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 "Ramon, Do You Know How to Dance?" KatieAsked...

 They were surrounded by couples dancing, loudmusic blasting over the loudspeakers.

 Flinging his cigar away in a glowing red arc, he saidtersely, "Yes, Katie, I know how to dance. I know
how to swim. I know how to tie my own shoes. Ihave a slight accent, which you seem to think means I
am backward and ignorant, but whichmany women find attractive."

 Katie stiffened angrily, and said very quietly andvery distinctly, "Go to hell." Intending to walkaway, she
pivoted on her heel, then gasped insurprise as Ramon's hand clamped on her arm,jerking her around to
face him.

 He gazed down into her stormy blue eyes and areluctant smile of admiration broke across his features .
. . "Katie," he breathed as his firm, sensualmouth descended to hers . . .

 A jolt rocked through Katie as his warm lips covered hers in a lingering kiss...
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 With love and gratitude to Janet Taitwho had cheered for my triumphs, weptfor my sorrows, and
enriched my lifewith her friendship. And for Roger Taitwho had never objected to the time all that takes.

  

  

  

  

  

 CHAPTER ONE

 Standing in brooding silenceat the windows ofthe elegant penthouse apartment, the tall dark man gazed
at the panorama of twinkling lights fanning out across the dusky St. Louis skyline. Bitternessand
resignation were evident in Ramon Galverra's abrupt movements as he jerked the knot of his tieloose,
then raised his glass of Scotch to his mouth,drinking deeply.

 Behind him, a blond man strode quickly into the dimly lit living room. "Well, Ramon?" he askedeagerly.
"What did they decide?"

 "They decided what bankers always decide," Ramon said harshly, without turning. "They decidedto
look out for themselves."

 "Those bastards!" Roger exploded. In angryfrustration, he raked his hand through his blondhair, then
turned and headed determinedly for the row of crystal decanters on the bar. "They sure ashell stayed with
you when the money was pouring in," he gritted as he splashed bourbon into a glass.

 "They have not changed," Ramon said grimly. "If the money was still pouring in, they would stillbe with
me."

 Roger snapped on a lamp, then scowled at themagnificent Louis XIV furnishings, as if their presence in
his spacious living room offended him. "Iwas so certain, so absolutely certain, that when you explained
about the state of your father's mental health before he died the bankers would stand by you. How can
they blame you for his mistakes andincompetence?"

 Turning from the windows, Ramon leaned ashoulder against the frame. For a moment he staredat the
remaining Scotch in his glass, then he tipped itup to his mouth and drained it. "They blame me fornot
preventing him from making fatal mistakes, andfor not recognizing the fact of his incompetence intime."

 "Not recognizing the—" Roger repeated furiously. "How were you supposed to recognize that aman
who always acted like he was God Almighty,one day started believing it? And what could youhave done
if you'd known? The stock was in hisname, not yours. Until the day he died, he held the controlling
interest in the corporation. Your handswere tied."
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 "Now they are empty," Ramon replied with ashrug of broad, muscled shoulders on his six-foot-
three-inch frame.

 "Look," Roger said in desperation. "I haven'tbrought this up before because I knew your pridewould be
offended, but I'm a long way from being poor, you know that. How much do you need? If I don't have it
all, maybe I can raise the rest."

 For the first time, a glint of humor touched Ramon Galverra's finely sculpted mouth and arrogantdark
eyes. The transformation was startling, softening the features of a face that lately looked as if it had been
cast in bronze by an artist intent on portraying cold, ruthless determination and ancientSpanish nobility.
"Fifty million would help.Seventy-five million would be better."

 "Fifty million?" Roger said blankly, staring atthe man he had known since they were both studentsat
Harvard University. "Fifty million dollars wouldonly help?"

 "Right. It would only help." Slamming his glassdown on the marble table beside him, Ramon turnedand
started toward the guest room he had been occupying since his arrival in St. Louis a week before.

 "Ramon," Roger said urgently, "you have to seeSid Green while you're here. He could raise thatkind of
money if he wanted to, and he owes you."

 Ramon's head jerked around. His aristocraticSpanish face hardened with contempt. "If Sid wanted to
help, he would have contacted me. He knows Iam here and he knows I am in trouble."

 "Maybe he doesn't know. Until now, you'vemanaged to keep it quiet that the corporation is going
under. Maybe he doesn't know."

 "He knows. He is on the board of directors of thebank that is refusing to extend our loan."

 "But—"

 "No! If Sid was willing to help, he would have contacted me. His silence speaks for itself, and I will not
beg him. I have called a meeting of my corporation's auditors and attorneys in Puerto Rico for tendays
from now. At that meeting I will instruct them to file bankruptcy." Turning on his heel, Ramon strode from
the room, his long purposeful strideseloquent of restless anger.

 When he returned, his thick black hair was slightly damp from a shower, and he was wearing Levi's.
Roger turned and watched in silence as Ramon folded the cuffs of his white shirt up on his forearms.
"Ramon," he said with pleading determination,"stay another week in St. Louis. Maybe Sid willcontact you
if you give him more time. I tell you, I don't think he knows you're here. I don't even know if he's in
town."

 "He is in town, and I am leaving for Puerto Ricoin two days, exactly as I planned.''

 Roger heaved a long, defeated sigh. "What thehell are you going to do in Puerto Rico?''

 "First, I am going to attend to the corporation'sbankruptcy, and then I am going to do what my
grandfather did, and his father before him,"Ramon replied tautly. "I am going to farm."

 "You're out of your mind!" Roger burst out."Farm that little patch of ground with that hut on itwhere you
and I took those two girls from... ?"
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 "That little patch of ground," Ramon interrupted with quiet dignity, "is all I have left. Alongwith the
cottage on it where I was born."

 "What about the house near San Juan, or thevilla in Spain, or the island in the Mediterranean?Sell one of
your houses or the island; that wouldkeep you in luxury for as long as you live."

 "They are gone. I put them up as collateral toraise money for the corporation that it cannot repay. The
banks who loaned the money will beswarming over everything like vultures before the year is out."

 "Dammit!" Roger said helplessly. "If yourfather weren't already dead, I'd kill him with myown two
hands."

 "The stockholders would have already beaten youto it." Ramon smiled without humor.

 "How can you just stand there and talk as if youdon't even care?"

 "I have accepted defeat," Ramon said calmly, "Ihave done everything that can be done. I will notmind
working my land beside the people who haveworked it for my family for centuries."

 Turning to hide his sympathy from the man Roger knew would reject it and despise him for it, he said,
"Ramon, is there anything I can do?"

 "Yes."

 "Name it," Roger said, looking hopefully overhis shoulder. "Just tell me and I' 11 do it."

 "Will you loan me your car? I would like to gofor a drive alone."

 Grimacing at such a paltry request, Roger dug inhis pocket, then tossed his keys to his friend."There's a
problem in the fuel line and the filterkeeps clogging, but the local Mercedes dealer can'ttake it in for
another week. With your luck the thingwill probably quit in the middle of the street tonight."

 Ramon shrugged, his face wiped clean of emotion. "If the car stops, 1 will walk. The exercise willhelp
me get into condition for farming."

  

 "You don't have to farm that place and you knowit! In the international business community you're

 famous."

 A muscle clenched in Ramon's jaw as he made anobvious effort to control his bitter anger. "In the
international business community, I have been partyto a sin no one will forgive or forget—failure. I am
about to become its most notorious failure. Wouldyou have me beg my friends for a position on that
recommendation? Shall I go to your factory tomorrow and apply for a job on your assembly line?"

 "No, of course not! But you could think of something. I've seen you build a financial empire in a few
short years. If you could build it, you could find a way to save a piece of it for yourself. I don't thinkyou
give a damn anymore! I—"
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 "I cannot work miracles," Ramon cut in flatly."And that is what it would take. The Lear is in ahangar at
the airport waiting for a minor part forone of the engines. When the jet mechanics have finished with it,
and my pilot returns Sunday nightfrom his weekend off, I will be flying to PuertoRico." Roger opened his
mouth to protest, butRamon silenced him with an impatient look. "Thereis dignity in farming. More
dignity, I think, than indealing with bankers. While my father was alive, Iknew no peace. Since he died, I
have known nopeace. Let me find it in my own way."

  

  

 CHAPTER TWO

 The huge barat the Canyon Inn near suburban Westport was packed with the usual Friday nightcrowd.
Katie Connelly glanced surreptitiously at herwatch, then let her gaze slide over the laughing,drinking,
talking groups, searching for a particularface among them. Her view of the main entrancewas obscured
by the profusion of lush plants suspended from macrame hangers and the tiffanylamps hanging beneath
the stained-glass ceiling.

 Keeping the bright smile fixed on her face, she returned her attention to the knot of men and women
standing around her. "So I told him never to call me again," Karen Wilson was saying to them.

 A man stepped on Katie's foot while stretchingaround her to get his drink from the bar. In theprocess of
reaching into his pocket to extract somemoney, he jabbed her in the side with his elbow. Heoffered no
apology, nor did Katie really expect one.It was every man, and every woman, for themselvesin here.
Equal rights.

 Turning away from the bar with his drink in hishand, he noticed Katie. "Hello," he said, pausing toflick an
interested glance over her slender, curvingfigure draped in a clingy blue dress. "Nice," he concluded
aloud as he considered everything about her,from the shining reddish blond hair tumblingaround her
shoulders, to the sapphire blue eyes regarding him beneath long curling lashes and delicately arched
brows. Her cheeks were elegantlycurved, her nose small, and as he continued to survey her, her creamy
complexion took on a becomingtint of pale rose."Very nice," he amended, unaware that the reason for
her heightening color wasirritation, not pleasure.

 Although Katie resented him for looking at her as if he had paid for the privilege, she could not really
blame him. After all, she was here, wasn't she? Herein what was, despite what the owners and patrons
preferred to think, nothing more than a huge singles' bar attached to a tiny dining room to give itdignity.

 "Where's your drink?" he asked, lazily reexamining her beautiful face.

 "I don't have one," Katie replied, stating the perfectly obvious.

 "Why not?"

 "I've already had two."

 "Well, why don't you get yourself another oneand meet me over in that corner? We can get acquainted.
I'm an attorney," he added, as if that onepiece of information should make her eager tosnatch a drink and
leap after him.
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 Katie bit her lip and deliberately looked disappointed. "Oh."

 "Oh, what?"

 "I don't like attorneys," she said straight-faced.

 He was more stunned than annoyed. "Too bad."Shrugging, he turned and wended his way into the
crowd. Katie watched him pause near two very attractive young women who returned his considering
glance with one of their own, looking him over withblatant interest. She felt a surge of shamed disgust for
him, for all of them in this crowded place, butespecially for herself for being here. She was inwardly
embarrassed by her own rudeness, but placeslike this automatically made her feel defensive, andher
natural warmth and spontaneity atrophied themoment she crossed the threshold.

 The attorney had, of course, forgotten Katie in aninstant. Why should he bother spending two dollarsto
buy her a drink, then put forth the effort to befriendly and charm her? Why should he exert himself when
it wasn't necessary? If Katie, or any otherwoman in the room, wanted to get to know him, he was
perfectly willing to let her try to interest him.And if she succeeded sufficiently, he would even invite her
to come to his place—in her own car, of course—so that she could indulge her equal, andmuch
publicized, need for sexual gratification.After which he would have a friendly drink withher—if he wasn't
too tired—walk her to his door,and allow her to drive herself back to wherever shelived.

 So efficient, so straightforward. No strings attached. No commitments made or expected. Today's
woman, of course, had equal rights of refusal;she didn't have to go to bed with him. She didn't even have
to worry that her refusal might hurt hisfeelings. Because he had no feelings for her. Hemight be slightly
annoyed that he had wasted anhour or two of his time, but then he would simplymake another selection
from the numerous willingwomen available to him.

 Katie raised her blue eyes, again scanning thecrowd for Rob, wishing she had arranged to meet him
somewhere else. The popular music was too loud, adding its clamor to the din of raised voices and
forced laughter. She gazed at the faces around her, all different, yet all similar in their restless,eager,
bored expressions. They were all looking forsomething. They hadn't found it yet.

 "It's Katie, isn't it?" An unfamiliar male voicespoke behind her. Startled, Katie turned and foundherself
looking into a confidently smiling male faceabove an Ivy League button-down shirt, well-tailoredblazer
and coordinated tie. "I met you with Karen at the supermarket, two weeks ago."

 He had a boyish grin and hard eyes. Katie waswary and her smile lacked its normal sparkle."Hello, Ken.
It's nice to see you again."

 "Listen, Katie," he said, as if he had suddenlydevised a brilliant and original scheme. "Why don'twe leave
here and go somewhere quieter."

 His place or hers. Whichever was closest. Katie knew the routine and it sickened her. "What did you
have in mind?"

 He didn't answer the question, he didn't need to. Instead he asked another. "Where do you live?"

 "A few blocks from here—the Village GreenApartments."

 “Any roommates?''
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 "Two lesbians," she lied gravely.

 He believed her, and he wasn't shocked. "No kidding? It doesn't bother you?"

 Katie gave him a look of wide-eyed innocence. "Iadorethem." For just a fraction of a second helooked
revolted, and Katie's smile widened withgenuine laughter.

 Recovering almost immediately, he shrugged."Too bad. See you around."

 Katie watched his attention shift across the roomuntil he saw someone who interested him and heleft,
slowly shoving his way through the crowd. Shehad had enough. More than enough. She touchedKaren's
arm, distracting her from her animated conversation with two attractive men about skiing inColorado.
"Karen, I'm going to stop in the ladies' room, and then I'm leaving."

  "Rob didn't show up?" Karen said distractedly."Well, look around—there's plenty more where hecame
from. Take your pick."

 "I'm going," Katie said with quiet firmness.Karen merely shrugged and returned to her conversation.

 The ladies' room was down a short hall behind thebar, and Katie worked her way through the shifting
bodies, breathing a sigh of relief as she squeezedaround the last human obstacle in her path andstepped
into the relative quiet of the hallway. Shewasn't sure whether she was relieved or disappointed that Rob
hadn't come. Eight months ago, shehad been wildly, passionately dazzled by him, by hisclever mind and
teasing tenderness. He had everything: blond good looks, confidence, charm and asecure future as the
heir to one of St. Louis's largest stockbrokerage firms. He was beautiful and wiseand wonderful. And
married.

 Katie's face saddened as she recalled the last timeshe had seen Rob…After a marvelous dinner and
dancing they had returned to her apartment andwere having a drink. For hours she had been thinking of
what was going to happen when Rob took herin his arms. That night, for the first time, she wasnot going
to stop him when he tried to make love toher. During the last months he had told her a hundred times,
and shown her in a hundred ways, thathe loved her. There was no need for her to hesitateany longer. In
fact, she had been about to take theinitiative when Rob had leaned his head backagainst the sofa and
sighed. "Katie, tomorrow'spaper is going to have a story about me in the societysection. Not just about
me—but also about my wifeand son. I'm married."

 Pale and heartbroken, Katie had told him never to call her again or try to see her. He did—repeatedly.
And just as tenaciously, Katie refused his calls at heroffice and hung up the phone at home whenever she
heard his voice.

 That was five months ago, and only rarely sincethen had Katie allowed herself the bittersweet luxuryof
thinking of him, even for a moment. Until threedays ago, she had believed she was entirely overhim, but
when she answered her phone on Wednesday, the sound of Rob's deep voice had made herwhole body
tremble: "Katie, don't hang up on me.Everything's changing. I've got to see you, to talk toyou."

 He had argued vehemently against Katie's choiceof this for a meeting place, but Katie held firm. The
Canyon Inn was noisy and public enough to discourage him from trying to use tender persuasion, if that
was his intention, and Karen came here every Friday, which meant Katie would have feminine moral
support if she needed it.

 The ladies' room was crowded and Katie had towait in line. She emerged several minutes later, absently
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digging in her shoulder purse for her carkeys as she walked down the hall, then stoppedat the crowd
blocking her reentry into the bar.Beside her at one of the pay telephones on thewall, a man spoke with a
trace of a Spanish accent:"Pardon—could you tell me the address of thisplace?"

 On the verge of pushing her way into the tightlypacked mass of humanity, Katie turned to look atthe tall,
lithe male who was regarding her with faintimpatience while holding the telephone to his ear. "Were you
speaking to me?" Katie asked. His facewas deeply tanned, his hair vitally thick and as blackas his onyx
eyes. In a place filled with men who always reminded Katie of IBM salesmen, this man,who was
wearing faded Levi's and a white shirt withthe sleeves rolled up on his forearms, definitely didnot belong.
He was too... earthy.

 "I asked," the Spanish-accented voice repeated,"if you could tell me the address of this place. I havehad
car trouble and am trying to order a towing vehicle."

 Katie automatically named the two intersections atthe corner of which the Canyon Inn was located,while
mentally recoiling from the narrowed black eyes and patrician nose in a foreign, arrogant face.Tall dark
foreign-looking men reeking of coarse masculinity might appeal to some women, but not toKatherine
Connelly.

 "Thank you," he replied, removing his hand fromthe mouthpiece of the telephone and repeating thenames
of the streets Katie had given him.

 Turning away, Katie confronted a dark green Izodsweater stretched across the masculine chest that was
blocking her way back into the bar area. Eyeball to alligator, she said, "Excuse me, may I get by?" The
sweater obligingly moved out of the doorway.

 "Where are you going?" its wearer inquired in afriendly voice. "It's still early."

 Katie raised her deep blue eyes up to his face andsaw his smile broaden with frank admiration. "Iknow,
but I have to leave. I turn into a pumpkin atmidnight."

 "Yourchariot turns into a pumpkin," he corrected, grinning. “And your dress turns into rags.''

 "Planned obsolescence and poor workmanship,even in Cinderella's time," Katie sighed in mock disgust.

 "Clever girl," he applauded. "Sagittarius,right?"

 "Wrong," Katie said, extracting her keys from thebottom of her purse.

 "Then what is your sign?"

 "Slow Down and Proceed with Caution," sheflipped back. "What's yours?"

 He thought for a moment. "Merge," he repliedwith a meaningful glance that faithfully followedevery curve
of her graceful figure. Reaching out, helightly ran his knuckles over the silky sleeve ofKatie's dress. "I
happen to like intelligent women; I don't feel threatened by them."

 Firmly repressing the impulse to suggest that he try making a pass at Dr. Joyce Brothers, Katie said
politely, "I really do have to leave. I'm meetingsomeone."

 "Lucky guy," he said.
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 Katie emerged into the dark, sultry summer night feeling lost and depressed. She paused beneath the
canopied entrance, watching with a suddenly pounding heart as a familiar white Corvette ran the red
lightat the corner and turned into the parking lot,screeching to a stop beside her. "I'm sorry I'm late.Get
in, Katie. We'll go somewhere and talk.''

 Katie looked at Rob through the open car windowand felt a surge of longing so intense that she ached
with it. He was still unbearably handsome, but hissmile, normally so confident and assured, was now
tinged with an endearing uncertainty that wrung herheart and weakened her resolve. "It's late. And Idon't
have anything to say to you if you're still married."

 "Katie, we can't talk here like this. Don't give me a hard time about being late. I've had a lousy flightand
it was delayed getting into St. Louis. Now, bea good girl and get in the car. I don't have time towaste
arguing with you."

 "Why don't you have time?" Katie persisted, "Isyour wife expecting you?"

 Rob swore under his breath, then accelerated sharply, swinging the sports car into a shadowyparking
space beside the building. He got out of the car and leaned against the door, waiting forKatie to come to
him. With the breeze teasing herhair and tugging at the folds of her blue dress, Katiereluctantly
approached him in the darkened parking lot.

 "It's been a long time, Katie," he said when shestopped in front of him. "Aren't you going to kissme
hello?"

 "Are you still married?"

 His answer was to snatch her into his arms andkiss her with a combination of fierce hunger andpleading
need. He knew her well enough, however,to realize that Katie was only passively accepting hiskiss, and
by avoiding her question he had told herthat he was still married. "Don't be like this," herasped thickly, his
breath warm against her ear."I've thought of nothing but you for months. Let'sget out of here and go to
your place.''

 Katie drew an unsteady breath. "No."

 "Katie, I love you, I'm crazy about you. Don'tkeep holding out on me."

 For the first time, Katie noticed the smell of liquor on his breath and was unwillingly touched thathe had
apparently felt the need to bolster his courage before seeing her. But she managed to keep hervoice
firm. "I'm not going to have a sleazy affairwith a married man."

 "Before you knew I was married, you didn't find anything 'sleazy' about being with me."

 Now he was going to try cajolery, and Katiecouldn't bear it. "Please, please don't do this to me,Rob. I
couldn't live with myself if I wrecked anotherwoman's marriage.''

 "The marriage was 'wrecked' long before I metyou, honey. I tried to tell you that."

 "Then get a divorce," Katie said desperately.

 Even in the darkness, Katie could see the bitterirony that twisted his smile. "Southfields do notdivorce.
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They learn to live separate lives. Ask myfather and my grandfather," he said with angrypain. Despite the
doors opening and closing as people drifted in and out of the restaurant, Rob's voiceremained at normal
pitch, and his hands slid downher back caressing her, then cupping her hips, forcing her against his
hardened thighs. "That's foryou, Katie. Only for you. You won't be wreckingmy marriage; it was over
long ago."

 Katie couldn't stand any more. The sordidness ofthe situation made her feel dirty, and she tried topull
away from him. "Let go of me," she hissed."Either you're a liar, or you're a coward, or both,and—"

 Rob's hands tightened around her arms as shestruggled. "I hate you for acting like this!" Katiechoked.
"Let me go.'"

 "Do as she says," a faintly accented voice spokefrom the darkness.

 Rob's head snapped up. "Who the hell are you?"he demanded of the white-shirted figure that materi
alized from the shadows beside the building. Retaining his grip on one of Katie's arms, Rob glowered
menacingly at the intruder and snapped at Katie, "Do you know him?"

 Katie's voice was hoarse with mortification and anger. "No, but let go of me. I want to leave."

 "You're staying," Rob gritted. Jerking his head toward the other man, he said, "And you're going.Now
move, unless you want me to help you on yourway."

 The accented voice became extremely courteous, almost frighteningly so. "You may try if you wish.But
let her go."

 Pushed past all endurance by Katie's continuedimplacable stubbornness, and now this unwanted in
trusion, Rob vented all his frustrated wrath on theintruder. He dropped Katie's arm and, in onesmooth
continuous motion, swung his huge fist directly at his opponent's jaw. A second's silence wasfollowed by
the terrible crack of bone connectingwith bone, and then a resounding thud. Katie opened her
tear-brightened eyes to find Rob unconscious at her feet.

 "Open the car door," the foreign voice orderedwith an insistence that brooked no argument.

 Automatically, Katie opened the door of the Corvette. The man unceremoniously shoved and folded
Rob inside, leaving his head lolling over the steeringwheel as if he were passed out in a drunken stupor.
"Which is your car?"

 Katie stared at him blankly. "We can't leave him like this. He might need a doctor."

 "Which is your car?" he repeated impatiently. "Ihave no wish to be here in the event someone sawwhat
happened and called the police."

 "Oh, but—" Katie protested, looking over hershoulder at Rob's Corvette as she hurried towardher car.
She drew up stubbornly at the driver's door."You leave. I can't."

 "I did not kill him, I only stunned him. He willwake up in a few minutes with a sore face and looseteeth,
that is all. I will drive," he said, forcibly propelling Katie around the front of her car and into the
passenger seat. "You are in no condition."

 Flinging himself behind the steering wheel, hebanged his knee on the steering column and utteredwhat
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Katie thought must have been a curse in Spanish. "Give me your keys," he said, releasing the seatback
into its farthest position to accommodate hisvery long legs. Katie handed them over. Several carswere
coming in and leaving, and they had to wait before finally backing out of the space. They swoopeddown
the rows of parked cars, past a battered oldproduce truck with a flat tire, which was parked atthe rear of
the restaurant.

 "Is that yours?" Katie asked lamely, feeling thatsome conversation was required of her.

 He glanced at the disabled produce truck, thenslid her an ironic sideways look. "How did youguess?"

 Katie flushed with mortification. She knew, and he knew, that simply because he was Hispanic shehad
assumed he drove the produce truck. To savehis pride she said, "When you were on the telephoneyou
mentioned that you needed a tow truck—that's how I knew."

 They swung out of the parking lot into the streamof traffic while Katie gave him the simple directionsto
her apartment, which was only a few blocksaway. "I want to thank you, er—?"

 "Ramon," he provided.

 Nervously, Katie reached for her purse andsearched for her wallet. She lived so close by, that by the
time she had extracted a five-dollar bill they werealready pulling into the parking lot of her apartment
complex. "I live right there—the first door on the right, under the gaslight."

 He maneuvered the car into the parking spaceclosest to her door, turned off the ignition, gotout, and
came around to her side. Katie hastily opened her own door and scrambled out of the car. Uncertainly,
she glanced up into hisdark, proud, enigmatic face, guessing him to besomewhere around thirty-five.
Something abouthim, his foreignness—or his darkness—made her uneasy.

 She held out her hand, offering him the five-dollar bill. "Thank you very much, Ramon. Please take this."
He looked briefly at the money and thenat her face. "Please," she persisted politely, thrusting the
five-dollar bill toward him. "I'm sure youcan use it."

 "Of course," he said dryly after a pause, takingthe money from her and jamming it into the back

 pocket of his Levi's. "I will walk you to yourdoor," he added.

 Katie turned and started up the steps, a littleshocked when his hand lightly but firmly cupped herelbow.
It was such a quaint, gallant gesture—particularly when she knew she had inadvertently offended his
pride.

 He inserted her key into the lock and swung thedoor open. Katie stepped inside, turned to thankhim
again, and he said, "I would like to use yourphone to find out if the towing vehicle was sent asthey
promised."

 He had physically come to her rescue and hadeven risked being arrested for her—Katie knew that
common courtesy required that she allow him to use her phone. Carefully concealing her reluctance to let
him in, she stepped aside so that he could enter herluxurious apartment. "The phone's there on thecoffee
table," she explained.

 "Once I have called, I will wait here for a short while to be certain that your friend—" he emphasized
the word with contempt "—does not awakenand decide to come here. By then the mechanicshould have
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finished his repairs and I will walkback—it is not far."

 Katie, who had not even considered the possibilitythat Rob might come here, froze in the act of takingoff
her slim-heeled sandals. Surely Rob would nevercome near her again, not after being verbally rejected
by her and physically discouraged by Ramon."I'm sure he won't," she said, and she meant it. Buteven so,
she found herself trembling with delayedreaction. "I—I think I'll make some coffee," shesaid, already
starting for the kitchen. And then because she had no choice, she added courteously. "Would you like
some?"

 Ramon accepted her offer with such ambivalencethat most of Katie's doubts about his trustworthiness
were allayed. Since meeting him, he had neither said nor done anything that was in any way forward.
Once she was in the kitchen, Katie realized that inthe anxiety about seeing Rob tonight she had forgotten
to buy coffee, and she was out of it. Which wasjust as well, because she suddenly felt the need for
something stronger. Opening the cabinet above therefrigerator, she took out the bottle of Rob's brandy.
"I'm afraid all I have to offer you is brandy orwater," she called to Ramon. "The Coke is flat."

 "Brandy will be fine," he answered.

 Katie splashed brandy into two snifters and returned to the living room just as Ramon was hanging up
the telephone. "Did the repair truck getthere?" she asked.

 "It is there now, and the mechanic is making atemporary repair so that I can drive it." Ramontook the
glass from her outstretched hand, andlooked around her apartment with a quizzical expression on his
face.

 "Where are your friends?" heasked.

 "What friends?" Katie questioned blankly, sitting down in a pretty beige corduroy chair.

 "The lesbians."

 Katie choked back her horrified laughter. "Wereyou close enough to hear me say that?"

  Gazing down at her, Ramon nodded, but therewas no amusement in the quirk of his finely moldedlips. "I
was behind you, obtaining change for thetelephone from the bartender."

 "Oh." The misery of tonight's events threatenedto drag her down, but Katie pushed it fiercely to the back
of her mind. She would think about it tomorrow when she would be better able to cope. Sheshrugged
lightly. "I only made the lesbians up. Iwasn't in the mood for—"

 "Why do you not like attorneys?" he interrupted.Katie stifled another urge to laugh.

 "It's a verylong story, which I'd rather not discuss. But I suppose the reason I told him that was because
Ithought it was vain of him to tell me he was one."

 "You are not vain?"

 Katie turned surprised eyes up to him. There wasa childlike defenselessness to the way she had curledup
in her chair with her bare feet tucked beneathher; an innocent vulnerability in the purity of herfeatures and
clarity of her wide blue eyes. "I—Idon't know."
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 "You would not have been rude to me, had I approached you there and said that I drive a produce
truck?"

 Katie smiled the first genuine smile of the night,soft lips curving with a winsome humor that made her
eyes glow. "I would probably have been toostunned to speak. In the first place, no one who goesto the
Canyon Inn drives a truck, and in the secondplace, if they did they'd never admit it."

 "Why? It is nothing to be ashamed of."

  

 "No, I realize that. But they would say they werein the transportation business, or the trucking busi
ness—something like that, so that it would sound asif they owned a railroad, or at least an entire fleet of
trucks."

 Ramon stared down at her as if the words shespoke were a hindrance, not a help, to his understanding
her. His gaze drifted to the red gold hairtumbling over her shoulders, then abruptly hejerked his eyes
away. Raising his glass, he tosseddown half the brandy in it.

 "Brandy is supposed to be sipped," Katie said,then realized that what she had meant as a suggestion
sounded more like a reprimand. "I mean," sheamended clumsily, "you can gulp it down, but people who
are accustomed to drinking brandy usually prefer to sip it slowly."

 Ramon lowered his glass and looked at her withan absolutely unfathomable expression on his face.
"Thank you," he replied with impeccable courtesy."I will try to remember that if I am ever fortunate
enough to have it again."

 Squirming with the certainty that she had now thoroughly offended him, Katie watched him stroll over to
the living-room window and part the nubbybeige curtain.

 Her window afforded an uninspiring view of theparking lot and, beyond that, the busy four-lane
suburban street in front of her apartment complex. Leaning a shoulder against the window frame, he
apparently heeded her advice, for he sipped hisbrandy slowly while watching the parking lot.

 Idly, Katie noticed the way his white shirtstretched taut across his broad, muscled shouldersand tapered
back whenever he lifted his arm, thenshe looked away. She had only meant to be helpful, instead she had
sounded condescending and superior. She wished he would leave. She was mentallyand physically
exhausted, and there was absolutely no reason for him to be guarding her like this. Robwould not come
here tonight.

 "How old are you?" he asked abruptly.Katie's gaze flew to his.

 "Twenty-three."

 "Then you are old enough to have a better sense of priorities."

 Katie was more perplexed than annoyed. "Whatdo you mean?"

 "I mean, you think it is important that brandy bedrunk in the 'proper' way, yet you do not worry if itis
'proper' to invite any man you meet into yourapartment. You risk soiling your reputation and—"
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 "Invite any man I meet!" Katie sputtered indignantly, no longer feeling the slightest obligation tobe
courteous. "In the first place, I only invited youin here because you asked to use the phone, and Ifelt I
had to be polite after you had helped me. Inthe second place, I don't know about Mexico, orwhatever
country you come from, but—"

 "I was born in Puerto Rico," he provided.

 Katie ignored that. "Well, here in the UnitedStates, we do not have such antiquated, absurd ideasabout
women's reputations. Men have never worried about their reputations, and we no longer worryabout
ours. We do as we please!"

 Katie absolutely could not believe it. Now, when shewanted to insult him, he was on the verge of
laughter!

 His black eyes were warm with amusement, and asmile was hovering at the corner of his mouth. "Do
you do as you please?"

 "Of course I do!" Katie said with great feeling.

 "What is it that you do?"

 "Pardon?"

 "What is it that you do that pleases you?"

 "Whatever I want."

 His voice deepened. "What do you want...now?"

 His suggestive tone made Katie suddenly and uncomfortably aware of the raw sensuality emanatingfrom
his long muscular frame outlined in the revealing Levi's and closely fitted white shirt. A shudderran
through her as his gaze moved over her face, lingering on her soft full lips, before dropping to leisurely
study the thrusting curves of her breasts beneaththe clinging fabric of her dress. She felt like screaming,
laughing, or weeping—or a combination of allthree. After everything else that had happened to her
tonight, Katie Connelly had managed to latch onto aPuerto Rican Casanova who thought he was now
going to make himself the answer to all her sexualneeds!

 Forcing herself to sound brisk, she finally answered his question. "What do I want now? I wantto be
happy with my life and myself. I want to be—to be—free," she finished lamely, too distracted byhis dark,
sensual gaze to think clearly.

 "Of what do you wish to be free?"Katie stood up abruptly. "Of men!"As she came to her feet, Ramon
started towardher with a slow deliberate gait. "You want to be freeof so much freedom, but not of men."

 Katie continued backing toward the door as headvanced on her. She had been crazy to invite him in
here, and he was deliberately misunderstanding herreason for doing so, because it suited his purpose.She
gasped as her back bumped into the door.

 Ramon stopped six inches away from her. "If youwished to be free of men as you say, you would not
have gone to that place tonight; you would not havemet that man in the parking lot. You do not know
what you want."
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 "I know that it's late," Katie said in a shakyvoice. "And I know I want you to leave now."

 His eyes narrowed on her face, but his voice gentled as he asked, "Are you afraid of me?"

 "No," Katie lied.

 He nodded with satisfaction. "Good, then youwill not object to going to the zoo with me tomorrow, will
you?"

 Katie could tell that he knew she was acutely uneasy with him and that she had no desire to go
anywhere with him. She considered saying that she hadother plans for tomorrow, but she was positive
hewould only press her to name another time. Everyinstinct she possessed warned her that he could
become extremely persistent if he chose. In her tired,overwrought state, it seemed more expedient to
simply make the date and then not be here when hecame. That rejection even he would understand and
accept as final. "Okay," she feigned. "Whattime?"

 "I will come for you at ten o'clock in the morning."

  

 When the door closed behind him, Katie felt like aspring that was being wound tighter and tighter by
some fiend who wanted to see how far she could betwisted before she snapped. She crawled into bed
and stared at the ceiling. She had enough problemswithout having to cope with some amorous Latinwho
invites her to the zoo!

 Rolling over onto her stomach, Katie thought ofthe sordid scene with Rob and squeezed her eyesclosed,
trying to escape her tired misery. Tomorrowshe would spend the day at her parents' house. Infact, she
would spend the entire Memorial Dayweekend there. After all, her parents always complained that they
didn't see enough of her.

  

  

 CHAPTER THREE

  

 The alarm's buzzingat eight o'clock the nextmorning woke her from a deep, exhausted sleep.Bewildered
over why she had set it to go off on a Saturday, she groped for the button and pushed itin, silencing the
insistent noise.

 When she opened her eyes again it was nine o'clock and she blinked at the light flooding intoher
flowered bedroom. Oh, no! Ramon would behere in an hour....

 Tumbling out of bed, she hurried into the bathroom and turned on the shower. Her pulse quickened
with each passing minute, while everythingelse seemed to slow down. Her blow dryer tookforever to dry
her heavy hair; she kept droppingeverything she touched, and she longed for a bracing cup of coffee.

 Moving quickly, she opened drawers, putting ona pair of navy blue slacks and a matching toptrimmed in
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white piping. She pulled her hair backand tied it with a red, white and blue printed silkscarf, then threw a
random assortment of clothinginto her overnight bag.

 At 9:35, Katie closed the door of her apartmentbehind her and stepped into the balmy blue of aMay
morning. The large apartment complex wasquiet: the typical lull of a predominately singles'complex in the
aftermath of Friday night dates,parties and revelry.

 Katie hurried toward her car, shifting her overnight case to her left hand as she searched in her
cavernous canvas shoulder bag for her keys."Damn!" she breathed, putting her case down beside her
car and rummaging frantically for herkeys. She threw a nervous, apprehensive look at thetraffic passing in
both directions on the busy street,half-expecting to see a produce truck rattling intothe entrance of the
complex. "What did I do withthem?" she whispered desperately. Her nerves, already strained to the
breaking point, exploded ina stifled scream as a hand locked on her arm.

 "I have them," a deep voice said smoothly nearher ear.

 Katie spun around in fright and fury. "How dare you spy on me!" she raged.

 "I waswaiting for you," Ramon emphasized.

 "Liar!" she hissed, her fists clenched at hersides. "It's nearly half an hour before you're supposed to be
here. Or don't you even know how totell time?"

 "Here are your keys. I put them in my pocket bymistake last night." He raised his hand and heldthem out
to her, along with a single, long-stemmedred rose that lay across his palm.

 Snatching her keys from his hand, Katie scrupulously avoided even touching the unwanted crimson
flower.

 "Take the rose," he told her quietly, his handstill outstretched. "It is for you."

 "Damn you!" Katie raged in desperation."Leave me alone! This isn't Puerto Rico, and I don't want your
flower." Ignoring her, he continued to stand patiently. "I said I don't want it!"Katie snapped in frustrated
fury and reached down for her overnight case. In the process she inadvertently knocked the rose out of
his hand.

 The sight of the beautiful bloom falling to theconcrete sent a pang of guilt through Katie thatshattered her
anger and left her feeling deeply embarrassed. She glanced at Ramon; his proud facewas composed,
reflecting neither anger nor condemnation—only a deep, inexplicable regret.

 Unable to meet his eyes Katie dropped her gazefrom his, and her guilt sharpened into shame as shesaw
that buying her a flower wasn't the only thinghe had done to try to please her—he had obviouslydressed
with great care for their date, too. Gonewere the worn Levi's, replaced by immaculateblack slacks and a
short-sleeved black knit shirt; hisface was freshly shaven, the scent of spicy cologne clinging to his
smooth jaw.

 He had only meant to please and impress her; hedidn't deserve such treatment, especially afterthe way
he had defended her last night. Katielooked at the waxy red rose lying at her feet,and she was so
ashamed that tears stung hereyes and made her throat ache. "Ramon, I'm very,very sorry," she said
contritely as she bentdown and picked up the rose. Clutching the stem,she dragged her eyes upward and
gazed pleadinglyinto his guarded face. "Thank you for the beautiful flower. And if—if you still want me to,
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I'll go to the zoo with you, because I promised I would." Pausing to pull more air into her constricted
lungs,Katie plunged on. "But I want you to understandthat I don't want you to get—well—seriousabout
me, and start—start…" Katie trailed off in bewilderment as his eyes began to gleam with laughter.

 In a dryly humorous voice he said, "I only offered you a flower and a trip to the zoo, not marriage."

 Suddenly Katie found herself smiling back athim. "You're right."

 "Shall we go then?" he suggested.

 "Yes, but first let me put my overnight case backin the apartment." She reached for it, but Ramon was
quicker. "I will carry it," he said.

 When they entered her apartment, she took the case from him and started for her bedroom. Ramon's
question stopped her. "Was it me you wererunning away from?"

 Katie turned in the doorway. "Not exactly. Afterlast night, I just felt the need to get away fromeverything
and everyone for awhile."

 "What were you going to do?"

 Katie's soft lips curved into a rueful smile that brought a glow to her lovely eyes. "I was going todo what
most independent, self-sufficient, adultAmerican women do when they can't cope—runhome to mother
and dad."

  A few minutes later they left the apartment.As they walked across the parking lot, Katieheld up the
expensive camera she was carryingin her left hand. "It's a camera," she toldhim.

 "Yes, I know," he agreed with mocking gravity."We have them even in Puerto Rico."

 Katie burst out laughing and shook her head inself-deprecation. "I never realized what an 'uglyAmerican'
I am."

 Stopping beside a jaunty Buick Regal, Ramonopened the passenger door for her. "You are abeautiful
American," he contradicted quietly. "Getin."

 To Katie's shame, she was vastly relieved thatthey were going in a car. Careening down the
expressway in a rickety produce truck just wasn't herstyle. "Is your truck broken down again?" she
asked as they glided smoothly out of the parkinglot, turning into the stream of Saturday morningshopping
traffic.

 "I thought you would prefer this to a truck. Iborrowed it from a friend of mine."

 "We could always have taken my car," she volunteered.

 The brief look he sent her made it clear that if Ramon asked someone to go somewhere with him, he
expected to provide the transportation. Chastened,Katie turned on the FM radio, then stole a sideways
look at him. With his superb physique and deeply tanned face and arms, he reminded her of a Spanish
tennis pro.
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 Katie had a wonderful timewith Ramon at thezoo, even though it was crowded with MemorialDay
visitors. Side by side they wandered down thewide cement paths. Ramon bought her peanuts totoss to
the bears and roared with laughter in theAviary House when a toucan with an enormousbeak swooped
down and made Katie shriek with alarm and cover her head.

 She accompanied him into the Reptile House,trying to keep her phobic aversion to snakes undercontrol
by not actually looking at anything. Thehair stood up on her nape as she kept her eyes moving around
the room without focusing on any ofthe reptilian occupants.

 "Look there," Ramon said in her ear, noddingtoward the huge glass enclosure right beside her.

 Katie swallowed. "I don't need to look," shewhispered through dry lips. "I already know there's a tree in
there, which means there's probably a snake hanging from it." Her palms were beginning to perspire,
and she could almost feel thereptile's sinuous slitherings on her own skin.

 "What is wrong?" Ramon said sharply, notingher draining color. "Do you not like snakes?"

 "Not," Katie croaked, "very much."

 Shaking his head, he took her by the arm and marched her outside where Katie drew in greatgulps of
fresh air and sank down on a nearbybench. "I'm sure they put these benches right outside the Reptile
House for people like me. Otherwise we'd be dropping like flies out here."The slight cleft in Ramon's
chin deepened as hegrinned. "Snakes are very beneficial to mankind.They eat rodents, insects—“

 "Please!" Katie shuddered, holding up her handin protest. "Do not describe their menu to me."

 Regarding her with amusement, Ramon persisted, "The fact remains that they are very useful andentirely
necessary to balance nature."

 Katie rose a little unsteadily to her feet and gavehim an arch look. "Really? Well, I've never heardof one
thing that a snake can do that somethingless repulsive-looking can't do better."

 Her delicate nose was wrinkled with distaste, andRamon smiled thoughtfully down into the brilliantblue
of her eyes. "Neither have I," he admitted.

 They strolled along and Katie could not remember a more quietly enjoyable date. Ramon wasalways
impeccably courteous, taking her arm whenthey walked down stairs or ramps, showing her adetached
gallantry in the way he acquiesced to herslightest desire.

 By the time they came to the island where monkeys and peacocks and other interesting, but notrare,
small animals were kept, Katie had used mostof the second roll of film. Helping herself to ahandful of
popcorn from the box Ramon held outto her, she leaned over the fence that isolated thelittle island, and
tossed the kernels one at a time tothe ducks. Her unintentionally provocative positioncaused the navy
fabric of her slacks to stretch taut over the graceful contours of her hips and derriere, providing an
appreciative Ramon with a delightfulview, which he was thoroughly enjoying.

 Unaware of where his attention was focused,Katie glanced over her shoulder. "Do you want apicture of
this?" she asked.His lips twitched.

 "Of what?"

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "Of the island," Katie said, puzzled by hislaughing  expression.   "This  roll  of  film  isnearly finished. I'll
give both of them to you,and then when you have them developed you'llhave a souvenir of your trip to
the St. Louiszoo."

 He looked at her in surprise. "These picturesare for me?"

 "Of course," Katie replied, helping herself toanother handful of popcorn.

 "If I had known they were for me," Ramongrinned, "I would have wanted pictures of morethan just
bears and giraffes to remind me of thisday."

 Katie lifted her brows in inquiry. "Snakes, youmean? If you do, I'll show you how to use the camera,
then you can go back into the Reptile Housewhile I wait here."

 "No," he said wryly, as he guided her from thefence. "Not snakes."

 On the way home they stopped at a small marketso that Katie could buy some coffee. On an impulse,
she decided to invite Ramon in for a snack, and added a bottle of red wine and some cheese to her pur
chases.

 Ramon walked her to her door, but when Katieinvited him in he seemed to hesitate before finallynodding
his assent.

 Less than an hour later, Ramon stood up. "I have work to do tonight," he explained.

 Smiling, Katie arose and went over to her camera."There's one shot left on this roll. Stand there andI'll
take a picture of you and give you both rolls to take with you."

 "No, save it, and I will take a picture of you tomorrow when we go for a picnic."

 Katie deliberated about accepting another datewith him. For the first time in ages she had feltlighthearted
and carefree, and yet…"No, Ishouldn't really. But thanks." Ramon was tall,sexy and virile, no doubt
about it, but his dark fea tures and blatant masculinity still repelled ratherthan attracted her. Besides, they
really had nothingin common.

 "Why do you look at me and then away, as if youwish you did not see me?" Ramon asked abruptly.

 Katie's gaze flew to his. "I—I don't."

 "Yes," he said implacably. "You do."

 Katie considered lying, but changed her mindunder the scrutiny of those piercing black eyes."You
remind me of someone who's dead now. Hewas tall and dark and, well, just very macho-lookinglike
you."

 "His death brought you great sorrow?"

 "His death brought me great release," Katie saidemphatically. "There were times before he diedwhen I
wished I had the courage to kill him myself!"
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 He chuckled. "What a dark, sinister life you haveled for one so young and beautiful."

 Katie, who was known and liked for her sunny disposition despite the painful memories she keptburied
inside, gave him a jaunty smile. "Better adark sinister life than a boring one, I suppose."

 "But youare bored," he said. "I saw it as Iwatched you in the place where we met." With onehand on the
doorknob he looked across the roomat her. "I will call for you tomorrow at noon. I willprovide the food."
Grinning at her surprise and indecision, he added, "And you can provide a lectureon how rude I am to
insist, not ask, that you goplaces with me."

  

 It wasn't untilthat night, when she left a boisterous party at a friend's apartment early becauseshe was
bored, that Katie seriously consideredRamon's parting words. Was boredom the reasonfor this
increasing restlessness, this vague, unexplainable discontent that had been growing insideof her these past
months, she wondered as shechanged into silky pajamas and a matching robe.No, she decided after a
thoughtful pause, her lifewas anything but boring—at times it was almosttoo eventful.

 Curled up on the living-room sofa, Katie traced along, manicured fingernail absently over the coverof the
novel in her lap, her blue eyes cloudy andsomber. If she wasn't bored, then whatwas thematter with her
lately? It was a question she'dasked herself more and more often, and withmounting frustration because
the answer alwayseluded her. If she could just figure out what wasmissing from her life, then she could try
to do something about it.

 There was nothing missing from her life, Katie told herself firmly. Impatient with her discontent,she
mentally recounted all the reasons she had tofeel happy: at twenty-three, she already had her college
degree and she had a wonderful, challengingjob that paid very well. Even without her salary, thetrust fund
her father had established for her yearsago provided her with more money than she needed.She had a
beautiful apartment and closets full ofclothes. She was attractive to men; she had good friends, both male
and female, and her social lifewas as active as she permitted it to be. She had loving, supportive parents,
she had...everything!Katie told herself firmly.

 What more could she possibly want or need tomake her happy? "A man," Karen would say, asshe often
did.

 A faint smile touched Katie's lips. "A man" wasdefinitely not the answer to her problem. She knew
dozens of men already, so it was not a lack of malecompanionship that was responsible for this restless,
waiting, empty feeling.

 Katie, who positively loathed anything that even approached self-pity, caught herself up short. Therewas
absolutely no excuse for her unhappiness—nonewhatsoever. She was very lucky! Women all over the
world were longing for careers; fighting to be independent and self-sufficient; dreaming of financial
security and she, Katie Connelly, had all of that, and at only twenty-three years old. "I have everything,"
Katie said determinedly as she opened thebook in her lap. She stared at the blur of words onthe page,
while somewhere in her heart a voice criedout,It's not enough. It doesn't meananything. Idon't mean
anything.

  

 CHAPTER FOUR
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 They went to Forest Parkfor their picnic, andRamon spread the blanket Katie brought beneath a giant
cluster of oaks, where they feasted on thewafer-thin delicatessen corned beef, imported ham and thick
crusty French bread he had brought.

 As they talked and ate, Katie was vaguely awareof his appreciative gaze on her animated face and his
absorption with the shining tumble of red gold hairthat spilled over her shoulders whenever she reached
into the wicker picnic basket. But she was havingsuch a lovely time, she really didn't mind.

 "I believe fried chicken is customary for picnics inthe States," Ramon said when there was a lull in the
conversation. "Unfortunately, I cannot cook. If wehave another picnic, I will buy the food and let you
prepare it."

 Katie almost choked on the hearty Chianti wineshe was sipping from a paper cup. "What an utterly
chauvinistic supposition to make," she berated him,laughing. "Why do you assume that I can cook?"

 Stretching out on his side, Ramon leaned on aforearm and regarded her with exaggerated gravity.
"Because you are a woman, of course."

 "Are—are you serious?" she sputtered.

 "Serious about your being a woman? Or aboutyour being able to cook? Or about you?"

 Katie heard the sensuous huskiness that deepenedhis voice as he asked the last question. "Seriousabout
all women being able to cook," she informedhim primly.

 His grin widened at her evasiveness. "I did notsay that all women were good cooks, merely that women
should do the cooking. Men should work to buy the food for them to prepare. That is the way itought to
be."

 Katie stared at him in speechless disbelief, half-convinced that he was deliberately goading her. "Itmay
surprise you to hear this, but not all women areborn with a burning desire to chop onions and grate
cheese."

 Ramon muffled a chuckle, then abruptly changedthe subject. "What sort of job do you have?"

 "I work in the personnel department of a big corporation. I interview people for jobs, things likethat."

 "Do you enjoy it?"

 "Very much," she told him, reaching into thebasket and extracting an enormous red apple. Drawing her
denim-clad legs up against her chest, shewrapped her arms around them and bit into thejuicy apple. "This
is delicious."

 "That is unfortunate."

 Katie looked at him in surprise. "It's unfortunate that I like the apple?"

 "It is unfortunate that you enjoy your job somuch. You may resent having to give it up when youmarry."

 "Give it up when I—!" Katie giggled merrily,shaking her head. "Ramon, it's lucky for you thatyou aren't
an American. You aren't even safe in thiscountry. There are women here who could cookyoufor the way
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you think."

 "I am an American," he said, ignoring Katie'sdire warning.

 "I thought you said you were Puerto Rican."

 "I said I was born in Puerto Rico. Actually I amSpanish."

 "You just said you were American and PuertoRican."

 "Katie," he said, using her name for the first timeand sending an unexplainable thrill of pleasurethrough
her. "Puerto Rico is a U.S. commonwealth. Everyone born there is automatically anAmerican citizen.
My ancestors, however, are allSpanish, not Puerto Rican. I am an American, born in Puerto Rico, and of
Spanish descent. Just as you are—" he leisurely surveyed her fair complexion,blue eyes and reddish
blond hair "—as you are anAmerican, born in the United States, and of Irish descent."

 Katie was a little stung by the tone of superioritywith which he delivered this lecture. "What you are is a
Spanish-Puerto Rican-American-male chauvinist—of the worst sort!"

 "Why do you use that tone of voice to me? Because I believe that when a woman marries her dutyis to
take care of her husband?"

 Katie gave him a lofty look. "No matter what you believe, the fact remains that many women need to
have other interests and accomplishments outsidethe home, just as men do. We like having a careerwe
can take pride in."

 "A woman can take pride in caring for her husband and children.''

 Katie knew she would say anything,anything towipe that insufferably complacent grin from hisface.
"Luckily for us, American men who are bornin the United States, don't object to their wives having
careers. They are more understanding and considerate!"

 "They are very understanding and considerate,"Ramon conceded derisively. "They let you work, permit
you to hand over the money you earn, allowyou to have their babies, find someone to care fortheir
babies, clean their houses and," he taunted, "still do the cooking."

 Katie was momentarily dumbstruck by thisspeech, then she flopped down on her back andburst out
laughing. "You're absolutely right!"

 Ramon laid back beside her, linking his hands behind his head, staring up at the powder-blue sky dotted
with cotton-ball clouds. "You have a beautiful laugh, Katie."

 Katie took another bite of apple and said cheerfully, "You're only saying that because you thinkyou've
changed my mind, but you haven't. If awoman wants a career she must be able to have one.Besides,
most women want nicer homes and clothesthan their husbands could provide on their salariesalone."

 "So she gets her fine house and clothes at the expense of her husband's pride, going to work herselfand
proving to him, and everyone, that what he can provide for her is not good enough."

 "American husbands aren't as proud as Spaniards must be."
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 "American husbands have abdicated their responsibilities. They do not have anything to beproud of."

 "Baloney!" Katie replied unarguably. "Wouldyou want the girl you love and marry to live in someplace
like Harlem because that was the best youcould give her on the money you make driving thattruck; when
you knew that if she worked, doingsomething she liked, you could both have muchmore?"

 "I would expect her to be happy with what I couldgive her."

 Katie shivered inwardly at the prospect of somesweet Spanish girl having to live in a slum because
Ramon's pride wouldn't allow her to work. Hisdrowsy voice added, "And I would not like it if shewere
ashamed of what I do for a living, as you are."

 Katie heard the quiet reprimand in his words, butpersevered anyway. "Don't you ever wish you did
something better than drive a produce truck?"

 His answer was long in coming, and Katie suspected that he was marking her down as an ambitious
pushy American woman. "I do. I grow producetoo."

 Katie reared up on both elbows. "You work on a produce farm? In Missouri?"

 "In Puerto Rico," he corrected.Katie couldn't decide whether she was relieved ordisappointed that he
would not be remaining in St.Louis. His eyes were drifting closed, and she let hergaze wander over his
thick slightly curling blackhair to his  face.  There was  Spanish nobilitystamped on his bronzed features,
authority andarrogance in the firm jawline and straight nose,determination in the thrust of his chin. Yet,
Katiethought with a smile, the slight cleft in his chin andhis long, spiky lashes laying against his cheeks,
softened the overall effect. His lips were firm butsensuously molded, and with a tingle of excitementKatie
wondered how it would feel to have those lipsmoving warmly on hers. He had told her yesterday that he
was thirty-four, but Katie thoughthe looked younger now, with his face relaxed insleep.

 She let her gaze travel down the long, superbly fitand muscled body stretched out on the blanket beside
her. The red knit shirt he was wearing huggedhis wide shoulders and chest, its short sleeves exposing the
corded strength of his arms. His Levi'saccentuated his narrow hips, flat stomach and hard thighs. Even
sleeping, he seemed to exude a rawpotent virility, but this no longer repelled her. Somehow, having
admitted to him that facially he reminded her slightly of David, had banished all similarity between the
two men banished from hermind.

 His eyes didn't open, but the mobile line of hismouth quirked in a half-smile. "I hope what you are seeing
meets with your approval."

 Katie's chagrined gaze flew to the rolling parkland stretching out before her. "It does. The park is
beautiful today, the trees as—"

 "You were not looking at the trees,señorita"

 Katie chose not to answer that. She was glad hehad called herseñorita; it sounded alien and oddto her,
emphasizing the differences between them and neutralizing the effect his blatant masculinityhad been
having on her. What had she been thinkingof, wanting Ramon to kiss her? Getting further involved with
him could only lead to disaster. Theyhad absolutely nothing in common; they came fromtwo completely
different worlds. Socially, they weremiles apart. Tomorrow, for example, she was expected to attend a
barbecue at her parents' eleganthome on the grounds of Forest Oaks Country Club.Ramon could never
fit in with the sort of peoplewho would be there. He would feel ill at ease if shebrought him with her. He
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would be out of place.And the moment her parents discovered that he wasa farm laborer who drove a
produce truck duringthe spring, they would very likely make it obvious toRamon that they didn't think he
belonged in theirhome, or with their daughter.

