
        
            
                
            
        

    



“Do you like playing games with me, Annalisa?” Ramon murmured very close to her ear.



Every tiny hair on her body stood erect as his warm breath caressed her senses. She had no way of seeing the expression on his face. At the moment her eyes were level with the third button down on his shirt. Was he talking about the water rights…the sale of her property? Or something else…something on a far more personal level? That possibility made her shake her head emphatically as she struggled to remain immune to the very masculine heat coming from him. It was a heat with very different properties to the scorching midday sun. It was a heat that beat at her sense with unrelenting purpose….

 

“Would you like to?” he growled, so close to her ear that she shivered involuntarily. And then, as if he had received the answer he was looking for, he laughed as if it was indeed just a game to him and let her go.
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CHAPTER ONE



‘THIS is a private beach.’

The deep Latin voice with its hint of censure brought the slender young woman scrambling to her feet. Struggling to fasten the top half of her bikini with eyes narrowed against the sun’s glare, Annalisa drew herself up to her full height, only to find herself steering her gaze into the naked chest of a powerfully built man.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said automatically. So where was the notice saying this stretch of Menorcan sand was reserved for the use of arrogant Spanish males? ‘I was just—’

‘I gathered what you were doing,’ he cut in.

‘There’s nothing to say this area is restricted,’ Annalisa said, fighting to keep her gaze in check. She judged him to be in his mid-thirties. Black bathing shorts still wet from the sea clung to well-muscled thighs, while drops of water glistened on his bronzed, toned body. Her heart gave a jolt as she lifted her chin to take a proper look at his face. He had the most amazing eyes… Not just the colour, the shape, or even the fact that twin crescents of thick black lashes cast deep shadows across his chiselled cheekbones; they were simply the most expressive—

‘Do you have signs in your garden back home?’ he demanded, reclaiming her attention.

He spoke with all the quiet confidence of a man accustomed to respect, Annalisa thought as she took stock of her adversary.

‘No, but my garden has a hedge around it…and a gate.’

To her surprise he almost smiled. ‘Touché, Miss—?’

‘Wilson. Annalisa Wilson,’ Annalisa told him, feeling the need to cross her arms over her chest. It wasn’t that his gaze ever left her face, and he certainly didn’t try to crowd her like most men. But even standing a good few feet away he made her extremely nervous.

And now he smiled. But, instead of making her feel better, the flash of strong white teeth against his improbably handsome face made her feel more awkward than ever. Maybe it had more to do with the look in his eyes that suggested he knew a lot more than she did.

‘Pleased to meet you, Annalisa. That is a beautiful and unusual name.’

‘Thank you. My father was Spanish.’

‘Really?’

Why that should amuse him she had no idea.

‘Ramon di Crianza Perez,’ he said, extending his hand in formal greeting.

As they connected she felt the strength in his fingers close around her, and instinctively snatched her hand away. ‘I’m sorry if I’m trespassing. I’ll go—’

‘Go?’ he queried sharply. ‘How do you propose to do that?’

‘I’ll swim back the way I came…around the point,’ she said, nodding towards a spine of rocks that divided the two beaches.

‘The point!’

His incredulity stung her. ‘Why not?’

‘It’s far too dangerous!’

‘I think I can be the judge—’ She held back the rest of the retort. Why on earth was she attempting to justify her actions to a complete stranger?

‘You do?’ His voice, like a whiplash, lacked all suggestion of Mediterranean charm, but his eyes still possessed the same infuriating sparkle that had captured her attention in the first place… It betrayed an interest that went far beyond a natural desire to protect his boundaries.

Staring back at him, Annalisa knew the fact she felt hot and edgy had nothing to do with the sun. ‘Well, you swam here from that yacht,’ she argued, glancing towards an impressive cruiser moored offshore. When his sardonic gaze licked over her she felt hotter still.

‘You must consider yourself an exceptional athlete.’

‘I swam for my school—’

‘In a swimming pool?’

‘Well, yes. But—’

‘The Mediterranean is not a swimming pool, Annalisa.’

Was it really necessary to drawl her name like that? she wondered, conscious of the inadequate scraps of material struggling to contain her figure.

‘These waters can be very dangerous,’ he went on. ‘The current by those rocks—’

‘A strong swimmer—’

‘Should have more respect for the ocean,’ he countered evenly.

‘I got here in one piece,’ Annalisa muttered. But her defiance was being steadily eroded by this man’s determined campaign of control.

She felt his brooding gaze rest on her face.

‘Beginner’s luck,’ he said, holding up his hands to bring an end to the matter. ‘Come. I will escort you off my property.’

Your property! So, they were to be neighbours, Annalisa thought, careful to keep her expression neutral as she digested this piece of information.

She panicked as he moved towards her, and backed up a step. ‘I have to swim back. I don’t have any dry clothes with me.’

He drew up short, and his assessing stare ran heat through every inch of her. ‘I’m sure something can be found for you up at the house.’

His brazen inspection, together with his casual assumption that she would leap to do his bidding, sent storm waves pulsing through her. The sea was nothing in comparison to the danger on the shore, Annalisa thought as she tried to side-step her way out of trouble.

But his reflexes were razor-sharp and he blocked her path. ‘My driver will take you wherever you want to go.’

‘Look, I’m sure you mean to be kind—’

His impatient gesture sliced through the air. ‘Kindness is not an issue. My only concern is to prevent you from making another mistake.’

I wasn’t aware I’d made a first until I met you, Annalisa thought, watching his jaw tighten as if he couldn’t quite believe one person could provoke so much aggravation in so short a time. ‘I’ll be fine,’ she insisted firmly. ‘It’s an easy swim.’

‘I don’t have time for this,’ he rapped, directing a level stare at her. ‘And my invitation was not a suggestion,’ he added pointedly. He turned abruptly to indicate a narrow track that cut a snaking path up the cliff.

The silent instruction made his autocratic air all the more intolerable. But with someone like Ramon Perez planted in the way Annalisa knew she had no alternative but to follow orders…for the moment.

Her mouth tightened angrily as she marched past him. But she was angrier at herself than with her forceful neighbour. There was just no excuse for going into battle unprepared. If she had only apologised for trespassing on his land, accepted his offer of some dry clothes and a lift home, the whole incident would have been over by now. Instead of which— Her stomach lurched as he strode ahead of her. Drinking in the wide spread of his shoulders and the taut power of a most agreeable back view, she was forced to concede that there were some things that made up for an attack of hurt pride.

It wasn’t the climb that tightened Annalisa’s stomach in knots, but the growing suspicion that with each step she was leaving the simple charm of the shoreline behind and entering some exclusive territory. The natural disorder of scrub and sand and pebbles gave way to steps that looked as if they had been swept recently, and the handrail had been painted in a shade that blended perfectly with the surroundings. This impression of affluence was only confirmed when they reached the top of the steep climb and a stout manservant, dressed from head to toe in a crisp white uniform, hurried forward.

Maybe he had been on sentry duty for hours, she mused, seeing the canary-yellow and white beach towels stacked on his outstretched arm.

Ramon acknowledged the man with a courteous nod. ‘Please escort Miss Wilson to a guest room, Rodriguez. And see that she receives some refreshment before she leaves.’ He swivelled round, appraising Annalisa at a glance. ‘I’m sure Margarita will be able to find something suitable for you to wear.’ And, swiping a towel off the pile, he draped it around her shoulders.

‘Thank you,’ Annalisa said, struggling to ignore the flash of sensation that rushed through her when his hand brushed her naked skin. She drew the towel tightly around her to ward off the cold hand of disappointment. He might be the most infuriating individual she had ever encountered, but he was also the most intriguing. And the way his voice had softened when he said ‘Margarita’ suggested this woman meant a great deal to him— Now she was being ridiculous! She’d only known him for five minutes and already her imagination was running riot!

He dipped his head briefly, signalling an end to the encounter. ‘Adios, Annalisa.’

Shading her eyes with her hand, Annalisa watched him power away towards an imposing white mansion. She felt sure that the home and lifestyle of Ramon di Crianza Perez were as different from her own as it was possible to imagine. But in some unaccountable way she felt the need to prove herself to her proud Menorcan neighbour.

A discreet cough distracted her. She turned and flashed a quick smile at the manservant. But he had no time to waste on pleasantries. Having caught her attention, he was already making for the house, using short rapid strides that suggested he had far better things to do.

As she climbed the central marble staircase of the villa behind her surly guide, Annalisa shot some anxious glances at the closed doors. She felt sure everyone living in such a place would have to be as self-possessed as Ramon, and looking like a beached mermaid was not the best time to cannon into some elegant presence.

The grand house was completely silent. Maybe it was empty. But when the manservant opened a door leading off the first-floor landing, and showed her into a stunning room overlooking the sea, she knew there had to be someone in residence.

For bush telegraph read bush fire, Annalisa thought, spying the jug of freshly squeezed orange juice and the bowl of plump ripe figs. And an outfit had already been laid out on what looked very much like a priceless Louis Quinze chaise longue. The slim sofa was covered with the finest brocade in a delicate shade of powder blue, and its single arm was intricately carved and ornamented with gold leaf.

Margarita had a figure not dissimilar to her own, Annalisa realised as she picked up some sapphire silk Capri pants. A thrill ran through her as she read the label. She had never come close to wearing anything so exclusive. An ivory silk casual top by the same designer lay beside some flesh-toned underwear, still in the fuchsia-tinted tissue paper in which it had been packed in the boutique. The flimsy thong and bra were composed of so fine a fabric it brought the blood rushing to her cheeks. Margarita must be quite something, she thought, spotting some dainty cream leather mules lined up neatly on the floor.

Waiting until the door closed, Annalisa quickly stepped out of her damp bikini. There was a full-length cheval-glass in one corner of the room and it was too tempting not to steal a glimpse at herself as she dressed. Slipping into clothes like these was almost a sensual experience, like stepping into another world. But now what? she wondered, gazing around the fabulous room.

There wasn’t long to wait before she found out. A tap on the door brought the answer. A young girl dressed in a maid’s uniform stood waiting on the threshold.

‘The car is outside when you are ready, Señorita Fuego Montoya,’ she announced in halting English.

‘Wilson. Señorita Wilson,’ Annalisa corrected gently, smiling at her. ‘But you can call me Annalisa if you like.’

‘Sí, Señorita Fuego Montoya,’ the young girl said, colouring up.

She doesn’t understand, Annalisa realised, hoping the shock of hearing her late father’s name wrongly applied to herself didn’t show on her face.

‘Are you ready, señorita?’ the maid pressed, hovering uncertainly on the threshold.

‘Yes. Thank you,’ Annalisa said, reminding herself to add Spanish lessons to her list of things to do. ‘And I’ll return the clothes—’

‘Oh, no, señorita,’ the girl exclaimed, holding up her hands to emphasise the point. ‘Señora Margarita intends you to keep them.’

‘But I couldn’t possibly,’ Annalisa protested.

The maid shrugged, as if the generous gift was of no consequence. ‘The señora has many such outfits, señorita.’

Wealth like this was hard to imagine… And yet she should try, Annalisa reminded herself. Quite out of the blue she had recently inherited a considerable chunk of land in Menorca, and even though she had precious little cash to throw around right now, if she sold the estate designer outfits like these would be well within her reach. ‘I should still like to thank Señora—’

But the girl had already started towards the staircase, and with a brief wave of her hand indicated that Annalisa should follow.

For just a beat Annalisa hesitated. If only her Spanish had been stronger she might have been able to ask the maid to arrange a brief meeting with Margarita. Then she could have explained her intrusion face to face, as well as thank her for the clothes. But for now she had no answer to the dilemma.

Annalisa frowned. Everything connected with Menorca seemed to have a dilemma attached to it as far as she was concerned. And the whole point in taking a sabbatical from the small law practice where she worked as a solicitor had been to resolve dilemmas, not create more. She had come to the island to uncover the truth about her Spanish father, not to involve herself in the lives of the island’s super-rich. Her mission was to discover what had prompted an elderly Spanish grandee to leave a vast estate to her, when he had abandoned her mother the minute he discovered she was pregnant. And had never been heard from again as far as Annalisa knew.

During her mother’s lifetime the relevant questions could not be asked. There had been an unspoken rule between them that strictly forbade all talk of the past. But her mother had died almost immediately after the news of Señor Fuego Montoya’s death, prompting Annalisa to embark on her own quest.

So, here she was…feeling increasingly uncomfortable as she followed the maid down the sweeping marble staircase. The young girl’s confusion over her name had caused the past and present to collide…and in the home of a man who might be as unprincipled as her father for all Annalisa knew. But thankfully she had the benefit of hindsight to guide her now…and better still there was no sign of her enigmatic neighbour.

Perhaps she had seen the last of him. And perhaps it was as well if she had. The chance to savour Margarita’s dream existence for a short time had been a heady experience, but reality beckoned and Annalisa knew that she could not allow a distraction like Ramon Perez to get in her way.

Although it was a relatively short swim from one beach to another, the drive back to the finca took quite some time. One main arterial road stretched the length of the island, and each cove could only be reached by returning first to this highway. Annalisa tensed on the soft kidskin upholstery as the limousine bounced in and out of the ruts on the track down to her new home, and knew just enough Spanish to feel embarrassment when she caught the word casucha as the chauffeur muttered something under his breath. The finca might look like a hovel to him, but by the time she had finished with it—

‘Thank you for the lift,’ she said, managing to bite her tongue as he got out to open the door for her.

She really would have to do something about the approach if she wanted the property to achieve its full market value, she realised, gazing around. According to the estate agent there were already several offers on the table.

But even if some of the renovations were beyond her pocket, there was no harm in investing as much as she could afford in order to reap the maximum return when she came to sell.

When the limousine drove off she was enveloped from head to foot in a cloud of fine white dust. This served to point out the fact that the walls were crumbling, not to mention the roof, which in some areas was open to the sky. If she didn’t sort that out before the rains came, the whole place would be flooded—that was if the infamous Tramuntana wind didn’t lift it off first. But in spite of all the problems there was something very special about the mellow, honey-coloured stone.

Excited yelps diverted Annalisa’s attention to one of the more forceful members of her ever-increasing menagerie. The welcome softened the worry lines that had been building up on her face all morning and replaced them with a smile. The ancient rag-tailed dog was so grateful for every second of her time that she had already adopted him, naming him Fudge for his colour. Along with Fudge, several cats, hens, and even a donkey had miraculously appeared on her doorstep, as if they accepted what she could not—that life on finca Fuego Montoya was about to resume.

They were more optimistic than she was, Annalisa thought, glancing around the cobbled courtyard at the daunting tasks that still lay ahead of her. Her immediate impression of the main house had been of overwhelming neglect. She had found it so dark and still the first time she’d walked through the curtains of dust motes suspended in the musty air. But somehow that hadn’t put her off. And her determination had been rewarded.

Traces of what must once have been a fine family home had soon become apparent in the quality of the furniture, as well as the interesting collection of cobweb-festooned paintings. And then she had been filled with the urge to breathe life into it again—to fling open the shutters, to clean out every corner and polish the windows until the whole place gleamed and vibrated with life.

She didn’t rest until each room was filled with the scent of beeswax and soap and flowers… But the outbuildings remained in a desperate state.

She closed her eyes briefly and drew a deep breath. Then, firming her lips, she opened them again. What she had started she would finish. So what if she had to learn to use a hammer and chisel? She had come a long way from her small solicitor’s office in an undistinguished town in the north of England. Here the sun warmed her face and it felt good. Winter was barely over, but in Menorca she could already detect the scent of blossom on the air.

Having changed out of the delicious outfit into a pair of battered old shorts and a non-descript T-shirt, Annalisa headed down to the kitchen. Clearing a space on the rustic table, she prepared to write a brief letter of thanks to Señor and Señora Ramon di Crianza Perez. But even as she put pen to paper thoughts and impressions invaded her mind—and none of them was connected with the brief note she had planned. The truth was she was furious with herself. Somehow a married man had slipped beneath her guard, jolting something deep within her…something fundamental. Like an alarm going off in her heart, she acknowledged with dismay.

But she had seen her mother left embittered and had no intention of being lured along the same path. It was a bleak trail that led to nothing more than empty lives and worthless promises. With an impatient huff she forced her attention back to the blank sheet of paper on the table in front of her.

Willing the pen to move back and forth, she crafted the words that would convey her appreciation for the kindness of the Crianza Perez household and nothing more. Then, sealing the envelope, she propped it up next to the clock. She would post it on her next shopping trip to Mahon, the island’s capital, and perhaps find some small token in an attempt to appease her formidable neighbour. But first things first; her legal representative on the island would be appearing in a little under an hour.

Taking a fresh sheet of paper, Annalisa began drawing up a list of subjects she wanted to discuss. It was only as she began framing the questions in her mind that a new possibility occurred to her…

 

‘But, Señorita Wilson, you do not have the money to make the improvements you have just outlined. Why do you not accept the generous offer that has been made for finca Fuego Montoya and buy something more suitable for yourself?’

‘I have decided not to sell.’

‘Not to sell!’

Annalisa was certain the distinguished lawyer could not have looked more shocked if he’d tried. ‘And that is my final decision,’ she confirmed in a low, determined voice.


‘But, no!’ he insisted dramatically. ‘This is impossible. How will you—?’

Annalisa could feel her patience evaporating. ‘Don Alfonso,’ she began firmly, ‘I have always worked for my living and that is exactly how I intend to continue.’

‘To work?’ the silver-haired lawyer exclaimed in horror with a shrug that encompassed the world. ‘But if you sell the finca, Señorita Wilson, you will never need to work again.’

‘But I want to work,’ Annalisa insisted stubbornly. ‘And forgive me, Don Alfonso, but I thought you worked for me.’

‘And so I do,’ he insisted hotly. ‘But it is my duty to tell you that if you were my daughter—’

‘I am no one’s daughter!’ Annalisa’s retorted sharply, regretting the words almost as soon as they shot out of her mouth.

‘I understand that your father is dead, Señorita Wilson,’ Don Alfonso reminded her solemnly.

And always has been to me, Annalisa thought bitterly as she fought to re-order her thoughts. ‘I apologise, Don Alfonso,’ she said, composing herself. ‘Of course I will always be grateful to my father for entrusting me with the future of the finca.’ Even if he never acknowledged me in his lifetime, she added silently to herself. ‘I should not have raised my voice to you,’ she admitted candidly. ‘But you should know that I am quite determined to remain here. I intend to restore the house and all the ancillary buildings. Then I shall return the orange groves to a profitable working concern that will benefit everyone in the village.’

‘The orange groves!’ the elderly lawyer exclaimed in utter amazement. ‘But what do you know about fruit production? Forgive me, Señorita Wilson,’ he added, saving her the embarrassment of admitting the answer to that was nothing at all. ‘I mean no offence.’ Plucking a kingfisher-blue handkerchief out of his top pocket, he began dabbing away at imaginary moisture on his neck and high forehead, his concern all too evident.

‘None taken,’ Annalisa said evenly, wondering what on earth had prompted her insane proposition.

‘But even if you were to proceed against my advice you cannot possibly take on such a task alone,’ Don Alfonso insisted as he replaced the silk square in his pocket.

‘Why? Because I’m a woman?’

He hesitated long enough for Annalisa to know she had struck a Latin nerve.

‘You do not have sufficient money,’ he insisted, bridging the controversial divide with sheer practicality.

‘I can do many of the jobs myself. I shall seek advice in the village…and I am not afraid of hard work.’

‘It is not the hard work that is my major concern—’

‘And I’ll find the money somehow.’

Don Alfonso looked unconvinced as he shook his head. ‘I don’t doubt your good intentions, Señorita Wilson.’

‘Then what is your concern?’ Annalisa demanded.

‘The power and status of the family you have ranged yourself against may prove insurmountable,’ he explained patiently. ‘Please. Leave it a little while longer before you make a final decision to decline their generous offer.’

‘But I have no intention of accepting any offers. And I don’t need more time,’ Annalisa insisted. ‘My mind is made up, Don Alfonso.’

‘I beg you to reconsider—’

‘I cannot imagine why anyone could be so determined to buy up my land now when it has so clearly been neglected for years.’

‘It was in your father’s hands before he died,’ Don Alfonso reminded her. ‘No one knew why he insisted on hanging on to it. There were many offers during his lifetime—’

‘Which he refused?’

‘Yes, but—’


‘As I shall,’ she insisted, though quite where this sudden comradeship with the father who had abandoned her before she was born had come from she had no idea.

‘And nothing I can say will dissuade you from this course of action?’

‘That is correct.’

Don Alfonso made a bemused sound and then murmured distractedly, ‘I cannot understand it…’

‘And I cannot understand why you are allowing yourself to be influenced by anyone’s interests other than mine.’

He looked offended, and when he spoke again it was in a conspiratorial whisper. ‘We are talking about one of the most powerful families in all Spain, Señorita Wilson. Led by a man whom I should not wish to cross.’ He shook his head in a grave show of disapproval.

Well, if that was meant to frighten her off it had missed its mark, Annalisa thought, firming her mouth. ‘You may feel the need to abide by this man’s dicta, Don Alfonso, I do not.’

‘You can have no idea of what you are taking on.’

‘So, tell me,’ Annalisa challenged. ‘Put a name to my opponent. We’re not discussing some mythical villain, I presume?’

Her elderly advisor bowed his head in dignified acquiescence. ‘No, Señorita Wilson. We are talking about an exceptional man with a mind like a steel trap and a will of iron. I fear you will find Ramon di Crianza Perez a most formidable adversary.’

Annalisa’s wide mouth softened, images of sun-kissed flesh and rippling muscles uppermost in her mind.

Misreading her expression, Don Alfonso warned, ‘It would be a mistake to underestimate Ramon Perez.’

‘He’s not such a monster,’ she reflected absently.

‘You know him!’

‘I have—’ Annalisa stopped, taking care over her choice of words. ‘I met Señor Perez briefly. He seemed perfectly civil—’

The lawyer’s frown deepened. ‘Forgive me, Señorita Wilson, but you are a young lady in her mid-twenties with limited experience—’

‘I am a working woman with a law degree,’ Annalisa returned sharply.

‘You would be most unwise to take Ramon Perez lightly.’

I would be most unwise to take him at all, she reminded herself wryly. Apart from the knowledge that she would be playing well out of her league, Ramon Perez was a married man. ‘I shall treat Señor Crianza Perez exactly as I would treat anyone else,’ she said confidently.

Don Alfonso shook his head. ‘I’m afraid that may not prove an effective tactic in this case.’

‘Well, we will just have to find a way to make Señor Perez understand that finca Fuego Montoya is not up for sale, Don Alfonso. This is my home,’ she said with a sweeping gesture. ‘And I intend to stay here for the rest of my life.’

The lawyer sucked in a deep breath as he flagged up his defeat with his hands. ‘So be it, Señorita Wilson. If those are your instructions—’

‘They are, Don Alfonso,’ Annalisa said firmly.

 

She was out in the yard when the low-slung black car screamed to a halt. Tossing back her wrist-thick ebony plait, Annalisa wiped her arm across her face as she waited for the dust cloud to settle. When she saw who was coming towards her she tensed. What on earth was Ramon Perez doing here? And why had she decided today of all days to emulate the local women by tucking her lightweight cotton skirt into her underwear while she worked?

Her mind revolved like a Catherine wheel, throwing off excuses…the hen hutches needed repairing…her shorts were drying on the line…


‘Buenos días, señorita!’ Ramon called out as he strode towards her, swiping the thick coating of limestone dust off his close-fitting jeans.

As he drew nearer she could see his sensuous mouth beginning to curve in the suspicion of a grin. And then he scanned her from head to foot.

‘I like your outfit,’ he commented approvingly.

Damn! Damn! Damn! Annalisa thought, wrenching her skirt free.

This was not the sort of meeting she had anticipated! She had instructed Don Alfonso to arrange something very different. Something cool and collected in the centre of town. In his shady, peaceful office—wearing suits, for goodness’ sake!

‘Thank you,’ she said, hoping there was enough of a casual note in her voice to fool Ramon into believing she was as composed as he was. She smoothed the crumpled fabric to a modest length around her calves and plucked at the low-cut cotton top that had once been white. ‘I bought it in the village.’

‘I would never have guessed,’ he murmured, turning away to study the various outbuildings before she had a chance to gauge his expression.

Even when the attention of those dark and disturbing eyes was deflected he had presence to spare, Annalisa thought, wishing she could relax.

‘You have plenty of work ahead of you,’ he called back to her. ‘These barns don’t look too safe. You mustn’t think of housing animals.’

‘I have no intention of doing so.’ She wished she could keep the edginess out of her voice. But the sight of those strong tanned hands thrust into the pockets of his jeans—

He fielded her peppery response with a laconic, ‘Forgive me, Annalisa. I am sure you will take every precaution. I did not mean to challenge your intentions.’

But his eyes said otherwise. They were watchful and amused as he turned to face her while he raked his thick black hair into order.

‘That’s OK,’ Annalisa lied, knowing her pale skin betrayed her feelings at the most inappropriate moments. ‘So, why are you here, Señor Perez?’

A grin tugged at one corner of his mouth. ‘I would have thought that was obvious.’ When she didn’t answer, he explained, ‘To see you, of course.’

‘Me?’ He was viewing her discomfort with a worrying degree of interest, she thought.

He gave a brief nod. ‘Don Alfonso came to see me on your behalf…to arrange a meeting. To discuss water rights.’

Annalisa tensed. He didn’t need to say any more. The water was her Achilles’ heel. If she was going to restore the orange groves, the closest source of fresh water ran across Ramon’s land. ‘In town. In his office,’ she agreed quickly. ‘Not here.’

‘Why not here?’

She squared her shoulders, as if signalling her refusal to be drawn into a debate out of the hearing of her lawyer. ‘What have you really come for, Señor Perez?’

Ramon dipped his head to bait her with his compelling stare. ‘To make sure you got home safely.’

‘Ah, yes,’ Annalisa said awkwardly, realising she should have said something sooner. ‘I can’t thank you and Margarita enough—’

He brushed off her gratitude with a gesture. ‘And to return this,’ he said, uncurling one large fist to reveal her tiny bikini.

A sharp sound somewhere between a sigh and a groan escaped her lips as she stepped forward to take it from him. But as one looping bra strap fell over her fingers, he reeled her in with a snap of his wrist. For a long moment they both stood motionless. Then at last he murmured, ‘Do you like playing games with me, Annalisa?’

Every tiny hair on her body stood erect as his warm breath caressed her senses. She had no way of seeing the expression on his face. At that moment her eyes were level with the third button down on his shirt. Was he talking about the water rights…the sale of the finca? Or something else…something on a far more personal level? That possibility made her shake her head emphatically as she struggled to remain immune to the very masculine heat coming from him. It was a heat with very different properties from the scorching midday sun. It was a heat that beat at her senses with unrelenting purpose…

‘Would you like to?’ he growled, so close to her ear that she shivered involuntarily. And then, as if he had received the answer he was looking for, he laughed as if it was indeed just a game to him and let her go.

‘I think it’s you who is playing games,’ Annalisa declared, struggling to hide the fact that she was very shaken indeed. ‘But thank you anyway for returning my—’

‘I was curious to see for myself the condition of the estate,’ Ramon broke in, as if nothing unusual had passed between them.

How could he change pace as smoothly as that? Annalisa wondered, fighting for equilibrium as he moved away from her to stroll around the yard.

If Don Alfonso had wanted to remind her that Ramon Perez was unlike any other man she had ever met, he could not have orchestrated a better demonstration! And the fact that Ramon was forbidden fruit failed to stop her heart from careering around her chest—whilst apparently he was able to remain detached and totally in control.

Her mouth firmed into a determined line as she weighed him up. Just acknowledging the attraction she felt for him was enough to make her feel guilty. But guilt was an emotion that seemed to have bypassed Ramon Perez completely. To hell with gratitude! This was power play at its most refined. It was time to sharpen up her game and get her mind back in gear. The way he was prowling around her yard proved that this visit was nothing more than an excuse to take stock…to weigh up the opposition. But at least this was the sort of predator she could understand…and deal with. All Ramon Perez cared about was gauging how little he would need to pay to take the finca off her hands!

‘Have you seen everything you came for now?’ Annalisa demanded.

‘For now,’ he agreed. ‘And I’m glad I came—’

‘To evaluate the competition?’ she supplied tersely.

He allowed the silence to hang between them for a few moments, and when he did speak his voice sounded mildly bemused. ‘Competition, Annalisa?’

The challenge pierced her defences, releasing a flood of sensation into her tense frame. Too late to bite off her tongue! The damage was done. She had to tread a lot more carefully. Know your enemy… Don’t reveal all your cards at once… As far as Ramon knew, she was just some small-town girl getting in his way…an easy target. Far better to leave it like that than to give him any advance warning of her plans…

Her plans? Annalisa’s glance swept the ground as Ramon continued to study her. She had plenty of dreams…but no plans…not yet. They couldn’t be formulated until she knew exactly what it would take to launch the orange groves as a commercial venture. The only thing she was sure about was that nothing could be accomplished without the fresh water that ran across Ramon’s land.

Suddenly the enormity of the task she was taking on hit her square in the chest. The last thing she needed was to alert Ramon to the fact that everything hinged on him—or that where fruit production was concerned she was a complete novice. To have the slightest hope of allaying his suspicions she had to show more self-assurance, put everything back on a business footing—broach the subject of his water when his guard was down.

‘Won’t you come inside for a cooling drink?’ she suggested briskly, heading off towards the house. But her heart was beating so hard she felt sure he would hear it. Perhaps he wouldn’t follow. Self-assurance was all very well in theory!

But as she reached the heavy iron-studded front door she realised he was right behind her.

‘I’d love a drink,’ he murmured. ‘If it’s not too much trouble?’

‘No trouble at all,’ she said, trying to ignore the tingles of awareness spinning up and down her spine.

The moment she closed the door behind them she knew it was a mistake. Her hand was actually trembling when she lifted it away from the handle. Enclosed within four walls, Ramon’s presence seemed to invade every nook and cranny. It was as if she was seeing the homely room for the first time—but through his eyes. On her way to the business end of the kitchen she managed to backhand a stack of documents into the bureau, plump a couple of cushions on the sofa and sweep up her mug and plate from breakfast, all without breaking stride.

‘Don’t go to any trouble on my account,’ he drawled, when she discreetly removed the contents of the draining board and put them in the sink.

‘I’m not. I—’ Having given him the best she could manage in coolly composed faces, Annalisa found her gaze trapped by a pair of very dangerous black eyes…and it seemed a very long time indeed before he turned away to inhale deeply and appreciatively.

‘You’ve certainly breathed fresh life into the old place.’

So he had visited the finca before. Probably as soon as her father died…looking around the place with a view to buy… And that, more than likely, was exactly what he was doing now! But in spite of every misgiving she was proud of the newly decorated interior. She had completed every bit herself and he was the first person to see the changes.

She had kept everything simple and in keeping with the rustic setting. The kitchen floor was tiled in natural terracotta and she had placed a huge rug in shades of russet, cream and slate blue in the centre of the room. There was a wicker basket full of fruit on the scrubbed table, and another containing vegetables awaiting preparation by the sink. She had dressed the windows with simple linen blinds and a profusion of plants and herbs competed for space on each window ledge.

He made a sound of approval as he turned full circle. ‘Congratulations. I’m impressed.’

Praise indeed! She relaxed a little. ‘What would you like to drink?’

‘Chilled water.’

While she was busy at the dresser, fetching tumblers, she watched him out of the corner of her eye—roaming about while he waited, running his hands along the walls and stopping occasionally to give them a sharp rap with his closed fist. Her thoughts were in turmoil because…because he was acting like a prospective purchaser, she decided hotly.

As his gaze tracked across the ceiling she heard him murmur thoughtfully, ‘Structural improvements will have to be made before next winter.’

‘I have already come to that conclusion myself, Señor Perez,’ Annalisa heard herself snap as she held out the glass of water.

The ghost of a smile was the only sign that he had registered her ruffled tone of voice. ‘I am sure you have,’ he agreed pleasantly. ‘Why don’t you call me Ramon, Annalisa? Señor Perez sounds so formal.’

Common sense screamed at her to keep the relationship on a formal footing, but pride insisted they were equals. Why not call him by his first name? He had no difficulty using hers. But as she poured herself a glass of water Annalisa realised her hands were still trembling. Ramon’s invasion of this, her private space, was far more unnerving than she could ever have anticipated.


Avoiding eye contact as she shucked some ice into the glass, she drank deeply, relishing the cool sensation as it tracked through a body that was perilously overheated.

Waiting until she had come out of hiding from behind the glass, Ramon issued a reminder. ‘It was you who called a meeting between us.’

‘Yes,’ Annalisa protested, ‘but I don’t propose to hold it here…now.’

The look he gave her suggested that Ramon Perez was a man who had never learned the meaning of the word no.

‘OK,’ he said without missing a beat. ‘Let’s make it dinner.’










CHAPTER TWO



‘DINNER!’

‘Don’t sound so shocked,’ Ramon insisted. ‘I’m only suggesting a light meal…fresh fish…’ Then he shrugged, adding as an afterthought, ‘And perhaps a drop of champagne.’

‘Don’t you think it’s a little early for celebrations?’ Annalisa jumped in defensively. She might be eager to start discussions about water rights, but champagne made it all sound too much like a fait accompli—for him!

‘We both have to eat,’ he said matter-of-factly. ‘If we do so together we can talk things through. Unless you have other plans, of course?’

She tried racking her brain for some excuse, but every brain cell was on strike. ‘Well… No, I don’t… But—’

‘But?’ Ramon queried, one sable brow raised in sardonic challenge.

How could he even ask? She steeled herself to ask the question. ‘What about Margarita?’

He frowned. ‘Margarita is in England at the moment. She was sorry to miss you at the house. She was packing. Well, Annalisa? What do you say?’

