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Serena was almost desperate when she answered/emisainent
that offered "lifelong security” to the successfpplicant.

It was a move that was to take her to far-off Chibea husband she
had never met --and to what else?



CHAPTER ONE

WITH trembling fingers Serena smoothed the crumpledspaper

flat to the table. The advertisement that had likercause of much
controversy earlier that afternoon during the effiench break stared
out in bold black print. The office junior had dnatheir attention to

it. Pop-eyed with excitement, she had cut througé general

conversation with a scream that had splattered lasuafi over her

senior colleagues.

'‘Wow, look at this!" she had spluttered. 'This couldabeal gas - a
real rave-up...!"

With a shudder of disgust Paula Vickers had brushedumb from
her lambswool sweater. '"You disgusting little beaste had rebuked
sharply. 'Must we put up with this kind of behavi@very time you
see a pop concert advertised?'

'‘Pop concert be blowed!" young Joy had answeredk'for yourself
- although as you're not a blue-eyed blonde youlmeéeel free to

apply.'
‘Apply for what?' Paula had eyed her coldly.

'For this job!" Joy had sighed heavy exasperatiou never listen,
Paula! Anyway, your disposition is all wrong too,y®u wouldn't be
interested,’

By then the rest of the girls had been agog witlosity. "Whatare
you on about?' they had chorused.

‘Shan't tell you!" Joy had decided to tease, theckty changed her
mind when the girls had begun advancing in a marnodding
decided threat. 'All right, see for yourselvesg $tad capitulated,
thrusting the paper into an outstretched hand.



Slowly, incredulously, the advertisement had bessdrout aloud.

'‘English girl required for post demanding absol@ed total

commitment in return for lifelong security and fdeen from want.

Must be of discreet, docile disposition and of faosmplexion.

Dependants welcome. Telephone following number f
appointment.’

After an amazed silence the girls had dissolveallenighter. 'No girl
in this day and age would fall for a gag like thatie of them had
howled. 'The advertiser, whoever he is, must beobbts mind!'

‘Either that, or he's rich and arrogant enougthittktmoney can buy
flesh and blood,' Paula had offered. 'My guessis &n Arab sheik
looking for a new plaything for his harem?!'

'Oh, it's just got to be a hoax!" a second girl bpohed. 'Even Arab
sheiks must be aware that the naive sort of duelyi to fall for that
line simply doesn't exist these days, and espgcradt here in
London!

Laughter had been at its height when Joy, statwogightfully in
Serena's direction, had offered slowly, 'Oh, | dunn. Serena might
fit the bill...'

Deeply preoccupied, Serena had been only vaguedreawf the
conversation eddying around her. Her mind had leezing with
the problem of how much longer she was going talile to afford
the exorbitant fees demanded by the day nurserijjeEtdnat morning
while she was depositing baby Wendy as usual, theseny
supervisor had been very apologetic. 'I'm sorrysdviPayne, but as
from next week we're having to up our charges bgxra pound.’
Avoiding Serena's shocked expression, she had dumaeay,
mumbling, 'lt's to do with inflation, you know .difficult, but
unavoidable ...’



For the rest of the day Serena's mind had wresiidthe problem of
how she was to find the extra pound. Already she skamping on
meals to such an extent that remarks were bein@ mladut her look
of fragility, and her feeble excuse of having tetdhad been greeted
with scorn from girls who envied her natural sleméss.

Then suddenly she had become aware of a batt@yesfand a void
of silence during which everyone seemed to be dxmpher to
comment.

'‘What.. . what did you say? I'm sorry, | wasntelsng ...’

Only Paula had answered, but in such an obliquethatySerena had
remained puzzled. With an exasperated shrug shedadented,
'‘Perhaps on this occasion you may be right, Joly [@st week, or so
I've been told, Serena accepted an invitation fiieenoffice wolf to
visit his flat to listen to his collection of clasal records.’

Serena had blushed a furious red. 'Well, why nbt®als a most
enjoyable evening and | thought it was very kindviof Jason to ask
me.'

'‘And so it would have been, my dear,’ Paula hatlecmlryly, 'if
kindness had motivated the invitation. | don't kndwaw you
managed to come out of his flat unscathed, butontsly you did
because the following morning he was heard tolsatythe operation
had been a washout so far as he was concernedierdenent so far
as to admit that for the first time in his life had been bothered by
scruples and that not even he, and | quote: "was&kmenough to
prematurely awaken a sleeping beauty".'

'l wonder what he meant . . .?' Serena had puzzlesllaughter that
had followed had not been unkind, but even so aldddit humiliated
and somehow soiled. As they had returned to theskslto resume
work, one of the older women had delayed long endagnurmur,



'‘Don't distress yourself, my dear. Sophisticat®a skin that covers
many blemishes. Naive you may be, but your streiggtihe strength
of ten because your heart is pure.’

Curiosity had prompted Serena to stuff the dischrdavspaper into
her handbag, and now, as she stared down at tlegtiséwment, the
gist of the puzzling conversation became humilglgirobvious.

Then everything was forgotten when Wendy beganryp a& small
whimpering sound Serena knew only too well wouldaliep into a
furious scream if she were not immediately consolédx little mite
was teething and every night for weeks pain hadrgnise to bouts of
crying which no amount of petting seemed to easstily she lifted
Wendy from her cot and held her against her shoulslkeispering
soft words of comfort into the tiny ear. 'Theregrdn, my sweet, don't
cry, please don't cry. You know how annoyed outyniasdlady gets
when you disturb the other tenants." She brusheddth little face
with her cool cheek wondering, not for the firshd, if her problems
would ever cease.

Slowly she paced the small bedsitter, rocking émse little body in
her arms in an attempt to quieten the child's higstesobbing. To
her relief the sobs died down, and as she contipaeihg, terrified in
case it should resume, Serena's thoughts slippedibdime to just
over a year ago when life had been so happy, soffjdy, love and
promise. It was a painful resurrection, but men®were all she had
left of the mother and father whose happiness attfiought of
becoming parents once again after a lapse of @natears had been
tempered slightly by the embarrassment of havinghtorm their
grown-up daughter of the coming event. They had besrvous,
uncertain of her reaction, and their joy had beaderall the greater
by Serena's rapturous reception of their news.



They had mentioned it one evening after supper. rHether had
waited until they were all settled comfortably letlounge of the
small bungalow attached to the filling station odty her father.

‘Serena darling,' she had began, blushing likeeaiger, 'your father
and | have some wonderful news.'

'Oh, yes?' Absently she had answered, continuingscan the
situations vacant column in the local newspaperly Gn week

previously she had graduated from secretarial gelend the most
Important issue on her horizon at that moment lehlbthe finding of
an interesting job.

'Please put down that paper and listen, dear frog¢her had urged.
Serena had looked up and at the sight of her fatle&pression of
boyish excitement she had slowly laid down the papd given them
both her undivided attention.

'Your father has something to tell you,' her mothaa proceeded.
'‘No, you tell her," he had insisted.
‘No, you ...'

'Oh, for heaven's sake!" Serena had jumped toge¢iahd held out a
hand to each. 'Why don't you both tell me?'

And they had. Simultaneously, with pride reflectingheir shining
eyes, they had burst out: 'We're going to havebg'ba

For a stunned second she had stared at her pa®iitdhey were
beings from another planet, unable to equate thegimswch an event,
unable to accept that the happy, closely-knit wi&s about to be
made into a quartet. Her first impulse had beereb®| against the
notion, but when anxiety had clouded their faceslsdd felt ashamed
of her selfishness and had immediately reassurd.th



'‘Darlings, that's wonderful news! I've always lodge have a brother
or sister, it doesn't matter which!'

Her mother had almost cried with relief and aftending her a
grateful glance her father had enfolded his wif® inis arms and
chided gently, 'There now, didn't | tell you shewebbe as delighted
as we are?' But during the months following joy badome tinged
with worry as the date of the birth approached.ifTfamily doctor
had become a more and more frequent visitor weitictantly he had
confessed himself worried about the state of hiepes health. They
ought to have been prepared for the final dreagdiitome, but no
one could have connected death with Ann Payne'syhdaughing
face that had refused to acknowledge defeat even wain was at its
most severe.

When the blow had finally fallen Serena and hehdathad been
totally shattered. For hours they had waited irogpital ante-room

near to the wardwhere the person they loved mottearworld was

fighting for her own life and for the life of hehitd. The ashtrays had
been piled high with her father's half-smoked ctfas and the table
littered with untouched cups of tea when finallgray-faced doctor
had walked in to inform them sadly,

'I'm sorry, Mr. Payne - Miss Payne, we did all veaild, but... If it's
any consolation, we did manage to save the child.'

From that moment Serena had never managed tofesaséer mind
the picture of her father's ravaged face, and ks after the funeral
he had walked about in a state of numbness, speakity when
forced to and then in an abstract, dazed mannecdinainced her he
had heard nothing of what she had said and cardlegs. When, a
few months later, a sympathetic policeman had brake news that
her father had been involved in a fatal motor amtidshe had wept
but had not grieved for the man whose heart had beaed with his
beloved wife. Indeed, she had had no time to gri€kie demands of



her infant sister had been so great they left lmetime for solitary
thought or for feelings of despair which in diffetecircumstances
might have caused her collapse. - 'The problemsbead pressing
and plentiful. Both the bungalow and filling statiwere mortgaged
and had to be sold, leaving her a residue sufficoetly to cover

immediate expenses during the time she spent segrdor a

bedsitter within easy reach of the job she tookpsmbecause the
office was in close proximity to the day nurseryieth) by a stroke of
good fortune, was willing and able to accommodaiteyb/Nendy.

Gently Serena eased the sleeping child back intadte There were
sums to be done, somehow or other she had to sgjaeether pound
out of her already stretched budget. She drew & apao the table
and with pencil poised wrote a list of all necegsaxpenditure.

Already she had cut out hairdos, shoe repairs asahetics. Luckily,

her hair reacted well to a home shampoo and wehhilp of an

expert trim every two weeks the heavy golden wanesained

reasonably well groomed.

Tights were an expensive item. Perhaps if she daugkavier gauge
and was careful to avoid that part of her desk Wighrough splinters
she might manage to make them last longer thanek!Wéhe soup

and rolls she had at lunchtime were a must if sheewio keep at bay
the alarming dizzy spells she was perfectly welamwvere caused
by lack of substantial meals.

Thoughtfully she glanced across at .the sleepifantnnoting with

satisfaction the well-rounded cheeks and sturdy litmbs. Perhaps
Wendy would not miss the odd bar of chocolate sitklbeen in the
habit of buying? Yet all babies needed to be sgaléttle and it was
such a small extravagance. Reluctantly, knowing lsheé to be
severe, she scored a heavy pencil line througlvtind chocolate on
her list. But even with tights and chocolate rentbsiee was still fifty

pence short of her target.



Worry lines furrowed her brow as she chewed theoéier pencil. A
whimper from the cot went unnoticed and a few sdsdater the
room resounded to a wail of baby anger that sthiflerena to her
feet.

'Oh, no, not again!" She lifted Wendy from her ¢utt the child was
inconsolable and ten long minutes dragged pastr&ddier piercing
cries became reduced to a pained whimper.

Serena was tentatively lowering her back into tle¢ when a
thunderous rapping on the door startled the bably ajuher

half-slumber. As her howling recommenced Serenancgia

desperately from the cot to the door, wonderingciwhexercise
should take priority. Deciding Wendy could not bemadoned, she
hurried across to open the door with the child stilher arms and
found an irate landlady glowering on the threshdéttished and
dishevelled, Serena began stuttering an apology.

'I'm sorry, Mrs. Collins—'

'So am |, Miss Payne,' the grim-faced woman cuSarry to have to
tell you that you must vacate this room within aeked've been very
patient, but Mr. Gent next door is threateningetavie because of the
disturbance caused by the child's crying. I'm sbay)'m listening to
Nno more excuses, | want to re-let this room nextii&ay!

She stalked off, leaving Serena speechless witpaslesSlowly she

closed the door, hugging close the - baby who,igally, was now

sleeping peacefully. She stared down at the inrtdeee until tears

blurred her vision, then hastily she placed hdrancot, sat down at
the table and buried her aching head in her ottbied arms.

For half an hour she sobbed, giving rein to theelegsness and
despair that had dogged her for the past year.h8dereached the
absolute end of her tether; fate seemed determmel@al her one



blow after another, bludgeoning her with worriesaim attempt to
break the spirit that had kept her struggling vahiawhen others
would have given in. But now she had to admit def@ace, Paula
had suggested she put the baby in a home anddhéhat horrified
her, but now she had to force herself to constiepbssibility, even
though every sensitive nerve shrank from such actio

She tried to marshall her thoughts in that directlmut even to think
of taking such a step caused her a wave of faistrfé®wly she

raised her head, her red-rimmed eyes travelling/lgl@around the

sparsely furnished room. Threadbare carpets, cketyi armchair, a
bed, a sink under which a gas meter poked itstuggyl. A dreadfully
bare, badly heated little room, yet to Wendy andéiléit represented
security and togetherness. Anything would be padfer to

separation from the mite who was all she had lethe family she

had so dearly loved.Her lacklustre eyes fell ugenriewspaper left
outspread upon the table. Listlessly she pullddrivard, scanning
the printed words without interest until once adaén attention was
captured by the advertisement couched in such exignerms. One
sentence stood out from the rest. Two words tr@gipkd like manna
from heaven before her despairing eyes.

Dependants welcome,!

She did not stop to think. Feverishly she tore $tip of paper

containing the telephone number from the printegepand dashed
down the stairs to the communal telephone in thievhg. She made
three attempts before her shaking fingers dialedcbrrect digits and
when a voice answered she stuttered out her retpresmt interview

with the unknown advertiser.

Tersely, a time and place were given before thewas abruptly
terminated.



She stared down at the piece of paper upon whiethal scribbled
the given instructions.

Saturday. 2.30 p.m. Imperial Hotel. Room 1005.

That was tomorrow! What a blessing she had beesnggw little time
in which to change her mind!



CHAPTER TWO

WHAT to wear for the interview presented no problemr Hee
decent outfit comprised a skirt and jacket in adghaf brown that
contrasted suitably demure against the blazing/gibher shoulder-
length hair. A cream-coloured blouse, neat browoeshand a
matching shoulder bag completed the outfit whichewshe stared
Into her mirror, seemed to Serena to reflect urtiegty drably. She
frowned. If the girls were right and her prospeetemployer wasii
Arab sheik there was little chance that he woulg dier a second
glance.

Her heart began to race. She had forced herselfonibtink of the
possible dire consequences to herself but had dwiitupon the one
great advantage that might accrue from her impailaition.

Dependants welcomthe advertisement had said, so if he were am
of his word and if she got the job then Wendy'sufatwellbeing
would be assured. A quick glance at her watch heldthat she had
less than ten minutes in which to reach the h¥t¥endy was being
cared for by a sympathetic neighbour and the thgilsad ordered
was due to arrive any minute, so she grabbed hmeldaa, cast a last
despairing look into the mirror, then hurried odésito face what
could be either deliverance or disaster.

The taxi deposited her at the front of the Impddatel with minutes
to spare. In a breathless tremble she requestedet@ptionist to
advise her anonymous advertiser that she was wwaitin be
interviewed and for five painful minutes sufferdtk tinquisitive,
covert glances of hotel staff who were, she redlagh a blush,
bound to be aware of the situation and were prgballog to
examine any applicant brave or foolish enough tewan such a
curiously worded advertisement.



Her relief was tremendous when a page-boy approaehth a
request that she should follow him into the lifterHshaking legs
would barely carry her across the width of luxus@arpet and when
the lift doors slid together with smooth, noiselgsscision she felt
she was being whisked away from the world of satotyards an
alien planet. No one in her world would attemptbtoy a human
being, for that was what the advertisement had iedplAbsolute,
total commitment, it had said, in return for lifalp security.
Bondage, in other words. A prison with silken bargl cushioned
cells in return fowhat?Panic fluttered in her throat like the beatin
of a thousand frenzied wings. She struggled toevaicequest to the
boy to stop the lift and take her back to her oamifiar world, but
just then the lift stopped and the boy swung open dates and
stepped out into a passageway, indicating thasisbeld follow him.

Deep blue carpet muffled their footsteps as thayelied the length
of the passageway and stopped outside of a doange¢he numbers
1005.

‘Th ... thank you,' she stammered, fumbling ingiflaer purse for a
small coin. But with an engaging wink he refused ghnoffered tip
and set off back towards the lift. Seconds latewhs gone, leaving
her stranded outside the door which might well opgia completely
new life. Her hand fluttered upwards to knock uplo® door panel,
then hesitated and slid back down to her sideh@Henot the nerve to
go through with it! Tales she had heard of whitessltraffic flashed
across her mind, tales of girls who had answeredilasi
advertisements only to end up in some dingy are®at Said
entertaining Arab sheiks for innumerable hoursyaatad very little

pay.

‘You're afool, Serena Payne!' she muttered as she dithered at
doorway. 'There's bound to be a better way out them after all,
departments have been set up solely to help pewplgour
predicament. These are the days of the welfare,statone need go



hungry or be without a roof over her head!" Thehean mind's eyes
she saw a picture of Wendy becoming institutiomaljz her
individuality swamped by the demands of dozenstbéodestitute
children, and it was all the spur she needed te bay on.

Almost as soon 3$ her knuckles descended uponathel phe door
was opened by an urbane man-servant who lookeaMeewithout a
flicker of interest as he stepped aside, mutelytimy her to enter.
The room was so sumptuously furnished it took heath away. It
was sacrilegious even to think of treading the afedf-white carpet
flowing under elegantly-curved legs of tables aimhircs, finally
ending up lapping pale blue skirting protecting levatung with
gilt-framed mirrors and delicate colour prints wlgsastel shades
offered relief to the stark simplicity of white vi&l Although the sun
was shining through large-paned windows, a fireclkdnag in the
hearth was a surprising find amid the modern, edigtheated
surroundings.

She stumbled to a halt, wavering uncertainly belarfugh-backed
chair while the manservant bent to inform its o@mipof her
presence. She tensed, not knowing what to exped, was
immediately relieved when a tall, elderly gentlensood up and
turned to receive her.

'‘Miss Payne?' His beautifully modulated voice waghly accented.
French, she thought at first, then changed her mhén, with
old-world dignity, he inquired, 'Would theenoritacare to take a
seat?'

As she obeyed her wide eyes roved his lean, ar&todeatures. The
eyes were piercing and showed slight surprise, thatclean-cut
mouth was kind. In his youth the snow-white haindohave been
black, she decided, the eyes daring and mouth audadut the
long, lean body just as slim. She waited for hinspeak, her fears
ebbing as she noted his struggle to find words. s$imsed that the



experience was new to the assured old gentlemahemndouth took
on an encouraging, sympathetic curve as she waittiche regained
his composure.

'First of all let me introduce myseblgnorita. lam El Conde Alberto
de Valdivia, and your name, | believe, is Serena?'

'Yes, Senor Conde ..."' she stumbled.

A lean hand waved dissent. 'Don Alberto will su#fiany dear. |
expressed my full title purely in your own interesin case you
should wish to check up on me once the purposeof yisit has
been made known.'

"Thank you, Don Alberto," she whispered nervouslyt | wouldn't
dream of checking up on you.'

'‘And why not?' His brows beetled. "You know nothafgne except
that | have advertised for an English girl, an atisement worded in
such a manner that any normal person reading it musediately
have suffered misgivings. Am | not right?'

She nodded. 'l do have a few questions | woulddikgwered.'

'l will answer as many questions as you wish,'dreed, 'but first of
all we will have some of your English tea.' He pexs a bell and
when his manservant appeared requested, 'Teaddrtglish miss,
Pedro, and for once | feel inclined to share irs thery civilized
ritual.’

She sensed that the man was surprised, althougéxpisssion did
not alter as he bowed before making his exit. Wthendoor closed
behind him Don Alberto's attention was turned uferena. His dark
eyes reflected approval of all he saw as curiobslyexamined her
from the toes of her neat brown shoes to the tipesfhead which,
bathed in shafts of sunlight, had taken on a majtew.



‘Tell me,senorita,which facet of my advertisement appealed to yc
most? Was it the promise of lifelong security, @@ or freedom
from money worries?' Cynically, his lips twisteth the past few
days many young English women have sat oppositerieat very
same chair. All were blonde, all professed to lsemgiet and of docile
temperament, and each without exception confesséduing been
attracted by the promise of luxury and wealth. Hosvel feel some
of the virtues they claimed were as false as wasctiour of their
hair. | may be old and a little out of touch, bwee | know the
difference between natural gold and that whichbhgaimed from a
bottle.'

‘My hair is not dyedsenor,'her chin tilted. 'And | have no desire fol
wealth or luxury for myself.'

‘Ah!" he drawled meaningfully. 'Then for whom, mask?'

‘Your advertisement,' she stumbled on, 'stateddiyaéndants would
be welcome. | have a baby - she's a year old, @eduse she's
teething and has been crying rather a lot my latydheas told me that
| must find other accommodation. Added to that, thesery where
Wendy stays while I'm at work has upped its chaegek|'m terribly
afraid that | won't be able to stretch my salarynieet the new rate.
That's why | answered your advertisement - I'm desp for
somewhere to live where Wendy and | can be togekhlecan't find
such a place the baby may be taken away from meurid a home.
I'll do anything to avoid that, anything!'

She dragged her eyes from her lap and looked tigeahan whose
expression had changed from indulgence to deemstist Taut
fingers caressed his outthrust chin as he frowginghsidered.

'l thought my quest had ended,’ he muttered. "Wwn walked
through the door looking so sweetly innocent | éeite you were the



one. But a child ...! Ah, me,’ he sighed, 'the rMwrmaf today's
generation are truly beyond me."

She jumped to her feet, her cheeks aflame witlgmation. "Wendy
Is not my baby, she's my sister, my baby sister! How couwd y
think...'

Don Alberto's face did not lighten. Sadly he shbizkhead. 'My dear,
it is only to be expected that you should make sg&su

'I'm makingno excuses!" She stamped her foot, timidity forgotten
the face of such an outrageous supposition. Baely to keep her
voice steady, shespelled out, 'l was nineteen whgmother was
told to expect another addition to the family. Besm of her age ...
complications, I'm not sure exactly what ... sheddivhen Wendy
was born, then a few months later my father wagdiin a road
accident. Since then I've looked after Wendy a$ besuld, but as
I'm still not earning a very high salary it's beleard, sometimes
impossible, to make ends meet. That's the reasorhdre. Your
advertisement seemed to offer a new life for Weadgt myself. |
don't want luxury, neither do | want money, bubldesperately need
some place where | can bring up my sister withbat ¢ontinual
worry of finding someone to look after her whilenlat work and
where she can live the life of a normal happy chitthout having to
be shushed quiet and having all her natural yousipint suppressed.
That's all | wantedsenor,that's all | shall ever want! Good day—
She pulled on her gloves, close to tears. '‘Dotttdydo ring for your
manservant, I'll find my own way out.’

With surprising agility the old gentleman jumpedhis feet. 'Please
don't go, senorita.| apologize, obviously | have misjudged you
Won't you please stay and listen to what | haveay®'



The temptation to sweep out of the room was baulkethe arrival
of Pedro wheeling in a laden trolley. 'Please," Bdimerto coaxed,
'stay and pour out for me.'

His charm was impossible to resist and after adegonds' wavering
she succumbed. 'Very wedlenor,| accept your apology; | will stay
and have tea with you.'

She did not know why she should be suddenly renioda satisfied
puma preening in his lair. Perhaps it was the jounrs voice when he
begged her to be seated, or it might have beegltivein dark eyes
that followed every delicate movement as she popedel amber tea
into transparent china cups. As they helped therasdb wafer-thin
sandwiches and sipped the refreshing liquid he guofurther,
eliciting every detail of her past life without haging aware that she
was being thoroughly questioned. A third degreesksidully carried
out that she felt nothing but gratitude for hienatst. His charm was
such that she became completely relaxed. It wi#ssas were in the
company of a favourite uncle, one who was intetesiae who cared
so much about her wellbeing he was happy to resient while she
poured into his receptive ears all the fears asdpgiointments of the
past and her hopes for the future.

She was amazed when a clock chiming the hour af datiacross
their amiable conversation. 'Goodness, it canthbetime already! |
told my neighbour I'd be gone only an hour, | ngafiust go!'

Don Alberto looked startled. 'But we have muchailk about yet,
little one. You have not yet heard the detailst@ position | am
about to offer you!'

"You mean ... you intend offering me the job?' Bheathed.

*You and no other," he smiled, gesturing her battet chair, 'though,
of course, the final decision must be yours.' Semsio the gravity of



his manner, she sank back into her seat and waxjgelctantly. "You
have heard of Chile?' he asked so abruptly thatvsisestartled.

‘Not much. It's in South America, isn't it?'

He nodded. 'That is correct, a bean-shaped repushinciwiched
between the towering Andes mountains and the Raadean. Along
the southwest coast of America, Chile sits betwseow- topped
peaks and white-capped waves. My homeland is Behuwi land
where you need not hesitate to take your babyrsesteng, narrow
corridor of land in which nature displays differecitmates and
landscapes. To the north is the sun-scorched deskdre it has not
rained for ten years or more, and in the southstsrevhere people
joke that it rains three hundred and sixty-six dayhe year. Glaciers
feed the rushing streams, the rivers and deeplékes, and between
the desert and the ice lies the central valley)dhg fertile plain in
which my home is situated. The climate is good, rmens cool and
dry, winters mild and rainy.

'‘My family first settled there in the sixteenth tay; they were
conquistadorsSpanish adventurers \yho set out to explore the n
land and to search for gold. They found no gold, they did find
deep happiness and contentment in the land whexg fihally
decided to settle and rear their families. It wasaasy at first, hostile
Indians had to be subdued and many lives werellostg those early
years, but now the families of the, original Spharssttlers consider
themselves more Chilean than Spanish. We are mwbilek Indians'
courage and love of freedom and believe that thamt, together
with our own Spanish traditions, has shaped théoityisof our
country. Chile is no longer a Spanish dominioncadirse, but is a
young republic cut off from the rest of the worldrnountains, desert
and sea. Wars and rebellions have torn us apareiearthquakes
have shattered our cities and tidal waves have mgdvwour coastal
towns - and still do. Whole towns have vanishedumains have
tumbled,, dead volcanoes have burst into fiery éifel new ones



pushed skyward overnight. A young country, turbtylenpredictable
and as impulsive as the yourlmasoswhom | employ on my
haciendato keep watch over my herds of cattle.’