 She would not see Ramon again after today, Katie decided firmly. There could never really be anything
between them, and her dawning sexual response to him was a solid enough reason to break off the rela
tionship immediately. It could never lead to anything meaningful or lasting.

 "Why have you drawn away from me, Katie?"

 His penetrating black eyes were open, searchingher face. Katie made absorbing work of smoothingthe
blanket beneath her, then lying back on it. "Idon't know what you mean," she said, closing hereyes and
deliberately shutting him out.

 His voice was low-pitched and sensual. "Wouldyou like to know what I see when I look at you?"

 "Not," she said primly, "if you're going to soundlike an amorous Latin lover when you tell me. Andfrom
the tone of your voice, I think that's exactlywhat you were going to do." Katie tried to relax, butin the
charged silence that followed her words it was impossible. A few minutes later, she sat up abruptly."I
think it's time I got back home," she announced,already scrambling to her knees and beginning to repack
the picnic hamper. Without a word, Ramonstood up and began folding the blanket.

 The strained silence during the drive home wasbroken only twice by Katie who, in the hope of atoning
for her earlier rudeness, made two attempts atconversation only to be rebuffed by Ramon's
monosyllabic replies. She was ashamed of her snobbishthoughts, embarrassed for the way she had
spokento him, and angry because he wouldn't let hersmooth things over.

 By the time he swung the Buick Regal into theparking space in front of her door, Katie wantednothing
more than to end the day, even if it was onlythree o'clock. Before Ramon could come around thecar for
her, she shoved open the door and practicallyleaped out.

 "I will open the door for you," he snapped. "It isa gesture of common courtesy."

 Katie, who realized for the first time that he wasbitingly angry, was suddenly incensed at hisobstinacy. "It
may surprise you to hear this," sheannounced as she stormed up the steps and jammedher key into the
lock, "but there is nothing wrongwith my hands and I am perfectly capable of opening a damned car
door. And I don't see why youshould be courteous to me when I have been absolutely obnoxious to
you!"

 The angry humor of this remark was not lost onRamon, but it was totally eclipsed by her next one.As
she flung open the door to her apartment she turned around in the doorway and said furiously, "Thank
you, Ramon. I had a very nice time."

 Katie, who had no idea why Ramon had burst outlaughing, was relieved that he wasn't still angry, and
suddenly very wary of the way he had followed herinto her apartment, firmly closed the door behindhim,
and was now looking at her with an unmistakable expression on his face.

 His smoothly spoken words were part invitation,part order: "Come here, Katie."

 Katie shook her head and took a cautious stepbackward, but an answering quiver was tingling upher
spine.
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 "Is it not the custom of liberated Americanwomen to show their appreciation for having 'a verynice time'
with a kiss?" Ramon persisted.

 "Not all of them," Katie croaked. "Some of usjust say 'thank you.'"

 A faint smile touched his mouth, but his heavy-lidded gaze dropped to the inviting fullness of herlips,
lingering there. "Come here, Katie." When shestill balked, he added softly, "Are you not curiousabout
how Spaniards kiss and Puerto Ricans make love?"

 Katie swallowed convulsively. "No," she whispered.

 "Come here, Katie, and I will show you."

 Hypnotized by that velvet voice and those mesmerizing black eyes, Katie went to him in a trancethat
was a combination of fright and excitement.

 Whatever she expected when she walked into Ramon's arms, it was not to find herself crushed inan
embrace of steel and swept soaring off into some thick sweet darkness where the only feeling was of his
parted lips moving ceaselessly onhers; the only sensation, the waves of liquidheat that raced through her
in the wake of his caressing hands. "Katie," he whispered hoarsely, dragging his mouth from hers and
kissing her eyes, hertemple, her cheek. "Katie," he repeated in an aching whisper as his mouth again
took possession ofhers.

 It seemed an eternity before he finally lifted hishead. Weak and trembling, Katie laid her cheekagainst his
hard chest and felt the violent poundingof his heart. She was utterly devastated by what had just
happened. She had been kissed more times thanshe could remember, and by men whose techniquehad
been practiced and perfected until it was almostan art form. In their arms, she had felt pleasure—not this
mindless burst of joy followed by fiercelonging.

 Ramon's lips brushed the shining hair atop herhead. "Now, shall I tell you what I think when Ilook at
you?"

 Katie tried to answer lightly, but her voice wasnearly as husky as his. "Are you going to sound likean
amorous Latin?"

 "Yes."

 "Okay."

 His chuckle was rich and deep. "I see a beautywith red gold hair and the smile of an angel; and I
remember a princess who stood in that singles' bar looking very displeased with her subjects; then Ihear
a witch telling a man who was making advancesto her, that her roommates were lesbians." He laidhis
hand against the side of her face, his fingers tenderly brushing her cheek. "When I look at you, Ithink
you are my angel-princess-witch."

 The way he referred to her as "his" broughtKatie's drifting spirit plummeting back to reality.Abruptly
pulling free of Ramon's arms, she saidwith false brightness, "Would you like to walkdown to the pool? It
opened today, and everybodyfrom the apartment complex will be out there." Asshe spoke she jammed
her hands into her back pockets, caught the way Ramon's glance slipped to thestraining fabric of her
T-shirt across her breasts, andhastily removed her hands.
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 One black brow arched in mild inquiry, silently asking why she objected to having his eyes on herwhen
he had just had his hands on her. "Ofcourse," he said, "I would enjoy seeing your pooland meeting your
friends.''

 Once again Katie felt uncomfortable with him. Heseemed like a dark, foreign stranger who was too in
tensely interested in her. Added to that, she was leery of him now, and with good reason. She knew
when aman intended to maneuver her into bed, and that waswhere Ramon wanted her. As soon as
possible.

 Sliding glass doors opened off the back of her living room onto a small patio enclosed by a stockade
fence that provided privacy. Two redwood loungerswith thick flowered cushions were strategicallyplaced
in the center for sunbathing. Behind them,and on both sides, were scattered a profusion ofKatie's lush
plants, some of which were alreadyblooming.

 She stopped beside a redwood planter overflowing with red and white petunias. With one hand onthe
door in the stockade fence, Katie hesitated, trying to think of how to phrase what she wanted tosay.

 "You have a beautiful apartment," Ramon commented behind her. "The rent must be very expensive."

 Katie swung around, instantly seizing on Ramon'sidle comment as a perfect means of drawing attention
to the differences between them, and hopefully,cooling his ardent intentions. "Thank you. As amatter of
fact, the rent is very high. I live herebecause it's reassuring to my parents to know thatmy friends and
neighbors are the right sort of people."

 "Rich people?"

 "Not rich necessarily, but successful, socially acceptable people."

 Ramon's face was a mask, wiped clean of all expression. "Perhaps it would be better then, if youdid not
introduce me to your friends."

 One look at that aloof, handsome face, and Katieagain felt ashamed of herself. Raking an agitatedhand
through her hair, she drew a determinedbreath and confronted the real issue: "Ramon,despite what just
happened between us in my apartment, I want you to understand that I am not goingto go to bed with
you. Now or ever."

 "Because I am Spanish?" he asked dispassionately.

 Katie's fair complexion bloomed with chagrin. "No, of course not! Because...." She smiled derisively.
"To use a hackneyed phrase, 'I'm just notthat kind of girl.'" Feeling much better now that everything was
out in the open between them, sheturned back toward the door in the fence. "Well,shall we go down and
see what's happening at thepool?"

 "I do not think that would be wise," he said sardonically. "Being seen with me could cause you
embarrassment in front of your 'successful, sociallyacceptable' friends."

 Katie gazed over her shoulder at the tall manwho was now looking down his aristocratic nose at her, his
hard eyes ironic and disdainful. Shesighed. "Ramon, just because I sounded like aconceited ass, doesn't
mean that you have to soundlike one, too. Please come down to the pool withme?"
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 Laughter flickered across his features as he gazed   at her. Wordlessly, he reached over her shoulder and
pushed the door open for her.

 The olympic-size swimming pool was a scene oftotal chaos, as Katie knew it would be. Four separate
games of water polo were under way with all inattendance yelling and splashing. Girls in bikinisand men in
brief swimming trunks were sprawled ontowels and chaise lounges, their bodies slick withsuntan lotion,
toasting in the sun. Beer cans andportable radios were everywhere, and music wasblaring over the
clubhouse speakers.

 Katie walked over to a nearby umbrella table andpulled out an aluminum chair. "What do you thinkof
opening day at an American swimming pool?"she asked Ramon as he sat down beside her.

 His enigmatic gaze swept the colorful pandemonium. "Interesting."

 "Hi, Katie," Karen called, emerging from thepool like a graceful mermaid, her voluptuous bodyshining
with rivulets of water. As usual, Karen was accompanied by at least two devoted males, whopadded
dripping beside her over to Katie and Ramon.

 "You know Don and Brad don't you?"Karen said, with a perfunctory nod at the two men who were also
tenants in the apartment complex. Katie knew them both almost as well as Karen did,so she was a little
surprised, but then, as she soonrealized, Karen didn't really care who knew whom,so long as she was
introduced to Ramon.

 With unaccountable reluctance, Katie performedthe introductions. She tried not to notice the warm
appreciation in Ramon's flashing white smile whenhe was presented to Karen, and the answering sparkle
in Karen's green eyes as she extended her hand tohim.

 "Why don't you two change clothes and comeback out and swim?" Karen invited, without takingher
eyes off Ramon. "There's going to be a bigparty here at sundown. You should stay for that,too."

 "Ramon doesn't have any swimming trunks with him," Katie quickly declined.

 "No problem," the resourceful Karen replied,tearing her eyes from Ramon for the first time sinceshe had
climbed out of the pool. "Brad will loanRamon a pair, won't you, Brad?"

 Brad, who had been in hot pursuit of Karen fornearly a year, looked as if he would rather loanRamon a
one-way ticket out of town, but he politelyseconded the offer. And how could he help it? Fewmen ever
wanted to deny Karen anything—her lookspromised so much in return. She was the sameheight as
Katie, five feet six, but there was a ripesexuality about her dark hair and curvaceous bodythat made her
seem like passion fruit ready forthe plucking—but only by the man of her choice. The independence that
shone in her slanting greeneyes made it perfectly clear that she did her ownchoosing. And from the way
Karen was watchingRamon walk away with Brad to change into swimming trunks, it was obvious to
Katie that Ramonwas Karen's choice.  "Where,” Karen breathedalmost reverently, "did you ever find
him? Helooks like a Greek Adonis... or was Adonis blond?

 Well, anyway, he looks like a black-haired Greekgod."

 Katie resisted the uncharitable impulse to coolKaren's interest in Ramon by informing her that hewas a
black-haired Spanish farm laborer. "I methim at the Canyon Inn, Friday night," she said instead.

 "Really? I didn't see him there, and he'd be almost impossible to overlook. What does he do, beside
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look sexy and gorgeous?"

 "He", Katie hesitated, then to spare Ramonany possible embarrassment, she said, "He's intransportation.
Trucking, actually."

 "No kidding?" Karen said unanswerably, givingKatie a searching look. "Is he your private stock orcan
anyone sample?"

 Katie couldn't help smiling at Karen's bluntness."Would it matter?"

 "You know it would. We're friends. If you sayyou want him, I won't take him away."

 The odd thing was, Katie knew she meant it.Karen had personal ethics; she didn't steal herfriends' men.
Nevertheless, it rankled Katie thatKaren automatically assumed she could take Ramonaway, unless, out
of the spirit of friendship, shechose not to do it. "Help yourself," Katie said withan indifference she didn't
entirely feel. "He's allyours if you want him. I'm going to go change into my suit."

 Changing into her bikini in her apartment, Katie was annoyed with herself for not telling Karen toleave
Ramon alone. And she was equally annoyedfor caring one way or another. She was also a little crushed
by the frank admiration she had seen inRamon's expression when he looked at Karen's lushbikini-clad
figure.

 Katie stood in front of the mirror in her bathingsuit, critically surveying her appearance. The brightblue
bikini revealed a stunning figure in all its glory,from full high breasts, narrow waist and gently curving hips,
to long shapely legs. With disgust,Katie thought she must be the only woman alive whocould look coolly
proper when she was practicallynaked!

 Men whistled appreciatively at girls like KarenWilson; they stared in silence at Katie Connelly. Thequiet
pride in the tilt of her chin and the naturalgrace with which she moved always made her seemvaguely
aloof, and Katie was powerless to changeher image, even if she wanted to, which she normally didn't.

 With the exception of singles' bars, Katie wasrarely approached by men she didn't know. She didn't
look approachable. As a rule, men took onelook at her flawless skin and clear blue eyes and saw classic
beauty rather than sex appeal. They expectedher to be remote, untouchable, and they treated herwith
restrained admiration. By the time they knew her well enough to realize that she was basicallywarm and
friendly with an irrepressible sense ofhumor, they also knew her well enough not to press her for more
than she was willing to give. Theytalked with her and laughed with her and asked herfor dates, but their
sexual overtures were usuallyverbal rather than physical—softly spoken innuendos that Katie smilingly
and pointedly ignored.

 Katie pulled a brush through her tumbling massof waving hair, gave it a quick shake to restore it to its
casual, windblown style, and took a last dissatisfied look in the mirror.

 When she reached the pool area she found Ramonstretched out on a lounger beside three youngwomen
who had spread their towels on the cementpool deck and were sitting there, blatantly flirtingwith him.
Seated at the umbrella table on his otherside was Karen, along with Brad and Don.

 "May I join your harem, Ramon?" Katiequipped, standing over him with a faint smile.

 A lazy, devastating grin swept across his tannedface as he looked up at her, then he lithely rolled to his
feet, getting up to give her his coveted lounger.Inwardly, Katie sighed. She may as well have comeout
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here in an overcoat. Not once had Ramon's gazedropped below her neck.

 He sat down at the table with Karen and the othertwo men.

 Trying to ignore her mixed emotions, Katie beganrubbing suntan oil on her leg.

 "I'm very good at that, Katie," Don grinned ather. "Need some help?"

 Katie glanced up with a plucky smile. "My legsaren't that long," she declined. Unlike Brad, Donwas not
completely obsessed with Karen, and Katiehad sensed for the last several months that if shegave him the
slightest encouragement, he wouldeasily shift his interest from Karen to herself. Shewas in the process of
spreading the oil onto her leftarm when she heard Karen say, "Katie told me that you're in the
transportation business, Ramon."

 "Oh, she did, did she?" Ramon drawled withenough sarcasm to make Katie pause and stare at him. He
was leaning back in his chair with a thincigar clamped between his white teeth, his piercing eyes leveled
on Katie. Katie flushed and hastilypulled her gaze from his.

 A few moments later, Karen did her utmost to get him to go swimming with her, but was met with a
firmly polite refusal.

 "Do youknow how to swim?" Katie askedRamon when the others had left.

 "Puerto Rico is an island, Katie," he replied dryly. "The Atlantic Ocean on one side, and the Caribbean
on the other. There is no shortage of water inwhich to swim."

 Katie looked at him with a puzzled frown. From the moment he had kissed her in her apartment, asubtle
shift in power had been taking place. Until then she had been confident and in control of theirrelationship.
Now she felt confused and strangelyvulnerable, while Ramon seemed decisive and self-assured.
Shrugging, she said, "I was only going to offer to teach you to swim if you didn't know how.There's no
need for you to launch into a lecture onPuerto Rican geography."

 Ignoring her cross tone, he said, "If you wish toswim, we will swim."

 Katie's breath froze as he came to his feet andstood looking down at her in Brad's white swimming
trunks. He was six feet three inches of splendidmasculinity, wide shouldered and narrow hipped,with the
firm muscles of an athlete. His chest was covered with a light furring of black hair, and asKatie arose, she
kept her eyes carefully fixed on thesilver medallion hanging from a chain around hisneck.

 Disconcerted and embarrassed by the way thesight of his bronzed body was affecting her, Katiedid not
look up at him until she realized that he hadno intention of moving out of her way. When shefinally
dragged her eyes to his, he said softly, "Ithink you look very nice, too."

 An unbidden smile curved Katie's lips. "I didn'tthink you noticed," she said as they began walking over
to the pool.

 "I did not think you wanted me to look at you."

 "You certainly looked at Karen," Katie heardherself say. She shook her head bemusedly andspoke her
next thought aloud as well. "I didn't mean to say that."
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 "No," he said with amusement. "I am sure youdid not."

 Preferring to forget the whole exchange, Katiestood poised at the deep end of the pool. She dived,
cutting the water in a clean, graceful line. Ramonwas right beside her, pacing himself to her strongstrokes
with an effortless ease that Katie had to admire. They swam twenty laps together before Katielet her
feet touch bottom. She stood watchingRamon finish ten more laps before she laughinglycalled, "Show
off!"

  

 Diving neatly, he disappeared from her sight.Katie let out a startled shriek as hands jerked herfeet out
from under her and hauled her to the bottom. When she surfaced she was gasping for air, hereyes
stinging from the chlorine. "That," she saidwith laughing severity as Ramon raked his wet curlyhair back
and grinned at her, "was a very childish thing to do. Almost as childish as—this!" Slicingher hand at the
water, she sent a geyser of it spraying into Ramon's face, then ducked around trying toavoid reprisal.
There followed a laughing, dunking,racing session that lasted for fifteen minutes and lefther breathless and
exhausted.

 Hauling herself over the side of the pool, Katiepadded over to the lawn chair and handed Ramonthe
towel she had brought for him. "You play too rough," she chided him good-naturedly as she bentover and
wrung out her long heavy hair.

 His chest heaving from their exertions, Ramonlooped the towel around his neck and put his handson his
hips. Quietly, he said, "I would be as gentlewith you as you wished me to be."

 Katie turned liquid inside at the meaning she readinto his words. Almost certain that he had been
referring to making love to her, she flopped downon the lounge on her stomach and laid her head onher
arms. Her skin flinched as Ramon drizzled sun-tan oil onto her back, then sat down beside her. She
tensed as his hands began slowly stroking up anddown her back, rhythmically massaging the oil intoher
satiny skin. "Shall I unfasten the back?" heasked.

 "Don't even consider trying it," Katie warned.By the time his hands had moved up to her shouldersand
his thumbs were circling just below her nape,Katie was breathing in shallow little breaths, andevery inch
of her skin was vibrantly alive where hishands had touched it.

 "Am I bothering you, Katie?" he asked inahusky whisper.

 "You know you are," Katie murmured lethargically, before she could stop herself. She heard hissatisfied
chuckle and turned her head away from him. "You're doing it on purpose, and it's makingme very
nervous."

 "In that case, I will let you relax," he said as his weight lifted from her chaise longue. When he wasgone,
Katie tried not to wonder what he was doingand firmly closed her eyes to the blazing late-afternoon sun.

 Occasionally she heard his deep voice followed byapeal of feminine laughter, or one of the men calling
something to him. He certainly fit in well here,Katie mused. But then, why shouldn't he, shethough dourly.
The only requirement for popularity around here with the opposite sex was having an attractive body,
preferably combined with an attractive face, and if you were a man, a good job. Katie,with her small lie,
had provided Ramon with the latter.

 What was the matter with her, Katie wondereddrowsily. She had absolutely no reason to complain.
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Despite her occasional bouts of discontent lately,when her world seemed populated by phony, shallow
people, she enjoyed the clever bantering that sheexchanged with the confident, self-assured men she
knew. She liked having nice clothes, a beautiful apartment, and being the object of so much masculine
admiration. She genuinely enjoyed men's company even though she carefully avoided becoming intimate
with any of them, because Katie's physicaldesires were never stronger than her overwhelming need to
retain what pride and self-respect David had left her.

 Rob would have been the only other man she hadever let make love to her. Luckily she had discovered
he was married before she let that happen. The right man would come along someday and she would
holdnothing back. The right man, not just any man.Under no circumstances was Katie Connelly goingto
find herself sitting around the pool or at one ofthe singles' bars, with three or four men who all hadintimate
knowledge of her body. It happened toother women all the time, but Katie found the ideadegrading and
repulsive.

 "Hey, Katie, wake up and roll over," Don commanded.

 Katie blinked, surprised that she had fallenasleep, and obediently rolled onto her back.

 "It's almost six o'clock. Brad and I are going toget some beer and pizzas for the party tonight. Doyou
want me to bring anything stronger for you andRamon?" Was there a sneer in the way he said Ramon's
name?

 Katie wrinkled her nose at her grinning admirer."Stronger than Mama Romano's pizzas? Heaven

 forbid!" She looked around for Ramon and sawhim walking toward her with Karen on one side and
another woman on the other. Carefully extinguishing the ridiculous flare of jealousy she felt, Katiesaid to
Ramon, "There's going to be a party outhere tonight—dancing and that kind of thing.Would you like to
stay for it?"

 "Of course he would, Katie," Karen said promptly on his behalf.

 "Then it's fine with me," Katie said with a shrug.She would enjoy the party with her friends, andRamon
could enjoy it with Karen and whomeverelse he chose.

 By nine-thirty that night the food had been devoured, along with several cases of beer and countless
bottles of liquor. The pool lights were lit, givingthe water an iridescent green glow, and someone hadput
on a disco tape to play over the loudspeakers.Katie, who loved to dance, had been doing so fornearly an
hour with assorted partners when shenoticed Ramon standing far away from the activity,a solitary figure
leaning against the fence that surrounded the pool, staring out into the distance.Silhouetted in the night,
with his swimming trunks astark band of white in the inky darkness, he seemed very aloof, and yet,
somehow, lonely.

 "Ramon?" Katie said anxiously, coming up behind him and putting her hand on his arm. Heturned slowly
and looked down at her, and she saw the pleasure her touch brought to his smile. Cautiously, she
removed her hand. "Why are you overhere, all by yourself?"

 "I needed to escape from the noise so that I couldthink. Do you never feel the need to be by yourself?"

 "Yes," she admitted, "but not usually in the middle of a party."

 "We do not have to be here in the middle of aparty," he pointed out meaningfully.
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 Katie's heart gave a funny little lurch, whichshe steadfastly ignored. "Would you like todance?"

 He tipped his head in the direction of the NeilDiamond recording that was now blasting over the
loudspeakers. "When I dance I like to hold awoman in my arms," he answered. "Besides, Iwould have to
wait in line for the privilege of dancing with you."

 "Ramon, do you know how to dance?" Katie persisted, certain that he probably didn't, and aboutto
offer to teach him.

 Flinging his cigar away in a glowing red arc, hesaid tersely. "Yes, Katie, I know how to dance. Iknow
how to swim. I know how to tie my ownshoes. I have a slight accent, which you seem tothink means I
am backward and ignorant, but whichmany women find attractive."

 Katie stiffened angrily. Lifting her chin, shestared straight into his eyes and said very quietly andvery
distinctly, "Go to hell." Intending to walkaway, she pivoted on her heel, then gasped in surprise as
Ramon's hand damped on her arm, jerkingher around to face him.

 In a voice vibrating with anger, he said, "Do notever speak to me that way again, and do not swear.It
does not become you."

 "I'll talk to you any way I like," Katie blazed."And if all the other women find you sodamned attractive,
they're welcome to you!"

 Ramon gazed down into her stormy blue eyes andproudly beautiful face, and a reluctant smile of ad
miration broke across his features. "What a littlespitfire you are," he chuckled. "And when you are
angry—“

  "I am not a little anything," Katie interruptedhotly. "I am nearly five feet seven inches tall. And ifyou were
about to say that I'm beautiful when I'mangry, I warn you, I'll laugh my sides off. Men always say that to
women because they heard it insome ridiculous old movie, and—"

 "Katie," Ramon breathed as his firm, sensualmouth descended to hers, "You are beautiful whenyou are
angry—and if you laugh, I will toss you intothe pool."

 A jolt rocketed through Katie's nervous system ashis warm lips covered hers in a lingering kiss. Whenhe
lifted his head, he slipped his arm around Katie'swaist, drew her unresisting body close to his side,and led
her to the crowd of dancing couples as aslow love song began to play.

 Ramon's low voice murmured something in her ear as they danced, but Katie didn't understand the
words he said to her. She was too preoccupied with the unbelievably arousing feel of his bare legs and
thighs sliding intimately against hers as they movedin time to the music. Desire was pouring throughher,
melting her resolve. She wanted to lift her head and feel his mouth claim hers the way it had in her
apartment; she wanted to be crushed in his strongarms and swept off into that same sweet, wild oblivion
he had shown her before.

 Closing her eyes in despair, Katie admitted thetruth to herself. Even though she'd only known himfor
forty-eight hours, she wanted Ramon to makelove to her tonight. She wanted it so badly that she was
shaken and amazed... but at least she couldunderstand her physical attraction to him. What shecouldn't
understand, and what frightened her, wasthis strange, magnetic pull she felt toward him emotionally.
Sometimes, when he spoke to her in thatdeep, compelling voice of his, or looked at her withthose dark
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penetrating eyes, Katie almost felt as ifhe were quietly reaching out to her and inexorablydrawing her
closer and closer to him.

 Mentally, Katie gave herself a hard shake. Gettinginvolved with Ramon would be disastrous. Theywere
hopelessly incompatible. He was proud, poor and dominating, while she was also proud, wealthy by his
standards, and innately independent. Any relationship between them could only end in hurt andanger.

 Like the intelligent, sensible young woman shewas, Katie decided the best way to avoid the dangerof
Ramon's attraction was to avoid Ramon himself.She would stay away from him as much as possiblefor
the rest of the evening and firmly refuse to seehim again after tonight. It was as simple as that. Except
that when his lips brushed first her temple, thenher forehead, Katie nearly forgot that she was sensible
and intelligent, and almost lifted her mouth upto his, to receive the stirring kiss she knew he wouldgive
her.

 The instant the song ended, Katie broke awayfrom him. With a bright, smile pinned to her faceshe met
his questioning look and said airily, "Whydon't you mingle and have fun? I'll see you later."

 For the next hour and a half Katie flirted withevery man she knew, and several she didn't. She washer
most dazzlingly sociable self, and wherever shewent the men followed, each one ready to dance,swim,
drink, or make love, according to her slightestpreference. She laughed and drank and danced....And
every moment she was aware that Ramon hadapparently taken her suggestion and was thoroughly
enjoying himself with at least four other women,particularly Karen, who never left his side.

 "Katie, let's get out of here and go somewherequiet." Don's breath was hot in her ear as theydanced to a
throbbing disco beat.

 "I hate quiet places," Katie announced, twirlingaway from him and draping herself across Brad whowas
surprised, but not displeased, to find her suddenly sitting on his lap. "Brad hates quiet placestoo, don't
you?"

 "Sure I do," Brad leered. "So let's go back to my place and make noise in private."

 Katie wasn't listening. From the corner of her eyeshe watched Karen dancing with Ramon. Both ofher
arms were wound around his neck, her bodyswaying sensuously against his. Whatever Karen wassaying
to him certainly must have been amusing, because Ramon, who had been grinning down at her, suddenly
threw back his head and burst out laughing. Irrationally, Katie was hurt by his easy defection.
Redoubling her efforts to be gay, she stood upand pulled a reluctant Brad to his feet. "Get up,lazy, and
dance with me."

 Brad relinquished his can of beer, strolled intothe dancers with his arm around Katie's shoulders,then
caught her in a surprisingly crushing embrace. "What the hell has got into you?" he demanded in her ear.
"I've never seen you act likethis."

 Katie didn't answer because she was frantically looking for Ramon and Karen who, as she soon re
alized, were nowhere in sight. Her heart plummeted.Ramon had left the party with Karen.

 When they hadn't returned after thirty minutes, Katie abandoned all pretense of enjoying herself.Her
stomach was twisted into sick knots and,whether she was dancing or talking, her eyes constantly
scanned the shifting bodies, desperately searching for Ramon's tall form.

 Katie wasn't the only one who had noted Karen'sdisappearance with Ramon. Katie was dancing with
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Brad again, ignoring him entirely while she cranedher neck looking for the missing couple, when Brad
hissed contemptuously, "You aren't by any wildchance hung up on that spic that Karen's taken toher
apartment, are you?"

 "Don't call him that!" Katie said fiercely, pulling out of his arms. There were tears in her eyes as she
turned and plunged into the throngs of dancing couples."Where are you going?" an authoritative voice

 demanded right behind her.

 Katie swung around and faced Ramon, her fistsclenched impotently at her sides. "Where have you
been?"

 One dark brow lifted. "Jealous?"

 "Do you know," she said, almost choking, "Idon't think I even like you!''

 "I do not like you very much tonight, either,"Ramon replied evenly. Suddenly his gaze narrowedon her
face. "There are tears in your eyes. Why?"

 "Because," Katie whispered furiously, "thatstupid bastard called you a spic."

 Ramon burst out laughing and dragged her intohis arms. "Oh, Katie," he laughed and sighedagainst her
hair, "he is just angry because thewoman he wants went for a walk with me."

 Tipping her head back, Katie searched his face."You only went for a walk?"

 The laughter vanished from his expression. "Onlyfor a walk. Nothing more." His arms tightened,holding
her close as they moved in time to the music.Katie laid her cheek against the reassuring strength of his
chest and surrendered to delight ashis hands caressed her bare shoulders and back, thenslid lower,
splaying against her spine to force her pliant body into intimate contact with every hardline of his legs and
thighs. One hand lifted andcurved around her nape, stroking it sensuously, thentightened in an abrupt
command. Drawing an unsteady breath, Katie obediently lifted her head to receive his kiss. His hand
plunged into her thicksilky hair, holding her captive for the driving hungerof his mouth.

 By the time he finally drew back, Ramon'sbreathing was harsh and Katie's pulse was racingout of
control, the blood pounding in her ears. Shestared up at him and shakily said, "I think I am getting very
scared."

 "I know,querida," he said gently. "Things arehappening too quickly for you."

 "What does'querida' mean?"

 "Darling."

 Katie closed her eyes and swallowed, swayingweakly against him. "How long will you be here before
you go back to Puerto Rico?"

 His answer was a long time in coming. "I can stay until Sunday, a week from today, but no longer. We
will spend every day together until then."

 Katie was too disappointed to even try to hide it. "We can't. I have to attend a big Memorial Day
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gathering at my parents' house tomorrow. I haveTuesday off work but Wednesday I have to be backat
the office." She could see that he was about toargue, and since she also wanted to be with him asmuch as
possible in the time they had left, Katiesaid, "Would you like to come to my parents' house with me
tomorrow?" He looked uncomfortable andsome sanity returned to Katie. "That probably isn'ta good
idea. You won't like them, and they won'tlike you."

 "Because they are rich and I am not?" He smiledfaintly. "I may like them in spite of their wealth, who
knows?"

 Katie smiled at the way he deliberately misstated the problem, and his arms tightened possessively,
drawing her closer to him. He had a very engagingsmile that softened his virile handsomeness and could
make him look almost boyish. "Shall we go back tomy place?'' Katie said.

 Ramon nodded and Katie went to collect her thingswhile he poured Scotch into two paper cups, added
ice and water, and then crossed to where she waited.

 When they got to her little enclosed patio area,Katie was surprised that, instead of going indoors,Ramon
put the drinks down on the small table between the two redwood lounge chairs, then stretchedout on
one of them. Somehow, she expected that hewould try to carry on the rest of their conversationin her
bed.

 With mingled feelings of disappointment and relief, she curled up on the other lounge and twistedtoward
him. He lit a cigar, its glowing red tip heronly focal point in the darkness. "Tell me about your parents,
Katie."

 Katie took a fortifying swallow of her drink. "Bymost people's standards, they're very wealthy, butthey
weren't always. My father owned an ordinarygrocery store until ten years ago, when he talked thebank
into letting him expand it into a luxury supermarket. It did very well, and after that he openedtwenty
more of them. Haven't you passed any modernistic supermarkets with the name 'Connelly's' onthem?"

 "I believe so."

 "Well, that's us. Four years ago my dad joinedForest Oaks Country Club. It isn't quite as prestigious as
Old Warson or St. Louis Country Club, butthe Forest Oaks members like to pretend it is, andmy father
built the biggest house on the clubgrounds, right on the golf course."

 "I ask you about your parents, and you tell meabout their money. What are they like?"

 Katie tried to be honest and objective. "They loveme very much. My mother plays golf, and my father
works hard. I guess the most important thing tothem, outside of their children, is having a gorgeoushouse,
a maid, two Mercedes, and belonging to thecountry club. My dad is handsome for being fifty-eight, and
my mother always looks terrific."

 "You have brothers and sisters?"

 "One of each. I'm the youngest. My sister, Maureen, is thirty, and she's married. My dad made her
husband a vice-president of Connelly Corporation,and now he can't wait to take over when dad retires.
My brother, Mark, is twenty-five, and he's nice. Heisn't nearly as ambitious and greedy as Maureen,who
spends her life worrying that Mark may get abigger piece of the family business when dad retiresthan she
and her husband will. Now that you knowthe worst, do you want to come tomorrow? A lot ofmy
parents' friends and neighbors will be there, too,and they're pretty much like my parents."
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 Ramon stubbed out his cigar and wearily leanedhis head back against the chair. "Do you want me to
come?"

 "Yes," Katie said emphatically. "But it's selfishof me, because my sister will look down her nose atyou if
she finds out what you do for a living. Mybrother, Mark, will probably go so far out of his way to show
you that he isn't like Maureen, thathe'll embarrass you even more."

 In the deep, velvety voice she was coming toadore, Ramon asked, "What will you do, Katie?"

 "Well, I'll—I don't really know."

 "Then I guess I will have to come with you so thatI can find out." Putting his glass down, he rose tohis
feet.

 Katie, realizing that he intended to leave, insistedthat he stay for some coffee, for the simple reason that
she couldn't bear for him to go yet. She carried it into the living room on a small tray and sat downbeside
Ramon on the sofa. They drank their coffeein a long, increasingly uncomfortable silence, whichKatie was
helpless to break or to understand.

 "What are you thinking about?" she asked finally, searching his somber profile in the dim light ofthe
single table lamp.

 "You." Almost harshly he asked, "Are the thingsthat are important to your parents, important to you
also?"

 "Some of them, I suppose," Katie admitted.

 "How important?"

 "In comparison to what?"

 "In comparison to this," he said in a savage whisper. His mouth came down hard on hers, his lipsmoving
roughly back and forth, forcing her lipsapart for the invasion of his tongue, while he pulledher down on
the sofa and twisted his body so that itwas half-covering hers.

 Katie moaned in protest and instantly his mouth softened, then began a slow, unbearably erotic se
duction that soon had Katie writhing beneath him inwild hunger. His tongue tangled with hers,
withdrawing, then plunging deep, slowly receding as shetried to hold it, until Katie was pressing her
partedlips fiercely to his, lost in the soul-destroying kiss.

 When he started to raise his head she curved herhand around it, trying to keep his mouth on hers,then
gasped with shocked delight as he jerked the top of her bikini down, freeing her breasts andlowering his
mouth to the pink peaks. Slowly hebegan sucking hard on first one and then the other,until Katie was
reduced to a state of mindless,aching desire.

 Ramon braced his weight on his hands and liftedslightly off her, his hot eyes restlessly caressing her
swollen breasts, their nipples hardened and erectfrom his tongue and lips and teeth. "Put your hands on
me, Katie," he rasped.

 Katie lifted her hands, slowly moving her sensitized fingertips over the sinewy muscles of his chest,
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watching them flinch reflexively and then relax."You are beautiful," she whispered, her splayedhands
drifting from the taut planes of his bronzed hair-roughened chest, along his broad shoulders,then down
the corded muscles of his arms.

 "Men are not beautiful," he tried to tease, but hisvoice was thickened from the effect her hands were
having on him.

 "You are. The way oceans and mountains arebeautiful." Unthinkingly, she let her fingertips tracethe
narrowing vee of dark hair on his chest towardthe place where it disappeared beneath the waistband of
the low-slung white trunks.

 "Don't!" he ordered hoarsely.Katie stayed her hand and looked up at his face,dark with the passion he
was fighting to keep undercontrol.

 "You're beautiful and you're strong," shewhispered into his burning gaze. "But you're gentle,too. I think
you are the gentlest man I've everknown—and I don't even know why I think so."

 His control snapped. "Oh, God!" he groaned.His mouth took hers with an unleashed passion thatsent
tidal waves of desire crashing over her. Hishands sank into the thickness of her hair, holding her head
immobile for the endless plunder of hislips. Katie gloried in the feel of his stiff throbbingmanhood pressing
intimately to her, then moanedwith feverish longing when he began slowly circlinghis hips against her.
"Want me," he ordered roughly. "Want me more than you want the things money can buy. Want me as
much as I want you."

 Katie was almost sobbing with desire when hesuddenly pulled away from her, sat up, and leanedhis
head against the back of the sofa, closing hiseyes. She watched his labored breathing even outand, after a
few minutes, she straightened her clothing, ran a shaking hand through her wildly disordered hair, and
sat up. Feeling discarded andhurt, she squeezed herself to the farthest end of thesofa from him and curled
her legs beneath her.

 "Katie." His voice was bleak and harsh.Warily, Katie eyed him. His head was still back against the sofa,
his eyes still closed as he spoke: "Idid not want to say this to you while you were in myarms and we were
both wild with desire for eachother. I did not want to ever say this to you, yet I have known from the
very first night that before Ileft I would still be saying it… “

 Katie's heart stopped beating. He was going to tell her that he was married, and she—she was going to
become hysterical.

 "I want you to come back to Puerto Rico withme."

 "What?"she whispered.

 "I want you to marry me."

 Katie opened her mouth, but it was several seconds before any words would come out. "I—Ican't. I
couldn't. I have a job here, and my family,my friends—they're all here. I belong here."

 "No," he said angrily, turning his head and pinning her with his gaze. "You do not belong here. Iwatched
you the first time I saw you in the bar, and Iwatched you tonight. You do not even like thesepeople; you
do not belong with them." He saw thegrowing apprehension widening her eyes andstretched his arm out
to her.
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 "Come," he said softly. "Now I want you in my arms."

 Too dazed to do anything but obey, Katie slidacross the sofa and into his comforting embrace,leaning
her head on his shoulder. Gently, he continued, "There is a fineness in you that sets youapart from these
people you call your friends."

 Katie slowly shook her head. "You don't evenknow me, not really. You can't be serious about wanting
to marry me."

 His hand touched her chin, tipping her face up tohis, and he smiled into her glazed blue eyes. "I have
known what you are from the moment you knockedthe flower I brought you on the ground, then nearly
burst into tears with shame for what you had done.And I am thirty-four years old; I know exactly whatI
want." His lips clung to hers in a shattering kiss. "Marry me, Katie," he whispered.

 "Couldn't… couldn't you stay in the States, inSt. Louis, so that we could get to know one anotherbetter?
Maybe then, after—"

 "No," he said with absolute finality. "I cannot."He stood up and Katie stood with him. "Do not answer
me now. There is time yet for you to decide." He glanced at the small glass clock beside the lamp."It is
late. I have to get dressed and then I have work that must be done tonight. When shall I callfor you
tomorrow to take you to your parents'?"

 Numbly, Katie told him. "Oh, and I think mymother said it was a barbecue, so we may as well wear
Levi's."

 When he left, Katie wandered around, mechanically picking up coffee cups, turning off the lamp,and
undressing for bed.

 She lay down, stared at the ceiling, and tried to absorb what had just happened. Ramon wanted herto
marry him and go to Puerto Rico with him! It wasimpossible, absolutely out of the question, too soonto
even contemplate such a thing.

 Too soon to contemplate it? Even if Ramon gaveher time, would she ever really contemplate it?

 She turned her head into her pillow and could stillfeel his hands caressing her with such violent tender
ness, his mouth hungry and urgent on hers. No man alive had ever made her body come to life like that,
and she doubted that anyone else ever would. Itwasn't just practiced sexual technique with Ramon,it was
instinct. It was natural for him to make lovewith such demanding, dominating sensuality; hewas, by birth
and culture, a dominating male.

 Funny, Katie thought, she had liked being dominated by him. She had even felt a surge of excitement
earlier today at the way he had ordered herinto his arms with his quiet, "Come here, Katie."And yet, he
was so gentle.

 Katie closed her eyes, trying to think. If Ramongave her time, was it possible that she might marry
him?Absolutely not! Her mind sensibly replied. Buther heart whispered,maybe…        

 Why, Katie wondered, why would she ever consider marrying him. The answer was in that strange
feeling she sometimes got when they were laughingor talking—an inexplicable feeling that, emotionally,
they were almost perfectly matched; a feelingthat something deep within him was reaching out toher and
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finding an answering response within her;this strong, magnetic pull that seemed to be slowly, inexorably,
drawing them closer together.

 At that thought, Katie's logical mind instantlywent to battle with her emotions: If she was foolishenough
to let herself marry Ramon, he would expecther to live on his income alone, yet she wasn't veryhappy
living like an American princess the way shedid now.

 He was a Spanish male chauvinist; yet everyinstinct she possessed told her that he was a sensitive man,
capable of great gentleness as well asstrength....

 Katie almost moaned aloud at the predicament in which she found herself. She closed her eyes, and
when she finally drifted into an exhausted slumber, neither logic nor emotion had won the battle.

  

 CHAPTER FIVE

 Katie spent the following morningwaiting forRamon in a state of spiraling apprehension, too worried
about appearing at her parents' party withhim to even contemplate the greater problem of hisproposal.

 The possibilities for disaster at that party werealmost limitless. It wasn't important to Katie thather family
like Ramon, nor would she ever let theiropinion of him influence her ultimate decision aboutgoing to
Puerto Rico. She loved her family, but shewas old enough to make her own decisions. Whatshe did fear
was that her family might say somethingto humiliate Ramon. Her sister, Maureen, was anoutrageous snob
who had conveniently forgotten that the Connellys hadn't always been wealthy. Ifshe discovered Ramon
was a farm laborer whodrove a truck, Maureen was capable of snubbinghim in front of a house full of
people, as a way ofemphasizing her own social superiority.

 Her parents, Katie knew, would treat Ramon withthe same courtesy they would show any guest intheir
home, regardless of what he did for a living. . .as long as they had no inkling that there wasanything
except casual friendship between Katie andhim. If they so much as suspected that Ramon wanted to
marry her, they were both capable of treatinghim with a freezing contempt that would reduce himto the
level of a social-climbing parasite, and infront of all their guests. Ramon would be disqualified as a future
son-in-law the instant they discovered that he couldn't possibly support Katie in styleand comfort, and
they wouldn't hesitate to make their position infinitely clear if they felt it wasnecessary.

 At precisely three-thirty, Ramon arrived. Katie lethim into her apartment and greeted him with herbest,
cheerfully optimistic smile, which deceived himfor perhaps two seconds. Drawing her into his arms,
Ramon tipped her chin up, gazed into her eyes and said with grave humor, "We are not going to face a
firing squad, Katie. We are only going to face yourfamily."

 The kiss he gave her was gently reassuring and,somehow, when his arms released her, Katie felt in
finitely more confident. The feeling was still withher thirty minutes later when their car swept throughthe
stone gates of Forest Oaks Country Club andpulled up in front of her parents' house.

 Set back from the private road on five acres ofmanicured lawn, the Connellys white-pillaredcolonial with
its sweeping circular driveway was avery imposing structure. Katie watched for some reaction from
Ramon, but he only glanced casually at the house as if he had seen thousands like it, and came around to
help her out of the car.

 He still hadn't said anything by the time they werehalfway up the winding brick walk that led towardthe
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massive front doors. Some devilish impulsemade Katie slant a jaunty, sideways smile at him andask,
"Well, what do you think?" She jammed herhands into the back pockets of her designer jeans and took
four more paces before she realized thatnot only had Ramon not answered, he had stoppedwalking
entirely.

 Turning, Katie found herself the object of hislazy, sweeping appraisal. With a spark of amusement in his
eyes, his gaze traveled leisurely from thetop of her bright head, lingered meaningfully on herlips and the
thrusting fullness of her breasts, thenfaithfully followed the graceful curving lines of her waist, hips and
thighs, drifted down her long shapely legs, stopped at her sandal-shod feet, then sweptupward and
returned to her face. "I think," he saidwith quiet solemnity, "that your smile could lightthe darkness, and
when you laugh it is like music. I think your hair is like heavy silk shining in the sunlight."

 Hypnotized by that deep voice, Katie simplystood there, warmth seeping through her system.

 "I think that you have the bluest eyes I have ever seen, and I like the way they sparkle when you are
happy, or darken with desire when you are in myarms." A wicked grin highlighted his lips as heglanced
again at Katie's breasts, which were emphasized by her unconsciously provocative stance withher hands
in her back pockets. "And I like the way you look in those pants you are wearing. But if youdo not take
your hands out of your pockets, I amgoing to take you back to the car so that I can putmy hands in them,
too."

 Katie slowly pulled her hands free, trying to surface from the sensuous spell he seemed able to cast
over her with a few words. "I meant," she said in ahusky voice, "What do you think of the house?"

 He glanced up at it and wryly shook his head."Right out ofGone With the Wind."

 Katie rang the doorbell, which she could hearpealing majestically above the raised voices andlaughter
coming from within.

 "Katie darling," her mother said, wrapping her ina quick hug. "Come inside. Everyone else is already
here." She smiled at Ramon who was standing beside Katie, and graciously extended her hand to himas
Katie performed the introductions. "We're veryhappy to have you here, Mr. Galverra," she saidwith
perfect correctness.

 Ramon replied with equal correctness that he was delighted to be here, and Katie, who had been inex
plicably holding her breath, felt the tension drainout of her.

 When her mother excused herself to check on thecaterers, Katie led Ramon through the house andout
onto the beautifully landscaped lawn where a bar had been set up for the use of the guests whowere
standing in small groups, laughing and talking. What Katie had believed was to be a barbecuewas, in
reality, a cocktail party followed by a formaldinner for thirty people, and while it was immediately
obvious that Ramon was the only man there wearing jeans, Katie thought he looked utterly fantastic.

  

 With laughing pride, she noticed that she wasn't the only woman who thought Ramon was gorgeous;
several of her mother's friends were openlyadmiring the tall dark-haired man who stayed byher side as
they wandered sociably from group togroup.

 Katie introduced him to those of her parents'friends and neighbors whom she knew, watching asRamon
conquered the females with his flashingsmile and relaxed charm. That she had expected.What she hadn't

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


expected was that he would interactso well with the men who were present, all of whomwere prosperous
local businessmen. Somewhere inthe past, Ramon had obviously acquired a socialpolish and smooth
urbanity that positively staggeredKatie when she saw it. He was utterly at ease amongthis gathering of the
martini set, perfectly able to converse on everything from sports to national and world politics.
Particularly world politics, Katiecouldn't help noticing.

 "You're certainly well-informed about world affairs," Katie observed when they were alone for a
moment.

 Ramon smiled obliquely. "I know how to read,Katie."

 Chastened, Katie looked away, but as if he sensedher other question, Ramon added, "This party isnot
so different from any other. Whenever mengather they tend to discuss business if they are all insimilar
lines of work. If they are not, then they discuss sports or politics or world affairs. It is the samein any
country."

 Katie was not entirely satisfied with his answer,but she let the matter drop for the time being.

 "I think I'm jealous!" she laughingly remarked awhile later, when a forty-five-year-old matron with two
grown daughters had monopolized Ramon's attention for a full ten minutes.

 "Do not be jealous," Ramon said with blandamusement that made Katie think he must be accustomed
to the fawning admiration of women. "Theywould all lose interest the moment they discovered Iam only a
farmer."

 That, unfortunately, wasn't quite the truth, Katiediscovered to her sublime discomfort two hourslater.
Everyone was seated in the elaborate diningroom enjoying a gourmet meal, when Katie's sisterinquired
down the length of the long dining-roomtable, "What do you do, Mr. Galverra?"

 Katie felt as if the clink of sterling silver flatwareon English bone china stopped altogether, alongwith
every other shred of conversation at the table."He's in the trucking business—and groceries,"Katie
improvised madly before Ramon could respond.

 "Trucking? In what way?" Maureen persisted.

 "What possible way is there?" Katie hedgedshortly, shooting a killing look at her sister.

 "Groceries, did you say?" Mr. Connelly put in,his brows lifted in interest. "Wholesale or retail?"

 "Wholesale," Katie interjected hastily, again cutting off Ramon's reply.

 Beside her, Ramon leaned very close, smiledcharmingly, and said in a low, savage voice. "Shutup, Katie,
or he will think I do not know how totalk."

 "Wholesale?" Mr. Connelly mused from his position at the head of the table. He was alwayseager to talk
about the grocery business. "What endof it—distribution?"

 "No, growing," Ramon answered smoothly,clasping Katie's icy hand under the table in silentapology for
the way he had spoken to her.

 "A corporation operation, I imagine?" her fathersaid. "How large?"
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 Calmly slicing a tender piece of veal Oscar, Ramonsaid, "It is a small farm, barely self-supporting."

 "Do you mean you're an ordinary farmer?"Maureen demanded in subdued outrage. "In Missouri?"

 "No, in Puerto Rico." Katie's brother, Mark,leaped into the breach with all the finesse of a pole-vaulter
with no pole. "I was talking to Jake Masterslast week and he told me he once found a spider in a
shipment of pineapples from Puerto Rico that wasthe size of a—"

 One of the guests, who apparently wasn't interested in spiders, interrupted Mark's desperate mono
logue to say to Ramon, "Is Galverra a commonSpanish name? I've read of a 'Galverra' but I can'trecall
his first name."

 Beside her Katie sensed, rather than saw, Ramontense. "It is not an uncommon name," Ramon replied.
"And my first name is very common."

 Katie, in the act of giving Ramon an apologetic,encouraging smile, intercepted a look from hermother
that could only be described as displeasedand she felt the knot in her stomach tighten.

 By the time they could leave, Katie's stomach waspositively churning. Her parents were polite as they
said goodbye to Ramon in the entrance foyer, butKatie saw the narrowed speculation in her mother's
eyes when she looked at Ramon, and without actually saying anything, she managed to convey to Katie,
and undoubtedly to Ramon, that she did not approve of him or of his continued association withKatie.

 To make everything worse, as Ramon and Katie were leaving, Maureen's seven-year-old son jerkedon
her skirt and loudly announced to one and all,"Mommie, that man talks weird!"

 In the car Ramon drove in thoughtful, withdrawnsilence. "I'm sorry I told you to wear jeans," Katiespoke
finally as they neared her apartment complex."I could have sworn my mother told me two weeks ago this
was going to be a barbecue."

 "It is of no importance," Ramon said. "Whatpeople wear does not change what they are."

 Katie didn't know whether he meant that betterclothes wouldn't have improved his image, or thathe felt
his image was adequate regardless of what hewas wearing. "I'm sorry about the way Maureenacted," she
tried again.

 "Stop saying you are sorry, Katie. One person cannot apologize for another. It is ludicrous to try."

 "I know, but my sister is such a pain in the neck,and my parents—"

 "Love you very much," Ramon finished for her.

 "They want to see you happy, with a secure futureand all the things money can buy. Unfortunately,like
most parents, they believe that if your future is secure you will be happy. And if it is not, it followsthat you
will not be."

 Katie was amazed by his defense of her parents. Inside her apartment she whirled on him, her gaze
searching his dark, inscrutable face. "What sort of man are you?" she asked. "Who are you? You
defend my parents, knowing that if I decided to go to Puerto Rico with you they would do everything to
prevent it. If anything you were amused, not impressed, by the people you met tonight and the sizeof my
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parents' home. You speak English with an accent, but your vocabulary is better than most men I know
who have college degrees. Who are you, anyway?"

 Ramon put his hands on her tense shoulders and said quietly, "I am the man who wants to take you
away from everything you know, and people wholove you. I am the man who wants to take you to a
strange country where you, not I, will have thehandicap of language. I am the man who wants totake you
to live in the cottage where he was born, acottage with four rooms that are clean, but nothing more. I am
the man who knows he is selfish to dothese things, yet still I will try to do them."

 "Why?" Katie whispered.

 He bent his head and brushed his lips warmlyagainst hers. "Because I believe that I can make you
happier than you have ever dreamed of being."

 Unbelievably affected by the merest touch of thatmouth, Katie tried to follow his logic. "But howcould I
be happy living in a primitive cottage where I don't know anyone and couldn't speak to them if Itried?"

 "I will tell you later." He grinned suddenly. "Fornow, I have brought my own swimming trunks."

 "Y—you want to swim?" Katie stuttered in disbelief.

 Ramon's smile was positively wolfish. "I want tosee you with as little clothing as possible, and the safest
place for that, for both of us, is down at yourpool."

 Relief won out over disappointment as Katie wentinto the bedroom and quickly stripped off herclothes,
pulling on a shockingly bright yellow bikini.She studied herself in the mirror with a faint smile.It was the
scantiest suit she had ever owned; two extremely narrow strips of bright cloth that revealedevery curving
line of her body. She had never hadthe nerve to actually appear in it before, but today it seemed perfect.
It was all well and good for Ramonto arbitrarily decide that he was going to keep his distance, but,
perversely, she wanted to make it as difficult for him as possible. She brushed her hairuntil it was shining
and emerged from her bedroom just as he came from the bathroom. He had changedinto black briefs
that hugged his body, displayinghis magnificent physique in a way that made Katie's mouth go dry.

 Ramon's response to her, however, was far lessenthusiastic. His black eyes raked her all but nakedbody
from head to toe. "Change it," he said in ahard tone that she had never heard before. Belatedly, he
added, "Please."

 "No," Katie said firmly. "I'm not going tochange. Why should I?"

 "Because I asked you to."

 "You orderedme to, and I didn't like it."

 "Now I am asking," Ramon persisted implacably. "Please change that suit."

 Katie shot him a killing look. "I am wearing thissuit down to that pool.''

 "Then I am not going with you."Suddenly, Katie felt vulgarly naked, and sheblamed Ramon for her
humiliation. She went intoher room, pulled off the suit and put on a green one."Thank you," Ramon said
quietly when shewalked into the living room.
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 Katie was too angry to speak. She shoved openthe glass patio door, banged through the gate in the
stockade fence, and marched down to the pool,which was nearly deserted. Most of the tenants were
apparently spending Memorial Day with their families. Katie sank down gracefully on the chaise lounge
closest to the deep end of the pool, ignoring Ramon,who stood looking down at her with his hands on his
hips.

 "Are you going to swim?" he asked.

 Katie shook her head, her teeth clenched together.

 Sitting down on the chair across from her, Ramonlit one of those very thin cigars he seemed to like,and
leaned forward, his forearms braced on hisknees. "Katie, listen to me."

 "I don't want to listen to you. I don't like a lot ofthe things you say."

 "But you will listen anyway."

 Katie's head swung toward him so swiftly that herlong hair came spilling over her shoulder. "Ramon,that
is the second time tonight that you have told mewhat I'm going to do and I don't like it. If I had actually
been willing to marry you, which I never was,these past twenty minutes would have changed mymind."
She came to her feet, enjoying the sensationof towering over him for a change. "For the sake of what's
left of our evening, ourlast evening together,I will swim. Because I'm sure you're going to orderme to do
that next."

 Three long angry strides and Katie did a shallowracing dive into the pool. A few seconds later shefelt the
impact of Ramon's body hitting the waterbehind her. Katie swam for all she was worth but shewas not
really surprised when Ramon easily caughther, or even when he forcibly pulled her stiff, unyielding body
against his. "There are four otherpeople in this pool, Ramon. Now let go of me beforeI yell for help."