‘Say?’ she repeated, transfixed by the sight of his lean tanned fingers feathering an exploration over the tender surface of one of her plants.

‘Dinner. Tonight,’ he repeated, more sharply.

It would be a statement, not a question, she realised, if she didn’t get her brain in gear fast. ‘I don’t think Margarita—’

‘What the hell has Margarita got to do with this?’ Ramon demanded impatiently.

‘But she’s your—’


‘Margarita does not interest herself in my business affairs,’ he cut in coolly.

Well, that she could believe after the way Don Alfonso reacted when she told him she intended to work. ‘I’m not sure—’

‘You’re not sure?’ Ramon said incredulously. ‘I thought you would be as keen as I am to discuss the future of finca Fuego Montoya.’

Annalisa’s heart-rate steadied fractionally. In the course of her work she dealt with just as many men as women. The fact that Ramon proposed to open negotiations over dinner was purely a convenience for both of them. He knew how busy she was at the finca, and there was no reason to suppose his working day was any less demanding.

‘I need an answer,’ he reminded her sharply. ‘Or if you prefer we can leave it to our lawyers to draw up an agreement.’

He knew she would never agree to that. She was already far too committed to the finca. ‘No, I prefer to handle this myself.’

His eyebrow quirked expressively. ‘As you wish.’

His scrutiny made her uncomfortable at the best of times. Right now his flagrantly male presence shrank the room around them, giving her nowhere to look but straight up into his disturbingly lambent gaze.

She had to say something. Refusing his offer would make her look weak—hardly the best opening gambit. She held his gaze for a few moments, then agreed coolly, ‘Before we involve our respective legal teams there’s no harm in laying our cards on the table.’

‘I couldn’t agree more,’ he said. ‘We can do that over dinner, and once we come to an understanding we can instruct our lawyers.’

Annalisa’s smile grew more confident. Now he was talking her language. Though whether her work as a newly qualified solicitor equipped her to do battle with Ramon Perez remained to be seen—even with all of Don Alfonso’s years of experience to back her up. But, still, it would be better to have some idea of what she was up against. ‘Dinner will be fine,’ she said firmly.

‘Good,’ he said with a formal nod as he turned for the door. ‘I’ll pick you up around nine.’

‘I’ll look forward to it.’

She waited until the throaty roar of Ramon’s sports car had died away before racing upstairs to change. There wasn’t much point in entering discussions if she didn’t have a clue how to make the best use of his water. And she had no intention of looking foolish. If only she hadn’t been so busy making the finca attractive to prospective purchasers she might have paid more attention to the mechanics of fruit production. But what had started out as a short trip to lay the ghost of her Spanish father, sell his estates and return to England with enough money to set up her own legal practice, had suddenly mushroomed into something quite different. And now she had committed herself to the revival of the finca, she wasn’t about to back down.

Plucking some clean clothes out of her wardrobe, she shrugged them on and hurried out. Chances were the same people who’d used to work at the finca still lived in the village. She would seek them out and ask for advice.

 

Standing beneath the creaking hand-painted sign of the local bodega, Annalisa groaned. The owner, Juan, spoke a crazy form of Spanglish, but somehow they managed to communicate. She had gone straight to him, knowing he was a mine of information. But now… She blew some strands of hair off her face as she pulled away from the wall. Her head was bursting with facts. Whether she would be able to marshal them in time for her meeting with Señor Perez…

‘Pigs,’ she murmured fiercely, distractedly, as she marched off down the narrow pavement. That was one thing Juan had been adamant about. Pigs snuffled up the fallen fruit and kept the ground clean once it had all been cleared and weeded.

She stopped outside the bakery, not really seeing the rows of delicious pastries and fat crusty loaves, her mind full of Juan’s insistence that she clear out every single weed. She could have repeated his mantra by heart: weeds were the enemy; weeds drank all the water. And water… Annalisa’s mouth tipped down at the corners as she remembered what else he had said. ‘Feuds could last for generations where the precious agua was concerned.’

Didn’t she know it! she thought with a sigh, seeking sanctuary in the bakery.

‘Señorita?’

The vibrant woman behind the counter was the best possible advertisement for her fragrant assortment of freshly baked wares. Thrumming with vitality, she carried her weight lightly, and a dazzling flash of strong white teeth underscored the glow of genuine welcome in her attractive nut-brown eyes.

‘I don’t suppose…no,’ Annalisa said, shaking her head as if to shake some sense back into it. The smiling shopkeeper probably wouldn’t even understand her haphazard mix of Spanish and English, let alone know where she could lay her hands on some pigs.

‘How can I help you, señorita? What about this?’

Annalisa’s eyes cleared as she looked at the generous slice of moist chocolate cake the woman was holding out for her inspection. Tearing her gaze away from the delicious-looking treat, she exclaimed happily, ‘You speak English!’

‘Many years ago I worked in a household where English was spoken,’ the woman agreed cheerfully. Then, taking another glance at Annalisa, she placed the cake on her scales. ‘I recommend this when life gets on top of you. One bite and—’ She smacked her lips together and shut her eyes in sublime concentration.


It took Annalisa about two seconds to decide that a few moments of bliss couldn’t hurt. ‘I’m sure you’re right,’ she said reaching for her purse. ‘I’m Annalisa Wilson, by the way. I moved into the finca Fuego Montoya—’

‘And I am Maria Teresa Gonzalez,’ the cheerful assistant said placing the succulent portion of cake into a candyfloss-pink box. ‘If you need anything else, señorita,’ she insisted, deftly securing the container with a length of silver ribbon, ‘please don’t wait until you are worried. Come straight to me.’

‘Well, as it happens…’

 

Maria Teresa was the answer to her prayers, Annalisa mused, feeling a rush of confidence as she put the finishing touches to her make-up that evening. Now she could meet Ramon with her head held high. Half an hour with Maria was as good as a year in the village. Pigs? No problem. A lusty cockerel to drill some life into her lethargic hens? He would be delivered tomorrow.

Better yet, Maria shared the bakery business with numerous relatives and could spare the time to help out at the finca. And, as if that wasn’t enough, she knew every worker who had ever been employed at finca Fuego Montoya.

Oh, yes, Annalisa thought, taking a last look at herself in the mirror. Now she was ready for anything… Even Ramon Perez? a small but insistent voice in the back of her mind demanded. Narrowing her eyes, she answered back, ‘Oh, yes. Especially him.’

 

Never, never again! Annalisa buried her head under the black satin pillows as she tried to convince herself. But the erotic reminders were everywhere… In the crumpled bedding, the evocative scent of him, and in the gentle swell of the waves as they rocked her in this, Ramon’s cradle of seductive opulence.

OK, admit it, she thought, sitting bolt upright again. He had set the bait and she had gobbled it up. Had she no pride, no scruples, no principles? And that was just on the personal front. The thought that she had slept with a married man filled her with horror enough, but who in their right mind slept with the opposition? A first-year law student would have shown more sense!

Dinner had sounded so harmless…so innocent. But dinner on Ramon’s yacht was pleasure squared. Romantic, sensuous, seductive… It wasn’t even as if he had made any secret of his wider intentions. As far as Ramon Perez was concerned there was no urgency. Even the sequence of events was irrelevant to him. But he would own finca Fuego Montoya…and take her to bed.

‘What are you doing?’

Annalisa jumped guiltily and grabbed the sheet to cover herself as Ramon strolled back into the stateroom. Squeezing her eyes tightly shut until they burned as hot as her face, she sent desperate mind messages for him to leave. He was a married man—out of bounds, out of the question! Where was her common sense? Her sanity? As remorse bludgeoned her emotions she stretched out her long legs, searching for some cool spot to soothe her overheated senses. But she only succeeded in setting up some delicious after-shocks in a region of her body that insisted on responding to Ramon however hard she fought to remain detached.

‘Get up.’ His voice was sharp.

And was that contempt too?

‘Look at me, Annalisa,’ he warned when she only buried herself deeper under the sheets. ‘This won’t work.’ And, crossing to the bed, he deftly flipped back the covers.

With an exclamation of alarm Annalisa snatched out a hand to grab them back, then realised that instead of being naked, as she had expected, she was in fact wearing the top half of a pair of rather elegant pyjamas. Clearly made for a man, in burgundy-coloured silk piped with black, they did an excellent job of preserving her modesty. With her vision partly obscured by tousled hair, she slowly raised her head.

Fresh from the shower, Ramon was wearing a dark grey impeccably tailored suit, which he had teamed with a crisp white shirt and a sober silk tie in shades of blue. Business uniform, she realised, vaguely recalling a phone call to Don Alfonso some time the previous evening to arrange a meeting in his office.

‘What time is it?’ she asked, trying desperately to instil some normality into the situation.

‘That’s better,’ he said approvingly, seeing that she was at last making some effort to wake up.

There was amusement in his expression and, watching his lips, Annalisa found her mind wandering back—or rather stumbling back through a half-remembered tangle of impressions… Shock rippled through her when she thought what must have happened between them.

‘You might want to drag your focus away from me and go and freshen up,’ he suggested coolly.

It wasn’t that easy, not when you had just spent the night together…and his arrogance pointed to there being another notch on his bedpost. But if that were the case would he not show some reaction? Even scorn would be better than nothing.

‘The meeting with our legal teams is at eleven,’ he said pointedly, ‘and it is now—’ he shot a glance at his wristwatch ‘—a little past ten o’ clock.’

His commanding voice managed to convey any manner of things, but nothing of a personal nature. Mortified, Annalisa drew her knees up to her chin as he went on.

‘As there is no time for you to return to the finca, I have taken the liberty of having a suitable outfit delivered to the yacht. I hope you will find it to your liking.’ With a look he drew her attention to an Armani suit hanging inside an otherwise empty wardrobe.

Under anything approaching normal circumstances she would have been ecstatic. But right now it was the final humiliation! No doubt this was his way of paying her off. Or maybe he was just cruelly underlining the fact that unwittingly she had been more suitably dressed for seduction than business the previous evening. The black slip-dress had seemed a good idea at the time, simple yet sophisticated. Her only nod towards frivolity had been a pair of high-heeled mules. And she had taken care to see that her unusually full breasts were safely concealed beneath a dove-grey cashmere shawl…

But in a sudden flashback she remembered the shoes going even before she embarked! She had taken them off to preserve the teak decks as they’d approached the gangplank, steadying herself with her hands planted tentatively on Ramon’s arm… And as the white cruiser had slipped its moorings the sea breeze had plucked at the shawl until Ramon took it and handed it to a member of his uniformed crew.

Dinner had been set out on deck under a protective glass canopy. Just the two of them, waited on by men like shadows who had known just when to attend and when to disappear. As the sleek hull had sliced through a mirror-flat sea she had begun to sip the first glass of champagne…

‘I think you’d better take a cold shower,’ Ramon observed briskly.

Her dazed eyes transferred slowly to his face. ‘What?’

‘A cold shower,’ he repeated patiently, as if trying to coax a child into action.

And, if she had wanted some reassurance of his intentions, there was not a hint of seduction on his face. Last night it had been the easiest thing in the world to adapt to Ramon’s sybaritic lifestyle, but mornings were something else! Perhaps he would mellow over breakfast. The tone of his voice when he crossed the stateroom to fling open the curtains extinguished that hope.


‘I’ll have a tray of fruit juice and croissants brought to you.’

Hard to believe that dinner had placed her in such a hypnotic trance… How else could she explain how she had come to be leaning her head on his shoulder? Annalisa frowned as she tried to remember just when Ramon had removed his dinner jacket, opened the buttons on his shirt, turned back the cuffs, revealing strong, tanned arms shaded with dark hair? It was all so hazy…

‘I’ll run the shower for you,’ he barked, interrupting her reverie with an impatient gesture. ‘And then I’ll wait for you on deck. If you care about the finca at all, you have exactly half an hour to get ready.’

She shook her head as she struggled to recall a single clear detail from the night before. She vaguely remembered leaning forward to reach for the champagne flute…somehow their fingers had touched. Then, removing the glass from her hand, Ramon had settled her back against the sofa—

‘Annalisa! How can you expect to do business with me when you won’t even get out of bed? I thought I told you to get up.’

‘I’m sorry… I…I was thinking about last night—’

His expression was like a slap in the face. ‘There’s no time for that now.’

Stiffening her resolve, she sat up and confronted him. ‘Didn’t you enjoy yourself?’

‘The meal was good,’ he admitted impatiently.

‘And the rest?’ She watched as he mashed the door handle impatiently.

‘The champagne was a good year—other than that I have no idea what you are talking about.’

Angrily she turned her back on him.

For a brief moment he remained silent and then he gave a short, virile laugh. ‘Allow me to reassure you, Annalisa. If there had been anything else between us apart from a meal last night you would remember.’


‘So, we didn’t…?’ Her glance flickered up to his face and away again.

‘You are not accustomed to champagne,’ he observed coolly. ‘Do you think I would take advantage of you?’

She studied the stitching on the amethyst silk counterpane and made no reply.

‘This is a very large boat,’ he said dismissively. ‘Let me reassure you that I slept alone. Now, get in the shower before I throw you over my shoulder and hose you down myself!’

 

During the meeting in Don Alfonso’s dignified wood-panelled office it soon became clear that Ramon’s legal team was picking holes in every suggestion made by the older man. Or perhaps it was just that he represented a different age and things had moved on, Annalisa thought, glancing around the table. The average age of Ramon’s team couldn’t have been more than thirty, and, boy, were they sharp. She was being forced to jump in constantly to defend her corner, knowing that many a fatal barb could be clothed in legalese.

The old adage, ‘Why pay a dog and bark yourself?’ sprang to her mind, but Don Alfonso had come highly recommended by… No. That was it. Don Alfonso had written to her stating that he had been one of her father’s most trusted legal representatives. Everything about the bequest had come as such a bolt from the blue and she had had no reason to doubt him. However, the situation concerning agreed boundaries and water rights was far more complicated than she could ever have imagined…perhaps even beyond Don Alfonso’s capabilities.

But with Ramon’s gaze likely to fall on her at any moment it was the wrong time to admit that she had made so little enquiry into the details before jumping headlong into her new life. And after last night’s fiasco she was determined to keep what little remained of her pride intact. She tensed as Ramon stopped the meeting with an imperative gesture.

Looking straight at her across the table, he said, ‘I take it that Señorita Wilson has been fully apprised of every aspect of this dispute?’

Dispute? Annalisa looked questioningly at him and then at Don Alfonso. Out of respect for her mother’s feelings she had made no enquiries whatever during her lifetime about the mysterious Spaniard who was her father, let alone any disputes that might have affected him. And Don Alfonso had volunteered no information beyond what she had requested.

Don Alfonso’s warning glance urged her to let him speak for her as he rose to his feet. At once Ramon yielded the floor to the older man.

‘Señorita Wilson would no doubt benefit from hearing your interpretation of the problems you both face,’ Don Alfonso began vaguely.

So they shared some difficulty, Annalisa thought, wondering what it might be. She watched Ramon incline his head in gracious assent. She might have expected him to jump down Don Alfonso’s throat for suggesting he suffered problems just like any ordinary mortal. But there was not so much as a flicker of impatience on his face. How attractive he was, she thought, relishing the chance to gaze at him without attracting curiosity as he rose to speak. What a tragedy to find herself ranged against him! And worse still to know he was spoken for…

‘As Señorita Wilson is already aware,’ Ramon began, his low, resonant voice commanding the whole room’s attention, ‘our fathers were partners. When my father died,’ he added, directing his gaze straight at Annalisa, ‘I inherited his share of the business.’

He paused, and that moment seemed like an eternity to Annalisa. She stared fixedly at a small knot of wood on the polished table while shockwaves pummelled her mind. She struggled to take in this latest breathtaking revelation. The only thing she had known about her Spanish father was that he had deserted her mother shortly before she was born. As far as she was aware they had never heard from him again. To discover that he had not only been a man of property, but had been involved in business with one of the most powerful families in Spain, was a staggering discovery… But why hadn’t Don Alfonso mentioned this to her when he must have known? Feeling Ramon staring at her, she glanced up distractedly, but as his focus sharpened she looked away.

‘On her twenty-fifth birthday,’ he continued, ‘Señorita Wilson discovered that she had inherited a large tract of land here in Menorca. Land that had been left in trust for her by her late father, Don Pedro di Fuego Montoya.’

A wave of emotion broke over Annalisa as Ramon mentioned her father’s name. His voice contained such affection and respect. There had clearly been a bond between the two men, a bond that both thrilled and frightened her. It made Ramon Perez part of her life whether she liked it or not. And now all the men around the table were bowing their heads, as if they remembered her father quite differently from the way she had always imagined him. Her mother’s refusal to talk about him had always led Annalisa to suppose that her absentee Spanish father must have caused some dreadful hurt. Wasn’t his neglect proof enough of that?

She looked up again to hear Ramon say, ‘This land was his to give freely. I have no dispute over title with Señorita Wilson.’

Don Alfonso made another discreet signal to silence Annalisa. ‘You wish to purchase a piece of this land in order to advance your plans for development in the area?’ he asked.

‘That is correct,’ Ramon agreed. ‘I had imagined the new owner of the finca would be eager to sell. But that was before I met Señorita Wilson. Now I realise Señorita Wilson has plans of her own. However, in order for the orange groves to be restored to full production she will require a constant supply of fresh water: water that runs across my land.’

He stopped, his expression unfathomable. But Annalisa had heard enough. She sprang to her feet. ‘I admit my intentions are still in the planning stage, but I can tell you two things: whatever difficulties are placed in my way, I intend to make my home in Menorca, and finca Fuego Montoya is not for sale.’

‘Is the property viable?’ one of Ramon’s young lawyers asked doubtfully. ‘Even forgetting the problem you will have obtaining sufficient fresh water for your commercial activities, I heard the house was in a terrible state.’

Emotionally, Annalisa was wrung out. Deciding to keep the finca had left her stranded on an island of uncertainty, where she was bombarded by facts and revelations and, worst of all, the scrutiny of a man who seemed capable of seeing beyond her professional façade to the vulnerable core beneath. Her glance flashed up as he began to speak again.

‘You have not seen the finca recently,’ he said, glancing first around the table and then back at her.

His eyes, Annalisa saw, had warmed past a point that was safe. And his voice when he spoke again wrapped around her like a comfort blanket, even though he directed his comments to everyone.

‘Señorita Wilson has made many improvements already—’

Feeling an ominous pricking at the back of her eyes, she pulled herself together fast. Ramon as adversary was bad enough… Ramon back-pedalling out of concern for her feelings was really worrying.

‘And Don Alfonso assures me that she has sufficient funds,’ Ramon finished, with a ‘so that’s an end of it’ shrug.

Then either Don Alfonso knew something she didn’t, or he had stretched the truth past breaking point, Annalisa thought uncomfortably as she sank back in her chair. When the sale went through for her modest home in England she might just be able to scrape together enough money to mend the roof, and perhaps even lay some sort of proper road to the property. But as for purchasing land from Ramon to secure irrigation for her fruit?

Picking up her pen, she stabbed at her notepad as if trying to pin down an idea. ‘I will restore the orange groves to full production,’ she insisted stubbornly, feeling her throat dry as she gave voice to her plans—plans that even she knew were ambitious to the point of being reckless. She had come to the island knowing nothing at all about agriculture, and even less about oranges. But she could learn… She would learn. ‘It is my intention to live and work at the finca,’ she went on, conscious that she had everyone’s full attention now. ‘And I mean to provide employment for as many of the local villagers as I can.’

Rapt faces stared up at her in frozen surprise, but only Ramon shifted slightly in his seat as he murmured, ‘Bravo!’

‘But the strip of coastline,’ one of his team reminded him, clearing his throat to break the trance-like state of his companions. ‘The strip you need to complete the marina, Señor Perez. Surely Señorita Wilson will not require a beach as part of her plans to re-establish the orange groves?’

Annalisa tensed. So that was Ramon’s angle. So much for his concern…his kind words! She would be better off taking Don Alfonso’s advice. At least he was honest! ‘The coastline is not negotiable,’ she said coldly.

‘All things are negotiable,’ Ramon argued amiably.

‘My client has had a lot to take in,’ Don Alfonso said, excusing her with a shrug. ‘I should like a month to look into everything with Señorita Wilson. After which she may well reconsider how much of the land is necessary to her plans and how much is superfluous.’ He gave another shrug as he looked around the table.


Every face swung to Ramon. He nodded briefly. ‘That seems fair, Don Alfonso, but a lot can happen in the time you ask for, so I shall require weekly updates.’

‘We’ll see to it,’ one of his lawyers said, making a note.

‘No,’ Ramon said quietly, planting both hands firmly on top of the table. ‘I’m going to handle this myself.’

Annalisa silenced her gasp. And, staring around, she saw she was not alone in her surprise. The inscrutable faces of the lawyers had slipped just enough to prove that Ramon would normally delegate such an insignificant matter.

‘This is a sensitive case,’ he continued, as if that was explanation enough. ‘And I am keen to achieve a settlement that will satisfy both Señorita Wilson and myself. After all,’ he said wryly, ‘it appears we are going to be neighbours whatever the outcome.’

Sensing the power and determination of her adversary, Annalisa tensed. It was as if a silken net had been cast by so skilled a hand she had barely felt it land on top of her…until it was too late. Swinging away from his knowing glance, she felt her heart thump ominously as Don Alfonso rose from the table. Directing his comments to Ramon, he inclined his head graciously.

‘We are honoured to have your personal input, Señor Perez. I am sure we can reach an amicable agreement. If it is convenient to Señorita Wilson and yourself, I will arrange our first briefing for the same time, one week from today.’

Now it was Annalisa’s turn to be the centre of attention, and again she felt Ramon watching her with that stillness she had already identified as his particular hallmark. ‘That’s fine with me,’ she agreed in a voice that gave nothing away. What else could she say? She was in this to the finish and she had to keep track of Ramon’s designs on her land…maybe even think up a way to barter some of her shoreline in exchange for his water…

As the meeting concluded the tension eased.


‘Lunch?’ Ramon said, directing the question straight at her.

It was the very last thing Annalisa had been expecting. She felt at a disadvantage from every point of view. She needed time to regroup, to recover… ‘Oh, no,’ she said quickly. ‘I’m not even hungry.’

‘Or thirsty?’ he teased gently.

‘I never drink in the middle of the day, Señor Perez.’

‘You mean I can’t even tempt you with a single glass of champagne?’

‘Ah, now you make me wish I was joining you,’ Don Alfonso said as he ushered them both out of the door.

‘Lucky for you he didn’t see that expression on your face,’ Ramon said as he accompanied her across the street.

The touch of his hand on her arm even through two layers of fabric was electrifying. The knowledge that he was only being courteous should have filled her with relief, but shock came first and put a chill in her voice. ‘I never want to hear the word champagne again.’

‘That sounds like a challenge to me,’ Ramon threatened softly.

‘I’m serious.’ But even Annalisa knew her words lacked conviction.

‘For now,’ Ramon murmured, increasing the pressure of his fingers enough to invade her body with warmth in a way that was both seductive and alarming. ‘We’ll stop off for something to eat on the way back to the finca.’

That was a really bad idea! She told him so.

‘Why not? I’ll drive you home.’

And then…? ‘I can take a taxi,’ Annalisa told him, willing her voice to stay firm.

‘Why do that when you don’t have to?’

She stopped and looked up at him. Was it that muscle working in his jaw, the smouldering amusement and confidence in his eyes, or the curve of his lips? Did it even matter? One thing she was sure about. There could be no such thing as a harmless friendship with a man like Ramon Perez.

‘I’m going to take a taxi because you haven’t been straight with me,’ she said, for want of a better excuse. But even as she tried to free her arm from his grip he tightened his hold.

‘What are you talking about now?’ he asked, catching hold of her other arm and drawing her round in front of him.

The tang of warm clean male laced with sandalwood and musk was almost too much to bear. ‘The shoreline…for your marina,’ she said, whipping her head away from the evocative scent.

‘The fresh water for your orange groves,’ he countered lightly.

Annalisa gasped as he cupped her chin in one hand and brought her round to face him again. ‘You didn’t tell me about your plans for a marina,’ she whispered, shutting her eyes tight as his fingers strayed beyond the sensitive area just behind her ear to mesh through her hair.

‘And Don Alfonso didn’t tell you that your father and I were partners…did he, Annalisa?’ Ramon countered, releasing her abruptly.

She had been right to accept that intuitive warning. Ramon was a man that any woman would need an anaesthetic to resist. She took a moment or two to steady her nerves. ‘I’m not sure… I—’

He cut in impatiently. ‘And that’s not the only piece of vital information he failed to give you. Is it, Annalisa?’

She shared his irritation at the incompetence of her lawyer, but a peculiar loyalty to someone who had once worked for her father prevailed. She wouldn’t get rid of Don Alfonso. She would just have to mug up on Spanish law in her spare time. Spare time? That was a joke! ‘Don Alfonso hasn’t had a chance to fill me in on every detail,’ she said casually, noting the look of suspicion in his eyes.


‘You don’t know much about your father, do you, Annalisa?’ he pressed shrewdly.

‘No, I—’ She flicked her wrist in a gesture that suggested she didn’t want to either, at this late stage.

‘If you intend to live in his house…employ his workers…make your home in the village where he was born—’

‘Surely the approach I take where that is concerned is up to me?’

‘OK,’ Ramon agreed. ‘Perhaps it is too soon to revisit the past. But there’s a lot to talk about besides that, and it won’t hurt you to have lunch with me. You survived dinner—’

‘Barely,’ she reminded him quickly. And before she could stop it the hint of a smile warmed her eyes.

But Ramon appeared not to notice and only hummed a brief note of agreement before grabbing her arm to steer her across the street. ‘I’m glad that’s settled,’ she heard him murmur as they wove their way through some ambling tourists.

His self-assurance jolted Annalisa out of her complacency. ‘No!’ she said, almost causing a pile-up as she stopped dead in her tracks.

‘What’s wrong now?’

Could a voice seduce you? she wondered, trying desperately to ground herself in the day-to-day bustle of the city street. ‘I’m not sure we should.’

‘Should what?’

His molten gaze was like liquid heat. It seemed to steal into every part of her. ‘Be together when Margarita—’ She felt her throat dry, attempted to swallow and gave up.

‘This is work,’ Ramon broke in impatiently. ‘We’ve just had a business meeting. I need to eat. You need to eat.’ He stared at her intently, as if daring her to argue.

She was being ridiculous. This was business—for both of them, Annalisa reminded herself, firming up her glance. And if she wanted to avoid making a fool of herself for a second time in twenty-four hours she should accept his invitation for what it was and stop running scared.

‘This will just be a quick lunch with no champagne. Deal?’ he demanded.

Taking her silence for assent, Ramon opened the door of his black Porsche and stood aside as he waited for her to climb in.

Mashing her lips together, Annalisa forced her feet to move. Right now running scared seemed not just the sensible option, but the only option. Then Ramon slammed the door and it was too late. She watched him stalk around to the driver’s side. Confidence like his was…irresistible, she realised apprehensively.

Slipping the key into the ignition, he gunned the performance machine into life. ‘That meeting has given me a real appetite.’

Me too, Annalisa agreed silently, acknowledging the powerful aura of the man beside her, an aura that had nowhere to go but around her, in the luxurious but compact interior.

‘Would you like the roof down instead of air-conditioning?’ he asked, turning to look at her.

‘Do you read minds?’

‘Sometimes,’ he said with the hint of a smile.

Good intentions weren’t nearly enough, she realised anxiously as waves of sensation coaxed her senses awake…and the steady thrum of pleasure was only intensified by the gentle but persistent vibration of the soft black kidskin seat that held her cradled in a firm and inescapable hold. A rogue shaft of arousal wrenched a sharper breath than usual from her. She knew Ramon heard it. He glanced across as if he knew exactly what she was thinking…feeling…

Determined to keep her mind on track, she began asking him about the marina as soon as they sat down at their spectacular harbour-front table.

He didn’t answer straight away. Instead he took the leather-backed menus from the waiter and arranged his long legs under the seat. ‘Surely it is the responsibility of your legal advisor, Don Alfonso, to provide that information,’ he said. His expression suggested that in spite of all his assurances he had not the slightest intention of discussing business matters over lunch.

Annalisa frowned, equally determined that they would. ‘Well, I won’t be held to ransom over the shoreline—by you or anyone else.’

‘And I won’t discuss the matter until we have both had something to eat,’ he told her firmly. ‘Shall I order for both of us?’

‘I’m quite capable—’

‘So I recall,’ he said, summoning the waiter.

And that was how Annalisa came to be facing a mountain of food on one plate whilst Ramon picked at a selection of delicious-looking delicacies, both hot and cold, on any number of small plates and dishes.

‘Would you like something?’ he murmured, catching her glance. And before she could say no he had picked out the plumpest prawn and was feeding it to her.

When some juice escaped and trickled down her chin, he wiped it up with his hand and then lapped his fingers with his tongue before reaching for his napkin. ‘Good?’ he enquired softly, his eyes diffusing the simple question into countless possibilities.

‘Very good,’ Annalisa agreed hoarsely. ‘Next time you can order for me.’

‘Next time?’ he challenged softly.

Well, there was still so much more she needed to discuss with him… Who was she trying to kid? An erotic heat was already stripping her mind of focus. She had to get away from him…from temptation. But he seemed in no hurry and ordered coffee for them both, exchanging pleasantries with the young waiter, who looked at Annalisa with naked interest until Ramon sent him on his way.


When he turned back to her Ramon’s eyes had darkened to twin pools of compelling intensity. With a jolt, Annalisa realised he was well aware of the effect he was having on her. It was written all over his face. He controlled her responses. He was her jailer while she was imprisoned inside a dangerously sensitised body. Her nipples were swelling and straining against the fine white fabric of the blouse that had arrived with the Armani suit, and even the exquisite underwear only served to remind her that the most erotically charged place of all had the merest cobweb for protection. She might just as well have been naked under the precision tailoring.

Had he chosen the clothes himself? Did he find the outward show of severity arousing, knowing how little she wore beneath? If he restrained her first, and then very slowly peeled away all the puritanical layers to expose the flagrant evidence of her arousal, would he be pleased, or angry when he saw what a wanton she had become…how hot and moist, how swollen with desire? She stole a glance at his handsome, brooding face and moved convulsively in a hopeless attempt to ease the ache between her legs. But all it proved was that there was no cure and no relief…something she suspected Ramon knew only too well when she saw his thoughtful gaze resting on her face.

‘I think we’d better go,’ he said, breaking the spell. He settled his coffee cup into the saucer. ‘There’s something I’d like you to see.’

Annalisa started guiltily, as if she had been caught out in some dreadful act. But there was only purpose in his face, and that purpose was wildly at odds with her erotic fantasies.

‘That is if you can spare another hour before I take you home?’

‘I can spare the time.’

‘Good,’ he said looking at her keenly. ‘I should be the one—’ He broke off as he stood aside to let her go past, and showed no inclination to explain himself further.

They got into the car and Ramon drove skilfully around the congested side streets until soon they were speeding along the main highway again. But he was taking her in the wrong direction for home. They were heading instead towards the north of the island, where the terrain became more rugged and the vegetation grew dense and lush.

Annalisa was on the verge of asking him where he was taking her, but something about the set of his jaw discouraged conversation. Along with his customary courtesy towards her she sensed a strange intensity; a determination to have her under his control for a little while longer.










CHAPTER THREE



BY THE time Ramon pulled the Porsche to a halt the sky was a tapestry of rose-streaked viridian. In the dim half-light the trees at the side of the road cast smoky fingers across the dust-coated tarmac.

‘This is as far as we can go by car,’ he said, climbing out.

As he held the door for her Annalisa saw they had stopped beside a sandy track that snaked away into a shadowy wood.

‘Are we close to the sea?’

‘This path leads to the beach,’ he confirmed, toeing off his loafers.

Annalisa was still wearing her high-heeled sandals from the night before, and following Ramon’s lead she slipped them off. ‘So. Where are you taking me?’

‘You’ll see,’ he promised, turning as if to take her hand.

Not trusting herself, Annalisa tucked hers into her pockets.

Unperturbed, Ramon headed off in front of her. ‘This is a rather unconventional expedition,’ he admitted, calling back to her over his shoulder. ‘But something tells me you’re not ready to make a formal visit just yet.’

‘A visit?’ Annalisa queried, hurrying to catch up with him. ‘A visit to whom?’

‘You’ll see.’

Finally the path opened out onto a small crescent-shaped beach. Where the forest yielded to sand a natural boundary had been created by a string of smooth boulders. Like beads in a giant’s necklace, Annalisa thought as she followed Ramon across them.


‘There,’ he said, pointing away from the shoreline into the hills.

Following his gaze, Annalisa saw a large house that might have looked more at home in the Hollywood hills than on the brow of a hill in rural Menorca. It wasn’t that the building lacked anything as far as she could see—far from it. But to Annalisa’s eyes the stark lines of the modern construction with its austere regimented garden sat uncomfortably amidst the craggy limestone outcrops and luxuriant tumble of vegetation. ‘This has to belong to a total control freak,’ she murmured.

‘Very observant of you,’ Ramon commented, sounding pleased.

‘You weren’t meant to overhear,’ she admitted. ‘Who does it belong to?’

‘It used to belong to your late father—’

‘My father!’ Why the idea should offend her to such a degree she had no idea. But it felt wrong, impossible—

‘Are you going to allow me to explain?’ Ramon demanded.

She swung around to see him settled back against a gnarled tree trunk with his arms folded as he stood watching her, shadows pointing up the extraordinary seductiveness of his sun-bronzed face. Was everything she had to learn about her father going to come from Ramon? She was caught between a desperate longing to know more and a fear of becoming emotionally entangled with a man who posed a very real danger to her…and whose motives were unclear.