'Huasos?'Serena echoed, awestricken.

‘Vaquero ... gaucha. How do you say ... cowboy," he twinkled, the
sobered suddenly. 'My grandson is such a one.dmsy® come he
will, of course, take over from me the runninglod haciendaput at
present he is living the life offeuasoand will continue to do so until
| feel the time is ripe for me to hand over to Iim inheritance. It is
on his behalf that | am here in this country, isvea his behalf that |
inserted the advertisement, and it is on his behalf | want you to
travel with me to the other side of the world ted®e his bride!"

She could not have been more startled had he hacedis teeth.
'Wh...what?

Sombrely, he returned her horrified stare. 'Yes,d®egr, that is the
nature of the position you are being offered. Mgrglson needs a
wife and | consider myself the only one capablgidging the kind of
woman to whom a man of his calibre would be besédul am old,
senorita'he murmured on a tired breath, 'and my dearest wiso
relinquish the running of thieaciendainto responsible hands. As &
married man my grandson will be better able to camirthe respect
of the older men with whom we do business and isgounger of
our employees, who have been encouraged to regardione of
themselves, will become more quickly adapted tankis authority.'

Selina gasped, her head spinning, trying to copietive breathtaking
vista opened up by the Senor's words. Snow-toppedksp
white-capped waves, sun-scorched deserts and oaked forests
where audaciousonquistadordiad fought savage Indians hamperin
their quest for gold! The violent earth- - quakeshad mentioned
could have caused no less upheaval than that wiscbhutrageous



suggestion of marriage had caused to her youthifmid spirit.
Turbulent, unpredictable young cowboys were faraesd from her
way of life, as insubstantial as images cast upaluloid screens
which were all her imagination had to draw uporat8&e comfortably
inside a cinema, she could enjoy watching herdsatfie being
driven across miles of rangeland, could admirehttreemanship and
skill of the riders who, after spending days anghts in the saddle,
then erupted into some nearby town in search afsplbempestuous
relaxation. Steaks roasting over an open fire veenaythical joy to
the girl whose most substantial meal of late hadsisted of
scrambled egg or baked beans, but the most asitogiabpect of all
was that of being asked to become the wife of dntha@se alien
beings.

Her bemused eyes reflected shock as they dwelt thy@face of the
elderly gentleman. 'Are you serious?' she croaked.

Arrogantly distended nostrils betrayed his distaftdhe question. 'l
do not joke senorita,'was his stiff reply.

'‘But your grandson,' she gasped, 'how does heafsmlt such an
arrangement? What kind of a man would allow hisndfather to
choose his bride?'

'‘What kind of man?' Don Alberto mused. 'In many svag is very
like his father, my only son, who to my bitter reglost his life in one
of the earthquakes | mentioned previously. He asavife had gone
into town for a short break, leaving their son ip charge. It was to
have been a light- hearted shopping spree, oneeofnany ways in
which my son indulged the wife he adored - desdysd, because
she was beautiful and loving and they were iddadlgpy together.
They both died when the hotel in which they werayisig

disappeared into a fissure opened up by the 'qhdkgrandson was
too young to retain any memory of his parents,dadh day | see in
him some reminder of his father who, in the laytears of his young



life, bestowed upon me such pride and happinesshasl never
known before nor have known since. Only a few wdaidore his
death he thanked me for my guidance and advicéengodt the same
way | hope my grandson will also thank me for sgtthim upon the
course of true fulfilment. As to how he will reaatveil was drawn
across his eyes, leaving them coldly expressionléss will, of

course, do whatever | say.'

Serena felt a sudden stab of pity for the man wingéars had stood
in the shadow of his imperious grandfather. Brougiintas he had
been from birth by such grande hidalgohis shy inability to find a
wife for himself was understandable. He must nedgshave
grown up lacking self-assurance, probably to thatpaf developing
a large inferiority complex, a shy, introverted aer, she
Imagined, sensitive to criticism and very much IagkConfidence in
his own judgment.

Nevertheless, however much sympathy she felt tosvattie
unfortunate man, marriage to him was out of thestjoe!

She told Don Alberto quietly and with dignity, 'I'sorry, but you
must look elsewhere for a wife for your grandson.’

‘Why?' he rapped. '‘Are you already in love with saman?’
‘No, it's not that,' she assured him,

‘Then why do you lie? A short while ago you proéssyourself
willing to do anything to obtain a home for youstsr. What | have
offered is a little better thaanything,indeed some might consider
you extremely fortunate to be given the chancecohanging the life
you now lead for the one | have outlined.'

'‘But don't you see?' she protested. 'It's absgloat of the question
for me to marry a man I've never met, a man | haesen seen!



'‘But you do wish to marry!" he pounced.

'‘Well, yes," colour stampeded into her cheeks, esday | hope... |
expect.'

Smooth as silk, he interrupted, 'Perhaps you expmwtmuch,

senorita.Ask yourself, what man would wish to shoulder bioeden

of a child that is not his own? Man is a selfiseature; not even for
love will he reject his own comforts. | can pictyreu in years to
come, old before your time due to the strain ofdpng up a child

alone; left to struggle on unaided during her sttegs, then later,
when she grows up and falls in love, left agaim tonely old age,
unloved, unwanted and - unless the child turnsmhbe exceptional -
selfishly unrewarded.’

Serena gasped, 'You are crisgnor!
'Realistic,senorita,and you would do well to follow my example.'

He turned on his heel and strode out of the ro@ayihg her to
consider his words. Within the warmth of the oveatied room she
shivered, touched by fear - fear of loneliness; tdald age, fear of
the unwanted state he had declared would be heerAatomatically
she reached for a sandwich, then discarded it waitshudder,
disgusted by the squirrel instinct that had urgedd store up food as
an insurance against leaner days. She glanceddatbarelegantly
appointed room, comparing it with the sordid pldhat was to
remain their home for less than a week. After ri&aturday - what
then? Where would they go, how would they fare, haod much
longer could she continue the hand- to-mouth excgevhich, when
Wendy grew old enough to understand, would be baaridrm the
basis of an insecurity that might hamper her ferrést of her life.

When Don Alberto re-entered the room she was gazongposedly
into the heart of the fire. She looked up when pgr@ached and a



faint smile in her eyes encouraged him to ask, 'Wave decided,
senorita?'

‘Yes,senor,'she replied simply. '| have decided to accepptbeosal
you extended on behalf of your grandson; | shgltdrmake him an
acceptable wife.'



CHAPTER THREE

THREE days later Serena stood gazing down out of thelevinof a
skyscraper hotel upon a plaza below where a sqtiadrabineros
were marching briskly to the beat of a military dait was the
changing of the guard around the Casa de la MortedaChilean
'‘White House' and home of the president. The gwane peaked
caps, khaki uniforms with trousers tucked into khegh black
leather boots and as they lined up facing the sdabout to be
relieved, officers drew swords and saluted eaclerotinth swift,
skilful gestures. Two by two, the guards changedes until the new
group had completely switched positions with the then the band
struck up a martial tune and tbarabinerosset off marching through
the streets of Santiago, back to their barrack® Whole of the
capital was spread out before her, built on a bpaoh, a river cut
through the northern section, while to the eastalaygantic, jagged
line of rocks, earth and snow - the Andes mountains

Less than twenty-four hours ago they had still beerLondon.

Wendy had behaved beautifully during the flighgymhg up to Don
Alberto's delighted attentions in the manner of anbcoquette.
Cradled in Serena's arms, she had fastened herldueaeyes upon
his face, wooing him with gurgles of affection anale smiles that
had uncovered the first tender shoots of glistenmill teeth. So
entranced had the man become that he had finatigted upon
nursing her, leaving Serena free to examine harghis, to wonder
at her wild folly, to speculate upon the gossip &lesence from the
office was bound to have caused.

The speed with which all the arrangements had laeeamplished
had left her gasping. Don Alberto's manservant isegn to
everything except the termination of her employmé&hiat she had
managed to do herself with one telephone call.



'‘Owing to domestic circumstances | have been fotoefthd other
lodgings,’ she had squirmed as she misled her shef@boss. 'As
my new place is quite some distance from the affaamuild you be so
kind as to waive my week's notice in order thaighmhaccept a job |
have been offered near to my new digs?'

‘Certainly, my dear,' her boss had agreed affafell be sorry to
lose you, but as the office is going through alslaeriod at present
your abrupt departure will not cause too much otupset. Call in
whenever it's convenient to collect your holidaynoney and
insurance cards.’

She had called at a time when she knew most @jfitlsawould be out
to lunch, deliberately avoiding poignant farewedsd curious
guestions she was too cowardly to answer. She cowhdber no
special friends amongst her office colleagues, ttaaall been kind,
but of necessity she had had to refuse invitationgin in social
activities after office hours because Wendy haeralp all of her
free time. She would be talked about for a couglalays, then
forgotten, she reflected ruefully, a ship that padsed in the night, a
nondescript person who had made little or no imppon their lives.

She sighed and moved away from the window towdrel®ed. Upon
their arrival at the hotel Wendy had been whiskatcbé her arms by a
capable woman assigned by the manager as nursdoraithe
duration of their short stay.

'Sleep for a few hours, if you can, my dear,’ Ddbefto had urged,
'then meet me downstairs for lunch. We have muahdecuss in the
short time left to us before setting out for tiecienda.'

She felt glad to obey, so much had happened insstiort time she
was feeling bewildered, lost and frightened bysights and sounds
of this strange, unfamiliar country. She stretchation the bed, but
her tiredness was more mental than physical anevaut the cradling



comfort of a luxurious mattress or the caress l&Enricovers could
ease the torment of an overworked mind. She waagatgby proxy
to a man she had never met! Would she be stronggénsupport for
this shy individual who was to become her husba@d@d mutual
need serve as a substitute for love during anifetof marriage? She
stirred restlessly, weariness overpowering thoughktheavy lashes
wavered over drowsy eyes her mind began driftirig forbidden
channels. A dream she had sworn to relinquish foelehse against
her weakened defences, a dream she had cherishadalip over the
past year, a fantasy wherein a man strong as tecpsteel,
iImmovable as rock, indomitable of will, swept intwr life to
shoulder all her burdens, restore happiness tadteng heart, revive
her flagging spirits and with arrogant charm aroustin her a
flaming torch of love...

Tears were still clinging to her lashes when shekanan hour later.
A quick glance at her watch told her that she hadhaur to spare
before the appointed lunch time. Midday sun wasasihing through
half-closed shutters which she herself had throvisevopen just
before lying down to rest. Drowsily curious, sh@Ked around,
suspecting an alien presence, but the room wastdds®&/hoever it
was who had closed the shutters must have crephdnaoiselessly
S0 as not to disturb her sleep. Feeling uncomftyrtsiied upon, she
hastened across the room to belatedly turn therkéye lock of her
bedroom door. It was foolish of her, she knew, bet sense of
vulnerability was such that even the - click obel brought a small
measure of comfort.

Deciding to take a shower, she turned towards #thrbom, then
stopped suddenly, her progress barred by a pitam@iboard boxes,
grey in colour, of all sizes and shapes, each embhkd with a
scrawled signature embossed in gold. 'Mirabelleg' spelled out
slowly, reaching for the topmost box and shakirggrefully. A rustle
of tissue paper excited her interest, so tentatisieé probed open the
lid, uncovering swathes of pale mauve tissue péperwhispered



exciting noises at the touch of her trembling firsg&eneath its folds
she caught a glimpse of lace, then the shimmeitkpfoefore finally
she lifted from its pale mauve nest a negligeesely that she cried
out with sheer pleasure.

She tried the next box, then the next, becomingenard more
overawed as each yielded articles more breathtatkiag the last.
Dresses, underwear, evening gowns, smartly tailoséatks,
eye-catching suits, all with matching bags and sh@&ach item
shrieking of fabulous expense. She was knee-detgsine paper by
the time she came to the last box, a deeper, brdmdeshe could
hardly wait to open. Its contents brought a gasgnedized incredulity
when she whisked away the last fold of tissue papdruncovered a
coat of dark lustrous fur that rippled voluptuoushder the stroke of
her hesitant fingers.

She sank to her knees and gazed with disbelidieastirrounding
array of wealth. No film star could have had a mopulent
wardrobe, and the cost ...! Her frugal instinctaced from putting a
price upon such a flood of extravagance.

Being young and feminine she lost no time in shavgeand slipping
into a set of diaphanous underwear before decidinigh outfit to
wear for her meeting with her wealthy benefactofteA much
deliberation she chose a simple white dredsroflerie anglaiseits
scooped-out neckline slotted through with ribborpale blue. She
found, upon looking into a mirror, that simpliciyas a blind. Expert
cutting and clever tailoring had resulted in a sogawhich, while
sheathing her curves in demureness, lent provecatiooutthrust
breasts and turned her lissom young body into@ftrathe eyes of
unwary males.

Not even cosmetics had been forgotten, and aspgilied pale pink
lipstick to her tremulous mouth and brushed blwedsiv across her
lids she found time to reflect upon the kind of m#r knew so well



how to please and excite even the most unsophisticat her sex.
Intuitive as the devil, no doubt of that, penetrgtto a degree, with
eyes that had seen behind her couldn't-care-legsdat towards
feminine fripperies and had gauged her taste ttegigon, assessing
so thoroughly that he even knew the size of heesho

After a quick look to make sure Wendy was sleepiegcefully,
Serena tripped light as air downstairs to the baer& she had
arranged to meet the Senor for a pre-lunch apdigfwas seated at a
table by the window, but rose to his feet immedyatbe entered. A
surge of gratitude impelled her to reach out a anérds him and to
her surprise he lifted it to his lips, murmuringpagciatively after
brushing aside her thanks,

'El fuego hermosoTranslating for her benefit, 'The beautiful flame

Sunlight pouring through a window struck livingefifrom the heavy
braids of hair entwined around her youthful headslas nodded
acknowledgment of the compliment.

‘Gracias, senarl felt | had to do justice to mgistinguido patrono.'

They began lunch with a delicioymalta, a salad of alligator pear
stuffed with shrimps and sprinkled with lemon jyitteen progressed
to empanada de hor@ turnover filled with several kinds of meat
raisins, stuffed olives, onions, peppers and grapégy chatted
lightly about this and that, both knowing they wesld@rting the
important issues which sooner or later would havéd aired. He
waited with an indulgent smile while she scoopedheplast of her
strawberry ice-cream, then when coffee had beenegdduoe spoiled
her enjoyment by announcing abruptly,

'l have been in touch with my grandson by radingnaitter and have
instructed him to bring his plane, which he willgpihimself, to pick



us up at Santiago airport. | judge,' he glancediatvatch, ‘that he
will arrive in about one hour from now.'

She almost choked over her coffee. 'So soon?' as$eed.

He nodded. 'There is something | should like toafsfou, senorita,
before my grandson's arrival. After deep consiaandthave come to
the conclusion that it will be better if he is aliled to believe the child
Is yours - only for the time being,' he hasteneddd when her head
tilted with surprise. 'l will decide later whenftell him the truth.’

Carefully she set down her cup. 'But why is suategéon necessary,
senof' she asked quietly.

Patiently she waited while he considered, his Igosving with
satisfaction as he took in every facet of the petaf unspoiled
Innocence she was unconsciously projecting. 'Kngwiy grandson
as | do, and knowing his penchant for intrigueavén decided to set
him a poser. Nothing annoys him so much as an vedaiddle, a
mystery that remains unrevealed, and what coulidre mysterious
to a man than to be confronted with a young girbgévirtuous look
Is offset by the contradictory evidence of a clsitdlike her in looks
that they must obviously be related? He will natyrmmp to the
conclusion, as | did, that the baby is yours, dad fiact,’ he chuckled,
‘ought to confound him as much as it confounded me.

Serena's colour rose, but she managed to keep andier temper.
‘You meansenor that you wish me to pretend to be Wendy's moth
in order to titillate your grandson's interest? Dgou think you're
being a little unkind - both to him and to me?"'

Autocratic features became, if anything, more pumoed. '| made
no mention of kindness when our bargain was strixeklashed out
coldly. Tour rewards were to be strictly materiadis



She blanched from the icy retort, recognizing thuelty she had once
suspected lay hidden behind his facade of charrmwBat he had

said was true. With naive pleasure she had accépéedenefits he
had heaped upon her: expensive flight from Engl#me sumptuous
hotel room, the very clothes she was wearing, Hdmkan purchased
by him. She had no grounds on which to complain ti@awthe silken

ropes of bondage were beginning to bite.

Her head drooped lower as she nodded brief askesfitall be as you
wish, senor,but what am | to say to your grandson without r@esg
to outright lies?'

‘That the child is a dependant. For the time beiag should be
sufficient.’

She swallowed her humiliation in order to put tofa question that
had been puzzling her. 'l have often wondered whyigserted that
"dependants welcome" clause in your advertisenkeaw. people are
willing to accept their employees' dependants th&r homes, so
why..".?"'

Reverting back to good humour now that he had gotway, he
sliced off the end of a cigar and replied. 'Eachrdvef the
advertisement was carefully weighed, and the clawasemention
was, | think, a touch of genius. The sort of got ivhom | was
searching had to be possessed of certain quathiesnost important
of which | rated a sense of duty strong enoughrévgnt her from
betraying my trust. As a person of lesser qualivesild soon have
abandoned anyone likely to become a hindrancéoarden, you can
follow my line of argument. | had not envisaged thependant
turning out to be a young child, but as it happimessituation falls
very neatly into my plans. We never know the loue parents have
for us until we become parents ourselves, whiclvhg | mean to
present my grandson with a ready-made family. Omghtnof



vigilance over a sick child will teach him more thany words of
mine.'

'I'm not sure | understand,' her brow wrinkled. y&sir grandson has
no memory of his parents, you must, in his eyege lfided that role.
Are you implying that he's ungrateful for the cgoel have lavished
upon him?'

Bleakly he replied, 'Ingratitude is not the mo#trfg word. Let us say
he has become uncertain of my motives and onlyelnygoconfronted
himself with the problems | have had to face dutgupbringing

will he begin to understand that, whatever he naselithought to the
contrary, all of -my actions have been carriedwtit only his best
-interests at heart."'

So long as those interests coincide with your o8erena realized
with a shock. Her skin crawled. From first meetshg had sensed the
autocrat behind the kind, courteous aristocratwde accustomed to
having his own way, to imposing his will upon wegHKess exalted
mortals, but with such lack of tact, it seemedt tleahad managed to
alienate even his shy, obedient grandson!

Her heart sank. He was weak and so was she. What ¢muld the
future hold for two puppets forced to dance to what tune their
autocratic piper should decide to call?’



CHAPTER FOUR

DON ALBERTO spoke little as the taxi drove them to Santiagpaat.
He seemed tense, a little on edge, and as theyedntiee airport
buildings his edginess was communicated to Senetdear nervous
trepidation increased a thousandfold.

In a few short minutes she was to meet the strastgeehad promised
to marry!

With Wendy clasped in her arms she hurried in tlad&evof Don
Alberto, whose eyes were fastened upon a trimrséireraft taxiing
along the runway.

'‘Good, he has lost no time in getting here,' heened, his stern lips
relaxing into a smile. All around them was bustlaggivity. Huge jets
were swallowing and disgorging passengers, landing,taking off
with the consistency of buses on a busy route 3duéna had eyes for
nothing other than the small silver plane and thennwho had
descended from it and was now striding towards th&om Alberto's
hand lifted in greeting, then dropped , to his sideen the man was
near enough to be recognized.

‘Sacramento!The exclamation was laden with aggravation. "Wt
haveyoucome, Sosme, where is my grandson?'

Serena's grasp on Wendy relaxed. Obviously thisnwathe man for
whom they had been waiting. The pilot's nervousness betrayed
by shifting eyes that travelled first to her and thaby, then back to
his employer. 'He sends many pardosenor, and regrets that
pressure of business has prevented him from comimgelf to meet
you.'

'‘Por Dios!' Don Alberto was very angry. "Then | shall expecsée a
landslide or an earthquake at the very least wheramive at the
hacienda!'



A man-made eruption was more likely, Serena thouahtshe
boarded the plane and took a seat next to theusibon Alberto. For
half an hour as the plane winged its way south ftbencapital he
remained morose and silent, his regal features edtclvith
displeasure, but when the city skyline had bedridebehind and the
plane was flying low over rural landscape he unldanenough to
point out long rows of eucalyptus and poplar tretestching across
the landscape; mud walls lining the roads for mil@hout a break
and a system of canals linking dozens of connedtahgs, not large
In themselves, but joined by gates showing that ¥ere all sections
of the same property.

‘This is some of our best farming land," he ex@diriBecause of the
ideal natural conditions irrigation developmentnist expensive,
many of the Chilean rivers rise in the snow fiedlshe high Andes
and as a result the water supply is ample, evemgiuhe dry

summer.'

Nervously she cleared her throat. 'Do you raispsisenor?

‘Not on a commercial scale,' he replied. 'Our lisndore suitable for
the rearing of livestock. We have gardens and edsharound the
haciendapof course; but they yield only enough for our ovaeds.'

Once again he lapsed into silence and Serena ge amd more
tense as cultivated land gave way to miles andsnofegrassland
upon which thousands of head of grazing cattleaspas undulating,
never-ending carpet of brown bodies across thestzapme. Never in
her life had she seen so many animals herded tgetid when the
mass finally petered out and the plane began dyfowards a house
just visible on the horizon she had no need of Béoerto's terse
instructions to tell her that they had finally aad.

On legs that threatened to fold up under her, sgated from the
aircraft and settled into the back of the car whlan began driving



them towards a great rambling house set in a gmiveiant

eucalyptus trees. Against a background of distaotntains the
house nestled into a terraced hillside, its walldenup of stone
guarried out of the same hillside on which it stodtie cement
pointing of the stonework was recessed, not flugh whe walls,

giving a simple effect of dry stone walls exactlkel those
surrounding an almond orchard in the background.skark white of
the building made an excellent foil for a greentpaa roof, and
square green tiles surrounding a swimming pool thedfloor of a
covered terrace.

When they moved indoors Serena saw that the sanaestjles had
been used for the floors, continuing the absolutglcity of the
outside architecture. Don Alberto guided her ouhefcool hall into
a salon carpeted in a soft shade of tan that piaketthie main colour
of the linen-upholstered banquettes lining threthefwalls. Behind
them ran white shelves holding a scattering of Bpakkquisite
ornaments and, here and there, slim elegant lahapsidd into the
simple, uncluttered background. The focal pointhaéf room was an
open fireplace set square in the centre of a ransadble flag large
enough to seat a dozen people with, descendingtigifeom above,
a huge copper canopy which would glisten fiery garyellow and
red when bathed by leaping flames.

Pleased by her wide-eyed wonder, Don Alberto qoest,
‘You like my homesenorita?’

Serena's glistening eyes were response enougtheHtutiful,senor.
You're to be congratulated on the way you've inicedl modern
amenities into an old house without ruining itsrelcger.’

He acknowledged the compliment with a nod, but teefte could
reply a woman burst into the salon, a small, stearnan waving her
arms in agitated greeting.



'‘Pardone, Senor Conde, that stupid Cosme has just this mbm
informed me of your arrival. You will require reftements, drinks
for the lady and yourself and milk f&a nina?'

‘Gracias, Carmen, I'm certain our guests must be parchddaas
myself. But before you serve drinks perhaps it wdad as well if you
show the Senorita Payne up to her room. You hasfegoed a nursery
as | instructed?"

'Si, senor,'Carmen nodded vigorously, her dark eyes set csigiou
upon Serena and the child in her arms. 'It isedtly and waiting, if
the senoritawill follow me?'

Don Alberto delayed their exit. 'And the nursemaioll have found
someone suitable?’

‘That, too, has been taken caresefior.The daughter of Cosme, wha
has many small brothers and sisters, was eagendertake the
nursing of thepequena.’

'‘Excellent, then all is satisfactory.' He smile&atena. 'Forgive me if
| do not join you for refreshments, | have busing$airs to catch up
on, but we will dine together this evening wheropé to be able to
introduce my absentee grandson who will, | feelesw@apologize

profusely for omitting to be present upon younaati

'Please don't worry about m&enor,'she returned, made uneasy b
the tightness of his smile. 'Carry on with your lydrshall be quite
happy exploring my new surroundings. And as forrygandson's
absence, it has already been explained. | shddlflmovard to joining
both of you for dinner.'

Suppressing the panic such a thought aroused, &eaenoff in
Carmen's wake hugging a drowsy Wendy tightly to herast,
reminding herself that now her objective had beeached -
beautiful, luxurious surroundings in which a chdduld grow up



happy and contented - she must not shirk the thklavwng to pay,
however high the price.

Carmen chatted non-stop as she showed her aroenwdms that
were to be hers and Wendy's. Both the bedroom argery were
tucked under the eaves, with roof beams sloping ndaw
whitewashed walls whose nooks and crannies had ingeniously
adapted into built-in wardrobes and bookshelvekny, wide shelf
running directly beneath a window lent itself acabily for use as a
writing desk.

The nursery connecting with her bedroom was equalbf and airy,

with decorative wrought iron grilles fitted acroggndow thrown

wide open to frame a patch of heavenly blue skytaratdmit pure,
blossom-scented air. As she handed the sleepyintolthe arms of a
young girl Carmen had introduced as Bella, Seressaise of elation
grew. If she had sought the world over she couldhawe found a
more perfect place in which to live and nothing amdone, she
decided, was going to separate them from this 'shpdradise of
orchards in which to play, animals with which tolic, and glorious
clean air in which to thrive.

The rest of the afternoon and early evening shetspeestigating the
immediate surroundings of thecienda.She wandered down to ar
empty corral and stood leaning against the top dfaa fence,
wondering how many horses were accommodated withitarge
enclosure. At this very moment men and riders wereoubt riding
the pampas, sorting, branding, keeping watch dweimimense herds
she had seen from the plane. Leisurely she strallednd, peeping
once into a huge bunkhouse and finding it deseed.from a -
nearby cookhouse she heard the rattle of pots ang, phen later a
delicious aroma of roast beef assailed her nosRrsparations were
under way for a huge meal, so obviously the ridezse expected to
return within the hour.



