy stopped cleaning himself long enough taolmeatloving lick
against her temple, then he put out a paw and kegalay with her
hair. 'l shan't give you any rations for a weehke said severely. 'Now
stop that, or you'll have the both of us fallingoiigh space with an
appalling lack of modesty!

There were noises directly below, and the next teitle ladder hit
against the tree trunk with a welcoming thud.

'‘Enjoying the view, Shannon Fitzgerald?' a deepevdrawled softly
from somewhere in the vicinity of her shoulder.

She took a minute to answer, for it took that lomgatch hold of her
breath. 'Of course. | always climb - trees—it hagpevery second
day.'

‘What do you plan on doing for an encore?' Nickrigemusingly.

'‘Get as far away from you as possible,' she whespiercely. Thank
heaven she was wearing jeans!

'‘Hand me that wretched animal—I'll restore himround level first,'
Nick instructed sardonically. 'Can you be trustedstay exactly
where you are?'

'l can manage to get myself down,' she assuredritensely, then
gasped incredulously as one muscular arm graspedavéist and



swung her round so that she rested over his shoulc
fireman-fashion. 'What do you think you're doing?'

‘You have a real cute little derriere,' he mockaftlys and laughed as
she gave a gasp of pure rage. 'Easy now, thenasching audience
of two down below.’

'l could hit you!" she hissed furiously as he begaiving down the
ladder.

'Do that, and I'll retaliate in kind.'

'l hateyou,' she flung in a choked whisper, and her e stormy
as they met his seconds later when he depositeddwar on to the
ground.

'‘One down, one to go," Nick drawled, then he tutmeck for Snoopy.

| hope he scratches you, Shannon wished ferventbmentarily
closing her eyes.

‘Shannon, you look awfully pale. Are you all righik&lly queried
anxiously, and Shannon blinked rapidly in an attetapnstil some
calm over her irrational emotions.

'I'm fine, really,' she assured them.

'‘We ran as fast as we could," Anna explained. Mdaght you might
fall.’

‘Well, | didn't. All cats have nine lives—even Kakny cats,’
Shannon said obliquely as Nick placed Snoopy intellys
outstretched arms.



‘Do me a favour, Shannon Fitzgerald," Nick intomeittly. 'Next
time that animal decides to go skyscraping, feteh Tinat ladder is
definitely not for little girls.'

There won't be a next time, Shannon decided an@ibyviously she
owed him a measure of gratitude, and she did h&rtbesummon up
the semblance of a smile. Thank you.'

His brief nod dismissed her grudging thanks, aedetiivas a devilish
gleam in those grey eyes that brought forth allhef former
animosity.

‘Come on, girls,' she said with an overbright smilet's take Snoopy
inside and give him some warm milk. I'm sure Annaisle hasn't
any more time to waste.' Without sparing Nick akveard glance,
she put a hand on each of the girl's shoulderseahitiem towards the
cottage.

Snoopy positively lapped up both milk and all toeihg attention he
was bestowed, and seemed disinclined to leave $hanside. The
girls thought this was highly amusing, and watchihg animal's
antics kept them occupied right up until teatime.

It was almost midnight when Shannon switched of #ewing
machine, and she flexed her shoulders wearily.olld be a relief
when Kelly's birthday party was over. She felt sed, it wasn't
funny.

‘Shannon, what on earth have you been doing tosgd@r

Shannon glanced across the table in the coffegand gave a wry
grimace. 'Sewing late each night, baking,' sheaiede 'It's Kelly's
birthday party this Sunday. You know how it is.'



‘Well, whatever it is, stop,' Beverley replied witlendly concern. --,

'l shall—on Monday," Shannon responded with a ligligh. She
lifted her coffee cup and sipped its contents witfoyment. A week
ago she had been mildly concerned about confromMing Stanich
again, and now that she had, there was nothmg about her
reaction!

'l hear that Vista d'Oro has its new owner in reswk,’ Beverley
offered tentatively. 'Have you met him yet?'

‘You could say that.'

'Is he as dishy as they say?' The query was eaggiShannon hid an
involuntary smile.

'If you happen to like the type. He looks like ataneer out of the
seventeenth century.’

'‘Not long hair, surely?' Beverley wailed as her capt of the
Australian-born Dalmatian viniculturist fell inttnseds, and Shannon
burst into hastily stifled laughter.

‘Well-groomed, both.'

‘That's a relie—you had me imagining him as sometlout of a
biblical epic!’

‘There's nothing vaguely biblical about Nicks Starli Shannon
replied wryly, and tried to meet Beverley's shreghghce squarely.

‘You sound as if you've had a brush of sorts viiéhrhan—have you?"
‘You could say that," Shannon said shortly.

Beverley gave her a keen-eyed glance.



'It might be best to change the subject. Wouldly@able to make me
an evening gown? I've bought-the material and #teem, although
there's no great hurry as the party isn't untilehe of the month.’

'Of course. How about coming back with me next &yitll can take
your measurements then," Shannon suggested, Hengiaening as
she saw Beverley's - satisfaction. 'You might exaich a glimpse of
our exalted vigneron.'

'Oh, I intend to!" the other girl laughed, and éges fairly danced. 'In
fact, | shall waft into the wine cellar and buy attle of his finest
Riesling." She paused, wrinkling her nose a littie Shannon
murmured :

‘Muller Thurgau Riesling—it's good."

‘Whatever!" Beverley laughed. 'l don't intend tokmewledgeable,
dear girl. The whole idea is to plead ignorancehab| can sample a
few wines and thus ensnare him with my subtle feamsicharm!'

‘You're more likely to have Linda serve you," Shamnmparted
lightly. 'He'll be much too busy to be anywheremig@ wholesale
bottle shop—except perhaps for an hour or so oatar&ay—at this
time of the year, anyway.'

‘Then | shall become one of the many who frequeantdcal vineyard
cellars of a Saturday,’ Beverley declared. 'Whaitge, | intend
coming each weekend until | do see him!'

'‘No doubt you'll find him pleasant and charmingd dve utterly
captivated.'

‘Which you are not,' the other girl concluded drylydon't suppose
it's any use my asking you to come to a party Satxtirday evening?'



Shannon studied her hands for a moment beforengalser eyes.
‘Thanks, Beverley, but you know | don't socialigywmuch. What
would | do with Kelly?'

The other girl sighed prodigiously, 'Find a babyesi—other people
do it. You're almost twenty-six. You can't hide yself away just
because you look after Kelly.'

'l have, occasionally, but | prefer not to unldssassential.'

‘Well, you'll never meet any men if you stay at leosewing all the
time, and Kelly will grow up one day and leave ydten what will
you do?' Beverley persisted.

'I'm all Kelly has in the world, and | won't jeopigse her well-being
for the sake of my own.' Useless to say that the she had met over
the past few years either assumed she was an uadarother, or
weren't prepared to include a child in their plaftse only exception
was John Vlasich, with whom she maintained a platérendship,
accepting his infrequent invitations to dinner @easion.

'It's almost one o'clock,' Beverley grimaced ashestily checked her
watch. 'I'll have to go, Shannon. Same time nexiadyf?' She got to
her feet and slung the strap of her bag over ooeldér.

'Friday will be fine," Shannon acquiesced. 'l nhesbn my way, too.'

They left the coffee lounge together, then Shamcrossed over to
the car-park. Home to sew some more, she refledtgdand Sheila
Burton was hound to arrive later in the afternobimat woman had
more clothes than sense!

Saturday dawned warm as a summer's day, and Shevs®aarly to
give the cottage a thorough clean. Today was op@tian she didn't
intend sewing anything at all, and there was ongfl\’s birthday
cake to bake and ice, some party games to sofbotdmorrow. She



would have to put her artistic skills to the tesdl aketch a donkey for
the children to pin the tail on, and there waseadure barrel to
fil—heavens, a hundred and one things to do!

The day progressed with amazing speed, and it eatsrte before
Shannon had a chance to catch her breath. Kellexa@sed as could
be, and was definitely in for an early night, Shamperceived. The
little girl chattered practically non-stop, and 8han tried her best to
keep track of .everything said. It was difficult toncentrate when
she had so much on her own mind, and it was ongrvitiick's name
seemed to get mentioned more than the usual fegsttimt she sat
upright and gave Kelly her undivided attention.

'—and Nick said it was nice of me to ask, but ppshlad better check
with you first." Kelly came to a halt, then smilacross at her aunt. 'It
is all right, isn't it?'

'Is what all right?'

‘Well," Kelly began with long-suffering patiencédnha and her
mother and father are going out for dinner tomorroght, so that
means Nick will be on his own. I've asked him toneoand have tea
with us. He went to Tania's party,' she hasteneétktyuas she caught
the expression on Shannon's face.

‘But Kelly," Shannon protested, 'your party finisted five o'clock.
And Nick didn't really go to Tania's party—he wasited to dinner
as he's a friend of Tania's parents,’ she explataeefully. 'It just
happened to be the same day, that's all.'

'Ivan used to come over for dinner sometimes,' \Ketlanaged,
looking quite crestfallen, and Shannon bit herdgpshe struggled
with her emotions.

'That was different.’



'Why?'

Because Ivan was a lovable old man with whom | a¢dalgh and
talk to in a way that | could never do -with hisphew, Shannon
admitted silently.

'l asked Nick to come and see all the lovely priséih be getting,'
Kelly explained. 'Do you really mind?'

What could she say? 'l daresay he was just beihtgp&hannon
managed evasively, but Kelly shook her head.

'He would have said if he didn't want to come,'little girl insisted.
'‘Please, Shannon. You will tell him it's all rigiion't you?'

Oh God, what was she to do? If she refused, Kelbuld/ be
incredibly disappointed, but if she agreed ... buandary, Shannon
glanced across the table at Kelly's anxious faddr.telephone
through to the house later,' she conceded, albkittantly, and her
niece positively glowed.

‘Tonight?'

‘After we've done the dishes.' Let's hope he'll dag for the
evening—or else politely decline. Either way, Shamwished it was
a call she didn't have to make.

She had a brief respite in that when she rang,d.arm$wered and said
that Nick was dining out, but a message would efée him to
contact her.

Sure that he wouldn't ring until morning, Shann@s\almost startled
out of her wits when she answered the telephong'stent summons
almost two hours later to discover Nick at the o@rad of the line.



' have a message to ring you," his deeply modilateice
commented, and she had to gather her thoughtshwagetpidly.

'It's about tomorrow evening—Kelly tells me sha\dted you to tea.’
‘And you're ringing to plead that it's inconveni&gnt

Oh, she could tell from the amused tone of hisevtiat he thought
this was precisely her intention! 'Not at all," sieswered sweetly,
hating him. "To second my niece's invitation, arrdrage a time.'

'‘Whenever is convenient,' he drawled, adding dif'ly tell me what's
on the menu, I'll bring the wine.'

Shannon seethed. 'Nothing less than a fattedwhdle, with all the
accompaniments!'His chuckle sounded soft and se@uct her ear.
‘Shall we say about six o'clock?"

'I'll look forward to it,' she allowed through dgat teeth.

The birthday party was a great success, exhaudiirtgsuccessful,
and Shannon felt that all the hard work had beerthmb just to
witness Kelly's round-eyed delight.

‘You're the nicest person in the whole world,' litike girl declared,
and amidst all the party merriment with her frietasking on, she
flung her arms around Shannon's waist and huggetigihdly.

By five-thirty most of the party debris had beedidd away, the
dishes done, and there was only the rice to bahtds dinner. If her
pride had allowed her to do so, Shannon would Is®reed Nick
Stanich with a burnt sausage, some cheese andreagl,bbut no
matter how infinitely tempting the thought was, ghected to serve
sweet and sour pork on a bed of rice, and had @uker the sauce
earlier in the day. There was plenty of party figfe with which to
make up a passable dessert.



'‘He's here," Kelly's voice whispered from behingdt ps Shannon was
putting the finishing touches to the table, andnth@omptly
disappeared towards the door, leaving Shannonllmrf@t a more
sedate pace.

'‘Good evening,' Nick greeted solemnly, directingide smile down
at Kelly before slanting Shannon a quizzical gleam.

'Please come in,’ Shannon invited politely, endearg to ignore the
strange curling sensation that began inside herath at the sight of
him. He exuded virile masculinity from every nerared fibre. No

man deserved to look as he did, nor to appearladycself-assured.
Dressed in dark brown suede trousers, and a matshirt undone at
the neck, the long sleeves turned back at the hefifpoked every
inch the successful viniculturist. She wished fatiyethat the next
few hours would fly swiftly, that she could remaam unruffled

hostess and carry the evening off with sophistccaelomb. With

that thought uppermost in mind, she had chosendarva long,

flowing patio dress—its vibrant autumn hues accatetth her dark
brown hair and honey-cream skin, and its sophigtecnes lent her
a much-needed confidence.

‘Happy birthday, infant,' said Nick.

'For me?' Kelly breathed excitedly, her eyes ashitiedelight as she
took the small gaily-wrapped gift from his outstietd hand. 'May |
open it?'

His smile was genuinely warm. 'Of course. What @lse presents
for?"

Kelly's face ran a gamut of emotions as she cdyefuidid the
wrapping, and even Shannon had to concede thajiftlibad been
chosen with care. A small locket on a delicate rldigold, it was



exactly what a young girl would wish for, and,ieswasn't mistaken,
expensive.

'It's beautiful,' Kelly whispered, overawed. 'lsy'tShannon?’

‘Very," Shannon agreed quietly, and successfullyhler amazement
as Kelly turned towards Nick with her arms outstned.

Unhesitantly, he lifted her high and gave a gelatlggh as her lips
touched his cheek in a gesture of thanks that widlyt without
self-consciousness.

‘Your face feels bristly," Kelly pronounced withildish candour,
adding in all seriousness—'Do ladies like kissing?¥/

‘Kelly!" Shannon protested as Nick's deep chucldended in
barely-contained amusement, and there was a dadkrga gleam
evident as his eyes met hers.

‘That's a question the ladies will have to answenx,' he answered
lightly, and taking the locket from its bed of vety he carefully
placed it around the little imp's neck.

'‘Would you like to see my presents? They're aleagrout on my
bed.' Kelly turned to Shannon. 'Tea's not readyigéf? There's time,
isn't there?'

‘Ten minutes,’ Shannon imparted solemnly. 'I'll gal.’

‘These are for you.' Nick held out two bottles, aerdhrugged lightly
when she raised an enquiring eyebrow. 'The leasan do is
contribute the wine,' he slanted tolerantly, cagisiar to reply a trifle
tardy: . 'l haven't prepared a feast.'

‘Even the most spartan fare is improved by a giégsne, don't you
think ?'



'I'm well aware of the excellence of everythingrogaa Vista d'Oro
label," Shannon responded, and Nick's eyes flaggtighly alive.

'‘Even its vigneron?'

'l don't have to answer that,' she said evenlyhast@ok the bottles
from his outstretched hand, being careful that tegers didn't
encounter his. The slight quirk at the edge oihmigith revealed that
he was aware of her efforts to evade him, and aheriaccountably
cross. 'If you'll excuse me, | have things to semtthe kitchen,' she
said stiffly, and turned and walked away.

As she stirred rice grains into the rapidly boilisglted water she
could hear Kelly's muted chatter merging with Nsalt¢ep voice, and
she envied the young girl her lack of restrictiniibitions. But Kelly
was only a child, and Nick merely a grown-up digplg an
unexpected kindness.

Dinner shouldn't take longer than an hour to coressuamd after
coffee, Nick would undoubtedly bid her goodnightdateave.
Shannon inspected the bottles of wine—a Rieslinge®er, and a
Cabernet Sauvignon.

The rice was almost ready when Kelly skipped ihi kitchen with
Nick following leisurely, dwarfing the confines tiie small room
with his height, and Shannon, intensely aware af fmesence,
immediately became all fingers and thumbs.

'‘Why don't you-both go into the dining-room?' shelgentatively,
not daring to look in Nick's direction.

‘Perhaps | could uncork the wine while Kelly fetslsmme glasses?’
Nick suggested blandly, and Shannon nodded pedtihyct

'l expect you're hungry.' Her bald words brougtif@ dry chuckle.



‘Work has a habit of increasing one's appetite.'

She swung brilliant eyes round to face him, abouttter a tirade of
words—what did he think she'd been doing all dayhtaven's sake?

Nick took the bowl of rice from her nerveless firgjehis voice a soft
mocking murmur. 'Shh, my Irish beauty—save all tpant-up
emotion for a time when | can effectively deal witth

Her brown eyes widened perceptibly. 'l have nont& of giving
you the opportunity,” she hissed angrily, feelingaccountably
outraged, and swung back towards the stove witlhéad held high.
Damn his teasing arrogance! How she would likeeotgm at a loss
for words—to feel as exposed and rawly vulnerableeawas able to
make her feel.

The meal was a success, foodwise, and perhaps bmga Shannon's
heightened sensitivity that magnified the stilteshef her own
contribution to the conversation across the dintale. Kelly

chattered incessantly, oblivious of her aunt's iraemoil, although

it was debatable whether Nick was as unaware, @elj@ mask of
bland affability.

‘May | be excused, please?"
Shannon glanced at her niece and smiled. 'Of course

Kelly scrambled down from her chair and her faces \@astudy of
emotions as she looked from one to the other. Wiyau for my

party, Shannon, and thank you, Nick, for comindgné Stifled an

ill-contrived yawn. 'l think I'll go straight to ble There's school
tomorrow, and it's quite late now. I'll just getdimy pyjamas and sit
up in bed with some of my new books before | gasleep.' She
paused and gave Shannon a guileless smile. {I'ljsadnight now,

then you won't need to come in later.'



Had it been anyone other than Nick Stanich shaheg company,
Shannon would have burst into good- natured laughte moment
Kelly -disappeared from the room, but the littlel'gi attempt at
matchmaking made her incomprehensibly cross.

"'l make some coffee," she said stiffly, hardbridg to look at him
for fear of glimpsing the sardonic amusement slemkio be evident.

‘You haven't finished your wine.'

She did glance at him then, and was able to gaittier from his
enigmatic expression. 'Nick leaned forward and emighed her
glass, smiling as she protested:

'l don't drink very much.'

‘Two glasses scarcely constitutes a threat—to yeatth, or your
equilibrium. Besides, there's something | wantiszuass with you.'
His eyes met hers solemnly. 'How heavily commitieslyou for the
following week or two?'

Shannon looked at him blankly for a moment, unsfifés meaning.

'Linda needs some relieving help in the wholesaleeveellar,' he

elaborated. 'She can't be expected to housekasfasttrily, and be
available in die cellar. The girl lIvan employedtisbme weeks ago
and hasn't been replaced. I've notified an employmgency, and an
advertisement will run in the local newspaper tamar In the

meantime, | wondered if you'd care to avail yoursébu'd be paid,

of course." He mentioned an hourly rate that wasemihan

satisfactory.

'‘Precisely what do you have in mind?' she queradicusly, not at
all sure that she wanted to place herself in trsitipo of being both
tenant and employee.



‘Two and a half hours each day, from eleven innttwening until
one-thirty. Saturday, too. Kelly can play with Anna

The extra money would come in handy, and besitlesmuld only be
for a week or so. Her sewing could be done arobnde hours—at
least working at home allowed for flexibility. "\fewell,' she agreed.

‘Tomorrow?' Nick queried smoothly. "You're familianth Vista
d'Oro wines—Ivan made mention of the fact that yewvorked in
the cellar.'

She had, just for a few hours here and there o vah. What was
more, she had taken a genuine interest in winergakimd she
possessed a fair knowledge of the industry. Oné&latidive in close
proximity to a thriving vineyard and remain in tignorance.

‘Linda will relieve you in the afternoon,’ Nick dowued, and
Shannon nodded in silent acquiescence.

She sipped at her wine, then set the empty glass do the table.
"'l make some coffee,' she declared evenly, hppie'd take it as a
hint to leave.

'‘What say we get rid of the dishes first?'

'‘We?' Shannon couldn't help querying incredulously, Weig in
frank amazement as he began stacking plates togethe

'‘Why so surprised?' he quirked sardonically, andmwshe refrained
from answering, he added wryly, '‘Don't judge a bbgkits cover,
Shannon Fitzgerald.'

She looked at him steadily. 'With you, | wouldriteanpt to stand in
judgment.’



Fleeting amusement appeared in his eyes, and duineedges of
his mouth. 'Let's adjourn to the kitchen, shall we?

'l do them, they're my dishes,' she said stbycdlating him for
being amused. 'Besides, you're a guest.’

'Such formality,’ he stated dryly, 'when I've totgai down from a
tree—and,' he paused, then added mockingly, 'darkids you.'

Resentment and antagonism reared up inside, arimls$tanto angry
speech. 'l have the feeling that you'd dare angthiick Stanich. In
fact,' she continued with asperity, 'it wouldn'tmise me in the least
if you weren't deliberately baiting me for the sakfeyour own
amusement.' She saw his eyes harden and felt amampelutch of
fear.

'‘Why should | do that?' His voice was silk-smoatkl aangerous.

'‘Because you're used to having any number of fesrfaleall over
themselves to gain your attention,' she returnedexly. 'That when
you come up against one who doesn't, you regasl at challenge to
your irrepressible male ego.' For a moment shegihtoshe had gone
too far, and felt appalled at the degree of anigsrman seemed to
arouse.

'If you don't curb that tongue of yours, I'll takeu severely in hand,’
Nick threatened softly. 'Left alone, you've all dmakings of
becoming a shrew.’

'If that's what you think of me," she spluttereflatdly, 'why did you
come?'

‘Your niece invited me,' he asserted calmly. 'Besigour fine fury

intrigues me. It's quite to the contrary of evemythlvan related about
you. | expected an angel, and instead | find | leaspitting Kilkenny

cat on my hands.'



'I'm noton your handsat all,’ she cried indignantly.

Nick chose to ignore her outburst, and turned tédon to the stack
of dishes on the table. 'Shall we?'

The thought of his disturbing presence at suchectpsarters in the
kitchen was a threat to her composure, and sontgia wanted to
avoid. 'lIt's all right,' she dismissed evenly, dt them.’

‘You're an incredibly obstinate female, Shannozdétald, do you
know that?'

‘And you're an overbearing bully," she retorteditsyvi

His eyes narrowed slightly. '‘Overbearing, I'll alle—but bully?
Precisely when during our brief relationship havmullied you?' he
queried with intended sarcasm, and Shannon begdeetdike a
butterfly whose wings were about to be pinned &wiall.

‘We don't have a relationship --'

'‘Don't we?' he interjected silkily, and his eyesptvover her slim
form with mocking deliberation, causing her to $@uinto furious
speech.

'If you think allowing me to stay here for an inorately low rent
entities you to—to ..." she faltered into silence.

‘To—what?' His eyes held hers, and an icy flameuddeved beneath
the surface, giving lie to the deceptive calm afvoice.

"You know what | mean," she offered a trifle defiianOh, darn her
foolish tongue—she should never have been goadediswering
him back!



'‘Seek your favours?' A voice smooth as a silkeaeathwith all the
strength of tensile steel.

Shannon shivered despite the warmth of the latensmevening.
‘Nothing about you would surprise me,' she attethgteakily. 'lvan
related with some amusement your success withgpesite sex.'

His eyes narrowed fractionally, and in seeminglywsimotion he
leant out and caught her shoulders in an ungerdkgpg successfully
thwarting her attempts to struggle against hinm this head bent low
and his mouth fastened on hers with hard punisturgg.

Shannon's cry of protest was lost as he exertethallmasterful

expertise at his command, unmercifully invading $emses until she
moaned an entreaty, then his touch became disalyp®ensual, his
lips warm and probing, deliberately awakening eomishe hadn't
known she possessed.

When he let her go she stood swaying, completdlypabnce. Her
whole body trembled, and her face felt devoid of emlour.

'‘Now you have reason to hate me," Nick evincedilyarslrveying
the havoc he had wrought.

Shannon felt as if she would never be able to fiedvoice—in fact,
she was convinced it had suffered some kind of teary paralysis.

Nick turned towards the sink and began filling ithahot water. The
dishes were dispensed with in total silence anthbytime the last
saucepan had been dried and put away Shannonguagang mass
of nerves.

‘Black or white?' she asked tentatively when thecqdator had
stopped bubbling and automatically switched ite#ilf



'‘Black, two spoons of sugar,' Nick responded, watglas she took
down two coffee mugs from the cupboard.

They sat at the dining-room table in silence, om&t she found
increasingly difficult to break. Where was all Ipalite conversation
now? If only he'd drink his coffee and go home!

'Kelly is thrilled with your present,” Shannon versd at last, good
manners winning the battle with her consciencearikiyou.'

His slate-grey eyes kindled with mused exasperatidy pleasure.
She's a delightful child.’

Meaning that I'm not, Shannon concluded wryly, \ieyvhim
circumspectly from beneath long dark lashes agdi@ed his coffee
in a few silent mouthfuls.

Standing to his feet, he drawled, '‘My thanks foeajoyable meal.'

Thank heavens, he was leaving! She even manageghtisnile in
polite acknowledgment as she followed his tall feata the back
door. Her 'Goodnight' was little more than a cnatirmur that barely
hid her relief, and his eyes were faintly cynicalhe turned towards
her.