But then they were distracted by the sight of a glamorous middle-aged woman strolling onto the terrace. Dressed for cocktails in a close-fitting red dress, she moved with great elegance, and her silver-blonde hair, swept into a chignon, was immaculate. ‘Who’s that?’ Annalisa murmured.

Ramon came to stand beside her. ‘That is Señora Fuego Montoya. Your father’s widow.’

Annalisa froze. Everything she had learned about her father since arriving on the island had been chipping away at her contempt for him. But with this change of heart came strong passions…passions that had lain dormant until this moment. Her focus sharpened as she speared a glance at her stepmother and tried not to hate her. It was impossible to see clearly, but Annalisa guessed her shoes would match the dress exactly, as would her lipstick. Something about Señora Fuego Montoya suggested no fashion detail would be too small to escape her notice.

Ramon reached out to touch her arm in a gesture of support. ‘Are you OK? You did know your father was married?’ he asked gently.

Struggling to control her emotions, Annalisa pressed her hand to her mouth. Words were inadequate to describe her feelings, and it was a few moments before she could answer him. ‘Yes—yes, of course,’ she managed finally. She knew the stark facts only too well. But reality was proving to be far more of an ordeal than she had ever imagined.

His grip on her arm tightened a little. ‘I think you’ve seen enough.’

She wrapped her arms around her waist in a defensive gesture. ‘No. I’m OK… Honestly.’

‘Come…come, Annalisa,’ he said again, when still she didn’t move.

‘You said you’d explain,’ she said, her glance fixed on the woman who had kept her father from her.

‘In the car,’ Ramon promised tersely.

His resolve swallowed up the last of her objections and she offered no resistance when he led her away.

But when they were both settled back inside the Porsche, Ramon only hugged the wheel and frowned.

‘What’s the matter?’ Annalisa prompted.

The look he shot her was one of concern and incredulity. ‘During the meeting today I began to suspect that you knew very little about your Spanish heritage,’ he said. ‘And now I wonder if you know anything at all.’


Annalisa felt her emotions building up like water behind a leaky dam. She wanted to trust him. And she longed to fill in the missing pieces of the jigsaw. But all her life the subject of her father had been taboo. How could she let down the drawbridge now? And it would be complete madness to let it down for Ramon. She knew nothing about him beyond the fact that he wanted her land…maybe a lot more besides. And he was married just as her father had been. Surely he didn’t think she would make the same mistake as her mother?

‘I’m right, aren’t I?’ he prompted.

‘You certainly know more than I do,’ she admitted carefully.

‘I hope you feel you can ask me anything,’ Ramon said gently. ‘Speak to me at any time.’

Annalisa was sure any woman would jump at the chance to share confidences with Ramon Perez. But it was far too dangerous for her…and she had Don Alfonso to answer her questions. ‘I appreciate you taking the time to show me my father’s house—’ She broke off as he made an incredulous sound.

‘Your father never lived there. I’m sorry if I gave you that impression. He lived at the finca. And when he became ill…when the estates and the orange groves became too much for him…he moved into a small apartment in Mahon over our offices. He built the house I just showed you for his wife, Claudia—built it to her design, not his.’ He stressed the name so there could be no mistake.

‘I don’t understand,’ Annalisa admitted, shielding her eyes with her hand. ‘I’m not even sure I want to.’

Ramon’s lips formed a flat line of disbelief as he shook his head. ‘Don’t you want to breathe some life into your memories, Annalisa?’

‘That’s just it,’ she said, finding it increasingly difficult to hold her feelings in check. ‘I don’t have any memories to breathe life into… Not of my father, at least.’


‘Will you let me be the one to help you?’

Annalisa turned and gazed blindly into the darkness. Ramon Perez was the last person on earth she should choose for a confidant.

‘You know, you look just like him,’ he said softly. ‘The same wonderful black hair, the same strong features—’

‘Please. Stop it,’ she warned in a tense whisper.

But Ramon was unaware of the tension building up inside her, and instead of letting up he gave a short, affectionate laugh. ‘I would have known you anywhere, Annalisa…even before I learned how stubborn you were—’

‘Stop it!’ Her agonised shout was amplified in the silence, and the pain seemed to eddy around them long after the last sound wave had died away. ‘Take me home. Please.’

Ramon made a move as if he would have liked to touch her…to reassure her…but then thought better of it. With a flick of his wrist he switched the engine on, released the handbrake and eased the powerful black car back onto the road.

 

Everything Ramon had said lingered in her mind…exerting a powerful fascination over her, Annalisa realised later as she sat gazing into her dressing table mirror. At least she was fleshing out the man to whom she owed her looks and temperament. Her mother had been a typical English rose, with fluffy blonde hair, fair complexion and pale green eyes. Only Annalisa’s pale skin betrayed her share of Anglo-Saxon roots. For the rest she was wholly Spanish, with flashing eyes the colour of treacle and midnight-black hair. And, though she was tall with long slim legs, her figure was pure Mediterranean down to the last generous curve…

She had to see a photograph of her father. Call it pointless… Call it morbid curiosity… Or maybe she just hoped to see something in his eyes that would explain how he could abandon her mother to a lifetime of loneliness.

Just as she was trying to work out where to get such a picture, the telephone shrilled. Her hand hovered over the receiver. It had to be Don Alfonso confirming the date of the next meeting.

‘Annalisa?’

‘Ramon!’

‘Are you all right?’

Her heart had begun to race at the sound of his voice. Hearing his concern only trebled the pace. She hesitated, her mind a maelstrom of conflicting emotions. ‘Why shouldn’t I be?’

‘I was worried about you.’

Her mind might have blanked, but her body responded instantly…eagerly.

‘Are you still there?’

‘I’m here.’

‘Would you like me to come over?’

The pause was even longer now. ‘Here?’ she queried finally. The effect of his short deep laugh made her realise just how much she would like that…and how very dangerous it would be.

‘Don’t sound so shocked,’ he warned. ‘I just wanted to make sure that you were feeling all right after—’

‘There’s no need, Ramon,’ she said quickly, before she could change her mind. ‘I’m absolutely fine.’

‘Well, if you’re sure?’

Annalisa took a few deep breaths. She pictured him waiting for an answer…probably leaning back in some comfortable leather chair with his long legs crossed loosely one over the other as he toyed with the phone… It would be so easy to weaken. But no child of hers was going to be put through the torment of trying to put a face to its own father.

‘I’m sure,’ she said firmly. She felt her hearing had never been so acute as she strained to listen out for his response. But there was only silence at the other end of the line. ‘I have to go,’ she said into the vacuum. ‘The animals need feeding.’ This late at night? She grimaced. He would never fall for a pathetic excuse like that.

‘Of course,’ he said. ‘So, we meet again in one week’s time.’

As long as that—

‘If you have any questions for me before then I would be delighted to answer them for you.’

 

But Ramon wasn’t at the next weekly meeting at Don Alfonso’s office, or the week after that. Of course it shouldn’t have mattered, but it did. On the first occasion his lawyers gave no explanation for his absence and Annalisa felt she could not ask. When the second meeting came around she threw caution to the wind. And, having studied all the Spanish deeds to her property, she had just the excuse she needed.

She stood to address the room. ‘I’m afraid I shall have to insist that Señor Perez attends the next meeting.’

At the word ‘insist’ his lawyers tensed.

Don Alfonso hurried to his feet. ‘You can see my client’s point of view,’ he said, glancing at Annalisa. ‘She is keen to bring this matter to closure.’

‘Señor Perez is a very busy man,’ one of Ramon’s team pointed out.

The young lawyer’s tone of voice got right up Annalisa’s nose. ‘And I am a very busy woman,’ she said coldly. But it was her heart that needed answers and her heart that forced the pace. ‘If Señor Perez fails to attend next week’s meeting I shall assume he is no longer interested in acquiring any part of the shore.’

‘But he is in England, Señorita Wilson,’ the same lawyer informed her, lifting his shoulders in a shrug of indifference.

With Margarita, she thought, closing her eyes briefly.

‘For the start of the race?’ Don Alfonso both asked and confirmed, trading smiles around the table.


What race? Something else he had failed to inform her about? Annalisa wondered irritably.

Gathering her papers together, she pushed her chair back and stood up. ‘Frankly, gentlemen, I don’t care what he’s doing. I see Señor Perez next week, or these negotiations are at an end.’

Annalisa felt pretty good about the stand she had made as she walked to the small run-around she had purchased. She felt even better as she drove speedily along the uncrowded highway and finally turned onto her own potholed lane. The sale of her house in England had finally gone through without a hitch, and she would use the money to improve the road. But that would almost clean her out. There might just be enough for one last splurge for herself, for when the going got tough—a reward for sticking by her principles and resisting the charms of Ramon.

‘What the—?’ Annalisa slammed to a halt in front of the finca and almost catapulted out of her seat. ‘Stop! Stop that now!’ she insisted frantically.

Swarming all over her roof, workmen were ripping up the few remaining tiles. They showed no sign of hearing her. Ladders leaned drunkenly against the uneven walls and puffs of old plaster and debris were falling all around like dirty snow. After standing there for just a few moments she felt her lustrous black hair was coated with an itchy grey crust.

Finally one of the men responded to her furious gestures and called down, ‘Señor Perez’s orders—’

Annalisa’s emotions went up like a rocket. ‘Señor Perez has no control here! How dare—?’

The man shrugged as he gave her a brown-toothed grin. ‘You want we should leave it?’

‘Yes! No!’ Annalisa gazed around in desperation. Neatly stacked piles of brand-new roof tiles stood in one corner, whilst heaps of old tiles, now broken beyond hope of saving, littered the ground.


‘Where is Señor Perez?’ she demanded. ‘No—’ She flung up her hand to stop the man the moment she heard the words Inglaterra and Margarita. ‘In England, at the race with Margarita,’ she muttered fiercely, swinging around to consider what to do next.

‘No, no, señorita,’ another voice called from somewhere on the ruined roof. ‘Señor Perez returned home today.’

‘Right!’ Annalisa said, tightening her mouth. ‘Thank you very much,’ she shouted. Swinging away from them, she ran back to the car.

 

‘That’s all right, Rodriguez. You can leave us,’ Ramon Perez instructed his tight-lipped manservant. ‘And, gentlemen,’ he added, turning to the group of sober-suited men seated at the table with him, ‘we will reconvene this meeting in one hour’s time.’

One hour? Annalisa’s brows lifted. He had been away for weeks, missed their meetings, played house with her home, and seriously expected to be rid of her within the hour?

‘Annalisa,’ Ramon said when they had all left the room. ‘What an unexpected pleasure. What can I do for you?’ As he spoke he eased his chair back and stood to confront her, his hawkish expression completely at odds with the courteous words.

Somehow the austere business suit only served to affirm his brutally male appeal, Annalisa realised, finding the effect on her resolve an added irritation. ‘Don’t try that power jag on me,’ she warned. ‘You’ve already done far too much for me already!’

‘Really?’ he murmured, turning to glance out of the window, but not before she caught the gleam of amusement in his dark eyes. ‘How careless of me.’

‘This isn’t a joke, Ramon.’

‘I can see that,’ he said, turning so abruptly she jumped.

‘No!’ she warned, taking a step back when it looked as though he might come closer. ‘I demand an explanation.’


‘You demand?’ he drawled, while his mouth curved in a long lazy smile.

‘Yes, I—’

He held up his hands in an unexpected gesture of surrender. ‘You have my apologies,’ he said mildly, then spoiled the effect with his next observation. ‘I should have realised how frustrating this must be for you.’

Frustrating! And now he was heading straight for her… ‘I have no idea what you mean,’ Annalisa flared, retreating a step only to find the door at her back.

He stopped short and shrugged. ‘The waiting, of course.’ And now his eyes were glinting with amusement. ‘All these problems getting in the way,’ he murmured, brushing a hand down the side of her face.

She jerked back. ‘In the way of what, exactly?’

‘Of an agreement being drawn up between us,’ he clarified, moving away again.

Annalisa swallowed hard as she watched his lean, tanned fingers move to adjust his tie. It was so easy to fall under his spell…far too easy. Determinedly she rallied her wits. ‘Really, Ramon. I must insist—’

‘You must insist?’ He looked at her with amused tolerance, as if she had lost her wits rather than rallied them. And then, advancing far enough to trap her against the door, he traced her full lips with one firm thumbpad.

As hard as she strained back there was nowhere to go. ‘My roof—’ she protested breathlessly, moving to protect her mouth with the back of her hand.

‘Ah, yes,’ he murmured, his amused glance straying to her hand. ‘Your roof.’

The heat in her face went rampaging through her body. ‘You’re repairing it,’ she gasped out.

With a sharp look he turned on his heels. ‘Before it falls down.’

‘It’s not yours to repair!’ Annalisa pointed out.

‘Call it neighbourly concern, if it makes you feel better.’


‘I can’t afford to pay you back,’ she admitted tensely. ‘Not at the moment, anyway.’

‘Have I asked for payment?’

‘But you will want paying,’ she chipped in, wishing her breathing would steady.

He swung around to face her again, fingering his stubble-darkened chin. ‘Perhaps we could operate a barter system.’

The thought of how that roughened face would feel against her pink-flushed skin was disturbing…distracting… ‘I won’t be pushed into parting with any land before I am ready—’

‘Stop jumping to conclusions, Annalisa. How do you know it’s your land I’m talking about?’

‘What else could it be?’ The look he gave her threw her stimulated senses into turmoil. ‘How can I possibly know what you’re talking about when you can’t be bothered to attend the meetings we arranged?’ Her glance bounced off his eyes and landed on his lips.

‘That was unfortunate, and I apologise. A family matter required my immediate attention. Family always comes before business as far as I am concerned, Annalisa. Margarita needed me—’ He shrugged.

As an ice-cold hand grabbed her spine Annalisa’s eyes flickered slightly—the only sign that she’d recognised his need to remind her that he had a wife.

‘I promise you that I will definitely attend the next meeting.’

She managed a stiff nod.

A discreet tap on the door distracted them both.

‘Come,’ he called imperiously.

Rodriguez advanced a few steps into the room. ‘You have a visitor, Señor Perez.’ He glanced at Annalisa, then walked up to Ramon and whispered something in his ear.

Ramon’s face hardened briefly. Turning to her again, he sighed. ‘Forgive me, Annalisa. I’m afraid I shall have to continue this conversation some other time.’


‘About the roof—’

‘Let my men finish the job now they have started,’ he suggested. ‘We’ll arrange payment the next time we meet. I assure you that my terms will be fair.’ He cast her a long, assessing look from slanting umber eyes. ‘The main thing is that you are safe and dry. I don’t want you on my conscience.’

Annalisa kept her face neutral, but her heart was still reeling from his humiliating reminder about Margarita. As far as she could see Ramon Perez was singularly unburdened by conscience. ‘Until our next meeting, Señor Perez.’

‘Ramon,’ he reminded her with a courteous dip of his head.

‘Señor Perez,’ Annalisa returned stiffly. And, sticking her chin in the air, she marched out of the room.

As she was crossing the hall Annalisa saw someone follow Rodriguez into the room where she had just left Ramon. There was something about the way the woman carried herself that reminded Annalisa of Señora Fuego Montoya. Even the snatch of a beautifully modulated voice was exactly as she had imagined it. Turning impulsively, she was sure she was right. But what was her father’s widow doing with Ramon? Were they hatching something together? If so, it wouldn’t just be a piece of beach that was up for grabs…it would be the whole estate!

As she ran down the front steps she weighed the evidence. Ramon had made sure she was heavily in debt to him. He missed meetings rather than commit to a deal. Could that be because he knew he could get for free what he allegedly wanted to buy? Was he simply playing for time? He was certainly unscrupulous enough. He knew she was drawn to him, a married man, yet did nothing to discourage her. In fact, she was sure now that he relished those times when he breached her outward composure. And as for Señora Fuego Montoya—her stepmother…?

Just forming the word in her mind made her feel doubly vulnerable. Of course there would be resentment for a stepdaughter she had never met. A stepdaughter who had inherited vast tracts of land right over her head. It all made a horrible kind of sense. The son of her late father’s business partner forming an unholy alliance with her father’s widow…

 

Even the sight of her new red-pantiled roof failed to console her as she pulled into the yard at the finca. But she had to admit that the workmen had done an excellent job. Everything was neat and tidy, with not a hint of rubble to suggest the disruption there had been earlier. It was a quality job…but quality had its price.

She would cool her emotions with a quick swim. Hurrying into the house, Annalisa grabbed a bikini out of her bedroom drawer and quickly got changed. But even as she stripped off the Armani suit her stress levels increased. That had cost a fortune. Then there was the underwear, the silk blouse, and the first outfit from Margarita… She groaned. Ramon had reeled her in like a dazed fish. She would be paying off her debts to the Crianza Perez family for the rest of her life the way things were going.

By the time she made it down to the shore the sun was a huge orange ball balanced on the horizon. A light breeze had kicked up the waves so that they ran in truculent eddies around the rocks, tossing plumes of white foam into the soft evening air. Impatient to feel the soothing chill of deeper water, she plunged in and started to swim, embracing the waves with a reckless excitement as if the shock of the icy sea could really help soothe her overheated emotions.

As the familiar rhythm worked its magic she powered out, hard and fast, oblivious to the speed with which she was being carried away from the shore. Only when the ocean began swallowing more and more of the sun did she break stroke and start to head back. But the current was unforgiving. She trod water, her mind whirling frantically.


The only visible point of safety in a rapidly darkening sea was the sleek white roof of Ramon’s cruiser; her only hope was to swim to it—to swim for her life… But she was tiring rapidly, and with every stroke the waves seemed to grow higher, rougher and faster, until choking on seawater, she battled for air.

And when she went under it wasn’t her whole life that flashed before her eyes…just the same charismatic face that penetrated all her dreams. Feeling herself sinking lower, she kicked out weakly, in an attempt to break through the deadly ceiling so cruelly close to her head. But as the remorseless current tugged her sideways, her reaching arms achieved nothing more than a weak pass at a beam of moonlight that provided a slim shaft of light in the unremitting gloom.

Weakening fast, she barely registered the fact that a band of iron had snapped around her waist. But after Ramon brought her coughing and gasping to the surface she went rigid as a flood of expletives in Spanish exploded in her ear.

‘Ramon!’ she cried gratefully, trying to turn in his arms.

‘Keep still, you little fool! Do you want to kill us both?’ he rasped, kicking out strongly.

He was holding her so tightly she was almost more frightened by that than the thought of drowning. He was absolutely furious, she realised as she submitted to the indignity of being towed to shore like a piece of driftwood.

Yanking her from the water, he carried her to the beach—and when he saw she was all right he all but dropped her onto the sand at his feet. ‘You little idiot!’ he grated furiously. ‘What the hell did you think you were doing?’

Spluttering helplessly, she retched violently in an attempt to expel the last of the sand and water from her lungs.

‘I’m waiting, Annalisa.’

His voice was merciless, and when she was able to risk a glance at him she saw that every muscle and sinew betrayed the depths of his emotion. To make matters worse, he was dressed for dinner. Apart from the shoes he had obviously shed just before diving into the water, black trousers and a black silk shirt clung to his body like a second skin. Both were completely ruined. But it wasn’t the loss of his clothes that concerned her most. ‘I’m sorry,’ she gasped at last. ‘It’s just that I’m unfamiliar with—’

‘What?’ he cut in harshly before she could say any more. ‘Drowning?’ And when she began to stutter an apology he hunkered down beside her, grabbing her shoulders in an unforgiving grasp to shake some sense into her. ‘Let’s keep it that way, shall we?’

Recoiling from the heat in his eyes, Annalisa hung her head as she nodded agreement.

But Ramon hadn’t finished with her. He demanded her full attention. Seizing her chin, he forced her round to face him. ‘No more swimming in the dark, comprende?’

‘OK, OK.’ He was very close…too close. She stiffened, ready to push him away…then relaxed. He had just saved her life…

‘The sea knows no master, Annalisa,’ he rapped starkly. ‘The last time you did something foolish I warned you. Now I’m telling you. Don’t ever swim in the sea on your own again.’

When he was satisfied her remorse was genuine Ramon stood up and tugged off his shirt. Exhausted as she was, Annalisa’s senses sharpened as she took in the broad sweep of his shoulders and the taut muscles of his deeply tanned chest, along with the strength so clearly defined in his powerful arms. She looked away as he began to finger the buckle on his belt. Then, as he peeled off his sodden trousers, she instinctively whipped her head away, wrapping her arms across her chest and drawing her legs tightly underneath her.

‘It’s OK. You can look now,’ he said.

She should have known he could not be trusted! She had seen him in bathing trunks before…but they had been designed for swimming. His close-fitting black silk underpants had not. She closed her eyes, as if that might help to obliterate an image already branded on her mind.

‘Your little adventure seems to have temporarily rendered you speechless,’ he observed sardonically. ‘I think you’d better come out to the boat with me…dry off and get warm before you go into shock. I’ve got a dinghy moored just behind those rocks. You can have a hot shower…put on some dry clothes.’

He might have recovered, but she had some way to go. And it wasn’t the close brush with drowning that was driving a battering ram through her composure.

‘Come on,’ he insisted. ‘Before you catch a chill. The breeze is fierce tonight. That’s one of the reasons you got into difficulties.’

Annalisa almost smiled. If only all her difficulties had been tied in to the weather she wouldn’t be feeling half so worried. ‘I’d rather go home,’ she managed sensibly.

‘That’s not an option,’ Ramon countered firmly. ‘In your present state.’

‘No, really. I’d rather.’

‘And I’d rather you came with me,’ he said decisively. ‘I have plenty of towelling robes on board.’

‘No. I’m sorry, but—’

‘You will be.’ Having put up with as much as he intended to, Ramon yanked her to her feet. ‘You are proving to be a very troublesome neighbour, Annalisa Wilson.’

‘And an expensive one,’ she said, laughing nervously as his warmth stole through her.

‘Have you eaten tonight?’

‘No…’ she admitted hesitantly.

‘Then I’ll see to that at the same time.’

‘Oh, no… I—’

‘I might as well finish the job.’

She knew from experience that it would be better to give in gracefully…to the offer of a meal and some dry clothes at least. She glanced up through lashes clotted with seawater. ‘You saved my life… How can I ever—?’

He cut brusquely through the commendation. ‘You can thank me by never taking risks like that again.’

‘I’ve never swum so late before,’ she admitted.

‘You could have been killed! Madre de Dios!’ Ramon exclaimed, frightening her with his vehemence.

‘I’m sorry. I can’t understand what—’

‘Neither can I understand,’ Ramon broke in passionately, ‘how the Annalisa Wilson I hear about in the village could do something like this!’

So they were talking about her in the village…and, worse still, Ramon was aware of the rumours. ‘What have you heard about me?’ she asked, dreading the answer. Her skills as a fruit-grower wouldn’t bear much scrutiny.

‘Señorita Wilson’s self-sufficiency, her intelligence, her common sense… Common sense?’ he exploded. ‘For goodness’ sake!’

It was a few moments before she realised he was teasing her. And, despite her misgivings, she liked the feeling. She liked it a lot.

Without warning he grabbed hold of her. ‘Are you acting in this crazy fashion because of me?’

‘Don’t be so ridiculous!’ she protested, trying to ignore the fact that they were both practically naked.

He let the silence hang between them for a while, and then released her. ‘You’re shivering. Hardly surprising after the shock you’ve had. We’d better go.’

 

Back in her own bed, Annalisa sat hugging her knees. Fudge lay across her feet and she could hear the cats patrolling outside the door.

This was not the finale anyone else might have expected to Ramon’s dramatic rescue…and anyone else might have been more successful than she had been in getting answers to the questions buzzing around her head. Questions that Ramon could have answered for her after her shower on his boat…or during the meal that had followed.

But after what had happened she had been subdued and he had been… She frowned as she hunted for the right words. Very considerate? Very considerate should have suited her down to the ground. At least she only had a serious case of embarrassment to deal with along with another item of clothing—this time a bathrobe to add to her growing collection of booty from the Crianza Perez household. But the more she saw Ramon, the more…

The telephone was almost a welcome interruption on the route her thoughts were taking. But she sucked in a breath fast when she heard his voice.

‘I’m just calling to make sure you’re all right.’

Maybe it was just a casual enquiry, but she could hear more than concern. There was warmth…and a smile.

‘I’m really sorry about what happened tonight,’ she said frankly, trying to corral the conversation into a safe area. ‘Thank you for everything you’ve done for me…and for telephoning.’

‘Why are you still awake? You should be asleep…resting after what happened.’

He was trying to sound stern, and now it was Annalisa’s turn to smile. ‘I was asleep until you called—’

‘Liar,’ he retorted softly.

She had never been struck by the intimacy of the telephone before, but the familiarity of his challenge launched a firebolt through her veins.

‘Don’t ever do that to me again,’ he said, in a voice barely above a whisper.

‘I’m really sorry about your clothes…’ She heard her own voice soften in response.

‘Damn the clothes. You—’

‘Are a pain in the backside. I know,’ she broke in awkwardly, trying to force a joke out of a situation that was rapidly spiralling into a danger zone.


‘No. I was going to say,’ Ramon corrected her firmly, ‘that you are unique.’

Telling herself not to read anything into it—after all, everyone was unique—she said solemnly, ‘I promise not to do anything so stupid again.’

He gave a soft laugh. ‘Does that mean you’re agreeing I’m right for once?’

‘About this, perhaps.’

‘This is not a laughing matter,’ he warned gently. ‘How could we hold our meetings if one of us is missing?’

‘I managed very well on my own for the past couple of meetings,’ she said, holding her breath to see how he would respond.

‘Very well?’

‘OK, so maybe they were a bit one-sided.’

His laugh ran through her like warm honey.

‘I have apologised for my absence already,’ he said cutting off her thoughts.

‘I know.’

‘Not sufficiently, perhaps,’ he argued pensively.

‘No?’

‘No. In fact, I will have to take you for dinner tomorrow evening to make up for the oversight.’

‘And what if I decline?’

‘You won’t.’

A thrill ran through her. So much for being a new woman! Remembering Margarita she voiced a caveat, ‘As long as I have a reasonably early night.’

‘I’m sure I can build that into my plans.’

‘I’ll look forward to it, then.’

‘So will I,’ Ramon said softly. ‘Goodnight, Annalisa… Sweet dreams.’

‘Goodnight, Ramon,’ she whispered, and then realised she was still nursing the receiver in her hands long after the line had gone dead.










CHAPTER FOUR



ANNALISA woke with a start. And then a second yodelling screech revealed why, after a fitful night, she had suddenly been returned to full consciousness.

‘Damn bird!’ she groaned, casting a look at the clock. It wasn’t even five o’clock yet, but the strutting general of the chicken run was rising earlier each morning—a sure sign that spring had arrived. Even with the pillow clamped firmly over her head, his shrill alarm continued to demand her attention.

Throwing the pillow aside, she yawned, stretched and sighed as she thought of the evening that lay ahead with Ramon. This time she wouldn’t mess up. No champagne, no troublesome outfits and definitely no midnight swims!

After feeding the animals and clearing up the house she planned to visit the new health spa that had just opened in Mahon and buy something to wear. It was a rare treat, but she had kept some money back to buck her up when the going got tough—and after what had happened last night this was definitely the right moment! And she wanted to look sophisticated—to throw Señor Perez off balance. She was quite determined that when Ramon next saw her he would be amazed by her new image.

By the time Annalisa made it to the yard the sun was already bathing the terracotta cobbles in a soft coral glow. At first she had been surprised to discover how quickly dawn could chase away the sultry Menorcan night. There was no lingering grey half-light as she was accustomed to in England. Each morning began early and at full tilt, and she found she liked it better that way.

‘You’d make delicious soup,’ she teased the cockerel, casting some seed on the ground for him. But he knew her better than that, and only crowed a little louder to join his voice to the neighbourhood chorus.

Drawn by the sweeter sound of the birds roosting in her orange groves, Annalisa walked away from him across the yard to a point where she could survey a wide sweep of her property. She still hadn’t quite come to terms with the fact that everything she could see as far as the mist-shrouded hills in the distance belonged to her.

Putting down the basket of feed, she climbed the first few bars of the wooden gate that divided the agricultural land from the yard and rested her head on her arms. Fresh green leaves were beginning to show on the twisted black branches of the orange trees and a light breeze carried across the fields, bringing the delicate perfume of thyme and wild myrtle to overlay the last musky scents of the Mediterranean night.

‘Heaven,’ she murmured, gazing around. It was hard to believe such perfection existed.

 

‘Oh, yes,’ Annalisa was telling the young girl at the beauty salon confidently. ‘I can quite easily leave everything for a few hours. The animals have been fed, the house is tidy and the orange groves look after themselves.’

She laughed happily. It was far more important to be relaxed and in control for tonight, she thought, watching the stripes of shimmering pink gradually turn her well-buffed toenails into shell-like perfection. She wriggled her toes contentedly as the beautician finished her work. Next came the seaweed treatment. Annalisa had no idea what that entailed, but it promised miracles for the skin as well as relaxation for the mind. Perfect!

 

As she drove home Annalisa was smiling contentedly. She had gone straight from the beauty salon to buy a new dress. White, simple in design, and extremely chic, it had had a price tag to match. But that didn’t matter—not today. Today was a special day. A day for taking control of her life and for spoiling herself. She doubted that she had ever been so well groomed. There was not one inch of her that had not been brushed, buffed, plucked or polished. And mood wise, having been painted from neck to ankle in thick green goo and then baked in a foil blanket before finally being hosed down with an icy cold power jet, she was ready for anything…or so she thought.

She had hardly stopped the car before she flung herself out of it.

‘Hey! What are you doing?’ Her voice sounded hoarse in her ears and she completely forgot the fact that she was dressed ready to go out.

Sprinting towards the wooden gate, she didn’t wait to open it and snagged her dress as she scrambled over the top. Stumbling through the tangled shrubbery, she tripped several times as she struggled to negotiate a treacherous carpet of recently cut tree branches…so many branches! Not caring that her new shoes were getting scuffed, or that the elegant white dress was already smeared with dirt and ripped in several places, she hurried to the clearing where she had spotted the intruder.

Her arms and legs were quickly covered in scratches and weals, but nothing mattered—nothing except stopping the carnage. Almost beyond speech, she could only fling wide her arms in a failed attempt to encompass the devastation and gasp, ‘What have you done?’

The man she was confronting had a face as gnarled and as brown as the tree branch he was clinging to. ‘Buenos tardes, señorita!’ he said, clearly oblivious to her distress. And, brandishing a battered greasy hat in the air, he embroidered the greeting with a tobacco-stained, gap-toothed grin.

Annalisa’s mouth formed a circle of despair as she stared up at him. Wearing an assortment of clothes that might have been handed down through the generations and had certainly never been washed, the wiry vandal wore a garland of cutting tools around his waist and a bright, inquisitive expression in his raisin-black eyes.

‘So you are the daughter of Don Pedro,’ he called out in heavily accented English, tapping his chest. ‘I am Enrique Caradonda.’

‘Never mind who you are,’ Annalisa retorted sharply. ‘I think you’d better explain what you’re doing here…and this!’ She gestured fiercely at the piles of branches littering the ground. All that was left of her beautiful orchard as far as she could see was a forest of leafless skeletons.

‘I am working,’ Enrique declared with an affronted shrug. ‘Señor Perez—’

At the sound of Ramon’s name Annalisa uttered a sharp angry sound and ordered Enrique Caradonda out of the tree.

‘Sí, señorita,’ Enrique agreed amiably. ‘The light will soon be fading. I’ll come back tomorrow.’

‘You’ll do no such—’

But Enrique had already swung to the ground and was quickly swallowed up in the deepening shadows as he hurried back to the village.

Slowly turning in a circle, Annalisa felt a sob rising in her throat. She was so quick to trust…too quick. How could anyone, especially Ramon, do this to her? Was he really so impatient for progress on the proposed site for his marina? If he thought he could drive her away by pulling a stunt like this he was badly mistaken. The property was hers to develop as she chose.

She drew a ragged breath and tried to confirm the extent of the damage. The trees would never recover in time to crop. And if she had nothing to sell how could she possibly keep afloat financially for another year? To rub salt in the wound it had happened while she was at the beauty salon, congratulating herself on how well things were going! Her grubby hands balled into fists. Ramon Perez was about to get the biggest tongue-lashing of his life!

As her old car bounced along the lane there were lots of ominous creaks and crunches, but nothing could distract Annalisa from keeping the accelerator pedal flat to the floor. As she landed with one particularly bone-crunching jolt the car stalled and refused to start again. Then, when she finally got it going, an ominous grinding noise accompanied her the rest of the way to Ramon’s.

‘Good,’ she muttered fiercely, seeing his unmistakable rangy figure poised beside the Porsche. He was obviously on the point of setting out to pick her up. Well, she had saved him the trouble! Stamping her foot down on the brake, she managed to slew to a halt a hair’s breadth away from his car. And then she almost fell out of the door in her rush to apprehend him.

But he moved a lot faster than she did and, executing a clean leap past her, dived into the driver’s seat she had just vacated. Wrenching on the handbrake, he called through the open door, ‘I think you forgot something.’

She clamped her angry mouth shut as he climbed out again and watched him shoot a wry glance at the driver’s door that refused to close until his third and most vigorous attempt.

‘No damage done,’ he said, patting the roof of her bargain basement car.

‘Save your condescension and the sarcasm,’ Annalisa warned. ‘I’ve got something to say to you.’

‘But there will be plenty of chance to talk over dinner,’ he reminded her in an infuriating drawl, his eyes glinting with amusement as he looked her up and down. ‘Is mud art the latest fashion, or have I missed something?’

‘No,’ she said clamping her hand over her bare thigh. ‘And I don’t know how you have the nerve to mention dinner.’