The sun was inclining towards the horizon whenlalreied back to
the haciendaFeeling benevolently disposed towards the man &/hc
need of her was the essence of her good forturesedbcted from her
wardrobe a dress she thought might appeal to ardhipjted young
man. It was of midnight blue velvet, high-neckexhd-sleeved, with
a skirt that clung to her hips and whispered sedelgte around slim
feet encased in silver strapped sandals. Heavyegolhves were
brushed so vigorously that her scalp tingled, Inat $shimmering
curtain of hair curling on to her shoulders amgwarded the extra
effort, she considered, preening for a second ontfoof a mirror
before venturing downstairs.

She had just nerved herself to take the first te/@ateps when the
quiet of the evening was shattered by the thundehamves
descending upon thleacienda,together with a whooping, yelling
horde of riders who dismounted and made their érsts way in the
direction of the cookhouse. As Serena hesitatedd Mh@otsteps
resounded on the floor of the veranda beneath imelow; one of the
dismounted riders striding into the house, his s@gompanied by
the jingling of spurs. Seconds later there cameiamaring of voices
that escalated into a storm of angry words, urigtele, but
disturbing as the rumbling of thunder. She coukt glistinguish the
cold, autocratic tone of Don Alberto and a secaulially decisive
voice slicing through his argument with the thradta rapier.
Startled, she moved towards the window in a biddentify Don
Alberto's unknown antagonist. What man was darmgaise his
voice to the elderlyidalgowho ruled his world with a fist of steel?
Surely no ordinary man! No employee would chancehsutter
recklessness.

The halil of angry words was severed by the sourddafor slamming
so viciously the foundations of thaciendashuddered. Silence fell,
a silence into which Serena drew a long frighteoreéth as reaction
against the aura of barely restrained violence.



She was nerving herself once more to going downsst@hen her
bedroom door crashed wide open and a tall, blaa#t-ijure strode
into her bedroom. Speechless, she stared, herledtadyes
guestioning his invasion of privacy.

Arrogantly her stare was returned. He stood wigt &part, balancing
on heels encased in decorative silver spurs, hig leather-clad legs
seeming to stretch forever before reaching hips),shard and
muscled. A black shirt slashed at the neck revealetiest tanned
toast brown and a strong column of throat suppogedead of
wind-tossed hair, black as Satan's heart, matoiyeg diabolically
gleaming over a blade of nose with nostrils stredictaut with anger.
Cruel lips quirked upwards in mock amusement renga snap of
white teeth as he bit out,

'So, you are the latest addition to the stud!" éyiss denigrated her
shrinking figure. 'l might have guessed El Conaei'sd would run
upon the lines of a milk-and-water miss, spiritedaamouse and
sexless as a plaster madonnal!’

Serena gasped at the onslaught. 'Who are you?justvered. 'How
dare you burst into my room without so much as a—'

'‘Don't insult my intelligence!" he interrupted baguely. 'Outraged
virtue is hardly an attitude conversant with a wamdno, according
to my grandfather, is more than willing to share meg!"

A scalding race of colour accompanied sickeninggedion. "You
meanyouare—"'

'‘No other than your reluctaesposo.He swept a mocking bow. 'Don
Juan de Valdivia, the second pawn in my grandfatheithinkable
game.’

‘Pawn ... game ...?' she stammered.



He strode forward until she was engulfed by hisdsiag narrowly
searching the small, distrait face for a hint opldity. Without
softening, he declared, *It is just possible thati yare not aware of
my grandfather's scheme - indeed, | am not suipribat he is
ashamed to speak of it. Sit dowagnorita,there is something you
ought to know.'

Serena almost collapsed into a chair, claspinganas around her
shuddering body in an effort to dispel her slowlyeping fear of this
overpowering individual, every bit as daunting las grandfather he
so obviously despised. Gone were her illusionssifyaintrovert, and
in his place a man so divorced from her imaginsigsfelt she would
prefer to face fire, plague and pestilence rathan tbecome tied for
life to this cold-eyed, uncivilized cowboy possebsaf all the
savagery of hisonquistadomlncestors.

'‘My grandfather,' he spat, 'is renowned througtbatland for his
exceptional successes in the breeding of livestBekkause he has
devoted most of his life to the study of strain &&@perament he can
now proudly boast of his ability to produce a speatrain to order,
whether the demand be for the quietly docile omhbmusly brave he
undertakes to deliver with satisfaction guarantemd money
refunded. Such is his conceit, he has now decalegply his skill to
humans. Oh, yes," he affirmed when she gaspedespriBecause he
succeeded once in such an exercise he has decitlgchgain!

'Like me," he went on, 'my father was reputedlydsé@ng and
wilful, preferring to make his own mistakes ratktegn benefit from
the advice of his omnipotent father. Then out of tlue a girl
descended upon the hacienda, an English girl, Hyed, blonde,
docile, chosen especially to appeal to the better of my father's
flamboyant nature. | am told they fell in love haltigh | suspect that
initially my mother was more in love with her luxous surroundings
than she was with my father. It must have beereatgtnnoyance to
my grandfather when an earthquake prevented him thmroughly



researching his experiment. Doubtless that is wehig lanxious to try
again and this timesenorita,you and | are the subjects upon whor
his plans concentrate.'

His chin jutted as softly he taunted, 'How doefed to know you
have been chosen solely to act as a mellowingantia, to tone down
my abrasive qualities so that | may become morepte to my
grandfather's commands? | warn you now," he coetinlit will not
work! You will find it easier to tame the condoour flying eagle of
the Andes - than you will to press your slendéfelifoot upon my
neck!

Serena backed away from his vehemence, holdingnd t@ her
madly thumping heart. 'l have no wish to put mytfig@on your neck,
senor,'she denied shakily. 'l came here because | thowwghbheeded
me. | imagined,' her words broke on an incredulmoesk, 'that you
were a shy, introverted young man who was unabfeetee himself
to find a wife. | see now that your grandfathernpad a totally
misleading picture of the man he wished me to madrmgouldn't
marryyou, senor|'d rather starve!

Her brave ultimatum seared his pride. Furiouslysteged down at
her, taking his time, his contempt no less obvibasause it was
mute. She withdrew from the lean body with its sgjgpn of curbed
violence and walked across to the window out ofgeamf his
voiceless contempt.

'‘Would you please go nowenor?'she requested across a stiffly-hel
shoulder.

Hauteur from the meek little mouse was the lashghhe had
expected. He strode across and grabbed her shpsfening her
round with a grip so vicious she only just withhaldained cry. 'Why
did you allow yourself to be talked into coming &®&rhe demanded.
‘You have beauty enough to appeal to some mergckoolf suitors



could not have been the deciding factor. Did herofobu money? Ah,
| see that he did!"" He released his hold with afteess that
underlined his revulsion and strode away, haltifrgemvhe reached
the door to throw out a last bitter observation.

'‘As my grandfather bought you, you are his resmlityi and he
must decide what is to be done with you. Heed nwcagsenorita,
leave as soon as possible. We have no need ofgreti h

He was stepping across the threshold when a crye daom the
direction of the nursery. Immediately he was forgotas Serena
hastened towards the connecting door, mindful efftct that she
had told Bella to go for her meal and that Wendyg aine. As she
tiptoed across to the cot Wendy's cry changed toischievous
gurgle and when Serena picked her up she beganngaskildish
bubbles of pleasure.

‘You little fraud!" Serena scolded fondly. 'If I'not careful, young
lady, you'll be in danger of becoming spoiled."'

‘To whom does the child belong?' The bleak questached across
the dusk-shadowed room, reminding her that theyamaaudience.

She spun round, a picture of youthful innocence,rhadonna-like
beauty highlighted by the child she held in herarm

‘To me,' she replied calmly, mindful of the promiden Alberto had
extracted.

"You?' He rocked on his heels.
‘Yes,' she confirmed, taking wicked delight in &agtonishment.

'And the father, where is he?'



The catch in her voice was genuine when she reghed father is
dead.'

His swift glance at her ringless fingers betraylee direction of his
thoughts, but she did not care, all she wantedtavas rid of the man
with the abrasive manner that made her feel shame though there
was no cause.

But he moved closer, close enough to come witha dibit of
Wendy's limpid blue eyes. She had no inhibitionsualshowing her
approval of the strange man, even though his agpgaeyes held no
encouragement. Brazenly, she blew a wet kiss irdinection and
held out her arms as an invitation to him to giee & cuddle. Serena
almost laughed aloud at his expression of bafflémeishing it was
herself and not her sister who was the cause aisc®ncertion. But
the tone of her voice held a warning to behavenagptaced Wendy
back in her cot and reproved tartly, 'Time you Was&ep, young
madam. No, you're not to sit up!" She pressed Weadi against her
pillow and bent to give her a kiss. '‘Good nightlidg, I'll see you in
the morning.'

She walked out of the nursery, indicating that JJaldivia should
follow, and waited until he was inside her roomdreffirmly closing
the connecting door.

'‘Have you any other family besides the child?'

His abrupt question took her by surprise. 'Nonkg¢ sanswered
truthfully. 'But don't let that fact worry yosenor,wherever Wendy
and | are together is home.'

Savagely he glared into her composed face, hisnagcles working
as he fought to contain some aggravation that vede\blling him.
‘The old one is as devious as the devil," he nedtebut not even
these circumstances will force me to change my tind



He was gone before she could ask him to explaiallswing up the
length of the passageway with giant strides, hisspngling deep
exasperation in his wake.



CHAPTER FIVE

WHEN the sound of the dinner-gong reverberated thrabhghhouse
Serena felt like running away, but its summons twathe obeyed
because even though she had no intention of rengpiat the
haciendaa confrontation with Don Alberto was inevitables bwed
her explanations and, if he were gentleman enoaglapology for
his misleading description of his grandson's chiarac

She prayed for strength as she hurried down tlrs st@rving herself
for a second helping of scorn from eyes so stotmayfslt battered by
their hail. Shuddering nerves delayed her as sbialed outside the
door, then with great courage she pushed it opdrstapped inside
the salon.

It was an anti-climax to find that only Don Alberteas present,
staring moodily into a glass of golden Madeira. idse to his feet
when she entered, his features betraying no sigshame as he
moved forward to greet her.

‘You are looking very lovelysenorita,and | thank you, it is many
years since such beauty has graced my table.’

She steeled herself against softening. 'You arg geacious,senor,
but you must forgive me if | find your complimerds suspect as
some of your previous statements.'

His tall figure drew erect, but she refused to benmhated by the
hauteur of a man who had not hesitated to decaveShe sensed a
sharp reply hovering on his lips, but then his rhaadftened and as
he drew her forward he confessed wryly,

'l do owe you an apologgenorita.To withhold the truth is perhaps &
greater sin than to tell a deliberate lie. But befoe talk, let me pour
you a glass of wine. Dinner can wait until you iewa more amicable
mood to appreciate it/



She waved away his offer of wine but allowed himgtade her
towards a settee into which she sank, her apprefeegeges drawn as
If magnetized towards the door.

'Relax,cara,'he murmured. 'My grandson has left treeiendawith
his huasofriends to pay a visit to a nearby town. | havedoabt that
it will be early morning before the sound of thegually boisterous
arrival is heard.’

Fluid with relief, Serena relaxed against the coiséy a reaction he
seemed to find amusing.

'So, already you have met my grandson?'

'‘Met is an understatement,' she answered shakilyould be more
accurate to say that | was cornered, lassoed amdedhately
branded.’

In the process of pouring out her unwanted drinkhésitated, one
regal eyebrow raised. 'Branded?' he frowned.

‘Branded a bought womarsenor,’ she explained. 'One who,
according to your grandson, has no place here drabavdestiny
must be decided by her purchaser, namely yourself.’

*Por Dios!' The exclamation ripped from lips thin with anggvere
he still a boy he would be severely punishedfohsart insult!’

'‘But he is not a boy and, in any case, | feel he jwstified in speaking
as he did. To choose a wife for a grandson whhbyisad uncertain is
perhaps not so unreasonable, but to choose a avife fhan such as
Don Juan is nothing short of foolish. Suredgnor,you know your
grandson well enough to realize such an actionbeasd to arouse
his intense resentment?’



His reply, as he took a seat next to her, was nerf@an a sigh. A
sigh of regret that he had not got his way, shedsoed, or a sigh of
remorse for the injury he had inflicted upon botk grandson and
herself?

'If you will allow me to explain,’ he begged, 'myotives might
appear less selfish.’

‘Your motives have already been explained by yoandson. He has
told me of your successes with the breeding ofstivek and of the
obsessive conceit that has led you to assume yowefne which
two human creatures are most likely to blend intsuacessful
partnership. In this instanceenor,you could not have been more
wrong. Don Juan is one of a type | detest - boousitivilized and
totally self-centred!

To her surprise, Don Alberto's eyes lit up and alesioroke the
symmetry of his stern mouth. Annoyed by his amusgnfeerena
jumped to her feet, but he detained her with agtiag hand.

'Forgive me,car a, but | have heard those words before, express
equally vehemently and equally sincerely. They wageken by the
girl who was later to become my son's wife, one Wiaaimit was
detained deliberately at thkaciendafor the same purpose as
yourself. As a young man my son was just as untblaess is Juan.
His every working day was spent on the pampaseanctmpany of
huasoswhose freedom he envied. Not for him the respoliyilmf
running what amounts to a small republic withirepublic, not for
him the worries, the decision making, the stresaed strains
connected with the running of a large business! WMgiris of good
family were wiling, indeed eager, to become hisewliut he would
have none of them, preferring the unrestricting gany of women - |
hesitate to call them ladies - who frequentpbsadas taverns - of
the nearby town that is similarly exploited by nmaigdson and his
friends...’



‘Unlike you,' he told her, 'the girl was not catlfehosen but arrived
here quite by accident, although | must confessdhérst sight of
her the germ of an idea was born, an idea whichirtured and
implemented by throwing them together as much asipke. Initially
they were antagonistic towards each other, but,l&demy delight,
the attachment | had foreseen developed and gr@naitove that
completely revolutionized my son's character. Theye intensely
happy,senorita,and my grief when that happiness was terminat
cannot be expressed in words. Juan is a legadabhappiness, and
my dearest wish is to see him make an equally hagpyiage before
| die. You may think I am trying to play God," hencluded simply,
'but can you blame me for duplicating the circumesés that led up to
such a marriage - a marriage of which Juan is diyimoof of its
worth?'

Serena stood up and moved slowly across to theldice. Firelight
flickered upon her downbent head and cast shadmrsss her
perturbed face as she considered with emotionsnaizament and
pity the confessions of a ruler of a small kingdehose life style and
wealth had convinced him he possessed the omnipotdra king El
rey de los guasosKing of the cowboys! She stifled an hysterice
laugh at the thought that when he abdicated heedibler to become
queen!

But there was no trace of amusement on the faceushed towards
the elderlyhidalgositting with bowed head resting upon an upturne
palm. Gently, because she had no wish to hurtiadtidnim,

'I'm sorry,senor,but | can play no part in your fantasy - and ddan
it is,' she assured him quickly when his head sedpgp in protest.
'‘Everyone has a right to live his life as he segsybur grandson
included. | am convinced that your motives are liiskeand that
your dearest wish is for your grandson's happirmgdiave you ever
considered,' deep blue eyes earnestly pleaded,tftbasuccess of



your first scheme might have been a fluke and tlmabmount of
duplication would produce the same result?’

Her doubt cast a reflection upon his reputationignded a spark of
anger. 'Human nature does not changenorita! Century after
century, the human race has duplicated itself amdrover again, the
same traits, the same vices, the same charaaerisive all been
passed down from family to family. In my veins ruhe blood of
early conquistadors, my inheritance of adventurous nature
fearlessness and pride was handed down to me frpfatimer, then
passed to my son and in return to my grandson. hdierstanding of
them both stems from the fact that each inheritpdra of me, they
reacted as | would react, liked what | liked, skamgy dislikes. So
you see there is no way in which | could be migtake

'‘But there is,' she contradicted quietly, claspiregmbling fingers
hard. 'There is the unknown element to which youehgiven no
thought, the outsider who is an essential partaoiryplan, namely
myself! Without my co-operation you can achievehimg and | have
no intention of becoming a part of such a conspirhdavish to be
released from my promise. | would like to returmm@immediately,
preferably without ever having to meet your gramdagain!'

Without haste Don Alberto disposed of his emptysgland strode
regally towards her. Feeling like a lowly serf hretpresence of an
intimidating monarch, Serena was tempted to drop dnicurtsey as
he towered above her, registering deep displeasure.

‘That will not be possible,' he informed her, cafdl unapproachable
as the ice-capped peaks overlooking his kingdombdAgain was
struck and already you have accepted part of tioe piffered. The
clothes you wear, the home in which you and yostesiare now
established, are part of that price and | mussingpon a fair return.
As you will already have discovered, thaciendais completely cut
off from the world, so any foolhardy thought of age tan be



banished from your mind. The only safe method ahgport is by
plane, and as our private aircraft will definitelgt be put at your
disposal you will remain here whether you likenthot!

White with shock, she gasped, 'You can force nsap, but you will
never force me to marry your grandson!'

Imperturbably he countered, 'In the beginning, yan@decessor was
every bit as unco-operative, so it pleases meybatshould be the
same. Your identical reaction augurs well for thecess of my plan.’

Moonlight streamed through the window on to the &eére Serena
had thrown herself hours earlier after fleeing fribw@ autocrat whose
determination had filled her with dread. The hosise had loved at
first sight now seemed a prison and her bedroomllarcwhich to
reflect upon her crime. The crime of folly, shedied herself, her
clenched fists digging deep wells into the silkemers.'Fool, fool!'
she sobbed, 'to think the favours you sought cbeldaid for without
pain!" Not that she had not been prepared to ne-had, but with
willingness and understanding towards a very dfieman from the
one who held her in such contempt he had ordereddparture.

Smothering an anguished sob, she dragged herssiftfre bed and
began fumbling with the fasteners of the blue draszious to be rid
of the costly bribe. For the first time in her Igbe was feeling self-
contempt and not even the reminder that her achadseen carried
out on Wendy's behalf could heal the sore of disfpstering inside.

Clad only in a thin slip, she sat gazing out of thiemdow with
unseeing eyes, her mind drowned to numbness bsttien of bitter
tears. A slight jingling sound assailed her eans she dismissed it as
an - echo of past torment. Then the sound camen @i this time
she spun round, her frightened eyes probing th&-fillesd room.
Terror kept her rooted to the spot when a patcehadow moved,
then moonlight sliced a path through the dimneskghistened upon



a large silver buckle clasped against a lean, deast. She had seen
the buckle before, its intricate design had ataadter attention even
while turbulent words were being exchanged witloiser!

She found her voice. 'What do you want? How dara gome
uninvited into my bedroom, Don Juan!'

Her heart sank when he laughed, low, reckless taughat spelled
out his contempt of convention. His lean length v as he
swaggered towards her.

'l have come to tell you that after giving a gréaadl of thought to our
predicament,’ he mocked, 'l have found a solution.’

Sickened, she realized that he had been drinkimjcheap perfume
wafting from his shirt proved that he had not sghetnight alone.

'l, too, have come to a decision,' she tiltedaltdhdecided that | have
no wish to stay here and the only thing | wish éathfrom you is a
promise that you will help me to return home.’

He unnerved her by reaching out to pinion her sherslwith rough,
unkind hands. She shivered when his fingers begatorng the
smooth curve of uncovered flesh, but stood stoikstder his
hands, determined not to give him the satisfacbbrseeing her
cringe.

'‘But that would not fall in at all well with my pta!" he refused. 'l
have decided that | will marry you - not as anacurrender, but to
teach my grandfather a lesson, to prove to him #abarriage
conceived by the devil must result in a life oflhkell for him, hell
for his accomplice, but for me the satisfactiokimdwing that since |
have complied with his wishes he will be honourrmbto fulfil his
promise!'



'Promise? What promise ...?"' The question tore fr@m painfully
constricted throat.

'His promise to hand over to me my inheritance,tvefse?' His voice
held a hateful slur. 'Ever since boyhood | havenbe®ught up to
believe that one day all this would be mine. Beeanfsthat belief |
have ridden hard, driven hard, and worked untilocsles stood out
on my hands, satisfied that the ownership ofttheiendawas to be
my reward! Then my grandfather dropped his bomlbshehrriage
or else ...! Not marriage to a woman of my choiaetb one of his,
and the outcome of my refusal was to be banishinemtthe place |
had been taught to consider my own. But togesenorita,we will
fool the old fox! Let him preen himself in the kniedge that he has
had his way, let him gloat in his mastery for thers time he has left.
He is old, that one!" His tone adopted a sombreenisity that made
her shudder. 'In a few years' time, perhaps lessyilhdie, then you
and | will go our separate ways. But for the tinagnlg | am willing to
go through a form of ceremony, to promise to l@mherish and keep
you. Not that | intend keeping to those promidas jeered. 'My life
will not alter in any way, but | am sure that wibt worry you,
senorita. Marriage and an honourable name will, I'm sure, |
compensation enough for a secondhand bride!

Serena reacted to the insult as if she had beaokstAlmost she
poured out her disgust, her scorn of him, and tah tthat would
have restored her pride. Then instinct warnedtmdrthis facet of the
proposed marriage was the one he found most dfithsDon Juan
Valdivia would insist always upon being the firatleonly man in the
life of his bride, and Wendy's presence would mopto all that he
was but second choice, a position his haughty eatwould find

intolerable.

Torn between the dominance of two men, both stgitowards the
same objective, she knew it would be useless telrdiut by
remaining silent she would not be alone in her &rimHe, too,



would suffer ! For the first time in her life Seeesavoured the taste
of revenge - and found the flavour sweet!

‘Well, what do you have to say?' he demanded. yartewilling to
help me confound the old fox?'

‘Do | have a choice?' she questioned with coldaiisd

His probing eyes scoured her pale face. Beneatlhdmsls Serena
remained rigid, schooling her features into a n@sialm. He uttered
a sharp derisive laugh. "Your distant beauty chitisthe bone,
senoritd Compared with the women of my own race you areabu
shadow of femininity, you lack their voluptuous €fir their
willingness to please and the ripe wantonness @f thodies. You
need not worry that marriage to me will mean sttgamy bed - | can
think of nothing less pleasing than the prospettanfing kisses turn
to ice upon my lips and the risk of frostbite acpamying every
caress!" He thrust her from him with such indiffese that Serena
was stung to anger.

'l understand your revulsiosenor,because it exactly matches my
own! Nothing revolts me more than the thought ahgean close
proximity to a man who has over-indulged in winestch an extent
that his speech has become slurred and his actrmtsady. The vine
bears three kinds of grapes, the first of pleastine, next of
intoxication, and the third of disgust!'

Her scorn cracked like a whip across his pridejafead erect, then
pounced, lifting her like a piece of thistledowraamst his chest. "You
will apologize for those insults,' he gritted, t@k being punished!

'‘Put me down!" she hissed, feeling desperatelyhferfloor beneath
her flailing feet.

'‘Not until you do as | say," was his grim reply.



'‘Why should | apologize for speaking the truth8d ao apology from
you, yet your words were both ungentlemanly andltimgy.'

‘Ungentlemanly! He threw back his head and laughitht is one
thing | have never claimed to be! After all, whati gentleman but a
man made up wholly of the dove without the leasgsdf the serpent
In his composition? Is that the type of man you mensenorita,a
cooing, spiritless dove?'

'If the choice be so narrow, then yes, | do praferan who would try
force only when persuasion had failed.’

'‘Whereas | consider force does away with the neegdrsuasion!
To demonstrate his point he swooped upon her pap®tb inflict a

kiss that was no more than a fiery brand, cruettflluand totally

lacking in emotion. Remembering his predilectiondmmen of fire

and passion, Serena forced herself not to strwggle he carried out
his punishment. To have struggled would have ptbasa, whereas
her ice-cold acceptance poured scorn upon hislkactians.

Without regret, he lifted his mouth from hers aethxed his hold.
Swaggering towards the door, he tossed acrossbisder,

'‘Keep your kisses, ice maiden! | am at a loss towkmvhether to
admire or despise the man who had nerve enouglatdhe veil from
the eyes of the novice and lead her into motherfood



CHAPTER SIX

THE wedding took place a week later in a private chapiaated
within the boundaries of thieacienda.The guest list was kept to a
minimum - not, Don Alberto assured Serena, fromiahobut
because the hastily-arranged ceremony had madapdsisible for
branches of the family resident in Spain to be @cted in time to
attend. So only close friends residing within theinity had been
invited to be present at the marriage of Don Allsergrandson and an
unknown English girl whose arrival, accompaniedabghild, had
given rise to much speculation.

All invitations had been accepted, mainly at thatigation of curious
mamas intent upon seeing for themselves the gid add snatched
the much- sought-after bachelor from under the sask their
resentful daughters.

During the week preceding the wedding Don Albegdd barried out
all the arrangements wearing a smile reminiscetitaifupon the face
of a tiger. His surprise at Juan's sudden capituditad been as great
as was his reaction to Serena's adamant demandhishgtandson
should be kept permanently in the dark about hiatioeship with
Wendy.

'‘But why, nina?' he had cried. 'The very presence of the chilst ine
a thorn in his side! Why not be kind and rid himtloé doubts that
must be plaguing him?"'

'l have no wish to be kind to your grandson,' sae tetorted. "You
are holding me forcibly to our bargain and | hagad ho option but to
agree to the marriage, but on this one conditistahd firm - either
my secret is kept or the marriage will not takecpla

To Don Alberto it was an insignificant point on whito argue. His
goal was in sight, the players had been positiotiedset was staged



exactly to his liking, so he was not prepared terege any last-
minute hitches.

‘Very well," he had submitted brusquely, 'if th&tour wish then so
be it." Thoughtfully, he had fingered his chin,riree slow smile had
transformed his downcast mouth. "Your way mightsgalg turn out
to be the best. We are neither of us fonlea, both of us are aware
that Juan has agreed to the marriage not becauiseirnéove with
you, but for some hidden reason of his own. It im@yhat you attract
him without his being conscious of it, even pitylmbbe behind his
decision, but whatever the reason | am preparsglyfaipon feminine
intuition to find the quickest way to his heart.sYeara, keep your
secret, by all means! We Valdivia men are savagedgessive of our
women, and if the thorn is left to fester it wik la constant reminder
that his wife once belonged to another man.'