 "Katie, will you shut up and let me—"

 "That was strike three for you," Katie snappedfuriously. "You're out!"

 "Dammit!" he said savagely, plunging his handinto the hair at her nape and jerking her head backas his
mouth possessed hers.

 More incensed then ever. Katie twisted her headaway and wiped the back of her hand across hermouth.
"I didn't like it!" she spat.

 "Neither did I," he answered. "Please listen tome."

 "I can't see where I have any choice. My feetaren't even touching the bottom."

 Ramon ignored that. "Katie, it was a beautifulsuit and the sight of you in it took my breathaway. If you
will listen I will explain why I donot want you to wear it. Last night more than oneof the men who live
here asked me if I was gettinganywhere with their 'vestal virgin.' They call youthat."

 "They what?" Katie hissed in outraged disgust.

 "They call you that because they have all wanted you, and not one of them has had you."
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 "I'll bet that amazed you," Katie said bitterly. "No doubt you thought that anyone who'd wearsuch a
vulgar bathing suit—"

 "It made me very proud," he interrupted quietly.Katie had had all she could stand. She shoved athis
immovable chest.

 "Well, I hate to disappointyou—knowing how 'proud' you were—but I am nota virgin."

 She saw the effect of her announcement in thehardening line of his jaw, but he made no comment on it.
Instead he said, "Until now, they have treated you with respect, like a beautiful little sister. But ifyou
appear out here in the littlest bits of string andcloth I have ever seen called a bathing suit—they willbe
after you like a pack of dogs after a bitch in heat."

 "I don't give a blessed damn what they think! And," Katie warned darkly when he opened hismouth, "if
you dare tell me not to swear, I will slapyou so hard your head will fall off!"

 His arms fell away and Katie swam to the ladder,climbed out of the pool, stopped at the chaiselounge
long enough to sweep up her towel and wentback to her apartment alone. Once she was insideshe would
have locked the door but Ramon's clotheswere still there, so she locked her bedroom door instead.

 Thirty minutes later, when she had showered andclimbed into bed, Ramon knocked at her door.

 Katie knew better than to open the door and giveRamon the opportunity to take her in his arms.Where
Ramon was concerned her body refused tolisten to reason, and in two minutes he'd have hermelting and
pliant.

 "Katie, stop sulking and open this door."

 "I'm sure you can find your way out," Katie saidcoldly. "I am going to sleep." For emphasis sheturned
out the lamp on her nightstand.

 "Katie, for God's sake, do not do this to us."

 "There is no 'us.' There never was," Katie said.And then because it hurt somehow to have said thewords
aloud she added, "I don't know why youwant to marry me but I do know all the reasons whyI can't
marry you. Talking about them isn't going to change anything. Please go away. I really think it'sbest for
both of us this way."

  

 There was an ominous quiet in the apartmentafter that. Katie waited, watching the clock untilforty-five
minutes had elapsed, then silently, cautiously, unlocked her door and peeked around thedarkened
apartment. Ramon had left, turning outall the lights and locking the door behind him. Shewent back to
bed and crawled under the cool sheets,propping the pillows up behind her and turning onthe bedside
lamp.

 What a narrow escape she'd had! Well, not thatnarrow—she had never actually considered marrying
Ramon. In his arms she had been swept to the brink of sexual desperation, that was all. Fortunately no
woman in this day and age had to marry just toassuage her sexual needs, including Katherine Con nelly!
She just happened to have wanted Ramonmore than she had ever wanted anyone—even Rob.

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 That thought sent Katie's mind into chaos. Maybeshe had been closer to capitulation than she'd realized.
Her job wasn't all that rewarding; the menshe knew seemed shallow and self-centered. AndRamon was
the antithesis of them. He catered to herevery whim. At the zoo he went wherever she wanted to go. If
she looked tired he insisted that she sitdown and rest. If she gave more than a passingglance at any
refreshment stand he was quick to askif she was hungry or thirsty. If she wanted to swim, he swam. If
she wanted to dance, he danced—solong as he could hold her in his arms, she remindedherself crossly.

 He wouldn't even let her carry a small bag of groceries or her overnight case. He didn't push open a
door, walk past it, and let it come banging back intoher face as many men did—then glance at her with a
look that said, "Well, you women wanted equality;open your own doors."

 Katie shook her head. What was the matter withher, thinking about marrying a man because hepicked
up a five-pound bag of groceries and openeddoors for her? But there was more to Ramon thanthat. He
was so supremely confident of his own masculinity that he had no fear of being gentle. Hewas
self-assured and very proud, yet where she was concerned, he seemed strangely vulnerable.

 Katie's thoughts reeled onto another path. How,if he really had lived in near-poverty, had he been so
thoroughly familiar with the formalities observed ather parents' elaborately laid dining table? Not oncehad
he shown the slightest uncertainty about whichpiece of silver to use with which course. Nor had hebeen
the slightest bit uneasy around her parents' affluent friends.

 Why did he want to marry her and not just go tobed with her? Last night on the sofa, he had knownthat
she was long past the point of denying him anything. "Want me as much as I want you," he had insisted
and implored. And when she did want himthat much, he had pulled away, sat back, closed his eyes, and
unemotionally asked her to marry him.Had he asked her to marry him instead of making love to her
because he thought she was a virgin?Latins still prized virginity even in this day of sexualemancipation.
Would he have wanted to marry herif he had realized she wasn't a virgin? Katie seriouslydoubted it and
that made her feel humiliated and furiously indignant. Ramon Galverra had knownexactly what to do to
arouse her to a fever pitch ofdesire last night and he hadn't learned how frombooks! Who did he think he
was, anyway? He wasno virgin!

 Turning out the light Katie flopped back againstthe pillows. Thank heaven she'd come no closer to going
to Puerto Rico with him! He would insist onbeing the unchallenged head of his household; hehad
practically said as much on their picnic. Hewould expect his wife to cook and clean and cater tohim. He
would, no doubt, keep her "barefoot andpregnant," too.

 Why, no liberated American woman in her rightmind would consider marrying such a classic male
chauvinist...a male chauvinist who would be fiercely protective of his own... who would treat his wifeas if
she were made of fragile glass... who would probably work until he dropped to give her whatevershe
wanted.. .who could be so intensely passionate...and so gentle....

  

 CHAPTER SIX

 Katie awoke the next morningto the insistentringing of the telephone beside her bed. Groping dazedly
she lifted the receiver from the cradleand pulled it across the pillow tucking it against herear. Her mother's
voice began before Katie couldsay hello. "Katie darling, who on earth was thatman?""Ramon Galverra,"
Katie answered, her eyes stillclosed.

 "Iknow his name, you told us that. What is hedoing with you?"
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 "Doing with me?" Katie mumbled. "Nothing."

 "Katie, don't be obtuse! The man obviouslyknows you have money—we have money—I havethe feeling
he's after something."

 Katie groggily tried to defend Ramon. "He's notafter money, he's after a wife."

 The phone went silent. When her mother's voicesounded again, each word was iced with contempt.
"That Puerto Rican farmer actually thinks he is going tomarry you?"

 "Spanish," Katie corrected, her mother's voice jarring her mind into focus.

 "What?"

 "I said he's Spanish, not Puerto Rican. Actually,he's American."

 "Katherine," the voice demanded with terse impatience. "You are not, in your wildest imaginings,
considering marrying that man are you?"

 Katie hesitated as she sat up and swung her legsover the side of the bed. "I don't think so."

 "You don'tthink so? Katherine, stay there anddon't let that man near you until we get there. Lord,this
would kill your father. We'll be there right afterbreakfast."

 "No, don't!" Katie said, finally coming out ofher sleepy stupor altogether. "Mom, listen. Youwoke me up
and I can hardly think straight, butthere's nothing for you to worry about. I'm not going to marry Ramon;
I doubt if I'll ever see himagain."

 "Katherine, are you sure? You aren't just saying that to pacify me?"

 "No, really I'm not."

 "All right, darling, but if he comes near you againjust call us, and we'll be there in thirty minutes."

 "Mom—"

 "Call us, Katie. Your father and I love you andwant to protect you. Don't be ashamed to admit youcan't
cope with that Spaniard, or Puerto Rican, orwhatever he is."

 Katie opened her mouth to protest that she didn't need to be "protected" from Ramon, then changedher
mind. Her mother wouldn't believe her andKatie didn't want to argue with her. "Okay," she sighed. "If I
need you, I'll call. Bye mom."

 What was the matter with her parents, Katie wondered angrily a half hour later as she pulled on a pairof
yellow velour slacks and a matching yellow top.Why would they think that Ramon would hurt heror do
anything that would make her have to callthem for help? Brushing her hair back off her forehead, she
secured it with a tortoiseshell clip at the crown, then added a touch of coral to her lips andmascara to her
lashes. She would go shopping forsomething frivolous and expensive to take her mindoff Ramon and her
parents, she decided.
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 The doorbell rang, as Katie had feared it might, asshe was putting her coffee mug in the dishwasher.Her
parents, of course. They had finished with theirbreakfast; now they had come over to finish withRamon,
figuratively speaking.

 Resignedly, she went into the living room, pulledopen the door, then stepped back in surprise fromthe
tall lithe figure blocking the sunlight. "I—I wasjust going to leave," Katie said.

 Ignoring her hint, Ramon stepped inside andfirmly closed the door behind him. A grim smiletouched his
mouth. "Somehow, I thought that waswhat you would do."

 Katie looked at his ruggedly handsome features,which were stamped with determination, and his
powerful shoulders, which were squared with purpose. Confronted with six feet three inches of potent
masculinity and iron resolve, Katie chose to make a strategic retreat in order to gather her scattered wits.
Turning on her heel she said over her shoulder, "I'llget you a cup of coffee."

  

 She was pouring it into a cup when Ramon'shands settled on her waist drawing her back againsthis
chest. His breath lightly touched her hair as hesaid, "I do not want coffee, Katie."

 "Some breakfast?"

 "No."

 "Then what do you want?"

 "Turn around and I will show you."

 Katie shook her head, grasping the edge of theFormica counter top so hard that her knucklesturned
white.

 "Katie, I did not tell you the main reason why Idid not want you to wear that bathing suit, because Idid
not like admitting it to myself. And you are notgoing to like it, either. But there must always behonesty
between us." He paused then said with a reluctant sigh, "The whole truth is that I was jealous—I do not
want anyone but me to ever see so much of your beautiful body."

 Katie swallowed, searching for her voice, afraidto turn around, shaken by the feel of his hard, muscular
length against her back and legs. "I acceptyour explanation, and you're right—I don't like it.What I wear
is my decision, no one else's. But noneof this really matters anymore. I'm sorry for behaving so childishly
last night; I should have come outto say goodbye to you. But I can't marry you, Ramon. It wouldn't
work."

 She expected him to accept that. She should have known better. His hands slid up her arms to her
shoulders, tightening to gently but firmly turn heraround to face him. .Katie kept her eyes on thetanned
column of his throat above the open collar ofhis blue shirt.

 "Look at me,guerida."

 That deep, husky voice calling her darling did it.She dragged her wide apprehensive blue eyes up tohis.

 "Youcan marry me. And itwill work. I will makeit work."
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 "There's a cultural gap between us a million mileswide!" Katie cried. "How can you possibly thinkyou
can make it work?"

 His eyes held hers steadily. "Because I will comehome to you at night and make love to you until youcry
out for me to stop. I will leave you in the morning with the taste of my kiss on your lips. I will livemy life
for you. I will fill your days with gladness,and if God sends us heartbreak, I will hold you inmy arms until
your tears have passed and then I willteach you how to laugh again."

 Mesmerized, Katie stared at the firm sensualmouth slowly descending to hers. "We'd fight," shewarned
shakily.

 He brushed his lips against hers. "Fighting is onlyan angry way of caring.''

 "We'd—we'd disagree about everything. You'retyrannical and I'm independent."

 His lips clung to hers. "We will learn to compromise."

 "One person can't do all the giving. What wouldyou want in return?"

 His arms enfolded her. "No more and no lessthan what I offer you—everything you have to givewith
nothing held back. Ever." His mouth coveredhers, coaxing her lips to part for the gentle invasionof his
tongue.

 What began for Katie as a warm glow kindled intoa fire, then burst into raging flames, racing through her
in a quivering fury. She was leaning into himreturning his endless drugging kisses with helplessurgency,
moaning softly as her breasts swelled to fill his caressing palms.

 "We belong together," he whispered. "Tell meyou know it," he ordered thickly, his hand forcingits way
under her elastic waistband to cup her bare buttocks and move her tighter against the throbbinghardness
of his aroused manhood. "Our bodiesknow it, Katie."

 Caught between the wildly exciting feel of his hand against her bare skin and the proud evidenceof his
desire pressed boldly to her, Katie's weakeneddefenses crumbled completely. She wound her arms
tightly around his neck, running her hands over hisshoulders, smoothing his thick black hair, diggingher
nails into the bunched muscles of his back. Andwhen he hoarsely commanded, "Tell me," shecrushed her
parted lips against his and almostsobbed. "We belong together."

 The whispered words seemed to echo around the room dousing Katie's passion with cold shock. She
leaned back in his arms, staring at him.

 Ramon's gaze took in the hectic color tinting thesmooth curve of her cheeks, the panic widening thedeep
blue eyes beneath their luxurious lashes.Threading his hands through the sides of her hair heupped her
face between them. "Do not be frightened,querida" he said gently. "I think you arenot so much afraid of
what is happening betweenus as you are of how quickly it is happening." His thumbs stroked her heated
cheeks as he added, "Iwould do anything to be able to give you moretime, but I cannot. We will have to
leave for PuertoRico on Sunday. That will still give you four fulldays to pack your clothing. I had intended
to leavetwo days ago, I cannot delay my return beyond Sunday."

 "But I—I have to go to work tomorrow," Katieprotested distractedly.
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 "Yes. To tell them that you will be leaving forPuerto Rico and that this will be your last weekhere."

 Of all the monumental obstacles to her actually marrying Ramon, Katie seized upon the lesser oneof her
job. "I can't just walk in there and resignwith only four days' notice. I am required to givetwo weeks'
notice, not four days. I can't"

 "Yes, Katie," he said quietly. "You can."

 "And then there's my parents—oh no! We havegot to get out of here," she said with sudden urgency. "I
forgot about them. All I need is for themto come over now and find you here. I've alreadyhad a
'Katherine' phone call from my mother thismorning." In a flurry of motion, Katie broke free of his arms,
hurried Ramon into the living room, grabbed her purse, and did not relax until they were inhis car.

 "What," Ramon asked, slanting her an amused, sideways look as he turned the key in the Buick'signition,
"is a 'Katherine' phone call?"

 Katie watched the easy competence with which hedrove, admiring his long masculine fingers on the
steering wheel. "When my parents call me Katherineinstead of Katie, that means the battle lines havebeen
drawn, their artillery is being moved into position, and unless I wave a white flag quickly, they are going
to start firing."

 He grinned at her and Katie relaxed. When he turned up the expressway ramp onto eastboundHighway
40, Katie said idly, "Where are we going?"

 "To the Arch. I have never had the time to reallysee it up close."

 "Tourist!" Katie teased.

 They spent the rest of the morning and well into theafternoon outwardly behaving exactly like tourists.
They boarded one of the paddle wheelers for a shorttrip through the murky waters of the Mississippi
River. Katie absently watched the passing scenery onthe Illinois side of the river, her mind whirling with
disjointed thoughts.

 Ramon lounged against the railing—watchingKatie. "When are you going to tell your parents?"

 Katie's hands actually perspired at the thought.Wiping her damp palms against her yellow slacks,she
shook her head. "I haven't decided," she answered, being deliberately obscure about what she hadn't
decided.

 They strolled along the old brick streets of Laclede's Landing near the riverfront and stopped at a
wonderful little pub where the sandwiches weremasterpieces. Katie ate very little and stared out the
windows at the throngs of downtown office workers coming to the Landing to eat.

  

 Ramon leaned back in his chair, a cigar clampedbetween his teeth, his eyes narrowed against the
smoke—watching Katie. "Do you want me to bethere when you tell them?"

 "I haven't thought about it."They wandered along the parklike setting that wasdominated by the soaring
Gateway Arch. Katie lamely acted as tourist guide explaining that theArch is the tallest monument in the
United Statesrising to a height of 630 feet, then fell silent andstared blindly at the river flowing by in the
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foreground. With no particular destination in mind, she walked to the sweeping steps that led to the
river front and sat down, thinking without really beingable to think at all.

 Ramon stood beside her, one foot propped nearher thigh—watching Katie. "The longer you wait to tell
them, the more nervous you will become and theharder it will be to do."

 "Did you want to actually go up in the Arch?"Katie evaded. "I don't know if the tram is running,but if it
is, the view is supposed to be fantastic. Ican't actually say from firsthand experience… I’ve always been
too afraid of the height to open myeyes."

 "Katie, there is not much time."

 "I know."

 They walked back to the car and as they drovedown Market Street, Katie idly suggested that hemight
like to drive down Lindell Boulevard. Ramonautomatically followed her directions. They weredriving
west down Lindell when Ramon said, "What is that?"

 Katie looked up and to her right. "St. LouisCathedral." She was amazed when he pulled up infront of the
elaborate structure. "Why on earth arewe stopping here?"

 Ramon turned in his seat and put his arm aroundher shoulders. "There are only a few days before we
leave, with many decisions to be made and much tobe done. I will help you pack and do everything Ican,
but I cannot tell your parents for you, nor can Iresign your job for you.''

 "No, I know."

 His free hand touched her chin, gently lifting it,and the kiss he gave her was filled with persuasive
tenderness.

 "But why do you want to go into a church?"Katie asked when he came around and opened her door for
her.

 "Normally the finest skills the local craftsmen possessed at the time can be found in churches, nomatter
where in the world they are."

 Katie didn't entirely believe that was his reason,and her nerves, already ragged and strained, were
completely jangled by the time they had climbed theflight of shallow stone steps leading toward thedomed
cathedral. Ramon opened one of the massivecarved doors and stepped aside for her to precedehim into
the vast cool interior. Instantly she was swamped with memories of burning candles andaltar flowers.

 Ramon placed his hand beneath her elbow, givingher no choice but to walk beside him down the center
aisle. Katie kept her eyes moving over the endlessrows of pews, scanning the distant vaulted ceilingswith
their spectacular mosaic scenes that glittered with gold, always avoiding the marble altar. Compulsively
avoiding the altar. In the front pew sheknelt beside Ramon, feeling like a fraud, an unwelcome intruder.
She dragged her eyes toward thealtar, then closed them against the dizziness assailing her. God didn't
want her here—not like this—not with Ramon. It was too poignant being herewith him. And too wrong.
All she wanted was his body, not his life.

 Ramon was kneeling beside her, and Katie had theterrifying feeling that he was praying. She was even
quite certain what he was praying for. As if shecould cancel out his private appeal, Katie began topray,
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quickly, incoherently, the panic beginning tomount.Please, please don't listen to him. Don't letthis
happen. Don't let him care for me so much. I can't do what he wants me to do. I know I can't. Idon't
wantto. God— Katie cried silently.Are youlistening to me? Do youeverlisten to me?

 Katie jerked to her feet, tears blinding her as sheturned and collided with Ramon's hard body."Katie?"
His low voice near her ear was filled withconcern, his hands gentle on her arms.

 "Let me go, Ramon. Please! I've got to get out ofhere."

  

 "I—Idon't know what came over me in there,"Katie apologized, wiping her eyes with her fingertips.
They were standing in the brilliant sunlight onthe church steps. Katie watched the traffic glidingdown
Lindell Boulevard, still too distressed and embarrassed to even look at Ramon as she explained,"I
haven't been to church since I was married."

 She started down the steps, halting at the sound ofRamon's stunned voice. "You have been married
before?"

 Katie nodded without turning. "Yes. Two yearsago when I was twenty-one, the same month Igraduated
from college. And divorced a year later." It still hurt her to admit that to anyone. She haddescended
another two steps before she realized that Ramon wasn't following her. Turning, she foundhim regarding
her through hard, narrowed eyes."Were you married in the Catholic church?"

 The harshness of his tone, as well as the seemingunimportance of the question, surprised her. Whywas
he more upset about whether she'd been married in the Catholic church than he was by the actualfact of
her having been married? The answer hitKatie like a bucket of ice water, revitalizing, yet sharply painful.
Ramon must be a Catholic. His religion would make it difficult to marry Katie if she had been married in
the Catholic church and thendivorced.

 God had indeed answered her prayers, Katiethought with a mixture pf gratitude and guilt for the pain she
was about to cause Ramon with a lie. Shehad been divorced, but David had been killed sixmonths later
so there was no actual obstacle toRamon marrying her. On the other hand, he didn'tknow that and Katie
was not going to tell him."Yes, I was married in the Catholic church," shesaid quietly.

 Katie was scarcely aware that they had gotten into the car and were driving toward the expressway. Her
mind was drifting into the painful past. David. Ruggedly handsome David, who had needed a way to si
lence the gossip about his association with the wifeof the law firm's senior partner, as well as several of
the firm's female clients, and had done it by becoming engaged to Katherine Connelly. She was lushly
beautiful, delightfully intelligent and suitably naive. Those who had believed the gossip, took one look at
her and knew that they had been mistaken. After all,what man in his right mind would bother with allthose
other women when he had a woman likeKatie?

 David Caldwell would. He was an attorney, an ex-college football player. A sophisticated man of great
personal charisma, and an ego that fed itself onwomen. Every woman he met was a challenge tohim.
Every sexual conquest he made proved he wasbetter than other men. He was such a charmingman.. .until
he was angered. Angered, he was 195pounds of brutal, violent male.

 On the six-month anniversary of their marriage,Katie took the afternoon off from her job. Shestopped at
the market for some special items anddrove to the apartment filled with excited plans tosurprise David
with a celebration. When she arrived,she discovered David was already "celebrating"with the attractive,
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middle-aged wife of the seniorpartner of his law firm. As long as she lived, Katieknew she would never
forget the moment she had stood in the bedroom doorway and seen them. Evennow the memory of it
made her feel nauseated.

 But the memory of the nightmare that followedwas far more painful.

 The physical bruises David inflicted on her that night had healed quickly; the emotional ones were scars
now. They were healed, but they were stillsensitive.

 Katie remembered the phone calls that came in themiddle of the night after she left him: David insisting
that he would change, he loved her. David cursing her viciously and threatening her with brutalreprisals if
she dared to tell anyone what he haddone. Even Katie's hope for a dignified divorce hadbeen dashed.
The divorce itself was quiet, on thegrounds of irreconcilable differences, but Davidhimself was not quiet.
In angry terror that Katiemight tell his secret, he set to work maligning her character and even her family
to anyone and everyone who would listen. The things he said were sovile, so vicious, that most of the
people he talked to must have turned away in disgust or begun to question his sanity. But Katie was too
humiliated and destroyed to consider that.

 And then one day four months after the divorce,she dragged herself out of the pit of horror and misery
where she had been dwelling, looked at herself inthe mirror, and said, "Katherine Elizabeth Connelly, are
you going to let David Caldwell ruin the restof your life? Do you really want to give him that much
satisfaction?"

 With some of her old spirit and enthusiasm she setto the task of putting the pieces of her life back
together. She changed jobs and moved out of herparents' house and into her own apartment. Hersmile
returned and then her laughter. She began to live again the life that fate had given her. And shelived it with
a determinedly cheerful attitude. Except occasionally when it seemed so shallow. So terriblymeaningless.
So empty.

 "Who?" Ramon snapped from beside her.Katie leaned her head against the back of her seatand closed
her eyes.

 "David Caldwell. An attorney.We were married for six months and divorced sixmonths after that."

 "Tell me about him," he said harshly.

 "I hate talking about him. I hate thinking abouthim, as a matter of fact."

 "Tell me," he gritted.

 Haunted by the gruesome memories of her marriage to David that were swamping her now, and
panicked by Ramon's relentless pressure to marryhim, Katie grasped at the only escape she couldthink of
at the moment: even though she despisedher own cowardice, she chose to deceive Ramon intobelieving
David was still alive in order to put an endto any more talk of her going to Puerto Rico andbecoming his
wife. Reminding herself to talk about David as if he were still living, she said, "There isn'ta great deal to
tell about him. He is thirty-two—talldark and very handsome. He reminds me of you, infact."

 "I want to know why you divorced him.''

 "I divorced him because I despised him and because I was afraid of him.''
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 "He threatened you?"

 "He didn't threaten."

 "He struck you?" Ramon looked furious and revolted.

 Katie was determined to sound offhand. "Davidcalled it teaching me manners."

 “And I remind you of him?''

 He sounded ready to explode and Katie hastilyassured, "Only a little bit in looks. You're both olive-
skinned, dark-haired and dark-eyed. David playedfootball in college, and you..." she slid a covertglance
at him, then recoiled in alarm from the blazinganger in his profile, "... you look as if you shouldplay tennis,"
she finished lamely.

 As they were pulling into the parking space in frontof her apartment, it dawned on Katie that this would
undoubtedly be their last day together. If Ramon wasas devout a Catholic as Spaniards were purported
tobe, he would not be able to consider marrying her.

 The idea of never seeing him again was surprisinglypainful, and Katie felt a little desolate and forlorn.She
wanted to prolong the day, to be able to spendmore time with him. But not alone—not where he could
take her in his arms and in five minutes haveher drowning in desire and confessing everything tohim. Then
she'd be right back where she was an hour ago. Trapped.

  

 "Do you know what I'd love to do tonight?" she said as he walked her to the door. "That is, if youdon't
have to work."

 "No, what?" he said through clenched teeth.

 "I'd love to go someplace where we could listen tomusic and dance." Her simple statement made hisface
darken with rage. The hard line of his jawtightened until a drumming pulse stood out in his cheek. He was
furious, Katie thought with a jolt offear. Quickly, apologetically, she said, "Ramon, Ishould have realized
that you might be a Catholicand that my having been married before in thechurch would make it
impossible for you to marry me. I'm sorry I didn't think to tell you before."

 "You are so 'sorry' that you now wish to go outdancing," he said with scathing sarcasm. Then,making a
visible effort to control his fury he askedtautly, "What time shall I come for you?"

 Katie glanced at the afternoon sun. "In aboutfour hours, at eight o'clock."

  

 Katie chose a silky halter dress in royal blue that was the exact shade of her eyes and was strikingagainst
the contrast of red highlights in her hair. Inthe mirror, she scrutinized the slight amount ofcleavage showing
between her breasts to be certainRamon wouldn't think the dress was too revealing.If this was going to
be their last night together, shedidn't want to spoil it with another argument abouther clothing. She put
gold hoops in her ears, a widegold bracelet high on her arm, and stepped intodainty sandals that were the
same blue as her dress.Giving her hair a quick toss to send it spilling backdown her shoulders, she went
into the living room towait for Ramon.
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 Their last evening together…Katie's spiritsdrooped alarmingly. She went into the kitchen andpoured a
tiny bit of brandy into a glass, then satdown on the corduroy sofa at a quarter to eight,slowly sipping the
brandy and watching the clock onthe opposite wall. When the doorbell rang at exactlyeight, she jumped
nervously, put her empty glassaside, and went to answer it.

 Nothing in their brief acquaintance had preparedKatie for the Ramon Galverra who was standingthere
when she opened the door.

 He looked breathtakingly elegant in a dark bluesuit and vest that fit him to perfection and contrasted
beautifully with his snowy-white shirt and conservative striped tie. "You look fantastic," Katiesaid with a
beaming smile of admiration. "You looklike the president of a bank," she added, steppingback to better
admire his tall athletic frame.

 Ramon's expression was sardonic. "As it happens, I do not like bankers. For the most part theyare
unimaginative men eager to reap the profit fromrisks, yet unwilling to take any risks themselves."

 "Oh," Katie said, somewhat abashed. "Well,they're terrific dressers, anyway."

 "How do you know?" Ramon replied. "Wereyou also married to a banker who you have forgottenten to
mention?"        

 Katie's hand froze as she reached for the silkyprinted shawl that coordinated with her dress. "No, of
course not."

 They went down to one of the riverboats andlistened to Dixieland jazz, then back to LacledesLanding
where they stopped in three more places forjazz and blues music. As the evening wore on Ramon
became increasingly cool and unapproachable, and the more aloof he became the more Katie drank and
tried to be amusing.

 By the time they had driven to a popular place outnear the airport, Katie was slightly flushed, very ner
vous, and thoroughly miserable.

 The place she had chosen was surprisingly crowded for a Tuesday night, but they were lucky enoughto
get a table beside the dance floor. There, however, Katie's luck ended. Ramon flatly refused todance
with her, and Katie did not know how muchlonger she could endure the glacial reserve that barely
concealed his contempt. His hard eyes examined her with a detached, cynical interest that made Katie
mentally squirm.

 She looked around, more to avoid Ramon's coldeyes than because she was interested in her sur
roundings, and her gaze collided with a handsome man sitting at the bar watching her. He raised his
brows, mouthed the word "Dance?" and Katie, insheer desperation nodded her head.

 He approached the table, eyed Ramon's obviousheight and lithe build with a certain wariness, and
politely asked Katie to dance.

 "Do you mind?" Katie asked Ramon, eager toget away.

 "Not in the least," he replied with a disinterestedshrug.
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 Katie loved to dance; she had a natural grace anda way of moving that was very eye-catching. Her
partner, it became obvious, not only loved to dance,he was a positive exhibitionist about it. The colored
lights flashed overhead, the music pulsed, and Katie moved with it, giving herself to the rhythm. "Hey,
you're good," her partner said, forcing her with hisown movements to do a much flashier kind of dancing
than she preferred to do.

 "You're showing off," Katie told him as thecrowd on the dance floor began to move back and give them
more room, then stopped dancing altogether. At the end of the disco number there was a loud round of
encouraging, insistent applause from dancers and nondancers alike.

 "They want us to dance some more," her partnersaid, tightening his hold on her arm when Katiewould
have started back toward the table. Simultaneously, another disco number started reverberating
through the packed room, and Katie had nochoice but to give in gracefully to what she privatelyfelt was
exhibitionism. As she danced, she stole aglance at Ramon, then quickly jerked her eyes away.He had
angled his chair toward the dance floor,shoved his hands into his pockets, and was watchingher with the
dispassionate interest of a jaded conquistador observing a paid dancing girl.

 As the music wound to a close there was a gratifying thunder of applause. Her partner tried to get herto
stay with him for another dance, but this timeKatie firmly refused.

 She sat down at the table opposite Ramon andsipped from her drink, growing increasingly annoyed
with the way they were behaving to eachother. "Well?" she asked with a twinge of hostility,when he made
no comment about her dancing.

 One black brow rose sardonically. "Not bad."

  Katie could have hit him. Another song began, thisone slow and romantic. She looked around, saw two
more would-be partners bearing down on their table and stiffened. Ramon, following her gaze, saw them
and reluctantly stood up. Wordlessly he put his handunder Katie's elbow and led her onto the dance
floor.The love song, combined with the piercing sweetness of being in Ramon's arms again, was Katie's
undoing. Moving close to him, she laid her cheekagainst the dark blue cloth of his suit coat. Shewished
his arms would tighten, that he would gatherher against him and brush his lips against her templeas he had
the last time they danced out by the pool.She wished...a lot of hazy, impossible things.

  

 She was still wishing when they got back to herapartment. He walked her to the door and Katie
practically had to beg him to come in for a nightcap.As soon as he had downed the brandy he stood up
and without saying anything, simply started for thedoor."Ramon, please don't leave. Not like this," Katie
pleaded.

 He turned and looked at her, his face expressionless.

 Katie started toward him, then stopped a few feetaway, shaken by a surge of heartbreaking sadnessand
longing. "I don't want you to go," she heardherself say, and then her arms were around his neckas she
pressed herself against his unyielding body, kissing him desperately. His lips were cool and unre
sponsive, his arms remained motionless at his sides.

 Humiliated and hurt, Katie stepped back and raised blue eyes shimmering with tears to his."Don't you
even want to kiss me goodbye?" sheasked with a catch in her voice.
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 His whole body seemed to stiffen into a taut, rigidpose of rejection, and then he jerked her into hisarms.
"Damn you!" he hissed furiously as hismouth came down hard, taking hers with a deliberate ruthless
expertise that immediately had Katie clinging to him, responding wildly with helplessdesire. His hands
fondled her thoroughly, roughlymolding her body to his. And then he abruptlypushed her away.

 Trembling and breathless, Katie looked up athim, then backed away in alarm from the murderous rage
blazing in his eyes.

 "Is that the only thing you want from me,Katie?" he snapped.

 "No!" Katie quickly denied. "I .mean, I don'twant anything. I—I just knew that you didn't have a very
good time tonight and so—"

 "And so," he interrupted in an insulting drawl,"you brought me in here to give me a much bettertime?"

 "No!" Katie fumbled, "I—" Her voice chokedas his black eyes raked her from head to toe. Justwhen
Katie thought he was going to turn on his heeland leave, he turned in the other direction andstrode over
to the coffee table. He picked up thepencil she kept near the telephone and wrote something on the
small pad beside it.

 Striding back to the door, he turned with onehand on the knob. "I have written down a phone number
where I can be reached until Thursday. Ifyou want to talk, call me." His gaze lingered on herface and then
he was gone, closing the door behindhim.

 Katie stood where he had left her, stunned andfragmented into jagged splinters of misery. That last
glance before he left...itwas as if he had beenmemorizing her face. He hated her, was furious withher, yet
he had wanted to remember how shelooked. Katie could not believe how shattered she was. Tears
burned her eyes, and she had an aching lump in her throat.

 She turned and slowly walked into her bedroom.What was the matter with her—this was the way she
had wanted it, wasn't it? Well, not exactly. Shewanted Ramon, she was ready to admit that to herself,
but she wanted himher way: here in St. Louis,working at some decent job.

  

  

 CHAPTER SEVEN

 Adeterminedly cheerful Katie presented herselfat her office the following morning, but the effectsof her
sleepless night were evident in the bluesmudges under her eyes and the tightness of her normally
spontaneous smile.

 "Hi, Katie," her secretary greeted. "Did you enjoy your four-day weekend?"

 "Very much," Katie said. She took the handfulof messages her secretary handed her. "Thanks,Donna."

 "Want some coffee?" Donna volunteered. "Youlook as though you haven't been to bed since Friday.
Or," she finished with an irrepressible grin,"should I say you look as though you haven't beentosleep since
then?"
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 Katie managed a wan smile in reply to Donna'sbanter. "I'd love some coffee." Glancing throughthe
messages, she walked into her small office. Shesat down in the chair behind her desk and looked around.
Having a private office, no matter the size,was an important status symbol at TechnicalDynamics, and
Katie had always been proud of thisexternal sign of her success. This morning it seemed trivial and
meaningless.

  

 How could it be that when she'd locked her desk on Friday she'd never heard of Ramon, and now the
idea of never seeing him again was gnawing at herheart. Gnawing at her body not her heart, Katie
corrected herself firmly. She looked up as Donnaplaced a white Styrofoam cup of steaming coffee onthe
desk.

 "Miss Johnson would like to see you in her officeat nine-fifteen," Donna said.

 Virginia Johnson, Katie's immediate supervisor,was a brilliant, capable, attractive woman of forty,who
had never married and who held the title of director of personnel. Of all the career women sheknew,
Katie admired Virginia more than anyone.

 In contrast to Katie's small, functionallyequipped office, Virginia's was spacious with lovely
French-provincial furnishings and thick grass-greencarpeting. Katie knew that Virginia was groomingher
to take her place, that she intended Katie to bethe next director of personnel—the next occupant ofthis
office.

 "Did you have a nice four-day holiday?" Virginia asked, smiling as Katie entered theroom.

 "Very nice," Katie said, sitting down in the chair across from Virginia's desk.

 "I'm not having such agood 'today' though; I can't seem to get back intothe swing of things."

 "Then I have some news that may fire your enthusiasm." Virginia paused meaningfully and slid a
familiar-looking form across the desk toward Katie."Your raise has been approved," she beamed.

 "Oh, that's very nice. Thank you, Virginia,"Katie said scarcely glancing at the form which granted her a
monumental 18-percent increase in salary."Was there anything else you wanted to see meabout?"

 "Katie!" Virginia said with an impatient laugh."I had to fight tooth and nail to get you that large an
increase."

 "I know," Katie said, trying to sound properlygrateful. "You've always been terrific to me and Ilove the
idea of the extra money."

 "You're entitled to it and if you were a man youwould have been making it before now, which iswhat I
told our esteemed vice-president of operations."

 Katie shifted in her chair. "Was there anythingelse you wanted to see me about? I have an interview
scheduled now. The applicant is waiting."

 "No, that's all."
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 Katie got up and started for the door, thenstopped at the sound of Virginia's concerned voice."Katie,
what's wrong? Is it anything you could talkto me about?"

 Katie hesitated. She needed to talk to someone,and Virginia Johnson was a sensible woman—infact, the
woman Katie most wanted to emulate.Walking over to the broad windows Katie gazed down seven
stories below, watching the endlessstring of traffic. "Virginia, have you ever considered giving up your
career to get married?" Turning abruptly, Katie found Virginia studying her with penetrating interest, her
forehead creased into afrown.

 "Katie, shall we be frank with each other? Areyou considering marrying someone in particular orjust
looking toward the obscure future?"

 "My future would definitely be obscure withhim," Katie laughed, but she felt tense and depressed.
Nervously smoothing her hand over herperfectly neat chignon Katie explained, "I met thisman—very
recently—and he wants me to marry himand leave Missouri. He isn't from here."

 "How recently did you meet him?" Virginiaasked perceptively.

 Katie actually blushed. "Friday evening."

 Virginia had a rich throaty laugh that was at variance with her diminutive size. "For a few minutesthere
you had me worried, but now I think I understand. Four days ago you met a splendid man, aman unlike
any man you've ever known. You can'tbear the idea of losing him. Am I getting the pictureright? He's
extremely handsome, of course. Andcharming. And he turns you on like no one else everhas. That's it,
isn't it?"

 "Just about," Katie admitted, mentally squirming.

 "In that case, I happen to have the perfect cure: I recommend that you don't let him out of your sight
unless you absolutely must. Eat with this marvelousman, sleep with him, live with him. Doeverything
together."

 "Do you mean," Katie said in amazement, "that you think things could work out—that I ought tomarry
him?"

 "Absolutely not! I'm suggesting a cure, not thatyou marry the ailment! What I'm prescribing is hugedoses
of the man taken around the clock—just likeantibiotics. The cure is very effective and the onlyside effect
will be a mild case of disillusionment. Believe me, I know. Live with him if you want to,Katie, but give up
the idea of falling in love infour days, marrying him and living happily everafter. Which brings me to the
question of why wealways 'fall' in love. One falls down steps, off ladders, into rivers and down
mountains. If love is sowonderful, why don't we soar in love, or climb in love, or… “ She broke off at the
sound of Katie's infectious laughter.

 "Good, I'm glad to see youcheerful again." Taking an interoffice memo fromthe stack of correspondence
on her desk, Virginiasmiled widely and waved Katie to the door. "Now go interview your applicant and
earn that raise ofyours."

 Watching the disgruntled young man leave her office twenty minutes later, Katie thought disgustedlythat
her secretary could have done a better job ofinterviewing him than herself. She had asked vague,general
questions, not concise, pertinent ones, andthen listened to his answers with total lack of interest. But her
crowning achievement had come at theconclusion of the unfortunate interview. Standingup, she had
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shaken hands with him across her desk and regretfully advised him she couldn't be very encouraging
about his chances for a position as anengineer with Technical Dynamics.

 Rather huffily, the young man had replied, "Iwas applying for a job as an auditor.''

 "Well, not as an auditor, either," Katie hadmumbled tactlessly.

 Still hot with embarrassment over her blunder,Katie picked up her phone and dialed Karen's office
number downtown. "How're things in the newspaper business?" she asked when Karen's secretaryhad
put her through.

 "Fine, Katie. How about you? How are things in the busy personnel office of mighty Technical
Dynamics?" she teased.

 "Awful! I practically told an applicant that hedidn't have a prayer of getting a job with us in anycapacity."

 "What's wrong with that?"

 Sighing, Katie said, "Personnel people are supposed to have more finesse than that. Normally wesay
we don't have anything available commensuratewith their background and experience. It means thesame
thing but it sounds better, and it doesn't hurtanyone's feelings." Katie ran her hand around the nape of her
neck, massaging her tense muscles."Listen, the reason I was calling was because I won dered what
you're doing tonight. I don't feel likespending the evening alone."And thinking aboutRamon,Katie
silently added.

 "A few of us are going to the Purple Bottle,"Karen said. "Why don't you meet us there? I mightas well
warn you, though, it's strictly singles. Butthey've got a good singer and the music isn't bad."

 Katie's efficiency,if not her enthusiasm, improved after that. She spent her day solving theusual
problems and settling the usual disputes. Shelistened to a supervisor complain loudly and attedious length
about a file clerk; then she listened tothe file clerk's tearful complaints about the supervisor. At the
conclusion, Katie ignored the supervisor's demands that the file clerk be terminated,and instead,
transferred the clerk to another depart ment. After looking through the applications for employment she
chose a file clerk who had impressed her during the interview as being extremelyassertive and
self-confident, and arranged for her tocome in for an interview with the supervisor.

 She calmed an irate accountant who was threatening to file a discrimination claim against the company
because she had been passed over for promotion. Shefinished a survey on the company's compliance
with governmental safety requirements.

 Between all that and interviewing applicants,Katie's day flew by. At the end of it, she leaned backin her
chair and somberly contemplated an entirelife of days spent just like this one. This was "having a career."
Virginia Johnson had devoted all herenergy, her whole life, to "having a career." Tothis.

 That restless, empty feeling that had been haunting her these past few months came over her again.
Katie tried to ignore it and leaned forward to lockher desk.

 Katie had the worst timeof her life at the PurpleBottle. She stood around pretending to listen to the
music, watching the men and women making their approaches. She was uncomfortably aware of three
men who were sitting at a table directly on her right and looking her over—judging her assets, measuring
her possible bed-worthiness against the effort required to approach her. Privately, Katie thoughtthat all
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women who were considering divorcing theirhusbands should first be required to spend one nightin a
singles' bar. After that degrading and demoralizing experience, many of them would run flyingback to
their husbands.

 She left at nine-thirty, one hour after she had arrived, and drove back to her apartment. In the car
thoughts of Ramon haunted her. She had a life tolive here and he couldn't be part of it, while his life was
too alien, too far away for her to even considersharing it.

 Katie went to bed at ten-thirty and after severalhours, finally fell into a deep exhausted sleep.

  

  

 CHAPTER EIGHT

  

 She slept so deeplythat she didn't hear the alarm go off, had to dress in frantic haste, and still she was
fifteen minutes late for work.

 Thursday, June 3, hexcalendar boldly proclaimedas she unlocked her desk and reached for the cup of
coffee Donna had brought her. Thursday.

 The last day she would ever be able to reach Ramon.How late would he be at that phone number? Until
hefinished working at five or six o'clock? Or would hebe working late tonight? What difference did it
make? If she called him she would have to be ready toleave and marry him. And that she just couldn't
do.June 3.

 Katie smiled sadly as she sipped her steaming coffee. At the lightning speed with which Ramon swept
her along, she probably would have been a Junebride. Again.      

 Katie gave her head a hard shake and employedwhat was for her, a special talent she discovered she
possessed during her divorce: By instantly forcingherself to think of something different the moment an
unwanted subject entered her mind, she couldtotally repress the subject.

  

 She was a positive whirlwind of productive activity all day. Not only did she handle all her scheduled
interviews, she took three more applicants who had arrived without the required appointment.

 She gave most of the clerical tests herself, repeating the instructions for how to type the sample copyas
if it were the most interesting speech she'd evermade. She stared at the timer while they typed as if itwere
an absorbing masterpiece of complicated technology that utterly fascinated her.

 She breezed into Virginia's office, thanked herprofoundly for the marvelous raise and the wonderful
advice, and then she slowly closed her officedoor and reluctantly went home.

 It was not nearly as easy to practice her techniquein the solitude of her apartment, particularly whenthe
radio kept reminding her what time it was— "This is KMOX Radio and the time is six-forty,"the
announcer said.
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 And Ramon won't be at that number much longer, if he still is,the announcer in her mind added.

 Angrily, Katie snapped off the radio and turnedon the television, prowling around her apartment,unable
to sit down. If she called Ramon, there couldbe no half-measures; she would have to tell him thetruth.
Even if she did, he might not want to marry her any longer. He had been furious to learn she'dbeen
married before. Maybe the church wasn't theissue at all. Maybe he didn't want 'secondhand'goods. But if
he wanted to be finished with her, why had he left her a number where she could call him?

 The television screen flared to life. "It's seventy-eight degrees in St. Louis at six forty-five," the an
nouncer intruded into her thoughts.

 She couldn't call Ramon unless she was prepared to resign her job with one day's notice. That was all
that was left. She would have to walk into VirginiaJohnson's office and say to a woman who had been
wonderful to her, "Sorry to be leaving you in the lurch, but that's the way it is."

 And she hadn't even considered the problem ofher parents. They would be angry, alarmed, heartb
roken. They would miss her terribly if she went toPuerto Rico. Katie dialed her parents' number andwas
informed by their maid that Mr. and Mrs. Connelly had gone to the country club for dinner.Damnit!
Katie thought. Why were they gone when sheneeded them? They should be at home, missing theirlittle
Katie, whom they only saw every few weeks.Would they miss her so much if they only saw herevery few
months?

  

 Katie leaped to her feet, and in desperation to bedoing something, changed into a bikini—the yellow
bikini! Sitting at the dressing table in her spaciousbedroom, she briskly brushed her hair.

 How could she be thinking of giving all this up inexchange for the sort of home and life Ramon couldoffer
her? She must be insane! Her own life was amodern American woman's dream. She had a rewarding
career, a beautiful apartment, expensiveclothes and no financial worries. She was young, attractive and
independent. She had everything. Absolutely everything.That thought caused Katie's brush strokes to
slowas she stared soberly into the mirror. Dear God, wasthis reallyeverything? Her eyes darkened with
despair as she again contemplated a future just like her present. There had to be more to life than this.
Surely this wasn't everything. It just couldn't be.

 Trying to shake off her dismal thoughts, Katiesnatched up a towel and marched down to the pool. There
were about thirty people swimming or relaxing at the umbrella tables. Don and Brad were withsome
other men drinking beer. Katie waved to themwhen they called to her to come and join them, butshe
shook her head no. Putting her towel down onthe most isolated lounger she could find, Katieturned and
walked over to the pool. She swam twenty laps then climbed out and flopped down on thechair.
Someone had a portable radio on. "It'sseven-fifteen in St. Louis, the temperature a balmyseventy-eight
degrees."

 Katie closed her eyes trying to shut her mind off, and suddenly she could almost feel Ramon's warmfirm
lips moving with gentle coaxing over hers, thendeepening his kiss until it was wildly erotic and shewas
joyously surrendering to the searching hungerof his mouth and hands. His deep voice spoke quietly to
her heart: "I will live my life for you… I willmake love to you until you cry out for me to stop...I will fill
your days with gladness."

 Katie felt as if she were slowly suffocating. "We belong together," he had said, his voice thick withdesire.
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"Tell me that you know it. Say it." She hadsaid it. She had even known it—as surely as sheknew they
couldn’t be together.

  

 He was so handsome, so masculine with his beautiful black hair and dazzling white smile. Katiethought
of the slight cleft in his chin and the way hiseyes—"Ouch!" Yelping with surprise she jack-knifed into a
sitting position as icy water ran downher thigh.

 "Wake up, sleeping beauty," Don grinned, sitting down on the lounge. Katie squeezed over tomake
more room for him, watching him warily. Hiseyes were glassy, his face slightly flushed; he lookedas
though he'd been drinking all afternoon."Katie," he said, his eyes delving into her deepcleavage exposed
by the skimpy bikini top. "You really turn me on, do you know that?"

 "I don't think that's very hard to do," Katie replied with a fixed smile, pushing his hand awaywhen his
fingers started to trace the trickle of water across her left thigh.

 He laughed. "Be nice to me, Katie. I could bevery nice to you."

 "I'm not an old lady, and you're not a boyscout," Katie quipped, hiding her uneasiness behindflippancy.

 "You have a clever little tongue, redhead. Butthere are better things to do with it than sniping atme. Let
me show you an example." His mouth started descending toward hers and Katie pulled backaverting her
head.

 "Don," she almost pleaded, "I'm really tryingnot to make a scene but if you don't stop this I'mgoing to
start screaming and we're both going tolook very silly."

 He jerked back and glared at her. "What thehell's the matter with you anyway?"

 "Nothing!" Katie said. She didn't want to makean enemy of him, she just wanted him to go away."What
do you want?" she asked finally.

 "Are you kidding? I want this woman I'm looking at—the one with the gorgeous face, a luscious body
and a virginal little mind."

 Katie looked him right in the eye. "Why?" shesaid baldly.

 "Sweetheart," he teased, while his eyes made athorough inspection of her body. "That is a stupid
question. But I'll answer it the same way the man answered when they asked him why he wanted toclimb
the mountain. I want to climb you becauseyou're here. Do you want me to be more blunt? Iwant to climb
on you, or if you prefer to, you can—"

 "Get away from me," Katie hissed. "You're disgusting and you're drunk."

 "I'm not drunk!" he said, offended.

 "Then you're just plain disgusting! Now go away."

 He stood up and shrugged. "Okay. Shall I sendBrad over? He's interested. Or how about Dean,he's—"
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 "I don't want any of you!" Katie said furiously.

 Don was genuinely bewildered. "Why not? We'reno worse than the next group of guys. In fact, we're
better than most."

 Katie was slowly straightening, staring at him ashis words began sinking into her brain, pounding inher
head. "What did you say?" she whispered.

 "I said we're as good as the next group of guys,and better than most."

 "You're right..." she breathed slowly. "You areabsolutely right!"

 "So what's the problem? What are you saving itfor, anyway? Or, more importantly, who are you saving
it for?"

 And suddenly Katie knew. Oh God, she knew!She almost stumbled over Don in her hurry to getaround
him. "It's not that damn Spaniard, is it?"he shouted after her.

 But Katie couldn't take the time to answer, shewas already running. Running down the path, bursting
past the door in the stockade fence and breakinga fingernail in her urgent haste to pull open thesliding
glass door.

 Breathless with fear that she was already too late,she dialed the number Ramon had written on thepad
beside the phone. She counted the rings, herhope dying with each one that went unanswered.

 "Hello," a woman's voice said on the tenth ringwhen Katie was about to hang up.

 "I—I'd like to speak to Ramon Galverra. Is he there?" Katie was so surprised to hear a woman'svoice
answering what was obviously a residentialphone, that she nearly forgot to give the information the
woman was obviously waiting for. "Myname is Katherine Connelly.''

 "I'm sorry, Miss Connelly, Mr. Galverra isn't in. We expect him shortly, though. Shall I ask him tocall
you?"

 "Yes, please," Katie said. "Would you be certainthat he gets the message that I called, as soon as he
arrives?"

 "Of course. As soon as he arrives."

 Katie hung up the phone and stared at it. Was Ramon really out, or had he asked that friendly sound
ing woman to fend Katie off? He'd been furiouswhen Katie told him she'd been married before...perhaps
now that his passion had had two days tocool off, he was no longer interested in acquiring a"used" wife.
What should she do if he didn't return her call? Should she assume that he didn't get hermessage and call
him back? Or should she take the hint and realize that he didn't want to talk to her?

 Twenty minutes later the phone rang. Katiesnatched it up and breathlessly said, "Hello."

 Ramon's voice sounded even deeper on the telephone. "Katie?"

 She squeezed the receiver so tightly that her hand ached. "You said to call if I—I wanted to talk." She
paused, hoping he would now say something to helpher, but he remained silent. Drawing a long breath,
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Katie said, "I would like to talk.. .but I'd rathernot do it on the telephone. Ramon, could you possibly
come over?"

 There was no emotion in his voice. All he said was"Yes."

 But that was enough. Katie glanced down at the yellow bikini and flew into her room to change it.She
debated over what to wear as if what she selected might make the difference between success and
failure. Finally choosing a soft peach cowl-neck top and matching slacks, she dried and brushed her hair,
added peach lipstick, some blusher, and then mascara. Her eyes were sparkling and her color was high
as she looked in the mirror. "Wish me luck," shesaid to her reflection.

 She went into the living room, started to sit down,then snapped her fingers. "Scotch," she said aloud.
Ramon liked Scotch; she didn't have any. Leavingthe front door slightly ajar, Katie raced next doorand
borrowed a bottle of J&B from the man wholived there.

 She half-expected to find Ramon waiting for herin the apartment when she came back, but hewasn't.
She went into the kitchen and fixed Ramon's Scotch the way he ordered it when they were out—on the
rocks with a splash. Critically, she heldthe glass up to the light surveying the contents.Exactly how much
was a splash, anyway? And whyhad she done such a stupid thing as to mix his drinkso early that the ice
would melt by the time he gothere? She decided she would drink it. Wrinkling hernose at the taste, she
carried the glass into the living room and sat down.

 At a quarter to nine the shrill ring of the doorbellbrought her leaping out of her chair.

 Restraining herself at the last moment from flinging the door wide, she composed her features into a
formal smile and opened it properly. In the mellowglow of the gaslight Ramon was framed in her door
way, looking very tall and devastatingly handsome in a light gray suit and maroon tie. His eyes looked
directly into hers, his expression unreadable, neither warm nor cold.

  

 "Thank you for coming," Katie said, steppingback and closing the door after him. She was so nervous
she couldn't think where to begin. She decidedto opt for a compromise. "Sit down and I'll fix youa
drink."

 "Thank you," he said. He walked into the livingroom and took off his suit jacket. Without eventurning his
head to glance in her direction, he tossedit carelessly over the back of a chair.

 Katie was thoroughly abashed by his attitude, butat least if he was taking off his jacket he expected to
stay for a little while. When she returned from thekitchen with his drink, he was standing with his backto
her, his hands in his pockets, staring out herliving-room window. He turned when he heard herand for the
first time Katie saw the deeply etchedlines of strain and fatigue at his eyes and mouth.Anxiously she
scanned his features "Ramon, youlook exhausted."

 He loosened the knot of his tie and took the glassKatie was holding out to him. "I have not come hereto
discuss the state of my health, Katie," he informed her brusquely.

 "No, I know," Katie sighed. He was cold, remoteand, Katie sensed, still extremely angry with her."You
aren't going to help me get this over with, areyou?" she said, voicing her thought aloud.

 His dark eyes were impassive. "That depends entirely upon what you have to say to me. As I toldyou
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before, there was little I could offer you if youmarried me, but one of the things I offered you washonesty
between us. Always. I expect the same fromyou."

 Nodding, Katie turned away from him, graspingthe back of a chair for physical support since it was
perfectly obvious she wasn't going to get any moralsupport from the man behind her. Drawing a shaky
breath, Katie closed her eyes. "Ramon, at the church on Tuesday, I—I realized that you areprobably a
devout Catholic. And then I realized thatif you are, you couldn't—wouldn't marry me if Ihad been
married in the Catholic church and then divorced. That's why I told you I was divorced. Itwasn't a lie, I
was divorced, but David is deadnow."

 The voice behind her was coolly unemotional. "Iknow."

 Katie gripped the back of the chair so hard herfingers went numb. "You know? How could you?"

 "You had told me once before that I remindedyou of someone else, someone whose death broughtyou
great release. When you were telling me aboutyour former husband, you again made the remarkthat I
remind you of him. I assumed that you probably did not know two men who remind you of me.Besides,
you are an extremely transparent liar."