A hand reached out as he grasped her chin firntlyden thumb and
forefinger, then leaning down he brushed her lifik tis in a teasing
caress that was warm and disruptive.

Straightening, he turned and moved down the steibslithe ease,
pausing to sketch a mocking salute before he rektieepath that led
through the rose garden, and had disappeared frgim kefore

Shannon had a chance to gather her startled wits.

He really was die most incrediblenpossibleman she'd ever met!
She tried to convince herself that she hated himemsely. That



angry kiss he had subjected her to had shocketblibe very core.
Never, never had she been kissed quite like thadréneand the
thought of having the experience repeated was dntmigut a short
rein on her temper.

Funny, she mused idly as she shut and locked thie-eghe couldn't
remember ever being so antagonistic. Her temperatoetate had
been an example of placidity, with rarely a crosgdvo pass her
lips. For some unknown reason Nick Stanich brodgtih all her
latent anger and animosity. A Kilkenny cat, he he
mocked—someone who fought tooth and nail to therh&nd. What
was he, for die love of heaven—a prowling jungl&’ca



CHAPTER FOUR

IT seemed months instead of mere weeks since Shdratbbeen
behind the counter in the wine cellar, and as shied into the
cellar's modern interior she felt the customaragplae of seeing the
various Vista d'Oro labelled bottles, carafes amagymums set out on
their shelves.

Built adjoining the house on the western side, dakar had been
designed to give easy access to the public and thas a separate
driveway and parking space available. Behind wiliding doors
members of the public could come and purchase atirveholesale
prices, and a variety of sample bottles were abigltor tasting. Ivan
hadn't spared himself any expense in the cella%sgd, and the
mosaic floor tiles, the imported glass panellinige tighting, all
enhanced the cellar's attractive setting. There amasffice suite to
the left which comprised an annexe where a typewrénd a
telephone reposed on a desk, and beyond this ghram attractively
wood-panelled door, was Ivan's study—Nick's, Shanamended
hastily. Situated on the ground floor, it had anrame from the
house as well as from the cellar.

Vista d'Oro was something of a showplace, and glpe®tographs
of the splendid two-storeyed home and the separ
architecturally-designed complex which housed theewmaking
facilities had graced several magazines and boe&tifing New
Zealand vineyards over the past few years.

Such a large home, Shannon mused idly, for the rujiper

comprised a spacious lounge, an enormous formahgimoom, a
large family-size kitchen, no fewer than five bemhrs, and two
bathrooms. Downstairs there was a huge entertaarggwhere Ivan
and Katija had held many a party, and there wasall sadjoining

kitchen with a stove, refrigerator, and stainlésglssink unit so that
food and dishes didn't have to be carried upstAidgacent to this



was a games room with a billiard table and a cacélt-topped
card-table. There was also a bathroom complex ardumadry.
Separate garaging for three vehicles was situataetieoeastern side,
a short distance from the house, across an atteactiurtyard tiled
with alternate slabs of concrete and cobblestone.

Large, but well-lived-in, for lvan and Katija wewell-known for
their gracious hospitality, and there had beenukeet) visitors from
overseas, friends and relatives, who stayed onldnli

‘Good morning.'

Shannon swung round to face Nick as he emergedghrthe office
from his study.

'Hullo,” she greeted cautiously, all too aware dheirt
employer/employee relationship. She had dresseduiddynin a
knee-length skirt and short-sleeved top, hopingathieve an
appearance of casual elegance.

'In a moment you'll begin addressing me as Mr $tghiNick
drawled with wry amusement, and Shannon gave htdmile.

‘Shouldn't I? If you happen to be here when custsraee present?’

'l hardly think it's necessary," he grinned tolésariYour position
here is only temporary.'

'Is there anything else you want me to do, othantkell wine?'
Shannon asked politely. 'l can use a typewriter.'

‘Tomorrow, perhaps. However, I'm expecting a feplies to that
advertisement. If anyone telephones, take theirenaniew relevant
details, and make an appointment—preferably dutimeymorning
between nine and ten o'clock.' He paused, then gabhight frown.
'‘Better get their telephone number as well, in ¢ased to change an



appointment. Twenty minutes should be long enough gach
interview, but if you get inundated with calls télem they'll be
contacted and a time confirmed. If you have angntgueries, I'll be
in the annexe.'

Shannon nodded silently. She had only one quer/was about to
voice it when Nick deduced her train of thought.

‘The cash register is unlocked, and there's an earapiount of
change.'

Shannon watched as he turned and strode througloffive to
disappear behind the study door. Without his dshg presence in
the cellar she could concentrate fully, and th& fining she must do
was check the price list. It wasn't likely that rdhvevould be any
changes, but she'd better make sure.

She was halfway through scanning the list whertdélegphone rang,
and on answering she discovered it to be a busicek$or Nick.

There were five extensions in all, one of which wias the

winemaking annexe, and she pressed the appropdten and
waited until Nick answered, then replaced the rexei

Custom was slow at this time of day, as most of/theyard's regular
customers left it until late afternoon or early ewg to buy their
wine, and Thursday and Friday evenings were theebiugmes, apart
from Saturdays, when there was a brisk trade throuigthe day.

Vista d'Oro had two retail shops, one of which wa¢he city, the
other situated in Hamilton, over seventy miles Hart south of
Auckland. The vineyard had earned a good reputdtorguality
wines, and a quantity of grapes were purchased gaah from
independent growers. Viniculture was a specialisetlistry, and
despite the aids of modern science much depend#dteaskill of the



individual winemaker. The complexities involved,jdes from the
hazards of nature, were various.

Shannon glanced over the shelves to see whethshsehél re-stock,
but there seemed to be little needing attention.

An hour later she had sold a dozen bottles of wsegeral carafes,
taken three messages for Nick, and made appoinsmeiit three
applicants for the following morning.

At twelve-thirty precisely there was a light tapfefminine footsteps
across the tiled floor, and Shannon glanced up avithady smile.

'‘What on earth are you doing here?' Sheila Burtogrigd sharply,
her face an angry mask as she stood regarding 8hann

'l tried to telephone you this morning,’” Shannorerapted
reasonably. 'But as there was no answer, | couddntiuch else other
than leave a note for you on my front door."'

Sheila's eyes snapped. 'Really! When | arrangme fior a fitting |
expect you to be waiting for me. Why didn't yod teé on Saturday
that you would be here?'

'For the simple reason that | didn't know," Shansaid quietly, and
the other woman gave an impatient sigh.

'l can't possibly wait around—I've a hair appointinat one.'

'I'm here until one-thirty. Perhaps you could cdraek after you've
had your hair done?' One of these days, Shannamghhdleakly, |
shall tell Sheila Burton exactly what | think ofrhe

At that moment the study opened and Linda camaugirahe office
bearing a tray on which reposed a cup of steanvfffge and a plate
of sandwiches.



‘Something to fill an empty space, Shannon,' Lisdaled as she
placed the tray down on to a stool behind the caunt

'If you can stop to have that, you can stop lormugh for my fitting,'
Sheila declared imperiously, and Linda raised ayjog eyebrow
towards Shannon.

‘A client of mine," Shannon hastened to explaird &heila's eyes
narrowed.

'I've paid a small fortune in dressmaking fees dwer past three
years. | think | deserve some consideration.'

Shannon drew a deep breath and attempted a conwiliapology,
only to falter midway as Nick entered the cellae Would have to
walk in now, she cursed silently.

His eyes skimmed over the three women, restingafomstant on
Shannon's ruffled expression before settling onil&Hgurton. 'Is
there some misunderstanding?' he queried with edfiability. His
smile was warm and not without charm.

Sheila's explanation was softly-voiced with only teace of
indignation, and Shannon writhed.

''ve a few things to check over,' Nick revealedilgaindicating the
sheaf of papers in his hand. 'Will fifteen minubessufficient?'

‘Ten,' Sheila affirmed. 'l have a heavy scheduleyd

Shannon uttered her brief thanks, and quickly f@dd in Sheila's
footsteps. There was a further verbal reprimandtane once they
were inside die cottage, and it was all Shannoitdcda to hold her
tongue. The temptation to stick a pin, accidentalypurpose, into
any part of Sheila's anatomy was almost too muchdist!



It Was almost exactly fifteen minutes later thaa&ton crossed the
courtyard. Nick looked up from the office desk &g €ntered the
cellar, and feeling an apology was necessary, aeed one, only to

have it waved aside.

‘"Your coffee is cold—I'll have Linda bring you dovamother," Nick
observed dryly, then he added, '"You're out of bré@m hurrying.
Am | so formidable an employer?’

'l wasn't hurrying," Shannon retorted crossly, aadave a lazy smile
as he quirked a silent querying eyebrow.

‘Annoyed?’

'l can't afford to become annoyed," she answeredillge 'Sheila
Burton has an average of two or three garments readk week.
She's my most regular and constant client.’

He surveyed her silently for several seconds, hipression
enigmatic, then he queried with apparent seriossnétw long
since you've been out?' Shannon looked at him blaakd he gave a
barely audible sigh of exasperation. 'Dining-—inleneompany,' he
explained.

‘That's none of your business,' she protested maait)y .

'‘What if | intend making it my business?' he queetd thoughtfully,
surveying her outraged expression with a quizztzdm.

'l can't see why you'd want to do that—except agnansing exercise
to alleviate your present lack of feminine compaslap.’

His subdued laughter proved her undoing, and hes eparked
furiously alive as she rounded on him, ready toseidal battle, but
the insistent ring of the telephone put a timebpsb any words she
might have uttered.



Shannon shot him a vengeful glare, and at histsifehcative nod
she crossed to the desk where he was sitting acicegiup the
receiver.

'‘Good afternoon. Vista d'Oro vineyard,' she saghidy, and to her
chagrin Nick leaned comfortably back in his chaid gave every
indication of remaining where he was. His intengam was
deliberate, she felt sure, and she could have @ickp the
paperweight from the desk and cheerfully throwat thim!

'I'm enquiring about an advertisement in this muogts paper,' a light
feminine voice responded, and Shannon reached daind for a
notepad and pen.

‘Would you like to arrange an appointment with Margch for an
interview?' Shannon queried politely, and wincegibly at the girl's
enthusiastic reply. 'Shall we say nine-forty toro@rrmorning?' she
suggested. 'lIf you'd care to let me have your nant telephone
number, so that you can be contacted should iebegsary.'

‘Melissa Johnstone.' There was a light twinklingglaas the girl gave
a local telephone number before hanging up.

Frothily feminine, Shannon deduced wryly, probablgnde, and
undoubtedly intrigued by Vista d'Oro's new owner!

'‘Professionally efficient,” Nick declared mockinggnd she replied
tardy:

'l don't imagine you're going to have any diffigufinding female
staff. Your reputation seems to have preceded you!

His expression became entirely cynical. 'Perhams d' reformed
rake.'



'‘Rake, I'll believe,' Shannon confirmed succinctis the "reformed”
I'm having trouble with!"

"'l extort penance for that particular remark bysisting you
accompany me to dinner tomorrow evening.'

'l can't. Kelly --'

'‘Can stay overnight with Anna,' he interrupted sthlyo
‘No—thank you.'

"Il collect you at seven.’

The arrival of two customers precluded Shannon framuing
further, and by die time they had sampled, choseh @urchased
some wine, Nick had removed his presence froméharc

She wouldn't go, and what was more she'd tell lrthe very first
opportunity she had!

However, by noon the following day Shannon hadrdgnaged to
catch more than a glimpse of him in between ingavegi with
prospective staff. She suspected he was beingedatdly elusive,
and the thought was maddening!

Also vaguely irritating was the fact that Melissdndstone turned out
to be exactly as Shannon had visualised—blondegegais, and
possessing an engaging manner. What was more, ithéhagl
positively sparkled when Nick emerged to usherihgr his study.
The odd surge of emotion Shannon experienced wasthing she
wouldn't contemplate as beijgalousy for why should she care?

'‘How have things been this morning?'



Shannon turned from her task of replenishing a fosreelf with
carafes, and glanced round incredulously at Linttacan't be
one-thirty already?' she queried in astonishmertt,landa laughed.

‘You've been busy,' she concluded. 'By the wag,ld&en meaning to
tell you to send Kelly over for tea tonight. It ixgive you more time
to get ready.’

‘But I'm not going,’ Shannon denied keenly, and keda's look of
complete surprise.

'‘Have you told Nick? He hasn't said anything alaocihange of plan,’
Linda mused pensively, and Shannon cast her alrgiefuce.

'l refused when he asked, but he just dismissedathdeing of no
consequence!'

‘Would | appear rude if | ask why?'

'l don't like being ordered about." Shannon sigh&dd we always
argue. | don't see the point in spending an evetoigether.'

‘Indomitable dominance,’ Linda vouchsafed thoudhtfult's a
Stanich failing. If it's any consolation—I hatecefsin on sight, too.'

'Surely not," Shannon began disbelievingly, only htear Linda
chuckle on reflection.

‘The first time | met him, we clashed. | felt abdfjust been picked up
by a giant wave, swept into shore, and then flaogfdown on to the
sand—rather like a beached whale! It was a feeloayldn't handle,

and | reacted with the only weapon | had—anger.’

Shannon remained silent, and Linda said gently:



'‘Anna was going to tell Kelly at school today thlaé's to stay tonight.
They'll both be so disappointed.’

‘That's subtle blackmail, Linda, and you know &tiannon declared
wryly.

'‘Nick had dinner as your guest last Stmday,' theragirl pointed out
reasonably. 'He's merely returning your hospitality

A car drove in from the road, to be quickly follodvby another, and
Shannon murmured a hasty farewell as she slippethewoor.

Kelly was as excited as a dog with two tails, ahd kad a small
overnight bag packed with everything she couldktohwithin an
hour of arriving home from school.

As far as Shannon was concerned the time was flyasg far too
quickly. She had washed and set her hair as soshealad finished
at the cellar, but without a hair drier it was takiages to dry. For the
life of her she couldn't understand why she shbealth such a dither.
It wasn't as if she evdiked Nick Stanich! Yet here she was behavin
like a teenager on a first date.

'l need my head read,' she chastised as seveuglothilew near, and
she tensed involuntarily when she heard a car dlaon, followed
seconds later by a rapid staccato knock at het tfoor.

'‘Good evening,' she said evenly, trying to ignoearhy her stomach
curled alarmingly at the sight of him. Attired irfashionable suit of
dark blue quality denim he looked undeniably attvae—rugged,
she amended silently.

‘A punctual female—how pleasant,’ Nick accordedlyeas his dark
grey eyes swept appreciably over her slim figure.



Shannon met his gaze with contrived indifferenetednined not to
give him the satisfaction of seeing her blush b#mé& appraisal.
Her make-up was simple, with only a touch of eyaeslw and
mascara to heighten the liquid brown of her eyadear red lipstick
outlining the generous lines of her mouth. Her telr loose, the
lower edges curling slightly, and she revelledhia teel of it floating
down past her shoulders. The gown she was wearatg bdeen
selected with a great amount of daring, for it waphisticated in
style and quite unlike anything she had ever watote. Layers of
printed sheer organza fell from her waist to a kanchief hemline
several inches below her knee. The bodice was nghndraped,
with slim straps over each shoulder from which wsospended
alternate layers of organza falling to the elbavhdd been a gift of
sorts from Sheila Burton, for after having Shanmoake up the
complicated design she then decided the style tdgdit her, and
offered it in lieu of payment.

‘You're unusually quiet tonight,’ Nick observedldrgs he eased the
Ferrari to a halt at a set of inner-city traffights.

Oh, what on earth was the matter with her! Eadin©tomments had
been met with a monosyllabic reply, for in trutlke stouldn't think of

anything to say. Shannon attempted a smile anéldfailiserably to

inject any warmth into it at all. ‘We inevitablygare whenever we're
alone together,’ she offered quietly.

'My dear Shannon,' he began musingly as he chaggms and set
the car moving forward, 'if | didn't know you bettéd suspect you
were endeavouring to behave like a nicely-broughthuld.’

‘You don't know me at all,’ she retorted, immeadsiyraurt by his
amusement.

‘Better perhaps than you realise,' Nick rejoinegdyvr



They progressed through three more sets of tridfints, then Nick
veered to the left and joined a queue of cars m@itb enter a
downtown parking building.

‘You didn't say where we're going," Shannon begatatively, more
for the sake of something to say than anything. dlke silence was
enervating, and she was supremely conscious oly dueath she
took.

‘A charming restaurant | happened to discoverdketime | visited
this city—its name is vaguely Russian. You've bibeme?'

Shannon shook her head. If only she could go hém&imoment she
would become so tongue-tied, her voice would retosetter. The
thought of sitting opposite this devilish man iniatimate restaurant
setting was alarming, and she cursed herself afoestoming.

'Relax, Shannon," Nick bade wryly as he locked d¢age then he
moved round and lightly grasped her elbow.

'I'm perfectly relaxed,' she retaliated, all therenput out as she
caught sight of the slight twist of humour at tltgges of that firm
mouth, and perversely she edged away from him.

'I'm not a toddler you must hold by the hand,'lsleathed in a furious
undertone, and was utterly infuriated by his sulddaeghter. 'Will
you please take me home? This evening can be golkss than a
fiasco!'

They stood facing each other in the centre of theement, oblivious
to the curious stares of passers-by. Shannonis gilaesentment was
met with sardonic amusement.

'Let's eat first,” Nick suggested appeasingly, 8hdnnon snapped
peevishly:



'I'm sure you could have found some other femabctmmpany you
tonight.'

‘Undoubtedly.’

‘You gave me no choice --'

'‘None at all.’

'‘Why?'Shannon wailed despairingly.

'I'm not in the habit of explaining my motives, &han,' Nick said
wryly, and she grimaced.

'You can't expect me to believe that it's because gnjoy my
company.'

‘Ah, but | do," he offered smoothly. 'Why else wbullinvite you?'

She shot him an extremely doubtful look, and dedito answer. It
was on the tip of her tongue to retort that shesuas he regarded her
as little more than a silly mouse he found enjogdbltease.

In silence she walked beside him, and apart frarghd little smile
when they entered the restaurant her expressiotealltowards quiet
constraint.

‘An aperitif, | think," Nick declared dryly as soasa they were seated,
and proceeded to order Campari from the wine waiter

Shannon pretended an interest in the menu, and vagantly to
ignore the discreetly-printed price opposite eaelection. A tiny
devil within tempted her to order the most expeas¥ dishes, but
the temptation was only momentary.



'‘Are you going to be stubbornly feministic and ardeparately, or
might | be trusted to choose for you?'

Shannon looked across the table and met Nick's imggjaze. Damn
him! Her smile was sweet and deliberately innoc&utrprise me. I'm
curious to discover what you think I'd enjoy.' Hémoice of words
was unfortunate, she knew, the moment they weeseadatt

His eyes lit with hidden laughter as a delicatesbluose over her
cheeks, and she lifted the large menu so that lseatally obscured
from view.

‘You have no particular dislikes?'

Shannon almost choked, then managed a cool detaepbd 'Not
with regard to food, no.’

‘Lobster mornay, some Bluff oysters, and salad¢kNessayed
blandly to the hovering waiter. ‘With prawn cockts a starter. And
may | see the wine list?'

‘Not Vista d'Oro?' Shannon queried lightly, somautes later.

'‘An Australian vintage, one | think you'll enjoyick replied
urbanely, and when both glasses were filled heedaisis, then
offered a mockingly-voiced—Salute'

Shannon found the prawn cocktail delectable, amehgn't until she
had savoured the lobster that she attempted to arffghing by way
of conversation.

'‘Have you managed to engage anyone for the cellar?'

‘Melissa Johnstone—she's due to begin tomorrow imgynNick
enlightened her. 'If you could continue for a ferttweek—just to
offer some assistance until she becomes familitir @rerything?'



'Of course.' Shannon's heart slipped a beat. Mislssb& Johnstone
had been the successful applicant, after all!

'‘Dessert?’
Shannon cast him a startled glance. 'No—thank you.'

The coffee when it came was strong and black, badlsclined milk
or cream, adding only sugar. Her head felt ratiggit+a condition
that could no doubt be attributed to the wine!

‘The grape-picking will be finished towards the efdhext week,'
Nick began idly as he viewed her expressive feataver the top of
his brandy glass. 'As you're aware, it's custorf@ryhe vigneron to
provide some end-of-season festivities. Which iy We decided to
continue Ivan's tradition with a vineyard barbeareSunday of next
week. You'll come, of course.'

It wasn't a request, merely a statement of faat, Stmannon felt the
stirrings of resentment begin. 'lI've already madangements to take
Kelly out,' she stated evenly, meeting his gazéinaifingly.

'‘Postpone it,' he directed with quiet deliberatibexpect you to be
there.'

'l may not be able to come," Shannon excused hensal slightly
strangled tone.

'l insist.'
'Is that a threat?"

'‘Consider it any way you choose,' Nick drawled kgrtb which she
retorted angrily :

‘What if | disregard your order?’



'l wouldn't advise it. You wouldn't like the conseqces.’

Shannon cast him a baleful glare that had no efitettsoever. He
really was the limit! Without further thought shead to her feet and
collected her evening bag.

‘Where do you think you're going?"

'l should have thought that was obvious—I'm goiogatch a bus
home!" She moved quickly towards the foyer, unavesue uncaring
of the few interested eyes that followed her pregre

Without a word Nick drained his brandy, stood te feet, then
followed her unhurriedly towards the front entrance

Shannon smiled rather fixedly at the cashier assshept past, and
she took the short flight of steps down to streeel in record time.
The bus terminal was on the other side of Queareftand a fair step
distant. It wasn't much past ten o'clock, and diy¢here was a steady
stream of patrons vacating two nearby hotels. Tpaby them she
would have to cross the street. She hovered untgri the kerb,
and had just stepped forward when a hand graspeatine Thinking

it was Nick, she wrenched angrily away and swungdoto come
face to face with a stranger. 'Oh!" Her gasp ghfrwas very real. He
didn't look at all friendly, or chivalrous.

‘All alone, honey?'

With as much dignity as she could muster she sdid iI'm waiting
for a friend.'

'‘Sure,' he chorded. 'Where is he, then?"

'Right here," Nick said quietly from behind. 'Shan®' He stretched
out a hand, and she took it unhesitatingly.



He didn't say a word until they reached the Feaad were seated
inside its luxurious interior.

‘Have you no conception of the hazards awaiting aimactive girl
who dares to venture out alone on to the streetgyat?' His query
was silk-smooth and dangerous, and Shannon shivered

'You were being insufferably arrogant,’ she offershakily,
interminable minutes later. She took a deep brdahtn let it out
slowly. 'You don't ask—you demand.’

‘We'll continue this argument at home, | think¢iNdeclared dryly.

Shannon risked a quick glance at the saturnine teaance not
twelve inches away. In the dim light he lookednitely formidable.
‘There's nothing to continue.’

'l beg to differ," he indicated silkily, and withdaft flick of his wrist
the engine sprang to life.

Neither ventured so much as a word during the tyvermutes it took
to reach the outskirts of Henderson, and Shanndribb@ome a mass
of nerves by the time Nick turned the car into dneeway outside
the cottage.

No sooner had it drawn to a halt than she presseddor-clasp and
slid hurriedly out. "'Thank you for . dinner.' Thaipe platitude passed
her hps, and without a backward glance she cldsedidor and all
but ran up the path to the front of the cottage.

The wretched key proved elusive, and she was yisttéking by the
time she retrieved it from the depths of her evgrbag. It slipped
from her fingers and fell down on to the mat. Shesed beneath her
breath. Damngamn—eh, where was it, for heaven's sake!

‘Lost something?'



'Of course not!" Shannon answered waspishly. ‘agbpay homage
on my knees before entering my front door.’

'I'll fetch a torch," Nick commented wryly, disajpeg towards the
car to return within seconds.

He found it, of course, just as she knew he woald] before she
could gather her wits together he unlocked the @molrushered her
inside.

'‘Coffee?' he suggested dryly as he took in hetdiad expression
and the brightness of her eyes. 'l had to forgemfryou remember?’

'l don't entertain men this late at night.’

One eyebrow quirked in silent sardonic query. "Tias ominous
overtones. What manner of entertainment do youllysai@vide ?'

Shannon flinched beneath his close scrutiny, tiodouced a delicate
pink.

'‘Go and make some coffee, Shannon," Nick orderéetlgu'You
have nothing to fear from me.'

She escaped with undue haste, and in the kitched fihe percolator
and set it on the stove, then with the movemenarofautomaton
began to set out two cups and saucers, some sfigeaspoon
clattered to the floor, and the sound seemed usseaaé/ loud.

Foolish tears clouded her vision as she bent dowettieve it, and as
she stood upright she felt one solitary tear smldl trickle slowly
down her cheek. What a prize idiot she was makifrigecself!

'That coffee smells delicious.'



Shannon jumped at die sudden sound of Nick's vionreediately
behind, and involuntarily her shoulders stiffenedsae sought for
some measure of control.

A hand reached out and turned the switch downlésser heat, and
when the coffee had perked satisfactorily, Nickneduthe steaming
liquid into cups.

'If | ask nicely, will you please grace us with yquesence at the
vineyard barbecue? Linda would be grateful for yloelp and moral
support.’

Another tear followed the first. Shannon kept headhaverted, and
gave a slight nod.