A second-hand bride&Serena reflected numbly as she fumbled wi
the dozen small buttons fastening the bodice ottkam lace dress
she had chosen to wear for the ceremony. It was, diat-skirted
and lined with heavy cream silk except for the #sewhich had
been left transparent so that delicate lace scvadise etched upon
creamy skin from shoulder to wrist. She had brugtedhair back
severely from her brow, then twisted it into a ragbdurnished gold
that encircled her small head like a noose - lileedilken noose, she
reflected wryly, with which her independence wasngeslowly
strangled.

A scattering of small white blossoms lessened theersty of her
hair-style, but beneath the burnished crown hes faoked pinched
and white, her eyes shadowed by the enormity ostep she was
about to take. She had remained in her room alhmgrand drifting
through her open window she had heard the sounahaiclh activity
as guests had arrived and been greeted before irsheged inside for
refreshments. Most of them, Don Alberto had told had travelled



by private plane or, in the case of near neighhauarsimousines
powerful enough to eat up the miles of road ligkilhe properties.

Beneath Serena's feet thaciendahad seemed to hum with activity,
but in her frozen state she had not dared ventavenstairs lest
curious looks should disturb the composure shestracgtn so hard to
cement. Besides that, there was one small trad#fen wished to
follow, a laughable tradition in the circumstancbat one which
nevertheless she meant to carry out. She had ungewt of luck if
she were to survive the trauma of marriage to Dan And if, as it
was said, it was unlucky for the bridegroom to katight of his bride
immediately before the ceremony then she was detedrto keep
out of his way.

At the sounds of guests departing for the churemberes tightened
and the butterflies in her stomach went berserk. I8id eaten little,
not even Carmen's anxious scolding had inducedch&ckle any
more than a piece of toast and a mouthful of coffemv, as the last
of the guests drove away from thaciendashe suffered a wave of
weakness and clutched hard on the back of a ahisimg herself not
to faint. A tap on her door set her heart racing arfew seconds
elapsed before she was able to call a quaveriog)edn!'

Carmen entered, flushed and excited, bearing ih&meas a swathe of
fine cream lace. With old- world subservience stapded Serena a
curtsey, then offered,

‘The mantillasenorita,that has been worn by all Valdivia brides.’

Serena backed away as if stung. 'No, thank youm@&ar| shall go as
lam.'

Carmen's black button eyes enlarged with shock.

‘But it is forbidden to enter into church withourtst covering the
head,senorita! And a bride's face should always be shielded fro



prying eyes... see, | will drape it over your hdadshow how.
becoming is the headdress of our race!

Before Serena could protest she had whipped thdillaaover her
head and begun arranging the scalloped edges sontdst of her
ashen cheeks were concealed.

‘Muy fino, senorita!she cried'Es bueno?’

‘Yes, it does look well,’” Serena reluctantly commkdsweeping
downcast lashes across tormented eyes. 'But Doertallmight
object to my wearing such a delicate heirlooms ffiair too fragile to
be used.'

Carmen shook her head. 'El Conde will deny nothiaghis
grandson'dellisima esposal!’

Beautiful betrothed! Her breath caught in a gaspawnh. If that were
true she would have no need to feel the wearitigeomantilla would
be an act of desecration.

Beaming her satisfaction, Carmen urged, 'El Congaita you
downstairs, the house is now deserted except fsetues, the last of
the guests left for the church some time ago.'

'And Don Juan, where is he?' Serena choked.

'‘Waiting impatiently at the altar, no doubt,’ Camoduckled, 'but not
for much longer! You have barely five minutes befgou are due to
leave.'

Slowly Serena descended the staircase, holding thetbanisters to

give support to her trembling knees. As Carmendaad, the house

was deserted, but the pungent aroma of cigars»gehsive perfume

still wafted in the air, reminding her of the bayeaof eyes she was
shortly to face.



Don Alberto was waiting patiently in the salon armmbn hearing her
soft footfall he spun round to welcome her warmly.

'A beautiful day for a beautiful bridenia cara! You are looking
exceptionally lovely, Don Juan will be the envyadifhis friends!'

He drew her towards the window, then left her ggzmut at the
sun-drenched garden while he walked across todsk dnd began
rummaging in a drawer. Serena was startled whewdite spoke
close to her ear.

‘These are my wedding present to you, it will péeiae greatly if you
will wear them for the ceremony.' Taking a strahgdearls from their
nest of velvet, he draped them around her neclatitadfumbling for

a while with the diamond clasp he grunted his &att®n, then

guided her across to a mirror to let her see fosdiethe subdued
beauty of rainbow-tinted jewels glowing against theam bodice of
her dress.

‘Thank you, they're quite lovely," she intoned wardg, 'but now that
you are about to achieve your desire there's nad n@econtinue
showering me with expensive gifts - a home for Weaad myself is
payment enough.'

He frowned, disliking the reminder of a bargainnes now prepared
to forget. 'The pearls are not a payment, mereptempt to show an
old man's gratitude and his pleasure in welcoming nto his
family. Which reminds me, now that we are almosatesl, please
address me as Abuelito. | would be honoured if gould bring
yourself to look upon me as a grandfather - botirself and_a nina,
who in a mere week has endeared herself to all weben has
encountered.’

A fleeting smile touched her lips. What he had sa&s$ so true. In
some magical way Wendy seemed to have sensedhthatas now



settled in a permanent home with adoring slavearalind her. Don
Alberto himself took every opportunity that wasesfd to hold her
and speak with her. Bella and Carmen were puttyeinhands, and
even Juan responded with a slow smile to her engaglvances. She
made a target of him whenever he strode into hanity. Like a
puppy bestowing allegiance to but one master, sggonded to his
presence by ignoring everyone else and concergrgteat blue eyes
in his direction, cooing and blowing kisses witlasteless abandon
until he was forced to respond. With the awkwardnesa man
unused to children, he would send a nod in hectime. But once, in
an unguarded moment, Serena had surprised himngldyitively
with Wendy, throwing her a soft ball and chuckirey binder the chin
until she had been reduced to an ecstasy of laughte

It was Juan who had insisted that Wendy had torbeept at the
ceremony, so ten minutes earlier she had beendiovéne church in
Bella's arms, looking angelic in a dress the colofither eyes,
smocked with white, her pale golden curls riotinguend a ribbon of
matching blue.

'‘Come, my deatr, it is time for us to go.' Don Alb&r touch shocked
Serena into reality. 'And may | say how deeply gftdtl am to be
allowed, for this one day, to take the place of thiner you so
recently lost.’

Tears of pain and gratitude spurted to her eyesrapally she
blinked them away. The charm of the old gentlemas such that she
had to keep reminding herself of the injustice &e ione her. At this
moment her resentment should have been at fulliflbat instead it
had ebbed away, leaving her vulnerable to his psree tongue. But
as they walked outside to the car in which Don Alblimself was to
drive them to the church, Carmen's emotional fallemaes almost her
undoing. In a rush of maternal concern, she entblBerena in her
arms and with tears streaming down her cheeksdkissefervently,



murmuring unintelligible Spanish sentiments which ergv
nevertheless recognizable as tributes to a beaytiting bride.

When Carmen's lips touched her cheek Serena alosbsontrol, the
maternal caress reminding her poignantly of hereotAn intense
longing to have her by her side on this day ofdalys shot through
her, leaving her weak and shaken. Through thischraa her

defences her tears found outlet, huge drops ofrynteat shimmered
In her eyes, reminding Don Alberto of a storm swegpver a placid
blue lake.

A crisp white handkerchief was thrust into her hamat when the
storm showed little sign of abating he was foraecemind her, '‘Our
guests are waitingiara. Juan also, and patience cannot be numbel
amongst his virtues.'

He admired courage and was not slow to recognizben her slight
figure drew erect and her head lifted to displayatthrust chin. 'I'm
sorry," her voice was not quite steady, 'I'm reaoly.'

Carmen waved from the steps of the gaily decordiadting-hung
haciendauntil the car was almost out of sight. She hadnbeé&
behind to supervise the serving of food and drimkhe guests who
would be returning for the wedding lunch. As thepwk, Serena
noticed coloured lights strung out between thestieaeadiness for
the outdoor barbecue that was to take place latbeievening for the
benefit of the huasosand their families, too numerous to b
accommodated indoors.

"You will like our churchhina,' Don Alberto encouraged her during
the five-minute drive. 'lt was built by our early@estors as an
offering to God for the many benefits bestowed uffeem in their
new country. We have worshipped there for centuaesd all
Valdivia marriages have taken place there. It g@ease greatly that
Juan and yourself are continuing the tradition.’



For one wild moment she was tempted to laugh irfdas. He was
treating this marriage as if it were a genuine Imatch instead of a
carefully conceived plan. He was being blindly cetupreferring to
believe what he wished to believe, hoping that ®edly
imagination would become fact.

Then suddenly the air was rent with cries and @distance a rapidly
approaching cloud of dust began solidifying intbade of wildly
galloping horsemen who surrounded the car whoopimd) yelling
like screaming dervishes. Thwiasoshad come to escort her. Eacl
was wearing a colourful poncho, a broad-brimmed weno,
tight-fitting black leather leggings buckled on abahe knees and
high-heeled boots with fancy spurs. Without exaeptiheir lean
faces, tanned as leather, wore expressions of iemudcklessness
as they escorted the car, still yelling and whogpimght up to the
steps of the church.

As Serena alighted from the car they doffed themisreros in a
mocking salute to the shy, uncertain girl who ackiedged their
bold appraisal with a nervous nod. Then organ mumsgan
thundering from the church and she had no more toriink of
nerves as slowly she began walking down the arskh® arm of Don
Alberto towards the tall figure who was waiting, malst
unrecognizable in formal dress, his patrician fezguunnaturally
stern.

As if in a dream, Serena played her part to padecteeing nothing
of the interior of the small, beautifully appointeturch, its pews
packed with smartly dressed women escorted by pyardct men,
all showing inherent breeding, all descendantsheffirst band of
adventurousonquistadorsvho had made this land their own.

Looking calm and aloof, her slender figure bathegewel-coloured
sunbeams streaming through a stained glass winslosvspoke her
vows without a tremor. Inwardly she was numb, iglel érom head to



foot, yet terribly conscious of the presence atdide uttering lies

with cool deliberation, deceiving every listenetiwhis assurances.
‘With my body | thee worship... to love and to dier. till death us

do part!

She gave a long shuddering sigh. That, at least,nwdie. It was to
be Don Alberto's death that would release them fituair bondage -
only then would she receive her passport to freeddrat much Juan
had promised, and she did not doubt his eagernesssure that the
promise was kept.

Contact was made once - when Juan slipped thaipag her finger.
His steely hand clasped hers, the long brown fsgery and tough
as the sharp claws of the condor, the Chilean loifdprey.
Momentarily, her eyelids fluttered upwards and sfas caught by a
gleam of mockery before she hastily looked away.

Only when Don Alberto kissed her did she realiz the dreaded
ceremony was over and she relaxed a little, enablemh to cast
tentative smiles in the direction of the watchimmpgregation as her
bridegroom escorted her back up the aisle. A gtkaér broke out
when they stepped from the church and she blinkazzled by the
brilliant sunshine that had replaced the dimnesyg bad left behind*
Then a squealing horde of well-wishers descendeanh upem,
showering handfuls of flower petals over her bexac

With a throaty laugh, Juan urged her towards thelmat her puny
strength was no match for the determined womeniragifgr a sight
of the bride. So he plucked her from her feet am & laughing
gauntlet of thehuasoswomenfolk until he reached the waiting car
his breathless bride still clutched against higthea

The women were delighted, not only by his actiontdyuthe flood of
confused colour that had transformed Don Juanipith§ttle wife
into a creature of shy enchantment.



'Kiss her,senot Kiss her...!I" they yelled as they were about &ng
the sanctuary of the car, and to her horror he deohp

With a jolt that knocked the breath from her bo8grena was set
upon her feet. A hard hand grasped her beneathcdheealing
mantilla, forcing her head still while his moutwlered to crush her
soft lips, drinking in their sweetness like a mamsting for wine.

When he had drained her dry he thrust her intacéineand followed
swiftly, closing the door against the madly chegerowd. As the car
moved off, she extricated herself from the bundleanfusion into
which she had been tossed and jerked upright,gixim with a
furious stare.

'‘Such behaviour was not part of our bargain! Hovedeu treat me
like one of the women of the town in which you sppeso much of
your time!'

His grin faded. With eyes narrowed to slits, heleli, 'Already you
sound like a complaining wifsenora!And what is this bargain you
speak of? | made no bargain, | madéeaand.'

"You asked me to marry you,' she choked.

'l told you youwould marry me,' he contradicted coldly. 'Yes, eve
so, | am willing to admit that as my wife you haame rights. If my
visits to town offend you then they shall ceaseyway, the reason
for those visits no longer exists. Marriage has ynaains and
celibacy has no pleasuregjerida,so now you are my wife it will be
your duty to rid me of the first and alleviate th#er...'



CHAPTER SEVEN

THEY stood together near the entrance of the main salgreet their
guests, elegant, well-dressed families seethinly gutiosity yet too
well bred to allow their suspicions any outlet otllean discreet
whispering amongst themselves and curious glamvesrtls Serena
and Juan who,' to Serena's surprise, had swoopzd \Wendy and
commanded Bella:

'Run away and enjoy yourself for an hour, we wolbk after the
child.'

Wendy was delighted and showed her attachment tdakveurite
man by cooing and gurgling all over him, her timygkrs caressing
his lean brown cheek, her great blue eyes demanadling shown the
attention she yearned. When he responded, it was&e/ho gasped,
confounded by the transformation caused by a wicahssmile
curving lips she had never seen relaxed, eyes wtucher had
seemed always to pierce with dislike now shininghvanjoyment,
and a deep-throated chuckle she would have thoongluissible from
the man whose words bit like a lash.

As Wendy's finger reached out to explore his blaekelliously
groomed hair he laughed aloud and every head tumeitheir
direction just as Don Alberto entered the salorringaon his arm the
fragile weight of a white-haired old lady whose akdauteur
proclaimed her a matriarch of the same generasdmraself. When
the murmuring voices hushed Serena tensed, seth&rgeld breaths
and the atmosphere of imminent confrontation.

Leaning heavily on a stick, the old lady stompeavird and as she
halted beside them Don Alberto began an introdogtlout was
waved to silence.



'‘Already you bear the stamp of domesticity, Don nJuahe
challenged him, her black eyes snapping. 'One doeildxcused for
suspecting the child is yours!

Serena's cheeks began to burn when an appalleceghspd around
the room. But Juan's laughing features did not ghaas he bowed
mocking acknowledgment of the outrageous statement.

'It is a matter of regret, Tia Isabella, that mangpicions turn out to
be well founded,' he parried, not one whit distdclddindful of their

audience, Serena concealed her astonishment. Heedemore
pleased than affronted by the old lady's impliggtiand his reply
could not help but foster in the minds of his l&es the suspicion
that Wendy was his child and that today's marriage the act of an
honourable man intent upon shouldering his oblogesti And then it
struck her. Of course! This was his way of redegnhiis reputation;
far better that he should be scorned as a disrgjgutake than be
pitied for having to shoulder the burden of anotian's child!

Even the sharp-eyed old matriarch was hoodwinked.

‘Humph ...I' she regarded him steadily, then hee faroke into a
smile. 'l apologizenino, | ought to have remembered that it is mor
shameful to mistrust one's friends than it is talbeeived by them.
Now, introduce me to your bride.'

During the following hours, as they moved amondirt guests
chatting lightly, Serena quietly fumed, feeling bealently tolerated
by the haughty, highly-moral company. Juan's waadsounting
almost to a confession, had broken the ice to suclextent that
finally a young, merry-eyed man felt able to jest,

‘Small wonder you were so reticent about your atesdast year,
Juan! A holiday, you said, and nothing more. Deftéhrad statement,



if you can, you dog, now that your chickens havenedhome to
roost...!"

The dreadfuffaux paswas quickly covered up by the young man
father who began chatting earnestly to Juan abatitecmarket
prospects. But it was too late; Serena's humihatieas written
plainly in scarlet on her fiery cheeks. Murmuring aacoherent
excuse, she snatched Wendy from Juan's arms amadulkeof the
room, leaving an uncomfortable silence in her wake.

Mercifully, Bella was in the nursery, so Serenadexhover the child,
then with a thankful sigh retreated into her bedrdeeling drained

and exhausted. Tearing the flimsy mantilla from lnead, she threw
it on to the bed, then sank into a chair in frdriier dressing table - to
be confronted by humiliation reflecting from therror, wounded,

enraged eyes, dry yet full of weeping, tears sadb extinction by

heat of temper.

'‘Damn him!'she glared. 'How dared he--'

She flounced from the chair, ripped off her dress laft it lying in a

crumpled heap while she slipped into a wrap of goeén cotton. As
she plucked the pins from her hair it swept dowrnaoohner shoulders,
starred and scented by the tiny white blossomgpé&@d@amongst the
golden strands. She did not bother to brush thetmbot sat before
the open window, her bowed head resting upon hmes,astruggling

with the hatred she felt for the man whom she amrsd had

denuded her of all pride and self- respect.

But she was not to be left in peace much longdrare ten minutes
had passed when, without a knock of warning, her aeas flung
open and Juan strode inside, lean as a whip astdrdlngly incisive.

‘Your absence is beginning to cause comment,’ hisped. 'Get
dressed immediately, I'm taking you downstairs.'



The arbitrary command thrust her beyond the boohdsasons. She
jumped to her feet, her body a defiant arc, andtbdr 'Indeed you
are not! Your guests can comment as much as teasel- heaven
knows, they've been supplied with plenty of ammanit- and |
refuse to pander further to their well- bred cutjod'm staying in my
room, so get out and leave me alone!

He stepped forward to menace with deadly insistéioa will do as
| say, otherwise | will dress you myself! You hawe seconds in
which to consider,' he glanced fleetingly at higcha'lf you have not
begun dressing by then you know exactly what teeekp

Blue eyes stared into brown, blazing defiance agaicool
implacability. 'l refuse!" she gritted through atbed teeth. 'If you
make one move to touch me | shall scream - whatywir guests
think then?'

'If you scream | shall have to shut you up, usihgquickest and most
effective means. Make up your mind, time is almgst

She felt his will as a barricade of steel, immoeabinpenetrable,
entirely without mercy. But she discovered withirrdelf an

obstinacy she had not . known she possessed,atpatforbade her
bending a knee to this tyrant of torment. Besid#bpugh his stance
was forbidding she felt certain he would not cawy his threat; no
man of breeding could be so brutally ill-manner®d.she tilted her
chin and defied him as he stared down at his wedcimting off the

seconds.

He slicked down his cuff and pounced, the suddenoékis attack
taking her completely by surprise. Before she cquitiup any kind
of defence hands like talons clutched the fineototirap and ripped
it from neck to hem, whipping it from her shudderiiimbs, then
throwing it contemptuously into a corner. Her liparted - not to
scream, she was far too shocked, but merely to gashocked



protest, but he misconstrued her intention andhieds that had
desecrated her wrap descended upon her exposetiesisoand
jerked her hard against his tough leanness.

*You must be taught to believe | mean every wasdy,' he muttered
savagely, then cut off her breath with a kiss pung enough to drive
the lesson home.

Never in her life had Serena suffered such a stdrfeeling. It rose
rapidly as a tidal bore, sweeping aside sanityrweering all power
of reason, a devastating inner furore to whichcshe#d give no name
but which, in her fury, she dubbed hatred.

When Juan judged the lesson had been well leaméfidd his head.
‘Well," he intimidated, 'will you get dressed oabh... ?'

From somewhere she found the strength to push ay and
mercifully he allowed her to go.

'You fiend!" she shuddered. 'Haven't you humiliated enough
without the added indignity of treating me like aman of the streets
- the sort with whom you are no doubt most familiar

‘Are you so different from those who haunt the bansiting the
huasospleasure? They, too, sell themselves for monemeSothe
hard, brittle creatures - are at least honesthi®y make no secret of
their aims. But there are others similar to yodrseith sweet,
Innocent faces, who can make a man feel ashamd#iof what he
has bought until he sees them later with yet amatien, then he
realizes that the sweetness is a facade and tleeyoabe more
despised than their more honest sisters!'

She thought she had reached the nadir of shaniéantitered those
cruel words, then she realized there was nothiiggntian would not
do to punish her for his resentment. He had praing®ee would
suffer and, as in everything else, his word washisd!



Shakily, she tried to defend herself. 'I'm not he teast like those
women you speak of. When | agreed to come here watlr
grandfather.’

‘He, poor fool, is more easily duped than I, heicu'He lives in the

past century; to him all women require the protetand cosseting of
men. It must have been a great shock to you t@aesdis grandson
so much less gullible, so much less receptivedosteso much more
suspicious of feminine wiles. Howevearp importa,we are being

impolite to our guests.’

Pointedly he indicated the dress lying crumplednanfloor. 'Put that
on and be quick. There is no time for you to areayxgur hair, leave it
as it is." A sarcastic grin curved his lips. 'Lielbse Eke that, it will
foster the impression that you have been thoroukjssed.’

Squirming inwardly, Serena began to dress, not fatmice but
because she had developed a fear of this man lathetkless ways
who could not be trusted to react as other menwhd was as
unpredictable as the wind, as cruel as the shaageduecondor.

She expected him to turn his back, but he remawaahing her

every movement, legs astride, arms folded acrasshest, showing
not a flicker of sympathy for her embarrassmentasequently, her
fingers fumbled over the tiny buttons and it to@k twice as long as
usual to don the dress.

Ignoring his decree, she ran a comb quickly throinghn hair,
determined not to appear downstairs as dishevaedhe had
suggested, and through the mirror she thought abhght a glimpse
of humour in the dark eyes studying her every mam@mBut she
could not be certain and when finally she turnedhabto face him his
expression was noncommittal.



He curled a finger beneath the rope of pearls disechon the
dressing-table and inquired caustically, 'Hadn lyetter wear these?
Quite a reward for services rendered, they must kbast the old man
a packet!

She despised herself for trembling when, as shélanwith the
clasp, his thumb brushed the nape of her neck. Malcbus as ever,
he did not allow the incident to pass without comtne

'‘Heaven help us both if ever | should decide tousedyou,' he
frowned. 'In many ways you confound me, not leaghe way you
retreat like a timid gazelle from my touch. Ye# &hrugged, 'it is
really not surprising, many women of experience rastaverse to
using naivete as a blind.’

The first of their guests were saying their goodbyehen they
entered the salon. Serena suffered the ritual eedipg their
departure in a heat of embarrassment, shaking harasng polite
conversation with faces she saw through a bluhaffre, patronizing,
supercilious faces, quizzical ones, and the opgeityyng. Everyone,
it seemed, was relieved that the ordeal was almast Some might
not have attended had it not been that they valdewd Alberto's
friendship more than they abhorred the actionssoiiful grandson.
The attitude of many of the older men was straimetheir eyes he
had all but disgraced an honourable name, redeemmsgelf only
slightly by a dilatory marriage. Their wives, Sesesensed as she
watched them preening complacently over their magidaughters,
were relieved that a menace had been removed freimrhidst. Don
Juan, as everyone knew, was a wild, reckfesabre untamable as a
wild- eyed stallion and a law unto himself, as badn proved by his
grandfather's inability to impress his authoritynlfDthe daughters
seemed downcast. Subdued, sad-eyed creatures, ftheolom
restricted by a code of conduct set up centurideegamany of them,
Serena guessed as they floated past attemptingy@eiggood-byes,



would be weeping in their pillows that night, rettyreg the loss of a
man now completely out of their reach.

Dona Isabella was the last to leave - purposelwasmade obvious
by the remark she made to Serena when the lasteofjuests had
vanished through the doorway.

'‘Come, sit by me, my child, | wish to talk to yotnstinctively,
Serena looked to Juan for help, but he shruggddating that there
was no escape.

'‘Not you,' the old lady snapped as he began mawwards her. 'l
wish to speak to your wife alone!'

‘Very well, Tia, but do not try to gobble her upneSmay look sweetly
inoffensive, but, like all the English, when core@rshe begins to
fight.'

'l am pleased to hear it!' Dona Isabella patteghaces beside her,
directing Serena nearer. 'More mice are caughtréygystthan by
sugar! Your wife will need the strength of Hercuse=l the wisdom
of Solomon if she is to survive marriage to youne wicked black
eyebrow shot up. 'And you aim to supply her witlersattributes,
Tia?'

‘There's no need, she is a woman, is she not@ldHady chided. 'All
that is needed is a warning to be on her guardhaggtlie bedevilment
you have practised from infancy.'

With a short laugh Juan accepted his dismissahatidirew, leaving
Serena alone with the sharp- tongued matriarch @hasds had not
guite concealed her great fondness for the objduotioacid remarks.
When the door closed behind him Dona Isabella dedck

'He is a charmer, that one ! An even greater metizere was his
grandfather at the same age. But then | need hitlijou thatcara,



you have lassoed the wild one, only do not, | beg, e tempted to
try to make him tame.'

Serena sat silent, her hands clasped in her lag,fesed upon the toe
of an elegant shoe peeping from under the hem ofaDsabella's
skirt.

The old lady mused on, seeming unconcerned by trapanion's
silence, 'l know exactly how you are feeling, fdnem | was a girl |
was madly in love with EI Conde. The charm of treddvia men is
legendary in our community and sprawled acrossptges of our
history is a trail of broken hearts left by womenohhad not the sense
to realize that men such as these react badlyetevthp and only if
allowed plenty of slack will they tolerate a hamgbn the rein. | was
never given a chance to exploit my theory becaugéather, when
he chose my husband, took no heed of the imagessapd upon my
heart. Then, as now, the Valdivia temperament wasrfed upon by
fathers who sought conformity rather than charnmfqerospective
sons-in-law. | envy yougara,' she sighed, 'yet | tremble for your
youthful innocence. Don Juan did you a great wraigch even
today's ceremony cannot completely wipe out. Fersiéke of your
own happiness and his | beg you to be patient kirth turn a deaf
ear to his sharp words, reward his frowns with alesnsuffer his
temper without fear, and | promise that eventugdly will be blessed
with a deep and lasting love, and happiness altnogjreat to bear.'

A smile ghosted across Serena's lips as the ojcskadd up to leave.
If only she knewSo far as she was concerned Don Juan could h
rope enough to hang himseflease!



CHAPTER EIGHT

FOR the barbecue that evening Serena chose to weslyabgnded
evening skirt of many colours topped by a peasihe-blouse with
drawstring neckline and full short-length sleeved, the type
favoured by the wives and girl-friends of theasosfor whom the
party had been especially planned.