 His complete indifference tore at Katie's heart. "I see," she said, her throat constricting with tears.
Apparently Ramon didn't want another man's wife,regardless of whether she was a divorcee or a widow.
As if she had to further punish herself by actually having him tell her that in so many words, Katie
whispered, "Would you mind explaining to me whyyou are still angry with me, even after what I've just
told you? I know you are, only I'm not sure why youare, and—"

  

 His hands gripped her arms and he spun heraround, his fingers pressing into her flesh. "BecauseI love
you!" he gritted tersely. "And for two daysyou have put me through a living hell." His voicesounded harsh,
as if it were being gouged from his chest. "I love you, and for nearly forty-eight hours Ihave waited for
you to call, dying inside with eachhour that you did not."

 With a teary smile Katie laid her hand against hischeek and jaw, trying to soothe away the tautnesswith
her fingertips. "They've been terrible days forme, too."

 His arms closed around her with stunning force,his mouth opening over hers in a kiss that demandedshe
return the same stormy passion that he was offering her. His hands claimed her body, stroking her neck,
her back, her breasts, then sweeping down,pulling her tightly to his rigidly aroused manhood.
Instinctively, Katie moved her hips against him.Ramon groaned with rampaging desire and plungedhis
hand into her hair, holding her mouth to his as his tongue began matching her inflaming movements.

 He tore his mouth from hers and lavished scorching kisses on her face, her eyes, her neck. "You are
going to drive me out of my mind, do you knowthat?" he murmured thickly. But Katie couldn't answer.
His lips had already recaptured hers and she was drowning in an ocean of pleasure, willingly sinking
beneath the waves of rapture that sent herdeeper with each touch of his hungry, searching mouth and
hands.

  

 Katie slowly began to surface as the pressure ofhis lips against hers lessened, and then was gone.Feeling
deprived and bereft, she laid her cheekagainst his chest, her heart racing like a trip-hammer and his own
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thundering in her ear.

 His hand cupped her cheek and Katie lifted hergaze to his, melting at the new tenderness she saw inhis
expression. "Katie, I would have married you ifyou had married that animal in every church onearth and
then divorced him in every court."

 Katie hardly recognized the breathy whisper that was her own voice. "I thought the reason you were
furious was because I'd let things come so far between us without telling you I had been married be
fore."

 He shook his head. "I was furious because I knewyou were lying to me about your husband being alive
so that you would have an excuse not to marry me;furious because I knew you were terrified of whatyou
felt for me, and yet I could not remain herelonger to overcome your fear."

 Katie leaned up on her toes and pressed a kiss tohis warmly responsive lips, but when his arms tight
ened around her she drew back. Stepping away fromthe temptation of his nearness, she said, "I think,
before I lose my nerve and it gets any later, I hadbetter tell my parents. After tonight there are onlythree
days left for us to try to win them over beforewe leave."

 Katie walked over to the coffee table, picked upthe telephone and started to dial her parents' number,
then looked up at Ramon. "I was going to tellthem we were coming over there, but I think itwould be
better if I had them come here—" Shegave him a nervous, rueful smile. "They can throwyou out of their
house but they can't very well throwyou out of mine."

 Waiting for her parents' phone to be answered,she raked her fingers through her rumpled hair, trying to
think of how to begin. When her mother answered Katie's mind went completely blank. "Hi,mom," she
said. "It's me."

 "Katie, is anything wrong? It's nine-thirty."

 "No, nothing's wrong." She paused. "I was hoping that, if it's not too late, you and dad might liketo
come over for drinks."

 Her mother laughed. "I suppose we could. We just came back from dinner at the club. We'll bethere
right away."

 Katie, searching madly for some way to keep her mother on the phone while she thought of a way to
broach the subject at hand said, "By the way, betterbring whatever you want to drink. All I have is
Scotch."

 "Okay, honey, we will. Want us to bring anythingelse?"

 "Tranquilizers and smelling salts," Katie mumbled indistinctly.

 "What, dear?"

 "Nothing mom, there's something I have to tellyou, but before I do, I want to ask you something. Do you
remember when I was a little girl and youtold me that no matter what I did, you and Dadwould always
love me? You said that no matter howterrible it was, you—"

 "Katie," her mother interrupted sharply. "If youare trying to alarm me, you're succeeding verywell."
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 "Not half as well as I'm about to," Katie sighedmiserably. "Mom, Ramon is here. I'm going toleave with
him on Sunday and marry him in PuertoRico. We want to talk to you and dad about it tonight."

 For a second the line went silent, then her mothersaid, "And we are going to want to talk to you,
Katherine."

 Katie hung up and looked at Ramon who lifted his brows in inquiry. "I'm Katherine again." Despite her
attempt at joking, Katie was unhappilyaware of how devastated her parents were going tobe by what she
was doing. She was going to stand byher decision to go to Puerto Rico, no matter what they said, but
she loved them very much and shehated the unhappiness she was about to cause them.

 She waited at the window with Ramon beside her,his arm comfortingly around her shoulders. Sheknew
from the speed at which a pair of headlightsmade the sweeping turn into the entrance of herapartment
complex that her parents had arrived.

 Feeling sad and very apprehensive, Katie startedto move toward the door but Ramon's voice stopped
her. "Katie, if I could take the burden of what youare about to do from your shoulders and your heart, I
would do it. I cannot—but I can promise you thatfor the next three days you will bear the only
unhappiness I will ever intentionally cause you."

 "Thank you," she whispered achingly, puttingher hand in his outstretched palm, feeling strengthin the
reassuring firmness of his fingers gripping hers. "Have I ever told you how much I love the things yousay
to me?"

 "No," he said with a faint grin. "But it is a goodplace to start."

 There was no time for Katie to ponder his meaning because the doorbell was already ringing insistently.

 Katie's father, who was famous for his charm andgood manners, tore into the apartment like a whirl
wind, accepted Ramon's outstretched hand andsaid, "Good to see you again, Galverra, enjoyedhaving
you at the house the other day; you've got a goddamned nerve asking Katie to marry you andyou're out
of your goddamned mind if you think we'll permit it."

 Katie's mother, renowned for her ability to maintain her composure even in times of extreme stress,
stormed in right on his heels, holding the neck of a liquor bottle in each hand like a juggler. "We won't
stand for this," she announced. "Mr. Galverra, wewill have to ask you to leave," the bottle pointing
majestically to the door. "And you, Katherine, havelost your mind. Go to your room." The other bottle
swept grandly toward the hall.

 Katie, watching the unfolding scene with fascinated horror, finally recovered enough to say, "Dad,sit
down. Mother, you too." When they both sankinto chairs, Katie opened her mouth to speak, realized
that her mother was holding both liquor bottles propped erectly on her knees, and pried themfrom her
fingers. "Here, mom, give me these beforeyou hurt yourself."

  

 Having relieved her mother of both weapons,Katie straightened, tried to think of how to begin,rubbed
her palms against her peach-clad thighs, and cast a helpless look of appeal to Ramon.

 Ramon put his arm around Katie's slim waist, ignoring her father's furious scowl at the gesture,and said
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calmly to him, "Katie has agreed to returnto Puerto Rico with me on Sunday, where we willbe married. I
realize that this is difficult for you toaccept, but it will mean a great deal to Katie toknow that she has your
support in what she is doing."

 "Well, she sure as hell isn't going to get it!" herfather snapped.

 "In that case," Ramon said evenly, "you will be forcing her to choose between us, and we will bothlose.
She will still come with me, but she will hate mefor causing a rift between the two of you—and she will
hate you also, for not understanding and wishing her happiness. It is important to me that Katie be
happy."

 "It happens to be damned important to us, too,"Mr. Connelly grated. "Just exactly what kind of lifecan
you give her, living on some two-bit farm inPuerto Rico?"

 Katie saw Ramon pale, and she could have strangled her father for trampling on Ramon's pride likethis.
But when Ramon answered, his voice was composed. "She will have only a small cottage in whichto
live, but the roof does not leak. She will alwayshave food to eat and clothing to wear. And I willgive her
children. Beyond that, I can promise Katienothing—except that she will awaken every singleday of her
life knowing that she is loved."

 Katie's mother's eyes filled with tears, the hostility was draining from her face as she stared atRamon.
"Oh my God..." she whispered.

 Katie's father, however, was just warming up for battle. "So, Katie will be a drudge, a farm wife, isthat
it?"

 "No, she will be my wife."

 "And work like the wife of a farmer!" her fathersaid contemptuously.

 Ramon's jaw clenched and he turned even paler. "She will have some work to do, yes."

 "Are you aware, Mr. Galverra, that Katie hasbeen to a farm only once in her entire life? I happento
recall the event very vividly." His relentless gazeswerved to his startled daughter. "Do you want totell him
about it, Katherine, or shall I?"

 "Dad, I was only twelve years old!"

 "So were your three friends, Katherine. But they didn't scream when the farmer wrung the chicken's
neck. They didn't call him a murderer at his owntable and refuse to eat chicken for two years. They didn't
find the horses 'smelly'; the process of milking a cow 'gross'; and a multimillion-dollar farm 'agreat big
stinking place filled with filthy animals.'"

 "Well," Katie shot back mutinously, "theydidn't happen to fall into a pile of manure, get bitten by a
goose, or kicked by a blind horse, either!" Turning swiftly to Ramon to try to defend herself,Katie was
amazed to find him looking down at herwith a crooked grin.

  

 "You're laughing now, Galverra," Mr. Connelly said angrily, "but you won't be laughing when you
discover that Katie's idea of living within a strictbudget is spending everything she makes and charging
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anything else she wants to my account. She can'tcook anything that doesn't come in a bag, box orcan;
she doesn't know which end of a needle tothread; she—"

 "Ryan, you are exaggerating!" Mrs. Connellyunexpectedly intervened. "Katie has lived on herown
income since the day she graduated from college, and she does know how to sew."

 Ryan Connelly looked ready to explode. "Shedoes petitpoint or some damn thing like that. Andnot well!
I still don't know whether that thing shedid for us is supposed to be a fish or an owl, and neither do you!"

 Katie's shoulders began to shake with helplessmirth. "It's a—a mushroom," she croaked, turninginto
Ramon's willing arms and dissolving withlaughter. "I—I made it when I was fourteen." Wiping at her
tears of hilarity, she leaned back inRamon's embrace and raised her sparkling eyes to his. "Do you
know—I thought they were going to think you weren't good enough forme."

 "What we think," Ryan Connelly snapped,"is—"

 "Is that Katie is ill-equipped for the kind of lifeshe would have to lead with you, Mr. Galverra,"Mrs.
Connelly interrupted her husband's outburst. "Katie's 'working' experience has been at collegeand in her
job, the sort of work that is done with themind, not the hands and back. She graduated withhigh honors
from college, and I know how hard sheworks at the job she has. But Katie has absolutely noexperience
with backbreaking physical labor."

 "Nor will she have, being married to me," Ramon replied.

 Ryan Connelly was evidently finished with tryingto be reasonable. He jerked to his feet, took twolong
furious strides, then swung around glaring atRamon with anger emanating from every pore. "Imisjudged
you the other day at our house, Galverra.I thought to myself that there was pride in you, and honor, but I
was wrong."

 Beside her, Katie felt Ramon go absolutely rigid as her father continued his blistering tirade. "Oh, Iknew
you were poor—you said as much, but still Igave you credit for having some decency. Yet youstand here
and tell us that although you can offerher nothing, you are going to take our daughterfrom us, take her
from everything she knows, takeher from her family, her friends—I ask you, is this the action of a decent
honorable man? You answerme that, if you dare.''

 Katie, about to intercede, took one look at Ramon's murderous expression and stepped back. In a
low, terrible voice, he drawled contemptuously, "Iwould take Katie away from my own brother! Isthat
answer enough for you?"

 "Yes, by God, it's enough! It tells me what kindof—"

 "Sit down, Ryan," Mrs. Connelly said sharply."Katie, you and Ramon go into the kitchen and fix our
drinks. I would like to speak to your father privately."

 Shamelessly eavesdropping in the doorway whileRamon fixed the drinks, Katie watched her motherwalk
over to her father and put her hand on his arm."We've lost the battle, Ryan, and you're antagonizing the
victor. That man is trying very hard not tofight you, yet you're deliberately backing him into acorner until
he has no choice but to retaliate."

 "He's not the victor yet, dammit! Not till Katiegets on that plane with him. Until then, he's the enemy, but
he's no victor."
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 Mrs. Connelly smiled gently. "He's no enemy ofours. At least, he's no enemy of mine. He hasn'tbeen
since the moment he looked at you and toldyou that Katie will live every day of her life knowingthat she
is loved."

 "Words! Nothing but words!"

 "Spoken to us, Ryan. Spoken sincerely and without embarrassment to Katie's parents—not whispered
to her in some heated moment. I can't even think of a man who would say a thing like that to agirl's
parents. He'll never let her be hurt. He won'tbe able to give her the material things, but he'll give her
everything in life that really matters. I know hewill. Now give in gracefully, or you'll lose even more."
When her husband looked away from her,she touched his face, turning it toward her.

 His deep blue eyes, so like Katie's, were suspiciously moist. "Ryan," she said softly, "It's notreally the
man himself that you object to, is it?"

 He sighed, a deep ragged sigh. "No," he said in ahoarse voice. "It's not the man, not really. It's justthat
I—I don't want him to take my Katie away.She's always been my favorite, you know that,Rosemary.
She was the only one of our children whoever gave a damn aboutme; the only one who eversaw me as
something beside an open wallet; the onlyone who ever noticed when I was tired or worried and tried to
cheer me up." He drew a long, laboredbreath. "Katie's been like a ray of sunlight in mylife, and if he takes
her away, I won't be able to see my Katie shine anymore."

 Katie, unaware that Ramon had come to stand behind her, leaned her head against the doorframe,tears
streaming unchecked down her cheeks.

 Tipping up his wife's chin, Ryan took out hishandkerchief and dabbed at the tears on her face.Mrs.
Connelly managed a smile. "We should have expected this.. .it's exactly the sort of thing Katiewould do.
She was always so full of joy and love, so ready to give of herself. She always befriended thechild no one
would play with, and there was never astray dog that Katie didn't fall in love with. Untilnow, I thought
David had destroyed that beautiful,giving part of her, and I've hated him for it.. .buthe didn't." Tears
spilled over her lashes, glittering on her cheeks. "Oh, Ryan, don't you see—Katie's found another stray
she loves."

 "The last one bit her," Ryan chuckled sadly.

 "This one won't," his wife said. "He'll protecther."

 Holding his tearful wife in his arms, Ryan glancedacross the room and saw that Katie was likewise crying
in Ramon's arms, his handkerchief clutched inher hand. With a fleeting smile of conciliation at thetall man
who held his daughter so protectively close,Ryan said, "Ramon, do you have a spare handkerchief?"

 The brief flash of Ramon's smile accepted thetruce. "For the women, or for us?"

 When her parents left,Ramon asked to use thetelephone and Katie went out to the patio so that hecould
have privacy to make his call. She wanderedaround, absently touching the plants growing inhuge
redwood containers, then perched a hip on theback of one of the lounge chairs, gazing up at thestars
spilling like diamonds across the sky.

 Ramon came to the open glass door and stopped,arrested by the sheer beauty of the picture she made.
Lamplight from within the apartment silhouettedher against the black velvet night. With her hair falling in
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a loose, glorious tumble down her shoulders,there was a lush ripeness in her profile, combinedwith a
quiet pride in the tilt of her chin that added to her allure, making her seem at once provocative andelusive.

 Sensing his presence, Katie turned her head slightly. "Is something wrong?" she asked, thinking ofhis
phone call.

 "Yes," he said with tender gravity. "I am afraidthat if I come any closer I will discover that you areonly a
dream."

 A smile that was sweet yet sensual touched Katie'slips. "I'm very real."

 "Angels are not real. No man can expect to reachout and take an angel in his arms.''

 Her smile widened delightfully. "When you kissme, my thoughts are anything but angelic."

 Stepping onto the patio he crossed to her, his eyeslooking deeply into hers. "And what are yourthoughts
when you sit alone out here gazing up atthe sky like a goddess worshiping the stars?"

 Just the timbre of his deep quiet voice stirredKatie; yet now that she had committed herself tohim she felt
a peculiar shyness. "I was thinking howunbelievable it is that in just seven days my entirelife has changed.
No, not seven days, seven seconds.The moment you asked me for directions, my whole life veered onto
a different course. I keep wonderingwhat would have happened if I had walked downthat hall five
minutes later."

 Ramon drew her gently to her feet. "Do you notbelieve in fate, Katie?"

 "Only when things go wrong."

 "And when they go beautifully?"

 Katie's eyes danced. "Then, it's because of myclever planning and hard work."

 "Thank you," he said with a boyish grin.

 "For what?"

 "For all of the times in the last seven days thatyou have made me smile." His lips covered hers in awarm,
sweet kiss.

 Katie realized that he had no intention of makinglove to her tonight, and she was grateful andtouched by
his restraint. She was emotionally spentand physically exhausted.

 "What are your plans for tomorrow?" she askeda few minutes later, when he was leaving.

 "My time is yours," Ramon said. "I had intended to leave for Puerto Rico tomorrow. Since we willnot
be leaving until Sunday, the only commitment Ihave here is to breakfast with your father in themorning."

 "Would you like to take me to work tomorrowmorning before you meet him?" Katie asked. "Itwill give
us some time together and you could pickme up afterward."

 Ramon's arms tightened around her. "Yes," hewhispered.
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 CHAPTER NINE

 Katie sat at her deskidly rolling her pen betweenher fingers. Virginia was attending the Friday morning
operations meeting, which gave Katie until ten-thirty to make up her mind. An hour and a half todecide
whether to resign her job or request twoweeks' vacation and two additional weeks' leave ofabsence
without pay.

 She knew what Ramon wanted—no, expected—her to do. He expected her to resign, to make the
break and sever all ties. If she merely requested amonth off instead of resigning, he would feel thatshe
was not committing herself wholeheartedly tohim, that she was keeping an avenue of escape open to her.

 Her mind drifted back to the way Ramon hadlooked at her this morning when he arrived to takeher to
work. His dark eyes had studied her face withpiercing intensity. "Have you changed your mind?"he had
asked, and when Katie replied that shehadn't, he had gathered her into his arms and kissedher with a
mixture of violent sweetness and profound relief.

 Each moment she spent with Ramon she grewcloser to him emotionally. Her heart, for whateverreasons,
kept telling her that he was right for her,that what she was doing was right. Her mind, however, was
screaming warnings at her. It told her thiswas happening too fast, too soon, and worse, kepttormenting
her that Ramon was not what he seemed to be, that he was hiding something from her.

 Katie's blue eyes clouded. This morning he had arrived wearing a beautiful loose-sleeved gold golf
sweater. Twice before he had worn well-tailoredbusiness suits. It seemed so peculiar that a farmer,
particularly an impoverished one, would own suchclothes that Katie had bluntly asked him about it.

 Ramon had smilingly informed her that farmersowned suits and sweaters just like other men. Katie had
tentatively accepted that answer, but when shetried to find out more about him, he had evaded her
questions by saying, "Katie, you will have manyquestions about me and about your future, but theanswers
are all in Puerto Rico."

 Leaning back in her chair, Katie somberlywatched the controlled bustle of activity in the personnel
reception area where applicants were fillingout forms, taking tests and waiting to see Katie or one of her
five male counterparts who all reportedto Ginny.

 Perhaps she was wrong to be uneasy about Ramon. Perhaps he wasn't being deliberately evasive.
Perhaps this niggling, persistent fear was simply theresult of her gruesome experience with marriage to
David Caldwell.

 Then again, maybe it wasn't. She would have to find out in Puerto Rico, but until all her fears were
resolved, she could not risk resigning her job. If shedid resign today she would be resigning without
notice. If she resigned without notice, she would not be eligible for rehire at Technical Dynamics, nor
would she get a good reference from them if she tried to goto work for another employer. Besides,
Virginiawould look like an absolute fool when she had to explain to the vice-president of operations,
who had just approved Katie's enormous raise that Katie, Virginia’s own protegee, had resigned without
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notice — likethe most irresponsible transient who sweptthe floors.

 Katie stood up, absently ran a smoothing handover her elegant chignon, and walked out into the
reception area, past Donna and the two other secretaries who worked in personnel. Going into one of
the cubicles where typing tests were given, she rolleda clean sheet of paper into the electric typewriter
andstared at it, her hands poised indecisively over thekeys,Ramon was expecting her to resign. He had
saidhe loved her. Equally as important, Katie sensed instinctively that he needed her; he needed her very
much. She felt disloyal merely taking a month off. She considered lying to him about it, but honesty
mattered very much to Ramon and it was something that mattered a great deal to Katie, too. She didn't
want to lie to him. On the other hand, after she hadagreed last night to go to Puerto Rico and marryhim,
she couldn't imagine how to explain her doubtsand misgivings this morning. She wasn't even certain it
would be wise to tell him how she felt yet. Ifshe had told David that she suspected some hiddenside to his
character, he would have gone out of hisway to conceal it and convince her otherwise. It seemed far
better to simply go to Puerto Rico andgive herself time to know Ramon better. With time,her doubts
would either be resolved or her suspicions would be confirmed.

 Sighing, Katie tried to think of a better excuse togive Ramon for her decision not to resign. It came toher
in a flash of inspiration. It was the truth; it relieved all her feelings of disloyalty to Ramon, and it was
something she would be able to make himunderstand. It was so obvious that Katie wasamazed she had
even considered resigning without notice.

 Quickly and efficiently she typed out a formal request to Virginia for two weeks' vacation beginningthe
next day, followed by two weeks' leave ofabsence without pay. Tonight she would simply explain to
Ramon that she could not possibly haveresigned without notice in order to get married. Mendid not
resign without notice to get married, and ifKatie did it would reflect badly on all the otherwomen who
were struggling so desperately for anequal opportunity to obtain positions in management. One of the
most frequent arguments againsthiring a woman in a management position was thatthey quit to get married
or to have babies or tofollow their husband when he was transferred. Thedirector of operations was a
closet male chauvinist.If Katie resigned without notice to get married, hewould never let poor Virginia
forget it, and he'dfind some legally acceptable reason to disqualify anyother female candidate Virginia
wanted to hire forKatie's job. If, on the other hand, Katie resignedwhile on vacation in Puerto Rico, the
two weeks remaining to her as leave of absence would constitutetwo weeks' notice. That meant she
would have onlytwo weeks to resolve her fear about marryingRamon.

 Nevertheless, Katie felt tremendously relieved.Now that she'd thought about it rationally, she decided
that when and if she did resign while in PuertoRico, she would not say that she was doing so to get
married. She would say what men always said: shewas resigning "to accept a better position."

 Having decided that, Katie wound another sheetof paper into the typewriter, and dating it two weeks
hence, formally resigned in order to accept a betterposition.

 It was nearly eleven-thirty before Katie wasfinished with the applicants she was scheduled tointerview.
Picking up her vacation request and herpostdated resignation, she walked into Virginia's office, then
hesitated.

 Virginia was engrossed in recording figures on ahuge ledger sheet, her dark head of short-cropped hair
bent over the task. She looked, as she alwaysdid, businesslike and feminine.The DaintyDynamo,Katie
thought with affection.

 Straightening her navy blazer and smoothing thepleats of her red-and-blue-plaid skirt, Katie plungedin.
"Ginny, can you spare me a few minutes?" she asked nervously, using the nickname she ordinarily used
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only after business hours.

 "If it's not urgent, give me half an hour to finishthis report first," Ginny replied without looking up.

 With each second Katie's tension was mounting.She didn't think she could last another half hour."It—it's
rather important."

 At the shakiness in Katie's voice, Ginny quicklyraised her head. Very slowly, she laid her pen on the
desk and watched Katie approach, her foreheadcreased with puzzled concern.

 Now that the time had come, Katie couldn't think how to begin. She handed Virginia her vacation-
leave-of-absence request.

 Virginia scanned it, the vague alarm clearing fromher forehead. "It's short notice to request a monthoff,"
Ginny said, laying the paper aside. "Butyou're entitled to the vacation, so I'll approve it.Why are you also
requesting two weeks' leave ofabsence?"

 Katie sank into the chair in front of Virginia's desk. "I want to go to Puerto Rico with Ramon.While I'm
there I'll decide whether or not to marryhim. In case I do decide to do that—here's my resignation. The
two weeks' leave of absence can serve asmy notice, that is, if you'll let me do it that way."

 Virginia sank back in her chair and stared at Katiein astonishment. "Who?" she said.

 "The man we talked about on Wednesday."When Virginia continued to stare at her incredulously, Katie
explained, "Ramon has a small farm in Puerto Rico. He wants me to marry him and livethere."

 Virginia said "My God."

 Katie, who had never seen Virginia like this, added helpfully, "He's Spanish, actually."

 Virginia said "My God" again.

 "Ginny!" Katie implored desperately. "I knowthis is sudden, but it's not that unbelievable.It's—"

 "Insane," Virginia announced flatly, at last recovering her brisk composure. She shook her headas if to
clear it. "Katie, when you mentioned thisman two days ago I imagined him as not only handsome, but
having a style and sophistication to matchyours. Now you tell me that he's a Puerto Ricanfarmer, and
you're going to be his wife?"

 Katie nodded.

 "I think you've lost your mind, but at least youhave sense enough not to resign and burn all yourbridges
behind you. In four weeks, or much less,you'll regret this insanely romantic—and utterly ab
surd—impulse. You know I'm right or you wouldn'tbe asking for a leave, you'd be resigning."

 "It isn't insane and it isn't an impulse," Katiesaid, her eyes pleading with Ginny to understand."Ramon is
different—"

 "I'll bet he is!" Ginny agreed disdainfully."Latin men are impossibly chauvinistic."

 Katie ignored that because she already knew that Ramon was very Latin and very chauvinistic. "Ramon
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is special," she said, embarrassed at trying toput the way she felt about him into words, "Hemakes me
feel special, too. He isn't shallow or self-centered like most of the men I've known." Seeingthat Ginny
was no more convinced than she was before, Katie added, "Ginny, he loves me; I can feelthat he does.
And he needs me. I—"

 "Of course he needs you!" Ginny scoffed. "He's a small-time farmer who can't afford to pay for acook,
housekeeper and bedmate. Therefore, heneeds a wife, who for the mere cost of her room andboard will
be all three." Instantly, Ginny held up anapologetic hand. "I'm sorry Katie, I shouldn't havesaid that. I
shouldn't impose my own views of matrimony on you. It's just that I honestly feel youcould never be
content with that sort of life, notwhen you've had this."

 "This isn't enough for me, Ginny," Katie saidwith quiet assurance. "Long before I met Ramon, Ifelt that
way. I can't seem to be happy devoting allmy time to me—my career, my next promotion, myfuture. It
isn't that it's a lonely life, because I'm not lonely at all. It's an empty life; I feel useless andmeaningless."

 "Do you know how many women long for exactlywhat you have? Do you know how many womenwish
they had only themselves to think about?"

 Katie nodded, uncomfortably aware that she wasindirectly rejecting Ginny's way of life, as well asher
own. "I know. Maybe it would be right forthem. It isn't right for me."

 Ginny glanced at her watch and regretfully stoodup. "I've got to hurry, I'm due at a meeting downtown,
and I won't be back until after you've left.Don't worry about calling me within two weeks.Give yourself
all four of those weeks. If you decideto resign, I'll simply put this in your file and say thatyou gave it to me
in advance. It's bending company policy, but what are friends for?" She skimmed theletter and smiled at
Katie's reason for resignation. " 'To accept a better position,'" she quoted. "Verynicely done."

 Katie stood up, too, her eyes aching with sentimental tears. "In that case, I guess this is goodbye."

 "No, Katie," Ginny said with a laugh as she beganshoving papers into her slim briefcase. "Two weeks
from now you'll begin getting bored. Four weeksfrom now you'll miss the challenge of your career.You'll
be back. In the meantime, have a nice vacation—that's all you really needed, anyway. You'rejust a little
tired. I'll see you in a month—or sooner.''

 At5:05Katie plunged through the revolving glassdoors and dashed across the pavement to where Ra
mon had pulled the car up at the curb to wait forher. She slid into the seat, bravely met his inquiringlook
and said, "I took a month's vacation instead ofresigning."

 His jaw tightened and Katie twisted in her seat toface him. "The reason I did was that—"

 "Not now!" he snapped curtly. "We will discussit when we getto your apartment."

 They walked into her apartment together, neitherof them having spoken a word during the thirty-five-
minute ride home. Katie's frayed nerves stretchedtaut as she put her purse down, shrugged out of the
navy blazer, and turned toward him. Aware of hissmoldering anger, she asked cautiously, "Where doyou
want me to begin?"

  

 His hands shot out, gripping her arms. "Beginwith why," he ordered harshly, giving her a shake."Tell me
why!"
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 Katie managed to keep her fear-widened blue eyeson his. "Please don't look at me this way. I know
you're hurt and you're angry, but you shouldn'tbe." Reaching out, she ran her hands up beneath thesoft
material of his gold golf sweater, her palms flattened against his muscular chest, trying somehow to
soothe and gentle him.

 The gesture backfired. Ramon jerked her hands away. "Do not try to distract me with your touch, itwill
not work. This is not a game we are playing!"

 "I'm not playing games!" Katie shot back, pulling her hands from his grip with a strength that was
fortified by her own simmering anger. "If I wantedto play games with you, I would have lied and told you
that I had resigned." Stalking away from him to the center of the room, Katie stopped and whirled
around. "I decided to request four weeks off so thatI could resign from Puerto Rico for several very im
portant reasons.

 "In the first place, Virginia Johnson is not onlymy boss, she is someone whom I like and respect im
mensely. If I resign without notice, I'll make Ginnylook like a complete fool."

 Katie's chin lifted stubbornly as she continued herangry, impassioned speech. "And what about themen?
If I quit without notice, it gives them all a perfect reason to feel vindicated and superior becausemen
don't run off to get married. I absolutely refuseto be a traitor to my own sex! So.. .when I resignfrom
Puerto Ricowith notice I will say that I amleaving to 'accept a better position.' Which I happento think
being your wife is!" Katie finished defiantly.

 "Thank you," Ramon said almost humbly. Smiling, he started walking toward her.

 Katie, who had worked herself into a fine temper,began backing away. "I haven't finished yet," shesaid,
her color gloriously high, her eyes stormy withhurt indignation. "You told me you wanted honestyfrom me
at all times, and when I was honest youbullied and intimidated me. If I'm supposed to be completely
truthful, I have to know that no matter how bad the truth is, you aren't going to get angrywith me for
telling it to you. You were unfair andunreasonable a few minutes ago, and I think youhave an impossible
temper!"

 "Are you finished now?" Ramon asked her gently.

 "No, I'm not!" Katie said, all but stamping herfoot. "When I touched you, I was only trying to feel close
to you. I wasn't playing games and I hated theway you treated me!" Having now exhausted her
complaints, Katie glowered past his shoulder, refusing to meet his gaze.

 Ramon's voice was coaxing and deep. "Wouldyou like to touch me now?"

 "Not in the least."

 "Even if I say that I am very sorry, and that Iwant you to touch me?"

 "No."

 "You no longer wish to be close to me, Katie?"

 "No, I don't."
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 "Look at me." Ramon's fingers touched herchin, turning her face up to his. "I hurt you, andnow you have
hurt me back, and we both ache. Wecan either strike out at each other in our pain untilour anger is spent,
or we can stop now and begin toteach each other how to heal our hurts. I do notknow which way you
want it."

 Gazing up into his intent eyes Katie realized thathe meant that literally; he wanted her to decidewhether
to turn their battle into a war that wouldlast until their tempers were exhausted, or else tell him what to do
or say to soothe her. Katie stared,the gracefully feminine curves of her face vulnerableand uncertain, her
eyes deep blue with confusion.Finally she swallowed and bravely said, "I—I wouldlike you to put your
arms around me."

 With aching gentleness, Ramon drew her into thecircle of his arms.

 "And I would like you to kiss me."

 "How?" he breathed softly.

 "With your lips," Katie answered, confused bythe question.

 His mouth brushed hers sensuously, his lips warmbut not parted.

 "And your tongue," she clarified breathlessly.

 "Will you give me yours?" he asked, beginning to tell her how he wanted his hurt soothed.

 Katie nodded, and his mouth opened hungrilyover hers, their tongues tangling and caressing. Hishands
stroked restlessly over her shoulders andback, then down her spine, forcing her hips hardagainst his
pulsing thighs. His mouth devoured hersas he pulled her down onto the sofa to lie across hislap, his
fingers fumbling with the tiny buttons onher silk blouse. Impatient with the buttons, his handreturned to her
breasts. "Unfasten them," he said ina low, urgent voice.

 It seemed to take Katie forever to unbutton herblouse because her hands were trembling, and Ramon
never stopped kissing her. When the last one was finally undone, he pulled his mouth from hersand
whispered unsteadily, "I want you to take it offfor me."

 Katie's heart began hammering as she pulled herarms from the sleeves, letting the white silk slidethrough
her shaking fingers. Ramon's gaze dippedto her lacy bra. "That, too."

 With fire racing through every nerve in her body, Katie unclipped her bra and slowly slid it down her
arms. The ivory globes of her breasts swelled proudly beneath his possessive gaze, her nipples slowly
hardening as if his fingers, rather than just his eyes,were touching them. Ramon watched them, his eyes
burning with passion, his voice rough with it. "Iwant to see my baby at your breast."

 Katie's embarrassment over her body's obviousresponse to him was eclipsed by the violent yearnings
surging through her. Drawing a quiveringbreath, she said, "Right now, I would rather see youthere."

 "Give it to me, Katie."

 An uncontrollable inner excitement shook her as she curved a hand around his nape, pulling his darkhead
down and simultaneously lifting her breast, offering her nipple to him. When Ramon began tosuck on it,
she almost screamed with the raw pleasure. By the time his lips released her, desire wasrunning through
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her veins like molten steel. "Give me the other one," he ordered thickly.

 Katie tremblingly cupped her other breast andlifted it to his mouth. The moment his lips coveredit, flames
shot through her. "Please stop," she cried softly. "I need you, I can't stand any more."

 "You can't?" he breathed, swiftly lowering her to lie on the sofa, his mouth exquisitely exploring herear,
the curve of her neck and cheek, as he lay downbeside her. Lost in a frenzy of rampaging desire,Katie
felt his hands sliding up under her skirt, pulling the elastic lace band of her panties down fromher hips to
her lower thighs.

 Ramon groaned softly as his fingers traced between her thighs. "Youwant me," he corrected."You want
me but you do not need me yet," hebreathed, plundering her mouth with demanding insistence.

 Katie was almost sobbing with desire for his possession, her hands feverishly rushing over the taut
muscles of his back and shoulders. "I need you,"she whispered fiercely, crushing her parted lips tohis.
"Please—"

 Ramon raised his head and said almost gruffly,"You do not need me." Taking one of her handsfrom
around his neck, he pressed it tightly againsthis rigid arousal."That is need, Katie."

 Opening her desire-glazed eyes, Katie focused onhis strained face as he said, "Youwant me when I take
you in my arms, but Ineed you every momentof every hour. It is an ache that never leaves me; a longing
to make you mine that ties me into knots." Abruptly he asked, "Do you know what fear is?"

 Bewildered by his sudden change of subject, Katiesearched his handsome somber features, but did not
attempt to reply.

 "Fear is knowing that I have no right to wantyou, and knowing that I cannot stop myself. Fear is
dreading the moment when you will see the small cottage where you will have to live and decide you do
not want me enough to live there."

 "Don't think that way," Katie pleaded, her fingers smoothing the short hair at his temple. "Pleasedon't."

 "Fear is lying awake at night, wondering if you will decide not to marry me, and wondering how Iwill
bear the pain." Gently, he brushed away thetear that trickled from the corner of Katie's eye. "Iam afraid
of losing you, and if it makes me 'unreasonable' and bad-tempered, then I humbly apologize. It is only
because I am afraid."

 Melting with tenderness, Katie laid her handagainst his jaw and gazed deeply into his dark eyes. "In my
whole life," she whispered, "I have neverknown a man with enough courage to admit he'safraid."

 "Katie...." Her name was a hoarse groan thattore from his chest as his mouth came down hardand
hungry on hers, his lips and hands fiercelyurgent now, guiding her toward the peak of fulfillment, driving
her as close to the edge as she was deliberately driving him. And then the doorbell rang.

 "Don't answer it!" Katie implored when he immediately pulled out of her arms and sat up."They'll go
away."

 Slanting her a rueful smile, Ramon combed hishand through the side of his thick hair, restoring itto order.
"No, they will not. In the…excitement… I forgot to tell you that your parents were coming over to help
us pack and then have dinnerwith us."
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 Katie jackknifed to her feet, scooping up herclothing as she dashed to the bedroom. "Hurry andlet them
in or they'll guess what we were doing,"Katie told him when she saw that Ramon was merelystanding
near the sofa, his hands on his hips.

 "Katie," he said with a wicked grin, "if I let themin too quickly, they will .see what we were doing."

 "What?" she asked, standing in the doorway toher room, her perplexed gaze sweeping over the sofafor
incriminating evidence, then the floor, then overRamon. "Oh!" she said, blushing like a schoolgirl.

 Katie pulled off her clothes in mad haste, tellingherself that she was being absolutely absurd. Shewas
twenty-three years old, she had been marriedbefore, and she was going to marry Ramon. Nodoubt her
parents assumed they had already madelove many times. After all, her parents weremodern, sensible
people. Very modern and sensible—except where their children's behavior was concerned.

 Exactly four minutes after the doorbell rang,

  

 Katie strolled out of her room wearing tan slacks and a soft cream jersey turtleneck, her hair brushed
into ashining mantle around her shoulders. She managedto give her mother a cheery greeting, but her face
wasstill slightly flushed, her eyes suspiciouslylanguorous, and inwardly she was trembling with little
aftershocks of desire.

 She found Ramon, who appeared to be feelingnone of her sensual sensitivity, fixing drinks for thefour of
them in the kitchen, laughing about something with her father. "I'll bring these drinks into the living room,"
Ryan Connelly said, picking up twoglasses. Turning, he discovered his bemused daughter staring at her
fiancé’s profile. "Honey, you look radiant," he said, planting an affectionate kiss on Katie's forehead.
"Ramon must be good for you."

 Hot color ran up under Katie's cheeks as she smiledhelplessly at her father. Waiting until he vanishedinto
the living room, Katie turned to Ramon who wasputting ice into two more glasses. A smile tugged atthe
corner of his mouth. Without looking at her, he said, "You are blushing,querida. And you do look
radiant."

 "Thank you," Katie said in exasperated amusement. "I look as though I've been ravished, and youlook
as though you've been reading the newspaper! How can you be so calm?" She started to reach for the
drink Ramon had just fixed her, but he put it on the counter beside his. Turning, he drew her tightlyinto his
arms for a long, drugging kiss. "I am notcalm, Katie," he whispered against her mouth, "Iam starving for
you."

  

 "Katie?" her mother called from the living room,causing Katie to pull awkwardly out of Ramon's
embrace. "Are you two coming in here, or shouldwe wait out on the patio?"

 "We're coming in there," Katie answered hastily. With a laughing look at Ramon, Katie said, "I onceread
a novel where every time the man and woman began to make love, the phone rang; someone cameto the
door; or something happened to stop them."

 Ramon's grin was lazily amused. "It will not happen to us. I will not permit it."
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 CHAPTER TEN

 Sunlight glinted onthe big jet as it streakedsoutheastward, thirty thousand feet above the earth.

 Careful not to disturb Katie who was asleep, hershining head resting against his shoulder, Ramon
reached across her and pulled the shade down overthe window, shielding her beautiful face from theglare
of the sun. The flight had been extraordinarilyrough, and many of the passengers were showingdistinct
signs of alarm. But not Katie, Ramonthought with a tender smile at her sleeping form.Beneath her
delightfully soft, feminine exterior,Ramon was discovering that she possessed tremendous courage,
strength and determination.

 Even yesterday and today, when her parents' obvious sadness over her impending departure hadplaced
a terrible burden of guilt on Katie's slimshoulders, she had borne their unhappiness withcalm
understanding and smiling resolve, despite theemotional strain Ramon could see she was feeling.

 On Friday night Katie's parents had volunteeredto handle the subletting of her apartment and topack the
rest of her belongings for shipment toPuerto Rico. Then they had insisted that she spendthe weekend at
their home instead of her apartment.

 Although he had also stayed there over the weekend,Ramon had not had either the opportunity or the
excuse to be alone with her since Friday.

 As the hours had passed, he had watched Katie'stension mounting, bracing himself for the time whenshe
would weigh her uncertain future with himagainst the love and security her parents and job stilloffered,
and tell him she had changed her mindabout going to Puerto Rico. Selfishly, he had longedto get her back
to her apartment and into his armswhere, with time and privacy, he knew he couldmake her passion
overwhelm her mind. Yet, even without the physical stimulus of desire, Katie hadn'twavered in her brave
resolve to leave with him.

 Her long curly lashes made shadows on hercreamy cheeks, and he pleasured himself with thesheer
beauty of her profile. He was glad he hadbooked first-class seats for them because they wereroomier.
Katie had mistakenly assumed that the reason they were "lucky enough" to fly first class was that the
airline had oversold the coach seats and had automatically offered them vacant first—class seatsfor the
same price, and Ramon had let her believe it.

 Bitterness seeped through him, hardening his jaw,and Ramon turned his head to stare out the window
across the aisle. A few months ago he could havetaken Katie to Puerto Rico in Galverra International's
private Boeing 727 jet, with its splendidbedroom, dining room and spacious living room, allfurnished in
magnificent antiques and carpeted inwhite. Katie would have enjoyed that, Ramonthought. But she would
have been more thrilled withhis own sleek Lear jet, which he had flown into St.Louis and which was now
in a hangar at the St.Louis airport.
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 The Lear was his plane, notthe corporation's, butlike everything else he owned, including the houses,the
island and the yacht, he had put the small jet upas collateral against loans the corporation had needed
and now could not repay. What would have beenthe point of flying Katie to Puerto Rico in the Lear
today, of giving her a taste of the luxurious life hecould have offered her—when doing so would only
make the life he was now able to afford appear even more drab and impoverished by comparison?

 Wearily, he leaned his head against the back of his seat and closed his eyes. He had no right to ask
Katieto share his exile, to take her from her fashionableapartment, her career, and ask her to live on a
farmin a renovated cottage. It was selfish and wrong ofhim, but he couldn't bear to think of life without
her. Once he could have given her everything, nowhe could give her nothing—not even honesty. Notyet.

 Tomorrow he was scheduled for several meetings,one of which was with his accountant, and he was
clinging to the slender hope that his personal financial situation might not be as disastrous as it now
seemed. After the meeting he would know exactlywhere he stood, and then he would have to findsome
way to explain to Katie who he was and whathe had been. He had insisted on honesty between them,
and although he had not actually lied to her,he now owed her the truth—the whole truth. Thethought of
telling Katie that he was a failure twistedhis insides into knots. He didn't care if the wholeworld thought of
him that way, but it hurt unbearably to know he would be a failure in Katie's eyes.

 It had been bad enough explaining the situation toKatie's father at breakfast Friday morning. Fondness
for his future father-in-law softened Ramon'staut features as he recalled the unexpectedly hostile
beginning of that meal.

 When Ramon had walked into the private men'sclub where they had agreed to meet, Ryan Connelly had
been waiting for him with suppressed anger radiating from his entire body. "What the hell kind ofgame
are you playing, Galverra?" the older manhad demanded in a low, furious voice as soon as Ramon sat
down. "You're no more a small-timePuerto Rican farmer than I am. It's been driving mecrazy why you
looked so familiar to me. It wasn'tjust your name that seemed familiar, it was yourface. Last night I
remembered the article about you inTime Magazine, and—"

 As Ramon had explained to Katie's father about the impending collapse of Galverra International,Ryan
Connelly's fury had given way first to amazement and then to compassionate understanding. Ramon had
tried not to smile when Katie's fathervolunteered financial help. Ryan Connelly was awealthy man, but as
Ramon had explained to him, itwould take one hundred investors like Ryan to shoreup Galverra
International. Otherwise it would stillcollapse beneath its own weight and take everyonewho had invested
in the corporation with it.

  

 The big jet dropped sickeningly into a powerfuldowndraft, then soared upward with a stomach-
tightening lurch. "Are we landing?" Katie mumbled.

 "No," Ramon said. He brushed his lips againsther fragrant hair. "Go back to sleep. I will awaken you
when we begin our final approach at Miami."Obediently, Katie closed her eyes and snuggledcloser to
him.

 The cockpit door opened and the pilot starteddown the aisle toward the rest room. The passenger
seated in front of Ramon stopped him with somequestions and as the pilot bent down to reply,Ramon
watched his eyes rove appreciatively overKatie's face, lingering there as he answered. Ramon felt a flash
of annoyance that he immediately recognized as jealousy.
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 Jealousy—another new emotion with which hemust learn to cope because of Katie. After bestowing a
glacial look on the unfortunate pilot, Ramonreached for Katie's hand and laced his fingersthrough hers.
He sighed. At this rate, jealousy wasgoing to be his constant companion.

 Just walking through the airport with her andwatching the men who turned to stare as she passed had set
his teeth on edge. Dressed in a turquoise silk dress that showed off her long, shapely legs in theirhigh
heels, she looked like a model. No—the modelshe had known did not have Katie's lush curves or
elegant perfection of features. They had glamour.Katie had beauty.Katie flexed his fingers, and Ramon
realized that he'd been possessively tightening his grip on her hand. Lightly, sensuously, he stroked his
thumbagainst her palm. Even in her sleep Katie respondedto his touch and moved closer against him.
God,how he wanted her! Just having her nestled againsthis shoulder made him throb with desire and ache
with tenderness.

 Leaning his head back, Ramon closed his eyes andsighed with profound pleasure. He had done it! He
had actually gotten Katie on this plane with him!She was coming to Puerto Rico. She was going to behis.
He admired her independence and intelligence, and he adored the vulnerability and softness withinher.
She was the embodiment of everything he liked in women: she was feminine without being vapid or
helpless; proud without being haughty; assertivewithout being aggressive. Sexually, she was liberatedin
her thinking but not her actions, which pleasedhim immensely. He knew he would have hated it ifKatie
had casually given her beautiful body to othermen. She was infinitely more special, more precious to him
because she had chosen not to indulge incasual sex. Which, he supposed, made him guilty ofapplying the
double standard for men and women's morality, considering the number of women fromSt. Moritz to St.
Croix he'd had in the last decade.

 Ramon smiled inwardly, thinking of how irateKatie would be if she knew he felt this way about her
morals. She would accuse him of being everythingfrom outrageously old-fashioned to hopelesslyLatin,
which was rather humorous, because he suspected that the reason Katie was drawn to him was—

  

 The brief pleasure he'd been feeling was promptlystrangled by the same doubt that had been winding
tighter and tighter within him for the past severaldays. He didn't know why Katie was drawn to him. He
didn't know why she thought she should marryhim, had no idea what reasons she was giving herself for
doing so. The only valid reason would be thatshe loved him.

 But she didn't.

 Mentally, Ramon recoiled from that truth, yet heknew he had to face it and come to terms with it.Not
once had Katie so much as mentioned the wordlove. Three nights ago, when he had told her that he
loved her, the words had burst out of him, yet Katiehad chosen to act as if she hadn't heard him. How
ironic that when, for the first time in his life, he tolda woman he loved her, she hadn't even been able to
say she loved him, too.

 Grimly, he wondered if this was fate's way of repaying him for all the times women had said they loved
him and he had responded with silence, or anoncommittal smile, because he refused to claim anemotion
he didn't feel.

 If Katie didn't think she loved him, why was sheon this plane? Sexually, she wanted him, he knewthat.
From the first moment he had taken her intohis arms he had been forcing her to want him more,
relentlessly fanning the flames of her body's desirefor his. Apparently passion was the only thing shefelt
for him; desire her only reason for being on this plane.
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 No, dammit! That couldn't be true. Katie was toointelligent to consider marrying him solely for sexual
gratification. She must feel something else for him. After all, there had always been a tremendous mag
netic pull between them, and it was emotional aswell as physical. If she didn't love him, could hepossibly
bind her to him with her body alone? Evenif he was able to, could he bear to live with her,knowing his
feelings for her were so much deeper than hers for him?

  

  

 CHAPTER ELEVEN

 Returning from the ladies' roomin San Juan airport, Katie made her way toward the baggage claim area
where the luggage was arriving from theirMiami-San Juan flight.

 A thrill of anticipation danced up her spine as she listened to the tide of incomprehensible rapid-fire
Spanish interspersed with English, being spoken allaround her. To her left, a group of distinguished,
fair-haired men were speaking what Katie was certain must be Swedish. Behind her was a large cluster
of tourists conversing in flowing French. PuertoRico, she realized with surprised delight, must be a
vacation place for more than just Americans.

 She scanned the throngs of people and saw Ramon nod toward a porter who immediately changed
direction, wheeled his trolley over to Ramon, andbegan loading Katie's six Gucci suitcases onto it.Katie
smiled to herself because everyone else waswaving frantically and calling to the busy porters,trying to
attract their attention, but Ramon merelyhad to incline his head. And no wonder, she thought with pride.
Dressed in a dark business suit and conservative tie, Ramon was the most impressive-looking man Katie
had ever seen. There was an auraof implacable authority and calm purposefulnessabout him that even a
porter couldn't miss. Lookingat him, Katie thought he resembled an affluent business executive, not a
struggling local farmer.She supposed the porter must have thought so, too,and was probably expecting a
handsome tip for hisservices. Uncomfortably, Katie wondered if Ramonrealized that.

 Why hadn't she suggested that they carry theirown luggage? Between them, they could have managed
in two or three trips since Ramon was travelingwith only one large suitcase and a smaller one. Shewas
going to have to learn to be thrifty, to rememberthat Ramon had very little money, that he evendrove a
truck to earn extra.

 "Ready?" Ramon asked, placing his hand beneath Katie's elbow and guiding her through the crowded
airport.

 Taxis were lined up outside waiting for fares. Theporter started for the first one at the head of the line
with Katie following beside Ramon. "Is the weatheralways this beautiful?" she asked, lifting her face tothe
azure sky decorated with fluffy white clouds.

 The pleasure in Ramon's smile told her how muchhe wanted her to like her future home. "Usually itis.
The temperature generally remains in the upperseventies, and the easterly trade winds provide a breeze
that—" Ramon glanced up to see how farahead the porter was, and whatever he'd been aboutto say was
left unfinished.

 Following his angry gaze, Katie was shocked tosee their luggage being loaded into a gleaming
maroon Rolls-Royce, which was waiting at the curbahead of the line of taxis. A chauffeur wearing an
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immaculate black uniform and visored cap wasstanding at attention beside the Rolls. As theyneared the
car he swept open the back door with a flourish, stepping aside for them to enter.

 Katie stopped short and looked inquiringly at Ramon, who snapped questions at the chauffeur in
Spanish. Whatever the man replied seemed to makeRamon positively furious. Wordlessly, he put hishand
against the small of Katie's back and forcedher off the curb and into the cool luxury of theRolls' white
leather interior.

 "What is going on?" Katie asked as soon asRamon slid in beside her. "Whose car is this?"

 Ramon waited until the chauffeur had closed thepassenger door before replying. His voice was tight with
the strain of controlling his inexplicable anger."The car belongs to a man who has a villa on theisland, but
is rarely here. Garcia, the chauffeur, iser, an old friend of my family. When he found outwe were arriving
today, he decided to meet us."

 "What a thoughtful thing for him to do!" Katiesaid brightly.

 "I specifically said I did not want him to do it."

 "Oh," Katie faltered. "Well, I'm sure he meantwell."

 Turning his attention to the chauffeur who wasnow seated behind the steering wheel looking expectantly
into the rearview mirror, Ramon pressed a button that opened the glass partition separating thedriver
from his passengers. In a clipped Spanishvoice he issued instructions, then the glass partitionglided back
into place and the Rolls slid smoothly away from the curb.

 Katie had never been in a Rolls-Royce, and shewas enchanted with the car. She ran her fingertipsover
the seat, luxuriating in the feel of unbelievably soft, white glove leather. "What's this?" sheasked, leaning
forward and pressing a button in theback of the driver's seat. She laughed as a smallrosewood writing
desk lifted electronically out ofthe seat and flipped down over her lap. Raising thetop, she looked inside
and found it equipped withthick parchment writing paper, gold pens and evena tiny gold stapler. "How
do I put it back?" she asked, after trying unsuccessfully to push it intoplace.

 "Press the same button again."

 Katie did. With a faint mechanical whir the rosewood desk lifted off her lap, flipped up, and retracted
into place as the concealing panel of white leatherslid down to cover it. "What does that one do?" She
smiled, nodding toward the button above Ramon'sknees.

 Ramon was watching her, his face completely expressionless. "It opens a liquor cabinet concealed inthe
seat in front of me."

 "Where's the television set and stereo?" Katiejoked.

 "Between the desk and the liquor cabinet."

 The delighted smile faded from her lips. Ramon, she realized, was not sharing her enjoyment of theluxury
car's unique equipment. After an uncertain pause, she said hesitantly, "Whoever owns this carmust be
extraordinarily wealthy.''

 "He was."
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 "Was?" she repeated. "Is he dead?"

 "Financially, he is dead." With that curt, inscrutable reply, Ramon turned his head away and staredout
the window.

 Bewildered and hurt by his coldness, Katie lookedout her own window. Her dismal musings were in
terrupted as her hand, which was lying limply on theseat between them, was suddenly enclosed in
Ramon's warm, firm grasp. With his head stillaverted, he said harshly, "I wish that I could giveyou a
dozen cars like this one, Katie."

 Comprehension dawned, and for a moment Katiewas too stunned to speak. Relief washed over her,
followed by unabashed amusement. "I wish youcould afford to give me justone like it. After all, an
expensive car is a guarantee of happiness, isn't it?"Ramon's sharp gaze veered toward her, and Katie
widened her blue eyes with exaggerated innocence."David gave me a Porsche for a wedding present,and
look how happy my life was with him!"

 The stern line of Ramon's mouth relaxed into afaint smile as she continued. "Now, if David hadgiven me
a Rolls-Royce, I would have been perfectlycontent with our marriage. Although," she said as Ramon's
arm went around her shoulders, drawingher close to him, "the only thing that would havemade my life
absolutely ecstatic was—" Her sentence was smothered by the abrupt descent ofRamon's mouth as he
covered her lips with his, kissing her deeply.. .kissing her, Katie realized, withgratitude.

 When he finally lifted his head she basked in thetenderness of his smile. "What would have madeyour life
absolutely ecstatic?" he teased huskily.

 Katie's eyes danced as she snuggled closer to him."A Ferrari!"

 Ramon burst out laughing and Katie felt the tension leave his powerful body. Now things were in their
proper perspective, out in the open where theycould be laughed about, which was exactly what shehad
intended.

 Puerto Rico took Katiecompletely by surprise.She had not expected a mountainous tropical paradise
with lush green valleys and tranquil blue lakessparkling in the sunlight. The Rolls climbed steadilyalong
smooth, curving roads bordered with spectacular flowering trees, their branches coveredthickly in pink
and yellow blossoms.