‘Shannon?' Hands curled over her shoulders andddrer round to
face him, then firm fingers lifted her chin untihler-flecked brown
eyes met those of darkening grey.

He looked long into those misty depths, then gaskgat smile. 'A
man could drown in those eyes, do you know that®' éad
descended; and he pressed each eyelid closed gathtle kiss. 'Life
isn't quite fair, is it?' he murmured softly.

'l came to terms with myself long ago," Shannonwamned shakily,
hardly daring to breathe. Being close to him likes tvas having the
strangest effect, making her-feel quite lightheaded

‘Your devotion to Kelly is admirable," Nick commeatgently, and
his eyes were warm. 'But isn't it time you allowaedhan into your
life?"

She*swallowed convulsively. 'I'm not sure | like mall that
much—men society deems eligible, that is.' Shegmend her teeth
worried her lower lip. 'They're usually scepticaboat Kelly's



parentage, and make it quite plain they wouldn'tept the
responsibility of someone else's child. I'd rattegnain an old maid!

‘That you'll never be,’ Nick vouchsafed with wrynmur, and
Shannon gave a slight grimace.

'I'm totally realistic—I gave up on girlish dreatosg ago.'
'Do | detect a trace of cynicism?'

'l think we should have that coffee,’ she statenvisi, and Nick
smiled.

'‘Changing the subject?'

Shannon didn't answer, and the hands that toolcups from the
bench weren't quite steady. Resolutely she crasgbeé dining-room
and deposited the coffee down on to the table.

Nick seated himself comfortably, and began stirtimg contents of
his cup. 'I'm driving down to Hamilton tomorroweg told her. 'I'd like
you to come with me.'

Shannon's eyebrows shot up with surprise. 'Hamiltshhe echoed in
a slightly incredulous voice, and his eyes gleamild amusement.

‘Yes—Hamilton," he confirmed lazily. 'I've yet t@ke myself known
to the management staff at Hamilton's Vista d'@tail outlet.’

Shannon's brow cleared. 'Oh, of course.'
‘Shall we say about eight-thirty?'

‘You're forgetting something—I'm supposed to be kv in the
cellar tomorrow," she pointed out. 'Besides, tisafelly.’



'‘Who better to give you the day off than the bassskIf?'

Shannon met those quizzical grey eyes and almiestieel. Almost,
but not quite. 'l don't think so," she said calnmiifou must set a
precedent, after all, and if you give one emplogetay off without
sufficient cause, then you'll be expected to dcstrae for others.'

Nick broke into soft laughter, and it lightened higyged features
measurably. 'Oh, Shannon,' he reprimanded with fagctkery, 'you

really are a perverse little baggage! Your workimayurs tomorrow
will be extended from two and a half, to eight, ¥drich you will be

duly recompensed, and as your employer | requastaggompany
me on a business trip—the locality of which I'munres never having
visited there.’

Shannon eyed him doubtfully. 'There are road m#ps. won't get
lost.'

Nick drained his coffee and blandly ignored het tamark. He stood
to his feet, his eyes faintly quizzical as he rdgdrher uncertainty.
‘Bring Kelly across to the house in the morning—danwill be
responsible for transporting the girls both to andm school
tomorrow, and Kelly can stay with Anna until weiaerhome.'

‘You're not only overbearing, you're autocraticvadl!" Shannon
exclaimed, sorely tried. 'Don't you ever take nodio answer?'

'‘With very few exceptions,' he responded tolerarathd she gave an
exasperated sigh.

‘Why should | query your positively dogmatic deteration?
Althoughwhyyou should insist that | come is a complete myster

Nick sighed sardonically, 'for a moment | thougbti\d taken pity on
me.'



'Please go home,' Shannon implored, unaccountatbg.c'l'm tired,
and | want to go to bed.’

He stood regarding her silently for several longosels, then he
murmured with gentle mockery, 'What a pity it sltbhlave to be
alone.'

She opened her mouth, then closed it again, andb@s to begin a
verbal attack when he caught her close against Hinare was little

else she could do but remain still, and she shuehes against the
inevitable onslaught.

It never came. Instead his lips trailed acrossitieate planes of her
face, touched each eyelid briefly, then settledfacaress against the
corner of her mouth.

‘Goodnight, sweet Shannon,' he bade softly, thémowt so much as
a backward glance he moved towards the front darad, it wasn't
until Shannon heard the barely-audible purr ofdaes engine that
she stirred herself sufficiently to attend to thegaic task of making
ready for bed.



CHAPTER FIVE

‘You have no need to consider paying me for to&ygnnon began
tentatively, casting Nick a speculative glanceles Eerrari moved
swiftly along the southern motorway. Its speed wasxcess of the
legal limit, she was sure. Apart from a brief '‘Gaodrning’, they

hadn't exchanged a word, and during the past Ioaif-reach

successive minute had seemed like at least ten!

'‘We settled that particular argument last nightitkNrejoined
smoothly, not taking his eyes from the road, andnBlbn stiffened
slightly in her seat.

'l won't accept money for what is merely a joyridége stated evenly,
determined to adhere to her convictions.

‘Admire the scenery, Shannon,' he bade her sam@bnitSave any
recriminations until such time as | can give themy omdivided
attention.'

Shannon was stung into silence. Why on earth had atlowed

herself to be persuaded to come today? She musabddo consider
spending the entire day with this hateful man! Nstlnich in small
doses was too much for her to handle, and witlptbspect of seven
or eight hours in his constant company was posytidaunting. She
should have stayed at home, bent over her sewichinel It wasn't

as if she didn't have enough work to do—Kelly hagvad home

yesterday with no less than a huge bag filled \witkterial offcuts,

together with a note expressing appreciation falgwan earlier
verbal request that Shannon contribute towardsctathing and

novelty stall for the school's fund-raising Faie flollowing Saturday
morning. Two pairs of hands and several thirtytssxw working

days were definitely indicated.



Once part the Wiri turn-off the traffic-flow becanmereasingly less,
and neatly-fenced paddocks began to spring upofugion between
housing estates. Before long they would be in aoemtry, and once
past the Bombay hills the rolling countryside wouddeal grazing
cattle and sheep. The long hot summer months viliesaover, and
the once-lush green pasture was in need of rain.

Shannon pretended an interest in the swiftly pgssoenery,
admiring the tall poplar trees that lined the paddoparallel to the
road for some distance, the various farmhouses Iitféridg
architecture. It was a singularly cloudless dag,gky a clear azure,
and there was a warmth in die sun's rays, evdnsatdlatively early
hour.

The passed through the coalmining town of Hunthlyo
momentarily checking speed, then followed the wiHmed
Waikato river for several miles. Its still depthene deceptive, for in
winter swelled with an incessant rainfall it becaangwiftly-flowing
torrent, often rising to encompass the road inspdibw it merely
looked peaceful, but hidden beneath its surfaces wamumerable
dead trees, branches that caught and snagged.

Shannon reflected idly that she should extol sorhéhe local
folklore, point out that Ngaruawahia, through whtbley were now
passing, was one of several places in the Norémdisihere the first
Maori canoes landed from Polynesia several cerstaige.

As they reached the outskirts of Hamilton Nick ggiaher swift
all-encompassing glance. 'l didn't intend you tonam in total
silence," he commented wryly, and Shannon retoaieejt meekly:

'"You instructed me to admire the scenery. | didmégine you wished
to indulge in polite conversation.’



‘Touche," he acknowledged quizzically. ‘Now, wellstradeavour to
park the car.'

The main city street was alive with traffic, buttkvian adroitness
Shannon could only admire Nick soon slid the Femao the kerb.

'Shall | stay in the car?' she queried doubtfuligsure whether he
would want her to be present at what was aftestatitly a business
meeting. However, his expression was sufficientienrto slip from
the passenger seat and stand silently on the pawewtale he
attended to locking the car.

'‘Come along,' Nick bade a trifle brusquely, takiveg arm in a firm
grasp, and immediately resentment flared at hipretorial air.

'I'm not a recalcitrant child,' she declared rugful shan't run away.'

'‘With you, I've come to expect the unexpectedihbdecated, causing
her to retort sharply:

'‘Look who's talking!

‘After we've been to the wine shop,' Nick said weémarkable calm,
'‘We shall have lunch.'

'‘Coffee and a sandwich will be adequate, thank'y®he walked
beside him, all too aware of the hand at her ellaod his close
proximity.

'You may eat like a sparrow if you wish, but | imiedoing full justice
to a steak, with all the usual accompaniments, plgkss or two of
wine.'

Shannon didn't deign to answer. If she kept siléretre wouldn't be
the opportunity for them to argue. Nick Stanich wagdoubt used to
having his female companions docile and ready Hoirfawith his



every wish! Perhaps she should emulate them,gustéflay —sheath
her claws, as it were!

The wine shop was reached a few minutes later, iaside the
well-stocked interior Shannon allowed her eyesotmT at will over
the luxurious appointments. She was introducedaasiend, and
while Nick made a brief inspection of the premislkee wandered idly
around the large room admiring the well-set-out\at®e Spodessly
clean, it was a credit to the management staff.

'Shannon.'

She looked up and met Nick's dark eyes regardinghoeightfully.
She didn't say anything, just gave him a querymges

‘Come and share a drink," Nick invited, covering distance between
them in easy lithe strides, and her quiet murmassent drew forth a
quizzical gleam.

Vista d'Oro, of course—an Asti Spumatate, of excelvintage, and
reserved, Shannon felt sure, for special occasions.

The talk between the two men centred around thméss of selling
wine, the prospect of the season's harvest, andugatechniques
with respect to wine- making that were somewhatalf®hannon's
head. She felt quite content to sit in silence lestdn, and didn't feel
in the least neglected at not being included incbreversation. Her
thoughts strayed a little, for despite giving tipp@arance of being a
successful businessman Nick possessed a raw nragcthat
associated itself with close contact to the glowaagth from which
things grew. His broad frame was hard and sinews,lee appeared
equally at ease within the confines of a restauaartte was among
his vines beneath the heat of the sun. Truly asmaah, she mused
idly.



It seemed that they were about to leave, for Nex tisen to his feet
and was viewing her with musing indulgence. Sheeipthe last of
her wine, then replaced the glass, smiling polited\Nick made their
farewells.

‘Lunch,’ Nick concluded as they made their waymtié main street,
and Shannon suppressed a smile.

'Steak, | think you said?’

‘Changed your mind about joining me? It's a wompresogative, |
believe.'

'So it is,' she agreed sunnily. 'And | shall.'

Nick glanced down at her, then raised his eyestdsvilne bright sun
high in the sky. 'Are you feeling quite well?'

Shannon laughed—a light bubbly sound that held igenu
amusement. 'You seem surprised.’

'You usually offer an argument at every turn,’ hdightened
thoughtfully. 'To find you quiescent is somewhatisunal.'

'‘Put it down to the day, the city, and,' she pausdight amusement,
‘perhaps the company.’

Nick shot her' a quizzical glance. 'A much morelykexplanation is
that the wine has gone a little to your head.'

Shannon wrinkled her nose at him. 'Not at all. altgh | will have
you know that | am not accustomed to consuminghalchefore
midday.'

‘Lunch—definitely," he chuckled, and taking her d¢ham his, he led
her along the pavement.



Shannon felt strangely content, almost happy ircbmmpany. Seated
In the restaurant, with a glass of light Mosellédn® her lips, she
reflected warmly that Nick Stanich possessed dlhefsocial graces.
The thought came unbidden to mind that it wouldnibee to be
cherished. Lord, the winmustbe going straight to her head! For th
sake of something to say, she queried with whahsped was casual
interest, "You come from a family of winemakerbglieve?'

'Polite conversation, Shannon Fitzgerald, or a méadiscover more
about me?' he queried mockingly.

She smiled a little, head to one side as she ceregidhis words.
‘Hmm—Dboth, | think.'

'‘Ask, and I'll endeavour to answer,' he intonedmhécally as he
surveyed her over the rim of his glass. His eyesamled with
ill-disguised laughter, and she felt like poking tengue at him.

'‘Suppose you give me a resume,' she suggested'Yaly. might
consider my questions impertinent.’

Nick's eyebrows rose a fraction in sardonic amusenibly dear
Shannon, what were you thinking of asking?'

‘You're baiting me again,' she sighed, feelingsfedy hurt.
‘Not at all’

She sat in silence, concentrating on cutting tlceldent steak on her
plate into bite-size chunks, then idly spearedeziof lettuce with
her fork. If she placed it in her mouth, she'd aiok

Nick smiled across at her downbent head. 'l thiok gre already
aware that lvan and my father left Dalmatia whegyttvere both in
their teens. Ironically enough, they unintentiopalhose different
destinations—my father arrived in Australia to wadveral years



with a machete, cutting cane in Queensland. Ivamecan to New
Zealand to dig kauri gum several miles north of ldand. However,
with a tradition of winemaking behind them, theykothe first

opportunity to purchase land suitable for growingeg, and by hard
work both managed to make a successful living.'

His eyes took on a quizzical gleam as he met heraated gaze.
‘After completing our formal education, my eldemotwer and |

attended Roseworthy Agricultural College in Soutlstalia, for it

was never in doubt that either of us should do langt other than
follow in our father's footsteps. At the end of sgjourn at college |
spent two years here at Vista d'Oro, then retutoethe Barossa
Valley to assist my father and my brother. lvan tkegeticulous

records regarding the running of his vineyard—smhditions,

climatic changes,' he elaborated easily, then yes éwinkled with

devilish merriment as he continued, 'There waglasdir side to my
existence, of course. In between all the hard vaoikthe study, | did
manage to lead a satisfactory social life.'

'Of course!" Shannon commented with wry cynicismd avas
disconcerted by his husky laughter. Oh, when wehklicease to be a
source of amusement to him! It was utterly gallirgpéinfuriating.

‘Would you have had me lead a celibate existenbhani®n?' he
gueried mockingly, and she kept her gaze level, timgethose

quizzical grey eyes with what amounted to nothiegslthan sheer
courage.

‘Yet you've never married,’ she countered with meekousness.
'‘Could it be that you set impossibly high standar@ne doesn't
doubt, of course, that there's a long line of prtlydovely females
just waiting for so much as a nod to be cast iir tieection!'

'‘Ah, those claws again!" His teeth showed white stnohgly even. 'l
shall succeed in clipping them yet!



'‘Most unlikely," Shannon retorted sweetly. '"Youal/é to-catch me
first.’

"You doubt that | could?

'l wasn't referring to physical superiority,’ shdicated evenly. 'More
a contest of mental wills!'

Nick smiled wryly. 'You're hardly a contender for owen's
Liberation, Shannon.’

‘And you, Nick Stanich, are too chauvinistic forras!'

'‘Because | consider a woman's role in marriage bt of caring for
her husband and their children? It should be hemgmterest, don't
you think?'

Shannon didn't answer. Instead, she forked themassel of food
into her mouth and deliberately took her time withlrhat way, she
was spared from speaking!

'‘No comment?' Nick mocked. 'Dare | take it that pguee with me?’

'l shan't give you that satisfaction," she parrmaddly, and he
chuckled, his eyes agleam with laughter as he plisiseplate to one
side.

'I'm honour-bound to attend a dinner party on Brielening,' he told
her some minutes later. 'l'd like you to come.'

Shannon looked at him solemnly. 'Are you askingeting me?’

His cynical smile did little to encourage her. 'Muspell it out? I'm
sure you're aware how an eligible bachelor is eghramong the
community." One eyebrow lifted in sardonic amusamérshall be
duly presented with a selection of attractive youegiales of



marriageable age, then watched like a hawk at warisocial
gatherings by numerous fond mamas over the nextweeks to
discover which particular girl attracts my eye!'

‘You don't expect me to believe that you need raegto hold your
hand? | imagine you're quite adept at dealing witbh incidences,’
she concluded wryly.

‘Shall we say—a smoke-screen ?'

'l really can't. I've committed my sewing servigesaid of Kelly's
school Fair.' She even managed a sweet smile poseg regret.

He appeared unperturbed. 'Surely one evening vadféct your
contribution by much? I'll call for you at seven.’

You won't! I have no intention of coming.’
‘Not even to protect me from the designing mamas?'

Shannon barely managed to withhold a derisive sribranyone
needs protection, it will be their daughters!'

'‘Ah, Shannon, you feel no sympathy for me at di¥' queried
mockingly, and his gentle laughter when she empalhfishook her
head brought a dormant shaft of antagonism toulface.

‘Not in the least,' she replied evenly, hating hinesh.
‘What if | deem it an assignment by virtue of yeuarployment?'

‘Now you're being ridiculous,' she retorted heatédllou can't expect
to get away with that sort of argument a seconc.tiBesides, |
dislike being used, just because it happens toysuit purpose.' She
straightened her shoulders and looked at him styuare



Nick said smoothly, 'If you've finished, we'll gatvay.'

‘Aren't we going die wrong way?' Shannon felt colbegeto query
some five minutes later when the Ferrari swung lsanstead of
north.

'l have friends in Cambridge,’ Nick advised tolégralmost as if he
were talking to a refractory child, Shannon fumiehsly.

'l thought we were going straight back to Aucklarsthe managed
quietly as they negotiated a busy intersection.

‘There's no urgency, surely? Kelly will be colletfeom school, and
will stay with Linda until such time as we return.’

Shannon held her tongue with difficulty. 'Will we back in time for
dinner?'

'‘Possibly—possibly not,’ Nick revealed, sparing Ferglance.
‘Worried about Kelly? You needn't be.'

‘Kelly's my responsibility," she retorted in a tidittle voice. 'You
have no right to foist her on to Linda.'

'It was at Linda's suggestion that Kelly be consijto her care for
the day,' he intimated wryly. "The girls spend maistheir waking
hours together, either at the house or at the gmtthe continued
reasonably. "You've taken Anna on a picnic outarg] had her as a
guest at Kelly's birthday party. To permit Lindar&iurn some of
your hospitality is surely fair?'

Shannon swallowed, unsure of her response. 'l dimue been told
that we mightn't be back, then I could have toldKmyself.'

'For that, | must apologise.'



An apology from Nick Stanich? Shannon doubted itsesity, for

there was an element of amused cynicism in hiseviiat belied his
words. Thoroughly vexed, she gazed out the window didn't

venture so much as a word to break the silencengluhe drive to
their destination.

The Ferrari turned off the main road and covereeéiss miles before
slowing to a halt by a set of double gates thatdabentry to a gravel
driveway winding towards a picturesque colonialestgsidence set
well back from the road. There were several acregasture
surrounding the house, although at first glanceras difficult to
detect the nature of farming as the home paddoeks ampty.

Shannon watched idly as he slipped open the gatable to stop her
quickening heartbeat. The memory of his mouth aos tvas so vivid
as to be almost a reality, and she shivered sjighklis wouldn't do at
all! She hatedhim—hated his male dominance, the sheer physi
magnetism he exuded. He bossed her around, disglagim reason
to her every refusal, and he always seemedarmoisedby her
retaliatory reaction! Why, oh, why did she have take such
exception to almost every word he said?

Whether or not they were expected, she was unswe,their
reception was spontaneous and friendly almost & phint of
exuberance.

‘Veda and Tony Sumich—Shannon Fitzgerald," Nickouhiced
easily, and his eyes gleamed at Shannon's apsdrgmss.

'Have you eaten?' Veda queried, her expressive déige with
pleasure, while Tony's smile swept from Nick to @@ with
unconcealed delight.



'‘We have, thanks," Nick responded amiably, and Vieaenptly
invited them to stay to dinner, declaring she walilthke no for an
answer.

'l let Shannon make that decision," Nick deadlgrand his eyes
sparkled wickedly as he witnessed her confusion.

‘Nick, you have mellowed!" This from Tony, accomgahby a
friendly grin, and Nick laughed.

'He hasn't at all,"” Shannon ventured, shooting Midark look. 'He
merely wants to ensure that | have no call to' angith him."'

'l don't believe it," Tony managed with mock inarkty. "You look as
soft and as gentle as a kitten."'

‘Believe it or not, my friend," Nick declared moegly, 'Shannon
finds my company abrasive.'

'Stop it, both of you! You're embarrassing the.gMeda turned
twinkling eyes towards Shannon. 'Come inside—Iabercan decide
whether or not you'll stay. We'll share a glaswinie, and talk.'

Wine again? My, oh, my—she'd already consumed tlassgs
today!

The afternoon seemed to slip by in a flash, ang thd stay for

dinner, there was chicken stew, Dalmatian styleth vwaotatoes,

onions and tomatoes, served with pasta and an @esonmg salad.
Fresh bread rolls reposed in a napkin-lined widlesket, and there
was the inevitable carafe of wine.

A little after eight o'clock Nick declared they musave, and soon
they were driving, heading homeward. Shannon leaveddback in

her seat, watching the evening's dusk veil theipgssountryside.
There was a strange peace pervading the air asutheank gently



below the horizon, and there was no need to offenleas
conversation to fill the empty void of silence. ragrs the wine lulled
her into a light doze, for it seemed no time atbafore they were
driving along the southern motorway on the outskoft Auckland.

Shannon blinked rapidly, then moved her legs asusiteossed her
ankles, stretching them slightly.

'Pleasant dreams, | trust?'
'I'm sorry,' she offered. 'l don't even remembesiclg my eyes.’

'No need to apologise,’ Nick assured her mildlge"€ombination of
wine and car travel usually has a somnolent eftéutpleased that
you could relax sufficiently to indulge it.'

'Is it very late?'

‘A few minutes after nine." He reached into hisrtshbcket and
extracted a packet of cigarettes, easing one alplacing it between
his lips before depressing the car's console digsalighter.

'l hope Kelly hasn't been any trouble,’ she begaan attempt to
make light conversation. She ran a hand over thgtheof her hair,
then moistened her lips a little.

'l imagine she's well asleep by now.’

After a short silence, she queried slowly, 'The gelw—Melissa. She
began work today, didn't she?"

'You sound anxious,' Nick commented solemnly, anchediately
she sprang in defence.

'l was merely curious as to how she's manageds thiat



You'll find out very soon,' he assured her, easimegcar through the
inner city traffic.

'l shan't stay—I'll just collect Kelly, then go bome.’

"You won't. You'll come in for coffee," Nick decdat in a voice that
brooked no argument. 'As for Kelly, she'd be bdd#&rwhere she is
until morning.’

'In that case, you can drop me off at the cottegjegnnon choked
fiercely, and became utterly incensed when he egholat a hand to
touch her cheek.

'‘Behave, infant,’ he drawled musingly, to which se®rted with
sheer perversity:

'l am behaving—in fact, I'm displaying remarkaldstraint!'

'‘Perhaps it's Auckland that has an adverse effacyau,’ Nick
declared cynically, sparing her a slightly quizkigdance as he
paused at a set of traffic lights.

'It's not Auckland—it'syou!
'‘What do you suggest | do about it?' he queriedlynil

'‘Leave me alone,' she answered waspishly. 'Theathér alternative
is for me to look for somewhere else to live.’

‘You've overlooked one possibility—you could mammg.'

Shannon caught her breath, unable to assimilage tlast few words
with any clarity, then blind anger prevailed. hdi your sense of
humour singularly kicking,' she flung frigidly. "t find yourself in
a fine predicament if | called your bluff!'



Nick didn't say a word as he swung the car on ® ribrthern
motorway, and after what seemed an interminab&ed Shannon
offered with controlled vehemence :

'‘Rest assured, Nick Stanich, | wouldn't many yogoii were the last
man on earth!

His jaw tightened, making his expression darklynfmliable, and
Shannon sat in silence, glaring fixedly out die daw.

As soon as the Ferrari whispered to a halt in Niadkiveway,

Shannon released the door-clasp and slid out, mp@ausnly

fractionally before moving quickly towards the steplowever, her
plan to collect Kelly before Nick could interveneped fruitless, for
just as she reached the uppermost step he appeanedehind to
grasp her arm. Thus when Linda opened the dooast t& confront
them both, side by side.

More than a little flustered, Shannon blurted det first words that
came into her head. 'l didn't know we were goinfgp¢oso late. If |
could just collect Kelly --'

‘Coffee first, | think," Nick declared smoothlyatling her inside.

If it hadn't have been for Linda's presence, Shanmould have
wrenched her arm and flatly refused.

'‘Why not leave Kelly where she is for the nightifida suggested,
casting a quick glance from one to the other, sgnan atmosphere.

'It's very kind of you," Shannon managed, tryingstoile. '‘But I'd
prefer to take her home. Thanks for looking afearhkl appreciate it.'

'She's been no trouble," Linda declared blithélye 'hardly known
she's been here. Feel free to leave her any time.'



'l don't lead much of a social life," Shannon exjd lightly, adding
for Nick's benefit, 'from choice. But thanks foretloffer. I'd be
pleased to look after Anna whenever you and Stefant to go out,’
she concluded sincerely.

I'll make coffee,' Linda intimated, and Nick mummad that he could
well do with some.

'Sit down, Shannon,' he ordered somewhat brusqgaetywhen she
did not comply he shot her a dark compelling lob&ttmade her
knees shake.

'I'd prefer to get home,” she managed stoicallgtimg Linda a
pleading glance. 'lt's been a long day, the drivihghave a
headache,' she finished miserably, and it was sotlean the truth,
for her head was pounding with nervous reaction!