‘Wasn’t that what we arranged?’ he said mildly. ‘Dinner seems a perfectly reasonable topic of conversation to me.’

‘Well, that’s because you haven’t seen what I’ve seen.’

‘Clearly,’ he agreed, shooting a sideways look at her.

She would find some way to extinguish that smile in his eyes. Planting her hands on her hips, she glared. ‘Don’t pretend you have no idea what I’m talking—’

‘What are you talking about?’ he demanded, cutting over her with brutal force. ‘What exactly am I being accused of now?’

As he prowled closer she threw up her arms to ward him off, but again he was far too quick for her. ‘Let go of me!’ Annalisa protested, shaking her arm in a fruitless attempt to throw him off. His hold only tightened.

‘Oh, no,’ Ramon told her in a tightly controlled voice. ‘You don’t get away so easily. You have to take responsibility for your accusations as well as your actions, Señorita Wilson. We’re taking this inside.’

‘I’m not setting one foot inside your house,’ she said furiously, tugging back.

His short laugh left her in no doubt as to the outcome. ‘This is my territory and I make the decisions here.’ And, sweeping her up in one arm, he carried her into the house. Shouldering open the door to a large airy salon, he dropped her down on a cream leather sofa. ‘Explain.’

‘OK!’ she said, springing up again.

‘Whoa!’ he exclaimed, raising his hands in mock alarm. ‘Let’s talk about this calmly. I can see that you’re upset—’

‘Understatement of the year! My trees are destroyed—’ She had no money to replace them but he didn’t need to know that. ‘And you expect me to be calm!’

‘Here. Wipe your face,’ he said, dangling a spotless white handkerchief in front of her eyes.

She hadn’t even realised that she was crying, thanks to the battering her emotions had taken, and it wasn’t anything to do with the vandal in the orange groves, she thought, avoiding his fingers as if they were red-hot.

‘Let me,’ Ramon suggested. ‘You look like you’ve fallen head-first into a bucket of mud. I’m sure you’ll feel better when you’ve had a chance to talk about it,’ he murmured, removing from her hands the fine lawn handkerchief she was twisting into a rope of string. Shaking it out, he began to work on the worst of the smudges.

‘There’s no need,’ Annalisa insisted, squaring her shoulders. Predictably, he ignored her. She tried pulling the handkerchief away from him but he only moved in closer, forcing her to push against his chest…and then her fingers softened and eased into a caress. Horrified, she snatched her hands away. ‘You can’t get out of this,’ she flared, badly shaken. ‘I want an explanation.’

‘Then we’re both going to get what we want if you come and sit down and we discuss things reasonably,’ he countered.

But there was an edge to his sensible words that betrayed a very male interest in her lapse.

‘So,’ he began when they were both seated across a table made of some pale wood, ‘what’s your problem, Annalisa?’

‘You,’ she began honestly. And you can take that smile you’re trying so hard to hide off your face right now, she thought, squaring up to him. ‘Water rights, marina, and now my orange trees,’ she ticked off briskly.

‘Orange trees?’ he demanded. ‘What am I supposed to have done to your orange trees?’

Annalisa gave a short, incredulous laugh. ‘If you saw them you wouldn’t need to ask.’

‘I’d like that very much, as it happens.’

The speed of his capitulation threw her for a moment. ‘OK,’ she said. ‘What about right now.’

‘Why not?’ His expressive lips curved in a wry smile of assent. But there was a lot more going on behind his eyes as he stood up and indicated that she should too.


‘When we get to the finca you’ll see why I’m so upset,’ she promised.

‘Mud-fights?’

She stopped dead, feeling his gaze on her back. ‘Don’t tease me, Ramon. This is serious.’

‘Well, I can’t see anything that a nice warm bath won’t cure,’ he said in a deep, sultry tone that made her bristle defensively.

‘You might change your mind when—’

‘I doubt it,’ he cut in. ‘When you’re all cleaned up you can make a list of your demands and I promise to consider each one of them in turn. Come on, I’ll drive,’ he added. ‘The sooner we get to the finca, the sooner we can get all this straightened out.’

Lifting her chin, Annalisa walked straight past him.

He glanced at her car when they got outside. ‘I’ll get someone to look at that for you.’

‘There’s no need—’

‘You’re not taking that vehicle off my property until I’m certain it’s safe,’ he said bluntly. ‘Get in,’ he ordered when she hesitated beside his car. ‘I don’t have all day.’

 

‘There,’ Annalisa declared dramatically, standing back so that Ramon could have a clear view of her ruined orchard.

‘Who did this?’ he said, looking around.

‘Enrique Caradonda.’ She watched him relax. ‘And don’t pretend you don’t know who that is, because Enrique told me that you sent him.’

‘I asked Enrique if he would consider paying you a visit,’ Ramon corrected evenly. ‘No one commands Enrique Caradonda. He’s almost a legend.’

‘What?’ Annalisa burst out. ‘For destroying perfectly good fruit trees?’

‘No,’ Ramon said, going on to explain, ‘Enrique is the best tree surgeon on the island. He is always in demand—particularly now, in the spring.’


‘But there was nothing wrong with my trees that a little care and attention couldn’t put right.’

‘They might have looked all right to your untrained eye, but years of neglect were masking disease in some and a serious lack of pruning in all of them,’ he informed her. ‘If I could have warned you he was coming I would have done so, but Enrique is a law unto himself.’

‘There should be a law against him,’ Annalisa muttered as she viewed the devastation. ‘So,’ she said, ‘having organised this chaos, how do you intend to put it right?’

Levelling a hooded stare at her, he hummed in consideration. ‘Dinner?’ he suggested, raising his upswept ebony eyebrows a fraction.

‘Dinner!’ It would take more than a meal to make up for this, Annalisa thought as her glance swept over the orchard again.

He threw her a challenging look. ‘Would you rather I got some glue and we spent the evening sticking branches back on?’

‘It’s not funny, Ramon!’

‘The hungrier I am the less funny I become,’ he warned.

Dusk was falling quickly. Annalisa glanced impatiently at her wristwatch. ‘What time are we expected at the restaurant?’ It made her mad to admit it, but Ramon was right; the damage was already done. If she went ahead with dinner she could pin him down over some form of reparation for the damage.

‘We can eat whenever we want to,’ he said.

Did that mean dinner on his boat? She felt herself heating up. Of course it did. He wouldn’t want to risk being seen with her in public, would he?

‘Plenty of time for you to take that bath,’ he said, allowing his gaze to track over her slowly.

She felt her body responding as his perceptive stare lingered on her breasts, where mud streaks drew attention to her generous cleavage. ‘Why don’t we just call it off?’ she suggested huskily, remembering that he didn’t want to be with her in private either unless she made herself presentable for him.

‘No chance,’ he said, shaking his head very slowly as he continued his leisurely appraisal. ‘I’d like to cover all your grievances while they’re still fresh in your mind.’

The orchard was the least of those right now, Annalisa acknowledged as she fought to control her breathing.

‘The bath will give you time to calm down,’ he went on, but the dark humour in his eyes told her he knew how unlikely that was. ‘You don’t want to miss the chance to get everything off your chest, do you, Annalisa?’

His gently chiding tone was far too provocative, Annalisa realised as she fought to keep her mind on her battle plan. ‘All right,’ she agreed. ‘That suits me fine. But I’ll make supper.’ That fixed him! On Ramon’s boat she was subject to his will. In her own home she dictated the terms.

‘Sounds good,’ he murmured. ‘I’ll even soap your back.’

‘This is purely a business meeting,’ she reminded him quickly. ‘And I have a perfectly good loofah.’

His knowing look slid effortlessly into something approaching innocence. ‘If you change your mind—’

If she prepared a simple meal she could say what she had to say and be safely tucked up in bed before midnight, Annalisa thought, holding his stare.

‘Shall we go?’ Ramon suggested.

‘I’m ready,’ she said. ‘The sooner we start, the sooner we can sort out the problem.’

The corners of his mouth tugged down wryly. ‘I’m sure we can. Whether now is the right time—’

 

The bath at the finca was a marvellous cast iron affair that could comfortably accommodate a family of four. Having treated herself a selection of expensive products at the beauty salon, Annalisa added a good splash of scented bath oil before reaching across to turn off the taps. ‘Judged to perfection,’ she murmured. But while the flow of water from the hot tap responded at once, the cold tap wouldn’t budge. The choice was flood the floor or— ‘Ramon! Can you give me a hand here? Quickly!’

She had left him sprawled on the sofa in the front room, chilling out to some music, but he reached her in seconds, bursting through the door.

‘Are you all right?’ he said, anxiously scanning the room.

Annalisa stood back and pointed to the tap. ‘I can’t turn it off.’

‘The tap?’ Ramon said, as if he had been expecting a collapsed ceiling at least. Moving in front of her, he applied brute strength to the problem.

‘Brilliant!’ Annalisa exclaimed. ‘But your shirt’s all wet,’ she observed when he straightened up again.

‘Then I’d better take it off and you can dry it for me,’ he said with a grin.

Before she could argue he was stripped to the waist. Moving fast, he grabbed her arm and reached for the zip on the back of her dress. ‘Just in case this gets stuck too, I’d better see to it while I’m here,’ he whispered against her neck. His warm breath sent shivers round her shoulders that spread all too fast.

‘Are you cold, Annalisa?’ he demanded softly, knowingly.

‘Cold? No!’ she protested, trembling and laughing at the same time. But the touch of his naked chest against her arm was having a cataclysmic effect on her senses. ‘A little tired, maybe…’

‘You should take a good long soak in the bath,’ Ramon advised huskily, his warm hand lingering on the soft swell of her buttocks where the zip fastener ended.

But just as her will-power was faltering he pulled away.

‘Dios! You’re covered in scratches,’ he said. ‘Where’s your antiseptic?’


‘In that cupboard over the washbasin,’ Annalisa said, holding her dress together as best she could.

Fishing around, Ramon pulled out a small bottle and some cotton wool. Unscrewing the top, he sniffed and grimaced. ‘If you’re not stinking of this when you come down I’ll send you straight back again.’

‘Thank you,’ Annalisa said, snatching it out of his hand. Who said romance was dead?

 

Why didn’t it help that she had nothing to regret? Annalisa mused as she put away the last of the dishes. The meal had lasted for hours, and then they had talked on for hours after that. Ramon had been a revelation…even if the business issues had been somewhat overlooked. She hadn’t realised before just how badly she had been missing the simple art of conversation. Except that where Ramon was concerned of course, nothing was simple.

And now it was dawn and she was alone again. She had made him a hastily prepared breakfast—freshly laid eggs whipped up with melted butter and lightly cooked…

She swerved from the sink to dash away some tears, her emotions at odds with the mundane household tasks. Taking a few steadying breaths, she went back to finish the chores. There was no comfort in them, but at least there was some semblance of normality in the routine. But when that was done there was nowhere left to go but back to the moment when the dream that perhaps they could be friends after all had been laid bare for the sham it was. The hammering on the front door had been the start of it—she had already been halfway off her chair when Ramon stopped her.

‘It’s four o’ clock in the morning,’ he cautioned. ‘You stay here. I’ll go and see who it is.’

In the end they both went. But when he opened the front door, and she peered around his back, Ramon’s chauffeur was standing on the doorstep. And the expression on his face made it clear what he thought they had been doing. His eyes were flint-hard as they flicked over her, then he cut her out, speaking to Ramon in rapid Spanish. Annalisa could not grasp every word. But she felt sure he wanted her to pick up the name Margarita, as well as the Spanish word for airport.

After a clipped response Ramon shut the door and, turning towards her, said, ‘I’m sorry, Annalisa. I have to go.’

‘Go?’ Of course he had to go. What a fool she was! What right did she have to keep him? Ramon was a married man. His wife needed him. It was that simple.

He glanced at his wristwatch and frowned. ‘Would you mind if I took a quick shower?’

‘No…no, that’s fine. You’ll find some clean towels in the bathroom cupboard.’

He caught hold of her arms. ‘I need one more favour.’

‘Which is?’

‘Could you rustle up some breakfast?’

He took her fixed stare for agreement, and as she watched him sprint up the stairs she knew that in his own mind Ramon had already left. He couldn’t wait to get back to his real life…to Margarita.

And so she had made him breakfast, squeezing oranges in silence, cooking eggs, brewing coffee… But she had got a peck on the cheek, as well as a swift kiss on both hands for payment, Annalisa reminded herself wryly. Wrecked by a rushed, ‘Sorry. Have to go. Plane lands in fifteen minutes.’

‘You mustn’t be late,’ she had agreed, holding the door open.

The last she’d seen of him was a brief wave, almost a salute, as the sleek limousine swept out of her yard, heading at speed towards the highway.

Was this what she wanted? Stolen time? She thought about her mother’s plight and reason answered the question for her. Though how she would harden her heart sufficiently to think of Ramon only in terms of business she had no idea.










CHAPTER FIVE



I WILL drown if I stay here, Annalisa thought, trying to shake herself out of the doldrums as she stepped out of the front door of the finca later that morning. And it won’t be the sea that kills me… Ramon wasn’t her friend and couldn’t be her lover. The sooner she got those facts through her head the better.

But just because she felt bad that didn’t mean the animals’ routine could be disrupted. And at least Fudge was his usual carefree self. Even while she went through the motions of feeding chickens and setting things straight in the yard he sprang around her feet like a puppy, trying to look as cute as his lopsided face would allow. He could do everything but speak, she thought, dredging up a thin smile as she watched him dash to the path that led to the beach and then race back again to bark excitedly at her.

‘All right. I give in,’ she said finally. ‘But you will have to wait until I get changed.’

Running upstairs to her room, she quickly crossed to the chest underneath the window where she kept her swimwear. As she dragged off her top it grazed her nipples. Just thinking about Ramon had plunged her into a state of arousal, she realised with a bitter half-laugh. Some joke! Her mind on one track, her body on a detour. It seemed as if each erotic zone had Ramon’s personal brand on it whether she liked it or not. An early-morning swim in the freezing cold water would sort that out, she decided, impatiently snatching up a bikini and wrap from the drawer.

Fudge was waiting for her when she arrived in the yard, his excitement evident in the tense way he held himself and the erect set of his tail. As soon as Annalisa called out he scampered off down the path in front of her, yapping with triumph. Scooping up the bright red ball she had bought for him in the village, she broke into an easy jog behind him. Ramon’s warning about swimming alone did briefly cross her mind when she was forced to slow at the cliff-edge. But Ramon wasn’t here. And this was still her beach…her life.

Scrambling down to the shore, she threw the ball as hard as she could, her tension easing into a smile as she watched the old dog race after it. When he caught up at last he executed an exaggerated pounce and then looked back at her for approval, wagging his tail furiously before trotting back with his head held high.

The game could have gone on much longer, but Annalisa was growing restless. ‘That’s it,’ she said finally, untying her wrap. The sea beckoned. Palest sage edged with a white lace frill, it was mirror-flat except for the treacherous spine between the two properties where the rocks broke the surface. It promised a cooling swim…a soothing swim. And she had learned her lesson. She would stay away from the point. Shading her eyes with her hand, she plotted her course.

The faithful old dog scampered after her as far as the shallows, but the breaking waves soon provided him with an alternative playmate and he made no attempt to follow her when she continued out to sea.

Swimming warily, she trod water occasionally to test the current. If she stayed well away from the rocks it was quite possible to swim over to Ramon’s beach in complete safety. There was no logic in doing so, but some inner demon drove her on. She had no idea what she meant to do when she got there… Sneak up to the house? Spy on him?

She had barely rounded the point when her feet hit the bottom. Standing up, she waded the last few yards to the shore. She was just smoothing her hair back from her face when she heard voices. They seemed to be coming closer. A kind of fearful excitement gripped her as she looked around for somewhere to hide. A little way up the cliff and away from the path that led from Ramon’s house there was a jumble of huge boulders. They offered the perfect cover.

Taking care to swish sand over her footprints, she turned and ran quickly through the shallows. Scrambling up the rocks as fast as she could, she slid into a deep crevasse from where she had a perfect view of the beach.

At first she saw only the child. A chubby toddler tanned the colour of nutmeg, wearing a vivid green bandanna on her halo of black curls. She couldn’t have been more than three years old. A smile softened Annalisa’s face as she watched the little girl skip along the beach. But a couple followed close on her heels.

They walked along arm in arm, moulded into each other and chatting with the easy familiarity of long acquaintance. She felt sure her heart would stop. The woman was almost as tall as Ramon, slender and with masses of wavy black hair caught up in a style that managed to be both casual and chic. She wore a sleeveless calf-length dress in cream-coloured linen and trailed a large-brimmed straw hat in her free hand. Her feet were bare and—

Annalisa turned away, unable to watch any longer. Margarita, she thought. Shame lodged in her throat like a fist. And Ramon had a daughter too… The pain was unendurable. For a moment she just shut her eyes, hoping it was all a bad dream. But then she heard the child call out and instinctively looked up again. Ramon had the little girl’s arms locked in his hands and was swinging her off the ground… Round and round she went, her shrill laughter bouncing off the rocks, while Margarita stood by watching her with her hands clasped together in pleasure.

The happy tableau was like a dagger in Annalisa’s heart. She would never consign Ramon’s child to the same fate she had endured—a mother grown bitter from neglect and a father she hardly knew… And if Ramon chose to stay with Margarita…? If? He would. She only had to look at the two of them together to know that.

She sucked in a deep breath, as if she was trying to store the salty tang of the seashore in her memory, and took a last look around at the fine white sand and the gently lapping sea, already turning a deeper shade of jade. It was all so beautiful, and she had almost called it home. But that had been a fantasy, a hopeless dream that was already in the past. Home was a small town in England. She would put the finca on the market in the morning.

 

As experiments went, her time in Menorca had been a disaster, Annalisa thought, putting the phone down. And now she could not even make a success of rehoming Fudge and the rest of her menagerie.

The only bright spot in the whole nightmarish fiasco was the estate agent. He had nearly bitten her hand off when she’d rung him to tell him the finca was for sale. And Don Alfonso had endorsed her decision with exactly the level of enthusiasm that she had anticipated. It had been clear from the start that Ramon and his legal team had completely overwhelmed him. He was glad to be out of it. She had never really stood a chance.

Oblivious to the storm clouds brewing on his own horizon, Fudge was busy worrying the loose strap on her sandals. He cocked an ear and looked up at her expectantly.

‘Sorry, Fudge. I’ll take you to the village tomorrow and see if I can tempt anyone.’ Annalisa’s mouth turned down as she petted him. Looking at it brutally, who would want to take on an elderly, ugly dog? Another idea occurred to her and she smiled into his rheumy brown eyes. ‘OK, so how do you fancy exchanging fenceposts for lampposts?’ It would take some time to sort out a pet passport for him. But if she could find someone trustworthy to take him on…someone she could liase with to make sure that his transfer complied with the regulations…to see he got all his jabs and tests and the microchip…why not? When the finca was sold she would be able to afford to fly Fudge back to live with her in England.

She jumped at the sound of hammering on the front door. It sounded like every raid she had ever seen on a screen. She half expected a call of, Open up! Police!

‘All right, I’m coming,’ she yelled as the thunderous attack continued.

Flinging open the door, she gasped, ‘Ramon!’ and tried to shut it in his face.

But he was too quick for her and held it firm with the heel of his fist. Hoisting her half off the ground, he slammed the door shut behind them.

‘What do you think you’re doing?’ she demanded, squirming frantically as she struggled to free herself.

‘What do I think I’m doing?’ Ramon grated, backing her up against the wall. ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing, don’t you mean?’

The look on his face was enough to send anyone running for cover, but after seeing him with Margarita, Annalisa was determined to stand her ground. ‘Get out!’ she raged, with every bit of venom she could muster.

‘I can see that would suit you,’ he snapped, holding her upper arms fast. ‘But I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what’s going on.’

‘Meaning?’

‘Meaning I received a very interesting phone call when I got back home.’

‘Really?’ she said, turning her face away from a pair of blazing eyes.

‘Yes,’ he snarled, snatching hold of her chin and turning her back to face him. ‘An agent in town tried to sell me finca Fuego Montoya.’

Annalisa made a bitter sound. ‘Well, excuse me, Ramon! But wasn’t that exactly what you wanted?’ She saw a muscle in his jaw work as he held his temper in check.

‘What?’ he rapped incredulously. ‘You think I want some random salesman calling to tell me that you want to sell the finca? Are you mad? You didn’t think to speak to me about it first?’


‘It’s my property,’ she pointed out sharply. ‘I can do what I like with it.’

His glare lanced through her. ‘I’m really sorry you feel like that,’ he said steadily. ‘And I’m also disappointed that it doesn’t seem to matter to you that I had to learn about this from a complete stranger.’

Suddenly she felt sick and uncertain. He sounded sincere. A host of doubts battered her mind. But still she made a dismissive sound. ‘Surely it came as a pleasant surprise for you.’

‘What does this mean, Annalisa?’ Ramon demanded, staring deep into her eyes as if trying to root out her deepest thoughts.

‘What does it mean?’ She could feel her face heating up and she couldn’t stop now. ‘Surely that’s obvious?’

A cold anger was brewing in his eyes. ‘Well, not to me,’ he grated.

She squared her shoulders. She had to force closure. End it now. ‘It means that I have had enough of Menorca. I am going back home.’

‘This is your home!’ Ramon exploded.

‘No,’ Annalisa argued, fighting to keep her voice steady. ‘This was my home. For a few foolish, misguided weeks.’

Ramon shook his head slowly with an obvious lack of comprehension. ‘You were doing so well—’

‘Oh, thank you.’ Tolerating the fact that you’re a married man, do you mean? she wondered, frantically fighting to put her thoughts into words. ‘Considering all the obstacles you put in my path—’

‘Obstacles?’ Ramon exclaimed incredulously, swiping a hand over the back of his neck. ‘What the hell are you talking about. If you want obstacles, I’ll—’

‘Fortunately I won’t be staying long enough,’ Annalisa cut in coldly.

‘Fortunate indeed,’ he agreed.

They stood facing each other tensely until Ramon broke the angry silence. ‘So why didn’t you sell the place as soon as you arrived on the island?’

‘Because I really thought I could make a go of it,’ she flared. ‘And I would have done if you hadn’t stooped to using tactics—’

‘I stooped? I’m not going to allow you to get away with that, Annalisa.’

‘OK,’ she said holding up her hands. ‘So let’s go through the facts one by one: you carry out building works at the finca without my consent, knowing that I have no money to pay you back, you insist that I accept clothes, from Margarita and from yourself, knowing that I have no money to pay you back, you employ a vandal called Enrique to chop down my orange groves, the only possible source of income I might ever have to pay you back—’

‘I do what?’

‘Don’t come the innocent with me, Ramon.’

His face radiated anger, but his voice was tightly controlled. ‘I’m sorry. I was under the misapprehension that I was helping you.’

Her stomach clenched as she hardened her eyes. ‘I’d like you to leave.’

‘Perhaps I should.’

His fury was like a coiled spring. It showed in every tendon, every muscle; Annalisa had never seen anything like it and backed away from him instinctively as he made for the door.

‘I’ll make you a fair offer for the finca,’ he flung back over his shoulder.

In spite of everything that had happened between them, she believed him.

When Ramon had gone, Annalisa felt completely numb. It was a long time before she was ready to make the phone calls necessary if she was to find someone to take care of all the animals until the finca was sold.

The best news of all came when Maria Teresa agreed to taking on the responsibility of Fudge’s proposed transfer to England. ‘You might be an ugly mutt,’ Annalisa told him fondly when he came to lie across her feet, ‘but everyone loves you.’

When all the loose ends were tied up she devoted the rest of the afternoon to packing up her few belongings. There were still a couple of days to go before she left the island, and when she left she would give everything Ramon had ever given to her back to him. She folded the beautiful clothes carefully with tissue paper, and then put them into some decent carrier bags. She would ask the taxi driver to deliver them after he dropped her at the airport.

 

Her last few hours on the island flew by at breakneck speed, and before she knew where she was Annalisa found herself dragging the last of her suitcases up to the front door.

Fudge would soon be living with Maria Teresa. She would drop him off on the way to the airport. She sighed as she looked down at him. Was she doing the right thing? Would he take to suburban life? No beaches…no sea to play in… She turned as she heard a car draw up and took down his lead from the door.

‘It’s only the taxi, Fudge,’ she said, wondering why he didn’t leap around as he normally did when a walk was in prospect. But instead of being wildly excited, the old dog was poised stiffly by the door with his nose rammed into a small gap at the base. ‘Come on,’ she murmured as she tried to ease him away. But, having set up a rumbling persistent growl, Fudge refused to budge.

Opening the door carefully, so he was forced to back away, Annalisa stiffened too as every antagonistic bone in her body went on full alert.

‘You don’t know me, but—’ a woman’s voice spoke.

But I do know you, Annalisa thought, hiding her shock as she surveyed her father’s widow.

‘I’m afraid I’m about to leave—’ she started. Instinctively she glanced down the lane. There was still no sign of her transport. Curiosity and outright antipathy did battle in her mind until curiosity won. ‘But my taxi’s not here yet. Won’t you come in?’

Elegantly clad in soft shades of peach, and carrying a waft of some exclusive scent about her, Claudia di Fuego Montoya looked around as she walked past Annalisa into the main living room. ‘My word,’ she exclaimed in a melodious if faintly patronising voice, ‘I heard the rumours, but I never imagined for one moment—’

‘That I would make my home here?’ Annalisa prompted softly.

‘Well, yes. I suppose that’s what I mean. But this is really very nice,’ Claudia Montoya admitted as she peered about the room.

‘Would you like to sit down?’ Annalisa suggested.

The older woman hesitated, her limpid gaze embracing everything including the suitcases. ‘I can see this is not a convenient moment.’

‘There will be no convenient moment,’ Annalisa said truthfully. ‘In fact, Señora Montoya, I am leaving Menorca…for good.’

‘Oh, dear. I had thought—’

Her regret was about as genuine as a pawnbroker’s pity, Annalisa thought, gesturing towards an easy chair set by the window. ‘Yes?’ she enquired politely.

‘Well,’ Señora Montoya began, ‘before you arrived I had thought to buy the finca—’ She left the sentence unfinished and reached one hand into the air in an almost balletic pose, as if trying to snag the right phrase.

‘For a song?’ Annalisa supplied.

‘That’s putting it rather too bluntly, my dear.’

‘The time for niceties has gone, don’t you think?’ Annalisa returned evenly. ‘I came here to claim my inheritance only to find myself ranged against Ramon Perez. And, forgive me, Señora Fuego Montoya, but now it seems that I am about to leave at the point where you identify yourself as yet another rival for this land.’ From the look on her face Annalisa guessed that no one had ever spoken to her father’s glamorous widow in quite such a direct manner.

‘I admit I was thrown by what I heard about developments here,’ Señora Montoya admitted. ‘And also by talk of you restoring the orange groves.’

Now her tone was distinctly patronising.

‘At least we are being honest with each other,’ Annalisa returned dryly.

The older woman’s shoulders eased into an elegant shrug.

‘Would you care for a drink?’ Annalisa suggested, more out of politeness than any real desire to prolong the encounter.

‘No. I don’t think so. There’s hardly time, is there?’ Claudia Montoya rose gracefully to her feet. ‘But there is just one more thing.’

‘Yes?’

‘Do I take it that the rumours are true? The finca is back on the market?’

‘That is correct,’ Annalisa said, noting the gleam of triumph that even thickly applied mascara couldn’t hope to conceal.

‘Then it only remains for me to wish you, bon voyage, my dear. And as for the future…well, every—’

‘Success?’

‘Yes. Yes, of course,’ Señora Montoya agreed. That’s exactly what I mean. I wish you every success, my dear. Oh, and I’m sure you have already received an offer for the finca from Ramon Perez,’ she said casually, as if it was just an afterthought, ‘but, whatever he offers, I would like to think we could offer more.’

Annalisa frowned. ‘We?’

She fluttered her hand. ‘What I’m trying to say is that I will better any offer he might make…whatever that offer might be. You do understand?’

‘I think we understand each other,’ Annalisa replied pleasantly. ‘Though I have to say I had no idea that orange groves in such a state as mine could provoke such widespread interest.’

‘Oh, it’s not the orange groves, dear. It’s the shoreline we want.’ Her voice was now openly patronising, as if Annalisa could not be expected to know about such things.

‘The shoreline?’

‘I’ll have my lawyer get in touch with you,’ she said, brushing off the detail. ‘And just remember: whatever Ramon Perez offers, we’ll do something a little better for you.’

‘Oh, I’ll remember,’ Annalisa said coolly. ‘Goodnight, Señora Fuego Montoya.’

There was not a jot of warmth coming from the woman, in spite of all her fine words, Annalisa thought as she ushered her stepmother out of the house. Her first impressions had been spot on. Señora Montoya was no friend. She didn’t give so much as a backward glance before climbing into her expensive little red sports car. Mission accomplished, Annalisa guessed, closing the door and leaning back against it with a sigh of relief. The woman probably couldn’t believe her luck now she had established that the finca was definitely back on the market.

Smoothing her hands down the front of the simple sun-bleached two-piece she had chosen to travel in, Annalisa gave a thin smile.

Compared with Señora Fuego Montoya’s designer outfit, her clothes felt shabby. Since her disaster with the white dress she hadn’t had a chance to go shopping. Señora Montoya clearly didn’t have her marked down as a challenge. Neither did Ramon. No wonder he thought he could use her for target practice whenever he was bored.

Curiosity drew her to the window and she watched for a few moments until Claudia Montoya’s car disappeared down the lane. Then, turning away, she shot a wry glance at her canine defender. ‘You can stop growling now, Fudge. She’s gone.’

 


The airport at Mahon was clean and modern, and lacked the hectic confusion of many a larger facility. Annalisa was on her way to the check-in desk when, seeing the woman who lay in her path, she suddenly drew up short. Then pulling herself together, she marched forward determinedly. She would just have to make a wide curving detour around the attractive woman shifting from foot to elegantly clad foot.

‘Annalisa?’

Annalisa stopped dead in her tracks. Her back tingled with the knowledge that Margarita was right behind her. She turned around slowly and they stared at each other.

Margarita was even more beautiful than she had guessed from seeing her at a distance. Her thick glossy black hair was gathered back loosely and held in place by a wisp of chiffon. She wore a loose-fitting jade silk two-piece with a natural flair that owed nothing to the artifice employed by Claudia Montoya. Her make-up consisted of nothing more than a slick of ruby gloss to accentuate the curve of her lips and a suggestion of grey shadow on her doe-brown eyes.

Her expression showed natural curiosity, as well as relief that her wait was over—nothing more. It flashed into Annalisa’s mind that Margarita didn’t have a clue about Ramon’s extra-marital activities… But if that was the case what was she doing here?

Margarita broke the silence first. ‘Have you time for coffee?’ she asked in a lightly accented voice.

‘Well, my flight—’

‘Doesn’t leave for almost two hours,’ Margarita reasoned, making it difficult for Annalisa to refuse without appearing rude.

‘I have to check in.’

‘I’ll help you.’ Without waiting for an answer, Margarita took the passport and travel documents from her hand and walked along to a desk that seemed to be out of use. Several young men rushed to her assistance.

‘There. That’s done,’ she said, coming back to hand the empty envelope and passport to Annalisa. ‘Shall we find that drink?’

Annalisa’s legal training took over that part of her brain that was still able to function. It was better to hear what the other side had to say before you opened your mouth. That way you didn’t reveal anything they didn’t know. But against all her instincts for self-preservation came the realisation that she had already warmed to Margarita.

‘How did you know I’d be here?’ Annalisa said when they had both settled into a discreet booth in the self-service café.

‘Maria Teresa told me,’ Margarita replied with a quick smile. ‘She thinks a lot of you,’ she added. ‘They all do.’

‘They?’

‘The villagers,’ Margarita explained. ‘They can see what you are trying to do. Your father was a wonderful man. And now they see that you mean to carry on his legacy—’ She broke off and reached out to touch Annalisa’s arm. ‘I’m sorry. Did I say something to upset you?’

‘No,’ Annalisa said softly. She was the one who was sorry. ‘I had hoped to make a go of things here—’ There was an air of closure about the remark. It was both a commitment for herself and a silent promise to Margarita.

Margarita’s expression changed from empathy to concern. ‘You can’t mean you’re leaving the island for good?’

‘It just didn’t work out.’ Annalisa spread her hands in a helpless gesture. How could she explain? Their gazes glanced off each other and she realised that under different circumstances they might have been friends.

‘That’s not what I heard,’ Margarita argued, reaching across the table to touch her hand. ‘No one here can understand why you are going back to England. Surely they are mistaken? Surely this is just a visit?’

‘No,’ Annalisa said flatly as she drained the last dregs of coffee. ‘What you’ve heard is true. I am leaving for good.’

‘Would it change your mind if I told you that all the villagers who used to work for your father are planning to gather at the finca this afternoon to show their support for you?’

‘Their support—’

‘They want to work for you, Annalisa…for nothing to start with, if they have to. They will put in a few hours each evening to get the estate running again and then—’

‘I can’t let them do that.’

‘Why not? If that’s what they want—’

‘No!’ Annalisa said sharply, covering her ears in an instinctive gesture. ‘It’s too late for that.’

This time Margarita would not be put off, and taking both Annalisa’s hands in her own she drew them down to the table, keeping a firm hold. ‘Please, Annalisa. They deserve this chance. Even if you won’t reconsider for your own sake, think of them. They begged me to come here to try and change your mind.’

Her innocent plea settled around Annalisa’s heart like a band of thorns, but her answer was a slow shake of her head.

‘If you won’t come back for them, then at least come back for Ramon.’

Even her astonished expression failed to deflect Margarita.