She gathered her mane of golden hair into the agper neck with a
tortoise-shell clasp and shook her head, enjoyiaddel of the silken
switch that reached almost to her waist. For sogasaon her spirits
began to rise. The prospect of the evening's fes\seemed far less
daunting than those that had gone before. Atrsosshe reflected,
unlike Don Alberto's strait-laced contemporariesuld more readily
accept her as a friend. Even though they, too, mage been taken
aback by the hasty wedding they would not be sokgia condemn
and their judgment, though ill-founded, would beren keeping
with their youthful philosophy of living life to #hfull, Wendy, tired
out by too much petting and fussing, was alreadigegswhen she
tiptoed across to the cot before joining Juan aisdgnandfather
downstairs. Already muted sounds of music and largtould be
heard coming from outside and her heart lighteredlee tripped
downstairs, heading for the small salon: where Bloerto usually
enjoyed a drink before dinner. Her smile slippelittee, however,
when she entered the room and saw only Juan sgrawten a chair,
twirling a glass of wine between careless fingers.

He rose to his feet when she entered and answeradduiring look
with the dry observation, 'My grandfather, discrastalways, has
decided to spend a few days at Dona Isabella'sudittul of him,
don't you think?'

Her eyes dilated. "You mean we've been left alone?’



'‘Quite alone, except for the servants, whose qisardee some
distance from the house,' he quirked. 'So if | tholecide to ravish
you tonight your screams of protest will go unhéard

'‘Don't be ridiculous!" she stammered, mistrustiisgtdunting smile.

'‘Don't you be complacent!" he retaliated in a dodiwl, guiding her
towards the door outside of which theasoswere waiting. "The
night is young, if the evening should progress wib knows what
mood you might find me in later?'

Holding herself stiffly beneath his touch, Sereratad for him to

step outside, but with his hand Upon the latch wweng round to

remind her, 'We are newlywedsjuerida, and as such will be
expected to display some small measure of affecfidre bride

especially should look starry-eyed and bemusedebygbod fortune,

while |, for my part, will be called upon to showgiss of eagerness -
to touch you whenever possible, to be seen whispevords of love

Into your receptive ear and even, when the feswiare at their
height, to steal from your inviting lips small sifrem the flagon of

ecstasy a new husband is privileged to share vstbide. So let us
begin with a smile. Wipe the apprehension from yeyes, for after
all,’ he stressed meaningfully, 'however dauntingr@espect may
seem it is never quite so bad the second time dtoun

The hint of bitterness in his tone was all thedfithe needed. He was
sensitive to thénuasos'opinions, even though aware that, with th
speed of light, his lying implications to Dona Isa would have
been fully reported. Well, with his help she wasdraing expert in
pretence and could support him fully, secure inkih@wledge that a
screw was being turned on his insufferable pride.wien they
stepped outside to shouts bfpld! Hold. Mucho gusto, senorahe
was able to smile with so much confidence that edean was
startled.



The night had a barbaric beauty. Flaming torchesleen stuck at
intervals in the ground to form a fiery perimeterthm which
preparations for the feast had begun hours eadieove glowing
embers youndnuasoswere sweating over revolving spits on whicl
whole carcases were slowly roasting. Young girsirteyes flashing
with anticipation, scurried backwards and forwapisng trestle
tables with many side dishggpas relleans potatopatties hollowed
out and stuffed with chopped meat or cheese arahenthen dipped
in beaten egg and fried; maize baked in its hus&,dishes of maize
and beans cooked together, topped with eggs poacHsekf broth
and flavoured with garlic, called, Juan told hpancho villa.He
pointed out casks of red and white Chilean windingio be tapped,
and pyramids of fruit that held forth a promiset@ipting dessert
when topped with scoops bhyskrim,a delicacy the younguasos
adored.

Lights strung out beneath the trees were bathiregyesolour of the
spectrum upon glossy leaves when from out of tadeWs strolled a
group of young men, their swiftly moving fingersupking sweet
music from guitars. With white teeth flashing, tHeymed a guard of
honour for Don Juan and his bride. All chores wingotten as
everyone ran to greet and pay homage to the marcdiked friend.

The prince of cowboys was shortly to become king ds far as they
were concerned tonight Was to be his coronation thatl of his

chosen one, the slim, haunted-eyed girl with whadsef beauty they
themselves would never dream of sharing a bed DBuat Juan was
not as other men. He found pleasure in the unigtieer than the
plentiful and his indifference to the ordinary haden quickly

recognized by the women with whom, in the pastang thehuasos

had shared most of their moments of relaxation.

On the heels of boisterous welcome came a mad btzdor seats
when Serena and Juan took their places at the dieadroughly
constructed main table. A succulent aroma of rbasf filled the air,
as with great flourishes the carving of the carsdssgan. They ate



with their fingers great hunks of beef flavouredhmvoodsmoke
washed down with sharp-tanged wine made from grghesked

from vines grown in the central valley, as potebtlgathtaking as the
ice-sharp air of the Upper Andes, invisible in tterkness, but in
daylight appearing close enough to touch. Lauglated merry

companionship gave zest to the meal and even Setenavell,

plunging her small white teeth into portions of be&h the same
gusto as her uninhibited companions.

'Es buenazhe was asked many times.

To which, to the delight of those around her, sf@ied:'Muy fino,
senor!"accompanied by an enthusiastic nod. Word soonrbéma
circulate that La Inglesa, tf&enor bellisima esposiaad been judged
a fitting consort for their king.

After the meal trestles were cleared away and rmarscbegan to
play hot, stirring music that had theiasosand their womenfolk
quickly on their feet.

‘The euecais our courtship dance.' Juan leant across toupapt
Serena's waist when she tried to edge away. #firgll the woman
has to win the interest of the man and then agddhee proceeds she
begins to win his heart.’

She barely acknowledged the explanation. Her ege fixed upon
a dancing couple, both twirling large handkerchiaf®ove their
heads, the girl posturing and pirouetting, invitthg man's attention
while his spurs made clink, clink, clink sounds they knocked
together faster, ever faster, in time to the musit.around them

spectators were clapping and shouting words of cyabr and

encouragement, then couple after couple begamgim until the

arena was full of twirling bodies and stomping feet



Then from out of the darkness stepped a girl ohsgmpestuous
beauty that Serena's eyes became riveted.

‘Gabriela, one of theestizosshe heard a whisper, quickly shushe
‘one of mixed blood and fiery passions come to segler man!

As if conscious of her unspoken question Juan'skguindrawn

breath supplied an answer. Her suspicion was coafira second
later when the girl's searching eyes settled upenfdte and she
began advancing towards him, her fixed stare ewidgnthat she
neither knew nor cared about the scandalized hessésvhispered
conjecture of those around her.

'With animal grace she paused, then poised onretipptéront of him,
inviting him to look again upon curvaceous breaslisy waist and
voluptuous thighs, daring him to compare her aitab unfavourably
with those of his willow-slim bride. With one ingwit flicker of her
lashes she dismissed Serena as a pale English ghostrthy of the
man who had been foolish enough to make her his.v8erena
shivered. Something told her that this girl did negent being cast
aside but regarded the action as a challenge, portopity to fight
for her man against all odds - and Serena wasdirigtetd admit that
the odds against her were negligible.

Lazily indulgent, Juan pushed a bowl of fruit todsrthe girl,
inviting her to eat. Her eyes did not leave hiefas she reached for
an apple and bit crisply into its flesh, then, wiile apple impaled on
sharp white teeth, she jutted out her chin, ingitarm to share it with
her in the manner of the first temptress in thedgarof Eden. As
quickly as Adam, he fell, but when his flashingtie&ere within an
inch of biting she jerked her head away and stefiy@ett laughing,
her eyes taunting him to follow.

The dancers had faltered into a watching circle witld her pretty
feet stamping out the rhythm of the music Gabrieaked slowly



into the ring, still mutely urging Juan to join h¥Yithout a glance at
Serena's expressionless face he strode in putsent, mesmerized by
the girl's graceful movement, the watchers begariap in unison,

keeping perfect time with the beat of throbbingtans. Lance-

straight, Juan began stomping, the jingling ofdpsrs inciting the

girl to almost abandoned movements. With her epesl fupon his

face she circled him slowly, wriggling her hipstbat her full skirt

billowed and flounced with every jerk of her boder advances at
first were slow and voluptuous, but as the musiclgned so did her
steps, and her posturing became wilder and moemset parading
every seductive curve of her body before Juan'sadable stare.

The tempo increased and she became a bannemtbipisencircling,
curling, billowing around his erect leanness, clgstenever touching,
the yearning in her supple limbs emblazoned fotaa$ee. If this is
the beginning of the courtship dance how on eaithtvend? Serena
wondered. The girl's message was blatantly shockibngously she
was infatuated with Juan, savagely attracted tartae whose cool
detachment had driven her to seek him out everherday of his
wedding. Serena felt creeping embarrassment tingf@dpity for the
girl who, however much misled, would never havenbagmitted to
the feudal, ruthlessly proud Valdivia householdaff$he was madly
In love was obvious, but that Juan was not was Iggsa. As a
plaything he had probably found her amusing, asapanion wildly
satisfying yet never allowed to become too impdrtanke his
legendary namesake, Don Juan was nothing moreatharistocratic
libertine, flitting from flower to flower, drainingach one dry before
plundering the next. He deserved the same fategen&ethought
bitterly, as the man whose debaucheries had suglyossulted in
his being carried off to Hell!

As she watched he glanced her way and his glintaafkery warned
that her thoughts were written plainly on her espiee face. Angry
with herself and with him, she waited until his baeas turned, then
rose quietly and slipped unnoticed into the surdog darkness. No



one saw her go, nevertheless, she began to rurshatreached the
hacienda where once inside she raced up to her andnbanged the
door, remaining leaning against its panels un#l sd regained her
breath and subdued some of the inward quiveringdirbabout, she
assured herself, by the deep contempt in whiclneltethe man who
earlier that evening had threatened to claim theilpges of a
husband. With a shudder of revulsion she turnedkdyen the lock
and began to undress. The night was still younguasosstandards,
but she felt deathly tired, seeming to have rurngdm@ut of emotions
during a never-ending day.

She groped for her nightdress, but it was not wkbeeexpected to
find it, so, mystified, she pulled open a drawett &ound it empty, as
was the next drawer and the next. Then when shaedp®e doors of
her wardrobe she found that it too was bare, Aestof panic drove
her across to the bed where she flung back thecoyer and

discovered it had been stripped to the mattredseets, pillows,

clothes, all had disappeared.

At the sound of hard footsteps advancing up thiessshe threw the
silk bedcover hastily around her shivering limbsl atood petrified
when the footsteps halted outside her door. Wherdtdworknob was
vigorously rattled she remained silent, then Juaaise grated its
way through the woodwork.

‘Let me in,esposaunless you want me to break down the door!

He had no need to threaten, she knew he intendsdtlgxvhat he
said; if she did not comply he would not hesitatestartle Wendy
from her sleep.

It was hard to appear dignified clad only in a thilken sheet, but she
strove to look unconcerned when he sauntered inta#teng in the
evidence of her search with one sweeping glance.



'You surely did not expect to occupy this solitkitye room once we
were married?' he mocked, back- healing a gapinglrabe door
shut. 'Carmen's romantic soul would shrivel atthioaight! It was she
who moved your things into the room we are to share

She reeled at the implication. 'What do you meao tever said ... |
never imagined ...’

‘Then don't begin now!" he laughed. "We are to pgd¢wo adjoining

rooms. One, which is intended as my dressing-raamtains a bed
which | »shall use; as | am an early riser | shalle ample time in
which to rid it of all signs of occupation beforbet servants'
suspicions are aroused. We would be wise, | thmkllow them to

find us together in your bedroom on two or threeas@ns, or is that
too much to ask, my puritanical little prude?’

Serena could not deny the logic of his argumenterAdll, the whole

point of this morning's ceremony was to pull theolwaver the eyes
of the Senor and the aim of the exercise would udeap risk were

servants' gossip ever to reach his ears. 'Very,'vatle conceded
unhappily, 'then will you please show me to themdbtn to occupy.

I'm c-cold...’

Juan responded by scooping her up into his armstaidchg out into
the passageway. She dared not wriggle as he destehd stairs
heading towards the main bedroom on the floor betavough the
silken sheet his hands felt like branding ironsraganer skin. Aware
of her tenseness, he laughed, his daredevil ekexgraer confused
loveliness.

‘Tell me,' he murmured as he halted outside thedoed door, ‘why
did you run away? Afraid of the competition, or weou perhaps a
little jealous?’

‘Jealous?' Serena echoed blankly,yod ...'



Her incredulous inflection set an edge upon hides@nd without
another word he strode into the bedroom and setidven upon her
feet. As she slithered from his arms the silk ca@h@ped, leaving her
shoulders bare, and she clutched feverishly atntlagerial, half
expecting to see scorch marks where his handsoatied.

Nervously she braved his sombre gaze, wonderingt Wdren of
devilment his silence was about to precede.

'‘No!" he surprised her, ‘jealousy is too fiery amo&on to be
experienced by an iceberg such as yourself! Vehayour feelings
beneath that glacial exterioPd you feel?Canyou feel? It might be
interesting to find out!'

She could not defend herself against the armg¢laghed out to jerk
her forward against his hard chest, her hands Wgiye occupied
keeping in place the flimsy covering that was ttereng to slip from
her body if her grasp should slacken. So she wiaegad against him
with hands clasped tightly in front of her and h#&empts to evade
his lowering .head merely added to his humourlesssament.

Hampered as she was, his hands were left freato.rAnd they did,
hatefully, intimately over every silk-covered curvatense heat
seared her even though outwardly she forced hedcsafipear calmly
contemptuous while he practised the art of seduatith a skill that
left her in no doubt of his ability.

'Relax,cara’ he wooed, his lips exploring a bare shoulder,ricpa
trail of burning kisses along her slender archetknthen hovering,
his lips fractionally from her ear. He whisperedsteong Spanish
imprecation that sounded more frustrated than olesjr then,
impatient with her lack of response, he strokedlips across her
cheek until he found her mouth, assaulting its ¢ersiveetness until
the churning inside her erupted into a white-haizblso consuming
she became intensely afraid.



When he lifted his head she saw satisfaction soaag{ing she lost
control and without stopping to think lifted herngiato deliver a

stinging blow across his cheek. As she withdrewhagrd his fingers

snapped around her wrist, then holding it captgiasped her other
hand and squeezed hard to force her into relekgngold upon the
flimsy covering.

A red mist of pain swam before her eyes as shestegsincreased
pressure. She held on as long as she could, buttieisgth was
all-powerful and after a particularly vicious jabesuttered a moan
and the material slipped through her crushed fmger

She had imagined the extent of her hatred hadfodgmeached until
he laughed. At that moment, given the strength,gbeld gladly
have killed him!

'So, the iceberg burns!' he taunted softly. 'Afltthvas needed was a
spark from the right kind of man!’

Immobile as an alabaster statue, feeling strippesoul as well as
body, she condemned through a tear- tight thréaty are not a man,
you are a beast, and | hate you!

She braced herself for further humiliating laughtast his answer
was low and intense. 'At least | make you feel ijpasdely - more
passionately, I'm willing to bet, than the chili#ither ever did!

In the midst of degradation the reminder of hehdatcame as the
cruellest blow of all. Her heart swelled to burgtipoint as she
struggled to stem heartbroken tears, but as teedirthem escaped
her downcast lashes she heard Juan's indrawn ptieathhis sharp,
incredulous question.

"You weep for the man who deserted you? You feehiim still?'



'He did not desert me, he died,' she denied brgk&amd of course |
love him - | always will...'

After silent, drawn-out seconds he stooped toeetrthe silken heap
from the floor. Gently he draped it around her shivg body,
swaddling her like a baby, then he lifted her int®arms and strode
across to deposit her on the bed.

Suspecting further torment, she swept her tear-lagsies upwards,
but he was standing erect and motionless, his dgds full of
brooding disquiet.

'Rest easilyguerida,| have no wish to compete with the stealth
wooing of the dead. But think on this - You arealvwed in mankind,
and while you exist you must tolerate the weakres$ehose who
compare unfavourably with those whose virtues agestructible
only because they are no longer alive to err. Rdriye, car a,let him
rest in peace, for a man who is not forgotten isdead.'



CHAPTER NINE

DURING the following weeks life fell into a pattern mopeaceful
than Serena had ever dared hope. After returnorg fiis short stay
at Dona Isabella's Don Alberto was confounded nduadamant
refusal to take over the running of the haciendhe-aim he had
schemed to achieve - and his insistence upon econgjrworking as
usual with théhuasoon duties that entailed his leaving the hacien
every morning before sunrise to ride the milesarhpas stretching
farther than the eye could see, sorting, brandimdy imunding up
strays from the immense herds Serena remembeeeldess/ing mass
of brown carpeting the floor of a lush valley.

At times he was absent for many days, driving tilecto a distant
port for shipping, and arriving back at the haceetabking tired and
covered in dust, seeming taller than ever astrggdale under which
many thick blankets had been placed to make the ntbre

comfortable for both man and beast.

But finally, after one of Juan's long absences, Btirerto rebelled.
He was sunbathing at the side of the pool, fingireat amusement in
the antics of Wendy who, from the safety of Seem@mams, was
reacting with screams of joy and terror to hertfingiation into the
pool. Sun, hot yet not fierce, was setting thousaaofl sparkles
a-shimmer on the water reflecting the cool deepmyd submerged
tiles. A brief white swimsuit contrasted perfectdgainst Serena's
newly-acquired tan and its figure-hugging lineswdistention to a
fullness that had superseded the angularity of logice
undernourished body. Her trill of happy laughtergaut as Wendy,
panicking from the depth of water, grabbed her n@golden hair
and began climbing out of reach of the lapping wate

To the travel-weary man who strode into their milstscene was as
welcome as a mirage in the desert, a sight sofgragihe could
barely tear his eyes away. Then Don Alberto loakg@nd saw him.



‘Juan, my boy, welcome home! Look, Serena, hetriasn. Come,
show him how happy you are to have him back!

Under the pretence of disengaging Wendy's fist fn@mhair, she hid
her confusion. She knew what the old gentlemanargeof her and
S0, too, did Juan, as she saw by the flicker ofkagclurking deep in
his dust-rimmed eyes. Her heart gave an unexpéesgdas slowly
she advanced towards him fusing Wendy as a shetlgden herself
and the saddle-weary man in whose absence she loaédg
discovering within the confines of the haciend@age which as each
day passed seemed set to grow into happiness.

Dutifully, beneath Don Alberto's benevolent stafee lifted up her

face, shrinking inwardly from the anticipated kifisen felt almost

slighted when Juan's lips brushed fractionally s€iteer cheek before
he lifted his head to concentrate his attentiomuMzndy.

'‘And how is mybellisimatoday?' He lifted the wildly wriggling
infant into his arms. 'Much as | would like to plaith you,chiquita,

| am too hot and dusty. Here, | will hand you baxklamaita while |
have a quick shower.'

'‘Why not join us after in the pool?' Serena's skdaars could barely
believe that her own lips had formed the words.

Narrowly he eyed her across the top of Wendy's h¥ady well,' he
accepted, 'if that is your wish.'

His grandfather beamed, 'But of course it is hahhior a very new
wife, Serena has accepted her neglect well, bat¢ ldecided there
are to be no more of these prolonged absences.d\ftieer you and |
will discuss your new role as head of thacienda.Seventy long
years are enough, | have made up my mind to aledayad will not
delay a moment longer! However, have your shoven enjoy your
swim. You and Serena must have much to talk abswoitour



discussion can wait until later. But remember th@dp not intend to
listen to any further arguments from you about wantime to get
whatever is bothering you out of your system, yaweéhhad time
enough and to spare!'

Juan sent his grandfather a brief nod and withdredo as he had
been bid.

At last, Serena reflected while she awaited hisrnethe was about to
be handed all that he had striven to achieve.tlisnery outcome he
had entered into a marriage that entailed yealssbfreedom; small
wonder he had insisted upon a breathing spacey aéeks' grace in
which to say a lingering good-bye to the life hedd, to his friends,
thehuasosand to Gabriela...

Deep in thought, she did not notice Don Albertaailing Bella to
take Wendy indoors, nor did she notice his owntogexé when Juan
strode back into view, his muscular virility dispéal to advantage by
black briefs, a towel slung across his shoulderakisg up the
moisture left by his shower.

‘You invited me to swim with you,' he startled lhgrsaying. 'Does
the invitation still stand or was it offered puredg a sop to my
grandfather?'

Serena caught her breath, able at that moment derstand the
magnetism that kept women welded to his side. He W
physically perfect for his own good, muscles ripglilike silk
beneath skin tanned to the brown of leather. Heddiis whip-slim
leanness to peer into her face. 'Well?' he quirked.

Suddenly she wanted to join him. 'All right, I'd/éoto!"

With the aid of the arm he obligingly held out, daeered herself
upward, then very conscious of the briefness ofshemsuit she ran
the length of the pool before diving in, cutting tivater cleanly as a



knife. Exhilaration coursed through her veins wideian's shadow
loomed by her side, powerful strokes skimming hhrotigh the
water at a speed far out- reaching her own.

He was waiting for her when she reached the far #oating on a
cushion of green water with his eyes lifted heawens, wearing the
expression of a man who had just reached the ukimimmediate
ambition.

'I've dreamt of this moment for days,' he murmutking her a
sideways glance. 'This last drive was more thallystraught with
mishaps and delays, the cattle fractious with htwet, men only
slightly less so...'

'‘No doubt there were compensations once you readkigidation.’
The dryness in her tone would not be suppressed.

He rolled over. 'Some!" he supplied crisply, théred beneath the
surface, grabbing her ankles so that she was faloea with him to
the bottom of the pool. Her lungs felt ready fordting by the time
he released her and she shot up to the surfaceinga®r breath.
When his head bobbed up beside her she retaliateddiately and a
game began. For an hour they frolicked in the mawhe&hildren,
completely natural and carefree, their differensgismerged by an
unexpected accord that was unbelievably preciocause each was
aware of the obstacles that destined it could amit |

They stretched out on sun loungers and Carmen htdabgm long
cool glasses dimonadato sip while they dried in the sun.

'l love your summers,' Serena sighed, 'so dry ggenunpleasantly
hot. | can hardly believe it's January; in Londbwill probably be
snowing, the pavements covered in slush and everyc
bad-temperedly pushing and shoving their way on bteses,
complaining bitterly about the weather.'



She had caught Juan's interest. Lazily he eyed et me about
yourself,' he asked abruptly, 'how you existed t@fgou met my
grandfather howyou met my grandfather.'

Her contented expression faded; for once whileisncbompany she
had been feeling relaxed, but the question puskedrte more on to
dangerous ground.

'l worked in an office,' she stammered, '‘and Weag | shared a
small bedsitter nearby."'

‘What happened to the child while you were at work?

'l left her at a nursery each morning and pickedupeeach night on
my way home.'

Her few weeks at the hacienda had given her safftansight into
the Spanish way of life to know that he would fitis admission
shocking. The Chileans were a race who doted anc¢hadren and
insisted upon a mother's constant attention.

'l had no alternative,' she defended. 'Anyway, inaountry it's the
accepted thing for working mothers to leave thkildecen in the care
of nurseries which are very strictly supervisedhsy authorities.'

His dark eyes sparkled. 'And you consider offiaada suitable
substitute for mother love?'

Suddenly his catechism angered her. ‘No, | ddrat;g the reason I'm
here! | was desperately worried about Wendy's \eeillp, but when

the nursery fees were raised | couldn't afford éek her there
anyway. Then my landlady told me | had to leaveabhee Wendy's
crying was disturbing the other residents, andwhzat the final straw.
Circumstances drove me into answering your grahdfat

advertisement—' She broke off, wondering just havcimJuan knew



of his grandfather's methods, and suffered an yrgpaeim when his
limbs stiffened.

‘Yes, do go on about my grandfather's advertiseimeatdrawled
dangerously. 'How exactly was it worded?'

Serena wanted to jump up and run, but his look heldmanacled
until she was forced to repeat the words stampddlilsly on her
mind. 'English girl required for post demanding @b& and total
commitment in return for,' she gulped, 'lifelongwaty and freedom
from want. Must be of discreet, docile dispositi&he winced when
he uttered a hard laugh, then stumbled on, 'Pidferaf fair
complexion,' then, her voice descending to a whjsplependants
welcome.'

'‘Madre mia!' he hissed, 'you risked walking into the jaws oli'he
Why did no one warn you of the dangers?'

'‘No one knew,' she replied with dignity. ‘Wendy drde completely
devoid of relatives and as | have already saidd desperate enough
to doanythingthat would enable us to stay together.’

Juan swung upright and glowered. 'Obviously,' tegly jaw jutted,
'If my grandfather had insisted upon your marrytimg devil himself
you would not have turned him down!

How can | deny it’%she thought wildly, petrified by his satanica
expression. Yet for some unknown reason she tried.

'‘No, no," she all but pleaded, 'your grandfatheké&d me - not with
outright lies but by allowing me to form a complgterroneous
impression of the grandson he wanted me to mareyintplied that
you were too shy and diffident to find a wife fayyrself and that his
actions were being carried out with your full apgb | would never
have come had | known how resentful you felt angv Hotally
different you were from the image | had conceit!



He muttered an imprecation against his grandfattoerplicity, but

his glance was no kinder as he roved her distréssedres. 'So you
came to Chile expecting to find a dove and instead your

sensitivities ripped apart by a sharp-clawed condy grandfather
wronged us both and in time we will have our rewengut

meanwhile | shall see to it that your reward idisigntly increased to
compensate for your sacrificial gesture?'

As he stood up to stalk away, Serena protestedy 'Yi@ndfather has
already been more than generous, | want nothin@+rbor

A haughty gesture silenced her. 'A paltry sum spartdlothing and a
roof over your head cannot be classed as richdsjf ylee had
showered you with wealth you would still, to my mhjrbe left with
nothing!

Five minutes after he had gone she dragged hensdlh her room.

The sun was still warm but she felt chilled by blest of contempt. It
was nothing new, this duel of personalities, fréw@ first moment of
meeting they had crossed swords and, as usualyahe¢he one to
retire bearing the worst scars. But this time Rieapier tongue had
penetrated deeper, probably because during therrlbog truce she
had been foolish enough to shed the armour sheyalware in his

company.