 They passed through picturesque villages nestledbetween the mountains; each village with its own town
square in the center of which was the churchwith its spire pointing heavenward. Katie craned herneck,
her eyes delighting in the vivid colors naturehad splashed over hills and meadows, her voicehappy as she
exclaimed over everything from fernsto farmhouses. Throughout it all, she could feelRamon's piercing
eyes on her, watching her beneaththeir heavy lids, observing her every reaction. Twiceshe had turned
abruptly to make some enthusiastic comment, and had glimpsed the anxiety in his expression before he
could cover it with one of hisbland smiles. He desperately wanted her to like hishomeland, and for some
reason, he seemed unableto believe that she really did.

 Nearly an hour after they left the airport, the Rolls passed through another small village andturned off the
paved road onto a dirt track, continuing to climb. Katie gasped in speechless wonder; itwas as if they
were driving through a red silk tunnelilluminated with gossamer sunbeams. Blossoming royal poinciana
trees marched along both sides of them, their laden branches meeting overhead, theirfallen scarlet petals
literally carpeting the road beneath the tires in deep red. "It's absolutely unbelievable," she breathed,
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turning to Ramon. "Are wegetting close to your home?"

 "About a mile and a half farther up this lane," hesaid, but the tension was back in his features, andhis
smile was nothing more than a slight curving ofhis tight lips. He was staring straight ahead as if hewere as
intent upon discovering what was at the endof the drive as she was.

 Katie was about to ask him if the pretty flowers with the scarlet cups were a variety of tulip, when the
Rolls emerged from the poinciana's two-mile-long red canopy and pulled into an ugly overgrownyard
surrounding a run-down white brick cottage. Trying to hide her appalled disappointment, Katieturned to
Ramon who was staring at the house withan expression of such murderous fury that she unconsciously
pressed back into the seat cushions.Before the car had come to a complete stop in theyard, Ramon had
flung open his door, lunged out ofthe vehicle, slammed the door violently behind himand was striding
across the pitiful lawn with rage inevery step.

 The elderly chauffeur helped Katie out of the car, and they both turned in time to see Ramon rattle the
cottage door, then throw his shoulder against it with so much explosive power that it flew off its hinges
and crashed onto the floor of the cottage.

 Katie stood frozen to the spot, looking at the gaping black hole where a door had been a moment
before. Her gaze moved over the shutters hanging atdrunken angles over the windows and the paint peel
ing off the wood trim.

 In a flash, all of Katie's optimism and couragedeserted her. She missed her beautiful apartmentcomplex
with its gas lamps and enclosed patios. Shecould never live in a place like this; she had been a fool to try
to deny her own love of luxury, her ownupbringing.

 The breeze tugged a few silken strands of hairloose from her elegant chignon. Katie lifted herhand to
brush them out of her eyes, trying at thesame time to brush away the vision of herself standing in this
overgrown weed patch, looking as shabbyand unkempt as this awful hovel. In a year or twoshe would
become as slovenly as her surroundings,because living like this would corrode anyone's personal pride
until theyfast didn't care anymore.

 Reluctantly she began picking her way along whatwas left of a brick walk leading to the door of the
cottage. Red tiles had blown off the roof, shattering when they hit the walk, and Katie carefully avoided
stepping on them with the thin soles of her expensiveItalian sandals.

 She walked hesitantly through the doorway,blinking her eyes to adjust to the gloom. Revulsionswelled
in.her throat. The inside of the empty cottage was covered in layers of dirt, filth and cobwebs.Where the
sun streamed through the broken slats ofthe shutters dust floated in the air. How could Ramon live like
this, she wondered in horror. He wasalways so immaculately well-groomed, she couldn'timagine him
existing in this... this squalor.

 With a supreme effort, Katie brought her franticemotions under control and forced herself to think
logically. In the first place, no one had been living here—the dirt1hadn't been disturbed for years. Orthe
mice either, she thought with a shudder asscratching sounds emanated from the walls.

 Ramon was standing in the middle of the room,his rigid back to her.

 "Ramon?" Her voice was an apprehensive whisper.

 "Get out of this place," he gritted in a low voicevibrating with fury. "The filth will cling to you,even if you
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do not touch anything."

 There was nothing Katie wanted to do more thanleave here—unless it was to leave for the airport,then
home, then her beautiful modern apartment.She started to go, realized that Ramon wasn't following her,
stopped and turned toward him again.He was still standing with his back to her, eitherunwilling—or
unable—to turn around and face her.

  

 With a stab of compassion Katie realized how muchhe must have been dreading the moment when she
would see this place. No wonder he had seemed sotense when they drove up the lane. Now he was
angry because he was embarrassed and ashamedthat this run-down cottage was the best he could offer
her. She spoke to break the uneasy silence."You—you said you were born here."

 Ramon slowly turned and stared through her as ifshe didn't exist.

 Braving his mood, Katie continued. "I assumedthat you meant you had lived here since you wereborn,
but no one has lived here for years, havethey?"

 "No," he snapped.

 Katie winced at his tone. "Has it been long sinceyou were here last?"

 "Yes," he bit out.

 "Places—houses that haven't been lived in for awhile always seem dreary and ugly, even whenthey're
really nice." She was trying desperately to console him, even though she knew he really ought to be
consoling her. "It probably doesn't look theway you remember it."

 "It looks exactly the way I remember it!"

 His scathing sarcasm sliced into Katie's highlysensitized emotions like a razor blade, but still shetried.
"If—if it looks exactly as you remember it,why, are you so furio.. .so upset," she amendedhastily.

 "Because," he said in a terrible voice, "I sent atelegram four days ago asking that as many men as
necessary be sent to clean and make repairs to thisplace."

 "Oh," Katie breathed in relieved surprise. Her evident relief made Ramon's whole body gorigid. His eyes
became twin black daggers that impaled her. "Do you have such a low opinion of methat you think I
would bring you to live in this—thisfilthy shack? Now that you have seen it like this, Iwould not permit
you to live here. You would neverbe able to forget the way it looks now."

 Katie stared at him in anger and bewilderment.Only minutes ago she'd been certain of her futureand that
she was wanted, secure and loved. Now shewas certain of nothing, and she was furious with Ramon for
unfairly venting his frustration on her.

 A dozen indignant rejoinders sprang to mind,only to lodge in her throat behind a lump of sympathetic
tenderness that swelled unbearably as she regarded him. Standing there in the middle of theshabby empty
house where he was born, Ramon seemed so utterly defeated, and so proudly determined not to show
it, that her heart twisted. "Ithink you have a low opinion of me if you believe that," she said into the
charged silence.
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 Turning away from his narrowed gaze, Katiewalked to the two arched doorways leading off theright side
of the living room and peeked inside—twobedrooms, one large one at the front of the house,and a
smaller one at the rear. "There's a lovely viewfrom both bedroom windows," she announced.

 "Neither of which have glass in the frames," Ramon responded tersely.

 Katie ignored him and went to another doorway.A bathroom, she surmised with a mental grimace atthe
rusted sink and tub. An unwelcome image of herparents' sunken marble bath paraded across Katie's
mind, followed immediately by the memory of herown modern bathroom at the apartment. Bravely,she
banished both from her mind and flipped on alight switch. "There's electricity right to the house,"she
enthused.

 "Which is not turned on," Ramon snapped.Katie knew she was sounding like a real-estatesaleswoman
trying to make a sale, but she couldn'thelp herself. "And this must be the kitchen," shesaid, walking over
to an antiquated porcelain sinkstanding on steel legs. "Which has hot and cold running water." To prove
it, she reached for the taps.

 "Do not bother," Ramon said in a tight voice,watching her from the doorway. "They do notwork."

 Katie's chin lifted as she tried to summon thecourage to turn around and face him. In the processshe
found herself staring out a wide grimy windowabove the sink. "Ramon," she breathed, "whoeverbuilt this
house must have loved a view as much as I do." Verdant green hills spread out in a panoramain front of
her, their slopes covered in bloomingyellow and pink blossoms.

 When she swung away from the sink there was genuine pleasure in her expression. "It's beautiful,
absolutely beautiful! I would wash dishes for a living if I could look out at that while I washed them."
Eagerly, her gaze moved over the large rectangularkitchen. At the opposite end, one entire wall of win
dows was joined at the corner with another large expanse of windows. Situated in front of them was a
crude wooden table and chairs. "It would be likeeating on a terrace—you can see for miles in two dif
ferent directions," she announced, watching a slightuncertainty flicker across Ramon's frozen features.
"Why, this kitchen could be made to look brightand spacious!"

 Studiously avoiding looking at the peeling linoleum on the uneven floor, Katie turned and marched back
into the living room. She walked over to thelarge panes of glass that extended across two wallsand
rubbed away a bit of the grime. Peering out through the patch she had cleared, she gazed at theview. "I
can see the village!" she exclaimed in awe."I can even pick out the church. From up here it'slike a little
white toy village with green hills all roundit. Ramon, it's like looking at a—a picture postcard. These
windows must have been placed so that no matter where you look there will always be something
beautiful to see. Do you know what—?" Unaware that Ramon had walked up behind her, Katie whirled
around and collided with his tall, powerful body. "This house has real possibilities!" She methis cynical
expression with a bright smile. "All it needs is a fresh coat of paint and some new curtains."

 "And an exterminator and an army of carpenters," Ramon replied acidly. "Or better yet, a competent
arsonist."

 "All right—fresh paint, new curtains, an exterminator and you with a hammer and nails." She bither lip as
a disquieting thought occured to her."You doknow about carpentry, don't you?"

 For the first time since they had arrived at thehouse, Katie saw a glimmer of humor touch hishandsome
face. "I imagine that I know as muchabout carpentry as you know about making curtains, Katie."
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 "Wonderful!" bluffed Katie who hadn't the foggiest notion how to make a curtain. "Then you won't have
any trouble fixing things here, willyou?"

 He seemed to waver, then he swept the shabbyroom with a contemptuous glance. His featureshardened
until his face seemed to be carved out ofstone. Katie, realizing that he was about to refuse, put her hand
on his arm. "This could be a cozy,cheerful home. I know you're embarrassed becauseI've seen it looking
this way, but that will only make it more rewarding and exciting when it finally looksthe way it should. I'll
really enjoy helping yourestore it—honestly I will. Ramon," she whisperedbeseechingly when he simply
stared at her, "please,please don't spoil it for me like this."

 "Spoil it for you?!" he exploded, raking his handthrough the side of his hair. "Spoil it for you?"Without
warning he reached for her, and Katiefound herself crushed against him, his armswrapped tightly around
her. "I knew I should nothave brought you to Puerto Rico, Katie," he said in an agonized whisper. "I
knew it was selfish of me,but I did it anyway. Now that I have, I know Ishould send you back home,
where you belong. Iknow it," he said, drawing a ragged breath. "But—God forgive me—I cannot bear to
do it!"

 Katie wound her arms around his waist and pressedher cheek against the solid hardness of his chest. "I
don't want to go home; I want to stay here with you.''And—at least for the moment—she was certain she
did.

 She heard his breath catch and felt the sudden tensing of his muscles. He drew back slightly and
tenderlycradled her face between his hands. "Why?" hewhispered, his black eyes intently searching hers."
Why do you want to stay here with me?''

 A beaming smile lit Katie's features. "So that I can prove to you that this house can become the home of
your dreams!"

 Her answer caused an unexplainable sadness toshadow his eyes. It lingered there as Ramon slowlybent
his head to her. "This is the real reason you wantto stay with me, Katie." His lips brushed over hers,
warm and tantalizing, while his hands drifted downher shoulders and over her back in an enticing, ever-
changing caress.

 Every nerve in Katie's body began to quiver in anticipation. It seemed like weeks, not days, since
Ramon had kissed and caressed her with stormy passion. Now he was intentionally taking his time,
making her wait, teasing her. Katie did not want to beteased and tantalized. Wrapping her arms around
hisneck, she pressed herself into his muscular body. Shekissed him deeply, trying to break his iron
control.Against her, she felt the rising hardness tightening histhighs, but as if to retaliate for her having
deliberately aroused him, Ramon slid his lips from hers andbegan kissing the corner of her mouth, trailing
hislips over her cheek, down the sensitive column ofher neck, then up again to her ear, his tongue sen
suously exploring each curve, each crevice.

 "Don't!" Katie pleaded with a throbbing ache inher voice. "Don't tease me, Ramon. Not now." She
half-expected him to ignore her. Instead, his mouthclaimed hers with a fierce hunger and raw urgencythat
surpassed her own. His hands rushed over her, sliding up her nape and over her shoulders, possessively
cupping her aching breasts, then sweeping lowto press her tightly against his rigid, pulsing thighs.

 Shuddering with pleasure, Katie dug her fingersinto the bunched muscles of his shoulders and back,
joyously fed the insatiable hunger of his mouth, willingly arched herself against the demanding,rhythmic
thrusts of his hardened, aroused manhood.
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 An eternity later, the pressure of his lips lessenedand then was gone as Ramon slowly raised his head.
Even in her dazed state, Katie recognized the passion blazing in his eyes and knew he saw it in hers,too.
Still shaking with quick, piercing stabs ofdesire, she watched his sultry gaze dip to her softlyparted lips.
His arms tightened convulsively as hestarted to bend his head to her, then hesitated, trying to fight the
temptation. "Oh, God!" hegroaned, and his mouth hungrily covered hers oncemore.

 Time after time he began to pull away, only tochange his mind and bury his lips in hers for anotherseries
of long drugging kisses.

 When they finally stopped, Katie was shattered.Helplessly, mindlessly, joyously shattered by the
combined force of their exchanged passion and pleasure. He rested his cheek against her bright head,
hishands gently caressing her back, holding her closeagainst the violent hammering of his heart, while
Katie leaned weakly against him, her arms stillaround his neck.

 Several minutes had passed when Katie thoughtshe heard Ramon murmur something. She managedto lift
her head, open her languorous blue eyes andlook at him. Lost in her dreamy euphoria, she admired the
masculine face looking back at her. Hereally was incredibly handsome, she thought; so utterly masculine
with those hard, sculpted features.She liked his firm jawline, his determined chin withits attractive cleft,
and the sensuality in the mold ofhis mouth. And he had the most compelling, riveting eyes—eyes that
could melt her or freeze her. His hair was so thick and glossy black, beautifully styledand shaped to lie
flat at the sides, yet just longenough for her to run her fingers through it at thenape.

 Katie reached up and smoothed the hair at histemple, then rested her hand against his cheek, herthumb
idly tracing the cleft in his chin.

 Ramon's dark eyes had been watching her. Theycaptured her gaze, holding it, while he turned hishead
and slid his lips back and forth against hersensitive palm. He spoke, and his deep voice wasraw, hoarse
with an intense emotion that wasn't passion. "You make me very happy, Katie."

 Katie tried to smile, but the painful quality she heard in his voice made her eyes burn with tears.And after
three days of emotional turmoil culminating in the last tumultuous hour, she was too weakened to stop
them. "You make me happy, too," shewhispered, as two tears spilled over her lashes.

 "Yes," Ramon said with solemn amusement as hewatched the shimmering tears. "I can see that."

 Katie gaped at him, feeling as if she were teeteringon the brink of insanity. Ten seconds ago she could
have sworn there were tears in his voice, but nowhewas smiling andshe was crying. Except she wasn't
crying, she was starting to laugh. "I—I always crywhen I'm happy," she explained wiping away thetwo
tears.

 "Surely not!" he exclaimed in mock horror. "Do you then laugh when you are sad?"

 "I probably will," Katie admitted, her facewreathed in a brilliant smile. "I've been all mixed-up ever since
I met you." Impulsively, she reachedup and pressed a kiss on his warmly responsive lips,then leaned
back in his encircling arms. "Garcia willbe wondering what we've been doing. I supposewe'd better go."

 She sighed with such regret that Ramon grinned ather. "Garcia is a man of great dignity; he wouldnever
stoop to speculating about our activities."Nevertheless, Ramon obligingly released her. With his arm
around her waist, they walked through the doorway into the sunlight.
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 Katie was about to ask when they could start working on the house, but Ramon's attention wasriveted
on a man about sixty years old who waswalking into the yard.

 When he saw Ramon, his tanned, leathery facebroke into a slow smile. "Your telegram only arrived an
hour ago—just before I saw the Rolls pass through the village. Do these old eyes of mine trickme,
Ramon, or is it really you I see standing here?"

 Grinning, Ramon held out his hand. "Your eyes are as sharp as the night you saw smoke comingthrough
a window and caught me in the shed with apack of cigarettes, Rafael."

 "They were my cigarettes," the man named Rafael reminded him, simultaneously shaking Ramon'shand
and affectionately clapping him on the arm.

 Ramon winked at Katie. "Unfortunately, I hadnone of my own to smoke.''

 "Because he was only nine years old, and tooyoung to buy them," Rafael explained, flashing a
conspiratorial smile at Katie. "You should haveseen him,senorita. He was lying on his back on abale of
hay with his hands behind his head, lookinglike a very important man who was enjoying his leisure. I
made him eat three of the cigarettes."

 "Did that cure you?" Katie laughed.

 "It cured me of cigarettes," Ramon admitted. "Iswitched to cigars after that."

 "And then to girls," Rafael said with humorous severity. He turned to Katie. "When Padre Gregorio read
your banns at mass this morning, thesenoritasall wept with disappointment, and PadreGregorio sighed
with relief. Praying for Ramon's im mortal soul had been Padre Gregorio's most time-consuming task."
Pausing in this good-naturedmonologue to enjoy Ramon's visible discomfort, headded, "But you are not
to worry,senorita. Now thathe is engaged to you, Ramon will no doubt mend hiswicked ways and
ignore those fast women who havebeen chasing him all these years.''

 Ramon shot a quelling look at the older man. "Ifyou are through assassinating my character, Rafael,I will
introduce you to my fiancée—assuming Katieis still willing to marry me after listening to you."

 Katie was stunned that marriage banns—the formal proclamation of an intended marriage—were al
ready being read in church here. How had Ramonaccomplished that from St. Louis? Somehow, Katie
managed a weak smile while Ramon introducedRafael Villegas as the man who had been "like a second
father" to him, but it was several minutesbefore she could pull herself together and pay attention to their
conversation.

 "When I saw the car heading in this direction," Rafael was saying, "I was glad that you are notashamed
to bring yournovia here and show herwhere your roots are, even though you now—"

 "Katie," Ramon interrupted abruptly. "You arenot accustomed to this sun yet. Perhaps you wouldrather
wait in the car where it is cool.''

 Surprised by this politely worded dismissal, Katiesaid goodbye to Rafael and obediently returned to the
air-conditioned Rolls. Whatever Ramon was telling Senor Villegas had the man looking almostcomically
bewildered, then stunned, then extremelygrim. She was relieved that when they finally shookhands and

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


parted they were both smiling again.

 "Forgive me for asking you to leave like that,"Ramon said, sliding into the car. "Among otherthings, I
needed to discuss some work I need done tothe cottage, and it would embarrass Rafael if youwere
present when we talked about money." Pressing the button that opened the glass between the chauffeur
and themselves, Ramon issued instructions in Spanish, then shrugged out of his suitjacket, pulled off his
tie, loosened the top buttons ofhis cream-colored shirt, and stretched his legs out. He looked, Katie
thought, like a man who had justbeen through an ordeal, but was relatively pleasedwith the outcome.

 Questions tumbled over in her mind, and shestarted with the least important first. "Where are we going
now?"

 "We are going to the village where we will have aquiet meal." Ramon put his arm around her shoulders,
his fingertips playing with the little turquoisestud in her earlobe. "While we are dining, Rafaelwill have his
married daughter prepare her sparebedroom for you. I had intended for you to stay atthe house but it is
not habitable. Besides, I had not considered the need for a chaperon for you untilRafael reminded me."

 "A chaperon! You can't mean it," Katie sputtered. "It's—it's—"

 "Necessary," Ramon provided for her.

 "I was going to say Victorian, archaic and silly."

 "True. But in our case it is still necessary."

 Katie's delicate brows rose. "Our case?"

 "Katie, this village is like a small town where verylittle happens, so everyone watches what everyoneelse
does, and they gossip about it. I am a bachelor,therefore, an object of interest."

 "So I gathered from what Senor Villegas said," Katie retorted primly.

 Ramon's lips twitched, but he made no comment."As my fiancée, you too are an object of interest. What
is more important, you are also an American,which makes you a target for criticism. There are many here
who believe that American women allhave loose morals."

 Mutiny was written on Katie's beautiful face. Herhigh cheekbones were tinted with pink and her blue
eyes were sparkling dangerously. Ramon, correctlyinterpreting the danger signals, swiftly pulled herclose
and pressed his lips to her temple. "By'chaperon' I did not mean someone to follow you around, Katie. I
only meant that you could not livealone. If you do, the moment I set foot throughyour door the gossips
will say that you let me shareyour bed, and because you are an American, everyone else will believe it.
You may think you do notcare, but this is going to be your home. You will notlike it if, even years from
now, you cannot walkthrough the village without having people whisperabout you."

 "I still object to the idea, on principle," Katiesaid, but without much conviction because Ramonwas
sensuously exploring her ear.

  

 His muffled laugh sent thrills racing down herspine. "I hoped you were objecting to the idea because
you thought a chaperon would make it moredifficult for us to... be alone together."
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 "That, too," Katie admitted with breathless candor.

 Ramon's chuckle was rich and deep. "I am goingto stay with Rafael's family. Gabriella's house,where
you will be staying, is only a mile away."Smoothing his hand from her silken cheek back tothe coil of her
chic chignon, he said huskily. "Wewill find the time, and the places, to share ourselves with each other."

 Katie thought that was a beautiful way to describemaking love; two people sharing their bodies witheach
other so that each could derive pleasure fromthe other. She smiled, wondering if she would ever
understand him. He was such a unique combination of gentleness and strength; of raw, potent virility
overlaid with smooth sexual expertise and tender restraint. No wonder she'd been confused since the
day she met him. She'd never known anyone evenremotely like him in her entire life!

 At the edge of the village square Garcia pulledover and stopped. "I thought you might prefer towalk,"
Ramon explained, helping Katie to alight."Garcia will deliver your things to Gabriella'shouse, then go
back to Mayaguez where he lives."

 The sun was beginning its descent in a blaze ofpink and gold against the blue sky as they strolledacross
the plaza in the center of which was a statelyold Spanish church. "This is where we will be married,"
Ramon told her. Katie's gaze roamed appreciatively over the church and the small buildings that
surrounded it on all four sides, creating the village square. The Spanish influence was evident in thearched
doorways and windows, and the black wrought-iron trim on the shops that sold everything from fresh
bakery goods to small, intricately carvedreligious figurines. Flowers bloomed everywhere,hanging from
balconies and windows, and in hugeurns in front of the shops, adding their vibrantsplashes of color to the
picturesque little square.Tourists with cameras ambled across the plaza,stopping to peer into shop
windows or sit at the littlesidewalk cafe, sipping cool rum drinks as theywatched the villagers.

 Katie glanced at Ramon who was walking besideher with his suit jacket hooked on a thumb over his
shoulder. Despite his outwardly casual appearance, Katie could almost feel his anxiety as he waited for
her first reaction to his village. "It's beautiful," shesaid honestly. "Very picturesque and charming."

 The sideways look he slanted her was dubious."But tiny, and not what you expected?"

 "Prettier and more convenient than what I expected," Katie argued stubbornly. "It even has ageneral
store. And," she added with a teasingglance, "It has two hotels! I'm very impressed."

 Her joking succeeded where her sincere compliments had not. Grinning, he put his arm around herwaist
and drew her close against his side for a brief,tight hug. "The Casa Grande," he said, noddingtoward a
quaint, three-story hotel with wrought-iron balconies, "boasts ten guest rooms. The other has only seven,
but it has a small dining room andthe food used to be good. We will dine there."

 The restaurant had five tables, four of which were occupied with tourists who were laughing and talking.
Katie and Ramon were given the remainingtable. The waiter lit the candle in the center of the
red-and-white-checked tablecloth and took theirorder. Ramon leaned back in his chair and smiled at
Katie who was watching him with puzzled eyes. "What are you thinking about?" he asked.

 "I was wondering where you lived before now,and what you've been doing. You couldn't havebeen
working at your farm, or you wouldn't need tostay with Rafael."

 Ramon answered slowly, almost cautiously. "Ihave lived near Mayaguez in the past, and until nowI have
been working for a company that is going out of business."

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "Is the company in the farming business?" Katieasked.

 Ramon hesitated and then he nodded. "Amongother things, it is a canning operation. Instead of going to
work for another company, I had already decided when I met you that I would prefer to work onmy
own farm rather than pay someone else to dowork that I could be doing. During the next twoweeks, I
will still devote some time to the company; the rest I will spend working with the men who willbe
repairing our house."

 Our house.The phrase made Katie's stomachclench. It sounded so strange. So final. Averting her eyes,
she played with her glass, slowly turning it in her fingers.

 "What frightens you about that, Katie?" heasked after a pause.

 "Nothing. I—I was just wondering what I would be doing while you're gone."

 "While I am working you can shop for things wewill need for our house. Many items you will be ableto
buy in the villages. Furniture will have to be purchased in San Juan. Gabriella will take you to theshops
and act as translator for you where one isneeded."

 "Furniture?" Katie stared. "Don't you have furniture in your place in Mayaguez?"

 "I am going to sell it. It would not be appropriatefor the cottage, anyway."

 Katie, seeing the way his mouth tightened, assumed that his furniture would be an embarrassment to
him, as the cottage had been, and that hedidn't feel it was good enough for her. She knew perfectly well
Ramon was having her stay withRafael's daughter because he couldn't afford the expense of putting her
in a hotel for three weeks; his explanation about wanting to forestall gossip didn'tdeceive her in the least.
He couldn't afford a hotel,and he certainly couldn't afford a houseful of new furnishings, either. Yet he
was going to buy themfor her—to please her. Knowing that made her feelacutely uneasy.       

 What if something happened to convince her sheshouldn't marry him after all? How could she possibly
face him with an announcement like that, after she let him spend so much of his money trying togive her
what he thought she wanted? She felt as ifshe were caught in a trap, a cage into which she hadwillingly
placed herself, but as the doors beganswinging closed on her, panic was setting in. Marriage in all its
awesome finality suddenly loomedahead of her, and Katie knew that somehow she hadto feel free to
leave if she changed her mind at anytime during the next weeks.

 "I want to pay for part of the furniture," Katieblurted suddenly.

 Ramon waited for the man who was serving theirmeal to leave before replying. "No," he said succinctly.

 "But—"

 "I would not have suggested we buy it if I couldnot pay for it."

 He meant that to end the discussion once andfor all, but Katie was desperate. "That isn't thepoint!"

 "No?" he asked. "Then exactly what is thepoint?"

 "The point is that you're already spending a great deal of money renovating the cottage, and furnitureis
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very expensive."

 "Tomorrow I will give you three thousand dollarsto spend on things for the house—"

 "Three thousand dollars?" Katie interrupted, astonished. "How can you possibly afford to spend so
much? Where will you get it?"

 There was an imperceptible hesitation before Ramon answered. "The company that is going out of
business owes me several months' back pay. I willget it from there."

 "But—" Katie started to argue.

 Ramon's jaw hardened into an uncompromisingline. With cool finality he said, "As a man, it is my
responsibility to provide a home for you and the furnishings for it. You will not pay for anything."

 Katie's long lashes flickered down as she carefully concealed her rebellious blue eyes from his
penetrating gaze. Ramon, she decided, was about to discovershe was a brilliant bargain hunter. His
furnishingswere going to cost him exactly one-half of what theywere worth—because she was going to
pay for the other half!

 "I meant that, Katie."

 His authoritative tone froze her hand in the act ofslicing her meat.

 "I forbid you to use any of your money eithernow or after we are married. It is to remain untouched in
your bank in St. Louis."

 So determined was she to make her point thatKatie forgot to be rankled by his use of the word"forbid."
"You don't understand.. .I wouldn'teven miss the money. Besides the money I saved from my job, I have
a trust fund my father established for me years ago, and some sort of profit-sharing account from his
business. Both of thosehave huge balances. I wouldn't have to touch theprincipal, I could just draw out
some of the interest and—"      

 "No," he said implacably. "I am not destitute.Even if I were, I would not accept your money. You have
known my feelings on that from the beginning,have you not?"

 "Yes," Katie murmured.

 He sighed, a harsh sound that was filled with ananger that Katie sensed was directed more at himselfthan
her. "Katie, I have never tried to live on the income from the farm alone. I do not know yet howmuch
money will be required to make the necessaryimprovements to the land so that every acre canbecome
productive again. Once it is fully operational it will support us in reasonable comfort, butuntil then,
whatever money I can spare must go intothe land. That farm is the only security I can offer you; its needs
must come before luxuries. It ishumiliating for me to be explaining this to you now,after I have already
brought you here. I thought youunderstood what sort of life I could offer you beforeyou came."

 "I did, and I'm not worried about doing without luxuries."

 "Then what are you worried about?"

 "Nothing," Katie lied, more determined thanever to use her money to help pay for the furnishings.
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Ramon was carrying the issue of pride too far!His attitude was unreasonable, unrealistic and positively
antiquated—particularly if they were going tobe married. But since he felt so deeply about the matter of
her money, she simply would never tellhim what she had done.

 His expression gentled. "If you wish, you couldput your money into trust for our children. I believe there
are tax advantages to doing so."

  

 Children? Katie thought with a quickening of her heart that was part pleasure, part panic. At the rate
Ramon was rushing her, she would undoubtedly have a baby within a year. Why did everything have to
be happening so quickly? She remembered Rafael’s remark about hearing the banns read in church this
morning, and her panic grew. She knew that banns had to be read on three consecutive Sundays before
they could be married. By somehow arranging to have them begin today, Ramon had smoothly eliminated
one week of the precious time Katie was counting on having before she had to make a final decision. She
tried to concentrate on her meal, but she could hardly swallow. “Ramon, how did you manage to have
the banns read here this morning, when we didn’t arrive until this afternoon?”

 Something in her voice seemed to alert him to her inner turmoil. He shifted his plate aside, no longer
bothering to make even a pretense of eating. Watching her with an intent, speculating gaze that was
utterly unnerving, he said, “On Friday, while you were at work, I phoned Padre Gregorio and told him
that we wished to be married here as soon as possible. He has known me since I was born; he knows
there is no obstacle to my being married in the church. I assured him that there was no obstacle for you,
either.

 “When I had breakfast with your father earlier that morning, he gave me the name of his pastor, who
also knows you. I gave that information to Padre Gregorio so that he could assure himself, if he wished to
do so. It was as simple as that.”

  

 Katie hastily looked away from his piercing stare,but not in time.

 "Something about that displeases you," he concluded dispassionately. "What is it?"

 After a tense silence, Katie shook her head."Nothing, really. I'm just a little surprised that itwas all
handled without my knowing anything aboutit."

 "It was not handled that way intentionally. I assumed your father had mentioned it, and he evidently
assumed that you already knew."

 Katie's hand trembled as she pushed her ownplate aside. "Won't Padre Gregorio need to meetwith
me—us, I mean—before he agrees to marryus?" she asked.

 "Yes."

 Ramon lit a thin cigar, then leaned back in hischair, regarding her attentively.

 Katie ran a nervous hand over her red gold hair, smoothing nonexistent strands into place. "Pleasestop
staring at me like that," she whispered imploringly.
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 Turning to glance over his shoulder, Ramon nodded briefly at their waiter, signaling for the check."It is
difficult not to look at you, Katie. You arevery beautiful. And very frightened."

 He said it so coolly, so unemotionally, that it was a long moment before Katie was certain she'd heard
him correctly. By then it was too late for her toreact; Ramon was already tossing money on thetable,
standing up, and coming around to assist herout of her chair.

  

 In silence they walked out into a black satin night studded with brilliant stars, and crossed the deserted
square. After the warmth of the afternoon sun, theevening breeze was surprisingly chilly as it teased the
silken folds of Katie's turquoise dress. She shivered,more from her bewildering emotions than from the
cold. Ramon swung his jacket off his shoulder and draped it over her back.

 As they passed the lovely old Spanish church,Ramon's words echoed in Katie's mind: "This iswhere we
will be married."

 Fourteen days from today, it was possible that shewould be walking out of that church as a bride.

 Once before she had emerged from a church as abride... except it had been a huge gothic edifice with
limousines lined up on the street blocking Saturday traffic while they waited for the bridal party. Davidhad
stood beside her on the steps in the sunlightwhile the photographers took pictures; he in his splendid
tuxedo and she in her magnificent white gown and veil. Then they had dashed through thethrongs of
cheering well-wishers, laughing as theydodged the showers of rice. David had been sohandsome, and she
had loved him so much that day.She had loved him so damned much!

 Lights twinkled from the windows of the housesthey passed as Katie walked beside Ramon down the
little country road, her mind suddenly haunted bymemories she had thought were buried.

 David.

 During the six months of their marriage he hadkept her in a state of bewildered humiliation, andlater, fear.
Even during their short engagement,Katie had occasionally noticed his speculative glances at other
women, but the times were few, and she managed her painful jealousy by reminding herself thatDavid
was thirty; he would think she was being childishly possessive. Besides, he was only looking atthem. He
would never actually be unfaithful.

 They had been married for two months beforeKatie finally criticized him, and then it was onlybecause
she was so hurt and embarrassed that shecouldn't stop herself. They had been at a formaldinner-dance
for the members of the Missouri BarAssociation, where the attractive wife of a prominentKansas City
attorney captured David's interest. Theflirtation began over predinner cocktails, gatheredforce when they
sat together at dinner, and burst intofull bloom on the dance floor. Shortly thereafter, they vanished for
nearly an hour and a half, and Katie was left to endure not only the pity of the people she knew, but the
glowering fury of thewoman's own husband.

 By the time David and she returned to their apartment, Katie's insides were churning with resentment.
David listened to her tearfully indignant outpouring,his hand clenching and flexing, but it was anotherfour
months before Katie discovered what that convulsive flexing of his hand presaged.

 When she was finished, she expected him to eitherdeny that he had done anything wrong, or else
apologize for his behavior. Instead he stood up,passed a look of withering contempt over her, andwent
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to bed.

  

 His retaliation began the next day. Her punishment was meted out with the refined cruelty of aman who,
on the surface, seemed to be simply tolerating her unwanted presence in his life, but who was really
succeeding in mentally torturing her.

 No real or imagined flaw in her face, figure, posture or personality escaped his notice or went unre
marked. "Pleated skirts make your hips look even broader," he observed impersonally. Katie protested
that she didn't have broad hips, but she enrolledin an exercise class just to be sure. "If you cut yourhair
short, your chin wouldn't seem so prominent." Katie protested that her chin wasn't prominent, butshe had
her hair cut. "If you tightened up yourknees, your rear end wouldn't wiggle so much whenyou walk."
Katie tightened up her knees and wondered if she was still "wiggling."

 His eyes were never still, they followed her everywhere until Katie became so self-conscious she could
hardly cross the room without bumping into a table or banging into a chair. That too, did not escape his
notice. Neither did the meal she burned, nor theclothes she forgot to take to the cleaners, nor thedust she
overlooked on the bookshelf. "Somewomen can handle a career and run a house," David observed one
night while she was polishing furniture. "Obviously you aren't one of them. You'regoing to have to give
up your job."

 Looking back, Katie could not believe how easilyhe had manipulated her. For two weeks, David
"worked late at the office." When he was home, heshut her out completely. When he spoke to her atall, it
was with cold ridicule or polite sarcasm. Katietried repeatedly to patch their quarrel in every wayshe
could think of, but David viewed her obvious efforts with freezing contempt. In two short weeks, he
managed to reduce her to a piteous bundle of tearytension, and had her believing that she was clumsy,
stupid and inept. But she had been only twenty-onethen, and fresh out of college, while David was nine
years older, very sophisticated and authoritative.

 The thought of giving up her job broke her control. "But I love my job," she had said, tears streaking
down her cheeks.

 "I thought you 'loved' your husband," Davidhad retorted coldly. He looked at her hands feverishly
polishing the table. "I'm very fond of thatSteuben bowl," he drawled insolently. "Move it, before you
knock it over."

 "I'm not going to knock it over," Katie burst out,rounding on him in a tearful fury and knocking the
valuable glass bowl off the table. It hit the floor with a sickening crash and broke. Katie was as broken as
the bowl. She flung herself into David's arms and burst into racking sobs. "I love you, David—I don't
know what's wrong with me, lately. I'm so sorry.I'll give up my job, and I'll—"

 David was avenged. All was forgiven. He pattedher consolingly, told her that as long as she loved him
that was all that mattered, and of course shedidn't have to give up her job. The sun beameddown upon
her marriage again, and David was his thoughtful, considerate, charming self once more.

 Four months later, Katie left her office early intending to surprise David with a special dinner tocelebrate
their six-month anniversary. She surprised him. He was in bed with the wife of his law firm'ssenior
partner, leaning back against the headboardcasually smoking a cigarette, with the naked womancradled
in his free arm. Deadly calm washed overKatie, even though her stomach was twisting."Since you've
obviously finished," she said quietly in the doorway, "I'd appreciate it if you'd get out ofhere. Both of
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you."

 She walked into the kitchen in a daze, took mushrooms out of the grocery bag and began slicing them
for dinner. She sliced her finger twice without noticing the blood. Minutes later, David's low, savage
voice hissed behind her, "You little bitch, beforetonight is over you're going to learn some manners.Sylvia
Conners' husband happens to be my boss.Now get out there and apologize to her."

 "Go to hell," Katie said in a voice strangled withpain and humiliation.

 His hands dug viciously into her hair, snapping her head back. "I'm warning you, do as I say or itwill only
go harder on you when she leaves."

 Tears of tormented anguish filled Katie's eyes,but she met his glittering gaze without flinching."No."

 David let go of her and strolled into the livingroom. "Sylvia," she heard him say, "Katie is sorrythat she
upset you, and she'll apologize for her rudeness tomorrow. Come on, I'll walk you down toyour car."

 When they left the apartment, Katie walkedwoodenly into the bedroom she had shared withDavid and
pulled her suitcases out of the closet. Shewas mechanically opening drawers and removing her clothing
when she heard him return.

 "You know, darling," David said in a soft, silkyvoice from the doorway, "four months ago, Ithought you
learned never to make me angry. I triedto teach you the easy way, but evidently it didn't work. I'm afraid
this lesson will have to be a littlemore memorable."

 Katie looked up from her mindless packing andsaw him calmly unbuckling his belt and sliding it outof its
loops. Even her vocal cords froze with stark terror. "If you dare to touch me," she said in a suffocated
voice, "I'll have you arrested for assault."

 David stalked her slowly across the bedroom,watching with malicious enjoyment as Katie backed away.
"No you won't. You're going to cry very hard, and say you're sorry, and tell me that you love me."

 He was right. Thirty minutes later, Katie was still screaming "I love you" into the pillow when the
apartment door closed behind him.

 She had no idea how much time passed before shedragged herself off the bed, pulled a coat on, picked
up her purse and left the apartment. She had no recollection of driving to her parents' house thatnight,
nor did she ever return to the apartment.

 David called her day and night, alternately trying to cajole and threaten her into coming back. He was
deeply sorry; he had been under tremendous tensionat the office with his case load; it would never hap
pen again.

 The next time she saw him she was with her lawyerin divorce court.

  

 Katie glanced up as Ramon turned into a narrowdirt driveway. Straight ahead in the distance shecould
see light glowing against the hillside. Gabriella's house, she assumed. She looked around at the
surrounding hills, which were sprinkled with thetwinkling lights from the other houses, some high,some
low, some much farther away than others. Itmade the hills seem welcoming, like a safe harbor ona dark
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night. She tried to enjoy the sight, to concentrate on the present and the future, but the pastrefused to let
go of her. It clutched at her, warningher....

 David Caldwell had not completely deceived her;she hadlet herself be deceived. Even at a naive,virginal
twenty-one, she had sensed that he was notentirely the charming man he seemed to be. Subconsciously
she had registered the controlled rage in hiseyes when a waiter didn't scurry fast enough in a restaurant;
she had seen the clenching of his hands onthe steering wheel when another driver didn't moveout of his
way; she had even seen the veiled speculation in his eyes when he looked at another woman.She had
suspected that he was not the man hewanted her to believe he was, but she had been inlove and she had
married him anyway.

 Now she was on the verge of marrying Ramon,and she couldn't shake the creeping suspicion thathe
wasn't the man he wanted her to believe he was, either. He was like a puzzle whose pieces didn'tquite fit
together. And he seemed so hesitant, so uninformative when she asked questions about himand his past.
If he had nothing to hide, why was heso reluctant to talk about himself?

 That brought a storm of argument from Katie's heart. Just because Ramon didn't like to talk abouthimself
didn't necessarily mean that he was concealing some sinister personality trait from her. David had loved
talking about himself, so in that respectthe two men were very different.

 They were very different in every respect, Katietold herself firmly. Or were they?

 She just needed some time to adjust to the idea of marrying again, she decided. Everything had hap
pened so fast that she was panicking. In the next twoweeks her irrational fear would leave her. Or would
it?

 Gabriella's house was clearly in sight whenRamon abruptly stepped in front of her, blockingher path.
"Why?" he demanded in a terse, frustrated voice. "Why are you so frightened?"

 "I—I'm not," Katie denied, startled.

 "Yes," he said harshly, "You are."

 Katie stared up at his moonlit face. Despite hisharsh tone, there was gentleness in his eyes and calm
strength in his features. David had been neither gentle nor strong. He had been a vicious coward. "Ithink
it's because everything seems to be happeningso quickly," she said with partial honestly.

 His brows drew together into a frown. "Is it onlythe haste that worries you?"

 Katie hesitated. She could not explain the sourceof her fear to him. She didn't entirely understand it
herself, at least not yet. "There's so much to bedone, and so little time to do it," she prevaricated.

 He sighed with relief as his hands slid up herarms, drawing her close against his heart. "Katie, Ialways
intended for us to be married two weeksfrom today. Your parents will be here for the ceremony, and I
will handle all the necessary arrangements. All you have to do between now and then ismeet with Padre
Gregorio."

 His velvety voice, his breath stirring her hair, themusky, masculine scent of his body, were all combining
to work their magic on Katie. "Meet withPadre Gregorio to discuss the ceremony, youmean?" she asked,
leaning back to look at him ashis arms encircled her.
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 "No, to convince him of your suitability to become my wife," Ramon corrected.

 "Are you serious?" she breathed, her attentionabsorbed in the sensuous male lips slowly comingnearer
and nearer to hers. Desire was beginning tocourse through Katie's veins, sweeping aside herdoubts and
fears.

 "Serious about you? You know I am," he murmured, his mouth so close now that his warm breath
mingled with hers.

 "Serious about having to convince Padre Gregorio that I'd make a good wife for you?" she toldhis
descending mouth.

 "Yes," he whispered huskily. "Now convinceme."

 A hazy smile touched her lips as she curved a handbehind his head, bringing his mouth even closer to
hers. "Are you going to be hard to convince?" sheteased.

 Ramon's voice was hoarse with burgeoning passion. "I am going to try."

 Katie's other hand glided up his chest in a deliberately tantalizing caress that made his muscles tense and
his breath catch. "How long do you think it willtake me to convince you?" she whispered seductively.

 "About three seconds," he murmured hotly.

  

  

  

  

 CHAPTER TWELVE

 Katie rolled overonto her back and openedher eyes, emerging from her deep, exhausted sleepwith a
queer sensation of unreality. The room inwhich she had slept was sunny and immaculatelyclean, spartanly
furnished with an old maple dresserand nightstand that had been polished to a mirrorshine.

 "Good morning," Gabriella's soft voice spokefrom the doorway. Katie's memory snapped intofocus as
Gabriella crossed the room and placed asteaming cup of coffee on the nightstand beside thebed. At
twenty-four, Gabriella was strikingly lovely. Her high cheekbones and luminous brown eyes werea
magazine photographer's dream. Last night, she had confided to Katie that she had been asked topose
by a famous photographer who had seen her one day in the village, but her husband, Eduardo, had
refused to permit it. That, Katie thought irritably, was exactly what she would have expectedfrom that
taciturn, handsome man she had met lastnight. Katie thanked her for the coffee and Gabriella smiled.
"Ramon came to see you this morningbefore he left, but when he learned you were sleeping, he said not
to" disturb you," Gabriella explained. "He asked me to tell you that he will seeyou this evening when he
returns."

 "From Mayaguez," Katie put in, merely to keepthe conversation going.
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 "No, from San Juan," Gabriella corrected. Alook of almost comic horror crossed her face. "Orperhaps it
was Mayaguez. I am sorry I do not recall."

 "It doesn't matter," Katie assured her, puzzledover her obvious distress.

 Gabriella brightened with relief. "Ramon leftmuch money for you. He said we should begin ourshopping
today if you feel ready for it."

 Katie nodded and glanced at the plastic alarmclock beside her bed, surprised to see that it wasalready
ten o'clock. Tomorrow she would be sure tobe up when Ramon came to see her before he left forwork
at the failing farm in Mayaguez.

 Silence hung like a pallover the seven men seatedat the conference table in the boardroom at Galverra
International's San Juan headquarters—a silencethat was shattered as the baroque grandfather clock
began ominously tolling the hour of ten—markingthe final, gasping breaths of a dying corporationthat had
once been a thriving world conglomerate.

 From his position at the head of the long table, Ramon's glance raked over the five men on his leftwho
were Galverra International's board of directors. Each man had been carefully selected by hisfather, and
each possessed the three qualities that Simon Galverra required of his board members: intelligence, greed
and spinelessness. For twenty years,Simon had drawn on their intelligence, exploitedtheir greed, and
ruthlessly taken advantage of their inability to contradict his opinions or challenge hisdecisions.

 "I asked," Ramon repeated in a cold clippedvoice, "if any of you can suggest a viable alternativeto filing
corporate bankruptcy." Two directors nervously cleared their throats, another reached for theWaterford
pitcher of ice water in the center of thetable.

 Their averted gazes and continued meek silence ignited the rage he was keeping under such tenuous
control. "No suggestions?" he asked with silkymenace. "Then perhaps one of you who is not incapable
of speech altogether will explain to me why I wasnot informed of my father's disastrous decisions orhis
erratic behavior during the last ten months."

 Running a finger between his shirt collar and histhroat, one of the men said, "Your father said youwere
not to be bothered with matters here. He specifically said that to us, didn't he, Charles?" heasked,
nodding for confirmation at the Frenchman seated beside him. "He told us all 'Ramon is goingto be
overseeing the operations in France and Belgium for six months, then he is addressing theWorld
Business Conference in Switzerland. Whenhe leaves there, he will be busy entering into negotiations with
people in Cairo. He is not to be botheredwith the little decisions we are making here.' That is exactly
what he said, isn't it?" Five heads nodded inunison.      

  

 Ramon looked at them as he slowly rolled a pencil between his fingers. "So," he concluded in a
dangerously soft voice, "not one of you 'bothered'me. Not even when he sold a fleet of oil tankersand an
airline for half their worth... not evenwhen he decided to donate our South Americanmining interests to
the local government as agift?"

 "It—it was your money, and your father's,Ramon." The man on the end held up his hands in agesture of
helplessness. "All of us combined ownonly a small percentage of stock in the corporation.The rest of the
stock is your family's. We knew whathe was doing wasn't in the best interest of the corporation, but
your familyowns the corporation.And your father said he wanted the corporation tohave some tax
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write-offs."

 Fury boiled up inside of Ramon, pouring throughhis veins; the pencil in his hand snapped in two."Tax
write-offs?" he bit out savagely.

 "Y—yes," another said. "You know—tax deductions for the corporation."

 Ramon's hand crashed down on the table with the impact of an explosion as he surged to his feet. "Are
you trying to tell me that you thought it was rationalfor him to give away the corporation's assets so we
would not have to pay taxes on them?" A musclerioted in his clenched jaw as he passed a finalmurderous
look over them. "I am sure you willunderstand that the corporation will not be able toreimburse you for
your travel expenses to attend thismeeting." He paused, maliciously enjoying theirstunned looks. "Nor will
I approve the payment ofyour annual retainer fees for your services as 'directors' during this past year.
This meeting is adjourned!"

 Unwisely, one of them chose that moment to become assertive. "Er, Ramon, it is in the bylaws ofthe
corporation that directors are paid the annualsum of—"

 "Take me to court!" Ramon spat. Turning on his heel, he stalked through the doorway into his adjoining
office, followed by the man who had been seated on his right, silently observing the proceedings.

 "Fix yourself a drink, Miguel," Ramon gritted as he stripped off his suit coat. Jerking his tie loose, he
walked over to the windows.

 Miguel Villegas glanced at the elaborate drinkscabinet against the paneled wall, then quickly satdown in
one of the four gold velvet armchairs facingthe baronial desk. His brooding eyes were dark with
suppressed sympathy as he looked at Ramon, who was standing at the windows with his back to him,
one arm braced high against the frame, his handclenched into a fist.

 After several tense minutes, the hand unclenchedand the arm came down. In a gesture of weary resig
nation, Ramon flexed his broad shoulders, then ranhis hand around the back of his neck, massaging the
taut muscles. "I thought I had accepted defeatweeks ago," he said on a bitter sigh as he turned.
"Apparently I had not."

 Moving over to the desk he sat down in the massive, high-backed chair behind it and looked atRafael
Villegas's eldest son. With an expressionlessface, he said, "I take it that your search turned upnothing
encouraging?"

 "Ramon," Miguel almost pleaded, "I am an accountant with a local practice; this was a job foryour
corporate auditors—you cannot rely on myfindings."

 Ramon was undeterred by Miguel's evasiveness."My auditors are flying in from New York thismorning,
but I will not give them the access to my father's personal records that I gave you. What wereyour
findings?"

 "Exactly what you expected," Miguel sighed."Your father sold off everything the corporationowned that
was making a profit, and kept only those companies that are currently operating at a loss.When he
couldn't find anything else to do with theproceeds from the sales, he donated millions toevery charity
imaginable." He took several ledgersheets out of his briefcase and reluctantly slid themacross the huge
desk to Ramon. "The item that is the most frustrating to me is the high-rise officetowers you were building
in Chicago and St. Louis.You have twenty million dollars invested in eachone. If the banks would just
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loan you the rest of themoney so you could finish them, you could sellthem, get your investment back,
and make a sizable profit besides."

 "The banks will not cooperate," Ramon saidtersely. "I have already met with them in Chicagoand St.
Louis."

  

 "But why, dammit?" Miguel burst out, abandoning all pretense of being the impersonally professional
accountant. His face was agonized as helooked at the coolly impassive features of theman he loved like a
brother. "They loaned youpart of the money to get them completed thisfar, why won't they loan you the
rest to finishthem?"

 "Because they have lost faith in my judgment andmy ability," Ramon said, looking at the figures onthe
ledger sheets. "They do not believe I can berelied upon to see that the buildings are finished andtheir
loans repaid. From their point of view, whilemy father was alive they received their one-million-dollar
interest payments every month. He died, Itook control of the corporation, and suddenly weare almost
four months delinquent in our pay ments."

 "But it is your father's fault the corporation hasno money coming in to make the payments!"Miguel gritted
between his teeth.

 "If you explain that to the banks, they reverse their original opinion and point out that while hewas
chairman of the board, I was still the president,and I should have taken steps to stop him from making
these mistakes."

 "Mistakes!" Miguel exploded. "They were not mistakes. He planned it this way so that you would have
nothing left. He wanted everyone to think thatwhen he died, the corporation fell apart withouthim."

 Ramon's eyes turned hard and cold. "He had abrain tumor; he was not responsible for his actions."

 Miguel Villegas stiffened in his chair, his dark, Spanish face glowering. "He was a miserable bastard, an
egotistical petty tyrant, and you know it!Everybody knew it. He resented your success andhe hated your
fame. All that tumor did was makehim finally lose control of his jealousy." Seeingthe mounting anger in
Ramon's expression, Miguel softened his voice. "I know you do not want to hearit, but it is the truth. You
came into the corporationand in a few short years, you created a worldwide financial empire worth three
hundred times whatyour father had made it. You did it, not him. Youwere the one the magazines and
newspapers wroteabout; you were the one they called one of theworld's most dynamic entrepreneurs;
you were the one who was asked to address the World BusinessConference in Geneva. I was having
lunch in a hotelat a table near your father's the day he found out about that. He was not proud, he was
furious! Hewas trying to convince the men he was with that theconference had taken you as a second
choice because he could not spare the time to go to Switzerland."

 "Enough!" Ramon said sharply, his face whitewith angry pain. "He was still my father, and he isdead
now. There was little love between us while hewas alive; do not destroy what little feeling I haveleft for
him." In grim silence, Ramon concentratedon the ledger sheets Miguel had given him. When hiseyes
swept over the last entry, he glanced up. "Whatis this three-million-dollar asset of mine you list at the
end?"

 "Not really an asset at all," Miguel said glumly."I found the file among your father's private thingsat the
house in Mayaguez. As far as I could tell, it isa loan you made to a Sidney Green in St. Louis,Missouri,
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nine years ago. He still owes you themoney, but you cannot sue him or take any legal action to try to get
it back now; under the law youhave only seven years to file a lawsuit—that time hasalready elapsed.

 "The loan was repaid," Ramon said with a shrug.

 "Not according to the records I found."

 "If you dig deeply enough you will discover it wasrepaid, but do not waste any more of your timelooking
through the files. You have enough to do."There was a brief knock on the door, followed immediately
by the appearance of Simon Galverra'selegantly groomed secretary.

 "The auditors from New York are here. Also,there are two local newspaper reporters asking to
schedule interviews, and an urgent telephone callfrom Zurich."

 "Send the auditors into the conference room, andtell the reporters I will give them an interview next
month; that will keep them out of our way. I willreturn the Zurich call later." Nodding, she retreated, her
skirt swirling around long shapely legs.

 Miguel watched Elise leave, his brown eyes admiring. "At least your father had good taste in secre
taries. Elise is beautiful," he observed in a tone of impersonal aesthetic appreciation

  

 Ramon unlocked the massive, carved desk anddid not reply as he extracted three heavy filesmarked''
Confidential.''

 "Speaking of beautiful women," Miguel went onwith studied nonchalance as he gathered up hispapers,
preparing to leave. "When am I going to beable to meet the grocer's daughter?"

 Reaching for the intercom on his right, Ramonpressed the button and issued instructions to Elise:"Have
Davidson and Ramirez come up. When theyarrive, send them into the conference room with theauditors."
With his attention still on the files beforehim, Ramon said, "What grocer's daughter?"

 Miguel rolled his eyes in amusement. "The oneyou brought back from the States. Eduardo says sheis
reasonably attractive. Knowing how he dislikesAmerican women, that means she must be extraor
dinarily beautiful. He said she is a grocer'sdaughter."

 "A grocer's—?" For a moment Ramon looked irritated and blank, then the uncompromising line ofhis
jaw slowly relaxed. His eyes, which had beencold and harsh, kindled with warmth, and his sternmouth
was touched by an unexplainable smile. "Katie," he breathed aloud. "He is talking aboutKatie." Leaning
back in his chair, Ramon closed hiseyes. "How could I possibly have forgotten I have Katie here?"
Regarding Miguel through half-closedeyes, Ramon said with wry humor, "Katie is the daughter of a
wealthy American who owns a large chain of supermarkets. I brought her back from theStates with me
yesterday.  She is staying withGabriella and Eduardo for two weeks until we aremarried."

 While Ramon briefly explained that he was misleading Katie, and why, Miguel was slowly sinkingback
into the chair he had just vacated. He shookhis head."Dios mio, I thought she was going to be your
mistress."

 "Eduardo knows she is not. He mistrusts all American women, and he prefers to think I willchange my
mind about marrying her. When helearns to know Katie, he will like her. In the meantime, out of respect
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for me he will treat her as aguest in his home, and he will not discuss my pastwith her."