‘He’s devastated,’ she carried on in a tense whisper. ‘But he’s so proud—’

Snatching her hands away, Annalisa stumbled to her feet. ‘You don’t understand. I can’t—’ She made a clumsy attempt at pushing the table back and only succeeded in banging it hard into Margarita’s leg. ‘Oh! I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!’

Making a dismissive sound, Margarita reached for Annalisa’s wrist. ‘Then sit down again and listen to me.’

Annalisa held back, then gave in. ‘You’re right. It’s time I was honest with you.’

‘Good,’ Margarita said with a smile of encouragement. ‘Come and sit down again. Happiness is such a fragile condition, Annalisa. We must never waste an opportunity to preserve it.’


‘I’ll get some more coffee first.’ Annalisa was desperate to regroup her thoughts before she caused any more damage in Margarita’s life.

Returning with a selection of pastries and two cups of coffee, she cautiously restarted the conversation, ‘You want to talk to me about Ramon?’

‘Let me tell you about my husband,’ Margarita began, spreading her fingers wide as if she didn’t quite know where to begin. ‘He is quixotic…and a little arrogant.’ She made a rueful gesture, as if to say that was only to be expected. ‘And of course he is very passionate—’ She broke off and laughed self-consciously, her face reddening at the revelation. ‘I suppose you have guessed that by the way I talk about him. But we have loved each other since we were children.’ She stopped and smiled, reaching out a hand to touch Annalisa’s arm. ‘Don’t look so alarmed. I’m sorry if I’m embarrassing you. I know we’ve only just met, but I feel as if we could be friends.’

Annalisa lowered her gaze as she smiled. Was it possible to feel any worse?

‘Separations between us are inevitable,’ Margarita continued, unaware of the effect her words were having, ‘but it could be so different for you, Annalisa. I have no right to ask this of you, but I’m going to anyway—for all our sakes, please don’t go back to England.’

Annalisa shook her head adamantly. ‘I must.’

Margarita stirred the froth in her coffee cup as silence hung between them. ‘Then you’re making a terrible mistake,’ she said at last.

‘How can you of all people say that?’ Annalisa demanded incredulously.

Margarita’s slender shoulders lifted in an elegant shrug. ‘I know everything from Ramon.’

‘He told you what, exactly?’

Margarita leaned towards her. ‘He is in love with you, Annalisa.’

‘I’m sorry—’


‘Sorry? Why are you sorry?’ Margarita exclaimed, biting down on one of the sugar-coated pastries.

‘Your daughter—’

Margarita’s eyes softened to liquid gold as she wiped the crumbs from her lips with a paper napkin. ‘What does my little Aurelia have to do with this?’

Were relationships taken so lightly amongst the super-rich? Annalisa wondered, knowing it would never do for her. ‘I’m sorry, Margarita, but I really must catch this flight—’

‘Then I’m sorry for Ramon,’ Margarita said. ‘And I’m sorry for myself too. I get very lonely—’ She broke off, waving her hand with embarrassment as she began fishing in her handbag, tears chasing down her cheeks.

‘Surely your husband—’

Margarita shook her head dumbly as she dabbed at her face with a tissue. ‘When he’s with me I am the happiest woman on earth. But he is away so much… And now I’m pregnant again—’ Her voice broke into a sob.

Annalisa felt as if someone was putting her insides through a shredder. ‘Surely that’s a good thing?’ she managed tightly.

‘Good?’ Margarita exclaimed passionately. She settled back in her chair again and nodded. ‘Of course, you’re right. It is wonderful news. But I want to share everything with him—’ And, mistaking Annalisa’s expression for incomprehension, she added, ‘Don’t you see, Annalisa? I will have had the baby by the time he gets back.’

‘Ramon is going away?’

‘Ramon?’

Annalisa raised her voice, desperately seeking clarification. ‘You have told him about the baby?’

‘Of course I have told him.’

The confirmation was like a blow to her heart. ‘Then—’

Margarita grabbed her hand. ‘You can make him understand how it feels for a woman, Annalisa. He would listen to you—’


‘No! Really! I don’t think I—’

‘But you must,’ Margarita insisted, talking over her. ‘I know Ramon cares passionately about the race, but—’ Her gaze ran wildly around the café and then settled back square on Annalisa’s face. ‘You’re my last hope,’ she cried pitifully.

‘The race?’ Annalisa probed. However bad her own position, she couldn’t just sit there and say nothing. And something was starting to rattle the bars of her memory bank.

‘Yachting…the round-the-world race,’ Margarita prompted, as if everyone knew about such things. ‘It’s got to stop,’ she hurried on. ‘And if Ramon says it must, it will. You must speak to him for me. I don’t want my babies growing up wondering who is their father—’

‘Hold on,’ Annalisa cut in. She was beginning to feel she was trying to find her way through a very thick fog. ‘You think it would help if I spoke to Ramon?’

‘I know it would,’ Margarita declared in a passionate whisper, taking hold of her hand.

‘But what would I say to him?’

Margarita’s eyes held her gaze in a bright, intense stare. ‘Just tell him that I feel as he does…that I love as he loves… Tell him to stop his brother racing yachts all over the goddamned world! Tell Ramon that Luis must stay home now, with his wife and babies!’










CHAPTER SIX



SHE was pleased to be going home, but terrified too, Annalisa thought as she sat beside Margarita in Ramon’s limousine. Margarita had made everything easy for her at the airport with just a flashing smile and a couple of flicks of her fine-boned wrist. But it would take a lot longer for Annalisa to recover her composure.

The thought of seeing Ramon again was tying her stomach up in knots. She had misjudged him so badly. But she would have to try put all personal thoughts to one side if the finca was to be saved…and, whatever Margarita said, after their last encounter he probably wouldn’t want anything else to do with her.

‘We’ll soon be there.’

Annalisa peered out of the limousine’s tinted window as Margarita distracted her. They were just coming up to the turn-off for the finca.

‘Close your eyes,’ Margarita insisted as the chauffeur slowed to negotiate the pot-holed lane.

‘Why?’

‘You’ll soon see. Just close them,’ she insisted. ‘There! Now you can look!’ she exclaimed.

They had pulled to a halt in the yard and, opening her eyes, Annalisa climbed out quickly. As she looked around she shook her head in bewilderment. ‘I don’t understand—’

‘Welcome to the famous orange groves of Finca Fuego Montoya, Señorita Annalisa,’ Margarita proclaimed with a mock bow.

Annalisa gasped. Small groups of men were busy painting and repairing the outbuildings, and in the orchard she could see a lot more people weeding and clearing and generally collecting up all the detritus of neglect. Half the village seemed to be busy with some task or other. She turned to show her delight to Margarita. ‘I can’t believe it. This is fantastic—’

‘Look at this!’ Margarita interrupted, grabbing her hand.

Turning, Annalisa saw two men carrying a beehive under the direction of Maria Teresa, who had Fudge trotting at her heels. The minute he saw Annalisa he pelted across to her, yelping in ecstasy.

Maria Teresa stopped in her tracks. ‘You came back!’

With a smile and a shrug, Annalisa cocked her head as she peered at the domed white structure. ‘What do we need that for?’

‘Bees,’ Maria Teresa said, turning to chide the two men for almost running it into her.

‘Bees?’ Annalisa repeated blankly.

‘They say bees are the cupids of the orchard,’ Maria Teresa insisted, ‘because without them the blossom is no use. And without the blossom…’ She shrugged.

‘I would never have thought of it,’ Annalisa admitted. ‘How can I thank you? All of you?’ she said, turning full circle to include everyone within earshot.

‘By employing us and our families when your orchards start producing,’ Maria Teresa declared pragmatically.

‘But I can’t pay you.’

‘You have eggs. You have chickens. You have a donkey we can borrow,’ Maria Teresa argued. ‘And soon you will have oranges. Plenty of oranges.’

Annalisa grimaced. ‘I don’t think so,’ she said with a rueful glance towards the orchard. ‘Enrique has been here.’

‘Exactly, señorita!’ Maria Teresa said, beaming at her. ‘Enrique has been here. There will be plenty of oranges. Just you wait and see.’

‘Is she right?’ Annalisa said, turning to Margarita.

‘Maria Teresa is always right. Ask anyone,’ Margarita replied with a smile.


Annalisa pulled a face as she sighed. ‘I did. I asked Ramon. I didn’t believe him when he said it would help. I didn’t believe him about Enrique…or about anything else.’

‘I know,’ Margarita said gently touching her arm. ‘But when he gets back you can explain.’

‘Back?’ Surprise and disappointment hit her at the same moment. ‘You mean he’s left the island?’

‘He left before I knew what the villagers meant to do. He came to pick me up from the airport because Luis asked him to. He said he had something important to do. Then he took the jet and left. As soon as I realised you were serious about leaving I had to come and find you.’

‘I’m so glad you did,’ Annalisa said, feeling all the resolve she had thought lost flood back into her veins. ‘Do you know where he went?’

‘Who knows, with Ramon?’ Margarita said with a shrug. ‘Business, perhaps. But he has business interests all over the world. Maybe it was just a short trip,’ she added hopefully. ‘Maybe he will be home tonight. Claudia has called a gathering this evening. She must surely have invited Ramon. Perhaps you should be there,’ she added mischievously. ‘I believe it is to discuss the purchase of finca Fuego Montoya.’

‘To rig the sale, you mean?’ Annalisa guessed.

‘I wouldn’t put anything past her,’ Margarita agreed. ‘Claudia knows all the interested parties, so fixing the price shouldn’t be too difficult for her. You’ll come, of course?’

‘I wouldn’t miss it for the world.’

‘I hope Ramon will be there for you,’ Margarita said gently.

Annalisa’s stress levels rocketed. She ached to see him again, particularly now, after everything Margarita had told her. But setting things straight between them was sure to be difficult. Just thinking about him leaving the island for destinations unknown at the controls of his own private jet showed how little she really knew about him.

 


Ramon was not at Claudia Montoya’s home that evening. And at first Annalisa thought she knew no one—until she spotted Don Alfonso. He hid his surprise well when he saw her—almost as well as Claudia Montoya had managed to do…

‘I can’t imagine why you’re surprised to see Don Alfonso, dear,’ Claudia exclaimed, towing her across the patio by the arm. ‘He was your father’s most trusted lieutenant…and I was married to your father for a good many years.’

Good had nothing to do with it, Annalisa thought as she made a sound of acknowledgement and forced a smile. What on earth had possessed her to walk into the lion’s den? But it was too late now. Don Alfonso was already stepping forward to greet her.

‘Annalisa! You have decided not to leave us after all. How fortuitous it is to find you here.’

‘Really?’

‘But of course,’ he said, directing a glance at Claudia Montoya. ‘We have gathered to discuss the purchase of the finca—’

‘Don’t you mean the sale of the finca?’ Annalisa suggested acerbically. ‘You are still acting for me, as far as I am aware.’

‘Of course, of course,’ Don Alfonso agreed. ‘A mere slip of the tongue.’

‘The family as well as all the other interested parties wanted a meeting to discuss the matter,’ Claudia confided as her glance darted between the two of them.

‘The family?’ Annalisa queried. ‘I don’t see Ramon Perez here, or his brother Luis. And I don’t believe I received an invitation either,’ she added pointedly. ‘Yet I think I can safely call myself an interested party.’

Claudia’s voice was stiff with affront. ‘But I called round—don’t you remember?’

‘I don’t remember you mentioning anything about this.’


Her stepmother’s rapidly diminishing smile dissolved completely. ‘How was I supposed to know you would change your mind and decide to stay? Oh, look!’ she said, her voice suddenly brimful with syrup. ‘Here’s Margarita!’

‘Where’s Ramon, Claudia?’ Margarita demanded, cutting straight through the bull. ‘Didn’t you tell him about this evening?’

Annalisa looked at her new friend with renewed interest. Margarita was shaping up to be a lot more than a pretty face. Suddenly Claudia Montoya seemed suspiciously uncomfortable.

‘Snacks anyone?’ she called, snatching a tray of canapés from one of her uniformed maids.

Don Alfonso took her place, sidling up to Annalisa as if he had private matters to discuss. Taking the hint, Margarita made herself scarce with a half-wave to suggest she would be around if needed.

‘I have to confess I am surprised to see you here,’ Don Alfonso said as soon as Margarita was out of earshot.

‘But surely you must be glad that I decided to stay,’ Annalisa countered smoothly. ‘I would have been completely unaware of this meeting, for one thing. And as it has been called to discuss the disposal of Finca Fuego Montoya…’ She looked at him pointedly.

‘Yes, yes,’ Don Alfonso agreed, studying the amber liquid in his cut crystal glass. ‘But I am afraid I have some very bad news for you.’

‘Really?’ she said, finding it increasingly difficult to hide her poor opinion of him.

‘You can’t imagine how relieved I am to be able to explain this to you in person—’

‘Get on with it, Don Alfonso,’ Annalisa suggested. Her patience with him was running out. Why hadn’t she seen through his artificial old world charm before? Keeping her so badly informed could not be construed as acting in her best interests. He was either totally incompetent or heavily embroiled in some form of shady deal with Claudia Montoya. She watched as he settled his glass on the top of an ornate console table.

‘The finca has accumulated many debts over many years, Señorita Wilson.’

‘But my father had money—’

‘Tied up elsewhere.’ He spread his hands wide. ‘Where, exactly, no one knows. I am afraid I cannot hold off the creditors any longer.’

There was not one iota of emotion in his voice, Annalisa realised with irritation. He wasn’t even going to put up a fight. ‘No matter,’ she said determinedly. ‘I have people who will work side by side with me.’

‘My dear young lady, you are missing the point.’

‘Oh, really?’ Annalisa said coolly. She was determined not to allow anyone else to patronise her…or cloud the issue by making her angry, she warned herself. First she had to find out everything he knew.

‘Unless you can raise sufficient funds by the end of the month,’ he continued, ‘the banks will call in their loans and the finca will be turned over to its creditors…and sold.’

For a song to Claudia Montoya? Over my dead body! Annalisa thought furiously.

‘Annalisa—’

She turned distractedly to see Margarita dabbing at her forehead with one hand and swinging her wrap weakly in the other.

‘Do you mind if we go?’ she said. ‘I feel a little faint.’

Annalisa’s brain clicked into overdrive. The baby! ‘Of course I don’t mind. Are you all right?’

‘I will be as soon as I get out of here,’ Margarita murmured, taking her arm in a surprisingly firm grip.

Don Alfonso bowed to them, but not before Annalisa had spotted the shrewd calculation going on behind his eyes. If he was in league with Claudia Montoya, the sight of her cosying up to Margarita could only be bad news for the two of them.

‘I’m sorry about that,’ Margarita said as soon as they got outside. ‘But if I had stayed there a moment longer I know I would have done someone an injury.’

‘You think they fixed the meeting for tonight, knowing Ramon was away?’

Margarita nodded as she opened the door to Ramon’s limousine. ‘Of course. Where is that driver?’ she said, gazing around distractedly. ‘He’s never here when you need him.’

‘He’s probably getting something to eat,’ Annalisa said reassuringly. ‘We can wait—’

‘No. We can’t,’ Margarita broke in. ‘You couldn’t have known half those people, but I can assure you they weren’t connected with any legitimate business on the island. They’re not really interested in robbing you of your inheritance. It’s just a means to an end. They’re out to ruin Ramon.’

‘But you were invited,’ Annalisa pointed out.

‘And I’m sure that had them quaking in their boots,’ Margarita said with a self-deprecating laugh. ‘I was only there to provide window-dressing. These men are such chauvinists, Annalisa. You have no idea. Claudia might be their ringleader, but none of them see me as any type of threat—’ She broke off as Ramon’s chauffeur slipped into his seat. ‘We need to get in touch with Ramon fast,’ she whispered in Annalisa’s ear. ‘Before Claudia can do him any more harm. The villa, please!’ she said, addressing the driver in Spanish.

‘My father must have known what Claudia was like,’ Annalisa insisted, steadying herself on the seat as the chauffeur sped onto the highway.

Margarita cut her off with a derisive snort. ‘Your father was too honourable for his own good. And because of that he wasted his whole life trying to keep that greedy bitch from ruining him.’

Her bluntness forced a small rueful smile from Annalisa. ‘Is Don Alfonso involved?’

‘Your father sent Don Alfonso packing years ago,’ Margarita informed her scathingly. ‘Everyone was surprised when he turned up again working for you…but it was hardly our place to advise you.’

Annalisa groaned softly and shook her head. She couldn’t believe she had walked blindfold into such a can of worms. But there might still be chance to retrieve something. ‘Don Alfonso said the banks are about to foreclose.’

‘What exactly did he say?’ Margarita demanded.

‘He said I was broke.’

Margarita frowned. ‘I can’t believe that’s the case. Your father was a very rich man. He must have left you some money.’

‘Believe it,’ Annalisa insisted. ‘My mother never had any money. When I sold the house in England there was just enough to carry out a few repairs on the finca and treat myself to a day out. Nothing more.’

Margarita shook her head as they turned off the main road and started dodging potholes. ‘It just doesn’t make sense. I wish I knew how to contact Ramon. He would know what to do.’

‘Well, he isn’t here, so I’ll just have to sort it out myself,’ Annalisa pointed out reasonably.

‘If we could find him I know he would help,’ Margarita argued.

‘How?’

‘He could lend you the money.’

‘That’s not an option,’ Annalisa said firmly. ‘I would never borrow money from Ramon. The two of you have done more than enough for me already.’

‘I’ve done nothing yet,’ Margarita said dismissively. ‘But there is something I could do for you.’


‘What?’

‘I could get your airline ticket changed.’

‘Why bother?’

‘Presumably your mother had a solicitor in England?’

‘Yes,’ Annalisa agreed, ‘of course she did. But don’t you think I’ve talked to him? I can assure you there is no secret stash of money waiting for me there.’

‘You don’t know that for sure,’ Margarita persisted stubbornly.

‘I do. My mother left everything to me. There are just a few stocks and shares waiting to be sold.’

‘I think you should go back to England,’ Margarita said. ‘Make another appointment with the lawyer. Find out how many stocks and shares.’

‘What are you trying to say, Margarita?’

‘It’s just a hunch. And while you’re there telephone every five-star hotel within a twenty-mile radius—’

‘I can’t afford to stay—’

‘Not you, silly. Ramon.’

‘Ramon,’ Annalisa murmured. On cue her heart started to thunder. ‘Do you think—?’

‘I don’t know what to think,’ Margarita said frankly. ‘And I don’t want to raise your hopes. But after what I saw at the finca…all those people putting their trust in you…and then seeing the sharks circling at Claudia’s. You have to keep up your investigations, Annalisa, until every single possibility has been exhausted.’

 

As the plane levelled off Annalisa opened the buff-coloured envelope that had been waiting for her at the airport. She blinked as she read the contents through again. She had never seen so many noughts in her life. And the offer for the finca had come from—Claudia Fuego Montoya.

She stuffed the letter back into the envelope and then stuck them both into the rubbish bin at her side. There wasn’t enough money in the world to tempt her to sell the finca. There had to be a way to save it and she wasn’t about to give up without a fight.

 

It seemed odd, coming back to her hometown and feeling like a stranger. But all her friends were married and scattered. She had no relatives, and the tiny house where she’d used to live with her mother had new occupants… She couldn’t resist walking down the old road, and smiled when she saw the children playing in the front garden that seemed to have grown so much smaller than she remembered. She stood watching for a moment and then, burying her head deeper into her jacket, she hurried on.

Officially it was spring, but there was a sharp north wind and, catching sight of a bus, Annalisa hurried across the road. The appointment with her mother’s solicitor was later that afternoon and she had already checked into a small bed and breakfast establishment just off the high road. Paying the fare, she steadied herself as the bus jolted forward. It was quite a change from Ramon’s limousine. But if it took her to someone who could help her save the finca it was the best transport on earth.

 

She stopped dead in her tracks and tucked her chin even deeper inside her jacket. Her heart was racing so fast she could hardly breathe. Even cloaked in a long navy blue cashmere coat, the tall figure was unmistakable. She turned around to catch her breath, hoping he hadn’t seen her yet. She needed time to think, to prepare—

‘Annalisa!’

Pulling her jacket collar higher around her face, she started walking towards him.

‘You look frozen.’ Instinctively his hands went to her shoulders and he rubbed as if to coax some warmth into her.

‘I’m fine.’ But his touch only accelerated her tremors.

‘Like hell,’ Ramon argued. ‘Come on, I’ll get you a coffee…warm you up.’


‘Why are you here?’ As she stared up into Ramon’s handsome, familiar face, all she could think about was Margarita saying he loved her…and that now, instead of feeling ashamed, she could revel in the honey warmth of desire as it trickled through her veins.

‘I might ask you the same question,’ he drawled, the customary amusement glowing behind the intelligence in his shrewd dark eyes.

‘This is my hometown,’ she murmured, feeling as if her lips were already swelling in response to his hooded appraisal.

‘Believe it or not, you don’t need a permit to come here,’ Ramon countered softly, the curve of his sensuous mouth directing a bolt of lightning to her senses.

‘You haven’t answered my question yet,’ she reminded him in a low, challenging voice.

‘Where are you staying?’ he demanded.

‘Answer my question first,’ Annalisa insisted.

Ramon did—with an amused look and then silence.

‘You really are the most infuriating individual.’

‘So I’m told,’ he agreed. ‘So, where are you staying?’

With a look of exasperation she gave in. ‘At the Elm Tree.’

He thought for a moment. ‘Never heard of it.’

Hardly surprising, Annalisa thought. The simple accommodation was more likely to be rated in meteors than stars.

‘Let’s go back to my place,’ he suggested.

‘Actually, I can’t,’ she said, reminding herself why she was there. ‘I have an appointment with my solicitor.’

‘Patterson?’ he queried. ‘I’d like you to see someone else.’

‘How do you know the name of my mother’s solicitor?’

‘Don’t be so naïve,’ Ramon insisted. ‘What do you think it takes to stay ahead in business?’

‘I don’t see the connection between my mother’s solicitor and your business,’ she said suspiciously.


‘Like I said, Annalisa,’ he murmured, ‘Don’t be so naïve.’

‘Don’t you know how unethical it is for Patterson to discuss my business with you?’ she said, hardly knowing whether to be more concerned about his interest in her private life or the subtext in his eyes.

‘Don’t be so defensive. I might know his name, but I wouldn’t expect him to divulge any secrets—’

‘So how did you know when I would be here?’ Annalisa cut in.

‘Patterson’s secretary was less discreet,’ he admitted, in a way that made Annalisa picture the secretary’s rush to be as accommodating as possible.

‘So, who is this other lawyer?’ she demanded.

‘He’s a barrister. Would you like me to take you to see him?’

‘No, thank you,’ she said, determined to play it cool. ‘I’m sure that Mr Patterson will tell me everything I need to know.’

‘Well, if you encounter any difficulties—’

‘I won’t,’ Annalisa said confidently. But just as she was about to move past him something in his eyes held her back. ‘Why are you here, Ramon? Surely Finca Fuego Montoya is a very small project on the scale of your usual business?’

‘I’m committing no crime,’ he said obliquely.

Annalisa’s keen gaze tacked around his face, searching for clues. ‘Are you seriously telling me you couldn’t find a lawyer closer to home?’

She couldn’t help noticing how his eyes crinkled attractively at the corners when he smiled—she tore her gaze away. Ramon kept a whole legal team on his payroll. So what was he playing at?

‘I don’t have anyone working for me who had the right qualities to take on a case like this,’ he said.

Pressing her lips together, Annalisa narrowed her eyes. Was she going to call him a liar? It was hard to think straight when Ramon was standing right in front of her. ‘Well, if you’ll excuse me,’ she said evenly, ‘my appointment is in five minutes—’

‘I’ll wait for you.’

‘If you like.’ She could only hope she sounded calmer than she felt. Her heart rate was right off the scale. ‘I’d better go. I don’t want to be late.’

As he gave her a courteous half-bow Annalisa was left with the identical feeling she had experienced when they first met…that he knew a whole lot more than she did…and about far too many things.










CHAPTER SEVEN



‘YOU mean there’s nothing?’

‘I mean there’s not enough to furnish you with sufficient funds to save the finca. I’m very sorry, Miss Wilson.’

Annalisa swallowed and looked at her hands folded neatly in her lap, then up again into the concerned, bespectacled face of her mother’s lawyer. ‘Well, thank you, Mr Patterson, for being so frank with me.’

‘I only wish I had better news for you.’

‘I always knew it was a long shot,’ she said, sighing. ‘But I had to try.’

‘As I understand it,’ the solicitor continued in a more positive tone of voice, ‘if you sell the finca you will be a very wealthy young woman.’

Annalisa laughed mirthlessly. ‘That’s true. But I had hoped…’ She sighed again.

‘I know,’ Patterson said sympathetically. ‘Life seems to give with one hand and take away with the other. I see cases like this all the time.’

‘I’m sure you do,’ Annalisa said, her face relaxing into a smile. ‘And I really have nothing to complain about. As you said, I will have enough money to come back here and set up my own law practice.’

‘Something tells me that’s not what you had set your heart on.’

‘You’d be right,’ she admitted.

‘If you’ll take a little advice from me…?’

‘Of course.’ What had she got to lose?

‘Follow your heart,’ he said.

Annalisa eyes sharpened with surprise. She had expected another dose of sound common sense, not some romantic notion from her mother’s legal advisor.

‘I can see you’re surprised,’ he said. ‘But believe me, Miss Wilson, I see far too many people trapped in a life they don’t want because they missed their window of opportunity. That window has opened for you. Don’t walk past it until you’re sure there’s no other way.’

‘Thank you, Mr Patterson,’ Annalisa said, smiling as she got to her feet and extended her hand. ‘If my dream survives this harsh brush with reality, you’ll be the first to know.’

‘I’ll be waiting to hear,’ he said, taking her hand in a firm grip. ‘And I have a good feeling about this.’

Annalisa blew sceptically through her lips as she went down the narrow flight of stairs that led from Mr Patterson’s office to the street. Since when had solicitors become optimists?

‘There you are,’ she said, walking over to where Ramon was standing beside his car.

‘Did you think I’d desert you?’ he demanded, opening the passenger door for her. ‘How did your meeting go?’

‘It ended on an optimistic note,’ she said honestly.

‘I’m pleased for you,’ Ramon said, drawing the large saloon smoothly away from the kerb.

‘Nice car.’

‘Not bad. How long do you plan to stay?’

‘How long do you plan to stay?’ she countered, smiling—but she should have known better.

‘As long as it takes. Hungry?’

She hadn’t thought about it up to now, but— ‘Yes. Starving, actually.’

‘Good. Me too.’

Being with him made her feel warm and safe, and as the indicator made a mellow ticking sound she stared out of the window to see where he was taking her. He turned into a long curving driveway, and now she could see what looked like a stately home coming into view. ‘Is this yours?’ she asked in surprise.

He shrugged non-committally. ‘Not yet. But it’s a rather good hotel. There’s an excellent restaurant,’ he added as he stopped in front of an impressive sweep of steps. ‘And you can use my room to freshen up.’

That jolted Annalisa out of her complacency. ‘I’m sure the ladies’ room will be fine,’ she said quickly. A visit to his room was not on the agenda. She had to keep a clear head until she knew what he was up to. ‘Are you sure I’ll be all right dressed like this?’ She peered down at the simple grey suit and plain white sweater she was wearing underneath a heavy wool jacket. Perfect for a visit to a solicitor’s office, but a bit understated for a swanky hotel.

‘You’ll be fine,’ Ramon said, brushing off her concern like any man who preferred the contents to the package. ‘I’m happy to eat in my suite, if you’d prefer. But something tells me you’d be more relaxed in the restaurant.’

He’d got that right! So why was she trembling? She had eaten lunch with him before…and dinner…

Before she could say anything he opened his window as a young man in a smart bottle-green uniform walked over to them.

‘Would you like me to park your car, sir?’

‘Thank you,’ Ramon said, climbing out and handing him the keys. ‘Annalisa?’ he said, coming around to open the door for her.

Stepping out, Annalisa gazed up the steps towards the impressive entrance, and then turned to look behind her at gardens laid out like a chessboard. ‘I’m definitely not dressed for this.’

‘You look perfect to me,’ he said, catching hold of her hand. ‘And, just to make sure you don’t disappear, I’m going to hold onto you.’

He wasn’t married, so it was all right to take his hand, she reminded herself—only to snatch it away again when she remembered that he was still a formidable business adversary.

‘Relax,’ he murmured, guiding her up the steps.

She had to force herself to try. There was no reason to suppose he had come to England for anything other than perfectly straightforward reasons. He probably intended to buy the hotel. But there was nothing remotely straightforward about the touch of his hand…it was electrifying.

The huge arched oak entrance doors led directly into a discreetly lit womb-warm lobby. The carpets were the kind you sank into, in various shades of red, and provided a mellow counterpoint to the carved wood panelling. Oil paintings lined the walls and there was a grand piano under the curve of the stairs. The glint of crystal and newly polished brass was the only ornament she could see apart from the profusion of fresh flowers in strategically placed vases.

‘Do you like it?’ Ramon asked when he had collected his key.

‘From what I’ve seen so far, I love it,’ Annalisa said honestly.

‘I may add this to my portfolio of luxury hideaways,’ he confided as he steered her towards the restaurant entrance. ‘Luigi?’ he called over a red corded rope.

A man in his middle fifties, wearing the immaculate uniform of a maître d’, hurried forward from the hushed depths of the sumptuous room. Seeing Ramon, he came across to unhook the rope with a flourish.

‘Signor Crianza Perez!’ he exclaimed in a flourish of Italian-accented English. ‘What may I do for you?’

‘A discreet table for two.’

‘Certainly, signore. And for the beautiful signorina, a red rose, I think.’

‘Twenty,’ Ramon said casually.

The suave Italian didn’t miss a beat. ‘Certamente, signore. Delivered to your suite?’


‘To the table,’ Ramon said, shooting Annalisa an amused glance.

‘That’s really not necessary—’ Annalisa began.

‘Once again, Annalisa,’ Ramon informed her darkly, ‘you find yourself on my territory. And, once again, here I make the rules.’

They were sharing private jokes?

‘And the ladies’ room is where?’ she said, in case he thought he was getting it all his own way. ‘I’d like to freshen up.’

‘To the right of the reception desk, signorina,’ Luigi said with a curious glance at Ramon.

When the menus arrived, Ramon waved them away. ‘Feed us, Luigi. Give me a taste of the kitchen.’

‘Certamente, Signor Perez.’

The smile on Luigi’s face couldn’t have been any wider without doing serious damage to his dentures, Annalisa thought. And if their table had been attracting attention before, it was nothing to the interest shown now, as dish after dish of delectable antipasto began to arrive.

A vast bouquet of red roses had been expertly arranged in a vase placed on a stand beside them, and if she felt something of a mouse in her businesslike outfit, Ramon looked stunning. His dazzling film star looks and black designer suit with its scarlet lining set him apart from every other man in the place. To say he was causing something of a sensation was an understatement, she thought, noticing how many of the young waitresses found an excuse to bring something to their table.

So far there had been no further clues as to what had brought either of them to England, until finally he said, ‘There’s someone else I’d like you to visit tomorrow.’

‘Ramon, before you tell me, I must warn you—’ He looked amused. She stopped. ‘I mean it, Ramon. Are you going to listen to me or not?’

‘Not.’


‘But I—’ She should be warning herself, not him, Annalisa realised as his gaze gradually darkened into something sensual and predatory.

‘You want to warn me about Claudia,’ he said softly, dipping his head to stare into her eyes. ‘Right?’

‘Well I—’

‘I already know,’ he said. ‘It’s all in hand. Don’t worry. Leave it all to me.’

‘But what about—’

‘Margarita? I trust my brother to do what is right.’

‘The finca—’

‘Can wait,’ he cut in firmly. ‘Whereas I can’t,’ he said, maintaining eye contact until he was certain her frustration had shifted onto another track.

‘There’s more,’ she admitted hoarsely.

His eyebrows rose infinitesimally.

‘I…I owe you an apology.’

‘For what?’

‘For misjudging you.’ He wasn’t going to make it easy for her, Annalisa thought as she watched amusement start to tease the corners of his beautifully shaped lips.

‘Go on.’

‘I thought you were married—’ her throat dried completely ‘—to Margarita.’

He appeared to think about this for a moment. ‘Anything else?’

‘Well, there’s Enrique—stop it, Ramon!’

‘What am I doing?’

‘Stop looking at me like that.’

‘I like looking at you.’

‘But you like teasing me even better. Admit it.’

‘Guilty.’

Her heartbeat seemed to have taken over the whole of her body now, and as she tried to meet his eyes with confidence she felt sure he would see the vibrations thundering through her. ‘Well, I’m sorry, but—’


‘I accept your gracious apology.’ He cut over her smoothly. ‘Now before we go any further down this road, can we return to what I was saying?’

‘What—?’

‘I want you to see another lawyer.’

Her sigh of relief was almost audible. Now she knew how a fish felt when it was thrown back into the water! ‘Well, I’ve got the outfit,’ she said, feeling confident enough to risk a joke at her own expense.

‘It’s a date, then,’ Ramon said, leaning across the table to feed her a plump chocolate-tipped strawberry.

The way he sucked the chocolate off his fingers held her spellbound. Everything he did was so sexy…and so thorough. She could feel herself responding…softening…and had to force herself out of the trance when he broke eye contact to wipe his fingers on his starched white napkin. But even that was bewitching, when his long tanned fingers were so supple and strong— She started guiltily when she realised that he had put the napkin down and for the last few moments had been staring at her.

‘I really can’t eat another thing,’ she protested when he pointed to the fruit.

‘It’s a shame to waste them,’ he murmured, picking one up while his gaze remained fixed on her mouth.

As some of the juice escaped onto his finger she watched as he licked it away…and then she realised that even her breathing had fallen in time with his tongue—

‘Champagne?’ he suggested softly, meeting her gaze.