'In that case, I'll get Kelly," Nick drawled, suigj words to action, and
as soon as he had disappeared from the kitcheralamdhed a
guerying eyebrow.

'Dare | ask?"

‘Don't,)’ Shannon responded wearily, and her eyesuded
momentarily.

‘You really do have a headache,' Linda voiced withcern, and
Shannon nodded briefly, unwilling to speak at {ra@cise moment,
for Nick had re-entered the room with Kelly in laisns.

'If you're ready?'

Shannon murmured a few words in thanks, then peztkon out the
door and down the steps. Inside the cottage, site®ad on the lights
and stood aside so that he could take Kelly torbem. When he
emerged, she stood still, uncertain of his intentio



‘Thank you for bringing Kelly home." How polite ampiiet she
sounded!

‘Goodnight, my Kilkenny cat,' he drawled enigmdticand without
pausing he moved past her with lithe ease to desapfpom sight in
the evening's darkness.

There was a strange empty feeling in the pit ofdt@mach, and her
heart was one miserable ache. Likewise her headk diemed to be
able to charge her emotions to new dimensions taehthey met,
and trying to cope was turning her into an emotianrack.



CHAPTER SIX

SHANNON spent an extremely restless night, waking fredquen
between fitful dreams in which Nick Stanich seemediominate.
Twice she awoke with a start, her skin drenchet siteat, her body
aching. Consequently the following morning her eefiion in the
bathroom mirror revealed a pale, hollow-eyed wraitla girl. Even
her hair seemed limp and lifeless.

After delivering Kelly and Anna to school, she datvn at her sewing
machine—more from force of habit than anything efee truth to
tell, she felt about as much like sewing as flyowgr the moon!

At ten-fifty-five precisely she closed the cottageor and walked
briskly across to the cellar. There was a brigt@itiviini parked on the
grass verge, which she assumed must belong toddelishnstone.

'‘Good morning.' How falsely bright she sounded! Wonder the
other girl looked momentarily startled!

'‘Hi—you must be Shannon Fitzgerald.'
‘None other," Shannon smiled, then winced at tieipder head.
‘Are you okay? You look --'

'l not only look, | feel," Shannon responded rugfuHowever, | shall
survive, | daresay. How are you managing?'

'Like a breeze,' the curvaceous blonde replied/gailoo gaily, for

her voice seemed to echo through Shannon's haak &k given me
some dictation, which I've typed, for there havdréen many
customers so far.'



So itwas Nickwas it? Shannon deduced that Melissa wasn't the ¢
of girl to bother with the triviality of observingrotocol with her new
boss— especially when said boss was an emineigiplel bachelor!

‘Are you familiar with the wine? Is there anythiggu'd like to
know?'

'l don't think so, thanks. There is a price-listgd &Nick has explained
the different qualities of the reds, the whiteg, sherries—as well as
the sparkling wines,” Melissa informed her with eskable
efficiency. 'Nick has offered to lend me some booksvinemaking
so that | can become more conversant.’

‘That's fine," Shannon managed brightly. Nick, Niglckl Her head
seemed to pound unmercifully with the sound ofrtame. She cast
an experienced eye over the shelves, noting thaty nmeeded
replenishing. 'I'll begin re-stocking.'

Melissa wandered in Shannon's wake, watching idlyslze lifted
carafes, replaced bottles, and ran a duster oeesttélves.

'l guess | should have done that yesterday,’ Melisggan
apologetically.

‘Well, it is best to keep the shelves re-stock8ddnnon murmured,
intent on her task. A few customers entered, anadt almost half an
hour before die cellar became quiet again. It waarlg time for
lunch, and she was in desperate need of a hot.drink

Melissa moved across to the desk to answer thehefe, and
Shannon put out a hand to a carafe of rose withirttemtion of

moving it round so that the label was easily visidQuite how it

happened she never knew, but the next moment W&sea heavy
crash as the glass container slipped from her faigecrack open on
the paved floor. Light-coloured red wine flowedsiveral different
directions, carrying pieces and splinters of giasts path.



'‘What the devil --?' That was Nick's voice, deepjted, and
undeniably explosive.

Shannon lifted her gaze from the floor and swungckéd eyes to
where he was standing just inside the office.lifipgd through my
fingers,' she offered in hesitant explanation, andble to bear the
darkness in his eyes she bent down to pick up sointbe glass.
Seconds later she gave a gasp as a piece of ghassdoher finger,
and Nick bit off a husky oath as he closed theadist between them.

‘Leave it, for heaven's sake!" he commanded briggaied Melissa
put in with quiet efficiency:

'I'll get the brush and dustpan.’

Shannon just looked at him, then wished she hade'tlooked so
fierce—soangry, she almost felt afraid.

‘Melissa can deal with the debris,' Nick declanedlg, pulling her to
her feet. 'Upstairs with you— that cut needs aitberit

He led her upstairs, down the hall and into théatomm, then without
so much as a word he filled the basin, pouredgeraerous quantity
of disinfectant and unceremoniously plunged inhsard.

It stung abominably, and she was on the vergeasktéhrough the
ensuing few minutes while he probed and cleaned¢uhe/Nhen he
was satisfied there was no glass left inside, eddner hand and
applied a strip of adhesive tape, then he stookl @ad subjected her
to an unwavering scrutiny.

"You look --'

'l know what | look like,' she snapped, blinkingta



'‘All eyes, pale as a ghost, and if I'm not mistakbare's an edge of
pain tightening that pretty mouth. What is it—adaehe ?'

‘And practically no sleep,’ she muttered, too titedbe bothered
trying to be polite.

'‘Go home and rest—take some aspirin,’ he commaqudidly. 'If
you haven't any, ask Linda.'

'l don't finish for another hour and a half, thieme Imore sewing to do.’

He bit off an angry expletive. 'Dear Lord in heavgou are the most
stubborn, obstinate female—I don't want to seefgothe rest of the
day—go home, Shannon. That's an order!

‘You don't need to shout,’ she protested, winciagslae pressed
fingers to each temple.

'l am not shouting,' he said with controlled vialen'Anyone with
half an eye can see that you're ill. If you womtwgllingly, I'll put
you to bed myself.'

Tears clouded her vision, and spilled over to rienvly down her
cheeks. 'All right, I'll go. Just stop yelling aerh

The oath wasn't exactly muted, nor was it exadtlg bland variety,
and Shannon felt momentarily stricken that he ghda so sorely
tried.

‘Can | trust you not to sit at that confounded sgwnachine?’

'l have so much to do,' she murmured, and heardigis of utter
exasperation.

'In that case, you'll stay here. The house is ba@ugh—you won't be
disturbed.' He scooped her into his arms with dfes ease, then



strode down the hall to pause fractionally as hened a door. He
moved into the room and deposited her on to the Hesh he
straightened as he withdrew a light blanket anceoey her with it.

'l can't stay here," Shannon protested, lookirtgesigns of obvious
occupation. 'This is someone's room.'

'‘Mine," Nick vouchsafed dryly, his eyes hardenisgshe struggled
upright. '‘Don't look so alarmed. I've no intentafrravishing you—I
don't take advantage of little girls.’

I'm not a ---'

‘Aren't you?' he mocked gently, turning away tcselthe drapes at
the window, then he swung back to face her. #ticsLinda in with
something for that headache, then you must sleepnid will disturb
you.' He moved out the door and closed it genthyir him.

When Linda crept in a few minutes later, Shannak tihe tablets
and swallowed them down with some water, feelinghdly foolish
and wanting to make some apologetic explanationlimda waved
her into silence.

'Sleep, Shannon. Come down to the kitchen whenwake.' She
paused, then gave a slight grin. 'Not before tiweleck, otherwise
Nick will be after your blood, and mine!

Surprisingly, Shannon did sleep, and woke feeliefyeshed and
headache-free. Realisation dawned as she recognised
surroundings, and she looked up with a start asitloe opened to
reveal a tall frame silhouetted in the doorway.

'I'm awake,' she indicated, sliding herself up mtitting position.

'‘But only just,’ Nick declared, coming into the neand sitting down
on the edge of the bed.



His close proximity sent goosebumps scudding uspere, and she
said in a strangled whisper:

'l must get up—I shouldn't be here.'
'In my bed?' he mused quizzically. 'That's debatabl

‘It isn't,’ Shannon choked indignantly, and shekad uncertainly as
he reached out an idle hand to trail gentle fingersss her forehead.

'‘Headache gone?'

She nodded silently, and her eyes felt incrediblge as she took in
the softened planes of his face. 'What's the tisle®'queried in an
odd little rush. If only he would move away so teae could get up
from the bed! To remain like this was having thamsgest effect on
her emotions.

'Four o'clock. Linda is holding Kelly at bay in thigchen.' He smiled
at her obvious consternation. 'However, before gouracing out
there --' He didn't move, so that she was forcestayp exactly where
she was or invite an undignified struggle in whibb would
undoubtedly emerge the victor. 'l want you to giveyour word that
you won't attempt to sew tonight," he declaredttui#'m giving you
a week's wages in lieu of notice. Melissa is mbamtcompetent, and
well able to cope with the cellar. So, as from ngayr position as a
Vista d'Oro employee is terminated.’

Shannon opened her mouth, then closed it agamsdtry about the
carafe—it was an accident,’ she assured him hesitantly, and v
unprepared for his anger.

‘The hell with that,' he dismissed forcefully. dutd have beaten you
when | saw the state you were in.'

'l wasn't in any state,' she protested unevenly.



'‘No?' He stood to his feet, looking down at herdarinterminable
length of time, then he thrust both hands intatfwaser pockets and
moved towards the door. 'I'll pick you up arouna smorrow
evening.'

‘But I'm not --'

'l insist,’ he asserted dangerously. 'Look upoasita therapeutic
exercise.'

Therapeutic! Shannon gave a sigh of sheer exasparas he left the
room. He really was the most overbearinfgycefulman she'd ever
had contact with! She slid off the bed and straght the
counterpane, folded and replaced the blanket afotbteof the bed,
then she drew the drapes and ran a hand throughalirerShe felt
much better—alive, and almost human again.

Nick wasn't in the kitchen, and Linda told her thathad returned to
the winemaking annexe. Persuading Kelly that sheallaight took
several minutes, and after a cup of hot tea shangd Linda,
Shannon took her leave.

Contrary to Nick's instructions, she did sew fdew hours, but after
dinner she gave in to temptation and viewed televifor a while,
then elected to have an early night.

The next day, being Friday and market day, was ,biesyShannon
met Beverley in Henderson for lunch, then brought hack to the
cottage so that she could take her measuremerttgeferening gown
she had promised to make.

‘Ten minutes before | leave,' Beverley intimatethva cheeky grin
towards Shannon as they stood in the sewing rdomgoing to pay
a visit to the cellar to purchase a bottle of wimethe hope of
catching a glimpse of the mighty Nick Stanich!'



‘Lucky you,' Shannon responded wryly, and Bevedeghed.

‘You're the one who's lucky—going out to dinnerhaliim tonight!
Half your luck,' she said a trifle enviously.

‘You haven't even met him, so reserve your judgimghannon bade.

'l shall, but | have met him—well, almost,' Bevgrtéeclared with an
impish smile. 'He came into the bank at the begmmf the week,
and he happened to be standing beside me as btaiéerange some
overseas funds. | distinctly heard him addressétMastanich”, and
| had the chance to observe him undetected. Hby lisa gorgeous,
masterful-looking man,’ she essayed dreamily, arab wuite
oblivious to Shannon's inaudible snort.

'If you intend going over to the cellar, you'd keethurry," Shannon
directed cynically. 'It'll take five minutes to dedick into Henderson,
which leaves you less than five minutes to ensharewith your
charm —if he's there.'

'‘Nothing ventured, nothing gained,' Beverley laugheabashed, as
she flew out the door.

Shannon began unfolding the pattern that the gfindnad chosen. It
was one of those incredibly simple- looking desiginat were a
dressmaker's nightmare, and to make matters wtreematerial
Beverley had bought was a jersey-knit fabric, safigd incredibly
difficult to handle. She was still pondering ovee ghattern when
Beverley returned.

‘Sylvaner-Riesling,' she indicated with a smila, Va@ce an imitative
sparkle. 'Just right to serve with the chicken dmim supposedly
giving tonight.'

Shannon looked up expectantly. 'He wasn't there.’



'‘Ah, but he was,' Beverley returned gaily. 'Nottthaeceived his
personal attention—he left that to the blonde bdmbsHowever, |
smiled bewitchingly, and it is to be hoped thatad®a an impression.’

‘Which you intend following up,' Shannon declaradksdly, and the
other girl burst into undisguised laughter.

‘Definitely—tomorrow afternoon, no less! Care tovitia me for
dinner tomorrow night? | can then use the excuspuothasing a
bottle of wine to accompany the meal.’

‘You're impossible,’ Shannon grinned. 'But who ato upset your
plans ?'

‘Lovely. The least, | can do is provide some of filved," Beverley
enthused. 'I'll bring the main course, if you'll keaone of those
fabulous pavlovas—agreed?'

'‘Agreed. Now, out to the car with you, or I'll nexget you back to
work on time.'

Two hours later Shannon again slid behind the wbietkble Mini, this
time to collect Kelly and Anna from school. It hlagen a productive
few hours, for she had cut out Beverley's evenimgvrg and
deciphered the intricacies of the pattern. All sad to do towards the
evening was to shower and wash her hair, thenKedgl.

It was almost four o'clock when she slipped bendsttshower, and
there was no time to set her hair so that it wolydin time. If she left
it loose it would dry quickly, especially if shetsautside in the late
afternoon sun for half an hour. Besides, she catid its length into

a sophisticated chignon, leaving a few wisps tbffaé in tiny curls

beside each ear. She had chosen a dress of sadt-goibured silk,

something she hadn't worn for some time. It gavelhek hair a faint
auburn tint, and lent her skin a golden creamy glow



Shannon was almost ready when Nick called, andreepse little

imp urged her to dally over the final stages of imake-up while he
waited. Hence it was ten minutes past six wheresherged into the
lounge to find him patiently waiting, looking cafiyeelegant in a
light beige suit beneath which he wore a dark brehirt left casually
unbuttoned at the neck.

His scrutiny was intent, and she felt a faint tiredgoink colour her
cheeks.

‘You didn't mention at whose place we're to haveneli,’ she
murmured as she preceded him out the door.

'You know them well," Nick told her, and he waitedtil he had
reversed the Ferrari down the drive before comiguiThey were
very close friends of lvan and Katija.'

'‘Peter and Marija Katavic,' Shannon deduced knolwirig that case,
there's bound to be quite a crowd for dinner.’

‘Something like thirty, | believe.'

‘You are receiving the V.I.P. treatment,' she grinned irespibly. 'l
predict there'll be at least seven eligible daughpeesent, possibly
more.'

'Interesting.’

‘But of course! | shall watch you most carefully vall everyone else,
to detect which girl gains your attention.’

'Hmm,"' he smiled, and his eyes gleamed wickedlpsscthe space
between them. 'This promises to be entertainingat\firay, will you
do if I choose to direct most of my attention togsayou?"



‘Ah, but I'm the smoke-screen,' Shannon laugheml S4id as much,
and if I'm to be at all effective, you'll have t@ayp me some
attention—otherwise all will be lost!

'l don't suppose you could act a little propriettiti he queried
mockingly, and she shook her head emphatically.

‘You're all on your own, Nick Stanich. | shall juse a casual
observer!

A long low brick home stood in landscaped groungsosinded by
acres of orchard, and as the Ferrari slid to athalfront door opened
to emit Peter Katavic himself. There were severabkdining the
driveway, and it was probable there were more gushst to arrive.

They were welcomed with jovial exuberance, and withe

introductions were performed there was wine in -Btemmed
glasses, small dishes of savouries passed amoggéises, and Nick
displayed a sophisticated urbanity as he circulatednd the room.
Once or twice he caught Shannon's eye across tm, rand the
gleam he directed her was devilishly wicked.

At dinner, Shannon found to her amazement thahatldeen placed
opposite him. It was a friendly meal, with no Iéisan four courses,
and wine aplenty. Fortunately, she knew everyomsent, and her
heart went out to eighteen-year-old Ada, who wasfpllly shy at
any time, but tonight it was apparent that Nickiespnce had
rendered her into a state of near speechlessmeswol hours, all
Shannon managed to get from her were a few deguttonosyllabic
words. It was something of a relief when everyommead away from
the dining-room, although Ada lingered behind w&hannon to
assist Marija clear the table.

'‘Dishes—they're the worst part of a dinner palglija sighed, and
two of the older women agreed with her wholehedyted



'‘Go into the lounge, Ada," her mother bade firrahaking her head as
Ada demurred. 'Go—there are enough of us here pe gath the
dishes. Teatowels, Marija—Shannon, Zeta and |dwil’

Very efficient was Ada's mother, Shannon musedngadhat she had
been relegated to kitchen duties rather than Hedse in the lounge.
It was amusing, really, to think that they mighhsumler her a threat to
any one of their daughter's chances!

It was almost an hour before Shannon moved inttotinege, and she
scarcely had time to look round before Peter ajgokair her side with
a glass of wine in his hand.

"You must be needing this,' he smiled genially,diag her the glass.

‘Thanks, Peter,' she accepted graciously, and wherhad taken a
few sips she glanced up at him. 'It's at timesthlese that | miss lvan
and Katija. They loved entertaining.'

'Itis a good feeling to be surrounded by frienlst'host rejoined. 'To
talk & little, drink," he indicated his glass withknowing smile, 'a
little. To work hard all the time is no good—nowdahen we need to
unwind, no?"'

Shannon made a suitable comment, laughing adstlee emptied his
glass and reached to replenish it.

‘Nick, he is a good man. You like him?' Peter cqeerithen he
shrugged philosophically. 'But of course! Othervwigsy would you
come together?' He glanced across the room towhadsfamiliar
dark head bent with studied interest 'He is engyimself.’

‘What man wouldn't, surrounded by several beauguhg women?'
Shannon responded lightly, and at that moment Nfigld his head
and glanced towards her. She watched with a kinche$merised



fascination as he disengaged himself and beganimgedns way
across the room.

‘Ah, Nick,' Peter greeted, his eyes alight with loum "This wine is
excellent. lvan himself could not have bettered it.

'It's an Australian vintage,' Nick answered toléisarl brought a few
cases over with me.'

"You have come to rescue Shannon?' Peter queried.
'l shall leave you, and not play gooseberry.’

When he had moved away Nick leaned down slightly qneried
mockingly, 'Enjoying yourself?'

‘Are you?' Shannon countered, then essayed withinypydence,
'For my money, I'd choose Louise, Zeta's daughiére's very
beautiful—surely you've noticed? And she's talentedtremely
good in the house, too.’

'l don't intend selecting a wife merely by her dstieecapabilities,’
Nick said dryly, and Shannon turned sparkling eygseveral inches
to meet his sardonic gaze.

'‘No? | thought you were sufficiently chauvinistcglace that high on
your list.'

His eyes gleamed wickedly, and his mouth curved mtcynical
smile’. 'Ah, Shannon,’ he taunted softly, ‘'theree avther
considerations.’

She held his gaze with difficulty, and was unablstbp the tinge of
pink that crept over her cheeks. '‘One wouldn't dayllshe choked,
chastened, and he laughed gently.



'‘Now you're embarrassed.’

She swallowed, and made an attempt at nonchaldxceat all. |
don't have my head buried in the sand.’

'Yet beneath the bravado, you're rather a timidngothing—hence
the claws,' he concluded quizzically. 'Another Kirvou seem to
have finished that one."

'l am rather thirsty,’” Shannon acquiesced. 'HoweVdr prefer
lemonade. | need a clear head,' she added witlch taf impishness.
‘When you've fetched it for me, you must circuldfeyou don't, |
shall be on the receiving end of some rather pdigiances!" She
smiled at him sweetly. 'Now, if you'll excuse meeally must speak
with Louise and endorse her illusion that you'mn@st fascinating
man!’

'Remind me to spank you,' Nick remarked solemniy, she only
laughed, her eyes twinkling pools of liquid brows she glided
graciously away from his side.

True, she did experience a sense of apprehensganshie was seated
beside him in the car some hours later, and whefolleved her
inside the cottage voicing his intention to havmeaoffee, she felt
distinctly on edge and jittery.

'‘Come fishing with me, day after tomorrow ?'
Shannon looked at him over the rim of her cup hiRg?'

‘Don't sound so incredulous,’ Nick chided musingirsh—those
aguatic vertebrates you catch with bait on a hadkeaend of a line.’

'Oh." Comprehension did little to still the nervqudse beat at her
throat.



'I've hired a Landrover from George Bartulovic floe weekend. The
tide is right, and | fancy trying my hand at sonighmse king-size
schnapper that abound thirty-odd miles north of iMar, near the
lagoon.'

‘Kelly --'
‘Can come, along with Anna. They'll be excellerdpdrones.'

Shannon opened her mouth, then closed it again—etsomg of a
habit she had developed lately!/

‘You didn't bite,' Nick observed dryly.
'l wouldn't dare.’

'‘We'll aim to leave shortly after nine in the marg and we'll take a
picnic lunch. We won't be back until late afternedater, if we get a
good catch, because then we'll set up the portablgecue and grill
them for an evening meal.'

'l wasn't aware that I'd agreed to come,' she dstlavith quiet
dignity, and was instantly devastated by his readym smile.

''ve never met so much opposition in a woman!'kNteased
musingly, whereupon Shannon retorted:

'It's about timeonewoman proved how resistible you are.’

'‘Ah, but experience with women has taught me ntvkelieve every
word they say,' he mocked.

'And that would be considerable!’

'‘My experience, or the number of women?'



'‘Both," Shannon declared with asperity, and waalyotlisconcerted
when he began to chuckle. 'You find that amusisj2’ queried
chillingly.

‘Your opinion of my so-called rakish misdemeandurs, corrected
with intended irony.

'In that case, | apologise for appearing prudishg said icily,
deliberately not meeting his glance.

'l would have said "shy",' he corrected quietlyd airaining the
contents of his cup he stood to his feet.

Shannon eyed him warily. He was predictably unmtathie, and she
was unsure of his intention as he stood viewing wign a lazy
indolence that was alternatively exhilarating amghtening!

‘Goodnight, Shannon.’

'‘Goodnight,' she echoed with a degree of timid#tglae followed his
broad back towards the door, then she paused $ésetalistant as
he turned to face her.

‘Such politeness,' Nick mocked lightly, and hissffeWith devilish
humour as he queried softly, 'Poised for flight?'

'I'm not afraid of you.' Not much! Inside, she veashivering mass of
sheer nerves!

He smiled slightly, and her eyes widened into huympmls of
incredulity as he leant out a hand and trailedihggers gently down
her cheek, then without a word he turned and maneckly down
the steps.

After she had closed and locked the door she weddehy she
should feel so strangely disappointed that he hadienrmo attempt to



kiss her. She had expected him to—in fact, shedemh secretly
dreading the moment all evening!

Nick Stanich was an enigma—totally unlike any mbae bad ever
met before. To be honest, she mused idly as shardisd her clothes
some few minutes later, all men paled into insigaiice by

comparison! The reason why wasn't something shepnggsared to

pursue.

'‘When are we going to be there?'

Shannon turned slightly in her seat and surveyedw young girls
with indulgence. 'Not much longer, | shouldn't #in

‘Ten minutes,' Nick vouchsafed laughingly, shooféfgnnon a wide
grin. 'No doubt by the end of the day they'll betised that they'll
sleep all the way home.’

The sand stretched out in front of them in a seglyiendless carpet
of grey. The heat of the sun's rays made the amrsbr above the
damp sand, and the outgoing tide looked peacefallyn with only

the merest ripple on its smooth surface. The tladg miles of beach
from the Muriwai rocks to the lagoon was classedadoywl authority

for use as a public road, and the long stretcharf-sand was only
negotiable from two hours after high tide up uthitee hours after the
tide turned. Quite safe for vehicles to traversayas nonetheless
wisest to use four-wheel-drive, as in the past mooevehicles had
become bogged down in the shifting sand and had tbandoned to
the destructive incoming tide. One particular angs sonotorious
that it was locally referred to as the 'graveyaadd not even local
residents were willing to hazard the number of elelsi that had been
lost there over the years. On the west coastghevas unpredictable
at best, and inexperienced swimmers were advisestayp well



inshore. Lifeguards patrolled a half- mile streteldjacent to
Fishermen's Rock, and the huge rolling breakenetivere popular
with surfers both summer and winter.

Shannon risked a sideways glance at the dark ruggeide within

touching distance behind the driving wheel. Gone wee faintly
cynical expression usually evident on that wellselied

countenance. Today he appeared intent on gettiagntaximum
enjoyment from the day's planned activities, anthfthe company in
which he had chosen to share them. That he wasmdavourite with
Anna was all too apparent, and Kelly had been cetalyl under his
spell from the very first day—little more than tweeeks ago!
Perhaps he was endeavouring to have Shannon sucturhis

undoubted charisma as well! Not if she could he&lp-hever, she
amended resolutely.

The Landrover began to slow down, circling rounchadt several
yards from the water's edge.