 "But your return is undoubtedly the talk of thevillage. Your Katie will be bound to overhear some village
gossip."

 "I am certain she will, but she will not understand a word of it. Katie does not speak Spanish."

 Heaving himself out of his chair, Miguel shot a worried look at Ramon. "What about the rest of my
family—they all speak English—and the youngerones may inadvertently give you away."

 "Only your parents and Gabriella and her husband remember their English," Ramon said dryly."As of
yesterday, your brothers and sisters knowonly Spanish."

 "Ramon, after this, nothing you ever do or saywill surprise me."

 "I want you to be my best man."

 Miguel smiled somberly. "That does not surpriseme. I always expected to be your best man, just asyou
flew back from Athens to be mine." He put hishand out across the desk. "Congratulations, myfriend." His
firm handshake conveyed his pleasureas well as his unspoken regret for Ramon's staggering financial
losses. "I will go back to work on yourfather's files."

 The intercom buzzed, and the secretary's voiceannounced that the corporation's two attorneys,whom
Ramon had instructed her to summon, were now in the conference room waiting with the auditors.

 Still seated behind the desk, Ramon watchedMiguel cross the broad expanse of thick gold carpet.When
the door clicked shut behind him, Ramon lethis gaze roam over his office as if he were seeing it for the
last time, unconsciously memorizing it in all its quiet splendor.

 The Renoir landscape he had purchased for anexorbitant sum from a private collector was framed
beneath a portrait light, its colors a vibrant contrastto the rich, walnut-paneled walls. He had put all his
personal possessions up as collateral to obtain loans for the corporation before he discovered the full ex
tent of his father's destructiveness. Along witheverything else he owned, the Renoir would soon be
auctioned off to the highest bidder. He hoped whoever bought it would love it as much as he alwayshad.

 Leaning his head back against the chair, Ramonclosed his eyes. In a minute he was going to walkinto the
conference room, turn the auditors loose onthe records, and instruct the corporation's attorneys to file the
legal documents that would announce tothe courts and the business world that Galverra International was
crippled. Broken.

 For four months he had fought to save it, tryingto transfuse it with his own money—doing anything just to
keep it alive. He had failed. Now all he coulddo was make certain that it died swiftly and withdignity.

 Night after night he had lain awake, dreading thismoment. Yet now that it was finally here, he wasfacing
it without the wrenching agony he wouldhave felt two weeks ago.

 Because now he had Katie.

 He had given his life to the corporation. Now hewas going to give the rest of it to Katie. Only toKatie.

 For the first time in many years, Ramon feltdeeply religious. It was as if God had decided totake away
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his family, his possessions, his status,and then, realizing that Ramon had absolutely nothing left, He had
taken pity and given him Katie instead. And Katie made up for everything he hadlost.

 Katie brushed her lipswith a tawny lipstick thatmatched the shiny polish on her long tapered fingernails.
She checked her mascara, then combed herfingers through the sides of her hair, restoring theglossy mane
to its windblown style. Satisfied, she turned away from the mirror above the dresser andglanced at the
clock. At five-thirty it was still broad daylight, and Ramon had told Gabriella he would behere between
five-thirty and six to take Katie to dinner at Rafael's.

 On an impulse, Katie decided to walk out andmeet him. After changing into a pair of white slacksand a
jaunty navy silk shirt trimmed in white, sheslipped out the front door, relieved to escape therather
oppressive presence of Gabriella's disapproving husband, Eduardo.

 Overhead, the powder-blue sky was heaped withpiles of whipped cream clouds. The hills rose around
her, carpeted in emerald green and splashed withpink and red flowers. With a contented sigh, Katielifted
her face to the balmy breeze and started across the front yard toward the dirt driveway that ledthrough
the trees out to the main road.

 She had felt a little lost being among strangers allday, and she had missed Ramon's reassuring presence.
She hadn't seen him since he introduced her toGabriella and her husband last night, then left anhour later
to go back to Rafael's house.

 "Katie!" The familiar voice stopped her in her tracks. Turning her head, Katie saw Ramon about fifty
yards away on her left. He was cutting acrossthe hillside from Rafael's house, and she had obviously just
crossed directly in his path as she walkedtoward the road. He stopped, waiting for her tocome to him.
With a cheery wave, Katie turned andstarted up the hill.

 Ramon forced himself to stay where he was, to luxuriate in the sheer pleasure of knowing she hadcome
out to meet him. His gaze moved over her in atender caress, watching the way her hair was blowing
across her shoulders in a shining tumble of redgold. Her deep blue eyes were laughing up at him,and a
welcoming smile was curving the inviting fullness of her lips. She moved with a natural, unaffected
grace, her slim hips swaying just enough to be exquisitely provocative.

 His heart pounded with the yearning to snatch herinto his arms and crush her against him, to absorbher
into himself. He wanted to cover her mouth withhis and whisper over and over, I love you, I love you, I
love you. He wanted to say that to her, butnot enough to risk the possibility that Katie'sresponse—or
lack of it—would tell him that she didnot love him. That he could not bear.

 A few yards from him Katie stopped, immobilizedby a strange combination of happiness and shyness.
Ramon's dark blue shirt was open halfway to hiswaist, revealing an expanse of tanned chest coveredwith
curling black hairs; his dark pants hugged hislean hips and hard thighs, faithfully following everyline of his
long legs. The raw, potent sexuality hewas exuding made Katie feel strangely fragile andvulnerable. She
swallowed, searching for somethingto say, and finally said with soft uncertainty,"Hello."

 Ramon's arms opened wide to her. Huskily he replied, "Hello,mi amor."

 Katie hesitated, and then flung herself into hiswelcoming embrace. His arms closed around her,holding
her to him as if he would never let her go.

 "Did you miss me?" he whispered thickly, whenhis mouth at last released hers.
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 Katie pressed her lips to the base of his throat, inhaling the heady scent of warm, masculine skin and
spicy after-shave. "Yes. Did you miss me?"

 "No."

 Leaning back, Katie looked up at him, her smilequizzical. "You didn't?"

 "No," he said with quiet gravity. "Because sinceten o'clock this morning I have kept you with me; I have
not let you leave my side."

 "Since ten o'clock—?" Katie started to ask, thensomething in his voice made her look at him more
closely. Intuitively she recognized the ravaged emotions hidden in the depths of those onyx eyes.
Reaching up, she took his chin between her thumb and forefinger, turning his surprised face first to theleft,
then the right. Keeping her expression bright,she asked teasingly, "How do the other men look?"

 "What other men?"

 "The ones who tried to beat you up."

 "You mean I look as if I have been in a fight?"Ramon said.

 Slowly, Katie nodded, her smile widening. "Withat least six armed men and a demented bulldozer."

 "That bad?" he grinned wryly.

 Katie nodded again, then sobered. "It must bevery hard, very depressing working for a companythat
you know is going out of business."

 His stunned look told Katie that her conclusionwas correct. "Do you know," he said with a bemused
shake of his head, "I have been told by manymen from many countries that I have a face that isabsolutely
unreadable when I wish it to be."

  

 "And you wanted it to be unreadable tonight,with me?" Katie guessed. "Because you didn't wantme to
see that you're tired and depressed?"

 "Yes."

 "Did you have any of your own money invested in the company?"

 "Virtually all of my money and most of my life,"Ramon admitted smiling at her in amazement."You are
very perceptive. But there is no need foryou to worry. After today it will be much easier, andI will not
have to be there for so many hours eachday. Tomorrow afternoon I can begin helping themen who are
working on our home.''

 Dinner at Rafael's house was a relaxed affair with much joking and laughing around the table. Senora
Villegas, Rafael's wife, was a stout, bustling womanwho treated Ramon with the same solicitude she lav
ished on her husband and children—two boys intheir early twenties and a girl of about fourteen. For
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Katie's benefit most of the conversation was inEnglish, which the young members could not speakbut
apparently understood a little, because severaltimes Katie saw them smile at something Rafael orRamon
said.

 After dinner the men went into the lounge whilethe women cleared the table and did the dishes.When
they were through, they joined the men forcoffee. As if he had been watching for her, Ramon's gaze lifted
and he held 6ut a beckoning hand to her.Katie slid her hand into his firm grasp, and he exerted just
enough pressure to pull her down beside him. She listened to Rafael Villegas talking to Ramon,making
suggestions about the farm, but every moment she was vitally aware of Ramon's hard thighpressing
against hers. His arm was resting along theback of the sofa, his hand imperceptibly caressingher shoulder,
his thumb moving idly against her nape beneath the cloak of her heavy hair. Exceptthere was nothing idle
about what he was doing—hewas deliberately keeping her fully aware of hisnearness. Or was he, Katie
wondered suddenly. Shethought about what he had said earlier about keeping her beside him, implying
that he had needed her to get through his day. Was he keeping her physically close now, touching her
this way because he needed her to get through the evening as well?

 Katie stole a glance at his chiseled profile and,with a pang of sympathy, she recognized the
preoccupation in his features.

 Katie delicately faked a yawn behind her fingers,and Ramon's eyes were instantly on her. "Are you
tired?"

 "A little," Katie lied.

 In three minutes, Ramon had seized on her comment, made their excuses to the Villegases, and
whisked her out the front door. "Do you feel up to walking back, or would you rather I drove you?"

 "I feel up to almost anything," Katie smiled softly, "but you looked tired and distracted, so I usedthat as
a way of excusing you from being there."

 Ramon didn't deny it. "Thank you," he said tenderly.

 Gabriella and her husband had already gone tobed, but they had left the front door unlatched.

 Katie stopped to turn on a mellow lamp whileRamon walked over and sat down on the sofa. Asshe
neared him, he reached out and captured herarms, starting to pull her down onto his lap. Firmly
disentangling herself from his grip, Katie wentaround behind him.

 Beneath her ministering hands his broad shoulders were taut as she began to massage the tenseness
from his thick muscles. She felt so strange with himin this mood. There was a relaxed closeness between
them that had never been present before; Ramonalways seemed to have a leashed sexual energy thatkept
her senses in a state of trembling anticipation.Tonight that energy was a quiet magnetism. "Howdoes that
feel?" she asked, kneading the tendons atthe base of the neck.

 "Better than you can imagine," he said, bendinghis dark head forward to give her better access to his
neck. "Where did you learn to do that?" he asked afew minutes later as Katie began quickly choppingthe
sides of her hands over his shoulders and back.

 Katie's hands froze. "I don't remember," shelied.

 Something in her voice made Ramon turn aroundsharply. He saw the haunted expression in her eyes,
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caught her arms and brought her around in front ofhim, pulling her down onto his lap. "Now I willmake
you feel better," he stated, his hands unfastening the button of her shirt, delving into thelacy cups of her
bra, and pushing her breasts up andout of them.

 Before Katie could gather her wits, his mouth wasat her breasts, obliterating her thoughts, driving herinto
a state of hot need. With one arm around hershoulders and the other around her waist, he shiftedher
down onto the sofa, his body half covering hers."He is dead," he reminded her fiercely. "And I donot
want his ghost between us." Despite the harshness of his tone, his kiss was filled with sweetness. "Bury
him," he implored in a whisper. "Please."

 Katie wrapped her arms around his shoulders,arching her lower body to his, and immediately forgot the
world.

  

  

  

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN

  

  

 The next day,Miguel strode past the startled secretary, opened the door to Ramon's office, and shut it
firmly behind him. "Tell me all about your goodfriend Sidney Green in St. Louis," Miguel said, with
sarcastic emphasis on the wordfriend.

 Ramon, who was leaning back in his chair, engrossed in some legal documents he was reading,glanced
distractedly at Miguel. "He is not a friendof mine, he is merely a man who knew a friend ofmine."
Returning his attention to the documents,he said, "He approached me at a cocktail party atthis friend's
house nine years ago, and described a new formula for paint that he had worked out. Hesaid that using
his formula he could produce paintthat would wear better and last longer than anyother paint on the
market. The next day he broughtme an analysis of his paint, which was performed byan independent
testing laboratory, and proved hisclaims.

 "He needed three million dollars to begin to manufacture and market it, and I arranged for Galverra
International to lend it to him. I also put himin touch with several of my friends who owned companies
that bought paint for use on the productsthey manufacture. You will find the information ina closed file
somewhere. It was as simple as that."

 "Part of the information was in the file, I got therest from the treasurer of the corporation this morning. It
was not quite as simple as you think. Your father had Green investigated, found out he was asmall-time
chemist, and decided as such, he would never have the business acumen to market his product, and the
the three million would be wasted. Being the 'kind, loving father' that he was, your father decided to
teach you a lesson. He instructed thetreasurer to advance three million dollars into your personal account
and make the loan from you personally to Green. One year later, when the loan wasto be repaid, Green
wrote and said he wanted an extension. According to the treasurer, you were inJapan at the time, and
he took Green's letter to yourfather. Your father said to ignore the letter, and notto make any attempt to
collect the loan; collecting it was your problem.
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 Ramon sighed irritably. "Nevertheless, the loanwas repaid. I remember my father telling me that ithad
been."

 "I don't give a damn what that devil told you—itwasn't. Sidney Green told me so himself."

 Ramon's head snapped up, his jaw clenched inanger. "You called him?!"

 "Well.. .yes.. .you told me not to waste anymore time going through the files, Ramon," Miguelreminded
him, flinching under Ramon's furiousglance.

 "Damn you! I gave you no authority to do that,"Ramon exploded. Leaning back in his chair, hebriefly
closed his eyes, obviously struggling with hisrampaging temper. When he spoke again his voice was
controlled. "Even when I was in St. Louis, I didnot call him. He knew I was in trouble; if he had wanted
to help he would have contacted me there.He will interpret your phone call about an old loanas a pitiful
ploy on my part to try to get money fromhim. He was an arrogant bastard nine years agowhen he had
nothing but the shirt on his back; I canimagine what he must be like now that he is successful."

 "He is still an arrogant bastard," Miguel said,"And he never repaid one dime of the money. WhenI
explained that I was trying to locate the records ofthe repayment of the money you loaned him, he said
that you are too late to take him to court over it."

 Ramon listened to this with cynical amusement."He is right, of course. It was my responsibility tosee that
the money was repaid, and when it wasn't,to take appropriate legal action within the allowabletime limit."

 "For God's sake! You gave the man three milliondollars and he is refusing to pay you after you made him
rich! How can you just sit there like that?"

 Ramon shrugged ironically. "I did not 'give' him the money, I loaned it to him. I did not do it out of
kindness or charity, I did it because I felt there was aneed for the superior product he could manufacture,
and because I hoped to make a profit. It was a business investment, and it is the investor's responsibili
ty to look after his money. Unfortunately, I did not realize that I was the investor, and I assumed the
corporation's auditors would oversee it. To Green, his refusal to repay it now, when he does not haveto,
is nothing personal—he is merely looking out forhis own interests. That is business."

 "It is theft!" Miguel said bitterly.

 "No, it is merely good business," Ramon said,regarding him with dry amusement. "I suppose that after
telling you he would not repay the money, hesent me his regards and his 'deep regrets' for my sadstate of
affairs."

 "Like hell he did! He told me to tell you that ifyou were half as smart as everyone always said you were,
you would have demanded your money yearsago. He said if you, or anyone else representing you,
contacted him again to try to collect it, he wouldhave his legal staff file suit against you for harassment.
Then he hung up on me."

 All of the amusement vanished from Ramon's expression. He put his pen down. "He what?" heasked
with deadly softness.

 "He—he said those things, and then he hung upon me."
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 "Now that was very bad business," Ramon saidin a silky, ominous voice.

 He leaned back and was thoughtfully silent, hismouth quirked in a faint, ironic smile. Abruptly, hereached
over and punched the intercom button.When Elise answered his buzz, he gave her sevennames and seven
phone numbers to call in seven different cities all over the world.

 "If I recall the terms of the loan correctly,"Ramon said, "I loaned him three million at whatever interest
rate was being charged on the day ofrepayment."

 "Right," Miguel said. "If he had repaid the loanin one year, the interest rate then was eight percent, and
he would have owed you about $3,240,000."

 "Today the interest rate is seventeen percent, and he has owed it for nine years.''

 "Technically he owes you more than twelvemillion dollars," Miguel said, "but it does not matter. You
cannot possibly collect it."

 "I have no intention of trying," Ramon said affably. His gaze shifted to the telephone on the desk,waiting
for the first of the transatlantic calls to go through.

 "Then what are you going to do?"

 Ramon's brow lifted with amusement. "I am going to teach our friend Green a lesson he shouldhave
learned long ago. It is a variation on an oldsaying."

 "What old saying?"

 "The saying that when you are climbing up theladder of success, you should never deliberately stepon
anyone's hands, because you may need them tohelp you when you are on your way down.''

 "What variation are you going to teach him?"Miguel asked, his eyes beginning to gleam with delighted
anticipation.

 "Never make unnecessary enemies," Ramon answered. "And the lesson is going to cost him twelve
million dollars."

 When the calls came through, Ramon pressed abutton on his telephone that activated a speaker system
so that both sides of the conversation were clearly audible to Miguel. Several of the conversationstook
place in French and Miguel struggled desperately to follow them, hampered by his rudimentary
knowledge of a language Ramon spoke fluently.After the first four calls, however, Miguel had gathered
enough of what was taking place to be utterlystaggered.

 Each of the men Ramon talked to were major industrialists whose companies either used or had used
paint manufactured by Green's company. Each man treated Ramon with warm friendliness and listened
with amusement as he briefly explained what he wastrying to do. When each call was completed, Miguel
was a little surprised to hear everyone of them ask ifthere was anything they could do to help Ramon inhis
"difficult circumstances," and in every caseRamon politely declined.

 "Ramon!" Miguel burst out when the fourth callwas over at four-thirty in the afternoon. "Any oneof those
men could bail you out of this financialdisaster you are in, and they all offered to help."
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 Ramon shook his head. "It is a polite formality, nothing more. They offer to help, and it is understood
that I will decline their offer. That is goodbusiness. You see," he said with a shadow of asmile, "we have
all already learned the lesson Mr.Green is being taught.''

 Miguel could not suppress a chuckle. "If I followed those calls correctly, tomorrow the Parispress is
going to report that their major automobilemanufacturer had a problem with Green's paintfading on their
test car, and has decided to usesomething else."

 Ramon went over to the liquor cabinet andpoured drinks for himself and Miguel. "It is notquite as lethal
to Green as it sounds to you. Myfriend in Paris had already told me he'd decidedagainst using Green's
paint because it was too expensive; I was the one who had put him in touchwith Green nine years ago.
The problem with the fading paint was because it was incorrectly applied by his factory personnel, but of
course he has no intention of mentioning that to the press."

 He carried the glasses over to Miguel and handedhim his. "The farm-equipment manufacturer inGermany
will wait one day after the Paris press announcement before calling Green and threatening to cancel his
order because of what he saw in the Parispress."

 Ramon shoved his hands in his pockets andgrinned at Miguel, a cigar clamped between hiswhite teeth.
"Unfortunately for Green, his paint isno longer superior; other American manufacturershave since
produced an equally good product. Myfriend in Tokyo will respond to the Paris press announcement by
stating to the Tokyo press that they have never used Green's paint so they have no trouble with their
automobiles' finish fading.

 "On Thursday, Demetrios Vasiladis will call fromAthens and cancel all orders for marine paint for allof
his shipyards."

 Ramon took a swallow of his drink, sat down behind his desk and began loading papers into his
briefcase that he would go over tonight after he leftKatie.

 Intrigued, Miguel leaned forward on the edge ofhis chair. "And then what?"

 Ramon glanced up as if the matter had lost itsinterest. "Then it is anyone's guess. I expect that theother
American paint manufacturers who make anequally good product will take up the sword and dotheir best
to demolish Green in the American press. Depending upon how effective they are, the adverse publicity
will probably drive down the value ofGreen's stock on the stock exchange."

  

  

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 Early Thursday morning,Miguel was going overthe financial statement he had prepared with Ramon,
when Elise entered Ramon's office withouther customary knock.

 "Excuse me," she said, her face pale and stony. "There is a man—a very rude man—on the telephone. I
have told him twice that you cannot beinterrupted, but as soon as I hang up the telephonehe calls back
and starts shouting at me again."

 "What does he want?" Ramon said impatiently.
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 The secretary swallowed apprehensively. "He—he wants to talk to the dirty bastard who is trying toput
some green paint down his drain. Do you—isthat you?"

 Ramon's lips twitched. "I believe so. Put himthrough."

 Eagerly, Miguel leaned forward. Ramon flippedon the phone's external speaker, then relaxed back in his
chair, picked up the financial statements he had been reading, and calmly continued to studythem.       

 Sidney Green's voice exploded through the room."Galverra, you bastard! You're wasting your time,do
you hear me? No matter what you do, I'm notpaying one dime of that three million. Have you gotthat?
No matter what you do!" When there was no response, Green shouted, "Say something, damnyou!"

 "I admire your courage," Ramon drawled.

 "Is that your way of telling me you plan moreguerrilla tactics? Is it? Are you threatening me, Galverra?"

 "I am certain I would never be so crude as to 'threaten' you, Sid," Ramon replied in a bland, pre
occupied voice.

 "Damn you, you are threatening me! Who thehell do you think you are?"

 "I think I am the bastard who is going to cost you twelve million dollars," Ramon said and, with that, he
reached out a hand and disconnected the call.

 Katie quickly signed her nameto the charge slipfor one-half the cost of the furniture she had just
purchased, then paid for the rest with some of the money Ramon had left for her. The salesclerk gaveher
an odd look when she asked for two receipts,each for one-half the actual amount of the purchase.Katie
firmly ignored it, but Gabriella blushed andlooked away.

 Outside, the temperature was deliciously warm, and tourists were strolling along the sun-drenchedstreets
of Old San Juan. The car was parked at the curb; a battered but reliable old automobile thatbelonged to
Gabriella's husband, and which he wasallowing them to use for their shopping expeditions.

 "We're doing great," Katie sighed, rolling downher window to let the breeze into the stuffy car. It was
Thursday already, the fourth day of their frenetic,but successful shopping spree, and she was happily
exhausted. "I wish I could get over this feeling thatthere's something I'm forgetting, though," shemused,
glancing over her shoulder at the two lampsand an end table that were crammed into the back seat.
"There is."

 Gabriella's pretty face was concernedas she turned the key in the ignition and shot Katie arueful smile.
"You are forgetting to tell Ramon thetruth about how much this is costing." She pulledinto the stream of
downtown San Juan traffic."Katie, he will be very angry with you when he discovers what you have
done."

 "He isn't going to discover it," Katie announcedcheerfully. "I'm not going to tell him and youpromised you
wouldn't."

 "Of course I will not!" Gabriella said with a hurt look. "But Padre Gregorio has spoken many timeson
Sundays about the need for truth between a husband and—"
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 "Oh, no!" Katie moaned aloud. "That's what Iforgot." She leaned her head back and closed hereyes.
"Today is Thursday, and at two o'clock this afternoon I was to meet with Padre Gregorio. Ramon made
the arrangements on Tuesday and reminded me this morning, but I completely forgot about it."

 "Do you want to see the padre now?" Gabriellaoffered an hour later as their car rattled into thevillage. "It
is only four o'clock. Padre Gregorio willnot be having his evening meal yet."

  

 Katie quickly shook her head. She had been thinking all day about the picnic she and Ramon were
going to have up at the cottage tonight. She was tobring the food up there where he was working withthe
other men. When the men left, Katie and Ramon were going to have a few hours alone—their first inthe
four days since she had arrived.

 When they reached Gabriella's house, Katie slidbehind the steering wheel, waved goodbye to Gabriella,
and turned the dilapidated old car back towardthe village where she could stop in the general storefor
food and a bottle of wine for the picnic.

 These past four days had a strange, unreal qualityfor her. Ramon had been working at the farm in
Mayaguez in the mornings, and at the cottage in the afternoons until it was dark, so she only saw him in
the evenings. She spent her days shopping and planning and choosing color schemes for Ramon's house
with only her idea of Ramon's tastes to guide her.She felt as if she were on a vacation, earning her wayby
redecorating his house—rather than planning forher own home. Perhaps it was because he was so busy
and she saw so little of him, and when theywere together there were always other people nearby.

 Rafael and his sons were also working up at the cottage with Ramon, and at dinner every night the four
men were cheerful, but plainly worn-out. Although Ramon lavished her with his attention in the evening,
keeping her near him while they sat in thefriendly atmosphere of Rafael's living room with the rest of his
family, the "time and place to shareourselves with each other" so far had not presenteditself.

 Each evening, Ramon walked her back to Gabriella's darkened house, led her over to the sofa, and
drew her down beside him.

 By now, Katie could hardly pass that sofa in the daylight without feeling her face grow warm. For three
nights in a row, Ramon had tenderly strippedher of most of her clothing, aroused her until shecould hardly
stand it, gently dressed her again,walked her back to the bedroom, and silently badeher good-night with
a final, passionate kiss. Andeach night Katie crawled beneath the cool sheets ofher temporary bed in a
state of aching, unfulfilleddesire, which she was beginning to think was precisely what Ramon intended
her to feel. Yet therewas no doubt in her mind that he was always morearoused then even she was, so it
made no sense for him to put them both through this torture.

 Last night, in a welter of confusion and desire,Katie had taken matters into her own hands and
volunteered to get the blanket from her bed so thatthey could go outdoors where there would beprivacy
and no fear of interruption.

 Ramon had gazed down at her with eyes like fieryblack coals, his face hard and dark with passion.But
he had reluctantly shaken his head. "The rainwill interrupt us, Katie. It has been threatening forthe last
hour." Even as he spoke a flash of heatlightning cast an eerie glow through the room. But it had not
rained.

 Tonight, no doubt, was the "time and place" hehad been waiting for, Katie decided, and she was
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charged with anticipation. Katie pulled the car overin front of the general store and climbed out. Pushing
open the heavy door, she walked into the crowded interior of the ancient building, blinking her eyesto
adjust to the light.

 Besides doubling as the village post office, thegeneral store stocked everything from flour andcanned
goods to bathing suits to inexpensive piecesof furniture. Stacks of merchandise covered thewooden
floors with only a narrow aisle betweenthem for customers to walk through. The counterswere heaped
with goods, as were the shelves high along all the walls. Without the assistance of some one who
worked there, it would have taken Katieand Gabriella weeks to dig their way through everything.

 The Spanish girl to whom Gabriella had introduced Katie before as Ramon Galverra'snovia, sawKatie,
beamed a bright smile at her, and hurriedover. With her help on Monday, Katie had discovered thick,
fluffy towels in solid colors of red, whiteand black beneath a stack of men's work pants.Katie had bought
all six of them and ordered adozen more in assorted sizes. Evidently the girlthought Katie had come to
see if the rest of thetowels were here yet, for she picked up a towel, heldit up, and regretfully shook her
head, relying onpantomime since she spoke no English.

 Katie grinned and pointed to the shelves of groceries interspersed with shovels and rakes, then went
over to make her selections. Carrying the fresh fruit,bread and packaged meat she had selected over to
the crowded counter, Katie dug in her purse for hermoney. When she glanced up, the little Spanish girl
smilingly presented her with two bills, each for one-half the amount of her purchase. The girl was soproud
of having remembered that Katie alwaysasked for the bills in this way, that Katie didn'tbother trying to
explain that it wasn't necessary forgroceries.

 The scene that greeted Katie when the car bumpedpast the canopy of scarlet poinciana trees took her
completely by surprise. The yard was filled with battered old trucks, two horses and another truck load
ed with debris, which had obviously been removedfrom the house and was being hauled away. Twomen
were replacing tiles on the roof, and two morewere stripping all the peeling paint from the woodtrim. The
shutters had been repaired and were openbeside windows with crystal-clear panes of glass. This was the
first time Katie had been here sinceSunday, and she was eager to see what progress hadbeen made
inside. She took a quick look in the car'srearview mirror, freshened her lip gloss, andsmoothed her hair
back into place.

 She climbed out of the car and brushed a piece oflint from her designer jeans, then tucked her plaidshirt
into her waistband. The constant staccatosounds of hammering that had been coming from inside ceased
abruptly. The men on the roof scampered down as Katie walked up the brick path,which was no longer
missing bricks or strewn withbroken tiles. She glanced at her watch: it was exactlysix, and apparently the
men were finished for theday.

 The front door, which Ramon had broken onSunday, had been rehung, and the peeling paintstripped
down to smooth bare wood. Katie steppedaside as eight men came through the doorway carrying their
wooden toolboxes. Rafael and his two sonswere behind them. There was an army working uphere, Katie
thought with amazement. "Ramon is inthe kitchen with the plumber," Rafael said with oneof his warm,
fatherly smiles. His sons both grinnedat her as they passed.

 The living-room walls, which were made ofgrooved boards, had been sanded already, as had the
planked floors. It took Katie a moment tounderstand why the house seemed so cheerful andsunny. Then
she realized that all of the windowswere sparkling clean, and some of them were open,letting the balmy
breeze in to mingle with the pungent scent of fresh sawdust. An elderly man carrying a huge wrench in
each hand shuffled out of thekitchen, tipped his hat politely to Katie, then vanished through the living
room and outside. Theplumber, Katie guessed.
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 With a last appreciative glance around her, Katiewandered into the kitchen. Like every other wooden
surface, the kitchen cabinets had been stripped, andthe ugly peeling linoleum had been taken up. The
sharp clang of metal on metal drew her attentiontoward the sink. A pair of long, muscular legs were
stretched out on the floor, the torso belonging tothem hidden beneath the sink. Katie smiled, recognizing
those long legs and slim hips even without seeing the head and shoulders that were blockedfrom view by
the convoluted plumbing pipes.

 Apparently Ramon didn't realize the plumber hadleft, because his familiar Spanish voice issued a muf
fled order in a sharp tone. Katie hesitated uncertainly, then, feeling like a child playing a trick on anadult,
she picked up the wrench lying on the counterand passed it beneath the newly installed stainlesssteel sink
to Ramon. She almost laughed aloud whenthe wrench was rudely shoved back at her, and thesame order
was irritably repeated, this time accompanied by an impatient bang on the bottom of thesink.

 Making a calculated guess, she leaned forwardand turned on both taps. The torrent of waterbrought a
string of savage curses that erupted frombelow the sink at the same time Ramon did, withwater streaming
from his face, his hair and his bare chest. Snatching a towel from the floor, he came to his feet in one lithe,
furious movement, drying hishead and face while Katie frantically dived for thetaps and turned them off.
In appalled fascinationshe listened to the scathing Spanish remarks comingfrom behind the towel, then
jumped when he flungit down and glared at her.

 His expression turned to blank shock. "I—Iwanted to surprise you," Katie explained, biting herlower lip
to control her laughter. Water was dripping from his curling hair, his eyebrows and his eyelashes, and
sparkling on the crisp hairs on his broadchest. Katie's shoulders began to shake.

  

 A gleam entered Ramon's eyes. "I think one 'surprise' deserves another." His right hand shot outand
turned on the cold water tap. Before Katie coulddo more than squeal a protest, her head was being
forced down into the sink a bare inch from the rushing water.

 "Don't you dare!" she shrieked, laughing. Thewater was turned up harder, and her head forcedeven
closer to the spout. "Stop it!" she howled, her laughter echoing in the stainless-steel sink. "Thewater is
running all over the floor!"

 Ramon released her and turned off the tap. "Thepipes leak," he remarked without concern. Hearched an
eyebrow at her and added ominously, "Iwill have to think of some better way to 'surprise'you."

 Katie laughingly ignored the threat. "I thoughtyou said you knew about carpentry," she teased,plunking
her hands on her slim hips.

 "I said," Ramon corrected dryly, "that I know asmuch about carpentry as you know about making
curtains."

 Katie choked back a giggle and managed to lookcomically indignant. "My curtains are progressingfar
better than your plumbing."Because Gabriellaand Senora Villegas are doing the sewing,Katie added
silently.

 "Oh, is that right?" Ramon mocked. "Go intothe bathroom."

 Katie was surprised when he didn't follow her,but instead reached for the towel and the clean shirt
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hanging on a nail. Outside the bathroom door shepaused, mentally bracing herself to face again the
crawling insect population that had inhabited therusty bathtub on Sunday. When she hesitantlyopened the
door her eyes widened.

 Gone were the old bathroom fixtures. In theirplace was a modern vanity with a sink, and a large
fiberglass shower stall with sliding glass doors.Experimentally, she pushed one of the doors aside,noting
with approval that it slid smoothly on itstrack. The shower spout was dripping, however, and Katie
shook her head in amusement at Ramon's lackof concern about leaking water. Cautiously, shestepped
inside, avoiding the slippery puddle on thefiberglass floor, while reaching out for the tapto turn it off. Her
mouth opened in a silent screamas a deluge of freezing water hit her in the face. Blinded, she turned to
leap out of the shower andthe leather sole of her shoe slid from beneath her, sending her sprawling on all
fours beneath the icydownpour.

 She crawled out of it on her hands and knees, hersoaked clothing clinging to her skin, water streaming
from her hair and face. Awkwardly, she struggled to her feet and lifted the hair out of her eyes. Ramon
was standing in the doorway, visibly struggling to keep his face straight. "Don't you darelaugh," Katie
warned darkly.

 "Would you like some soap?" he offered solicitously. "A towel, perhaps?" he volunteered deadpan,
handing her the towel he had been holding inhis hand. He pulled the clean shirt he had just put onfrom his
waistband and began unbuttoning it, continuing conversationally. "Would you allow me tooffer you the
shirt off my back, then?"

 Katie, who was on the verge of laughing herself,was about to make some sheepish retort when Ramon
added, "Strange, is it not, the way one 'surprise' can lead to another?"

 Outrage burst within her at the realization that he had actually done this to her on purpose. Shivering,she
snatched the shirt from his hand and slammedthe door in his grinning face! He must have watched her
step into the shower and then turned on the mainvalve, she thought furiously as she pulled off herfreezing
wet jeans. So this was how a Latin male retaliated for being made the recipient of an unintentional
dousing! This was the sort of retribution theirmonstrous male egos demanded! She flung open the
bathroom door, clad only in her wet underpants andRamon's white shirt, and stalked out of the empty
house.

 Ramon was in the front yard, calmly spreadingthe blanket she had brought in the trunk of the car,beneath
a tree. Of all the monumental arrogance. ..! He actually believed she would meeklytolerate this sort of
treatment. He truly expected herto stay here and have a cozy little picnic with him!

 Ramon paused in his crouching position andlooked up at her, his expression impassive. "Do notever
slam another door in my face," he said evenly.And then, as if that was supposed to conclude theentire
episode, his expression warmed admiringly.Seething inwardly, Katie folded her arms beneathher breasts,
leaned her shoulder against the doorframe, and crossed one trim ankle over the other,letting him look his
fill. Because looking at her wasall he was going to do. In another few seconds shewas going to pick up
that blanket, wrap it aroundher and drive back to Gabriella's!

 Ramon's gaze moved from the cascade of reddishhair hanging in damp waves down her shoulders,over
her thrusting breasts revealed by the clinging shirt, paused at the place where his shirt ended at mid-thigh,
then continued down her long, shapelylegs. "Have you seen enough?" she asked him, notbothering to hide
her hostility. "Are you quitesatisfied?"

 His head lifted sharply, his eyes assessing her faceas if he could not quite fathom her mood. "Is 'satis
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fying' me what you have in mind, Katie?"

 Ignoring the sexual innuendo, Katie straightenedand strolled over to the blanket where he was sitting
back on his heels. "I'm leaving," she said, lookingdown at him with stony hauteur.

 "There is no need to go for more clothes. Yours will dry, and in the meantime, I have already seenyou
wearing far less."

 "I'm not going for more clothes. I have no intention of staying here for a picnic after you purposely
soaked me to get even."

 Ramon came slowly to his feet, towering over her,and Katie angrily kept her eyes on the bare expanseof
his bronzed chest. "I need the blanket to putaround me so that I can go back to Gabriella's, andyou're
standing on it."

 "So I am," he said softly, stepping back.

 Katie snatched it up, wrapped it around her toga-style and headed for the car, aware that Ramon was
leaning casually against a tree, watching her everystep. She slid behind the steering wheel and reachedfor
the keys she had left in the ignition. They weregone. She didn't need to search the seat, she knewexactly
who had them.

 She glowered at him through the open car window, and he reached into his pocket, extracted thekeys
and held them out to her in his open palm."You will need these."

 Katie climbed out of the car and marched towardhim with as much dignity as her trailing blanketwould
allow. Warily, she searched his face when shecame within arm's reach. "Give them to me," she said,
thrusting out her hand.

 "Take them," he replied indifferently.

 "Do you swear you won't touch me?"

 "I would not dream of it," Ramon replied withinfuriating calm. "But I see no reason why I shouldnot
make you touch me." In angry stupefactionKatie watched him shove the keys into the deeppocket of his
Levi's, and cross his arms over hischest. "Go ahead and take them."

 "Are you enjoying this?" Katie hissed furiously.

 "I am planning to."

 Katie was now so angry she'd have knocked him down and wrestled him for the damned keys. She
strode up to him, jammed her hand down into hisside pocket ignoring the intimacy, and jerked themout.
"Thank you," she said snidely.

 "Thank you," he replied suggestively.

 She whirled around and took a step, only to haveher blanket come loose and fall to the ground—withthe
aid of Ramon's booted foot, which was firmly planted on the end of it. With her fists clenched impotently
at her sides, Katie swung around on her heel.
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 "How could you think I would deliberately do a thing like that to you?" he asked her quietly.

 Katie scanned his handsome, composed face, andher anger evaporated, leaving her deflated. "Didn't
you?"

 "What do you think?"

 Katie bit her lip, feeling utterly foolish and thoroughly obnoxious. "I—I don't think you did," she
admitted, glancing at her bare feet in dejectedshame.

 His voice was tinged with amusement. "Nowwhat are you going to do?"

 Katie's blue eyes were warm with laughter andapology when she raised them to his. "I am going toshow
you how sorry I am by waiting on you hand and foot for the rest of the night!"

 "I see," he said with an answering grin. "In thatcase, what should I do now?"

 "Just stand there while I arrange the blanket,then I'll pour you some wine and fix you a sandwich." With
amused satisfaction, Ramon allowedher to fix him three roast beef sandwiches, keep hiswineglass filled,
and provide him with slices ofcheese whenever he requested one.

 "A man could get used to this," he chuckledwhen Katie insisted on not only peeling his apple butcutting it
into wedges and feeding it to him.

  

 Katie looked at him in the deepening twilight, hersenses alive to his nearness. He was stretched out onhis
back, his hands linked behind his head, lookinglike a lithe, powerful jungle cat who knows that hisprey is
within reach and not going to escape.

 "Katie," he murmured in a sensuous voice. "Doyou know what I want now?"

 Katie's hand stilled as she lifted her glass of wineto her lips, her pulse quickening. "What?" sheasked
softly.

 "One of your back rubs," he announced, rollingonto his stomach, presenting his back for his
ministrations.

 Katie put her glass aside and came up on her kneesbeside him. His broad, muscled shoulders and
tapered back felt like bunched satin, smooth andwarm beneath her stroking fingers. She continued
kneading and rubbing his hard flesh until her handstired, then she sat back down and picked up her
wineglass.

 "Katie?" he said again, turning his dark headaway from her.

 "Hmm?"

 "I did it on purpose."

 In one lightning movement, Katie dumped herwine on his bare back, scampered to her feet andsprinted
toward the house. Ramon grabbed her bythe waist when she was halfway across the dark living room,
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his whole body shaking with laughter asshe kicked backward at him. "You beast!" shegasped, caught
somewhere between hilarity and hostility. "You are the most treacherous, arrogant—"

 "Innocent person you know," he chuckled. "Igive you my word."

 "I could murder you!" she laughed, wrigglingand writhing ineffectually in his unbreakable hold.

 Behind her, his deep voice suddenly became veryhusky. "If you continue to do that, I am going toneed a
cold shower.''

 Katie stilled, becoming aware of the stirring hardness pressing against her rounded bottom, whiledesire
began to pour through her veins. His lipsbrushed her ear, then slid sensuously down the curveof her neck,
tasting and exploring every inch of herexposed skin. His hands caressed her breasts with,the same
possessive mastery that always made herknees weak.

 "Your nipples are hard," he told her in a low,throbbing voice, his thumbs brushing over the hardened,
sensitized nubs. "And your breasts are swelling to fill my hands. Turn around,querida" hemurmured
hotly, "I want to feel them against mychest."

 Shivering with anticipation, Katie turned in hisarms. He stared at the cleft between her full, achingbreasts,
then lifted his burning gaze to hers. Mesmerized, Katie watched his mouth slowly descending, as his
hand slid up her nape and his fingers sankinto her heavy hair.

 The moment his parted lips covered hers the kisswas out of control. His tongue plunged into hermouth
with a driving hunger and naked urgency thatmade Katie burst into flames in his arms. His freehand swept
down her spine, fusing her melting bodyto the scorching heat of his thighs, holding her there as he kissed
her into absolute insensibility. He liftedhis mouth from hers. "Come outside with me," he ordered
hoarsely, and when Katie whispered"yes," he groaned and buried his lips in the moistsoftness of hers for
one more endless, shatteringkiss.

 A blinding flash of light exploded behind Katie'sclosed eyelids at the same instant a voice demanded,
"May I ask who performed the wedding that precipitated this honeymoon, Ramon?"

 Katie's eyes snapped open, her shocked gaze flewto the peculiarly garbed man who was standing in the
now brightly lit room, then ricochetted to Ramon whose head was thrown back, his eyes tightly shut, his
expression a combination of utter disbelief,irritation and amusement. Sighing, Ramon finallyopened his
eyes and looked over his left shoulder atthe intruder. "Padre Gregorio, I—"

 Katie's knees buckled.

 Ramon's arms tightened, his gaze swerving fromthe priest to Katie's white face with its huge, stricken
eyes. "Katie, are you all right?" he asked anxiously.

 "I am certain that Senorita Connelly is not allright," the old priest snapped. "She would undoubtedly like
to go and clothe herself."

 Embarrassed antagonism brought bright flags of color to Katie's pale cheeks. "My clothes are soaking
wet," she said. Unfortunately at that moment she became conscious that with Ramon's armsaround her,
his shirt was hiked up above the lace band at the leg of her underpants. Self-consciouslyshe jerked the
shirt down and pulled away from Ramon's supporting arms.
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 "Then perhaps you would like to put that blanket I saw outside, to the use for which it was intended,and
cover yourself with it."

 Ramon said something in sharp Spanish to thepriest and reached out to stop Katie, but she sidestepped
and stalked outside. She was humiliated,intimidated and furiously angry with herself forfeeling like a
naughty fifteen-year-old. That hateful, domineering old man was the priest whose approvalshe had to win
before he would perform their marriage, she raged inwardly. Never, never in her lifehad she despised
anyone more! In ten seconds hehad made her feel dirty and cheap. She who waspractically a virgin by
today's standards!

 Ramon was speaking to the priest in a calm voice when Katie entered the cottage wrapped in the blan
ket. He held his arm out to her and drew her comfortingly close to his side, but his first words werelaced
with reproof. "Why did you not keep your appointment with Padre Gregorio, Katie?"

 Katie's chin lifted defensively as she looked at thepriest. Bald at the crown, his head was circled with a
wide rim of white hair. His bushy white eyebrowsslanted up at the ends, giving him a satanic look,which
Katie thought was entirely appropriate for anold devil! Nevertheless, her eyes wavered when they
collided with his piercing blue ones. "I forgot it."

 Katie could actually feel Ramon's narrowed gazeaimed at her head.

 "In that case," Padre Gregorio said in a cool, uncompromising voice, "Perhaps you would care tomake
another—for four o'clock tomorrow afternoon."

 Katie agreed to this command performance withan ungracious, "Very well.''

 "I will drive you back to the village, Padre,"Ramon said.

 Katie nearly dropped through the floor when,after nodding his acceptance, the priest directed a
meaningful look at her over the rim of his wire spectacles. "I am certain that Senorita Connelly wantsto
return to Gabriella's now. It is growing late."

 Without waiting for Ramon to reply, Katie turnedabruptly and walked into the bathroom, closing the
door. In a state of suffocating humiliation, shestruggled into her damp clothing and combed herfingers
through her hair.

 Pulling open the door, she walked right intoRamon who was standing in the doorway, his handsbraced
high against the frame on either side of her.The wry amusement in his expression chafed againsther
already lacerated emotions. "Katie, he thinks he is protecting your virtue from my lecherous intentions."

 Katie, who was suddenly perilously close to tears,stared at the cleft in Ramon's chin. "He doesn'tbelieve
for one minute that I have any virtue! Nowplease let's go, I want to get out of here. I—I'mtired."

 As Katie stalked toward Padre Gregorio who was standing at the car, her soaked canvas shoes made a
loud, squishing noise and her denim Levi's slapped wetly against her legs. This indisputable proof thather
clothes had truly been soaked brought a flickering smile of approval to the priest's lips, but Katiemerely
gave him a frosty look and slid into the car. On the way to the village, he made two attempts toconverse
with her, which Katie discouraged by replying in monosyllables.

 After leaving the priest in the village, they pulledup at Gabriella's house. Fifteen minutes later, whenKatie
emerged from her bedroom in dry clothes, Ramon was standing in the living room talking with
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Gabriella's husband, Eduardo. The moment he sawher, Ramon excused himself and invited Katie
outside. Most of the ill effects from her encounter withPadre Gregorio had evaporated, but Katie was
vaguely uneasy about Ramon's mood.

 In heavy silence, they strolled through the neat little backyard. At the far end of it, Katie stopped and
leaned her shoulders against a tree trunk. Ramon'shands came down on either side of her, imprisoning
her. Katie saw the determination in his jaw and thecool speculation in his intent gaze. "Why did younot go
to see Padre Gregorio this afternoon,Katie?"

 Completely taken aback, Katie stammered. "I—Itold you, I forget."

 "I reminded you this morning when I came to seeyou, before I left for work. How could you forget ita
few hours later?"

 "I forgot it," she said defensively, "because I was busy doing what I've been doing for four days—trying
to buy everything you need for your house."

  

 "Why do you always refer to it as my house instead of our house?" he persisted relentlessly.

 "Why are you suddenly asking me all these questions?" Katie burst out.

 "Because when I ask myself the questions, I donot like the answers that occur to me." Moving backa
step, he calmly extracted a thin cigar and lighterfrom his pocket. With his hands cupped over the flame he
lit it, watching an uncomfortable Katie through the haze of aromatic smoke. "Padre Gregorio is the only
possible obstacle to our getting married in ten days, is he not?''

 Katie felt as if he were verbally stalking her, backing her into a corner. "I suppose so, yes."

 "Tell me something," he said with casual curiosity, "Are you planning to keep your appointmentwith him
tomorrow?"

 Katie raked her hair off her forehead in an agitated gesture. "Yes, I'm going to keep it. But you mayas
well know right now that he doesn't like me, and Ithink he's nothing but a tyrannical busybody."

 Ramon dismissed this with a noncommittal shrug."I believe it is customary, even in the States, for apriest
to assure himself that an engaged couple isreasonably suited to each other and has a goodchance of
making a successful marriage. That is all he wishes to do."

 "He's not going to believe that about us! He's already decided the opposite."

 "No, he has not," Ramon stated implacably. Hemoved closer and Katie unconsciously pressed back
against the rough bark of the tree. His gaze roamedher face, calculating her answer to his next question
before he even asked it. "Do youwant him to decidewe are not suited, Katie?"

 "No!" Katie whispered.

 "Tell me about your first marriage," he commanded abruptly.

 "I will not!" Katie flung back, her whole bodystiffening with anger. "Don't ever ask me to dothat,
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because I won't. I try never to think about it."

 "If you had truly recovered from it withoutscars," Ramon continued, "you should be able totalk about it
without pain."

 "Talk about it?!" Katie exploded in stunnedrage. "Talk about it?" The violence of her ownreaction
momentarily shocked Katie into silence.Drawing a deep breath, she gained control of her stampeding
emotions. With an apologetic smile atRamon who was studying her like a specimen undera microscope,
she said, "It's only that I don't wantthe ugliness of the past to spoil the present, and itwould. Surely you
can see that?"

 The ghost of a reluctant smile touched Ramon'sface as he gazed down at the smooth perfection of her
glowing features. "I can see," he sighed softly. Hishands slid up her arms in a gentle caress, tightening to
draw her close against his heart. "I can see that youhave a beautiful smile, and that you look tired.''

 Katie twined her arms around his neck. She knewhe wasn't satisfied with her explanation, and shewas
grateful beyond words that he wasn't going topursue it further."I am a little tired. I think I'll goto bed."

  

 "And when you are lying in bed, what do youthink about?" he asked, his voice husky and teasing.

 Katie's eyes held an answering sparkle. "A colorscheme for the kitchen," she lied.

 "Oh, is that right?" he breathed softly.Katie nodded, a slow smile touching her lips.

 "What do you think about?"

 "The wholesale price of pineapples."

 "Liar," she whispered, her gaze on the sensualmouth that had moved tantalizingly close to hers."Yellow,"
he breathed against her lips.

 "You mean the pineapples?" Katie murmuredabsently.

 "I mean the kitchen."

 "I thought green," she said, her heart pounding with anticipation.

 Ramon drew back abruptly, his entire expressionfriendly and thoughtful. "Perhaps you are right.Green is
a lively color, and one rarely becomes tiredof it." He turned her and headed her toward thehouse with an
affectionate pat on her derriere. "You think about it in bed tonight."

 Katie took a few surprised steps, then turned to look at Ramon with puzzled disappointment.

 His even white teeth flashed in a lazy grin as hequirked a brow at her. "Did you want somethingmore?
Something better to think about in bed, perhaps?"

 Katie felt the sexual magnetism he was exuding as if it were some primitive force against which she had
no resistance.
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 Even his velvet voice seemed to reach out andtouch her. "Come here, Katie, and I will give it toyou."

 Katie's whole body felt flushed as she walked intohis crushing embrace. The turmoil of the last hour,the
wild fluctuations of mood from desire to humiliation to anger and now to teasing, had twisted Katie into
a mass of raw emotion that exploded the instantRamon's arms closed around her.

 Driven by a desperate need to somehow reassureRamon—and herself—that everything was going tobe
all right, she kissed him with an unleashed urgency, a deep passion that sent a tremor through his
powerful frame and made his arms tighten convulsively.

 Ramon pulled his lips from hers and kissed herface, her forehead, her eyes, her neck.

 And just before his mouth sought hers for one laststormy kiss, she thought he whispered, "Katie, Ilove
you."

  

  

  

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 Katie and Gabriellaspent the morning and mostof the afternoon combing through shops in two
neighboring villages. Katie liked Gabriella immensely. Besides being a wonderful companion, she was a
tireless shopper. At times she was more enthusiastic about what Katie was doing than Katie was. But
then, endless shopping with hundreds of things to buy and no time to do it was not Katie's idea of
pleasure.

 Katie paid for the sheets and coverlet she had just bought, while Gabriella delicately removed herself
from the procedure that involved Katie's requesting duplicate bills, each for one-half the amount of her
purchase, then paying for it using equal parts of Ramon's money and her own.

 "I think Ramon will like the colors I chose for thebedroom, don't you?" Katie asked gaily as they slidinto
the car.

 "He should," Gabriella said, turning in the seatto look at Katie with a smile. Her thick black hairwas
beautifully windblown and her eyes were bright."Everything you buy is to suit him and not yourself.I
would have bought the coverlet with the ruffles."

 Katie, who was driving, glanced in the rearviewmirror before pulling into the slow traffic, then shefired a
wry look at Gabriella.

 "Somehow I can't quite see Ramon surrounded bydainty ruffles with pastel flowers.''

 "Eduardo is as manly as Ramon and he would not object if I chose to make our bedroom feminine.''

 Katie had to admit to herself that what Gabriellasaid was true; Eduardo would probably acquiesce to
Gabriella's wishes with one of those faint, amusedsmiles he frequently gave her. In the last four days,
Katie had revised her opinion of Eduardo. He didn'tlook at the world with stern, disapproving eyes—he
only looked at Katie that way. He was always unfailingly courteous to her, but the moment she walked

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


into the room the warmth left his expression.

 It might not have been so uncomfortable for Katie if he were small and homely or big and slow-witted,
but the truth of the matter was that Eduardo was avery impressive man, which immediately made Katie
feel that she was somehow lacking. At thirty-five, hewas extremely handsome in a darkly Spanish way.
Hewas three inches shorter than Ramon, with a powerful build and an attitude of confident male su
premacy that alternately annoyed and intriguedKatie. He was not Ramon's equal in either looks orpolish,
but when the two men were together there was an easy comradery between them that made Katieacutely
aware that she, and only she, failed to meetsome unknown standard of Eduardo's. He treatedhis wife
with indulgent affection; Ramon with an oddcombination of friendship and admiration… andKatie with
nothing more than courtesy.

  

 "Have I done something to offend Eduardo?"Katie asked aloud, half-expecting Gabriella to deny
anything unusual in his attitude.

 "You must not pay any attention to him," Gabriella said with amazing candor. "Eduardo mistrustsall
American girls, especially wealthy ones such asyou. He thinks they are spoiled and irresponsible,among
other things,"

 Katie assumed that "other things" probably included promiscuous. "What makes him think I'm
wealthy?" she asked cautiously.

 Gabriella flashed an apologetic smile at her."Your luggage. Eduardo used to work at the desk ofa fancy
hotel in San Juan while he was going toschool. He says your luggage costs more than all thefurniture in
our living room."

 Before Katie could recover, Gabriella turnedgrave. "Eduardo likes Ramon very much for many reasons,
and he is afraid that you will not adjust tobeing a Spanish farmer's wife. Eduardo thinks, because you
are a wealthy American woman, that youlack courage, that you will leave when you discoverthat your life
here is sometimes hard; that when the crop is poor or prices are low you will flaunt yourmoney in front of
Ramon."

 Katie flushed uncomfortably and Gabriella nodded sagely. "That is why Eduardo must never discover
that you are paying for part of the furniture.He would condemn you for disobeying Ramon andhe would
think you are doing this because whatRamon could buy wasn't good enough for you. I donot know why
you are paying for things, Katie, but Ido not think it is because of that. Someday you can tell me if you
wish to do so, but in the meantimeEduardo must not find out. He would tell Ramon immediately."

 "Neither of them will find out unless you say something," Katie reassured with a smile.

 "You know I will not." Gabriella glanced up atthe sun. "Do you want to go to the auction at thathouse in
Mayaguez? We are very close."

 Katie readily agreed, and three hours later she wasproud owner of a dining set for the kitchen, a sofa
and two chairs. The house had been owned by a wealthy bachelor who, before his death, had obviously
developed an appreciation for fine wood, excellent craftsmanship and solid comfort. The chairswere
wing-backed, deeply tufted in a nubby creamcloth with rust threads. There were two ottomans tomatch.
The sofa was rust with wide rolled arms anddeep thick cushions. "Ramon will love it," Katiesaid as she
paid the auctioneer and arranged to havethe furniture delivered to the cottage.
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 "Katie, will you love it?'' Gabriella asked anxiously. "You are going to live there, too, yet you have not
bought one thing just because you want it."

 "Of course I have," Katie said.

 At ten minutes to four, Gabriella stopped the carin front of Padre Gregorio's little house. It was onthe
east side of the village square, directly across thestreet from the church, easily identified by its whitepaint
and dark green shutters. Katie took her handbag off the seat, threw a nervous smile at Gabriella,and slid
out of the car.

  

 "Are you certain you don't want me to wait for you?" Gabriella asked.