‘I’ve had a bottle of chilled Krug delivered to your suite, Signor Perez,’ Luigi anticipated, looking pleased with himself.

Ramon looked across the table at her, waiting for an answer.

‘I don’t think so,’ Annalisa protested weakly.

‘Ah, but signorina, I have also arranged for some delicious sweetmeats from my own region of Italy to accompany the champagne…and some freshly ground coffee from the Blue Mountains in Jamaica.’

‘Thank you, Luigi,’ Ramon murmured, his gaze never leaving her face for a moment.

‘You’re all as bad as each other,’ Annalisa said in an attempt to break the spell when Luigi had swaggered back to the kitchen.

‘Who’s bad?’ Ramon demanded softly.

‘Men,’ she managed, finding it hard to look away.

‘Don’t you like being spoiled?’

‘I wouldn’t know.’

‘Then may I suggest you lower your guard a little and try something new for a change?’ And, reaching across the table, he took hold of her hand. Slowly, languorously, he began stroking her fingers one at a time.

It was possessive and erotic, and made her feel as if she was the only thing in the world that mattered to him. ‘I would like that champagne now,’ she murmured. ‘If I’m not too late…’

His lips curved in understanding. He stood with the grace of a panther, grasping both her hands to bring her in front of him.

They made it to his room—just.

Kicking the door shut behind them, Ramon fell back against it, dragging her to him. Sliding her fingers up the front of his jacket, Annalisa had the buttons open and the jacket off his shoulders before his lips had a chance to close over her mouth. Even as he dragged the breath from her lungs with his first kiss she was working on his shirt buttons, fingers flying, while her own clothes added to the heap on the floor.

Swinging her into his arms, he crashed onto the bed, stripping the covers away and wrapping one of her legs around him at the same time. She felt the hard corded muscles of his belly rubbing against her and climaxed suddenly, violently, gasping out his name in shock. But he held her fast until her breathing steadied, and when he felt her gradually softening against him he dipped his head to her breast.

‘I can see I have a lot of work to do,’ he chided contentedly.

‘Meaning?’ she demanded softly, lacing her fingers through his hair to increase the pressure a little.

‘Meaning…’ He lifted his head reluctantly. ‘You are deliciously untutored in the art of love. A skill I shall take the greatest pleasure in teaching you.’

‘And you are so arrogant—’

But he wanted to kiss her again…kiss her until she thought they would melt together. And when his tongue plundered her mouth, retreating slowly in an unmistakable prelude to the moment when he would answer all her needs, she gave freely, urgently, pleading for more.

‘We’ve got all night,’ Ramon reminded her softly, holding her still. ‘I want to take my time…enjoy you slowly. No,’ he said firmly as he softened his grip and she went to slip beneath the sheet. ‘On top…here…so I can look at you.’ And then, very steadily and firmly, his hands followed the same scorching trail set by his eyes down the length of her blush-pink quivering body. ‘You are beautiful…magnifico,’ he said, slipping into his own language as he feasted his eyes on her breasts.

Annalisa could only answer with a soft moan as he sank down to suck one painfully erect nipple into his mouth. Meshing her fingers through his thick black hair, she encouraged him while she floated on a cloud of sensation. And when he moved to take the other he still attended to the first tender nipple, with his thumb and forefinger, until she thought she would go mad under his skilful stimulation.

He was everything…everything she had dreamed of and so much more. But as he gauged her state of arousal and shifted position again, lodging himself between her thighs, she sucked in a sharp, involuntary breath.

He stopped immediately and pulled her against him, stroking his hand down the length of her back as he nuzzled his face against her cheek and neck. ‘What’s wrong, querida?’

‘Nothing,’ Annalisa whispered against his mouth, curling up defensively when he rolled away from her.

‘Come here,’ he murmured after a few seconds. ‘Come to me.’

She wanted to…she wanted to so badly.

Ramon made the decision for her, drawing her into his arms and bathing her eyes, her nose and her cheeks with kisses. And then he murmured, ‘What are you frightened of, Annalisa?’

‘I’m not—’

But he didn’t believe her…and he changed the pace of his lovemaking completely, soothing her with kisses so tender she felt teardrops come to balance on her silky lashes. When he saw them, Ramon licked them away, laughing softly and deeply in a way that made her smile. And while he quietened her his hands worked their magic…so light and gentle she could have broken away at any time.

‘Is that better?’ he murmured when his hand moved down over the soft swell of her belly, seeking the core of her sensation. And when he parted her plump swollen lips to stroke gently and persistently she answered his question with a small sound of longing as she offered up her face for his kiss.

‘There’s no need to be frightened,’ he murmured when he pulled away. ‘You’re very, very wet…and I will be gentle…until you ask for more,’ he added wickedly, moving to nibble on her bottom lip.

His voice aroused her, his caresses seduced her, and his stroking fingers knew just where to touch…and how and when.

‘Relax for me, querida,’ he said, opening her thighs wider and cupping his hands underneath, to lift her until she could wrap her legs around him.


Annalisa gasped as she felt him huge and hard against her belly, and then he moved steadily down between her legs so that there was a new and even more seductive touch stroking her…one that was long and warm and firm. But as he allowed the tip to catch inside her she braced herself instinctively, and he felt it, so that instead of consummating their lovemaking he pulled away.

‘I told you there was no need to be frightened,’ he chastised softly, moving back to repeat the delicious torment.

It was like nothing Annalisa had ever known or felt before. She had never imagined that anyone could be so skilled, so patient, so good at reading her responses. Instead of tensing each time he slipped a little way inside her now she wanted more, but it was Ramon’s turn to hold back. ‘Not yet,’ he murmured regretfully when she begged him. ‘Not for a long time yet, querida,’ he whispered, even when she held her thighs open for him and moved sinuously beneath him.

But as he drove the ghosts of the past from her mind Ramon finally saw his victory mirrored in her eyes, and thrust into her fully with a growl of triumph.

 

Early the next morning Ramon had to attend the first in a series of business meetings to discuss the possibility of buying the hotel. But he insisted they have breakfast together first…in the dining room.

Sitting across the table from him, dressed demurely in her plain suit, Annalisa found the whole situation both seductive and amusing. There was a current racing between them now that surely the whole room must be aware of, she thought, glancing around.

Each move seemed to contain an intimate significance, whether it was passing a milk jug so that their fingers touched, or reaching for the condiments so that her arm brushed his. And when their glances met and lingered there was a new knowledge, a new bond, that said she had given him more than her body—she had given him her trust…her respect. In return he had given her the confidence to move forward into the future…perhaps the most precious gift of all, she mused, feeling a rush of warmth flood through her as he glanced up and smiled at her.

‘I thought of something to entertain you while I am in my meeting,’ he murmured confidentially, leaning towards her. ‘While you were in the shower I ordered some new clothes for you. I knew you would be feeling uncomfortable without anything fresh to change into. They should have arrived in the room by now.’

‘Ramon, you shouldn’t—’

‘It gives me pleasure to buy you things,’ he said simply. ‘I hope it will give you as much pleasure trying them on as it will give me when I take them off again.’

She sucked in a fast breath as she felt her face fire up, and cast a self-conscious glance at their fellow diners. ‘You won’t be long?’ she murmured.

Ramon’s arched brows rose a little as his eyes darkened. ‘I will be as fast as I can be. Depend on it.’

He was as true as his word.

Annalisa had barely finished folding up the reams of tissue paper and stacking the discarded carrier bags in a neat pile by the bin when Ramon returned to the room. Judging by the look on his face, the meeting seemed to have gone well.

‘You look beautiful,’ he said, when she showed off the new dress to him.

‘You really are too generous. I don’t know what to say—’

‘Don’t say anything,’ he growled. ‘Just come here.’

‘Ramon… Ramon,’ Annalisa protested softly. ‘You said something about meeting another lawyer—’

‘Not now,’ he said, running his hands over every curve and plane of her body. ‘Is that water I can hear running?’

‘Yes,’ she managed to gasp as she pressed into him and felt how hard he was. Already he had trained her senses to respond to him…business was forgotten as he backed her towards the bathroom door. ‘So, making love all night wasn’t enough for you,’ she teased softly as he left her for a moment to slip off his suit jacket and loosen his tie.

His answer was in his eyes. Dipping down to switch off the taps in the huge marble-framed Jacuzzi, he straightened up again and softly called her to him. And now his kisses were deep and possessive as she strained towards him, and it took only the smallest movement for him to ease the dress from her shoulders. It pooled around her ankles, leaving her naked apart from a slip of white lace that served for a bra and an even flimsier thong.

‘If you’re going to be as aroused as this, I’ll have to buy a bigger size,’ he murmured as he stared appreciatively at her engorged nipples, thrusting urgently against the fine lace bra. His stare was bold and challenging as it tracked slowly down over her breasts and on to where the dark shadow between her thighs provided a stark contrast to the snowy-white strip of lace.

And then his fingers were looping through the sides of the thong and his lips were closing over hers. She cried out and gasped for breath as his mouth tracked down, but he ignored her protests and sucked hard on the first nipple. The feeling was intense to the point of pain, and when his tongue forced the taut lacy fibres of her bra against the already tender flesh he was forced to support her weight as her legs weakened beneath her. Without pause he moved from one over-sensitive tip to the next, until she heard a sound of moaning, pleading, and realised it was her own voice, begging him shamelessly not to stop.

He gave her what she needed, with his lips and his teeth and the rasp of his tongue. And when at last he lifted his head to fix her with his bold and knowing stare it was only to give him the chance to unhook the fastening on her bra. Now it was Ramon’s turn to draw a sharp, excited breath as the full beauty of her breasts was revealed. And holding her gaze, so she could watch his satisfaction, he cupped them in his hands, weighing them appreciatively as he mercilessly chafed each jutting pink nipple with his firm thumb-pads.

‘No. No more,’ Annalisa pleaded breathlessly. ‘I can’t take any more—’

‘You submit?’

‘Never!’

Ignoring her, he began feathering kisses against her mouth, and as his stubble scraped her neck she groaned and moved to help him, until she felt the thong slide free and fall at her feet.

‘Look, Annalisa,’ he said, tugging off his shirt and then whipping her round so that she had to stare at their reflections in the large mirror over the bath, partly obscured by steam. It was as if discretion was attempting to cast a veil of secrecy around them, and they were a seductive sight: one towering over the other with a hand clasped possessively over the smaller form’s slightly raised buttocks.

‘It seems a shame to waste that bath,’ he said in a fierce whisper as he glanced down.

‘It’s not a bath I want,’ Annalisa answered, moving against him.

When Ramon laughed it was a low and seductive rumble of sound. ‘I’m in control here,’ he whispered, reaching out a hand to clear a portion of the glass. He took her chin in his fist, forcing her to face the mirror again. ‘And first you have to be soaped all over…’

‘Can we start now?’ she whispered, pressing her hips into him.

‘Not so fast,’ he warned, moving away.

She bit down on the soft swell of her bottom lip as she narrowed her eyes and gazed at him warily.

Finally he appeared to relent. ‘OK,’ he agreed sternly, loosening his belt.

She watched entranced as he moved to draw the heavy blinds across the window. ‘Light those candles,’ he said, pointing to the thick creamy white pillars installed in brass holders around the room. ‘And switch off the lights.’

She did as he asked and in a few moments the bright artificial light was replaced by the flickering glow of a dozen or more scented candles.

‘That’s much better,’ Ramon murmured, holding out his hands to her. ‘Now, come here.’

She obeyed, her eyes fixed on his. Keeping her locked in his gaze, Ramon slowly eased his suit trousers down over his lean hips. Her fast intake of breath sounded above the seductive murmur of the bathwater, bouncing off the walls as the tension rose between them like the heat in a sauna. Adrenalin raced through her veins as he stood naked before her with all the assurance of some priapic warrior. And then slowly…almost lazily…he reached out and drew her close.

Tipping her chin so that she had to meet his gaze, he swung her into his arms and lowered her down carefully into the warm soapsuds. Joining her, he drew her back into his arms again, and now his kiss was long and slow, his hands sliding through her hair in a caress that stole away every thought in her mind but him. As she scored the broad expanse of his shoulders with her fingertips and arched against him his kiss grew hotter in reply, his tongue clashing against hers until daggers of desire brought her bucking against him. Reaching down to take him in her hands, she trembled at what she found, and trembled still more with the need to have him inside her.

They moved quickly, reversing positions as he brought her round to sit over him. His hands were firm on her buttocks as he guided her, teased her, held her back until, understanding that she was almost beyond control, he lowered her down, entering her slowly, only to lift her again at the same steady pace. She was all sensation, all compliance, all need as he continued to direct her movements. And when he relaxed his hold she slid as he had taught her, inch by inch, while Ramon rested against the end of the tub with his head thrown back and his arms stretched out along the sides.

But when she heard his soft, knowing laugh she started moving at her own pace, faster and faster, grabbing at his powerful shoulders for support while her head went back and her mouth opened to suck in the breath she needed to carry her through to release. And then he brought her back into his embrace again, stroking and kissing and murmuring to her in his own language as she shuddered through the last violent spasms in the safety of his arms.

‘And I haven’t even washed you yet,’ he murmured, his lips nuzzling her ear.

‘Mmm?’ Annalisa answered contentedly, turning a little in his arms.

‘Pass me the sponge,’ he instructed.

And she rested between his powerful thighs with her head leaning against his chest while he soaped her all over.

‘Am I clean enough now?’ she asked huskily.

‘For now,’ Ramon said, smiling as he squeezed out the sponge and tossed it back onto the shelf.

‘What are we going to do for the rest of the day?’ she murmured, snuggling into him.

He lifted her away from him so that he could stand up. ‘Unfortunately I have business meetings scheduled…as do you, tomorrow,’ he said when he saw her face. ‘But I have extended my stay here for another night and I have made several bookings so that you can test the beauty salon for me. I take it that is agreeable to you?’

Annalisa smiled back as she held out her hand for a towel. ‘You think of everything.’

‘I try to,’ he confirmed. ‘Come here and let me dry you, and then I can prepare for my meeting.’

 

“‘For love’s sake, kiss me once again!’”

Stirring sleepily in Ramon’s arms, Annalisa reached up to stroke his neck, his cheek…his lips. What a wonderful way to meet the new day. His voice was like chocolate, rich and deep, as it seeped into the furthest reaches of her drowsy mind to coax her to full wakefulness. ‘No. Don’t stop there,’ she purred against his lips. ‘I want more.’

‘Your wish is my command,’ he murmured, brushing her lips with the lightest touch before taking full possession of her mouth again. His tongue plunged deep and retreated slowly, his message unmistakable now.

‘That’s not what I meant,’ Annalisa whispered when he lifted his head to level a burning gaze on her face.

‘You’re complaining?’

‘No,’ she admitted softly, linking her hands behind his neck to bring him back to her. And this time the kiss was long and slow as the rhythm of his tongue reflected and induced her seductive responses. But as his touch became firmer and seemed about to answer all her needs he broke away. She knew now that exercising control over her responses intensified his pleasure as well as her own—a thought confirmed when she saw that the harsh masculinity in his face had grown brooding and sensual. She trembled as he began to feather kisses along her neck and shoulders. There was a tantalising lack of haste before he traced steadily down towards her breasts…and it took almost more will-power than she possessed to place her hands on his shoulders and push him away. ‘First you have to finish what you were saying when you woke me.’

‘Can you wait that long?’

Annalisa’s wide mouth curved in a smile. ‘No,’ she admitted huskily. ‘So talk fast.’

‘You can’t hurry Ben Jonson,’ Ramon argued with a sigh as he turned back to her breasts. ‘Who would think these could bring such pleasure…and in so many ways?’ he murmured, lifting his head to level a darkly amused stare at her.

‘Ramon,’ Annalisa groaned in complaint, fighting to keep in touch with reason as his teeth toyed lightly with her nipple.


He broke off long enough to look at her. ‘You want me to stop?’

‘Just long enough to finish that quotation…if you can,’ she challenged in a broken whisper, the words melting into a long shuddering sigh as his lips moved down over her belly. And when his tongue began lapping the top of her thighs she grabbed hold of him, ploughing her fingers through his ebony hair. ‘I’ve changed my mind. Don’t stop.’

But Ramon was enjoying her arousal too much. ‘You don’t care for Jacobean dramatists?’

‘I love them…I love them!’ Anything to have him back where he belonged. ‘So finish the quotation! And be quick!’ she urged. She knew he was playing with her…controlling the pace of their lovemaking… Well, two could play at that game! Somehow she managed to sit up. ‘So when did you become interested in literature?’ she said, clearing her throat to give him the idea that this could turn into a very long discussion indeed.

His sensuous mouth edged into a teasing curve. ‘Let’s just say I’ve had an extremely wide-reaching education.’

‘You can say that again, she thought. ‘So…finish the quotation.’

Ramon made a seductive sound deep in his chest. ‘How dare I refuse?’ His winged brows rose in a lazy gesture of compliance. “‘For love’s sake, kiss me once again! I long, and should not beg in vain—’”

‘You? Beg—?’

He cut her off decisively this time, his tongue plunging into the moist warmth of her mouth while his hands brought her round easily beneath him. ‘Who’s begging now, Señorita Wilson?’ he husked fiercely in her ear as he eased her thighs apart and lodged himself between them.

“‘For love’s sake”?’ Annalisa challenged ironically as she fought to control her breathing.

He paused, suspended over her. ‘Are you frightened of love, Annalisa?’


‘I’m not afraid of anything.’

Lowering himself to her side, Ramon looked her straight in the eyes. ‘You don’t need to pretend with me, querida. We’re all frightened of something.’

The intensity in his gaze threatened to bounce their relationship onto a whole new level. A rush of sensation carried fear in place of passion. She moved restlessly in his arms even as he tried to reassure her. There were so many unanswered questions…and, yes, she was frightened—of commitment, pledges…love. Love was fragile, unpredictable. She didn’t know if she had the courage to expose herself to the hurt that came with it.

‘I promise I’ll never hurt you,’ Ramon said, more gently than she’d ever heard him speak before.

‘You promise?’ Annalisa demanded softly, stroking her finger across his lips. ‘And what if you break that promise? Why should I take that risk?’

He caressed her face and kissed her eyes. Then, sifting her silky black hair through his fingers, he murmured, ‘If you never take a risk, you’ll never know.’

At that moment she believed him and, reaching up her hands to him, she drew him close. ‘For love’s sake?’

‘For love’s sake,’ he confirmed, kissing her deeply, tenderly, seductively.

Annalisa found he had ordered room service while she was in the shower.

‘Champagne!’ she said accusingly.

‘Buck’s Fizz,’ Ramon corrected, slanting her a look as he lifted the glass jug of freshly squeezed orange juice.

‘But if I’m to see a lawyer this morning—’

‘That’s later. First there’s another important matter I want to discuss with you.’ He tightened the belt of his towelling robe before settling into an easy chair.

‘Since when do we drink champagne before a meeting?’ she challenged, raising the glass to her lips. Surely business could wait just a little longer?


‘Take a seat,’ he said, raising his glass. ‘To us.’

Sitting on the edge of her chair, Annalisa took a sip. The champagne was delicious, and his toast had her heart thundering into a gallop…but the tone of his voice put a brake on her excitement. It was so businesslike; too businesslike. She put the glass down again on the small table between them.

‘I’m thinking…partnership,’ Ramon said making a steeple of his fingers as he waited for her reaction.

‘Partnership?’

‘Why not?’

‘Professional, you mean?’

‘No. Permanent. Marriage is for life as far as I’m concerned,’ he said as he poured them both another drink.

‘Is that a proposal?’ Annalisa demanded incredulously as he placed the glass in her hand.

‘What do you think?’

He was so objective, so cold and calculating, she felt ice trickle in to replace the spark of confidence he had worked so hard to instil.

‘Marriage between us makes a lot of sense.’

‘Sense!’ She almost choked on her drink.

‘Yes,’ he said evenly. ‘To me…to your father.’

‘My father’s dead!’

‘Surely you can see that he hoped you would make your home in Menorca?’

‘Well, yes, perhaps I can now. But—’

‘Maybe he hoped for a lot more than that.’

‘Meaning?’

‘Maybe his last wish was that we should be together.’

A whole slew of possibilities churned around in her mind… Perhaps Ramon had tried to buy the finca from her father and been refused…the daughter had proved a far easier target…just seduce her and— She felt physically sick just thinking about it. ‘I never imagined you’d sink to using tactics like this.’


‘Tactics?’ Ramon demanded sharply. ‘Your father thought of me as his son. He trusted me. And he loved you.’

The breath exploded out of Annalisa’s mouth in a sound of utter disbelief. ‘Well, he had a funny way of showing it.’

‘You’re wrong—’

‘So, tell me the truth about my father, Ramon,’ she challenged angrily.

He looked at her steadily for a few moments. ‘When your father and mother first met, his relationship with Claudia was over. He considered himself free to marry. And that was his intention…’

She heard the hesitation in his voice. The pause told her he was trying to phrase some unpalatable truth to make it acceptable to her. ‘Go on,’ she prompted.

‘Then Claudia told him she was pregnant.’

‘And that’s supposed to make me feel better?’ Annalisa demanded incredulously. ‘Knowing he got two women pregnant around the same time?’

‘But Claudia wasn’t pregnant,’ Ramon went on calmly. ‘She sacrificed everyone’s happiness when she tricked your father into marriage. She didn’t even want a baby. She just wanted his money.’

‘But my mother was pregnant,’ Annalisa said bitterly. ‘With me. And he abandoned us both.’

Ramon shook his head. ‘No. His code of honour would never have allowed it. I know he would have provided for you.’

‘Well, sadly, that’s where your story unravels,’ she broke in. ‘There never has been any money.’

‘I’m sure you’re wrong. But, whatever the outcome for your fortunes, marriage to me—’

‘Save your breath!’ Did he really think she would follow in Claudia’s footsteps and marry for money?

‘Try looking at things calmly, logically. There’s attraction between us—’


‘Sex?’

‘Don’t say that!’ he warned. ‘It’s a great deal more than that as far as I’m concerned. You have everything I need. And I have—’

‘Too much,’ Annalisa interrupted coldly. ‘You don’t need me to add to your trophies. You don’t even need to buy my land at a fair price. You can just wait until I go broke.’ And then something else occurred to her. ‘Or is that what this meeting with another lawyer is about? Signing contracts, Ramon? Take me to bed and it’s a done deal—is that what you think?’

His eyes were little more than blazing arrow-slits of pent-up fury. ‘Why don’t you just sit down, calm down, and listen to me?’

‘Listen to you? I’ve listened to you for long enough!’

‘Why can’t you trust me, Annalisa?’ The question started in a shout and ended in a whisper, as if some giant fist had coiled around his guts and yanked it out of him. ‘I thought we were close—’

‘And I thought you wanted me for my own sake and not for my land.’

‘What are you talking about?’ he demanded angrily.

‘Your marriage proposal is nothing more than a cynical attempt to manipulate my feelings so that you get the land for your marina!’ She made an angry sound, as if enlightenment had truly struck this time. ‘If I sell on the open market someone else might beat you to it—my father’s widow, for instance!’ She gazed up at him accusingly. ‘You really think I’m for sale, don’t you? You think you can take advantage of me because you have all the money in the world and I have nothing! Nothing except that stupid piece of sand! What you want, Ramon, is a merger, not a marriage!’

‘You have no idea what I want,’ he said calmly. ‘You’ve made that abundantly clear.’ And then without warning he came towards her and backed her up against the door.


‘Don’t come any closer,’ she warned, knowing he could turn her anger into passion in an instant. ‘Do you really think I’ll do anything you say just because we slept together?’

‘We slept together?’ he said, spitting out each word as if it was too bitter to keep in his mouth. ‘Is that what we did?’ And when she didn’t reply he straightened up with a sharp gust of exasperation and turned away. ‘Think what the hell you like, Annalisa! I’ve got nothing left to say to you.’










CHAPTER EIGHT



BY THE time she finished in the bathroom Ramon was gone. Annalisa tiptoed across the sitting room, but the silence was absolute. The suite was empty, with not a sign of him ever having been there. And she didn’t even know the name of the lawyer he had arranged for her to see. But the lonely ache in the pit of her stomach had no connection with her inheritance, let alone lawyers.

And then she saw it. Leaning against the clock on the mantelpiece. With a sharp cry of relief she crossed the room and snatched up the small cream business card. In Ramon’s handwriting she read, Michael Delaney, Barrister at Law, Chaucer House 11.30 a.m. Wednesday 23rd. Glancing at her watch, she firmed her mouth. If she hurried she could still make the appointment.

She was shown straight into an imposing book-lined office. The rotund gentleman advancing from behind a vast and cluttered desk reminded her of a clean-shaven Father Christmas.

‘Ah, Miss Wilson. What a pleasure to meet you. Michael Delaney at your service. Won’t you take a seat?’ he invited, ushering her towards a well-worn leather chair. ‘Tea? Coffee? Something a little stronger?’ he demanded eagerly.

‘Oh, no, thank you. It’s a little early—’

‘Perhaps not when you hear what I have to tell you,’ he said, beaming over the top of his wire-rimmed spectacles.

Her tentative smile faded. Not more bad news!

‘Don’t look so worried, young lady. I hear you’re a lawyer turned agriculturist.’ He sat down across the desk from her and rubbed his hands together as if the idea delighted him.


‘Perhaps it was a little rash—’

‘Nonsense! Nonsense!’ he said, growing more expansive with each exclamation. ‘Don’t you think I’d exchange this dusty old office for a chance to get out in the fresh air—?’ He broke off, inhaling theatrically to make his point.

‘There’s a lot to be said for dusty old offices,’ Annalisa said, her eyes fixed on his framed certificates banked across one wall.

‘Courage! Courage, Miss Wilson,’ he insisted with a wave of his hand. ‘Now, then. I have it here somewhere.’

‘What…what do you have?’ Annalisa prompted anxiously.

He stopped what he was doing and cocked his head to one side. ‘Are you telling me that Señor Crianza di Perez didn’t tell you why he had arranged this visit?’

‘He didn’t tell me anything,’ Annalisa confessed, omitting to add that she hadn’t given him much of a chance.

‘Ah,’ the lawyer said, plucking at his lips with his fingertips. ‘I had imagined… No matter! No matter! Yes! Here it is!’ he exclaimed triumphantly, plunging in his hand like a conjurer to extract a slim file from the midst of the muddle.

‘What is it?’ Annalisa said curiously.

‘What is it?’ He turned it over thoughtfully in his hands. ‘This is the codicil to your mother’s will, Miss Wilson.’

‘But shouldn’t that have been kept by Mr Patterson?’

‘Strictly speaking this is an unofficial document…a letter, if you like, left in my keeping—’

‘By my mother?’

‘Correct.’

Her heart-rate picked up. ‘Shall we open it?’

‘Good idea! Good idea!’ Tipping out a single envelope, he picked up a bone-handled paperknife and neatly slit the top. Scanning the letter inside, his face became still. ‘Ah, yes. I see. All is as I had imagined. It’s quite clear…quite clear.’


‘What’s clear?’ Annalisa asked, dreading his answer.

He smiled, his twinkling eyes barely visible above his ballooning cheeks. ‘You are an heiress, Miss Wilson. And of some considerable worth…just as Señor Perez said—’

‘Ramon knew!’

‘He suspected something,’ the lawyer said carefully. ‘He insisted there should be some treasure at the end of your rainbow. And now I shall have to congratulate him, both on his perspicacity and his persistence in winkling me out. After all, you didn’t leave a forwarding address when you sold the house in England, did you, Miss Wilson?’

‘That’s right, I didn’t,’ Annalisa agreed slowly. Shakily she rose to her feet. ‘So he wasn’t trying to buy me—’

‘Buy you? Buy you!’ Michael Delaney exclaimed, slapping the table as if it was the funniest thing he had ever heard. ‘I can assure you, Miss Wilson, that Señor Crianza Perez’s only motive in coming to see me was to ensure that you received your inheritance in full.’

Annalisa shook her head stubbornly. ‘I still don’t understand. My father never gave my mother a penny—’

‘He gave her far more than a penny,’ the elderly lawyer argued kindly. ‘There was money for you and for your mother so that she would never have to worry.’

‘But we didn’t have any money,’ Annalisa insisted. ‘How can this be true?’

‘I tell you it is true,’ he said. ‘It’s all in here. See for yourself,’ he offered, passing the letter over to her. ‘Your mother chose not to touch any of your father’s money. She saved all of it for you—’ He broke off and looked at Annalisa anxiously. ‘Would you care for that drink now?’

 

So much had changed, Annalisa thought as the huge jet eased off the runway. Now she was not only the owner of a huge estate, but had the funds to restore it as she wanted. It was like standing outside the secret garden, holding the key to the door. But her mind was still spinning with unanswered questions—about her parents, and above all about Ramon. Without him it might have taken years for Michael Delaney to track her down…by which time the finca would have become nothing more than a distant memory. Had he done all this because he wanted an equal partnership, a merger, just as she had suggested?

That seemed the most rational explanation… But rational explanations were not enough to plug the hollow in her heart.

 

The low-slanting rays of early morning sunshine looked as if they had been finger-painted by a child across the pellucid sea, and suddenly Annalisa couldn’t wait to get out of the taxi. ‘Would you drop me here?’ she said, leaning forward in her seat.

‘Here, señorita?’

‘It’s not far now to the finca.’

The taxi driver shrugged, but pulled over as she’d asked.

Climbing out, Annalisa asked him to take the luggage on for her, knowing that Maria Teresa would have been up at dawn to feed the animals. ‘Here,’ she said, pushing a generous amount over the fare into his hand, ‘I’ll walk from here.’

The taxi was quickly lost to sight on the meandering lane, but Annalisa made no move to follow. Standing motionless, she drew deeply on the herb-scented air. Then, shading her eyes with both hands, she looked beyond the intricate drystone wall to where the fields stretched up into the pine-clad hills. At the highest point stony fingers of talayotts and taulas pointed to the sky. These mysterious monoliths of a distant Bronze Age stood as monuments to the generations before her who had cared for the land. But no one could own the majesty of the cliffs, she reminded herself, or the deserted sugar-sand beach where a drifting film of mist still hovered tenaciously.

She turned at the sound of muffled hoof-beats. It was hard to be sure where the sound was coming from until she saw the horse and rider streaking down the valley towards her. The horse was black and his tail streamed behind him like a banner as he galloped, his neck outstretched full-tilt with his rider crouched low across his back. And then she gasped. ‘Ramon!’

Taking the wall in his stride, Ramon brought the horse round in a sharp turn and then reined him in to a wild-eyed, snorting halt in front of her.

‘Welcome back, Annalisa!’

But there was more challenge than welcome in his eye, and certainly no warmth in his face. Annalisa made herself stand unflinching as the horse raked the ground with his ironclad hooves. But when suddenly he reared up and punched the air she started back.

‘Don’t worry. I’ve got him,’ Ramon rasped as he urged him down.

‘How did you know I’d be here?’ she said fighting to stay calm.

‘Lucky guess?’ he suggested sardonically.

The only luck about it was the fact that Ramon Perez was such a force on the island everyone wanted to keep him informed of anything that might interest him, Annalisa thought, raising her eyebrows in a show of disbelief. He would have known the instant she set foot on Menorcan soil.

‘Things went well for you in England.’

He knew that too. ‘Yes. Thank you for—’

He flicked the reins on his horse’s neck and straightened up as if he was impatient to go. ‘That’s good,’ he said, brushing off her attempt to thank him.

She stared at his strong hands, wanting to forget how they felt when they were caressing her. But she would never forget, she realised as the hollow place inside her grew. Searching his face, she saw his mouth was hard and firm. And his eyes…those eyes that she remembered so vividly, dark liquid eyes that burned with desire for her…were hard and stony as they stared straight back. ‘It went better than I had any right to expect,’ she blurted out, suddenly desperate to keep him there.

‘I’m pleased for you,’ he grated, battling with his impatient mount. ‘We have to go. He’s bored,’ he added, to her consternation. Did that mean he was too? ‘Don’t look so alarmed,’ he said misreading her expression. ‘I would never let him harm you.’

‘I’m not alarmed,’ Annalisa lied coolly. But seeing the magnificent horse reduced to something quivering and quiescent in the grip of Ramon’s powerful thighs wasn’t exactly a soothing sight. And Ramon, with his billowing traditional shirt slit almost to the waist and hide chaps flapping loose over his handcrafted boots, looked more like a wild Spanish gypsy than an international tycoon. And she…looked like a travel-weary tourist! ‘You just startled me,’ she said.

‘Then both Dardo and I apologise,’ Ramon said sardonically, bowing low over the stallion’s sweat-slicked withers.

‘Dardo?’

‘It means dart,’ he explained, adjusting his grip. ‘The name on his pedigree is grander, of course—Black Diamond Cupid’s Dart.’

‘That’s quite a name,’ Annalisa agreed, wondering which was safer—looking the horse in the eye, or Ramon.

‘Well, he has quite a responsibility—don’t you, boy?’ Ramon said, giving his mount a vigorous slap on the neck as he spoke to him. ‘Dardo is the most valuable of all my stallions at stud.’

‘I see…’

‘He’s had enough,’ Ramon said, easing the great horse round in a circle.

At first she didn’t understand. But when he held the stallion at a prancing halt in front of her Annalisa’s pulse took flight. ‘Oh, no—I’ll be fine.’ Ramon was riding bareback, with just a bridle to control what looked to her like a mountain of over-excited and extremely unpredictable muscle, and if he thought for one moment—

‘Are you scared?’ he challenged.

‘Of course not,’ she shot back. ‘I’ve done a lot of riding—’

‘Like your swimming?’

As she flashed him a look, a picture of her riding school hacks crept into her mind.

‘Nothing to say?’

‘Plenty,’ she said, levelling a long cool stare at him. ‘But first I’d like to continue my walk, if you don’t mind.’