'‘Out, infants," Nick bade genially as he slid froehind the wheel
with ease. He chuckled at the speed with which Aand Kelly
scrambled down on to the sand from the rear door.

Shannon opened her door and stepped down, fedlengramped
muscles in her legs from sitting on the hard seatrore than an
hour. Most of it could be attributed to the facttttshe had sat
thoroughly tensed throughout the entire drive. Nst&nich seemed
to have that effect on her!

'‘Can we make a sandcastle, Shannon?'

She looked down at the blonde-headed little imp Wes her niece,
and smiled. 'Of course. How about a drink firsfobe we start?’

'‘And a piece of cake, too?'



‘Just one,' she cautioned. 'Lunch is only an hoaya

There seemed to be enough food to cater for at dedszen hungry
people, Shannon decided as she rummaged in thie p@mper. As
well as the cold chicken, fresh lettuce, tomat@esumber, bread
rolls, hardboiled eggs, sliced ham, almost halfrat fcake, and
several apples that Linda had provided, there wasga bacon and
egg pie Shannon had made yesterday, as well agpfie shortcake
and a generous quantity of iced gingerbread cookies

'If we get stranded, there's little chance weatl short of food," Nick
observed from close behind, and Shannon jumpeduntarily. If he
noticed he gave no sign, and she almost held leatlbas he leaned
forward and reached into the cake tin. His armteedsher shoulder,
making her wholly aware of him, and it was all steelld do not to
flinch away.

'It's amazing how the sea air increases one's isggpshe managed
evenly.

‘Indeed it does.' His voice was a quiet sardorseviiand succeeded
in bringing a rush of colour to her cheeks.

Oh, he was impossible! 'An iced drink?' she quersseketly,
deliberately, and was disconcerted by his soft kleuc

‘Sheath your claws, Shannon,' he ordered musimdigreupon she
was goaded into commenting snappishly:

'I'm quite aware that I'm a source of amusemeryota | can only
hope you'll soon find other female companionshmngl, thus leave me
alone! I—I dislike being used," she finished shakil

‘My, my," Nick murmured cynically. 'You are a bueddf spitting
fury! I wonder what it would take to make you purr.



Shannon sensed the leashed anger beneath theesoirfais control,
and felt prickles of alarm tingle along her spiAémost of its own
volition some devil imp was goading her into behgvin a way she
hadn't thought herself capable of. With determiafdrt she turned
her attention to the matter at hand, glancing rawnsee where the
two children had disappeared to, and discoveredwleee immersed
in gathering sand with which to make a sandcastie ttveir buckets
and spades.

'l take the girls something to eat,' she dedamgh quiet emphasis,
then felt obliged to add, 'If you'll tell me whane you'd like to have
lunch, I'll get it ready."'

His eyes darkened formidably, and there was a ¢astaround his
mouth that twisted his slight smile into somethigpugte grim. 'l didn't

bring you along to play the role of maid, Shanndhenever the girls
feel hungry, then we'll eat.’

‘Very well." She gave a muffled gasp as her arm ta&en in an
ungentle grasp.

'‘One more servile platitude,' Nick threatened gpftind so help me,
I'll make you wish you'd never been born.'

'‘Oh? Do you beat your women as well?'

‘Something much more subtle,’ he implied ominou&lp. and play
with the children, before I'm tempted to bring ngnd into hurtful
contact with your diminutive derriere!’

"You wouldn't dare!'
Try me.

Shannon knew it was no idle threat, and mindfuheftwo little girls
playing out of earshot a short distance away sheated a piece of



cake and an apple each, as well as a can of lera@ratitwo paper
cups. Without a word she turned and walked awaynfrine

Landrover and the hateful dynamic man who seemelate the
power to disturb her emotions from one extremeht dther with

very little effort.

It was difficult to remain cool, but she managedntaintain an
apparently unruffled composure throughout the redeti of the day,
achieving it by deliberately seeking the girls' gamy. They went
searching the high tide line for shells and pieoésdriftwood,
sketched lines in the sand so that they could p&gscotch. Then
later in the afternoon they had running races,@aygked catches with
a rubber ball. Nick joined in their games from titodime, and it was
evident from both Anna and Kelly's expression gbgaadoration
that he was a firm favourite. Whenever he landieshethey were the
first to run and see what it was, watching intrigues the hook was
removed and re-baited.

Shortly after three o'clock they packed everythinig the Landrover,
and the drive back along the beach didn't see@ki iearly as long
as it had earlier in the day. Off the sand andmthé gravel road
leading up to the reserve parking area Nick drew#hicle to a halt,
disappearing into the store to return with icecréamones for each
of them. Then he drove into the camping area, degahat they
would set up the portable barbecue he had brouighg a

'‘We'll grill a couple of fish for tea,’ he annoudoeith satisfaction.
‘There's enough salad to go with it, and plentigrefd rolls left.'

'‘Oh, good,' Anna declared contentedly. 'l hoped sty here for tea.
You did say we could if you caught enough fish.’

Nick leaned forward and ruffled her hair. "We'ltkoup and go for a
walk, first. It's too early to begin cooking yé{e took a coin from his
trouser pocket and tossed it into the air. 'Whatllsh be—a walk



along the beach, or shall we investigate the |pcdlery and craft
shop further along the main road?'

'Heads, the beach—tails, the craft shop,’ Annaiegpbromptly,
laughing delightedly when the coin turned up tails.

‘Start walking,' he ordered easily. 'I'll catchio@ few minutes.'

Shannon took each little girl by the hand as theyed towards the
main road, and she couldn't help smiling at therited chatter.
When Nick joined them he swung Anna up high to peastride his
broad shoulders, slanting a laughing directive desviKelly that it

would be her turn on the way back.

The thought chased unbidden through Shannon's thatde would
make a wonderful father—inflexible with his songletant with his
daughters. And as a husband? Didn't they say anmefb rake
invariably became a model of fidelity? That was sething she was
never likely to find out—not that she wanted tanelvery thought of
Nick Stanich in the role ofiusbandwasn't something she cared t«
contemplate !

There were a few people browsing idly when Shanfudlowed
Kelly's excited little figure into the pottery shofhe works displayed
were expertly crafted, and Shannon suppressed aentany wish
that she had brought more money with her so thatehld purchase
one of the clay pots. In her mind's eye she coaélishanging in a
macrame holder, suspended from her kitchen watldbée with a
brilliantly-coloured cyclamen, perhaps, or a ndgstailing fern.

Anna had been lowered from Nick's shoulders justro entering
the shop, and both she and Kelly wandered on aheasting
Shannon to stroll in their wake with Nick followirfgr too closely
behind.

'See anything that appeals to you?"



The casually voiced query sent her into polite speélhey're all
attractive. It would depend whether your taste gdrgpwards the
larger ones, or preferred something smaller.’

‘All very evasive,' Nick mused, and Kelly took pan herself to be
more informative.

'‘Any one of those down there," she declared withingpish grin,
pointing to a cluster of pots on the floor. 'We sswmne just like that
in Henderson, but Shannon said she couldn't atioed’

Shannon shot her niece a reproving glance, andtisawt had no
effect whatever, for Kelly continued blithely :

‘And those things over there, for herbs—but | ceethember what
they're called.'

'‘Ah," Nick smiled down on to Kelly's undaunted headather fancy
those myself. Shall we reward Linda and Shannoh arnie of each?’

'‘No," Shannon broke in quickly, then added a politkank you, all
the same.'

Nevertheless, it seemed her refusal had been ignfmewhen they
left the shop Nick carried a box that held no fettran five assorted
clay pots, all carefully wrapped.

Freshly-caught barbecued schnapper was a delighettaste buds,
and the delicately-flavoured white flesh just melia the mouth.
Nick presided as chef.

and very efficiently too, Shannon had to concede @irls enjoyed
every morsel, and when the portable barbecue had damped
down, the picnic fare packed away, the Landroves wace again
locked as they headed down towards the beach.



There was something intoxicating about strolling $ndy foreshore
in the early evening—or perhaps it was the comp&atyannon
mused. The sky was a light blue, but smudged k& Inear the
horizon, giving a hint of impending dusk, and theveas still with
only the merest breath of a breeze that teasel@igegh of her hair.
There was a faint mist rising from the surf, andenthan once she
tasted salt on her lips. The two girls skipped beaal, looking for
anything that caught their attention, and spentimofctheir time
running back and forth to display their finds. Nisks relaxed and
completely at ease as he walked in companiondklecs at her side,
although he made no attempt to catch hold of hed loa in any way
make touching contact. It was quite strange, buof infinitesimal
minute she had the oddest longing to feel thahgteom curve round
her shoulders and pull her close against his sldadidn't, of course,
and there was little she could do to ignore theedbht began beneath
her ribs. Mad, she mentally chastised herself—Iterly mad even
to think about him in that way!

As Nick had predicted, both Kelly and Anna dozedoftleep on the
drive home, for the Landrover had scarcely covenede than five
miles before the girls settled down comfortablytlom rear seats. The
homeward journey didn't take nearly as long, asdéimed in no time
at all they were turning off the motorway and hegdiowards
Henderson.

'I'll carry Kelly," Nick determined just as soonthe vehicle drew to a
halt at the end of the driveway, and Shannon'satfof his help was
met with a dark probing glance.

‘Take care of the picnic gear, Shannon, if you rhast responded
evenly. 'But leave Kelly to me.’

Further argument was of necessity postponed, &faBtvas moving
quickly down the steps, closely followed by Linda.



'‘Dead to the world," Nick grinned towards his cayand the two men
laughed softly in easy companionship as they umdadhe
Landrover. Linda was suitably impressed with theclta and
murmured with enjoyment the methods of cooking it.

‘You've had tea, obviously," she declared. 'l gedtss much, when
you didn't arrive home by six o'clock." She begarchuckle as her
husband leaned inside to collect Anna. 'Look &t thidl you? It'll be
a quick wash and straight into bed with her, addubt she'll even
stir!’

‘Likewise Kelly," Shannon smiled. 'They've had anderful day. We
all have,' she added, not glancing towards Nick.

'‘Come inside and have some coffee, Shannon,' Limédsed, but
Shannon shook her head.

‘Thanks, Linda,' she declined politely. 'But | hgahust sew tonight,
as | haven't been able to make much of an impressiahe work |
promised to do towards the school Fair.'

‘Another time,' Linda dismissed smilingly, and Sham nodded
wordlessly before turning and following Nick's bdoback towards
the cottage.

Inside, he moved towards Kelly's room and depodiedsleeping
form on to the bed, then he straightened and steppé into the
kitchen were Shannon was unpacking the picnic gear.

She turned and spared him a quick glance, glimpssraghe did so the
faint mockery that lifted the edges of his moutthank you for

taking us today," she voiced politely, her tonemising, and he
stood regarding her silently for what seemed aolabsage, then he
reached out, grasping her shoulders as he drewdbendessly

forward.



Shannon made an effort to resist him, but eveneashlinds made
contact with that hard muscular chest she was ghaliginst him and
his mouth was on hers, hard and totally merciledsegforced her lips
apart What came next was nothing less than a itotakion of her
senses, and there were tears, of humiliation giisteon her lashes
when he finally lifted his head.

'l consider you deserved that," Nick said hardilg, eyes dark and
unfathomable as she lifted shaky fingers to toushbinuised swollen
lips.

'l think you'd better go,' she managed shakily, laisceyes hardened
to resemble icy green flints.

'l endorse that,' he asserted, and his voice heidt®f savagery that
frightened her. 'lIf | don't, I'm liable to do sorigtg I'll regret.’
Without a further word he turned and strode fromrtom.

It took several minutes before Shannon was capablgathering
herself together sufficiently to continue sortingit ahe plastic
picnic-ware, and after Kelly had been washed, cednigto pyjamas
and returned between the sheets, Shannon enscharcsslf at the
sewing machine to sew until almost midnight in #iarapt to blot out
the events of the early evening.



CHAPTER SEVEN

DURING the following few days Shannon saw little of Niekd then

only fleetingly from a distance. It was almostfdsd was deliberately
avoiding her, and she was at odds with herselhttetstand why the
thought should upset her as much as it did. Shetkdmg herself

that she hated him, hated the way he regardedshétl@ more than
an amusing diversion. But she had only to catclmapge of that tall

frame to bring rapidly to mind the way his Hps mdwn hers, the
touch of his hands on her body as he held her clbgas a haunting
madness that kept her awake nights, long aftehaleslipped into
bed aching and exhausted from long hours bent theersewing

machine.

When John Vlasich telephoned with an invitation dimner on
Wednesday evening, she accepted with alacrityjcpéatly as the
invitation included Kelly. Occasionally they woulihe out, leaving
Kelly in the care of his mother, or mostly they plynshared a
leisurely family meal, then listened to music oewed television.
John was the most uncomplicated man she knewaithsifand Ivan
had been friends of long standing, and she enj@age@pting the
Vlasichs' hospitality.

All in all, it was a relaxing evening, and she rad home more at
peace with herself than she had felt in weeks—sMick Stanich's
arrival, in fact!

On Thursday Kelly took matters into her own handeiting Nick,
with a childish lack of reserve, to share theirbegue tea. Shannon
experienced a mix-tare of exasperation and appsahrenvanting to
chastise the little girl for not checking first,tlunwilling to spoil the
obvious pleasure Kelly displayed over Nick's acaepé.

His arrival set a feeling of apprehension feattgedown Shannon's
spine, and she forced a smile to her lips as shienomed a greeting.



'‘Good evening.' His manner was carefully bland, éxpression
enigmatic as he moved close, and Shannon direetedttention to
the third button of his immaculate dark shirt.

‘Would you mind being chef?' she queried politelgt lifting her
gaze. 'lI've left the salad and other dishes in&edy, will you help
me bring them out?'

‘Am | early?' Nick quirked an eyebrow in what sle#t Sure was
sardonic amusement, but she wasn't willing to hér eyes to
determine his expression.

'‘Not at all,' she responded evenly. 'However, womiuch better with
barbecues than | am—my last attempt,’' she explaimgg, ‘had you
investigating the possibility of fire damage.’

‘Ah, yes.'

Besides, she told herself, I'm so darn nervoupridbably succeed in
burning the steak, or myself—or both!

Foodwise, the meal was a success, but the conigr&attween them
was so polite as to be amusing, if one could coatio find humour
in the situation. Shannon thought wildly that ifatasn't for Kelly's
Incessant chatter, the whole thing would have asdudisastrous
proportions!

When the portable barbecue had been dampened tloeyngarried
the plates and utensils into the kitchen, and w8hannon washed
Kelly took the plates Nick dried and carefully pddcthem away.

‘Shannon's nice, isn't she?' Kelly sought guilé&fes$ Nick, who
smiled slightly and inclined his head by way of lyepShe sews
beautifully, and she can cook, too. Why don't yarmnher?'



Shannon felt as if tI?e room were swirling rouna] ahe prayed that
the floor would miraculously open so that she malift out of sight.

‘Kelly!" she began chidingly, shooting her nieceegy reproving look
that had no effect whatever, for Kelly seemed whelhgrossed in
searching Nick's features for some sign of apprdial sorry,' she
offered, not quite sure whether to laugh or crym8bow she
expected him to resort to mockery, or veiled cywnti but he
remained silent—a silence that was unnerving, and rush she
found herself uttering a splutter of words by wadyapology. 'She's
only a child --'

'I'm not sure she would have me," Nick stated solgmgnoring
Shannon completely.

'l think she would," Kelly surmised with childisharedour. She
glanced up at him, then broke into a singularly etwamile. "You're
very kind, and if Shannon married you, she wouldatte to sew for
people any more. Sometimes her shoulders ache sb she can't
sleep. | know, ‘cause one time she was crying path.’'

‘Kelly!

'It's true,' the little girl asserted, becoming etpsAnd | don't care
how much money Mrs Burton pays you—I don't like biee little bit!
She's nasty to you,' she concluded, almost in.tears

‘That's quite enough, Kelly," Shannon remonstratechly.
‘Well, it's true!

That's not the point,' she stated firmly. 'l waifow you to talk like
that.'

‘You're cross,' Kelly declared, nonplussed.



‘Yes, | am.’
'‘Perhaps I'd better go to my room."

Oh dear, Shannon sighed. Kelly was close to tdtssiearly time for

bed,’ she said gently as she knelt down and immljshugged the

little girl close. 'I'll come and read you a staviten you've changed
into your pyjamas.'

Kelly nodded silently, rubbing a hand across h&seys she looked
up at Nick, and her bottom lip began to tremblee'$ou cross with
me, too?'

He leant down and swung her up into his arms. ihtie least,' he
assured her lightly, ruffling her hair, and Kellyrig her arms around
his neck and buried her face against him.

'l wish you would marry Shannon,' came the softhyffled voice.
Then we could live here for ever and ever.'

''ve no intention of turning you out,' Nick assditeer gently.

In less than an hour Kelly was fast asleep, halveen told a story by
Shannon, followed by another from Nick. Quite wNatk's tale had
been about she had no idea, but from the numbehwdkles and
unrestrained giggles that reached her ears it skemde highly
amusing.

Shannon had just turned the percolator down wherhshrd Kelly's

bedroom door close, and she immediately began ihgisyrself with

refilling the sugar bowl, setting out the cups aadcers—anything to
delay having to turn round and face him.

'‘Would you prefer to have your coffee in the diringom, or in the
lounge?' she questioned quietly. If she ignoredyiselinfortunate



outburst, then it was possible he would make neregice to it—she
hoped!

I'm the guest—remember?' His soft mockery put bar the
defensive, making her answer quickly:

'It's your cottage.'

His sigh of exasperation was audible. 'You're lggal possession,
which makes it as much yours as it is mine. Howg¥gou insist on
being so doggedly independent, I'll make the dexiand choose the
lounge.’

Shannon followed his broad frame, and sat dowrhervery edge of
the settee, as far away from him as possible.

‘Afraid I'll pounce?'
She ignored the wry cynicism in his voice, and dedynot to answer.

The look he flicked her was openly sardonic. "Yealbout as relaxed
as a country driver caught up in city peak-houffitth he mocked
softly.

Oh, he was hateful! 'Kelly—she began.
'‘Ah, yes. Kelly.'

If only he wouldn't sit there looking at her likeat —like a spider at
the edge of his web, waiting for the fly to enter!

‘She's only a child." Shannon cleared her thrden tadded, 'She
didn't realise what she was saying."'



Nick quirked an eyebrow. 'No? | don't agree witlhuyKelly knows
exactly what she wants, and takes the shortest, umz®mplicated
path towards achieving it.’

Shannon couldn't think of a thing to say, and rexaitemporarily
speechless.

'I'm seriously considering following her examplde looked at her
solemnly for all of two minutes, then questionegh#icantly, 'Will
you marry me, Shannon Fitzgerald?'

Shannon stared at him in silence, then returniagae brought a
measure of anger. 'If you're seriously considenragriage, there's
any number of eminently suitable girls who wouldnpu at the
chance. You've met several, already,' she finisheakly.

‘That's true,' Nick agreed blandly, and she shwt diwrathful look
that had no effect whatever.

'l imagine all you'll have to do is choose yourderi—I doubt you'll
receive a refusal!

‘Then you accept?'

Shannon opened her mouth to utter a furious, 'Net' fine brown
eyes flashed angrily, and she barely had hold otdraper.

‘Ah, but you implied that all | had to do was toooke a wife,' he
drawled musingly.

‘Tell me,' she began bitingly, meeting the soft kewg evident in
those dark grey eyes, 'am | supposed to be grakefuihe handsome,
dynamic Nick Stanich should deign to look my waki®r voice
became slightly bitter as she fixed her eyes owdifilee table in front
of her. 'l don't need your charity.' She stood ftaiseto her feet and



looked at him, then wished she hadn't, for icy amgehed his face
into taut lines that made her suddenly afraid.

With fearful fascination she watched as he stoowlsi to his feet,

and as he moved towards her she sought to escad. Hands

grasped her arms, effectively halting her flightdaeven as she
struggled it was apparent she would not be abéy&ole him.

His mouth was hard on hers, punishing in a wayvebeldn't have
believed possible as iron-hard arms held her bagaihst him, one
hand cradling her head so that she was entirdlisahercy.

Just as she began to think it might go on for etre, relentless
pressure eased, and his mouth began to move. Ibaciodgh with
deliberate sensual expertise, insistently seekargrésponse as his
lips became warm and probing. It was like drownsigwly, and she
clung to him in an attempt to hold on to somethanggible. When at
last he released her, she stood silent and sha&imgavouring to
control the errant quivering of her lower lip aratihg the single tear
that rolled slowly down towards her chin.

Nick reached out and trailed gentle fingers overdneised lips, then
brushed across her cheek, removing traces of dlitary tear.

Shannon couldn't bear to look at him. 'Please—gaostHer voice was
a low whisper and almost inaudible.

He stood there silent for several interminable sdsepthen he leant
forward and touched his lips briefly to the cornéher mouth.

Long after he had left the cottage, Shannon rerdawmteere she was,
and only the sound of Snoopy miaowing at the doased her from
immobility.



Saturday, the day of Kelly's school Fair, dawnedmvand clear,
with not a cloud on the horizon. The early mornivegs a mad rush,
for Shannon had elected to deliver her sewing ¢ostthool—what
was more, in a moment of madness, she had voladtderserve
behind the stall.

Linda and Anna were due to arrive around ten, wherfair began,
but Shannon presented herself an hour earlierposie¢ up the stalls.
The funds raised would go towards an adventuregptaynd for the
children, and from the amount of goods displayedegmed that
every parent had contributed generously.

As early as nine-thirty, people began filling dahsol grounds, and
an hour later Shannon became so busy that she Hairé time to
take much notice of anything. Linda, bless her,ta&dn Kelly under
her wing, and both she and Anna appeared fromtbrhime, offering

sweets, a drink—anything they thought Shannon mglket.

‘The price seems to have been left off this paddictem," a familiar
voice declared, and Shannon looked up to meetdikzzical gaze.

'‘What are you doing here?' she queried, caughbatince by his
sudden, unexpected appearance.

'‘As a local resident, with a niece attending tHeost, | felt | should
contribute something to what is obviously a worttguse,’ he
responded tolerantly. 'Now, how much is this?'

‘A potholder?' Shannon questioned incredulouslyd & eyes
gleamed with hidden laughter.

'For Linda,' he revealed, handing her a ten-daillate. 'Keep the
change as a donation.’

‘That's a mighty expensive potholder,' she saidywire you sure
there's nothing else you want?'



‘Well, you could have dinner with me tonight," hesad amiably,
deliberately misunderstanding her, and she shoohkdus.

'l insist,’ he said quietly, uncaring of the threemen' waiting
impatiently to be served.

'l can't talk to you now," Shannon uttered quicklyd was chagrined
when he smiled rather wickedly.

‘Then accept, and I'll go away.'
‘I don't --'

'Oh, for heaven's sake,' one of the women integduphpatiently, ‘are
you here to serve, or conduct conversation withr yjoends?'

Nick raised a querying eyebrow, and merely wankimg out of the
way Shannon acquiesced, albeit a trifle unwillingly

She didn't see a sign of him after that, and it aamst midday when
he strolled across the grass to her stall. Onlyit&ras remained to be
sold, for trade had been brisk.

'You look tired and flustered,’ he commented, ahd seplied
waspishly:

'So would you be, i——

‘Tally up your takings, my Kilkenny cat,' he diredtdryly. 'I'm
taking you home.'

'l haven't finished --' she began crossly, watchasghe examined
both articles before tossing down sufficient moteegover their cost.

'You have now.'



'You can't --'

His smile was entirely cynical. 'l just have. Nadeliver that money
to whoever is responsible for its collection, arel@an go home.'

'l have my own car,' she managed evenly.

'So you have," Nick returned. 'However, you woa'fay with two flat
tyres.'

Her eyes widened in disbelief.

‘The work, | suspect, of idle juvenile hands," inightened wryly.
‘After depositing you home, I'll come back and tdke&m down to the
garage.'

‘Thank you,' she murmured politely after a meadarsitence.

Kelly and Anna were already seated in the Ferpdus their bounty
of balloons, candyfloss, and nameless trinketsLi@fa and Stefan
there was no sign, and Nick explained that theyleficdome fifteen
minutes previously.

Within five minutes they were home, and Shannash @lit and held
forward the seat so that Kelly and Anna could dligHer
hastily-murmured thanks brought a gleam of amusétodms eyes.

‘Your car keys, Shannon,' he requested, holdingh@hand, and
fumbling somewhat, she retrieved them from the liepif her
shoulder-bag, unhooking the cottage front door lkefpre handing
them to him.

'I'l drop them back later," Nick directed, andhv#t sketchy wave he
put the car into gear and reversed down the driyewa



'‘Come on, infants,' Shannon bade with false briskngVe'll attend to
those sticky hands, then have lunch.'

'‘Can Anna stay?' Kelly cajoled, and Shannon smiled.

'Of course—but she must ask her mother first. Sithdll the number
for you?'

Lunch was sandwiches and fresh fruit, easy to dsiseamd equally
easy to clear away afterwards. Shannon made itampecnic, and
they ate it beneath the shade of the lemon tree.

There was time to attend to a few household chozésre secluding

herself in the sewing room, for Sheila Burton wag do arrive at

two-thirty for a fitting and Shannon had yet tonjdhe basic seams
together.