As she shed her swimsuit she heard sounds of matecoening
from his dressing-room. Since the night of theiddieg he had not
ventured into her bedroom, even though an unlodam was the
only barrier between them. This was the room hisita had shared,
the ill-fated couple whose marriage had beguneaissthad begun but
which, according to Don Alberto, had developed mtaaze of love.
She closed her eyes, striving to sense the atmaspiidhappiness
that must surely linger in this room above all othiead their love
been as great as Don Alberto had said. But shad#ting.



Could it be, she wondered, that history had, indespeated itself?
Had Juan's parents been equally successful inghidom the old

gentleman the true situation that had existed?h&sséipped into a
wrap she pondered. But what of Juan? Was he nagligroof of

their love? Sudden heat scorched her body, renmgnter of the
tempestuous passions passed down from fathersnt bier eyes
strayed to the unlocked door, fearfully consciduat tshould Juan
ever decide to carry out his threat the absentm/efwould not deter
him.

A couple of hours had to elapse before it wouldtibee to begin
dressing for dinner, so she stretched out on tdegdeysically weary
yet too agitated to sleep. Her eyes roved theiortef thedormitorio
de matrimonio,decorated almost completely in virginal white
Carefully folded at the foot of her bed was a ceied spread of
purest white wool edged with a foot-long silkennf®. The
headboard was of white enamel ornamented with gatdeolls and
matching table lamps with shades edged in gold safstpools of
colour upon pale blue walls, bare except forgongenhgolour print
and a large gilt-framed mirror. Curtains of heauyite satin fringed
with blue were held apart from windows reachingnfréloor to
ceiling, by tasselled cords. Fitted wardrobes etiaahevhite lent
added spaciousness, as did the pure white cargiger®d with tiny
golden flowers leafed in green that flowed luxusiyuinto each
corner of the room.

'Romantica . .she murmured drowsily. Then her heavy eyelic
drooped under a weight of weariness.

An hour later she woke refreshed and after a shésliecompletely
revitalized. To match her cheerful mood she chodeeas of poppy
red, backless, strapless, and with a daring cleavag banner of
defiance with which to bolster her timidity. Sheught a matching
lipstick and hid her sensitive , mouth beneathashslof poppy red,
then she held large hooped earrings against hekclReased with



the effect, she slipped them into her lobes anchgvher head from
side to side, adapting to the unfamiliar weight.

She was poised before a full-length mirror whemJwalked in, his

footsteps muffled by the thick carpet. She sensegiesence and
swung round, indignation replacing pleasure. Thest as she was
about to reproach him she was silenced by a nareged stare that
began tracing every outline so tightly bound byrdsheath that the
unbared was more provocatively revealed than thedb&lattered by
his stunned silence, she preened a little, théwgewith shock when
his distasteful voice directed,

‘Take off that dress!’
She shied as if bitten, then tilted her chin. 'Whttink it suits me!’

‘As the hide of a puma would suit a lamb!' he sjias the dress of a
woman of seduction, and yocara, have not the faintest idea how tc
seduce.' He reached out, swiftly hooked the laayergs into the
crook of his finger and flung them into a far carriehen he caught
her by the shoulder and- held her steady whileapnel hand wiped
across her mouth, smearing a trail of poppy redsacher cheek.
'‘Now wash your face and dispose of that dresgsbhananded. 'It is
indecent!'

Furiously Serena rounded on hiriVhat do you know of decency?
Did you think of decency when you allowed Gabriglamake her
blatant advances, proving to everyone with eyesitiveas she you
ought to have married?’

‘Leave Gabriela out of this!" he cut in, his limsrpressing.
'‘Ah, so you do have a conscience!' she tilted.

'Yes, | have a conscience,' he surprised her,yoggaslipping a hand
into the pocket of his dinner jacket and withdragvia flat,



velvet-covered case. 'If any of obuasoswere underpaid | should
feel they were being exploited, and you are evdéra®d entitled to

consideration. These belonged to my mother. | lhaveght them for

you as added payment for your services. Wear thesrevening.' He

snapped open the case to reveal a necklace ofissgpplhich, as the
light fell upon them, seemed to pulsate into life.

Serena blanched from the insult, but stood herrgtou
'‘No, thank you, they won't go with my dress.’

She should have known better. A second later sisespuan like a top
in his hands, there came the rasp of a zip, tHearsh ripping sound
as he took the dress between his hands and toréng hem.-

‘That problem is now solved,’ he stated grimly. 'Jave future
argument, to say nothing of protecting the contefiy®ur wardrobe,
kindly remember that | am used to having my ordersmptly

obeyed." Calmly he consulted his watch. "You harerinutes to
spare before dinner - ample time in which to deciden a suitable
alternative.'



CHAPTER TEN

DINNER was a strained affair. Only Juan was unperturbbditing
his way through the courses, ignoring Serena'sfesstires and
endeavouring to hold his grandfather's intereshabhe, too, would
do the same. But Don Alberto's eyes would not bertkd from her
wan, unhappy face.

She was conscious of his anxiety, yet could ndepikan interest in
food when every mouthful was having to pass througis
uncontrollably trembling before forcing a way pastonstriction in
her throat. She had been shocked to the core by'sJiautal
insistence upon having his way, even to the exdéstanding grim
guard while she had fumbled her way into the dedss was now
wearing - a plain cream shift she had grabbed witfftought from
her wardrobe, a simple foil for the sapphires sipagkcy blue above
her frozen heart.

Don Alberto frowned. 'l have been thinking,' he dded Juan, but
his eyes traced Serena's down- east face, 'betard¢ake over the
running of the hacienda it might be a good idegoiii both have a
holiday - a belated honeymoon,' he carried on ddiggendeterred
by their lack of enthusiasm. 'A couple of weekthatcoast would be
nice; | had intended making a prolonged visit tatrees in Spain, but
that can wait until your return. You will love osmmmer playground,
Serena, the Vina del Mar has wonderful beachesfiardnotels -
even a gambling casino that attracts visitors fadinover the world.'

Feeling confident that Juan would not agree, she wemdered
speechless when he replied, 'The prospect certhadyappeal. A
visit to the coast might also benefit the child.’

But on this issue Don Alberto stood firm. 'A honeon is for two,'
he insisted. 'Wendy will remain here with us.’



Serena's lips parted, but Juan intercepted hezgirdPerhaps you are
right. It is decided, then, we will leave for Virdel Mar early
tomorrow morning.'

Happily reassured, his grandfather left them ala®msoon as dinner
was over. It was a hot, sultry evening and' thebearifting through
open windows did nothing to alleviate the stifliagnosphere that
descended like a cloak immediately he made his exit

‘Would you care to walk in the grounds?' Juan ssiggk indifferent
to the point of boredom.

Serena was about to refuse, but then deciding exgyttas preferable
to spending hours cooped up indoors, she noddee isgnt.

'I'll fetch you a wrap.' He rose to his feet asélcoming the prospect
of any activity, howeverslight, and returned afeefew moments
carrying a shawl of heavily embroidered silk. 'Thigght to do,' he
approached, 'substantial yet light.'

She shied from his touch and grasped the endeatawl he placed
around her shoulders in tightly clenched fists.

‘Don't worry," he interpreted her action correcllyiave no intention
of ripping up every article you possess, only thdasens which
offend.’

'l find it strange that a man who prefers his aradarbe flamboyant
should insist upon an aura of chastity surroundigy wife," she
retorted scathingly, his barbaric action still rimy.

Juan considered her thoughtfully.: 'We have a plgvehica, that
states: "The only chaste woman is one who has eenh lasked."
Surely the presence of the child testifies quitaindy that such a
sentiment cannot be applied to you?'



She swept past him, avoiding the caustic glance wloauld have

recognized immediately the glimmer of tears, artffercely glad

that she had this one weapon with which to tornhenpride. If she
used it well, in time he might find her presencsuiferable and be
only too willing to refund her passage home.

Bathed in moonlight bright as day, they wanderad the beautiful,
almost tropical garden attached to the house sodexi by
eucalyptus trees positioned purposely to screen sight a spread of
buildings, covering ground sufficient to have acooodated several
city blocks, built some distance away from the éada. The bulk
was made up of granaries, store-rooms, workshoysement sheds,
dairy barns, a silo or two, stables for saddle é®end, not far away,
numerous small dwellings strung along both sidesthef main
hacienda road like a village within a single stieeebnglomeration of
workers and their families all dependent for tleeiistence upon the
hacienda.

‘A feudal type of slavery,' she muttered under lireath, 'with the
happiness of each individual dependent upon thewafione man.’

Unaware of the direction of her thoughts, Juan begdjg explaining,
'‘When this region was newly conquered by our arnaies of the first
acts of the Spanish crown was to reward the oSioéthe army by
granting themencomiendaslThese were not grants of land but onl
grants of the right to collect tribute from certémaian communities.
But then the desire to own land became so strangtavating force
that the ownership of aencomiendadid not satisfy, so outright
grants of land were then sought from the crown.séhgrants were
made, varied in size according to the positionmedt of the person
- town lots for those who wished to live in the tgwgmall farms for
soldiers of low rank, and vast estates measureduare leagues for
the officers of high rank.



"That is how we Valdivias became owners of thisiérada and
assumed our position in accordance with the ti@ustof our society.
It works well, thehuasodook upon us not merely as employers but
the head of a large family, each man followingha tootsteps of his
ancestors who worked here centuries previously, #@eihg
conditioned from birth to regarding the head of\a¢divia family as
his patron.’

'Or as a patriarch living in a world apart!" shreed, rallying to the
cause of those who, like herself, had no option tbuaccept the
rulings of a dictator. 'You pride yourself that Wers are not
permitted to starve, yet no pressure of opiniorstexivhich forces
you to raise their standard of living above theehagcessities which
tradition has accorded is all they deserve! | hawedoubt that,
although held to the estate on which he was bognlgncustom, any
huasowould find it difficult - no, impossible - to fine@mployment
elsewhere if he should attempt to leave!'

Drawing proudly erect, he hissed, '‘Our workersfege to go when
and wherever they wish!'

'‘As free as | am?' she taunted. 'You know quitel Wedt other
hacienda owners would not employ them; only indityewould they
be able to find work. You Valdivias are despots) yse people as if
they were puppets instead of flesh and blood, médatipg,
manoeuvring, forcing them against their will to dinatever you
wish, regardless of their own desires - take tbiglay, for instance,
you know | have no wish to go to the coast, ancteigily not with
you!'

While she had been pouring out her resentment Badnlooked
fierce, but at her final outburst his scowl cleamtd an almost
teasing light flashed into his eyes.



'Is the prospect of a few days in my company sontliag?' he
clipped. 'You need a holidaghiquita, you are looking drawn and
tense, you need to relax in an atmosphere of esetrandon such as
you will find at Vina del Mar. But besides thatis lvoice hardened,
'my grandfather's mood must be kept mellow. Suctesamost
within my grasp, and if a holiday together is &lat is needed to
obtain a kingdom then a holiday we shall havehis tespect you are
right, | will allow nothing to stand in the way ofy plans. Yetas | am
feeling more benevolently disposed towards youlll pvomise that
you need have no qualms about accompanying menia dél Mar -
indeed, | will do everything in my power to ensthrat you enjoy the
break which need not be fraught with strife. Widuyco-operation |
will make it a holiday to remember - a bonus payhfienthe services
you have so ably rendered.’

They set off the next morning, the plane, with Jaathe controls,
rising like a bird into the blue sky, circling thacienda once to dip
wings in a final salute before heading west in direction of the
coast. Sitting in the cockpit next to Juan was aerarnce that could
have been frightening were it not for the fact tixdtatever her
opinion of him as a man she had utmost confidendhe assured
brown hands manipulating the controls. But it wasdho relax as the
plane rose higher and higher until the ground wall visible
beneath them.

Wearing lightweight slacks and an open-necked ,shet looked
carefree, seeming determined to enjoy the unexgpdctak, with or
without his companion's co-operation.

He stole a sideways glance at the slight figutangitensely erect, her
clasped hands resting in her lap, wearing an egjme®f mingled
excitement and trepidation.



'‘Would you care for a turn at the controls?' hezedaer by asking.

Serena shrank visibly from the prospect. 'No, thawki,'’ she
stammered, sensing the devilment in him. Durindfingtrflight with
Don Alberto she had felt no fear, not even whepstey into the
smaller private plane had she experienced a qualtnpn neither
occasion had the pilot had eyes dancing with me&fchor the
devil-may-care expression of a man released froenstiackles of
responsibility and intent upon cramming as muchoynent as
epossible into his short, unexpected holiday.

He depressed a lever and the nose of the plaed lifttil they were

climbing vertically into the heavens. Serena'sllgpdy felt crushed
by an invisible force against the back of her sBiiod pounded in

her ears, and breath was cut off at her throatjmgakimpossible to

speak. Juan levelled out and for a bare secondetvead, then he
headed the plane into a spin that sent them dimadly to earth at
such speed she was Sure disaster must be inevigtiseclosed her
eyes and clenched her chattering teeth, bracachfmact, then as her
lips moved soundlessly in prayer she felt the plemere and the
screaming engines subside into a comforting throb.

She opened her eyes and could have scratchedutjieéa from his
grinning face. 'You fool,' she choked, 'we coulddnheen killed!

He laughed aloud. 'But what a way to gbica,blazing a swift, clean
trail of defiance!'

She gathered her scattered wits. 'Go if you nagstor,but go alone.
Personally | would prefer to live in misery thae @ glory.'

The rest of the flight was completed peaceableiarmbmparative
silence until the plane began losing height, prajoay to landing.
Below was Valparaiso.



‘Do you wonder we call it Valley of Paradise?' Juaodded
downward.

Serena craned forward to look down upon a city editike a sickle
around a harbour packed with ships and just had tonsee the
dipping of powerful cranes loading and unloadinggoabefore they
began circling the airfield.

To her disappointment, the taxi Juan hired spedsirahrough
Valparaiso. She would have liked to linger in thiy ouilt in big
steps on rocky hills rising out of a bay. 'The toisrbuilt on two
levels," he informed her, 'and is divided into gper and a lower
town. The lower, hugging the waterfront, is theibass part and the
upper is residential. The two are connectedabgensores |lifts,
hauled by strong cables in a slanting line.’

After a. fifteen-minute drive northward along théose from
Valparaiso they came to Vina del Mar, and Serenaimsmediately
enchanted by a stretch of smooth white sand dotgd gay
umbrellas, andcabanassplashing the bathing beaches with brigl
colours. Above the beaches quaint horse- drawn iagas
clip-clopped along past old mansions and new hofedely palms
and pines lined well paved streets and everywinere twere flowers.

'Such a riot of scent and colour!" she exclaimest, dyes widening
with delight.

'It is a town law that every resident with room flmwers mustgrow
them," Juan smiled, his hand reaching for the ioer handle as
their taxi drew up in front of an imposing hotel.

In a dream state she followed him through the fotyean they were
whisked upwards in a lift to the very pinnacle lod¢ building before
being conducted into a penthouse suite, an eyiiexafy, decorated



in the colours of springtime, with huge picture doms framing a
view of the restless blue Pacific.

'It pleases you?' Juan came up behind her as sh@ sfazing
rapturously out of the window.

'It's breathtaking!" She spun round with a smilepwfe pleasure, her
wide eyes retaining in their depths some of thekdipg blue of the
ocean.

She caught him off guard. Used to encountering isiagsp and
underlying hostility, he seemed at a loss to kn@w ho cope with
her uninhibited pleasure. He stared for so long $leeame
self-conscious, her smile giving way to a confuskeh. Something
about that stare warned her to remain offhand arg of this man of
moods who seemed at present to be straining againsash, a
creature of dangerous, erratic impulses.

When nervously she edged away he drawled, 'l atmgilo forget
that you are a woman if you will try to forget tHaeam a man. | am
weary of this battle of the sexes. Why don't wedawn our arms and
agree to an uncomplicated truce for the duratioouofstay?'

Forget that he was a mare was asking the impossible! Yet sh
nodded agreement, crossing her fingers to cantehedie.

'‘Good!" His smile rocked her on her heels. 'Thewabave agreed to
be playmates, let's freshen up before finding dwatwhe town has to
offer.'

Their adjoining rooms had a bathroom between whe&hllowed her
to occupy first, and as she slipped into a whitssdy banded around
the neck line and sleeves with, crisp gingham, r&ereeard his
unmelodious voice rising above the splash of tlosveln.



Her hands shook as she pinned her cloud of goldenrito a clip.

With excitement? With fear? Witlanticipation, she reluctantly
admitted, admonishing her rising spirits with a ireher to beware of
the Spaniard bearing gifts.

But the warning was forgotten when Juan strollgd imer room,
handsome as the devil in black slacks and a magdeie-shirt that
clung like a second skin to his flexing muscles.;

‘Are you ready?' He held out his hand, glinting rappl of her
appearance, and she slipped her fingers into éedinfy for the first
time for many months a surge of youthful happiness.

For the first hour they strolled along the seafrsoaking up the
atmosphere of gaiety emanating from the sunbatpiegsure-loving
crowds thronging the beaches. Juan boughh&gskrimand seafood
dredged only hours earlier from the floor of theaa, unheeding of
her laughing protest that she would spoil her aggfer dinner. They
sat on a wall watching the rise and fall of boat®red in the small
harbour, laughed at the antics of gulls diving fmraps, then
sauntered arm in arm back to the hotel, engrossednversation,
oblivious of interested onlookers who had labetlesim lovers.

Feeling sticky, hot and happy, Serena entered theidg-room
attached to their suite. As Juan busied himselfipgwout drinks she
felt an impulse to thank him.

‘Today has been fun.' Her skirt billowed as shé& sknwn on to the
settee. 'l much prefer having you as a friend retiemn a husband.’

His face was enigmatic as he offered her a drirf@rbgossing back
his own, the muscles of his throat moving silkeresth with every
swallow.

When he set down the empty glass she eyed it ddlybtEverything
he did was done with vigour, even his drinking! &ew him to be



self-willed and devious - was she being foolishake his words at
face value? Was his change of attitude a ployltd&r into a false
sense of security? He was a virile, full-bloodechraad he had not
seen Gabriela for quite some time ...!

He caught her eyes and smiled, a completely gagelemile.
'Friendship is a slow-ripening fruitina. Ours is like a new wine,
when it ages we will drink it with pleasure.’

Momentarily disarmed, Serena smiled back and tbektand he
extended to heave her from her seat. 'Time to dogsdinner,’ he
indicated with a nod the darkening sky outsidehefrtwindow. 'We
will dine early,amiga,then we will go and search out the maximur
of pleasure from this valley of paradise.'



CHAPTER ELEVEN

SERENA had no idea what she ate for dinner that evenargbrosia,

she might have guessed if asked, washed down wdtanserved in
silver goblets by woodland nymphs. They sat clogether at a table
for two, so deeply absorbed they were unaware loérotliners -

women envious of her superbly handsome escort aaoveting

the dewy-eyed innocence of his companion.

‘Tell me about your early life," Juan encouragétére you happy as a
child?'

‘Very happy.' His glance was caught and held bystifeglow in her
eyes. 'My parents were wonderful people,’ she nsced, 'and |
suppose they spoiled me dreadfully, but | was thelly child, at least
until—' She stopped abruptly, a tide of colour ssiifig her cheeks.

'Yes, until ... ?' His eyebrows drew together izzdement.
‘Until... they died," she stammered.

‘They died together as mine did?' he queried, syfmypa his tone.
'‘Not exactly ... but within six months of each athe

'I'm sorry if the subject is still painful, perhapsught not to have
asked. It is just that | somehow sense that yoe mat always been
so coolly distant. | wish we could have met befiiie had time to

scar your youthful charm. Wendy's father - did yparents approve
of him? Mothers are notoriously quick to proteatithyoung - did

yours look upon him as a suitable husband?'

Her blush deepened as, feeling indescribably deteshe answered
truthfully, 'My mother adored him.'



'‘Ah!' Thoughtfully he paused before questionindHar. 'And how do
you think she would have regarded me?'

Serena had often asked herself that very questittrowut finding a
satisfactory answer. He was so completely out$ide ken that her
mother, she felt sure, would have regarded him agtimuch awe as
she did herself. She had berated the Valdiviastfeir arbitrary
manner, yet she had to admit that they were unigsiéar removed
from the commonplace as the stars glittering owasthe

Impatiently Juan awaited her answer. She breathetkeply. ‘My
mother was as susceptible as most women to charagrairing of
good looks, and as yielding to flattery, but...'

‘Yes, do go on,' he frowned.

‘She would not have approved of Gabriela,' shehwidin a nervous
rush, 'nor did she ever connect happiness witht grealth.’

'You are saying that she would have preferred Wenggnniless
father?'

Her father's face flashed before her eyes, brintgnderness to her
reply. 'l once heard her remark that he had a estrof heart that
made wealth superfluous.’

He jerked erect, suddenly angry. 'Small wonder weve deceived!
Your mother sounds to me to have been a very toelisman and
from what you have told me | must lay the blameyfmur misfortune
firmly at her door! A mother should know enoughnoén to know
immediately with whom she can entrust her daughiershe seems
to have been blindly sentimental, easily duped,tatally lacking in
judgment!



Without giving her time to protest, he ushered bet of the
dining-room, left her while he collected her wrdipen guided her
through the foyer and out of the hotel.

'‘Where are we going?' she gasped, running to keeyth his rangy
stride.

A taxi slid to the curb and he bundled her intogtying terse
instructions to the driver. 'To the casino,' hepgreal, then addressec
her with sarcasm. 'Where superfluous wealth cansoiperfluities...'

Though it was still comparatively early in the ewvgy the casino was
thronged with people, elegant women bedecked witlejlery, and

men who wore their affluence like a cloak, selfemed, negligent
men to whom it seemed a matter of indifference idrethey won or
lost. Chandeliers glittered above the tables, tleepstal droplets
moving in the breeze rising in the wake of restigmsiblers moving
from one table to another in an effort to changartluck. Laconic

croupiers drawled out winning numbers or flickeddsauppermost,
betraying not the least sign of emotion whethercthips were raked
inward or pushed outwards towards a lucky winner.

The atmosphere went to Serena's head, potent jparldiisg wine
upon an untried palate. She gasped her thanks Wiem pushed a
pile of chips into her hand.

‘Try your luck," he smiled, humour returning. 'Ohigh table would
you like to begin?'

'On the one with the spinning wheel, please,' stummered, drawn

as if magnetized by the lure of roulette. There v seat vacant at
the table and she slipped into it, feeling a fluttenerves when Juan
leant across her shoulder to instruct:

'‘Place some or all of your chips on whichever nunyoe fancy.'



She began cautiously by placing three chips on eumine and was
alert enough, when the croupier drawl&buge neuflto realize that
she had won. Expressionless faces around theligbtened a little
when she twisted round to voice her excitement.

'I've won, Juan, I've won!'

‘Then carry onamiga,'he encouraged with an indulgent smile, 'the
IS no known antidote for be-ginner's luck.'

An hour later she was still playing, enjoying te thttermost the thrill
of seeing her modest pile of chips growing encougy larger as
her chosen numbers were called. By this time Jaangained a seat
next to her and feeling almost embarrassed by gbed fortune she
whispered,

‘Shall | stop now?'

'‘Not unless you wish to,' he counselled. 'Whenufmts favourable
stride forward, for being a woman she favours tbie.b

So feeling both bold and slightly wicked, Serenshad the whole of
her chips on to the first number she had chosenaamairmur ran
around the table as the wheel began to spin ansintiad white ball
chattered around its perimeter, rapidly at fits¢rt slower and slower
until finally it faltered and fell into one of theoughs.

'Rouge neufthe croupier intoned, pushing across to her annsous
pile of chips.

She had no idea what monetary value they repregdni¢ her eyes
were enormous as shakily she told Juan, 'l domk thwant to play
any more just now. Am | very rich?'



Ever so slightly, his mouth twitched. "You are qoite an heiress yet,
chica, but you have won a couple of thousand poundsngfligh
money.'

‘A couple ofthousand..!" Colour rioted in her cheeks. 'But that"
wonderful - I've never owned as much as a hundred!

'S0? Then perhaps you would be wise to hold ortiat wou have. As
the fountain rises, so it must fall, and | wouldent see the delight
vanish from your pretty face. How about a drinkctdebrate? We
must toast your good fortune in champagne.'

He cashed her chips before they left and it wasuntt he handed
over to her an enormous wad of banknotes thatzegain truly
struck. He glanced from the notes in his handsetosmall evening
purse.

‘Shall | keep them for you?' he frowned. "They rhigd safer in my
charge.’

Serena stared transfixed at the bundle of noteklesilly aware that
for the first time in her life she possessed moregugh money to
buy freedom, escape, a way out of the situatioh Was wearing

down her nerves. In his hand Juan was holding rtin@ne enough to
buy plane tickets for herself and Wendy, with suéint left over to

ensure that they would not starve while she sedrfdrea home and a
job in England.

Suddenly conscious of his narrow stare, she gashed,!'ll keep
them, thank you, there's plenty of room in my purse

‘Very well," he shrugged, handing over the lifehmigich she clutched
in shaking hands.

Outside the casino he hailed a taxi and she wiaslstking when he
handed her out of it to escort her into the niglidh which he had



chosen to round off their evening. The dim, distyeentimate
interior was decorated after the fashion of a tralpbar, a decor of
waving palms, fishermen's nets strung out alongnvdlés, exotic sea
shells and bamboo tables and chairs set arounsieal rdais on which
a trio of musicians were coaxing throbbing musanfrout of bass,
drums and guitar.

Serena sat down in the chair Juan drew forwardesedl couples
gyrating on the miniature dance floor while he oedechampagne. In
a matter of minutes a bottle nestling in a bucketrashed ice was
delivered to their table, the cork popped, therpide liquid sparkled
into their glasses.

'‘Pale golden, outwardly cool yet seething with mtebulence - the
description could apply equally well to yathiquita' He raised his
glass in mocking salute. 'What thoughts are digtgrlyour usually
serene brow, are you plotting my downfall?’

Her hand holding the glass jerked with surprisélisgp some of the

liquid on to the table. 'Of course not!" She maltekdaher composure.
Juan could read her mind with uncanny precisioanmseg always to
be one jump ahead of her. But this time he mustoecallowed to

guess the direction of her thoughts, it was impezdhat his intuitive

mind be lured in another directioured! As she braved his
needle-sharp eyes she reached a decision. Perbbhpage of tactics
might disarm the too- perceptive man who, givendiightest cause
to suspect, would stop at nothing to foil her plan.