 "Positive," Katie said. "It isn't a long walk toyour house from here, and I'll have plenty of time tochange
clothes afterward and go to see Ramon at thecottage."

 Reluctantly Katie walked up to the front door. Shepaused to smooth the skirt of her pastel green cotton
shirtwaist dress and run a shaky hand over her lightred hair, which was caught into a soft chignon with
tendrils at her ears. She looked, she hoped, very prim proper and composed. She felt like a nervous
wreck.

 An elderly housekeeper answered Katie's knockand admitted her into the house. Following herdown the
dim hall, Katie felt like a condemned prisoner walking the last steps to meet the executioner—though
why she felt so upset was something that baffled her.

 Padre Gregorio stood up when she entered hisstudy. He was thinner and shorter than she hadthought
last night, which was absurdly reassuringconsidering that they weren't going to engage inphysical combat.
Katie took the seat he indicated across the desk from him, and he sat down.

 For a moment they regarded one another with polite wariness, then he said, "Would you care forsome
coffee?"

 "Thank you, no," Katie replied with a fixed, courteous smile. "I haven't a great deal of time tospare."
That was the wrong thing to say, Katierealized as his bushy white brows snapped togetherover his nose.

 "No doubt you have more important things todo," he said curtly.

 "Not for myself," Katie hastily explained, by wayof a truce. “'For Ramon.''

 To her immense relief, Padre Gregorio accepted the truce offering. His tight lips relaxed into something
that was almost a smile as he nodded his whitehead. "Ramon is in a great hurry to have everything
finished, and he must be keeping you extremelybusy." Reaching into his desk, he pulled out someforms
and picked up his pen. "Let us begin by completing these forms. Your full name and ageplease?"Katie
told him.

 "Marital status?" Before Katie could answer, heglanced up and sadly said, "Ramon mentioned thatyour
first husband died. How tragic for you to havebeen widowed in the first bloom of your marriage."
Hypocrisy had never been one of Katie's faults.Politely but firmly she said, "I was 'widowed' in thefirst
bloom of our divorce, and if there was atragedy, it was that we were ever married at all."
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 Behind the spectacles the blue eyes narrowed. "Ibeg your pardon?"

 "I divorced him before he died."

 "For what reason?"

 "Irreconcilable differences."

 "I did not ask you for the legal grounds, I askedyou the reason."

 His prying struck sparks of rebellion in Katie'sbreast, and she expelled a slow, calming breath. "I
divorced him because I despised him."

 "Why?"

 "I would rather not discuss it."

 "I see," Padre Gregorio said. He shoved thepapers aside, laid down his pen, and Katie felt thefragile
truce begin to crumble. "In that case, perhaps you would not object to discussing Ramon and yourself.
How long have you known eachother?"

 "Only two weeks."

 "What an unusual answer," he remarked."Where did you meet?"

 "In the States."

 "Senorita Connelly," he said in a chilling tone,"would you consider it an invasion of your privacyif I asked
you to be a little more specific?"

 Katie's eyes flashed militantly. "Not at all,Padre. I met Ramon at a bar—acantina, I thinkyou call it
here."

 He looked stunned. "Ramon met you in acantina?"

 "Actually, it was outside."

 "Pardon?"

 "It was outside, in the parking lot. I was havingsome trouble and Ramon helped me."

 Padre Gregorio relaxed in his chair and noddedhis complete approval. "Of course. You were having
automobile trouble, and Ramon assisted you."

 As if she had taken an oath to tell the wholetruth and nothing but, Katie corrected him. "Actually, I was
having trouble with a man who was,ah, kissing me in the parking lot, and Ramon hithim. He was a little
intoxicated I think."

 Behind his gold wire spectacles, the priest's eyes turned into icicles."Senorita," he said with contempt,
"are you trying to tell me that Ramon Ga-verra engaged in a drunken brawl in a public parking lot of a
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cantina over some woman he did notknow—namely, you?"

 "Of course not! Ramon hadn't been drinking,and I certainly wouldn't call it a brawl—he only hitRob
once, and that knocked him unconscious."

 "And then what?" the priest demanded impatiently.

 Unfortunately, Katie's wayward sense of humorchose that moment to assert itself. "Then we stuffedRob
in his car, and Ramon and I drove away inmine."

 "Charming."

 A genuine smile drifted across Katie's features."Actually, it wasn't quite as terrible as it sounds."

 "I find that hard to believe."

 Katie's smile faded. Her eyes turned a deep, rebellious blue. "Believe whatever you wish, padre."

 "It is whatyou wish me to believe that astoundsme,Senorita," he snapped, rising from behind hisdesk.
Katie stood up, her emotions so tangled bythis unexpectedly abrupt conclusion to their interview that
she scarcely knew whether she felt relievedor worried. "What do you mean by that?" sheasked, puzzled.

 "You think about it, and we will meet again onMonday morning at nine.''

 An hour Later,Katie" had changed into slacks anda white knit shirt. She felt angry, bewildered andguilty
as she began the hike up the long hill fromGabriella's house to the cottage where Ramon wasworking.

 On the first plateau, she turned to look out overthe hills splashed with wild flowers. She could stillpick
out the roof of Gabriella's house, and Rafael'shouse, and of course, the village itself. Ramon's cottage
was so much higher than the surroundinghouses—two more plateaus up, in fact—that Katie decided to
sit down and rest. Drawing her legs upagainst her chest, she wrapped her arms aroundthem and perched
her chin on her knees.

 "It is whatyou wish me to believe that astounds me,Senorita," the old priest had said. He actuallymade
it seem as if she weretrying to give him a bad impression, Katie thought angrily, when in actualityshe had
shopped all day in a shirtwaist and heels sothat she would be appropriately and respectfullydressed when
she kept her appointment!

 She had merely told him the truth about howshe and Ramon had met, and if that outraged his
old-fashioned morality it was certainly not her fault.If he didn't want his questions answered, heshouldn't
ask so many of them, Katie thoughtwrathfully.

 The more she thought about it, the more blameless Katie felt for the hostile tone of her first meetingwith
Padre Gregorio. In fact, she was feeling quite justifiably indignant about the whole thing untilRamon's
words floated through her mind. "How could you forget your appointment with PadreGregorio only a few
hours after I reminded you ofit?... Padre Gregorio is the only possible obstacle toour getting married in
ten days. Do youwanthim to decide we are not suited, Katie?"

 Uncertainty promptly cooled Katie's ire. Howcould she have forgotten that appointment? Her first
wedding had required months of preparation andcountless appointments with dressmakers, florists,
caterers, photographers, printers and a half-dozenother people. Not once had she ever "forgotten" an
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appointment with any of them.

 Had she subconsciously wanted to forget yesterday's appointment with Padre Gregorio, Katie
wondered a little guiltily. Had she deliberately tried tomake a bad impression on Padre Gregorio today?
That question made Katie squirm inwardly. No, shehadn't tried to impress him either way—bad orgood,
she admitted to herself. But shehad let himform a distorted and unflattering image of her meeting with
Ramon at the Canyon Inn, without tryingto correct it.

 When he tried to probe into her divorce she hadpractically told him it was none of his business.With
innate honesty, Katie conceded that it was verymuch his business. On the other hand, she felt shehad a
right to resent anyone—anyone at all—who tried to force her to discuss David. Still, she could have been
less hostile about the subject. She could have simply told Padre Gregorio that her reason fordivorcing
David was adultery and physical brutality. Then, if he tried to delve further into the subject,she could have
explained that the details were impossible for her to discuss and she would rather forget about it.

 That's what she should have done. Instead shehad been uncooperative, flippant and coldly defiant. In
fact, she could not remember ever being sobrazenly discourteous to anyone in her life. As aresult, she
had antagonized the only man who couldstand in the way of her marrying Ramon in ten days.What a
foolish, irrational thing for her to havedone.

 Katie picked up an African tulip that had fallenbeside her and began idly stripping it of its scarletpetals.
Unbidden, Gabriella's words came to mind."You have not bought one thing just becauseyou want it." At
the time, Katie had disregarded that asbeing untrue. But now that she really thought about it, she realized
that she had unconsciously avoidedchoosing one single item that would put the stampof her femininity, or
her personality, on Ramon'shouse. Because that would obligate her to marryhim and live there.The closer
their wedding day came, the morealarmed and hesitant she was becoming. There wasno point in denying
it, but admitting it didn't helpeither. When she left St. Louis with Ramon she hadbeen so certain that
coming here was the right thingto do. Now, she was certain of nothing. Shecouldn't understand her fear
or her uncertainty; shecouldn't even understand some of the things she wasdoing! For someone who
prided herself on herlogical thinking, she was suddenly behaving like acomplete neurotic. There was
absolutely no excuse for her behavior, Katie thought angrily.Or perhaps there was. The last time she had
committed herself to a man, to marriage, her world had fallen apart. Few people knew better than she
whatan agonizing, humiliating experience a bad marriagecould be. Perhaps marriage was not worth the
risk. Perhaps she should never have considered remarrying and—no! Absolutely not!

 She would not let the emotional scars David lefther with ruin her life and destroy her chance to havea
warm and happy marriage. She would not giveDavid Caldwell that much satisfaction—dead oralive!

 Katie jumped up and brushed off her slacks. Onthe second plateau, she turned again and lookeddown
on the village. She smiled softly, thinking thatit looked like a page from a travel brochure; tinywhite toy
buildings nestled in green hills, with the church in the center. The church where she would bemarried in
ten days.

 Her stomach instantly clenched into knots at thethought, and Katie could have wept in desperation.She
felt as if she were being torn to pieces. Her mindpulled her one way and her heart tugged another.Fear
coiled in her chest, desire pulsed through her veins, and her love for Ramon burned like a steady,glowing
fire in the center of it all.

 And she did love him. She loved him very much.

 She had never actually admitted that to herself before, and the admission sent a fierce jolt of pleasure
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and panic through her. Now that she acknowledgedher feelings, why couldn't she just accept her lovefor
this beautiful, tender, passionate man, andfollow wherever it led her?

  

 Follow love wherever it led her, Katie thoughtwith bitter despair. She had done that once before, and it
had led her into a living nightmare.Biting her lip, Katie turned away and started up thehill again.

 Why was she suddenly thinking of David and herfirst marriage all the time, she wondered miserably.The
only similarity between David and Ramon,other than their height and coloring, was that theywere both
intelligent. David had been an ambitious, talented attorney; a polished, worldly man. WhileRamon....

 While Ramon was an enigma, a puzzle: a well-spoken, widely read, intelligent man with an intenseinterest
in, and staggering grasp of, world affairs. A manwho could mingle with effortless ease amongher parents'
sophisticated friends—aman whochose, nevertheless, to be a farmer. A man whochose to be a farmer,
yet had no deep feeling, noreal pride, in his land. He had never offered to takeKatie into the fields, even
though she had asked tosee them, and when he discussed improving the farmwith Rafael, Ramon spoke
with resolute determination—but never any real enthusiasm.

 Katie had been so surprised by his attitude thatearlier this week she asked him if he had ever wantedto
dosomething besides farm. Ramon had answeredwith an uninformative "Yes."

 "Then why are you going to do it?" Katie hadpersisted.

 "Because the farm is here," he had replied unanswerably. "Because it is ours. Because I have found
more peace and joy being here with you than I have ever known."

 Peace from what, Katie wondered desperately.And if he was really happy, he didn't always look it.In
fact, there were many times this past week whenKatie had glanced at him and glimpsed a grim taut-ness
in his face, a ravaged harshness in his eyes. Theinstant he realized she was watching him, the expression
would vanish. He would smile at her—one ofhis warmly intimate smiles.

 What was he hiding from her? Some deep sadness? Or something much worse? A streak of
viciousness like David's or—

 Katie shook her head in denial. Ramon was nothing like David. Nothing like him. She stopped in her
climb to break off a branch of a small flamboyant tree. It was covered with yellow blossoms and she
raised the branch to her nose, trying to chase awaythe tormenting uncertainties that pursued her every
where.

 As she came to the top of the hill, Katie heard the sounds of hammers and saws coming from the cot
tage. Four painters were working on the outside applying a fresh coat of white paint to the bricks and
wood trim, another was painting the shutters black.

 Her spirits lifted when she compared the rundown hovel it had seemed to be on Sunday, with theway it
looked now. In five days, with the help of anarmy of carpenters, Ramon was transforming it into
the picturesque little house he must have remembered visiting in the days when his grandfather livedhere.

  

 "Flower boxes," Katie said aloud. She tipped herhead to the side, trying to visualize the boxes blooming
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with flowers below the wide windows on eitherside of the front door. That was exactly what the cottage
needed, she decided. That would make it a storybook cottage in a storybook setting on a storybook
island. But would her life be a storybook lifehere?

 She found Ramon stepping off a ladder on the farside of the house where he had also been painting.At
the sound of her softly spoken "Hi" he turned insurprise; a slow, devastatingly attractive smilesweeping
across his tanned features. He was so obviously pleased to see her that Katie felt suddenly,absurdly
happy, too.

 "I brought you something," she joked, taking the blossom-covered branch from behind her back and
thrusting it toward him like a bouquet.

 "Flowers?" Ramon teased, accepting the branchwith grave formality. "For me?"

 Though his tone was light, Katie caught thewarmth kindling in his expressive eyes. She nodded,a
provocative smile curving her lips. "Tomorrow it will be candy."

 "And the next day?"

 "Oh, jewelry is customary. Something tastefullyexpensive, but small—nothing ostentatious thatmight alert
you to my true intentions."

 He grinned. "And the next day?"

 "Lock your doors and guard your virtue, becausethat's collection day," she laughed.

 His. broad chest was bare, gleaming like oiledbronze, and he smelled like soap and sweat, a
combination that Katie found strangely stimulating as hepulled her into his arms. "For you," he said as his
hands moved lazily over her back and his mobile mouth came nearer to hers, "I will be an easy
conquest: my virtue for the flowers alone."

 "Shameless hussy!" Katie teased a little breathlessly.

 His eyes darkened. "Kiss me, Katie."

  

  

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 Katie's head jerkedup as Padre Gregorio said hername from the altar, followed by Ramon's. He was
reading the banns, she realized. Everyone in thecrowded church seemed to turn in unison toward thepew
near the back where Katie and Ramon wereseated between Gabriella and her husband, and Rafael's
family.

 The villagers certainly knew who Ramon GalverraVicente was, Katie thought, which wasn't surprising,
since he had been born here. But what was surprising was their peculiar attitude toward him. Fromthe
moment he had walked into church at her side,they had been watching him with open curiosity. Afew of
the villagers nodded or smiled at him, butthere was curiosity in their expressions, too, mixedwith
uncertainty and even awe.
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 Of course, Ramon's demeanor before the servicebegan had definitely discouraged anyone who might
have wanted to make a friendly overture. With an aloof, coolly courteous smile, he had passed oneglance
over the inquisitive occupants of the church,sat down beside Katie, and completely ignoredthem.

 Katie shifted uncomfortably in the hard pew, herexpression one of rapt attention as she listened toPadre
Gregorio's sermon, of which she understoodnot one word. She was beginning to wonder if the fates were
all conspiring to prevent Ramon and herfrom being alone together for any appreciablelength of time. In
the last seven days there had beenno occasion for the "sharing of each other" thatRamon had predicted
there would be.

 On Friday, while Katie was still wrapped inRamon's arms joyously receiving his drugging kissesof
gratitude for his "bouquet," a bank of darkclouds had rolled across the sky, blotting out thesun. What
began as a sprinkle soon became a downpour. They spent a pleasant, if very unsatisfactory,evening
playing cards with Gabriella and her husband.

 Saturday it cleared, and the men worked all day atthe cottage. Now that the electricity was on, Ramon
was keeping them working inside when darknessfell, which eliminated the cottage as a trysting place.
Early Saturday evening, Gabriella's husband,Eduardo, suggested to Ramon that Katie might enjoy a trip
to Phosphorescent Bay.

 Katie had been amazed that Eduardo, of allpeople, would suggest a romantic outing for them,as well as
offer his car for the drive to the southwestern coast of the island. She couldn't imagine Eduardo in the
role of Cupid, when she knew heheartily disapproved of her. The mystery was solved the moment
Ramon consulted Katie and she eagerlyagreed to the trip. "Then it is settled," Eduardosaid. "Gabriella
and I will be pleased to have youaccompany us." That effectively prevented Ramon and her from being
alone in the house while Eduardo took Gabriella to the bay. Beneath Ramon's expression of bland
surprise, Katie could tell that hewas very annoyed with his friend.

 Despite that, the evening was an unexpected success. At the beginning of the fifty-mile drive over
well-maintained island roads, Ramon was silent andthoughtful as he sat beside Katie in the back seat.
Realizing that Eduardo was the cause, Katie put onher brightest smile and soon had Ramon grinning at
her while he tried to answer her endless questionsabout the passing landscape.

 Phosphorescent Bay was a magical experience forKatie. The same heavy clouds that had brought the
rain and kept most of the tourists away from theBay, also obliterated the moon. With Gabriella and
Eduardo in the front of the rented motorboat andKatie and Ramon in the rear, Katie alternatelyturned her
face up to Ramon's for a lingering stolen kiss, then twisted in her seat to watch the shimmering green
lights that swelled in the wake of the boat.At Ramon's suggestion, she leaned over the side anddipped her
arm into the water. When she lifted it, aveil of the same shimmering green lights clung to herarm. Even the
fish that leaped from the water left ashower of light behind them.

 For his part, Ramon relaxed in the boat, lookinglike an indulgently amused native who was humoring
three tourists. If there was anything he enjoyedmore than watching Katie enjoy herself, it wasthwarting
Eduardo's wish to have some romanticprivacy with his wife in the back of the boat. Eachtime Eduardo
suggested Ramon and Katie take thefront seat, Ramon declined with a good-natured, "We are perfectly
comfortable back here, Eduardo."

 By the end of the evening, it was Eduardo wholooked annoyed and Ramon who was grinning with
satisfaction.
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 Thunder boomed, echoing through the dimchurch, followed by a triple flash of lightning that illuminated
the splendid stained-glass windows. Katiesmiled wryly, accepting what was apparently goingto be
another day when the weather drove them indoors, another day and evening when Ramon andshe
would not even be able to talk alone.

 "We have a perfect dayfor shopping," Gabriellaannounced at eight-thirty the next morning as shecarried
her cup of coffee into Katie's bedroom."The sun is out," she added gaily, sitting down onthe bed. She
sipped her coffee, watching Katie whowas getting ready for her appointment with PadreGregorio.

 "Do I look demure enough, do you think?" Katieasked, straightening the gold chain at the waist ofher
mandarin-collared white dress.

 "You look perfect," Gabriella smiled. "You lookthe way you always look—beautiful!"

 Katie rolled her eyes, laughingly accepting thecompliment as she left the house, and promised tocome
back for Gabriella as soon as she was finishedwith Padre Gregorio.

  

 Fifteen minutes later, Katie was not laughing. She was pinned to her chair, flushing under Padre Greg-
orio's piercing scrutiny.

 "I asked," he repeated ominously, "if Ramonknows that you are using your money, your creditcards, to
pay for the furnishings for that house?"

 "No," Katie admitted apprehensively. "How didyou find out?"

 "We will get to that in a minute," he said in alow, angry voice. "First I want to know if you areaware that
Ramon is returning to this village afteran absence of many years? That he left it long agofor something
better?"

 "Yes—to work for a business that failed."

 Her admission made Padre Gregorio look evenangrier. "Then you understood that Ramon hascome
back here to start over again, with nothing?"

 Katie nodded, feeling as if the ax were about tofall, though she wasn't certain from which direction.

 "Do you have any idea,senorita, how muchstrength and courage it takes for a man to return tohis
birthplace, not as a success, but as a failure? Do you realize what it does to his pride when he must face
people who all believed he had left them andachieved success—and who will now see that he hascome
back defeated?"

 "I don't think Ramon feels defeated or disgraced," Katie protested.

 Padre Gregorio's hand hit the desk with a crash."No, he was not disgraced—but he is going to be,
thanks to you! Thanks to you, everyone in this village is going to be saying that his richnovia from the
United States had to pay for the towels so he couldwipe his hands!"

 "No one knows that I've been paying for half ofeverything!" Katie burst out. "Except you, and—no one,"
she amended quickly, protecting Gabriella.
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 "No one, except you and I," he mocked scathingly. "And Gabriella Alverez, of course. And half the
village who are this minute gossiping about it to theother half! Do I make myself clear?"

 Miserably, Katie nodded.

 "Gabriella has obviously kept it secret fromEduardo, or he would have told Ramon. You have forced
her to deceive her own husband for you!"

 Apprehensively, Katie watched him trying to getcontrol of his temper. "Senorita Connelly, is therethe
remotest, the slightest possibility that youthought Ramon would not object to what you aredoing?"

 More than anything, Katie longed to snatch at this excuse, but her pride prevented her from cowering.
"No, I had mentioned to Ramon that I wanted toshare the cost of things, and he—he wasn't pleasedwith
the idea." She saw the priest's eyes narrow."All right, he was adamantly opposed to it."

 "So," he said in an awful voice. "Ramon toldyou not to, but you did it anyway, only slyly, is thatit? You
disobeyed him"

 Katie's temper flared. "Do not use the worddisobey to me, Padre. I am not a trained dog. Secondly, I
would like to remind you that I have been 'slyly' spending a great deal ofmy money forRamon which I
think comes under the heading ofcharity, and is hardly a crime.

 "Charity!" he exploded furiously. "Is that whatRamon is to you—a charity case, an object ofpity?"

 "No! Of course not!" Katie's eyes were huge withgenuine horror.

 "If you are paying for half of everything, thenyou are spending twice what he can afford. Are youso
spoiled that you must have exactly what you wantright now, this minute?"

 Compared to this, Katie thought the Spanish Inquisition must have been a breeze. She couldn'tavoid his
question, and she certainly couldn't tellhim she'd paid for half of everything so shewouldn't feel obligated
to marry Ramon.

 "I am waiting for an answer."

 "And I would like to give you one," miserably."Only I can't. I didn't do it for any of the reasons you
think. It's too hard to explain."

 "It is even harder to understand. In fact,senorita,I do not understandyou. Gabriella is your friend,yet you
do not hesitate to involve her in your treachery. You are staying under Eduardo's roof,yet you feel no
remorse for repaying his hospitalityby forcing his wife to mislead him. You want to marry Ramon, yet you
disobey him, deceive himand disgrace him. How can you do that to someoneyou love?"

 The color began draining out of Katie's face andPadre Gregorio, noting her stricken expression,shook
his head in frustration. When he spoke againhis voice was strained, but gentler."Senorita,despite
everything, I cannot believe that you areeither selfish or heartless. You must have had somegood reason
for doing what you have; tell me so that I can understand."

 Speechless with misery, Katie could only look athim.
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 "Tell me!" he said, his face angry and bewildered. "Tell me that you love Ramon, andthat you did not
realize the village would gossip.I would believe that; I would even help you explainit to Ramon. Just say
that, and we will finish making the arrangements for your marriage rightnow."

 Katie's stomach was cramping painfully, but her pale face was composed. "I don't owe you any ex
planations, padre. And I will not discuss my feelingsabout Ramon with you, either."

 His bushy white eyebrows knitted together into athunderous scowl. Leaning back in his chair, he sub
jected Katie to a long penetrating stare. "You willnot speak of your feelings for Ramon, because youhave
no feelings for him   Is that it?"

 "I didn't say that!" Katie denied, but the convulsive clenching of her hands in her lap betrayedher inner
turmoil.

 "Can you say you love him?"

 Katie felt as if she were being torn to pieces byraging emotions she could neither understand norcontrol.
She tried to say the words he was waiting tohear, to give him the assurance he had a right to expect, but
she could not. All she could do was look athim in frozen silence.

 Padre Gregorio's shoulders drooped. When hespoke, the terrible despair in his voice made her feellike
bursting into tears. "I see," he said quietly."Feeling as you do, what kind of wife could youpossibly be to
Ramon?"

 "A good one!" Katie whispered fiercely.

 The intensity of her emotion seemed to stun him.He stared at her again, as if he were truly trying to
understand her. His gaze moved over her pale face,searching her blue eyes and discovering something in
their agonized depths that brought a puzzledgentleness to his voice. "Very well," he said softly."I will
accept that."

 This astonishing announcement had an equallyastonishing effect on Katie, who suddenly began to shake
from head to toe with an unexplainable mixture of relief and alarm.

 "If you tell me that you are prepared to fulfillyour duties as Ramon's wife, I will believe you. Areyou
willing to put his needs before your own, tohonor and respect his—"

 "Authority?" Katie provided tersely. "Don'tforget 'obey' him," she added mutinously as shestood up.
"Isn't that what you were going to ask?"

 Padre Gregorio also arose. "Suppose that Iwas?" he queried in a tone of cool curiosity. "Whatwould you
say?"

 "Exactly what any other woman with a brain, amouth and a backbone should say to such an outrageous
insulting suggestion! I will not,will notpromise obedience to any man. Animals and children obey, not
women!""Are you quite through,senorita?"Katie swallowed and nodded firmly."Then allow me to tell
you that I was not going to mention the word 'obey.' I was about to ask you ifyou were willing to respect
Ramon's wishes, not his authority. And for your information, I would have asked Ramon for exactly the
same commitments Iasked you to make."

 Katie's lashes shadowed her pale cheeks, hiding her acute embarrassment. "I'm sorry," she said in a
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small voice. "I thought—"

 "There is no need to apologize," Padre Gregoriosighed wearily. He turned and walked over to the
window that looked out on the little square and thechurch. "And you will not need to come back here
again," he added without looking at her. "I will letRamon know what I have decided."

 "Which is?" Katie managed.His jaw was set as he shook his head.

 "I want tothink about it quietly for a while before I decideanything."

 Katie ran her hand through her hair. "PadreGregorio, you can't prevent us from being married. If you
don't marry us, someone else will."

 His back stiffened. Turning slowly, he gave her alook that was both angry and amused. "Thank youfor
reminding me of my limitations,senorita. Iwould have been very disappointed in you if you hadnot found
some new way to antagonize me just before you leave, so that I will have the worst possibleopinion of
you."

 Katie looked at him in frustrated fury. "You arethe most self-important, self-righteous—!" Shedrew a
long, deliberate breath, trying to steady herself. "I don't happen to care what your opinion ofme is."

 Padre Gregorio inclined his head in an exaggerated bow. "Thank you again."

 Katie pulled upa handful of grass and irritably flung it away. She was sitting on a large flat rock,her back
supported against a tree, looking blindlyout across three miles of gently rolling hills and valleys. The sun
was setting in streaks of red and gold, but the view hadn't soothed her temper after this morning's meeting
with Padre Gregorio. Neither had six hours of shopping with Gabriella. A hundred yards off to her right,
the men working in the cottage were putting down their tools and leaving for dinner at their homes, after
which theywould return to finish their remaining tasks.

 Idly, Katie wondered where Ramon had been all day, but she was too frustrated and annoyed with
herself and that prying priest to give it muchthought. How dare that man question her motivesand
emotions, she thought, glowering ferociously atthe looming mountains.

 "I hope," drawled a deep, amused voice, "thatyou are not thinking of me with that expression onyour
face."

 Katie's head swung around in surprise, sending her glossy hair spilling over her right shoulder.Ramon
was standing less than a yard from her, his tall, broad-shouldered frame blocking the goldensunset. He
looked as if he had spent the day in theoffice of the cannery, and had merely removed hissuit coat,
unbuttoned the collar of his crisp white shirt, and turned the cuffs up on his tanned forearms. His black
brows were lifted slightly in inquiry,his gaze unwavering on her face.

 Katie gave him a plastic smile. "Actually, Iwas—"

 "Plotting a murder?" Ramon suggested dryly.

 "Something like that," Katie muttered.

 "Is the intended victim anyone I know?"
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 "Padre Gregorio," she admitted as she came toher feet.

 Gazing down at her from his daunting height,Ramon shoved his hands into his pants pockets. Theaction
stretched his white shirt over his muscular chest and wide shoulders, and Katie felt her pulse give a little
leap in answer to the sheer, powerfulmasculinity he emanated. However, his next words snapped her
attention back to the issue at hand.

 "I saw him in the village a few minutes ago,Katie. He does not want to marry us."

 Katie was perversely crushed that Padre Gregorio's contempt for her actually went that deep. Her
beautiful face flushed with indignation. "Did he tellyou why?"

 Unexpectedly, Ramon smiled; one of those sudden, devastating smiles that always took her breath
away. "Padre Gregorio seems to think that you lackcertain attributes that he feels are necessary to make
me a good wife."

 "Such as?" Katie demanded mutinously.

 "Meekness, docility and a respect for authority."

 Katie was torn between antagonism and guilt."What did you say?"

 "I told him that I wanted a wife, not a cockerspaniel."

 "And?"

 Ramon's black eyes glinted with laughter. "PadreGregorio thinks I would be better off with a cocker
spaniel."

 "Oh, is that right!" Katie retorted heatedly."Well if you ask me, that interfering old tyrantshows an
unnatural concern for your welfare!"

 "Actually, he is concerned aboutyour welfare,"Ramon said wryly. "He greatly fears that after wehave
been married a short time, I may be tempted tomurder you."

 Katie turned her back to him to hide her confusion and hurt. "Is what he thinks so important toyou?"

 Ramon's hands settled on her shoulders, gentlybut firmly drawing her back against him. "Youknow it is
not. But any delay in our marriage is important to me. If Padre Gregorio will not change hismind, I will
have to find a priest in San Juan tomarry us, and the banns will probably have to beread again. I want to
marry you on Sunday, Katie, and Padre Gregorio is the only one who can makethat possible. You know
that. Everything else is inreadiness. Work in the cottage will be finishedtonight, your parents already have
plane reservations for Saturday, and I have reserved a suite for them at the Caribe Hilton."

 Katie was vibrantly aware of his warm breath stirring her hair; of the intimate feeling of his hard,
muscular body pressing against her back and legs ashe continued: "Padre Gregorio has just left for Vie
ques Island. When he returns on Thursday I wantyou to talk to him and give him whatever reassurance
he needs."

 Katie's resistance began to crumble as he turnedher into his arms and covered her mouth with his."Will
you do that for me?" he murmured huskilywhen he broke the contact.
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 Katie gazed at his strong, sensual mouth. She raised her eyes and looked into those dark compelling
eyes of his, and the rest of her defenses disintegrated. He wanted her so badly, his thighs werealready
hardening against her. And she wanted himtoo—just as badly. "Yes," she whispered.

 His arms tightened fiercely as he claimed hermouth in a hungry searching kiss. When her lipsparted
eagerly to admit his tongue, he groaned withpleasure, and the sound struck some primitive response in
Katie. Unashamedly she met his passionwith her own, wanting to give him the same pleasurehe was
giving her. She kissed him as erotically as hekissed her, her hands convulsively sliding over hisback and
shoulders, her body arching to his.

 She gasped with dismay when he ended the kissand raised his head. Still shuddering with aftershocks of
desire, Katie opened her slumberous eyes.

 In the deepening dusk, his gaze held hers. "I loveyou," he said.

 Katie opened her mouth to speak and couldn't.Her stomach churned wildly, then clenched into an
agonizing knot. She tried to say "I love you" but thewords she had screamed again and again to David on
that hideous night long ago, stuck in her throat now, paralyzing her vocal cords. With a low, anguished
moan, she wrapped her arms around his neck andbegan kissing him with frenzied desperation, whileevery
muscle in his body was tensing to reject her.

 Pain ripped through Ramon like a hot jaggedknife. She didn't love him. God damn her! Shedidn't love
him.

 "I—I can't say it," she wept brokenly, clinging tightly to him, her body molded to his. "I can't saythe
words you want to hear. I just can't."

 Ramon stared at her, hating her and hating himself for loving her. Reaching up, he started to pull her
arms from around his neck, but Katie wildlyshook her head, tightening her hold, pressing evencloser to
him. Tears rushed from her beautiful blueeyes, sparkling on her long lashes, wetting hersmooth cheeks.
"Don't stop loving me," she pleaded fiercely, "just because I can't say the words yet.Please don't!"

 "Katie!" he said harshly. Her soft lips trembledat the cold rejection in his voice, and he gripped her
shoulders. He intended to free himself from herarms, to push her firmly away.

 Katie knew it. "Please don't," she whispered,and her voice broke.

  

 So did Ramon's restraint. With a groan, he drewher into his passionate embrace and smothered herlips
with his. She melted against him, the fire in herresponse igniting the flames deep within him."Katie," he
whispered achingly, tightening his arms as she kissed him with a blazing ardor beyond anything she had
ever shown him before. "Katie...Katie... Katie."

 She loved him, he knew it! He could feel it. Shemight not be able to say the words, but her bodywas
telling him she loved him. No woman alivecould give her body to a man the way Katie wasgiving him
hers, unless she had already given herheart.

 He moved her down into the grass, and even whilehe did, Katie's lips clung to his, her hands feverishly
caressing him. She was setting him on fire, and Ramon unbuttoned his shirt and pulled it off, willingto let
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himself be burned to ashes, so long as Katiewent up in flames with him.

 His hands dispensed with her blouse and bra, then luxuriated in the feel of her naked breasts swelling
eagerly against his palms. Bending over her, he captured her mouth, the driving rhythmic plunging ofhis
tongue boldly telling her what he wanted to do toher. And Katie welcomed the possessive invasion.

 His body felt like a furnace as he pulled her up tolie on top of him, his eyes devouring the sight of herpale
breasts crushed against the dark hair on hischest. "I'm starving for you," he whispered thickly."I want you
so much that I ache for you."He curved his hand around her nape, pulling hermouth down to his, and said
thickly. "Make meache more, Katie."

 She did. She kissed him with all her heart andbody, wringing a low, animal groan of pleasurefrom him as
she moved sinuously against his rigidarousal. Ramon clutched her tighter to him, wanting to absorb her
body into his, letting her drive him into agonies of desire before he finally rolled onto his side, taking her
with him.

 Katie's lashes flickered open. Ramon was breathing fast, his face hard and dark with passion. Shelifted
her lips to his, and he started to bend towardher, then checked himself. "Before this is over," hesighed
hoarsely, "you are going to drive me out ofmy mind."

 Katie expected him to finish what they had begun.Instead he laid back and stretched out beside her,
cradling her head in the curve of his arm and shoulder, keeping her close against his side while he stared
up at the night sky. Katie laid there, bewildered. Shecouldn't imagine why Ramon had suddenly stop
ped, unless he somehow thought it was what shewanted. But it wasn't what she wanted at all! Howcould
he think that when her whole body was yearning for his, when she wanted more than anything togive him
pleasure? She rolled onto her side, fully intending to take matters into her own hands. "If I dodrive you
out of your mind, it's your own fault,"Katie said, and before he could reply she began leisurely and
seductively tracing the outline of hisear with her tongue.

 His free hand crossed over to lightly grip herwaist, caressing it. His hand gripped her tighter andhe
shuddered with pleasure when she put her tongueinto the hollow crevice and sensuously explored it.
"Katie, stop it," he warned in a throaty growl. "OrI am going to do that to you."

 Undaunted,   Katie   continued   her   arousingexploration. "You already did," she breathed intohis ear,
"And I like it."

 "I like it too, that is why I want you to stop."

 Katie gathered all her courage together and leanedup on an elbow. For a moment she stared
thoughtfully at the shining silver chain and medal lying inthe dark mat of hair on his chest, then she lifted
herwide, questioning eyes to his. "Ramon," she said,tracing her fingertips down the chain, oblivious tothe
stirring effect this was having on him. "Has itoccurred to you that we don't have to stop?"

 Ramon captured her wayward hand, holding it toprevent its further tantalizing descent. "It has occurred
to me—" he murmured dryly, "—about twohundred times in the last ten minutes."

 "Then why are we? Stopping, I mean?"

 He turned his head and looked at the tiny starstwinkling shyly in the inky blue sky. "Because themen will
soon be returning from their eveningmeal." It was the truth, of course, but it wasn't thereason he was
holding back. If he could be absolutely certain Katie loved him, he would simply take hersomewhere
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else where, they could have privacy now.If he had been certain she loved him, he would havebeen
making love to her every day since they arrivedto Puerto Rico. If Katie loved him, then the physicalunion
of their bodies would strengthen and deepenthat love.

 But if all she felt for him was intense physical desire, if that was the only reason she was willing tomarry
him, then satisfying that desire before they were actually wed, would relieve the pressure thatwas driving
her to the altar. And that he would notrisk doing. Particularly not, he thought with bitterself-recrimination,
when for nine days he had beendeliberately arousing her passion to a fever pitchand keeping it there,
without any intention of fulfilling her desire and giving her release. He waspurposely feeding her sexual
appetite without eversatisfying her hunger. For that, she would have tomarry him first.

 From the moment he had taken her into his arms in St. Louis, there had been a tremendous physical
chemistry between them. He had recognized it then,and he had been exploiting it ever since. He was
ashamed of what he was doing to her. Katie trustedhim, and he was using her own desire as a weapon to
force her to marry him. But the weapon was adouble-edged sword, because he was physically torturing
himself by kissing and caressing her until theywere both wild, and then drawing back. Every timehe held
her it was sheer torment knowing that she was sweet and warm and willing to be taken, and then not
taking her.

 What sort of man was he to stoop to this sexualblackmail, Ramon wondered contemptuously. The
answer was as humiliating as the question: He wasthe sort of man who deeply loved a woman who ap
parently did not love him. Fiercely, his mind rejected that. Katie loved him! He could taste it on herlips.
By God, before they were married, she wouldadmit it! He would make her tell him she did.Or what?

 Closing his eyes, Ramon drew a deep, raggedbreath. Or he would have to let her go. His prideand
self-respect would never let him live with her, loving her like this, knowing that she didn't lovehim. He
couldn't bear the shame, or the pain, of anunrequited love.

 Beside him, Katie snuggled closer, rousing him from his reverie. "It is time to leave," he told her,
reluctantly sitting up. "Gabriella and Eduardo areexpecting us for dinner. They will wonder where weare."

 Katie flashed a wry smile at him as she pulled onher blouse and combed her fingers through her rum
pled hair. "Gabriella knows where we are. Eduardo will automatically assume that I've dragged you off
somewhere to try to seduce you. Where I'm concerned, Eduardo suspects the worst."

 Ramon eyed her with glinting amusement. "Eduardo is not worried that you might steal my virginity,
Katie. I lost it long ago—on the same nighthe lost his, as I recall.''

 Katie's pretty chin lifted in an attitude of well-bred disinterest, but her voice was tinged withjealousy,
which delighted Ramon, who had hopedfor just such a reaction. "How old were you then?"

 “None of your business,'' he laughed.
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 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 "Thank you again,"Katie called gaily, two days later. She wiped a smudge off her cheek, then waved
goodbye to Rafael, his wife and his sons, who hadbeen helping her clean the cottage, arrange furniture
and hang curtains all day yesterday and today. She watched Rafael's old truck clatter down the drive,
then turned to Gabriella who was tiredly pushingherself out of a chair.

 They had been working since dawn and it wasnow late afternoon. "Do you think Ramon will be
surprised?" Katie asked, her face wearing the sameexpression of happy exhaustion that she saw on
Gabriella's.

 "Will he be surprised?" Gabriella repeated, herdark eyes shining with merriment. "Two days ago,there
were workmen in here and the place was bare.Tonight when he sees it, every piece of furniture is inplace,
the bed is made and there are even candlesand linen placemats on the kitchen table. Ramonwill not be
able to believe his eyes!" Gabriella predicted.

 "I hope you're right," Katie said with a touch ofpride. "I told him this house could be pretty, but he
wouldn't believe me."

  

 "Pretty?" Gabriella said with a shake of her head as she picked up her purse and trailed to the front
door. "It is beautiful. You have a great talent for decorating, Katie."

  

 Looking at her, Katie thought of the endless milesthey had driven together, the frenetic shopping ex
peditions, the exhausting hours of searchingthrough shops. Through it all Gabriella had beencheerful and
supportive. "Gaby," Katie said softly, shaken by a deep surge of affection and gratitude, "you have a
great talent for being a friend."

 A smile lit Gabriella's features. "Strange, is itnot—this kinship between us? We have known eachother
for only eleven days, yet you are almost like asister to me."

 The two women, who had been sharing a bottle ofwine while they worked, smiled sheepishly at each
other, their faces flushed with drink and pleasure,then Gabriella turned and left.

  

 Katie picked up Gabriella's wineglass, drained thelast drops from her own, and glanced at her wrist-
watch; it was five o'clock. Last night she had madeRamon promise to come here straight from work,
which meant he ought to be arriving any time duringthe next half hour. In the kitchen she washed both
glasses and set them on the new white Formica counter top so they would be ready when Ramon came.

 Humming, she opened a cupboard and took outthe other bottle of red wine and the corkscrew. Ac
tually, she had already had enough wine.A littlemore than enough,she thought wryly. She was feeling
rather warm and over exhilarated. But, she reminded herself gaily, the completion of the housewas a very
good reason for celebration.

 She glanced around the kitchen. Cheerful and inviting, just as she had told Ramon it could be, she
decided proudly. Above the wainscoting, the wallswere covered in a bright green-and-white wallpaper.
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One wall displayed a collection of native wicker andstraw baskets of every size and shape, which Katie
had purchased for a fraction of what their pricewould have been in the States. All the cupboardshad been
stripped and repainted white, with an insetof wallpaper that matched the green and white onthe walls.

 She left the kitchen and wandered from room to room. In the bedroom, she paused to needlessly
smooth the handmade coverlet on the bed. It wassewn in large squares, each square a different pattern,
but each incorporating the basic colors of gold,white and brown. Gold curtains hung at the widewindows,
harmonizing and complementing the darkoak dresser and headboard, and the thick gold carpet that
partially covered the polished oak floor. Shestraightened the folds of the curtains so that theyhung
gracefully on either side of the windows. The room was perfect, she decided.

 And masculine.

 Katie pushed the unwanted thought aside and sauntered into the living room. She had spent aboutthree
thousand dollars of her own money, but it was worth it, she thought proudly. The rust-colored sofa with
its rolled arms and thick tufted back was positioned opposite two chairs upholstered in nubbycream and
rust threads. A broad expanse of sculptured cream carpeting stretched between them onthe polished
floor. The huge coffee table with itsburl-wood inlays and narrow brass trim had beenher biggest
extravagance, but when she had seen itshe couldn't resist it, or the matching lamp table between the two
chairs. Or was the antique hammeredbrass lamp her biggest extravagance? Katie couldn'trecall, but it
didn't matter anyway. The room, withits rough-textured cream curtains and long windows, was rich and
inviting and perfect.And masculine,a little voice whispered.Katie studiously ignored it and went into the
bathroom where she washed her face and brushedher hair. Her eyes were shining with expectation when
she looked at herself in the mirror above the new vanity. Or were her eyes just glassy from toomuch
wine? Katie shrugged and glanced around thebathroom. Had she gone too ultramodern here, she
wondered apprehensively. Since the bathroom fixtures were white, she had carried the theme into the
wallpaper, using a shiny white paper with bold re prints of newspapers printed on it. At the time shehad
thought herself clever; if Ramon got tired of theblack and red towels he could substitute another col or
for the red and it would seem like a whole newbathroom. She dried her hands on a red hand towel, then
carefully refolded it and placed it on the vanityatop the black one. The rest of the towels shouldhave
arrived at the store in the village by now. Tomorrow she would stop and pick them up after shesaw
Padre Gregorio.

  

 She cast a last glance over the bathroom, her headtipped consideringly to the side. It might be a littletoo
modernistic for the rest of the house, but it wascertainly vivid.And masculine.

 Katie finally admitted it—but if it were true, thensurely Ramon would be pleased. After all, he wasvery
masculine. She went over to the coffee table inthe living room and began rearranging the brightyellow and
orange flowers in the center.

 The maroon Rolls-Royce glided to a purring stopon the shoulder of the road a few feet beyond thedirt
track that led up to the cottage. Ramon glancedimpatiently at the long red canopy of blossoming
flamboyant trees, deliberating over having Garcia drive him to the front door of the cottage. He waseager
to see Katie, and he didn't want to take thetime to walk the two miles up the track. On the otherhand, if
Katie realized the chauffeur took him toand from work in the Rolls every day, she wouldnaturally ask
further questions. Questions he wouldhave to either refuse to answer, or answer with blatant lies. Out of
necessity he had misled her, but hewould not lie to her.

 "Wait for me at the usual place tomorrow morning," he instructed Garcia. Ramon opened his door and
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climbed out of the car, without waiting for the chauffeur to reply. He knew that tomorrow morning at
seven-thirty Garcia would be pulled over atthe side of the road, waiting around a blind curve ahalf-mile
from the village square. No questions asked, no explanations expected. Even though Garciawas no
longer being paid, the old man still insisted on driving Ramon. "We have been together a longtime, you
and I," Garcia had told Ramon at the airport the day Katie had come to Puerto Rico. Withsomber dark
eyes and great dignity he had added,"Until this car is sold, I will do for you what I havealways done."

 Walking up the track, Ramon thought of Garciawith mingled fondness and regret. If Ramon askedhim to
keep the motor running in front of a bankwhile he went in and robbed it, Garcia would do so without
hesitation. His reward for twenty years offaithful service was going to be unemployment—and a letter of
recommendation. Ramon wished hecould give him more than that. He deserved more.

 In the doorway of the cottage, Ramon stoppeddead; the day's worries and problems slipping away,
forgotten. Katie was here, in his house, waiting for him. Sunlight streamed in the window, bathing herin a
golden halo of light as she bent over somethingin the living room, rearranging sprigs of vibrant wildflowers
in an earthenware bowl.

 A feeling of deep contentment seeped throughhim, spreading its warmth through his veins. Howstrange
that he had supposedly been one of the"richest" men in the world, yet he had never hadthis to come home
to, never experienced this feelingbefore. He had come home to mistresses and servants, in mansions,
penthouse apartments and villasby the sea. But he had never found this exquisite feeling of peace waiting
for him—because he hadnever really come "home" at all. Katie was home.

  

 People had envied him before; now they would pity him because he had lost his wealth. How incredib
ly stupid! Now he had Katie, and Katie made himvery rich. This beautiful angel with the red gold hairand
laughing blue eyes was going to bear his children and share his days and nights. She was everything that
had always been missing from his life. Shewas joy.

 Very quietly and without emphasis, Ramon said,"I love you, Katie."

 She whirled around, a smile lighting up her face. "Well?" she beamed at him. "What do you think?" Arms
outstretched she turned in a circle, watchinghim expectantly over her shoulder.

 Ramon knew she had heard him, and his heart sank at her lack of response, but he let it pass. "Ithink
you are beautiful," he said running his appreciative glance over the bright green velour top that left her
midriff bare, and the matching shortsthat revealed her long shapely legs.

 Katie rolled her eyes. "Not about me! About thehouse, the furniture, everything...."

 For the first time, Ramon looked at something besides Katie. What he saw dumbfounded him. "How
did you manage to buy all this with the money I gaveyou? I never meant for you to have to stretch it so
far. I intended to give you more when you said youwere ready to look for furniture."

 Her face fell. "Don't you like it?"

 "Like it?" he grinned. "I have not even looked at it yet. But how—"

 "Stop thinking about the money. I happen to be aterrific bargain hunter," Katie said, linking herhand
through his arm, and leading him from roomto room.
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 Ramon's reaction puzzled Katie. She could tellthat he liked what she had purchased, and that hewas
pleased. He was lavish with his praise and hispraise was genuine, yet something was botheringhim.

 She did not have long to wait to discover what itwas. The kitchen was the last room on her guidedtour.
When Ramon had finished inspecting it, hewalked over to the counter top where she had putout the wine.
Katie watched him, admiring the wayhis long, capable fingers dealt with the corkscrew,deftly uncorking
the bottle. "Well?" she said expectantly. "Now that you've seen the whole house,what do you think?"

 "I think it is extremely attractive," he said, pouring wine into both glasses. He handed one to her. "Are
you planning to live here?"

 The question stunned her into momentary silence,then she said, "Yes."

 "For how long?" he asked dispassionately.The wine she had drunk was making her feelfoggy.

 "Why are you asking me these questions?"

 "Because there are two bedrooms in this house,"he said, watching her intently. "The second one, as Iam
sure you know, is meant for children. Yet you went to a great deal of trouble to furnish it with ahandsome
desk for me, bookcases and one overstuffed chair. Not two chairs. You intended that roomto be used
by me alone, not by both of us and not byour children. Your apartment was filled with plants,yet there is
not one plant in this house. Your bedroom was extremely feminine, yet—"

 "Plants?" Katie blinked at him, her emotionsveering from alarm to mirth. "I didn't even thinkof plants! I'll
give you plants for a wedding present!" she decided promptly.

 "And will you give me children?" he asked, hisface impassive.

 "Not," Katie quipped, "for a wedding present.Think of the gossip!"

 Ramon's gaze swerved from the faint flush on her high cheekbones to the empty wine bottle beside the
one he had just opened. "How much of that bottle did you drink?"

 "A little more than half," she declared ratherproudly. "Gabriella drank the rest."

 Ramon felt like shaking her. Instead, he walkedover to the wide windows at the corner of the kitchen.
Tipping his glass up, he drank deeply, thenstared out at the panoramic view. "Why do youwant to marry
me, Katie?"

 Katie saw the tension in his shoulders, the taut-ness in his profile, and desperately tried to keepthings
light. "Because you're tall dark and handsome!" she teased.

 The brief, sidelong smile he sent her was withouthumor. "Why else do you want to marry me?"

 "Oh, the usual reasons people get married thesedays," she joked. "We like the same movies, we—"

 "Stop playing games with me!" he snapped. "I asked you why you want to marry me."

 Panic jolted through Katie's entire nervoussystem; her heart began to race wildly. "I—" Shetried to
speak and couldn't. She knew Ramon wanted her to say she loved him, and that he wantedto hear her
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make a final, irrevocable commitment tomarry him. Katie could do neither. Afraid not tospeak, yet
unable to say anything that would satisfyhim, Katie could only look at him in mute misery.

 In the electrified silence that crackled betweenthem, she could feel Ramon mentally withdrawingfrom
her, and when he finally spoke there was aharsh bitter finality in his words that thoroughlyalarmed her.
"We will not speak of it again," hesaid.

 In heavy silence they walked back to Gabriella's.Katie tried to cloak herself in the comforting glow ofthe
wine she had consumed, but she was feelingmore apprehensive with every step. Instead of coming in for
dinner, Ramon stopped at the front door,briefly touched his lips to her forehead, and said"Goodnight."

 There was an ominous ring to that, Katie thought.It sounded more like goodbye than good-night.
"Are—are you coming over to see me before youleave for work in the morning?"

 He turned on the step and looked at her, his faceutterly unreadable. "I am not going to work tomor
row."

 "Then will I see you after I meet with Padre Gregorio? I thought I'd go over to his house first thing inthe
morning. Then I was going to go up to the cottageto take care of some things that need to be done.''

 "I will find you," he said.

 "Ramon," she said, afraid to let him leave in thismood, "I don't think you were very enthusiastic
about—about the cottage. Didn't you like it?"

 "I apologize," he said politely. "You did an excellent job. It suits me perfectly."

 Although he'd put no emphasis on the wordme, Katie noticed he avoided using the wordus. Shedidn't
know what to say to him in this distant, coolly courteous mood. She opened the door. "Well,good
night."

 Ramon stared at the door she had just closed,while bitterness and pain rose like bile in this throat.He
walked aimlessly for hours thinking about thepast two days. For two days he had waited for her tosay
she loved him. He had teased her and laughed with her and made her moan with passion in hisarms, but
not even in her most heated moment hadshe responded to his "I love you." She would kisshim or smile at
him, placate him like an infatuated little boy, but she would not say it back.

 The moon was high in the sky when he returned tohis temporary room in Rafael's house. He stretched
out on the bed and stared at the ceiling. He had asked her for honesty, and she was being honest. She
was refusing to claim an emotion that she didn'tfeel. It was as simple as that.

 God! How could she not love him, when he lovedher so damned much.

 Katie's image danced before him: Katie comingup the hill toward him with that graceful leggy walkof
hers and the breeze teasing her glorious hair;Katie looking at him, her deep blue eyes sparklingwith
laughter or dark with concern because he looked tired.

 Ramon closed his eyes, trying to postpone the moment when he would have to make a decision, but it
was no use. The decision had already been made. Hewas going to have to send her home. He would
sendher home tomorrow. No, not tomorrow, the nextday. He had to keep her with him one more day.
and one more night. Just one more. One more dayto watch her moving around the cottage, to memorize
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the way she looked in each room—so that hecould remember her there when she was gone. Onemore
night to make love to her in the bedroom shehad decorated for him, to join his ravenous bodywith hers
and lose himself in her. He would lavishher senses with every exquisite pleasure a man couldgive a
woman, make her moan with delight and cryout with rapture, and then bring her again and againto
shuddering ecstasy.

 One day and one night to accumulate memories:memories that would bring him as much torment asthey
would pleasure, but it didn't matter. He had tohave them.

 And then he would send her home. She would berelieved, he knew that now. He had always known it.
Whatever her reasons for agreeing to marry himhad been, she was never entirely committed to the idea.
If she were, she would not have decorated herfuture home as a handsome bachelor retreat withouta trace
of her own personality.

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 Padre Gregorio greeted Katiewith politereserve when the housekeeper showed her into hisoffice the
next morning. He waited for her to takea seat, then sat down behind his desk.

 Katie tried to match his composed expression."Ramon said that you feel I lack meekness, docility and
respect for authority."

 "I said that, yes." He leaned back in his chair."Do you disagree?"

 Katie slowly shook her head, a smile touchingher lips. "Not at all. In fact, I consider it agreat
compliment." When his expressiondidn't alter, she hesitated, and then continued. "Obviously you don't
see it that way. You toldRamon that was the reason you didn't want tomarry us."

 "Would you have preferred that I tell him themain reason—that the woman he loves does notlove him?"

 Katie's long, tapered fingernails dug into herpalms. "I didn't say—"

 "Senorita Connelly!" he interrupted in a low,controlled voice. "We are not going to waste anymore time
waltzing each other around in circles thatmore time waltzing each other around in circles that go nowhere.
You are looking for a way to avoid thismarriage, and I have given it to you."

 Katie was stricken. "How can you possibly say a thing like that?"

 "Because it is true. I sensed it from our firstmeeting. When I asked you how long you haveknown
Ramon, you told me 'only' two weeks. Youdeliberately led me to think you are the sort ofwoman who
frequentscantinas in the hope of meeting men, men whom you let publicly caressyou in parking lots. You
are nothing of the kind,senorita,and we both know it."

 He held up an imperious hand to silence Katie'soutburst. "It is too late for that now. There areother
reasons I believe what I do: I told you that if you would simply say you love Ramon, we wouldfinalize the
marriage plans. If you really wanted to marry him, you would have said it whether it wastrue or not, so
that I would agree to the ceremony."When I told you that, instead, I would acceptyour word that you
intended to make Ramon agood wife, your face turned as white as a sheet. Ten seconds later you
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jumped up and accused meof trying to make you promise to respect hisauthority and obey him."

 Katie's gaze dropped to her lap. She rubbed her moist palms against her knees. "There's nothing I can
say to prove you're wrong, is there?"

 "You do not want to prove I am wrong,senorita.In your heart, you want to avoid this marriage." Hetook
off his glasses and wearily rubbed the bridge ofhis nose. "Perhaps you are afraid of commitment,of giving
your love. I do not know. But I do knowthis—when Ramon realizes that you can give himonly your
body, and not your heart, he will not besatisfied. No man with any pride will let himselfcontinue to care
deeply for someone who does not care for him. Ramon's love for you will wither anddie, because he will
make certain that it does; he willkill it himself. When that happens, he must be free to find another, and to
marry if he chooses. Knowing all of this, I cannot, I will not bind him to youfor the rest of his life with the
unbreakable ties of Holy Matrimony."