She had no sooner sat down at the machine whenlaera knock at
the back door, and when she opened it Nick stoctth®@mppermost
step.

‘Your keys,"' he volunteered, handing diem to hed, she eyed him
uncertainly as she politely voiced her thanks.

'If you'll let me know how much | owe you,' she add turning
slightly with the intention of fetching her purgeit he forestalled her.

‘It was nothing more serious than a loss of a&,dhawled, and his
eyes hardened slightly as she persisted --

‘But your time—and petrol --'

'‘Must you be so shockingly independent? Consideryigood deed
for the day.'



His exasperation was evident. "Your company atetfitinis evening
will be just recompense.’

'l should sew," Shannon frowned doubtfully, unsuigether she
should go. Much as she would enjoy an evening touspend it in
Nick's company was akin to participating in a véfieacing match,
and she wasn't at all sure such a venture was Weseeemed to have
the upper hand in everything, and she was fastrbegpsuspicious
of the fact that when she appeared to get therlmdttem, it was only
because it amused him to let her do so. It wasrald®r galling to
know that he possessed the uncanny knack of béleg@read her
thoughts—rather too often for her peace of mind!

‘You shouldn't frown," Nick gibed lightly, smootlgirthe furrowed
lines from her forehead.

"You shouldn't tease,' she retorted severely fitdiod it particularly
amusing.'

‘Always on the defensive, Shannon," he chided nmggtki "WWhen you
do smile, the effect is quite dazzling.'

Shannon shot him a dark look, then deliberatelykadlaround his
tall frame and escaped into the sewing room.

'Have dinner with me—I insist,’ he commanded, nailladeterred,
and he stood leaning against the door- jamb welagsurance of Old
Nick himself.

'You can insist all you like," she retaliated, awlitching on her
machine, she set it whirring furiously.

‘A lesser man would be sufficiently cowed, andeaat)y Nick mused
tolerantly, not a whit disturbed, and she bit hewdr Up in
exasperation.



'‘Look, | have a client due any minute for a fittimgd knowing her as
| do, she'll expect me to have it finished by toroor.'

'l trust you charge an additional amount for wogkirsuch
extraordinary hours?'

‘A flat rate, Mr Stanich, if you must know," shesaurered coolly.

“Mr Stanich"?' Nick drawled sardonically. 'l thoughte'sy
progressed way past that.'

To which she retorted balefully, 'A few kisses demtitle you to run
my life!"

‘Your claws are showing.'

You continually bring out the worst in me,' sheduted, not deigning
to look at him. Carefully she snipped a threadntgathered more
material beneath the machine.

'l had noticed," he revealed somewhat dryly.
‘You don't observe any rules whatsoever!
'‘Ah—your rules, or mine ?'

'‘Oh! Go away, Nick, and leave me be!'

1l pick you up at seven,’ he advised, addingellK can stay
overnight with Anna.’

Thoroughly vexed, Shannon took her foot off thetomrand sat back
in her chair. 'l --'



However, anything else she might had added wasrumieed by a
knock at the door. Nick, darn him, didn't budged dms faintly
quizzical expression did little to dampen Shannodgynation.

Sheila, as was usual, bustled in with little ortimoe to spare, and
complained in no uncertain terms when she discovéer dress
wasn't quite ready for a fitting.

'I've only one seam to sew," Shannon offered, stgpdlick a dark
glance. 'l've been held up.’

‘My fault,’ Nick intervened laconically, giving Skea lazy smile.
'I've been endeavouring to get Shannon to accompenio dinner
this evening.'

‘She can't,’ Sheila declared positively. 'l need tliess before lunch,
tomorrow.' She didn't see the dangerous glint apipeldick's eyes,
nor did she heed the silkiness of his tone.

'‘Really? I'm aware Shannon sews for a living, mit hfancy, under
such demanding conditions.'

Cool blue eyes met those of slate grey. 'Are yoplymg that |
deman@ Let me assure you that | give Shannon more wiak t
anyone else.’

‘That doesn't entitle you to expect slave labdwryetorted smoothly.
‘Shannon hasn't complained,' Sheila expoundedycoldl
‘Then she should have done.’

Shannon looked from one to the other, and swifttgnvened. "Your
dress will be finished, Sheila, and if you'll betipat for just a few
minutes, I'll have it ready for a fitting.'



Nick fixed her with a hard implacable stare. "Yoank be sewing
tonight, Shannon. | won't allow it.'

Sheila's gasp was no less loud than Shannon's aofi drawling
injunction. "Youwon't allow it?"

Shannon was speechless. 'You have no right!" dbdespd at last,
and he grimaced wryly.

'I'm beginning to think that particular needletisck in a groove.'

'l can find another dressmaker who'll meet my nequents,’ Sheila
threatened, to which Nick replied blandly:

'l suggest you do that. As | intend marrying Shanabthe earliest
opportunity, her days as a seamstress are over.'

Sheila gave an outraged gasp, then turned on Shamhary. 'Finish
that dress without a fitting! I'll collect it Monglamorning, and if it
Isn't right | shan't pay you. Be assured you weed me here again!'
With that, she turned and stalked out in a finegemslamming the
door of her car and reversing down the drivewayhwiiicautious
speed.

With remarkable control, Shannon met Nick's insaloig expression,
then took a deep breath. She needed it, othertis@l ®xplode!
‘You've just lost me the best paying client | evad.'

Nick didn't say a word. He just stood there, sieami compelling—a
silence that was more condemning than any wordsl t@ve been. It
seemed an age before he spoke, drawling silkiheil& Burton is an
inveterate snob.'

v 'However objectionable, her money is as good as dh anyone
else,’” Shannon declared loudly—too loudly, for sfas fast losing
her temper.



'She has no right to expect you to drop everytlahger slightest
whim.'

'‘Right?' Shannon exploded, her eyes furiously alive. "Véautmy
rights? You come in here and positively demand thetve dinner
with you—what's more you won't even take no foraaswer!" She
paused to breathe in deeply. "You're just as bathass,andjust as
arrogant!’

'Have you finished?'

'‘No. No!" She glared at him, and was so furious that shi&lduave
resorted to physical violence.

'‘Be ready at seven,' he cautioned softly. ‘I havgualms at all over
giving you a helping hand with your dressing, skdtibbe necessary.’

"Il lock the door!"
'‘Quite useless—I have a spare key.'

'l hate you,' she said distinctly, hating the hamdicism evident in his
eyes.

'l believe you—some of the time,' he mocked, tHextching a salute,
he turned and left.

Shannon seethed for the remainder of the afterrmmhgeven Kelly
cast rather anxious looks in her aunt's directinsix-thirty she
collected her overnight bag, stood on tiptoe andebher aunt
goodnight, then took Anna by the hand.

Shannon had showered before giving Kelly her te#at all she had
to do was to apply make-up, dress and fix her l@spite assuring
herself that she wouldn't go this evening, she hatlie slightest
doubt that Nick would carry out his threat, and¢heas no way that



she would give him the opportunity. Besides, shtedhaery intention
of being chillingly civil, and after a short whilee would become so
exasperated that would bring her home!

However, like all well-laid plans, it didn't go &tity as she intended.
They didn't dine at a restaurant, but at the hofmene of lvan's

friends—a fellow vigneron. Shannon knew everyonesent, was
acquainted with four of the daughters—paradedfalhsure, to gain

Nick's attention—and because they all knew forsilneny-tempered
companionable girl she had hitherto been, she doaudly present a
facade of cool indifference !

Nick remained deliberately bland, charming, withmeasure of
sophisticated urbanity that brought smiles to evacg in the room,
except Shannon's. Her lips moved in polite semigabgt there was
no humour in her expressive brown eyes.

To his credit, Nick did not monopolise her attentialthough every
time she sneaked a glimpse in his direction he sddémbe aware of
it. Once, he placed a light hand on her shouldsd,iaitook all her

courage not to twist away. Hatefully, aware of imeer conflict, he

removed it only to encircle her waist. It was se&ycmore than
momentary, but the gesture was sufficiently prdprial, and after
that there were eyes watching their every move-rdole
matchmaking matrons together with the amused rasamnof their

husbands.

The time to leave couldn't come quickly enough, anldng last they
bade everyone goodnight, expressing their appregiafor a
pleasantly-spent evening.

"You're fairly spitting with pent-up fury," Nick dwled as the Ferrari
turned the street and headed homeward. 'l doryfaiblow-by-blow
verbal slanging match while my attention is takprwith driving. If



the explosion can't wait until we get home—tell rmed I'll stop the
car.'

'l have absolutely nothing whatever to say to y&@hannon said
between clenched teeth. She sat very straightyairydstill.

'I'm disappointed.'

‘You can remain disappointed,’ she replied civitigting his sardonic
amusement.

They 'didn't exchange a further word, althoughahdd have sworn
he was silently laughing, darn him!

With remarkable civility, she thanked him for agdant evening and
bade him goodnight the instant the car halted mdneeway. She

didn't bargain for the swiftness with which he &iadled her flight,

and it seemed she had no sooner reached for thecldsp than his
hand caught hers in a painful grip. He leaned fodwand there was
little she could do about the hard kiss he bestowretier resisting
mouth.

There were angry tears aching at the back of hes @y she let herself
ipto the cottage, and she closed the door behind/ileout so much
as a backward glance.

Preparations for the end-of-season barbecue begdy aext

morning, and immediately after breakfast Shannamefb Linda in

the large kitchen upstairs, for there were coustleguces to wash,
salads to prepare —two pairs of hands scarcely egeulfficient!

They worked diligently side by side throughout tey, stopping
only briefly at midday to feed the men, Anna andl)keand sip a

much-needed cup of coffee.



All too soon it was four o'clock and time to sliprhe for a shower
and change of clothes. Everything was ready, tbd &issembled on
trestles downstairs waiting to be carried out, alck and Stefan

were attending to several revolving roasting spitloors. The rain
had held off, although the movement of cloud sutggethat it would

not be for long, a day or two at most. Summer Wwast at an end,
and it was a blessed relief that the grape hangedtad been
completed in time, for as with all agricultural puits the elements
played a vital role in successful cultivation.

Shannon dressed casually in a full gathered diattreached an inch
or two below her knees, a gold knit top that matictine tiny flowers

printed on her skirt, and caught a light woollerawh about her

shoulders. Kelly looked delightful in a matchingfduand together

they walked the distance down to the expanse af latthe rear of
the house.

Shannon willingly assisted Linda, gaining a measafreonfidence
from the other girl's sparkling manner. Of Nick gwwv little—he
was merely a face in the distance, busily engageténding the
roasting spits, and setting up casks of wine.

Around five-thirty the guests began arriving, aondrs there seemed
to be people everywhere. A group of musicians fribr@ local
Dalmatian Club struck up a gay melody on piano etioa, guitar
and fiddle, and as they followed one traditionaladg with another
they were joined by a team of dancers in tradificobourful dress to
dance thekolo. The celebration of a grape harvest was adhered tc
the strictest tradition by several Dalmatian-or@etl vignerons, for
it was a time to rejoice with friends, and for thider folk among
them it brought back memories of their own couatng remembered
harvests.

Shannon glanced through the crowd in the hopetohtay a glimpse
of Kelly and Anna. It was almost dark now, and ailtph the



coloured lights strung through the trees providegla visibility, she
was becoming anxious as to the girl's whereabouts.

The fires beneath the roasting spits had been gexshed, the
suckling pig and tender young lamb long since rezdowalong with
the numerous chickens, and what was left of thetfead been set
aside on one of the far trestles. Casks of wineeweplaced with
amazing regularity, and it was apparent that Nicksvintent on
following Ivan's example in extending generous litadify to friends
and workers.

'Enjoying yourself ?'

Shannon slowly turned her head towards the ownehatf deep
drawling voice. 'Of course,' she replied evenlyd aleterminedly
ignored the curling sensation that began somewhsrde her at the
sight of him. 'It's a perfectly splendid gathering.

Nick eyed her mockingly, and gave a quizzicaldiftone eyebrow.
You sound faintly cynical, Shannon. Any reason wtlshouldn't be
a successful evening?'

'None at all."

‘Ah, | begin to suspect it's only your remarkabbod manners that
permit you to speak to me at all,' he commentedicsacally, and she
sighed.

What was the use? He was quite relentless—ruthdbesamended
silently. If for some form of sadistic enjoyment imeant to seek her
out, then he would do so no matter where she waohg his guests.

‘You haven't forgiven me yet, have you?'



Shannon looked up at him, then wished she hadmét.nlere sight of
those patrician features, that sensuously-mouldagmwas enough
to heighten her senses in a most alarming fashion.

'If you're referring to your conversation with SadBurton yesterday
afternoon—no,' she managed with remarkable calm.

He reached out and took hold of her arm—a firmpgldgmat wasn't
ungentle, but she knew instinctively that if shedrto escape his
fingers would tighten unmercifully.

'l refuse to stand silently by while that incredibvoman treated you
with disrespect,’ Nick declared with soft emphasaisgd Shannon's
eyes flashed angrily.

‘You refuse? What gives you the idea that you haveritgtg to
interfere—supposedly on my behalf?'

‘Supposedly?’

‘You lost me my most consistent client,' she argigddly. "You also
indulged in a fabrication—one she'll delight inesling with varied
embellishments!

‘And that worries you?'

'Of course it worries me! How am | going to explatirto Kelly,
should it reach her ears?' she queried bitterly.

'‘What are you going to explain to me?'

Shannon stifled a gasp at the sound of Kelly'sotgrivoice. How
long had she been standing there?

'Is something wrong?' Kelly queried anxiously, lmakfrom one to
the other.



'‘Not a thing,' Nick assured her easily, and leadiomgn he ruffled the
little girl's hair.

‘Then why is Shannon upset?'
‘A difference of opinion," he offered with a slomite.

‘You won," the little imp declared with remarkabsireness.
‘Shannon's not very good at winning arguments.'

Kelly!

Blandly ignoring Shannon, Nick placed an arm aroledly's waist
and lifted her to sit comfortably on his shouldeiow would you like
it if | were to marry your aunt?' he questionedhtiy.

'I'd like it just fine," Kelly responded quicklyAre you going to?'
‘Definitely.’

'I'm glad,' Kelly smiled beauteously from one te tither as Shannon
burst into incredulous speech,

'I'm notmarrying anybody!" Well, really! Someone had tamtein a
vestige of sanity, she thought wildly, and almdatrgoed her foot in
rage when Nick merely shook his head in mild rebuke

‘You've just been overruled—two against one." Theas cynical
amusement evident in his tone that further infedater.

But wouldn't you like to be Mrs Stanich? a tiny e®iwhispered
inside her brain. No! Shannon reiterated furiolmgeath her breath.

'‘Did you say something?'



She looked up at Nick with masked asperity. ‘Wotldave any
effect if | did ?'

‘Not in the slightest.'

Angrily she sought to escape, and found that kist Iclasp on her
arm had become a steel band.

Oh, dear God! This was like something out of a b:e
dream—nightmare, she amended desperately, as iaza she
registered a loud flamboyant swirl of sound frome th
piano-accordion, and realised that Nick must havergthe band a
prearranged signal.

His voice was well pitched, and it was doubtfultthiayone missed so
much as a word. A speech of sorts was expectednof lbut to
conclude it with an announcement of his intent@mmarry soon must
have come as something of a surprise to most. Athsome of the
older folk were nodding their heads sagely in $ibgyproval, almost
as if they had already decided the marriage wagiadl outcome.

It appeared everyone sanctioned the union—everyexeept
Shannon herself! And she stood quietly at Niclde saccepting the
voiced congratulations in total bemusement. Keligped down to
the ground, bestowed an affectionate kiss toisk's cheek, then to
that of her aunt, and taking Anna by the hand shamptly
disappeared among the crowd.

Shannon shivered suddenly as die enormity of ithakatened to
overwhelm her.

‘Scared?' Nick queried gently. 'Don't be, Shanf@rce you recover
from the initial shock, you'll begin to look forwhto becoming a
blushing bride.’



'l won't—ever!' she declared vehemently, and tob&ekward step at
the sudden gleam he directed down on to her unddungad.

‘You want me to use subtle persuasion?' He leaowd tbwards her,
and she was powerless to move away. His lips bdublee cheek,
then trailed across to tease the lobe of her ear.

'Please,' she implored desperately, noticing thiérgnglances they
were receiving.

"You sound as shocked as if | were attempting tkenhave to you in
public," Nick mused idly, and when he caught tighsltremble of her
lips his expression softened. 'Sweet Shannon, gwa hather a lot to
learn about me, haven't you?'

'I'm not sure that | want to,' she answered sha&iig was bewitched
by his smile.

'Let's take one day at a time," he suggested tdlgraNe'll circulate
now, | think, then dance.’

‘Together?'
‘Together,' Nick affirmed, slanting her a suddeg smile.

Somehow Shannon managed to get through the evemindg-the
ensuing early morning hours, for few guests seetneghow an
inclination to depart much before two a.m., andwdas almost
three-thirty before the last car swung down dieeriMost of the
empty casks and flagons had been neatly stackedneo side,
glassware dispensed into the kitchen downstailsetdealt with by
the automatic dishwasher in daylight hours, andtrobshe party
debris seemed to have miraculously disappearedly Katl opted to
stay overnight with Anna, and that seemed to madedgsense
—hourly checks were easier if both of them weresgieg in the
same house.



'It went off successfully, don't you think?' Nickeried amiably as he
cast a searching glance around the now*empty area.

‘Very well,' Linda agreed as she hid a prodigicaay.

'‘Bed, my dear wife," Stefan grinned, and ran aecéfinate hand
beneath the long curtain of hair that covered hagren "You can
gossip over coffee tomorrow —today,' he amended.

'Sleep well, Shannon,' said Linda, smiling. 'Altghu don't expect
you will, after tonight's excitement.'

Shannon felt as if she needed matchsticks to hwia der eyes. She
half-turned towards Nick, her lips parted to bichlgoodnight, but he
forestalled her.

'‘No need for an early start,' he told Linda withesasy smile, and to
Stefan, 'Take care of the lights— I'll be in, later

'l can see myself home," Shannon protested as ticlked in the
direction of the cottage.

‘No doubt you could.'

‘There's no need for you to display such gallanstye said quietly.
‘You must be tired—it's been quite a day.'

'l haven't quite got one foot in the grave, despiyethirty-five years,'
he evinced wryly. 'When I'm a doting grandpardhp&rmit you to
remind me of my health.’

Shannon fell silent, for she couldn't summon sidfit energy to
think of a scintillating reply. 'Thank you,' shefetd politely when
they reached the cottage, and placing her keyaridtk she swung
open the door, then turned to face him.



‘Aren't you going to offer me coffee?' he querieasmgly, and she
eyed him uncertainly.

'l—don't think you should come in.'

His eyes took on a quizzical gleam. 'Left on therdtep? Shame on
you, Shannon!'

'It's very late.’

'l won't promise not to take a kiss or two," hdestanockingly. 'But
you're quite safe from seduction.'

Shannon moved into the kitchen, not really caringether he
followed her or not, and began busying herself Wiihg the electric
kettle.

'‘Black—two sugars,' he reminded her some few msiaeer from
close behind—too close, Shannon thought. If sheysW@ack a
little, she'd touch him. She poured boiling watgoithe two cups,
sugared them both, then carried them to the dirmogs table.

'‘How long do you expect me to participate in thierade?' she
gueried almost out of desperation, and saw histssigile.

‘Why must it be a charade ?'

‘What else? It amazes me that you've allowed ytuoske prevailed
upon in such a way!" She rushed on regardlessdlif difficult to
comprehend.'

He levelled his gaze at her, and offered seriotislyant a family of
my own, a son to whom | can gift this inheritancewii by my side,
to share my fife, my bed.’

‘That's logical,' she all but choked, embarrasg&d.not me.’



One eyebrow rose quizzically. 'Why not?'

'l can't match your sophistication,” she said sjpwdwallowing
painfully.

‘A man doesn't select a wife quite in the same mahe chooses a
transient bedmate."'

'Of which you've had many!'
‘Without doubt.'

Shannon felt her hand begin to shake, and shdyhasilaced the cup
down on to its saucer before the contents spilled.very tired,"' she
said stiltedly, fixing her attention on the tabl&l like you to leave.’

'‘Everything in black and white, with no shades y§¢ That's not
very realistic,' Nick reproved gently, and she rermad silent, unable
to lift her eyes to meet the cynicism she felt dorbe evident in his
gaze.

‘Can you be ready to go into the city at elevelookctomorrow—tills
morning?' he queried, unperturbed. In fact, she pesitive he was
all but laughing at her!

‘What for?' She'd never sounded so ungraciousrihfae

'It's usual to present one's fiancee with a ridgk returned evenly. 'l
thought we might have lunch together afterwardst, joe two of us.’

'l don't want a ring," she determined steadily.

‘You'll accept one, Shannon,' he ordered inflexiblph! You don't
take notice of anything | say," she flung incaulguYou're nothing
less than a tyrant— no woman in her right mind widive with you.
It would be an impossible existence!



"You think so?"

Oh, how she would love to hit him! He sounded sai@cy—so
amusedNever in her entire life had she been roused ¢b sudegree
of anger—violence! she amended wryly.

"You belong out there in the jungle, roaming at,"8he declared, and
was utterly infuriated when he began to laugh. fnaved to be the
final straw, and with undue haste she scrambldgbtdeet, intent on
getting as far away from this disturbing hatefuhnag her legs would
carry her.

She hadn't gone more than three steps when hads ltaught her
shoulders, and her struggles became ineffectuahstghis sheer
brute strength.

‘That's enough!’

Shannon stood still, quiescent and thoroughly sp®&hé felt him
draw her close, and was strangely content to remesting against
that broad chest.

'‘Bed, child," Nick bade gently some interminablenmées later, and
she stirred reluctantly. 'Linda will get the giddf to school—so
indulge yourself a little by sleeping in.'

'Is that an order?' she murmured, loath to moveyawa

‘Consider it friendly advice,' -he rejoined toldtgnreleasing her,
then he placed an encircling arm about her wadtanved towards
the back door.

Shannon was suddenly at a loss for words, ancedtarsibly when

he leant down and planted a brief hard kiss ontteenbling lips.

Then he smiled and drew her close, moulding her 8hme to his as
his lips descended again.



This time there was a seducing quality in his toasthe trailed fire
across the delicate planes of her face, the svadleins at the base of
her throat, before claiming her mouth with a sehsypertise that
had her clinging to him unashamedly.

When at last he lifted his head, she was totaliyiused. °

'‘Sweet dreams,’ he said softly, then stepped quittidough the
doorway and was almost out of sight before Shargaone to her
senses sufficiently to close the door behind him.



CHAPTER EIGHT

'"You look flustered,' Nick observed when Shannoenaul the door at
eleven o'clock precisely in response to his sv@tsato knock.

'l won't be a moment,’ she murmured hesitantly.juist fetch my
bag.'

‘Sheila Burton,' he deduced thoughtfully. 'l takehe arrived this
morning ?"

‘She did.’
‘And?’

'l hadn't been able to finish her dress,' Shanewaaled slowly. 'I'm
afraid we exchanged a few heated words."

'l should have been here,' Nick declared, watclisgshe made a
rueful grimace.

'l managed quite well on my own,' she assured aimd,he smiled a
trifle quizzically.

'l imagine you did.'

Shannon reflected with remembered satisfactiomizener in which
she had coolly handed Sheila the unfinished drefissing to accept
a fee for the work she had already done beford&had a chance to
get in a word. Afterwards, the coolness evaporatmdewhat, for
some of the things Sheila said were nothing less turtfully cruel.
However, Shannon added a few well- chosen word®obwn, and
the other woman departed in what could only benilest as a huff.

On arriving in Henderson Nick parked the Ferramg ahepherded a
protesting Shannon towards the shopping mall. There a subtle



silent war over the choice of an engagement riltigpagh Nick won
in the end, and Shannon suppressed a feeling of fawdhe

magnificent diamond solitaire that rested on thweltfinger of her left
hand. Undeterred, he chose wedding rings, and miess@er with an
expensive gold watch, stilling her slightly scamsld refusal to
accept the gift by kissing her soundly in frontlodé salesman.

‘That seems to be the only effective way to dedh wbu," Nick
murmured softly as he released her, and Shannahddufrom the
tips of her toes to the roots of her dark shiniag.h

He was quite the most impossible man she'd everandtshe said as
much. Not that it did any good, for he merely sohiland his eyes lit
with wicked humour as he fastened the watch tonmest.

'l shall see that you thank me properly at a mpg@priate time,' he
murmured devilishly, and laughed softly when shimkled her nose
at him. 'Lunch, Shannon—we'll toast our future tbge with
champagne.'

'l need reviving,' she responded, openly admirieg iing. 'And
insuring—no wonder the salesman was smiling! | khiti use
adhesive tape in case | lose it.'

*You'll do no such thing," he remonstrated lacdhjica

They shared a leisurely lunch at the Palomino ueatd, sipped
champagne, and Shannon tended to view the reafityhey

engagement to Nick with almost total-bemusemene Bad the
strangest feeling that it was all a dream from Wwhshe would
awaken, and she cast him a querying look when bekshis head at
her in silent reproval.