‘But I do mind,’ he assured her. ‘Don’t you trust me, Annalisa?’

He was looking for a lot more than an endorsement of his riding prowess, she thought as she met his dark, challenging stare. And, whatever machiavellian schemes he had up his sleeve for her where business was concerned, she wouldn’t have found the money without him…

As she took a step closer the stallion blew a gale down his nose and stared at her boldly through fierce brown orbs. She took another step, then stopped when he lifted his head to gust a long whinnying sigh, his pliant lips rolling back over his large ivory teeth.

‘Ahh,’ Ramon sighed sardonically. ‘He likes you.’

Oh, really? Annalisa thought, locking eyes with the hard-hearted brigand on Dardo’s back.

‘But he’s impatient,’ he murmured. ‘And so am I!’

The next step was her last. As the stallion surged forward Ramon hoisted her off the ground and settled her in front of him in one seamless move.

‘Relax. Relax!’ he rasped, his arm a steel band around her waist.

‘How can I?’ Annalisa wailed, wondering how she came to be balanced on the horse at all as it launched itself over the wall and thundered across the field.

‘Lean into me,’ Ramon breathed against her ear. ‘Don’t fight it. Wrap your hands round his mane. Like this,’ he encouraged, his strong fingers directing her movements. ‘That’s better,’ he said approvingly. ‘Now we can go faster!’

‘No!’

But Ramon was harder to curb than his stallion, and his passion infected her. Only moments later she was begging him to go faster. He only reined in when they came up to the stone arch that marked the entrance to the finca.

‘That was—’ Annalisa exhaled deeply and sagged, lost for words.

‘Almost as good as sex? Or just very good, but not that good?’

If there had been any warmth at all in his voice she might have responded, but instead she pulled away as he moved to lift her down.

‘Not had enough yet?’ he murmured, wheeling the horse around.

There wasn’t much choice—she was under his control for now, Annalisa realised, tightening her grip on the mane as she made a futile attempt to distance herself from Ramon’s warm body.

‘Lean against me,’ he ordered. ‘You’ll hurt him, sitting so far forward—or is there some reason why you can’t?’

‘You haven’t shaved,’ she said primly.

His familiar laugh ran a bolt of sensation through parts already rubbed tender by the horse.

‘I don’t remember you complaining before.’

‘Where are you taking me?’ she said, struggling to remain immune to his potent masculinity.

‘They’re your orchards,’ he said, reining in to point over the fence. ‘You should know.’

Annalisa stared in amazement. In the few weeks since Enrique had wreaked havoc with his radical surgery it seemed that a miracle had occurred. ‘I don’t understand,’ she murmured.

Lush green foliage cloaked every branch, and half the village seemed to be busily employed clearing and digging, clipping and spraying.

‘That’s because all your life you have lived fifteen hundred cooler miles north,’ Ramon said. ‘Here in Menorca everything happens much faster.’

There could be no safe comment on that, she thought.

‘So you see, Annalisa,’ he went on. ‘You should have had more faith. All it took was some sunshine, dung—’

‘How romantic,’ she murmured under her breath.

‘I thought you’d be pleased,’ he said mildly.

‘Anything else apart from dung?’ Annalisa demanded suspiciously.

‘Sunshine.’

‘And?’ she pushed, levelling a cool amber gaze on him.

His beautifully shaped lips tugged down at each side. ‘Rather a lot of water.’

‘From where, exactly?’

‘Why don’t I show you?’ he suggested, nudging the horse into a turn. A few strides further along he showed her where trenches had been dug around the trees. ‘Until a proper pipe can be laid underground we have cobbled together this arrangement,’ he said.

‘We?’

‘The water can only come from one source.’

‘You,’ she said coldly.

‘Of course,’ he agreed. ‘Would you like to see what else has been done while you were away?’

Her mind was in turmoil. He couldn’t just march in and take over the running of her property each time she was away… But on the other hand, thanks to his water, the orchards were thriving. ‘Of course I’m interested,’ she said.

Swinging his leg over the stallion, Ramon jumped to the ground. ‘Here,’ he said, holding Dardo steady as he reached up to help her down.

She hesitated a moment, then slid into his arms. Pulling away quickly, she tried to concentrate on what he was saying.

‘A galvanised pipe runs from my well down the length of your orchard. A series of hoses are connected to the pipe, so each evening we can irrigate a certain number of trees. As more channels are dug so more water can be supplied.’

‘And what is this going to cost me?’

‘I’m sure you will be able to satisfy all my demands.’

‘I hope you’re right,’ Annalisa murmured, weighing up the huge storage tank that now stood in place of a rickety old barn. If it was a case of Just hand over your shoreline in return for everything that had been done, he was in for a big disappointment.

‘Eh! Señorita!’

‘Enrique!’ Annalisa exclaimed with pleasure. ‘The trees…it’s a miracle!’

Baring his gums, the wily old villager lifted his shoulders in an expansive shrug. ‘El bon sol y agua!’

‘Just the good sun and water,’ Ramon translated.

‘I know,’ Annalisa said, watching Enrique’s pleasure when Ramon clapped the old man on the shoulder.

‘Nothing would have been possible without your expertise, Enrique,’ he said.

And Ramon’s water, she thought.

As Enrique returned to his work she turned to Ramon and said frankly, ‘It was nice of you to give him all the credit.’

‘I am nice,’ Ramon insisted, his dark eyes brewing up a storm as he gazed at her lips. ‘Given half a chance…’

As their eyes met her senses surged beyond the point where reason could dictate caution.

‘Welcome back, señorita!’

Snapping out of the trance, Annalisa turned to see Maria Teresa hurrying across the yard with a basket over her arm. Well, she did have thirteen children back home. She could hardly expect her to stay on indefinitely.


‘Fudge has been fed. Don’t let him fool you. See you tomorrow.’

‘Goodbye, Maria Teresa…and thank you.’

‘Dardo has earned a rest too,’ Ramon murmured, slapping his stallion’s neck.

‘Why don’t you turn him out in the field?’

‘OK. I’ll just go and wipe him down…find him a drink.’

‘Would you like a drink?’ Well, it was only polite.

He paused and looked at her. Suddenly the small distance between them seemed part of them both. ‘That would be good,’ he said, still holding her gaze.

As she watched him lead Dardo across the yard Annalisa could feel the familiar honey-sweet lethargy stealing over her limbs.

But the languor was ruptured the moment she opened the door and a small tornado hurled himself at her legs. With an exclamation of pleasure she knelt to fuss over the old dog. But Fudge was so confident of his hold over her affections that he seized his opportunity to scoot past her and scamper away towards the orchards. No doubt there would be plenty of lunch packs to share there, she mused wryly.

‘So, Annalisa—’

Her hand flew to her throat as Ramon walked into the house, ducking his head to avoid the garlands of herbs Maria Teresa had installed over the door.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said softly. ‘I didn’t mean to startle you.’

‘I’m always on edge after a long journey,’ she lied.

‘Coffee?’ he suggested, strolling over towards the range.

‘Make yourself at home.’

‘OK,’ he agreed, reaching for a jar of coffee beans from the shelf.

Her eyes fixed on his easy movements. Half new man, half unreconstructed male—most women would be drooling… OK, she was drooling.

‘You can help me if you like,’ he suggested, without turning around.


An offer to make coffee should come without any extras, she thought, trying to will her heart to slow down. ‘You seem to have everything under control.’

He set the water to boil on the range. ‘Come here,’ he insisted softly.

It wouldn’t hurt to find the mugs for him.

The moment she was within reach Ramon seized her waist and had her on the counter in front of him. She was still gasping with shock when he parted her legs with his hip and moved in close. His hands slid over her buttocks, cupping, controlling. A sound of pleasure and surprise escaped her lips as his large buckle chafed her and she heard him laugh…just a rumble of satisfaction down low in his chest. Ramon was all male, she thought weakly as his mouth brushed hers with a light and tantalising touch.

‘You missed me,’ he said. A statement not a question. And then his tongue drove her lips apart and he pressed hard against her, his body so big, so muscular and unyielding as he brought her into his arms. She groaned as sensation streamed through her body, erotic and extreme… The scent of him was curling around her, warm and evocative, the seductive lines of his hard frame beneath her hands. She heard herself moan and then beg as her fingers scored his back.

‘Gatito!’ he exclaimed softly. But it seemed to please him, for he only teased her more, whispering suggestions that made her writhe in his arms. Then, banding one arm around her, he allowed his fingers to trace the pulsing mound of her femininity beneath the fine lace thong, playing her skilfully and judging her responses while he murmured encouragement until she was all feeling, all passion, all need… And then, finding her hot and wet, he dragged off the scrap of lace and plunged his fingers in deep, so that she arched against him.

‘No,’ he said sternly when she clung to him, crying out with pleasure. ‘This is not enough for me, querida.’ And she reached down, exhaling fast as she fumbled with his buckle and then took him in her hands.

Parting her legs wide, she wrapped them around him, clutching him with her thighs, leaning back and offering, waiting until with a last searing glance he drove deep inside her and set up a seductive rhythm of long slow strokes. Their gazes locked, reflecting, intensifying each other’s pleasure, until with a last shuddering cry Annalisa felt him tip her over the edge of reason into a moment so intense, so violent and uncontrolled, he had to use all his strength to keep her beneath him. But then he moved as she wanted him to, and made sure that it was all over, and she lay trembling in his arms before surrendering to the thought-robbing pleasure of his own savage release.

When at last he lifted her down they stood entwined for a while in silent communication.

‘That was—’

He put his finger over her lips. ‘I want to stay here…I want to spend the night with you.’

She lifted her chin, but he cut off her questions with kisses that were tender now, tender and searching.

And when he broke away at last it was Annalisa’s turn to silence him. And, finding his hand, she linked her fingers through his, led him across the room and took him upstairs.

Maria Teresa had placed a terracotta bowl of country flowers in the hearth of the old stone fireplace and their subtle scent perfumed the air. The shutters had been left open a crack so that the bed was a haven of shade streaked with pale streamers of sunlight.

There was no rush now, just clothes pooling at their feet, eyes meeting, holding, trusting. Nothing existed beyond his warm touch and her eager responses. Lips brushing his chest, whispered sighs, sweet murmurings of love, one thought, one desire… The desire she felt only with him.

And then he was moulding her to him, and his hands grew firm as they explored her body. He found her breasts first with his lips and then his tongue, and now it was his turn to drag in a fast involuntary breath. Supporting her weight over one arm, he slipped his hand between her legs and, hearing her moan, carried her to the bed. Wrapping her legs around him, he made a seamless transition from one welcome invasion to another fuller and more complete assault.

Again their hunger overtook them, so that there was no finesse: none possible and none sought. They moved fiercely together, Annalisa held firm between thighs of steel as she called out his name and shuddered repeatedly in his arms while he kissed her slowly and deeply, brushing her hair back from her damp face with long, tender strokes.

 

As she faced herself in the bathroom mirror Annalisa saw a puzzled reflection staring back at her. She knew Ramon was still asleep, his long, sun-bronzed limbs sprawled in casual contentment across her bed. She was at a loss to identify exactly what had changed. There was no physical cause she could pin down, just a great and compelling stillness inside her that seemed to demand recognition.

‘Is everything all right?’

‘Ramon! You startled me.’ As his arms looped around her waist she rested back with an easy familiarity she had never found with him before.

‘You’ll catch cold,’ he murmured, reaching out one hand to grab her robe from its hook on the door. ‘What are you doing in here on your own?’

‘I’m not on my own,’ Annalisa pointed out, nestling into him.

‘Not now,’ he agreed, brushing away her thick curtain of hair to kiss her neck. ‘Nor ever again, querida. But you haven’t answered my question. And you know what that means…’

‘Do I?’ His kisses roused her senses so easily.

‘It means I have to make you tell me what’s troubling you,’ he murmured against her lips.


‘I can’t wait—’

‘No,’ he warned softly, pulling his head back. ‘I saw something in your face just now. There’s something wrong. And you must tell me what it is.’

How can I do that when I don’t know? Annalisa wondered.

‘Is it your father?’ Ramon suggested, wrapping a towel around his waist.

‘He meant a lot to you,’ she observed gently, relieved to have the chance to concentrate on something safer than the impenetrable sensations she had no key to unlock.

‘You only had to ask,’ he chided when he saw the sadness in her eyes.

‘I was wrong to misjudge him so badly. He sent money all those years—’

‘Don’t punish yourself. You weren’t to know.’

‘And my mother never spent a penny of it…and he left me the finca—’ She broke off and her voice was choked with emotion when she spoke again. ‘I can’t believe I didn’t trust him—’

‘Trust takes time, Annalisa,’ Ramon said. ‘You didn’t have any time with your father, and your mother was too heartbroken to explain. But somehow I’m going to prove to you that trust is possible—however long it takes.’

‘But—’

‘What do I have to do to keep you quiet?’ he demanded softly. And without waiting for an answer, he swung her into his arms and carried her back to the bedroom.










CHAPTER NINE



‘DO YOU mind if I take a look around up here while you take your bath?’

‘Of course not,’ Annalisa said. She had nothing to hide. ‘But be warned—the only bedroom that I’ve done anything with is this one.’

‘Why aren’t you using the master bedroom?’

He didn’t need to know that as soon as she’d realised it had been her father’s room she had shut the door and never opened it again. ‘No reason. I just preferred the view from this room… It’s smaller…and should be easier to keep warm in the winter…’

His brows knit together. ‘You’re not in England now,’ he pointed out. ‘Surely when the hot nights come you would be more comfortable in a larger room?’ He didn’t press it when she stayed silent. ‘Sure you don’t mind?’ he said, making for the door.

‘Go right ahead,’ she said, swinging out of bed.

She had finished her bath by the time Ramon came back to the bedroom.

‘Look at this,’ he said, sitting beside her on the bed.

As she took the faded photograph from him her heart began to thunder. ‘Where did you find it?’

‘In the main bedroom. Aren’t you going to look at it?’ She held the piece of dimpled card tighter, as if touch was all it took to reveal the images contained on the faded print.

‘I’m surprised you didn’t see it sooner. It was lying right on top of that old carved chest.’

As if someone had intended her to find it… ‘I’ve been so busy I haven’t had time to search every inch—’


‘You don’t have to explain,’ Ramon said. ‘You do know who it is?’

Of course she did. Her hands dropped to her lap, still clutching the photograph. The laughing girl was her mother—a much younger version, but unmistakable. The man with his arm around her, smiling into her eyes, was— She let out a small cry and thrust the photograph back at Ramon. ‘I don’t want to see it. Take it away.’

‘But that’s your father,’ Ramon said gently. ‘I was hoping to find something like this…to prove to you—’ He sighed heavily when he saw that her face was set and distant. ‘Look, Annalisa, you can see for yourself how much they loved each other.’

‘I don’t need to see proof of what he felt for my mother!’ she exclaimed. ‘I lived with the results of that love every day.’ Confusion was churning around inside her. If her father had loved her mother so much, where had it all gone wrong? ‘I’ll always be thankful for the money…for the finca. But I can never forget what my mother went through…the poverty, the bitterness—’

‘Stop it, Annalisa,’ Ramon insisted fiercely. ‘I won’t let you do this to yourself.’

‘Why not? Because it’s true? Because it would suit you very well if I went down the same path as my mother?’

His silence was absolute. In a single heartbeat his eyes turned to stone. ‘I thought we were long past that.’

‘What?’ Annalisa demanded, throwing her arms wide in a gesture of distress and frustration and anger.

‘The point where you insult me by suggesting I can’t be trusted,’ he said coldly, standing up and moving away from her.

‘I’m not suggesting anything. I’m stating facts as I see them.’

‘But that’s the trouble, Annalisa. The facts as you see them have nothing to do with the truth.’

‘So what is the truth? Pregnant woman discarded by Spanish grandee awarded generous pension? How are you going to clean that up for me, Ramon?’

‘Life is never as straightforward as you seem to think it should be,’ he said. ‘Get your head out of the textbooks, Annalisa. Take a look around at real life, real people, real problems… You find me some nice straightforward situations and then I’ll concede you’ve got a point.’

‘And what about our “situation”?’ she said, stressing the word to emphasise the ambiguity of their relationship. ‘How would you describe that?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘What if I’m pregnant?’ The words shot out of her mouth without making contact with her brain. It was instinct, sheer instinct, and terror at what he might say if he ever gave that possibility some thought.

Ramon went very still. ‘Are you pregnant?’ he asked softly.

‘I don’t know… No! I just had to know how you’d react if—’

His hands shot up to cradle his head, and then swept down again in an angry gesture of denial. ‘Stop it, Annalisa,’ he warned. ‘I thought we had a better understanding than this—’

Her short contemptuous sound cut him off. ‘An understanding? Is that what we have?’

‘You know what I mean,’ he insisted angrily. ‘You know how I feel—’

‘Oh, do I?’ Annalisa demanded as she shot to her feet. ‘And how would I know that, exactly?’

‘Haven’t I proved my feelings for you with everything I do?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said, feeling her chest constrict as ghosts from the past refused to let her see past her own insecurities. ‘You haven’t mentioned love once.’

Briefly he looked shaken. ‘You want a sonnet a day?’

‘I want—’ Annalisa began angrily. Then, breaking away, she rushed to the bathroom before he could see that she was crying. ‘I don’t know what I want!’

‘That’s right. Run away,’ she heard him shout after her.

She stopped by the door, her hand on the wall, steadying herself. ‘I’m not running anywhere, Ramon. I’m here to stay. Get used to it.’

When she emerged some time later the bedroom was empty. Standing uncertainly in the centre of the room, Annalisa waited, listening. She felt some of the tension ease when she heard Ramon moving about downstairs. But then it returned again when she thought how much she wanted him…but not on any terms. She owed him so much, but that didn’t mean she had to adopt his views on the past, or accept a role on the sidelines of his life.

She put off drying her hair and dressed quickly in a pair of decent shorts and a short-sleeved shirt.

Wearing just his jeans and a close-fitting top, Ramon had made himself comfortable in one of her easy chairs. Holding a mug of coffee in one hand, he was reading the local paper with his long legs stretched out and his bare feet resting against Fudge’s back. He looked up. His expression was as uncompromising as her own.

This was never going to be easy, Annalisa realised. They were both strong. Both equally determined they were right. ‘Lunch?’

‘Coffee’s fine.’

‘Can I get you something else?’ she said, crossing to help herself from the pot.

‘I have to get back.’

‘Of course.’ She tried not to let it matter.

‘Why don’t you come with me?’

She managed not to choke—just. The casual invitation flew in the face of all her suspicions. If this was a game of chess she was in check. ‘OK. Why not?’

‘Ten minutes suit you?’ he said, shooting a glance at his watch. ‘I’ve sent for the car.’


‘Fine,’ she agreed evenly.

‘Someone will collect the horse while we’re gone.’

‘Should I ask Maria Teresa to see to Fudge?’

‘It wouldn’t hurt.’

‘Am I all right dressed like this?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do I need anything?’

‘Only you can answer that, Annalisa,’ Ramon said as he got up to put his mug in the sink.

His distance was like a reproof. Was this his way of punishing her for stepping over the mark…for demanding too much of him? She felt her emotions shift gear as frustration and anger gathered in her throat. There were two ways to answer the challenge: she could lose control again, or accept that the type of relationship Ramon wanted cut both ways; you surrendered nothing, you gained nothing. ‘I’ll just make that call,’ she said.

 

Stepping over the threshold of Ramon’s home was very different from her first visit. This time Rodriguez bowed to her as he opened the door.

‘I’ve got a few calls to make,’ Ramon said as they stood side by side in the hall. ‘Take a look around while you wait.’

‘You’re sure—?’

‘I had the run of your place. I’ll only be a few minutes. Make yourself at home. Please show Señorita Wilson into the library,’ he said, turning to Rodriguez. ‘There are plenty of interesting early volumes in there for you to root through,’ he said, turning back to her. ‘First editions… Ben Jonson…’ The look on her face drew an ironic half-smile from him. ‘See you in a minute,’ he said quietly.

And then she was following Rodriguez into a large airy room overlooking the sea. It didn’t look much like a library.

‘The air-conditioning is not working in the library, Señorita Wilson,’ Rodriguez explained. ‘But you will be equally comfortable in here. Ring for me if you need anything,’ he added, pointing to an ivory velvet pull-cord in one corner of the room.

Was he joking? No, he wasn’t, Annalisa realised when she walked across and examined the length of thick plaited cord hanging in a corner. It disappeared through an opening in the ceiling and obviously rang through to some other part of the house.

She gazed around… Where to start? It was a great opportunity—temptation with a license, a chance to discover what Ramon’s home revealed about him.

Quality, comfort, but no clutter, she thought as she prowled about. Marble floors covered with priceless Aubusson rugs in shades of rose, peach and ochre. She skirted those and continued with her appraisal in another area.

Vast picture windows dressed with nothing more than pale wood shutters, folded back at present. Two blue and white man-height Chinese vases either side of a baronial-size stone fireplace… A profusion of fresh flowers cascading out of one mammoth vase on top of a stone plinth… Ivory-coloured sofas punctuated with jewel-coloured silk cushions—a suggestion of exotic allure amidst all the restraint… Very Ramon, she decided, smiling faintly. Then, just when she had begun to think that all the room lacked was a personal touch, she spied a clutch of silver-framed photographs arranged on top of a rosewood desk.

There were several striking shots of Ramon and another man she took to be his brother. Standing easily together, their arms draped loosely across each other’s shoulders, they stood on the deck of a boat…a racing yacht, she corrected herself after studying the picture more closely. Almost as handsome as Ramon, Luis appeared to be a few years younger. And where Ramon’s hair was pitch-black, Luis’s was a warm, sun-streaked tawny brown. A consequence of his addiction to sailing, she decided, taking another look. His eyes were penetrating too, but a fierce green rather than smouldering amber-brown. No wonder Margarita was in love with him. He was stunning. And they looked so happy together in their wedding photograph…

There were studio portraits of Margarita and Aurelia, along with several family groups just as she might have expected. And behind this most recent group of photographs stood an older collection of prints. Some were black and white, some sepia. Annalisa presumed they showed distant ancestors of the Crianza Perez family. Her glance was just sweeping over them when Ramon strode into the room.

‘What are you doing in here?’

In the space of a heartbeat he was standing next to her.

‘I’m sorry,’ Annalisa began, but he waved his hand impatiently and steered her away from the desk.

‘The calls took longer than I anticipated,’ he explained.

‘That’s all right. I’ve been looking at your photographs.’

‘The photographs?’

‘You. Your brother…Margarita, Aurelia… They’re all so good.’

‘Why didn’t you go into the library as I suggested?’

‘Rodriguez said the air-conditioning wasn’t working in there,’ Annalisa explained, wondering about his short incomprehensible outburst in Spanish. She could understand how crucial the air-conditioning system would be as the weather grew hotter. Even a house as large as his would be stifling without it.

‘There’s something you need to know,’ Ramon said.

His expression frightened her. ‘Now?’

He answered by propelling her towards some double doors that led onto a veranda overlooking the sea.

‘This is so beautiful,’ Annalisa murmured distractedly, moving away from him. Resting her hands lightly on the cool stone rail, she felt as if she could happily gaze out at the timeless beauty for ever…prolonging the moment of blissful ignorance indefinitely! She felt intuitively that whatever Ramon had to say wasn’t good.


‘The photographs,’ he began, coming to stand beside her. ‘I should have been with you—’ He broke off with an exclamation of impatience and swiped a hand across his forehead.

Angry with her, or for her? She couldn’t tell. ‘Is it so important?’ she said, pulling back from the balustrade. ‘They’re only photographs.’

‘It is important…very important.’

‘Why?’ Annalisa demanded softly, not sure whether she was ready to hear his answer.

‘Understand first,’ he began, ‘that I use this house as a convenience. This is not a home. There are few personal touches here…apart from those photographs.’

‘I had noticed—’

He put his hand on her arm, urging her to hear him out. ‘This is serious, Annalisa. I want you to believe me when I tell you that I have had no reason to look at any of those photographs or even think about them for years…until I met you.’

‘And now?’ she said apprehensively.

‘I’ll show you.’ His hand was on her back, compelling, relentlessly driving her forward.

They walked back inside and Ramon took her over to the desk. He didn’t intend to prolong the agony with meaningless platitudes. He simply picked out one of the silver-framed photographs and gave it to her.

‘Who is this?’ she said, but in her heart she already knew. The black and white photograph showed three people: Don Pedro di Fuego Montoya stood in the centre, with two beautiful young women either side of him. Claudia was one; her mother was the other. Vaguely Annalisa became aware that Ramon’s arm had moved to circle her shoulder. ‘What does this mean?’ she asked, turning her face up to him.

‘Your mother was employed by Claudia’s father,’ he said, prising the photograph out of her hands and returning it to the desk.


She frowned and gave her head a shake, as if trying to release the memories locked inside. ‘I know she worked here on the island… I know that’s how she met my father… I never knew the details—’

‘I’ll tell you everything I know.’

‘Please,’ she said, resting her hand on his arm almost as if she was reassuring him now. She needed to know more…everything.

‘Claudia’s father was highly respected on the island. He came from old money. He was a widower, bringing up his daughter alone. He indulged her every whim. But an aristocratic lifestyle costs a lot of money and puts none in the bank.’

‘He went broke?’

‘Yes,’ Ramon confirmed. ‘But that didn’t stop him spending money on Claudia…her education, her clothes…’

‘And my mother?’

‘Claudia met your mother when she was at school in England.’

Comprehension dawned in Annalisa’s eyes. ‘My grandfather was a teacher.’

‘Claudia and your mother became friends. Your mother returned to the island as Claudia’s paid companion.’

‘Her companion?’ Annalisa said with surprise, glancing at the photograph again. ‘My mother never mentioned Claudia once.’

‘Hardly surprising,’ Ramon murmured dryly. ‘They spent holidays together, almost always over here…for the freedom as well as the weather.’

‘I can see why,’ Annalisa murmured as she remembered her loveable but rather authoritarian grandfather. She couldn’t imagine anything getting past him.

‘As soon as Claudia began to appreciate the financial predicament her father was in, she began to cast her eye around to find something…someone…who could bail her out.’

‘And Don Pedro—’


‘Was certainly rich enough,’ Ramon confirmed. ‘But Don Pedro di Fuego Montoya was in love with your mother.’

Annalisa passed a hand across her brow as she worked the rest out for herself.

‘I’m sorry. I wish I hadn’t had to tell you this,’ Ramon said gently.

Annalisa lifted her chin. ‘I’m only glad that someone has told me the truth at last. Thank you.’

Ramon stared at her intently for a moment. ‘You’re sure?’

‘And I’m glad it was you,’ she added softly.

‘Then I’m glad it was me,’ he said.

She was glad. Ramon had made her face up to the past instead of living in its shadow. She would always be grateful to him for that.

‘Would you like to see the rest of the house?’

She smiled her assent. An impersonal tour would buy her the time to adjust she so badly needed.

‘I’m keen to see what you think,’ he said, leading the way out of the room, ‘because my plan is to make this house the centrepiece of my development.’

‘You mean you wouldn’t live here any more?’

‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘When Margarita and Luis move into their own place this house will be far too big for me.’

‘So you’d turn it into a hotel?’

He confirmed her deduction. ‘Very select. Twenty bedrooms to begin with, all en suite…every sports facility you could imagine—’

‘Including a marina?’

His eyes slanted in wry agreement.

‘And you would live where, exactly?’

‘I’ve got my eye on a few desirable properties in the country.’

‘A few?’

‘One in particular.’

The amused challenge in his stare met the growing comprehension in Annalisa’s eyes. ‘The finca is not for sale,’ she said flatly.

‘Did I say I wanted to buy it?’

‘You’ve seen something similar?’ she guessed.

‘Having seen what you’ve achieved with the interior of Finca Fuego Montoya, I have to confess that I am attracted to that style of property.’

‘A rural retreat?’

‘A home,’ Ramon corrected softly. ‘You have no idea how envious I am,’ he said, holding her gaze.

Was he serious? ‘I could help you do something similar when you find a suitable property.’

‘Would you do that for me?’

‘I’d be happy to do that for you.’ She had the feeling she was hearing everything and learning nothing about his true intentions, but her enthusiasm spilled over. ‘I really enjoyed working on the interior of the finca… I’d love to have the chance to do something like that again.’

‘I’ve been hoping you would take an active part in the design and development of my hotel complex.’

‘You’re offering me a job?’ she said in surprise.

‘Why not? You won’t be able to practise law here in Menorca. And I imagine that once the finca is fully operational you will soon be looking for fresh challenges.’

His regard for her work on the finca seemed genuine enough, and her mind was stuffed with ideas… But he was only offering her a job, Annalisa reminded herself—hardly a dream proposition. Yet right now it suited her just fine. ‘I’d love to,’ she confirmed briskly. ‘When do I start?’

 

The sickness began the next day.

‘Señorita Wilson, are you OK?’ Maria Teresa called as she came hurrying across the yard.

When the bucket of feed had fallen from her hands Annalisa had hoped no one had noticed. But now she was slumped against the gate with Maria Teresa’s arm around her waist to hold her up. ‘Fine… I’m fine,’ she said weakly, pulling away only to sway backwards again.

‘Let me get you back to the house,’ Maria Teresa insisted firmly. ‘You need to take more rest or you will weaken the baby.’

‘Baby!’ Annalisa exclaimed, struggling to right herself. ‘What on earth are you talking about, Maria Teresa?’

‘Señorita Wilson…’ The capable housekeeper sighed patiently. ‘I have had thirteen babies. I know.’ She tapped her nose. Then, looking concerned, she added in a conspiratorial whisper, ‘Señor Perez…does he know?’

‘No! And you mustn’t tell him,’ Annalisa insisted.

‘But of course, Señorita Wilson,’ Maria Teresa agreed solemnly. ‘You must do that.’

Ramon had to know. There could be no putting this issue on the backburner. She wouldn’t be able to hide the pregnancy from him for ever, Annalisa reasoned as she drew up outside his house.

The manservant Rodriguez seemed to have anticipated her visit and stood waiting for her beside the open door.

‘Good morning, Rodriguez.’ She couldn’t believe her voice sounded so calm. ‘Is Señor Perez at home?’

‘He is at the office in Mahon, señorita. But I believe he won’t be long, if you would care to wait?’

‘Thank you. I will,’ she said, walking past him into the hall.

‘You can wait in here,’ Rodriguez murmured, showing her into the same room as before—the room with the photographs. ‘I’ll have some coffee brought to you.’

‘No,’ Annalisa called before Rodriguez had a chance to leave. ‘Don’t go.’ She was determined to lay each ghost in turn…permanently.

‘Can I do something else for you?’

Annalisa thought she detected a cool edge to his voice. ‘Yes,’ she said candidly. ‘Why do you always show me into this room, Rodriguez?’


He looked at her blankly. ‘I have no idea what you mean, Señorita Wilson.’

‘Really?’ Annalisa said pleasantly. She walked across to the rosewood desk and picked up the photograph of her mother. ‘I understand old loyalties more than you might suppose, Rodriguez,’ she said, turning around to face him, ‘but you should know that there are no surprises for me here.’ She held the photo frame towards him. ‘Señor Perez has explained everything to me…about my mother,’ she said, using sufficient emphasis to ensure there could be no mistake.

A mixture of emotions flashed across the manservant’s face, but almost immediately he resumed his customary professional mask. ‘Shall I bring the coffee now, señorita?’

‘Thank you, Rodriguez.’

As Annalisa returned the frame carefully to its place their eyes met briefly in a glance of mutual understanding, and then with a low bow Rodriguez left the room, closing the door softly behind him.

Annalisa sighed with relief as his footsteps disappeared. Whether the remaining ghosts agreed to be laid so easily remained to be seen. But for now the past could wait. She had the future on her mind and that had to come first.

‘Annalisa!’

Ramon didn’t just walk into a room, he charged it with electricity, she realised, springing to her feet.

‘Rodriguez is looking after you?’ he demanded, shooting her a keen stare.

‘Very well,’ she confirmed. ‘Shall I call for some fresh coffee?’

‘Don’t bother,’ he said, tossing his jacket onto a chair as he dropped onto the sofa. ‘What brings you here?’

They were meeting later for dinner, to discuss her appointment to his team, so no wonder he was surprised to see her. ‘I have to talk to you.’

‘Talk away.’


‘Ramon, this is serious.’

‘So come over here,’ he said, patting the sofa, ‘and tell me what’s on your mind.’

‘I don’t want you to think I’m here because I expect anything—’

‘What’s happened?’ he said, leaping up. ‘What is it, Annalisa? Something at the finca? Tell me,’ he insisted, moving towards her.

‘I will if you just give me chance.’

‘OK, OK,’ he said, lashing a strong hand through his hair as he stared at her with concern.

‘I’m having a baby…our baby.’ She froze as he just stared at her. Somehow she forced the words out again.

‘I heard you the first time,’ he said, shaking his head as if he couldn’t quite believe the evidence of his own ears.

‘Don’t worry,’ Annalisa said quickly. ‘This doesn’t change a thing. I can still work on your project and I don’t expect anything from you. I’ve got plenty of money—’

‘Money! What the hell does money have to do with this?’ Ramon demanded passionately. ‘And as for not changing anything…a baby changes everything!’ His grip on her arms was fierce; the look in his eyes was no less intense. ‘You’re sure about this?’

‘According to Maria Teresa—’

His grip softened and she watched his lips tilt at the corners. ‘I should have known,’ he murmured. ‘But this is the most wonderful news…isn’t it?’ he demanded softly, tipping her chin with one hand so that she was forced to look into his eyes. ‘You must be the happiest—’ He frowned as he read her expression. ‘You’re not happy, are you, Annalisa?’

‘I’m frightened—’ She stopped. That wasn’t what she meant. And he knew it too.