 Katie's eyes were burning with tears she refused toshed, and there was a lump in her throat the size of a
boulder as he finished: "It would be best for both ofyou if you went back to the States immediately. Ifyou
lack the courage and decency to do that, thenlive with him in sin or marry him in a civil ceremony.I cannot
stop you. I have given you a way out ofthis, I expect you to give Ramon a way out, too—donot bind him
to you in the church."

 Katie stood up stiffly. "And that's your final decision?"

 It seemed to take Padre Gregorio forever to rise tohis feet. "If you must phrase it that way, yes, it ismy
final decision. I will leave it to you to tellRamon." His blue eyes turned almost sympathetic. "Do not feel
guilty because you cannot love him,senorita.Ramon is the sort of man who is attractiveto women. Many
have loved him in the past; therewill be many who will love him in the future, and bemore than eager to be
his wife."

 Katie's head was proudly erect, but her eyes wereswimming with tears. "I don't feel guilty, I feelfurious!"
Turning on her heel she walked to thedoor.

 Padre Gregorio's voice sounded incredibly sad."Senorita...."

 Katie kept her face averted, unwilling to give himthe satisfaction of seeing her cry. "Yes?"

 "God bless you."

 The tears clogging her throat prevented Katiefrom answering. She opened the door and walkedout.

 Katie drove up to the cottage, half-blinded with tears of humiliation and fear. Padre Gregorio was right.
She had been looking for a way out—no, nota way out, a way to gain more time. "Damn you,David!"
she whispered thickly. This awful mess shewas making of her life was his fault. Even dead hewas haunting
her; literally haunting her. It wasbecause of him that she couldn't overcome thisslumbering panic that she
might be making the samemistake twice.

 Once before she had married a man who her owninstinct had warned her wasn't what he appeared to
be. Now she wanted to marry another man and shefelt that way again. She couldn't shake that feeling.

 She pulled up in front of the little storybook cottage and let herself inside, relieved that Ramonwasn't
there. She didn't want to have to explain her ravaged face. How would she? How could she say,there is
something about you that is scaring me,Ramon.
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 Katie wandered into the kitchen and methodically spooned coffee into the new percolator she had
purchased. When it was made she poured it into a mugand carried it over to the kitchen table. With her
hands wrapped around the hot mug, she gazed outat the terraced hills stretching in two directions, letting
the magnificent view quiet her rioting emotions.

 She thought back to the way she had felt aboutDavid before they were married. Some intuition,some
instinct, had warned her that David Caldwell was not the man he wanted her to believe he was.She
should have listened to herself.

 And now she wanted to marry Ramon—and every instinct she possessed was telling her that he was not
the man he wanted her to believe he was, either.

 Katie rubbed her fingertips against her temples.Never had she felt so afraid and confused. Therewas no
time left to stall. Either she was going to ignore her instinctive fears and marry Ramon, or she had to go
back to the States.

 The thought of leaving him made her almostphysically ill. She adored him!

 She loved his dark eyes and dazzling smile, thereassuring strength in his firmly chiseled features,and the
quiet authority in the line of his jaw. He was six feet three inches of taut, powerful muscle, yet he was
gentle and tender with her. In height, he dwarfed her own five feet six inches, yet being with himmade
her feel protected and cherished, not threatened and insignificant.

 By nature, he was a dominating male, virile and self-assured, while she was stubborn and independent.
She ought to resent him for wanting to confineher to the role of wife and mother, but she didn't. Theidea
of being his wife filled her with joy, and thethought of bearing his children thrilled her. Shewould gladly
clean his house and cook his meals in return for being held in those strong arms of his at night.He wanted
her to accept a form of sexual bondage, commit her body and her life into his keeping.In return, he
would be her lover, provider and father to her children. Katie shamefully admitted to herselfthat it was
what she wanted, too. It might be un-American and unemancipated, but it seemed soright, so fulfilling. At
least for her.

 Katie stared at her hands lying limply in her lap. Ramon was everything she could ever want: an in
telligent, sensitive, sexy man who loved her.Except he wasn't real.

 He wasn't what he wanted her to believe he was.She didn't know why she felt that way, or what was
wrong, but the feeling wouldn't leave her.

 Ramon pulled Rafael's carto a stop in front ofthe general store and climbed out. Eduardo openedthe
passenger door. "I will go in with you. Gabriellaasked me to buy some milk."

 "What?" Ramon said absently.

 "I said—" Eduardo Shook his head in exasperation. "Never mind. You have not heard a word Ihave
said all morning. Getting married is affecting your hearing, my friend."

  

 "I am not getting married," Ramon said grimly, leaving Eduardo gaping at him as he shoved openthe door
and walked into the store. In contrast tothe heat outside, the crowded little store was cool.Ignoring
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Eduardo's staggered look, as well as theten customers who were all staring at him with avidcuriosity,
Ramon selected several cigars, then carried them over to the counter where two salesclerkswere waiting
on customers. Eduardo put the container of milk on the counter beside Ramon's cigars and said in a low
voice.

 "Are you joking?"Ramon glanced at him.

 "I am not joking."A pretty little Puerto Rican girl waiting on a huge woman who was exchanging an
apron, saw Ramonand her face brightened. She asked the other clerk, amiddle-aged man, to take care
of the refund andstepped over to the line that had formed behindRamon and Eduardo.

 "Senor Galverra," she beamed, speaking in Spanish. "Do you remember me? Iam Maria Ramirez. I
used to have pigtails when Iwas little and you used to pull them and tell me thatI was going to be pretty
when I grew up."

 "I was right," Ramon said with an effort at asmile.

 "I am engaged to be married to Juan Vega now," she said, still smiling as she reached beneath thecounter
and pulled out a large package wrapped in white paper and tied with strings. "These are thetowels
Senorita Connelly ordered for you. Do youwant to take them with you?"

 "Fine," Ramon said with a curt nod. Reachinginto the back pocket of his Levi's, he pulled out hiswallet
and glanced at the sales slip. "You onlycharged me for the cigars, Maria. How much are thetowels?"

 "Senorita Connelly has already paid for themwith her credit card," she reassured him.

 Ramon tried not to sound as impatient as he felt."There must be some mistake."

 "Mistake?" Maria repeated. "I do not think so,but I will look." She cut the string and tore open thewhite
paper. A pile of thick, fluffy red and blacktowels spilled onto the counter. Behind him and beside him,
Ramon felt the villagers pressing imperceptibly closer to get a better view of the contentsof the package.
"Here is the charge-account receiptand these are the sales tickets," Maria said as shepulled them from
between two towels. "No, there is no mistake. Senorita Connelly paid for these towelswith her charge
account at the same time she paidfor everything she took with her a week ago. See, itis all here on the
sales slips, included in the five-hundred-dollar total. She paid for a toaster, percolator, dishes, pots and
pans, glasses in severalsizes, a blender, a rotary mixer, kitchen utensils andall these other items.''

 The old man beside Ramon poked him slyly in theribs. "You are a lucky man, Ramon. Yournoviawants
you to have only the best. Not only is she beautiful, she is very generous, too, eh?"

 "Wrap up the towels," Ramon snapped at Mariain a low, savage voice.

 Maria paled at the look on his face and beganclumsily and hastily pulling the edges of the papertogether.
"Here—here are Senorita Connelly'sduplicate bills, each for one-half the amount shespent," she
stammered, her eyes recoiling fromRamon's murderous expression as she handed him the slips. "Senora
Alverez," she glanced apprehensively at a furious Eduardo as she spoke his wife's name, "explained that
I do not have to prepareduplicate bills this way, unless Senorita Connelly pays in cash, but I—I do it
anyway."

 She shoved the package toward Ramon as if itwere hot, and her voice dropped to a panicked whisper.
"That way, I never forget."
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 Ramon's tone was glacial. "I am certain thatSenorita Connelly has appreciated your help,Maria."
Everyone hastily backed out of his path ashe strode out of the store with fury raging in everypurposeful
stride.

 Eleven villagers watched the door slam behindRamon and then Eduardo. In unison they turned tostare at
each other, their faces reflecting a varietyof reactions from alarm to satisfaction. Only oneoccupant of the
store was oblivious to what hadjust taken place—an Englishman who did notunderstand Spanish. He
cleared his throat politely and shifted the parcels in his arms, but he was ignored.

 Maria was the first to speak. She looked aroundat the others, her soft brown eyes wide and strickenas
she whispered, "What did I do wrong?"

 The middle-aged man, who was the other sales-clerk, regarded her dryly. "Maria, you have justgiven
Senorita Connelly more 'help' than I think shewanted."

 The old man who had gibed Ramon about hisnovia'sgenerosity slapped his thigh and cackledgleefully. "I
told you Galverra didn't know what thegirl was doing. I told you!" His weathered face creased into a
satisfied grin as he looked at hisneighbors. "Told you he'd never live off a womaneven if he was starving."
Smugly he added, "Heought to take a stick to her!''

 "I will come back for the other apron," the enormous woman said as she headed for the door.

 "Where are you going, Rosa?" her friend calledafter her.

 "To offer up a prayer in church."

 "For the American girl?" one of the ladies asked,laughing.

 "No, for Gabriella Alverez."

 "Ought to take a stick to her, too," the old manannounced.

 When she heard Ramoncome in, Katie stood upand made a great pretense of rearranging the strawplace
mats on the kitchen table. It was crazy how herspirits soared at the mere sound of his voice callingher
name.

 "Here are the rest of the towels you ordered," he said, dropping the package carelessly on the table."The
girl at the store said they had already beenpaid for. Is this coffee still fresh?" he asked as hewent over and
poured some into a mug.

 Katie smiled at him over her shoulder and noddedas she pulled the bunched towels out of the wrapping
and began refolding them.

 "I still cannot imagine how you managed to buyall this with the money I gave you," he remarked.

 "I told you," Katie said brightly. "I'm a fantasticbargain hunter."

 "You are also a liar."

 Katie spun around, feeling a prickling of fear thatescalated to panic the moment she looked at him. In
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contrast to the deadly quiet of his voice, Ramon'sface was a mask of savage fury.

 "How much of your money have you spent?"

 Katie's mouth went dry. "Very little. A—a hundred dollars."

 His eyes slashed her like razors. "I asked you howmuch!" he repeated in a terrible voice.

 "Two—two hundred."

 "Lie to me just once more," he warned silkily,"and I will make your first husband seem like asaint."

 The threat made Katie almost sick with fright."About three thousand dollars."

 The next question hit her like a whip. "Why?"

 "BecauseI...didn't want to feel obligated tomarry you."

 Naked pain sliced across his features in the instantbefore his whole body went rigid, tensing against it.
"Garcia will take you to the airport at two o'clocktomorrow afternoon. He will have a check with himto
reimburse you for what you have spent. There is noneed for you to make any explanations to Gabriella
and Eduardo; they already know you are leaving."

  

 Katie was breathing in shallow, suffocatedbreaths. "You're actually going to send me back justbecause I
bought some things for the house?"

 "Because I told you not to do it," he corrected herscathingly.

 "And just—just for that? For—for disobeyingyou?" Katie felt as if she had been physically beaten.Her
mind couldn't seem to absorb the shock. Hemust be insane; the man she had thought she knewcould
never, never do this. Not for such a small thing.

 She started slowly toward the door on legs thatfelt wooden. As she passed Ramon, she glanced athim,
her eyes dark with pain and disillusionment. "Just for that," she murmured and numbly shookher head.
"Don't!" she cried out as his hands spunher around and brought her crashing into the wall ofhis chest.

 His eyes glittered down at her from a face thatwas white with rage. "You are nothing but an eagerbody
and an empty heart," he gritted viciously."Did you think I was so desperate for your bodythat I would
accept the temporary loan of it and call it a marriage?" He flung her away from him as if hecouldn't bear
to touch her, and strode to the doorway, where he turned, his voice murderous. "If youhave not cashed
the check Garcia gives you withinfourteen days, I will have everything in this housecarried outside and set
on fire."

 Katie snapped the locks shuton the last piece ofher luggage and carried it to the open bedroomdoor,
setting it down beside the other five pieces.

  

 There was nothing more to do tonight except sleep. She sat down on her bed in Gabriella's spare bed
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room and listlessly looked around. She had wanted time—now she had it. She had the rest of her life
ahead of her to wonder whether she had thrownaway her chance for glorious happiness, or escapedfrom
another nightmare of a marriage. Katie glanced up at the mirror, and the grief-stricken face thatlooked
back at her was a perfect reflection of her inner feelings.

 Gabriella was asleep, and Eduardo had gone outimmediately after dinner. Katie shuddered just re
membering that ominous meal. Not one word hadbeen spoken by anyone. Eduardo had eaten infurious
silence and Gabriella, who was as pale asdeath, kept giving Katie pitiful little smiles of sympathy and
reassurance in between muffled snifflingnoises. Katie, who was incapable of swallowingpast the lump in
her throat, had carefully avoidedEduardo's  thunderous  gaze  and  looked  withhelpless apology at poor
Gabriella. When the mealwas over, Eduardo had shoved his chair back,stood up and glared wrathfully at
Katie. "I congratulate you," he said between clenched teeth."You have managed to destroy a very great
man. Not even his own father succeeded when he tried,but you did." Then he turned on his heel and
stalked out.

 Katie glanced automatically at the plastic clockbeside the bed when she heard the front door open and
close. Eduardo's heavy footsteps were comingtoward her bedroom. Hastily she swiped at hercheeks
with her fingertips, then glanced up to see Eduardo looming in the doorway. Her chin came upin weak
defiance as he stalked over to the bed whereshe was sitting.

 Thrusting a large leather-bound photographalbum at her, he said coldly, "This is the man whomyou have
reduced to the level of a beggar in the eyesof this village."

 Numbly Katie took the album from him.

 "Open it," he snapped. "It belongs to Rafael andhis wife. They want you to see it before you leave."

 Katie swallowed. "Is Ramon there with them?"

 "No," Eduardo said curtly.

 When he left, Katie opened the album. It was not filled with snapshots: it was filled with dozens and
dozens of magazine and newspaper clippings. Hereyes riveted on the first one, and her hand began to
tremble violently as she lifted the plastic-coveredpage. It was a newspaper photograph of Ramonstanding
in front of a dozen microphones as he addressed the World Business Conference in Geneva,
Switzerland. "Oh, God," she whispered. "Oh, myGod."

 Snatches of copy flew out of her; pictures ofRamon in a hundred different poses assailed hersenses.
Ramon, his handsome face very grave as hespoke to a gathering of Arab oil sheikhs; Ramon,lounging
back in his chair at a conference table withinternational business leaders; Ramon, with hisbriefcase in
hand, boarding a jet airliner with thename "Galverra International" emblazoned on theside.

  

  

 Katie tried to read the articles, but her whirlingmind could only absorb phrases:

 Noted for his genius as a negotiator, Galverra was responsible for the acquisitionsthat elevated Galverra
International tothe status of a financial empire.. .Fluentin Spanish, French, Italian, English andGerman..
.Graduate of Harvard University. . .Master's degree in business administration.. .Masterminded
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mergers all over theglobe.. .An innately private man who resentsthe intrusion of the press into his personal
life....

 There were shots of Ramon in a tuxedo, gambling at a casino in Monte Carlo while a dazzlingblonde
smiled adoringly at him, Ramon leaning against the railing of his huge ocean-going yacht,the breeze ruffling
his hair.

 Many of the other pictures testified to hisreported refusal to admit the press into his personal life, for
they were fuzzy and obviouslytaken from very far away with some sort of speciallens.

 It was all there, including the beginning of theend. There were pictures of half-completedskyscrapers in
Chicago and St. Louis, along withstories about the corporation suffering staggeringfinancial losses in Iran.

 Katie closed the album and wrapped her armsaround it, clutching it protectively to her heart.

  

 She laid her cheek against the binding, andher body shook with harsh wracking sobs. "Oh,darling, why
didn't you tell me?" she chokedbrokenly.

  

  

 CHAPTER NINETEEN

 Garcia carried the lasttwo pieces of her luggageout to the Rolls, and Katie turned to Gabriella, whowas
hovering despondently in the living room. "Iam so sorry," Gabriella whispered as Katie hugged her
goodbye. "So very sorry."

 Eduardo stepped forward and stiffly offered hishand. "Have a good flight," he said, his attitudemore
coldly aloof than it had ever been.

 Garcia opened the door to the Rolls, and Katiegot in. She looked at the sumptuous white leather in
terior with its gold-trimmed gadgetry that had once delighted her. This was Ramon's car, of course,Katie
realized with a fresh stab of sorrow. Nowonder he had looked so bleak when she had been enchanted
with it—he was losing the car. He waslosing everything—even her.

 Realizing that Garcia hadn't closed the dooryet, she glanced up at him. He reached into thepocket of his
black uniform and extracted a bankdraft. Katie stared at it in dumb misery. It was forthirty-five hundred
dollars—five hundred dollarsmore than she had spent. Apparently Ramonhadn't even believed her when
she was telling thetruth.

 Katie felt sick. Most of what she was being blamed for wasn't even her fault! If only Ramon hadn'ttried
to pass himself off to her as an ordinaryfarmer, she wouldn't have been so suspicious and afraid to marry
him. She wouldn't have felt she hadto pay for half of everything. None of this wouldhave ever happened.
But it had happened. She hadshamed and humiliated him, and he was sending heraway.

 Sending her away, she thought as the car pulleddown Gabriella's driveway. What was the matterwith
her, letting Ramon send her away like this!This wasn't the time to start being obedient. Itwasn't the time
to be frightened and intimidated, either, but she was. With a shiver of terror Katieremembered the raging
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fury in his expression yesterday, the murderous wrath in every carefully enunciated word he said to her.
But most of all, she remembered his threat: "Lie to me one more time,and I will make your first husband
look like asaint!" In that moment, he had looked enragedenough to do it.

 Katie bit her lip, desperately trying to find enoughcourage to ask Garcia to take her to Ramon so that
she could explain. Shehad to go to him. Frantically,she told herself that Ramon wouldn't do the things
to her David had. Ramon didn't know what he wasthreatening her with when he said that. Anyway, she
was not going to lie to him, so he would have noreason—

 It was no use, Katie realized. She wanted to go tohim, to explain, but she couldn't face his rage alone.
Irrational or not, she was terrified of physicalviolence.

 She needed someone to go with her to confront him.Katie's hands began to tremble with a combination
ofpanic and determination. There was no one here tohelp her, and it was already too late. Ramon hated
herfor what she had done. No, heloved her. And if hedid, he couldn’t possibly stop loving her this easily.

 He had to listen to her, Katie thought feverishly asthe maroon Rolls glided through the village and
stopped to allow a group of tourists to cross thestreet. Dear God, someone had to make him listen! Just
then, Katie saw Padre Gregorio crossing the square from his little house to the church, his darkrobes
billowing in the gentle afternoon breeze. He glanced toward the car, saw her face through the window,
and slowly turned away. Padre Gregoriowould never help her....Or would he?

 The Rolls was already picking up speed. Katiecouldn't find the button to open the communicating
window. She knocked on it and called"Stop—;Parese!"but only the merest flicker ofGarcia's eyes in the
rearview mirror told her he had even heard her. Obviously, Ramon had instructedGarcia to put her on a
plane, and he meant to dojust that. She tried the door handle but it was electronically locked.

 In inspired desperation, she covered her mouthwith her hand and cried, "Please stop, I am going tobe
sick."

 That got results! In a flash Garcia was out of thecar, opening her door and helping her out.

 Katie jerked her arm loose from the amazed old man who thought he was helping her. "I'm better now,"
she called, running across the square toward the church, toward the one man who had once offered to
help her explain to Ramon. She darted aglance over her shoulder, but Garcia was waiting beside the
car, apparently under the impression thatshe was having some seizure of religious fervor.

 At the top of the stone steps Katie hesitated,her stomach tightening with dread. Padre Gregoriohad
nothing but contempt for her now; he wouldnever help her. He had told her flatly to go back tothe States.
She made herself push open the groaning oak door and step into the cool candle-litdarkness.

 She scanned the altar and the little decorativealcoves where candles flickered in small red glassholders,
but the priest wasn't there. And then shesaw him, not performing some task as she had expected, but
sitting all alone at the front of thechurch in the second pew. His white head was bent,even his shoulders
were bent, in a posture of abjectdespair, or devout prayer, Katie wasn't certainwhich.

 Her footsteps faltered, and her meager reservoirof courage went dry. He would never help her. In his
way, Padre Gregorio disliked her as much as Eduardo did, and for more and better reasons. Turning,
Katie started back down the aisle.

 "Senorita!"Padre Gregorio's sharp, imperative voice cracked out like a whip, making her wholebody
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stiffen.

  

 Slowly, Katie turned and faced him. He was standing in the center of the aisle now, looking morestern
than she had ever seen him.

 Katie swallowed past the raw ache in her throat,and tried to drag air through the thick ropes of tension
in her chest. "Padre Gregorio," she said in aragged, pleading voice. "I know what you mustthink of me,
and I don't blame you, but I neverunderstood until last night why it would be so humiliating for Ramon to
have me paying for things, especially in the village. Yesterday, Ramon discovered what I have been
doing, and he was furious.I—I've never seen anyone so furious in my life." Her voice dropped to a
suffocated whisper. "He'ssending me back home."

 She searched his austere face, hoping for somesign of empathy or compassion, but he was staringat her
with narrowed piercing eyes. "I—I don'twant to go," she choked. She lifted her hand in ahelpless,
beseeching gesture, and to Katie's utterhorror, tears flooded her eyes and began racingdown her cheeks.
Too humiliated to even look athim, Katie tried unsuccessfully to brush away thetorrent of tears streaming
down her face. "I want to stay here with him," she added fiercely.

 The priest's voice was a gentle whisper. "Why,Katherine?"

 Katie's head snapped up in amazement. He hadnever called her "Katherine" before, and she was almost
as stunned by that as she was by the incredible tenderness in his voice. Through a haze of tearsshe
stared at him. He was walking toward her, a smile slowly dawning across his features and illuminating his
whole face.

 He stopped in front of her and prodded gently,"Tell me why, Katherine."

 The warmth and approval in his smile began tomelt the icy misery in Katie's heart. "I want to stay
because I want to marry Ramon—I don't want toavoid the marriage anymore," Katie admitted with
childlike candor. Her voice gained strength as shecontinued, "I promise you I'll make him happy. Iknow I
can. And he—he makes me very happy."

 Padre Gregorio's smile positively beamed, and to Katie's profound joy and relief he began asking her the
same questions he had tried to ask her on Monday. "Will you put Ramon's needs before yourown?"

 "Yes," Katie whispered.

 "Will you commit yourself entirely to this marriage, putting its success ahead of all other prioritiesin your
life?"

 Katie nodded emphatically.

 "Will you honor Ramon and respect his wishes?"

 Katie nodded vigorously and added, "I'll be themost perfect wife you've ever seen."

 Padre Gregorio's lips twitched. "Will you obeyhim, Katherine?"

 Katie looked at him accusingly. "You said you weren't going to ask me to promise that.''
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 "And if I did ask you?"

 Katie briefly weighed the beliefs of a lifetimeagainst her entire future. She looked right intoPadre
Gregorio's eyes and said, "I would promise."

 His eyes lit with laughter. "Actually, I was onlyinquiring about that.''

 Katie breathed a sigh of relief. "Good, becauseI'd never have kept the promise."

 Imploringly shesaid, "Now will you marry us?"

 "No."

 He said it so kindly that for a moment Katiethought she had misunderstood him. "No?" sherepeated.'
“Why—why not?''

 "Because you have not yet told me the one thing Ineed to hear you say."

 Katie's heart flung itself against her ribs with asickening thud, and the color drained from her face.She
closed her eyes, trying to shut out the memoryof herself screaming those words, willing herself to say the
words again, now. "I—" Her voice broke."I can't. I can't say it. I want to, but I—"

 "Katherine!" Padre Gregorio said in bewilderedalarm. "Here, sit down," he said quickly, gentlypushing
her into the nearest pew. He sat down besideher, his kindly face a study of anxiety and concern. "You do
not have to say you love him, Katherine,"he hastily reassured her. "I can see perfectly well thatyou do.
But can you at least tell me why you find it sopainful to admit, and so impossible to say?''

 White-faced, Katie turned her head and looked athim in helpless consternation and shuddered. In avoice
that was a raw whisper, she said, "I keep remembering the last time I said it."

 "Child, whatever happened, you cannot carry itaround inside of you like this. Have you never told
anyone?"

 "No," Katie said hoarsely. "No one. My fatherwould have tried to kill David—my husband. By thetime
my parents came back from Europe the bruiseswere healed, and Anne, their maid, promised neverto say
how I looked the night I came back to theirhouse."

 "Can you try to tell me what happened?" he asked softly.

 Katie looked at her hands lying limply in her lap. Iftalking about it would finally exorcise David fromher
mind, from her life, she was ready to try. She spoke haltingly at first, and then the horror camepouring out
in a torrent of choked, anguished words.

 When she was finished, Katie leaned against theback of the pew, emotionally exhausted, drained of
everything—even, she realized with a jolt ofsurprise—the pain. Hearing herself talking about David out
loud had made her realize that there wasno similarity between Ramon and David; none atall. David had
been a selfish, egotistical, sadisticmonster, while Ramon wanted to love and protectand provide for her.
And even when she had defied,humiliated and infuriated Ramon, he had notphysically abused her. What
had happened in thepast, belonged there.
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 Katie glanced at Padre Gregorio and realized thathe seemed to have shouldered her whole burden. He
looked positively shattered. "I feel much better,"she said softly, hoping to cheer him up.

 Padre Gregorio spoke for the first time since shehad begun her story. "Is Ramon aware of what hap
pened to you that night?"

 "No. I couldn't talk-about it. And anyway, Ididn't really think it was bothering me anymore. Ihardly ever
think of David."

 "It was bothering you," Padre Gregorio contradicted. "And you have been thinking of him,whether you
realized it or not. Otherwise, you wouldhave simply confronted Ramon with your suspicionthat he was
not entirely what he said he was. You didnot confront him because in your heart you wereafraid of what
you might learn. Because of your terrible experience, you automatically assumed that whatever secret
there was in Ramon would be as frighteningas the secrets you discovered in this other man.''

 He was quietly thoughtful for several minutes,then he seemed to snap out of his pensive reverie. "Ithink it
would be best if you confided in Ramonbefore your wedding night. There is always the possibility that,
because of your memories, you will experience some understandable revulsion when you are again
faced with the intimacy between a manand wife. Ramon should be prepared for that."

 Katie smiled and confidently shook her head. "Iwon't feel any revulsion at all with Ramon, sothere's no
need to worry."

 "You're probably right." Unexpectedly, PadreGregorio's expression darkened to an irritated,thoughtful
scowl. "Even if you do react to themarital intimacies with fright, I am certain thatRamon has enough
experience with women to be able to handle any problems of that sort."

 "I'm absolutely certain he can," Katie assured,laughing at Padre Gregorio's grumpy, censuring
expression. The old priest's narrowed gaze swerved toKatie's laughing face. "Notthat certain," she cor
rected hastily.

 Approvingly, he nodded. "It is good that youhave made him wait."

 To her mortification, Katie felt her cheeks pinken. Padre Gregorio saw it, too. His bushywhite brows
lifted and he peered at her over the rimof his gold spectacles. "Or that Ramon has madeyouwait," he
amended astutely.

 They both glanced over their shoulders as some tourists entered the church. "Come, we can finishthis
discussion better outside," he said. They walked down the steps and stood on the plaza surrounding the
church. "What are you going to do now?"he asked.

 Katie bit her lip and glanced toward the generalstore. "I suppose," she said with obvious reluctance, "I
could bring back the things I boughtthere and say in front of everyone that Ramonwouldn't... wouldn't..."
she choked on theword,"permit me to keep them."

 Padre Gregorio threw back his head andthe plaza rang with his laughter. Across thestreet several
villagers turned to stare asthey emerged with parcels from the shops. "Permitand obey… that is most
encouraging," he chuckled. Then he shook his head at her suggestion."I do not think Ramon would want
you to do that.He would not want to buy back his pride atthe cost of your own. You might offer to doit,
however. That would help convince him you aretruly repentant."
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 Katie slanted him a jaunty, teasing look. "Do youstill think I lack meekness, docility and a respect for
authority?"

 "I sincerely hope so," he said with a warm smile at her sparkling face. "As Ramon rather bluntly informed
me, he has no desire to marry a cockerspaniel."

 Katie's smile faded. "He has no desire to marry me, either, right now."

 "Do you want me to come with you when youspeak to him?"

 Katie shook her head after a moment's thought."When I came into the church, that was what I wasgoing
to ask you to do. I was terrified of his angeryesterday, and he actually threatened to make Davidseem
like a saint."

 "Did Ramon raise his hand to you?"

 "No."

 Padre Gregorio's lips twitched. "If he did notstrike you with the provocation he had yesterday, Iam
certain he never will.''

 "I suppose I always knew that," Katie admitted."It was probably just thinking about David thatmade me
so afraid of Ramon yesterday and today."

 Clasping his hands behind his back, Padre Gregorio beamed his general approval upon the mountains,
the sky, the village and the villagers. "Life canbe so good if you let it, Katherine. But you musttrade with
life. You give something and you getsomething, then you give something of yourselfagain and you receive
something again. Life goesbad when people try to take from it without giving.Then they came away
empty-handed, and they grabharder and more often, growing more disappointedand disillusioned each
time." He grinned at her."Since you are not afraid of Ramon doing physicalviolence to you, I assume you
do not need me?"

 "Actually I do," Katie said with a wry look atGarcia who was standing sentry beside the Rolls, hisarms
crossed over his chest, his eyes following herevery move. "I think Ramon instructed Garcia toget me off
this island, and if I've missed my planethat man will put me in a boat, a box or a bottle, buthe'll do what
Ramon told him to do. Do you thinkyou could convince him to take me back to Gabriella's, and also tell
him I want to surprise Ramon, so he shouldn't mention that I didn't leave?"

 "I think I can handle that," he said, putting hishand under her elbow and walking with her towardthe car.
"A 'self-important, self-righteous' mansuch as myself ought to be able to intimidate onechauffeur."

 "I'm terribly sorry about the things I said," Katiesaid contritely.

 Padre Gregorio's blue eyes laughed at her. "One has a tendency to acquire those rather unattractive
traits after wearing these robes for forty years. Iconfess that since you said that to me, I have donesome
serious soul-searching trying to discover if youwere right."

 "Is that what you were doing when I interruptedyou in church a while ago?"

 His face shadowed. "It was a moment of deepest sorrow, Katherine. I had seen you passing by the
church in Ramon's car, and I knew you were leaving. I had hoped and prayed that before it came tothat
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you would realize what was in your heart.Despite everything you said and did, I felt that you loved him.
Now, shall I see if I can convince the loyal Garcia that it is in Ramon's best interest forhim to disobey
Ramon's instructions?"

 When the Rolls pulled into Gabriella's yard, Katiedebated about having Garcia take her up to the cot
tage instead. The problem was that Ramon mightnot come back to the cottage for days, and Katiehad no
idea how to find him. Gabriella would helpher, so long as Eduardo could be kept from findingout.

 She lifted her hand to knock on the door, but itwas flung open. Instead of Gabriella, Eduardo was
standing there, his face uncompromising and for bidding. "You are not leaving?"

 "No, I—" Katie began pleadingly, but the rest of her sentence was cut off by Eduardo's crushing bear
hug.

 "Gabriella said I was wrong about you," hewhispered gruffly. With an arm thrown around her shoulders,
he drew her into the living roomto face Gabriella's shining countenance. "She told me you had courage."
He sobered abruptly. "Youare going to need a great deal of it to faceRamon.He will be twice as angry at
being twicedefied."

 "Where do you think he'll go tonight?" Katieasked bravely.

  

  

 Ramon sat with one hipperched on his desk, hisweight braced on the opposite foot. His expression
betrayed no emotion as he listened to Miguel and thefour auditors who were seated on the luxuriously
upholstered sofa at the far end of his office, discussing the bankruptcy papers that they were preparingto
file.

 Ramon's gaze was turned toward the windows ofhis high-rise San Juan office as he watched a jet
climbing in a wide arc into the blue afternoon sky.Based on the time, he knew it was Katie's plane. His
eyes followed it, clinging to it as it diminished to asilver speck on the horizon.

 "As far as you personally are concerned,Ramon," Miguel spoke up, "there is no need to file bankruptcy.
You have enough to cover your outstanding debts. The banks that loaned you themoney, which you in
turn loaned to the corporation, will foreclose on the island, houses, plane, yacht, artcollection, etc., and
recover their money by sellingthem to others. The only other personal debts youhave are for the two
office buildings you were constructing in Chicago and St. Louis."

 Miguel reached across the large coffee table infront of him and picked up a sheet of paper fromone of
the stacks. "The banks that loaned you partof the construction money are preparing to sell thebuildings to
other investors. Naturally, those investors will make the profit when they finish the buildings and sell
them. Unfortunately, they willalso be able to keep most of the twenty million dollars of your own money
that you put into each building." He glanced apologetically at Ramon."You probably knew this already?"

 Ramon nodded impassively.

 Behind him, the buzzer on his desk sounded andElise's agitated voice burst over the intercom. "Mr.
Sidney Green is calling from St. Louis again. He isvery insistent about speaking with you, SenorGalverra.
He is swearing at me," she added tersely."And shouting."
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 "Tell him that I said to call me another time whenhe feels more composed, and then disconnect the call,"
Ramon said curtly.

 Miguel smiled. "No doubt he is somewhat distressed about the rumors his competition is nowspreading
that his paint is defective. It is all over theWall Street Journal and the business sections of theAmerican
papers."

 One of the auditors glanced at Miguel with wryamusement for his naivete". "I imagine he's a hell ofa lot
more upset about his stock. Green Paint andChemical was selling for twenty-five dollars a sharetwo
weeks ago; it was down to thirteen dollars thismorning. There seems to be something of a panic."

 Miguel leaned back into the sofa and folded hisarms complacently. "I wonder what could bewrong?" He
straightened immediately at Ramon'ssharp frown, however.

 "Are you talking about Sidney Green from St.Louis?" The thin, bespectacled auditor on the right end of
the sofa looked up for the first time from hisledger sheets. "That's the name of the man whoheads the
group who is planning to take over the office building you were constructing in St. Louis,Ramon. They've
already made the bank an offer to buy it and finish it."

 "That vulture!" Miguel hissed, and launched intoa string of savage expletives.

 Ramon didn't hear him. All of the roiling painand fury he felt over losing Katie was exploding inside of
him in a volcanic surge of pure rage that nowhad a target he could strike: Sidney Green. "He isalso on the
board of directors of that same bank,and it refused to extend my construction loan so that I could finish
the building," he said in a low,threatening voice.

 Behind him the buzzer went off on his desk.Ramon answered it automatically while the auditorsgathered
up their papers, preparing to leave. "SenorGalverra," Elise said. "Mr. Green is on the line. Hesays he
feels more composed now."

 "Put him on," Ramon said softly.

 Green's voice exploded over the speaker system. "Bastard!" he screamed. Ramon nodded a curt
dismissal to the auditors, and flicked a look at Miguel that invited him to say. "You dirty bastard, are you
there?" Green shouted.

 Ramon's voice was quiet, controlled and verydangerous. "Now that we have exhausted the topicof my
legitimacy, shall we get down to business?''

 "I don't have any business with you, you—"

 "Sid," Ramon said in a silky voice, "You are annoying me, and I become very unreasonable when I am
annoyed. You owe me twelve million dollars."

 "I owe you three million," he thundered.

 "With interest it is now over twelve million. Youhave been drawing interest on my money for nine years;
I want it back."

 "Go to hell.'"he hissed.
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 "I am in hell," Ramon replied with no expression in his voice. "And I want you with me. Beginning today,
it is going to cost you one million dollars for each day the money remains unpaid."

 "You can't do that, you don't have that much influence, you arrogant son of a—"

 "Just watch me," Ramon bit out, then he brokethe connection.

 Miguel leaned forward eagerly, "Do you havethat much influence, Ramon?"

 "No."

 "But if he believes you do—"

 "If he believes it, he is a fool. If he is a fool, hewill not want to risk 'losing' another million today,and he
will call back within three hours so that hecan get the money into my bank in St. Louis before it closes
tonight."

 Three hours and fifteen minutes later, Miguel wasslumped morosely in his chair, his tie loose, hisjacket
open. Ramon glanced up from the papers he was signing and said, "I know you did not stop tohave
lunch. Now it is dinnertime. Call downstairs and order some food to be sent up from the restaurant. If
we are going to work late, you should havesomething to eat."

 Miguel paused with his hand on the phone."Don't you want anything, Ramon?"

 The question brought an image of Katie, andRamon closed his eyes against the wrenching pain."No."

 Miguel called down to the restaurant and orderedsandwiches. When he hung up the phone, it rangagain.

 "Elise has gone home for the day," Ramon said,answering it himself. For a moment he was verystill, then
he reached out and pressed the speakerbutton.

 Sidney Green's strangled voice filled the elegantoffice. ".. .need to know which bank."

 "No bank," Ramon said curtly. "Deliver it to mySt. Louis attorneys." He gave the name and addressof
the firm, then added, "Have them call me at thisnumber when the check is in their hands."

 Thirty minutes later, Ramon's attorney called.When Ramon replaced the phone he looked atMiguel
whose eyes were feverish with excitement."How can you just sit there like that, Ramon?You've just made
twelve million dollars."

 Ramon's smile was ironic. "Actually, I have justmade forty million. I will use the twelve million tobuy
stock in Green Paint and Chemical. Within twoweeks I will be able to sell it for twenty million. I willtake
that twenty million and use it to finish thebuilding in St. Louis. When I sell the building in sixmonths, I will
get back the twenty million I originally invested, plus this twenty million."

 "Plus whatever profit you make on the building.''

 "Plus that," Ramon agreed flatly.

 Miguel was eagerly pulling on his suit coat. "Let'sgo out and celebrate," he said, straightening his tie.
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 "We'll call it a combination bachelor and successparty."

 Ramon's eyes turned enigmatic. "There is noneed for a 'bachelor' party. I forgot to mention thatI am not
getting married on Sunday. Katie...changed her mind." Ramon pulled open the largefile drawer on his
right, carefully avoiding theastonished regret he knew he would see on hisfriend's face. "Go out and
celebrate my 'success'for both of us. I want to look over the file on thatbuilding."

 A short time later, Ramon glanced up to see a boystanding in front of his desk, holding two whitepaper
sacks. "Someone phoned downstairs andordered sandwiches, sir," he said, looking around in awe at the
palatial office.

 "Just leave them there," Ramon nodded towardthe coffee table across the room and absently reached
into the inside pocket of his suit coat. He tookout his wallet and rifled through it looking for some
one-dollar bills to give the boy as a tip.

 The smallest he had was a five-dollar bill—Katie'sfive-dollar bill. He had never intended to part withit,
and had folded it in half, then half again, todistinguish it from other money he would ever carry;a memento
he'd treasured from a red-haired angelwith laughing blue eyes.

 Ramon felt as if he was shattering into a thousandpieces as he slowly pulled Katie's money out of his
wallet. His fingers tightened convulsively around it,and then he forced himself to let it go. Just as he had
forced himself to let Katie go. He opened his handand gave the crumpled bill to the eager boy.

  

 When the boy left, Ramon looked down at hiswallet. Katie's money was gone. Katie was gone. Hewas
an extremely wealthy man again. Bitter rageboiled up inside of him, and his hand clenched into afist with
the savage urge to smash something.

  

  

 CHAPTER TWENTY

 Eduardo ran his handthrough his rumpled darkhair and glanced at Katie whose pale face was reflecting
her mounting tension. "The security guard said he left the building three hours ago, at nine o'clock. Garcia
picked him up in the Rolls, but neither Garcia nor Ramon returned to the villa in Mayaguez,nor is Ramon
at his house in Old San Juan."

 Katie bit her lip apprehensively. "Do you thinkGarcia might have told Ramon that I didn't leave,and
Ramon is just refusing to answer the phone?"

 Eduardo's look was filled with derisive scorn. "IfRamon knew you were still here, he would not behiding
from you—he would have descended on thishouse like forty devils, believe me."

 "Eduardo," Gabriella said with an exasperatedsigh, "you are petrifying Katie, and she is nervousenough
without that."
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 Jamming his hands into his back pockets, Eduardo stopped pacing and stood looking down at Katie.
"Katie, I do not know where he could be. He is notat either of his houses, nor is he staying withRafael's
family. I cannot think where else he wouldchoose to spend the night."

  

 Katie tried to ignore the painful stab of jealousyshe felt at the possibility that Ramon might wellhave
decided to spend the night in the arms of thebeautiful woman he was often pictured with in thelocal
magazine clippings. "I was so certain he would go to the cottage," she said. "You're positive hewasn't
there?"

 Eduardo was emphatic. "I told you, I went there.It was only ten-thirty, too early for him to go tosleep,
but there were no lights on inside."

 Katie bent her head abjectly, twisting her fingersin her lap. "If things had been reversed, I wouldhave
gone there—where I could feel closest to him."

 "Katie," Gabriella said with sympathetic determination. "I know where you are thinking he is, butyou are
wrong. He would not turn to anotherwoman tonight."

 Katie was too preoccupied to see the dubious lookEduardo tossed at his wife. "You knocked whenyou
went to the cottage, didn't you?" Katie said.

 Eduardo's head swung to her. "Why should Iknock on the door of a dark, empty house? Besides,
Ramon would have seen the car lights coming up thedriveway. He would have come out to see who was
there."

 Katie's smooth brow furrowed. "I think youshould have knocked." She stood up more out ofrestlessness
than anything else, and then said, "Ithink I'll go up to the cottage."

 "Katie, he is not there, but if you insist on going,I will go with you."

 "I'll be fine," Katie reassured.

 "I do not want you to confront Ramon alone," Eduardo persisted. "I saw how furious he wasyesterday, I
was with him, and—"

 "I was with him, too," Katie reminded him gently. "And I'm positive I'll be fine. He can't be much
angrier than he was yesterday.''

 Eduardo dug in his pocket and pulled out the carkeys, handing them to her. "If I believed for aminute he
is there now, I would come with you, but he is not. You are going to have to wait until tomorrow to talk
to him."

 "My parents are arriving tomorrow," Katie saiddesperately. She looked at the clock tickingominously on
the wall. "It's after midnight—technically this is Saturday morning. I'm getting marriedon Sunday—that's
tomorrow."

 Remembering what Eduardo had said about Ramon seeing the car lights coming up the driveway,Katie
drove the last hundred yards without them. If Ramon was there, she thought it would be best tohave the
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element of surprise on her side. Particularlybecause she didn't relish the idea of confronting afurious
Ramon on the doorstep.

 Up ahead a faint light was visible through theswaying branches of the trees and Katie's heart gavea wild
leap of joy as she stopped the car. She walkedup the moonlit brick path, her knees shaking harderwith
each step. The bedroom lamp was on!

 She reached for the door handle, mumbling a disjointed prayer that it wouldn't be locked because she
had no key, and breathed a sigh of relief when it opened easily. She closed it cautiously, then turned
around. The living room was in shadow, but therewas the mellow glow of lamplight streaming into it
through the open doorway from the bedroom.

 This was it. She pulled the sweater off her shoulders and dropped it on the floor. She ran shakyhands
over the clingy cinnamon dress she had deliberately chosen hours ago with the specific intention of
tantalizing Ramon and hopefully weakeninghis resistance. It scooped very low in the front, exposing a
glimpse of deep cleavage, had narrow shoulder straps, no sleeves and virtually no back.She combed her
fingers through her long hair, thenstarted walking very quietly.

 In the bedroom doorway, Katie stopped to steadyher rioting nerves—Ramon was lying on the bed, his
hands clasped behind his head, staring at the ceiling.His white shirt was unbuttoned nearly to his waist,
and he hadn't bothered to take off his shoes. His profile was so bitter and desolate that Katie's chestfilled
with remorse. She gazed at the dark, austerebeauty of his face, the power and virility stamped inevery
line of his long body, and her pulse raced witha mixture of excitement and trepidation. Even lying down,
Ramon seemed like a very formidable opponent.

 She took one step into the room, throwing ashadow on the ceiling across his line of vision.

 Ramon's head twisted toward her, and Katiefroze.

 He stared at her, his stark black eyes piercingthrough her as though he wasn't really seeing her atall.

  

 "I didn't leave," Katie whispered inanely. At the sound of her voice, Ramon shot up and offthe bed in
one lithe, terrifying lunge.

 His granite features were an impenetrable mask,and Katie was too nervous to notice anything about his
mood except that he was tensed, ready to springat her. "I—I didn't want to go," she stammered.He
stepped forward and Katie stepped back."Padre Gregorio says he'll marry us," she told himquickly.

 "Oh, is that right?" Ramon said in a low voice.He started toward her and Katie started backingaway.

 "I—I'll take back everything I paid for," she volunteered as he stalked her through the bedroomdoorway
and into the living room.

 "Will you, now?" Ramon breathed softly.

 Katie nodded vigorously, backing into the sofaand moving around it. "I—I saw Rafael's scrap-book,"
she explained breathlessly. "If you'd onlytold me who you really are, I would have understood why you
didn't want me to pay for anything. Iwould have obey—" she choked on the word "—obeyed you."
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 "I see you have learned a new word," Ramonmocked.

 Katie bumped into the lamp table and scootedsideways around it. "I'll fill the whole house withplants and
ruffles and children," she promised desperately. The backs of her legs hit the chair,blocking any further
retreat, and uncontrollablepanic welled in Katie's throat. "You have to listento me! I was afraid to marry
you because I knewthat you were hiding something from me, but Ididn't know what it was, and David
had—"

 Ramon closed the distance and Katie put her handout trying to fend him off. "Please listen to me,"she
cried out. "I love you!"

 His hands gripped her shoulders pulling heragainst him with enough force to snap Katie's headback. For
the first time she was close enough to see the expression in those smouldering eyes, and whatshe saw
was not anger. It was love—a love so intensethat she was humbled by it.

 "You love me," he repeated in a strangely gruffvoice. "And I suppose you thought that if you toldme you
love me, I would forget everything else andforgive you?"

 "Yes," Katie whispered. "I thought you might.J—just this once."

 "Just this once," he murmured in tender amusement, and his hand trembled as he laid it against her
cheek, slowly running it back to smooth her hair. Hemade a sound that was half groan, half laugh as his
fingers sank into her hair. "Just this once?" herepeated as if it were the greatest of understatements, and
his other arm crushed her to him, his mouth capturing hers in a deep devouring kiss.

 With joy and relief bursting like fireworks in her heart, Katie slid her hands up his hard chest, around his
neck, and welcomed his tongue into her mouth.She arched herself against his rigid thighs, andRamon
shuddered with pleasure, his hands rushingover her shoulders and back, then lower, pulling herhips tighter
to him.

  

 He tore his mouth from hers and brushed scorching kisses over her temple, her forehead, her eyesand
her cheek. "Say it again," he ordered hoarsely."I love you," Katie told him with a throbbingache in her
voice. "And I need you.. .and I wantyou...and I...."

 Ramon's mouth opened ravenously over hers,silencing her words and sending her spinning off into a
world where nothing existed but the fiery demands of his hands and mouth and body. He kissed her
again and again, until Katie was moaning andmoving against him, her body racked with fierce,wild jolts of
desire.

 He took his mouth from hers, and gazed down into her glorious, sultry eyes. "Come to bed,querida,"he
murmured hotly.

 Katie spread her flattened hands inside the open front of his shirt, her fingers moving over his hair-
roughened chest, but to Ramon's frustrated disappointment, the beautiful woman in his arms saidvery
softly, "No."

 "Yes," he whispered, already bending his headwith every intention of kissing away her objections,but this
time she shook her head.
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 "No," she repeated. Smiling with wistful regret,she explained. "Eduardo didn't want me to confront you
alone. The only reason he let me come wasbecause he was positive you weren't here. I didn'tcome right
back, so he's bound to have started uphere on foot—to defend me from your wrath."Ramon's brows
drew together in annoyance, andKatie smoothed her fingers over his heart, her smile widening. "And
there are two other reasons why I'd like to wait. One is that we need to talk. You askedme for honesty,
insisted on it, and then you deliberately misled me. I would like to understand whyyou did."

 Ramon's arms loosened slightly, reluctantly."What is the other reason?" he asked gently.

 Katie ruefully looked away from him. "Tomorrow is our wedding day. We've waited this longalready,
and, well, Padre Gregorio—"

 Ramon burst out laughing and swept her up intohis arms. "When we were young, Eduardo, Migueland I
believed that if we did something wrong,Padre Gregorio would look into our eyes and hewould know it."
He carried her over to the sofa andsettled her on his lap, his arm around her waist.

 "Did it keep you from doing anything wrong?"Katie teased.

 "No," Ramon admitted with a grin. "But it keptus from enjoying it."

 In the dimly lit quiet of the living room she haddecorated for him, Ramon explained to Katie whyhe had
misled her and then, as simply as he could, heexplained how the events of the day had drastically altered
the prospects for their future. She listened tothe story of Sidney Green, her face alight withlaughter, her
quick, intelligent mind easily com prehending the pressure Ramon had brought on Sidney Green and the
havoc he had wrought onGreen Paint and Chemical. Yet when he was finished, Katie's excited elation
faded slightly."Katie, what is wrong?" he asked her softly.

  

 Katie looked around at the cozy room where theysat. "Nothing really. It's just that I'll miss thishouse; I
could have been very happy here."

 Ramon touched her chin, turning her face up tohis. "You will like your other houses much better."Katie
frowned in puzzlement. "I thought you saidthe houses and the island were going to be takenaway by the
banks."

 "It is still possible," Ramon said, "but it is notlikely. Banks are like scavengers. When they scent afailure,
they are quick to close in to ensure that they get their share of what is left. But if the 'failure' suddenly
shows signs of recovery, they are just as quickto back away. They will wait and watch. They willconsider
how much more they have to gain if Ishould prosper, as I have in the past. My St. Louislawyers tell me
that Sidney Green has been crying toeveryone from St. Louis to New York that I have been manipulating
his stock and driving him out ofbusiness. The banks will hear that, and they willwonder if perhaps they
have underestimated my in fluence. They will continue to circle, and to watch,but they will begin backing
further away. When Iresume construction of the St. Louis high rise, theChicago bank will scent a profit
and they will decideto reconsider loaning me the money to finish theChicago high rise.

 "So you see," he concluded, "you will have yourhouses and servants and—"

 "—and nothing to do," Katie finished with a wansmile. "Because you think a woman's place is athome."
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 Ramon's eyes narrowed. "A moment ago, yousaid you could have been very happy here. Whycan you
not be happy in a more luxurious home?"

 Katie, bracing for an argument, moved off hislap and walked over to the windows. She could feel
Ramon's eyes on her back as she parted the curtains and stared out into the darkness, tryingto think of a
way to make him understand. "I said I could have been happy living here," she saidquietly, "and Icould
have been—becausewe would have been working to build a life together. I would have felt useful and
needed. I couldstill feel useful and needed, but you won't let me,"she said.

 Behind her, she heard Ramon get up and starttoward her, and her voice gained determination."You're
going to begin rebuilding Galverra International, and my background is in personnel. I'mfamiliar with
hiring practices and wage scales andgovernment regulations and payroll procedures—Icould help you,
but you won't let me."

 His hands settled on her shoulders, but Katierefused to turn as she continued. "I know how you feel
about a woman working outside the home—you made that very clear the day of our picnic. Yousaid that
when a woman takes a job, it shows theworld that what her husband can provide isn'tgood enough for
her. You said that it hurts his pride and—"

 Ramon's hands tightened on her shoulders. "Turn around and look at me," he interruptedgently.

  

 Katie turned, half-expecting him to try to pacifyher with a kiss. Instead he looked down at her withquiet
gravity. "Katie, a manis always most sensitive about his pride when he knows in his heartthat he has little
of which to be proud." He tippedher chin up and gazed somberly into her eyes. "'Telling a woman what
her 'place' is, is a man's way of trying to make a woman settle for less thanshe has a right to expect. I was
ashamed of how little I could offer you then, but I believed that Icould make you feel happy and
contented here, living simply as my wife. I was trying to convinceyou of the Tightness of it, because that
was the only argument, and the only future, I could offer. Iwould be very proud, and very pleased, to
haveyou working with me now."

 His head turned abruptly, and Katie followedhis gaze. A small beam of light was tracing its wayslowly up
the long hill to the cottage. Eduardo,carrying a flashlight, was "coming to her rescue."She glanced at
Ramon, but instead of beingirritated by Eduardo's impending arrival, he wasgrinning thoughtfully at her.

 "What are you thinking about?" she asked himsoftly.

 Ramon gazed down at her, his eyes dark withlove. "I'm deciding what to give you for a wedding
present."

 Katie wrapped her arms tightly around his neck.You are my wedding present,she thought withaching
tenderness. "What are my choices?" shetwinkled.

 "Either a baby or a Ferrari," he replied, grinning, and wrapped his arms around her. "Youonce said that
a Ferrari would make your life'absolutely ecstatic' "

 "I'd rather have a baby than a Ferrari," Katielaughed. Ramon laughed too, but he intended togive her
both.
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 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 On a balmy June Sunday,Katherine ElizabethConnelly walked slowly up the aisle of a stately oldSpanish
church, past the rows of shyly smilingvillagers, to willingly and proudly meet her fate.

 With sunlight streaming in rainbows through the stained-glass windows, she placed her hand in thehand
of the tall, darkly handsome man who waswaiting for her at the altar, and standing before asolemn priest
with smiling blue eyes, she becameKatherine de Galverra.

 Ramon gazed down at the beautiful woman beside him, her shining hair entwined with flowers. Heheard
her saying her marriage vows, while other visions of her danced through his mind: Katie lookingsomberly
beautiful and regally aloof in the singles'bar where they had met three weeks ago…       

 Katie, handing him a five-dollar bill. "Please takeit, Ramon. I'm sure you can use it."

 Katie, her eyes glowing with merriment on theirpicnic as she accused him of being a male chauvinist."It
may surprise you to hear this, but not all womenare born with a burning desire to chop onions and grate
cheese."

 Katie, dancing in his arms at the pool party, herlips still warm from their passionate kiss, her eyes

 dark and apprehensive… "I think I am gettingvery scared."

 And now, Katie, standing beside him in church.Katie, turning her face up to him: "I, Katherine,take you
to be my lawfully wedded husband…      

 Ramon looked down at her and joy exploded inhis chest, pouring through his veins until it wasalmost
past bearing.

 Her glowing face was a picture he knew he wouldremember as long as he lived; her softly spokenwords
a benediction that lingered in his heart.

 The memory was still vibrantly alive many hours later, when his wife finally came to him, the naked
splendor of her body bathed in moonlight streamingthrough the bedroom window of the cottage. He
watched her, aching to give her the world and everything in it, because she had already given him so
much.

 Love tightened his throat as her arms drew him toher, and he covered her body with his. Tenderness
burst within him when she unashamedly welcomedhim into her incredible warmth.

 They moved together, two people making wildbeautiful love to each other, until Katie finally criedout in
shivering ecstasy; then he gathered her intohis arms and, whispering her name, Ramon gave herthe only
gift that was his alone to give. He gave herhimself.
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