You look not unlike the fairytale princess—aslesol dreamlike,' he
mused gently. 'It's no dream, Shannon. | mean toynyau, and it's



only fair to warn you that | don't intend waitingry long—a few
weeks, at most.'

'l don't remember saying that | would—marry youmeéan," she
murmured. 'l have the strangest feeling that Ieenbvery effectively
manipulated, and | can't imagine why.'

‘Can't you?' Nick mocked gently. 'Remind me toyell.'

'‘Why not now?' she queried, but he shook his haading slightly at
her expression of disappointment.

'‘Drink your champagne,'- he bade her gently.

The rest of the day held an unreal quality, anghgn't until Shannon
was in bed and on the borderline of sleep thatreheembered a
luncheon date for the following, day with Mrs Vielsi She was all
too aware of the emphasis John's mother placetieanftiendship,

and tomorrow's meeting was bound to be uncomfatédl both of

them.

The diamond ring on her finger was spotted alnmostédiately, and
Shannon felt a faint pang of remorse as she glichpas Vlasich's
disappointment. John was a good friend, but theationship had
remained platonic by mutual consent. No matter Bbe tried, she
couldn't rid herself of the feeling that Mrs Vldsiconsidered she had
somehow let John down, and the thought niggleclére way back
to the parking area.

To top it all off, Angel elected to be perverserbfusing to start, and
nothing Shannon did made the slightest bit of diffiee. Resigned,
she locked the car, then telephoned through to ggeBartulovich's
garage. When the mechanic arrived some thirty rasutater, the
news wasn't heartening, for Angel needed at Iémsethours' work
spent on her engine to get her running smoothlinaga



It surely wasn't turning out to be her day at Ald it was her turn to
collect the girls from school. Well, there was nothelse for it but to
ring Linda and explain.

The call made, Shannon set out briskly, determitzeavalk the
distance home. That it was slightly more than twizsndidn't deter
her in the least. The exercise and the fresh aidwdo her the world
of good.

Halfway home, the darkening clouds gave way tglatldrizzle that
rapidly increased in volume, wetting her clothesthwblithe

unconcern. Her hair soon became a soaking messriarnidts of

water trickled unchecked from her chin. Then justsaddenly the
rain stopped and the sun came out.

She was cursing beneath her breath and mutteringirads of
derogatory comments about the weather when aidaiosh halt not
three feet away.

'For heaven's sake, qirl,' a brusque, familiar @ocmmmanded
impatiently, ‘get in the car—you look like a drowiat!"

It would have to be Nick, wouldn't it? 'I'm too wethe dismissed
perfunctorily. 'I'll only dampen your upholstery.’

‘Get inside, Shannon.' Cool, hard, with not a tigicgympathy in his
voice, and she felt the beginnings of anger stihiathigh-handed
manner.

'It's not raining any more—even if it were, | canitcget much wetter
than | already am!" She began walking on, and dminise when she
heard the car door slam.

A hand clamped itself over her shoulder, bringirey to a halt,
swinging her round to face him. Nick's face wasrgoils mask, and
the expression in his eyes only served to strengtiee anger.



Who did he think he was, for heaven's sake? 'Takelyand off mell
she hissed, her eyes sparking furiously alive asnbeeased the
pressure to a point where it hurt abominably.

‘Il lay my hand on another part of your anatomyai moment,' he
threatened tersely. 'lIt wouldn't cross your indej@emn mind to
telephone and ask to be collected—you have to waikl, in the
pouring rain! Is it any wonder | have difficulty icontrolling my
temper?'

'I'm no authority on the weather," Shannon declaesatedly.

'‘Get in the car, Shannon,' he ordered cursorilg, @hen she didn't
budge he lifted her bodily into his arms.

'‘Put me down! Oh," she flung helplessly, 'you're tfost incredible
bully I've ever had the misfortune to meet!" Sheswhrust
unceremoniously into the front seat of the Fer@amng she sat there
fuming as he slammed die door and strode rounidet@ther side.

‘Are you in the habit of abducting females?' shergd icily as he
slid in behind the wheel.

'Not often.'

Shannon sat in silence, staring straight aheathea®ar whispered
along the wet bitumen. If she hadn't been certdithe injuries

involved in doing so, she would have released ther-dlasp and
escaped, regardless of the consequences. Howewas & fine thing
to be in a furious temper, but quite another tovalit to rear its ugly
head by resorting to foolhardiness.

The instant they halted outside the cottage slikefgim the car.
‘Thank you.' Her voice was chilly and severe, anidllty belied the
expressed gratitude.



‘Inside with you at once,' Nick directed, and singpfrom behind the
wheel he took her arm and led her, protesting digrado her front
door.

The key was taken from her fingers just as sooshasextracted it
from her bag, and she was hustled unceremoniousligle the
cottage.

'I've already said thank you,' she uttered reskyntfiWhat are you
waiting for?"

‘To see you into a hot bath," he responded, umbeduby her
scandalous expression.

‘You won't, you know!

‘Not literally," he replied hardily. 'Although oy don't get a move on
and remove those wet clothes, I'll give you a mgjand.’

Her furious brown eyes met his, then wavered diigiide looked
purposefully and thoroughly capable of carrying &g hateful
threat. 'I'll run the bath.' In some cases it wesest to admit defeat.

‘Sensible of you,' he declared dryly. 'By the tyoe emerge, I'll have
a hot drink waiting.'

Shannon positively glared at him. 'I'm not a childt quite capable
of making myself something to drink.'

You could have fooled me. Now, move, Shannondue silkily.

She left, but not before she'd flung him a wrathéak that would
have quailed a lesser man. No doubt it scarcelyrsiad the surface
of his unconscionably thick skin!



With a sense of defiance, Shannon soaked in thie fostwhat
seemed an interminably long time. She washed heahd towelled
it almost dry, then she relaxed in the hot soaptewdt would serve
him right if she stayed here for an hour !

'‘Whatever act of defiance is keeping you therenetvarn you that |
have no scruples about coming in and fishing ydy biick's hateful
voice sounded from the other side of the door.

Shannon made waves as she reached hurriedly fotecpve towel.
"You wouldn't dare!'

‘Try me. Five minutes, Shannon.'

The water gurgled from the bath as she steppedyhaist, and in no
time at all she was shrugging her arms into a tiovgelobe. In her
bedroom, she exchanged it for fresh underwear, lamdiedly
stepped into jeans before pulling a knit top oertiead. Her hair she
simply covered with a towel and wound it on top her head,
turbanwise, then moved out towards the kitchen,iegrto an abrupt
halt at the sight of Nick leaning negligently agsithe sink.

‘Your coffee.' He slid a steaming cup of aromataitd towards her,
and there was a distinct gleam in the depths @gtluark grey eyes as
she raised defiant eyes to his.

‘There's no need for you to play nursemaid,’ sketaded coldly. 'Nor
do you need to threaten me.'

‘You don't take anything kindly, do you, my Kilkgneat?' Nick
queried with silky tolerance.

‘Not from you.'

‘Ah, I'm beginning to wonder why,' he accorded dlgin



‘You ride roughshod over everything | say, you w&akKe no for an
answer,” Shannon reiterated fiercely. 'And you neagsk—you
commandanddemand!

His muted, deep-seated laughter only served toiat@uher further,
and she attacked him with flailing fists. Not thiatlid the slightest
good, for he merely caught her hands and held dy&ive.

‘My, my—such a temper,' he murmured quizzicallyenttbent his
head down to hers.

There was no way she could escape those teasmgalia after a
pitiful struggle she didn't even try.

'‘Want to tell me about it?'Shannon lifted her egeseet his tolerant
gaze. She felt slightly bemused, for his kissesthateffect, and to
think clearly was quite impossible!

'You were fighting mad before | happened on thensgeNick
elaborated musingly, and she grimaced a little.

‘You weren't exactly peaceable yourself! '
'‘An unsatisfactory lunch ?'

Shannon sighed. 'You could say that. Mrs Vlasicth feend hopes
that John and | --'

‘John?’

She risked a glimpse upwards and saw his eyes r#é&etionally.
Nick, jealous? She didn't believe it 'A friend—ayw&ind one,' she
explained. 'lt was he who persuaded lvan to letenéethe cottage.'

‘And?'



'‘We meet occasionally—perhaps half a dozen times year, for
dinner. However, his mother made more of the frgémal than she
should, and when she saw my ring today --' Shartrenled off

expressively, and Nick traced her lips with a gefitiger, smiling a
little as he felt them tremble beneath his touch.

'She was upset that another man had claimed y&ty fie concluded
softly. He lowered his head, trailing his lips asdnher forehead,
resting on each eyelid then moving slowly downtte &dge of her
mouth to wreak havoc with her heightened emoti@te returned
kiss for kiss, becoming lost in a tumultuous tilattsucceeded in
wiping out all reason, and gave a murmur of dissdrgn he began
breaking free of the embrace. His eyes seemeddifityedark as he
put her gently from him.

'l think you'd better drink that coffee.' He rahand through his hair,
then surveyed her quivering lips with a faint smiMuch as I'd like
to continue such a pleasurable pursuit, there sl@ment of danger
in doing so—it would be all too easy to pass thiatpaf no return.’

Shannon felt the tell-tale tide of colour sweeprdwer cheeks as she
swallowed painfully. 'l ---' Her voice was stilletk he bestowed a
brief hard kiss.

'‘Drink your coffee," he ordered, and in somethih@ alaze she did
just that, pulling a face at the taste of spirits.

'‘What did you put in this?'

'‘Brandy—it'll warm you, and keep a chill at bayitKreplied easily.
‘Where did you leave your car— with George?'

Shannon nodded abstractedly. ‘It needs a few maahian
replacements—a distributor, a condenser coil, awdeshing else
that's too technical for me to comprehend.’



'I'll give him a call .and arrange to have your dalivered when it's
ready. In the meantime, let me know if you showdddtransport,' he
instructed, then leant out a hand and trailed d@lgé&nger down her
cheek.

His smile did strange things to her equilibriunthink you'd better
go,' she said shakily, and stood there feelinglyolemused long
after he had left the cottage.

It was all of thirty minutes before she stirreddst sufficiently to set
about the prosaic task of preparing fruit towatus apple pie she
intended for dessert, and when that was safelyaroven she turned
to the telephone with the intention of ascertainumt how long it
would be before Angel would be ready.

'You haven't found anything else wrong with it, @gou?' Shannon
qgueried worriedly on being informed that her caruldo't be
available until Thursday.

'‘Not exactly. However, Nick asked me to give ittanplete overhaul
and replace anything that was needed.’

‘Nick told you to do that?' she questioned incredulqustg George
chuckled.

'‘Didn't he tell you?'
'‘No,' she replied succinctly, to which George reslaal soothingly:

‘Angel has been going on a prayer, Shannon. Yavdmhave passed
your next warrant of fitness test without substntiork being done.'

But the bill? she queried silently. Her bank acdowauldn't stand
anything like the repairs George was outlining.



As soon as she had replaced the receiver she tsatrss the lawn,
passing through the rose garden on her way to @onfr
Nick—wherever he happened to be! This time he'degon far!

Melissa looked up and smiled, and at Shannon's/gunelicated that
Nick was in the study.

‘Shall | tell him you're here?'

‘Don't bother," Shannon returned calmly. 'I'll teim myself." So
saying, she crossed the tiled floor and gave asteavp knocks to the
panelled door.

‘Your eyes are twin daggers,' Nick accorded saoddigiby way of a
greeting, and Shannon met his musing smile witlsgasation.

'I've just been talking to George,' she began witlppeamble as he
closed the door behind her and moved across tcalgaimst the edge
of his desk.

‘And?'

'l want to know why you told him to take Angel tepes and put her
back together again!

Nick seemed to be having difficulty controlling hesighter.
'It's not funny!

His eyes became faintly cynical. 'My dear Shanh@gree. There's
nothing remotely funny about you driving that urabkle vehicle. It
needs replacing.’

'‘Hah! Pigs might fly,"' she uttered inelegantly.



His lips twitched slightly. 'Doubtful. I must leby try your hand at
the wheel of my car.'

Her eyes widened. 'The Ferrari?"
'I'm not entirely selfish. I've no objection to mwfe driving it'

‘But I'm not your wife," she began heatedly. '‘Aimd hot sure that |
want to be.’

'‘Perhaps you need persuading,’ Nick declared,rsmuilickedly as he
began moving towards her, and he laughed softlynwBleannon
began backing away.

‘Just because | don't find your kisses repulsivéo@ésn't necessarily
mean | should marry you. Besides,' she reassdrtaty f'that's got
nothing to do with you going over my head by tejli@eorge what to
do with my car.’

His eyes twinkled with hidden humour. 'I'll gift y@ new Mini as a
wedding present, but until then you'll allow me @eaf mind by
driving something reliable.’

'‘Am | never going to win an argument?' she cridggeined, and he
leant out a hand and let his fingers trail gentdwd her cheek.

‘Sometimes—when you've won me over with a gamuewofinine
guile.' He bent his head, but she moved swiftlyafutis reach—only
because he allowed her to, of that she was sure.

'Did George give you an estimate?' she asked hégitaand Nick
gave a negligible shrug.’

'I'll take care of the account, Shannon,'



‘You won'tl" She was quite emphatic, and her fimewm eyes
sparkled with determination. 'l won't let you.'

He surveyed her lazily. '"How do you propose to sha?'
‘My bills aremyresponsibility,' she wailed desperately.

‘This fierce independence of yours is somethingrgagoping to have
to curb,' he said easily, although there was adfisteel beneath the
surface. "You'll be interested to know that | cdtesiithe local priest
this afternoon, and arrangements have been madenfoto marry
us—two weeks from this Saturday.'

Shannon felt her face drain of colour. 'You'reserious! | thought --'
‘Whatdid you think, Shannon?"
‘That we'd be engaged for some time," she artedillatiskily.

‘Yet when | announced our engagement, | distintated we would
be marrying soon. | don't see the necessity ofydelahe inevitable,’
Nick declared smoothly.

'‘But it isn't inevitable!" Shannon cried, upset. 'An engagement
meant to be a sort of trial, one that isn't bindi@ge,' she continued
desperately, 'that either party can rescind.’

'l don't agree. The acceptance of an engagemenisrem agreement
to marry. I've no intention of allowing you to bagut now.'

Shannon looked at those implacable features se tbdser own, and
was unable to control an involuntary shiver of aby@nsion.

‘There's only one way you can know me better,rhevigd tolerantly
as he glimpsed the fleeting emotions chase overelRpressive
features.



'Sex isn't everything,' she ventured with greatetietyy, and the edge
of his mouth lifted quizzically.

'‘Nor should it be dismissed as of little conseqgeenc

The thought of sharing his bed was something shenttayive much
thought. His kisses had the effect of rendering tbea jelly. The
intimacies that came with marriage scared her-sittyore from a
lack of experience, she had to admit.

The sound of a telephone ringing on his desk waselkome
intrusion, and ignoring his summons to stay, Sharstwse to take
the opportunity to escape.

While she was in the kitchen preparing the vegetaldbr tea,
Shannon glimpsed Anna leading a very subdued Ksllthe hand.
That all was not well was obvious.

'‘What's the matter, honey?' she queried anxiouslga@n as they
came inside. 'Don't you feel well?'

‘My tummy—it hurts,' Kelly complained, her face gired with pain,
and Shannon put a hand to the little girl's forelhdave been sick,
too.’

It was hot, and her eyes were bright—too brightarfion deduced
worriedly. There was no doubt the child was runranigmperature.
On the face of it, this seemed to be more thamalsigastric attack.

T think I'd better get you to the doctor,' Shanmoited gently.

Kelly's bottom Up began to quiver, and Anna reacleed a
conciliatory hand.

‘He'll give you some medicine that will make youtée Won't he,
Shannon?'



Shannon nodded abstractedly as a tiny fear toak-kralear heaven,
pray that it wasn't appendicitis!

The doctor's receptionist said Kelly could be sedthout an
appointment, and advised Shannon to bring her inmatedy to the
surgery. It was only then she realised she didmveha car at her
disposal.

‘Uncle Nick isn't home," Anna declared helplessly.

‘Neither is my father. They went into Hendersort pdittle while
ago.'

'I'll ring for a taxi," Shannon decided, and losttme in telephoning
for one.

The next hour was anxiety-plagued, for the doctonficmed
Shannon's worst fears, and from his surgery a dulirtrip by
ambulance was made to Auckland Hospital, where viaging
seemed interminable before news was relayed thif @as being
prepared for surgery.

Shannon sat out in the waiting room and tried toceotrate on the
contents of the magazine she had selected fromilleearby, but
the pages flipped unseen before her eyes. Thepdgsthe fear that
something might go wrong, remained uppermost in ménd,
clouding her vision. There was a lump in her thrgat made
swallowing difficult. Oh, dear God, Kelly was sowwg-—such a
little girl. Her future was in hands over which dted no control. If
anything should happen --

'Shannon.'

She stared sightlessly up at the owner of thateyaamd her lips
opened and closed soundlessly. 'What are you doberg?' she
queried at last in a strangled whisper that Niak teebend to catch.



'‘Both Linda and Anna gave me the details just as ss | arrived
home," Nick told her quietly, although his eyes hdarkened
formidably at the forlorn picture she presentetingj there looking
so alone, so vulnerable. 'l stopped long enougmake the few
necessary telephone calls to determine to whicpitadKelly had
been admitted. There's no news yet, | take it?'

Shannon shook her head. 'They took her away agg'sshg offered
shakily, and of its own volition one tear welleddatmreatened to
overflow. Lord above, this would never do! She kéd rapidly,

willing the tears to cease, and was scarcely awéandick sitting

down close beside her until she felt her hand caingis.

‘Kelly's so tiny—so young,' she managed some malatter. Nick's
presence was reassuring, and it was almost am# sb his strength
throbbed through her veins, giving her coinage.

'I'l enquire at the desk,' Nick declared gentlgetigaging his hand,
and Shannon gazed after his powerfully-built freasene measured
the distance in long easy strides. He was backmitiinutes to say
that they would be advised just as soon as Kellgrged from
theatre.

'‘She's been there so long," Shannon said worriadty Nick soothed
placatingly:

'It only seems that way. At times like this, eacimuite becomes an
hour.' He glanced up as the telephone rang atsie then rose to his
feet as the nurse signalled them. Shannon follalesk on his heels,
and was grateful for the casual arm he placed abewutvaist. She
stood in petrified silence as the nurse relayeahéves that Kelly was
out of surgery and in the recovery room.

‘When will | be able to see her?' The query washafibre Shannon
had time to think of voicing it, and the nurse glad at Nick.



'It's doubtful she'll wake fully for at least threeurs, and then she'll
receive further medication.' The nurse shook hadhoubtfully. 'It
really would be wiser if you went on home, and cabeck
tomorrow.'

Shannon made an involuntary sound, and Nick regbsr@oothly
with undoubted charm:

'I'm sure there won't be any objection if we wai@lly will be
reassured to see her aunt, no matter how briefly.’

‘You'll have to discuss that with the ward Sist#¥e don't encourage
young children to receive visitors immediately afsairgery, as it
usually upsets them.’

'In some cases it might be upsetting if they doNitk commented
dryly, and the nurse pursed her lips.

‘The decision will rest with the ward Sister," slagd coolly. 'If you'll
return to your seats, I'll call you when your nieéees been transferred
from the recovery room to the ward.’

'If you do settle the account with George,' Shanmegean tentatively
a short while later, 'l insist that | pay you back.

'l fully intend that you shall." Nick's light chuekonly served to
heighten her embarrassment, and she tinged a @et@sy pink.

‘You're impossible!" she choked, and would havechtreal back her
hand had he not held it firmly so that escape wa®bthe question.

‘Ah, Shannon, you do bite so easily—teasing y@omething | find
difficult to resist.’

'It's unfair,’ she uttered obliquely. 'l must bé oimy mind!’



‘To marry me? But you will, Shannon. Much as it rayprise you, |
predict we'll be extremely happy.'

She glanced up at him squarely. 'You're more obaimist than |
am. Arguing as much as we do, | can't see thafubure together will
be anything but bleak.’

'I'l remind you of that in a few weeks' time," Kislanted mockingly,
and Shannon was saved from making a reply as arorefl staff
nurse moved towards them from the desk.

Kelly was now in the ward, and if they would cavemait in the small
annexe adjoining the ward they would be summonstdgs soon as
Kelly was fully recovered from the anaesthetic.

The doctor emerged to explain a few minor techrdegdils, assuring
her that the operation had been straightforward, l&elly would
need to remain in hospital for seven or eight days.

It was another hour before they were fetched froenannexe, and
Shannon gave a heartfelt sigh of relief as sheldasight of the pale
little figure in its hospital garb.

Kelly's rather wobbly smile was no less wobbly ttiaat of her aunt,
and it was only Nick's teasing admonition that tdyoth be in tears
any minute that saved the day.

They weren't permitted long, and Shannon gavatttedirl a gentle
hug when the ward Sister declared it to be time Kally's
medication.

‘We'll be in again tomorrow afternoon, imp,' Nidkvésed as he bent
low to bestow a fleeting kiss to her brow.

'I'm going to be spoiled,’ Kelly murmured sleepaynd he chuckled.



‘Horribly.'
‘You're nice.'
'So are you," he answered gently. 'Sweet drearhs, pe

In the car, he turned slightly towards Shannontinga 'You
obviously haven't eaten, and neither have |. Wiadl a restaurant,
then telephone Linda.'

Her eyes widened perceptibly. 'But I'm not dressed.
'You look fine to me," he dismissed blandly.

'I'm not in the least hungry,' she protested. IA#el like is coffee,
and | can get that at home."

‘Then you shall have coffee, while I do justicestomething more
substantial. | told Linda not to save dinner,’ helained, and
Shannon gave a sigh of resignation.

‘'l have dinner with you. | seem to have lost tinge to argue.’

His smile was faintly quizzical. 'l don't belieug¢ he mocked gently.



CHAPTER NINE

KELLY was in hospital for eight days—days that passédoal
quickly. Shannon visited each afternoon, and Niokisted on
accompanying her in the evenings, taking the Igitea gift on each
occasion that made her bright blue eyes positigklw with excited
anticipation.

Consequently, there was not much time for Shanwoogite the
approaching wedding too much thought. The wholdgenaeemed to
have been taken entirely put of her hands, for Nicganised
everything, then merely informed her—much to hexgrim. Even in
the matter of her wedding gown she was overrulégyThad argued
over that—not that it made much difference, fothi@ end she had to
concede that she would not have sufficient timenake it herself
with Kelly convalescing at home.

At Shannon's suggestion, Linda was chosen to beomat-honour,
Beverley as bridesmaid, with Kelly and Anna as #owirls. The
bridal boutique in Henderson was commissioned td&emall the
gowns, and both Shannon and Linda spent severas lpouing over
designs and swatches of material before arriviragdecision.

It had been decided that the wedding receptionavbelheld at Vista
d'Oro, and replies to despatched invitations hagadly been
received. It all seemed to gain momentum with gaatsing hour,
and Kelly's exuberance over the coming event wgmhag to tear
Shannon's rather shaky nerves to shreds.The dayn&hmavent into
Henderson to have a final fitting for her gown sedrto accentuate
her indecision to a point where she felt a needesoape. The
wedding, Nick—everything suddenly assumed dismayit
proportion, and maintaining a vestige of calm tatikher energy as
she accompanied Linda into yet another shop—titie ifif less than
forty minutes.



'‘Coffee?' Linda queried as they emerged, and Simagawee a rueful
smile.

'‘Definitely. We more than deserve it, and besidesve almost
finished, haven't we?'

'‘We've ordered enough food to feed an army! Linelared
laughingly. "'Thank heaven it will all be deliveréith have it cooked
and served after the style of the vineyard's erskeaton barbecue
will be ideal, as all the preparations can be dispd with by mid-
morning, and the spits can easily be tended dunimgabsence at the
church—no fewer than ten men have volunteered!

'l still don't see that it's necessary to have sadarge wedding,’
Shannon frowned, faintly perplexed, only to seedhirburst into
unrestrained laughter.

‘Shannon! Haven't you yet learned that Nick doesm'things by
halves?' She sobered slightly. 'Besides, a wedinguite an
occasion—especially that of a well- to-do vignerdfs. only right
that Nick should want to share his new-found hagpgsnwith a large
gathering of friends and fellow-growers.'

Shannon was silent. Was Nick happy? It was impesdib tell.
Contented—or perhapsgsigned,to a marriage that would provide
him with a suitable wife to mother his sons. Henseé a whole
sophisticated world apart, and the mere thoughthisf sensual
expertise was enough to render her into a treaukespate of
near-breathlessness.

‘Second thoughts?'

Startled, Shannon collected her wayward though¢etter, and
lifted her gaze to meet Linda's understanding featuAnd doubts,’
she offered slowly. 'l find it hard to understaniyhe chose me.’



'You make it sound as if Nick went "eeny, meenypynmo" from a
mental line-up of suitable females,' Linda chidma when Shannon
didn't contradict her, she queried, 'You can'taeslly think that,
surely?'

Shannon said slowly, 'Any romantic illusions | migiave had went
out the window some time ago.'

‘'ve known Nick far too long to be under any mig@ghension
regarding his motives for marriage,' Linda prockshemphatically.