‘You? Frightened?’ Ramon chided gently, allowing his fingers to wander into her hair. He turned her gently to face him again and dipped his head until their eyes were on a level. ‘That doesn’t sound like you, querida.’

She had never seen such emotion in his eyes…such tenderness, such intimacy and warmth. ‘OK. Not frightened. I know I can manage—’

‘Manage?’ His brows knit together as he studied her face.

‘On my own.’

He seemed stunned for a few moments, then in a low, tense voice he said, ‘Is that what you want, Annalisa?’

As he let her go she shook her head, confusion sliding into vehemence. ‘I only know that if my mother had thought things through sooner she might have been better prepared when my father abandoned—’

His sharp curse cut her off and his keen gaze fastened on her face as his fingers cupped her chin and forced her round to look at him. ‘Let the past go before it ruins your life too!’

‘How can I forget?’

‘Remember the past by all means. But learn from it, build on it—’

‘What? Use it to hone my parenting skills?’

‘Don’t be so cynical,’ he insisted. ‘You’ll be a great mother.’

‘And how do you come to that conclusion?’

‘I only have to look at what you’ve done with the finca—’

‘What? Filled a few plant pots and cleaned out—’ She stopped. Everything he said was designed to prepare her to face the challenge of bringing up their child alone.

‘You’ve not only made a home for yourself and every stray animal within walking distance,’ Ramon insisted, oblivious to the effect his words were having, ‘you’ve resurrected dozens of jobs for the villagers, giving the young people reason to stay here instead of heading for the mainland first chance they get.’

Her face twisted with pain as he said everything but the words she needed to hear. ‘I don’t see what that has to do with—’


He grabbed hold of her arm and brought his face very close to hers to say fiercely, ‘Don’t underestimate your worth, Annalisa. You’ve got guts and compassion and you’re not afraid of hard work. If that doesn’t match the job description—’

She tore her arm out of his grasp. ‘I only did what had to be done—’

‘And your father gave you that chance,’ Ramon insisted fiercely. ‘That’s why he refused to sell the finca…why he left it to you. He wanted you to have financial independence as well as the freedom of choice he never had. It was his way of letting you know that he cared…that he never forgot you…that he always loved you—’

‘Don’t!’ she warned, feeling his passion stoking her own raw emotions.

But he wouldn’t let her turn away. ‘Don’t run away from your feelings, Annalisa. This time it is too important. You will pass on everything you create at the finca to our child…your father’s grandchild.’

His voice was so eloquent…so full of need… At that moment Annalisa thought that if he had been asking her to take down the finca and rebuild it brick by brick she would have found it easier than confronting the savage intensity in his face.

‘Everything has come full circle, Annalisa,’ he said, more gently now. ‘Don’t let the past steal away your chance of happiness. Not now that you have everything to live for.’

But what part would Ramon play in her future…the future of their child? He had talked about everything, but not that. Annalisa’s gaze sharpened as she listened. If she was to build on the past, go forward as he suggested, she would need to arm herself with facts, not emotion. ‘I fully intend to pass on the finca to my child, as you suggest,’ she said, forcing steel into her voice. ‘And that is exactly why I don’t intend to allow my beautiful beach to form part of any hotel complex.’


He eased his grip as he stood back. ‘I can understand that.’

‘So—?’

‘We will come to an arrangement,’ he said distractedly.

‘And the water?’

His impatience showed clearly in his broad-shouldered shrug. ‘Will form part of that agreement. Must we talk business—?’

‘Oh, yes,’ she cut in coolly. ‘Now that I’m about to become a mother I have to think about the future security of my baby.’

‘Our baby,’ he reminded her quietly. And when her chin shot up he added wryly, ‘Just don’t forget to feel as well as think, Annalisa. And if you need anything…anything at all—’

‘Do I still have that job?’

He gave her a bemused look as he nodded agreement. ‘Of course you do. For as long as you want.’

She tossed him a thin smile as she walked out of the room. She had achieved her aim. But his tacit agreement that she would bring up their child alone was a pyrrhic victory that could bring nothing but sadness. His offer of a job only made things worse. She was fated to be with him now…but in the wrong role. Being the lawyer she was, her argument was strong—too strong. She had argued her way out of everything she wanted and replaced it with nothing but a hollow prize.










CHAPTER TEN



ANNALISA stared at the telephone accusingly. Since leaving Ramon’s house the previous day he had rung her four times to discuss a point in the contract his lawyers were preparing. He was prepared to let her continue using his water for a peppercorn rent if she reconsidered her position on the shoreline. A small patch of beach out of sight from her favourite spot didn’t seem a high price to pay for the success of the finca—but not once had he suggested meeting up to talk it through.

As her hand hovered over the receiver she felt her eyes fill with tears and dashed them away impatiently. Even if the survival of the finca depended on his co-operation, parenting was different. She could manage that perfectly well on her own.

Typically, the phone cut out as she picked it up, and she was reduced to pacing up and down the room as she forced herself to concentrate on the safer topic of hotel accommodation. Apart from all the standard rooms they would need a family suite, an owner’s suite…a bridal suite. Clenching her fists, she stopped and went to stare aimlessly out the window just as an unmistakable black car swept into the yard. Jolted into action, she raced around in a panic, checking and straightening. Pausing to pluck a brush out of her shoulder bag, she snatched it through her hair. But before she could finish the door flew open and Ramon walked in.

‘Are you all right?’ he demanded, striding across the room.

Her throat dried as she felt the tension in his hands. ‘Of course I’m all right.’


‘You didn’t answer the phone.’

‘That was you?’

‘Of course,’ he said impatiently.

‘Are you here to check out the shore? The water supply?’

‘Sometimes,’ he said, glaring down at her, ‘I really do despair.’

‘Why? I—’

His hands moved fast, as if he would have liked to seize her and shake her, but he stopped himself midway. ‘Let’s get out of here,’ he murmured, and his touch was gentle as he steered her towards the door.

‘I still find all this hard to believe,’ Annalisa admitted as they dodged a couple of wheelbarrows full of trimmings.

‘You had the vision,’ Ramon pointed out, yanking her out of the way when it became clear that a race was in progress between some young boys from the village.

‘But without your water—’

‘A perfect partnership?’

The amusement in his voice made it hard for her to concentrate on talking business. She was thankful when they reached the big yellow trailer where most of the activity was taking place. ‘I’ve only just been able to start paying everyone,’ she said as they dodged some flying trimmings.

‘But that never stopped them coming to work, right?’ Ramon prompted.

Guard down, she turned to him. ‘I’m not used to such—’

‘Trust?’

The look he gave her was both provocative and challenging.

Raising her chin determinedly, she said, ‘Will you call everyone together for me, so that I can explain about back pay?’ She was determined to keep the exchange on a professional level. ‘I want to make it clear that I’m going to compensate everyone for all the days they—’

‘Señorita…señorita!’

‘Maria Teresa!’ Annalisa said, swinging round in surprise. ‘I thought you left ages ago.’


‘First, Señorita Wilson, I have this to give to you.’

‘A present for me? You really shouldn’t,’ Annalisa said self-consciously as Maria Teresa pressed a package into her hands.

‘Aren’t you going to open it?’ Ramon murmured diplomatically. ‘Everyone’s waiting.’

‘Of course.’ Annalisa glanced around self-consciously, realising she had suddenly become the centre of attention. She tugged the string off the brown paper package and her eyes widened as she examined the contents. ‘But this is—’ She had been about to say exquisite. But as she shook out the fine lawn shirt she could see that it was far too big for her. Hastily folding the sides inwards, to make it appear several sizes smaller, she held it up. ‘It’s really lovely…beautiful. Thank you, Maria Teresa.’ And, grabbing hold of her, Annalisa landed a kiss either side of her beaming nut-brown face.

‘No, no, Señorita Wilson! Not like that,’ Maria Teresa protested, shaking her finger in mock-reproach. And, taking the shirt out of Annalisa’s hands, she stretched up on tiptoes to spread it across Ramon’s chest. ‘Like this!’

‘I don’t understand,’ Annalisa whispered to him. ‘Is it a gift for you?’

‘It is a Menorcan wedding shirt,’ he informed her dryly as he executed a formal bow to Maria Teresa.

‘A what?’

Putting his hand on Annalisa’s shoulder, Ramon turned her slightly to murmur discreetly, ‘She has given you a traditional shirt—the type a Spaniard might wear at his wedding. And look,’ he said, pointing to a gap in the black silk stitching. ‘She’s left some of the embroidery for you to finish.’

‘I don’t understand—’

‘Just thank her,’ Ramon prompted softly. ‘She must have been working on this for weeks.’

‘But what will I do with it?’

‘Put it in your bottom drawer. You do have one?’


‘Surprisingly, no.’

‘Perhaps you should start one.’

Acutely aware that their whispering had gone on long enough, Annalisa pulled herself together. ‘Thank you,’ she said, smiling as she turned to Maria Teresa. ‘It is a truly beautiful gift and one I will treasure always.’

‘It’s not a museum piece,’ Ramon cautioned. ‘You’re supposed to put it to use.’

‘Doubtless I will,’ she said. ‘If I ever marry.’

‘I’ve left some stitching for you to finish, señorita,’ Maria Teresa said with a broad wink as she hustled between the two of them. ‘To bring you good luck…and many, many children!’

Remembering Maria Teresa had thirteen, Annalisa reminded herself to go steady on the stitching.

‘Will you examine the well now, Señor Perez?’ Maria Teresa demanded, gazing around anxiously at the waiting villagers.

‘Yes,’ he said, shooting a glance at Annalisa.

‘A well! That really is more than I deserve!’

The look Ramon slanted at her suggested she might be right.

‘It will be an attractive feature in the courtyard, as well as performing a practical function,’ he said.

‘When did this happen?’ she said incredulously when they turned a corner and she saw what the villagers had built for her.

‘Is it a good surprise?’ he murmured.

‘How did you keep it hidden from me?’

‘Camouflaged with trimmings…think of it as a gift.’

‘Another gift,’ she said, remembering the shirt. ‘I really can’t accept anything for myself until everyone knows about the back pay.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Ramon said, holding up his hands. A hush fell as he began to speak, then one or two people interrupted.

‘What are they saying?’ Annalisa demanded anxiously as she watched the negative gestures amongst the villagers.


‘No one is prepared to accept back pay,’ he translated for her.

‘But they must—’

‘You can’t force them to take the money,’ he pointed out. ‘They say the success of the finca is reward enough. They are pleased to have this opportunity to repay your father’s generosity.’

Annalisa’s mouth opened and shut again. She was running out of arguments, running out of ghosts… Turning round to include everyone in her reply, she said, ‘Gracias…le agradecen cada uno—’

‘I’m impressed,’ Ramon growled. ‘You’re a quick study.’

‘I have a good teacher.’

‘And you’re a great student,’ he said in a soft drawl that made her feel warm all over.

Then Maria Teresa intruded unwittingly as she cried excitedly, ‘And now the well, Señorita Wilson.’

As the crowd parted Annalisa clapped her hands with delight. ‘It’s lovely! Thank you all so much! And, thank you, Ramon!’ Throwing her arms around his waist, she hugged him impulsively. But the warm, hard feel of him was dangerously seductive, and as a cheer went up she ricocheted back in time to hear his mellow voice.

‘Maria Teresa—el honor es el tuyo.’

Grabbing her by the wrist, Maria Teresa pointed to the sturdy black handle.

‘What?’ Annalisa mouthed to Ramon.

‘You have to draw the first bucket of water,’ he said, lacing his explanation with a slow-burning smile. ‘For good luck.’

But the handle turned far too easily. ‘Is it dry?’ she whispered anxiously to Ramon.

The corners of his mouth tugged down, as if there could be a problem. ‘I’m sure there’s something down there,’ he said, frowning as he leaned over to peer into the well shaft.

‘But if the bucket’s empty—’


He straightened up and speared a look at her. ‘Break the mould, Annalisa. Take a chance.’

The timbre of his voice was low and challenging. She lobbed the dare straight back. ‘OK. If you’re so confident, come here and help me.’

‘My pleasure,’ he said, moving through the crowd.

An expectant hush dropped like a blanket around them as he placed his hands over hers. As they began to turn the handle together shouts of ‘Arriba! Arriba!’ grew around them, until the bucket burst into the sunlight and jiggled between them on its tough hemp rope.

Grabbing hold of it, Ramon brandished it in the air to even louder cheers.

‘I told you,’ Annalisa said, plucking at his arm. ‘There isn’t any water.’

‘And I say you’re wrong,’ he insisted fiercely. ‘About that and a great many other things.’

‘Let me see,’ she insisted. The silence now was tense and expectant. What if the bucket was dry? What if Ramon’s system had failed? Annalisa couldn’t bear to think about it, and, flashing an anxious glance at Ramon, she dipped her hand in. There was nothing except maybe an inch of water sloshing about in the bottom. Pressing her lips together, she shook her head.

‘Check again,’ Ramon growled softly.

‘I have checked,’ she shot back tensely. ‘There’s barely enough for two coffees—’

‘I had something stronger than coffee in mind.’ He flashed her a grin.

‘This is hardly a time for celebration,’ Annalisa pointed out, shooting anxious glances at the waiting villagers.

‘So you still don’t trust me?’

‘What on earth has that got to do with—?’

‘Get your hand back in there,’ he ordered, grasping her wrist.

With a frown she tried again. There was something at the bottom…


‘Don’t give up,’ he warned.

She froze suddenly and, drawing her hand out, stared straight into Ramon’s eyes. ‘Is this a joke?’

‘I’m not laughing.’

‘So what is it?’ she demanded hotly.

‘What the hell do you think it is?’

Her hand closed around the ring. ‘A rather large emerald-cut diamond?’ she managed faintly.

‘Correct,’ Ramon confirmed. ‘Give it to me.’

As she handed it over to him sunlight refracted through the stone, shooting rainbow colours through the blue-white diamond. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it…’ she murmured.

‘I should hope not,’ he said dryly.

‘Who is it for?’

‘The mother of my child.’ Selecting her ring finger, he stared deep into her eyes. ‘For the mother of my child,’ he repeated steadily, ‘and—’ he put a finger over her lips so she was forced to let him finish ‘—the woman I love.’

He turned briefly to acknowledge the cheers of the villagers, but when he turned back to her only Annalisa saw the passion in his eyes. ‘Annalisa, tu me hara el honor de acordar hacer mi esposa?’

‘I think I can answer that in Spanish.’

‘I’m waiting,’ he warned softly.

‘Sí, mi amor,’ she breathed against his lips.

 

Her wedding dress was the first thing Annalisa saw when she woke up. A gauzy mist of the finest white lace ruffled by the breeze coming through the partly opened shutters. And on a similar blue silk padded hanger hung the boned bodice and fine lawn petticoat that were to be worn beneath the transparent overdress. Ramon had flown her to Paris to find it, and now the most beautiful dress in the world belonged to her.

She had planned everything down to the last detail. And now this matchless summer morning heralded the most perfect day…her wedding day.


She stretched luxuriously as she contemplated the pleasure-filled agenda. There was nothing left to do but bathe, step into the dress and wait for the antique barouche Ramon had arranged to take her to the tiny village church.

The clatter of horses’ hooves made her swing around to look at the clock. The carriage was supposed to arrive at midday, and it wasn’t yet nine.

Leaping out of bed, she hurried to the window. Perfectly matched Andalucian mares stood patiently in front of a highly polished open carriage. She could only see the crown of the driver’s wide-brimmed black felt hat…he didn’t respond when she leaned over the balcony and called to him.

Dressing quickly in a pair of faded jeans and an old T-shirt, Annalisa slid her feet into a pair of flip-flops and raced out of the bedroom.

‘No one’s here yet,’ she said, shading her eyes as she hurried across the yard. Her first proper sight of the carriage made it hard to contain her excitement. And the horses had been groomed to glossy perfection, their long manes falling in silken waves over their ebony withers. ‘Won’t you come inside?’ she suggested, coming round so she could talk to the driver properly. ‘Let me make you some breakfast. You can wait in the house while I get ready—’

Her torrent of words dried up when he turned to stare. The expression on the face of Ramon’s chauffeur was as disdainful as ever. The shock of seeing who it was unsettled Annalisa, but she had no intention of allowing anything to spoil her day. ‘It’s still very early. If you want to untack the horses they can go in the small paddock.’

‘The carriage is to be decorated, señorita,’ he said coldly. ‘The horses too—’

‘Well, at least take them to wait in the shade,’ she said firmly.

‘As you wish.’

‘There’s a water trough under that rattan canopy.’

She couldn’t help wondering about the man’s discontent. Ramon treated all his staff with the same courtesy and consideration, whatever their position in his household. She judged the chauffeur to be in his middle fifties, with the physique of a much younger man. But his face was always pleated into the same sour expression, as if there wasn’t enough happiness in his life to iron out the creases. Marking it down as another project to work on once she was married, Annalisa turned back to the house.

While she was soaking in the bath she smiled as she listened to the activity building in the yard. Maria Teresa had arrived and was bustling around in the kitchen. The reception was to be held at the finca, and as the orange groves had just yielded their best ever crop of first-class fruit the occasion had suddenly been transformed into a double celebration.

She had chosen to share the day with the villagers rather than opting for a grander ceremony at the cathedral in Mahon. Her love for Ramon needed no elaborate endorsement. It was enough to have Margarita as her attendant and little Aurelia to scatter petals. She closed her eyes as she tried to picture her own child, Ramon’s child…

Climbing out of the bath, she snatched up a fluffy towel and padded barefoot to the head of the stairs. ‘Maria Teresa…can you come and help me dress?’ But before she received a reply she heard a knock at the front door. ‘That’s probably Señor Perez’s chauffeur,’ she called down. ‘Will you see to him first? Make sure he has everything he wants.’

She waited for Maria Teresa to call back. But after a few minutes there was still no sign of her. Quickly putting on the underskirt, Annalisa couldn’t resist a twirl in front of the mirror before going to the door to call again.

‘May I help?’

Ice ran through her veins. Claudia was supposed to have left the island. Ramon had parted with a huge sum of money to make sure of it…and to acquire the ancient fishing rights belonging to Claudia that cut across both their beaches. Annalisa gasped as she turned to stare. ‘Where did you get that?’ The diamond necklace her stepmother had slipped over her head had only been delivered late the previous evening. It was Ramon’s wedding gift.

Claudia answered with a faint smile.

‘Give it to me,’ Annalisa insisted, tensely holding out her hand.

Pausing in front of the mirror to admire the reflection of the glittering stones against her own neck, Claudia sneered, ‘I’m not sure I will.’

To see her mother’s tormentor toying with Ramon’s precious wedding gift infuriated Annalisa. ‘You agreed to leave the island,’ she said tightly.

Raising a soft manicured hand, Claudia wafted the agreement away. ‘I’m entitled to second thoughts, just as you are. Perhaps I didn’t ask enough for the fishing rights…perhaps this will appease me. It is very beautiful—’

‘But it’s not yours,’ Annalisa pointed out icily.

‘You’re very direct…too direct.’

‘If you mean I tell the truth, I’d agree with you,’ Annalisa said, skirting warily round her stepmother. ‘Give it back to me. Now.’

With a scowl, Claudia tossed the necklace onto the dressing table as if it was a worthless bauble. ‘Shouldn’t you be getting ready? You don’t want to miss your wedding.’

‘And you don’t want to miss your flight,’ Annalisa retorted. ‘I’ll call Maria Teresa to see you out.’

‘I have dismissed her.’

‘You had no right—’

‘Don’t you dare presume to tell me what my rights are! At least your mother knew her place.’

‘Yes. You made sure of that,’ Annalisa interrupted coldly. ‘But I’m not my mother. And I’m asking you to leave.’

‘Señora Fuego Montoya is not ready to go.’ Ramon’s chauffeur was standing in the doorway.

‘What are you looking so surprised about?’ Claudia demanded triumphantly.

‘I thought Don Alfonso…’ Annalisa stopped as everything fell into place.


‘Don Alfonso!’ Claudia exclaimed derisively. ‘What? That old has-been? Surely you couldn’t imagine that Don Alfonso and I—?’

At least Don Alfonso was a gentleman, Annalisa thought, straightening her shoulders as she levelled a steady gaze at the pair of them. ‘I’m sorry to disappoint you, but this is a very busy time for me.’

‘Was a busy time,’ Claudia said, examining her red-painted talons. ‘Everyone’s left for the church…everyone but you.’

‘Maria Teresa would never leave without me,’ Annalisa said confidently.

‘Maria Teresa does what I tell her,’ Claudia said. ‘Her family has served mine for generations. And she has been working for you for…how long?’

‘I can’t believe she would—’

‘Not so sure of yourself now, are you?’ Claudia cut in coldly.

‘But Ramon—’

‘Is waiting at the church, with a smile on those arrogant lips of his—waiting for his bride.’ Annalisa’s stepmother paused to allow the impact of what she was about to say reach its target before continuing. ‘But when you sign over your share of the fishing rights he has just purchased from me, Señor Ramon di Crianza Perez will be reduced to begging on the streets.’

Annalisa’s short harsh laugh startled them. ‘You really don’t know anything about Ramon…or me, do you Claudia?’

‘Just sign this and we’ll be on our way,’ her stepmother suggested, taking a step forward and brandishing an official-looking document at Annalisa. Following her lead, the chauffeur also came a menacing step closer.

‘Not a chance,’ Annalisa informed them both coldly.

As Claudia lurched forward, Annalisa darted past and went racing down the stairs. Tearing through the kitchen, she burst into the yard. Blinded momentarily by the brilliant sunlight, she stopped abruptly. But then, hearing heels rattling across the kitchen tiles, she sped off again.

Her bridal shoes held her back, but their dainty ankle straps would take precious time to release—time she didn’t have. Scrambling up the path, she had almost reached the cliff-edge when she heard the sound of hysterical yapping—unmistakable yapping. She stopped short, panting for breath, and swung around to scan the rocks in an attempt to find Fudge. And then she saw him—a small barrel of loyalty, attempting to keep Claudia and her lover at bay. Sensing Annalisa’s abrupt halt, the old dog turned to look at her. Wagging his tail uncertainly, he came trotting after her. It seemed to Annalisa then that the whole scene played out in slow motion as Claudia dipped down to pick up the red ball and took aim…

It smacked against the rocks and Fudge stopped to watch, his head lifting and falling as he followed its hypnotic progress. It bounced once, twice, and then disappeared completely down a jagged gap—with the old dog careering after it.

‘Better get down there after him before he drowns,’ Claudia called across to Annalisa. ‘Oh, and don’t worry about signing this.’ She waved the contract at her. ‘I’ll just take the necklace instead.’

Annalisa could only ball her hands into impotent fists as she watched them go. Ramon’s chauffeur must have worked for Claudia’s father at one time, she thought, furious with herself for not thinking of it sooner. She channelled her mind determinedly to the present. ‘Don’t worry, Fudge. I’m coming!’

But even as she was scrambling over the rocks with her underskirt scrunched up around her waist she managed a fierce smile. Claudia belonged to the past. Ramon and their child were the future.

 

Annalisa inched her hand cautiously through the rusted grille to feel around and realised that Fudge had blundered into some sort of underground cellar. When he had fallen he’d dislodged the cover. The hinges were so stiff it took all her strength to lift it, by which time her hands were cut and her nails smashed to smithereens. Lowering herself down gingerly, she found a foothold on some treacherous steps. Blunted by slime into more of a slope, they made the rescue of the old dog doubly perilous.

Just when she made out his luminous brown eyes she heard an ominous clang as the cover slammed shut again. And then she noticed the basement was flooding with seawater. If she didn’t take care she’d slide straight down and they’d both be trapped. Hardly stopping to think, she began to unhook her sturdily constructed couture bodice. Tugging it off, she unfastened the straps on her white satin shoes. Using the heels to scrape away at the build-up of moss and lichen, she made a reasonably flat surface, laid the bodice down and stepped onto it. The cover yielded easily now she had a firm foothold, and she made a bundle of the bodice, putting it on the ground to wedge the grille open if it should fall again.

Fudge’s howls told her he was getting tired. Waves were sweeping into the cellar and at any moment he could be lost. She needed a rope…something to attach to his collar to bring him back up the steps. Casting around desperately in the gloom, her eyes lit upon her sodden petticoat. The lace edge was perfect for what she had in mind. Ripping the pearl-strewn trimming off its filmy lawn base, she twisted it into a rope and tested it.

‘Perfect,’ she murmured with satisfaction.

Taking her time over each step, she slowly descended into the cellar and knelt down in the murky water next to the shivering dog.

‘Annalisa! Annalisa! Thank God! What on earth are you doing?’

‘Ramon!’ Rocketing back on her haunches, Annalisa stared up at the circle of sunlight above her head. ‘Fudge fell down…’ She watched as he quickly discarded his short formal jacket and tugged off the traditional wedding shirt embroidered with the black silk into which she had so painstakingly added the last few stitches.

‘How is he? Is he hurt?’ he called.

‘No. He’s fine,’ she called back. ‘I’ve got him here with me.’

‘Stay exactly where you are,’ Ramon instructed. ‘Don’t move.’

‘How did you find us?’

‘Maria Teresa,’ he explained shortly, lowering himself in. Testing the steps, he chose to swing over the side, clinging on by his hands and then dropping into the water beside her. He dragged Annalisa into his arms. ‘She ran all the way to the church to find me, poor woman. As soon as she told me what had happened I went to find you.’ He stopped, burying his face in her hair. ‘I didn’t know what had happened to you…I was so frightened.’

‘You—frightened?’ But when she pulled back and saw the depth of the pain in his eyes she linked her fingers behind his neck and softened against him.

‘Dios! If they had hurt you!’ he exclaimed. He threw his head back in anguish. ‘How cunning they were…waiting until everyone had left for the church…shooing everyone off…trying to trick Maria Teresa. All to get you alone.’ He cursed again, a short, violent outburst. ‘I’ve been out of my mind with worry. Half of our guests are out scouring the countryside.’ His eyes devoured her as if he would never trust himself to let her out of his sight again. And then he saw the state she was in—covered in mud and slime and completely naked except for a badly ripped, near-transparent underskirt and a very tiny thong. ‘Something blue, I presume?’ he murmured huskily.

‘You guessed,’ Annalisa agreed, rubbing against his naked chest.

‘Later,’ he promised, pulling away reluctantly. ‘We have a very important appointment to keep first.’ And, putting Fudge under one arm, he wrapped his other firmly around Annalisa’s waist and helped them both up the steps.

‘Is this Claudia’s work?’ he demanded when they were out.

‘She threw the ball; Fudge followed,’ Annalisa said, collapsing onto a sliver of damp sand between the rocks. ‘She wanted me to sign—’

‘You didn’t?’

‘She took the necklace instead.’

He hunkered down beside her and drew her into his arms. ‘I’m sorry, querida. I know how you loved it. But a necklace can be replaced. You can’t.’

‘I knew Claudia hated me, but I never thought—’

‘When she found out where all your father’s money had gone, on top of him leaving the finca to you, it was the last straw,’ Ramon said, holding her tight. ‘Then when Don Alfonso refused to co-operate with her scheming she brought in her lover, Rafael. And he had been my chauffeur for—’

She saw his stunning dark eyes narrow at the thought of the betrayal by a member of his own staff. ‘But why did she need Rafael?’

‘Presumably to try some strong-arm tactics on you if her bullying didn’t work.’

‘Your chauffeur was a pussycat in comparison to Claudia,’ Annalisa said, nestling against him.

‘Who knows what depths they might have sunk to when you refused to sign?’ he warned. ‘If they hadn’t decided that the necklace was more portable than a hostage—’

‘A hostage!’

‘Well, I’ve made no secret of the way I feel about you,’ he said. ‘You’re worth far more to me than everything I own. The whole world knows it.’

‘Why didn’t you get rid of your chauffeur before?’

‘I didn’t know what he was up to until now. And when I first employed him—’

‘Go on.’


‘This is a small island, Annalisa. He couldn’t find work when Claudia’s father died…he came to me.’

‘So, you didn’t know about the two of them?’

‘And neither did your father, I suspect.’

‘Of course,’ Annalisa murmured as the last piece of the jigsaw fell into place. ‘I should have known.’

For a few moments Ramon just held her. Then Fudge’s bark distracted them both.

‘There he goes,’ Ramon said, as without so much as a lick of gratitude the old dog leapt away from them and shot off towards the finca.

‘You’re covered in sand,’ Annalisa said, enjoying the view as Ramon stretched his cramped limbs and relaxed onto his back.

‘And you’re covered in mud,’ he reminded her, cupping her breasts in his hands. As she gasped with pleasure he lifted his head and began to suck each outthrust, dirt-smudged nipple clean. And then, tugging her over him, he meshed his fingers through her thick dark hair and brought her down for his kisses, penetrating her mouth with the unmistakable rhythm that always flooded her nerve-endings with fire.

She felt his erection jutting against her belly and tightened her thighs. ‘Is there time?’ she demanded huskily.

‘Sadly, our guests are waiting,’ Ramon reminded her, though it failed to stop him slipping his hand underneath her. ‘Dios, you’re wet,’ he murmured as his searching fingers found the fine fabric stretched tight between her thighs. His lips tilted down in pretended regret as he withdrew his hand, but she knew the teasing foreplay was only preparation for their wedding night.

‘Here,’ he said reaching out to grab the filthy bodice. ‘Cover yourself up, querida, before I lose control. We can’t keep our guests waiting for ever.’ And flashing her a grin he sprang to his feet.

 


Maria Teresa had been looking out for them, and she rushed from the finca the moment they entered the yard. She insisted on enveloping Annalisa in her own black lace shawl.

‘Come, señorita…quick, quick!’

Releasing her into safe hands, Ramon left her to thank everyone who had manned the search parties.

Annalisa found the finca full of excited women. They whisked her straight upstairs, where she found a warm fragrant bath waiting for her. Then later, as she was rooting through her wardrobe to find something to wear, she heard a tap at the door.

‘Yes?’ she said distractedly, as she held up a turquoise floor-length dress in fine, flower-sprigged voile.

Poking her head into the room, Maria Teresa smiled. But when she saw what Annalisa was doing she shook her head vehemently. ‘No, no, Señorita Wilson. We have brought you something special to wear.’

Annalisa hesitated, then, seeing all the other women standing behind Maria Teresa, she beckoned them in.

With an urgent gesture Maria Teresa summoned two young girls into the room. They carried between them the most exquisite gown Annalisa had ever seen. In heavy silk the colour of clotted cream, every inch of the figure-hugging sheath was intricately embroidered with tiny bugle beads that shimmered subtly like moonbeams on a lake. ‘It’s absolutely stunning,’ Annalisa breathed. But, knowing it had to be someone’s treasured possession, she shook her head. ‘I couldn’t possibly wear it.’

‘But señorita,’ Maria Teresa began, ‘the dress was your mother’s. She would want you to wear it.’

‘But my mother—’ Annalisa stopped, swallowed, and started again. ‘My mother never owned anything so…’

‘It was to have been her wedding dress, Señorita Wilson. For her marriage to your father, Don Pedro,’ Maria Teresa said gently.

Annalisa froze, her thoughts in confusion, while Maria Teresa chivvied everyone out of the room. Before they left the two girls reverently laid the dress on top of Annalisa’s smooth white bedspread.

When the door had shut quietly behind them Maria Teresa continued her explanation. ‘Before Claudia told your father she was pregnant he bought this dress for your mother to wear at their wedding. It has never been out of the beautiful box…or even out of the tissue paper…before today.’

Annalisa stared at it again. Her mother’s hopes for the future had been invested in the ravishing gown. The pleasure of wearing it should have been hers. She leaned forward, wistfully tracing the beautiful fabric with her finger. Ramon had told her to build on the past… ‘Will you help me to put it on?’ she said, turning to Maria Teresa.

On Maria Teresa’s signal everyone trooped back into the bedroom.

Annalisa turned to face them. ‘Do I look all right?’

‘All right?’ Maria Teresa scoffed. ‘You look beautiful, Señorita Wilson.’

Another woman stepped forward to place a crown of orange blossom on Annalisa’s hair, while someone added a mantilla of ivory lace to float bewitchingly around her shoulders.

‘Thank you,’ Annalisa exclaimed, grasping hold of as many hands as she could reach. ‘You saved my wedding.’

‘You saved the finca,’ Maria Teresa countered, shooing her out of the door.

Annalisa had expected to find Ramon at the church, but when Maria Teresa opened the door of the finca, he was there waiting for her in the courtyard. Dressed as a proud Castilian, and mounted on his prancing ebony stallion, his eyes grew stormy with passion when he caught sight of her in her wedding dress for the first time.

Annalisa watched, mesmerised, as slowly he removed his broad-brimmed black hat and bowed low over Dardo’s sleek withers. But as her gaze strayed to the powerful thighs that held the stallion so firmly beneath him her breath caught in her throat to think of the moment when she would feel their steely pressure. And then she saw the barouche, decked out with bridal wreaths and ribbons. Even the gentle Andalucian mares had garlands of blossom looped through their bridles. And in place of the sour-faced chauffeur—

‘Enrique is ready!’ the impish tree surgeon declared, stabbing the air with his own battered traditional black hat.

‘Ready, Señorita Fuego Montoya?’ Maria Teresa demanded, reverting to the name everyone on the island believed was Annalisa’s due.

‘Ready,’ Annalisa confirmed, gazing up at Ramon.

As she settled herself down onto the bank of white satin cushions their gazes locked. And in that moment she knew that she trusted him with all her heart and more… She trusted him with the life of their child.

‘Le adoro, Annalisa.’

And as she heard his impassioned murmur reach her across the courtyard, Annalisa’s hand strayed to mould the gentle swelling of her belly.

She knew then that the power of Ramon’s love was more telling than words, and infinitely more precious than diamonds.
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