Without the least qualm of conscience, she progede shyly
flirtatious look across the rim of her glass andspbred,

‘Will you dance with me?'



She noted with satisfaction the quick upward slubdtis eyebrows,
then felt trepidation when, with a glint of masoali conceit, he
responded, 'But of coursearestig | should be delighted!

Only when she slipped into his arms did she redl@& incredibly
long it had been since last she had danced to rienansic in the
arms of a young, presentable male.

But Juan proved himself to be more than just ptesden He was
attentive, holding her close so that his lips bedsloccasionally
across her brow. He was romantic, in the way heetldb a sway,
humming the haunting melody in her ear when theceaftoor
became crowded, examining with interest the comfubéush
suffusing her cheeks.

'Relax," he murmured. "You promised to forget tlaah your husband
and to treat me as a friend, remember? Does fimmagarrant such
stiff opposition?"

Reminded of the need to humour him, Serena folcgditly into her
limbs, finding it becoming gradually easier to gnjollowing his
lead as he led her expertly through the maze otetan She was
laughing with sheer enjoyment when finally he gdidesr back to
their table.

'Have some more champagne,’ he urged, tilting lreder-necked
bottle until her glass was brimming.

She needed no extra stimulant, already she wadibgldver with
effervescent excitement comparable with the spagklirapidly
popping bubbles exploding in her glass. Yet shaldthirstily and
with a quirk of satisfaction Juan again replenishedglass.

'Oh, better not!' she protested. 'l can feel theevgoing to my head.’



'‘And | can feel you going to minehiquita,'he admitted, deliberately
pinning her gaze. 'Rapidly, | find myself forgiviggu your past and
wishing that tonight was our first time of meetihg.a way it is,' he
mused, reaching out to capture her hand in histHedfirst time | am
seeing you as a young and beautiful woman instéeadndafe whose
claim upon my freedom | bitterly resent. Your utdorate experience
has left little impression upon your innocent featu- indeed, | am
now beginning to understand the protective tendsrneny
grandfather always extends towards your sex, atuddt which
previously | never felt was warranted. But perhymsr guilelessness
Is an inheritance from Eve who, even though shenoagredecessor
from whom to inherit wisdom, nevertheless founday wf bringing
about the downfall of her supposedly superior rmate.

He was as good as admitting that he was intriggetdshe was quick
to sense the thread of suspicion running throughwvbrds. 'l have no
wish to emulate Eve!' she protested, yet even asgbke the denial
she felt a flush of shame, remembering that hee soh was to
disarm him so completely he would forget the mobesning a hole
in her purse, thereby overlooking the use to whtichight be put.

Frantic lashes swept down to hide her guilt whdtiysile murmured,
'l believe youcarina, your greatest guile is in having none at all.'

For the rest of the evening they shared a rapploichwSerena felt as
both a pain and an ecstasy. They danced to dreansycnthey

talked, then they danced again, and each time &m wto Juan's
arms a little more willingly, each time he held wath a growing

possessiveness. By the time they decided to |daweéhad become
fearful that the situation she had engineered vem®iing rapidly

out of hand. She could sense within him a risingjrdeand the rigid
control he was exercising in order to keep thelati@nship as

platonic as he had promised.



Each time their glances fused she saw lambent ffredeep in his
eyes, and his touch, though restrained, betrayedngulsive urge to
linger upon the curve of her waist and on the uwebadtness of her
arms. But the most shocking discovery of all wasdven instinct to
purr like a kitten at his stroke, to drown in thepths of his
fathomless eyes, and to revel in the masculinétyishe had bitter
reason to distrust.

The streets were deserted as a taxi drove themtbdbk hotel, both
settled comfortably in the back seat with Juanfs@rcling her waist

and her hair spread like a silken fan across tloghwef his shoulder.
Not a word was spoken during the short drive, lthiwthe confines

of the taxi could be felt a build-up of raw tensicm dam of

suppressed emotion that was crying out to be retelest someone
should suffer the consequences.

Once inside their suite Serena panicked and trecsScape by
murmuring, 'It's late, if you'll excuse me I'll gtraight to bed.’

She had almost passed him when a manacle of astehked around
her wrist. 'Not yet,cara,’ he drawled with a languor that was
alarming. 'First we must share a nightcap.'

Needles of fire tingled along her arm as, in a sutate, she pleaded,
'l don't want any more to drink, Juan. Please kegm..'

His reply was physical. A swift jerk of his arm sploer into arms that
pinioned her hard against his chest. 'You canve@ae now!" His low
plea both thrilled , and terrified. 'Stay with nmmight,queridd Let
this evening be oduna de mielnot because my grandfather wishe
it but because we wish it ourselves!'

Their honeymoohHer cry of dissent was crushed by Hps seekir
hungry response, not the gently encouraging caaessgn might
place upon the lips of aovicia but a plundering assault a womai



such as Gabriela might have revelled in, but wietena found
degrading.

Like a snared animal she tried to struggle out af tnap, but her
efforts seemed merely to amuse him.

'‘Come,cara," he chastised in a throaty whisper, 'you know what
expected of you, give yourself to me and let mer@xe the ghost
that haunts your heart. You are mortal, yfmel,' he growled

satisfaction when a shudder racked her slenderefrarat you are

merely half alive. The other half lies buried withe dove who

fluttered fleetingly into your life, his frail wirggbarely able to lift you

to the edge of ecstasy. Do not be afraid of stremgt bella esposa,
the condor flies swift and strong to the very gatelseaven!'

'‘And releases when he is satisfied, plunging hey pnto the pit of
hell she gasped when his prowling lips swoopednua nerve
quivering in her throat. She pushed him hard, disdag in her fear a
superhuman strength, and staggered away until iti wf a table
lay between them. 'So much for your promsenor I'she derided,
shaken to the very soul. 'Do all yduendshate you as much as | do?

He jerked to a standstill, his expression incredslhis eyes scouring
her features as if doubting the sincerity of herdgo

'I'm not sure | understand,' he enunciated slolaisyamoral instincts
curbed. 'Your attitude this evening has been onencburagement,
even of flirtation, so why this sudden adoptioroafraged virtue? |
would imagine the events in your curiously libedgpast would have
warned you of the folly of starting something yavé no intention
of finishing." His drawl was as insulting as hisrd® openly derisory
of what he considered was a show of false prudery./



Serena suffered a painful blush, feeling immedyabehicketed with a
host of casual amours, and as a punishment detmdgde a further
turn to the screw.

'l grant you | made one mistake in the pastor,and have paid the
price. But the experience did, at least, teach neetbing - never to
love again without first counting the cost.’

He pinned her with a long, hard look, then sweptahderisory bow.
‘Love is said to be friendship with wings,' he goearrowly. ‘It was
foolish of me to forget your tendency to keep ypretty feet fixed
firmly on the ground!



CHAPTER TWELVE

THEY breakfasted together the next morning. When Sej@nad
Juan in the sitting-room she braced herself fooratiouation of the
sarcasm he had extended the previous eveningplhdrtrelief he
made no mention of the stormy interlude, althoughnanner was
distant, his remarks terse and cutting.

As soon as he had finished eating he excused Himas#ing her free
for the day by remarking coldly, 'l am going outdawall not be
returning until this evening - no doubt you can [kegurself
amused?'

She nodded and he strode away, leaving her toa®pest she could
with an onrush of guilt. Although he had not acdjses could quite
fairly have excused his behaviour of the previousneng on the
grounds that he had received plenty of encouragerneoking back,
she felt fiercely ashamed. Yet the purpose behandbtion remained
as true as ever, and his absence for the day wtelke of luck she
had not envisaged.

Quickly she dressed, then after making inquirigb@teception desk
hurried in the direction of the travel agency tlnveyl recommended.
In one respect, at least, her plan had succeedad.séemed to have
completely forgotten about the money that was Imgyai hole in her

pocket - either forgotten, or the fact had notrggistered that money
represented escape from his dominance.

The greatest problem remaining was how to removedi/&om the
hacienda, but Serena decided she must take onatstefime, her
most immediate aim being to find out if the mon@ally was
sufficient to cover both their air fares to England

She was starry-eyed when she made her exit frortrdliel agency.
In response to her request that the appropriatauainime deducted



from the pile of currency, she had been agreealigrsed to find
herself left with a substantial residue amountititgg clerk had
assured her, to almost fifteen hundred pounds gliEnmoney.

She walked along the broad avenue, her mind teeramd)found a
secluded corner facing the sea in which to conaenthe whole of
her attention upon the finalizing of her plans. Batvever hard She
thought, the vexing question of how to have Wemdggported from
the hacienda seemed fated never to be resolvedogbe with the

idea of radioing Don Alberto on some pretext oroflasking him to

send Wendy to join them at Vina del Mar, from whtreir escape
would be comparatively simple. The Valdivias possedgwo private

planes, one, Juan's, in which they had travellad,the other Don
Alberto's, usually piloted by Pedro.

'How on earth,’ she murmured in desperation, '¢alk IDon Alberto
into doing as | ask without arousing his or Juan'spicions?'

By lunchtime she was tired of wrestling with thelglem and began
wending her way back to the hotel. As she passedeteption desk
on her way towards the lift a clerk hailed her.

‘Un momento, senor @ cablegram has arrived for you and sesmor
- does it please you to take it now?'

Without interest she held out her hand for the Epesand as the lift
whizzed her upwards she turned it over, staringntig at first, then

intently as a notion struck her: The cable coulty drave been sent
from someone at the hacienda, because only they Where she and
Juan were staying. The clerk had stated that tliegeam was

addressed to them both, so obviously it could motdnnected with
matters of business.

Panic mounted as she tore open the envelope. This\waontained
were an answer to her prayer.



Wendy fretting dreadfully. Will not be consoled. semding her to
join you. Plane due Valparaiso airport 1400 houpgeox.

1400 hours! Two o'clock! She snatched a glancematch and saw
that it was almost twelve. Fiercely she pressegttob on the wall of

the lift to halt its ascent, then pressed anotbesxend it plummeting
downward to the ground floor. When it finally st@gpSerena ran
straight out of the hotel and began frantically imgvto attract the

attention of passing taxi drivers. But each tarised to be occupied
and during the ensuing minutes she had time tomnalize her

thoughts. Valparaiso was a mere fifteen minutagedaway, and as
Wendy's plane was not due to arrive for two hotwes would have

ample time in which to pack a few belongings sa tidkaen Wendy

was finally handed over she would have no needttam to the hotel

but could take a taxi straight to the huge, bugtBantiago airport
within which they could lose themselves for as l@synecessary
before boarding a plane for England!

Curious eyes followed her re-entry into the hdtek, she was so full
of single-minded purpose they made no impresstdanok less than
twenty minutes of precious time to cram all shedeelnto a suitcase
which, in a more composed manner, she then cantedhe lift, past

the watching clerk in reception, and out of theehothis time she
was fortunate enough to engage the first passigia with a sigh

of relief she sank into the back, feeling utterlsaided as she
instructed the driver: 'Valparaiso airport - anegsde hurry!'

When they arrived she paid off the taxi and fouseat in the airport
lounge which gave her a good view of the runway.Weat seemed
an aeon she fretted, glancing every minute or dteatwatch as it
crept ever so slowly towards the stated time ofglame's arrival.
Juan could not possibly know of her whereaboutena¥he arrived
back at the hotel sooner than he intended and wldsof the

cablegram he would have no knowledge of what itaioed. Yet the
threat of his presence loomed so strongly thatsh&l not keep her



eyes from straying towards the airport entrancegddaes lay
unopened on her lap as, moving her head consfaoihyside to side,
she glanced from the airstrip to the doorway thihowugpich she felt
certain Juan would stride at any moment.

At last, to her enormous relief, she saw the Viatadlane swooping
down to land and she jumped up and ran outsideatbimva fever of

impatience until the wheels touched the runway iardxied to a

standstill. She broke into a run and when Bellpste from the plane
holding Wendy in her arms Serena was there tovedeer, panting
with exertion, almost incoherent in her effortsth@ank Bella for

escorting the child.

'Oh, it was nothingsenor & Bella assured her, her brow wrinkling
with concern. 'The poor littl@ina has been desolate during you
absence. We tried everything we could think of doswole, her, to
amuse her, to keep her mind from her belomemaita,but to no
avail. Even El Conde himself could not stem thevftaf tears, and it
was he who finally decided she should be brougkbto’

'‘Poor darling!" Serena held out her arms and Werldgklustre eyes
immediately brightened. Her small pinched face pra®f enough of
Bella's words, but at first sight of Serena a srorieke like a ray of
sunshine through clouds and she almost bouncedhirtovaiting
arms. 'Oh, sweetheart, how good it is to hold y®erena murmured,
burying her face in a riot of baby curls. 'I'll meMeave you again, |
promise, we'll be together now for always!

She returned a wave from the smiling Pedro, seéhted in the
cockpit, and as he was making no move to leav&hd#, questioned
uncertainly,

‘What are your plans, Bella - have you been ingtdito stay?'



'Only if you require my servicesgnora,otherwise | am to return to
the hacienda.’

‘Then go. | have no need of you here,' Serena urged

Bella's puzzled glance roamed the airstrip, ob\nousondering at
the absence of Don Juan, but obediently she clasddsack into the
plane without asking the question trembling on lig and shortly
afterwards the engine revved and the plane begammalong the
runway with ever-gather- ing speed. Serena forcaddif to wait
until it had taken off, then she hurried inside tigort building,
clamouring fear and relief making her feel weathatknees.

Carrying Wendy, who was nuzzling delightedly inegr heck, on one
arm and clutching her suitcase with the other,ahleut ran outside
to the taxi rank and stammered urgently to a wauidtinver,

‘Santiago airport, please!

Inwardly fuming, she waited while courteously hevetd away her
suitcase and settled her and Wendy into the baatkadehe taxi. It

seemed, she fretted, she had chosen the most sbewmgnand

negligent driver in the whole of Valparaiso, bulatg last the taxi
drew away from the airport, and only then did esrse body relax
and the tight, anxious frown disappear from heefac

‘We're on our way, darling!" She disengaged Wenclything fist
from her hair to give her a delighted hug, 'Soofilwe out of reach
of the dominating Valdivias!'

As swiftly as the wheels transporting them inlamel, thoughts began
to spin. Release, if she were lucky, was a fewtdhours away and
even if she were unfortunate enough to have to wdit tomorrow
for a flight home, no more than twenty- four hoansay. Time
enough when she arrived in England to worry abaw o seek
release from the bonds of marriage which legaliyieast, kept her



chained to Juan's side. It would be a mere formahe felt sure, to
have the unconsummated marriage annulled so thext eventually
she did meet the man whose presence used to hatuditdams there
would be no obstacle in the path of their happiness

She tried to picture him - the man whose featueesrhagination had
never completely outlined, but his face remainedlwa. Yet the
virtues she had cherished were projected as syrasgtver; a strong
character, one on whose strength she could lednaoenfidence, a
maker of decisions, a man of inflexible will andtofang confidence,
a masterly, virile mate!

Juan's face flashed before her eyes and was svajdgted. Her ideal
man must be possessed of tenderness, and thioersbé had found
to be totally lacking in Juan. Last night she h#daated him, but
only because she was the only woman available.adebleen in the
mood for a flirtatious affair and any presental@dmaéle would have
sufficed, even the second-hand bride whose prewisage he had
been prepared to overlook - but for one night oafyer which his

resentment would have increased a thousandfold. arhegant,

masterly Valdivias would share with no man - na kind, not his
riches, and especially not his wife!

A couple of hours later she and Wendy were estadglisin the
departure lounge of Santiago airport. The tickats iheen purchased,
her suitcase handed over, and all they had to doweat until their
flight number was called - a matter of two hourse drad been
informed, provided there was no unforeseen delay.

Wendy was becoming fractious and with a start aft gberena
realized it was some time since the child had e&&e herself was
not the least bit hungry, the very thought of foediseated her. 'How
| envy you your sweet, uncomplicated outlook oer,liche ruffled
Wendy's curls. 'Come along, my pet, we'll get yoms food.'



Inside the airport restaurant she headed for thst leonspicuous
table and after settling Wendy in a high chair cedescrambled eggs
for both of them, and while they waited to be sdrpashed her chair
as far behind a screen of potted palms as washpeskier edginess
was so acute she could barely handle her knifefarkdwhen the
meal arrived, so after a couple of attempts sheadied it entirely
and concentrated upon spooning egg into Wendy'seajapive
mouth. The baby would not be hurried, but begagiptahide and
seek with the spoon once the first pangs of huhgdtbeen assuaged.
buttoning her lips against the approaching spoben tbanging
ferociously on the tray of her high chair when Sargithdrew the
food.

The feeding operation took so long Serena was ig$i@th to hear
their flight number called.

'‘Goodness!" She jumped to her feet. 'lIt's timeotb$he ran from the
restaurant hauling a protesting Wendy beneath tmey @and began
weaving her way through the crowds, embarrassed Hy,

determined to ignore, Wendy's protesting screars.r8ached the
appropriate gate where a queue had already begiannto Outside

on the runway the waiting aircraft was revving apyonderful sight,
the magic carpet that was to transport them bacthe¢oworld of

sanity Serena had so recklessly abandoned. Aslmgrsiewardess
began ushering her charges towards the aircran&estepped
forward, her eyes fixed firmly upon her objectige,intent upon her
goal that a detaining grip on her elbow barelystged.

Through a roaring in her ears she heard Juan'sterabarm directed
towards the stewardess. 'My wife has changed hed,rshe will not

now be travelling on this flight." Anchored to theot by leaden feet,
Serena watched the crocodile of passengers disafppeasight, too

utterly dismayed to project even one word of priotleough frozen

lips. He allowed her to watch until the plane hakien off before

grimly making comment.



'‘My opinion of you has never been high, but urgday | had not
thought of you as a cheat .'

Serena turned upon him such a look of despair heedl. 'l almost
made it ...!I" she choked. Why couldn't you haverletgo home?"

'It would have made no difference if you had gohe,clenched. 'l
would have torn England apart to find you!

She was too upset to wonder at the whiteness afasrambmpressed
lips and the nerve pulsating madly in his jaw agdmeter registering
the extent of his anger.

Afterwards, she had no recollection of the shoightl back to
Valparaiso, during which she remained huddled iseat holding
Wendy's slumbering warmth close to her frozen batiyle Juan
concentrated his full attention upon piloting thane.

Upon their arrival at the hotel, at Juan's requeesipt was placed in
Serena's bedroom and the still slumbering child Vaas$ gently
inside.

‘Now!" He swung her round to face him. "You haveesaexplaining

to do!" Unkind fingers gouged her shoulders as heched her into
the sitting- room and thrust her unceremoniouslwrmn to the

settee. Serena shrank from his towering, bulk attdaffear deeper
than he had previously aroused when tightly heatied,

'‘Never in my life before have | felt an urge toatsin one of your sex!
How dare you do this to me - you, my wife, havalehtely flouted

my will! Imagine the scorn of my friends had | bdenced to return

meekly to the hacienda and explain that my wife leéidne!’

Her numbness was pierced by the heat of his amgeusing an
answering spark. 'l amot your wife!" She flung back her head.



dislodging a golden screen of hair from flushedetise'And | neither
know nor care what your friends might thirglenor!'

He leant forward, pinioning her shoulders agaihst back of the
settee. 'You try me too fami bella esposdie chilled with menace. 'It
appears | have been too lenient in the past, tosaous of your need
of time in which to erase from your heart the imafi¢he man you
think you loved. Now | see that my considerationswaot
appreciated. Deep down, like others of your sex; gcefer to be
robbed rather than to give willingly.'

When he released her she jumped to her feet, shmk#re implied
threat. 'What do you mean to do? What further totnh@ve you in
mind?'

‘Torment?' Juan drawled with eyes of flint. 'Nawent, | assure you,
simply a tasteful dinner served here in our swtlived by a restful
evening together getting to know one another monetimately!
Meanwhile, | suggest you freshen up. Wear the crealoured dress
in which you look like an innocent madonna - anel slpphires, to
remind me that what | take | have paid for.'

Long after he had swung on his heel and left, $eremained rooted
to the spot, knowing she had reached the hourakbreng and that
there was nothing she could do to prevent Juaryingrout the

sentence he had deemed fit punishment for her chWearily she

retired to her bedroom to do as he had instrueted knew his mood
had not softened when later he strode inside h@nydis features
chiselled into lines of grimness, his dark headtaunding with pride
above a white dinner jacket superbly tailored ts muscular
shoulders.

'‘Dinner is waiting to be served,' he informed tladep frightened
ghost striving to appear composed.



'I'm ready,' she whispered, feeling like a condesnmeman being led
to her execution.

The meal, served by a hovering waiter, was aslésstas bread and
water, yet Serena went through the motions of gaéimen managing
to respond to his light conversation. Her frozeatesisustained her
right through the meal when finally, at Juan's cand) the waiter
withdrew, leaving heir to pour out the coffee. Shd so with a
trembling hand, refusing with a shake of her h&adoalloon glass of
brandy he placed at her elbow.

'Drink it!" he rapped. 'It will fetch the colour @lato your cheeks.'

But not the hope to my hearshe thought wildly, too scared to
disobey.

When she had downed the last drop he joined htdreosettee, sitting
so close he could feel her trembling like a camtured. '‘Are you
cold?' His hand scorched her uncovered shoulder.

'‘No,' she gasped, feeling his breath fanning heekh

'‘Good,' he murmured thickly, drawing her closérert my task will
be made that much easier.’

She did not resist when his mouth stormed hersgidoghe respond -
at least not until his anger- inspired kisses beck®s punishing and
were surprisingly replaced by a gentle tendernleat 4oothed her
ragged emotions and routed all thought of hatrednfher heart.

Gradually the confusion within her subsided, anel siccumbed to
the overwhelming physical need his clever seductawoused.

Tomorrow, she would be full of self-loath-ing, ibe warning went

unheeded by her clamouring senses.

Slowly she began to respond, moving her lips ire&lpsoft caress
across his cheek, inflaming his desire with the stigking of her



hands, then by the final, complete surrender ajaylbying pliant in
his arms, murmuring small broken endearments thrdipg crushed
into life by his kisses.

Juan lifted her into his arms, carried her intodoiem, then kicked

shut the door before striding across to lower legitly on to the bed.
Without hesitation her arms opened to receive mohwaith a groan

he gathered her into a fierce embrace, then preceed promised, to
transport her to the very gates of heaven.

Hours later she left him sleeping soundly and g&dtsilently back to
her own bed, where she lay staring at the ceilmtd breaking dawn
sent fingers of light creeping across its blanKexe. Every part of
her felt stamped with his seal of possession -dtedarried out his
passionate punishment, seduced with such skill shat had lain
wanton in his arms, plundered her emotions ungllshd begged to
be loved - actions in which, to her bitter shanhe, lsad gloried...



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

WENDY awoke early and it was a relief to Serena to havainister
to her needs, occupation for her hands if not hedmVhen the
toddler had been washed and dressed she took toethie hotel
grounds where they wandered along paths border#d flewers,
pausing now and then to admire a particularly ite&tng splash of
colour or to drink in the heady scent of dew-labssoms. No one
but themselves seemed to be astir and within thegdal solitude her
thoughts found freedom to run riot.

Juan had yet to be faced. She would die of sharmme ghould taunt
her, and the thought of facing his inevitable $ation was torture
worse than death. Before Wendy had wakened sheh@slered in
cool stinging spray, hoping to wash away the ingriof his

possessive hands from her still burning body. Bet impressions
still remained and the memory of her own responise, broken
endearments that had whispered past her lips adewstill, the way
in which she had abandoned herself to the painllafoasuming

passion made her want to flee from the hotel anowdrher

humiliation beneath the cleansing coolness of #evimg Pacific.

But she had Wendy to consider. For her sake shéoade reality -
and reality was Juan, who even now would be waitintheir suite
for her appearance at breakfast. Sounds of actbetyan drifting
from the region of the hotel kitchens as slowly stteaced her steps
and re-entered the hotel. Outside the doorway eir thuite she
hesitated, then just as her hand was reachingheuddor was flung
open and Juan appeared, glowering on the thresbitie-faced, his
shower-damp hair run through with agitated finghesgrated,

‘Where have you been?'

'‘Walking ... in the grounds ...' she stammeredplaaow that the
moment was upon her, to meet his eyes. Daringotorio higher than



the second button on his shirt, she wondered daehge leanness, his
aura of suppressed anger, and thought for a broghent that his
explosive attitude was caused by concern.

He quickly disabused her. 'l want you to pack immaesdy, we are
leaving for the hacienda directly after breakfast.’

‘Very well," she said flatly, moving past him irthe sitting-room. She
would have gone straight to her bedroom, but Wdradi/other ideas.
With her favourite man in the vicinity she had negention of letting
pass an opportunity of continuing their flirtation.

'‘Coo... o!" she gurgled, holding out her arms, a&imeaping from
Serena's grasp in her eagerness to reach him.

A quiver that was almost a smile broke the stemragtry of Juan's
mouth. He reached out to take h&uen' dias, bella ninalt is
gratifying to know that at least one female mendfeny family does
not consider me beneath contempt. Would that yaldcconvey a
little of your attitude to your belovedamaita...'

The lack of heat in his tone, the faint stressdeiaced upon his last
word affected Serena with sudden dismay. The morpassed,
however, and she dismissed her suspicion as a tignoé

over-sensitive conscience. There was no possiblg kea could

know!

They pretended to eat breakfast in an atmospherenbéarable
tension until finally Juan pushed away his platender to outline in
detail the course he intended her to take.

'‘When we return to the hacienda you must endeatotirde your
obvious animosity. Yesterday, | spoke to my gratidfaby radio,' he
disclosed, supplying without question the meanswvhbich he had
found out the contents of the cablegram, 'and foernred me that he
Is ready to begin the holiday he had planned imateti we return.



Once he has left the hacienda you can be as cdalliatant as you
wish, but until then | must insist that you be gaimatic as possible.
| fully expect - indeed he himself hinted - thatdye he leaves for
Spain he will sign over to me the entire controtrefha-ciendaHis
lawyers are at this very moment drawing up the s&ay papers, and
once my position has been legally established &éngamn we struck
can be considered terminated - technically, attlelas hastened to
add. 'You realize, of course, that the freedom geek cannot be
immediately granted. That will take time, but timeon our side, we
are both young enough not to begrudge my grandf#tieespurious
satisfaction of thinking he has judged correctly,the few years that
are left to him.'