'He's very convincing,' Shannon offered quietly. ¢

'‘Oh, rubbish! You're not fooling me at all—in fathe only one
fooled is yourself,' Linda asserted, but Shanna@oktner head.

'‘No," she denied sadly. 'I'm going away—tomorroivshe began
hastily, desperately. 'Just a few days—I need stomme alone. The
wedding—it's too close, and the break will do Kelhe world of
good. We won't go far—anywhere will do, just sodas it's away,’
she babbled. Oh God, none of this made any sense!

Linda looked at her curiously. 'Does Nick know?'
‘That I'm going? No. I'll tell him tonight. He woémind.'

'l think he will,’ Linda asserted softly, meetindi&non's raised
eyebrows.

For once Linda was wrong. Nick didn't so much asaneeyelid.
'‘When do you want to leave?' he asked.

'‘Why?' Shannon asked blandly, feeling slightly dezinted that he
was offering no objection.



Patiently, as if she were a child for whom thingssirbe simplified,
he explained, 'Wherever it is you intend goingjtdke you.'

‘But | don't know," she wailed, exasperated, asdrusing smile did
little to help her temper.

'‘Ah, | see. It's to be a means of escape.’ His gigasned quizzically.
'‘Running away won't solve anything, Shannon.’

Anger rose to the surface, then erupted. Hshrunning away,' she
flung furiously. 'How can I, with you taking me?"

'l was thinking of Kelly's welfare," Nick statedlicdy. 'In the Ferrari,
she can be transported in the minimum of time withmaximum of
comfort.’

‘My car is quite reliable—you ensured that.'
‘When do you want to leave—tomorrow?"

Oh, he really was the limit! 'Yes, tomorrow—at noielock,' she said
recklessly.

'If you'll tell me where, I'll arrange a place fgu to stay.'
‘Anywhere—I don't care!

'‘Pauanui,’ he suggested thoughtfully. 'Somewheremwand
Sunny—it might improve your disposition.'

‘There's nothing -wrong with my disposition!'

‘You need bedding, my Kilkenny cat,' Nick decladetiberately, and
there was a dangerous edge of steel evident asatreedy 'Try my
patience much further, and you'll get more than lyargained for.'



It was no idle threat, and Shannon felt the sgsiof fear feather her
spine. There wasn't one coherent thing she coyldfeaher voice
seemed locked in a painful vice. What was the matiéh her?
Marriage to Nick was the most sensible course ke-tawvhat was
more, it was all arranged. Why, suddenly, did sineshto be besieged
with doubts?

Her silence seemed to reverberate around the ranthjt seemed
ages before he spoke.

"Il look in on Kelly for a few minutes—she's nasleep yet?'

Shannon shook her head. 'She's been waiting forlteuvoice came
out in a faintly cracked, subdued whisper.

It was almost a quarter of an hour before he edténe kitchen
again,-and Shannon stood still, inwardly restlagsalffraid to move.
‘There's really no need for you to take us,' slfered quickly as his
eyes raked her slowly from head to toe, and somdti®ailence was
more eloquent than words could ever have been.

'Ivan has a holiday bach at Pauanui, on the CordeldPeninsula,’
Nick said sardonically. 'I'll take you there fofeav days—unless you
have any objection?'

Shannon met his querying, faintly quizzical gazrel shook her head.
'‘No? In that case, I'll bid you goodnight.’

As soon as he was gone, she locked the door antiwém settle
Kelly for the night. Contrarily, now that the ddois had been made
to go, she found any number of , reasons to stagrel were a
hundred and one things that needed attending tokifqgpaclearing
out cupboards, to name but a few. She must be mambrisider
absenting herself from the cottage for two or tidags!



There was little sleep to be had that night, andhi& morning
Shannon woke unrefreshed and full of misgivingdlyKen the other
hand, was excited at the prospect of having a fays'choliday near
the beach.

Nick seemed deliberately bland—something that ad&hannon
beyond measure. She felt goaded into forcing a dbaa between
them, even though the outcome and his subsequget amuld be
frightening to behold. Anything was better thannigeireated like a
recalcitrant child!

The inconsequential chapter they occupied themsehrt for the
two and a half hours it took to reach their destomawas casually
contrived to appear pleasant for Kelly's benefit] #he closer they
came to Pauanui the more Shannon felt like cryimgfar Nick to
turn round and take them home.

'‘When will you be back?' Kelly queried anxiouslyNi€k just as soon
as he had unloaded their overnight bags into tioh.ba

He bent down and ruffled her hair. 'Thursday afternabout four
o'clock.'

'l wish you could stay," Kelly voiced forlornly, heyes large and
rather sad.

‘Next time," Nick affirmed affectionately. ‘Now, lsareful—not too
much activity, or you won't be able to see the datyon Saturday,
and we can't have you missing any of the weddisgvides, can
we?'

Kelly shook her head solemnly, then reached uprttechis neck as

he lifted her into his arms. ' 'Bye, Nick. | lovew' She planted a shy
kiss on his cheek, then gave him a quick hug bdferset her gently
down on to her feet.



Shannon stood still, unwilling to make the gestua was expected
of her, and was left in no doubt that it was onBlli{s presence that
prevented him from forcibly kissing her. It wasrén his eyes, and
she unconsciously shivered. Retribution would fellcand soon.

Nick Stanich was not a man to be treated lightlyd &he was

behaving abominably.

The lips that brushed her cheek were cool and Hdrdre was no
gentle affection, or even regret, and Shannorhialteyes ache with
remorse.

*

'He's here—Nick's here!"

Shannon jerked spasmodically at the sound of ksedlytited voice.
Oh, dear heaven, if only she could collect herténaxl thoughts
together into some semblance of calm! She had lséaty at all, and
all morning she had been in a state of suspenéediation for the
time when she would need to confront him agaimnly she could
reach out and touch hinsay that she was sorry for being sc
idiotically foolish—but the words choked in heraht.

He looked invincible—so strong and vital. How collel appear so
deadly calm, so unruffled? If he had held out himsa she would
have run to him on winged feet to pour out all lears and
uncertainties against that rock-like chest. Andspkred how much
she loved him. That much she had discovered dimengbsence.

His greeting was laughingly warm as Kelly openesgldbor, but his
eyes as they met Shannon's over the little gigsdhwvere enigmatic,
making it impossible to gauge his mood.

‘Well, imp," Nick grinned down at Kelly, 'tell mél about it, before
you burst at the seams.’



'We went for walks along the beach, collected shalhd some
driftwood. And yesterday,' Kelly enlightened himtlamsiastically,

‘Shannon let me stay up really late, until | fedlep—I think she
forgot to tell me to go to bed.' Kelly grinned pressibly towards her
aunt. 'And this morning we sat on the beach andahpidnic lunch,

then we went for a long walk again.’

'Plenty of fresh air and exercise, | see," he tledkvith amusement.
'I've brought the portable barbecue, some thickksteand Linda
despatched a ready-to- serve salad.’

‘We can have it on the beach,' Kelly enthused. 'Mewvon't have to
leave straight away, will we?'

‘Just before dark," Nick affirmed solemnly, swirgglns gaze back to
Shannon.

‘You haven't kissed Shannon yet," Kelly declarédghsy puzzled.
'‘Aren't you going to?"

‘Don't be silly, Kelly," Shannon remonstrated glyektoo quickly,
for Nick's eyes narrowed slightly.

'‘Well, I'm going to the shop for an icecream,' emarked happily
as she picked up her purse from die table. 'ldbpbly stay and talk
to Rosemary, so | won't be back for a while.'

Devious little monkey, Shannon thought wretchedhd was further
embarrassed when the imp offered guilelessly:

'l think Shannon missed you—she was awfully quret dreamy. |
had to say things twice over!'

When Kelly had gone, Shannon addressed the walltod¥ick's tall
frame. 'l expect you'd like something to drink. Blhanake some
coffee?'



His silence seemed deliberate, although it lastéyg ®econds. 'Beer
would be preferable,' he drawled sardonicallyrdught a few cans
with me—I'll fetch them in.’

When he returned, Shannon was busying herselfeabéimch with
slices of bread, some ham and cheese.

'I'm making a few sandwiches—you must be hunghg'murmured
indistinctly over one shoulder, and heard the hggshap as he pulled
back a beer-can tab.

‘Not particularly.’'

'I'll put it away, then,' she choked, hurt by mdifference. The knife
slipped from her nerveless fingers and clatterealtime sink.

‘You're more of a tangled mass of nerves than whberleft.'

She jumped at the sound of his voice so close ddien. "You don't
need to sound so—synical Vshe responded bitterly.

'The sooner we're married, the better,” Nick drdwla mild
exasperation.

'‘Why? It can only prove disastrous!
'l beg to differ.’

'‘How do you work that out?' she cried, then bludiedusly beneath
his dark gleaming eyes. 'Oh! | --' her voice stappaddenly as his
mouth closed down on hers, and it was no gentlegssson. There
was a passionate hunger in his touch that igniteduse of her own
emotions, sending her clinging to him and respagamna way that
frightened her.



When Kelly returned they set up the barbecue oisdhed, far distant
from the incoming tide, and their shared meal wasrgoyable one.
Shannon felt more relaxed than she had been fedbgmused, she
amended with a slight smile.

'Only one more day," Kelly declared happily as skdled down
comfortably on the back seat of the Ferrari some hours later,
causing Shannon to grimace ruefully.

‘Tomorrow is going to be hectic! There's the gowmbe collected,
the florist, the --'

‘Spare me," Nick drawled laughingly, and Shannankied her nose
at him as she slid into the car.

'‘Home, you impossible man.' She stretched her afigistly, then
smiled. 'It'll be good to sleep in any own bed gbri

'‘Make the most of it,' he grinned, sparing her ik ddeaming glance
as he switched on the engine, and her blush wasvities quizzical
smile.

‘It would serve you right if | follow Kelly's exangand sleep all the
way home,' she choked, only to feel the touch sffimgers against
her cheek. His smile didstrange things to her stbimnand she was
incapable of uttering so much as a word.

She did doze, despite her intention not to, andewa#l to darkness
and the stillness of the car's engine.

‘Two sleeping children, returned safely home,' Ndeklared softly,
and the kiss he bestowed some minutes later affgositing Kelly
into her bed was brief and hard.

Friday dawned bright and clear, and Shannon rase afber the sun's
rays fingered warmth on to the ground below. Shdemalist, and



crossed off each item as it was completed. As ss®he had settled
Kelly with a book after lunch, she slipped behind wheel of her car
and steered Angel towards Henderson to collectvieelding gown.

Ah, there was a parking space—convenient, toot am$ directly
outside the bridal boutique. She slipped out fraghiibd the wheel,
locked the door, then turned, to come face to feite none other
than Sheila Burton. Damn! This was a coincideneecsiuld well do
without. Out of politeness she offered a monosydigoeeting.

'I've been waiting for an opportunity to see y&heila began without
preamble, and Shannon felt the beginnings of unease

'Have you?' she managed calmly. 'l can't imaging. Wivas under
the impression you'd said everything there wasayp some two
weeks ago.'

Sheila's face twisted into a slightly bitter smllesuppose you think
you've come up in the world, having snared a padity eligible
male?'

‘Not at all." Oh dear, this was going to be wolamntshe feared.

'He certainly seems to be the dominating type,bther girl laughed.
'‘Rather you than me, my dear. He'll boss you uraidat She ran her
eyes over Shannon's slim form. 'Rather quick,rfasriage. Perhaps
you're not such a goody-two-shoes, after all. Tdteage is not too far
distant for .a few nocturnal visits, and you ar@sanably attractive.'

'‘Have you nothing better to do with your time?' @@ queried,
feeling sick at the other girl's invective.

'‘Of course, everyone knows it's a marriage of coreree. The old
man was remarkably fond of you. Dangfing Vista d'@rfront of his
nephew's nose was no mean matchmaking feat—alftevhadt man
would be fool enough to refuse?' Sheila pattedrheraculate hair,



then smiled 'And you, sweetheart, wouldn't lookifa fgprse in the
mouth, would you? | mean, the number of men wholevtake on
someone else's child aren't exactly numerous. OidarKelly—so
nice to have someone take over the burden of taien.' She paused
to brush a non-existent speck of dust from het.skgshan't wish you
everlasting happiness, as it's something you htnertiope of
achieving. However, his agood catch financially, and money is «
remarkable salve. | can personally vouch for it! oGloye,
sweetheart.'

Shannon felt an icy hand grip hold of her headteswatched Sheila
walk away, and there was a lump in her throat mhedle it difficult
for her to swallow. That die other girl had delidety set out to hurt
was obvious, but it was bitter gall that there wa®lement of truth in
those hateful words. It made the enormity of whag svas doing
seem so cold-blooded. She suffered doubts as jtamasher nerves
were bad enough without Sheila stirring them intoexen more
tangled state.

The past two weeks had been terrible as she haddand turned
over whether she was doing the right thing. She &sguring herself
that she wasn't fool enough to believe that Niddsesses were
anything more than practised sensual expertideowadih the danger
of being lulled into a state of euphoric inertiasnall too easy. The
secret fear that he would find her lacking ancebitregret the union
was something that kept her awake night after night

She was a fool, #ool. Distractedly, she stepped into the boutique
collect the gowns, smiling woodenly as the assidt@fped her lay
them on to the back seat of the car. At the siffheowedding dress
she became filled with an icy resolve. She woulga'through with
it—she couldn't She'd have to move, of course. That would
heartbreaking, for she loved the cottage and i&cisps grounds.
Kelly would be upset, but that was something shelévbave to face.



In a daze Shannon locked the car, then walked gifwthe arcade and
on to the main road where John Vlasich had hisesate office. He
was in, and successfully hid his surprise as skeught him to find

her another place to rent. Anything reasonable vdat—the sooner,
the better. Today, if possible. She ignored hisstjaring look, and

escaped almost immediately.

Right up until she halted her car in the drivewaysae the cottage
everything seemed for the best, then the thoughtwing to leave
brought a prick of tears behind her eyes.

Resolutely she set about unpacking her purchas#s)gpthem away
with unnecessary care. The rather mundane chouepdgging the
washing was given her full attention, and she idolee entire
basketful with a dedication hitherto unknown. Witema rushed in
from school to see Kelly, she was overbright tooafpwhere her
perceptive niece enquired with the curiosity of ybeng:

‘What's the matter, Shannon?' Kelly peered at tnetriatently. "You
look as if you've been crying—have you?"

Oh heavens! 'No, of course not. | must have somgtim my eye,’
Shannon answered quietly, then changing the sylsjeetasked with
false briskness, 'Milk and cookies, anyone?'

That took care of a nasty moment, but just befloeegirls went into
Kelly's bedroom to play, Kelly turned back and gdnex aunt an
impulsive hug.

'l wish it was this time tomorrow. | can't waiiesdeclared, then as &
seed of doubt seemed to worry her brain, she guangiously, "You
are going to marry Nick, aren't you?'

Unbidden, the tears welled up in Shannon's eyas$,sae quickly
bent down and kissed Kelly's cheek. 'Go and plak vnna. If you
promise you'll be quiet and not run around, youg@aover to Anna's



place for a while," she said huskily. 'l must cleant the kitchen
cupboards.’ It was the first thing that came irgolead.

‘But you did them last week,' Kelly began, clegmlyzzled.

'l spilt some golden syrup this morning," Shannorented quickly.
‘We don't want to have ants everywhere, do we?’

Kelly didn't seem entirely convinced as she turared caught hold of
Anna's hand, and when they had left the kitchemBta put a shaky
hand to her head.

Oh dear God, she would have to stop this terribfe @o burst into
tears. Well, she had declared a necessity to daarthe kitchen
cupboards, and that was precisely what she woudltt dain't help at
all, because every time she put something backnstseforced to
recognise that she would only have to take evergtbut again, and
soon.

Ten minutes later she was still no closer to fimghhe task at hand,
and when the back door clicked shut she put orud spactivity.

'Kelly?' Shannon frowned slightly. It wasn't likeeky not to answer.
She turned, then almost choked. 'What—I thougiviag Kelly," she
stammered. "You usually knock.'

'So | do," Nick drawled slowly.

‘What do you want?' she studiously returned henatn to the
assortment of tins close by, and began replacirgmdwith
concentrated, dedication.

'I'd rather conduct this conversation face to f&t®ll | crouch down,
or will you stand up?'



There was a strange breathlessness tightening lest @as she
reached for yet another tin. 'I'm rather busy,@s gan see,' she saic
to the inside of the cupboard.

There was an infinitesimal silence, then his voiig,and decidedly
silky, commanded: 'Shannon.’

It wasn't the sort of tone one dallied with, andwa sigh that was a
mixture of exasperation and dread, Shannon satdrabkr heels and
looked up at him. That was a mistake, for he loom&adh too large
and indomitable for her peace of mind.

Large strong hands grasped her arms and liftedipréght, and that
wasn't any better, for she was much too closerto hi

'l have to finish this, then begin cooking dinnehé protested to the
third button of his immaculate cream shirt, thea gtiered a startled
yelp as her chin was gripped between an ungentientthand
forefinger.

Dark penetrating grey eyes riveted hers, examiaing analytical,
missing nothing. Shannon ran her tongue nervoustygaher lower
lip, and tried to stop the shaky trembling thatnsee to have invaded
her lower limbs.

'Haven't you something to tell me?' Nick queriedgthvwdangerous
softness.

Shannon shut her eyes momentarily. This wasn'ggoibe easy, but
it had to be got over with, and the sooner thesbett—I can't marry
you.' There, it was said.

He was silent for so long that Shannon began toafleaid. 'I've just
had an interesting telephone call from John Viasibk revealed
silkily.



'l thought | could, for Kelly's sake,' she whispked last, a trembling
mass of nerves. 'But | can't—I just can't!" sheashakily.

Nick's eyes glittered dangerously. 'l could spaald,ydo you know
that?'

One solitary tear spilled over to trickle slowlyvdo her cheek. 'l
should never have agreed.'

‘As | recall, | didn't give you much choice.’
‘lvan --'

‘Just what, precisely," Nick intervened, 'is ittthau consider my late
uncle to be guilty of?'

Shannon closed her eyes, and the grip on her aghtehed
unmercifully, so that she cried out in anguish,uYe hurting me!'

'‘Believe me,' he vouchsafed softly, 'I'm showimgraarkable amount
of restraint!’

‘You're a cruel, overbearing bully! she flung intausly.

‘Answer me, Shannon,' he ordered hardily as steslld trembling
hand and drew it first across one damp cheek,tteeother.

'l thought lvan wanted me to stay simply becaused®fond of me,
and Kelly.'

'He was.'

‘Then why did he make my position here intoleraldb@ beseeched,
adding bitterly, 'l would have vacated the cottagmediately had |
known he was attempting a matchmaking campaign!'



'Ivan's will, bequeathing me Vista d'Oro, was dasedne fifteen
years ago,' Nick explained dryly. 'Long before hew you. It's
doubtful you were out of the schoolroom.’

'‘But he put it in writing that | could stay.'

'He would have done, had he known he was to folkatija so
closely.’

Shannon eyed his incredulously. 'The letter fromlévyer --'

‘Correction,’ Nick intervened enigmatically. 'Y cadha letter fronmy
lawyer. A slight anticipation— Ilvan wouldn't haveamied you to feel
forced to find other accommodation.'

‘Youwere responsible®/hy?’

'‘Because it was the only way | could be sure tloat would stay. |
didn't imagine | was capable of falling in love—figia somewhat
hardened cynic regarding women," he revealed semalbn 'l
thought if | could manipulate you into an engagemngou might get
used to the idea of marriag&fterwards,|'d have been able to dispe!
any doubts you might have had," he assured deldgravatching the
delicate pink colour her cheeks. 'However,' he muss¥tly, pulling
her against him, 'l hadn't reckoned on your ratpagfheaded
stubbornness—' He began to laugh gently as she loastan
indignant glare. 'Oh, yes, my little Irish beautypigheaded, and
gloriously stubborn. You imagined all kinds of nense, listened to
misguided gossip, and didn't for a minute heed ywwm heart—or
mine. If you had, you would have been spared mbstoar self-
inflicted anguish.’

'You could have, said something, Shannon whispefedling
immeasurably hurt.



'l doubt that you would have believed me,' he deawtolerantly,
shaking her gently. 'Besides, | imagined | was @yipg methods
more convincing than mere words.' His smile wasotsty tender as
a blush stole over her cheeks.

'l thought that was expertise born from long exg&ee,’ she owned
tremulously, and saw his eyes darken fractionally.

'Did you, indeed? I'm not sure | shouldn't punish Yor that remark.
For the record, | don't make a habit of going atbkissing girls in
quite the manner | reserve for you,' he admonisiesdrely.

'‘Not ever?' Shannon dared, and was kissed neagéttiess for her
impudence.

'I'm thirty-five, minx. | won't admit to a monkigbast.'

'It shows,' she allowed quizzically, and begaratggh as he bent his
head once more.

‘You bewitched me from the very first moment | sgou," Nick
declared huskily as he teased her lips with hspi®ud, and yet so
vulnerable. At Ivan's funeral, each time the opmaty presented
itself for me to get anywhere near you'—he pauskdckling at the
memory—'away you would dart, escaping into thehett on the
pretext of fixing more sandwiches, or making coffém afraid you
didn't stand a chance once | returned to VistaatOistay.'

'l recognised you were trouble—even dressed solsoliespecially
with that beard!" Shannon laughed, her eyes aéigbtmischievous.
‘You were a formidable sight.’

‘You make me sound like some nefarious pirate aviteard reaching
down to his chest—whereas mine was extremely slamd
well-clipped.'



'‘Quite dynamic!

Nick began to chuckle, his eyes agleam with ddvilaighter. 'If it
had that effect on you, I'll grow it again.'

‘'You're quite charismatic enough as it is,” shelaled with
mock-severity.

‘And you will marry me?'

Shannon sobered quickly, looking up into those vettthed features
and revelling in the hint of possessive- ness awidehis voice, the
passion darkening his eyes —fber. Somehow, it seemed too
incredible. 'Yes,' she acknowledged softly.

‘You won't regret it,' Nick vowed gently, and shiet an involuntary
hand to touch his cheek.

'l love you.' It was scarcely more than a whispeher lips, and she
felt him tremble slightly. That he could be so elmoally affected

was so overwhelming that she was close to teasTa joy, and

happiness.

His mouth closed on hers, moving back and fortlsjstent and
disruptively sensual, and as if words were neededdded those too,
in a manner that left her in no doubt of his love.

It was some considerable time before he raisechéel, arid the
picture she made gazing up at him sent his headdihg against his
ribs. 'God willing, there'll be a lifetime ahead wé$,’ he breathed
softly.

'l hope so, too.'

‘Kelly!" Shannon-gasped with surprise. 'How longrédnag/ou been
standing there?'



Kelly's grin was as cheeky as they came. 'Long ginoghe declared
nonchalantly, and laughed with delight as Nick tedown and
scooped her high against his chest.

'Imp! You're supposed to cough discreetly," hergrdh unabashed.

‘Shannon, you're blushing," Kelly said on closeitsey of her aunt's
features.

'‘Blame Nick,' Shannon choked.

'Vista d'Oro," Kelly enthused dreamily. 'Babies—rrea people
have babies, don't they?'

Nick glanced at Shannon, and chuckled wickedlyleast two." He
ruffled Kelly's hair and bestowed a gentle kissouYshall be
appointed babysitter-in-chief. How's that?'

Kelly wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged 'hwished
so hard, twice each day, and in between times #ds M@w it's all
come true.'

'l hate to break this up—»but this is the kitcheé®lannon chided
laughingly. 'And there's tins all over the floondadinner not even
started.'

'If ever there was a hint to be gone, that's ickNsighed mockingly.
‘Come on, Kelly, let's go and inspect the celldrerg's some fine
champagne lvan put down over twenty years agoslse&ing it for
tomorrow, but | think Ivan would agree that todayust cause for the
sampling of a bottle.'

Later, when Kelly was in bed, Shannon walked witbkNalong the
narrow bitumen road leading down to the vines.dswo0 quiet, and
in the moonlight the vines stretched out like etaéfingers, Linking
in elusive symmetry, their foliage dew-kissed.



'Vista d'Oro—it has a magic all of its own," Shannsighed
contentedly, and she felt Nick's arm tighten alimstshoulders.

'I'm beginning to wonder if you're marrying me,tbe vineyard,' he
declared quizzically, and Shannon laughed.

'‘Both," she insisted succinctly. 'Although, on giytthe matter some
thought,' she paused teasingly, '‘perhaps you hawety'

For that she was pulled close against him and tigitly kissed until
she was left gasping for breath.

‘Tomorrow can't come too quickly," Nick said hugkil

There was a certain amount of naked passion, ldashe in tight
control, that set her nerves on fire and gave Isenae of power. In a
way, it was quite frightening.

'l haven't any experience to draw from,' she vettwuietly, gazing
up at him with candid brown eyes. 'I'm afraiddi$appoint you.'

He kissed her gently, holding her close as histligiged fire across a
delicate cheekbone then hovered at the edge ohbeth.

'‘My darling innocent,' he chided softly, 'makingséois a mutual
delight. Sharing, discovering—something that iagdrthroughout a
whole lifetime of nights, and days. Tomorrow is welgr the

beginning.'