Serena had listened with bowed head, never ontbegliher eyes
from her plate. 'Are you asking me or telling metth must
co-operate?' she choked. Then with a spurt of lbyaiiut then you
cannotdemandhis of me, for once | am in a position to makenup
own mind without heeding your coercion. Indeed¢ stalized with
sudden insight, 'your whole future hangs upon wdrebh not | decide
to do as you ask!

Juan nodded glacial acknowledgment. ‘It does. Bhink you now
realize how foolish you would be to oppose me.'

Yes, she was fully aware what a merciless adversargould be.
Already he had dominated her body as he could daiher will -
but not her heart, that cold, lifeless object veasdeeply entombed in
ice ever to be stirred.

‘Very well, I will do as you ask,’ she complied kvia trace of
bitterness. 'l have little choice, considering hawch more expert
you are than | at achieving your ends.'

Her decision pleased him. At least his voice sodnadittle less
severe, even slightly indulgent.



‘You are rather amateurish in that respect,’ he agreedctiPally
everyone in the hotel knew by your attitude that yad received
news of some significance. | was informed immedyateeturned of
your precipitate flight, complete with baggage, aindeeded little
detective work on my part to discover your destoratin a way, |
blame myself. | delivered the weapon straight ydar hands, did |
not? | ought to have foreseen the use to whichnmtbeey would be
put, and also,' he suddenly grated, 'l should lyaessed that your
flirtatious advances were nothing more than a dedite ploy to keep
me off the scent.'

Serena looked up, then quickly away, confused bgakl
expressionless features that ought to have beemsterqg
satisfaction but which instead were a controllegknadicating the
presence of some savage inner emotion.

She rose from the table murmuring an excuse, bwhaswalked
towards her room Juan addressed a ragged questiar tetreating
back. 'Before we leave ... is there something ukh&now which
neither you nor my grandfather has seen fit tone

She spun round, betraying visible astonishmentaaqdick glint of
fear. 'No... why do you ask?'His steady gaze stdgper of the ability
to pretend, making her defenceless against thel fafoguilt that
stained her cheeks.

He walked up to her and lightly touched her chédigs of shame or
of innocence, | wonder ...?' he murmured, then gpuhis heel.

The flight back to the hacienda was swift and sieemd when the
plane touched down on the airstrip Don Alberto wasging to greet
them.



'‘Ah, Serena! | was so sorry to have to skndinato you. | hope my
action was not responsible for cutting short yooliday?*

She returned his kiss. 'We were ready to retuaali the hacienda is
so pleasant it makes a holiday unnecessary.'

A beam of pleasure spread across his face. 'Howyhiagm to hear
you say soc¢ara, but you enjoyed the break, did you not?' His géan
sped from her to Juan. 'You made the most of yduorts
honeymoon?'

'Indeed, yes," Juan replied dryly, and his grahdfakaughed, noting
the confused sweep of lashes across Serena's cheeks

'‘Bueno!Then now we can get down to business!' He turn&ktena.
'l know you will understand when | ask you to exxus both for a
while, my dear. My lawyer is waiting at the housgwvsome pagers
that require both our signatures. That in itsetiuidtl not take long,
but there are many matters which my grandson amddt discuss
before | leave tomorrow on the holiday | have beermising myself
for years but which, for reasons no longer relevaimave had to
defer. But no longer! Tomorrow, after the rodewiill definitely be
on my way.'

Bella and Carmen, Serena later discovered, coldatanothing but
the rodeo which was to take place the following daan annual
event, they told her, during which theuasosdisplayed their
incredible abilities as horsemen. Training andl skiunt as much as
daring and strength,' Bella assured her with shgieyes. 'Rodeos are
very gay, people drink a lot, eat a lot, and sihngt@nd the music of
guitars, harps and accordions fills the air. Th®oadoegins for me,’
she breathed, 'whezi torogallops into the arena!’

But Serena paid little heed to their babbling. hhénd was set upon
more important matters - the signing over of thedrada into Juan's



hands, Don Alberto's departure and the lines omchwher life would
run once his buffeting presence was removed frenmtuse. She had
no doubt how Juan would fill his evenings once &edme free of his
grandfather's gimlet eye. Gabriela's presence skémieover in the
very air around them, as if projected by telepathaught across the
few miles separating her from the man she loved.

'She can have him with my blessin§€rena was surprised at th
vehemence of her own outburst, surprised to findtéeth clenched
and her fingernails digging deep into her palmsarBly, she chided
aloud, much to Wendy's dismay, 'Oh, for heaverke,gaut the man
out of your mind!" Then as Wendy's bottom lip be¢@amuiver she
swooped to comfort her. '‘Don't cry, darling, | va®lding myself,
not you! But on second thoughts,' she eyed herrslyeyou could
take my advice - your adoration of that man istéear blatant, what
you see in him I'll never know!

Wendy hiccupped, then chuckled, and Serena jusidijadh in - then
found that for some unknown reason she could opt $ter laughter
pealed out like a carillon of bells, reaching tlaeseof the three men
engrossed in business in the study below.

Don Alberto lifted his head and listened, then watHlourish he

inscribed his signature on the last of the documeéiviour wife is

happy, my son,' he smiled at Juan. 'Her laughtdorses my belief
that | have come to the right decision. Gome nbe/peamed, '‘admit
that | did well in bringing her here. Tell me yoa longer resent my
well-meaning meddling in your affairs. Whatever yought be

tempted to profess to the contrary, the alliancevinarked well, your
wife is obviously ecstatically happy.'

Juan nodded agreement, but his answering smilaatiduite reach
his eyes. He had no intention of sharing his suspithat the girl
whose laughter his grandfather found so pleasirapaily had
hysterical tears streaming down her cheeks.



'I must bow to your superior judgment, Grandfati@arce again you
have proved yourself an expert matchmaker. In tihmgpe to justify
your trust in myself as a worthy successor.'

‘Then let us celebrate my last evening with a meaivlerdinner, so
that while | am away | shall have a happy memorgdasole me
during my absence.’

Juan nodded agreement. 'In that case, | had hetter Serena to
wear her prettiest dress.'

She followed his instructions to the letter andesgpypd before dinner,
composed and beautiful, seeming to float in a cloudlue chiffon,
her slim shoulders squared bravely as she prepaugesd out the final
chapter of the deceiving charade.

‘My grandfather must be left in no doubt of ouaekiment,’ Juan had
informed her earlier, 'so if you find my affectit@aadvances
distasteful the fact that they are the last | evér impose upon you
should make them easier to bear.'

She consoled herself with these words when, asrsfeeed the salon
where Juan and his grandfather were drinkaperitifs, Juan put
down his glass and advanced to greet her withsa tse could barely
repress a shudder when his hand descended upomaiser

‘You are looking divinely beautifumi esposahe murmured loudly
enough to reach his grandfather's ears, beforeifgea imprint a
slow, deliberate kiss upon her upturned mouth.

If this Is a foretaste of what's to come | shalverlast out the
evening!Serena panicked.

Projecting a smile of pride, Juan presented hbistgrandfather, who
rose to bestow a second kiss that was like coohhglon a scald.
‘Tonight | am very happyjina.' His bright eyes traced her sweetly



solemn face. 'Not to every man is given the satigfa of
participating in duen' amor twice.'

A love matchSerene managed to smile as she returned hisKss.
every man is as wise and understanding as youisilfelito," she
complimented, feeling self-contempt knotting hensach.

"You are content with this grandson of mine?' lggedr 'Ah, but then,’
he embraced her, visibly casting aside all doulttave no need to
ask, when | can see for myself how very much irelgou both are.'

As if sensing” her inner rebellion, Juan quicklgpgted forward and
swung an arm around her waist. 'Let me pour yourkdquerida.
What would you like - some of your favourite champa?'

Serena hated his deliberate reference to an eveagvanted to
forget. This was his way of reminding her that glas no stranger to
deceit and that scruples were abortive in thissteje of the game.
She felt a sudden reckless urge to outwit him, iszahcert his
smooth urbanity, and from somewhere she dredgedgirited
response.

'Yes, please, darling. Do you remember the laset tiwe drank
champagne? It was the night | had that wonderfual atithe casino.
Afterwards we danced the night away, and when wened to our
hotel you were in such a romantic mood.’

Her heart dipped when he returned her bland teasitiga gimlet
stare, but his recovery was immediate. Quicklydreéd, 'That night
will never be erased from my memory, for how coukl/er forget
your sweetness? You managed to combine the wilioeEse with
the flirtatiousness of a coquette - but then fortha has always been
your greatest appeal, this ability you possessrizeda man to
distraction wondering which pose you will decideattopt next.’



As they exchanged smiles of mutual dislike Don Aitve delighted

laughter rang in their ears. 'There, did | not essou,nina, that my

grandson could not resist a mystery? Even when &g avboy,

nothing could deter him from completing a complkchjigsaw and
even his favourite outdoor pursuits took secondepta an unsolved
puzzle'. Come, let us eat, happiness has sharpegedppetite, |

intend enjoying to the full this last family meal!"

Somehow, as the leisurely dinner progressed, Seraraged to
hang on to her spirited defence, continuing to ansiman's pointed
remarks with a sweet reasonableness run throughinvitendo only

he could interpret. Don Alberto remained sublimelpaware,

entertained by the swift interchange of words whichd he but
known it, were being thrown like weapons betweempoments.

Affectionate masks hid their rancour as the badws between them,
sometimes finding their mark to inflict intense mpdhat had to be
hidden beneath a still brighter smile or, in Juaa'se, by deliberate
displays of affection which, as she prodded hino iahger, grew
more and more outrageous.

The culmination came, as it was fated to, in alclafstemperament
all the more intense because it had to be kepes&om the elderly
gentleman dozing in an armchair, replete with mglpi of his
favourite food, garnished with a sauce of ill-foedccontentment.

They were standing close together at the windowkif@ out across
the moonlit garden, presenting to the old gentlemlan occasionally
lifted one sleepy eyelid a picture of devotion vdos engrossed in
togetherness. But as Juan's intimidating shadownéabover her
Serena felt a tightening of tension and a conwictlmat if she were
not to shatter Don Alberto's illusions the dreadfuéning must be
brought to a swift end. As his head lowered saicty she repulsed
him in a fierce whisper. 'I've had enough, I'm gpio my room!



‘That is the first sensible decision you've madeeskning,” he
returned in a sibilant hiss.

His vehemence startled her and she would havedexrway had not
his detaining arm snaked around her waist. Shenkhitam the
glittering eyes boring into her face. The devihim was aroused, his
temper stretched to snapping point. Between claehdeeth he
projected a command that threatened reprisal ifisihed to disobey.

‘You have played your part to perfection, but tivren you decide to
cheat you cheat well. Nogo, for God's sakgo!

Serena stumbled past the sleeping Don Alberto Uano her room,
where for hours she lay in the great solitary bedirsy, her mind

numb. Then around midnight, long after the reshefhousehold had
retired, she heard footsteps on the floor of tbaegplazuelabeneath

her window, footsteps accompanied by the jingle spfurs

progressing in the direction of the stables. Prdpgeon one elbow,
she strained her ears and a few minutes later tibardoft fall of

hooves as a horse was led from its box. Then cémagirigle of

harness and spurs as the rider mounted and a chuftiding of

hooves as gradually the horse gathered speed aah lgalloping

away.

She sank back into her pillows feeling indefingbéen, a suffering
far worse than that he had taken such pleasurdlicting earlier, a
puzzling sense of nausea that was somehow connegtkdthe
conviction that the call of Gabriela had been heardiwas even now
in the process of being answered.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

THE huasosbegan gathering soon after dawn and sounds of mt
activity coming from the direction of the corral akened Serena. An
arena, padded with cane all around the sides, wig erected. It
looked like a giant laundry basket, she thouglgr|athen curiosity
drove her down to investigate. Theasosn their colourful ponchos,
broad-brimmed sombreros and tight-fitting blacktheas had a
proud, dignified appearance as they sat tall instddle. Man and
horse were part of a team, one indispensable toother, so
consequently the animals were trained to a nicegll treated and
very well cared for.

They were busy, but still had time to spare for avevof greeting
towardsla bella Inglesaand the child who more and more each ds
was beginning to resemble her fair-haired, bluedegamaita.Soon,
other riders began arriving from adjacent haciendaspetitors in
the many rodeo events. Then cars began rollingpugisigorge the
elite of the district, Don Alberto's compatriotsdatheir families,
sharp-eyed mothers and dutiful daughters to whadty was yet
another social occasion in which to seek out atecs@rospective
husband material.

Of Juan Serena had seen no sign, so that whenrshefent was
announced and Don Alberto appeared at her sidestiqoeng his
absence, she could only stammer an evasive reply.

'He's about somewhere ... perhaps down at thel @ganizing the
events?'

'‘Organizing?' he snorted. 'Preparing to participatere like! Each

year | grow more fearful of the dangers, but hglsuand goes his
own way. Not that | would have him any differehg'relented, 'he is
as he was born to be - headstrong, wilful, andbtou



In spite of her intention to appear indifferentye$@ began searching
the now considerable crowd circling the arena faight of Juan's
dark head. Then, impatient of her own weaknessst&red ahead,
concentrating upon the first of the events, a cditpe in which the
huasosvied to chase, lasso and hogtie a steer in thestasumber of
seconds.:

The second event was bareback riding, and she asmby\were

escorted by Don Alberto to a narrow, railed-ofeglleading off the
arena where, behind a barred gate, a blindfoldehees being held
steady to enable a rider to mount. The alley wasume enough to
allow the wildly kicking stallion to turn aroundpesequently it had
no other outlet for its temper other than to lashwickedly with its

rear hooves while the rider jumped swiftly on ®b&ck.

The second he was seated the blindfold was whigpad the
stallion's eyes and the gate flung open, grantiwgyaof escape to the
mean-looking, powerfully-rearing horse carryingwtisip-slim rider.
Serena caught a mere glimpse of the reckless- eyad as the
stallion charged past her into the arena to betgpld®y cheers from a
wildly encouraging crowd. Her mouth went dry ashamgnormous
eyes she watched Juan's body bent like a spristjofackward, then
forward, as determined to stay put as the horsedetermined to
unseat him.

Her choked protest went unheard in the roar thapted when the
horse jumped high into the air to land foursquareh@ ground with
fearful impetus. Pain jarred her body as if she, ot Juan, were the
rider. She closed her eyes, fearful of seeing hitevbody being
trampled beneath frantic hooves, but at the sodiredsecond cheer
she opened them to discover him, still seated enséaddle, being
escorted out of the arena by two riders, his daddritossed back, his
white teeth flashing a triumphant grin to the apdiag spectators.



Shaken to the depths, she moved as far out of gighe arena as her
shaking legs would carry her. On the perimeterhaf ¢rowd she
found an unoccupied bench and she sank down, aiipWiendy to
slide out of her arms to play in the grass arowsrdidet. She tried to
marshall her chaotic thoughts, to come to termi thie truth that had
struck with the impact of flaying hooves, joltingrhinto facing a fact
danger had forced to the surface, a fact whichgdmving been
acknowledged, was refusing to remain hidden.

She was in love with the man she had thought steelha

Suddenly her ideal man had features: a mercilessignate mouth
that could melt into tenderness; brooding eyes, onm@ute
fathomless, the next full of storming temperamenfine blade of
nose with arrogantly distended nostrils; lean tancheeks that
creased deeply whenever he smiled that devasttiilg capable of
making her heart turn a somersault,! His voice edhim her ears,
reminding her in a low, sensuous tone of the swadearments he
had smothered against her cheeks, her hair, thee @frthroat and
shoulders, on the night that had begun as punisharehended in
confusing rapture.

With a moan she covered her eyes, trying to blottoe memory,
wondering how she could have been so blind as stake weltering
emotions, trembling limbs and storms-racked seftsesymptoms of
hatred. How long had she loved him? She traced tmatkeir very
first meeting and knew, with a sense of shock, #atn then
attraction had reared its turbulent head, thrigmge under the guise
of hatred until sudden danger had found it anotfa@ne.Love! She
loved him so much that the very thought of hoovasaling his body
into the dust was enough to impel a spurt of sogldiears.
Remorselessly she examined her newly-discoveresl Umuil there
was no room left in her heart for pride. She dwelbn the ecstatic
hours they had shared, feeling neither shame moonse, merely



possessive longing and a terrible fear that shehtnmgver again
know the glory of loving and being loved by him.

As blindly she relived the memory of that night ghded, in her
absorption, to notice Wendy's red-trewed figureggling towards
the fence behind which she could hear the voideofavourite man.
Awareness came too late. She started back tousfiein time to see
Wendy's heels disappearing through a gap in theefguast big
enough to allow her entry. She tried to call out, ltoorror had frozen
her voice to a croak, so she began to run and wherreached the
fence heard a gasp of dismay rising simultanedusin the throats
of the watching crowd. Her heartbeats stopped, eswdgd by the
sight that met her eyes.

In the centre of the arena Juan, astride a mowas ,cancentrating his
will upon a savagely resentful, ferocious-lookingllbTransfixed,
Serena watched him ride towards the beast, sto@hapoint along
a wall marked by flags, then turn him round. Therblegan driving
him in the opposite direction, again without usirfgrce,
demonstrating the ability he had learned on thgeda sort out vast
herds of cattle for branding, fattening or shippioigmaking cattle do
whatever he wanted merely by crowding them inte.lin

But this time the spectators' startled eyes wetdaoused upon his
skill. Horror-stricken, they were watching a tingdrtrewed figure
crawling across the arena oblivious of danger, @rio attract the
attention of the man whose back was turned upon Jetingly
preoccupied with his task.

Then Serena screamed, a high-pitched scream of tiat pierced
Juan's absorption, spinning him round in the saddle

'Por mi vida!'His exclamation cracked across the stunned ar®na
sharp as his words, he swung from the saddle agdnbeunning
towards the gurgling child.



It was the opportunity the enraged bull had beentivga for.
Immediately his adversary's back was turned herbeganorting,
wild-eyed charge, his lowered head with sharp-gainhorns
promising death to his tormentor.

Serena saw Juan's frantic race to pluck Wendy thenground, then
as the charging bull advanced to within mere fdetsoprey she
closed her eyes and slid into a dead faint thattddoout the
inevitable agonizing climax.

She was unaware dfuasoswho, galvanized into action, threw &
protective ring around Juan and the child beforeig the bull back
to its pen. Nor was she aware of being picked wpcanried into the
house, of servants scurrying to answer dementadcalbrandy and
wet towels with which to bathe her forehead. Aledtnew as she
struggled out of the pit of agony was that she lbatieverything in
life dear to her, and the first name that moanest lpar colourless lips
was:'Juan!’

'I'm here,queridal!' The strangled reply must, she thought, be an ec
from heaven. Heavy lashes lifted from tormentedeyel in that first
split second she was too confused to hide hemnigeh the great swell
of joy, eyes with veil torn apart that blazed Ibautit relief at the sight
of him.

'Rest now,cara,' he encouraged softly. "You have experienced
great shock - | promise we will both return latdérem you are feeling
stronger.’

With both Bella and Carmen bustling around her $fesidid not feel
able to reply freely, but her heart was in her eageshe watched him
carry Wendy to the doorway, then turn for a sectmdast an
inscrutable look towards her before retreating §layut of the cool
shutter-dimmed room, leaving a consoling jinglsiirs in his wake.



She clung to the sound long after he had gonejtaedhained with

her in the depths of shock- ridden sleep as a anhséminder that
there would be nothing to fear when finally she kedBut hours

later when she felt able to slip from the bed amd & dressing-gown
she found that she did feel fear - fear of the erdble towards the
strong, fear that Juan might mock her no longeretdeelings, fear
of the ruthlessness with which he might wield thepaof power over

her defenceless emotions.

It was early evening when he returned. The aredddma since been
dismantled, the people dispersed, and as she aathair by an open
window a blossom-laden breeze lifted tendrils okfhair from her
forehead and stroked cooling balm across her hegkch She knew
the moment he entered, yet did not stir. He haentycshowered and
a tangy hint of cologne mingling with the aromaaécently-smoked
cheroot drifted a warning beneath her nostrils.

He spoke quietly so as not to startle her, but ghoshe made no
pretence at surprise she did not turn her headdntinued staring
blindly out of the window.

‘Carmen tells me you are almost fully recoveredjfiyxou do not feel
like talking I will come back later.’

Serena breathed in deeply; what had to be said lmeustid and now
was as good a time as any.

'You may stay if you wish. Please be seated.’

If he was disconcerted by the formality of her ttv@emade no sign,
but disturbed her by choosing to sit on the broaddewledge
directly in front of her. Still she refused to méet eyes and fastened
her gaze upon the brown column of throat left egddsy a casual,
open-necked shirt. Her fingernails dug into hensaas delicately he
began to probe.



‘The shock you received must have been great wloamsed you to
faint. Did you think the child had been harmed?'

With a sickening jolt she became aware for the finse that Wendy,
darling, sweet baby, had, at the actual moment asfgdr, been
secondary in her mind. Her own heartlessness cawesed shudder
which he was quick to notice.

‘Are you cold in that flimsy thing? Shall | fetcbwy a warmer wrap?'

‘No, thank you.' She trembled, clutching the find@n gown closer.
'l be all right in a second, the events of thiternoon were so ... SO
traumatic ...'

‘They were,"' Juan agreed, sending her a keen hseguglance.

Suddenly she could bear it no longer - the impemdiquisition, the
amusement he must be striving hard to conceal. Rfuw, don't
you? You know, so why pretend?’

Swiftly he moved, bending over her, close, veryseldl know what,
queridé Tell me what it is that | know?"'

‘You know," her voice broke on a sob, 'you knowy peast, that I'm
in love with you!'

There, it was out in the open, it had actually b&sed! The admission
hung heavy in the air between them.

Calmly he drew her to her feet yet, incredibly, $&lea tremor run
through him as very gently he pressed her headhsigais shoulder.

'And is that all | need to know, Serena?'

His nearness was distracting, she could feel tlayhbeat of his
heart through the thin material of her gown andedra force within



him straining at the leash yet kept in determinbdc& while he
waited for her answer.

He had seen her humbled, yet still he was notfgatis obviously he
wanted her pride ground into the dust! She liftedtread and, full of
gentle dignity, confessed, 'l suspect that somefjowve guessed
that | lied to you. Wendy is not my child, she's smster. | wanted to
wound your pride and that was the only way | kneawh.. I'm
sorry...'

‘And so you ought to be, my little tormentor!" hewnd savagely,
then he took her chin between his fingers and tbre to meet his
heady, blazing glance full on. 'Olguerida,’ he groaned, 'you
punished me well - no one could be devil enoughvéorant the
torture you piled upon my head! But | forgive ydinave to forgive
you becausani vida,without you | cannot live!'

He took her lips, still parted with surprise, diimdkin their sweetness
like a man deprived, straining her against him gitich longing her
bones felt crushed to pulp, yet she made no deimeivonder of it

was so great it was impossible to believe.

'l adore you, my gentle, serene little wife,' heldalled her. '"You
drive me mad with desire, so much so that | haveltothe range for
best part ofthe night lest my hunger should drive into stealing
once again what you would never willingly give. @y heart,' one
by one he kissed the tears from her cheeks,yoarforgive mefor
forcing my brutal attentions uponvagin child - the memory of that
shameful night will haunt me for the rest of myfif

So that was when he had discovered her secret!felaigh of her to
think him incapable of realizing when he held a ptete and utter
novice in his arms! She clung to him, afraid talieh go in case these
wonderful moments should turn out to be a mirage.



'‘Why,' she condemned, burying her flushed chee&maghis chest,
'did you find it necessary to torture me into adimgt what you had
already discovered for yourself?'

He took his time in replying, first kissing her syéhe tip of her nose,
the tiny dimple at the corner of her mouth. 'Beedatiss essential that
we should start being honest with one another.’

Greatly daring, still unsure, and timid of arousihig flashpoint
anger, she resurrected a subject that had causaduicé pain.

"You demand honesty from me, so | must be entittethe same
return. Tell me," she husked, 'am | to continuerisgayou with

Gabriela? Will you keep a separate compartmenoum fieart for her
and one for me?'

‘Gabriela?' Like a fly from the hide of a steer sles brushed aside.
‘There have been many Gabrielas in my life, shadbassflickered
upon a wall, but only one divine substanece vida,only you are the
cool candle that will cherish for ever the flamenof adoration.’

Deeply moved, Serena found the confidence to téA&rjld it have
mattered so much if Wendy really had been my child?

This time she prodded a slumbering devil.

‘Yes!"he rasped, his grip tightening to the point ofraggdt would
have mattered like hell!

An interlude followed during which he would allowo riime for
further words. He seemed intent upon apologizinth va kiss for
everything he had done or said, every scathing riereaery hurtful
action - and there had been many. So many, in that, passion
became impatient and the fire of desire flared, odesd, and
eventually absolved him of his remaining sins.



Much later they stood together by the window claspesach other's
arms watching a huge golden disc of moon shiningrdapon his
inheritance, upon the miles of pampas, the villdge housed the
huasosand their families, the sprawling hacienda setiwit maze of
tropical garden. Serena sighed, and their commuwias such that
Juan knew immediately the thoughts that disturlexd h

'l will give it all up, if you wish,' he told herith such simple sincerity
she felt ashamed of her lingering doubts. 'In faes,grasp tightened
as she snuggled closer, 'l would enjoy the cha#levfgstarting out
afresh to provide with my own two hands the netiessof life for
my small family.'

She stirred, then dared to whisper, "You don'tregéendy?’

He was too full of contentment to feel anger. brakhebella ninaas
much as | will adore our own beautiful children.tBowu have not
answered my questiomuerida. Grandfather has not yet left the
hacienda, he was too worried about you. Shalltbgom and explain
that | wish to tear up the papers we signed yeajgr@s proof of my
love?"

He took her sweetly troubled face between his handswaited. He,
the most arrogant of the Valdivias, was allowing teechoose his
destiny, placing his life, his future and his haggss in her hands.

Serena did not hesitate. ‘No," she told him soflych a decision
would break your grandfather's heart. Besides,bheasth caught as
his hand sought and cupped her racing heart, dhdor needs space
in which to stretch his wings. Fly swift and flyghi, if you must, my
love, but let us build our nest here, in our vemynovalley of
Paradise.'



